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INTRODUCTION
Finding Fantasy, Again.
 
THE FIRST TIME one of our cave-dwelling ancestors came back scratched up and bleeding from a rough day of hunting or gathering and someone asked, “What happened?” literature was born. But the first time someone painted something on a cave wall that nobody else recognized, and explained it by saying, “I saw it in a dream” –well, that was the birth of fantasy.
For a very long time in human history there wasn't much difference between what we experienced and what we imagined. When blind Homer was reciting his poems about the Trojan War, did he think his semi-historical warriors like Achilles and Hector were more “real” than the gods who stand behind every scene in The Iliad? That's a hard question to answer even today, when we call the creations of our mind “imagination,” and wall them off in a separate category from Truth. But what we see when we look at another human being is still only the tip of a great iceberg. What is in that human's head is a lot bigger and a lot stranger than the physical reality. We used to know that better than we do now.
What we experience. What we imagine. For a long time the two were pretty much equal in importance. There were witches in our villages, monsters in the forest, and dragons at the edges of the maps. 
The growth of Reason, a belief that the universe could be understood by sheer hard work, drove the first wedge between these two types of reality. You may have noticed that a great deal of fantasy writing takes place in pre-industrial settings. That's because it's not the trappings of industry that discourage fantasy (Steampunk does very well in that world) but the growth of understanding. Reason spawned science fiction, a literature of human doings and human interaction with a bigger universe, stories based on ideas that seemed as if they might be possible one day. Humans (some of them, anyway) began to believe that everything we saw and heard and touched might be part of a larger, logical system, that we might understand everything if we could only tease out the truth.
Fantasy, though, is a literature of things beyond explanation. It calls us back to childhood, either the childhood of our species, before we knew those map-dragons were imaginary, or our own individual childhoods, when shadows held scary stuff, when things lived under our beds and in our closets or in that one part of our journey home where we had to walk through the dark woods.
The title of this anthology, “Neverland's Library,” comes from Peter Pan, a famous story about not growing up—about continuing to see the world as children see it. We live in this modern age with a conflicting but ever-growing set of logical explanations for almost everything, for rainbows and eggs and evil. If somebody does something horrible beyond our understanding, we don't just assume that person been possessed by a demon or touched by malign gods, we try to track the genes and influences that created the monster, to find out where everything went wrong.
But the childlike part of us will never be entirely satisfied with this modern world of reasons and explanations and facts. The child in all of us, the part of us that used to paint dreams on cave walls because dreams were just as real as the animals we hunted, still lives in that world, even in this era of instant information and high-definition science. Somewhere, deep down, we still want to believe in gods and monsters, because even if gods and monsters don't explain reality as well as science does, they explain how reality feels.
Good fantasy writing takes us straight back to that important part of us—straight back to the past, straight back to childhood. The darkness beyond the fire becomes meaningful again, and the shadows under the bed are once more dangerous. But—and this is very important—if the danger and darkness are real, then so is the power of bravery, of hope, of simply being good. We don't want an inexplicable universe that's entirely against us, we want an inexplicable universe that might help us, too.
Ultimately, fantasy is about reducing the world to human size again, while expanding what might be to the greatest extent we can imagine. We can do it, because the human imagination is still the single biggest thing there is: it can encompass this entire universe, and several others beside.
Come and join me here, in a human-sized world that is much bigger than the everyday one we know so well. Read these stories. Come visit other places, other times, and other realities that only exist for certain in imagination, and see why we all need more than just “facts.”
Find fantasy. Be in awe again. Be afraid again. Be human.
 
Tad Williams
September 2013
 




 



Deception
Mark Lawrence
 
“IT WAS THIS BIG!” Jak threw his arms wide. “I swear. I was so close to catching it.” 
Dain glanced up from his rock. He lay flat, with his chin over the edge so he could see the water, just two feet below. “Go away. You'll scare off my fish.”
“But I almost caught one,” Jak said. “A lefid. It must have been a
yard long. I—”
“Yes, I believe you,” Dain said. He returned his gaze to the lake.
Jak felt his lip begin to quiver. His brother lay immobile, as though
his tanned flesh were part of the rock.
“I did!” Jak shouted. He felt Dain's accusation like cold fingers reaching into his chest. He turned and ran, following the lakeshore.
The smaller rocks he leapt, the larger ones he scrambled over, careless of the grazes.
The lefid-spear lay where Jak had left it, on his fishing rock. He sat by the spear, hugging knees to chest, no sound but the labor of his breath, the rock warm beneath his feet. The lake spread before him in endless sparkles. I did almost catch it, he thought. It was a yard long. Nearly. I don't lie.
No-one believed Jak these days. Not since he saw the Maker. Not even his older brother. He heaved in a breath, half pant, half sob. He'd been so excited then. So excited that he'd not waited to tell father, but rushed into Chant-Meet and shouted out the news.
“A Maker! I saw a Maker!”
Once more Jak saw the looks the town-folk exchanged. His eyes stung
and the sparkles on the lake blurred behind tears. He remembered the
people were awkward at first, as if they wished he'd shut up. But
then, when he said the Maker was naked, they laughed. They seized on
that, and suddenly it was a joke. They could sweep it all away.
I saw him! I didn't dream him.
Priest Roth told Jak he'd dreamed it. Helpless before church orders, Jak's parents had delivered him to the rectory. A slow walk to the dark manse that dominated the town. A servant took him to Roth's study. He remembered the carpet, soft and thick, the crystal glasses in the cabinet, the golden chess pieces, and the priest in contemplation as the servant led him in.
The priest had held him with pinching hands and cold eyes. “You dreamed it, Jakimo. Say it. Say it. If you didn't dream him then you must be lying, and the Makers have fires to burn liars on.”
Sometimes he wondered if it was a dream. The Maker looked so like the stained-glass picture in the Chant-Hall. He could have stepped from that window above the altar-stone. Ten foot tall, overtopped by eagle wings, perfection glowing golden in each limb, hair like spun silver.
Jak sniffed and picked up his lefid-spear. They made us in their image, he thought, but I wish they'd given us their wings too. I'd fly above the clouds and find him again. Make him tell everyone I wasn't lying.
A dark shape flickered by, impossibly large, impossibly fast. The surface of the lake exploded and the first wave took Jak from his rock with a cold slap. Through the spray, he saw stones fly from the beach as the object surged from the water. Several trees fell. Jak heard them splintering. Then silence.
“Jak! Jak!” Dain's voice. His shouts came closer.
Jak tried to answer. He couldn't find his words. The wave had dropped him in a spiny hawthorn to the side of his fishing rock.
“Jak!” The cries held an edge of desperation.
Then Dain was bending over him, dark against the sun, his golden hair a halo. “Thank the Makers! What happened? Are you alright? Can you stand?”
Jak let Dain haul him to his feet, still spilling questions in relief. He wiped the water from his face and shook his brother off. The jagged stump of a pine-oak stood out from tangled undergrowth. The smell of its sap reached him, sharp but somehow sweet. He stepped toward it.
“Jak, don't.” Dain reached for him, but too slow.
As he got closer Jak could see the furrow ploughed up the beach, and the path torn into the trees. He half imagined some giant had thrown a rock from the far shore, falling just short of crossing the lake.
He took another step and almost tripped on a fallen pine-oak. At the broken end, the trunk looked pulverized. The shards dripped crimson. For a moment Jak didn't understand why a tree would bleed. Then he saw the hand. Golden fingers, motionless and curled in the dirt. A fist as big as his head.
“Jak!” Dain called. He seemed very distant.
The brambles cut Jak's hands when he pulled them clear. He didn't feel it. The Maker's eyes were all he saw, gold and molten. It seemed that they only shared a moment, but when Jak turned, Dain was nearly out of sight.
“Dain!” Jak shouted, knowing he wouldn't be heard. “Don't tell them! Don't tell!” But Dain had gone, lost among the beech and elm on the steep slopes up to Cutter Pass.
Jak shouted once more and turned away. He'd wished for proof and now it lay before him. But somehow he didn't want the priest here, or the town-folk, it didn't seem right. And besides, if the Maker left, then Dain would be a liar too.
#
Dain returned with their father and nine other men, including Hender the blacksmith and the elder Priest, Roth.
Roth came first, sweeping the bushes aside with his staff. The brambles caught at his robes and he tore free. Jak could see anger in the set of the priest's mouth and in the thinness of his lips. The others followed with proper deference.
He should be happy, Jak thought.
Jak's father caught him in his arms and swept him up. Dain stood close by, looking at his shoes. Everyone else stopped before the Maker, just staring.
In his hours with the Maker, Jak had no word from him. He'd checked the Maker's injuries. Both wings were shattered in the fall, broken close to the shoulder, stocks of pale bone jutting from torn flesh. The rest of him looked relatively unhurt, no bruises, but deep gashes here and there. The Maker seemed to have no skin, as though he were made from clay, and the blood that filled his wounds was the scarlet of stained glass.
The Maker hadn't spoken to Jak, but he didn't feel ignored. The Maker watched him, and those golden eyes held communion.
Now the Maker spoke.
Into the silence of their amazement he spoke words so deep and fluid that at first they thought it song.
“I have escaped the vaults of heaven to bring you a truth,” the Maker said.
Roth clutched his staff for support. Jak looked at the priest's hands; bony claws on the wood. He remembered the cruelty in their pinching.
The Maker swept his gaze across the men before him. The blacksmith met the Maker's molten eyes, the others looked away. Roth bent his head, then his knee. Jak wondered why the priest scowled so. The others fell to their knees, Ronnan the butcher, then Greyton Jone in his ragged smock. Only Hender remained standing, a smile on his broad face.
At last Roth found his voice. “What is your truth, oh messenger of Heaven?” the priest asked.
The Maker heaved himself into a sitting position. His broken wings trailed through the bushes. Jak found himself wincing, but no trace of discomfort crossed the Maker's face.
“You call me 'Maker', but we did not make you. That is the truth I bring. For this I have broken the Covenant of Heaven, and been cast down,” the Maker said.
Nobody spoke.
“I have set you free. You waste your lives in worship of beings that do not need or want such sacrifice,” the Maker said.
Silence.
Jak spoke. “The Makers didn't say that I must be a farmer? Can I learn my letters? Is it a false law that says I can't read?” He felt it, he felt the chains breaking inside him.
“There is no Maker who has laid such a law,” the Maker said. “We have but one law, and I have broken it. I have spoken with you.”
“No laws?” Jak felt like laughing. He looked up among the dizzying vaults of the forest. Blue sky could be glimpsed above the leaves. “Can we fly?”
The Maker smiled and every nerve in Jak sang. “If you can find a way,” he said.
“You were cast down?” Priest Roth's voice cut across them. He levered himself to his feet. “Thrown from Heaven?”
The Maker nodded.
The priest straightened himself and his face grew hard. “You are Fallen. You are the father of lies. Your sin has denied you grace, and now you try to turn men from the true Makers.
“Look! The Makers have stripped you for your sin and sent you naked to the earth!”
The Maker frowned at this last part, as if puzzled.
“I bring truth,” he said. “A gift.”
Priest Roth stepped forward. He swung his staff and struck the Maker full in the face. The wood broke with a loud crack. The Maker blinked, regarding Roth in silence.
“No one will speak of this!” Priest Roth said. “To contaminate the township with such lies would be a crime worthy of the strongest censure.”
Jak had seen the priests' strongest censure before. The Silenced rarely came to town, but he'd seen them at the Horse-fair in Merrith. They cut the fingers from the ones who could write, but only the tongues from the peasants.
“Hender and Greyton will stay to guard the beast. The rest of us will return to town. We'll fetch chains for Hender to shackle it with. The trial will take place here so the evil will not spread. We'll stake it by the lake and burn it there once sentence is passed,” Roth said.
The priest set off immediately, as if the Maker's presence scorched him. He didn't look back, sure in his authority. The men fell in behind him. Jak's father pulling him along.
“If it tries to escape, Hender, kill it,” Roth said.
#
No-one spoke on the long climb to Cutter Pass. The path grew steep and the ground treacherous. Town-folk never spoke easy before a priest, but it seemed to Jak that each man carried a new burden of silence. He looked from one grim face to the next. Even Dain would not meet his gaze.
The Maker spoke true, I know it. Jak couldn't let the words out, yet they grew inside him, demanding release.
From the height of the pass Jak saw Hopetown in the distance. The shadow of the hills reached out across the plain for the cluster of tiny roofs. The men strung out behind Priest Roth now, as if unwilling to be drawn into his plans. They trudged one behind the other, ever more isolated, never looking back.
At the rear of the column Jak stopped walking.
The Maker spoke true, and I won't let them kill him!
A last glance at his father's back, and Jak turned to run. He ran until his lungs hurt, and then he ran some more. He crested the pass once more. Loose stones scattered beneath his heels as Jak rounded a corner above a precipitous fall. For the second time that day he began the descent toward the lake.
Half a dozen times Jak came within inches of death. He leapt small gorges where the melt-water tumbled to the valley below. He sprinted on crumbled edges, high above jagged rock. Once, after a stumble, he thanked the Makers for watching over him.
“But they didn't make us.” He only mouthed the words, he had no breath for speaking.
The sun burned crimson just above the lake by the time Jak reached the woods. He caught glimpses of the water through the trees as he ran. It looked like blood.
Close by the clearing he forced himself to stop and find his wind. It took forever. Quiet as quiet he crept toward the Maker and his guards.
“Run. I'm telling you, run. Your legs ain't broke. We'll say you escaped.” Jak recognized Hender's voice. He sounded close to tears.
“If I run, I deny my words,” the Maker answered. He sounded kindly, like tutor Borse explaining to the little ones why two plus two doesn't make five.
The priests found out about the 'secret tutor' two summers ago, and he never came back to the farms.
“Run anyway,” Greyton said. “They're going to burn you.”
“They will,” said the Maker. “And if I had made them - would I not unmake them, to stop their fire?”
“We believe you already, Oros,” Hender said. “You don't have to die to prove it.”
Jak edged closer, through the laurel, brushing the leaves aside. The Maker sat propped against a large pine-oak, thicker than the ones he had broken in his fall. His wings, white splashed with scarlet, lay in ruin around him.
“I don't have to die, but die I will, if that is the required proof. The truth I have planted is a single seed in a forest of lies. It may be that I must water it with my blood.” The Maker sighed and closed his eyes.
“No.” Jak pulled free of the laurel bushes. “There must be another way.” He felt the tears roll down his cheeks, salty on his lips.
“Jak!” Hender moved toward him.
“Oh hell! Roth will be heading back now,” Greyton said.
Oros opened his eyes. “There is another way,” he said. “A hard way.”
The two men turned toward him. “What must we do, Oros?” Greyton asked.
Jak wondered at Greyton. He'd always known Hender was a good man, someone to run to. But Greyton? Oros had woken something in the man.
“Not you,” Oros said. “The boy.”
“I'll do it,” Jak said.
The Maker shook his head. “It's a hard path. A high price. If I could fly back to the Heavens. If I could take my place again, before your priest. Then the truth of my words would be sealed.”
“But your wings…” Hender said.
“May be healed,” Oros replied. “It would take a Gift though. It would take sixty years. And only one here has sixty years to give.”
“No!” Hender and Greyton said it together.
The Maker raised one hand, large as a shield. The men's voices grew dim, the sounds of the forest fell to nothing. “Jak?”
Sixty years? I'd be ancient. Old as priest Roth. I'd be an old man. But we'd be free.
“Yes,” Jak said.
Oros leaned forward, his muscles corded. “It needs more than a word, Jak. You have to mean it. You have to mean it body and soul. Will you give me your youth, freely?” His molten gaze felt hot on Jak's skin now.
“For the truth,” Jak said.
Oros sighed and fell back, somehow shrunken. “Put your hands on my chest.”
A distant crashing reached Jak. Men running through the undergrowth. Priest Roth and the others!
Jak hesitated. I'll be old. He thought of Borse, the secret tutor. He was an old man. An old man who cared enough to teach the children. The priests took Borse from them, with his truths. The sound of tearing bushes and cracking branches grew louder, reaching him even through the blanket of silence.
“Jakimo!” You must have dreamed it. Burn the lie.
He thought of the Silenced. And he reached out.
The Maker's flesh seethed beneath his palms. Golden eyes turned red as the sunset waters. Red as blood. For a moment Oros looked gaunt, a feral cast to his features. Jak held his hands there, though the pain seared into him.
And, from one heartbeat to the next, Oros stood whole. Golden and glorious. No gentle healing, just suddenly complete, pure white wings spread wide.
“No! Jak!” Hender's shouts filled his ears.
Jak looked at his hands. They were the same. He touched his face. Unmarked.
“You said…sixty years?” he whispered.
“I need the Gift, Jak.” The deep voice folded him in honey. “I needed the act, not the sacrifice.”
The Maker smiled at Jak, and the shadows of dusk lit like day. With a single beat of his wings, the Maker took to the sky. Jak turned to see the priest, standing open-mouthed. Behind Roth stood father, Dain, and the rest of the men, their faces golden with reflected light. The seed of truth would flower now. The secret would be known.
You're with me still, Oros' voice rang in Jak's head. Because you gave the Gift.
And Jak was. He closed his eyes and saw what the Maker saw. He soared above the woods, above the lake, lit by the last glimmer of a dying sun.
You found a way to fly, Jak. You found a way to fly.
They stood in silence and watched as Oros dwindled to a golden point and became lost in the clouds. Jak's visions of flying faded; the connection frayed.
He felt a warm hand on his shoulder. “Come on home, lad.”
Father led him away, not waiting for the priest's leave. Dain followed, almost dancing. “Did you see? Did you see him fly?”
Hender walked along behind, grinning from ear to ear. “They didn't make us. Now ain't that a thing.” He drew level with Jak's father. “I've a mind to build that seed-drill you know. I'm sure it would work, no matter what old Rothy and his lot say…”
They climbed the slope in darkness, until the moon rose to hint the way.
As they reached the pass, Jak heard a whisper at the back of his mind. The faintest ghost of Oros' voice, and another, fainter still.
“Welcome back. It is done?”
“Yes,” said Oros.
“You broke the only law?”
“I did,” said Oros. “I broke the truth.”
“You told Man we did not make him?”
Oros sighed. “With a lie, I set them free.”
 
 



Shadow Dust
J.M. Martin
 
THE GUARDS ADMITTED the servitor into the mess hall. He was a bald man lacking feeling, bereft of spirit, tall and lean and hook-faced. Shay knew him as First Deputy Hawthorne, one of the Technocrat's faithful couriers, and Shay watched as Hawthorne wordlessly handed the floor sergeant a slip of brown parchment. The sergeant unfolded it, nodded, nodded again to the station keeper up on the mezzanine. The keeper nodded in reply and stepped out of sight, returned a half-minute later with a phosphor-tipped activator rod. 
Shay stopped chewing the all but elastic wurst-meat. He held it in his cheek as he looked up, watched stone-faced as his gaze tracked the keeper to the gaslight array. The rod's tip flared white hot. The keeper extended it, and one of the lamps shone with a blue flame; the rest remained unlit. 
The floor sergeant bellowed, “New York! You're up. Ten minutes to Depot Twenty-Three!” 
Shay finished grinding the gristle with his molars, swallowed, and swigged some brackish water from his flask. He didn't show even an echo of emotion from being called to duty. Nothing. He knew Hawthorne was watching and, therefore, so was the Technocrat.
#
Mogg and Esme arrived ahead of him. He watched them go in together. They were always together. Shay was certain if they weren't part of the Bloc's best ternion, the Unis would have separated them by now.
Shay, of course, wasn't even from New York. That's just where he'd been picked up as a kid. In the aftermath. After the devastation, when everything and everyone in the world died, except for a few thousand who somehow made it to Chrysalis. 
Shay didn't remember too much of it. He'd been seven when the unrest began, when gods and monsters overran the Earth and brought the magic with them. It didn't matter now. What happened. The past. Parents he barely got to know. All he knew was when the carnage started they packed up and fled. And died. And Shay kept to the shadows of the ruins of NYC until Unitech militia swept through. Shay had pretty much lost track of time by then. He figured he was probably ten, maybe older when the Unis took him to Chrysalis and delivered him to the Bloc.
Deputy Hawthorne was waiting inside the depot and he launched into a quick debriefing without hesitation. Another snatch/grab. Shay looked askance at Mogg. Big, bald, black. Attired in a white trench and shifting in his large leather boots. He wasn't the biggest Shay had seen, but pretty damned near. Shay could tell he was perturbed. Mogg was an Extractor. A wet boy. A true HK. He was Mogg the Dog, a bloodhound to the core, and his itinerary was up close and always personal. 
Used to be 'take no prisoners' was the hard rule back in the day, but lately ternions had been charged with bringing grubs back to the Bloc. One night a few months ago Shay had spied a Uni transport team escorting three grubs from A to B. The lead Uni led them with a tether, and they were restrained by their necks, bound together by a type of pillory. What struck Shay most was their physical state; each of them, from their necks up, looked drained of life, hair brittle, cheeks and eyes sunken, flesh like chalk, their witchmarks all but invisible. 
Shay wasn't sure how to feel about it. In Chrysalis, feeling was a luxury he could not afford.
After Hawthorne was finished droning he flicked their order packets from his coat, set them on the counter, and left without so much as a 'good luck' or an 'up yours.'
The quartermaster slid their duffels across the counter. Uni-approved gear, selected by Command Authority.
“Never thought about it before, but isn't calling them spec goggles kinda redundant?”
It was Esme, fishing through her bag. She'd already donned the blackened brass and leather goggles, wearing them atop her shock of spiky orange-dyed hair. 
Shay ignored the question, lifted his harness—a body-fitted, collapsible rig—from his duffel, and donned it over his head on the outside of his padded leather coat.
“What do you mean 'redundant'?” Mogg had his goggles on, adjusted the clockwork dial so his lenses clacked from azure to chromatic jade to finally a lightproof vermilion.
“Spec goggles. Like, spectacles means glasses or goggles already, right?” Esme said.
Mogg lifted his goggles, placed them atop his bald head. He made a deep, rather dismissive hmmm and nodded as he pulled out his own harness. He checked a wing, opening the steel web-like framework, inspecting the silk and canvas membrane.
“It's short for spectral, not spectacles,” Shay said, then regretted it, having broken his vow of giving Esme the silent treatment ever since she began screwing Mogg. Then he regretted regretting it. I don't fucking care, he told himself. Doesn't matter.
“Spectral? Oh yeah. Duh.” Esme curled one side of her lip in her usual half-assed smile. Which was about all the effort she ever gave. “Makes sense. You so smart, Shay-Shay.”
Shay pursed his lips, keeping his head turned away.
Mogg gave a throaty laugh, spiked and sarcastic.
#
The feeling of flight was like nothing else. To be honest, it was Shay's favorite thing. It wasn't flight, really. Esme had once called it 'falling with style,' and that was pretty much the scope of it. Shay had liked the sound of that. Falling with style. In fact, he'd embraced the term as his life's mantra.
Mogg, of course, used the technical jargon: HALO.
Shay watched Chrysalis fade below from his vantage in the dirigible's open, five-passenger gondola. A maze of smoke stacks burped white steam. He looked out over rusty iron gates and barely-lit cordoned-off ghettos, at the soot-stained Bloc buildings with their tinted glass and begrimed façades aflicker in gaslight. The oppressive dark soon blanketed the city, extinguishing it, and Shay felt a fast disquietude.
He glanced left where Esme pressed against Mogg in the indirect light of the floor lamps, watched the man pull her close—as close as they could get, with their harnesses on. The airship engine was running high, the air up here cold and thin. Shay closed his eyes and listened to the rapid hiss of the ballonets and the click of the valves as they spat steam. 
“Freezing up here at night,” Esme announced.
“At night?” Mogg chuckled. “It's always cold outside the city, girl. No furnaces, no steam. Just get your body close to me, baby. I keep you nice and hot.”
There was a lull, then: “Aren't you cold, Shay-Shay?”
“Yeah, Channeler. Whyn't you join us? There's enough of the Dog to go around.” Mogg laughed.
“I'm fine, thanks.”
“Suit yourself,” Mogg said.
The rest of the way went quiet enough. Shay kept to the edge of the gondola and stayed 'frosty.' He adjusted the clockwork dial on his spec goggles' IR settings and watched for anything, be it some cunning-craft in the frigid skies or weird activity in the blackness below. Occasionally he spotted pinpricks of light on the ground, and he appreciated how high they were; typical drops took them up seven kilometers or more—mostly to avoid concentrated shadow dust clouds and airborne marauders such as shriekers, firedrakes, arcane spies, and the like—and this one was no different, he estimated, though hard to say in the dark.
Before long the co-pilot announced, “Ternion, we've made target coordinates.”
“About time,” Mogg said, unpeeling himself from Esme. “Extraction?”
“We’ll bring her down cab-length at precisely zero seven hundred. One flare for immediate evac.” 
Mogg checked his wristwatch, nodded. “I have zero five two five.”
Shay checked his own, nodded, and gave it a couple winds.
“Sound off, Channeler.”
“Zero five two five,” Shay said low.
“Do we have a problem?”
“No.”
“Then lose the rude ‘tude. Dude.” Mogg pulled down his goggles and crossed to the rear access hatch, a circular metal portal at the back of the gondola. The Extractor grabbed the doorwheel in both hands and twisted it counterclockwise.
Esme stepped up beside Shay, her leather flight cap already on and buckled, her goggles pulled down over her eyes. “Come on. This was your choice.”
He looked at her jacket lapel, noticed she still wore the relic she'd taken from him. She collected items to pin to her garb and this one was a weathered, nonsensical button pin he'd found on a previous mission. It had a faded toon of a black kitten poking up from a banana peel and read: ARE WE HAVING FUN YET?
He was tempted to rip it off her. Instead he said, “Maybe so.”
“Stew all you want, Shay. Just do your fucking job, got it?” Mogg raised the hatch lid. “Now let's do this,” and he dropped through the opening into the black.
Esme smacked Shay on the shoulder with the back of her hand, adjusted her lenses to red. “Time to fall with style.” She grinned, as if everything was right with the world. 
His mouth went dry. He found it hard to swallow.
Let's do this.
Esme hopped into the dark hole and was gone.
Not fall, he thought. Time to fly.
#
As soon as Shay cleared the hatch, his stomach sank, as it always did, with the perception of being weightless. He pitched into a nosedive and the tempest attack of the wind lashed his ears. From the gondola, the world had been mostly dark, but once in the air and away from the lamps of the ship, the night afforded enough illumination to differentiate the horizon and divide earth from sky. 
He adjusted the dial on his spec goggles. The world shifted into an open vista of blues and purples with sporadic contortions of red, and he spotted a rippling orange-red outline about two hundred fifty meters below. Esme. And, to be expected, she pulled first; her freefall suddenly swooped into an almost level bank, scud-surfing in and out of the cumulus shadows.
Shay searched for Mogg, caught a glimpse about half a klick in the same direction as Esme. He angled his descent toward them and, after a couple hundred meters, pulled the rings on his harness. 
This was his favorite part. Perhaps his only real joy in life. The rig unfolded on his back, appendages unfurled like bat wings, and in a whish of cold air he seized a current, lifted, and flew.
#
Shay inhaled the bitter aroma of arcane fallout, that telltale sign they were in ‘the bees’—ops lingo for Blight Zone. No matter how many times he smelled it, the scent surprised him. In Chrysalis, he’d been exposed to the miasma of charcoal and sulfur and tanning reagents, but outside the city the world had become a polluted garden of static particles and bonemeal decay. He’d touched down in a large blue zone but the air was still thick with it. Nearby were the remains of what looked like a large, blasted petroleum tank and massive, distorted trees spread all around. Whatever had happened here, the land had never recovered.
Shay doffed his harness and dropped it. Despite the work that went into making the things, once they served their purpose they were disposable. That was the way of the technocracy.
He cast about, saw the warm outlines of his ternion-mates. He headed in their direction, just as they were picking their way toward him. 
The wreckage here was so thick that they had to clear a pathway to one another. Shay found himself feeling anxious every time he grabbed a twisted branch to haul it aside. He trusted in his devices only so far. Although the spec goggles showed nothing but blue, he couldn’t help wonder if the Medusae had adapted, had learned to camouflage their heat. Ternions died by underestimating the hazards of the outside world, and Shay never made that mistake—at least he hoped not. 
He yanked a heavy branch out of the makeshift pathway between himself and Mogg and Esme and tossed it aside. Beneath it was the corroded remains of what looked like a bicycle, accompanied by the skeletal body of what must’ve been its owner, a child not yet grown. They’d seen a thousand such remains. Thousands.
Mogg and Esme joined him. The Extractor lifted his goggles and checked his forearm. “Damn.”
Shay saw the torn sleeve and bloodstain.
“What happened?” Esme asked, lifting her own goggles and narrowing her eyes. Shay could tell she was squaring on Mogg just a little, and he felt embarrassed by the smug flicker inside his chest.
“Just caught it on something.” Mogg looked up and seemed to take note of Esme, then looked at Shay. “I’m fine.”
Shay pulled up his goggles. “Still bleeding. They’ll sniff you out.”
“I’m fine.”
“We’ll ‘pen it anyway,” Esme said, procuring her battered field kit.
“Last thing I need is to get epi’ed up on an HK. Forget it.”
“We’re not on an HK.”
“Whatever.” They stood in a triangle, Mogg facing both of them down. “I’m fine. We’re wasting time.” He yanked his sleeve over the wound and his goggles down over his eyes.
The Extractor started away from them and Shay looked at Esme, who shrugged and followed after. That’s when Shay made out a peculiar bit of signage, poking askew from a clump of dead bracken. Gallows Hill Park.
He chewed the inside of his cheek. Why is that so familiar? Had they been to this place before? He would have remembered, surely.
“Esme.”
“What?”
“Did you happen to see the name of our coords? Where are we?”
“Some place called Salem.”
Salem. Shay’s heart thumped beneath his sternum.
Home.
#
They crossed an open field that was once a park where he’d played as a child—at least he believed so—and stepped onto a road where the cross sign read Witch Hill Drive. Shay didn’t recall many details from Salem’s proud history, but he knew enough. Four-hundred years ago the city was gripped in mass hysteria over the existence of cunning-folk. Centuries later, they dedicated a museum and named streets and parks after the merciless events.
If they only knew how right they’d been. But you can’t drown out the arcane blood, you can’t smother it, burn it, crush it, or even lock it away. Magic was simply another force of Nature, however veiled and misunderstood. Shay had come to that conclusion some time ago, just as he imagined the Technocrat had, after their orders were altered from killing grubs to capturing and delivering them to Chrysalis.
They checked Esme’s clicker, a brass and leather instrument fitted to her arm, coils and springs holding a circular gauge in place, before they entered a once-populated area. The device was calibrated to their target coordinates within a few dozen meters, and the gauge pointed them down a litter-strewn avenue between apartment buildings. 
Everything was surreal in its long familiarity. Shay felt as if he’d grown up not too far from there, and despite the refuse he was a little moved by how untouched portions were. They went cautiously through a car lot, sparse with still-parked vehicles soiled by shadow dust, bumpers plagued by rust, some with flat tires but otherwise unaffected. Shay swiped a dirty car window, peered inside at what looked like clothing, some empty bottles, various other junk, all the likely remains of a life once-lived some twenty years past.
“Up ahead,” Esme muttered.
He peered past Mogg down the avenue toward a wider street jumbled with empty automobiles and overgrown weeds. He could make out the shattered hulk of a sprawling building, most of it destroyed and jagged with exposed girders and weathered cement.
“Pretty sure that’s the place,” Esme said, tapping the clicker’s gauge. The spaces between the instrument’s subdued, methodic clicks were briefer. As they neared the intersection and the ruins beyond, it continued to tick-tick a double-quick cadence; in addition to coords, the device had a filter that measured the amount of active shadow dust in the air—what the Theocrat referred to as arcane fallout.
They paused at the street corner next to an overturned bus stop shelter. Some people were buried in the yard just beyond, it seemed, under piles of rocks, but portions had been dug up, and the surroundings were scattered with old human remains. Shay had long ago quit giving too much thought to scenes such as this.
While Mogg edgily asked Esme to switch “that damn thing” off, Shay continued to scope the area, turning the dial on his goggles, clacking the lenses from visible light to thermal and back again. He noted a house close to the road still had a soiled, tattered American flag hanging there. He considered it a moment, then scanned past, read the faded words NSMC - Salem Hospital Parking on a dust-encrusted sign across the street. 
Then he saw something. The red-orange outlines of two figures across the hospital parking lot, close to the ruins of the building. “I got movement.”
“Where?” Mogg asked.
“Twelve o’clock, about two-hundred meters. A pair, at least.”
“The hospital?”
“Yep.”
“Good eye. That’s where we’re headed.”
#
Near the hospital ruins they carefully picked their way. The grounds around it were a mass of once-organic coils, a stretch of tangled, vine-like tentacles with knife-long thorns. All of it had long-since petrified, had become either hard as granite or brittle as fossilized rottenstone. The stony shapes intersected automobiles, some overturned, others shattered. 
They paused by a sidelying city bus, ripped in two, the interior blackened, a few morbidly tossed skeletons, bones all but crystallized, sprawled reaching toward Shay, their mouths agape with silent screams.
Mogg, his bald head shining with sweat, toed one with his boot, and it crumbled. “Good times,” he said low, then craned his neck toward the hospital. “They must’ve gone inside. See any signatures?”
Shay shook his head. Esme did the same.
The Extractor reached inside his coat and withdrew his favored weapon, a black-springed, brass-hooked quirt, which he used to envelop his prey. Shay had used a similar weapon on occasion, and they were brutally effective from a medium distance, keeping one outside most adversaries’ direct strike zone. 
“Time for Bunny,” Mogg said to Esme.
“Time for Bunny,” she echoed. From her slingbag she procured a ball-shaped item in one hand, pulled a turnkey dangling from a leather necklace from beneath her collar with her other hand. She inserted the key into the ball and gave it several turns, then set it on the ashy ground. It was nothing new to Shay. Six thin reticulated legs of brass unfolded and the ball lifted up, now more of a thorax shape with moving gears atop it. Bunny was Esme’s clockwork spy, a spider-like automaton with a simple mosaic tube housed within a cylinder atop its body.
Nobody ever questioned such a device, Shay thought. And why not? When did automatons become intelligent? How did Bunny know where to go? Shay reckoned he already knew, but the hunters in all the Technocrat’s ternions and the Bloc’s Unitech militia didn’t dare say the M-word, and neither did he.
Bunny scuttled off toward the ruined building, quietly whirring, as Esme adjusted her spec goggles to attune to the automaton’s mosaic. Mogg went first, and Shay took Esme’s hand to lead her, since she was now seeing from Bunny’s crystalline ‘eyes.’ 
The Extractor took cover in the shadow of a large petrified vine perhaps twelve meters from the building, and Shay and Esme joined him, putting their backs to the crumbly stone. Rottenstone powder fell on them. They waited, watched for heat signatures, and Shay brushed the chalk from his shoulders, took a deep breath through his nose, smelled the acrid dust likely caking the fine hairs in his nostrils.
“C’mon, c’mon. Let’s see wha’ we got,” Mogg said, more to himself than anyone else. He seemed especially eager, even for ‘the Dog.’
Esme’s tiny brass spy passed into a large hole within the hospital’s outer wall.
“All right,” Esme breathed. “Okay…it’s a mess…glass and dust everywhere. But there’s a path.” She paused a moment, then: “We can move into the forward area. There’s no one.”
“Let’s do it.” Mogg set off at a jog, put his back against the debris of a collapsed awning just outside the wrecked hospital entrance next to the remains of an emergency vehicle wedged midway through the steel frame doors. He waited for them to catch up, nodded, then pivoted and led the way in.
#
Glass and broken tile crunched beneath boots. Heaps of chairs and gurneys and wheelchairs. Intentionally placed. Creating a walkway through what used to be the main lobby. Shay didn’t like it. Esme raised her fist and they stopped; Bunny had discovered a tripwire, and now Shay liked it even less. This wasn’t some random place. Cunning-folk came here for a reason, and they didn’t want to be followed.
They each stepped over the taut thread, rounded a dust-coated desk with RECEPTION printed across the front, then Bunny led them to a long hallway, navigating more traps. This time Shay made note of the faint patterns on the peeling paint of the walls, just above the threads. 
Witchmarks. Traceries. No, he thought, more like stains. 
Treasonous arcane sigils. Brands singed on already-scarred flesh. Signs of cunning-craft and those who wielded it.
Another hallway, a placard indicating Wing B; beneath it, more words: Ward 3, Ward 4, Rehabilitation. Bunny rounded the corner, toward Rehab.
Esme stopped them. “Something weird,” she whispered.
“What?” Mogg asked.
She shook her head. “Can’t—” then gasped and snatched her goggles off. In the same instant something clanged and pieces of Bunny clattered back down the hall.
#
Esme froze, her eyes scanning the dark. Shay did the same, and his spec goggles revealed indistinct heat outlines. He realized a pair of humanoid figures, partially wrapped in a swift-crawling webwork of vines, had come into view from around the corner at the end of the hall. 
Synths! Amalgams of cunning-folk and sentient Medusae. They must have hidden themselves within their alien coils. Reports of such beings from other ternions had reached Shay’s ears, but his group had never actually encountered them before.
Dozens of thorny tendrils filled the end of the hallway, slithering, propelling the cunning-folk toward them. They were on the attack. Shay was surprised. This was certainly something new.
“Get behind me!” Mogg stepped in front, whirling his quirt, hooked ends slicing the air in sibilant whooshes.
A viny tentacle sliced through the air. Mogg sidestepped it, and Shay pulled Esme by her coat sleeve out of the way. She still seemed a little stunned after Bunny’s destruction. 
Mogg charged, kept to the wall on their right, whipping his quirt forward. Score. The hooks bit flesh, snagged the synth in the body someplace above their shoulders—it was hard to say just where, on account of the darkness and sudden chaos. Medusae vines snatched the weapon’s tethers, and the cunning-folk let loose a high yet masculine squall as the appendages writhed and pulled.
“That’s right, asshole!” Mogg roared, tugging back violently. “You like that?”
The cunning-man screamed again.
“Mister Kelley!” yelled the other cunning-folk, revealing an unmistakable female voice.
“Fight, my dear,” the male synth growled.
“Talons out!” Mogg yelled, calling for Shay and Esme to unsheathe their respective ternion-rods. He ducked a grabbing vine and tugged the quirt, getting another scream from the man.
The female squared and sent multiple vines at them, snatched items littering the hall—a collapsed wheelchair, a fake plastic tree—and catapulted them. 
Mogg charged, his extraction rod out. Shay wanted to yell this wasn’t an HK, but he was too busy evading hurtling debris. A crash cart smashed the drywall behind him, spraying chalk powder and shadow dust, creating a large hole. Vines slithered forward, sprouting dagger-sized thorns.
“This is crazy,” Esme said, avoiding a seeking tentacle. “We need to fall back!”
“No!” yelled Mogg. “Come on!” He pushed forward and leaped at the cunning-man, hauling on his quirt like the reins on some unbroken beast. The vines tried to stop the Extractor but he was a big man and determined. He raised his extraction rod, steel talons open, and plunged it into the man’s chest as thorny vines encircled his legs, drawing him into the Medusae’s folds.
“Aiggh!”
“Mister Kelley!” the female synth shrieked, Medusae tentacles shuddering. 
“Run, Miss Ewing,” the man gurgled through bloody teeth. “Go quickly…”
Shay had his channeling rod out and batted vines away, stepped aside from smaller ones trying to latch onto his ankles.
“Get over here!” Mogg yelled over the cunning-man’s screams.
“How?” Esme yelled, having the same difficulties.
“Use your goddamned training! Fight or this bastard’s gonna lay my ass open!”
“C’mon,” Shay said, and he willed them both forward.
Somehow they wove their way through twenty feet of thrashing thorns and debris, arrived cut up and red-stained to Mogg’s extended hand within his bloody coat sleeve. Shay activated his channeling rod and its ends opened, bronze coils sliding out and over both his and Mogg’s hands, joining them together, Extractor and Channeler, and then Esme, their Diffuser, did the same to Shay’s other hand. He peered back at her. Esme was bleeding from a dozen cuts, some of them really open. They were in desperate straits if they didn’t siphon the cunning-man dry and use some of his essence to heal their more grievous wounds.
The female synth had angled away from them. She couldn’t decide whether to press the attack or take her companion’s advice and flee. Shay could see her indecision, and it doomed her.
They sucked her Mister Kelley dry in an instant. The elderly man’s witchmark had been a hexagram-styled pattern across his balding forehead, and it, along with what most called the draw—or the torus within the more practiced covens—flowed through Mogg into Shay. The witchmark faded from the man’s weather-beaten flesh, as if erased, and the man groaned as Shay felt the essence flow. It hummed like a song in his breast, thumped, quavered, became the wings of a swift, the flutter of a ghost moth.
Before Shay had a chance to open his eyes, to allow some magical healing energy to flood their veins, Mogg set upon the hesitating cunning-woman, his quirt hooking her flesh. As one he led them, pivoting the ternion, and the Extractor’s rod violently entered her, just above her left breast. Medusae vines thrashed, then drooped, going still. Nothing stood in the way of Mogg the Dog’s hunger.
“It’s not…an HK…” Shay whispered, still agrip in the euphoria.
“Shut up,” Mogg replied.
Shay looked directly at the cunning-woman’s pale and oddly familiar witchmarked face, saw interlaced vortices with curlicue swirls in an intricate pattern. He saw, too, the fear and trepidation in her odd-colored eyes.
Mismatched eyes. One blue, one green. Surf and turf.
What a peculiar thought. 
No, a memory. Of what? A nickname. Little Surfin’ Turf.
Could it be? They were in his hometown, after all. ‘Miss Ewing,’ the other synth had called her. 
“Tori?” Shay said aloud without realizing. 
She looked at Shay, confusion flashing.
Then the arcane lines warbled through his flesh and bones.
#
A little girl in a summer dress. On a carousel. Pig tails. Sun-dappled nose. Frantic giggles right from the heart. “C’mon! Play with me, Shay!”
No mark back then; it still lay hidden beneath unmarred skin.
“Play with me!” One eye blue, one eye green. 
“Play with me…”
#
“Shay! What the FUCK!”
Mogg pulled at his arm, nearly wrenched it from the socket. Shay looked around, blinked. Esme hung from his other arm, limp, a shard of white jutting from her forearm. Her rod uncoiled from his left hand and a welling sickness sent chills through him. She dropped to the floor.
What happened? Shay had just thought to save his friend; that he didn’t want her to die. He wanted to save her. He wanted to go back to pig tails and carousels, before gods and monsters awakened and the world turned to shit. But now this?
“Let go!” Mogg yelled. He clubbed Shay with his extractor rod, striking him across the cheek.
Pain stirred him to action. This was Mogg’s fault. They grappled atop the lifeless husk of the cunning-man as the Medusae vines petrified around them. 
“What did you do?” The Extractor pushed him back, his right arm still locked to Mogg’s left by the channeling rod. They spun together like a pair of drunken dancers, tumbled over some stony vines, rolled over Esme who lay unconscious or lifeless, hard to say. 
Shay’s coat snagged on something, tore open. Mogg landed atop him, a crushing weight that pushed the air from Shay’s lungs. The Extractor’s eyes widened as he registered what he was seeing all across Shay’s bared torso. Spirals and vortices, chevrons and pentagrams, and all other manner of arcane patterns. Witchmarks. Dozens. Tattooed on his skin. Siphoned and kept back though mission after mission rather than channeled to their Diffuser, to Esme.
“You son of a bitch!” Mogg hissed. “I’ll kill you, traitor!”
“We’re dead already,” said Shay. “We’ve been dead ever since the Technocrat took over, but you’re too blind to see it. Too busy stroking your ego to realize you’re just a pawn.”
“Fuck you,” Mogg seethed, spittle spraying Shay’s face. “Let go of my fucking hand.”
“You can evac my corpse.”
“I’ll cut your goddamn arm off first.”
“That’s what we should have done to yours, you selfish piece of shit. Might’ve saved your life.” Shay indicated Mogg’s right hand, bloodied, in the onset stages of arcane sickness, his flesh darkening, his ossifying bones sharp and misshapen.
The witchmarks on Shay’s flesh started to itch, all of them, and he felt himself pooling some unknown force. Mogg sneered and suddenly stabbed the extractor rod’s talon into Shay’s chest.
Shay gasped, realizing what Mogg intended. “You’ll kill us both. You can’t channel…”
Mogg waved his wounded hand. “I’m already dead, remember? May as well take you with me, Shay. We can all go out together in a blaze of fuck-all.”
A thorny vine abruptly snaked around Mogg’s throat from behind, knife-like thorns slicing. Dark fluid spilled between the tendrils, and Mogg’s lifeblood pumped out all over Shay. He watched the Extractor’s eyes roll up into his head, then glaze over. 
Mogg’s weight settled heavy over Shay’s legs and hips, and he released the grip of his channeling rod, its coils retracting. He pushed Mogg the Dog’s body aside and it flopped off of him, settling against the wall and atop a coiled mess of petrified stone. 
Shay panicked, crawled to Esme, checked her pulse, felt a heavy loss inside and grief in the pit of his stomach.
“Did I get him? Shay?”
He looked up. Tori was sitting atop her own mass of petrification, her leg pinned beneath a stony vine, clutching her chest where Mogg’s quirt was still attached. “He…he called you Shay, right? Are you…?”
“Yeah.”
Tori nodded. “Welcome back,” she said, then “You took my mark. That was…all I had left.”
Shay wasn’t sure if she meant her magic, or if she referred to her last ditch effort to slash Mogg’s throat. He flopped on his rump beside Esme.
“You planning to kill me?” she asked, her voice soft and girlish and sad.
He glanced up at his former childhood playmate. He always knew Tori Ewing was a fey little thing. He shook his head. “No.”
“Then what now? Won’t more come when you…you don’t—”
He waved her question off, took a breath through his nose, inhaled the shadow dust, scanned the mess around them both. Esme. Mogg. The cunning-man. Shay was sad, too, in a way, but he also felt free for the first time in forever. He was free. 
Shay grunted painfully as he stood up. “Let’s just get you home. Maybe we can figure out a way to get you your mark back.”
He held out his hand. 
She hesitated, then took it.
 



Dead Ox Falls
Brian Staveley
 
AS SOON AS the last of the rice was laid out to dry, the team of river buffalo fed and brushed, and a bowl of hacked-up chicken scraps laid out for the dogs, Chian started walking. It was getting late, but the ruddy, swollen blister of the sun would hang a long time in the summer sky, and with any luck he’d cross the river in Fereng before full dark, hole up somewhere for the night, then reach Dombâng before evening the next day, in time to see the leach burn. 
Sui had tried to convince him not to go. 
“It’s not him, my love,” she said, shaking her head sadly. “The cityfolk have caught a leach, but it doesn’t mean they found the man who killed our son.”
“Doesn’t mean they didn’t,” Chian snapped, suddenly furious, despite the softness of his wife’s hand cradling his own. “Only way to know is to go there. To see.”
“They execute leaches in the city practically every year – whenever they catch one – and there’s work to do here. Threshing. Milling. You’ll be gone four days at the height of the summer.”
“I just have to see,” Chian replied, “to know…” 
He trailed off, memory flooding him, sudden, turgid, and relentless as a mountain stream seething with the summer rains. For the thousandth time, he stared aghast at the scorched stones and shattered timbers at the center of his small village. He walked among the torn, contorted bodies of the dead, dark skin split like old fruit and alive with flies. He searched for his son, for Hien, calling out desperately, trying to pitch his own voice above the grief of all the others raking through the wreckage, above the piercing calls of the dark birds circling overhead. For the thousandth time, he failed.
“If it’s the leach who destroyed the village,” he told his wife, taking her hands, “I can ask him about Hien.”
“And if it is not? If it’s just some other benighted soul?”
“Benighted soul?” he snapped. “They are perversions of nature, abominations. Their powers twist them…”
Gently but firmly, Sui pulled herself free, then raised her hands in surrender. “And if it is some other leach?” she asked wearily.
Chian let out a long, ragged breath. “Then at least I will see one of the bastards fed to the flames.”
#
It had been obvious at a glance that the man was a foreigner. His skin was paler than winter onion, paler than Chian had ever seen, and his irises, blue as a damp summer sky, looked washed out, insubstantial. Blue and red ink snaked around his muscled arms in great loops and whorls, and he wore bright silver hoops in both ears. By Chian’s guess, he was a sailor off one of the huge ships anchored in Dombâng, but what he was doing here, way up in the hills two days’ walk from the city, was anyone’s guess. He had stepped into Wayin’s with a slender walking staff in his hand, but, instead of relinquishing it inside the door, he kept it propped against the long wooden bar, reaching out to touch it every so often.
The stranger had been plenty polite. He’d asked for a pot of tea and a leg of chicken. Then, when he’d finished those, a bottle of Wayin’s whisky. He’d drunk a quarter of the bottle himself, but sloshed the rest of it around readily enough, filling and refilling the glasses of the dozen folks who were seated at the tables around him, coaxing men who needed to be working their terraces early the next morning to stay for one more round, just one more round.
If he’d been liberal with his liquor, he proved less so with his story. By the time Chian wound his way up the hill late that night, stars shivering above him, he knew only that the stranger hailed from some remote city to the north, that he was making his way inland to check on a large parcel of land for his employer, and that he seemed to have a comfortable amount of coin tucked away in that purse of his. Not a bad fellow, Chian remembered thinking, but a strange one.
An hour later the screaming started; screaming, then fire. Chian seized his knives and raced drunkenly down the rutted lane, but it was finished by the time he arrived. The northerner had vanished, half the village was destroyed, and people lay dead in the street. No one had seen it all. Almost everyone had seen too much – terrifying, unnatural flashes of light, stones ripped from their settings as though by an invisible hand, flame bursting from nowhere, raging in huge columns even when there was nothing left to burn. 
Three of the bodies were easy enough to find: they’d been…smashed, over and over again, as though by some massive hammer, the bones broken in dozens of places, bloody white shards stabbing through the shredded wreckage of skin. Chian had seen plenty of dead people over the years, had buried his own father after the sickness carved him out from the inside, had helped to wash and bury corpses bloated with the beetle pox or the awful horror of the shaking fits. He wasn’t squeamish about death, but this…the scale of the violence, the savagery of it, twisted something inside of him and kept twisting until he vomited, gagging on the stench, the sick taste in the back of his throat.
And still, the three dead in the village square weren’t the worst of it. It took the people two days to find the other bodies, both of which had tumbled into the narrow river that ran through the town and washed far downstream. By the time the corpses were carried back to the village for scrubbing and burial, fish and eels and been at their eyes. The flesh was slack, waterlogged, bloated by the sullen glare of the sun. Chian wept with relief when he realized that Hien’s body was not among them. Only weeks later did he begin to realize what a fool he’d been. 
For all the horror of the recovered bodies, there was a cold comfort in having found them, having washed and anointed the broken skin with milk and flowers, having sung over them the soft, three-voiced hymns of farewell as they were laid into the earth. Of Hien’s bones, however, there was no sign. For his broken flesh, no song.
Chian spent months scouring the hills and ravines, walking downriver as far as the gorge, hunting through thickets and brambles with his hounds, stupidly calling out his son’s name, as though the boy’s corpse might hear him and respond. The body was out there somewhere, Chian was certain of it, and yet, day after day, night after night, he failed to find it. In the end, Sui persuaded him to stop. The farm needed tending, and his other children, two girls and a young boy, only five, needed their father. 
One night he gathered the family together, built a fire out on the pig run between the terraces, and burned Hien’s few possessions. 
“Ananshael has him,” he told his youngest children. “Let us all pray that the Lord of the Grave will be gentle with his soul.”
More gentle than I was, he amended silently, closing his eyes, remembering all the times he’d barked at his son, the times he’d hit him. It was no worse than the discipline Chian’s own father had doled out, all just part of teaching a boy to become a man…He turned away from the flames, eyes burning, unable to look any longer. 
#
Dombâng was every bit as noisy and filthy as Chian remembered – narrow streets between teetering teak houses reeking of smoke, shit, and fish-oil, buildings so tightly packed and so tall the air refused to move, people shoving past one another without a word or a smile, without even a nod. It took him half the morning just to find the plaza where the prisoners slated for execution were kept in a long row of steel cages, exposed to the indifference of the elements and the bile of their fellow citizens. 
As he pushed forward, Chian realized that he’d clenched his hands into fists, that he was shouldering his way through the crowd more forcefully than he’d intended. He was a head shorter than most of the people surrounding him, but a lifetime hauling water and mending fences, splitting wood and working his terraces, had knit a strength into his wiry limbs that wasn’t evident at first glance. With an effort he relaxed his hands, slowed his pace, channeling all his terrible energy into a single repeated prayer, a prayer offered up to no god in particular, and all of them at once: Let it be the pale leach. Let it be him. Let it be him.
All at once, he found himself abruptly free, standing alone in the wide space between the press of people and the cages of the condemned. Scores of the city’s residents were staring at the leach, shouting taunts and curses, but they were doing it from a distance, wary that the prisoner, even bound, even with his hideous powers drowned in drug, might somehow lash out at them. Chian, sensing the collective wariness, pulled up short. He felt suddenly alone and exposed on the empty sweep of flagstone, and stepped back into the fringe of the mob, welcoming, for the first time since arriving in the city, the jostling of other people, as though the flesh of so many strangers were a shield that would hide him, protect him while he looked at the man who had murdered his son. 
Only, the figure huddled behind the bars was not the sky-eyed stranger he remembered. He was smaller, dark-haired and dark-skinned, like Chian himself. A Channarian, then, he realized grimly. The whole thing had been easier when he believed the leach to be an utter stranger, someone with foreign coin in his purse and the shape of strange words on his tongue. 
When the leach raised his head, Chian’s heart turned to cold lead inside his chest. Ten paces distant, wrists bound behind his back, eyes dull with pain and drug, skin torn in dozens of places from the small stones and bits of broken crockery that children hurled between the bars, sat Hien, the son whose passing he had mourned almost a year ago, whose things he had burned on a cool, clear autumn night when the stars burned as brightly as the sparks from the fire. 
#
By midnight, the press in the square was gone. Knots of drunken sailors wove across the flagstones, heading from one tavern to the next while a few sloe-eyed whores loitered in the shadows, alternately cajoling and cursing the young men. The guards kept their vigil at either end of the long line of cages, but they didn’t look particularly alert. After all, the prisoners were caged and shackled hand and foot. The leach might have had them on edge, but Chian had watched as three men dressed in dark robes arrived near dusk to hold his son, force back his head and open his mouth. As Hien thrashed, the tallest of the three poured some sort of liquid down his throat. Chian knew the stories. Properly drugged, the leach was no more dangerous than any of the other caged men.
He waited a long time to approach, fearing, at first, that the guards would intervene. He need not have worried. The whole point of displaying the condemned for a full week before execution was to expose them to the mockery, ridicule, and abuse of Dombâng’s citizenry. In addition to the children hurling rocks, Chian had watched grown women lobbing dead rats into the cages, drunkards urinating through the bars, and a priest of Orella, who attempted to catechize the prisoners for the better part of an hour. The only time the guards intervened was when people tried to actually reach into the cages. It wouldn’t be hard to talk to his son, but hour after hour Chian stood motionless, his chest empty and hollow, soundless as a drum from which the hide had been torn away.
As the stars ground through their relentless circuit, however, he realized that every hour he waited was an hour closer to morning, an hour closer to Hien’s execution, and finally, legs trembling, he made his way to the cage. The guards glanced lazily in his direction, and, anticipating the scrutiny, he hurled a few shards of stone through the gate, watched them rain harmlessly onto the floor, and then cursed loudly and drunkenly, a vicious screed about abomination and justice, the sort of thing he’d heard scores of times already. When the guards looked away, he let his voice falter, then fail.
Hien looked older than he remembered. He was a man grown now, and the filling out of his shoulders, the dark stubble marking his cheeks was the least of it. There was a new hardness in those dark eyes, a set to the jaw that made his son’s most stubborn rebellions back at their farm look like childhood tantrums. Twin scars ran down the side of his face, as though some person or animal had tried to flay off his skin, and the fingers of his left hand were twisted as though they’d been broken, then set poorly.
“Father,” he said quietly, his words heavy, slick with the drugs.
For all that Chian had rehearsed what he would say in the long hours leading to darkness, he could only shake his head. He felt the tears hot in his eyes, but made no effort to wipe them away.
“What…” he began, then trailed off, his voice a jagged bone caught in his throat.
Hien opened his mouth to respond, but for a long time he, too, said nothing. Then, finally, he shook himself. “They got me,” he said. “It had to happen.”
“I thought you were dead,” Chian groaned. “I thought the leach killed you.”
“I’ll be dead soon enough,” Hien replied. “It took them a few months, but they know their business with leaches here.” He chuckled, a dry, dead sound. “You were right, father. I never should have come to the city.”
A prisoner in the next cage stirred, cursed at them for talking, then lapsed into a quiet, helpless weeping, his body curled into a tight ball. Hien’s eyes were glazed, but he kept them fixed on his father.
“I used to think I had answers,” the youth went on. “I used to think you were a fool. A bastard who beat his son because he hated himself.” He shook his head wearily. “As if I knew the first thing, back then, about self-hatred.”
“What happened?” Chian asked finally. “That night?”
A dark horror passed across Hien’s gaze. “I made a terrible, terrible mistake.”
Memories of the fire-gutted homes, of the smashed corpses, raked across Chian’s mind. 
“I just wanted his money,” Hien said. “The stranger. I saw him in Wayin’s, knew he had coin, and thought it was the answer. An answer, at least. I didn’t know what I was back then, what I would become, but I had a feeling, some horrible hunch, I guess. I just knew that I needed to get out, to go somewhere bigger, somewhere no one knew me, to leave. Then along comes this stranger, a man I don’t know, that I don’t have any reason to like or care about. He’s got no history and a heavy purse. Seemed like an answered prayer.
“I never intended to hurt him. Not bad, anyway. Thought I’d get the jump on him just outside Wayin’s, take his coin, then run.” A hoarse, desperate sound escaped Hien’s lips, half-laugh, half-sob. “He was even tougher than he looked, that pale bastard. I managed to knock away his stick, but he had two knives in his coat. Almost killed me with them.”
He fell silent, staring into the dark. Chian watched the fear and confusion of the small boy he had known move beneath the rough planes of the man’s face. 
“That’s when it happened,” Hien continued finally.
“It?”
“My first delving,” his son replied, shaking his head. “In the all the stories, the leaches control this vast, awful power, but it’s not like that at all. At least at first, the power controls you. I was terrified, fighting for my life, and it just…happened. I tore the man apart, burned him to ash on the spot – his flesh, his bones, ash – all without even meaning it.” He took a long, shuddering breath, then fell silent.
“And the others?” Chian asked finally, his voice weak and wavering as the light of the torches flickering on the perimeter of the plaza. “Our friends? Our neighbors? Why did you kill them?”
“I don’t know,” Hien said, defeated. “At the time, I didn’t even know what I was doing. It was like being drunk and insane all at the same time. I think maybe they found me, saw what I did, realized what I was…I’m not sure. All I remember is terror, and pain, and power.” He raised his eyes to his father, lip trembling before he forced out the question: “Who…”
Chian shook his head. “Never mind, son.”
“Who?”
The farmer met the steel in his son’s voice with his own. 
“They’re dead, Hien. Saying the names won’t bring them back.”
A shout from the end of the line of cages yanked his head around. One of the guards.
“You! Rice picker!”
Chian pointed a hesitant finger at his own chest. 
“Yes, you. Stay clear of the bars. You want to piss on him or throw rocks, fine, but keep clear of the cage. That one may be chained up, but he’s sick and he’s dangerous.”
Disgust roiled beneath the guard’s words, and Chian swallowed, then took a step back.
“Thank you,” he said, trying to force a meekness he didn’t feel into his words. “I’ll be careful.”
#
The first time Hien swam the Dead Ox Falls he was only five. It was the last day of Fullness, the three-day fast that marked the end of the rainy season and ushered in the dry days of autumn, and, as they did every year, the people of Chian’s village had emptied out – men and boys, women with squirming babes strapped across their chests – to bid the setting sun farewell from the top of the Green Cliffs. After days of hunger and prayer, there would be feasting, finally, and fires. Firefruit, and honey-dipped rice, and whisky by the barrel.
The young men and women, hot with the last heat of summer, with their own burning youth, with joy and hope and lust, had stripped their clothes and gathered on the ledge above the falls, urging one another to leap into the rain-swollen current. It was an old ritual, one Chian himself had taken part in a dozen times in his youth. He could still remember the hollow fear in his gut as he dropped off the edge, the water’s thousand hands pulling him under, flipping him over and over until up and down had no meaning, the dizziness and cold water in his nostrils and ears, and then the calm of the pool far, far below, the breathless, desperate laughter, Sui’s arms around him, cold and warm and shivering all at the same time. 
It was a dumb, dangerous sport, he thought, watching the young men and women as they danced and taunted each other above the roaring current. Once every dozen years or so, someone would dive in and fail to surface. The children would weep, the elders would shake their heads, and for a year or two, no one would leap into the falls. Then the memory would fade, the sharpness of the pain would dull, and suddenly, in a wash of plum wine and whisky, the young folks would be at it again. Chian couldn’t help but smile as he watched them. 
Then he saw Hien.
The boy, barely waist-high, had joined the young men and women of the village, naked as the day he was born and cavorting on the edge of the cliff. His eyes were bright, filled with the light of the setting sun, and he was laughing, dancing, caught up in the mad joy of the moment.
“My love,” Sui gasped, seizing Chian’s arm and pointing, but he was already moving, shrugging off her grasp, charging for the ledge, for his son. It was one thing for a youth of seventeen or eighteen to brave the raging current, another for a boy of barely five.
“Son!” Chian called, shoving his way past neighbors, vicious in his desperation. “Hien!”
The boy turned, saw his father bearing down on him, and smiled, a huge grin that seemed to split his face, white teeth flashing in the evening light. There was fear in the smile, but also glee, and defiance, and savage joy. He was free in that moment, he knew he was free, and before Chian could reach him, could seize him in his arms to scream at him and hold him close and weep, the boy turned away, spread his arms as though ready to embrace the setting sun, then jumped into the furious current below.
#
Chian couldn’t tell if it was the sun, nudging its sluggish way above the roofline to the east, or the dregs of his own hot terror that made him sweat. He mopped at his forehead with a hand, wiped it on his shirt, then considered his clothes once more. They were soaked through with sweat and blood. The former was his own, the latter…
He shuddered. 
Even hours later and half a mile distant from his crime, even standing in the hot, watery light of the open plaza, he still expected someone to denounce him, to notice the blood on his black clothes, to see the awful truth in his eyes, to lower a fateful finger and raise the cry. 
Just a little longer, he prayed. Please Hull, hide my secret a little longer.
He should have been gone, miles outside the city, fleeing back to the things he knew – his wife, his farm, his family – before someone discovered his deed. If he left immediately, there was still a chance, but he couldn’t bring himself to leave. He had killed a man, at least one, and he’d left the two others so badly injured that they could be dead as well. Either way, he needed to see the end of the thing, needed to see it through.
The magistrate and the executioner strode into the square a few hours after dawn, a cordon of fourteen guards with long spears holding back the enthusiastic press that followed. People had been pouring into the square for the better part of an hour, staking out places on the flagstones from which they could see the gibbet and stake.
The murderers and thieves hanged first, a series of quick, efficient executions. One poor fool tried to flee, fell to his knees, and had to be dragged all the way to the noose. Another shouted curses at the magistrate and the hangman, the Emperor and the whole system of Annurian justice, right up until the moment the rope snapped his neck. A few of the criminals went to their slaughter docile as old oxen, eyes wide but lost, as though they understood nothing of their own extinction. And then it was done, all of it but the true sport – the burning of the leach.
The entire mob was on its feet for that, the air a hard wall of sound. Chian’s heart thudded, thudded inside him, until he felt he might collapse on the stones, but he forced his way forward all the same, pushing, pushing, until he stood in the front ranks, until he could see his son.
Hien kept his face down, perhaps from shame, perhaps to protect himself from the hurled projectiles. When the guards unlocked his cage, however, prodding him into motion with their long spears, he raised his eyes and Chian saw, with a tremor of relief and horror, that his eyes were sharp, focused, almost predatory. All traces of the drug were gone. Hien glanced over the mob, considered the stake and the pile of wood ready at its base, then found his father in the crowd and nodded.
For the first time since seeing his son in the cage, Chian took a full breath, a hint of relief, like the first autumn breeze after a scorching summer, cooling the knot of confusion and doubt inside him. He glanced around the plaza at the hundreds of angry faces, at the mouths pried wide with rage and release. They had come for a righteous slaughter, these wives and fishmongers, street sweepers and thieves. They expected a slaughter. No one seemed to notice anything amiss. It had worked. The whole thing had worked. As the guards prodded Hien out of his cage, Chian allowed himself to nod wearily in return.
It was maybe thirty steps from the cage to the stake, thirty steps separating captivity from death. For the first fifteen, Hien followed his captors gently as a calf, eyes on the stones before him, shoulders slumped. Then, halfway to the iron pole, he stopped. The guards, eager to make a show of it, paused with him, and the tallest prodded him in the shoulder with the tip of his spear, taunting him, drawing blood. When there was no response, the guard stabbed at the other shoulder, harder, and at last Hien raised his head. 
When he smiled, the whole sky screamed, shivered, then cracked.
Where, one heartbeat before, there had been nothing but sticky summer air, damp and heavy with sea salt, sheets of flame raked through the crowd, singeing hair, burning flesh, catching the shutters of the nearest shops ablaze. The earth shuddered, battering Chian to his knees. Howling and roaring pounded at him from all around, the sound of men turned abruptly to animals in their panic, the scent of urine thickening the air. There was blood, Chian realized as he tried to haul himself to his feet, to see what was happening and how to escape it, to find Hien, to shelter him, to help him. People were dying, faces twisted in pain, wounds blossomed like red, wet flowers in the flesh all around him. A woman at his side shrieked and clawed out, catching Chian’s shoulder. He turned in time to see her face crushed, as though caught in some awful, unseen vise. 
Awash in blood and terror, he stumbled finally to his feet, then spun in place, searching the chaos, then finding Hien there, right before him, a hand extended. Chian lunged for him, hoping to pull him free of the madness, but stumbled over an outstretched corpse. Hein caught him.
“Go!” Chian gasped. “We have to go.”
Hien shook his head slowly.
“No,” he said. “Where I’m going, you can’t come with me.” He started to say something else, something more, then stopped, reaching out with one arm to pull his father close. Even as the embrace closed around his shoulders, Chian felt the pain, a great, hooked talon tearing the breath from his lungs. With what seemed an enormous effort, he pushed his son away and stared down at the knife buried in his stomach, the knife still clutched in the leach’s hand. Chian scrabbled at the blade a moment, then let it be. He looked back up at Hien, at his boy. As he watched, a shadow of something terrible passed across those dark eyes, like rancid oil slicked on water. Then it was gone.
“I’m sorry, father,” Hien said, then shrugged him off, leaving the knife still buried in his gut. “I’m sorry,” he said again, then turned, making his way through the madness toward the side of the plaza.
The pain was a bloody tooth between Chian’s ribs, a searing shard of agony. The pain was nothing. Slowly, he forced himself to his knees again, then to his feet. Hand wrapped around the handle of the knife, he yanked it free. It felt as though his heart ripped away with the steel, but he managed to keep his feet, his eyes on his son’s back. He could make the throw. At this distance, even dying, he could make the throw.
He’s a leach, he told himself, clutching at the gushing wound with one hand, hefting the knife with the other, unconsciously testing its weight. He’s not my child any more. He’s a killer now, a murderer. Chian cocked his arm, held it, staring at the torn cloth over the leach’s retreating back. 
“Look back,” he spat, the words bloody on his tongue, knife light in his hand. “Look back, you bastard. I need you to look back.”
But the leach did not look back. Whatever lines of rage or sorrow, doubt or indifference or sick delight etched the man’s face, Chian never saw them. There was only memory, bright as flame, scribbled across his dying mind, memory of his son that evening at the falls: the wide, bright smile, the eyes alive with sunlight, his child’s face aflame with fear, and defiance, and freedom, and slowly, slowly, Chian let the knife drop.
 




 



Redemption at Knife’s End
Tim Marquitz
 
THE MARK MOVED into the light.
He wasn’t alone.
Gryl cursed under his breath as he watched the three men saunter from the inn; mercenaries, one and all. They walked with a sense of purpose. The other two hadn’t been with Rayk when he’d gone inside, but Gryl knew better than to assume. Amberton swarmed with Korbitt’s lackeys. Why should the outlying inns be any different?
It just meant Gryl would have to work harder to get the information he needed. He didn’t mind.
His long blade already clear of the sheathe—no point announcing you’re there with the scrape of steel—he waited until the three men stepped onto the road before he drifted after them. Their booted steps were heavy, crunching dirt beneath their heels with confidence. A crooked smile split Gryl’s lips. They had no clue they were being stalked.
Gryl let them travel a little further, waiting until they slipped into the shadows at the end of the light’s reach from the inn, and quickened his pace. His soft-soled boots made no sound as he closed in. He only needed one of them alive.
The merc to the left was broad-shouldered and as tall as Gryl, though much wider, slabs of muscle moving thunderously under his cloak and sleeveless, rigid-leather jerkin. His sword hung at his right, marking him as a leftie. Gryl had taken the measure of the man’s eyes when they’d first emerged from the inn. They were cold, cruel. He’d be the first to die.
The other man was short and thick, but with fat, not muscle. He wore no armor, not that any would fit. His ragged beard covered the lower half of his face and masked his expression, but Gryl could hear the wind whistling from his lungs as he walked. The wooden haft of a hammer jutted out from beneath his cloak, its head buried somewhere in the clutter of cloak and ale-soaked girth that burdened the mercenary’s waist. He’d be strong, but not fast.
Rayk was the least of them, at least physically. Gryl had soldiered with him years back after the Avan-Thrak incursion had run its course. The man was vile, a worm of the lowest kind. That was what made him useful. His loyalty was only to himself. Gryl had experienced that firsthand when Rayk left him standing alone against a dozen Thrak berserkers. Learning that the worm was involved with Korbitt was a tantalizing taste of sweet fate he couldn’t pass up.
The darkness roiling about him, Gryl moved behind the broad merc, timing his step to correspond with the swing of the man’s arm. Gryl thrust his sword deep into his armpit just as his limb cleared the breach between leather and flesh. The blade slipped into the man’s chest to a symphony of grating bone. A gurgled grunt slipped from lips already wet and the merc went down the instant he was free of Gryl’s sword.
Rayk spun about with a shriek, his green eyes wide with recognition. The other mercenary gasped and fumbled for his hammer. Long and lean, with a reach that dwarfed the fat man, Gryl kicked him in the crotch. The man’s cheeks purpled and he blew out a noxious breath like a bellows, cloying with the scent of red meat and cheap liquor. Gryl drew his sword across the man’s throat to redirect the stench.
Before the fat mercenary crumpled to the ground, Rayk was off and running. Gryl fought back a grin. He loved the chase, but he knew better than to let the worm get too far. This wasn’t about revenge, however delicious it might be. A girl’s life was at stake.
Gryl darted off, easily catching up to Rayk. The man had never liked to exert himself. He was average in nearly every way, and he excelled at it. He was the man who was always around, yet never noticed, the shadow that clung to the wall and never challenged. He slipped through life invisible, feeding off the crumbs and growing fat on the ignorant largesse of others. Unfortunately for Rayk, his invisibility was as much a curse as a blessing. No one was likely to miss him, which suited Gryl fine.
A snap of his wrist severed the tendon at the back of Rayk’s ankle. The worm squeaked and stumbled, momentum carrying him forward when his leg gave way. He fell in a cloud of dust, squirming to be away the moment he landed. Before he could cry out, Gryl dropped in front of him. He pressed his free hand against the man’s mouth and set the tip of his sword in the shell of Rayk’s ear.
“Where is Korbitt keeping her?”
Sweat glistened on Rayk’s brow as he stared up with moist eyes. He started to shake his head but Gryl applied a tiny bit of pressure to his blade, its sharpened edge milking a single line of blood from his ear.
“The Xenius girl: Vai. Tell me where she is, and I’ll let you go.”
The worm trembled and Gryl could feel the man’s tongue working inside his mouth, licking at his teeth. He was contemplating his options. Gryl pressed his sword again to make the choice easier. Rayk mumbled something against his palm.
“Scream and I’ll cut your tongue out and make you write the answer in your blood.” He met the worm’s wet eyes. “Are we clear?” Rayk gave the slightest of nods and Gryl pulled his hand aside.
“He has her at the Broken Lizard.” The words spilled loose like a flood. “Keeps her upstairs…she’s special to him.”
Gryl sighed. Nothing was ever easy. The Broken Lizard sat in the center of the busiest road in Amberton, just doors down from the barracks that housed the city’s militia; all of them sucking on the tit of Korbitt’s purse. The sheriff of Amberton had his office down the block from the tavern, but he was as much in pocket as the rest of Korbitt’s minions. The Broken Lizard was the last damn place Gryl wanted to be.
“Does he take her anywhere? Does she ever leave?”
Rayk swallowed hard and shook his head.
A knot coalesced in his stomach as Gryl imagined what he’d have to do. There was no way around it. “I guess that’s it, then.” He wrapped his hand about the worm’s throat and stood, keeping pressure on the blade.
“You said you’d let me go,” Rayk whined, his voice crackling at the last. “You said.”
“That I did, Rayk. That I did. I just didn’t say where I’d let you go off to…I’m thinking the next life would be most appropriate seeing that’s what you intended when you left me to the berserkers.” Gryl shoved hard, sheathing his blade inside the worm’s skull.
Rayk’s eyes jutted wide, bulging from the steel lodged in his brain, and then went dark. Gryl had been right: delicious. 
Hel let the body slip from his sword and glanced about for a place to stash it and the others. He couldn’t have Korbitt find his dead mercenaries before Gryl was ready. There was a rescue to plan.
#
Gryl hunched in a darkened alley across from the Broken Lizard. Lantern light flickered inside the establishment, dancing to the tune of the tavern’s rowdy occupants. A chaotic assemblage of shouts, stomps, and tawdry music played on out of tune instruments gushed from the shuttered doors and washed over Gryl’s ears like a dirty wave. He felt almost violated.
Though he’d spent years in the trenches with all manner of men, he would never feel at home with soldiers and mercenaries. Their appetites were garish and cruel and completely foreign to Gryl. Having never known the touch of a woman, save for the Avan seer who castrated him as a boy, he could not understand the interest in the fairer sex or the rancid liquor that led men afoul of them. It was all soldiers spoke of, marking Gryl as an outcast, though no one alive knew of his emasculation. He was not one of them, and though they knew not why, they still knew.
A shrill laugh drew his wandering thoughts back to the Lizard. A buxom woman, with more of her pale breasts spilling from her corset than remained inside, stepped out onto the tavern’s porch. Korbitt emerged with her. Gryl flushed.
Korbitt towered over the plump woman, his lion’s mane of dark hair pulled back in a loose tail. He stared at the woman with hungry eyes, a crooked smile twisting his lips. There was no hiding the lust in his gaze and she reveled in it. She arched her back and turned to better his view, casting the lure.
“Go on now, before you get me riled up,” Korbitt told her, smacking her hard on the ass for emphasis. Her bottom lip drooped. “Now, don’t be gettin’ all offended, Chastity.” Korbitt laughed, the sound like two stones scraping together. “I just need you to drag the rest of the men here before I get all caught up in them curves of yours, woman. You know I can’t think with those sexy udders all up against my whiskers.”
The woman giggled, obviously forgiving Korbitt, and waddled off blowing a kiss, her dress splayed out behind her and dragging in the dirt. Korbitt watched her walk away with a greedy stare as Gryl, in turn, watched him. Their hungers were different but their passions were the same.
Korbitt had been a knight of the Shytan Empire at one point before its fall to the Avan overlords. Like many of the empire’s warriors, he’d drifted west after the Avan had been routed, the ruins of Shytan still too polluted with Thrak berserkers to remain. Gryl had been freed of his Avan servitude in part due to men like Korbitt, but he owed the knight no gratitude. Korbitt had sullied his status through slavery, his coin made on the backs of the weak and disinherited.
Korbitt went back inside the Lizard, lewd shouts accompanying his return.
Whatever honor the knight might have possessed had long ago rotted, withering in the gallows of his heart. And if his affronts of the past were not enough, his kidnap of the Xenius girl from her loving ward most certainly was.
There were so few of the Xenius left in the world, the magical people a shining light in the abyss of pestilent humanity. Sweet and gentle, the Xenius were first revered for their mysticism, cherished for the sorcery that came so easily to their kind. But all of that changed once the world learned they were pacifistic and would not raise a hand to defend their homes, their family, or even their own lives. At first, they were only used for their powers, but as it became known there was little limit to the stores of magical energy inside them, use became devour. The Xenius were culled out of jealousy, to keep others from possessing what the mighty few held rein. Now there were maybe less than a hundred of the free Xenius scattered about the realm, hidden and fearful of being found.
His cloak rubbed with mud and soaked with the remnants of liquor found discarded in the alley, Gryl pulled his hood tight and stumbled into the street, a scented mess. He knew there was little time. The woman had gone to summon more dogs to their master and there were already a dozen inside, maybe more. The music blurred his senses to their individual sounds, but the clatter assured him he was in for a war, even without factoring in the Shytan knight. He needed time to survey the Lizard before Korbitt and his men realized what he was, like they had the girl.
Vai had been sheltered at a church in rural Caesins, a small village south of Amberton. One of the knight’s men had seen her there when he passed through. Her ward, Delvin, learned this when Korbitt rode in a fortnight later to steal the girl away, and passed the information on to Gryl along with a purse of gold coins. And a message: Kill the bastard and bring Vai home. It was a task Gryl was more than willing to take on. Like the Xenius, there were so few of his kind left. 
Were the mercenaries to spy his scars, they would instantly know they were in the presence of a Prodigy, one of the Avan slave warriors, trained from birth to ignore both fear and pain. He wished that to be a surprise, if only for a few moments, so he checked his skullcap to be certain it was still in place beneath the hood. There might still be one or two that recognized his face from his time on the lines, but he had to take that risk.
Gryl feigned drunkenness and made his way across the road, head down. He staggered, but only slightly. There was no point marking himself as a victim to be taken advantage of. He wanted only to fit in amidst the debauchery long enough to slip inside the Lizard and confirm what he was up against. If he was forced to make a stand in the street, Vai would never see her home again.
He wound his way to the horse rail that separated the tavern from the road, and slipped around the far end. The weathered planks of the porch creaked beneath his feet but against his instincts, he did nothing to quiet the sound. A few heads turned his way, a handful of men carrying on a loud conversation near the door, but no stares lingered. Gryl breathed a relieved sigh as they went back to their talk, and then crept closer, squeezing past the men with effort to avoid bumping them. He could smell the alcohol that clung to their sweat. They’d be easy to rile in such states, and he didn’t want that. Not yet, at least.
The discordant wail of drunk-fingered players struck him when he entered the tavern. The banners, which hung from the thick rafters above, fluttered as though the music was a physical force. Patrons gathered about an inebriated foursome who plucked away, almost at random, at the instruments in their laps, a fifth’s drumming so poorly timed it was if he was playing to his heartbeat. It made for poor accompaniment, but with that cluster of people enthralled by the attempt, Gryl let his eyes wander to take in the rest of the Broken Lizard.
Though Korbitt was nowhere to be seen, his men had found a home near the stairs, their table pressed into the far corner. They sat in a loose half-circle, most of their backs to the wall. Each was armed with a sword and short blades. They wore an assortment of armor, but none were without it. They hadn’t come to celebrate. That meant the other men the woman was bringing would be prepared the same as their companions, shifting the odds against him.
Time had run short.
Gryl quickly confirmed Vai was nowhere amidst the twenty-odd patrons of the bar and hoped Rayk had told him the truth. He moved close to the wall and headed for the stairs, suspecting Korbitt would be up there with the girl. Nothing in the tavern noises suggested Gryl had been noticed, so he went on. He cast furtive glances at the mercenaries from beneath the cover of his hood, but like the men outside, they seemed too involved to care about anything outside of their circle. That was perfect.
He reached the banister and grasped its rail, setting foot on the first step.
“And just where do you think you’re going?” A mercenary asked; one he hadn’t seen.
Gryl ignored him and took a few more steps.
“I’m talking to you, you drunken son of a sheep-assed whore.” The man came around behind, chest puffed with misappropriated authority.
Chairs scraped across the wooden floors as the rest of the men got to their feet and started over. Gryl bowed his head. This was what he was trying to avoid. He muttered an incoherent apology and turned with aggravating slowness, but remained on the stairs. These weren’t the kind of men to simply let him apologize and walk away without consequence. He cast his eyes across the tavern for the clearest route to the door.
“Come here,” another of the mercenaries called out, waving him down. He already had a dagger in his hand, the steel shining in the glow of the lanterns. Several more men wandered over to be a part of the commotion. The charade had come to an inglorious end. He looked up at them.
“I know you,” the first said, his face twisted in an effort to place a name to the memory of Gryl’s face. “You’re—”
Gryl didn’t let him finish. He snapped the clasp of his cloak and spun it off, loosing it in their direction before he leapt over the banister. He bounced across a table and onto the floor as the mercenaries flung his cloak aside and gave chase, weapons drawn. The makeshift musicians stopped their clatter and the tavern went silent, Gryl drawing every open eye with his maneuver. He clenched his teeth hard, frustrated he was forced to abandon the stairs with Vai so close, but he couldn’t risk bringing a ravaging army to her doorstep. As of now, the mercenaries knew nothing of his purpose at the Lizard even if he had been recognized. As long as they didn’t stop him, they would never know why he was there. He made to bolt for the door.
Right then, the buxom woman burst into the tavern. A dozen men in ramshackle armor stormed in behind her, seeming curious about the disconcerting silence. Their eyes went wide at the scene before them. The woman screamed and bolted, shoving her way past the men at her back, but the mercenaries weren’t so easily dismissed. The smell of blood was in the air. They drew their weapons and advanced to reinforce their companions.
“You’re one of them Avan freaks,” the first mercenary said, emboldened by his reinforcements, his snaggletoothed grin more yellow than white. “Where are you gonna run now, rabbit?”
“It seems nowhere,” Gryl answered, freeing his blade and setting it before him to keep the distance. “See me to Korbitt, and I’ll let you all live.”
The men stared blank-eyed for a quiet moment, and then one by one they burst into raucous laughter. They had already made their decision to fight…so had he. Gryl gave them no time for anything else.
He drove the point of his blade under the chin of the yellow-toothed mercenary and transformed his hyena’s laugh into a death rattle. Blood gushed as Gryl yanked his sword free and kicked the flailing body toward its companions. Despite their surprise at their friend’s untimely death, they wasted no time attacking.
Steel flashed and Gryl met it with kind. The clang of swords rang out loud, punctuating the screams of the fleeing patrons not involved. Gryl drifted closer to the bar. The drunks might not be a part of the battle, but he had no doubt they’d stick steel into his ribs if it helped their standing with Korbitt. The mercenaries had the same in mind. They charged with obvious fury, eager to be the one to kill him…reckless.
The first merc in line went down screaming, clutching at his punctured eye. Then they were on him en masse. Gryl moved in a graceful furor, twisting and dodging and parrying the blows that might land flush, letting the others past without effort. Tiny red nicks streaked his tunic as they glanced by, but he ignored the bee stings of his wounds and fought on.
Another mercenary fell away, his throat a geyser of thick claret, and yet another, clutching desperately to his ruined manhood. Gryl spun from the shrieking man and dove beneath the nearest table, thrusting his blade into the knee of a mercenary too foolish to step away. On the other side, Gryl stood and kicked the table into the crowd, scattering the men. Their shouts filled the tavern with raging echoes. Still, there was no clear way to the door.
“What in Hades is going on?” Korbitt shouted from the upstairs landing that overlooked the tavern floor. The room went silent, all eyes turning to look.
There behind the hulking knight stood Vai. Thin and pale, Gryl knew her for what she was without hesitation. Her long white hair was dirty and unkempt, strands hanging heavily over her face. Her lids were nearly closed, but the brilliance of her purple eyes leaked from beneath them. She was naked, her young charms on display for all to see.
That was the final straw.
A razored growl erupted from Gryl’s throat as he jumped onto the nearest table. Heads snapped to face him as he drove his sword into the spine of a man too slow to react. Blood windmilled off the blade as Gryl pulled it loose and dove into the crowd of startled mercenaries. In close, he was an abattoir.
Flesh parted beneath his silvered blade, a butcher’s dirge of steel cleaving meat. The mercenaries scrambled for space but Gryl plagued them with nagging wounds, keeping them in tight. Warm breath steamed from his mouth as he cursed them for forcing his hand. They traded blow after blow as he slithered between his foes, but he felt little of it. His flesh so scarred from the ritual purification of the Avan seers, his body was a patchwork of welted and raised flesh hardened over a lifetime of agony. Blood oozed from his wounds but didn’t run. The mercenaries could not say the same.
One by one they met their end by steel, ravaged corpses tumbling to form a circle around the whirling dervish of Gryl’s offense. And then they were gone. Only the plaintive groans of the dying resounded in the room, playing a duet to Gryl’s even breaths. He stood with his sword extended, crimson dripping from the blade as he reined in the battle fury. His tunic had been shredded. It hung like rags from his blemished shoulders, stained with the ochre of his enemies.
“You can’t have her,” Korbitt’s words rang out behind him. “Drop your sword.”
Gryl turned to see the knight and Vai’s position reversed, Korbitt standing behind the willow of the girl at the base of the stairs. He held a blade to her throat. Vai trembled but did not move. She looked at Gryl through the slits of her eyes. His pulse roared through his veins. 
Raised in perpetual torture by the Avan, seeing others like him tormented day after day, had carved a hole in his heart for the young of spirit. He had suffered enough for a thousand children and would see none harmed while he still drew breath. Gryl nodded, tossing his blade aside.
“Now walk toward me…slowly…or I bleed her.”
Gryl nodded once more, knowing Korbitt wanted him close only to put his steel to work. The material of Gryl’s tunic clung to him and he peeled it loose as he shuffled forward, keeping his hands in sight. “Don’t hurt her,” he said, pushing the skull cap from his head. He felt the cool night air tickle his scalp as he revealed his scarred head.
“Keep your clothes on, boy,” Korbitt growled. “I’m no buggerer.”
Gryl grinned and raised his hands, circling around a bloodied table and coming to a stop about ten feet from the knight. “Of all the things I know you to be, that isn’t something I’d ascribe to you. Rapist, murderer, slaver: now those titles I’d hang from your corpse without regret.”
“Don’t test me.” Korbitt pressed the blade to Vai’s neck with a snarl. The girl whimpered.
“Not I, sir knight.” Gryl held his arms out from his sides. “What would you have me to do to keep the girl from harm?”
“You need to come closer.” Korbitt spit the words out, keeping his bulk shielded behind Vai.
“Do I?” Gryl felt the familiar tickle of his scars as he stood his ground.
Korbitt’s eyes narrowed and Vai’s drifted open, only to snap shut. She sensed what was coming. Gryl swallowed his rage and let it sink inside, his flesh warming as it went. The Avan hadn’t just decorated his body with puckered memories, they’d woven their dark sorceries throughout.
“Stop! What-what are you doing?” The knight’s dagger hand began to shake as he stared.
Gryl knew what Korbitt saw, but felt no pity for the man.
The scars that covered every inch of his body, save for his face, crept like angry worms beneath his skin. He could feel them squirming and coming to life, his flesh bulging with their frantic passage. Heat washed over him as they traveled on, darting faster and faster as though a mound of serpents lived between his skin and bones.
“Stop it. Stop!” Korbitt screamed, but he could not tear his eyes from Gryl’s scarred flesh.
Gryl smiled and took a cautious step forward. There was no stopping it now. The magic of his scars filled the air for all to see. He sensed the virulence of the knight, the sour deeds that clung to his spirit. Its energy was building, the sickness bubbling in Gryl’s veins.
“No! Don’t come any…closer.”
Arms still out to his sides, Gryl let his scars dance, willing them to a fervent pitch.
“No! Stop!” Korbitt trembled, just as Vai had, but still he did not draw the blade across the girl’s soft neck. The plague of memories had taken hold. Korbitt knew the fear he inspired, tasted the foulness of his blight upon the world. The Avan spell ripped it to the surface. His every sin was his to taste.
“It is time. Atal zan,” Gryl whispered. Drop down.
Without hesitation, the girl pushed the knight’s arm away and fell to the floor. Gryl closed the distance in a heartbeat, wrapping his fingers around Korbitt’s hand and slamming his own knife into his mouth. Teeth shattered as the blade sunk home, blood bubbling in its wake.
Rapist, murderer, slaver: corpse. Gryl loosed the knight’s hand and let his body fall to the floor, the knife still embedded in his face. He wiped his soiled hands clean on Korbitt’s tunic and pulled the knight’s cloak free, before holding a hand out to the girl.
“Come, child. Delvin has missed your company.”
Vai entangled her fingers in his and rose without shame, accepting the cloak. She wrapped its cover about her slim frame and turned to Gryl. Her eyes traced the line of his scars. “Do they hurt?” she asked, the words soft and melodious.
Gryl laughed. “Not anymore.”
 



A Soul in the Hand
Marsheila Rockwell and Jeffrey J. Mariotte
 
IN THE DREAM, Kord was Panther. He moved through the trees like an unmoored shadow, lithe and black, paws lightly brushing the earth with each step. This was not the hardwood forest he had been born in, at the empire’s edge, or the swamps he had come to know in later years. It was jungle, densely wooded, steamy, thick with life at every layer, from the worms and insects underfoot to the birds inhabiting the highest canopies, their plumage flashing, brilliant as it caught sunlight that only reached the floor as a muted and filtered green haze.
Panther followed a scent trail he couldn’t name. It was rich, heady, familiar and strange at the same instant. Whatever it was, the scent was clearer in this place than the few signs of passage left behind by his prey: a crushed leaf here, there a vine yanked free of a tangle. Panther’s eyesight was sharp; he missed nothing. But odor was the only trustworthy guide, and Panther filled his nostrils with it at every step, confident that he was closing in.
That confidence vanished when a sudden surfeit of smells confused his senses. He tried to sort them, but he was unused to the jungle and most were scents he had never encountered before. The only ones he knew for sure were blood and human flesh. The trail he had been following had vanished into the olfactory chaos, and he didn’t know which way to turn. One path would lead toward…something, he was not sure what. Something he wanted, at any rate. Any other path might make him something else’s meal.
Standing still was not an option. He would have to choose a course and count on wits and strength to keep him safe. He decided to continue as he had been, always keeping the sun before him. Soon enough, he found it again, the trail he’d been following, and an image of the creature that had left it almost came together in his mind, but then blew apart like seeds in the wind. It was as familiar as home…but Panther hadn’t had a real home in so long. He inhaled the scent and continued on. The scents of blood and flesh were stronger this way, too, and he had not covered much ground when he saw why: a human arm, caught in the fork of two branches, with blood spattering the trunk and the leaves below and the soil beneath those.
Then a foot, ripped off at the ankle, a line of ants looking like stitches against its pale skin.
Most of a face, limp and curled like drapery, dangling from a thorny bush.
And Kord realized he was human, no longer Panther, and whatever had strewn these parts about—not the same thing that had left the tantalizingly familiar scent trail, surely?—wasn’t far away, hunkered in the shadows, waiting.
He’d had a choice to make, and he had made the wrong one.
Story of his life…
#
A boot in the ribs woke him.
Eyes closed, he waited, listening.
When it came again, he caught it, an inch away. Its owner tried to yank free, but Kord hung on, looked up.
“Kordell. He wants to see you.”
Kord released Bragga’s foot. The man stomped down once, an oddly petulant gesture for someone of his size and station. Bragga, bearded and burly and missing more teeth than he had remaining, was the trusted Second to Captain Antrem, Commander of the Red Legion, Glory Squad, in service to His High Autarch, Celaeus of Glaeve.
Fancy titles these mercenary bastards gave themselves, Kord thought as he pushed himself to his feet from where he had been sleeping against a tree, on one of the few spits of solid ground for miles in any direction. Antrem was captain of nothing but hired swords, and was himself hired out to Celaeus, a noble with more gold than brains, who hoped to use his paid army to overthrow an emperor and to award himself the stolen crown.
“In his tent?” Kord asked.
“Aye.”
Kord leaned close enough to smell the rot that always wafted from Bragga’s toothless maw. “Next time, you’ll lose the foot,” he said. “Just say my name. I’ll wake.”
The tent was pitched at the farthest point from the murky water. The stink of the swamp was everywhere, fetid and thick. Cloying.
The smell carried him back. Years. Memories with every breath, some of them even good ones.
Kord nodded to the woman standing guard outside the large crimson tent, which would have looked more impressive had it not been stained with brown smears and patched in a hundred places. He didn’t care that Antrem was spending his inheritance playing at being a wealthy officer, and he didn’t care about the politics of the fight. It would make no difference in his life whether Celaeus succeeded, or if Puell held onto his title and his empire. All that mattered was that the coins he was paid each week still spent.
The guard stepped to one side and pulled open a flap, and Kord ducked inside. Antrem’s pipe blocked the smell of the swamp with a sweet, woody scent. It less successfully obscured the odors of Carna, Antrem’s woman (who stayed, Kord knew, for the same reason he did: a weekly pouch of coins to make the memories of Antrem’s blunt hands and plump red lips fade), and Nestor, Antrem’s First. Carna was always so perfumed she made Kord want to gag, and Nestor was a giant of a man who sweated enough in a day to refill the swamp outside.
Whenever Kord encountered either of them, together or—more infrequently—separately, he gave thanks to the gods of the Thirteen Mountains of Creation that Panther’s senses only ever fully manifested in his dreams, for if he had to smell those two with the much more sensitive nose of his totem, he truly would gag.
The three of them sat together on silken pillows in the rosy gloom. Carna was nude, her long black hair braided and greased with rank tallow into an upright wedge. Antrem and Nestor were dressed in loose tunics and leather leggings. “You sent for me?” Kord asked.
“I did.” Antrem—Captain Antrem, Kord had to remind himself—was a slender man, wiry and tough, with a reedy voice. His quick movements were reminiscent of a snake’s flicking tongue, and Kord could not help but wonder if one of those cold reptiles were the man’s totem. Or if the self-styled leader of men were even in touch enough with that part of himself to have one.
Antrem relied on casual cruelty, base cunning, and the loyalty of Nestor and Bragga rather than on his own fearsomeness, to keep his crew in line, but it worked all the same. “I’m told you know these swamps, Kordell.”
“Like you know Carna’s breasts,” Kord said, knowing the words were flippant, and not caring. “I grew up in them. Not as an infant; that was in the coastal forests to the north of here. But as a boy, until my fifteenth summer.” He tilted his head toward the southwest. “Not ten miles that way.”
“So I’ve heard,” Antrem said. “You were tutored at the scriptorium there?”
“Yes.”
“By Murdis himself?”
“That’s right.”
“Murdis?” Carna asked, her wedge of greasy hair rising off the pillow, where it had left a dark stain. “He’s the one who’s dying, right? The one with the Hand of—”
Dying?
Nestor’s huge hand landed on her thigh and squeezed. She flinched but stopped speaking. Nestor’s hand stayed longer than necessary, and his fingers stroked her once as he took it away, leaving Kord to wonder if Antrem shared her, and if so, whether he knew it.
“He’s quite the scholar, Murdis,” Antrem said.
“So people say.”
“And you can read? Cipher?”
“I can.”
“And yet, here you are, earning your keep with your shoulders and back instead of your brain.”
“I go where someone will pay me,” Kord said. He was tired of standing while the others sat, but had not been invited to join them. “These days, more are hiring soldiers than scholars.”
Nestor chuckled, a sound that rose from deep within his massive chest, and came out sounding more like a belch than a laugh.
“Such will always be the case,” Antrem said. “Where there are human beings, there is strife. Where there is strife, killing will always be more valued than learning.” He ran a thin finger up Carna’s cheek. She didn’t quite shudder at the touch, but she didn’t look far from it. “Loving will, no doubt, always run a close second. Learning, I’m afraid, comes rather far down on that list.”
Kord was getting impatient, and the masking effect of Antrem’s pipe was beginning to wear off. He didn’t know which was worse, Carna’s perfume and the grease in her hair that the fragrance of over-ripe fruit was inadequate to fully cover, or Nestor’s sour musk, but he knew he’d rather breathe swamp fumes than stay in the tent much longer. “The swamps?”
“Right, yes,” Antrem said, as if he had entirely forgotten why he’d sent for Kord. Given the way he was gazing at the fresh bruise rising on Carna’s thigh, he probably had. “I understand that there’s a detachment of Puell’s soldiers somewhere in the vicinity. There can’t be many routes through this forsaken hellhole that could accommodate such a large group. Get with Bragga, figure out the likeliest place, and plan an ambush.”
“If they have skiffs—”
“Assume they don’t.”
“There are easily six or seven passable routes through—”
“The best one, Kordell. I’m sorry, you prefer Kord, no?”
“Whatever your pleasure, Captain.”
“That’s better. Go.” He put a hand on the same thigh that Nestor had earlier, and waved his other toward the flap. “I’ve more pressing matters to attend to.”
The smile that worked its way across Carna’s face wasn’t altogether convincing, but neither was it entirely false. As Kord left the tent, he didn’t hear Nestor being similarly banished. Maybe the sharing was approved, then.
Maybe it was the whole point.
Antrem’s guard would never say. Only women protected the captain’s person, and they all sacrificed their tongues before being granted that privilege. Kord had never learned what they got in return for pulling the worst duty, and at such a cost.
He hoped he never would.
As he walked along the narrow, sandy, bark-strewn stretches looking for Bragga, he remembered what Carna had said about Murdis having “the Hand.” Could he really? He had long sought it, Kord knew. And what other sort of hand could interest a woman as mercenary as any of those who sold Antrem their swords and perhaps their lives?
What other sort of hand, for that matter, would Nestor want kept quiet?
And perhaps most germane, what other sort of hand would Murdis want to possess?
There was, Kord thought, one good way to find out.
After all, he was only a hired man. He owed Celaeus nothing, nor Antrem, and Bragga and Nestor even less.
But he owed much to Murdis, and it had been years since he’d seen his old mentor. He’d sworn he’d never return, but if Carna was right and the old man really was dying, then Kord wanted to be there—though whether to mourn Murdis’s passing or to spit on his grave remained to be seen.
He glanced at the sky. Hours yet before sundown. He kept looking for Bragga, determined now to plot out the best ambush he could. It would, after all, keep the Glory Squad of the Red Legion busy. And if Puell’s troops could kill some of Antrem’s, and maybe the captain himself, so much the better.
#
Though he had told Antrem there were several passable routes through this part of the jungle that Puell’s men could use, most of those were only known to natives of the area. If Puell hadn’t been able to buy or coerce a guide—no mean feat in these parts, where remnants of the Wild Ones still dwelled—then his men really had only one choice.
The road to Murdis’s scriptorium had been paved with stones from the nearby Godsbreath Mountains, so-called for the dense fogs that wreathed their peaks even in the dry season. The old man had paid for the work himself, a decades-long project that saw completion when Kord was still a Spring Child. At the time, he’d imagined the construction had taken all the years and backs and coin in the world, but he knew better now, and the thought of Murdis spending so much of his own money just to ensure the safe passage of manuscripts to and from his care no longer filled Kord with wonder, but with a vague, unsettling distaste.
And perhaps, if he were honest with himself, with a bit of envy as well. With wealth like that, Kord could retire from the soldiering business himself, pay off well-appointed thugs like Antrem to either leave him alone or do his bidding, and embrace his true love—the texts Murdis had introduced him to as a child, when he first found him wandering the streets of Uxelte and brought him in as a foundling.
But Murdis, for all his generosity, had never offered to share anything more than his knowledge and his home with Kord. As a child, that had been enough. As a young adult, it had no longer sufficed.
Kord shook the bitter thoughts out of his head as he rounded the corner of a tent and saw Bragga harassing another mercenary, a youngster by the name of Julion, recently joined up and sending what little coin he made home to an even younger wife, pregnant with their first child.
“Bragga,” he barked, distracting the older mercenary from a blow that would have left Julion’s lip split for no reason other than the bearded man’s dim amusement. “Leave the new blood alone and come help me round up some men. The captain wants to serve up a little surprise for Puell and his troops.”
Bragga’s eyes narrowed as they darted from Julion to Kord, and back again.
“Unless you want me to tell Antrem you were too busy pleasuring yourself with this boy to do his bidding? Because that works for me, too.”
The other man’s eyes narrowed further, becoming mere slits, and he muttered something vile but not quite decipherable into his beard as Julion cast a grateful look Kord’s way.
“Fine.” Bragga looked at the younger mercenary, who’d already wisely used his reprieve to back out of arm’s reach. “I’ll settle up with you later.”
Then he looked over at Kord.
“What do you have in mind?”
#
It was a simple plan, really, but then, Kord was hardly a tactician. Planning ambushes wasn’t generally a task that fell to a lowly mercenary, regardless of whether or not he had devoured Kalomte’s complete Treatise on Warfare as a book-loving youth.
Simple, but sound, and easy to implement besides. Antrem would be hard-pressed to argue with his recommendations, and wouldn’t realize the danger it would put his own men in until it was far too late.
Or so Kord hoped.
Puell’s officers were no fools; they’d know following the road would leave their men open to attack, and would be especially alert where it funneled them through various chokepoints along the way. But even they would not anticipate an ambush where the road crossed through an open expanse of swamp, along the only firm ground for a quarter-mile stretch. The emperor’s troops, having passed through the more dangerous jungle in seeming safety, would relax their guard as they entered the tree-free portion of swamp. Not much, of course—they were battle-hardened professionals, after all—but enough. And if they did look for trouble, their eyes would go naturally to the high canopy that ringed the cleared section, or to the dense trunks that lined it. 
Not having been raised in the swamp, they’d never expect an attack from below it.
Antrem approved the plan without question upon hearing it, and even Nestor and Bragga could find little fault with it, though neither of them was particularly enthused about having to lie in wait just beneath the surface of the mucky swamp water, with only thin reeds and moss crammed into their nostrils to keep them from drowning. But since Kord would be there in the mire with them, they could hardly complain.
What Kord didn’t tell them was that they wouldn’t be the only ones in the water. As long as they were still, they’d be unmolested by the swamp’s somnolent inhabitants, but once they swarmed up out of the muck and the blood of Puell’s men began to fill the water, the sleepy alligators would rouse and enter the fray, and they’d be indiscriminate about who they feasted upon. Human blood and flesh foot, all tasted the same to them, untainted by that human’s alliances or aspirations.
And what the alligators didn’t eat, the Wild Ones would pick off with their bows, for Puell’s men were right to fear the canopy, even if they weren’t correct about who hid therein.
Some of them would get away, of course, but that wasn’t Kord’s concern. Both Antrem and the empire would suffer losses, none of which could be pinned directly on him. And with any luck, when the survivors couldn’t find him, they’d assume Kord had perished in the ill-fated ambush, his remains filling the belly of a satisfied gator, or perhaps adding to the strata of life and death that made up the muddy bottom of the swamp.
Either way, he’d be free of the mercenary life—free of Bragga’s bullying, of Antrem’s posturing and machinations, of the rank and petty existence that he shared with a hundred men just like him. Men who, like him, might have once had dreams beyond the sword and the battlefield, dreams that had long ago withered and died in the face of practicalities like having food and a bed, and maybe someone to warm it occasionally.
Dreams that might yet live again, if he could reconnect with Murdis, the man who’d taught him to hunger for such things in the first place.
#
The ambush was easily set, with thirty men on either side of the reinforced roadway, their positions at arm’s length from one another masked from anyone who might bother to look by the patches of reeds that grew sporadically throughout the swampy water. 
Kord was one of the last to slide his head below the muck, after shoving enough tree moss up his nose to make him feel like he’d been buried alive. Usually, the stuff was porous, but when mixed with the bluish clay-like soil that blanketed much of the jungle, it hardened into a waterproof plug that the men would have difficulty removing when the time came. Especially since Kord hadn’t bothered to share with them the little trick of coating the inside of their nostrils with snail slime first.
He took one last look around, listening through the ever-present buzz of insects for the telltale bird calls that would signal the presence of the Wild Ones. Though he heard none, he could still feel the weight of their regard on the back of his neck. He hadn’t been sure they’d come, of course, so he’d taken the precaution of having the other men paint their faces with streaks of the azure clay. Camouflage, he’d told them, and that was true enough, as far as it went, for the swamp water here was slick with a film of the bluish sludge. But the real truth was that the Wild Ones—primitive tribesmen who still adhered to the ancient customs of their long-abandoned homeland—considered the clay to be sacred, and if the mere presence of Antrem’s men hadn’t already attracted their attention, and their ire, the outlanders’ liberal use of the sacrosanct clay would.
As Kord slipped beneath the surprisingly cool water, he noted several bumpy logs near the tree line—logs that would prove to have legs, and tails, and large maws full of very sharp teeth when the time came.
The thick water oozed around him like the unwelcome but insistent embrace of a spurned lover, sending chills through him. He shrugged them off and eased forward until his hand touched one of the large chunks of stone that had been sunk here to provide a solid foundation for this stretch of what he had come to think of as Murdis’s Folly. Kord was at the end of his line, closest to where Puell’s men would enter the open space. Since he could neither see nor hear beneath the swamp’s brackish surface, he had to rely upon feel alone to tell him when the emperor’s men were nearing. When he felt the vibrations in the stone that heralded their approach, he would reach out to touch the next man in line, as would his counterpart on the other side of the roadway, and the signal would get passed down from each soldier to the next until they were all ready. He would send a second signal once the main body of Puell’s troops had passed his position, and Antrem’s men would surge up out of the water to attack, first with long spears, and then with swords, should they become necessary. Those who’d already crossed the expanse would be unable to turn back to help their comrades, and the empty road behind would provide an easy escape route for Antrem’s forces once they’d done their damage.
If the gators and the Wild Ones didn’t get to them first, that was.
Kord felt the first shivers in the cold stone that bespoke the impending arrival of Puell’s men. They became steadily stronger until his fingertips felt like they were being pricked by a thousand tiny pins and needles, and he fought the urge to snatch them away.
Then he felt the barest slackening in the vibrations, and knew the end of the column had passed. He reached out to the next man in line and then counted to thirty, one second ticking off for each man who passed the signal down.
And then he burst out of the brackish water with fifty-nine other men, the majority of their spears finding targets in the groins and thighs of Puell’s men.
But unlike his fellow mercenaries, once Kord’s first blow struck home, he didn’t draw his sword for a second. As his target cried out and grasped at the spear now piercing his leg just behind the knees, Kord slipped back into the water and swam for a thick stand of rushes he’d marked when Antrem’s men had first entered the cleared section and begun taking their positions. The long stems would hide him as he climbed from the water into the jungle overgrowth, masking his escape from anyone who might glance his way.
He took a route that would keep him well clear of the alligators he knew would already be heading toward the roiling, bloodied water and reached the rushes without incident. There, he pulled the plugs from his nostrils and took a great gulp of air. As he did so, he heard the shrill cry of a scarlet macaw and the answering whistle of arrows being loosed from a multitude of strings. He climbed up the bank on his hands and knees, fresh screams filling the air behind him. Only when he was well within the cover of the jungle itself did he risk a glance back, just in time to see a blue-faced man take an arrow through the eye. As the man fell into the water, nearly into the gaping maw of a waiting alligator, Kord realized it was Julion, the young mercenary he’d tried to protect from Bragga.
He felt a momentary pang of regret, then quickly pushed it aside. If he got what he wanted from Murdis, he could make it up to Julion’s family. If not, at least he could tell them that the young man had died quickly and honorably, which was more than most mercenaries’ wives ever got.
Unsure that the rationalization was enough to convince even him, Kord turned his back and disappeared into the jungle, the accusing sounds of death and horror slowly fading behind him.
#
The scriptorium appeared first as a kind of mirage: glimpses of stonework fairly shimmering behind a screen of trees. Brilliantly feathered birds took flight as Kord approached, their squawking and the flutter of wings the only counterpoint to the rustle of a warm breeze skittering through the leaves. This had always been a quiet place, Kord remembered. Murdis stressed contemplation, reflection, even reverence.
As a boy, that had seemed an unreasonable demand. Sometimes the tales Kord had read, of heroes and gods, had made him want to run, jump, fight, or simply cry out in youthful exuberance. Murdis chided him on those occasions, and more than once had taken away the book that had inspired such behavior, making him instead read something as dry as Moulten’s Mathematical Principles. Since most of the people Kord knew of, even then, were illiterate and could not count past ten without taking off their shoes, he had wondered how an entire book could be written about the topic. As it turned out, Moulten had filled his pages with the most mind-numbingly boring ideas Kord had ever encountered, before or since.
Now, however, after the never-quiet of the swamp and the brutal racket of killing, he thought silence would be a welcome change. To sit undisturbed for hours and read from one of Murdis’s texts—even if it was the Moulten instead of, for instance, his boyhood favorite, The Lives of The Warriors.
As he neared it, the landscape became more familiar. The trees were taller than they had been, and seemed to grow closer together. But the walkway wending between them had not changed, nor had the surprising way the scriptorium appeared after he passed the last bend. He knew it was close; he had seen it peeking through the trees. But there was still a startling moment when he saw a massive edifice of stone that looked like it would surely sink, sitting on a grassy hillock that rose from the soupy flats like a red welt on a maiden’s cheek, something that shouldn’t be there. The hillock almost seemed to defy the laws of nature, but as Murdis never tired of pointing out, there it was, so it had to be real.
The last time he had been here, Kord had been too young to appreciate the graceful intricacies of the scriptorium’s construction. His eyes picked out some as he neared it: the way it was built on a platform of stone that held it just above the high water mark on the hillock’s shore, the precise joining of stone to stone that kept out the rain, the arched doorway and windows that lent the walls strength to hold back the wind. He realized that Murdis had, in building this place, designed it not just as a place of learning but as a fortress. Reading, he’d said, strengthened the mind against whatever the world might hurl at it. Just as surely, this place stood as a bulwark, dedicated to preserving his intellectual ideals against the world’s unlettered hordes.
It was as quiet as ever. Even the birds had gone still. Kord stopped outside the doorway—open, as always—and raised his voice, albeit reluctantly. “Ho the scriptorium!” he called. “If Murdis be present, let him greet one he may have forgotten!”
He stood, waiting. The silence seemed suddenly oppressive, unnatural, and he felt the fine hairs on the back of his neck rise up. Was he being observed? As much as he wanted to look over his shoulder, he did not care to betray any weakness, so he kept his eyes locked on the dark doorway. After several moments he heard something from inside, a sound that revealed itself to be the shuffling of sandaled feet, and then a guard appeared, blinking away sleep.
“Did I disturb your nap?” Kord asked.
The guard held his spear diagonally, from his left knee to just above his right shoulder. Although Kord didn’t recognize him, he might have been old enough to have been serving when Kord had studied here. His neck was thick, his belly ample. Chances were his duties consisted of little more than eating and sleeping and checking the door from time to time. Murdis had never been overly concerned about security, and time had demonstrated the wisdom of that. Thieves went after treasure, and most didn’t know the value of ideas. Some even thought of Murdis as a kind of sorcerer, and superstitious terror kept those from his door.
“Never you mind,” the guard said. “State your business.”
“I already did.”
“Again, then!”
“Enough, Beril,” a familiar voice said from inside. The guard kept his spear at the ready, but his attention was split between Kord and someone approaching him from behind. A moment later, Murdis himself appeared in the doorway, and it appeared that Carna might have had the right of it.
Murdis’s coppery hair had gone mostly white, with threads of pale orange here and there. He was leaner than Kord recalled, his stubbled cheeks gaunt, his eyes hollow. A gown hung off bony shoulders; Kord thought that in a high wind, his limbs might clack together like a skeleton’s. But in those deep-set eyes a glimmer of intelligence remained, and more—recognition. A mouth with very few teeth in it opened in an unexpected grin.
“So you remember me, old man?”
“Forget that impertinent air? The careless disregard for cleanliness? The slovenly posture? Never, Kordell!”
Murdis started forward, his stride ungainly, his left leg dragging. He broke into a coughing fit, covering his mouth as his cheeks flushed, a ghostly shadow of the hale man Kord had known in his youth. When he was finished, he hawked and spat off the trail, then threw open his arms. “Come here, boy!” he said, his voice even more gravelly than it once was. “Let’s have a proper look at you.”
Kord stepped into his feeble embrace, and tried not to break any of Murdis’s ribs when he returned it. When it was over he stepped back.
“What of Kenaris?”
“Dead,” Murdis said. “Years, now.”
“Kenaris gone, and you not well,” Kord said. “I’m sorry.”
“Nine hells!” Murdis replied. “I’m well enough for a dying man.”
“You don’t look so near death to me,” Kord lied. 
“I thought that’s why you’d come.”
It had been, but Kord would be damned by the Lords of the Underworld before he’d admit to it.
“I was nearby, in the swamps, fighting battles that were not my own. I remembered you were close, and wanted to pay my respects.”
Murdis coughed again, and wiped his mouth on the back of his hand. Some spittle remained at the corners, white and foamy but flecked with red. “You never could lie for shit.”
“Truth!” Kord said. “I was reminded of you, so here I am.”
“Reminded by what? A bad case of the runs?”
“You sell yourself short, old man.”
“Last time I saw you, Kordell, you compared me to a weeping sore. Don’t think I’ve forgotten.”
“I was young, foolish, and rude.” Kord left it at that. Murdis had taken something from him, something it hurt to give up. He had been furious and in pain, and he wasn’t entirely sure that he had forgiven the old man yet. Or that he ever would. “I’d had enough of reading about adventures and wanted to live some. What did I know?”
“Did? You’ve learned something since?”
“Not everything worth learning comes from books.”
“Prove it.” Murdis started to laugh, but his laughter turned into a wet, racking cough that doubled him over. He beckoned with a gnarled hand. “Inside,” he managed, between coughs. “Come, boy.”
I’m no boy, Kord almost said. Not anymore. But as he followed the old man into the cool of the scriptorium, he knew that by comparison to Murdis, he always would be.
Inside, memory lay thicker.
The place might have been a frieze, cast from Kord’s recollection. Stone walls were lined with thick plank shelves, shelves stacked two deep with books. Scrolls were stacked on other shelves like logs beside a fireplace. The same chairs were scattered throughout, worn and threadbare now but holding together, as Murdis seemed to be, through willpower and stubborn resistance to change. Tables were thick with candle wax in places, worn smooth in others by arms sliding across their edges as books were painstakingly copied. A few people filled the big chairs, reading books. One ancient sat hunched over a table, copying the text from one volume into another.
“By the Thirteen,” Kord said. “Has nothing changed here in the years I’ve been gone? I think he was working on that volume even then.”
Murdis had brought his cough under control. He looked at Kord with glistening eyes, and clapped his palms together thrice. “Oh, some things have,” he said. “Some have changed quite a bit.”
The echo of his claps had scarcely died when she entered the room. Kord wondered if his eyes were playing tricks. He had seen plenty of women here—Murdis had always liked women—but none had looked like this one. She was young, older than Kord had been when he left, but younger than he was now, by several years. And she was beautiful.
“Your daughter?” Kord asked, though he doubted that could be possible. Murdis had never claimed any children that Kord had heard about, and it had only been fifteen—no, seventeen—years since he had left the scriptorium behind. “A niece?”
“Elinore, my companion,” Murdis said. “Meet Kordell. One of my less successful efforts, which I attribute more to his dull nature than to my inability to teach. But a reasonably pleasant lad, just the same.”
“I’m sure.” Elinore took a half step in Kord’s direction, as was traditional, then stopped and extended her left hand. Kord closed the gap, went to one knee, grasped the proffered hand and brought it briefly to his lips.
“Elinore,” he said as he released it. “Lovely.”
And she was. She was dressed like Murdis, in the fashion he preferred at the scriptorium: a loose gown of some flimsy material, with nothing on beneath it. Murdis hated false modesty, but allowed that absolute nudity might distract from the place’s mission; therefore, he settled on simple garb that left little to the imagination but at least covered the basics. The form this gown both revealed and hid was lush, as feminine as could be, but also strong. Her bare arms were muscular, her neck taut. Kord could tell from her hands and feet that she’d led an active life, a physical one. She was no pampered scholar, that he knew.
Her face, too, was both lovely and contradictory. Intelligence was evident in the slant of her brown eyes, in the set of her mouth and her firm jaw. Her features were as finely crafted as one of Murdis’s most prized books, and her auburn hair was loose, framing her face, hanging past her shoulders. She was not dolled up like one of Antrem’s favored whores, but wholly natural and prettier for it. Yet, in the slight upward tilt of her head and what was probably an unconscious compression of her full lips when she smiled at him, he read ambition, and perhaps a tinge of resentment, as if she knew why he had come, and disapproved.
“Call me Kord,” he said. “I’m honored to meet you.”
“Call me Elin,” she replied. “He talks about you all the time, Kord.”
“Liar,” Murdis said.
“Ignore him, Kord.”
“I always have.”
“Smart man.”
“Not to hear him tell it.”
“I’m certain,” Elin said, “that you’ll have plenty to tell me about our mutual friend Murdis. I trust you’ll share?”
Kord ignored Murdis’s glare, tempered as it was by a grin he half-heartedly tried to conceal; the old man was clearly glad his former charge and his new friend were getting along. “Lady,” Kord said. “Once I start, you won’t be able to stop me.”
#
Elin waited until Murdis’s breathing was as even as it ever got these days before slipping carefully from their shared bed. He’d been a virile man when she first met him, though many would have considered him well past his prime, even then. But the lung sickness he now fought took all his energy, and though she still lay with him, it was for comfort only. His days as generous lover were over; how much longer he would remain as generous patron remained to be seen.
As she stood over him, gazing down at the unsteady rise and fall of his chest, she thought about how easy it would be to end it for him. A pillow, applying the strength of arms more used to swordwork than scribing, perhaps a brief, ineffectual scrabbling as he fought. But perhaps he wouldn’t fight, at that. He had to know he’d be greeting the Sixth Lord sooner rather than later. If he’d just been willing to leave the scriptorium, with its heat and humidity that hung in the air like the scent of decay, and gone somewhere cool and dry, the illness might not have progressed to the point it was now—the point of no return, no healing, no end other than a slow, painful loss of strength, and vitality, and hope.
But Murdis was as stubborn as he was wealthy, and so they stayed, and she watched him waste away, and her opportunity to find the Hand of Uxlabal along with him.
And now Kordell had shown up, complicating matters. Though the old man spoke of him roughly, it was the harshness of hurt that colored his words, not that of hatred. Murdis had wanted Kord to stay on at the scriptorium—maybe even run it after he himself had gone—but his foundling had had other goals in life. Goals that did not include fighting a never-ending and unwinnable battle trying to save old books and manuscripts from the ravages of time and the jungle, and from the arguably more deadly disregard and forgetfulness of men.
That Kord had returned now, when Murdis was so ill and she was so close to finding what she’d spent years looking for was no coincidence, of that she was sure. 
The man was a study in contradictions. He was older than her by several years, though you’d never know it by the way he moved—trim and fit, he carried himself with the confidence of a trained swordsman who didn’t need to swagger to prove it. Dark hair and heavy stubble showing the occasional glint of silver gave some clue to his true age, as did the creases around his deep-set blue eyes, but were it not for the fact that she knew when he’d left the scriptorium and how old he’d been at the time, she would have pegged him as being much younger. 
It was his eyes, she decided. There was nothing of defeat in them, despite what could not have been an easy life once he’d left these walls. Instead, they shone with spirit, and humor, and intelligence. And given what Elin had already learned about his upbringing here, she knew that intelligence was formidable, perhaps even more so than his well-muscled right arm and the blade it wielded. 
There would be no middle ground with this man—he’d either be a valuable ally or a dangerous opponent when the time came. That Elin hoped he’d opt for the former was not simple mercenary efficiency on her part, though in truth, such considerations were never far from her thoughts—she couldn’t afford for them to be. But Kord’s lips on her hand had stirred something unexpected in her, something neither Murdis nor any of the multitude of men before ever had, and she was intrigued by it, and him.
But not so much that she’d let him stand in the way of acquiring the Hand. She’d come too far and worked too long and hard to allow that to happen, fascination or no.
If she could get him to help her, so much the better. If she couldn’t, then she’d get rid of him, by whatever means necessary. What she worked toward was more important than any one person, after all. Or any two.
She let herself out of the room, closing the heavy wooden door as quietly as she could behind her—no easy task, given the way it had swelled from years of exposure to moist air and so no longer fit well in its frame. The hallway she walked down was lined with more of the ubiquitous shelves, stuffed to overflowing with yet more books and scrolls and even clay tablets reminiscent of the homeland, inscribed with ciphers whose meanings Elin, for all her own education, could only guess at. In between some of the shelves hung tapestries, heavy curtains of fabric better suited for a northern keep than a jungle fortress. The scenes they depicted were equally out of place—thick-furred bears the likes of which she’d only seen in Murdis’s books, speckled wolves, snowy landscapes. Where the old man had acquired them was a mystery—why, a greater one still.
The long corridor opened up onto a sunlit salon, full of more shelves and books, and many well-cushioned seats besides. Elin stopped short when she saw that one of those seats—moved up against the wall to give a clear view of the room’s exits and windows—was occupied.
Though Kord had to be aware of her presence, he did not look up from the book he read. His feigned indifference gave her a chance to scrutinize him more closely.
Unlike many so-called learned men, Kord did not move his lips as he read and his brow never furrowed in concentration or confusion. He scanned the text with an ease and confidence that reminded her, fittingly, of the man who had written it, for when he turned a page in the leather-bound book, the slight movement revealed a bit of its title. The Shared Essence of a Single Soul, by Murdis.
“He postulates that soul essences are more easily shared with those whose totem animals are compatible,” Kord said, still not bothering to look up at her as he spoke. Deliberately refusing to accord her the respect he would an equal, she thought, though to what end, she wasn’t certain. “His is the serpent eagle. What’s yours?”
Elin blinked at the question as much as at the challenging tone behind it. A person’s totem animal—or lack thereof—was an intensely personal matter, one that some people did not even share with trusted lovers, or spouses, let alone with complete strangers. That he would dare to ask her such a thing so baldly spoke much of his arrogance. Or, just possibly, of his concern for his former mentor.
“The black pantheress.” She strove to keep her own inflection neutral, but could not quite keep a slight tone of conceit from her voice. It was a rare totem for a woman, said to be reserved for queens and priestesses. That such a spirit had chosen her was a source of great pride, though normally she did a better job of hiding it.
Kord did finally look up at that, his gaze sharp.
“Panthers eat eagles,” he said after a moment, closing the book with a thump that echoed off the room’s stone walls.
She pursed her lips at the implication, then countered with one of her own.
“Only when there isn’t any easier prey available.” She smiled, her chin lifting to draw his eyes to the curve of her neck, and beyond. “And there is almost always…easier…prey available.”
Kord surprised her by laughing out loud.
“Truth, Lady. And I can see why Murdis chances being devoured by one such as you, in any case. The reward appears well worth the risk.”
He stood and replaced the book on a nearby shelf, then crossed the room and held his arm out to her.
“Speaking of devouring things, I’m starving. Care to accompany me on the hunt for some of that easier prey?”
Elin’s smile widened and both it and her laugh when she took his arm were genuine.
“Lead on, dear Kord. I shall be more than happy to follow.”
#
The kitchen was the busiest room in the place. Pale, scrawny Galetha stirred a huge pot over a fire, tasting her spoon after every ingredient she tossed in. Cheerful Cael, as round as he was tall, shaped balls of dough into vague representations of jaguars, fish, and birds before sliding the trays holding them into an oven. The blended aromas struck Elin with an almost erotic force. She had gone along with Kord out of curiosity more than anything, but now she found that she was just as hungry as he claimed to be.
On the far side of the kitchen were long tables with bench seats. More visiting scholars occupied those than the reading chairs in the other rooms, as if it had been the culinary delights offered by Galetha and Cael, and not Murdis’s library, that had brought them.
Perhaps it had been. In the empire’s towns and cities, patrons at a tavern or inn had to pay for their meals. Never here; Murdis’s beneficence provided beds and sustenance for any who came to study or to help with the never-ending work of transcription.
Releasing Kord’s arm, she crossed to Galetha’s side and looked into the big pot. “That smells divine,” she said. “Is it soup, or stew?”
“Call it what you will,” Galetha replied, showing her snaggle-toothed grin. “If I had two more hares, I’d definitely say stew. As it is, something in between. Stewp, perhaps.”
“You’ve always been good at making do, Galetha.”
“Comes from practice, dearie.”
Elin’s mouth watered, but her gaze sought out Kord. That, she had a feeling, could easily become habit. When it landed on him, though, she realized that he was tense, the muscles of his powerful back and shoulders bunched and rigid. He was looking toward the serving tables.
Steam from the pot clouded her view so she stepped away from it and regarded the guests. Two guards, a man and a woman she had known since her first day with Murdis, sat at the end of the nearest table. At the next were a group of scholars she had seen many times; as ever, they were arguing over some arcane philosophical concept about which she had no opinion or interest. Beyond them, a trio of quiet men tore into the bread Cael had already served up. One of them dunked a bird-shaped loaf, headfirst, into a bowl of Galetha’s stewp, then decapitated the sopping thing with his teeth. In the farthest corner sat a pair of female scholars, together yet separate, each immersed in her own book.
The only strangers to Elin were the three men so busily eating. They were dressed like any of those the scriptorium served, and she saw nothing about them that should have put Kord on edge.
But he was. Though she didn’t know him well, she could see that.
A few more moments passed, and then he turned away from the tables and started toward the door, seemingly oblivious to her presence. For some reason, that bothered her.
She hurried to his side. “Kord? Don’t you want to eat?”
“I’m not hungry,” he said, brushing past her.
“But a minute ago—”
“I’m not hungry.” He spoke those words with a flat, declarative tone that left no room to argue. But she was, now—famished. And perhaps, she thought, watching Kord go, not just for food.
#
After she had eaten, Elin looked for Kord again. From the corridor near Murdis’s study, she heard the old scholar suffering another one of his spells.
He’d cough until he was dizzy and his gown was flecked with blood and bits of tissue from his lungs. Then he’d grow faint, and if he were fortunate and there was somebody nearby to help him, he could make it to a chair or a bed before he fell down.
He was less and less fortunate as time went on, and some of the worst falls had resulted in cuts and bruises to his head, which left him dizzier still. So when she heard him start to cough—not the light coughing she knew would quickly pass, but the core-deep, brutal hacking she’d come to fear—Elin always hurried to his side, no matter what else she’d been doing.
Now she wanted desperately to question Kord, to learn what he had seen in the kitchen that had so disturbed him, but Murdis was barking and wheezing and from the sound of it, would be on the floor at any moment. She rushed into his private study and found him bent over double, hand over his mouth. When she entered, he looked at her with panicked eyes that seemed not to recognize her. He lowered his hand and she saw wet blood on it and more around his lips and staining his teeth.
“Sit!” she ordered. “I cannot understand why you don’t sit whenever you feel this coming on.”
“It…it’s just—”
“You hate to show weakness, is what it is,” Elin said. “Even to me, who has only ever cared for you, and will only, whether strong or weak, sick or well. As you would for me.”
That hadn’t always been true, and she was fairly certain Murdis knew it. But though she’d originally come here seeking his knowledge—and later, his power—she had first found his respect, and kindness, and even tenderness. She had not lost sight of her goal—was closer to it now than ever—but even so, she could do no less than repay his affection in kind.
She took his arm and led him to the chaise against the only wall of the study that wasn’t packed with books. 
“You are too good to me,” Murdis said, the thinness of his voice betraying his frailty.
“I know,” she said. “Now lie back.” Elin enforced her command with a gentle shove against his shoulder. He allowed her—not that she left him any choice—to press him down. With the hem of his own gown, already stained, she wiped his face, glistening with sweat and damp with blood. She ignored the skeletal body exposed by her act, so different now than the one she had once enjoyed so thoroughly.
His coughing subsided. She sat beside him, stroking his brow and whispering phrases that had long since lost any meaning: “You’ll be fine,” “There, there,” “Don’t worry, darling,” until he had fallen asleep again.
When he had, she covered him with a thin blanket and left him there to rest. He would be fine until he awoke.
She hoped.
In the meantime, Kord was around somewhere, and he had questions to answer.
Elin padded, barefoot and silent, through the arched doorways and high-ceilinged rooms of the scriptorium. Some scholars looked up from their books as she passed; others, more deeply immersed, remained unaware of her presence. Finally, she heard voices from a rarely used hallway that led to a supply room, and recognized the low rumble that was Kord’s among them. By the time she was near enough to make out words, though, another man was speaking. She froze, around the corner and out of sight.
“…interested to know you’re here and not rotting inside some alligator.”
“Bodies rot in the ground,” Kord answered. “Or in open air. In the belly of a beast, they don’t stay long enough to rot.”
“You know what I mean!” the first speaker snapped back.
“You did not know I was here,” Kord said. “So you haven’t come for me. That means—”
“What we came for is none of your concern,” another man’s voice said. “Traitorous dog.”
Kord ignored the jab. “You’re here for the Hand, then.”
Elin heard the distinctive metallic rasp of a blade being partly drawn from its scabbard. “Try to keep us from it, and we’ll—”
“Keep you from it?” Kord asked with a laugh. “My ambush plan was a disaster. Seeing that, I knew it would take a miracle to get back into Antrem’s good graces. A miracle…or the Hand. Since I know old Murdis, I decided that would be easier to arrange.”
“You’ll take it for yourself.”
“And try to escape the swamps alone? With Antrem’s force and Puell’s army both after me? I did not escape the battle just to embrace suicide.”
“Where is it, then?”
Kord hesitated, and Elin’s breath caught. Did he know? He couldn’t. Elin had been at Murdis’s side for years, ever since whispers of him collecting his own soul-shards had begun circulating among a certain crowd. Understanding the power that would be his when he was finished, and maybe even before—that would be contained within the Hand, the vessel in which Murdis’s soul would be stored—she had made her way to his side, and, after his wife Kenaris had died, to his bed. 
Elin had watched him amass the shards over time, watching how it pained him to extract them from Kenaris, knowing all along that she would not survive the effort. But to possess one’s entire soul, every last fragment of it, was among the rarest feats of man. Kenaris had understood, and willingly offered the many shards she possessed, though the agony of removal grew with each extraction. Anything to see him succeed in his goal.
And succeed he had. But he had hidden the Hand too well. And now she wasn’t the only one after it.
“I’ll find out,” Kord said.
“We’ll find out. Twenty minutes with us and the old buzzard will be begging us to take it from him.”
“No, that won’t work.”
“What, torture? Always has before.”
“You don’t know Murdis. Even sick, he’s the toughest man you’ll ever meet. And he’s close enough to death that he’d choose that over giving in.”
“I say give me a chance, and—”
“No,” Kord said firmly. “I know him. I can find it.”
“When?”
“Give me…give me five days. I’ll get the Hand and bring it to Antrem’s camp.”
“Three days. And you’ll meet us in the swamp, just at the end of the paved walkway. We’ll all go to Antrem together. Or the three of us will go, bearing the Hand and your head.”
“Three days, then,” Kord said. “Now go, before you bring the old man’s suspicions down on me. One only has to talk with you for an instant to know you’re no scholars.”
“We’ll go,” the first voice said. “But not far. You have three days.”
Elin went back the way she had come until she reached the first doorway. She stepped through it and waited in the shadows until the false scholars had passed. Kord came by a minute later, and Elin stepped into the hall behind him. 
“You bastard,” she said, her voice low and angry. “How could you?”
Kord turned slowly, and she didn’t miss the flexing of his hand, as though his first instinct was to reach for a weapon. But his face, when she could see it, was relaxed, and his blue eyes were calm. Guileless.
“You heard them, then.”
“I heard you.”
Something not so calm flashed across his eyes then, though it was so fleeting she couldn’t identify it. Fear? Anger? Regret?
“Then you heard me doing my best to keep those louts from storming in and flaying the flesh off of the frail bones of your lover. My old mentor.” 
“I heard you plotting to steal the Hand from him,” she replied with equal heat. But she found herself hesitating. He had convinced them not to hurt Murdis.
She gave herself a mental shake. Why did she want to believe him so badly?
Kord frowned.
“More like buying time to find a way to save it—and Murdis—from Antrem. You think a man like that has any use for a place like this? The first thing he’ll do when he gets the Hand is reduce the scriptorium to rubble. And he won’t care who’s inside it when he does.”
Elin had heard of Antrem, of course. In a way, he was part of the reason she was here, him and all the others who sought to overthrow Puell and put Celaeus—or themselves—in his place. The thought of one of them getting his greedy clutches on the Hand after all her work to find it—and what they might do with it—was unconscionable. She couldn’t let that happen.
Even if it meant trusting a man she’d just met. One who already made her feel things no other man ever had, Murdis included. 
She reached out to pull him into the room behind her, not wanting to continue the rest of this discussion in the hallway, where any passerby might hear. As her hand touched the bare skin of his arm, a sudden musky scent overwhelmed her, both strange and tantalizingly familiar.
 She gasped at the power of it, and might have stumbled if Kord had not reached up with his other arm to catch her and pull her close. From his face, she could tell he couldn’t smell it himself, and she understood then that it was her totem animal reacting to something she could not perceive with her own human senses.
The scent strengthened as Kord’s arms encircled her and she moved unthinkingly closer to him. She couldn’t look away from his eyes, which had lost any pretense of calm. Her breath quickened and she could feel her heart racing beneath the thin cloth of her robes. As she breathed in his nearness, she realized belatedly that the musky odor emanated from him.
And that she recognized it, though she had never encountered it before. Like a wanderer lost in the desert, blind and deaf, yet still inexorably drawn to the promise of water somewhere beyond sight or hearing.
It was the scent of Panther—very nearly the same one she exuded when she dreamt of her own Pantheress totem, but deeper, somehow. Sweeter. 
Irresistible.
She jerked away from him, and he dropped his arms, the answering intensity she’d glimpsed in his eyes quickly hooded over. She pushed away the pang of regret she felt when she saw it; she had a job to do, and she couldn’t afford the kind of distraction Kord’s embrace promised.
But she trusted her totem, and knew now that she had no choice but to trust him, as well.
“Come,” she said, glad her voice did not waver as she motioned him through the doorway. “If we’re to find the Hand before they return, we have much to discuss.”
#
Kord followed her into the small, unlit alcove, struggling to swallow the bitter and entirely unexpected disappointment he’d felt when she pulled away from him. He’d gone from being ready to talk his way out of her wrath to wanting to talk himself into her bed in the space of a few breaths, and the suddenness of it unnerved him.
As did the quickness with which she had appeared to change her mind about him. He wasn’t sure he could trust the about-face, but what choice did he have? She clearly knew more about the Hand than he did, and his best chance of finding it was working with her. And if there was a part of him that thrilled to that thought for reasons completely unrelated to Antrem or Murdis…well, he was only human, wasn’t he?
Inside, she turned to face him again, her voice low and even and her eyes hidden in a slant of shadow. “What do you know of the Hand?”
“Not much. I know that it’s powerful, a vessel for soul-shards. I know that Murdis has long sought it, and Antrem wants it. And that’s all I need to know to want to make sure he doesn’t get it.”
Elin cocked her head to the side, as if considering her next words. The movement placed her face even further in shadow and Kord found himself wishing he could see her eyes.
Silence stretched out for several long moments before Elin finally responded, and when she did, Kord almost wished it had remained unbroken.
“Not just for soul-shards—though it confers more power with every one collected, and so would be valuable for that reason alone. No, the Hand is much more than that. It’s a vessel for an intact soul. Specifically, for Murdis’s intact soul.”
Kord closed his eyes at the words, trying to wrap his mind around the terrifying implications.
Most people shared shards of their souls with others, usually their families and friends, but sometimes with people unknown to them—people who, many scholars theorized, were meant to be in their lives from the start, but whose destinies had taken them away from those who shards they’d been born to share. Sometimes they even shared shards with certain animals, which more learned minds than his claimed was the origin of the totems that guided them.
Rare indeed was the man or woman born with a fully intact soul—rare, and powerful, and usually completely insane. It was said that no one person could hold that much power for long without losing both his humanity and his mind. That Murdis, the man who had taken Kord in and treated him as a son, might finally be close to amassing such power, was almost more than he could grasp.
And for another to seize that power—the power of an intact soul belonging to one strong enough to claim his own—well, that was unheard of, in Kord’s experience. Presumably it would confer the soul’s power to he who had taken it.
He had known the Hand was powerful. He had not understood just how powerful.
Or how powerful it would have been, had it, in fact, been complete. But only he and Murdis knew the truth of that.
He opened his eyes to look at Elin, only to find that she’d shifted, and her face was no longer wreathed in shadow. Her dark eyes regarded him intently.
“What does he intend to do with it? Heal himself?”
She gave a small, delicate shrug.
“If that’s all he’d intended, he would have done it already. No, I’m sure he has something much grander in mind, but whatever it is, I haven’t been able to learn.” Her lips compressed a fraction and Kord forcibly pushed away the thought of kissing them back to fullness. “Nor have I been able to discover where he keeps it. But you knew him before me—better than me, probably. Maybe you can help me find it.”
“And what do you intend to do with it?”
Elin’s lips curved into a wry smile, and her eyes sparkled in a way that only made Kord want to kiss her more, and he found himself biting the inside of his cheek to stay focused.
“The same as you. Keep Antrem from getting it.”
“And after?”
She gave a husky, amused laugh.
“I guess we could wrestle for it.”
Before Kord could get lost in that vision, she stuck out her hand.
“Partners?”
He didn’t hesitate.
He reached out and clasped her hand in his, and though it should have been just a momentary touch, neither of them let go.
“Partners,” he said at last, wondering just exactly what he was committing himself to.
 
 
 
#
Kord had been honest when he’d told Antrem’s men that physical intimidation wouldn’t work on Murdis. Now that he knew the old man’s power was more profound than he could have guessed, he was even more convinced of that.
Trouble was, that would have been his first instinct, too. He had made his way with his sword and his strength for so long, he sometimes forgot that he was more than either; he was also smart, and had been well-educated.
Right here in this very building. By the man he now needed to outthink.
He and Elin sat in side-by-side chairs in the main library. A few greasy candles sputtered around them, bathing them in warm but uneven light less likely to be seen from the corridor than the room’s oil lanterns. They’d waited until the last of the scriptorium’s scholars had gone to bed, and while there was no guarantee that someone might not suffer a bout of sleeplessness, or be struck by a late-night inspiration and return, for the moment they were alone.
“Where would he hide something so precious?” Elin asked, leaning toward him.
“I…I have no idea,” Kord admitted. “Remember, it’s been years since I’ve seen him.”
“True. But some things don’t change. As long as I’ve known him, Murdis has been a constant sort. When he talks about you—”
“You said that before. I’m still not sure I believe you.”
“Start believing. He told me that besides Kenaris, one of his former students knew him better than anyone. It took me a while, but eventually I figured out that he meant you. And now here you are, in the flesh. It’s almost as if you were…”
In that instant, he caught her aroma and a dream came flooding back into his mind, one he’d forgotten. He had been Panther, chasing a scent he could not name. But now he could—that smell belonged to Pantheress. To Elin. “As if what?” he asked, his voice catching in his throat.
Elin turned her head away, drew back from him. “Nothing. Never mind.”
Kord wanted to press her, but he recognized that doing so might just drive her away. There was something about her, something he could not define any more than he could ignore, that made him not want to risk that.
He was about to say something else, anything, to shift the subject in a more constructive direction, when three sharp claps sounded, echoing through the silent structure.
“He wants me,” Elin said.
“For what?”
“How do I know? He’s sick—far sicker than he lets on. He has his servants, but he prefers for me to attend him.”
“Go to him, then.”
She pushed herself up out of the chair. Was it reluctance he saw in her eyes, in the deliberate, dilatory pace of her motions, or was he only trying to convince himself of that? Either way, she had barely taken three steps when Kord heard the dry rasp of Murdis’s bare feet coming toward them with his characteristic shuffling. “Elinore?” the old man said, his voice barely more than a whisper.
“Coming, my dear.”
Murdis chuckled, then coughed. “Stay,” he said. “And save your endearments. I’m afraid I am past the point—” He coughed again, this time longer and harder. When he finished, he stepped into the library “—past the point where they matter.” The old man’s gaze took in the room, empty but for Elin, halfway to the door, and Kord sitting in one of a pair of chairs pulled close together, and the candles that cast their glow on those chairs. “Good, you’re here too.”
“What is it, darling?” Elin asked, taking another step toward him.
Murdis froze her in place with a glare. “I said to save it. We need to talk.”
“I can go,” Kord offered.
“No! We need to talk. You and I, Kordell.”
Elin’s head swiveled between the two men. Kord rose from his chair, at a speed at least as desultory as hers had been. “Can she—?”
“Go to your chambers, Elinore,” Murdis ordered. “She’s quite comfortable there,” he said to Kord. “Right next to mine. She has everything she needs.”
“Yes, milord,” Elin said. If Murdis caught the edge in her voice, or her choice of words, he didn’t let on.
When she was gone, Murdis turned his attention to Kord. “I need it,” he said.
“Need what?”
“You know. Don’t toy with me, boy. I haven’t time.”
“You didn’t used to be so impatient.”
“I didn’t used to be almost dead.”
When Kord didn’t respond, Murdis said it again. “I need it.”
“Haven’t you taken enough?”
“You know I haven’t, Kord. I will die, if I don’t get it. With it, I could save myself. And more.”
“And the cost doesn’t matter to you. It killed Kenaris, didn’t it?”
Murdis glanced away. It was the closest thing to shame Kord had ever seen him exhibit. “She volunteered. Neither of us knew what the price would be. And she had so many shards, more than we could have known. With you, I’m only asking for one.”
“The last one. For all you know, that’ll kill me.”
“I know it’ll be easier given than taken. Easier on you.”
“You know? Truly? Or you believe?”
“Kord, you learned much, when you were here. But you didn’t learn everything. Don’t pretend that you did.”
“I never do. But the one lesson I learned best is not to trust you. If you want the damned shard, you’ll have to take it. If you can.”
A wheezing cough escaped Murdis’s lips, leaving behind a wet streak. He wiped it with the back of his hand, where the scabbed, mottled skin looked as thin as old paper. “Oh, I can—” he started. Another cough interrupted him, this one coming from deeper within. Others followed, a series of them, each stronger than the last, exploding from his core. He doubled over, and when he looked up there was panic in his eyes and blood hanging in red streamers from his nose and mouth.
“Elin!” Kord cried. “Elin, come quick!”
Murdis coughed again and his legs gave out. He dropped in a single motion, too fast for Kord to catch him. His legs spasmed and his hands fluttered and the coughs continued, each one arching his back and causing his head to slam against the stone floor.
“Elin, damn it!” Kord shouted. He got a hand under the old man’s head, but he feared it was too late. The coughs were becoming weaker, but so was Murdis’s breathing. Blood and snot glistened on his cheeks and chin.
“I’m here,” Elin said before she was even in the room. “What is—oh!”
“He’s had some kind of attack.”
“He does, sometimes,” Elin said. “But this one—what happened? Did you get him worked up?”
“Not by design. But yes, we argued.”
“By the Thirteen, Kord! He’s not a well man.”
“I can see that. What can we do?”
“Lift him—gently, you ass! Take him to his bed and we’ll try to make him comfortable. I’ve a poultice there that sometimes helps, but…”
Kord scooped the old man up in his arms and rose. It was like lifting a child, or a large bird; no weight to speak of. Murdis’s coughing fit was over, but his eyes stared, unblinking, into the distance. His muscles were stiff and his breathing was shallow and strained. “But what?”
“I’ve never seen him this bad, is all.”
Kord carried Murdis to his rooms. When he put the old man down on the bed, Murdis’s eyes had lost some of their panicked look. But they were filmy, glazed over, and Kord didn’t think that was an improvement. Elin busied herself at a nearby cabinet, and after a few moments she came bearing the poultice she had mentioned, a gray mound of something, veined with black. She pressed it against the old man’s forehead. “This will make you feel better.”
Murdis gave a soft moan and relaxed visibly, tension running off him like water from a man stepping out of a stream. 
“That’s remarkable,” Kord said.
“It will ease his pain, that’s all. It won’t make him better.”
Kord recognized the unspoken undercurrent there. One thing could make him better—the power of an intact soul. And despite whatever Murdis had told Elin, he didn’t have that. Not fully intact. Not yet.
Lost in thought, he was startled when Murdis’s bony fingers clutched his wrist. “I…I am dying, Kord,” he said. His voice was weak, and Kord had to bend close to make out his words. “I see that now. There is no help for me, even with…”
The reality of the situation struck Kord with the force of a mallet. Before, he had responded like the boy he had been when he left this place; still angry, unforgiving. But Murdis had given him so much. How could he refuse the one thing that could save him?
“You can take it,” he said. “Take the last shard. Use it to save yourself.”
“No,” Murdis said. “It is…yours, now. All of it.”
“The Hand?” Kord asked. He felt Elin’s presence, close beside him. This was what she had come for, and once Murdis revealed the location, it would be a race to claim it. And now that she knew the soul wasn’t complete—could not be, until Kord gave up the last of Murdis’s soul-shards, the one he carried inside himself—if she got the Hand, she would want to take that shard as well.
He might have been willing to give it to Murdis. He’d said he would, at any rate, although on some level he must have known the old man was too weak now to take it by force. But could he give it to Elin? Let her have the Hand and all the power it promised? She was a beauty, and smart, and she had worked hard to get in Murdis’s good graces. In a surprisingly short while, he had come to feel drawn to her in a way he never had before, to any woman.
But she was a thief, just the same. A patient one, a lovely one. But a thief. If she got the Hand first, he doubted that she would be interested in sharing.
“The Hand…” Murdis said.
“Where is it, then?”
“Well hidden.”
“Where?”
The old man’s eyes rolled up in his head, and his mouth went slack. Dead? No, he breathed yet, and then his jaw worked again. But his voice was a mere whisper, like a light autumn breeze passing through a dried-out husk.
“Clues. Follow…” Before he could finish, his mouth sagged open again. A thin stream of bloody spittle ran from the corner. He was still breathing, and when Kord put two fingers against his neck he could feel a faint heartbeat. But Murdis was through with words, he thought.
“Follow what? The clues?” Elin asked.
“That’s what he said.”
“What clues?”
“How would I know? You’ve been here with him. I’ve been away.”
“If I knew, Kord, I would tell you.”
He doubted that. But what if he was wrong about her? Perhaps she had come as a thief, but had turned into a true lover, or an acolyte. He had come as a child and left as a scholar, after all. People changed.
Not often, or easily. But they did.
“Kord, I heard what he said. It’s yours. The Hand belongs to you, now. If we can find it.”
“You won’t try to take it?”
“If I help you find it, I’ll expect a reward. Of some kind. We can work that out when the time comes.”
She held her gaze with his, and her full lips were parted ever so slightly. She breathed heavily, her breasts rising and falling, and he wondered if the reward she wanted was power, or gold, or something more common, more base, and yet precious all the same. She could have that, regardless, he thought. And there was every chance she knew exactly the effect she was having on him, and it was meant only to distract him long enough for her to get away with the Hand.
He looked at Murdis, who appeared to be sleeping. A sleep, Kord suspected, from which he wouldn’t waken. “Do you have any ideas?” he asked. “What do we do now?”
 “What is most important to him?” Elin asked in return. “That’s the place to start.”
“When I knew him, these. Books, scrolls. The wisdom of the ages, he called it. His life’s work.”
“Yes!” Elin said. “Yes, that. His books, his scrolls. Where he would hide his most valued possession—it would be in those somewhere, wouldn’t it?”
“I don’t know. He’s collected so many. Over years. Decades. A few, he wrote himself, but if he’s written any since he acquired the Hand, I wouldn’t know.”
Elin sighed. “He’s always working on something. Some he doesn’t finish, and those he burns, taking care to scatter the ashes to the four winds. I remind him how precious paper is, how dear, but he won’t listen.”
“We’re wasting time here, Elin. Will he be safe, alone?”
“Whatever is yet to happen to him will happen whether we’re here or not,” she said. “Back to the library, then?”
“Back to the library.” He spared a last look for Murdis, and started toward the hallway.
“And when we get there,” she added, “you’ll tell me what that was all about? The last shard?”
Kord’s turn to sigh. “I’ll tell you.”
#
Standing in the middle of the library, Kord stared at the overflowing shelves of books, wondering where to start. There had to be thousands upon thousands of volumes in the scriptorium, and most of them were collected here, in this room. How in the name of the Thirteen was he supposed to find Murdis’s clues in this vast hoard?
“If he told you about the clues, then it must be because he thought you could figure them out,” Elin said when he voiced his doubts. “So maybe they’re hidden in books that were meaningful to the both of you in your past, when you were here?”
Kord nodded; that made sense, and he should have thought of it himself, instead of being overwhelmed by the sheer number of books and scrolls—and, if he were honest with himself, by the memories of that shared past.
“There were several.” He walked over to one shelf and bent down to reach a section of leather-bound books whose covers had been well-worn by smaller hands. He pulled two off the shelf—The Lives of the Warriors and Moulten’s Mathematical Principles, the first decidedly more worn than the second. 
He handed the Moulten to Elin.
“He was always after me to read this one, though he knew I found it dry as an old whore’s—” he stopped himself before Elin could do more than raise an eyebrow. “He knew I hated it. So it would be just like him to stick a clue in it somewhere.”
“And that one?” Elin asked, graciously ignoring his slip. Perhaps because she’d heard worse from Murdis, who’d taught Kord that particular pejorative in the first place.
“My favorite. Which means I’ll likely find nothing in it. But these are the two most likely choices out of all of them. As good a place to start as any.”
She took in a breath as if to respond, but Kord turned back toward the table where they’d been sitting together earlier. He’d promised he would tell her about the last shard, but he wasn’t ready to dredge those memories any further out of the muck of his past than Murdis and his illness had already done. He knew she wanted answers, and she deserved them, but she was just going to have to be patient. Something he didn’t think she’d have a problem with, considering.
He sat in his same seat, and after a moment, Elin sat beside him. A companionable silence fell over the library as the two read, the flutter of carefully turned parchment pages the only noise to disturb the stillness.
The warmth, quietude, and familiar words almost served to lull Kord into a dream of his childhood, when he’d sat in this very room, with this very book, imagining himself in the midst of the battles so vividly portrayed in the meticulous script. His favorite story had been that of the warrior twins, Hunah and Balank, who had used their wits as well as their arms to vanquish the Lords of the Underworld. He skimmed over the once-beloved tale, knowing the shape of the words so thoroughly that he no longer needed to read them, having committed them to memory long ago. So it took him a moment to realize that something had been altered in the last line of the story.
It had once read, “…and so the brothers passed into legend, lauded as heroes and venerated as saints where they had sought only to do what is right, as we all should.” But a word had been changed, carefully erased and recopied in a script different from the original. Now it read, “…sought only to seek what is right…” Which made no sense, and was redundant besides. Why would anyone alter the words…?
Of course.
“That wily old bird,” Kord said aloud, shaking his head in bemused admiration.
Elin looked up from her own text.
“What did you find?”
He showed her, and explained the change.
“But how is that a clue? It’s nonsense.”
Kord smiled at her, knowing his expression verged on the predatory, but not caring. He’d caught their prey’s scent. The hunt was in his blood as Kord now, just as surely as it was as Panther.
“Not nonsense—a title. To Seek What is Right, by Wardon. It was one of Murdis’s favorite punishments when I’d done something he thought was wrong. Which was frequently.”
Elin’s slow smile matched his, in both approbation and excitement.
“It’s brilliant. Changes only you would catch, in volumes only you would know. I’d never have been able to find these clues on my own.”
Which reminded Kord that there would be a price for her aid—aid he may not even have needed in the first place, but a price he was fairly certain he’d be happy to pay, regardless.
“Come on. The Wardon is in a different section.”
They found the book quickly, a thick volume bound in layers of brittle hide. As Kord brought it back to the table and began skimming through it, he couldn’t suppress a groan.
“This thing is a thousand pages long! I have no idea where to even begin to look.”
He looked over at Elin in frustration. She pursed her full lips in thought and tilted her head so that the candlelight caught her dark hair and made it shine like spun silk. Kord bit the inside of his cheek so he could focus on her words.
“Are there particular passages he made you return to over and over? Favorite topics?”
Kord shook his head.
“Sometimes he’d just open the book up at random, point at a line without looking, and tell me to start reading.” But as he said it, he realized that wasn’t entirely true. It had been that way at first, certainly, but as Kord grew older and better able to at least hide his transgressions from Murdis when he couldn’t refrain from them entirely, the old man’s method had changed. More and more of Kord’s reading came from the back of the book, where the heavier philosophical discussions lay.
When he said as much to Elin, her eyes lit up.
“Of course! That has to be it!”
At his puzzled look, she explained. “He altered the last line of the first book, right? So check the last line of this one.”
“But I don’t know this one like I know Warriors. Even if he did change the last line, I’d have no way of knowing what that change was.”
Elin waved off his protest impatiently.
“You grew up in a scriptorium; surely you’ll be able to detect physical signs of alteration? And the pattern seems to be book titles you know, so that should make it relatively easy to pinpoint, even if you can’t ascertain where the changes were made.”
Kord couldn’t fault her logic. Turning his attention back to the book, he flipped to the last page, and read the closing line.
“In the end, the most difficult task that faces any man is not in understanding the difference between right and wrong; it is in acting wisely upon that understanding.”
He frowned.
“If there’s a book title in there, it’s not one I’m familiar with.” And though he examined the script carefully, he could see no signs of tampering.
Elin leaned over to look at the words herself, the smell of her catching Kord off-guard as she did, suddenly strong in their close quarters, musky and yet somehow sweet. The scent of Pantheress, achingly familiar in a way he couldn’t define or deny. A way that made him ache in return.
“I was so certain that was the key…” she murmured as her eyes scanned the page in vain for some hint as to Murdis’s clue. “Maybe it’s a different sort of message? Not a book, but something you need to do?”
Kord laughed, and with that, Elin’s scent was no longer in his nostrils, tantalizing him with a longing he couldn’t begin to understand.
“I’ve never been particularly good at acting wisely.”
But even as the words left his mouth, he was struck abruptly by a memory of another time he’d said them. To Murdis, in this room, while arguing over this very book. This very line.
It had been a few days before Kord had left the scriptorium—for good, he had thought at the time.
A few days after Murdis had extracted all but the last soul-shard from him.
“I’ve given you the tools, Kordell,” Murdis had said, his voice so much stronger then, his back so much straighter. “You know the difference between right and wrong. Use that knowledge wisely.”
Kord had laughed then, too, but with considerably less humor.
“By which you mean, do what you want me to do.”
Murdis, his hair still full and red, had shrugged.
“That would be the wisest course.”
“Well, as you are so fond of reminding me, I’ve never been particularly good at acting wisely.”
“No,” Murdis had said, and it seemed to Kord now that what he’d taken for arrogance then had really been resignation. Perhaps even sadness. “But you have always been good at following your heart. It will lead you on a more circuitous path, perhaps, but I have to believe you will wind up in the same place, regardless.”
“Believe whatever you want, but I’m leaving and you’re not getting the last shard, and there’s nothing you are ever going to be able to do or say that will change that.”
He’d been wrong, of course, and Murdis had been right, for here he was, in the very place the old man had always wanted him to be, trying to find a way to offer up the exact thing he’d fled from here to keep.
“Tell me.”
Elin’s soft words pulled him out of his reverie and he looked at her questioningly.
“You’ve been somewhere else for the last few minutes, obviously remembering something. Tell me. It could help us figure out what the clue is.”
So he did, knowing that he’d have no choice now but to also tell her about the last shard.
But to his surprise, she didn’t ask about that. Instead, she asked him to repeat Murdis’s exact words, slowly. It wasn’t hard to remember them; they’d been the last the old man had said to him before he’d left the scriptorium. The last words he’d ever thought he’d hear Murdis say.
“…lead you on a more circuitous path, perhaps…”
Elin stopped him with an impulsive kiss, her lips there and gone again before he could react. But not before their touch was burned into his owns lips like a brand.
“That’s it! A More Circuitous Path. That’s the book he’s been working on for…forever, it seems. The one he says is never quite done, though I never see him working on it anymore and he hasn’t yet burned it to ashes, despite its unfinished state. That’s got to be the clue.”
Kord nodded in agreement, her excitement contagious.
“Where does he keep it?”
“Locked up in his study. It was one of the first things I looked at when I started searching, but whatever clue is in it was obviously meant for you to find.”
She pushed back her chair and stood, reaching out one hand toward him and picking up a slender candlestick with the other.
“Come. I’ll show you.”
#
In the study, Elin pulled the chair from Murdis’s desk over to one of the bookshelves and stood on it, reaching for a wooden box that was holding a pile of scrolls in place. She pulled the box out, careful to keep the rolled tubes of paper from falling as she did, mindful of Murdis’s love for them and all they represented, even if she didn’t always share that love herself. 
She stepped down, a bit unsteady now with the box in her hands, but Kord was there with a hand on her arm, his touch all the hotter now that she’d let her excitement get the better of her and foolishly kissed him. She knew he wanted her to do it again—possibly as much as she wanted to—but there was no time for that, and no point in it, really. She’d already as much as promised him that he could keep the Hand—she couldn’t take it from him, now. Wouldn’t. But without it, she would have to find another way to achieve her larger goals, and there was no way to do that here. With him.
Once both feet were firmly on the floor again, she twisted a bit, casually, just enough so that his hand fell from her arm, leaving a cold spot where it had been. She didn’t want him to think she was rebuffing him—not when it had been her kiss, and her stumble before that, that had ignited this longing, this ache of the Pantheress for her Panther. A desire that would never be satiated, alas. It wasn’t his fault that her plans went beyond just acquiring the Hand, or that there was no place for him in them.
It wasn’t hers, either.
Back at the desk, she wiped a thick layer of dust from the top of the box. Murdis hadn’t touched it in months, maybe longer. Whatever clue he’d hidden inside had been placed there long before Kord had even been in the vicinity—perhaps before he’d even begun working for Antrem. How the old man could have known that Kord would return here was a mystery to her. She had thought she understood him, and knew him better than anyone now living, but now she saw the stark arrogance in that assumption. Murdis had known what she was and what she wanted all along, and if she had a part to play in this final act of their story, it was because he had written it for her.
Thumbing a hidden mechanism, she unlocked the wooden box and raised the lid. Inside, an unbound manuscript lay, looking no different from the last time she’d seen it, years ago. She carefully lifted it from the box and set it on the desk, then stepped aside for Kord.
As she’d been opening the box, Kord had retrieved the chair from near the bookshelf, pulled it closer to the table, and sat on it. He didn’t immediately touch the manuscript, though. Instead, he placed both palms flat on the surface of the desk, one on either side of the neatly stacked pile of papers. For a moment, Elin thought he might be praying, but as he drew in a deep breath and let it out again slowly, she realized he’d been fortifying himself for whatever he might find in the pages of his old mentor’s last book. The one Murdis had clearly written just for him.
As with the other books, he turned to the last page, reverently lifting the rest of the pile and setting it upside down on the desk beside the box. Elin, looking over his shoulder, skimmed the text. Though she’d only seen it a few times before—not enough to have memorized it—she still knew it better than Kord would, seeing it as he was for the first time.
She couldn’t be completely certain, but if she’d had to lay a wager on it, she would have bet that the page had not been changed since the last time she saw it. The final lines, at least, were still the same as they had been; there was no way she could have forgotten them, prescient as they had proven to be.
“In the end, whatever path we take, we end up where we began—naked, helpless, knowing nothing. If we are lucky, we will have been loved at some point along that path, perhaps more than once, and perhaps even well. And if we are luckier still, we’ll have found forgiveness for at least some of the missteps we took while traveling it. And the truly fortunate soul may have one blessing further—to leave this world as he entered it, in the arms of a woman who gave his life meaning. I do not think I will be that fortunate; my greatest hope for you, my son, is that you will.”
Kord stared at the page for a long time—long enough to have read it several times over, and perhaps have committed it to memory. Elin wondered what he was thinking, but didn’t dare ask.
“There’s nothing about the Hand,” he said at last, and Elin thought she heard a tightness in his voice, one that might have been reining in tears. She couldn’t see his face, though, so couldn’t be sure. “Nothing about soul-shards at all.”
“Did you really think it would be that easy?” she asked, placing a hand on his shoulder, even though she knew she shouldn’t, that it wasn’t fair to him. Still, the desire to comfort him outweighed her caution. Or maybe it was just the desire to touch him again; her uncertainty in regards to her own motives was disturbing, yet strangely exhilarating.
He didn’t answer, but neither did he shrug her touch away, and she realized it wasn’t the fact that there was no mention of the Hand or of soul-shards in the book’s last paragraph that was bothering him. 
“Did you really think there’d be an apology?”
Kord’s muscles tensed beneath her hand, and she knew she’d guessed right.
“Tell me about the last shard, Kord.”
If she had thought him on edge a moment ago, it was nothing compared to the stress that now radiated off him in waves. Almost of its own volition, her other hand rose to join the first on his shoulders and she began trying to knead the strain away. It was a tactic she’d used successfully in the past to get information—and other things—from men. And she wanted information from Kord, too, but she found that even more than that, she wanted to caress the worry from his bunched muscles and replace it with tension of a different—and far more dangerous—sort.
But the gentle pressure of her fingers seemed to do the trick, for after a moment, he let out another long sigh, and some of the tightness fled from his shoulders along with it.
“I’m sure you’ve pieced most of it together by now. When I was fifteen, Murdis decided he wanted to try and collect all of his soul-shards—or at least all of the ones that I held. I didn’t know anything about the Hand back then, and I don’t know that Murdis had even acquired it yet. I think he mostly just wanted to see if it could be done.”
Once the words finally started coming, Kord couldn’t seem to get them out fast enough, almost like a boy racing to confess his sins to his parents before his sibling could beat him to it, in hopes of earning himself the lighter sentence.
“He brought me here, into his study, sat me down in a chair, and gave me a glass of wine. He said it would relax me and make the transfer easier. I should’ve known he would drug it—he didn’t want me relaxed, he wanted me compliant. When I’d had about half a glass, he took it away—probably so I wouldn’t break it and try to use the jagged edge to slit his throat. Then he placed one hand over my mouth and the other on top of my head, and started to chant.”
She felt the shudder that coursed through him, but let it pass without comment. This tale would be hard enough to tell without interruptions from her, however well-intentioned.
“Growing up here, I’d been exposed to dozens of languages, and those I couldn’t speak, I could at least recognize. But not this one—whatever tongue he was using, it wasn’t one meant for human mouths.
“It wasn’t so bad at the start. Like when you’ve eaten too much food and need to vomit—the first bits come up easily, and it’s actually a relief to get them out of you. Except he wasn’t pulling the shards out of my stomach, he was pulling them out of my brain. Out of my heart.
“But the painlessness lasted only for the first few shards. Soon enough it was like having the dry heaves, with nothing coming out but bile and stomach lining, no matter how hard my muscles strained. Nothing but the shards, of course, and what seemed like gallons of blood. It poured from my nose and mouth, even my ears, and I was howling in pain, trying to beg him to stop but unable to even speak. And still he kept on, and there was a gleam in his eyes I’d never seen before. A touch of madness that brightened just a bit with every shard he pulled from me.”
Elin couldn’t see Kord’s face from where she stood behind him, but his body language was easy enough to read. Though he held his back stiff even through her ministrations, she could see that his hands had balled into fists, thumbs clenched tightly inside. He was angry, yes—who wouldn’t be?—but the unconscious placing of the thumbs inside the fist instead of outside was a classic sign that he still felt vulnerable all these years later. Betrayed.
“He could easily have taken the last shard then—I was too weak from the pain and the blood loss to stop him. I don’t know why he didn’t, unless it was because he realized it would probably kill me, or at least leave me crippled. A qualm he apparently overcame easily enough when it was Kenaris’s turn.
“Whatever the reason, he stopped without finishing the job. He was about to take that final shard, had his hand ready to pull it out of my mouth, his own mouth open to say the chant one last time, and then he just…stopped. His eyes cleared for a moment, his mouth snapped shut, and he let go of me. He stood and stared at me, and if I didn’t know better, I would say he almost looked horrified at what he’d done. But that of course would require a conscience, and if he’d had one of those, he would have stopped far sooner. Or never started in the first place.
“And then he turned and rushed from the room, leaving me there bleeding and incapacitated. I think I tried to get up—I fell out of the chair, at any rate, and must have hit my head, because the next thing I remember is waking up in my own bed, clean, in a fresh set of clothes, as if nothing had happened. I might have thought it all a dream, in fact, if I hadn’t had a raging headache and felt an emptiness inside me like nothing I’d ever known. I drifted in and out of consciousness for the next several days, and sometimes Murdis was at my bedside when I woke, but it was like he was a stranger.”
Kord’s hands opened now, and his shoulders slumped, and his next words were quiet, and almost forlorn.
“Whatever closeness we had had before, whatever affection, it was just…gone. And not because he’d taken the shards from me by force, though that would have been reason enough, but because the shards themselves were gone, all but that last one. It was like they were what had forged the bond between us—or maybe the bond had been between them all along. Either way, once they were gone, so was it. And so was I; I left as soon as I could walk again, and never looked back.”
Elin’s hands had grown tired as she worked to massage the stress from his back and neck, but she kept it up as silence filled the study and then stretched on interminably. Gradually, Kord began to relax into her, her touch and his confession combining to drain the last of the pent-up anger from him. When he tilted his head back to rest it against her, she stilled her fingers and slid her hands down his shoulders and across his chest, leaning forward to embrace him from behind as she did.
“I’m sorry,” she murmured into his ear, and meant it. It was one thing for an adult woman to willingly go through such an ordeal for the man she loved; it was another thing entirely for that man to force a boy to do the same. She’d known women who’d been violently assaulted by men who professed to love them, and what Murdis had done to Kord carried the same vile stench. For the second time today, she thought about killing the old man, but there was nothing of mercy in the idea now.
“Wasn’t your doing,” Kord replied, uncomfortable, shrugging against her. She drew back a little.
“I can be sorry that something happened without having had a hand in it myself. It’s called compassion. Empathy.” 
Kord snorted.
“Think I lost that with the shards, too.”
Elin knew that was a lie. He’d returned to pay his final respects, hadn’t he? And she’d seen how he reacted when Murdis collapsed, how willing he’d been to return the last of those shards, if it meant saving the old man.
“You still have one.”
Kord made a disgusted noise.
“For all the good it does me. I should have let him take it the first time.”
“Don’t say that,” Elin snapped, dropping her arms and stepping around the chair to face him. “Don’t ever say that.”
Kord looked up at her, his blue eyes wide and startled at her vehemence. She was a little startled at it herself.
“Well, it’s certainly not helping us figure out this clue.”
Elin frowned down at the manuscript, glad for the distraction. Her eyes scanned the last paragraph again.
“It has to be here. We’re just not seeing it. Yet.”
Kord leaned forward, his eyes on the paper. After a moment, he gave a bitter laugh.
“What is it?” Had he found something?
Kord waved his hand at the manuscript, but it seemed to Elin he included the whole room, the whole scriptorium, in that simple gesture.
“Murdis. This ridiculous path of clues he has us following. ‘A more circuitous path,’ indeed. He could hardly have left us a less circuitous one.”
A More Circuitous Path…Murdis had lifted that title verbatim from his conversation with Kord. And then repeated the word ‘path’ in the final paragraph of the book, where all the past clues had led them to believe they would find the next one: In the end, whatever path we take, we end up where we began.
Surely that couldn’t be a coincidence?
“Does it matter?” she asked slowly, puzzling it out aloud. At Kord’s raised eyebrow, she continued. “Murdis wrote it himself—‘whatever path.’ Does it matter if it’s more or less circuitous, as long as it ends up in the right place?”
“But what is the right place?”
Kord’s question brought the answer into sudden, sharp focus for her, and she smiled brightly as the realization of what Murdis must have meant hit her. She pointed at the words on the page.
“Where we began.”
Kord looked at her askance.
“Our mother’s wombs?”
She chuckled.
“No, silly. All of the clues have led to books, and this one does, too.” She could tell from his expression that he wasn’t quite there yet, so she added, “Where does a book begin?”
“The first page? Where the story actually starts?”
Elin shook her head. “For the reader, yes. For the writer—for Murdis—it begins before that.” She picked up the stack of papers Kord had left face down on the desk and flipped it over, so that the title sheet was on top. Then she carefully peeled it off and set it aside to reveal what was underneath.
“With the dedication.”
#
Kord looked down at the page, wondering if she could be right. He had to admit, it was just the sort of twisted solution that would have amused Murdis back in Kord’s youth; the old man had always been trying to get him to think outside the usual patterns and approach problems from less obvious directions.
But when he read the short inscription, he couldn’t hold back a rush of disappointment. It was nothing but five lines of unpronounceable gibberish.
“That’s new,” Elin said, sounding surprised. “There was a dedication before, but it was written in Kichic, just like the rest of the manuscript—I’m sure of it. I can’t even read this. What language is it?”
“It isn’t a language. It’s nonsense. Just like this whole foolish endeavor.”
“No.” Elin shook her head, a look of determination on her face. “I don’t believe that. Every single clue has tied back to your past with Murdis somehow, almost as if he’s been taking you on a tour of your lives together. This must relate to you, too. We just have to figure out how.”
Kord sighed. She’d been right about everything else so far. He had to trust that she was right this time, as well.
What other alternative was there?
Kord examined the words more closely, trying to sound them out in his head, but they made no sense. It was like they were syllables not meant to be fashioned by human tongues…
His grin came fast and hard and held more than a touch of grudging respect.
Murdis always had been a cunning bastard, but this time he’d outdone himself.
“You’ve figured it out?”
“It’s the chant he used to extract the shards from me. Well,” he amended quickly at her look of disbelief, “not exactly the same, I don’t think. But it’s the same language. I’m sure of it.”
“So it’s a spell of some sort,” she said, her dark eyes thoughtful. Kord nodded. “But what does it do?”
He shrugged.
“Only one way to find out.” And before she could caution him against it, he lifted the dedication page and began reciting.
“Ahj-chah-quay sic-eej koy-oh-pah kee-ahb…” Even as he sounded out each syllable, Kord somehow knew they’d been phonetically rendered, and the letters he saw on the page bore no resemblance to how the words—if words they were—were actually spelled.
And as each alien sound passed his lips, one building on the other, he somehow knew, too, what the words meant:
“The Master summons the Hand of his Soul
From the Darkness behind the Earth.
Let it shine forth in Power;
A Scepter for him who has Wisdom to wield it,
A Noose for him who has not.”
As he uttered the final word, Kord’s right hand rose of its own accord, palm upward, fingers outstretched. There was a bright flash from out of nowhere that momentarily blinded him even as an intense heat seared across his upraised palm. Kord blinked furiously, trying to restore his vision as the fire in his hand dissipated, replaced by something cool and hard and pulsing with life.
The sight that greeted him when he could finally see again filled him with wonder.
A five-pronged crystal rested in his hand, each iridescent finger refracting the light from the study’s lone candle into a thousand vibrant rainbows. But even that dazzling display paled next to the fleeting radiance that shone from with the Hand itself, as though a guidestar had been plucked from the night sky, shrunk down, and encased in the most flawless of diamonds.
“The Hand of Uxlabal,” Elin breathed in awe beside him, reaching her own hand out as if to touch it, but pulling back at the last moment. “It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”
Seeing the dying light from the Hand playing off her eyes and hair, Kord was about to disagree, when suddenly a brash horn sounded from somewhere outside the scriptorium—three short blasts, followed by silence, and then repeated again.
Elin’s wide eyes met his over the now-quiescent Hand and Kord swore.
The scriptorium was under attack, and there was only one person who could be leading the assault.
Antrem.
#
Kord pinched out the candle and took Elin’s hand in the same instant. “My chamber,” he said. “Quickly.”
Her only response was a brief squeeze of his hand. Until this moment, he hadn’t been sure he could still navigate the building in absolute darkness, but now he knew he had not lost that ability. He took seven steps, reached out, and felt the cool stone of the doorway arch with the knuckles of the hand holding Murdis’s prize. In the hall, he turned right, away from the main entrance. 
Sounds of battle filtered in and Kord increased his pace, moving with the same assuredness that he would have in full light. With Elin padding along beside him, he made one more turn, left this time, brushing the corner with his free hand to confirm what he already knew. Nine more paces brought them to his door. He worked the handle and pushed Elin in ahead of him. A lantern glowed from a table near his sleeping mat.
“Why are we here?” she asked.
“To hide the thing. And my sword is here.”
“Just one?”
“One usually suffices.”
“Hide it well, then.” Elin spun on her heel and left the room. Kord wondered if he had said something wrong. He had no time to fret about it, though; the Hand needed to be concealed, and the sounds of combat grew ever closer.
He studied the chamber. The room contained his sleeping mat, a low table with a pillow beside it and the lantern on top, and a basin and pitcher of water for bathing. His clothing was folded in a neat pile, next to his sword and dagger. High on the wall opposite the doorway was a barred window. He could set the Hand back on the ledge, between the bars—but he would have to put it there by feel, reaching well above his head, and the slightest miscalculation could mean dropping it outside the building.
Finally, he dropped it into the pitcher of water, instead. Light from the lantern barely penetrated the bottom half, and the crystal object nearly disappeared inside.
It would have to do. Kord strapped on his belt and drew his sword from its scabbard. The grip had been fashioned to resemble intertwined serpents, and although long use had smoothed their scales somewhat, they remained prominent enough to make his grasp all the surer. The serpents’ heads formed the pommel, their mouths open and touching as if biting each other. A leather thong was looped around the guard and grip, and Kord wrapped it twice around his right wrist, to ensure that the sword would never be out of reach. Then he extinguished the lantern and stepped into the hall, pulling the door closed behind him.
As he headed toward the scriptorium’s entrance, he wondered where Elin had gone to hide, and when he might see her again.
Kord had just passed the door to Murdis’s suite—here, lanterns blazed in their wall sconces—when the guard named Beril stumbled around the corner toward him. Beril ran a hand along the wall to steady himself, and left a bloody trail there. He saw Kord ahead of him, looked up with frightened eyes, and opened his mouth to speak. Blood, not words, was all he could spit out, and when he pitched forward onto his round belly, Kord saw two arrows in his back, both snapped off but buried deep.
If Antrem’s soldiers were already inside, it would be a hard fight in narrow spaces. Holding the entrance was the only guarantee of victory. The thick stone walls and small, high, barred windows were virtually impenetrable, at least without a lengthy siege. And siege engines were something Antrem didn’t possess, and couldn’t have brought through the swamps even if he did.
Kord sidestepped around the fallen guard and was about to round the last corner before the entrance when he heard Elin’s voice. “That’s all? A sword and a belt?”
He stopped. She had emerged from a door behind him, next to Murdis’s. Though he shouldn’t have been, Kord was momentarily surprised to see that she had donned a heavy leather tunic with iron rings worked through it, and leather bands encircled her forearms and upper arms, thighs, and ankles. A round shield with a pantheress’s head painted on it was strapped to her left arm, and that fist held a short spear. In her right was a sword, fully as long as Kord’s, though with a narrower blade. It shone in the lantern-light, but nicks along its length proved that it was not new, only well cared for.
“I was in a hurry,” Kord said, leaving out the fact that he had no armor of any kind. He’d left it back at Antrem’s camp, explaining to Antrem’s men that he wanted to be able to move freely underwater when the ambush was sprung. Others had followed his lead, no doubt to the delight of the alligators.
“As was I,” Elin said. “But not to reach the nine hells.”
The interruption likely saved Kord’s life. Instead of running headlong around the corner, he approached cautiously and peered toward the entranceway. Four of Murdis’s guards fought there still, but two were down—and Beril, so that made three. A woman named Aranth, who’d been introduced to Kord as one of the resident scholars, fought alongside them. As Kord watched from the corner, a long dart struck her in the throat. Her knife fell from her hand and she took two steps back before crumpling to the floor.
The guards went next, as spears and arrows and an axe struck them down. Kord held an arm out, trying to block Elin from moving around the corner. She pushed against it enough to see the guards fall. “Back!” he whispered. “We have to protect Murdis. The building’s breached.”
“He’s dead anyway,” she countered. “Or will be, soon enough. The Hand’s the thing. He’d want us to save it, save ourselves. So let’s take it and go.”
“There’s no other way out, but into Antrem’s waiting arms.”
She eyed Kord, surprise written on her visage. “Are you sure you lived here as a boy? I’d have thought any boy would have found the other exit.”
“There’s another exit?”
With her hands full, Elin couldn’t take his, though she clearly wanted to. Instead, she nudged him with the spear. “The Hand,” she said.
He went with her, back down the hall toward his chamber. “It’s hidden.”
“Murdis’s guards are done. There’s no one left inside but us, a few ancient servants, and scholars who’re doubtless cowering under their beds and praying to gods they’re too sophisticated to believe in. Unless you think you and I can stop all of Antrem’s soldiers—”
“There might not be many left, after the alligators fed.”
“I wasn’t serious! We get the Hand and get out, or we die here and Antrem takes it, after all.”
When Kord’s hand touched the door handle again, he heard the rush of soldiers through the entryway. They shouted in triumph, and challenge, as if the battle were already done and they the victors.
If Elin was right—and he’d no reason to think otherwise—they were, or nearly so. 
He pushed inside, crossed to the pitcher, and plunged his hand in.
It was gone.
Kord pawed at the water, panic rising in him, but then he felt it, small and solid, and breathed a sigh of relief.
“You have it?”
He closed his fist over it. “Aye.”
“Have you a pouch to carry it safely? If not, I do.”
You’d like that, he thought. For me to hand it over for “safekeeping.” But he had a coin-purse, dangling from his belt. Empty, since he’d deserted Antrem’s squad before being paid. “I have one,” he said. He pushed a finger inside to widen the opening and dropped in the Hand, wiggling it to make it fit, then drawing the purse closed again. “There. Where’s this other exit?”
“In the main library,” Elin said. “One of the bookcases swivels out. It conceals the opening to a passageway that runs the width of the building. On the outside, the door looks just like four stones, at the corner. You’d have to know it’s there to see it, and even then it’s not obvious.”
“So if Antrem hasn’t surrounded the building, we might yet escape.”
“If we hurry.”
He gave the purse a last tug, to satisfy himself that the Hand was secure. “Lead the way.” 
Loud voices and the heavy footfalls of armed soldiers echoed through the corridors. The scriptorium was a warren, with several paths leading to almost any destination. Elin and Kord tried the most direct route, but spotted Antrem’s men hurrying through an intersection ahead. They took cover in the recess of a darkened doorway until the soldiers were gone, and tried a more circuitous path. Kord almost laughed out loud when he made the mental connection to Murdis’s book, but he bit it back.
It grew impossible to tell where Antrem’s soldiers were and were not, given the echoes and the shouting, the crashing of furniture being upended and the shrill screams of scholars torn from their rooms. From the sound of it, interrogations were swift and brutal and ended, often as not, with a body hitting the floor.
As Kord and Elin made for the library, a pair of soldiers, apparently having finished searching a guest’s room, emerged from a doorway just ahead of them. Blood glistened on their tunics and ran from the blade of the first man’s sword.
Seeing Kord and Elin running toward them, that man planted his feet wide, blocking much of the corridor, and braced for battle. The other followed him out the door and took up a position a couple of steps behind. Elin, a pace ahead of Kord, threw herself to the floor at the last moment, sliding feet-first into the man in front. She crashed into his left ankle as he tried to swing his weapon down toward her, but the impact threw off his aim and the blow slid harmlessly off her shield. He fell as his ankle was knocked out from beneath him, and Elin drove her blade up into his sternum. She skidded past him as he tumbled over her.
Kord barely dodged the falling man by bouncing off the wall. He maintained his speed, and when the second soldier thrust a spear at him, trying to shout an alarm at the same instant, Kord sidestepped it and caught the man’s wrist. He planted his feet then, yanking the soldier forward and onto the point of his blade. The sword cut through the soldier’s padded vest and sank deep. By the time Kord withdrew it, splashing blood onto the hallway’s smooth stone floor, the soldier’s mouth was open and his eyes rolled back in his head. Kord cuffed him for good measure, and the man fell in the pool of blood he’d already spilled.
A glance at Elin confirmed that she was unhurt. She gave a brisk nod and they continued to the library. Before they entered, they could hear the sound of books being dashed to the floor, handfuls at a time.
The noise broke Kord’s heart and enraged him at the same time.
Inside, one man held a torch high while two others tore books from the shelves, checked them quickly for hidden compartments, and tossed them into a growing pile. One of the men was Bragga.
Bragga paused with a book in his hands and gave Kord a cruel, gap-toothed grin. “I was hoping I would be the one to kill you,” he said. He let the covers of the book dangle, holding it only by some of the pages, and gave a ferocious jerk. Pages ripped from the spine as the rest of the volume fell onto the pile, and Bragga let the pages drift down atop it.
“I could say the same,” Kord replied. “About you.”
The man with the torch held an axe in his other hand. Bragga and his companion both whisked swords from their scabbards. A reading table, some straight-backed wooden chairs, and the mound of books separated the combatants. “You can have both the others if you want, Elin,” Kord said. “But Bragga’s mine.”
“You’re too kind.”
“You’ve earned it.” He let his shoulder glance against hers, simply for the pleasure of the touch, then started toward the far side of the table. Bragga moved that way as well, though it meant crossing in front of his fellow soldier. Elin went left. When Bragga’s gaze shifted toward her for an instant, as his bulk blocked the other swordsman, Kord swept up one of the chairs with his left hand and hurled it at Antrem’s Second. Bragga raised an arm to deflect it, sending it crashing into the other man.
Kord and Elin both attacked at that moment, Panther and Pantheress moving as one.
Kord sprang onto the table and off it again, soaring over the discarded books. Bragga tried to bring his sword up, but he had not anticipated the sudden change of direction, and as he swiveled to meet the charge, his foot landed on some of the pages he’d just dropped. The papers slid beneath him. When he threw his left arm out for balance, it struck the other swordsman. Kord, airborne, slammed into Bragga, driving him against the other man, and both of them into the bookshelves.
As he was falling atop Bragga, he glimpsed Elin slipping around the table the other way. The soldier with the torch had raised his axe to ward her off, but clumsily, with one hand. He seemed unsure of what to do with his torch. Elin took advantage of his confusion and feinted toward his right side. He swung the axe that way, to parry her blade, but she corrected and thrust at the center of his chest. He brought both arms in, with torch and axe, but too late to block her attack. The point bit deep. She drew it out again and followed it with a second thrust, lower in the man’s gut, to make doubly sure.
Unable to spare Elin any more attention, Kord hung onto the collar of Bragga’s vest and smashing the heavy pommel of his sword into the Second’s face over and over. They had landed on the pile of books, which skidded and shifted beneath them. Kord got in one last shot with his pommel, splitting the skin beneath Bragga’s right eye. Blood ran from the wound, and Kord knew if Bragga lived even a few minutes more, his eye would swell shut.
The big man got in a few blows of his own, and scrambled to his feet while Kord was still off-balance on the books. He drew his sword back, but before he could drive it forward, Kord threw a handful of the tomes at Bragga’s face. Bragga flinched away, and Kord swung his blade into the man’s wrist as he rose to his feet, lending extra momentum to the slash. Bragga screamed and dropped his sword, clutching at the hand that suddenly dangled perilously from a few strands of muscle and flesh. Blood spurted onto Kord and the scattered volumes and torn pages.
Out of the corner of his eye, Kord saw that Elin had engaged the other soldier. Their blades clashed as they traded thrusts and parries. At Bragga’s agonized scream, the soldier glanced toward his superior—a moment’s distraction, but all Elin needed. While Kord ended Bragga’s misery with a slash across the throat, she cut the soldier’s thigh with a quick jab. His sword dropped to defend his groin, and she thrust high, the tip of her slender blade penetrating his eye and punching through the back of his head. He was dead before she could yank it free.
Elin met Kord’s look, panting from exertion, a fierce grin on her face. She was bathed in blood, and Kord reckoned he must look the same. But he shared her exultation over a hard fight won. “So where’s that passageway?” he asked.
“You won’t need it, Kordell,” another voice said. “You’ll not be leaving here, not in this life.”
Kord and Elin whirled toward the door. Nestor stood there, with a dozen soldiers. Swords, spears, and arrows all pointed at them.
“You do, however, have a choice,” Nestor said. “You can give me the Hand now, and die easily. Or you can resist, die slowly and with immense pain, and I’ll take it anyway.”
“What makes you think we have it?” Kord asked.
“You wouldn’t be in such a hurry to go if you hadn’t acquired it.”
“As much noise as you made coming in, we thought the entire Red Legion had arrived. Staying would have been suicide.”
Nestor shrugged. “Suicide either way. Fast or slow, those are your only options now.”
Kord caught Elin’s eye. “Can you take six?”
“If they’re all as easy as those last,” she said.
“I see Antrem’s not with you, Nestor,” Kord said. “He sent you to die, and kept Carna for himself? I thought him more generous than that.”
A couple of the soldiers snickered. Nestor’s face grew red. “Antrem and the rest of the squad surround the scriptorium, so even if you could get out, it wouldn’t mean you had escaped. And delaying the end won’t make it any less painful,” he cautioned. “Quite the opposite, in fact.”
“We can take many of them with us,” Elin whispered. “I’d rather go down fighting than under torture.”
“Wait,” Kord said.
“For what?”
Kord’s mouth opened, but before he could answer, he heard shuffling steps from the library’s other door, steps he had somehow known to expect. He dropped a hand to the pouch on his belt, fingered it open. “Take it,” he said. “It’s yours.”
“Kord, what…?” Elin began, no doubt thinking he was talking to her.
Then Murdis came into the light. He looked skeletal, as if he had died months ago. His jaw hung slack, and a line of spittle dangled to his chest, and it was clear he couldn’t speak. But his eyes were bright and aware, and he moved with more speed and determination than Kord had seen since he’d been back.
“What’s this?” Nestor asked.
“Your host,” Kord said. “Murdis, take it.”
“No!” Elin said, apparently realizing he didn’t mean the Hand. Or just the Hand. “You can’t. That’s what killed Kenaris, giving up the last one.”
“We’ll die anyway if I don’t,” Kord said. “Besides, Kenaris had more than me to begin with. Having so many taken at once is probably what really killed her. I’ve had just the one for so long now, taking it won’t hurt me any more than taking the others did.” He believed that was probably true, but it was a guess all the same. 
“Take it,” he said again, looking at Murdis. “I offer it freely.”
“Kord, why? After all he’s done to you, he—”
“—still deserves a chance to avenge everything he’s lost,” Kord said, his eyes locked on Murdis. “To redeem himself.”
He didn’t add that if he did die giving up the last shard, he couldn’t think of a better place to do it than at her side.
Kord moved toward Murdis, the ancient words coming back to him as he grew nearer. “Ahj-chah-quay sic-eej koy-oh-pah kee-ahb…”
Murdis’s mouth closed and he began to mutter along. After a few seconds, Elin, seemingly caught up in the moment, joined in. Nestor and his soldiers watched, confused or dumbfounded, as the three continued the chant. Before the end, Murdis had placed one hand atop Kord’s head.
Kord’s gut heaved. Blood pooled in his mouth, filling it with the taste of copper and running out the corners as he chanted. He thought, too late, that it had been a mistake, perhaps his last and worst decision in a lifetime full of bad ones. But it had begun and there was no turning back now. Blood spilled faster as Murdis’s voice gained strength. Kord lurched forward, releasing a jet of crimson onto the floor and the books and the bodies there. As he did, Murdis shoved bony fingers into his open mouth, deep in his throat. Kord gagged, spewing even more blood.
At the same time, though, he reached into the pouch and grasped the Hand. When Murdis’s fingers were jammed so far into his throat that he thought he would surely choke to death, he forced the crystal into the old man’s other hand. Murdis withdrew his hand and the last shard, and raised the other, the vessel, high into the air. Kord, wretching and spitting, caught a glimpse of his mentor and saw that he looked impossibly stronger, even younger, as if all the years had been a dream and Kord, still fifteen, had never left the scriptorium.
“Kill him,” Nestor said, his voice quaking. “Kill all of them.”
“No!” Murdis boomed. Dust fell from the ceiling, and a book, precariously balanced on a shelf where Bragga had left it, plummeted to the floor.
Kord, bent over double, hands on his knees, and Elin hurried to his side. They watched as Murdis seemed to grow, his actual self only a core now while a second, outer self expanded to fill the room, and then some.
“Kill him,” Nestor squeaked again. A couple of soldiers let arrows fly, but they traveled only inches before running into the spreading essence of Murdis and dropping to the ground.
The outer Murdis appeared insubstantial, but that, Kord knew, was illusion. Where his form touched pillars, those pillars were beginning to buckle. Where it touched walls, the walls bowed and cracked. The ceiling overhead began to split, more plaster and dust raining down every second.
Kord spat blood, then grabbed Elin’s hand. “That passageway,” he said. “Quickly!”
“But…the Hand!”
“Doesn’t matter,” Kord said. “We have to go!”
Nestor’s soldiers were abandoning him, breaking from the library and running for the building’s entrance. Kord heard screams as the walls gave way, blocking their egress, probably crushing some. “Now, Elin!”
She blinked, as if she’d been sleeping. “Yes. This way.” She went to the bookcase next to the one Bragga had been emptying, felt underneath a shelf for a hidden latch. When she tripped it, the bookcase swung out. She eased behind it. Kord followed, slowing just long enough to take one more look at Murdis—the real one, the core still faintly visible within the ever-expanding outer. He looked back, caught Kord’s gaze, and mouthed two words. Kord wasn’t sure, but he thought the words were “I’m sorry.”
Then Elin caught Kord’s wrist and pulled him into the passage. Stone walls formed one side, wood and plaster the other. Here, too, the building shook and split, bits of broken rock tumbling in toward them, plaster crumbling.
They ran, ignoring the destruction. A wooden beam splintered and fell in, cutting Kord’s cheek as he tried to run past. A stone bigger than Kord’s two fists bounced off the back of Elin’s neck.
But soon she was pawing at the large cornerstones, and when she found the release, they swung away as easily as the bookcase had. She stepped through the gap, Kord right behind her. “Run!” she cried.
She took her own advice. Kord did too, keeping pace with her but unable to pass. They had come out on the scriptorium’s back side, and their course took them higher up the rise that kept the building dry despite the swamp waters surrounding it on three sides. Some of Antrem’s Glory Squad stood by, but their attention was riveted on the building and they seemed not to even notice the escapees.
When Kord risked a glance over his shoulder, he saw why. Murdis, or his seemingly insubstantial form—Kord could see right through it, and see Antrem himself on the other side, standing near the swamp’s edge with Carna and a small contingent of female bodyguards—had grown ever larger. The scriptorium was barely ankle-high on Murdis now, and his feet thrust out through the walls. His head touched the clouds, grayed as they were by dawn’s light at the eastern horizon. The earth trembled and spasmed, and just before Kord turned back to watch where he was running, he saw the waters of the swamp swelling, impossibly. They engulfed Antrem and Carna and the men around the scriptorium, swallowed the scriptorium itself, which was even then collapsing in on itself, walls shattering and roof caving in. And still the waters kept rising. Kord and Elin raced up the hill, the swamp water reaching them and lapping at their ankles before they finally outdistanced it.
They stopped, finally out of breath, after the water had begun to recede. Kord collapsed on the hillside, his mouth tasting of metal and bile, and Elin fell beside him. She had her feet spread out, knees up, and she leaned forward and caught her face in her hands.
“What’s wrong?” Kord asked. “We got out.”
“We got out,” she echoed. “But the Hand. All that work.”
Kord watched the swamp water drain. The scriptorium was gone, nothing left but broken stones and mud and bodies. No one lived there now; even Murdis’s gigantic figure was gone from the sky. Kord no longer had his soul-shard, but he was convinced the old man was dead.
He shifted his position on the slope, and his pouch banged against his hip. He brought his hand to it, squeezed it. Opened it, and took out its contents.
“This Hand?” he said.
Elin sat up, and her eyes went wide. “You have it?”
“So it seems,” he said. He held the crystal up. It was no longer clear, but blackened on the inside, as if something within it had burned, scorching its inner surfaces. It was cold to the touch. “But not its contents, I’d wager. Murdis used up the soul, defeating Antrem. Saving us.”
“So it’s, what? Worthless?”
“A trinket,” Kord said. “Still, the soul was his in the first place, right?”
“Damn him!”
“You want it?” He tossed it to her. Elin snatched it from the air before it could fall. She peered into it, or through it. If she saw anything in there that he hadn’t, she gave no indication of it.
“Maybe I can find a buyer,” she said. “As a novelty, if nothing else.”
“Take it, then. You were promised a reward, and it means nothing to me now, regardless.”
She turned it in her hands, then tucked it into a pocket or a pouch Kord couldn’t see. “There’s a collector of antiquities, in Xarinthia,” she said. “He might offer a coin or two.”
“That’s where you’re bound, then? Xarinthia?” Kord tried to keep the disappointment from his voice.
“As good a place as any. There’s that collector. And there’s another there, an explorer. He claims to have found the resting place of Tuthlekel the Morbid. Last I heard, he was preparing an expedition. If he really has…”
“Could be treasure,” Kord agreed, wondering if that had really been her goal in acquiring the Hand all along, to steal it and simply sell it for profit. And do what with the funds? He’d never asked her why she wanted it, and now the moment was long passed.
“And you?”
“My purse is empty,” he said. “But there’s still a war on. With Antrem and his Glory Squad gone, Celaeus will need more soldiers if he’s ever to unseat Puell.”
“You think he’d be a better emperor than Puell?” Elin asked, a bitterness he didn’t understand in her voice.
He shrugged. “Not my concern.”
She looked like she wanted to say something more. Her head was thrust forward slightly, toward him, her lips parted, eyes bright. But then she seemed to think better of it. She lowered her gaze, let her mouth close. She was ragged from the fight and the chase, bruised, her hair a wild tangle.
And yet, she was the most beautiful creature he had ever seen. He wanted to tell her so. Moved his hand closer to hers. She, seemingly unaware, took hers away. 
“So you’ll hire out again?”
“If anyone will have me.”
 “Xarinthia’s in the wrong direction, then,” she said softly. “For you, anyway.”
“No fighting there that I’ve heard about.”
“Right.”
Kord eyed the rubble below, the scriptorium where he had grown up, learned to read, to think, really. Where he had found family, in Murdis and Kenaris. Where he had, all these years later, met Elinore, and seen what a single intact soul could do.
Movement caught his attention. He looked back, and Elin was on her feet. “You’re going, then?” he asked. “So soon?”
“Sun’s rising,” she said. “I’ve all day to travel. If I can make it clear of the swamplands before night, so much the better.”
She stood, looking at him. Did she want him to say something? To beg her to stay?
Perhaps, if he’d had the scriptorium to offer, or so much as two coins, he could. But she had a plan, and he had, at best, a vague notion.
“Well,” he said. He pushed himself to his feet, every muscle aching, his head pounding and his gut still queasy. He held out his hands, crossed at the wrist. She crossed hers and took his, gave them a squeeze. “Safe travels, then.”
“And to you,” she replied. Then she released his hands, turned away quickly, and started up the hill.
His destination lay in the other direction, back through the swamp. He watched her climb for a few minutes. Once, she looked back, and if she had so much as smiled, he knew he would break, run to her, beg her not to go or plead to go with her. But she simply gave a nod, then kept going.
When she had crested the hill and vanished from sight, he started down it, toward the swamp, wondering if he would ever see her again. But Elin had made her choice, he told himself. And he’d made his.
With every step he took, he wondered if he’d made the right one.
Probably not, he decided. But she was gone, and she hadn’t asked him to go along. Not that he’d offered.
Anyway, he was getting used to wrong choices.
Story of his life…
 
The Machine
Kenny Soward
 
NIKSELPIK THE GNOME rummaged through his knapsack with tiny, shaking hands as the voices of ghosts blew through the ancient cavern, whispering accusations. Another voice, his own, berated him particularly hard, reminding him of how stupid he was to have come here, how small he was in comparison to the power he sought. 
It also reminded him of how everyone around him always died.
How long will you continue to repeat the same mistakes? You are nothing but a silly, stubborn little gnome, once again in way over your head.
His inner voice balanced out the others—hurrah for self-loathing—reinforcing personal flaws he had already come to terms with, while the ghostly voices promised something more dark and eternal.
“Poor girl,” they said, sounding like wisps of silk drug across stone. “You got her killed. You can atone by joining us…forever.”
“I'll pay for her death in my own time,” he mumbled. “She came of her own accord. If I'm to be blamed for her death then I might as well be blamed for every other death in the world.” 
“But you let her go first. You practically pushed her to it, and the machine ate her.”
“No!” Nikselpik shouted, slamming his fist into his knapsack. The gnome’s cry was so emphatic that the battle-weary mercenaries looked up from where they tended wounds or simply rested.
“Are you well, my tiny friend?” Priest Louh approached, taking a pull from his wine skin and offering it to the gnome. Considering the priest's pallid appearance, Nikselpik could ask him the same question.
“No thanks, priest. And yes, I'm fine.” Nikselpik averted his eyes. He pulled a heavy bracer of what appeared to be chitinous material from his knapsack. At his touch, the dark bangle came to life, twisting its body and wiggling hundreds of copper-tipped legs.
Nikselpik glanced at his ragtag group of four hirelings, caught a glimpse of their haunted eyes, and wondered if they heard the ghosts, too.
The living stood in a great cavern vault plucked from the real world and placed into the nether by the ancient Rapur. It was a place filled with tempting secrets, great artifacts of power, and promises of death. The mechanical, rune-covered portal they'd just come through still whirred next to them. The towering farmer’s son, Jorsh, gazed at it, leaning on his sword. “Maybe we should turn back,” he said. “We lost Malten already. We could cut our losses and be back at the Broken Dog within an hour, a pint in each hand.”
Jancy, a quiet, waif of a girl dressed in what amounted to a burlap sack, agreed. “It's death ahead.”
“No! There is no turning back.” Nikselpik clenched his teeth, focusing on the heavy, iron door embedded in the wall across the chamber. The machine's gate. “I'm getting the stones, and if you want to earn your silver then you'll quit your whining and loosen your blades.”
“And who is she?” growled Glanois, the armored dwarf. He glowered at a young woman who had suddenly appeared between them and the machine's gate, and he gripped his bloodied axe tighter. 
The woman watched them, her hands clasped at her waist. Bright orange hair lay soft and vibrant against her shoulders, a vivid contrast to the spotless white tunic she wore. Her brilliant, warm smile was directed toward Nikselpik. 
The gnome blinked and then gritted his teeth, “She's no one. Just another ghost.” He slapped the wiggling bracer onto his wrist, where its needle-like legs entered his flesh, taking blood and returning a potion far richer. His misgivings melted away, replaced by a head-pounding rush of power. He strode through a sea of mist and howled at the machine's gate until blood seeped from his nose and ears, and the world spun into darkness.
#
“Here, let me help you.” Words with no meaning, filtered through ears that buzzed and rang. Hands helped him to sit. A battle raged before him, although he was too shaken to make any sense of it, like a dizzying dream filled with mysterious yet familiar characters.
A small group of fighters faced a horde of terrible creatures pouring from the warped iron doors of the once-mighty gate. They were led by a stout dwarf—Glanois?—his
back laden with a tarnished steel tank covered with oleaginous leakage. A tall warrior by the name of Jorsh fought beside the dwarf, their weapons tethered to the tank by hoses. They danced beautifully, like brothers born for battle. The two worked triggers and handles on their weapons, causing liquid fire to coat their blades. The warrior struck downward into the wave of shadowed figures. The shorter dwarf spun around the legs of the tall warrior, striking with deadly precision and power, cutting great swaths of fire, filling the cavern with dark, sooty grime. 
“How does he do that?” Nikselpik slurred, feeling pained and drunk, his throat raw and filled with phlegm. “That tank seems so heavy. Such a weight to bear.”
“Let me get the blood off your face.” The voice again, a young woman's. The sound sent a pang of regret through his chest. A cool, wet cloth patted his cheek and neck, and he almost passed out from the pleasure. “You blew the door wide open, but you paid a price.” 
In the fray, Jancy bounded around with wide-eyed ferocity, climbing up some spindly-limbed monstrosity and locking her legs around its shoulders. Her murderous knives stabbed down like pistons, spraying gouts of ichor. She leapt clear before the beast could rend her to bits. Behind the mercenaries, Priest Louh moved like a strange, stiff dancer, dipping at the knee and waving his right hand above a large cup of steaming liquid held in his off hand. Whenever the darkness threatened to pour around their flanks, he would dip his hand into the cup and fling droplets in that direction. The tiny beads spun like fireworks, sizzling with thaumaturgic energy, and ripped through the enemy like a thousand slivers of glass. 
“Beautiful,” Nikselpik murmured. The fuzziness faded, and he recalled his purpose. The plan. He would tear the machine's gate from its hinges, and his mercenaries would clean up the mess. Then he would have the stones. 
He struggled to his feet, helped by gentle hands. “The stones are near. I can feel them.” He tore the bracer from his wrist, dead now that its purpose was fulfilled, and stumbled forward, nearly tripping over his robe.
“Why don't you wait?”
“There is no waiting,” he snapped, anger and greed and anger contorting his face. 
He shook his finger at her. “You want the stones for yourself. You always wanted them. I worked for decades to find them, and you rode on the coattails of my labor. You deserve what happened—” 
The woman slapped him across the face, filling his nose with light, sweet perfume. His head lolled, and the sounds of battle faded for a moment. When his senses returned, he found himself nose-to-nose with her. He wilted beneath her white-gray eyes. She seemed amused except for a single tear running down her cheek.
My beautiful Jezzi. 
“I'm sorry for calling you a ghost,” he said.
“Why would you be sorry?” Jezzi replied. “It's what I am. As for the other part though, I accept your apology. I never coveted your artifacts. I only wished to learn.”
The mercenaries struggled to hold the line for a while before finally giving ground in a slow retreat. The darkness rolled in waves, and wicked figures sliced and cut from beneath the shadows. A slender appendage caught Glanois around the neck, its hook sinking into his flesh and pulling the dwarf forward as if to pitch him to the ground. Glanois put a boot into the mewing face and drew upward, extending the limb and then cutting through it with a one-handed swing of his fiery axe. 
Nikselpik closed his eyes and meditated into his wellspring, his cache of power. His head hurt, and the tendrils of energy that normally writhed and churned for him gave no immediate response. The stones would change all that, but not until they sat in the palms of his hands. 
He clenched his teeth. “We're finished. I'm finished.” 
Jezzi tsked. “You knew this path would be difficult. You should have tried a connective tendril again. With the right mindthread you would have gotten closer to the machine without going through all of this.” 
She was right, but too late now. Nikselpik shuddered, remembering his last venture into the machine's gate. Faces of dead friends flashed through his mind, followed by a spike of self-loathing. He hated his ambition.
Have I fallen so low, to think of life this way? To have to argue with myself about what is more important?
Deflated and sour, the gnome's eyes burned with tears. He rubbed them, which only managed to grind in more dirt and sweat, and watched his latest batch of mercenary fodder fall back, fighting desperately now. He made a surprisingly easy decision. The side of him that drove relentlessly for power fell away in the face of something purer. 
“I was a fool to have brought us this way. I'm not going to abandon them. Not this time. We'll all die together if that's what it comes to.”
The woman caressed his cheek with the back of her hand and stood to her full height, tall even for a human, towering over him. “No. Not this time. Not in either case.” She left Nikselpik teetering and walked toward the raging battle.
When she raised her hand, a soft, quiet glow emanated from her palm. It grew more brilliant, spreading through the darkened chamber, splitting the sooty air with razor light. Her dark brothers and sisters, those vengeful spirits and creatures who made up the foul darkness, wailed and drew away until they too were divided into pieces. 
The woman strode past Jancy, who fell to her knees and dropped her wet blades, flexing her hands in pain. The two warriors stopped swinging and leaned over, gorging on air, and Priest Louh quit his dance and gaped at the passing lady. 
Up the chiseled stairs she went, striding confidently within her own cleansing light. At the top, she turned and smiled at Nikselpik, tilting her head to one side. Tiny flames burst around the bottom of her tunic, crawling upward, devouring her entire form, breaking it apart into smoldering ash that floated away like fireflies. The woman disappeared in a soft puff of smoke. 
Her thoughts reached him. Enter by the machine's gate. 
Nikselpik nodded, tears streaming down his face, hands balled into fists, as if he might bring her back. 
“Just a ghost, huh?” Priest Louh asked.
“Jezzine. That was her name. She was a student of mine.” 
And she forgives me.
#
The machine seethed with reckless purpose, a monstrous puzzle of gears, sprockets and pistons propelling a conglomeration of spinning arms tipped with deadly implements; spikes, twirling blades, and other dangerous-looking devices. Rods dispersed thaumaturgic and electric charges into the air, hinting at vast power flowing through the system. 
Corpses rotted between the machine's teeth, the fates of adventurers who had failed to best it. Many other bodies lay beneath the machine like drained husks expelled from a spider’s web. 
Nikselpik once again wondered at the madness of the machine's creator, and where that mind might have gotten off to. 
“This fucking thing makes my head hurt,” complained Glanois, putting a gore-slick hand to his forehead.
“That's because of the energy. Can you feel it?” Nikselpik put his hands out as if feeling the heat from a hearth. 
“I feel the need to find the only stool at the Broken Dog that doesn’t wobble, and have a pint,” the dwarf growled, clearly nearing the end of his patience on this particular quest.
Nikselpik glanced with burning eyes at the dwarf. The gnome hoped the obtuse warrior felt his disdain. “You wouldn't know true power if it slapped you on your fattened rear end.” 
Glanois only grunted and limped away, favoring an injured leg. 
“I'll hear what you have to say, my friend,” said Jorsh. His blade rested on his shoulder, his voice and posture belying his appearance, which was a messy aspect to say the least. 
Nikselpik approached the machine as near as he dared, gazing reverently at its smooth, deadly power. “The machines are the ultimate guardians, impassable to all but those with the proper key. The ancient Rapur placed their greatest secrets within them. They could have hidden the machines on our world, but they went a step further. They spread them across several worlds. Easy to understand why.” 
“I understand exactly why,” Priest Louh interjected, crossing his arms. “They, this thing, should have been destroyed centuries ago. It is an abomination. If this power were to find a way into our world…”
“There is that.” Nikselpik sighed. No one ever appreciated anything he did. No one ever understood the skill and effort required to discover miracles like this. Oh well. He no longer cared what any of them thought. He only wanted one thing, and then they could all rot. “In any case, we need to extract the stones.”
“We need our pay,” the dwarf called out. 
“Yes, yes. Always demanding payment, you dwarves. There are other things in life more important than payment.”
“When you find out what those are, you let me know. Until then, pay us.” 
“As you wish.” 
The gnome reached into his knapsack and pulled out two ropes fastened to small grappling hooks. “Let's get to work.”
He made the first toss, targeting a bag of bones impaled upon a spike, held together by dry-rotted armor and various leather packs and straps. He hooked the armor and pulled hard, bringing loose bones scattering across the stones. The gnome dragged the rest of the remains clear of the dangerous machine and began rifling through them.
Jorsh and Glanois looked at one another, shrugged, and picked up a rope each. 
“A gold, two silver, some coppers,” said Nikselpik. He held up a tattered piece of paper and grinned. “And a rather lewd drawing of a man and woman performing coitus over a tree stump. Not bad for a first haul.” 
“I'll take the drawing, if you don't mind.” Priest Louh plucked the parchment out of the gnome's hand. 
They went on like that, pulling the deceased from their resting places and finding more than enough gold, silver and gems to be paid twenty times over. They even found three bottles of wine that had been resting on their sides, aged quite nicely. 
Nikselpik and Jancy sat cross-legged before the machine, meditating on its structure. Beads of sweat ran down Nikselpik's face. His eyes focused on a pedestal deep within the machine's center. 
Priest Louh sat down on the other side of the gnome and took a pull from one of the bottles. “And where is your key?”
The gnome snatched the wine from the priest and turned to Jancy, offering her a drink. She took a few long draws from the bottle. 
“Do not look at the machine,” Nikselpik said to her. “Look into it. See beyond its gears and cogs, beyond its sheer power. See only purpose. What do you see?” 
“I see a pattern within a pattern. I see…a path through the chaos. Yes, it's there!” 
“Turn it off, Jancy,” Nikselpik said, inclining his head at the machine. “Turn the big bastard off.”
“She was the key? The whole time?” Priest Louh scratched at the stubble on his face and grinned. “Lucky for us she’s still alive then.” 
“A reasonable risk,” replied the gnome. “We needed her blades, too. Jancy is a special girl.”
Jancy no longer paid attention to either of them. She walked toward the machine, her eyes transfixed. Everyone watched as she leapt up and forward, arms extended, and clutched a metal pipe affixed to a scaffold. She swung up, and before anyone could shout a warning, jumped upon the hub of a great gear, narrowly avoiding being chopped in half by a swinging blade. The machine quickened, seeming to sense her presence, but Jancy made her way toward the center, leaping and landing gracefully in precarious places, spinning in circles to avoid flying darts, ducking between blades. 
Glanois looked away, embarrassed, as some of the maneuvers exposed very private areas of Jancy's young body. But to everyone else, it was a graceful dance that filled them with a new respect for the girl. At last, Jancy dove toward the machine's center, thin legs springing her high into the air where she flipped and landed lightly on the wooden pedestal. She put both hands on a large lever above her head, pulled down, and flashed Nikselpik a mischievous grin.
Yes, Jancy. You are my new number one. 
Nikselpik applauded, pacing back and forth as the whirring of the machine slowed and finally ground to a halt. He proceeded eagerly into the guts of the thing, picking his way past the deathly implements, ducking and hastening forward until he stood next to the pedestal. 
The others followed with caution, curious but not eager to have an accident along the way.
Nikselpik placed his hands on the engraved wooden box and flipped the lid open. He inhaled sharply and lifted two milky, oblong stones from their padded resting places. He held them tightly in his hands and tucked them with great relief into his pack. Once the stones were secure, the fire in his head dimmed and his shoulders slumped. He was tired to the bone. 
He looked over his bedraggled group. 
Only one soul lost this time. My odds are getting better. 
“I've got the first round at the Broken Dog for anyone who can walk, hobble, or crawl there.” 
“Wait, here's another for the picking.” Jorsh knelt down next to a corpse in the shadows, previously hidden from view on a walkway to the rear of the pedestal chamber. It rested on its side against a block of stone, the legs and hips smashed and twisted, the arms outstretched in the direction of the pedestal. 
“Almost made it,” Priest Louh said, touching his forehead two times with his thumb and index finger in a gesture of respect. 
“No, don't touch that one.” Nikselpik pushed past Jorsh and knelt down next to the body. The clothing, while ruggedly made, was unmistakably female. The gnome gently moved her into a sitting position as a thick crop of dusty orange hair fell to her shoulders. He arranged her hands so they rested in her lap, positioning her hair in a more respectable fashion, pulling the strands down reverently over her rotted, sunken cheeks. 
Nikselpik stayed there a moment, his eyes closed as he spoke silent words of thanks to his former student. He was happy the others kept silent, for another affront from the dwarf would have forced him to test the stones’ power. 
You were too good for me, Jezzi. 
He clutched his knapsack to his chest and slunk away.
 




 



Season of the Soulless
Betsy Dornbusch
 
A COW LOWED IN THE night. The Norvern Region air was sharp and cold even in newseason, but the first of the bright moons had risen and another had breached the horizon, the gods’ promise of warmer days and brighter nights, even for the faraway war. Faint smoke still lingered in the air from field-burn.
Erryna leaned out the windowsill. Calves were born every night, but she hadn’t had the chance to see one yet this season. Climbing down the stone wall of the manse and running for the pasture wouldn’t take long. She’d done it loads of times before, albeit not in a proper nightgown as her parents insisted she wear. The only risk was Phelan slipping in as he sometimes did. Even as a toddler, he’d realized he could get her in trouble by tattling, while he, the little lordling, could do as he well pleased.
That thought clinched it. Erryna pulled on her boots, salvaged during the maturation of her wardrobe, and climbed out. 
She’d misjudged the hindrance her nightgown would be. She glanced back into her room, considered getting into real clothes. But it would be much easier to hide a stained or ripped nightgown than an embroidered gown made for courting.
 As she touched the ground outside her Father’s study window, the twinned scents of sweet garleaf and roanweed smoke drifted from his dual-bowl pipe through the open shutters.
“Will you take a walk about, Captain? Check on the guards. I’d rest easier. Aychus’ news has me nervous.”
“Of course I will, my lord.”
Erryna smiled at Captain Roran’s raspy voice, familiar from his storytelling. She wondered at the news. Captain Roran’s son, Aychus had returned injured from the war when the final snow dusted the ground two sevennight before. She hadn’t seen him yet. Not for lack of trying, but Father said it wasn’t proper for her to go. So very much wasn’t proper now that she was grown.
Out in the field, the herd shifted as one, restless. She picked up her nightgown and ran toward the copse of gartrees and tinewoods where cows liked to calve. There. A lump under a tree, dark against the shadows cast by the rising moons. It shouldn’t be on its side though. A breech birth? That could kill both animals. Cold sweat prickled Erryna’s back under her cloak, and she ran faster. But a twanging thud stopped her—a bow! Something fell from the gartree and hit the ground hard.
Erryna stared into the darkness, clutching her cloak around her. The cow didn’t move, nor did the smaller, new lump. Erryna edged forward, silent but for her boots brushing the damp, newseason grass. The gartree leaves trapped the scents of rain and cowcakes and a sickening, rusty smell. Erryna’s stomach flipped. Her mouth tasted sour. The herd rustled behind her. The moongod Khellian eased upward, his cold light piercing the shadows under the tree. 
Erryna gasped. The cow was dead, but from an arrow to the eye. The stiff legs of a calf jutted from her back end like two bent sticks. And beyond… Erryna closed her eyes tight. When she opened them it—no, he, Ramean—still sprawled on the ground. Khellian kept rising, revealing relentless details as if coldly hostile to Ramean’s death. His quiver still strapped to his thigh. His strung bow had bounced a few steps away to rest against the back of the cow. A single arrow stuck from his chest. Roran had called that a deadheart shot when he’d taught her about shooting.
Erryna dropped to her hands and knees as supper followed the bile climbing her throat. Her nightgown soaked through from the bottom and cold seeped under her cloak.
When she finished, she sat back on her heels and wiped her arm over her mouth. Who had done such a thing? Thieves? Wilders? She weighed the unpleasantness of getting in trouble for being outside at night against warning her father someone had killed a cow and one of his soldiers. She had to go back, though. He’d said he was worried—
The ground thudded beneath her wet knees. She looked up and saw a shadowy mass galloping through the moonlight. Another herd? No. I’m a fool.
Not cows. She ran around the rear of the tree and pressed her back to it. Horses thundered by, but their riders made no sound. In a moment they didn’t have to. The herd started lowing and running, their lumbering strides thudding through the ground. Some screamed, making noises of terror she’d never heard before. It took a moment for her to realize they were death cries. A group this size, and killing cattle, could only mean a wilder tribe was attacking.
With a tremendous force of will, she forced herself to look. Every window in the house glared at the night. She gasped. Fire! A shrill scream cut the night. A vague wordless voice warned her against going to the house. But the house was safety. Father. Home. She stumbled toward the gate, staring. The household staff was being dragged out. Some limp, some screaming and fighting. Wilders, with braided hair and beards, swarmed them with bared steel. 
Erryna stumbled closer, through the open gate. Her father sprawled on the flagstones in front of the house, his head…all wrong…separate. A tall wilder was strapping on her father’s sword, fixing the baldric over his shoulder with a grin, which died when his gaze found her.
Erryna muffled a cry behind her hand and turned to run. Back. To the dead man’s bow. I will kill them all. She had been a fool to leave a weapon. In Captain Roran’s stories, no one would leave a weapon.
“Get her.” A guttural command. 
Erryna’s legs pumped, she tried to gather up her voluminous nightgown, but her boot caught the hem. She hit the ground as if Khellian had reached down from the sky and thrown her.
A sturdy arm caught Erryna around the middle and lifted her. Her legs pumped, trying to catch the ground as she was dragged backwards. A voice as tight as the grip: “Enough, pretty girl, or I slap some obedience into you.” 
The wilder threw her to the flagstones. Erryna flung her hands out to catch herself but was too late; her forehead knocked the stone. For a blessed moment blackness offered its embrace, but pain won out. She groaned and pushed to her hands and knees. 
Nearby her father’s face stared past her at nothing. She could reach out and touch him if she tried, but he wouldn’t know, wouldn’t feel it. Erryna’s lips parted but nothing came out, not even air. 
Deep voices with rough wilder accents surrounded her.
“Pretty prize, that.”
“Girl of the manse, wager by the lace.” 
She tore her gaze from her father to look up. The wilders all had arrow-shaped marks on their cheek. They’re
Arrowhenge… The world seemed to sway.
“I’ll take her, Lyorn,” someone offered, as if he was doing a favor. “She’s past ready to breed.”
A firmer tone. “No, you won’t. We’ll buy peace from Bonehaven with her.”
“Bonehaven is eager enough for war. What does some girl buy us?”
“This isn’t just some girl. She’s the landed’s daughter.”
Someone strode closer and pulled her to her feet. A rough hand grabbed her chin, forcing her to meet sharp blue eyes in a pale face smeared with blood. The arrow wasn’t painted or inked into his skin; it had been burned in to his cheek. This close she could see the indentation, the stained, mottled flesh. Stories of Arrowhenge told true.
He turned her chin and pulled her lip down with his thumb, examining her face and teeth as if she were a horse. 
“Do you know what I am, girl?”
She tried to twist free, but his grip bruised her cheeks. Arrowhenge, the most feared tribe, wilders who branded themselves and magicked away their souls to make them invisible to the Seven Gods. Captain Roran had said there were few stories of them because they rarely left any of their victims alive. Truly, a party of Kings’ Soldiers had over-nighted at the mance before trekking into the Norvern Wildes to destroy the Arrowhenge last Hoarfrost. They had never returned. 
Erryna gave a mute nod.
“I am Lyorn.” He wound scratchy rope around her wrists tight enough to make her fingers tingle. 
“Why are you here?” The words burst from her in a hoarse torrent.
He just tipped his head and raised his brows. “War.” He said it like he was worshiping Khellian Himself, except the soulless did not worship the Seven Eyes. “What other reason is there for killing, girl?”
“Cruelty. Hatred.” No tears stung her eyes, thank the gods. “Revenge.”
A wry, lopsided grin tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Let us see to your dead.”
What fresh torture was this? She protested, wanted to fight, but the words never reached her lips, and the ropes were thick and rough on her wrists. 
Lyorn shoved her toward the house. She almost tripped on her nightgown again but managed to stay upright. Smoke made her cough. They walked her around the bodies sprawled on the flagstones and on the little road in front of the cottages. The dead lay pale and still. Blood ran in thick, glossy pools. Roran lay on his stomach, looking smaller than in life. So many faces.
Bile rose but did nothing but sting her throat. She had nothing left to bring up. 
Back at her manse, the fire was so hot they couldn’t draw near, hot enough to consume her parents’ bodies. The edges of the very stone had softened, as if it melted. Black streaks ran down each window like sooty tears. The whole villa looked like a blackened, blurry memory, a ghost in the fallen night.
How did they make stone burn? Magicks?
“Who is missing?” Lyorn asked. 
Her lips parted. No sound came. She swallowed hard. “My little brother.” 
“Dead in his trundle,” someone said cheerfully.
Phelan! She stared at her father’s baldric, the worn buckle crossing Lyorn’s broad chest. His big, meaty hand rested on the sword hilt.
“Anyone else?”
So many faces. She couldn’t think, couldn’t rectify the dead with the living she’d known… Aychus! Roran’s son. But surely he was dead, trapped by his injury in his bed.
“No.” She swallowed. “No one else. You killed them all.”
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At the camp, she realized there were far fewer Arrowhenge wilders than she had thought. They had seemed a massive horde; in truth, they’d destroyed her father’s manse and all their people, over a hundred, with fewer than two dozen warriors.
Lyorn handed her down off the horse and gave her a little shove toward a fire. “Go. Sit.” 
She stumbled over to it, trying to arch her back enough to keep the front bloodstained hem of her nightgown from catching under her boots, and she sank down by the firepit. One of the wilders tossed some black powder in and scratched a stick on the stone. Fire burst up and he yanked his hand back with a rueful grin.
She sat on her cloak on the bare dirt, though it wouldn’t take long for the damp to soak through. She was utterly conscious of being bare under her sheer nightgown and, without her hands free, she couldn’t close the cloak about her properly. 
Every noise dug the knife of terror deeper into her bones. Two wilders sat nearby to examine spoils from the house. She blinked at the delicate necklaces, rings, wedding torques, and anniversary bracelets in their rough hands. Others cooked over a fire, some small game and birds on clever folding spits. Her stomach twisted at the thought of food. All around her warriors set up small oilcloth shelters. They stank when unfurled, rotted fat, smoke, the salt sea, sweat. 
Maybe I’m asleep in my bed. She tried with all her might to wake up.
“Pretty thing,” one of the men sorting the spoils—Mama’s jewelry—grunted, eyeing her. 
“Saving her for the Bonehaven truce,” the other said. “Can’t touch her.”
The first lifted his gaze and stared hard. “What would Bonehaven care so long as she’s not broke between the legs?”
Lyorn was abruptly there, striding from behind Erryna on silent, soft boots. His hand lashed out and caught the back of the wilder’s head. The wilder snarled back but dropped his chin.
She hadn’t noticed his boots before. Soft, pliant, stained black around the edges, a stiff, thick coating. Blood.
Our blood. 
Captain Roran never said anything about stained boots and wet nightgowns in his stories. He never told her how much blood was in people. Her teeth clenched and her shoulders tightened.
In short order, a rough bowl was set on her lap. She looked up at Lyorn, eyes narrowed.
“Eat. You’re no good to me half starved.”
She reached forward with her bound hands and picked up a piece of marinated meat that dripped down her chin and onto her nightgown. She rubbed it from her chin with her arm. It left a watery red-brown stain on the snowy sleeve. “What are you going to do with me? What is Bonehaven?” 
He eyed her. “Got any family at all left? Soldier brothers or bastard sisters, eh?”
She lifted her chin. “Answer mine first.”
A muscle twitched above his braided beard. Amusement? “I’ll trade you to stop a war with the Bonehaven tribe. More noble than a rich girl tatting lace, eh? Think of the lives you’ll save.”
“You already took all the lives I care about.”
His open hand flashed out and cracked against her face. The blow whipped her head to the side, her neck muscles seized, and a whimper escaped her before she could stop it. She raised her bound hands to her flaming cheek. 
“Until we treat with Bonehaven, you will carry the water from the river to the campfire as needed. That you can do with your hands bound.” 
As the camp settled into sleep, Lyorn bound her hands to at tree with the end of the long rope, pinning it in place on the other side of the thick trunk with a thick spike. Erryna sank to the cold ground, put her back to the rough bark, and did not sleep.
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Two mornings later, she staggered with the heavy bucket of water toward the camp. The river had swelled overnight with newseason snowmelt, and she had to wade in deep to get a clean bucket full. Her legs and feet were still wet and cold. A snake on the bank startled her and made her splash water on herself. Her heart was still galloping. For a moment she let herself think about this same water running through the wheels at the army outpost downriver. Roran had once told a story about a babe in a basket that floated to a new family on a river.
The long tail of rope binding her wrists dragged the ground. Her wrists bled from constant chafing. Her palms blistered from carrying the bucket. Her hair hung in ropy tangles around her face. She stank, two days of living in the woods in the same nightgown left her sweating during the day and shivering at night. Her cloak dragged in the damp undergrowth; the wilders sometimes stepped on it to stop her progress. 
A scowling young wilder walked alongside her, apparently there to do nothing but keep Erryna from running. She never offered to help scoop the water or carry it, nor did she say anything at all. She wore a braid woven with red reeds down her back, and her face would have been pretty without the arrow brand.
Erryna slouched, her back stiff and sore, and shuffled her boots to keep from stepping on her nightgown. Her boot still caught the root of a nearby gartree. She slammed to her knees with a little cry, and the water sloshed all over the ground, running in little rivulets between shoots of new green growth. 
The guard grunted in disgust. She reached out and yanked Erryna to her feet. Erryna bent to get the bucket but the Arrowhenge stopped her and drew a blade from her belt. She knelt and grabbed her nightgown. Cold shot through Erryna’s bones as the cool morning air hit her legs. The Arrowhenge stabbed the blade into the nightgown and ripped it, then kept stabbing and tearing the fabric, all the way around, until it bared her ankles and calves. Then she handed Erryna the bucket and gave her a shove back toward the river.
Erryna drew a shuddering breath in relief and went. 
Instead of going back with her, the guard leaned back against a boulder, legs crossed, the shreds of the hem of Erryna’s nightgown strewn like torn body wrappings at her feet, and started to clean her fingernails with her knife. 
Erryna walked back to the river, the air itchy on her legs. She thought about the bucket. The wilder’s knife. She filled the bucket, but not so full this time, and walked back to her guard. She thought about how they were still were a little distance from camp. She thought about the outpost of the King’s army downriver.
She walked carefully, wondering exactly how to do it. She’d have to knock her on the head somehow. Or strangle her with the ropes. She wasn’t all that much bigger than Erryna. 
Slitting her throat would be quickest. 
Erryna’s stomach twisted at the thought. 
“You have to,” she muttered. 
She walked brisker than usual, chin up. The Arrowhenge guard was right about one thing, the nightgown had been tripping her up far too often and shuffling her boots made her noisy. Now Erryna could walk more carefully, quieter. The guard didn’t even look up at Erryna’s approach, her gaze focused where her blade met her fingernail. Abruptly Erryna knew what to do. She strode close and swung the heavy bucket at the elbow of the Arrowhenge’s blade hand. The knife sliced deep into her finger and she blurted a strange, shapeless cry. Erryna realized with horror that her tongue had been cut out. 
In that instant she heard bootsteps rustle the ground behind her. Before she could turn, a solid, square hand grabbed the Arrowhenge’s arm, spun her, and a fist cracked her jaw. Her head snapped back and she crumpled to the ground. 
Erryna gaped at the man who owned the fist. 
Aychus Roran shook his hand loose, winced, and looked at Erryna. “We must go.”
She stared. “Aychus! But—”
He grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her along, back toward the river. “You’ve got terrible timing, you know that? I almost had her until you threw that bucket.”
“I was trying to escape!”
His limp made a distinct, uneven rustle through the grasses. “Yes, well, I’m trying to rescue you so keep your voice down. They’ll be quick on our tail. Did you happen to pick up the knife?”
“You dragged me out of there too fast.” 
Aychus sighed, his jaw tight, eyes darting from tree to tree.
“You didn’t either,” she added.
He hushed her again, holding up his hand to stop her walking. He hissed a curse, grabbed her rope, and yanked her into a lopsided run. In an instant she heard why; voices behind them, shouting out directions to each other. Aychus dragged her toward the river and into its muddy, swollen flow. It caught at the remains of her nightgown, which wound wetly around her legs. The mud sucked at her boots, ripping through blisters on top of blisters. She tried to pull free of Aychus’ grip, but it was like iron on her rope. “I can’t… I can’t do this. I can’t run in the river!”
“Water kills our trail,” he said.
The Arrowhenge were entering the water, hooves churning up the muddy bottom, gaining on them. Erryna tried to pull her boots free and fell to one knee with a curse; was she always destined to stumble back into her enemy’s arms? Aychus pulled her up with some difficulty.
Lyorn raced past them on the hard bank and spun his horse. It reared and Erryna had a sudden terrified vision of giant hooves crashing down on them. But Lyorn drew the horse to a prancing stop. “And you said all your friends were dead.”
“Soon will be.” A bow creaked behind them.
“No!” Erryna cried. “It’s not his fault. It’s mine. I tried to escape and—”
“And we don’t kill him, why?” But Lyorn raised a hand to stop the archer.
“Because he—he could be useful.”
Lyorn looked down at Aychus, standing in the mud. “What use are you?”
Aychus straightened his back. Standing behind him as she was, Erryna noticed for the first time how broad he’d become, and tall. Far taller than her, which wasn’t saying much. She’d always wanted to be tall, but never more than this moment. Long legs made quick work of running.
“I can fight and hunt,” he said. “Sword and bow.”
“Sounds dangerous.” Lyorn grinned and rough laughter broke out all around them. “You’re also lame.”
“I got around well enough to kill Erryna’s guard.”
“No!” An idea was taking shape. “It was my idea. I killed her.”
“Stop helping,” Aychus muttered.
“He just did what I told him to. He’s good at taking orders.” 
Aychus turned his head and glared at her. 
“He’s a strapping lad, I’ll give you that.” Lyorn narrowed his eyes. “Right, then. We’ll see what he’s made of. See what he’s ready to spend to live.” 
One of the Arrowhenge started to speak but Lyorn cut him off. “Tribes are built, not born.”
Whatever it meant, it silenced the protest.
“Take him back,” Lyorn said. “Hand me up the girl. I’ll have to see to her myself, I suppose.”
Someone sloshed through the water behind Erryna and, before she could duck out of the way, he snaked an arm tight under her ribs, carried her to Lyorn’s horse, and shoved her up. Lyorn grabbed her, arm around her, and put her in front of him. Her nightgown slipped up shamefully and the saddle pressed the tender skin of her inner thighs. She tried to shift a little, but Lyorn’s arm was too firm, leaving her wedged between the saddle and his big body. 
Back at camp, Lyorn dismounted and hauled her down, his fingers rough and painful. Erryna bit back a cry of frustration at being handled like a child. He bound her to a tree and pinned her rope with the spike and mallet again. Aychus had been made to walk, hobbled at wrist and ankle, a noose around his neck that jerked tighter every time he fell behind. He bore it all with no more than a few frustrated grunts. At camp, they strapped him to a tree nearby to Erryna, ropes digging into his skin high under the chin, shoulder, ribs, hips, thighs, and ankles. He struggled but couldn’t move.
“If he breaks, he’ll be useful,” Lyorn said to Erryna. 
“What are you going to do to him?”
“Same as us all. Tribes are built, not born, girl.”
She stared at him, mystified.
He made a noise of disdain. “We mark him and see where he lands, eh?” 
One of the Arrowhenge laid something in the hot coals, stirring them up. His back blocked Erryna’s view.
Erryna’s stomach twisted in to a tight, sick knot. “Why did you come here?” she hissed to Aychus. “You were free.”
“For you,” he whispered. Air rasped in his chest. “My lady.”
She blinked.
Lyorn wasted no time. Aychus snarled but Lyorn grasped his chin and stuffed his mouth full of a wad of fabric. He strode back to the fire, pulled something out with tongs, and grasped it with a thick rag. Another warrior laid his hand on Aychus’ forehead and turned his head so one cheek pressed hard against the rough bark. Aychus made wordless noises.
“Tell him to be still, if he answers to you, girl,” Lyorn said. “It’ll go easier on him.”
Erryna swallowed and forced herself to look at Aychus. He tried to twist his head from the meaty hand holding it in place.
“Aychus. Just. Please be still.”
His wild eyes met hers. He blinked and quieted his struggle, though she could see his trembles.
Lyorn drew in close and pressed the hot arrowhead against Aychus’ cheek, holding it in place. Aychus made muffled cries of pain and terror; gods, it sounds like the cry from that muted wretch. The smell of flesh burning turned Erryna’s stomach and she fought down her disgust. She would not throw up again. She would not falter, not when Aychus was at stake, when his eyes were locked on hers for courage. She forced herself to stare at him, even when his gaze slid away.
At last Lyorn released him. Aychus sagged in his ropes and spat out his gag, which crumbled from his mouth in a wet, bloody mess. He must have bitten his own tongue. The arrow burned in his cheek was red as new-spilled blood.
“Loosen the lad’s ropes. I wager he won’t try to escape for a bit.” 
Aychus let his head fall forward. His hand strained to get to his face, but it was still bound to his side. Erryna’s eyes heated and her throat tightened. She turned her face away, unable to keep watching. But a sick, twisting fury built inside her. 
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After spending a day tied to the tree and then given a bath in the river “to wash away the stink of nobility” as Lyorn put it, Aychus passed the day limping silently around camp, doing odd jobs as the Arrowhenge bid him. Lyorn looked pleased, Aychus kept his marred face downcast, and anger festered in Erryna like the burn on Aychus’ cheek. Surely if he was so compliant, the brand had robbed him of his soul.
That night, Lyorn took Erryna into his tent. She slept rolled in her filthy cloak on the cold damp ground, her rope tied around his brawny arm. He was a light sleeper; he opened his eyes at her every motion. There was no escaping him. 
“Tomorrow, Bonehaven comes,” he said the next evening near nightfall. “Tonight, you bathe.”
“There’s no bath, no soap, no—”
Lyorn laughed. “There’s a river.” He unpinned her rope from her tree and gestured to Aychus. “You, lad. Bring her ladyship soap and a cloth to dry with.” He tossed Aychus a bulky, soft bag.
Aychus limped behind them in silent obedience. Erryna wondered if there was some magicks at work within the mark they’d given him. She wondered if he would ever stop limping, if the war injury caused him much pain, how badly his cheek stung. She wondered if he still had his soul.
Aychus stopped at the river’s edge with the items in his arms. Lyorn settled on a rock close to the bank and went to work striking a fire in a two-bowl pipe. 
Erryna’s breath froze in her chest. Father’s pipe. 
Lyorn eyed Erryna when she didn’t move. “Get to it.”
“Aren’t I to have any privacy?” 
Lyorn just looked at her.
She turned to the river with a wince, putting her back to him, and pulled the cloak from her shoulders. It fell to the ground in a crusted heap. Then, nothing for it, she undid the lacing on the stained nightgown and let it slide down her body. The cool air made her shiver, but she was glad for whatever darkness the gods had granted in the pre-moonlit evening. She stepped from her boots and walked carefully over the slick rocks. Icy water rushed over it, chilling her feet to the ankles and then up her calves. She shivered. The water was so cold it felt as if it burned her legs. 
She thought of Aychus and his burned cheek. Her back straightened.
“Hair, too. You stink,” Lyorn called. “Toss her the soap, lad.”
She crossed her arm over her breasts and turned a little. Aychus tossed the soap, a misshapen bar of grey, without looking at her. It splashed upstream. She slipped going for it. The hard stones, while rubbed smooth from the river, still hurt her backside. She sat, stunned by pain lancing up her spine, freezing river rushing by. The soap floated out of reach. She snatched at it, missed. Something brushed by her back and she shrieked.
Lyorn barked laughter. “Just a redcarne snake. They’re good for supper.” He rested her father’s pipe on his knee and wiped his eyes, bent over with the strain of mirth.
A snake!? She rose out of the water and started back to shore. A moon was rising. So much for the gods granting privacy of darkness. Brightest, tiny Zozia’s light had spilled over the river and onto the bank.
For the first time since Aychus had been branded, he looked right in Erryna’s eyes. Then, quick as that snake had gone by, he was on Lyorn. She didn’t even see him limp. Every strike was neat, well placed. The thud of fist against bone went right through her. But Lyorn was bigger, stronger. He roared and came back on Aychus. The two grappled and rolled. 
Erryna stared, naked in the frigid water, clutching the soap to her belly. Took a step forward and tripped. Again she went down, forward this time, battering her knees and palms. Fury consumed her. She slapped the water, cursing. She cut her hand on the sharp edge of a big, jagged rock. She wanted to throw something, scream, destroy. Hitting water wasn’t enough. She scrabbled at the rock, dislodging it from the sucking mud of the river bottom, though it wasn’t too heavy for her to lift once she pried it free. She climbed to her feet. 
Lyorn slammed Aychus to the ground and hit his face. The fragile, new burn on his cheek tore. Aychus moaned as blood splattered. Lyorn raised up enough to drag him to the water and shove his head in, twisting his head so the water flowed over his nose and mouth. Aychus’ moans turned to sputtering. His whole body struggled but he couldn’t fight it. His whole body shuddered and struggled. Lyorn threw his whole weight on the younger man with a growl. 
The rock bounced off Lyorn’s head from the impact. He collapsed on top of Aychus, who tried to lift his head. Erryna splashed closer, reached down and grasped Lyorn by her father’s baldric, slipping in the wet mud as she hauled him off Aychus. He was a limp, dead weight. She kept tugging until Lyorn was face down in the water, wishing she could hit him again, but the rock was on the bank. She twisted her fingers into his braid and shoved down as hard as she could, pressing Lyorn’s face against the rocks in the bottom, water streaming from her naked body, leaning over him, putting all her weight into it.
She didn’t know how long it was before she felt a warm hand on her back. “Erryna.” A cough.
She startled, stumbling back in the water. The hand steadied her.
“We must go. Now. Before we’re expected back. Come.” Aychus sounded rough but calm. He kept his gaze steady on her face. Blood streamed down his cheek from the torn brand. His hair curled into tight gold ringlets. 
His mother had curly hair. She’d seen it on the sprawling dead woman, ringlets floating in blood.
“Did they take your soul?” she whispered.
“Erryna. We must go now.” He tugged on her arm. 
Her heart lurched into a painful sprint. She blinked at him and sucked air. Caught the scent of blended pipesmoke. She stumbled from the water to the bank and found it, unbroken among the reeds. Grasped it and drew in more familiar scent. 
“Boots. Go. Across the river.” Aychus shoved the lumpy bag and her boots into the water, and strode into the water to Lyorn. He rolled Lyorn over, fumbled with the buckles on the baldric and belt, and pulled the sword from the body. “Go!” 
It was easier to do as he bid rather than think. She slipped her muddy feet into her boots, clutched the bag to her chest with one hand, the pipe in the other, and splashed across the river. The air chilled her bare wet skin but she shoved off the thought and kept running, weaving between trees. She heard nothing behind her and turned to look. Aychus ghosted behind her in his limping, silent lope.
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In the night, she sat against a tree, running her thumb over the smooth bowls of the pipe, every so often lifting it to catch the scent. The dress in the bag was warm, a serviceable gown. Aychus frowned at the crimson fabric, but told her he’d get her decent clothes later. 
“I also need to teach you to move quietly through the woods,” he said. 
“Your father taught me when I was a child.” 
“You must learn again.” 
Her own father, the lord, had taught her nothing. Fine. She would learn to survive on her own, then. A rough plan was already taking shape in her mind, something that terrified and thrilled her all at once.
Aychus ripped up the bag for bandages. She’d taken her feet out of her boots to dry more fully and to ease the hurt of their rubbing. He tsked as he wrapped them. “This will help the blistering. I’m sorry we’ve no salve.”
“You’d need it for your face worse. Will the army take you back like that?” With a wilder scar on his face? Would they even believe he was loyal anymore?
“It doesn’t matter. The king is dead, Erryna.”
She blinked at him.
“It’s why the tribes are fighting, why Arrowhenge dared attack the manse. It’s why I came back. I had to warn your father and mine.”
“But—” 
“You’re a lord’s daughter, the last of your line with a claim to the throne. Some lord would as soon kill you as let you be a problem.”
A lord’s daughter. It’s what Lyorn had called her; the measure of her worth. And now maybe her death. Her back straightened. “And Arrowhenge? They killed my family.”
“They killed mine, as well.”
She lifted the pipe to her nose for a moment, then lowered it again. The damp, fresh scents of the woods smelled foreign. Her fingers closed tight around the pipe and she tucked it into a pocket in her skirts.
Faint fieldburn smoke rode the air that first night, before the wilders came. And then her stone manse had burned. Stone, molten like iron thrown on a fire…
“Father had started burning the fields,” she said slowly. “How do they do that, make damp ground burn?”
He gave her a look. “Burn powder.”
“Where does he keep the powder?”
“In the dugout by the creek. It’ll start anything.”
She stared at her father’s leather baldric crossing his chest. “You speak like you will stay with me. You carry my father’s sword.”
“My family is liege to yours,” he said, “and you don’t know how to use a sword.”
“Are you soulless?” It came out harsher than she meant.
His hand went to his burned cheek. He dropped it. “Would you turn me away if I was?”
She should. The soulless could be dangerous. “I’m going to kill the Arrowhenge. If you remain liege to me, you will follow. If not, I release you.” She pulled on her boots and ignored her sore feet. “I won’t turn you away unless you wish to go.”
His jaw tightened. “How? You don’t know how to fight, Erryna.”
Not like him. Not like her father. But swords weren’t the only weapon in the world.
Zozia was nearly gone and no other moons had dared the horizon. Night was safest, especially a godless night such as this. Fitting. The Seven Eyes had watched their families die and done nothing. They’d be too cowardly to watch them seek justice, and they couldn’t see Aychus anyway.
#
The night was so silent they barely dared to whisper. Fortunately, spreading powder on the ground in a thick circle around the camp didn’t make much noise. The dampness of the soil cloaked their footfalls.
“This is madness,” Aychus hissed.
She shook her head. At least she could make sure the Arrowhenge didn’t survive to kill anyone else. Still, her belly was in knots as she trailed the powder from the awkward bag toward the low fire flickering at the center of camp. Aychus stayed behind, as she ordered. No sense in both of them getting caught.
Two wilders sat on the other side of the fire. The coals were crimson and hot; perfect. She’d have to run quick in and quick out to escape. No small trick in a gown. She’d fallen before, but no gods were present to trip her up this time.
She drew a breath and ran at the campfire, trailing the powder in a thick black line from the heavy bag. The wilders leapt to their feet and came at her, shouting. She tossed the bag onto the flames, turning to run back in the same motion. She stumbled over the front of her gown but caught it up in her fist and kept on. The fire burst, hot on her back, and flashed all along the powder trail, turning shouts into panicked screams. 
The first thing the Arrowhenge would do was try to put out the fire. With luck, it would also be their last.
She met Aychus at the river and they crossed without talking. Screams pierced the night air and all the other noises died but for birds on the wing overhead. When she glanced back, she saw the night around the camp had grown bright despite the missing moons. The woods echoed with the dying cries of the soulless.
 
 



Redfern’s Slipper
Stephen McQuiggan
 
REDFERN SCANNED HIS RAGS, briefly acknowledging their pitiful squalor, then ran his muddy fingers through the brambles of his hair. He was acutely aware that he had no right to be here, knocking on the gates of Baron Mandobar as if by special invitation. They swung inward with a drawn out sigh, and a soldier, his chainmail angry in the bright morning sun, confronted him with a look of disdain that went far beyond the annoyance of mere interruption.
“Begone beggar,” he said in a voice of black tar. “We have no scraps this day.”
“I…I would speak with the Baron, my good man.” Redfern was shocked by his own audacity, but the guard was not amused.
“Begone peasant lest I beat you.” His tone was final but his eyes dared him to continue. Redfern was used to mockery, he’d spent his whole life dodging insults thrown by men, turnips hurled by women. He could not give up now and even as the gates slammed shut in his face, he began pounding on them again.
“I wish to see the Baron!” He screamed and banged on the gates until his throat and knuckles were raw.
“Who makes such demands of the Overseer of Beldullin,” a cannon of a voice fired from above. “I am Mandobar and I care little for demands!”
Redfern rose tear-swollen eyes to the castle walls and saw the Baron framed against the sky, resplendent in his black armor, the red dragon etched on his breastplate glinting like a warning.
“It is I, Redfern, my lord.”
“Shall I kill him, sire?” asked an eager unseen voice. Mandobar raised one hand to silence the request.
“And what would a peasant want with me,” asked the Baron, seemingly amused and intrigued, “save money or foolishness?”
“Neither, my lord,” said Redfern. “I seek your daughter’s hand.” A hail of raucous laughter fell from the battlements, piercing Redfern’s heart as deftly as any arrow.
Mandobar regarded him awhile, a smile playing on his cruel lips. “Summon the Lady Ariana to the castle gates immediately,” he ordered, then disappeared from view.
A moment later the gates creaked open once more to reveal the Baron in all his glory. He seemed to be seven foot tall and was flanked by two salivating Mastiffs who eyed Redfern hungrily. They whined their impatience to feast on him, but even they dared not risk their master’s displeasure.
“Fear not little scruff, they will not hurt you…until I tell them too.” He laughed so hard that his hounds cowered in terror.
“Father, you know I was busy with my embroidery. Why have you called me hence, and in such inclement weather?”
Ariana.
Redfern said her name over and over, whispered it as a charm. Was it any wonder Mandobar slew dragons and fought wars with armies raised in her pretty name? Redfern would give her the moon, if he could but spell it.
“Why my dear, I summon you to meet a suitor. This young man requests my consent for your betrothal. What say you to the match?”
“Father, I see no suitor, only this raggedy little man whose stench pains my delicate nose.”
“Ah, dearest daughter, brightest seed of my fruitful loins, it is he who would have your heart.”
“You jest cruelly, father! This…this walking pigsty! When mother hears of this -”
“Your mother need never know. I merely thought having seen this vile wretch you would think better on the nobles and princes who come to woo.”
“Mayhaps, father. At least they would have footwear if nothing else.”
As Redfern looked miserably at his naked, dirt-caked toes, the Baron informed him that he had until the count of ten to leave his lands before the dogs were loosed upon him.
“But sire, I cannot count.”
“You had better start running then, little fool.”
Redfern ran as fast as he could, his skinny knees pumping almost to his chin. The dogs snapped at his heels before giving up the chase, whether out of boredom or at some unseen signal, he neither knew nor cared. He slumped beneath a bulbous oak, cursing his stupidity and blessing his luck. Resting his head on a pillow of springy moss, he soon drifted off, saying her name over and over to himself. When he awoke it was night, and he found her name sounded even more beautiful in the dark.
It was unwise, they said, to be in the woods after nightfall. It was called El Torath in the old language, the place of weeping secrets. But the thought of having to return through the Baron’s fields at the mercy of his foul mutts did not appeal to Redfern. He fancied his chances better with the ghostly shades of the forest.
“An unwise place,” he said to the night. “An unwise place for an unwise man is what I say.”
“A lucky place for an unlucky man is what I say.” The voice startled Redfern; he could not place its whereabouts in the thick black soup of night. All the cautionary tales his mother had told him danced feverishly in his heart.
“Who are you?”
“Sleep boy.” The sound slipped, slid and soothed; the voice of an enamored viper. He felt a touch of velvet, like a whisper on his cheek, and he drifted off once more, though this time his dreams were greatly troubled. He awoke in a bower of ferns and twigs, with the noonday sun shining bright upon his eyes through the roof of a ramshackle hut. Beside him was a pitcher of fresh stream water that threw back the morning’s rays like laughter.
“At last! I feared I had overdone my magicks. It has been a long time since I have had callers in my woods. You cannot blame my failings for lack of practice, nor call them incompetence.”
An old man sat on a tree stump regarding Redfern over the top of a gnarled old crook that seemed as aged as he. A long brown tunic stretched from his skinny throat to his chicken skin ankles. His face was clean-shaven though sunken as if time had deflated him, but his eyes were quick and searching. For a moment Redfern wondered if it were their reflection on the water and not the sun’s after all.
“Who are you old man?”
“No, no my reluctant guest, the question is who are you?”
“Why, I am Redfern, from the village. I feed the pigs for Morgan.”
“Pigs indeed! What takes a Pigboy wandering in El Torath in the wolf hour? Digging out a some truffles for your snout nosed charges I shouldn’t wonder.”
“No sir. I was fleeing his lordship Mandobar, or his dogs at least. I meant no offence.”
“And none have you caused, only curiosity. So tell me pork chef, what caused the Baron to unleash his whelps on such a scrawny morsel?”
“I asked for his daughter’s hand.”
The old man coughed and spluttered and seemed so caught up in his merriment that Redfern overcame his initial fear and grew angry. ‘It is not very kind, sir, to laugh at me so, when you have not the decency to tell me your own name.”
“You wanted to marry that spud-nosed little harlot Ariana, and you speak to me of decency?”
“Don’t you dare speak of Ariana in that manner.”
The old man ceased his laughter abruptly and slammed his crook upon the ground, causing the very earth to rumble beneath their feet and a pale white glow to outline his piercing eyes.
“Don’t you dare speak to Bewkellor of Mandobar’s bastard in any other manner!”
Bewkellor?
But Bewkellor was dead, killed at the battle of Yashak when Redfern’s mother was but a girl. “Yes, I am very much alive boy,” he said to the question in Redfern’s eyes. “Though I court death with each exhalation.”
According to the legend, Bewkellor had been the real power behind the throne of King Trosham, gifted with the art of flight and many other dark machinations. “But when Trosham fell at Yashak field they said you were dead…called back home by the Evil One.” Surely this wizened husk could not be the famed sorcerer; yet his staff hummed with an unholy power, and something in those eyes…
“I beg you,” said Redfern, “kill me if you must, strike me with your devil wood, but speak kindly of the woman I love.”
Bewkellor circled him slowly. “You are either very brave or very stupid Pigboy,” he said, echoing Mandobar’s words, though he would be ill pleased to know it. Mandobar had fought at Yashak against Trosham, had been Brin the Pretender’s boldest knight, and had then been rewarded by King Brin with manifold lands and riches. 
“Why do you love the Baron’s bitch?” asked Bewkellor, scratching his tatty old skull.
“She is beautiful.”
“Ha! Such a shallow reason. You would risk your life for such a fleeting thing as beauty?”
“And my soul sir, if I could but be with her.”
“And why would Ariana, future Queen of our putrid land, turn away Kings for such a worm as you?”
“She would not sir, as I presume you well know, for you bait my shame with your questions. She would not even look at me. She scorned me for my lack of shoes.”
“Do you believe footwear would win her heart? Do you think attire is the key to love?”
“I believe if I were but better dressed she would have let me speak, thus to win her fair heart.”
“I will give you shoes to test your romantic theory. The finest slippers in the kingdom shall you have, and in them you shall show me how to woo a Lady.”
“But I dare not return. The Baron will have me killed, his dogs…”
“Is this love of yours so weak as to die so soon, slaughtered by imaginary arrows, ravaged by mangy curs? Fear not little offal boy, these slippers will carry you far from harm.”
Bewkellor put his hand inside his musty robe and pulled out a pair of shoes, bejeweled with light. Ariana could not fail to love a man with such splendor on his feet.
“Godspeed Redfern. Fly to Mandobar’s castle and seek your fate. When you return mayhap you will have a better understanding of love.”
With each step he took, Redfern found himself moving faster and faster, the trees speeding by in a dreamy haze. Soon he found himself in the wheat fields that surrounded the castle like a golden sea. It parted before him as he glided toward the gray and damning walls, his feet no longer actually moving, his body propelled at an ever more frantic rate as if powered by his desire. Beneath him the bustling ears danced in the unseen force emanating from his magic slippers.
Up on the battlements he could see the commotion his arrival was causing. Soldiers were hurrying back and forth, scrambling for position, their voices crowlike and anxious. As he zoomed ever closer he could make out the Baron, his mighty hands on his hips, and Redfern grew afraid. He came to an abrupt halt at a bowshot away. The gates opened and Mandobar’s personal guard spewed forth, their razor sharp spears flashing like their wicked smiles.
I am done for thought Redfern. I believed the ramblings of a foolish old man and now
I am truly done for. But even as he turned to flee he caught sight of Ariana on the wall, the wind catching at her wispy dress. She looked like a pale and beautiful flower growing on a barren rock.
His heart lurched with a love so strong he thought he must surely die, even if he were to evade the guards. As he put his foot down to launch his escape, there was a crackle and a hiss. The wheat around his slippers burst into flame and Redfern jumped away in surprise, wherever his feet touched, hungry flames engulfed. As he ran back to the woods, he left an inferno in his wake that raged at the sky, trying to ignite the very clouds above him. 
Breathless, he stopped in a thicket and surveyed the damage he had wrought. Through the great walls of smoke he saw spears fly and fall to ashes in the blaze. His slippers were black and smoldering, their mischief spent. Leaving the screams of the soldiers behind, he made his way through the silent wood until he came to Bewkellor’s clearing. The old man, perched like a toad upon a tree stump, watched his approach intently.
“Oh wise master,” sobbed Redfern, “Oh learned sage, how right you were! Dress is not the key to love. My vanity has only made things worse, and now I’ll never win my true love’s hand.”
“At least you have learned a lesson, little squeak. Many men travel many lifetimes ignorant of the knowledge you have forced upon yourself. Those slippers I gave you were worn by your heart and not your feet. It was your heart’s eager desire that sped you so quickly, and the sight of your heart’s desire that consumed the Baron’s crops.”
Bewkellor smiled at the sadness on the boy’s face. “Take comfort Pigboy. By the time the wheat grows back upon Mandobar’s accursed land, you will have forgotten all about his spoiled offspring.”
“Never!”
“But you have admitted as much already. Why would Ariana marry such as you? Even if she were to fall for your basic charms, you have destroyed her father’s crops. Do you think that proud Mandobar will accept razed and barren dirt as dowry?”
“I saw her look on me with kind eyes until I fled before her father’s troops like a frightened mouse. If I had but stood my ground and proved my mettle I could have won her.” 
“Ah, so now strength is your definition of love. And I thought you had learned.”
“I have learned that a man, no matter how raggedy and soiled, may reach his goal if he can but defend himself.”
“Once again I will put your theory to the test.” Bewkellor hopped down from the stump and pulled a silver broadsword from the voluminous folds of his cloak. ‘I beseech thee, take this weapon and prove me wrong.’
Redfern took the sword from the old man’s bony grasp and found that he could barely raise it above his waist.
“That is the sword of the noble King Trosham, and still it cries out for the blood of Brin, his murderer. It is fitting that it should be carried to his lap dog’s fortress. Now go, and take the southern path, for you have seen to it that the west way is closed.”
Redfern plodded through the trees trailing the cumbersome sword behind him, heartening himself with the thought that surely the old man had invested it with some of the magical properties he had bestowed upon the ill-fated slippers.
As the trees began to thin, he saw the southern turrets of the castle, visible high over the leafy heads of the Baron’s orchards. With the sword dragging noisily behind him, Redfern toiled through the stunted fruit trees until, blind with sweat, he found himself once more at the Baron’s gates. Before he could rap on the gleaming wood a fierce blast rent the air and his meager resolve.
“You have made your last mistake, peasant! I’ll have you chopped into a hundred pieces and fed to my dogs! I’ll make soup from your gnawed and splintered bones!”
For a moment Redfern thought the Baron would leap down from the walls and carry out his threats personally, but then the gates opened and Mandobar’s entire guard spewed forth. They taunted Redfern, mocking him as he struggled to wield his mighty sword.
“Did your grandfather show you how to use such a blade afore he lent it to thee,” they baited him as they circled.
 The sword began to sing, a tremulous whine that vibrated all the way up Redfern’s arms. It rose of its own accord and slashed the air in great humming arcs, and it was all Redfern could do to hold onto it, his feet barely touching the ground.
The soldiers fell on him with a snarl, but the sword cut through them all, hewing steel and bone as easily as skin and sinew. In a storm of blood, Trosham’s sword hacked through hearts and necks, lopped off legs and arms, and all the while, his eyes were closed tight, Redfern clung on until the sword’s song ceased and he fell to the earth on a mound of steaming, severed limbs. He had killed Mandobar’s entire personal army.
The Baron looked down from his high vantage, his face stricken pale. Ariana cowered beside him. Redfern lifted his hand to salute her and she began to scream, a scream so full of horror and loathing that Redfern fled through the orchard, realizing he had erred once more.
As he ran through the orchard the sword felled every tree in its wake, only stopping its murderous dance when he reached the shadowy boundary of El Torath and came once again to the clearing of Bewkellor.
“Well,” said the old man whittling on a stick, “What say you now?”
“I say you have tricked me, and that I should turn this evil blade on your scrawny neck.”
“You tricked yourself, Pigboy. You do not win hearts by shows of strength. Strength has its own agenda and is the brother of vanity. Now, have you learned the true definition of love?”
“Old man, I despair. I thought pretty slippers would suffice but she thought me a coward. With this mighty sword I set that to rights, and now she thinks me a mad berserker. If I could but combine the two, and sprinkle on that union a little dignity, perhaps I could win her respect and through that respect, love.”
“And how would you arrive at this combination?”
“Why, I would be a knight! She could not fail to love a knight.”
“You test my powers as surely as my patience. This one last time I will help you so that you may finally discover the true meaning of love.”
The old man beckoned Redfern deeper into the woods until, gleaming in the dappled sunlight, they came across a magnificent suit of golden armor that looked as if it had been crafted by the very Gods themselves.
“Wear it well Redfern, and go to the castle once more and claim Ariana for your bride, for there is no-one left to hinder your approach and your destiny lies in your own hands.”
Redfern put on the golden suit and found it weighed no more than his swill stained jerkin. He strode back through the desolation, feeling more indomitable than the cold gray walls that greeted him.
“Mandobar!” he hollered, “I wish to speak with thee and thy daughter!”
Silence. 
He strode to the gates, raised a golden fist and tapped on the stout oak. The wood splintered at his touch, and with a hideous crack the walls split asunder. When he rubbed the dust from his eyes he found the castle lay in rubble around him.
Mandobar cowered in the debris. He thrust his trembling daughter toward the peasant boy. “Take her,” he pleaded, “I beg you, take her and spare me what little I have left.”
“Father…”
“Go Ariana, I command thee! Stay with this man as long as he be content to have you. Go!”
Redfern scooped her up as she swooned and, after inviting the Baron to the wedding, went back to the old man bearing his prize. Bewkellor had two bowls of rabbit stew awaiting them, as if he had been expecting them, but Redfern was loathe to wake his darling and laid her gently on a bed of ferns.
“See old man? I have proven the meaning of love. It is not vanity nor strength nor courage, but all of them and a dash of respect, dignity and patience. Thank you for the lesson, kind Bewkellor.”
“All you have proven, but failed to see, Pigboy, is that the true definition of love is the persistence of stupidity.” The old man regarded Ariana, then smiled at Redfern. “Still, the outcome is the same, is it not? Before you embark on your journey of marital bliss, I offer you one final gift.”
He handed Redfern a beautiful star-shaped bottle as blue as his sweetheart’s eyes. “Use it sparingly, for it will take away the bad times by speeding past them to calmer waters. One drop will take you a week beyond the worst of any argument. It will soften the pain of the path you tread, and you, above all, deserve that.”
Bewkellor nudged Redfern’s hand until a little of the liquid spilled onto the forest floor where, before it dried, he saw the sun rise and set seven times in quick succession.
“Remember Pigboy, use it wisely!”
They were married the next morning before a shocked and disbelieving village. Redfern spilled a drop of liquid in the church because he was tired of all the muttering. Within seconds a month had passed and the good people of Beldullin had grown used to the idea. 
He sold his magnificent suit of armor and bought himself a farm. He even hired Morgan and made him feed his pigs. Although Ariana rarely spoke to him, and flinched when he touched her, he was content merely to gaze upon her, knowing that she was his.
One night, as Redfern rocked in front of the fire, he turned Bewkellor’s strange little bottle in his hand and thought of his triumph. It jumped from his clumsy paw and smashed on the floor, seeping quickly through the cracks even as he tried to scoop it up.
And so it came to pass, in that instant, Redfern and Ariana found themselves old and wrinkled, not knowing anything more about each other than they had when they first met; ignorant of each other’s hopes and dreams; sharing only the vague knowledge that something great had once passed between them, linking them forever. In short, they became a typical married couple.
She sat across from him, slumped in her rocker by the fire, her eyes sparkling with an inner light that sent the blood roaring through his veins, making him feel indestructible, that he could soar on the air if she but wished. There was an enigma buried deep within her, one that set his tired old heart galloping in a fruitless quest to solve it, filling him with a yearning as elusive and slippery as the swine he once tended. What bound them together was ancient, unknowable, and stronger than the magicks that plagued his waking thoughts.
“Ariana,” he said aloud in a cracked and weary voice; her name glowed in the air, seeming to him the very definition of love.
Redfern, although he could not remember making it, finally got his wish.
 



Fire Walker
Keith Gouveia
 
IGNIS WATCHED FROM THE SHADOWS as his mother and father performed for the gathering crowd. Light from the pyres refracted off the polished steel of his father’s daggers as he tossed them into the air with grace, catching them and returning them to the air with skilled precision. His mother, dressed in a red gown that glowed in the firelight, gradually added another blade to the collective until his father juggled six.
The rain had come and gone earlier in the day, but the clouds remained. Their presence almost blocked out the light of the red moon entirely, allowing the fires to burn brighter in their shadows. Though he preferred not to be this close to the savage land of the Oscura, he could not deny the brilliance of his father.
Not a bad turnout, he thought as the crowd settled around the performance square. Even the drunkards from the tavern had abandoned their ale to see. You were right, Father, they are indeed happy for the distraction.
Life in Cruor was tough enough without worrying about Oscura raiding parties, and what possessed these good people to claim their right to live so close to the cannibals’ borders was beyond Ignis’s reasoning.
His father tossed one of the blades toward the crowd. Screams of shock and surprise echoed as the blade harmlessly penetrated the soil at their feet. The panic quickly turned to laughter and applauds as, one by one, the daggers his father juggled hurled toward other sections of the crowd. Two young boys who had been sitting side-by-side scurried away from each other as the last dagger landed in the small opening between them. With their eyes wide and mouths agape, they stared at the pommel of the weapon, obviously fantasizing about the possibility of it killing either of them.
Soon Ignis would be introduced and then it would be his turn to perform. With his staves in hand, he dipped the wicking ends in the bowls of nujol oil and waited for his mother to ignite his entrance. All he need do is to not make a mistake, else face the harsh sting of his father’s whip. Even if the crowd failed to notice his left foot an inch off its mark, an erroneous error as that would not escape the critical eye of Darshawn.
“And now,” Darshawn said with his hands raised high, “good people of Fanguard, I introduce you to Ignis. My son. The fire walker!”
With a smile and a twirl, Ignis’s mother lit a torch in the nearest pyre and then bent at the knees to ignite a path of rocks that had been soaked in nujol oil. As the flames spread along the path leading to the back of his parents’ wagon, Ignis took a deep breath and waited for the cue.
A wall of flame burst forth as the fire reached the end of the trail where a heavy saturation of fuel lay dormant. The fire’s roar caused several of the on-lookers to lean back, and before the fire died down, Ignis jumped through. His staves instantly catching fire as he passed through the flames.
As his feet touched the hot rocks, his arms and hands went to work twirling the staves, surrounding his torso in an orange glow. He stood in place for a moment, circling his body with the fire, the heat intense enough to evaporate the sweat from his body as it formed. With fluidity in his movements, Ignis performed the routine his father had taught him. He’d been doing it half of his life now.
In the crowd, he saw the young boys watching him. Their eyes wide and lower lips drooped open in wonderment. Ignis wondered if they were ever going to blink. 
I’ll show them something they’ll never forget. 
He twirled the staff in his left hand horizontally, the flames kissing his cheek as he prepared for his next trick. Once ready, he tossed the staff into the air, then quickly jumped forward into a one-armed handstand. The crowd erupted into applause as the airborne staff came to rest on the soles of his feet. As he felt his balance waver, he kicked his feet upward. The staff hurled into the air as he righted himself in a flip, he then caught the falling staff and entered a new series of twirls. 
The applause continued as he danced down the stone path. The flames licked his ankles and relayed the urgency that he needed to pick up the pace. Once off the flame-covered path and on soft, cooling soil, he tilted his head back and swallowed an ignited tip of his staff, extinguishing the flame.
As his mother took the first staff from his right hand, Ignis rotated the second staff in his left hand and proceeded to swallow the other lit end. He could feel his throat widen as the wick material passed over his uvula. His stomach tightened, but he overcame the instinct to gag and withdrew the now extinguished staff end. The second one always gave him trouble; he figured it was due to the irritation caused by the first. Fortunately, his father never asked him to do more than the two ends.
While his mother dipped the first staff into a bucket of water, his father coated one of his daggers with nujol oil. 
“For our finale, my son requires complete silence from the audience. One distraction, one second of doubt, and my son’s life will be forfeit.” 
Every time he heard the speech, Ignis found the words amusing. He didn’t need silence; he just needed to keep his eyes on the prize.
Ignis steeled his nerves as his father ignited the blade in fire. An eerie silence befell the crowd as Ignis’s father stepped in line with him and took aim. The blazing dagger drew back and slowly sliced through the air as his father determined the proper attack point. He aligned the blade up once more and let it fly from his hand. The crowd gasped as one. Ignis’s mother screamed — all part of the show — as the blade came toward his face with precise accuracy.
With his hands pointing upward, he caught the blade between his palms — the sharp tip a hair’s length from the bridge of his nose. The crowd stood and erupted in thunderous applause.
“Ladies and gentleman…my son!” Ignis’s father started to clap, then bowed before the cheering crowd. Ignis followed his lead as, too, his mother.
“Bravo! Bravo!” said a man as he stood, his portly belly reverberating as he clapped. “Excellent show. What extraordinary feats.”
“Thank you, my lord is too kind,” Ignis’s father replied.
“Your son, how does he do it?” asked the bulbous man.
Ignis took that as his cue to return to the wagon. Without his gloves, the dragon scales sewn into his palms were visible. More often than not, the crowd demanded the opportunity to shake his hand and to share drink and food as part of the payment for the entertainment. He needed to mask his secret, else face his father’s wrath.
“Now, my lord, surely you know it is not befitting of a performer to reveal his secrets.”
“Ah.” The man waved his hand as if to dismiss the notion, but pressed no further. 
Upon entering the wagon, all further conversations were out of Ignis’s earshot. He closed the door behind him to discourage any of the children from following him, and he took a moment to breathe and relax. 
He rubbed the hard, course scale embedded in his right palm. When he was just an adolescent, he and his father came upon the decaying remains of a dragon on a plateau while foraging in the mountains neighboring the town of Mossdeep. Fearful of entering the accursed town and being afflicted with the black moss, his father refused to put on a show and trade for much needed supplies. Instead, his mother remained with the wagon as Ignis and his father climbed the steep rock face in search of rostrum eggs or malikboar to take with them on their journey to the next town. 
The dragon had been long dead, its meat rotten and festering with insects. However, scattered across the ground, its blood-red scales were perfectly intact. At first, his father was more concerned with finding a rostrum nest, certain the carcass would have attracted a flock or two. But as Ignis explored the once majestic beast, and no rostrums were found, his father’s thoughts turned to profit, rather than food. After picking up a scale and feeling its rough texture, his father figured the dragon’s hide was too thick for the rostrums’ beaks to open and that they most likely sought more suitable food while hoping a larger scavenger would come along and penetrate the scales. 
“Amazing, isn’t it?” his father had asked.
“What Father?”
“That even in death, these scales protect the beast. I can’t tell you when I heard of the last dragon sighting. It’s been so long, and this creature must have been atop this mountain for many darkenings.”
There was an unmistakable look in his father’s eyes that day — wide and glossy. One Ignis would never forget. He had looked upon Ignis not as his son, but rather another piece of his show. A commodity he could manipulate to his benefit. Father collected scales and moved on.
When they had reached the bottom of the mountain, to their surprise, a malikboar lay at his mother’s feet. A pool of blood gathered around its head and Ignis took notice of the dagger plunged in its neck. The silver quills on its back twittered as the wild-beast expelled its last breath. Ignis caught sight of the blood on the beast’s tusks before realizing his mother clutched her left arm. The flesh of her bicep spread apart in a crimson crevice, exposing ligaments and globules of fat. 
His father rushed her into the wagon and Ignis had watched him tend to the deep gash. He gave her something to drink and she lay peaceful in sleep as the wound was sewn closed. Ignis still cursed himself for not inquiring how or what the concoction was, but he was just a boy stricken with guilt for leaving his own mother unguarded.
When his father was finished dressing the wound, his attention returned to Ignis. After pouring him something to drink, his father explained the significance of the dragon scales and the theory running inside his mind. 
After the conversation, his memory was blank. That was the last thing he remembered before waking up with the scales stitched into his palms and soles of his feet. Even now, as a young man, he would often find himself scratching the scales out of habit. How they itched and irritated him. When his father had caught him trying to pull the scales from his flesh, his arms were tied to his sides until the outer-lining skin fused with the scales. While healing, he was fed by his mother as if he were a babe again. 
Though he performed at his mother’s request, he still harbored a hatred for what his father had done. Not just at the deed, but the man as well. A hatred so strong, he felt as though he would carry it on, and it would keep his fire burning even in the next world.
It was selfish of you, Father, Ignis thought as he scratched at the edge of the scale.
“Ignis,” his mother called for him. “What’s taking you so long, dear?”
Ignis’s mind returned to the task at hand. His gloves and boots were by the door, right where he left them and he quickly slid them on.
“What were you doing in there?” his father asked as Ignis stepped out of the wagon. “Our host is waiting.”
“Sorry… I couldn’t find my gloves,” he whispered so as not to be overheard by the surrounding crowd. After what his father had put him through and the threats made against him should his secret be revealed, he had no problem lying to the man.
“But I thought I saw… ah, never mind.” His father put his arm around Ignis. “You did good today, Son. I’m proud of you.”
“Hear hear!” several of the men in the crowd roared.
Fools, Ignis thought. He knew better than to believe the farce. Just another part of the show.
“Come,” said the portly man, “we have prepared a great feast in your honor.”
They followed him to a large banquet table set up outside with a variety of foods from one end to the other. At the center, a large malikboar sat proudly — its fur draped over the cooked meat to make it look as if it were still alive. Potatoes, onions, and carrots circled the dead animal. Dozens of game birds were displayed much the same way; their colorful feathers lay atop them like a morbid garnish. Piles of bread, pitchers of ale, salted meats. Tonight, Ignis would eat like a king.
“Pinguis, you honor us,” said Ignis’s father as he slapped the fat man on the shoulder.
The man laughed, hands upon his reverberating belly. “I only wish it was more. Your performance has lifted our spirits.”
“And that is all the payment we desire.” 
Ignis shook his head at his father’s lie. 
The town folk gathered around the large table, but the food remained untouched.
“Please,” Pinguis said, extending his right arm, “guests first. Enjoy.”
Ignis’s father bowed, then approached the table. One of the town’s women pulled off the malikboar’s hide to reveal the evenly cooked meat lying in wait. While his mother and father grabbed a loaf of bread and ripped it in half, Ignis approached the once wild beast and plucked a piece off its shoulder.
He breathed in the meat’s aroma, then passed it over his lips and lay it upon his tongue. Delicious, he thought.
“Here honey,” his mother passed him the half a loaf of bread, “use this to gather what you want so the others can partake.”
The bread was partially scooped out, creating a trench so he could pile on what he wished and carry it away. While his mother made another trench for herself, Ignis ripped off a leg quarter from a game hen, grabbed a potato and onion, then tore off another strip of meat from the malikboar’s hind leg. As he left the table, he grabbed a smaller loaf of bread — a small, rounder loaf with a darker crust.
As he walked away from the table he noticed the wide grin on Pinguis’s face. He nodded as he passed the man.
“Enjoy lad, perhaps later you can teach me a trick or two.”
Ignis simply smiled and continued on his way. There was no way his father would allow him to tell anyone of their secret. He had refused a bag of gold coins once offered; a hearty meal and a warm smile would not be enough to persuade the stubborn man.
As the night carried on, the townspeople ate, laughed and forgot about the constant threat of living so close to the Oscura border. 
“Now Ignis, I hope you don’t mind my pestering, but I have seen enough to know that your skills are the greatest in the land. I have studied the art...”
Great, he thought as the portly man continued.
“...and I know that the time of contact along with the thermal retention of the coals is the secret. Yet, you remain in one spot longer than anyone I’ve ever seen. How do you do it?”
“Sir,” interrupted a petite woman wrapped in a black shawl. She was carrying two trenches of food. “I’d like to bring the men stationed in the towers something to eat, but I need help. It’s only right they get to partake.”
Ignis stood, seizing the opportunity to get away from the interrogation. “I’d be happy to do it.”
“Pignuis, are you pestering my boy again?” Ignis’s father asked as he approached.
“Not at all,” the man lied.
“I was just going to bring some food to the guards,” Ignis said.
“Well hurry back,” his father ordered.
“Yes sir.”
With that, Ignis excused himself, taking one of the trenches filled with meat and potatoes from the young woman. She smiled and led the way. He followed her away from the cacophony toward the edge of town, and then broke away when she pointed him toward the right side tower. As he walked, he looked over his shoulder to see her approach the left side tower.
The towers were made from long, slender tree limbs with a lookout perched high above the homes. When he grabbed hold of the ladder leading up, Ignis knew it was not going to be easy with one hand. The whole structure seemed to sway with his added weight.
Once at the top, the stationed guard placed his hands under Ignis’s arms and helped him inside the wooden basket.
“Thank you so much,” said the guard as he accepted Ignis’s offer. “I was watching you perform, you were remarkable.”
Ignis smiled. “Thank you. I’m glad you got to— “ Out of his peripheral vision, movement caught his attention. He focused his eyes and watched the ground with unblinking eyes. The tall stalks of grass swayed in an unfelt breeze.
“What’s wrong?” asked the guard.
“Something’s out there.”
Wasting no time to verify Ignis’s words, the guard ignited the tip of an arrow and launched the flaming spear into the air. The arrow stuck in the ground and the small flame ignited several stalks of grass upon impact. The sudden light exposed dozens of pale men — wearing nothing but scaly loincloths — crawling across the ground on their bellies as if they were serpents, heading straight for the town.
“Oscura!” said the guard.
A horn blew and Ignis knew then the guard in the other tower had seen the imminent threat as well. The guard beside Ignis lit and launched several more arrows in order to reveal the savages’ true numbers. However, with their position exposed, the Oscura warriors stood and charged, making it near impossible to count the odds.
“There’s too many of them,” said the guard as he took aim on an enemy warrior. He released his arrow and caught his target in the chest, just above the heart. The Oscura warrior screamed as he toppled over, driving the arrowhead deeper into his chest.
“Should have known they’d take advantage of the cloud cover. Man your posts!” Pignuis commanded as he unsheathed two short swords from their scabbards. “And whatever you do, protect the dead to the best of your ability. Do not allow them to take a single one of us. I’ll die before I allow them to feast on your bones and I hope you’ll do the same for me.”
Seeing the townsfolk of Fanguard take up arms and create a line to meet the threat, and with a newfound respect for the bulbous man in charge, Ignis joined the battle. As quick as he could, he climbed down the rickety ladder and headed toward his family’s wagon for his staves. Though he was efficient with a sword, he preferred the staves. The rock hard material could easily bash a skull in on itself, and quite often the staves instilled arrogance in his opponents that he could capitalize on.
“Ignis, let’s go!” His father waved him toward the wagon.
The coward is fleeing? he thought as he ran to him.
“We have to go.”
“We can’t leave these people, we can help,” Ignis said.
“It’s not our fight,” his father said.
“Ignis, don’t argue,” added his mother.
“We have to help them. How far do you think we could actually get if they fail to hold them back?”
“They’ll be too busy skinning them to worry about us.”
The sound of metal clanging was followed by screams as the Oscura warriors reached the town’s limits. 
“They need us, Father. Can’t you see that?”
“Look out!” His father grabbed him by the arm and pulled him forward.
An Oscura warrior had penetrated the line and flanked Ignis. He felt the sudden whoosh of air against the back of his neck and realized then how close he was to death. The sound of steel smacking the wagon’s wood echoed in his ear, followed by scraping metal as his father withdrew his sword.
“Savage!” his father announced, lunging with his sword.
The Oscura warrior deflected the blow and quickly parried, but Ignis’s father easily recovered. As the two dueled with neither gaining the upper hand, the ground shook. Ignis’s legs wobbled as he searched for the cause. The fire outside the town’s limits from the arrows slowly faded, but there was a soft orange light illuminating the darkness beyond.
“Whoa,” he whispered as the shadows at the outskirts of town receded to reveal a great beast approaching. He ran closer.
“Ignis! Wait!” The command was followed by a scream of agony and Ignis knew the savage had fallen to his father’s blade.
He disobeyed his father, and forgot to grab his staves in the process.
Dragging a long, slender tale across the green pasture on four short legs that barely bent at the joints, a creature unlike any Ignis had seen in his travels. Its belly hung low, scraping the ground. The orange skin seemed to glow in the darkness and revealed dark, black spots. If not for the massive body, the rounded face with a short nose and beady eyes would not inspire fear within him. Flames danced at the edges of its wide grin, and Ignis knew then it posed a great threat to the people of Fanguard. 
He looked around to see the townspeople locked in battle. Behind him, his father approached, slaying any Oscura warriors foolish enough to cross his path. “We have to get these people out of here,” he said to his father, but the man had his hands full with protecting his unarmed son.
“Leave our homes to these savages? Never!” said Pignuis as he deflected a strike from an Oscura warrior with one of his short swords and ran his other across the man’s abdomen. Entrails spilled, and the warrior dropped his twisted blade to catch the tubular tissue.
As Ignis watched Pignuis plant his boot into the Oscura warrior, he felt a strange heat baring down on him. He turned around in time to see a large fireball hurl toward him. Without panic, he quickly rolled to his left, narrowly dodging the large ball of flame. He looked over his shoulder to make sure no one else was in danger. Plumes of flames and dirt launched into the air as it struck the ground just behind him. 
The beast continued its approach. Ignis looked around in hopes of finding someone to aide him in taking down the great beast, but there was no one. Even his mother was too preoccupied to help him stand against this monstrosity. He stepped toward it. The beast’s head tilted back and when it lowered it, another ball of flames shot forth.
Not wanting the ball of flames to harm anyone, Ignis forced all of his strength to his legs and braced himself. Palms out, nerves steeled, he received the fireball. Though the dragon scales protected his hands, the immense heat caused boils to form on his forearm almost instantly.
I’ve got to get rid of this, he thought.
Ignis tilted his hands back, then shoved forward with all his might. The fireball flew back toward the dragon-like creature and struck the beast on its left side. Its rider screamed and fell to the ground and was trampled underneath the beast’s clawed foot.
He looked at the white swelling orbs on his skin and realized he could not afford to do that again. Even without its rider, the beast continued its march into Fanguard.
I’ve got to stop it.
“Ignis!”
He turned toward Pignuis. 
The man tossed one of his short swords toward him. “Take it down!” 
The weapon clanged against the ground at his feet. He bent at the knees and scooped it up without hesitation.
With the short sword in hand, he charged the lumbering beast. 
As he drew close, it swiped its massive claws. He ducked and saw the mount’s reigns dangling at the beast’s neck. He changed direction and took his chances. Ignis lunged and grabbed hold of the leather straps and planted his feet against the beast’s leg. Heat radiated from the creature’s neck and he quickly climbed up toward the mount, hewing at its flesh the entire way. Molten blood flowed from the wounds. The beast thrashed its body, but Ignis held the straps steadfast. 
When he reached the mount, Ignis plunged his sword all the way to the hilt into the back of the creature’s neck. A deafening roar echoed on the air as he pulled the blade out and delivered another blow. The beast’s flat head reared up, flames spilled over its bottom jaw as it bellowed in pain.
“Die!” Ignis pulled the blade out once more and with all his strength, drove it into the back of its skull. 
A shockwave trembled across the lizard’s body as its legs no longer had the strength to hold it up. It toppled over to the right, Ignis falling with it. The beast crashed to the ground and succumbed to Ignis’s blade and pinned the boy’s foot under its weight.
“Ignis!” his father shouted as he ran toward him.
He struggled to roll the spongy flesh off of him, the heat radiating from the creature searing his unprotected skin. Movement at his left caused him to take his eyes off the task at hand. An Oscura warrior charged toward him, a twisted blade raised over his head.
Ignis closed his eyes as the savage came within striking distance.
“No!” 
Father?
Steel clanged. He opened his eyes to see his father’s blade locked against the savage’s just above the bridge of his nose.
He saved me.

Another Oscura warrior charged. With his father vulnerable to attack, Ignis pushed with all his might to free his foot.
With both hands on the grip of his sword, Ignis’s father finally achieved the upper hand in the clash and shoved his opponent away. Without missing a beat, and with an uncanny fluidity in his movements, he arced his blade and sliced the savage’s throat. The warrior dropped his sword and clutched his wound. Blood seeped through his fingers and spilled to the ground, the viscous fluid in his throat turning his final breaths into an incoherent gargle. 
“Father, lookout!”
The second warrior capitalized on the distraction and thrust his sword into Ignis’s father’s back. His father winced and exhaled a painful gasp as the tip of the sword protruded from the right side of his abdomen. He then turned around to face his assailant, pulling the sword free from the surprised warrior’s hand. 
“Vile beast!” His father swung his sword, running the blade across the warrior’s chest. Without a tunic or chain mail, flesh parted to steel and both Ignis’s father and the Oscura warrior fell to their knees.
Finally freed, Ignis inspected his father’s wound. Given the sword’s angle, Ignis doubted it would be fatal. He braced one hand against his father’s back and the other on the sword’s handle.
“Don’t,” his father said.
“But—”
“If you pull it out, I’ll surely bleed to death before I reach the wagon.”
For the first time in his life, Ignis experienced the fear of losing his father. All that time spent hating the man for what he had done was wasted. He knew that now. “What do I do, Father?” 
“Nothing. They’ll pick me off if I try to walk. You must go. Save yourself and protect your mother. The two of you are all that matters.”
Tears pooled at the thought. “I can’t leave you.”
“Behind you!”
Ignis turned around at his father’s command. An Oscura warrior charged toward him, his twisted blade perched high above his head ready to slice through his skull. His blood boiled at the sight of the pale man and he stepped forward to meet his adversary. 
As the blade descended, Ignis caught the man’s wrists and kicked the savage underneath the scrap of lizard skin around his waist. The warrior fell to the ground in a heap, clutching the tender organ. Ignis picked up the twisted blade and plunged it into the savage’s chest, just above his heart. 
“Come on,” he said to his father as he grabbed hold of his left arm and draped it over his shoulders. 
“You’re being foolish, boy. We’ll never make it,” his father said as he was hoisted onto his feet.
“Then we’ll die together.” He stepped forward, forcing his father to step in time with him.
“Well in case we do...I love you, Son.”
Ignis’s knees buckled and he wasn’t certain if it was his father’s added weight or the weight of his father’s words that caused the slight stumble. “Don’t talk like that,” he finally said after several steps. 
All around them, Oscura warriors were locked in battle with the residents of Fanguard. Men and women fought side-by-side to combat the threat. What he once thought of as a terrible place to live revealed its appeal to him. There was a camaraderie unlike any other in Cruor and he realized, though it pained him to admit it, he was still young and naïve to the world.
“Their numbers are thinning. We’re going to make it.”
“Ignis!” He heard his mother’s voice.
“Julianna, stay where you are!”
Ignis’s mother ran to them — a bloodstained dagger in each hand. His gaze traveled over her body, searching for signs of injury and seeing her healthy and disobeying his father, forced a smile upon his face. 
Now I know where I get it, he thought.
“Stay away from them!” Julianna stopped long enough to toss one of her daggers. 
Ignis’s gaze followed the trajectory of the small, jewel encrusted blade and watched as it landed with precise accuracy in the throat of a nearby Oscura warrior. He stumbled forward, fell, and lay in a lump.
“Julianna, you—”
“Oh, hush up, Darshawn,” Ignis’s mother said as she crouched low and tucked herself against his father’s side. 
With the burden of his father’s weight eased, Ignis picked up the pace. Their path was clear, but he knew at any moment an Oscura warrior could strike and take them down. By the time they were a mere ten paces from the family wagon, cheers echoed in the night. 
“They’re retreating!” someone shouted.
“Roku and Keagan, pick off as many as you can,” Pignuis yelled to the two sentry towers. “Don’t let them drag anyone away!”
“Is it over?” Ignis’s mother asked as they reached the wagon.
“I think so,” he said, looking over his shoulder to see townsfolk catching their breath.
“Good. Let’s get your father inside. We need to remove this sword.”
“And I’m going to need some mead,” added his father.
“What are you lazy dogs lounging for?” Pignuis yelled to the crowd. “You can rest when the wounded have been moved to the infirmary and the dead have been collected. I want guards stationed on the outskirts of town in case any of those vermin are brazen enough to try that again. Let’s put some hustle into it!”

When the wagon’s rear door closed, Ignis could no longer hear Pignuis’s bullish voice barking orders. He had to admit, after seeing the man in battle and the way he commanded his people, the man deserved respect. 
“All right, Darshawn, we’re going to lay you down on your side. Try not to move.”
“What can I do?” Ignis asked, wanting to help his father the way he had helped him. 
“We’ll need some clean water and rags,” his mother said.
“Right.” Ignis exited the wagon and grabbed the bucket that dangled on a hook underneath the rear end. He remembered seeing the well over by the tavern and headed in that direction.
Wails of pain and suffering filled the air as the townsfolk dragged or carried the injured to safety. He wished he could help, but vowed to after his father was taken care of. Once at the well, he had to wait his turn as two women were already ahead of him, filling their buckets. He could only assume they were taking them to the infirmary. 
With his bucket full, he returned to the wagon to find his mother had cut away his father’s shirt and two daggers were placed over the open flame of a lantern. 
He looks like a skewered malikboar, Ignis thought.
“Good,” his mother said at his return, “I need you to hold him down while I pull the sword free.”
“Are you sure?” he asked, not wanting to cause harm.
“Just push your weight down on him, but keep your hands away from the wound.”
Ignis nodded, then followed her command.
“Make sure you pull the blade out straight,” his father said when Julianna reached for the hilt.
She shoved a wooden spoon into his mouth. “Darshawn, I know what to do. Just try to relax and bite down if you need to.”
His father looked so helpless with his wide, teary-eyed gaze. Ignis watched with unblinking eyes as his mother’s hand slowly gripped the sword’s handle. She hesitated and eyed him, obviously checking to see if he was ready. She nodded and he braced himself against his father. With a quick yank, his father’s back straightened as he screamed. The sword clanged against the wood floor when his mother dropped it to quickly soak a rag in the water bucket. 
“Here,” she handed him a wet rag, “wash the edges of the wound while I clean this one.”
As Ignis pressed the cloth against his father’s wound, Darshawn grunted in pain and squeezed his eyes shut. With both wounds cleaned, his mother removed the daggers from the lanterns flame and handed him one.
“We have to try to do this at the same time,” she said. “We don’t want to prolong the pain.”
Ignis nodded.
“Quickly, before the steel cools.”
He followed her lead and placed the red-hot steel against the wound. The wooden spoon slipped from his father’s lips as he screamed in agony. Flesh sizzled as a ribbon of smoke snaked into the air. 
When the blades were finally removed from his skin, his father was left panting. Sweat beaded his brow and Julianna quickly patted him down with a fresh, wet rag.
“It’s over,” she whispered as she stroked his cheek with a loving hand.
Darshawn took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and succumbed to the overwhelming pain.
“Is he—?”
“No, Ignis, he’s just resting.”
He breathed a sigh of relief, then asked: “Do you need me anymore?”
“Why?”
“I want to go outside and help the others.”
She nodded in understanding. “All right. But be careful!”
“I will.” He kissed her forehead and headed out the door. When he turned around to catch the door in order to stop it from slamming and disturbing his father, someone grabbed hold of his left hand and twisted his palm up.
The door closed and Ignis turned his body to see who dare touch him.
“I knew it!”
Ignis stared down at the exposed dragon scale in the palm of his hand, his protective gloves incinerated and barely clinging together. He yanked his hand free from Pignuis’s pudgy hands.
“Easy lad, you’re secret’s safe with me.”
 “What?” he said, shocked by the man’s response.
“I saw what you did, I’m grateful to you. As far as I’m concerned, the reason Fanguard is still standing is thanks to you.”
“Thank you.”
“Did you do this to yourself?”
“No. My father did it when I was very little.”
“Genius,” Pignuis replied.
“You think?” he asked, staring at the crimson scale. For the first time he realized they represented something more than a man’s greed.
“Oh yes. Wish I had thought of it myself. Is your father…?”
“He’s fine. He’s resting. I want to help the others.”
“Then come,” Pignuis put his large arm around Ignis’s shoulders and pulled him close, “there is much to do before the ‘morrow and the threat still looms over us.”
Ignis allowed the man to lead the way, willing to do anything asked of him.
 




 
 



The Height of Our Fathers
Jeff Salyards
 
MY SISTER HAD LONG DARK LASHES that would often hook together to form a net in front of her eyes, and she would blink furiously to free them, eyes rolling white like a frightened horse. And this seemed to happen more frequently when she was excited, as she was when we stood before the tomb. I was looking around the mound, into the woods, trying to see if anything was coming upon us. This wasn’t the first time we’d broken into graves, but it would be our last. Together at least. 
The Vorlu believe that each of us goes on a journey in the afterlife, that everyone should be outfitted according to our deeds and station. A babe is buried with a wooden toy in the hollow of a young tree, tarred in, so the two might grow strong and old together. A priest is laid in the earth with his bones and runes, staff and oils. A warrior, his war gear: spear, axe, shield, what have you. But a warlord—a leader of men, a pillager, a great man—he’s either burned in a pyre or buried in an underground vault in his helm and mail, armed with his finest sword, often accompanied by his horse, and his crypt is filled with fruit and meat, milk and mead, furs, coin, hunting horn, drinking horn, bow, glass, musical instruments, perhaps even a slave or two. Everything he would need in the afterlife to pass the time in comfort. A rich grave, indeed. And just the kind we stood in front of.
My sister, Soffjan, looked at me, eyes dark and alert, the cromlech of our ancestors leaning this way and that in the dying light, our breath beginning to show in the air. She looked at me, at the tomb, and then laughed. “Grandfather never did much like company.” I had misgivings, but I deferred to her that night, as I did regularly when we were growing up. She suggested our first robbery two summers before. It had always been graves from villages far off, but we couldn’t go much farther without our absence being noticed, and if someone from another tribe caught us at our business, the punishment would be death. If someone from our own tribe caught us, we figured we’d be publicly flogged or made to clean smegma for a year. And while scraping the prick of an unwilling stallion was deterrent enough for most, it wasn’t quite enough to put us off.
We stood in front of the mound, a pebble cairn as tall as a man with a layer of white quartz around the entrance shining bright as snow, and seeing nothing in the darkening woods, we moved the carved slab blocking the entrance. It wasn’t overly heavy—presumably fear of hobgoblins or spirits kept intruders at bay—and after looking at each other briefly, my sister and I entered the grave and waited for our eyes to adjust. The outlines of things would be enough—most of the tombs are constructed the same way, so we knew what to expect. We passed through the antechamber, crept into a corbelled passageway that led down to the burial chamber and all the goods contained therein. 
 There, we were completely blind. Most cats would have thought better and retreated at this point. I moved slowly, but I couldn’t help bumping into some jars and a bowl. Soffjan hissed, but it was hard to tell from where. And then I heard her stop moving and draw in breath. I asked what happened. She didn’t answer. I tried again. “What, what is it? Tell me!”
She said, “He’s here.”
“Of course he is. It’s his tomb.”
“No. I found him.”
I shuffled toward the sound of her voice, and bumped into her back. She was tall for a girl, even for a boy, and I hated her for it, sure I would never catch up. She reached out, fumbled for my wrist, and drew my hand forward. When it touched bone, I stopped breathing. We were both silent for a time, my grandfather’s knucklebones laid before us like misshapen die, and Soffjan asked, “What do you remember about him, Bray?”
I thought about it before answering. “He was big. Tall. A gray beard, but nothing on his top lip. Or the top of his head. He had a scar that ran the length of his jaw, breaking up his beard. He was mean. You?”
Even though she was older than me and surely remembered more, she said, “Nothing.”
“Do you remember how he died?”
“I think he choked on a chicken bone.”
That was her. Mocking the dead and living with equal vigor. 
And with that we started looting. We shuffled about and began to catalog the items around the room, whispering what we found, sometimes examining them together, weighing the rot against the price we imagined they would fetch with the merchant. Wooden gameboards with painted pieces, a comb carved out of antler, both discarded. A harp, considered briefly, but the wood too warped. I found a spear with an engraved winged head—my people are prone to naming their favorite weapons, often believing them imbued with magic or power, and I traced the etched name of the spear, “Skybiter,” amid many runes. The ash staff was bent and felt like it might not withstand more than a thrust or two, but the head would barter well so I laid the spear on the ground in front of the table. 
My sister did the same with a large round shield. The wooden planks were beginning to separate and warp, but the umbo had fared well enough. And so it went, this to steal, that to stay, the pile in front of the table growing, the rest of the chamber strewn with everything else. Having finished searching the goods around the dead, we began to go through the items on his person. We moved to the head of the table. Soffjan unbuckled the helmet and tried to pull it free without disturbing where his bones lay—we might have been graverobbers, but we had no intention of being desecrators if we could help it. But we couldn’t. His skull slid away from the other bones and fell free as she hoisted the helmet, clattering on the dusty floor. 
The padded lining was soiled and rotten, no doubt the meeting hall of a legion of beetles and spiders, and the metal was tarnished and rusty, but the helm was ceremonial, with gold fittings and elaborate silver engravings, never having been worn in battle, and it was certainly worth keeping. I found a brass torc resting on his neck bones and slipped it into my tunic, ice cold against my skin. Soffjan undid the round clasp holding a beaver skin cloak, dropped it in a pouch at her hip. Beneath the cloak was a shirt of mail, so rusty it hurt to touch, the links all but forged together. 
Then we found what we were really looking for. A buckskin belt across what remained of his hips, and a sword in a scabbard. We both jumped for it at the same time, nearly knocking the sword, ourselves, and the boneworks to the floor. We stopped wrestling. I felt for the buckle, undid it. My sister said, “This… this I remember.”
Our hands moved up the scabbard. Wood covered in leather, the inside lined with wool, no doubt yellow as piss now. Soffjan got to the hilt quicker and slid the blade free. She stepped away and I heard the sword rush through the air. “Stop. Let me see it, too,” I said. I didn’t hear any more swings but didn’t trust her. “And don’t stab me—I’m on your right, I think. Let me come to you.” I did and we held it together. It was a broadsword, both the pommel and the ends of the guard carved with the heads of boars. The fuller was wide and long, and the blade was beautifully balanced. Even in absolute darkness I could tell it was a wonderful sword. I hit my sister on the arm with the scabbard and handed it to her. “Put it back, Soff. We have more to claim yet.”
She slid it home, reluctantly, and laid the sword against the wall. We were examining his boots when Soffjan grabbed the sleeve of my tunic. “Did you hear that?”
I listened but there was only our heavy breathing. “What? What did you hear?”
She paused. “I don’t know. I thought—” And then we both heard it, a scrape, at the entrance from the sounds of it. It could’ve been a dog sniffing about, a mountain cat looking for moles, a large mountain cat looking for dogs. But it also could’ve been someone who didn’t share our disregard for tradition, sanctity, and ancestors. 
Soffjan let go of me and moved away. “Wait. Where are you going? Wait,” I whispered, and I might have done too good a job because she didn’t respond. She picked something up and moved again, no doubt toward the entrance. “Wait!” But it was no good. It was rarely any good with her. She did as she chose. And she chose the sword. 
Phantoms didn’t frighten me, but something scraping in the beginning of night is usually armed with blade or tooth. And both scared me quite a bit just then. 
I felt my way through the pile in front of the table, grabbed the shaky spear, and hurried to catch up, nearly stabbing my sister in the stomach. Her eyes had adjusted more than mine and she dodged me, pushing me against the wall with her forearm. “Careful,” she said. “And be quiet. Listen.”
I did, but heard nothing but our breathing and the wind. I waited and began to make out the entrance ahead of us, the outline of my sister, the outline of myself. “I don’t hear anything. Do you? Do you hear—”
She snapped, “You. I hear you. Shut up.”
We waited together. Nothing. I volunteered, half-hoping, half-believing, “Maybe it was a squirrel. Or a deer. Maybe—”
“Shut. Up.” 
I did. And we waited some more. Just as I was about to speak again we heard a few pebbles fall down the stairs. We moved toward the entrance together. Soff held the sword before her with both hands and I followed close behind, looking quickly to our left. Nothing there, and as I turned back to the right there was a blur of movement. A crouching figure sprang up, smashing my sister in the head with a shield and sending her sprawling to the grass. 
I thrust the spear forward but the shield came whipping back down and almost wrenched the spear out of my hands. Thanks to my useless father, I wasn’t as familiar with spear fighting as I should’ve been at my age, but I knew you couldn’t possibly beat a swordsman with a shield if you stayed in his range, so I took a few steps back. 
The swordsman was wearing a helm with a leather aventail covering everything of his face save his eyes. He was rangy and familiar, but I didn’t have time to think about it as he advanced. I thrust again, this time at his exposed left leg, but he parried it easily. I retreated, sending out thrusts, and he kept closing, almost lazily, swatting them aside. 
My opponent moved like a veteran of a hundred battles while I wasn’t the veteran of one, and spears work best with other spears in a shield-wall, or from horseback. So, martial inequalities being what they were, I threw the spear at my opponent’s foot and ran the other way. Does that sound cowardly? It should. It was. But just then my sister wasn’t my concern. My skin was. So I sprinted as if my grandfather's wraith was behind me. 
But I only took three steps before pain exploded across my shoulder and then the backs of my legs. I collapsed in the grass, rolled to my side, reached behind me to feel for blood when a boot caught me in the stomach. I closed my eyes, struggling to breathe. When I finally opened them again, my assailant was resting on one knee beside me, helm off, beard in braids, but his upper lip bare like his father before him. “Be glad it’s the flat of the blade, boy,” My uncle Sirk said. And with a flash of silver he smacked me again. 
Once Soff had been roused, my uncle led us back like cattle. If we had an inclination to run, neither of us acted on it. There was nowhere we could go on the island that Sirk couldn’t follow, and if he had to capture us twice, the second would have been even less gentle. 
Our grandfather’s tomb wasn’t far from the settlement. Still, it felt like an eternity before we finally left the woods and approached our village—it was small, situated in the foothills of a broad mountain. There were a dozen or so turf longhouses positioned around a large firepit. As was the case on most nights before the snows fell hard, a group of men and women were gathered around the fire, drinking, glassy-eyed, and listening to the skald recite epic poems they’d all heard a thousand times before. 
Our uncle told us to stay where we were and walked over to our parents. He threw his helmet down and though we couldn’t hear him, we didn’t have to. Our parents both stood up and looked in our direction, shaking their heads. Sirk spat again and threw the sword point first into the dirt, where it stuck, quivering, reflecting firelight. 
Sirk continued raging and our father looked at him the way a man looks at someone speaking a foreign tongue in a threatening tone, uncomprehending and afraid. When a Vorlu chieftain dies, his holdings are split equally between the children, in this instance, three sons. And as might be expected in such a backwards system, fratricide often results. Age doesn’t matter, only strength. And my father was a weak man who preferred his beehives to the battlefield. So his brothers fought it out, and my uncle Drunik drove Sirk and my father from his lands, to the fringe. Sirk had been skirmishing with Drunik on and off ever since, with mixed results. But my father, well… when he died my sister and I would split a handful of underfed goats, a meager flock of sheep, and far too many beehives. 
Which, besides her innate perversion, was why Soff was so willing to crack open tombs and dig up the dead, and why I was so willing to follow her. War is the primary means of accumulating wealth in my homeland, graverobbing a distant second. Even if it was reserved for graves outside the tribe. 
Our father was a short, jowly man who moved slowly, talked slowly, and always looked as if he drank too much despite not drinking at all, and he made his way around the fire with even less speed than usual, each step seemingly more weighty than the last. Our mother had no such hesitation. She all but sprinted, shouldering onlookers aside until she stood before us, the veins in her arms and throat full to bursting. She looked at my sister, looked at me, nostrils flaring, fists clenched, trying to determine who deserved the greater portion of bile. 
And then she slapped me as hard as I’ve ever been slapped—and I’ve been slapped viciously on a number of occasions—and I bit my tongue and spit blood. The men in the circle laughed at this, slapped each other in the face too, and drank some more. 
Our father reached us and stood there, cheeks billowing, eyes teary as if he’d just been the one slapped. Sirk was with him, and said, “Your children must answer for this. Now.”
My father looked at us, obviously wanting to ask if we’d done this thing, hoping we could assure him somehow we hadn’t. But he knew his brother wouldn’t lie about something as grave as graverobbing, and he looked ambushed, defeated, his thick lips moving slowly and soundlessly in the middle of his thin beard. If I hadn’t been so afraid, I might’ve felt sorry for him. Looking back, I wish I’d shown remorse, penitence, something. But I’m sure all he saw in my face was regret I’d been caught and terror of punishment. Soff gave him even less, stonefaced.
He turned his back on us, saying only, “Come,” and walked toward our longhouse. 
My uncle let him go alone for a bit and then smacked me on the back where the blade had landed earlier, and I yelped, again to the amusement of the drunkards around us. My mother grabbed a handful of Soff’s hair, twisted it in her long fingers, and pushed her forward as well, but Soff was silent. I wish I could’ve been half as stoic, but the best I could muster was not crying or pissing down my leg. 
Our father was waiting for us in the longhouse, having lit some rushlights, his back toward the door, arms at his sides as if he were holding heavy invisible stones. He heard us enter but didn’t turn around. Sirk pulled the deerskin flap shut behind us and our father took a deep breath, sighed, shoulders falling. 
Finally, still not turning around, and in a voice so quiet it seemed he was talking to his weak shadow on the wall, my father said, “You didn’t know him well. Your grandfather. You were young when he died, and few knew him well. I’m unsure I did. You probably heard stories, though. He was a fierce fighter, a man feared and respected by enemies and allies alike. A bold warchief, embarking on raids others would have balked at. The few defeats he suffered he avenged quickly, viciously. For these and many other reasons, everyone was in awe of him.” 
Our father turned around then, face flushed as if he’d been leaning too close to a fire. “You should ask your uncle about your grandfather’s exploits some time. Sirk fought for him far more than I did, that’s a fact. Your uncle knows a great deal about the glories of war. But there are other sides, too. Your grandfather was bold, brave, crafty, all true enough, but he was also cruel and unforgiving. He did things to his enemies that were… unspeakable.” 
Sirk snorted. “Get on with it, brother.”
Our father kept his eyes on us. “War demands a strong stomach and a weak memory. But not all warleaders flay their prisoners alive, or gut them while the remaining prisoners watch. Not all warleaders carry a bag on their hips filled with the heads of their foes. Or burn eyes out with firebrands, or drive victims off cliffs, even while they beg for mercy. 
“All this to his sworn enemies. But do you know when he was cruelest? Do you know when he was most vengeful? To those who lied to him, betrayed him. Stole from him. Just as you stole from him today.” 
He reached up with both hands, put his palms on each of our cheeks. “I don't want to know who planned this. I don't want to know why you didn’t choose a different grave. All I want to know is…knowing what you do of the dead man you stole from, what do you think your thievery deserves, children?”
Unless it was some sort of trap to make our punishment even worse, our father was giving us a means of escape. But while I groped for an answer, Soff didn’t. “Break our hands, father. Not both. I mean both of us, but not both our hands. Just our off-hands. That way we can still be useful.”
If I was stunned by the question I was even more stunned by the answer. Break our hands? Was the girl mad? I wanted to hit her, tackle her, choke her. But then my father turned to me. “And what of you, Bray? Do you agree with your sister?” 
I felt like I was swallowing hot sand, like the distances in the room shifted and my father and his question were very far away. It wasn’t him who trapped us, but my sister, the one who initiated the idea, the one who planned out each robbery, who challenged my manhood, goading me into going each time. And here she was challenging me again. If I suggested a lesser punishment, I would be less than a girl, a cretin, the lowest of the low. 
Hating her, I sucked down the sand and nodded once. My father nodded too, as did my mother, and for the briefest second I thought I saw the corners of her lips lift, but then it was gone. My uncle, however, didn’t nod, and certainly didn’t smile. He glared at my father, and though he didn’t spit, I’m sure he wanted to. “No. It isn’t enough. They broke into our father’s grave, brother. A chieftain. It isn’t enough.”
Our father patted our cheeks and dropped his hands to his sides. “They understand what they've done. They understand how they must pay.”
Sirk opened his belt pouch and pulled out the torc and cloak clasp he’d seized from us. “They stole for profit, Findarr. Profit. Bad enough if they were just jealous of his accomplishments, his possessions. Few don’t covet from a chieftain. But they wanted only coin.”
Our father looked at us and asked, “Is this true, children? Did you steal these things to sell them?”
Before Soff could make it worse, I replied, “No, father.”
My father crossed his arms in front of his chest and looked at our uncle. “The punishment matches the crime, Sirk. I’ve made my decision.” 
Sirk’s lip curled. “They lie. But it doesn’t matter. This isn’t your decision to make. It’s ours, Findarr. Ours. All descendants must agree on the punishment, and I don’t.”
“They are my children,” my father said. “And I’ve spoken on this matter. If you had children, you might understand. But—” Sirk gave my father a withering look, slid the sword in his belt, and then disappeared through the deerflap. 
Our mother tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, looked at my sister’s face and then mine. She opened her mouth, shut it, and opened it again, “I’m ashamed of what you’ve done. But proud you didn’t run from it. Now go to bed.” And so we did, heading to our pallets for a sleepless night. 
#
The hours passed slowly, and despite the chill in the air, my pallet was a mess of fur, sweat, and spindly limbs. I changed positions a hundred times, each worse than the last. I was finally closing in on exhausted sleep when I saw Soff sit upright on her pallet, arms braced behind her. I was happy to see her tunic as sweat-stained as mine, but nervous about her expression. 
“What’s going on?”
She didn’t look back at me. “It’s Sirk. He’s come back.”
I listened. Voices, angry from the sound of it, although they were some distance from the longhouse. 
Soff stood, slipped into her trousers, threw a belt around her waist, pulled her hair out of her eyes and knotted it behind her head. “Get up and get dressed.”
“What? Why? I don’t—”
“Just do it,” she said. “They’ll be back in a few minutes. It’s impossible to be strong crouched and naked. Now get up.”
“For what? Strong for what? Are they…” I had difficulty saying it. “Are they going to do it, now? Break our hands?”
Soff walked over and pulled me to my feet. “Worse.” 
“Worse? Than breaking our hands? How worse? What’s—?”
“They’re taking us to the grove, Bray.”
I stepped into my trousers, cringed as they slid across the welts on the back of my legs. My words felt small and so did I. “I don’t understand.”
Soff wrapped a belt around my waist and buckled it. “Of course you do. Uncle called for a Reckoning. And unless I mislistened or someone was lying, it’s about to start.” 
I would’ve fallen back on the pallet if she hadn’t been holding my shoulders. “But last night, father said he decided, you were there—” 
“The priests don’t see it that way. Now splash some water on your face and comb the hair out of your eyes.” She gave me one of her rare smiles. “It's also easier to be strong when you can see who your enemies and allies are.” 
And so I readied myself as best I could and sat at our table. Soff brought me a hunk of dry bread, a small bowl of honey, and a clay jug of goat milk. I protested, but she pushed the food on me. “Eat.” 
It wasn't long before we heard our parents enter the adjoining room. My sister had time to wipe some milk off my face and tell me to stand tall, and then the flap opened and they stepped through. My father looked at us both, looking weary. “Your uncle Sirk, he—” 
“We know,” Soff said. “We heard you outside. Or I did. We know about the Reckoning.”
Under any normal circumstances, my mother would’ve berated Soff for interrupting. Instead, she said, flatly, “Do you?”
“Yes,” Soff said. “And we’re ready.”
My father nodded again. “Good. Because the priests are ready for you. But before we go, I want you to know something—your uncle is no less fierce than his father before him. Fierce in love, fierce in vengeance. And it’s only his fierce love of his father prompting this. Nothing else. Remember that.”
Our father led us out of the longhouse, into the cold gray daylight. The village was deserted, as we expected. Everyone was at the grove, waiting. Our parents leading, we walked over small wooded hills, oak trees rising high above us, an ageless trail and our breath before us. Autumn and winter fought for possession of the land and leaves crunched beneath our feet. The Reckoning site wasn’t far, a clearing carved out of a grove of birch alongside a small river, and it wasn’t long before we could hear the gurgle of rushing water. 
The site had been used as far back as any skald could remember, and had never changed. Or hadn’t, until the summer before the graverobbing. As we made our way through the tall, peely birch, the change wasn’t immediately obvious. First one tree, toppled, as if blown over by wind, its white bark flaking off in huge ragged chunks. And then another, much further along on the path, on the opposite side. Nothing truly peculiar. Trees die, and fall when they do. But the closer we got to the river, the more trees we saw on the ground. Two dead birch laying across each other on the right, trunks rotted, and more on the left, increasing until the dead outnumbered the living. What had once been a small clearing in a tightly knit forest was now a vast opening, littered with trees poisoned by some unseen thing. 
Stones and logs served as seats at the outskirts of the clearing, all occupied. Our uncle was standing with the river at his back, flanked by our three priests garbed in furs and the drab colors of the deep forest. Grubarr, the Earth Priest, was a short, hairy man, head as bald as a stone, big-bellied, big bearded, his mustache covering all but the bottom of his bottom lip. Another, taller and of middling weight, but pale, beardless, and ill-looking, a Moon Priest, called Throp to his face, Milkthrop behind his back. And last, Sun Priest Hrodomin. Impossibly tall, impossibly severe Hrodomin. Though Grubarr was the grayest of the three, Hrodomin’s bark face and rooty hands attested to his years. But he still had a voice like a slide down a gravel pit, deeper and rougher with each word, and a legendary temper. 
Hrodomin saw us at the edge of the grove and with one clap of his gnarled hands conversation ceased. People began looking over their shoulders and spinning on the stones to find us. 
Hrodomin waited for us to enter the circle and then spoke to all attending, “A Reckoning has been called, a Reckoning must be had.” The other priests echoed him and he continued. “We’re here today to decide the punishment of Soffjan and Braylar, children of Findarr and Morlen. Though they were caught in the middle of their crime, their punishment is in dispute. It will be settled today. So says the tribe, so say the priests.” Again he was echoed. 
Hrodomin raised a hand, his sleeve falling down his sinewy arm. “Soffjan, Braylar, step forward.” All eyes were on us, a mixture of scorn, disapproval, and curiosity. 
As we came closer, I wanted to look away, at the ground, the dying birch, the sunless sky, but a Reckoning is a tricky business—to stare defiantly at the priests was to risk their wrath, but to avoid their gaze entirely was to show disrespect and cowardice. I looked at Soff and sure enough, her head was high and she was staring directly at them, the only sign of discomfort a few blinks to free her long lashes. It seemed she was determined to make this as bad for us as possible. I thought if I looked at my shoes penitently we might balance out, but when Hrodomin cleared his throat to speak I found myself looking up anyway, into a face craggier than our mountains. 
He said, “You swear upon the gods you’ll speak nothing but the truth, today and forever.”
We nodded. Hrodomin didn’t continue. It was Soff who remembered the next part, saying, “Today and forever.” It took me a second before realizing I was required to say it as well and did. 
Hrodomin said, “Last night you were discovered disturbing the grave of your grandfather. Is this true?”
Soff replied, “This is true,” and after a moment I parroted. 
 “Your uncle Sirk was the one who discovered you. Is this true?”
A duet of “This is true.”
“Sirk claims you were not vandalizing, but opened the grave to loot it. Is this true?” Neither of us spoke. “Let me remind you, Soffjan and Braylar, you swore before your priests, your kin, your ancestors, and the gods. Let me also remind you that refusing to reply is the same as a lie. Now, do you freely admit you broke into the tomb to loot it?”
Before I could stop myself I said, “Not freely.”
Soff elbowed me in the ribs and there were a few laughs behind me but Hrodomin clapped twice, demanded silence, and got it. 
He took a step towards me, towering even more. “What did you say?”
I licked my lips but held my tongue. Hrodomin bent at the waist, his mixed beard of white and black dangling in front of my face, his breath like the air in a dark, dank place a dying animal might choose to hide in. “Speak, son of Findarr.”
“I said… I said not freely.”
He raised a hoary eyebrow. “Meaning?”
“Well… “ I looked at my sister and then at my uncle standing alongside the other priests. He still had our grandfather’s sword in his belt, one hand resting on the pommel. “You said to speak the truth, and that’s the truth. We don’t admit to looting. Freely. If we had a choice I’m sure we wouldn’t be here at all.”
“Ah. I see.” Hrodomin rose back up, turned and walked back to the center. “Let it be known Hrodomin, Sun Priest of the Tribe Vorlu, misspoke in asking the question.” There were some chuckles around the grove. He faced us once more. “Let me try again. You broke into the tomb to loot it, to sell what you found. Is this true?”
I was afraid my mouth might betray me again, so I kept it shut, but Soff had no such reservations. “Yes. I mean, this is true. We did.”
“But you told your family something different last night.” He paused and then looked directly at me. “Is this true?”
Soff looked at me too, along with everyone else. Afraid my voice might squeak, I simply nodded. 
Hrodomin waited, apparently dissatisfied. Very quietly, I said, “This is true,” and immediately began wondering why my sister insisted on telling the truth when it clearly wasn’t helping us. 
Hrodomin continued, “So, it seems you’re liars as well as thieves.” Soff started to object but Hrodomin overrode her, hand raised, palm out. “That wasn’t a question.” She shut her mouth more quickly than I believed possible. “Liars and thieves prove to be very poor witnesses. Especially in their own trials. Which leads me to believe asking more questions of you is a waste of this council’s time, oath or no oath.” He crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Before I’m done with you though, I have one final question: you could’ve chosen any grave to rob, and yet you chose not only kin, but one who was a respected chieftain as well. Why?”
I looked at Soff, since the plan was hers, but she was silent. Hrodomin approached us again, but this time addressed her. “Your brother is better at ‘this-is-true’ questions, but seeing as how he’s younger, I’m sure he looks to you for guidance. There are many tombs in these hills, and you could have chosen any of them, yet you picked your grandfather’s.” He stood directly in front of her. “You would be wise to tell me why.” 
I was afraid she might be possessed by another fit of damning honesty, admitting to the previous graverobbings, but she didn’t. Instead, she said, “His was the finest tomb we knew of. I thought so long as we were going to steal, we might as well steal big.”
Hrodomin’s wrinkled face somehow grew more wrinkled with anger. “Do you have anything further to add before I dismiss you, daughter of Morlen?” 
I hoped she wouldn’t. Foolishly. “I understand what we did is considered wrong,” she said. “I’m sorry for having been caught, but I’m more sorry for any pain I’ve caused my kin.” She looked at our father briefly and then back to Hrodomin. Never one to know when to bite her tongue, she added, “But I’m also sorry to see such fine things left in the ground to rot. Seems a shame to bury it all, tradition or no. That’s it. That’s all.” 
Hrodomin waved his hand in dismissal to both of us, but it was evident on his face that wasn’t quite the sentiment he has expecting to hear. He stepped back and rejoined the other priests; they conferred quietly for a moment and then gray Grubarr spoke, “Come forward, Findarr, son of Drogan.”
Our father walked a few steps closer to the trio of priests. I wondered if he was relieved. Where Hrodomin embodied menace and intimidation, Grubarr was a study in detachment. Amused detachment. Disconcerting in its own way, but still better than Hrodomin. 
Grubarr blew on his hands and rubbed them together. “Findarr, your brother tells us you decided upon a punishment for your misbehaving brood, but he…disagreed with you. Tell me more of this.”
Though it was cold, my father was sweating, but he still managed to smile as he glanced in our direction. “After explaining the severity of the crime, I asked my children what they thought would be a proper punishment. I was satisfied with their answer.”
Grubarr seemed interested, although only mildly. “Their answer?”
“Soffjan suggested we break one of their hands. Braylar agreed.”
Grubarr looked at us briefly, quizzically perhaps, then back to our father. “Hmm. A moment ago, this daughter of yours didn’t sound so…penitent. Most impenitent, in fact. What do you make of this?”
Our father replied, “She’s a headstrong girl, stubborn to a fault. Braylar is little better. But when confronted last night they showed more courage than I would have at their age. Maybe any age. I would have suggested a less harsh punishment than what they came up with themselves.”
Grubarr didn’t appear wholly convinced or unconvinced, still looking at us curiously. “Hmm.” He licked his fingers, played with his mustache, and said, “But your brother, he felt… differently?”
“Yes. He did.” 
Grubarr tapped his chin, licked his finger, and then said, “Very good, Findarr, father of strange thieves. Thank you.”
Our father rejoined our mother, Grubarr rejoined Hrodomin, and then it was Throp’s turn to speak. Though Milkthrop often had the pale face and shaky demeanor of someone who just vomited, he took his office seriously and intoned with a great deal of vigor. “Sirk, son of Drogan, step forward and be recognized.”
Sirk stepped forward, one hand on the hilt of his father’s sword. Milkthrop pointed at our father as if Sirk might have forgotten his identity in the last few minutes, and said, “You have heard your brother on this matter. Do his words sound ill-forged to you?”
The season’s first snowfall began with his words, heavy, wet flakes falling straight down. Sirk replied, “Not ill-forged, Moon Priest. But there’s strong metal and there's weak.”
“Meaning?” 
“All here know how he responded when our father died. He didn’t side with Drunik. He didn’t side with me. Fine. But he didn't even side with himself. He stayed out of the conflict. That’s his way. Avoid a problem, avoid a fight, avoid anything demanding something of him. Weak.”
My father’s face tightened with these words, but his turn to speak had come and gone, and he couldn’t really offer any evidence to the contrary. 
Sirk continued. “The same holds true with his children. Over-indulgent. If he could avoid punishing them at all in this matter he would. A few stiff words would be all. But he can’t. I won’t let him. And you won’t let him.”
“Don’t presume to know the mind of this council, Sirk.”
Had these words come from Hrodomin, he might have let them go, but Sirk replied, “We’re here to see justice done, are we not?”
Milkthrop raised a finger, as if admonishing a child. “We are indeed. And we will see it done. We. Your purpose here is solely to supply information. In calling for this Reckoning you relinquished your right to determine punishment. You would do well to remember that.” 
Sirk looked ready to choke but slowly forced himself to reply, “As you say.”
Milkthrop said, “You believe your brother weak and indulgent. This much you’ve said. And this council might be inclined to agree if he hadn’t suggested such a punishment. But—”
“He didn’t suggest it, his children did.”
“Fine. But does the origin make it any less substantial or appropriate?”
Sirk pulled his father’s blade from his belt and Milkthrop took two quick steps back, nearly tripping over himself. “Need I remind this council who this belongs to? Alive it was his; dead, just the same.” He spun around and addressed the crowd. “He’s ten years in the ground, but there isn’t a person among you,” he looked directly at us, “save stupid children, who don’t remember him well. My father was a hard and powerful man, respected if not always loved, but he did what no one has done since Hrolan. Unified the mountain tribes. I challenge any of you to name a more revered chieftain in living memory.”
He waited, looked at the priests to see if they had anything to offer, but Milkthrop looked as pale as dead birch and the other two remained silent. Sirk went on, “And how do we repay him? We let children rob from him.” He pointed the sword at us. “They broke into his tomb, they stole, and for what? To keep the loot for themselves, to admire? No. It’s no coincidence the merchant will be riding through here soon.” 
Whatever else I could say about my whoreson uncle Sirk, he was no fool. “They stole objects belonging to the greatest chieftain the Vorlu have ever known and they stole them for profit. And when caught, they lied, and when confronted today, they mocked the council, and would have lied again if they thought they could get away with it.” He addressed the three priests. “So you ask me if I’m satisfied with the punishment? No, I’m not. It’s a start, but not near enough. Their hands must be broken, but there must be more.”
Milkthrop’s assurance had vanished when the blade was drawn, and he’d regained some of it in the interim, if only a little. “And what do you propose, Sirk?”
Our uncle looked at us, and though his eyes were angry, his words were flat. “When the next tribal dies in this village, part of him will be burned into ash, and these ashes will be mixed with broth, made into soup. The rest of him will be entombed in a vault. These two thieves will be entombed with him for one week, with nothing to live on but the soup of the dead. One week, in the dark, with the rotting dead, living on the broth of his body.” He turned back to Milkthrop, “Maybe when we dig them up they’ll be in less of a hurry to disturb the dead again.” 
I didn't believe it possible, but Milkthrop looked even more ill than usual. “I see. Do you have anything else to add before we pass judgment?”
“No. That’s all.”
“Then we will convene—”
 My father spoke up. I’m not exactly sure what prompted him. But he said, “Third priest, may I be allowed to speak? One last time?” 
Milkthrop started to answer but Hrodomin overrode him. “All here have been heard, Findarr. You’ve spoken already.”
I expected my father to back down. That’s what he was best at. But this day, snow melting in his hair, face splotchy, hands plump and red, he did not. “I know this is irregular, Sun Priest Hrodomin. But I have one more thing I’d like to add before you make your decision. I will be brief.”
Hrodomin looked ready to deny the request, but Grubarr touched Hrodomin’s elbow and said something in his ear. Then Hrodomin looked at Sirk. “Will you allow your brother to speak?”
Sirk slid the blade in his belt again, regarded his brother with a look I couldn’t quite measure. “He wants to prattle, let him prattle.”
“Very well, Findarr. But be brief. My bones do not like this cold.”
My father nodded. “As you wish, Sun Priest. Sirk is right about one thing. I am not a strong man. And I probably am too lenient as a father. Given he has no children of his own, I’m not sure if he’s the best one to judge.” Sirk looked like he wanted to spit but held it in. “But it is true, nonetheless. Most days, I bend too easily. But this isn’t one of those days. I want to share one thing with you now, one last thing, and then I’ll be silent and stand by your judgment in this matter.”
Hrodomin waved him on. “Proceed.”
“My father was a strong man. Sometimes a brutal man. This much is known. But there was more to him than that. One day, many, many summers ago, our brother Drunik, the eldest, told us it was our time to become men. We were about the same age as these two,” he pointed at us and continued, “maybe younger. Drunik said we were going to steal some sheep from the Brunzi. Of course, children can’t raid unless accompanied by elders, but that was Drunik’s point. If we could return with sheep without being caught, we’d be deemed men, and having proved ourselves, we’d be asked to go on the next raid, and every raid after that. I was uncertain, frightened, but my brothers went, so I went. 
“But things did not go as Drunik hoped. An alarm was raised. We managed to get a few sheep between us and tried to flee into the woods. But pursuit was fast and we were stupid. And worse still—and I am sure Sirk remembers this well—I was shot in my rump by an arrow as we ran through the woods.” 
Sirk’s face didn’t change, but there was something in his eyes that said he now understood where this was going and he didn’t like it one bit. “My legs went numb, so my brothers carried me home. I had lost blood and was very dizzy, but I still remember the look on our father’s face when we were brought before him. Here was a man who had already become celebrated for his raids and daring, his cleverness and brutality, and his sons return from an unsupervised raid, sheepless, and with one of their own injured in a most unmanly fashion. I am sure you can imagine his reaction.” 
There were some small laughs at this. “For those of you who cannot, he was furious. He wanted to put arrows in all our rumps.” This was greeted with larger laughs. He let them rise and fall before continuing. “We had disobeyed him and broken the law. Surely, not in the same way my children did last night. Do not mistake my meaning; I’m not comparing the offenses. Still, a broken law, a damaged son, and the seriously wounded pride of a man who already had the reputation as being one of the most feared and ferocious fighters in our tribe. And do you know how he punished us, this enraged man so gifted in violence?”
Ordinarily my father would have preferred eating live eels to public speaking, but this was a rare occasion and he rose to the task, pausing for effect before saying, “He didn’t shoot us with arrows. Didn’t even beat us. Our father made us take a handful of our own sheep to the Brunzi, me hobbling the entire way, and once there, he presented us to the chieftain, and told us to offer him the sheep and publicly apologize for being such incompetent thieves, and then our father made us swear if we were ever allowed to accompany him on a raid, we would reclaim our own sheep as well as several of their lambs. The Brunzi erupted in laughter. And I suppose that was our father’s intent. A humiliation we would never forget. 
“That is how he punished us. Appropriate to the crime.” My father bowed. “That is all. Thank you.”
I saw Grubarr try to hide a smile with a cough and then Hrodomin clapped his hands again. “That was less than brief, Findarr. We convene. Our decision will be forthcoming soon. Stay or go as you wish.” The three priests walked towards the stream. Several people stood to stretch or shake their cold limbs, but no one left. 
The priests talked far longer than I expected, and my legs began to ache as I stood there, both from the cold and the welts, and the glade was quiet for the most part, only a few low murmurs here and there, so the time stretched indefinitely. 
The priests returned. Hrodomin raised his arms and said, “We have reached our decision. Step forward, Braylar and Soffjan.”
Soff didn't hesitate, but I felt rooted to the spot. I looked around the glade, at our tribe, and something struck me, disturbed me, a detail I will never forget. Everyone’s breath was visible in front of them, but where I expected everyone to be breathing differently, shallow and deep, fast and slow, puffs here and there and everywhere with no rhythm or pattern, the breath I saw was almost collective. Uniform. Everyone seemed to be inhaling and exhaling together. Except me. I wasn’t mirroring their breath—they were spectators while I was the spectacle. And I had never felt so miserable and alone. 
My father touched my back and pushed me forward. I looked up at him, and he swallowed and nodded then gave me another push. I didn’t see his breath at all. 
I took a few steps and stopped beside Soff. Hrodomin said, “You’ve committed a heinous deed, and you’re too old to blame your crime on youth. If we don’t respect the sanctity of the dead, we can’t respect the sanctity of the living. It’s been noted you lied when caught and I believe you would lie again today if you thought it would do any good. Truly, these actions must be punished severely. Your hands will be broken. But your uncle is right—there must be more.”
I nearly vomited.
“However, your father is right as well. You did conceive of the first part of the punishment and the second need not be brutal to be effective. You won’t be buried with the dead, but you’ll be made to serve them. For the next three years you shall aid Grubarr in all burial rites. You shall prepare the bodies of the dead, dress them in their deadclothes, dig the graves and prepare the pyres. You shall ensure the sanctity of the dead is both arranged and protected. If any kin are dissatisfied with your service, you shall answer to me. If any graves are looted, you’ll be held responsible. For three years hence. So ends our judgment.” 
Hrodomin turned to Sirk, “You’ll break their hands and begin their punishment. Step forward.”
Sirk said, “Gravedigging? Dressing up the dead?” He laughed, something as rare as Soff’s and far more ugly. “This is your judgment?”
“It is. Step forward, son of Drogan, and complete this Reckoning. I have need of a fire, and—”
“It isn’t enough,” Sirk said, and the collective breathing stopped. 
Hrodomin wasn’t a man accustomed to being interrupted, less accustomed to having his authority challenged. His face, possessing little enough color on the best of days, turned to ash. He said, “It’s the ruling of this tribunal and it is final.”
“I don’t agree with this. It’s not enough—” 
Hrodomin brought his hands together and the clap echoed in the silence. “You’re wrong, son of Drogan. You do agree. You called for this Reckoning and by doing so you agreed to our judgment, regardless of what it might be. Now break these whelps’ hands and be done with it or you’ll find yourself on trial today, and I swear to you I won't be so impartial or patient a second time around.” 
Both men were shaking with rage, and all waited to see what Sirk was going to do. Finally, he complied, though without replying to Hrodomin. He marched over to us, grabbed Soff’s arm, and started to drag her towards the nearest stone seat. 
I ran after them and grabbed Sirk’s other hand. He stopped and looked down at me. 
“Break mine first,” I said. Both of them looked surprised and confused, but I continued before anyone could stop me. “For lying. Break mine first.” I was terrified if I saw my sister cry out or wail I wouldn’t accept my punishment willingly, would try to run or beg. There are few shames greater. 
Sirk released Soff’s arm and grabbed mine, roughly guiding me to the first row of seats. He told old Urgus to move and she didn’t argue, though he had to tell her twice, she being nearly deaf. Sirk put his hand on my shoulder, pushed me to my knees. And then he pulled his father’s sword from his belt and I cried out, sure this was how he planned on answering Hrodomin’s threat, by cutting off my hand. But he grabbed my right hand, laid it on the stone, and brought the pommel of the sword down on top of it, hard enough that I heard several bones snap. 
I screamed and pulled my shattered hand away, covered it with the other one, and fell forward, my forehead landing in the snowy grass. I heard Soff shouting, something about how it was supposed to be our off-hands, and then there was another crunch, and then everything was silent. I felt nauseous, and looked over at Soff. Between the tears and the snow I only saw her blurry silhouette, but while she was holding her hand the same way I was, she hadn’t fallen over. She was sitting on her calves, back straight, shoulders rigid, and though crying quietly, her head was up, staring straight ahead.
Soffjian never stole from another grave. That was the end. That day changed her somehow. I wish I could say I never looted again, but that would be a lie. If anything, the Reckoning only inflamed my irreverence and anger. 
But I was changed in a different way. 
The Vorlu is a warrior culture. A man is judged on how well he wields a sword or a spear, how many raids he has been on. A man who does these things well is glorified in song and poem, his exploits recorded and celebrated, and a man who does them exceptionally well is remembered in songs sung for eternity. A man who fights poorly might still be valued in the tribe for his husbandry, craftsmanship, knowledge of the law, what have you. But he’ll never be glorified, and even if he’s gifted beyond measure at what he strives at, he’ll be forgotten. Quickly. 
By that rubric, I’d always considered my non-martial father a weak man, a frightened man, an embarrassing man. 
I don’t know if any of us know our fathers well. We often see them as less or more than they truly are. But that day in the grove, when the first snow fell and my uncle broke our hands as viciously as he could, for the first time in my life, I looked at my father and saw him the way he was.
I will always remember the crunch of bone. And the interminable sentence of preparing and serving the dead that followed. But more sharply, I will remember my father’s quiet show of strength, standing up to his brother, the priests, all to protect his children that didn’t deserve it.
Misguided? Yes. But I loved him for it. 
 



The Last Magician
William Meikle
 
“THERE AIN’T NO MAGIC any more, boy,” the old man said. “It went away to the west with the trains and the wagons and what was left of our dignity.”
Tom kicked at the dirt at his feet in frustration.
“But the stories said…”
“Them’s just stories, lad. That’s all them is.”
The old man looked so sad that Tom couldn’t bring himself to say any more. He’d come in search of the old man for two reasons, the first of which was to find out where to find the magic he’d read so much about in his books. Now that hope had been quashed, he kept the second reason to himself. 
It would be his secret, just between him and his newest friends.
He’d found them by accident, in the creek that bounded the north edge of the farm. When they first spoke to him, he thought he might be going daft.
“Soft in the head,” his Pa said, and that didn’t sound like a good idea at all to Tom, having your skull all squishy and the like. So that first time, he’d just stuck his fingers in his ears and ran, fast as spit, back to the kitchen.
But the voices were insistent. He woke in the night to hear them, singing and dancing out there at the big pond. He got up, crept to the window, and watched the lights, blue and silver and emerald green, spinning and dancing and having a high old time.
He didn’t go out. Not that time. His Pa told him it was just a dream, a bad dream, and although it hadn’t seemed bad at all, Tom knew better than to argue with his Pa during harvest season. 
It was three days before he went out to the pond.
They were there, waiting.
#
“Tell us a story, Tom,” the blue one said. “An old story.”
“We love old stories,” the green one replied.
The silver one merely danced a bit faster.
Tom sat with them for the longest time, telling them of bears that talk, grandmothers with big eyes and wizened little men that spun gold. 
They liked that one a lot.
At the end of the day they thanked him profusely.
“We have given you a gift,” they said in unison, their voices mingling in a most pleasant chorus. “Something to remember this day by.” They vanished with a pop that made Tom’s ears hurt. 
He looked everywhere for his gift, but there was nothing to be found, even after a thorough search of all his pockets. He went home feeling slightly sad that his new friends had deceived him. 
Ma was in the scullery, frying ham on the big skillet. She turned when he came through the door and her hand hit the skillet handle. The heavy pan tipped over. Tom saw it all happen in his mind; the hot fat was going to spray everywhere and scorch his Ma’s arm. 
He did it without thinking. He reached out and although he was on the opposite side of the room, he felt the weight of the skillet, felt it shift under his hand as he pushed it away to one side so that the fat skittered on the stove and not on Ma’s skin.
 “Did you see that?” he whispered.
Ma was too busy cleaning up spilled grease.
“Dashed near did myself an injury,” she said. “Don’t you be going scaring me again like that, you hear me?”
“But Ma…I saved you.”
“Near had me in the infirmary you mean? Now away with you and wash yourself. You can’t come to dinner with muck all over you.”
And that was that. 
In the washroom he tried to make Pa’s shaving brush move just by looking at it, but nothing happened except that he developed a headache that lasted until bedtime. 
The next morning he went into town, looking for the oldest man he knew of, one that might know where the magic had all gone.
Now he was trudging home, having failed in his quest.
Them’s just stories, lad. That’s all them is.
He had to cross the creek to get back to the farm. They were there, under the footbridge.
“Who’s that walking on my bridge?” a gruff voice said, quickly followed by three singsong voices laughing in unison. “Tell us a story, Tom. Tell us an old story.”
He told them about the girl with the ugly sisters, the seven dwarfs, and the princess who couldn’t be woken. They liked that one too. But the stories took a while in the telling, and the sun was going down in the west before Tom was finished.
“Look what you made me do,” Tom wailed. “Pa’s going to take the belt to me again for sure.”
The silver one danced and swirled around Tom’s head.
“Do you believe, Tom? Do you really believe?”
Tom nodded, remembering the weight of the skillet as he’d pushed it away, the feel of it in his head.
“Then here is our second gift to you,” the blue one said. “Use it wisely.”
And away they popped.
Once again Tom checked his pockets. His fingers found only old dirt and lint. The second gift was as elusive as the first, but Tom felt excitement growing as he headed for home.
#
Pa was indeed furious.
“Where in heck have you been all day, boy? There’s work needs doing, and I ain’t about to do it all on my lonesome. That’s a lesson you ain’t learned yet. Fetch the belt.”
The leather strap felt cold and stiff in Tom’s hands as he lifted it down from its hook. Tom didn’t need any reminding how it would feel against his skin, or how the memory of it would linger long after the pain itself subsided. Pa had only ever taken the belt to him once before, and Tom had surely deserved that one, having nearly burned down the barn when playing with matches. 
But I ain’t done nothing wrong this time. I just want to find the magic.
He kept quiet. That wasn’t anything Pa wanted to hear. Tom assumed his position as Pa swung the belt. And right at that point, an anger he never knew he had in him flared.
“I ain’t done nothing wrong,” he shouted. “Stop.”
Pa stopped.
So did everything else.
#
The farm was quiet and still; no wind blew, no kettles whistled, no burning wood cracked and split in the range. Tom looked up. Pa loomed above him, belt raised. The leather hung in a sigmoid curve high above. Pa’s face was contorted in rage and, something else, something Tom was seeing for the first time; Pa looked like administering the punishment was going to hurt him somewhere deep down. It was only now that he was perfectly still that Tom could see it; a single tear glistened in Pa’s right eye.
“Pa?” Tom whispered.
Pa didn’t move. Tom slid away from underneath the belt and walked round the big man, studying what had happened. Pa was as still as the statue that stood above the Crawford grave in the churchyard, and looked nearly as dead.
“Pa?” Tom said, almost a shout this time. He pushed at Pa’s arm. There was no give in it; it was as solid as cold stone.
“Ma!” Tom wailed, and headed for the kitchen. Ma was there at the stove again. But like Pa, she was perfectly still, unmoving. She’d been caught stoking the fire under the plates. Tom bent and looked in. The flames were as still and cold as his parents. He reached out gingerly and touched at what should have been the hottest part. It felt more like ice than fire.
“Ma?” he whispered, but there was no response. 
He was at a loss as to what to do next. He went and stood in the doorway, looking out over the farm towards the creek. It was as if the whole world had stopped. A moth had been caught mid-beat, hovering at the porch lantern. Tom took it in his palm and studied it. It looked like a perfectly carved miniature statue.
Something giggled out in the dark by the creek, and now there was movement, blue and green and silver, dancing.
“Tell us a story, Tom,” they sang. “Tell us an old story and you’ll have your third gift.”
“Bring my Ma and Pa back,” Tom shouted, almost crying in fear and frustration. “Bring them back right now.”
The green light flew, faster than thought, to stop right in front of Tom’s nose.
“Only you can do that, Tom. It’s your gift, after all.”
“Well if you can’t help, just go away.”
It went away.
One second it was there in front of his nose, the next, with only a pop to show for it, it was gone. There was nothing but dark and silence out over the creek.
But Tom had started thinking.
It’s my gift. 
And they gave me two of them.
He reached with his thoughts, feeling his Ma’s warm embrace, the heat and weight of her as she held him. He pushed, hard.
“Start,” he whispered. “Please start.”
A confused moth fluttered away from the porch, Ma swore under her breath as she nearly burned herself at the stove, and Pa’s shout echoed through the farmhouse. 
“Tom Miller. You get back here right now. I ain’t finished with you, boy.”
Tom went. He knew the belting was coming, but it was something familiar, something he could feel on firm ground with. He had tears in his eyes as the belt finally came down, but it wasn’t pain he felt.
#
He forgot about magic for a while after that, caught up in the daily routine of schooling and harvest. Some afternoons he’d stop at the bridge and wait, but nothing spoke to him; nobody wanted his stories. Besides, Tom had taken a bad scare, and wasn’t right sure he wanted another in the near future.
So he worked; he bailed, he shucked, he cleaned out the stables and he played the dutiful son. 
Pa was happy.
“One day, lad, it’ll all be worthwhile. One day all of this will be yours.”
Tom was appalled at the thought. 
And while sitting through the Reverend Martin’s impenetrable droning at the Harvest festival service, he started to dream again, of dancing lights and gifts, of stories and of magic. He took to lingering at the bridge for longer stretches of time, and often could be seen there as the sun went down in the west. 
But still nobody spoke to him, and he started to fear that the magic had gone as quickly as it had come. 
I could try something?
That thought was the merest whisper in his head, and it was kept down by fear. But it was growing louder all the time.
#
And finally, harvest season was over and done. Tom had been waiting impatiently for this day for a long time. The carnival arrived in town, bringing sideshows and circus, stalls and as much candy as a boy could eat without being sick. And Pa was so pleased with Tom’s diligence over the previous weeks that he allowed the boy a looser rein than in previous years.
“You’re nearly a man now, Tom,” Pa said, and handed over two dollars. “Have some fun while you’re still a boy. Just be home by nine, or your Ma will fret.”
The things under the bridge were still quiet, but there was a different kind of magic in the air; the carnival was just getting going as the sun set. Tom was soon dazzled by the colors and music, the feats of strength, the bearded lady and the Carolinas Ape Man. His two dollars seemed to vanish all too quickly on a succession of games of chance and food that looked too good to ignore. He only had a dime left by eight o’clock; it was still far too early to leave. He strolled around, looking for one last thrill.
His heart almost stopped when he saw the tent.
The Great Suprendo. The Last Magician.
He spent his last dime and followed a small group of people inside. A small stage was set up at the far end, the only thing on it being a table draped with a velvet cloth that hung to the floor. A thin man, younger than Pa but not much, stood to one side. He was dressed like a city gent, in the black wool suit, stiff white collared shirt, black cape and a tall hat that sat slightly askew making him look lopsided. Tom was disappointed even before the act started.
He ain’t no real magician.
Tom’s suspicions were confirmed over the next twenty minutes. The man went through a perfunctory series of card tricks, pulled a bored looking rabbit from his hat, and joined up three iron rings into one as if it was the best thing in the world. He looked as bored as his audience was the whole time. Tom considered leaving, but just as he turned away the man announced his last trick.
“All the way from the west, where the magic is still real.”
That was enough to get Tom’s attention, for at least a minute until he saw it was only going to be another bored piece of sleight of hand. Finally Tom could no longer stop himself. When the man brought a rather bedraggled dove out of his jacket sleeve and sent it fluttering into the air, Tom whispered.
“Stop it. Just stop it, right now.”
Everything went deathly still, the dove caught in mid-flutter just out of the magician’s reach, the crowd all staring forward, mostly with bored, disinterested expressions on their frozen faces. Tom pushed his way to the front. The man – Tom couldn’t bring himself to give him the title he had taken with so little ability to back it up – had his gaze following the flight of the dove. Tom had to stand on tiptoe to reach it, and when he did it felt heavy, like a rock in his hands as he pulled it close to his chest. He climbed up onto the table and sat cross-legged, facing the crowd, the bird nestled in his arms.
“Start,” he whispered.
He saw the faces of the crowd change from bored stares to astonishment in less than a second.
And why not? It must seem as if I’ve popped in out of nowhere.
The applause started just as Tom released the dove. With a startled caw it flew off overhead, depositing a streaky white lucky gift on the so-called magician’s head and completing Tom’s enjoyment of the moment.
#
It didn’t last nearly long enough. The crowd filtered away and Tom was left, still sitting on the table.
I did real magic. Can’t they see that?
The man behind him touched his shoulder, gently, as if afraid something might happen.
“How did you do that?” he asked softly.
“You’re the magician, why don’t you tell me?” Tom said, getting down from the table and starting to move away.
“Please, tell me how it’s done?” the man said. He was pleading now, almost begging. “I need something new, something to bring back the spark.”
“Then use some real magic,” Tom said. “Not this pretend stuff.”
“There is no real magic,” the man replied. “It all went away, into the West, long ago,”
Tom reached out a hand and pushed with his mind. The table lifted a foot off the stage and started to head for the tent entrance before he let it down. The man was astonished.
“How did you do that? You’re just a boy.”
Just a boy.
“I just want to bring the magic back,” Tom said.
“So do we all,” the man muttered under his breath. He looked at Tom, his eyes suddenly filled with something that looked like hope. “Can you show me where you learned this?”
Tom backed away again.
“Can you bring the magic back?” he asked.
The man nodded eagerly.
“If I can learn what you did, I can.”
Tom came to a quick decision.
“Come on then. I have to be home by nine, but there should be enough time for what’s needed.”
#
A full moon hung over the footbridge, the reflection dancing happily in the creek as they approached.
“What are we doing way out here” the man asked. He’d got increasingly agitated as they got further from town, as if he was afraid to be so far away from the lights and sounds and comfort of the carnival.
He ain’t no real magician at all.
The blue light came to meet them.
“Tell us a story, Tom,” it said. 
The green joined it.
“Tell us an old story, Tom, and we’ll give you what you most desire.”
The silver danced around the startled man’s head.
“Tell us an old story, sir, and we’ll give you what you most desire.”
“What is this?” the man whispered. His eyes went wide, his mouth slack. He stepped backwards, as if meaning to flee. Tom put out a hand.
“Stop,” he whispered.
Everything went still apart from the three dancing lights.
“He’s not a real magician,” Tom said. “But he wants to be.”
“Not a real magician,” the blue said.
“Not like Tom,” the green added.
“But he wants to be,” said the silver.
“So you’ll help?” Tom asked. “Help him find the magic?”
“If he tells us a story, we will give him what he wants,” the three of them replied in unison. “And Tom shall have his last gift.”
“Promise?”
The lights danced and whirled. 
“A last gift for a story, that is all we ask.”
“Deal,” Tom said. He would have spat on his hand to seal it, but there was no answering hand to shake.
He turned back to the magician.
“Start.”
The man shook his head, as if waking from a dream. His eyes went wide again when he saw the three lights hovering in front of his face.
“Tell us a story, magician,” the blue said.
“Tell us an old story,” the green added.
“Tell us a story and you shall have what you want,” the silver said.
“A story?”
“They like the old tales,” Tom said, trying to be helpful. “Goldilocks, Red Riding Hood, that sort of stuff…”
Just then a voice rang out over the farmland.
“Tom? Is that you?”
“I’ll be right there, Ma,” he shouted, then turned back to the magician. “Best be quick about it. Pa ain’t forgotten how to use the belt.”
The man hunkered down on the bridge and, self-consciously at first, then with more fluency, told the tale of the gingerbread house and the trail of breadcrumbs.
The dancing lights liked that one, and hummed and sang and danced ever faster as the story came to an end. The man stood and stretched.
“What now?” he said.
“A gift for a gift,” the blue said.
“Whatever you both desire,” the green said, and bounced against Tom’s nose.
“Just like Tom,” the silver said, and bounced against the magician’s nose.
#
Tom blinked, and looked down to see a tousled haired boy look up at him.
“I’m young again,” the boy said, and smiled.
Tom lifted his arms, marveling at the feel of the wool suit, the swish of the cape.
“I can do real magic.”
Pa shouted from across the farm.
“Tom Miller, get in here right now, or there’ll be words spoken.”
The boy looked up.
“I’d best be going,” he said.
The magician nodded.
“He ain’t a bad Pa. But it’s best to stay on his good side.”
The boy spat on his hand and put it out. The magician shook on it. The lights danced and capered, and followed the boy back to the farm. The magician could still hear them as he turned away.
“Tell us a story, boy.”
“Tell us an old story.”
He smiled, set his gaze on the distant lights of the carnival and started walking.
The Great Suprendo, the last magician, had magic to give back to the world. 
 



Restoring the Magic
Ian Creasey
 
WHEN I HAD CLIMBED HIGH enough that my breath came in great panting gasps and the sheep in the valleys looked like tiny flecks of fallen cloud, I heaved off my backpack and looked for the best spot to plant the final sapling. Birch and goat-willow dotted the exposed slopes, hardy species that withstood the storms and chills of the High Tatras. My oak required a more sheltered home. I saw a south-facing escarpment, and scrambled across to investigate. The gray rock felt warm under my hand, retaining the heat of the autumn sun. Behind an outcrop, in a small gully, the wind dropped to a light breeze. I pulled up tussocks of grass to inspect the soil, and found it damp but not sodden, thin but not barren. An earthworm crawled away into the moss and leaf-litter. Instinctively, I felt that a dryad would thrive here.
I fetched my pack, took out the trowel, and began to dig. Soon I had a hole big enough to receive the sapling's earth-encrusted root-ball. I threw a handful of compost into the bottom, then lowered the tree into the ground and trod down the soil.
I peered at the sapling to make sure that the tiny young dryad still clung to the stem. I was tempted to get out my magnifying glass for a good look, but I didn't want to risk scorching her in the sunlight like a small boy torching ants. There were hazards enough for a dryad, for a tree, without me being careless. I staked a large plastic tube around the sapling to protect it from sheep, rabbits, and other nibblers. The plastic looked nasty and artificial in the rugged Slovak countryside, but it would biodegrade in a few years.
Finally, I recorded the location in my logbook and tied a small metal tag to the tree. The reintroduction zone was secluded, but not secret. The tag contained a project code, a dryad number, and my initials: “BK”. My parents christened me Jeremy Benedict Kemp, but at university I dropped the first name and began signing “Ben” to the emails and Christmas cards I sent home.
This was my fourth project since graduation, and my second outside England. I looked forward to tagging my initials across the world, as we strove to restore the magic it had lost. I just needed a permanent job with the Phoenix Foundation: I couldn't afford to keep doing voluntary placements.
My stint in Slovakia had gone well, although I was annoyed at spending so much time on the dryads. Above me, the peaks held dragons' lairs. Alzbeta, the local warden, was fiercely protective of the dragons. She hadn't let me anywhere near them; the closest I'd got was collecting a few scat samples. And I couldn't argue with Alzbeta, because I needed her to give me a good reference.
After eating my tuna sandwiches, I started back downhill, enjoying the stroll with my backpack now considerably lighter. I scratched my itchy new beard, irritated that it still hadn't grown in properly. All the conservationists on TV had luxuriant beards, as though providing vast hairy habitats for rare mammals. My straggly blond wisps wouldn't even harbor a small beetle.
I descended via the foothills of the nearest lair, looking for any scat to collect. Over the summer, I'd learned to spot the unobtrusive droppings of our young dragons in their new habitat. As my insect repellent wore off and midges feasted on my neck, I spied a squidgy lump of undigested fur and bone. It looked fresh, so I scooped it into a sample tube. By determining what the dragons ate, we could gauge the suitability of potential release sites.
On my way back to the car, I discovered some late blackberries ripening in the sun, so I filled a spare sample bag with fruit. They would make a cheap and tasty crumble, especially if I swung by the farmer's orchard to see if any crab-apples had fallen. Working for a conservation charity meant stretching the budget every possible way. Down in the villages they thought we were all rich foreigners, so they tried to overcharge us whenever they could.
The ancient Volvo started the first try, and I eased it down the track with a minimum of jolting over potholes and ancient rusted trash. When I reached the smoother paving of the farmyard, I sighed with relief that the suspension had held out once more. I glimpsed the farmer emerging from a barn, and I opened the passenger-side window to greet him.
Then I saw what he was carrying. The farmer rushed toward me and threw the carcass onto the bonnet, splattering blood and tufts of wool all over the windscreen. He leaned down and shouted through the open window, blasting me with pipe-tobacco breath fuggy enough to smoke bees from a hive.
“Bastards! Are you trying to ruin us? You ignorant donkey—”
I'd made an effort to learn some Slovak, but he spoke far too fast for me to pick it all up. I let him shout for a while, until he ran down and started coughing. Then, not without trepidation, I got out of the car.
“I'm sorry for your loss,” I said, carefully repeating one of the first phrases I'd learned. “If this is dragon-kill, you may be entitled to compensation—”
“If?” He pointed to the mangled lamb. “You think my cat did this? You think it fell down the stairs?”
“It might have died naturally. There are other scavengers….” Under pressure, I ran out of words. I didn't want to provoke him, but we needed to educate the locals that very few losses were really due to predation. Our dragons, being young, mostly ate rabbits rather than livestock. This lamb wasn't much smaller than an adult sheep: I was surprised a dragon had tackled it.
I riffled through my folder and plucked out the appropriate form. The farmer shot me a disgusted look from beneath his vast eyebrows. “Is that a magic spell to bring sheep to life?” He crumpled the paper and tossed it aside.
If he didn't want compensation, that would stretch the budget further. A shrill voice came from a high window across the yard. I didn't catch the words, but the farmer sagged under their weight. He bent down and grabbed the form, smoothing it as best he could. While he used the car's roof to write down his details, I dumped the carcass into the back. At the lab, we'd examine the remaining skin for hemorrhages—only live animals hemorrhage when bitten.
The farmer handed me the completed form, which gave his name as Jozef squiggle-something, and said, “We have a right to protect our flocks. And we have plenty of guns.”
A fierce protective urge rose inside me. “You can't possibly need to do that,” I said. “How often do you lose stock? When was the last time?”
“The more creatures you let loose, the more sheep we'll lose.”
“That won't happen. Our research shows—”
He shouted an obscene insult, and went on, “What do you know about farming, you soft-handed foreigner? You've never done a hard day's work in your life! I've already called my brother. Our hunters will go up the mountains, through the towns, into the Belianska Cave if they have to.” He paused to glare at me and relight his pipe. “Wherever the monsters live, we'll find them and shoot them.”
I wanted to tell him that was illegal. I wanted to convince him that iconic predators created far more tourist income than they destroyed in livestock. I wanted to talk to him about restoring ecosystems, and our responsibility to put a little magic back to replace all that we'd lost. But I looked at the blood on the farmer's shirt, and realized this wasn't the time.
“Jozef, I hope you'll think again before you do that,” I said, getting into the car. “Once more, I'm sorry about this. The office will be in touch about any compensation.”
I decided not to ask for any apples as I left.
#
The smell of the carcass filled the car, making me queasy, and I couldn't open the windows without attracting flies. I drove faster than normal, even though I still wasn't fully accustomed to driving on the right-hand side of the road. When I reached Tatranske Matliare, I saw lights in our building. Alzbeta must have returned; I hadn't seen her for a couple of days.
I picked up the carcass, hardly flinching at all, and carried it into the lab. It was lighter than I'd expected. I took a few photos, and a blood sample just in case. As I labeled the sample, Alzbeta came in from the office.
She pulled down her glasses from their perch high on her elderberry-dark hair. Watching her examine the sheep, I envied her aura of competence. She was about a decade older than me; she'd been the local warden for five years, after arriving from the Czech Republic. For my benefit, she usually spoke English.
“Definitely a live kill,” she said. “Claws first, and then a bite. You can see hemorrhaging on what's left of the neck.”
She pointed. I lacked the expertise to confirm her diagnosis, as I hadn't yet seen enough livestock kills. Alzbeta always handled the few that occurred.
“Are there any more tests we can do?” I asked.
“No, there's no need,” she replied. “Might as well put it out for the griffins.”
I hauled the carcass into the yard, where it was greeted by delighted squawks. Then I changed into clean clothes, washed my hands, and returned to the car to pick up my logbook and the farmer's compensation form.
Back inside, Alzbeta practically grabbed the form out of my hand. “I'll deal with this. Did you get all of the dryads planted?”
“Yes, I just need to update the database.”
“Great job!” She smiled at me. That didn't happen very often. Normally she looked sour, harassed and overworked. Today she seemed bright-eyed, full of nervous energy.
“Which dragon do you think made the kill?” I asked.
She gave me a blank stare, as if this was the most bizarre question in the world. Then she recovered herself, glanced at the form where the farmer had written his address, and said, “The nearest would be Penelope, so probably her, though it doesn't matter which. We only need to confirm that it was any of them, for the farmer to get his compensation.”
“But we should know, shouldn't we? For the records, so we know which of them are moving onto bigger food?”
“Yes, of course. I said I'll deal with it,” she said, in a tone that reminded me of my mother. “You still need to update the dryads, don't you?”
Frustrated, I sat at my computer and started entering the GPS coordinates of each sapling that I'd planted.
Every time I tried to get involved with the dragons, Alzbeta kept rebuffing me. I'd had plenty of other projects to occupy my time: not just the dryads, but reintroducing kobolds into abandoned mines, saving the two-headed amphisbaena, and so on. Yet I'd volunteered for this placement because I wanted to work with dragons in the wild. It was the logical next step: I'd previously worked at an ostrich farm in Israel, where the ostriches incubated dragons' eggs until they hatched, and the staff hand-fed the young dragonets until they could start catching their own food. I remembered the thrill of feeding scraps to a tiny dragon, no bigger than my foot. I used to imagine how it would look flying over the countryside, giving everyone a glimpse of awe-inspiring beauty. I remembered the pride I felt at contributing to the rewilding program, helping to restore magic and mystery to the world.
I'd handled dragons. I had experience—admittedly, only a few weeks of experience, but I wasn't some ignorant bungler who might accidentally break a dragon's delicate wing. Alzbeta had no right to keep them to herself. How would anyone else ever learn?
It had been a long day out in the hills, and it took me another hour to finish the dryads' records. To boost my chances of securing a permanent job, I needed to excel at bureaucracy as well as conservation. I painstakingly updated the database, cross-referencing permits from the Slovak authorities alongside European Union grant applications. Then I signed off the file. Alzbeta countersigned it before she left; she had some evening meeting to attend.
I yawned, and thought about going home, to the hostel that I shared with various students and gap-year travelers. On an ordinary day, I would have gone. But my placement was coming to an end, and I needed to squeeze as much experience out of it as possible. I was determined to expand the “dragons” entry on my CV.
And I remembered that I still had the scat sample in the car, the one I'd collected before all the business with the sheep carcass.
I'd brought in samples before, but Alzbeta had always done the analytics. Still, I'd watched her a couple of times, and the equipment hadn't looked very difficult to use. Why shouldn't I try it myself?
As I returned to the car to retrieve the sample, I heard the griffins in the yard squabbling over roosts as they settled down for the night. Back at the lab, I fired up the sequencer. This impressive piece of kit had presumably swallowed most of the budget. Just turning it on made me feel like I was starring in one of those TV shows where scientists and detectives make important discoveries using shiny machines.
The screen asked me for an authorization code, which I supplied after ferreting out Alzbeta's emergency Post-It note of passwords. I placed the sample tube, still sealed, in the appropriate receptacle. Then I closed the lid and pressed the Go button. The machine itself would open the tube, extract the contents, and run the analysis.
In my eagerness, I'd forgotten that it was a slow process. Expensive as it was, the sequencer couldn't produce instant results. I would have to wait. What could I do in the interim?
Having just entered the dryads' locations into a database, I recalled that the dragons were all ringed with GPS transmitters. These enabled us to track their range. I logged in, and called up the records for the past few days. A map showed where our dragons had recently flown.
Zooming into the map, I found the farm where Jozef had dumped the sheep carcass on me. To my surprise, the flight paths disappeared. I frowned, and zoomed out. The dragons' tracks reappeared around the edge of the display, but they were nowhere near the farmhouse. Perhaps the farmer's land extended way up into the mountains; the map didn't show which land belonged to which farmer.
The lack of an obvious dragon-track meant that I couldn't determine the culprit. It might have been Penelope, or Chrysoprase, or the Prince of Wales, all of whom had flown in that area. I couldn't tell whether any of them had lingered to make a kill: the GPS fixes were only half-hourly, to conserve the transmitters' battery life.
I should have asked the farmer exactly where he'd found the carcass. Next time, I'd know to ask that question.
Except there wouldn't be a next time, because my placement was nearly finished. If I'd had training earlier, then I would have done better this time. It was Alzbeta's fault.
Annoyed, I stomped over to the sequencer to check its progress. The screen said, “Species analysis completed. Species detected: dragon, rabbit, hare, field vole, sparrow. Individual analysis pending.”
The sequencer could swiftly detect “dragon”, but it took longer to match individual characteristics against the profiles in our database, and determine exactly which dragon had left the scat.
But whichever dragon it was, it hadn't eaten any sheep.
On impulse, I began poking around in the sequencer's onscreen menus, looking for an Archive listing. As I'd hoped, the machine stored all the old analyses. It took me a little while to filter the dragon-scat entries from the other lab work. Yet the more of them I saw, the more my mouth widened in amazement. None of the dragons had ever eaten sheep. They'd only consumed smaller prey: rabbits, rodents, birds, insects.
So why did livestock keep getting killed? And why were dragons getting the blame?
Just to be sure, I logged back into the office computer and checked the older compensation claims. Alzbeta had indeed signed them off as dragon kills.
I scowled. Was it merely a scam, a money-making scheme? My fists clenched at the thought that I was volunteering to work for a tiny expenses allowance, while fraudsters were milking the budget.
Then I realized that it couldn't be a scam, because there wasn't enough profit—only a few sheep over several months, at a hundred euros per carcass. And Jozef had seemed genuinely angry at the death of his lamb. Something had killed it: “claws first, and then a bite,” Alzbeta had said.
If not a dragon, then what? Was it something mundane, like a fox or a rogue dog? No, because Jozef wouldn't have blamed “monsters”. And Alzbeta surely wouldn't authorize compensation for anything outside the Foundation's remit.
I racked my brain for about eleven seconds, until I remembered the master database of all the reintroduction programs. I called it up, and entered Slovakia in the regional filter. A list emerged: the dragons, dryads, kobolds, and the griffins, that never left our yard because they were too domesticated.
I already knew about every creature on the list. And none of them looked like a sheep-killer. Yet that made sense—if the real culprit had been in the database, then Alzbeta wouldn't have needed to blame the dragons.
This was definitely a cover-up.
Suddenly, the office felt colder and full of shadows. I was alone, and far from home. The moonlight shining through the windows reminded me that I'd spent hours in the office after a full day outdoors. Feeling the need for human company, I closed everything down and set off back to the hostel.
As I drove, I kept wondering what had killed those sheep. Whichever creature was responsible, there couldn't be very many of them. There'd only been half-a-dozen kills over the past six months.
A kill every month…I pulled over and stopped the car, because I couldn't focus on the road ahead. I was too busy trying to remember the dates on those compensation forms. Had they really been at monthly intervals?
I didn't dare return to the office to check. I drove on, into the moonlight.
#
The next day, I decided that I didn't need to go back to the office at all. My placement was almost over, and I'd completed the dryads project, so there would only be routine scut-work to do. And I felt disinclined to contribute any more of my labor in the service of a cover-up.
The sensible action would be to stick out the final days, and not say anything that might rock the boat. I would probably never return to Slovakia, so what did any local misdeeds matter?
But I wanted to find out what was going on, if only to validate the efforts I'd already made. I phoned Alzbeta and asked her to meet me at a café in town, ostensibly for a celebratory lunch to mark the end of my placement. Although I could have talked to her at the office, I felt safer meeting her in public.
During my stay I'd quickly learned that food was cheaper if you went somewhere less tourist-oriented. Of course, this meant a lack of English-language menus, and I'd spent weeks ordering adventurously until I figured out what everything meant. This particular café served lots of bryndza and oštiepok—sheep cheese—which I no longer felt like eating. I sighed, and tapped my fingers on the red tablecloth while I stared at the Warhol-imitation prints on the walls.
When she arrived, Alzbeta ordered onion soup and an egg sandwich. Like many conservationists, she was a vegetarian—a fact that now seemed hard to square with my wild surmise of the night before. I ordered a tuna salad. Before Alzbeta could distract me with any small-talk, I looked her in the eye and said, “I know the dragons haven't been eating sheep.”
She flinched, but didn't speak.
“Something out there is eating sheep,” I went on. “What is it? And why are we covering up for it?”
“If you don't know that, I'm not going to tell you,” she said, sounding relieved. “You're right, there is a secret programme, but only a few senior people know about it. You haven't been with the organization for long enough.”
“Why does it have to be secret?” I demanded.
Alzbeta gave me a frosty stare. “The same reason as always: protection. We don't publicize the location of the dragons' nests, because we don't want anyone hunting the dragons or stealing their eggs. You know that. And the principle is the same here.”
“But I'm a volunteer!” I protested. “I'm not an egg thief or some idiot with a shotgun—”
“No, but you're only here temporarily. Soon you'll go home to England, or to another placement elsewhere. You don't need to know every detail of what's happening here in Slovakia. If you did know, then…” She shook her head. “Secrets are like viruses. They spread. Even when people don't mean to spread them.”
“So you don't trust me?” I said bluntly.
“Not until you've proved yourself. Look, you seem like a nice guy, but I've only known you for three months. You've done a few placements, but they've been…what, less than a year altogether? If you stay with the Foundation, then gradually you'll acquire more responsibility, and you'll learn more about what we do.” She paused and held my gaze. “You've done well here—you've worked hard, you've been reliable. I'll write you a good reference. You'll get another job, a permanent post. Just give it time.”
Our food arrived, and she began lapping up her soup. I understood the implicit bribe that Alzbeta offered. If I stopped asking awkward questions, then she would smooth my path into a salaried role within the organization. She would give me what I wanted.
Yet I'd formed that ambition when I thought I understood what the Phoenix Foundation did. Should I still aspire to join it? How could anyone be confident that they supported the organization’s goals, if some of them were secret? It wasn't just me. What about all the other volunteers, workers, donors?
“I understand your point about the dragons' nests,” I said, “but we don't hide the fact that we're reintroducing dragons. Everyone knows they're out there somewhere. Yet if we run secret programs, then how can anyone agree or disagree with what we're doing?” I remembered the European Union grant applications in the database. “We take taxpayers' money. If we lie about what we do with it, that's fraud!”
Alzbeta was already shaking her head. “It's not fraud. Don't be silly. We're not spending it on unrelated fripperies. We're fulfilling our mission. If you go to our website, what's the slogan at the top of the home page?”
It took me a moment to remember: “'Restoring the Magic'.”
“Exactly. But how magical is a dragon with a GPS transmitter on its leg and a CCTV camera in its lair? Real magic is mysterious. It's hidden. It's not labeled on a map, and it doesn't have technical specifications in a downloadable PDF file.”
“But it does kill sheep, apparently.”
Alzbeta shrugged. “A small number of sheep, for which full compensation is paid.”
“And the dragons get the blame.” I remembered Jozef's anger. “That farmer talked about shooting them.”
She smiled. “Oh, it's all a big show to make sure they get their money. I bet you thought he was hard done by, huh? It's what they want us to think! But the compensation is actually more than the market value of those sheep. That's why—” She stopped mid-sentence, and instead concluded, “That's why you don't need to worry about the dragons.”
I sighed and leaned back in my chair, wondering what she'd nearly said.
“Magic must have its secrets,” she said firmly. “Without secrets, it isn't magic.”
“But we live in an open society—a democracy. To reintroduce dragons, we had to educate politicians and voters, and get them on board. That's how it's supposed to work. We can't just secretly reintroduce anything on a whim, not without some kind of scrutiny. Not without licensing and all that.” The idea of mysterious magic sounded alluring in principle, but rather more alarming as a bloodthirsty monster roaming the countryside.
She laughed. “Democracy? This is magic! You can't take a vote on transcendence. You can't flip-flop every five years over whether the world is mysterious or not.”
“I take your point,” I said—not because I agreed with it, but because I wanted the conversation to end.
Alzbeta clearly wouldn't come out and tell me what had really killed those sheep. Not until I'd been promoted within the organization—whatever that involved. Was it just a matter of paperwork and job titles, or was it something rather more visceral?
And if I confronted her with my suspicion, forcing her to respond, then would she simply nod and say, “Oh, how clever of you to guess?” Or would she take steps to preserve the secrecy that “real magic” depended upon? I imagined another version of the compensation form—instead of “Sheep: €100”, it might read “Human: €1,000,000”. The Phoenix Foundation surely had insurance policies to cover all sorts of accidents, dragon-related and otherwise.
Alzbeta paid for the meal. She thanked me for all my efforts over the past three months, and she promised me a good reference for any job applications. “I admire your scruples,” she said. “That's what the Foundation needs: people who ask questions and care about the issues.”
When I saw her drive away, my whole body sagged with the release of accumulated tension. I found a bench in the market square, and sat down to think. Pigeons swiftly approached on the off-chance of food, reminding me of the griffins in the yard; it made me nostalgic already.
I sympathized with Alzbeta. I understood her point about magic needing an elusive, esoteric side—the antithesis of today's form-filling bureaucratic culture. And I appreciated her efforts to arrange compensation for those affected.
But on the other hand…the arrogance! I shivered, recalling how she'd laughed at the notion of democracy. It's fashionable to denigrate politics: she probably thought she was on safe ground by sneering at it.
“Yet what's the alternative?” I asked myself. “Trusting in a secret, self-appointed cabal? That only sounds attractive when you're part of it.”
Did I want to be part of it? I was tempted. I remembered the exhilaration of standing on the slopes of the High Tatras, surrounded by dryads and dragons, thinking of the beauty I'd helped restore to a gray, faded world. It would surely feel even more intoxicating to know all the secrets of the magic around me, to be responsible for the world's mysteries….
But Alzbeta had made it clear that becoming an insider would take years. And I hardly had a guarantee—she could simply have been fobbing me off, using an empty promise to keep me quiet. How could I trust her? How could I tell if Alzbeta was on the right side?
In the end, you can only judge people on what you know they've done. And the only thing I really knew about Alzbeta was that she'd lied.
I needed to learn more. I needed to stay with the Phoenix Foundation, and see what was happening around the world. Alzbeta's cabal might be the benign guardians of the world's secret magic. Or they might not—in which case, I needed to protect myself.
Looking around the square, I saw a jewelery shop. I walked inside, and I asked what they had in silver.
 




 



Charlotte and the Demon Who Swam Through the Grass
Mercedes M. Yardley
 
THERE ARE STORIES, and there are tales. And then there are fairytales, which are the most exquisite and precious of all. This is the fairytale of Charlotte, and the story of how she came to be.
Once upon a time, in a land that really wasn’t so very far away, there was a little girl named Charlotte. Lotte was a sweet thing. An adventurous thing. A brave thing and a charming thing and all of this rolled into one small child, a girl with pigtails and wide eyes and a grand, exciting future. 
But of course Lotte didn’t know any of this yet.
She would wake up in the morning and rub her eyes. Get dressed into patchwork and sit almost still while her mother would tie her hair up in ribbons. Bolt a breakfast of toast and marmalade, and then scream out of the house and down the hill, into the meadow with her friends. And she would play. How she would play! She was a knight. She was a princess who rescued herself. She had tea parties and grand executions. Pretended she was the fiercest of dragons. Pretended she was visiting another planet. Pretended she owned the other planet. She shared all of this with her friends. 
There was a beautiful boy with holes in his hands and the most glorious of white wings. A girl who used to be invisible, she said, but her bracelet of stars made her glow with light. A tiny star that chirped and whirred and snuggled, but mostly liked to ride inside of Lotte’s pocket and peep out. Monsters. Demons. These were her friends.
“The Boy Who Hangs the Stars was terribly sad today,” Lotte told her mother at lunch. She scarfed down her grilled cheese sandwich and tomato soup. Her hair had fallen out of its ribbons and her knee was scraped. She was exactly everything a little girl should be.
“Why was he sad?” Her mother tried to keep a neutral expression, a friendly expression, but it was getting more and more difficult as the days went on. “The demon tried to drag me into the pond, but I got away,” Lotte had told her the week before. She had tears in her clothing and scratches on her skin. “He’s getting stronger.”
“He’s sad because the Invisible Girl has to go away for a while. She promised she’ll come back, but he’s afraid she won’t.” She leaned closer to her mother. “He loves her, you know?”
“Does he?”
Lotte nodded. 
“Yep. She loves him, too, but she still has to go away. I think it might have something to do with the demons. The one that swims through the grass is getting scarier.”
Charlotte’s mother sat down at the table. Her fingers played with each other in a strange way, a way that said she was Worried, or Concerned, or the other words that her mom used sometimes when she talked in a low voice on the phone while discussing Charlotte.
“Lotte, sweetie, you know that this is all just pretend, right? These friends are somebody you made up. Friends from your imagination. They aren’t real. Not the starry boy, or the invisible girl, or anybody else. Especially not the demon who swims through the grass.”
Lotte drank her milk and wiped her lips with the back of her hand.
“Oh, don’t say that, Mommy! It will hear you, and then it will get mad. It says it will do all sorts of things if it gets mad.”
Her mother paled. “What sort of things, darling?”
“Bad things. Mean things. It doesn’t want me to say.” 
“I don’t want you pretending about the demon anymore.”
“But Mommy—”
“Charlotte, stop!”
Of course her mother didn’t understand. How could she? It had been so long since she had been a child herself. She, too, had worn pigtails and discussed life and dreams and fascinations with her own “imaginary” friends, but years had ground down the gears of her memory. Adults want to remember, they truly do, but some things just aren’t possible after one reaches A Certain Age.
“I’ll stop, Mommy.”
“That’s my good girl.”
Demons don’t care for good girls. They want scared little girls. Terrified little girls. Girls who run from them and have dreadful dreams. The demon who swims through the grass was angry at Charlotte for ignoring it, and especially angry at Charlotte’s mother for disbelieving. It whispered its plans. It threatened. It promised to do the most poisonous of things to those who lived inside the house.
“I can’t talk to you anymore,” Lotte said. “I’m sorry. Mommy will get mad at me.”
The demon would get angry, too, it hissed. Charlotte had better do what it says. The other friends, the boy and the star and a little ghost girl, pressed against Lotte, trying to keep her safe with the warmth of their bodies.
“Be careful,” the Boy Who Hangs the Stars said. He took Lotte’s hand in his own. His hands were soft and warm and the holes in his palms didn’t bother Lotte at all. “The demon is getting more powerful. I’m afraid for you.”
“I’ll be okay,” little Lotte reassured him, and smiled. He smiled back, and held her hand tighter, and everything seemed like it would be all right for a minute.
But it wouldn’t. It wouldn’t.
That was the night the demon set Charlotte’s house on fire. Everything changed.
 
#
Charlotte had heard the saying several times. “You can’t go home again.” She was terrified to find out if it was really true.
“This your stop?” The bus driver asked her.
“Yes. Thank you.”
“Somebody gonna to meet you?”
“I’ll find out.”
Indeed, somebody was there to meet our Charlotte, who went by Charlotte now. “Lotte” was a name for little girls in their frothy dresses, secure in the love of their family, their heads full of dreams.
Troubled women with cloudy pasts preferred to be called “Charlotte”.
Charlotte brought one bag with her. It held everything she owned. She had grown quite adept at packing over the years, our poor girl. Moving from place to place. Escaping one situation for another. It is fair to say that Charlotte experienced very little magic.
But, as stated, somebody was there to pick her up. A woman she didn’t know.
“Are you here to take me home?” 
The woman sniffed at her.
“I’m here to take you to the house, yes.”
The words were unmistakable. The house. Not her home. It will never be her home. Charlotte will never be welcomed back.
The ride was silent. Uncomfortable. The woman kept stealing glances at Charlotte, and Charlotte watched the road be devoured by the hungry wheels of the car.
“So much has changed,” she said.
The woman didn’t answer back.
The house came into sight. It had been rebuilt after the fire and was shaped strangely to Charlotte’s mind. Rooms where there shouldn’t be rooms. Spaces where there shouldn’t be spaces.
“Looking at your handiwork, eh, firebug?” the woman said loudly.
“I didn’t cause the fire.”
“Sure you didn’t. Maybe a pixie did it instead?”
“Stop it.”
“Or faeries. You know how they are. So full of mischief. Wearing their little bluebell hats.”
“I don’t want to hear anymore!”
“Where were your friends then, huh? When the house went up in flames? When your mother was screaming with clothes and hair and hands on fire? She carried those burns until the day she died, afraid to leave the house because of the way she looked. She was nothing but stiffness and pain. But you? Found on the lawn in your pajamas, skin perfect as a peach. Not burnt at all, fancy that.”
“Let me out of the car.”
The woman ignored her. The house loomed, looking more and more sinister. Accusing. Charlotte’s eyes filled with tears. She blinked angrily and one ran down her cheek. 
“Oh, no you don’t,” the woman said, and her voice shook. “You don’t get to cry. While you went to some fancy hospital for your delusions, I took care of your mother. She missed you, even after all that. I couldn’t tell you why.”
“I was j-just a little girl.”
They were here. The woman slammed the car into park so quickly that Charlotte’s seatbelt caught. 
“Being young had nothing to do with it. Evil is evil. It starts at the root. And you’re the worst of it.”
Charlotte opened the car. Grabbed her bag. Cleared her throat before she asked because she was afraid her voice would sound weak, would sound afraid.
“Can you tell me exactly where my mother is buried?”
The woman’s face went ugly. Changed into something horrible and voracious and mean. Charlotte nearly reached for the bottle of pills in her bag, but the woman’s face calmed, returned to normal. It was anger, not delusion. Hatred that did this, not Charlotte’s neurons firing in broken ways.
“At the cemetery near the bottom of the hill. Left side.”
She reached over, slammed Charlotte’s car door shut, and skidded out of the driveway, throwing gravel around her.
“Glad you’re back,” the Boy Who Hangs the Stars said. He put his broken hand on Charlotte’s shoulder, and his large white wings fluttered.
“Great. I’m home for thirty seconds and I’ve already gone crazy.”
This time she grabbed a bottle of pills from her bag. Shook two out and swallowed them dry. Took a deep breath and fit her key into the door of the house. Stepped inside.
The boy with wings watched her go.
#
Charlotte’s room suffered little damage in the fire. Her mother, who still loved her little girl despite everything, had left the room exactly the same as it had been when Charlotte had left. “Left” wasn’t exactly the word that Charlotte would have used. “When she was dragged kicking and screaming away from her mommy and into a hospital with tests and strangers and medicine in plastic cups and needles” is what Charlotte would have said, but of course, nobody asked her. So her mother simply chose to believe that her Lotte had left.
The room had blue walls with rainbows painted in the corner. It was full of dolls and board games and all of the things that makes a little girl happy.
Except her mother. Her mother wouldn’t ever sit on the bed again. Wouldn’t ever kiss Charlotte’s cheek after tucking her in. She had seen her mother twice in the fifteen years since the fire. Two times. That was all. The hospital didn’t want her to come, lest it interfere with Charlotte’s treatment. And her mother wasn’t physically well enough to make the trip to the other side of the country.
“Because of the fire, you know,” a voice said next to her elbow. “Because of the tremendous pain she was in.”
The voice came from a little shadow with white eyes and sharp teeth that stretched all the way around his face like a zipper. He started poking through Charlotte’s bag. Pulling out a thin hoodie. Pulling out a threadbare pair of shorts and pitching everything to the floor.
“You’re not real,” Charlotte told him, and then squeezed her eyes shut. Don’t acknowledge the illusions. Don’t give them any credence. Talk to them as if they’re real and they might as well be.
“Good to have you back, by the way,” the shadow said. His voice was dark and made of wind. “It was lonely here without you. Nobody to play with. Do you remember how we used to play?”
Charlotte closed her eyes, breathed through her nose. Thought calming thoughts. Repeated her mantra. Prayed to a god. Did all of the things that a woman who is on the edge of sanity does. When she opened her eyes, the shadowy creature was no longer there.
“Thank goodness!” Charlotte said, and fell onto her bed. She frowned. Felt something under the covers. She reached in, fished around, and came out with something sweet and tiny and very soft. A doll, with dark hair and blue eyes. She remembered it. A tiny Lotte doll. The doll of her, made with love by the invisible girl when Charlotte was only a few years old.
“I…thought this wasn’t real,” she said.
There was a snicker of laughter behind her.
#
Charlotte hid. That was the only word for it, poor dear. She holed up in her house, refusing to step outside, refusing to speak to the enchanted horde that deigned speak to her. She didn’t want to face the town who blamed her for the fire. Neighbors who wondered if crazy was contagious. 
She didn’t want to stand by her mother’s grave alone. That thought was too much for her.
“You won’t be alone,” said the invisible girl with the star bracelet. Her smile was soft and sincere, and Charlotte couldn’t help but smile back, vision or no vision. “We’ll be here with you. We loved your mother, too, you know.”
Charlotte automatically looked for her bottle of pills, but the girl took her hand.
“You don’t need medicine. You never did. We’re real, Lotte. We always were.”
Charlotte signed. 
“I almost wish that were true.”
The girl’s smile grew even sunnier.
“It is true. Doesn’t that make you happy?”
“It makes me crazy.”
The invisible girl held Charlotte’s hand tighter. Kissed her cheek. Dropped her hand and stood up.
“Are you the kind of daughter who starts her own house on fire? Who calmly walks outside and lets her mother burn?”
Charlotte was taken aback. 
“What a terrible thing to say!” she said. Her chest hurt. Her eyes stung. She thought of her mother with her hair ablaze and feared she would vomit.
The glowing invisible girl watched her carefully.
“Of course not. You couldn’t do it. You wouldn’t dream of doing it, and it doesn’t matter what the doctors say. But if you didn’t, who did?”
The demon who swims through the grass, Charlotte thought, but didn’t say it aloud.
The girl nodded.
“Yes. That’s who. It’s as real as we are.”
Charlotte, sweet thing, didn’t know what to say. Fifteen years of being told she was a decent person whose brain worked incorrectly. That visions are visions. That being insane isn’t anything to be ashamed of, not really. Except when, of course, it’s something to be ashamed of.
“I need to think about it,” Charlotte said quietly. A tiny little star chimed and chirped and zipped over to her. It climbed into her lap and began to purr. Charlotte held it gently, feeling the warmth of the star in her cupped hands.
“Of course,” said the girl. She patted the star on the head, and then did the same to Charlotte. “We’re here. Take your time. And when you want to go visit your mother, I’ll come with you, if you’d like. We all will.”
The boy with wings stood in the doorway and nodded at the girl’s words. He held his hand out to her, and the invisible girl took it. They both smiled. Charlotte smiled back. The star chimed.
“I think I like you,” she told the star. “It would be so wonderful if you were real.”
The star snuggled closer. Charlotte crawled under her covers and brought the star with her. For the first time in a long time, she was truly happy.
Several days later, she decided she was finished hiding. Crazy or not, she needed to see her mother.
She got dressed. Brushed her brown hair. Stared at herself in the mirror.
 “I can do this.”
The star jumped onto her shoulder and nuzzled her earlobe. Charlotte grinned.
“You make things easier, you darling thing. I think I can go if you come with me.”
She stood on the porch, looking at the trees and grass and beautiful wonder outside. It had been so long. She had become used to white walls and carefully cultivated hospital grounds. But this? The wildness was stunning. The freedom intoxicating. She wanted to run down the hill, screaming with frustration and joy.
“Why don’t you?” asked the Boy Who Hangs the Stars. He was smiling at her, his wings beating calmly. The star leaped from her shoulder to his and meowed.
“I don’t know. I haven’t…”
“Then come with me, Lotte,” he said, and took her hand.
They ran. Ran through the grass, ran down the hill. Charlotte remembered the way her pigtails flew when she was Lotte, not Charlotte. She recalled screaming with joy and fierceness and delighted terror when she felt like her legs were outrunning the rest of her body. The boy laughed, his wild hair even wilder, and Charlotte realized she was laughing as well.
Laughter. Joy. This was real.
They reached the bottom of the hill and tumbled to the ground. Breathing heavily. Still laughing. Charlotte rolled onto her back and stared at the sky.
“We waited for you to come back,” the boy said. “None of us thought it would take so long. But you’re here, and we’re happy.”
“I’m still not sure if I believe in you,” Charlotte said. “I’m sorry.”
“It’s all right.” Another voice. A ghost girl with blonde hair. White Mary, if she remembered correctly. “Believe or don’t believe. It doesn’t matter.” She smiled, and it was lovely. 
“I’d like to see my mother,” Charlotte said. She stood up and brushed the grass from her. “I’d also like all of you to come, if you don’t mind?” 
She looked at the ground, feeling shy. Feeling like she was asking too much. 
Hands in hers. A chiming star in her hair.
“Of course we’ll come,” said the winged boy. White Mary nodded.
“Thank you,” Charlotte said. “Thank you so, so much.”
The cemetery was surrounded by tall apple trees in full bloom. Grasses swayed. Charlotte picked her way through the headstones until she found her mother’s.
She dropped to her knees, the air knocked out of her, head and heart hurting.
“Mommy,” she managed, and that’s all she could say, because suddenly she was crying so hard that she could barely breathe. All of the sunny afternoons, the cold winter nights. All of the things about becoming a woman, about figuring out who she was, and her mother wasn’t there to ask. So much time lost. So many empty arms for both of them. And why?
“Lotte,” the Boy Who Hangs the Stars said, and his ethereal voice held warning. She looked up, wiping her eyes, and saw that the sky was darkening, the wind starting up. Far in the distance, the long grass parted like water.
“It’s coming.”
She didn’t need to be told what. She knew. Knew deep in her bones, in that primal part of her that housed things like fear and regret and rage. The demon who swims through the grass.
The invisible girl who glowed like a star was on her knees beside Charlotte. 
“If you run, maybe you can escape him. Maybe if you’re fast enough, you can make it to the house.”
“I can carry you,” the Boy Who Hangs the Stars said. He spread his beautiful white wings, and they blotted out the sun. “I can get you home safely. Come on!”
“No,” Charlotte said, and the word surprised all of them. She said it again, louder. With more force. It felt good. Felt like majesty.
“No. I’m not going to run. Not this time.”
The demon swam closer. The invisible girl’s glow diminished, seemed to pale. The boy reached out and held her hand tightly.
“We’ll stay with you,” he said, and Charlotte bit her lip and nodded. She stuffed her tremoring hands in her pockets and stood her ground, waiting for the demon to show.
It didn’t disappoint.
“Charlotte,” it breathed from deep inside the grass. Its voice was ancient and cold, stirring up primal feelings in Charlotte. She tasted horror. The fear of being chased, of being eaten. The things that she thought had evolved out of the human psyche long ago.
“Demon,” she said curtly, and her voice was surprisingly strong. The boy and girl stood beside her. A team. A tribe.
The little grinning shadow demon with the zippered teeth danced nearby, watching the exchange. “Oh, goodie,” it said with its hollow voice. “Just like old times. I’m ready to play, Lotte. Are you?”
“Back off,” she told it. “I’m not talking to you. I’m talking to this one. You’re the one that burned my house, right? Hurt my mother?”
The demon, still hidden in the grass, chuckled. 
“I told you. I warned you not to ignore me. Your mother was filling your head with bad thoughts. Untrue thoughts. Telling you that I didn’t exist. A mother shouldn’t be telling a little girl things that are untrue, should she?”
Charlotte tasted something like blood on her lips. It was rage. It tasted good. Tasted wholesome. She could feast on it for weeks. For always.
“She was my mother, and you stole her from me. Stole my childhood from me.”
She sounded dark herself, her own kind of demon. Fierce and powerful. She felt the support of her friends. The boy with wings and his star. The invisible girl. White Mary.
“There are more of us than you,” she said, and her anger gave her strength. She took a step into the grass. It was long and tall and filled her with terror and mystery. She grit her teeth and took another step. Another.
“What are you doing, girl?”
The demon who swims through the grass sounded worried. Sounded like somebody who wasn’t used to being challenged. This gave Charlotte new strength.
“Why, it’s called revenge, demon. You took something precious from me. Now it’s time I do the same to you.”
The shadow demon who watched them stopped its chittering. Squeaked through its zippered teeth, and dove into the grass. Scrabbled away. 
Charlotte grinned.
“Looks like your little pet took off. I suggest you do the same.”
The demon laughed, but it sounded forced. Sounded afraid.
“What could you possible do to me, girl?”
Charlotte shrugged, but kept venturing into the grass. Each step felt like power. Each step felt like gain.
“I’m going to kill you. Maybe not at first. It might take me a few tries. But, oh, how I’m going to love the trying.”
The demon who swims through the grass was her nightmare. It was everything she was afraid of, besides her own mind. But her mind wasn’t broken. She was whole. This was real. It was all real, and the very reality of it took her fear away.
There was a sound. A strangled growl. The meadow swirled, and the demon who swims through the grass retreated. Whirled around and swam away, the grasses bending and flowing around it like filthy water, like fire.
“Come back here!” Charlotte shouted. “Get back here, you coward!”
“Lotte,” said the invisible girl, and Charlotte calmed. Ran her hands over her face and took a deep breath.
“I’m sorry, you guys. I’m just…I’m angry…”
She couldn’t say anything more because they had thrown their arms around her. The boy. The girls. The star slipped itself into her pocket and peeked out, just as it had when she was their dear Lotte, not Simply Charlotte.
“Welcome home, Lotte,” White Mary said. Her hair blew around her face in a wind that nobody else could feel. “I’m so very glad you’re back.”
“Me too,” Charlotte said, and she meant it. She was back where she belonged, with those who knew her best. It was time to make a new life for herself. The best kind of life.
They walked up to the house. There was so much conversation. So much talking and laughing. Recreations of Charlotte wading into the waist-deep grasses, going after the flustered demon. More laughter. Delicious, beautiful laughter.
At the foot of the hill, Charlotte’s mother stood by her headstone, watching her little girl. Lotte had grown so much, become so strong. She had the gift to see things that few others saw, and this made the mother grateful. They could start anew. They could start right.
She disappeared into the evening. Soon she would visit her brave little Lotte, and this fairytale, like so many others, would indeed have a happy ending.
 



On the Far Side of the Apocalypse
Peter Rawlik
 
DAWN IS ANNOUNCED BY a trio of Cherubim singing hosannas and hallelujahs as they dart between buildings and around street lamps and over underpasses. As I watch the sunrise, the three baby-faced, dove-winged angels stream by clad in chrome-spiked leather and sunglasses, their fingers and teeth stained yellow from fat, greasy cigars that trail smoke like streamers behind them. Today is Sunday, like yesterday and the day before and the day before that. According to the City Watch, every day is Sunday. Not a decree mind you, just an odd pattern established, perhaps by default, by Metatron, the Voice of God and Divine Governor of His City, the City of Angels.
Welcome to post-apocalyptic Los Angeles, a city finally both secular and divine. Walking through the streets (or what remains, for what need do Angels have of streets) are the homeless, the mad, and other residents who fight for space against the teeming throngs of refugees from Las Vegas and the pilgrims from Denver, Rome, and Mexico. L.A. has become Mecca, the final refuge, the new Babylon for those who remain. The official census lists the population at forty-two million, but pagans are not included in the polling. Private estimates place the coast’s population at over a hundred million. The pagans, mostly Hindus, Buddhists, and New Wiccans are not recognized by, nor subject to the laws of the Inquisition and are therefore free to assume certain less than legitimate enterprises without fear of retribution. The Tao Tong controls the drug trade throughout the city, while prostitution is held in the velvet glove of the Ishtarian Sisterhood.
The press of humanity, whether forty-two or a hundred million, is almost intolerable. There isn’t enough food, or water, or facilities to satisfy the need. Not that it matters much. The Angel of Death no longer walks the Earth. No one dies, only the plants and animals, creatures without souls retain that blessing. Starvation, dehydration, disease, and violence, all combine to drag the standard of living below any standard of acceptability. The atrocities of Germany, Eastern Europe, South-East Asia, and Africa were all just small-town, playhouse theater compared to the reality of California in the new millennium.
I gather my things for my walk across the city, a walking stick for defense, a hat to keep the sun off my head, and an umbrella for the rain. On the way out, I pause and gather apples from the tree on the patio. It is an old tree, old when my parents were young. Despite its age it is small, with small apples, no larger than a child’s fist. When I gather the fruits, the guardian of the tree curls down around my arm, binding me to the tree with its scaled body. 
The three heads that hiss in unison form a chorus of a voice, “Is it time Man-Killer? It has been a long time. I have almost forgotten. Is it time for my tree to grow?”
I take the time to stroke each of his heads. The flesh is soft and warm to the touch. I lift his body and whisper softly into his six ears, “Soon, old friend. Soon. I promise you.”
The serpent draws itself up as if to strike. “I should have killed you when you stole the tree. I should have struck. I should have made your muscles knot, your bones break, and your brain burn. I should have made you shrivel and die.”
“You know the law. You cannot touch me. No one can touch me. Not without fear of retribution.” I hold the serpent’s stare with my own.
“I know the law, Man-Killer,” he concedes. “I also know the Lawmaker has abandoned your kind. I could strike you now and not fear His wrath.” Like a cobra, the serpent sways before me, watching for my guard to drop.
“You could, old one. If you are sure that He is gone. Are you sure? Do you know something that all the Angels and humans do not? Feel free, serpent. Strike me down with your poison. Only be sure in your heart that He is gone. Be sure, because I myself hold no such belief.”
The beast hisses in disgust, spitting acrid venom on the floor as he uncoils from my hand. He slithers back amongst the branches, leaving me to gather the last of the apples. By the time I finish my coat pockets are heavy with the dark, sweet fruit.
I stumble down the stairwell and into the open streets. Immediately, I am caught behind a tour group frozen in place, gazing awestruck at the sky. Above the masses, the countless Celestial Orders of Angels dance in a strange aerial ballet with scrolls of gold leaf, trumpets and rose petals trailing behind them. Their guide, a licensed civil servant of the Celestial Bureaucracy, supplies the spectators with names. 
“There, ladies and gentlemen, there, just coming around the tower! In red and silver, that is Jehudiel, Archangel of the Spheres. His battle with the demon Marchosias tumbled down Chicago. And look behind him, Oertha whose valiant defense of Havana was all in vain.”
I chuckle to as the crowd releases an audible “Oooohhhh.” Jehudiel and Oertha, indeed. Those two are Farris and Hizarbin, minor angels, cogs in the wheel of the Angelic Politic, bureaucrats of no standing and no particular fame. Although Farris is known in some circles for his preference for young, Asian boys. Not all Angels are angels.
I push back the ignorant, misguided faithful and decide to take a shortcut through the Soukh. The marketplace reeks even worse than the rest of the city. It is a heavy acid and earth and rot smell, an odiferous mélange of what is sold in the Soukh. The first shops are clean and brightly lit and fully sanctioned by the administration. These are tourist shops, full of the usual flotsam and jetsam of human kitsch. The t-shirts are everywhere: I WAS JUDGED AND FOUND WANTING; MY PARENTS WENT TO HEAVEN AND ALL I GOT WAS THIS STUPID SHIRT; or my personal favorite, I SLEPT THROUGH THE APOCALYPSE. There are even some of those small water globes with cityscapes in them. When you shake them, millions of tiny angels and demons swirl in a maelstrom of imitation Armageddon.
Deeper in, the common gives way to the uncommon and you can find merchants offering the most unusual items for sale. Relics of Popes and Saints are common and, in most cases, fraudulent. Offers of heavenly swords and unearthly halos are not unheard of. These, too, are presumed fraudulent. You can, however, for the right price, buy a genuine heavenly relic. Items guaranteed to be Angelic in origin: Angelic feces, Angelic vomit, and Angelic urine. Angel piss has an unearthly color, and a sweet, burning cinnamon smell. The pilgrims buy it for twenty ounces of gold to the gallon, and more for the Higher Ordered Angels. A king’s ransom for the waste of an Archangel. All sanctioned by the Hierarchy, and they get their cut. These days, Angels have need of gold.
At one of the more popular booths, six or seven merchants struggle behind the table trying to satisfy the souvenir needs of two-dozen devotees from Quebec. Around the crowd, a small mob of beggar boys have staked out the marks and have begun their routines. The youngest of them is six. There have been no children born since the Judgment, and there are no new souls. One of these young ones wanders toward me, looking for a handout. He is bright-eyed and full of life. I tempt him forward with an apple offered in my palm. He takes cautious and furtive steps. He is afraid of me, but he is also afraid of being noticed. If an older boy, a stronger boy, sees him with this prize, he won’t keep it for long. His fingers, short, thin, and strong reach out for the apple. Another step, small but sure, and his palm reflects in the red skin of the fruit. He almost has it. A thin malicious grin grows on my face. Another second and the prize will be his.
In an instant, the child is jerked back. A look of surprise, fear and sudden shock fill the lad’s face. An older boy, at the most twelve, perhaps the band’s leader, perhaps the boy’s brother, clutches the younger by the scruff of the neck. Like a kitten carried by its mother, the child dangles in the air almost immobile. The older boy whispers something furtive and esoteric into the young boy’s ear. He knows something, this older boy. He knows I am a danger. I watch the child’s eyes grow wide in understanding. I smile at the two of them. I smile sweetly, and the child shudders. 
“Don’t worry, boys, I don’t want kill you. You have nothing to fear from me, unless, of course, you’re family”.
The older boy takes a brave, cautious stand. He speaks with authority, clear and true, “Are we not all your family, uncle?” He spits at me. Not on me mind you, just at me. It is an old gesture, a desert custom, ripe with implications. 
I turn and leave the boys to their begging. The apple I offered to them, I give to a pilgrim from New York still wearing his subway pass clipped to his hat. I stop suddenly in my tracks, stunned by the irony. I feel through my pockets checking the apples for size. I smile, secure in the fact that that was indeed the big apple. Behind me I hear the crisp bite of teeth in the flesh of the fruit. There is a chewing noise, and then something else. I hear the mob cry out. Like Lot, I don’t look back as the marketplace is consumed.
I avoid making eye contact with the shoddy, unwashed priests gathered at the bridge, victims of the war and of the occupation. The clergy have fallen on hard times. Who needs those to interpret the Word when those who speak the Word walk among us? I shove apples into their greedy, hungry hands. They thank me. They bless me. They wish me peace and redemption. One grabs me by the shoulder and traces his other hand over my face. He asks me if I wish to confess, and I push him away. He pleads as I hurry over the bridge.
I pass over the bay, careful not to look down. In the shadows of the bridge, on both shores, members of the Penitente religious order hang, nailed to crosses—their flesh torn and rotting. Great clouds of flies swarm around them, impregnating the open wounds with countless eggs. The eggs hatch and billions of maggots slowly eat through the living flesh of those undying imitators of Christ. Some still offer up screaming prayers and pleading apologies. 
“I am here, Father! I am Your Son made in Your image! Forgive me, Father! End my suffering! Release me from my earthly bond!” 
Most, however, are beyond screaming or prayers. The pain, the hunger, and the thirst I suppose must be unbearable. It must drive them insane. Eventually, they end up slumped sideways with their eyes and mouth locked open in a sickening catatonia of drool and tears. The moist membranes are attractive morsels for the flies and their spawn, and the insects are quick to take advantage. The tongue and eyes are usually eaten first. The throat and the stomach are next to swell with the foul, crawling worms. The rest of the body is slowly devoured, leaving only the scarecrows of bone, cartilage, and ligament. The oldest of the Penitente are strewn as semi-mobile skeletons begging silently, without tongues, for death.
On the far side of the bridge, the line at the gate is like a slug, moving slowly and sweating vile fluids in the morning sun. Two Angels with flaming swords, Grigori, those who watch the gates, are collecting tolls. The cost is a gram of gold, a pittance really, but gold has become scarce in this post-apocalyptic age. The line is full of people waiting to trade earrings, wedding bands, or the occasional tooth for passage.
When I reach the gate, I move through without paying. There is a sudden sound like a train or rocket. I find my way blocked by a sword of flame. The Angels train their eyes on me. As with most Angels, these are clad in traditional white, flowing robes that casually reveal the flesh beneath. 
There are things you don’t notice about Angels until you see them up close. They have no eyelids or body hair. They lack navels and have no pores. They are immense, titanic, and statuesque. Their swords smell of victory. There is a single, tense moment during which neither of us moves. Then quietly, the second Angel leans down and stares at me. He blows gently to part the hair from my face. His breath smells of lilacs and roses. He studies me carefully. Then, as quietly as he came down, both he and his comrade withdraw, and I pass without further incident.
Beyond the Grigori, I walk into Elysia, the great open plaza where the feet of the Divine Colossus are planted. Looking upward, I can see human construction crews laboring to weld the massive steel framework into place. Below them, Angels plaster the metal skeleton with a skin of molten gold. Nearby, the monolith’s head rests with eyes of cold steel and hair of liquid fire, fashioned from the few memories the Angels still have of the image of God. I cannot help but recall the face of the beast Gog-Magog as he rose out of his Middle Eastern desert prison. In the face of God I see the Beast’s reflected back, or is it the other way around? The eyes are the same, and the mouth. Yes, all God’s creations share His eyes and mouth.
I remember when Metatron, the Voice of God, decreed, perhaps in desperation, the construction of the golden idol. He spoke in a strange, human voice that was full of confusion, “The Fallen are defeated. We are victorious. Yet what price our triumph? The Celestial City lies in ruin. Millions of the Sons of Adam have been slain, millions more escorted beyond the infinite. The Three Who are One are lost to us. Our envoys have searched Eternity, and their efforts have been fruitless. We are lost, abandoned, forsaken. The Seraphim, the Seven Archangels, have taken consul, conferred, and decided. The Hierarchy must have an apex. The Sons of Adam must have a God.”
Behold now! We have a new god for this new age, a figurehead for the Angelic Order, something to believe in. This is why the Angels have need of gold. I leave the plaza, careful not to let the Attendant Angels, the Ishshim, see my tears.
I make my way into the squalor, what some residents call the Hanging Gardens. Here, I trudge through more madness. Like the Penitente, these people seek an end to their suffering. Unlike their more ecclesiastical cohorts, the Hung make no plea to the Father. Instead, quietly, calmly, even politely, they commit suicide. Over and over again they die. In the beginning, poisons were popular and it took some time for the supply of toxic substances to become exhausted. Stockpiles of ammunition were quickly depleted, as well. Stabbing has never been popular. Jumping was once a preferred method, but those who are prone to its use often find themselves unable to muster the physical coordination to try it a second or third time. Drowning simply does not work. As a result, hanging has become popular. Thus were created the Hanging Gardens.
The gardens are quite lovely, even in winter. It has become tradition for the Hung to dress in their finest wardrobe and outfit themselves with the brightest, most outlandish neckwear they can find. Some take the time to color coordinate their ensembles to ensure that the fine details of color in their faces and oxygen-starved skin are highlighted. The streetlights and telephone poles of this part of the city are wrapped with the twisting, swinging bodies like so many holiday decorations. Thankfully, the Cherubs have made a sport of cutting down the older of the Hung on a regular basis. They come by in small gangs, flashing switchblades back and forth, hungry for a bit of sadistic fun. Watching one of the Hung gasp for breath and change colors seems to always be good for a few laughs.
I pass a street vendor hawking wares for this obscene neighborhood. His voice is a singsong of hopelessness, “Ropes, thin ropes, fat ropes, white ropes, black ropes, fine ropes.” He stops me. “A rope for you, friend?” I have no need of ropes and I tell him so. “No harm in asking, friend, now is there? No harm at all. Besides, I knew from the start you weren’t no regular Hung. You ain’t got no scars around your neck. No, you ain’t here for no ordinary rope. No, sir, you are not. I can tell. I use to be somebody, you know. I used to be a psychiatrist. I know what people are thinking. I know what people need. I know when they are looking for something special.”
“I suppose then you have something special? Something I need?” I respond, doing my best to hide the sarcasm in my voice.
“Indeed I do, sir, indeed I do!” He reminds me of a fisherman who has just hooked a big one. “I have a poison guaranteed to kill. Guaranteed, I tell you. These three guys out in the Valley, they took it nine days ago. They ain’t moved since. They dead. They are gonna stay dead, too. I swear. They are dead forever. You could be too. For a price.”
I drag my eyes up and down his thin frame. “Will you take these in trade?” I offer him six juicy apples.
His eyes grow wide in greed and he snatches the fruit from my hand. “Done!” And the apples are gone. He shoves a greasy, glass vial into my hand and moves off without saying a word. After ten yards, his pace picks up, and he breaks into a run before I have a chance to look at the jar. The contents are blue and viscous. The liquid clings to the sides like oil or grease. Even without taking off the lid I can smell the stuff, laundry detergent, or some similar cleanser. Nothing more. No miracle poison; laundry detergent. I throw the vial into a sewer and move on.
My course takes me past the city library, or what is left of it. The windows and doors are all gone, shattered and broken; their frames are stained with soot and ash. Through gaping, toothless mouth-like doors, I see derelicts shuffling through the stacks carrying torches to guide the way. There are other fires burning as well, larger fires with smoke that smells of old paper, ink, and leather. The librarians are burning the books. Not all at once mind you, just those that have been deemed useless. Philosophy went first I suppose, followed by science and perhaps government. They must be at least up to history by now, or perhaps economics. I mount the steps and leave apples as a dark gift to these traitors to reason.
By noon I reach the Celestial Administration Complex, a vast city of surreal architecture in what was once Anaheim. The happiest place on Earth is now a shining fortress of refuge for the Angels who now dwell among the mundane. Divine fire adorns the artificial mountains and luminous clouds float through the streets. Dog-faced angels that reek of sweat and blood guard the gates. Few humans are allowed inside. Again, I pass without incident. Metatron is waiting for me. 
Angels do not pace. When they become impatient an odd reflex places them in a fugue state from which they cannot estimate the passage of time. Metatron awakens from this state when I enter the room. 
His voice is oddly human. “This is your fault. You knew this would happen. We should kill you for this. We should cast you screaming into the pit. We will have vengeance.”
I stare at the displaced Angel, the former Voice of God. My gaze is cold, dark, and direct. “You will do nothing,” I tell him. “Your time is over. The chorus of God has been chosen, and your voice was found too discordant to belong. The age of God and His rule are over. It is my time. There shall be a new age and a new God. I assure you it will not be the sad monolith of gold you are so fervent in constructing.”
Metatron’s face betrays his fall into humanity as it reflects the all too mortal emotion of bewilderment. I feel sorry for him. I feel sorry for all of them. The Angels, so nearly divine but still imperfect. Part of the plan, but not privy or aware of its details, goals, and consequences. I part my hair to reveal my Mark, the Mark of God. 
“I am Cain, Son of Adam, Son of God. My parents tasted the fruits of the Tree of Knowledge. In doing so, God planted His seeds, tended His orchard, and harvested the best of fruits. Yet, as with all harvests, there is still fruit left on the tree. Most of the fruit is overripe, bruised, or diseased. With these meager remains the pickers may do what they want. Most will eventually fall and rot away, returning to the base from which they came. Some of the remains, however, are simply not ripe, not yet ready to harvest. Given time, some will yield the sweetest fruit of all.”
I pull the last apple from my pocket. “This is the fruit of the second tree, the Tree of Ignorance. From its seeds a new Eden shall grow. As with the original tree, man will be offered these fruits. These are not the fruits of knowledge or immortality. Rather, they are the fruits of ignorance and oblivion. Man must return to his origins. He must be without sin and without mind, as the beasts in the field. This is my mission, cursed to me by the Lord from the beginning. I will lead man from the light and into the darkness.”
I watch as realization, then rapture overcomes Metatron. With this new dawning, his need fulfilled, Metatron slowly dissolves away into the ether of creation. All around the world, faithful Angels dissolve into nothingness. In the midst of it all he speaks; Metatron actually speaks, “The Prophecy is fulfilled. The Alpha and the Omega. In the End . . .” and he is gone.
And then there is a second voice; a voice for the world, and it speaks to the world, “In the Beginning . . .”
“There was darkness,” I respond. I close my eyes and wait for the world to begin again.
 



The Stump and the Spire
Joseph Lallo
 
If you want to get to the root of something, you’re going to have to dig.
 
IT IS A USEFUL BIT of wisdom in any walk of life. Time has a way of covering things up, after all. To get to the essential truth of a thing, the place where it all started, you will have to brush away the layers left behind by the passing years. The words may mean different things to different people, but the wisdom behind them remains. When a healer says you must dig to the root, for instance, he means you must find the cause of an ailment. When a diplomat says you must dig to the root, she means you must learn why a war began. The words could mean a dozen different things; it only depends on who is doing the speaking, and who is doing the listening.
On this day it was William who was doing the listening. He was a young boy of ten who had grown up working the land with his parents and his sister. The one doing the speaking was William’s father, and he was not a diplomat or a healer. He was a farmer, and when a farmer says you must dig to the root, he is holding a shovel and pointing to a tree stump. Farmers don’t have time for metaphors.
“Father, I can’t dig out a whole tree by myself,” William objected.
“I did it when I was your age. It just takes time,” his father said, handing the boy the shovel and tousling his hair. “It will do you good to get some proper work done, and this stump is long overdue to come out.”
William looked to the stump again. It was an ancient gray thing, the remains of an oak that had been dead the day they found it. The tree had been on the land since long before they had taken it over the previous season, and it was at the center of a patch of barren and lifeless field. It had been simple enough to cut down the trunk, and after a bit of sawing and chopping it provided some much needed firewood. As for the stump, they had been in too much of a hurry to take care of it thus far. The growing season was short, and the planting season shorter. During those months, their time was better spent elsewhere. Now the harvest was over, and the air was already taking on the harder nip of the long winter ahead. There was no better time to dig out the stump and see what could be done to nurse the soil back to health. It wasn’t a terribly large job, all things considered. The stump was only half as tall as the boy and perhaps equally wide. The tangle of roots beneath it was daunting though, particularly considering how deep it likely ran.
“But it’ll take me forever!”
“Just do as much as you can do today, then come back tomorrow. It’ll be done before you know it,” William’s father assured him with a firm slap on the back. “And do your best while the weather is still warm, because once the ground starts to freeze it’ll be that much harder.”
“But—”
“William,” he said, his voice stern and his gaze hard. “Remember what happens to little boys who disobey their parents. A dragoyle will come along and eat your toes in your sleep.”
“Yes, Father.” William had been hearing stories about dragoyles for as long as he could remember. They were supposed to be evil creatures left behind by the D’Karon, dark wizards from long ago who had come from another world and nearly conquered this one. Dragoyles were said to be vicious monsters, and the D’Karon were the blackest of evils, but mostly they seemed to exist specifically to frighten little boys into doing what they were told. William had stopped believing in them years ago, but he knew that once his father started talking about them, the next words would be punishment.
“So what are you going to do?”
“I’ll dig up the stump, Father.”
“That’s my boy,” he said.
William sighed and put the shovel to work, hacking at the first of what would be many, many roots. The boy wasn’t shaping up to have what one might call a farmer’s physique. He was short for his age, and he'd never lost his baby fat, despite plenty of hard work on the land. His temperament left something to be desired as well. Whereas his father could think of no finer way to spend the day than getting his hands dirty tilling the soil, William had other interests. The boy would much prefer to while away the hours sketching shapes on the ground, daydreaming, and asking questions his parents wouldn’t have known how to answer even if they’d had the time and inclination to do so. It was a source of great concern for William’s father that the boy didn’t show much interest in the family work, but he was a simple man and confident that a few more summers with spade in hand would make the boy see the light. After all, it had worked for Layla, William’s sister.
Layla was four years older than William and taller by a head and shoulders. Though she still gave her parents plenty to worry about, she was at least happy enough working on the farm. She tended to the animals and was never shy to take up a rake or a hoe if an extra set of hands were needed. It had left her with a fit build and boundless energy, which was something of a mixed blessing. Though her parents were grateful for her help and enthusiasm on the fields, they would have preferred a bit less energy afterward. She already had a habit of getting into trouble when the day’s work was through, and it would only get worse as her thoughts began to drift toward more amorous pursuits. 
As the sun was hitting its highest point, Layla paid her brother a visit. She was wearing her dirt-encrusted work clothes, and in her hand was a familiar cloth sack.
“Lunchtime, Willy!” she chirped.
The boy looked wearily at his sister as she offered him a smile and set the sack down beside the stump.
“So Dad finally decided to have you dig something up,” she said, untying the corners of the sack to flatten it into a tablecloth of sorts. Inside was a pile of golden-brown pockets of baked dough and a leather water flask.
“Yeah. All by myself,” he replied. He wiped his hands on his pants and eagerly tried to stuff an entire dough pocket into his mouth. They were a treat his mother had concocted when she grew tired of her family attempting to eat their midday meal while in the fields. After most of her bowls were lost or broken, she started baking meat, gravy, and vegetables into a pocket of dough so that they could eat with their hands.
“He does that. Remember when he made me dig up all of those bushes when I was ten? It is like a test. Do it right and you’re a grownup.”
“It’s hard, it’s no fun, and I’m only doing it because I have to,” he said through a mouthful of meat and dough. “What’s that supposed to teach me about being a grownup?”
Layla smirked. “That about covers it I think.” She slapped him on the back. “You always were the fast learner.”
“Does that mean I can stop?”
“Nope. Being a grownup is for good.” She grabbed a pocket of her own. “Besides, what else are you going to do?”
“I don’t know. Anything. Think about stuff. Let my mind wander.”
“You know what Dad says about that sort of thing.” She adopted a gruff voice and an educational tone. “Things that wander tend to get lost.”
“Don’t you ever wonder about things?”
“Like what?”
“Well…like why do they call this place Oddspire Fields?”
“That’s easy. Because of the spire,” she said, pointing. 
Just beyond the fence at the edge of their land, about a dozen yards away from the stump, was a spire. It was ancient and worn by the elements, but one could still see the intricate designs that had been carved into its surface. It was about twice as tall as Layla and jutted out of the ground at an odd angle. “It’s a spire, it’s in the fields, and that’s odd. Oddspire Fields.”
“But how did it get there? The closest place with spires like that is New Kenvard, and that’s miles away.”
Layla treated the question with her usual level of diligence. She gave it half a thought, then shrugged and took a guess. “I suppose people liked it better that way. Anyway, eat up. Plenty more digging before this thing is out.”
William nodded. The two finished their meal and each went back to work. For a while he continued to think about the spire. New Kenvard was a long way away. If someone had really taken the spire from one of the roofs of the old buildings and installed it here, he couldn’t imagine why, and they’d done a poor job of it besides. It was standing at an odd angle and didn’t have so much as a path leading to it. When he was done turning that mystery over in his head, he started to wonder why no one else had been curious enough to find out the answer. It seemed like no one really cared how things were, or about the mysteries of the world. Not anymore, anyway. Now they just cared about their own little corner of the world and how to get by. As the day rolled on, his thoughts were eventually reduced to variations of “This tree sure has a lot of roots,” and “I wonder how much more I’ll have to dig.”
The last answer, he learned several days later, was plenty. The tree may have been dead, but in its day it must have been mighty, because the roots seemed to go on forever. William hacked through the ones he could, but the main taproot was as thick as his arm and as tough as nails. Day after day he dug deeper, trying to find a point where the root was thin enough to chop through. In the evening of the seventh day, when the hole beside the stump was now well over his head, his shovel struck something strange nestled among the roots.
It wasn’t a stone or a particularly stubborn root. He’d struck enough of them to be a veritable expert. Leaning his shovel against the wall of the pit he’d dug, he got down on his knees and clawed at the object with his hands. It was extremely entangled, whatever it was, but the roots around it were thinner and more brittle than he’d encountered thus far. With a bit more digging, he managed to unearth what turned out to be a small metal box. It was only about two square-feet around and a few inches thick, but it was unlike anything he’d seen before. Rather than being rusted beyond recognition, the box was barely corroded. It was a dark gray color, and when he hauled it out into the fading sun he could just make out some thin engravings forming a complex pattern. One side had a delicate hinge, and the other had two latches. From the looks of it the roots had managed to work their way inside, snapping one of the latches and providing a glimpse within. He twisted and turned the box in the dim light, trying to catch a peek of what it held, but before he could see anything useful, he heard his mother’s voice calling him home for dinner. He tucked the box under his arm and climbed out of the hole, scurrying toward the house.
Their home was a simple one, consisting mostly of one large room. The fireplace, which currently had a heavy iron pot hanging in it, filling the home with the smell of boiling cabbage, nested along the wall opposite the entrance. The room had a table and a few chairs, and the family used it for almost everything but sleeping. For that, there was a pair of bedrooms, one for the children and one for the parents. Outside the house, the family was lucky enough to have its own well and a barn a bit further away. 
William ran to their barn to stow the shovel. With the tool in its place, he made ready to bring the box to his father, but something stopped him.
 Like most people these days, William’s father had little use for a mystery. He tended to dismiss things he didn’t understand as unnecessary distractions from planting or harvesting. If William showed this box to his father, he would simply tell William to throw it away, or perhaps take it so that he could see about selling it at the market. Granted, William reasoned that selling the box was probably the best idea…but not before he’d had a chance to take a closer look. He lowered it carefully to the ground beneath the feed trough, brushed some hay over it, and hurried to the house. He tried to take a seat as his mother dished out the cabbage soup she’d prepared.
“Uh-uh-uh. You know better than that. You’re filthy. I don’t want you eating with a filthy face and filthy hands. The bucket’s by the door like it always is,” she scolded.
William grumbled and pushed open the door. A heavy wooden pail filled with clean water from the well hung on a hook outside. He splashed enough on his hands and face to get rid of the bulk of the accumulated soil from the day’s digging, then hurried back. When he shut the door behind him, his father and sister were taking their seats. His mother put a hearty bowl before each member of the family before she sat as well. William hungrily dug into it. A full day of shoveling was enough to make any meal a banquet.
“There, you see. A good appetite is a sign you’ve been putting in a good day’s work. You’ve made a lot of progress, William, I’m proud of you. Another few days and we’ll be able to hitch the oxen to that stump and pull it out.”
William simply nodded and industriously went to work emptying his bowl, as though doing so quickly enough would win him a prize. When the meal was through, he made a show of stretching and yawning.
“I’m really tired, Father,” he said. “I’m going to go to bed early, all right?”
“Of course,” his father replied. “Get a good night’s sleep. Maybe if you get an early start on it tomorrow, you can have the job done by nightfall.” He watched with a smile as his son carried his bowl to the washbasin, then gathered his nightclothes and went to his room. “You see, Clara? I knew giving him an important job would turn him around,” he said proudly.
“He just needed some time, Tom,” said William’s mother. “And you just needed to have faith in him.”
“Isn’t it good to see your brother finally showing some interest in the land, sweetie?” he asked Layla.
The girl pursed her lips and looked to the bedroom door. “He’s interested all right,” she remarked with a raised eyebrow. “Dad, I’m a little tired too. I think I’ll turn in.”
“Good night, then. Maybe if the two of you are up early enough and finish your work, we can take a trip to New Kenvard.”
“Sounds great, Dad,” Layla said, standing up to kiss him on the forehead. “Good night.”
He watched as she got herself ready and slipped into the bedroom as well, then smiled to his wife. “We’re raising a great couple of farmers, Clara.”
“I’ve always thought so, dear,” she said.
 
 
#
William struggled to stay awake in his darkened bedroom. He hadn’t been lying when he said he was tired. A week of digging from sunrise to sunset would be enough to make anyone exhausted and sore, but he forced himself to stay awake until heard his parents retire for the night. Once their door was shut, he crawled out of bed as quietly as possible and eased open the shutters to his window. They swung open with the whisper of a scrape. He held his breath and looked toward his sister. In the light of the moon, he saw her still motionless in bed. He released a sigh of relief, then pulled himself to the sill and promptly tumbled to the ground.
He sat up and shook his head, then winced and waited for his parents to swing their window open and order him back to his room, or his sister to poke her head out and demand to know what he was up to. A few moments passed with nothing, but he should have expected as much. They all worked as hard as he did. It would take more than a ten-year-old plopping down on the grass to wake them. He brushed himself off and ran barefoot to the barn. For many people, the air would have been a bit too brisk to be running around in one’s pajamas, but Oddspire Fields was a part of the northern kingdoms. Locals like him tended not to bother with a coat until it was below freezing.
William grunted against the barn door and tugged it open. The unmistakable fragrance of large animals wafted out from inside, but there was little moonlight and few windows, so the interior of the barn was pitch black.
“Darn,” he muttered. “I should have brought a—”
“Looking for this?”
The voice came out of nowhere, startling William. His panicked brain told him to run, but without selecting a useful destination first, he only made it three steps before colliding with the barn door and falling to the ground. Dazed, he blinked until the smirking face of his sister came into view. She was holding an unlit lantern in one hand and had the other outstretched to help him to his feet.
“You know, for such a bright kid, you’re lousy at running away from home,” Layla said, pulling him up.
“I wasn’t running away from home,” he defended, brushing himself off.
“Then what are you doing out here?” She set the lantern down and sparked it to flame.
“Nothing!”
“Just felt like visiting the cows? Come on, Willy. What’ve you got?”
He crossed his arms and huffed. “Fine, I’ll show you. But you can’t tell Mother and Father until I say, since I found it.”
“That depends on if it’s juicy enough to be worth getting me out of bed,” she said, ruffling his hair.
The pair slipped into the barn. William’s father was primarily a farmer, but to work the land properly he kept a pair of oxen for plowing and hauling. The family also had a horse and cart for taking the harvest to the market and the family to town when the need arose. Add to that their two cows, the coop of chickens beside the barn, and a few sheep they’d picked up the previous season and Layla had her hands full keeping the animals fed and healthy. She raised the lantern.
“Easy everyone. We’re just visiting,” she cooed to the livestock when their arrival caused the inevitable stir. The animals had all gathered themselves at the far side of the barn for some reason, and her words did little to calm them. “Never seen them do that before,” she mused. “I wonder what’s gotten into them.”
“Over here,” William said, digging into the hay beneath the trough. “Bring the light. And close the door.”
Layla pushed the door shut and crouched down beside her brother as he revealed the treasure he’d unearthed earlier that day. Somehow it looked even more mysterious in the light of the lantern. The flickering flame caused shadows to dance across the designs on the surface, deepening the appearance of the etched lines. Twisting the box made shimmers run along the shapes and sigils, almost seeming to make them pulse with light.
“Ooo,” Layla remarked. “That’s a fancy box. Where’d you find it?”
“It was buried under that tree! What do you think is inside?”
She shrugged. “Well it’s half-open, so probably dirt and bugs now.”
“Well yeah, but what else? I’m going to try to get it the rest of the way open.” He took two of the trowels from their place on the barn wall and wedged them inside the opening the roots had made. He eagerly tugged and twisted them.
“Look at you getting so excited. How come I never see you get so giddy on the farm?”
“Because nothing interesting ever happens on the farm,” he grunted, fighting with the remarkably sturdy little box. “When was the last time anything on the farm was half as amazing as—” He gave one more yank. “—this!”
The box popped open and both siblings leaned close, excited to see their discovery. As expected, a fair amount of soil had found its way inside, along with some withered and blackened bits of root, some dead beetles, and some shriveled worms. He brushed them away with a grimace until he’d cleared off a bundle of grimy fabric. The cloth was strange. It was finely woven, so much so that it was almost as smooth as silk. The surface glittered slightly in the light, even through the layer of dirt. The bundle was almost the same shape as the box, a rough rectangle with an irregular bulge, and there was a black ribbon securing it shut. He tugged at the ends like a child opening a long-awaited present and unwrapped the cloth. Layla’s eyes widened with anticipation…then her shoulders sagged when she saw the contents.
“Congratulations, Willy. You found a book and a stick,” she said flatly.
He didn’t reply. Unlike her, the sight of the book didn’t wipe away his enthusiasm; it set it aflame. He picked up the tome, a thin volume with a strange purple-black leather cover and bound with sinewy twine.
“It’s a book, Layla. A book! I’ve never seen one this close before.”
“Well sure, Willy, but what good is it going to do us? I can’t read and neither can you. I don’t even think Mom and Dad can. The stick is kind of pretty though.”
She reached down and picked it up, turning it in the light of the lantern. It was some sort of silvery wood, as thick as her finger and perhaps a foot long. Like the box, it was covered with fine engravings, but these were far more intricate. It tapered slightly from one end to the other and was perfectly straight. Both ends were rounded.
“I know I can’t read, but with a book, maybe I could learn,” he said. He flipped through the pages. They were covered with shapes far more complex and varied than he’d ever seen written anywhere else…not that he’d seen very much writing.
“Dad will teach you everything you want to know about running a farm. What do you need to learn to read for?”
“To learn everything else,” he said. “Hold the lantern closer.”
Layla looked to the dwindling flame.
“I guess it was low on oil. Come on. Maybe the moon will be enough.”
He gathered the book and hid the cloth and the box while she snuffed out the lantern flame. The moon was low on the horizon. To get the best light, they made their way to the far side of the barn. While William pored hungrily over the pages, Layla continued to inspect the carved wood.
“How do you figure they got the carvings so fine?” she asked. “They’re so intricate, I can’t even make out the smallest ones.”
“I don’t know. Mom said they make fine jewelry in South Crescent. Maybe that’s where it’s from.”
“That’s silly. Why would someone come all the way from across the sea with a carved stick, then bury it in a field?”
“I thought you said I was the one who asked too many questions.”
She shrugged. “It isn’t the first time I’ve picked up a bad habit. Oh, darn it!”
“What is it?”
“There’s a mole. Get out of here, you little pest,” she said, waggling the stick angrily. “If you ruin even one stalk of wheat I’ll—”
There was a sharp crackle and a brilliant flash of violet light. William looked up from the book in time to see a glimmering bolt of black and purple lance through the air and strike the ground, narrowly missing the scurrying mole, and blackening the earth where it had been.
Layla stood perfectly still, eyes as wide as saucers. The artifact was still in her hand, held in precisely the same position. After a few stunned seconds she held it out at arm’s length, then dropped it to the ground.
“What did you do?” William yelped.
“I don’t know! I thought about how I wanted to get rid of the little monster and then, zap!”
The siblings looked at the stick. Its tip still glowed faintly, and the engravings had an undeniable shimmer to them now.
“It’s a…it’s a magic wand. Willy, you found a magic wand!”
For a moment they both kept a cautious distance. Then at the same instant, they dove for it.
“Give it to me! I found it! You already had a turn!” William whined.
“Oh no, Willy,” she said, planting a hand on his forehead to hold him at bay. “You picked the book, you stick with the book.” She snagged the wand. “Go get our boots. We’ll go out in the field. I want to see what sort of tricks this thing can do.”
#
After a clumsy fumble through the darkened house that made it clear his parents were harder to disturb than he’d ever imagined, William returned, and they went on their way toward the stump. Layla reasoned that since William was already digging there, anything that needed covering up could get a few scoops of loose soil over it, and no one would be the wiser. Considering how little interest she seemed to have in learning, Layla could be fiendishly clever when it came to getting away with things. As they walked, though, William became increasingly uneasy.
“I don’t know, Layla,” he said, face uneasy. “The more I think about it, the more I feel like this is a bad idea.”
“That’s why thinking is bad sometimes, Willy. Dad says if you want to start doing something, the best way to start doing it is to start doing it.”
William considered the words for a moment. “Sometimes Father’s sayings don’t make much sense.”
“Makes plenty of sense to me. Just play with your book.”
“The moon’s behind clouds now. I can’t even see it.”
“Hmm. Well, let’s try this.”
She raised the wand and swirled it in the air. A thin streamer of blue-white light began to trail behind it. A few more twirls conjured a sort of wreath of light, more than enough to illuminate the page.
“Wow. How did you do that?”
“I just thought about doing it and it happened.”
“I wonder if that means I can do the same thing with this.”
He looked at the book’s unfamiliar symbols and imagined being able to read them. At first nothing happened. Then he felt something in his mind start to stir. First one at a time, then in whole lines, the shapes on the page changed. They didn’t look any different, but now a sequence of squiggles and runes seemed to have meaning. Each represented a word or a thought.
“It’s working. It’s working! This says ‘The Ways and Workings of the First Wave Casting Wand.’”
“And you said Dad’s sayings don’t make sense,” Layla said. She collected a few medium-sized stones and set them on top of the stump. “I’ll bet you I can hit these from over by the fence.”
For a few minutes, Layla took crackling potshots at the stones while William flipped through the pages of the book, ravenously consuming the contents of each one.
“This thing is hard to aim,” she remarked as a third blast in a row went lancing into sky. She squinted and lined the wand up carefully, then gave it a flick. A bolt of energy struck one of the stones, shattering it. “Ha! Those moles had better watch out now! Did you find anything good in there?”
“I think this book is written to tell you all of the things the wand can do.” He glanced behind him. The spot along the fence that Layla had chosen to stand for target practice was a stone’s throw away from the region’s namesake spire. He eyed it in its place on the other side of the fence, then turned to her. “Let me try it for a second.”
“In a bit. I’m just getting the hang of it.”
“Come on, I’ll give it right back.”
Reluctantly, Layla handed him the wand. He steadied the book in one hand and held the wand in the other. After a few moments of looking at the page he closed his eyes, then opened them again and waved the wand at the spire. There was no immediate effect.
“What was supposed to happen?”
“It says I should be able to ‘reveal all that needs to be known’ about the spire.”
“Leave it to you to pick something boring. Give me the wand back, I—”
The air around them shuddered, then the world seemed to vanish into darkness. In front of them, where the spire had been, there was only a long and irregular stone. Along the surface, the stone began to spark and flash, falling away in tiny chips. The chips fell faster and faster, eventually revealing the rough shape of the spire. As it became more detailed and refined, the world around it began to fade back into place, but it wasn’t the farm. It was a city, ancient and primitive. The chips falling away to give the spire ever-greater detail were now falling under the expert bite of an artisan’s chisel. The artist moved so swiftly that he was little more than a shimmering blur. Above them the sun streaked from day to night and back again with such velocity that there seemed to be perpetual twilight. In no time the spire stood in all of its freshly crafted glory. Next the whole world around them began to shift and slide, whisking by while the spire remained stationary. It was as though its position and angle were locked in place with respect to its observers. The work of art was slung with ropes, heaved onto a boat, then dangled from scaffolds and affixed atop a castle. For a few glorious moments William and Layla were drifting in the sky beside a magnificent tower while below them a city began to assemble itself. It should have been terrifying to be hanging in the air high over the ground, but the awe of the sight washed the fear away.
“What is this place?” Layla asked breathlessly.
“It looks like New Kenvard…only different. I think…I think it might be old Kenvard.”
The flickering of day/night slowed until the scene was moving slowly enough for them to make out individual people going about their lives. In the distance, beyond the walls, a force of red-clad soldiers gathered. Arrows were launched, fires were started, and then the soldiers broke through the walls, washing over the city like a tide. When the soldiers receded, the city was in ruins. Without so much as a moment’s pause in respect for the fallen, the day/night returned to its blinding speed. Though they passed in seconds, what must have been years of time rolled by with few changes to the scene below. New buildings appeared, and a steady stream of soldiers flowed from them, but little else seemed to occur. Then the sun slowed once more, and in the distance a form in the sky revealed itself, a dragon with a woman on its back. It whisked through the city and darted into the doors at the base of the tower beneath them. A heartbeat later the dragon erupted from within, now with a strange looking creature as its second passenger. Next a blinding flash of blue light blotted out the landscape for an instant. The world twirled around them, and finally the spire came to rest in its current location. The scene flickered with day and night for a few moments more. A tree sprouted, grew, withered, and died. The farmhouse and the fence appeared. Finally the sun set one final time and the ghostly images of William and Layla themselves appeared, played with the wand, then stepped into their present positions.
A full minute passed before either of the children could coax their minds into producing words. Layla was the first to speak, her eyes fixed in wonder upon the wand.
“What else does the book say this can do…?”
#
The hours of the night seemed to sweep by as swiftly as they had in the visions the spell had shown them. One by one they worked their way through the pages of the book, testing spells that seemed interesting. Knowing what the shapes on the page meant, it turned out, wasn’t quite enough. Many of the spells contained words of which they had no clue of the meaning, or sequences of words they knew, but which didn’t make sense when put together. After a few spells, Layla began to understand that the wand wasn’t simply doing whatever she wanted it to do. It could do a variety of things and was selecting the one closest to what she had in mind. Some of the more abstract spells took a few tries to cast, but before long they had nearly reached the last page.
“Try this one. It says it will ‘produce from raw material a temporary, simplified, dragon-type puppet under the caster’s permanent control,’ whatever that means,” William said.
“A puppet? Why would there be a spell for making a puppet?” she wondered.
“Maybe the wand was supposed to be used for entertainment. That’s what we’re using it for.”
She shrugged and tried to conjure to mind a reasonable approximation of a “dragon-type puppet,” then flicked the wand. The bolt of magic sparkled toward the mound of earth William had created through days of digging. They waited a few seconds, but nothing seemed to happen.
“That one was another fizzle. What’s left?” she asked.
“Just one more,” he said. “It just says, ‘The most important of spells. The beginning, the entrance, the keyhole. A door large enough for four.’ What could that be?”
“Only one way to find out.”
“Are you sure we should? The sun’s almost up. We’ve been doing this all night.”
“As long as we’ve already lost a whole night’s sleep, we might as well finish things,” she said.
Layla pictured a keyhole in her mind, then waved the wand vaguely toward the stump. A slow wave of black wafted along in the path behind the wand’s motion. The wispy darkness drifted like a ribbon of gossamer caught in the wind, then began to coil in on itself above the stump. The wand shook lightly, then tugged itself from Layla’s fingers, floating forward until it hung in the air just below the coil of black. A filament of brilliant blue light burst from the tip, feeding the coil and causing it to tighten and swirl.
“Oh. This might be a good one,” Layla said, crossing her arms and waiting for the spell to run its course.
For a time the coil merely swirled with steadily increasing speed.
“I wonder how long it will take,” William said.
“Hopefully not too long. I don’t want it to still be going when Mom and Dad wake up.” At the sound of tumbling soil, she looked at William, then at the mound beside the hole. At first she gasped, but then a smirk came to her face. “Oh, look, the puppet spell did work.”
Emerging from the pile of dirt was a creature that at a glance certainly seemed to be “dragon-type.” It didn’t look exactly like a dragon. For one thing, it was tiny, perhaps the size of a cat. For another thing, it looked almost like it had been chiseled from stone. Its long neck and tail had a segmented look to them, and except for the wings, the features were all very rough and crude, formed from a purple-black hide similar to the book’s cover. There were no eyes, only sockets that had an ember-orange glow to them. Its mouth was a jagged beak hanging slightly open. After stepping free of the now greatly reduced mound of soil, it stood motionless, staring at them.
“Ugh. It’s an ugly little thing,” Layla remarked. She furrowed her brow. “Why does it seem familiar?”
She turned to her brother, who was staring with eyes wide with fear.
“What’s wrong?”
“It’s a dragoyle,” he said with a frightened hush.
She looked back at it, then back to her brother. “The monster things? The ones Dad always told scary stories about? Yeah, I suppose it does look a bit like one of them.”
“Did you picture one when you cast the spell?”
“Not even close. I pictured a dragon made of wood with strings on it. Why would the wand make a dragoyle?” Her mind churned for a moment, sifting through the stories that the dragoyle brought to mind. Then the answer struck her, and her eyes widened as much as her brother’s. “You don’t think…what if…what if that is a D’Karon wand? The D’Karon were the wizards who made those things, right? Why would a wand make a dragoyle if it wasn’t one of theirs?”
“The D’Karon are wizards who came here from another world…and we just cast a spell that said it was a door…” he said.
She looked back to the wand. It was crackling with energy. “We need to stop the spell!”
Layla rushed toward the wand and tried to reach for it, but a spark of energy leaped out from it and struck her hand, causing her to recoil in pain. William flipped madly through the book.
“It says the only way to stop a spell is to cut off the source of power. We can’t just take the wand. We have to break it,” he said.
“But I can’t even get close!”
The swirl was getting larger now, almost as large as the stump, and there was a foul-smelling wind rushing out of it. Just at the edge of hearing was a mixture of chilling noises, like voices chanting in an unknowable language. Layla panicked, grabbing stones and hurling them at the wand. The fear coursing through her took any precision from her throws, and any stones that came close were zapped away by the wand.
“Go get me more rocks!” she cried out.
William scrambled to obey, spotting a decent one a short distance away, but before he could reach it, the little dragoyle sprang into action, clamping down on the rock with its mouth and dropping it at Layla’s feet.
“Why did it do that?” she asked, her mind in no condition for any more puzzles.
“It…it is a puppet. You control it.”
“You’re right!” She turned to the monster. “Dragoyle, destroy the wand!”
It snapped to the task, bounding toward the wand and shrugging off a blast. It clamped down on the artifact, heaving a breath of blackness while it shook and chomped. There was a hissing whine, almost like the wand was screaming in pain, and finally it fractured in a burst of light and fell to the stump. The instant it broke, the dragoyle fell lifeless, and the swirl began to slow. Layla wiped beading sweat from her forehead.
“Okay, the wand is gone. What happens now?” she asked.
He flipped to the end of the book, and his eyes traced over the page, the words now illuminated by the first rays of the rising sun.
“I can’t understand the words anymore,” he said.
“I guess that makes sense. All of the spells are going away. Did it just get colder?” she asked, pulling her nightshirt a little tighter.
“Just windier, I think,” he said. He looked across the brightening field. The tufts of grass and remaining stalks from the harvest were beginning to bow under the force of the wind, but they weren’t moving in the sweeping wave that he was used to. They were bowing in a curve…and all directly toward the shrinking swirl. “Grab onto something! The wind is blowing toward that thing!”
They sprinted toward the fence, but its widely spaced slats were already rattling dangerously in the wind. If the gale grew strong enough, it wouldn’t anchor them for very long. Crawling through it and fighting a rush of wind that threatened to drag them backward, they made their way to the spire and wrapped their arms around it. The wind intensified. Soil and earth were spiraling into the black swirl. It sucked up the book, shredding it to pieces as it did, and made short work of the dragoyle’s remains as well. The stump was shaking and straining at its weakened roots. Above it, the swirl was barely the size of the fist, but the air rushing into it howled deafeningly.
With a crack like a whip, the stump pulled free, colliding with the ball of darkness and splintering into a galaxy of tiny fragments that disappeared inside. Now the mass of black was the size of a marble. And now it was the size of a pea. Now a pinpoint. The air shook with a resounding roll of thunder and burst of energy as the swirl finally vanished completely, taking the maelstrom with it just as swiftly as it had come.
The children let a few long moments pass before they were willing to release their grip on the spire. When they did, they took some time to observe the scene of chaos revealed by the rising sun. The stump was gone, and a good deal of the earth beneath it had gone with it. A few slats had been ripped from the fence and hurled far into the field. Each of the siblings was plastered with dust and dirt, their hair and eyes wild. Their jangled nerves had not yet permitted anything as complex as speech or rational thought to fall into place by the time they heard their names echoing across the field. They looked toward the farmhouse and saw their father rushing in their direction, still in his nightclothes. Layla and William both hurried to him, hugging him tightly.
“What is going on here? Your mother and I woke to a terrible sound and found your room empty.”
“We—” William began.
“We woke up early to…to finish the stump,” Layla said. She was always quick with a lie when the situation called for it. When the truth involved dark sorcery and nearly summoning an ancient evil, the situation certainly called for a lie.
“You what?” their father asked. He looked around, spotting the scooped out pit of earth and the scraggly remnants of roots sticking out from its edges. “Good heavens. You certainly did a thorough job of it.” He looked around. “Where did you put it? And where did you put the soil?”
“A man came by. He had an empty wagon. We convinced him to haul it away,” William offered, slowly picking up on his sister’s ideas.
“If you were digging, where are the shovels?” their father asked, now legitimately confused.
“We put them away,” Layla said.
“Then why are you out here?”
“We were trying to figure out how to fix the fence. It broke when we were loading the soil.”
The confused farmer looked around at the shattered and scattered slats. “And the noise? What was that?”
“There was a windstorm. It passed quickly, but it made a mess,” Layla said.
He looked into the frazzled and anxious faces of each of his children. Their story didn’t make any sense, and he seemed reluctant to believe it, but in the absence of a better explanation it was enough.
“We’ll discuss it later. Next time you plan something like this, tell your mother and I so we won’t be worried.”
“I don’t think we’ll be doing something like this again, Dad,” Layla said.
The trio set off back to the farmhouse. William glanced over his shoulder at the spire.
“Father?” he said.
“Yes, William?”
“Since the stump is gone, can we go to New Kenvard like you said…after a nap.”
“Perhaps.”
“Do you think anyone there will be able to tell us about the history of the city?”
“I imagine so.”
“I’d like to hear about it.”
“Yeah,” said Layla. “I think I would too.”
 




 



Love, Crystal, and Stone
Teresa Frohock
 
MY FIRST MEMORY was of the sun on the Alboran Sea, glittering crystalline tears of light that bounced on every wave. The ocean thundered and foamed against nearby cliffs, clawing at the earth and dragging it away one pebble at a time. Gulls wheeled overhead, dazzling bolts of silver, they shrieked like women afire.
I sat on the beach, a toddler speckled with sand, wet curls plastered to my cheeks. I remember I cried until my throat was sore, deep wails of loss and grief, yet no matter how I screamed, my mother would not come. Maybe the heavy waves deafened her, or the screeching gulls distracted her, perhaps she had fallen in her salt-water chambers. The reasons didn’t matter. I only knew that I was alone and afraid. I wanted my mother to take me away from this blistering, noisy beach, back into the cool safety of her arms.
Suddenly, calloused hands slipped beneath my arms and lifted me high.
Shocked by the movement, I summoned the energy for a howl that sent the gulls whirling toward the cliffs. When my cry faded and I opened my eyes again, I saw a man’s weathered face close to mine. His eyes were the color of cinnamon, and he wrapped me in a gaze full of warmth. He was a boxy man with square shoulders and thick fingers; accustomed to his own strength, he rocked me tenderly against his chest.
“Ya, ya, ya,” he whispered over and over until the sing-song nature of his words enveloped my world and me.
Although I didn’t know what the strange murmurs meant, the soothing sounds and my exhaustion lulled me. I rested my head against his shoulder; hiccups spasmed through my body and I closed my swollen eyes.
 The man, whose name was Bernardo, carried me to his home in a haunted village simply called Pueblo Blanco. He cleaned me, then teased the snarls from my tangled black curls with a little tortoise shell comb. He marveled aloud at the beauty of my eyes, all pale and green, the color of sea foam.
“I will call you Alejandro,” he proclaimed, as if the name was a valuable gift.
Later, I would find the true worth of that name. On this, my first day in Pueblo Blanco, Bernardo dressed me in a white robe meant for his own son, who lay against his mother’s breast in the churchyard’s cold grave.
Bernardo resurrected his dead son’s cradle and polished the wood with care. I fell into a wearied sleep on a rug by the door. There I dreamt of caverns—crystal and fire and stone—where my mother lay in her labyrinth tomb.
#
Bernardo was a good man, and he treated me as if I was his very own. I couldn’t stand for him to be out of my sight. Although I knew he had no intentions of abandoning me, anxiety gnawed my heart whenever he left, even for a moment.
We often roamed the beach where Bernardo searched for driftwood while I played amongst the stones. Beneath a crag, I discovered a rock scooped smooth by the waves. I pressed my ear against the hard surface and listened for movement beneath the earth. I imagined if I lay perfectly still, I might hear my mother’s voice.
Once, I thought I detected words vibrating up through the rock, like a long ago echo, a whisper from the grave. Just two words, but I heard them as clearly as if a woman spoke.
Be vigilant.

Excited by the discovery, I held my breath and covered my other ear with my palm. I closed my eyes tight and tried to still my noisy heart, but the sound never came again. When I opened my eyes, I found Bernardo’s head close to mine, his ear pressed against the rock.
He sat up and frowned. “What do you hear, Alejandro?”
“A dragon,” I whispered, expecting him to laugh.
“A big dragon?” He frowned and glanced at the rock suspiciously.
“Yes!” My imagination seized the image as only a child can. “She is a giant dragon with scales all blue and green.” I held my stubby arms wide to indicate a girth bigger than me.
Bernardo did not laugh, nor did he mock me. He nodded somberly as if I was an adult.
I lowered my voice and shared the dragon’s secret words. “She says we must be vigilant.”
“Well,” he mused as he rose and took up his bag of driftwood. “Those are wise words. We shall have to watch out for one another.”
I slipped my small hand into his and we walked home, Bernardo whistling a slow tune and me watching the shadows for dangers unseen.
Two weeks later, he presented me with a small dragon, which he had carved from driftwood. He had carefully tinted the scales blue and green and gave her a great horned head with yellow crystals for her eyes. The carving was familiar to me in ways I didn’t understand; I adored it and refused to be parted from the toy, or Bernardo.
We became a pair, the carpenter and I, and were rarely seen one without the other. I had no basis for comparison, so I never noticed anything unusual about the town or its inhabitants, but a pall hung over Pueblo Blanco. Hardly a month went by without violence—a beating, a murder, a disappearance, a suicide. Bernardo tried to shield me from the more horrific acts and never let me go to the public hangings. He distracted me with his guitarra and his songs, then he taught me to play. The vibrations of strings and measures and beats insulated us from the evil that prowled through the shadows and alleys.
In the music, I found my solace, but my respites were meager. The sounds tickled my memories like an itch I couldn’t quite reach. A secret lay in those notes—a song I knew was mine, and in that music rested my redemption, the secret to my beginning, the story of my end.
Yet no matter how often I played, I never found the right combination of chords to create my song. As the harmonies of my beginning slipped from my heart, likewise, my vision began to fade and leech the color from my life.
By the time I was fourteen, the images around me had started to darken. I wasn’t blind; instead, I was limited to nebulous shades of black against lighter shades of gray. Everything around me was indistinct and fluid as if I saw the world through a pool of water.
Each morning, I opened my eyes cautiously, hoping my sight had returned to normal, only to be disappointed. My vision became darker, the shop grew harder to negotiate, and the tools became indistinct lumps of black. A small tumor of fear lodged in my heart. 
Last month, our neighbor Salvador had smothered his deformed son and called it an act of mercy. He said the boy wouldn’t have survived to his fifth birthday and even if he did, what good was a useless mouth to feed?
A horrible notion took seed in my mind: had my mother suspected I’d one day go blind? Had she set me by the sea to die? Surely I was loathsome in her sight; otherwise, she never would have abandoned me.
And what good was a blind boy to a carpenter? The nagging thought depressed me and unhinged my every fear to run black circles in my brain. Bernardo called me his miracle, his gift from God. What would he say when he found this gift tarnished, wearing thin before its time? I would become a useless mouth to feed, something to be hidden away like a filthy secret, or cast from the cliffs into the sea.
My misery grew. A week passed, and the longer I kept the secret of my deteriorating vision to myself, the more antagonistic I became toward Bernardo. My hatred of myself manifested in harsh words; or worse yet, frigid silences when I wouldn’t speak to him for days. I left the shop as often as possible, claiming I was off to meet my friends.
The truth was that I had no friends. The boys of Pueblo Blanco wanted nothing to do with me—I was an outsider with my pale eyes and lean frame. The differences didn’t end with our looks. Their interests were in bullfights and caballeros and wars, whereas I sought comfort in the strings of my guitarra.
When I left Bernardo during my rages, I wandered to the lonely alleys and sulked amongst the shadows. Sometimes, I brought my guitarra and played for the ravens in the churchyard cemetery. There I beat the strings, seeking sounds I couldn’t make. The song I so desperately craved continued to elude me.
Confused and hurt, Bernardo retreated from my anger. We no longer played our music together in the evenings. We retired earlier and earlier, often without speaking.
In the night, terrible visions invaded my sleep. I dreamed that, while I lay sleeping, Bernardo crept to my pallet with a hammer in his hand. No matter how I tried, I could neither wake nor move. Every muscle was frozen while he advanced on my helpless form.
Whispers filled the room like the hiss of wind scraping through the trees.
Bernardo stood over me, his features twisted in contempt. He raised the hammer over my head.
He seeks to rid himself of you, sang a woman’s voice, intimate and close, her breath touched my cheek.
Was this my mother?
Fool. The woman laughed without mirth, without love… Worthless child…
Bernardo swung the hammer down.
I woke with a scream trapped behind my lips.
Minutes passed while I lay on my pallet too frightened to move. My pulse thundered in my ears while my blind eyes stared upward into shadows of black and gray. The sound of Bernardo’s soft snores wafted through the room.
Kill him now, said the woman’s voice.
I sat up and looked around the narrow chamber, but my blind eyes wouldn’t see. I sniffed the air and smelled nothing out of place. “Who is there?” I whispered.
Bernardo means to rid himself of you. The voice came from nowhere; it came from everywhere and sang her urgent song. Kill him!
“Are you a fairy?” I asked the empty air.
Strike first and strike quick, or you will be next.
She was right. If I didn’t kill Bernardo, he would slaughter me like Salvador murdered his boy.
You know what to do. Her whispers skittered away on a renegade breeze.
Of course I did. The solution was simple. Only one of us could greet the dawn. I rose and skirted the familiar objects of the table and our benches. Bernardo was diligent with his tools. I had no trouble finding the mallet that hung from its peg. I inched my way back into our little room. Bernardo slept soundly, a man secure in his home. I stood over him, his death in my hand.
A night bird screamed.
Bernardo sighed my name. “Alejandro?”
I held my breath and lowered the mallet to hide it behind my hip.
“Are you unwell, my son?” Bernardo’s words were slurred by sleep.
A sudden image seized my mind—Bernardo’s face, so sad and wise as he held me up that first time. Ya, ya, ya, he had said, his deep voice singing until my sobs faded to hiccups. 
“No,” I lied. “I am fine.”
“Good, good,” he murmured. “Sleep, then.” He rolled on his side with his back to me. I was certain that he never truly awakened that night.
The mallet was heavy in my hand, a dead weight that dragged me to my knees. I couldn’t kill Bernardo. His love had sustained and nurtured me through the years, without him, I would have died. I returned the mallet to its peg and felt my way back to my pallet. I did not sleep again that night. Instead, I spent the hours rehearsing how I would tell Bernardo I was going blind, and sometime near the dawn, I finally dozed.
Hours later, Bernardo woke me, and I moved through my morning chores, my eyes filled with sand. A woman came to our shop while I gathered wood outside. I heard her voice, soft as silk; she barely spoke a word before Bernardo interrupted her.
“You are not welcome here.”
I froze. Bernardo was never rude. His anger took me by surprise. I strained my ears to hear the woman’s reply. I thought I heard her say my name.
Bernardo lowered his voice to a growl, and I detected a note of fear. “I want you to leave. Never come here again, not while I live.”
The woman made no reply. By the time I worked my way into the shop, she was gone.
“Was someone just here?” I asked.
Bernardo kept working.
“Papa?”
“A woman. I couldn’t help her. She left to find another carpenter. That is all.”
“You sounded angry.” And afraid.
He shook his head, his hands busy with his work. Then he sighed and set the wood aside. “Do you remember Salvador, the man who murdered his son?”
I nodded, afraid to speak in case my voice belied my fear.
“It is said, that the morning after Salvador killed the child, a strange woman appeared at the wake. Our neighbor, Lucia, says that she has heard from others around town that this woman always appears after misfortune strikes a home. The woman who just left fit Lucia’s description.” He sat still and turned his head toward the door. “But we’ve had no tragedy,” he mused. “I probably let my fear guide me. I am a foolish old man, no?” 
My lips went dry as the memory of my murderous thoughts resurfaced. “No, you are not foolish, not at all.” I brushed his worries aside. “You say that Lucia chatters like a mockingbird. Pay her no heed.”
“You’re right.” He picked up his tools once more. “You are a good boy, Alejandro, and wise, too. Pass me that chisel by your hand.”
The vague shapes all looked the same to me, and I accidentally passed him a knife. He was silent for a long time, then he gently placed the knife on the table. He guided me to a stool and made me sit. “You know the difference between a knife and a chisel. What is wrong with you, Alejandro?” he asked.
All of my carefully rehearsed explanations vanished from my mind. “I cannot see. Forgive me, papa. I am going blind.” Relief drifted over me like cool night air on my skin after a hot day.
“You cannot see anything?” Bernardo passed his hand before my face.
The shadow caused me to flinch. “I see shadows and shapes but everything is blurry, without form.”
Bernardo took my hands. “How long has this been going on?”
“Weeks,” I whispered.
“So this is why you have been so angry,” he mused. He gripped my shoulders and brought his head level with mine. The earnestness that I couldn’t see in his features was reflected in his voice. “Don’t be afraid. We will talk to the apothecary. Jorge will know what to do.”
“And what if he can’t? What if Jorge has no remedy? Will you make me leave?”
Bernardo’s breath whistled in an irritated hiss. “Why would I make you leave?”
“I will be useless to you.”
“Oh, Alejandro.” Bernardo drew me into his arms. “You will never be useless to me.” He led me to our table and pressed a cup of wine into my hands. I sensed his gaze on my face, measuring me and my maturity.
He sat across from me, his graveled voice somber. “On the day I found you, I had gone to the beach to die. Several weeks before, my wife and son had succumbed to a mysterious plague that came to this city. I tried to pass my days without them, but living became a burden, a terrible chore. I dreamed of the ocean and the peace of the waves. It felt like the right thing to do. I waited until after church so I could take communion one last time, then while the city took its siesta, I walked to the beach. I intended to swim until I could swim no more.”
Bernardo fell silent, and I dared not rouse him. My shame at my anger and distrust overwhelmed me. The wine lay bitter on my tongue.
Several minutes passed before he continued. “When I arrived at the beach, I found you, screaming your grief to the wind and sky. There was no sign of a soul, nor any footprints to lead me to your parents. It was as if the sea had birthed you and left you as a treasure for me.” The shadow that was Bernardo’s arm rose and fell as he sipped his wine. “I took your presence as a sign from God, that so long as you lived, then I was needed on this earth.” He touched my hand. “Love is a miracle, Alejandro, and you are mine. I will never cast you out of my house, not for anything or anyone. You carry my first son’s name, yet he is nothing but a dream. You are my reality, my miracle. And I love you.”
“I am sorry,” I whispered. I was sorry for believing he could be so callous as to wish me dead. I was miserable for wanting to murder him when it was my selfishness and hurt pride that almost destroyed us.
“Enough,” he said. “Later, we will notch the handles of the tools. Your fingers will be your eyes. For now, we will go see Jorge.”
We went to Jorge, the town’s apothecary, who examined me quite thoroughly. He decided that my pale irises were the cause of my blindness. The lack of color unbalanced the humors in my body, leaving my eyes hot and dry. There was no way to restore my sight, yet I might halt the weakening of my eyes if I always wore a hat that shaded my face whenever I ventured outside.
Bernardo immediately purchased a wide-brimmed hat for me, and we returned to our home via the winding streets.
That night, when we rested in the dark, I went back over our conversation and realized that I had left words unsaid. Before my regret could grow, I went to his bedside and whispered in his ear, “I love you, too.”
A weary smile creased his mouth. “I know, my son.” He tousled my curls. “Now sleep.”
And I did.
#
When our neighbors found out about my disability, they got together and tied knotted strings along the sides of their houses. That way, I could reach out to any wall and count the knots to know which house was which. Their kindness and goodwill overwhelmed me. I determined that I would serve the people of Pueblo Blanco as my Bernardo had served me, with humility and love.
#
The whispers that tried to persuade me to kill Bernardo never intruded in my dreams again; however, the rest of Pueblo Blanco’s residents were not so lucky. If anything, the murders and disappearances escalated, and after each tragedy, an unfamiliar woman was rumored to appear at the residence of the victims. Though Bernardo worried over the violence, he made no move to leave, Pueblo Blanco was his home, and he desired no other.
I adjusted to the shadows of my life and finally accepted my place in the city. Weeks passed when I didn’t think about my song or the mother who left me. My dreams of caverns and crystals and stone ceased entirely until even my dreams were blind.
I was twenty-one when Bernardo died. Death crept quietly to him in the night and stole him from me while I slept. The next morning, I couldn’t wake him. Frantic, I stumbled through the shop, spilling his carefully arranged tools to the floor. I went to Lucia’s home and pounded on her door until her son Olivar answered.
Lucia sent Olivar for the priest and the apothecary, then she helped me back to Bernardo’s side. I heard the soft rustle of her skirts as she knelt by his bed. She was silent for a very long time and when she spoke again, she took my hand. 
“I am so sorry for you, Alejandro. He is dead.”
“No.” The word turned into a sob and strangled itself in my throat. I pushed her aside and cupped Bernardo’s cold cheeks gently. “That’s not true,” I said, though I knew she was right.
She hugged me until the apothecary came. Jorge said that Bernardo had died of natural causes in the night.
The wake and funeral passed over my days, and I moved like a man made numb. Lucia cleaned my house and hers, she made sure that I ate, and nursed me through my grief. In the evenings, the strings of my guitarra wept nothing but sad songs.
My heart was broken with Bernardo’s absence, but I was never alone. My neighbors checked on me constantly and referred their friends to my shop. Lucia asked that I take Olivar as my apprentice and he became my eyes about the town. Slowly, the sorrow of Bernardo’s passing metamorphosed into fond memories, and I learned to laugh again.
One still afternoon, when the street outside was unusually silent in the hot day, a woman hesitated by my door. “Are you the blind carpenter?” Her voice was rich and deep, silk on water, and vaguely familiar.
Olivar had left to run several errands, so I was alone in the shop. “I am,” I said as I set a broken chair aside.
“May I come in?”
“Of course.”
She entered cautiously. “Lucia told me that you are the best carpenter in the village. The treadle of my loom has broken. Can you fix it?”
I never forgot a voice but the memory of any conversation with this woman remained elusive. Where had I heard her before? “Tell me where you live, and I will come to you tomorrow, señora…?”
“Adriana,” she said. “I live outside the city, on the promontory.”
Her name meant nothing to me—I recalled no Adriana, nor had Olivar or Lucia ever mentioned her. Perhaps she was new to Pueblo Blanco. I stared at her shadow and detected a rim of purple around her form as if the sun shined behind her and created an aura. I blinked and rubbed my eyes, but when I looked again, the color remained.
“I know you are a busy man, señor, but my loom is my livelihood.” She moved closer and stopped just before me. The scent of rosewater drifted with her and tickled my nose. “Is there any way that you can come now?”
The strangeness of the color around Adriana’s form changed from purple to red, and I made out the faintest outline of her features. My heart beat faster. After all this time was my sight returning to me?
She cocked her head. “Did you hear me?”
“Of course,” I mumbled and gathered a few tools to place in my satchel. “I can come and examine it today. I will measure the treadle. As soon as Olivar returns, we will leave.”
“I had hoped we could go now, so that I would be home before dark. Perhaps your wife can help you?”
“I have no wife.” I snapped the words at her. None of Pueblo Blanco’s women wanted the liability of a blind man for a husband.
She took no offense from my abruptness. “Such a shame,” she murmured. “You are very handsome.” She touched the back of my hand. “I will lead you there and back.”
Unlike the short and stout women of Pueblo Blanco, she was tall and slender like me. She leaned her face close to mine. Her breath touched my cheek like a kiss. She smelled sweet as a summer night, lonely as the wind. Desire flooded my veins. The compulsion to be with her overwhelmed me.
“Very well,” I said and was sorry when she stepped away. I yearned for her to touch me again, so I quickly took up my hat and cane.
She placed my calloused hand on her arm and led me into the street. Beneath my fingers, I felt the quality of her linen shift was tightly woven and fine. Yet I knew that no lady would ever run such an errand for herself. I sensed I had found a kindred soul, another like me—someone who was different than the coarse, boisterous people of Pueblo Blanco.
We walked through the quiet streets and she chatted to me of mundane things, the weather and local gossip. The familiarity of her voice distracted me. I barely noticed that Pueblo Blanco’s usual clamor was absent.
She walked slowly and navigated me through the streets as if she led blind men every day. “You are not from here?” she asked as we passed the last of Pueblo Blanco’s houses and moved along the rutted dirt road.
“No, I am an orphan.” With that, I told her the story of how Bernardo found me on the beach.
As we walked, my sight began to sharpen. Instead of a field of black, I distinguished the vague shapes of flowers in the field. The sharp odor of pine alerted me to the fir forest, which stood on the promontory that jutted into the sea. A squirrel ran before us and leaped onto a low-hanging branch. Although the animal’s shape still lacked color, I clearly saw its bushy tail and delicate paws.
Adriana hummed a tune, soothing as the velvet of night. I joined my voice with hers, surprised and delighted by the melody we created. 
A cool breeze lifted our hair and carried the scent of the sea. I remembered …
…crystal…
Crystal glittered sharp and bright like tears of loss and sorrow while a warm voice murmured a song into my soul. Be vigilant. She is never what she seems.
That long ago warning stripped Adriana’s spell from my eyes. I glanced to my left and she smiled up at me, but a scrim of ice seemed to cover her features. Her image wavered and, for one terrifying second, I saw a thousand, glistening eyes cover her face, then the image fled, and she became a beautiful woman once more. 
“Is something wrong, Alejandro?”
Unnerved by the sight, I glanced away. “I smell the sea,” I lied. “It makes me remember that first day when my mother abandoned me.” I lowered my head until my dark curls shadowed my face.
Her hips swayed and accidently bumped against mine. Normally, the feel of a woman so close would send my blood racing, but Adriana’s movements were merely pantomimes. She imitated gestures the way a mockingbird mimicked voices and turned them into pretensions without emotion or warmth.
The urge to run almost overwhelmed me. Yet by the sheer force of will, I remained at her side, for I sensed that if I ran, she would hunt me with ferocious speed. The path we followed was narrow; the firs hovered around us and brushed our hair with prickly fingers. Within a few yards on either side of us, I saw nothing but blackness—not the usual shadows indicative of my blindness, but a deep void that spread and engulfed the trees.
I remembered all of the tales about the people who had disappeared over the years. No one ever saw them leave the town; no one knew what became of them. I tried to recall a single voice that might have spoken as Adriana and I left the city, and all that surfaced was the unnatural quiet that had surrounded us.
Whatever evil haunted Pueblo Blanco now walked beside me, I was as certain of this as surely as I knew the tools of my trade. The world grew more unnatural with every step that we took. The birds ceased to sing, the insects fell silent. The breeze grew stronger and resurrected the memory of razored whispers that once haunted my dreams.
Adriana continued as if nothing was wrong. She led me to a ruined tower that rose above the trees, an ancient beacon to keep the ships from crashing against the rocks. The door was rotted and hung slightly askew; weeds grew wild around the threshold.
The firs rocked and groaned in the wind. Clouds roved over the sky, fleeting ships of black that sailed on courses unknown.
Adriana pushed the door open. I ignored the wailing admonition of the hinges to follow her inside. I tripped over the lip of the doorsill and almost fell into the dim interior. She steadied me, then left to light the lamps.
The room was circular and filled with rubble. I smelled rats, the iron scent of rust, and the sour odor of ashes from fires long dead. In the center of the chamber stood a loom, the tapestry that it held was almost complete. Even in the frail light, I could see with my new vision that the treadles were not broken. The loom was in perfect condition.
Sweat trickled down the back of my neck. “There is nothing wrong with your loom.” I blurted stupidly. I sounded like a fool.
“No.” She ran her hand over the threads, which thrummed like a guitarra’s strings. The vibrations produced a familiar drone that I felt in my teeth. For all its subtlety, it was a violent sound, ominous and threatening as a storm. My face must have belied my thoughts, because she said, “You recognize it.”
I didn’t argue. She was right. The sensation of that sound revived a memory buried deep within my subconscious. I rode the back of a great dragon that raced through the tunnels beneath the earth, her urgency spurred by her fear. Jeweled blue-green scales lined the beast’s back and her great horned head bobbed before me. She plunged through a stone labyrinth filled with crystals—I rode her through her lair and I was not afraid, because this was my home too. She was my mother.
I remember the dragon touched my mind with a song and in those notes I heard my name, my one true name. Be vigilant, sang the dragon. She is never what she seems.
I gripped the head of my cane until I thought my hand would break. My mother rose from the past to speak to me, but her voice was comprised of distant sighs, ashes and dust on the wind. 
The tapestry’s note faded and when it ended, I could see again, not completely, not clearly, but with the first vestiges of my song swirling in my memories, my vision cleared and color invaded the room. A streak of sunlight filtered through one window and turned the air white-gold. A broken pot made of brown and red nestled in one corner. Beside the pot was a child’s toy, a wooden dragon carved from driftwood. The dragon’s scales were tinted blue and green; yellow crystals made the eyes of the great horned head shine in the dim light. It was my dragon, the one Bernardo had carved for me; I recognized a chip beneath her chin.
Sorrow made my heart heavy. Tears burned my eyes at the sight of my long forgotten toy buried in Adriana’s debris. Unlike all the objects that surrounded it, the dragon was unbroken, untarnished by the filth.
“I have been looking for you, Alejandro,” Adriana said.
I tore my gaze from the toy and focused on the woman. Her gown was ivory and trimmed with green embroidery. Her hair was black as her eyes and her flesh the color of cream, milky-white.
“Why?” I edged toward the loom, and though I could see, I feigned the movements of the blind. I struggled to piece together the memory of chords that began high, then trembled to a lower melody. Within those notes was my name.
Adriana’s voice broke my concentration. “We are different from the mortals, you and I.” She walked across the room and stopped in front of me.
My vision sharpened even more, and I noticed white specks floated in her irises like a thousand points of light…or a spider’s eyes. A shudder ran through me. “You are not human,” I whispered. 
“And neither are you.” She trailed her fingers down my chest.
A wake of agony erupted on my flesh. I pushed her away and ripped open my tunic. A thin line of scales protruded from my skin, shiny with blood. “What have you done?”
“Your mother hid you well,” she murmured.
It was then that I recalled when I first heard Adriana’s voice—in the dark, on the night I almost killed Bernardo, she had whispered to me.
…strike… he seeks to rid himself of you…worthless child…
“You whispered in my dreams.”
She smiled. “I whisper in all their dreams. I need their hate, their sorrow, their regret. I build my tapestry with the dark sounds within their souls.” She reached for me again.
I lifted my cane and knocked her hand aside. My head ached; my skin prickled and burned.
“Stop fighting, Alejandro. Let your true form shine through!”
Thin lines of blood ran down my fingertips. Claws pushed through my flesh. I released my cane. Agony burned white-hot over my body from my hair down to my toes. A howl—halfway between rage and fear—tore through my throat. A high note followed by a lower pitch, then deeper once more.
“Do you know my true name, Alejandro?” Adriana asked, her grin revealed row upon row of fangs.
I searched my memories until I envisioned myself riding the dragon’s back once more. I knew Adriana’s one true name. My mother had sung it to me in a world of crystal and stone. “Skelis,” I intoned the name through clenched teeth. Adriana’s true name was Skelis, but mortal tongues would never pronounce either her name or mine.
“Very good, you are remembering. My true name is Skelis. My husband’s name is Abezethibou.” She sang the syllables of their names in long clear notes, ethereal as the stars. She continued to advance.
I backed away. My hip bumped the edge of the loom. Dark colors, blues and blacks and purple shades of grief, leapt from the threads and into the air. A small, misshapen hand rose from the tapestry before sinking back into the morass of hues. The image of Salvador’s deformed child rose to my mind.
“You’ve trapped them here.” The words hissed through my lips. My tongue felt thick, my teeth too large for my mouth. “The souls of the murderers, the suicides, the lost ones of Pueblo Blanco—you lured them to their deaths and trapped them here. Why?”
Adriana paused beside a long table and rummaged through the trash. “Long ago, my husband Abezethibou and I decided to return to our home beyond the stars. We wove a tapestry from the souls of the dead and threw it over the moon. On that blind night, Abezethibou passed through the tapestry, but unbeknownst to me, a young woman from Pueblo Blanco had discovered us. She sought her brother’s soul and, in an effort to save him, she caught a thread. Her heart was pure and her arms were strong. Before I could follow Abezethibou, the girl unwound my work and freed the souls.”
Adriana advanced toward me with a knife held close to her thigh. “Entombed in this realm without my beloved, I rewove the tapestry alone. The mortals do not die fast enough, so I invade their dreams and entice them to their destruction. I will take no chances this time. Tonight, I will use a soul that cannot be touched by mortal hands, the soul of a dragon.”
A cramp seized my stomach, and I doubled over.
The memory of my mother’s song suddenly filled my heart. Be vigilant. Skelis and Abezethibou seek to rule the earth as gods. If she seals her spell with our souls, no mortal will be able to undo her magic. We are the last guardians of the earth, Emmanouel. Be vigilant, my son, my heart.
Those were my mother’s last words to me. My human voice shifted through the scales and continued to change. My voice was not my own.
I remembered now. My mother disguised me in mortal flesh and left me on the beach. That is why I cried and screamed. My voice was not my own anymore. I knew my mother would not hear me, because we no longer sang the same language. She didn’t want me to hear her die, so she went deep within her caves, down into the cavernous earth until she found a lake of fire and there, she threw herself into the flames.
Adriana’s voice broke through my anguish. “Your mother died before I could find her. Her soul escaped me, but I knew that you lived. And now, I can go home.” She raised the knife, ready to strike.
And bring the others of her kind here to earth. My voice deepened, and I found myself in control of a range that my mortal body never possessed. I sang a syllable and it seemed so right, I sang another and another, until the name Emmanouel burst from my lips. Emmanouel. My name is Emmanouel.
I cried out again and shaped a note, conceived in passion, birthed in sorrow, dark as love, but all these things, they were the same. I released a wild undulation that shook the air and drew thunder from the sky.
My mortal flesh gave way to my serpentine form in one final burst of agony. My scales were the color of sea foam, all pale and green. My body was large enough to encircle the wide room at least three times. I possessed a fine horned head and whiskers that trailed to the ground. I lashed my tail and brought down the tower’s southern wall. The ocean wind engulfed us; the setting sun blistered my back.
Adriana flung the knife aside. She shrieked her own name and took her true form. Her arms and legs elongated until she changed into a giant black spider, almost twice the size of me. She lunged at my throat, but I twisted neatly to the side. Her blow glanced off my scales. My respite was brief, and I knew that I was no match for her speed and agility.
The souls of Pueblo Blanco’s damned shrieked and cried for release. The tapestry. I couldn’t leave it behind. I snatched the loom in my massive jaws and bit down hard. Splinters flew through the air and pierced my mouth. The threads burned my tongue, but I held on, determined to cheat Adriana of her dream.
She charged me, her fangs gnashing spit and fire. Instead of facing her, I turned and fled. She followed me into the forest. We pushed the ancient firs aside as if they were twigs. My powerful legs propelled me forward with Adriana in pursuit, red-eyed and full of hate.
My only hope lie in the sea. I sped toward the cliff. Branches glanced off my face and the ground blurred beneath me. Freed of the constraints of my human form, I moved with supernatural speed.
The tapestry shrieked and howled between my lips. Adriana landed on my tail and bit through my scales. The venom of her fangs turned my blood into molten fire. A groan rolled up from my belly and into my throat. I lashed my tail left and right, but I couldn’t dislodge her. She chewed on my flesh. I rolled sideways. She screamed beneath my weight but her treacherous legs would not let go.
I ran faster. The firs thinned until there was only rock, hard beneath my claws. The salt-breeze washed me clean of the remnants of Alejandro’s flesh. The mortal man was gone—I was wholly Emmanouel and, in spite of the demon hanging on my body, I was free.
Ahead, the cliff ended and there was only the sea, spreading like a blanket, ready to receive me.
Adriana released her grip on my tail just as I flung myself over the ledge. She rolled and stopped just shy of the crag.
The air embraced me as I plunged downward with the tapestry in my mouth. I might die from the fall, but I would die whole, as Emmanouel. Then the water rose to greet me and the twilight sky disappeared beneath cerulean waves.
I dived deep and followed the current to the caverns, the secret pools. Soon I found my way into the labyrinths, into the private places where my mother had nurtured and loved me.
I carried the tapestry past the jeweled walls into the heart of the earth. Although I heard her claws tapping the earth’s crust, crystal and stone temporarily deafened Adriana to our sound.
In a cavern ridged in flowstone and umber, I ceased my frenzied descent and placed the tapestry on the floor. The souls reached for me, their suffering vibrated through the rock and threatened to reach the earth’s surface where Adriana paced and schemed.
I had to find a way to quiet them otherwise Adriana would be drawn to their discordant cries. I sang to them the lullabies of my mother and the joys of remembering, but their misery did not ease. They were mortal and I was not; my dragon experiences meant nothing to them.
Then I recalled Bernardo, his rough, kind hands and his warm cinnamon eyes. I composed another melody and sang to them of Bernardo’s love, unconditional and free. I sang to them of miracles found by the sea.
The tapestry grew still beneath my soft sounds and as the gentle memories of my days with Bernardo cascaded over them, they recalled their own individuality. One by one, the souls disentangled themselves from each other and crept onto my back. They clung to my scales until I was cloaked in hues of blues and blacks and the purple shades of grief.
Salvador’s murdered child took the place nearest my heart.
#
The centuries pass over us in our saltwater chambers. Sometimes I rise to the surface and take my human form, but I never rest in one place for too long. If I do, I fear Adriana will locate us. I have yet to find a way to destroy her, but I have cheated her.
When the souls become restless or frightened, I calm them with melodies and sing of glittering tears on the Alboran Sea, of sand, and miracles. I sing to them of love, crystal, and stone, and they quiet so we might hide once more.
Yesterday, I listened to the souls and discovered one missing; Esteuan’s voice no longer joins with the others. Somehow Adriana has found a way past my defenses. As if in answer to my fear, the waves wash a toy into my cave, a small hand-carved dragon with scales tinted blue and green. The dragon’s back is broken and the eyes are gouged out. A shiver runs through me, and I turn my face to the darkness.
She is coming and though she is never what she seems, neither am I; not anymore. I’ve taught myself the deep songs of the earth and the mysteries of shape-shifting.
My name is Alejandro.
I am Emmanouel.
And I remember my song.
 



A Tune from Long, Long Ago
Don Webb
 
In the late nineteenth century obsessive German minds began the cataloging of all human knowledge. After all, almost everything that would ever be known was already almost known. The wise thing to do then was to collect that knowledge and catalog it. Thomas Mueller was an obsessive German that impressed his equally obsessive comrades. Working in the new field of Musikwissenschaft, Mueller began a complete catalog of every Hungarian folk tune. He began his collection in his twenties and continued into his seventies and on until the disaster of 1914.
 
JOHN SPENCER PAUSED after typing the above words. He could’ve done the happy dance in his tiny third floor apartment overlooking Congress. He had found the perfect dissertation topic—fairly well researched (in German), almost unnoticed in English and with a truly spooky ending. Best of all, a research assistant at the Harry Ransom Center had found the sheet music associated with the “doomed” concert of 1914—a collection long thought lost. It even contained the Hexenlied or “Witch’s Song.” He could create popular articles based off of this for years, as well perfectly respectable academic papers. Mueller had worked through decades. His work was exemplary in showing the changes from Adler (and even pre-Adler) methodology toward the beginning of modern ethno-musicality. There were grants, professorships, and interviews at Halloween for this one. He made himself a glass of hot chocolate from powder and microwaved water. He sat down to type some more. He hadn’t noticed that he had also begun to hum.
#
Thomas Mueller arrived in the village of Stregoicavar by carriage on a perfect late spring evening, when the air in the mountains bore the scents of a hundred types of wildflower. The sun had retreated behind the mountains, leaving the western sky a deep regal purple, and the bright stars were claiming the sky. The inn had a pleasing goulash, a fine local beer and talkative locals. Mueller had scarcely tucked into his supper when locals began approaching him.
“You are the professor that pays money to hear old songs, are you not?”
After three decades of research, Mueller was accustomed to this. Most of the informants would have nothing new to sing for him. He had encountered songs derived from medieval church music, songs from the Folies Bergère which had somehow made their way into the back country of the Hungarian hills, patriotic clap-trap. But original folksongs were still hidden in these remote villages—and one with as promising a name as “Witch-Town” would surely hold some gems. His offer never varied. A few coppers for each song, but a silver fillér for a new song that he would write down. The first hour gave him nothing new, but was entertaining. Someone sent for the old men and women, who were sure to know. The silver pouch was opened – firstly a ballad of the fight between Count Boris Vladinoff and the Turks, then a creepy tune about the original inhabitants of Witch-Town and how the honest Hungarians killed them off, finally a song about the Devil’s Keep where Satan in the form of a giant toad still appeared.
“I could sing you a song that you will never have heard.” Said a red faced old man, clearly fond of strong drink. “But it will cost you more than a fillér.”
Everyone became silent.
Another silver haired man spoke up, “Pay no attention to my brother. He is a drunk who cannot sing.” 
The conversation in the room shifted from German to Hungarian, Herr Mueller acted as though he could not speak Hungarian. He wanted to know what the villagers said to one another. He kept a quiet smile on his face as he feigned ignorance.
“Stefan, do not sing the witch ballad. We have worked hard to erase from our village. What if a pregnant woman overheard it?”
“Look around you, do you see any pregnant women? Besides what do I care if a German professor hears the song? Maybe it will make me forget it. Maybe he can carry it away from here. Even though our grandfathers’ grandfathers cleared the land here, we are under the thrall of the dark people that lived here. Let him hear it!”
“Do what you want Stefan but don’t do it here,” said the brother.
The innkeeper had been summoned during this exchange. A younger stout with hardly any gray in his hair, he looked like a small bear.
“Stefan Gyori. I forbid you to sing the Witch’s Song in my inn. This spot is clean. My grandfather kept it so, my father kept it so, I will keep it so. I have managed my whole life to hear not a note, not a word of the witches’ ballad. And I will die clean with no mortgage on my soul.” 
There was agreement from several of the men and women. Stefan Gyori shrugged, and then addressed Mueller in German.
“Mein Herr. My neighbors are a superstitious lot. They fear that the song I would sing would bring bad luck upon this fine inn, much as breaking a mirror.”
Mueller replied, “Perhaps you could sing it to me elsewhere? Unless you fear it will summon the devil.” He smiled at the last part, he had to fight superstition often in his quest for folk-music.
Stefan Gyori smiled back, “No mein Herr, I am not as superstitious as my countrymen. I will gladly sing this song anywhere – crossroads, cemetery, you name it.”
An old woman, who had set by the fire and said nothing all night, had a challenge for Stefan. “Oh really Stefan Gyori, would you sing it by the Black Stone?”
Gyori’s red face blanched, but in a voice only slighter higher than he had been using, “I fear nothing. I would sing it by the Black Stone.”
The silence that had fallen before was nothing compared to the silence that greeted this remark, Mueller could not have been more pleased.
Gyori ended the silence with, “Of course because of the rarity of the song, I must ask for fifteen Krona.”
“I could pay you ten,” said Mueller.
“It must be fifteen. After all mein Herr, no one else will sing it for you.”
Certainly the fear showing in the eyes of the room agreed with that pronouncement.
“Fifteen then, but I want to hear it sung by this Black Stone.”
“I will sing tomorrow, in the sunlight.”
“I thought you were not superstitious.”
“I don’t fear lightning either, but I don’t carry metal bars around during a thunderstorm.”
#
John’s roommate, Chand Svare Ghei, was fast at work on his laptop. They had a graduate school meal. Two bottles each of local craft beer (Mad Meg from Jester King) and two packages of “Oriental Flavor” top ramen (with margarine for richness). It was Tuesday night; the sounds of a single street guitarist came in their window. John was writing a description of Mueller’s methods in dealing with informants. Chand got up and closed the window – perhaps with a little anger.
After a few minutes Chand said, “Can you stop humming? I am trying to write some code and your humming is bugging the shit out of me.”
“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t notice. How’s the second level going?”
“The game part is great, the team is really slow delivering the graphics, and I’m stuck with sound.”
“Well if you need help with the music –”began John.
“Yes, I know you’re a musicology major. You say that every damn time.”
They went back to work.
Fifteen minutes later Chand said, “Since you can’t be quiet, I’m going to finish this over at the PLC.”
He slammed the door on the way out.
Definitely need a new roommate next semester.
#
“This village had a very different sort of folk than it has now. It was a dark and bad place once with a different name.” said Stefan Grori as he walked Thomas Mueller away from the inn.
It was a bright day with the sun high in the sky, contented cows munching on green grass, birds busy with nest building in the hedgerows.
“What was its name?”
“Xuthltan. They were not Magyars. They were not Christians. They engaged in dark practices – devil worship, it was said.”
“The Witch’s Song is about them?” asked Mueller.
“It is from them.”
“But I thought the Magyars killed them?”
“Most of them were killed in two raids. But some of the women were kept as bondmaids. They raised the children of the noble families and they taught them the song.”
“The song teaches a pagan story?” asked Mueller.
“Who knows what it teaches? We don’t understand the language. It makes you see things, it makes you know things. And if a woman that is with child hears the song, her children are born horribly deformed. Of course it took years to figure this out. We took the servants—old hags by then—and burned them in the village square. But the song lives on.”
They arrived at a patch of land that knew no green grass. Mueller thought of the “blasted heath” in Macbeth. A spindly black stone – damned monolith rose in the center of the desolation. It was octagonal in shape, some sixteen feet in height and about a foot and a half thick. The surface was thickly dinted, as if savage efforts had been made to demolish it; but the hammers had done little more than to flake off small bits of stone and mutilate the characters which once had evidently marched up in a spiraling line round and round the shaft to the top. Mueller disliked the characters at once. He was about to tell Stefan he need not sing, when the man began his eldritch lullaby.
It was full daylight and a warm day, yet Mueller felt cold as he heard the tones. He stopped Stefan and pulled forth his tablet. He was a man of science after all. He would record the notes. As he did so, he became dizzy and numb. It seemed that part of him was not standing in his body, but on a vast plane with a darkling purple sky. He stood before a vast pit, and something was moving in the misty depths below. It was going to show itself. There were others around him – strange caricatures of the human form with extra eyes or limbs. Or fewer than they should have – as if life here were ruled by asymmetry, much as on Earth it is ruled by symmetry. Suddenly the vision stopped, he was covered in a cold sweat. Stefan had his hand out.
“You pay me now.”
#
Chand didn’t come back until seven-thirty the next day. John was showering. He was the TA for a music theory course that was early enough in the morning to weed out the less determined underclassmen.. He stayed in the shower until Chand slammed the door shut. John got out quietly and began getting dressed. As he headed out the door, Chand yelled at him, “It’s okay. I’m not mad at you. I got inspired and finished the sound for level two. It’s okay, bro, I was just grumpy about deadlines.”
 
#
It was twenty years later and Mueller had taken to making long walks in Berlin. The city with its endless smoke and noise and excitement could distract him from the tune which had haunted his thoughts more and more. His hair was shock white, his face wrinkled; his frame thin. That he had been a well-respected Professor as short as five years ago, no one would have guessed. He wore his clothes for too long without having them washed. He was not a frequent bather. He followed crowds and noises – spending late nights in the cheapest of bars, where he paid for his drinks by playing the piano and singing bawdy songs collected over fifty years. He dreaded being alone more than anything. When he was alone he could hear the Witch’s
Song. It seemed to come out of the black depths of space. It no longer bothered to sound like the all too human rendition that Stefan Gyori had croaked out beside the Black Stone. It no longer even had words. It had become pure tones, almost mathematical in its perfection. With the tones came the pictures—the pictures that told the hidden history of the human race. He knew that that fully understanding the implications of this would bring him to madness—thankfully crowds, beer and bawdy songs were strong bulwarks against thinking too much. 
Humans did not come from Earth. They were not the beautiful creatures of symmetry and thoughtful perfection of a loving creator. They were brought from another world where they were creatures of strange form, ruled by strange lusts and stranger religions. They were brought here and mated with hairy simians. They were made to forget their true, yet terrible natures. Some sort of being fed off a spiritual product the humans made and those unconscious of their true form produced more of this substance, more of this drug,- than humans who knew the truth. The Others, they needed the drug. Horrible things that humans’ once called gods in foul places like Xuthltan, then became known as demons when humans began making gods in their own images. Eventually they were forgotten, banished from memory, but oddly grew much stronger as a force in human history. Although forgotten, The Elder Gods continued to grow each year; soon the planet would be theirs. When Dr. Mueller bothered to read the paper and watch the worsening world situation, he saw Their hand at the human throat. 
But the song was not about Them. It was about restocking the home world. Some great sorcerer of Ool Athag had written the song to lead human souls back to the world of beast gods who dwelt in pits, where children born with three hands and five eyes were considered lucky, where copulating with demons was a sport. The song affected a magnetic center in the human psyche. It filled the mind with more and more pictures of Ool Athag – of the horrible religious rituals, the strange orgies of sex and blood, the incomprehensible and insane art forms. The soul began to detach itself from the earth. It would be drawn back to the human home world – a strange and surreal Hell that perhaps a Dore or a Sidney Sime could draw, or a mad poet like Justin Geoffrey could sing of. Mueller knew his soul no longer belonged to him – had in effect never belonged to him. He knew it belonged to some monstrous being on the world of purple skies. He knew his soul would fly there after death. And he knew what was “human” in him would die in strange screams and stranger prayers. 
It was winter and a fine snow had fallen on the city – a terrible gray snow fouled by factory smoke. Christmas would soon be here, but the religions of men offered him no hope – no amount of nostalgia could overtake the growing dread that filled his being. He passed a beggar in the street. The unshaven man in the thinnest of coats claimed his landlord was about to throw his family out. Could anyone spare a few marks to make sure his family could have a roof over their heads for Christmas?
Suddenly like Scrooge in Dickens’ tale – Mueller became a new man. He pressed a five mark note in the beggar’s astonished hand. 
Landlord! Why hadn’t he thought of it before? A landlord doesn’t care from whom his money comes, only that it comes. If he could pay off the dark lords of Ool Athag with a handful of souls—they might release his. Blessed sleep and ignorance could be his again. He could teach the song to dozens of men—he still had people who remembered him as a great musicologist. He might look like a drunk, might wander the streets of Berlin – but via post he could seem impressive. He would organize a concert – a tribute to Hungarian folk music. The last tune would be the Witches Song. He would send the world of Ool Athag the souls of a few musicians; surely if he dammed enough he could be set free.
It took a few months for backers to agree to fund the concert. It was January of 1914 and all the papers speculated about was the possibility of war. Would the central powers hold together? What did the unrest in Russia mean? Would the reforms in the Ottoman Empire be strong enough to keep the Empire intact? Concerts were not priorities for most Europeans. Mueller’s hope to escape his return to the dark world of Ool Athag had finally awakened a long latent Catholicism. He found frequent and long visits to the Church to be equally as distracting as bars and public houses. Praying long, hard, and loudly could keep the alien song at bay – and transcribing the tune into notes also relived the dark and fearful pressure.
Morality too made a weak return to his life. Surely he could not damn the souls of the musicians? Although most musicians no doubt lead lives that made hell a likely destination – they had hope of reform. Then Thomas Mueller hit on an elegant solution. There were many Jewish musicians in Germany. He would hire only Jews, whose souls were already forfeit, for his concert.
The concert took place on July 4, 1914. He advertised sparingly. He wanted as small an audience as possible. The drafty ill lit theater was in one of Berlin’s poorer neighborhoods. The first part of the show was lively—it drew great applause from the audience, mainly ex-pat Hungarians. The second part was short. When the Witches Song played—some left, two or three fainted in the audience, and an old cellist died during the concert. Mueller paid all of the musicians double, suggested they burn their sheet music and closed the show. As he walked into the night he felt empty. Clean. Free. A big smile appeared on his face. He had done it. He had bought his freedom.
Of course the backers were not pleased. Two newspaper accounts mentioned it as a “cursed” concert – but it was back page news given the state of the world. 
It was nearly two weeks later as he walked down the street to buy bread that he noticed he was humming. He went home, opened his straight razor and slit his throat. He left no note, and his landlady had no idea that he was once a respected scholar.
Two weeks after that and the Archduke was assassinated. No one thought of the concert. Except for a few Jewish musicians who one by one went mad. The frequency of madness in Jewish musicians of Berlin attracted a few scholarly papers, but it was a small concern. A few deformed births occurred and were duly recorded by the late thirties as example of Nazi racial correctness.
The last of the remaining musicians—mad eyed old men—were gathered by the Nazis and the Witch’s Song was played a few times while the workers of Auschwitz changed their shifts. If they dreamed of the purple sky, it was surely better than where they were. The death camps removed the last living traces of the Witch’s Song from the Earth. However a single bundle of sheet music hidden in a Paris garret made its way to the Harry Ransom Center at the University of Texas in Austin, Texas with many other odds and ends in 1966.
#
John didn’t finish his dissertation. His friends, who were few in number, said he was overcome with depression. His enemies, even fewer in number, claimed that drug abuse had caught up with him. His suicide note was melodramatic, and literary mis-quoting Dickens from A Tale of Two Cities: “It is a far, far better thing that I do now than I have ever done, it is a far, far worse place I go than I have ever gone.” He left a second note to his ex-roommate Chand Ghei. “Hey man, I hope you didn’t listen to me. I’m really sorry.”
The later note drew the attention of the Austin Police. They tracked Chand down, which was easy enough. He was a famous designer on his way up in the gaming industry, working for Electric Anvil in Austin.
“I have no idea what he meant. He was shit to live with those last few months. All of the time humming some spooky ditty – I think it had to do with his research. He stopped bathing, just lay around the apartment and stopped forking over his share of the rent. I had to split.”
“I didn’t have anything to do with him after I moved out. I tried calling his Mom, a drunk that lives in San Diego. I told her he had flipped out. She said it wasn’t her problem. You know I didn’t realize it at the time but that tune he hummed really got under my skin. I ended up putting it in my Master’s project, I’m sure you’ve played it. It’s the spooky song you hear when you’re in the second level of Planet Revenge. That game got me this job. It’s the hot item this Christmas.”
“My moods? Well I’ve been preoccupied since I heard of John’s death. Maybe I could have done more, you know? I’ve been working on Planet Revenge II—it’s about this other world with a dark purple sky where you fight monsters in pits. It uses John’s song more fully—kind of my memorial to him. So I guess his music will wind up in thousands of households.”
 
 
For Dan Clore, fellow Lovecraftian
 



An Equity in Dust
R.S. Belcher
 
DURING THE EARLY HOURS of Shallow the watch discovered the Duke of White Rapture burning on the catwalk, his hot ashes drifting downward to join the skulls and dust. 
His murderer leered at me through the crumbling outer walls of the Hive. Bloated and red, it straddled the terminal between dark earth and bruise-blue sky. 
 Things weren’t fixed out here anymore unless decay threatened the Hive’s core. It made people uneasy. Most haunted places do. Angry victims of the Bug had died cursing as they beat their bloody fists against the seals, begging to be allowed inside the inner dome. 
 My magistrates, fifteen strong, were with me. Led by Wren, they fanned out at his silent signal and began to secure the scene of the crime. Wren spoke to the guards who had made the discovery. 
Guardsmen also called to the scene stood sullen watch, their radios occasionally crackling with police chatter. They did nothing. They knew better than to interfere in attendant politics.
Knoris’ magistrates, attired in the tan and gold of their patron, grudgingly gave ground to my people who, like Wren and myself, bore the Halloween livery of our Duke—haystack yellows, jack-o’-lantern oranges, and fire-ember reds upon night-pure jet. 
Galia and Knoris were engaged in hushed conversation, appropriately choreographed, with their backs to my approach. My fellow high attendants grew silent. They turned to greet me hidden behind masks of sheet-white kabuki paint and smiles that held all the sincerity of jackals baring their teeth.
“Ah, there you are Finch,” Knoris said. He was tall and wide, once with muscle but now creeping to fat. His head was shaved and he wore his duke’s mark across his forehead in black tattoo. “Good Shallow to you. We wondered what was keeping you.”
“It would appear an error was made in the instructions the watch were given about notifying me first,” I said.
“Well you really can’t blame the watch,” Knoris said, smiling. “For over a century I’ve been the one they reported to in such distasteful matters. It’s only natural they would have some difficulty in adapting to the new arrangement.”
“I don’t blame the watch. It’s easy to understand their forgetfulness,” I said. “As I’m sure your attendants have also forgotten that they now no longer bear the magisterial authority to disturb this crime scene.”
Knoris darkened beneath his pale paint. I saw the minute constriction of his pupils, watched his body give off twelve of the twenty-seven signs of increased distress we had been trained to notice and conceal in the temple. I felt a mild disgust that he had allowed himself to become so easily read. 
As shaven acolytes in the Temple of the Servant, we were always instructed to treat attendants of the Beloved with all of the respect and politeness we would to the Beloved themselves also, but with none of the deference. 
“I’m sure that too was merely an omission in orders.” I made the slightest bow of my head, then showed my own jackal smile.
“Of course, Finch,” Galia said, her voice like oiled leather. “We merely came to provide our patrons with any relevant information they should know about Duke Kolvino’s demise.”
Her pale hand opened like a bloom to reveal the silver signet ring with a large eye of yellowed ivory. It was Kolvino’s.
“Knoris’ second found it among the ashes of the Duke’s remains,” she said.
The anger poured into me but I remained cool stone and inscrutable smoke; no outward sign betrayed my core. I remembered my lessons. 
Was it real? Had they planted it and, if so, why? I didn’t have time for this nonsense. It was time for quick answers and Knoris had already showed me the easiest way to get them.
“How fortuitous you found it,” I said. “But I must inquire why the high attendants of the Duchess of the Iridium Mask and the Duke of Hounds were out in the fringes at such hours? My people tell me you beat the watchmen here.” 
I let the accusation hang in the air, a crippled thing waiting to be made whole by their reaction. Sadly, Knoris took the bait. He couldn’t help himself.
“You go too far, Finch! You dare to include the names of our Patrons in this scandalous affair? Be assured this slight will be redressed!” 
“And be sure,” I interjected, “your interference in this inquiry, which I must assume was undertaken with your patrons’ knowledge, shall be reported to my Duke and will figure prominently in his own report to the Queen’s Court.”
Knoris was hot under his sizeable collar, but mention of Her Dark Majesty doused his fire quickly. He had raised the stakes by threatening to enter the Beloved into this, I merely upped the ante. 
Galia, the smarter of the two, quickly stepped in to try to minimize the damage done.
“Finch, Knoris misspoke himself. No one questions your Duke’s authority in this inquiry, or your service in this matter. What say you, we provide you with the signet and any other knowledge our people have gathered and we retire and leave you to your work? It shall be as if we were never here, yes?”
“Of course.” I plucked the signet from Galia’s palm and showed them my back as I walked away. “Good Shallow.”
They retreated from the walkway quickly, with their entourage in tow. 
Wren, who had been watching the exchange with some amusement, approached. He signaled the watchmen to step in to finish the search of the walkway and to cover the ashes and blackened skeleton of Duke Kolvino.
 “Sir,” he asked, “do you believe they had anything to do with this?”
“If they had been involved, they would not have been here when we arrived.”
 Galia and Knoris’ patrons were allies of Kolvino in the High Court and I doubted this was the result of a split within their alliance. They were here without their Patrons’ knowledge, searching for scraps of information to curry favor. “No, Knoris’ reaction proved to my satisfaction that they had no hand in the Duke’s demise,” I said. “I think they were here to see just how far they could push me.”
Wren snorted. “Not very far, it would seem. I have sent for Duke Kolvino’s High Attendant, Perin,” Wren said as he watched the last of Knoris’ agents disappear down the iron stairs.
“Perin? He’s Kolvino’s consort as well?”
“Yes sir, I believe he is,” Wren said as he jotted a note in his small notebook. “They were quite the item some time back, as I recall. Quite the scandal, I hear. Some kind of gift or title the Duke wanted to bestow upon Perin that was forbidden for a high attendant, or some such,” he said and waited for me to fill in the remainder of the Court gossip to which he had not been privy. 
 I smiled at his long, bland face, a face I had come to count on over the last thirty years.
“You should spend less time culling scraps of idle chatter from old ladies in the Basement Quarter. It was not that scandalous a matter. It was rare for one of them to think so highly of one of us to risk royal censure just to bestow a gift on a consort.”
“Must have been true love,” Wren said flatly. 
I shrugged and began the work at hand.
#
The Hive is home to over three and a half million human beings and a handful of the Beloved. Like the sprawling human cities I remembered from childhood, just before the Bug, the Hive never truly sleeps, is never truly silent. It constantly moves and moans like a fever patient, tangled in damp sheets and mazes made of dream. 
I made my way down Aktic Street. It was lit by strings of small electric plastic lanterns hanging between the wood and canvas dwellings, plywood kiosks and nylon dome tents that lined the narrow winding way. 
 If I had revealed the crest upon my leather tunic under my long coat, people would have given me a wide berth out of fear and respect. I kept it hidden. I did not need fear and respect. I needed to be jostled and shoved. I wanted to smell stale sweat and pungent hash smoke. I craved to hear laughter and shouts of anger, to be a part of the river of humanity all about me.
The endless night under the great dome was filled with the whispers of lovers, the cries of babies and the barking of dogs. Music from battery-powered radios mixed with the babble of a dozen languages. 
Faces of all colors and ages drifted past in the shadows of the dwellings. My own face had changed very little since I had began taking the sacrament on my twenty-fifth birthday; the Beloved’s grace kept me young, but inside I felt my age. 
 Kolvino’s spire, Pale Gnosis, was a column of shimmering, white marble with a great, ivory-veined staircase spiraling upward from its base. Terraces, large and small, intersected with the winding carved stairs, far above me. 
Wren and a small party of my men confronted a group of Kolvino’s attendants outside the large glass doors to the spire’s lobby. Perin wasn’t among them. 
 “Your master has perished. This dwelling is no longer under the protection of royal rules of domain. I am Prefect of the Queen’s Justice Minister. My magistrates and I are investigating the Duke’s demise, as required under royal edict, and you will provide us with full access to this building. Now”
The eldest of Kolvino’s attendants frowned for a moment then nodded, more to his fellows than to me. “Of course, Prefect,” he said. 
As we entered the spire, I took the elder aside. 
“Where is High Attendant Perin?” I asked him softly.
“He…has been gone since yesterday’s deep. I do not know where he is.”
“Show me his quarters.”
I had sent Wren and the others to examine Kolvino’s quarters and the sacrament hall. After all this time there was still only one of the Beloved that I claimed to comprehend at all. I would learn nothing from the god, so I decided to spend my time with the servant; someone with whom I had infinitely more in common.
Perin’s apartment was similar to my own at Raven’s Spur. I drifted from bedroom to closet to library, but found only shrill order. 
An irregularly shaped tablet of ancient clay hung suspended from wires, dividing two rooms. It was covered with wedge-shaped columns of alien symbols. They had been pressed into the moist clay when even the Beloved were still young.
I stepped past it, into Perin’s studio.
Decades ago, I had flirted with the arts but found I had neither the ability nor the patience for it, so I dropped the notion of creating beauty and stuck to hunting facts. 
Perin had none of my flaws. His work, mostly in oils and charcoal, was subtle and powerful, a soul attempting to understand the infinite, trying to understand them. 
 The only other item of interest was a small number of older paintings, less accomplished, almost juvenile. Their subject was an older woman and two young girls. From the looks of the women they were residents of the Basement Quarter. The paintings held a place of reverence on a low stone table in Perin’s bedroom, almost like a shrine. I picked one up, remembered my father, and slipped it into my pocket. 
#
Raven’s Spur is an obsidian wing of dark glass and black metal, almost stabbing the dark dome that was the sky of the Hive; an eternal starless night.
 As I ascended in the glass elevator towards the aviary, I saw the worn granite column that was the spire of Knoris’ Patron, the Duke of Hounds, vaulting upward from his Quarter of the Hive miles away. To my left, far in the distance I could see the massive figure hewn of marble the color of dried blood - the spire of the Duchess of the Red Miracle.
The elevator lurched and stopped. Vast black swarms of birds swirled about the spire in ever-shifting patterns like living Rorschach blots. Even through the heavy glass of the elevator’s walls I could hear their shrill cries.
The aviary was cool stone, shadow and babbling water. A rotunda opened to the Hive’s skyline through massive windows in the domed ceiling allowed the birds access in and out of the Spire. Statuary and gurgling fountains crouched in dark alcoves all around the room.
At the center of the Aviary was a wide, low dais surrounded by a sparse stand of sycamores and a few marble benches. White light fell down in a ring upon the dais from spotlights mounted in the ceiling. 
A statue of shimmering alabaster with bronze wings like an angel’s stood upon the platform; all smooth stone and pooled shadow. Birds lighted upon its outstretched arms and shoulders, oblivious to my entry into the hall. 
I waited quietly at the dais’ edge for over an hour, listening to the night song of the birds echoing. One hour turned into two, then three. 
At last, the statue moved, drawing its “wings”, a scalloped cloak, about its pale, perfect body. The birds scattered with startled cries of alarm, dark motes flying upward as if carried by their own screams.
The Duke of Dying Leaves turned his eons-old eyes upon me.
“They don’t know,” The Duke said with all the earnest wonder of a child. “They have no comprehension within their brittle shell of awareness, what they sound like to one outside their simple universe of need. To them it is nothing but a process, like breathing, or eating, no concept of the beauty. How sad and how wonderful,” 
I remained silent, letting his vast consciousness envelop my mind. It often reminded me of a dim childhood memory of an ocean wave crashing over me, too big to be jumped. He went on forever in all directions.
“How goes the inquiry into poor Kolvino’s demise Finch?”
“Disturbing, my Duke,” I said. His physical dimensions seemed to diminish to something my mind could contain as he descended the dais. “The Duke’s High Attendant, Perin, is unable to be located at present. I fear that whoever slew the Duke may also have killed Perin.”
“You dismiss the notion that Perin may be your criminal and has fled?” The Duke asked as we began to wander the Aviary.
“I…find that highly unlikely, my Duke.”
“And why is that?”
“He was Kolvino’s consort and more importantly, his High Attendant. We are incapable of such disloyalty.”
This answer amused the Duke. He paused and turned his gaze full upon me.
“Because you could not betray me, Perin could not do the same? Oh, Finch, have you learned so little about your kind even after all this time?”
“I do not speak of what human beings are capable of. Perin is an Attendant; we are a breed apart. No Attendant would do that to one of the Beloved. We care for you as you care for our people”
The Duke smiled. It was a thing of dark stains and sharp bone. It rippled through the illusion of his ethereal beauty like a stone breaking the tranquility of a pool. 
“You are correct,” the Duke said. “In the long history of my kind, a human raised to the position of Attendant has never betrayed our trust. You are of our blood through the sacrament. You share in our power and the promise of eternal life through faithful service, but never before in history have we lived so openly among you as we do now, never in such a confined geography. Familiarity breeds contempt. 
“At any rate, the Royal Court demands answers as to what happened. See to it.”
The thoughts churning within me were difficult to keep in that small, dark box in my mind, hidden from the Duke. The box was a gift, given unknowingly to me by my father. His memories resided there along with my own secrets.
“As you wish, my Duke. I am meeting with Dr. Bandrel at the scene an hour after shallow. I will report all my findings to you as I have them.”
“Very good,” the Duke said. He plucked a dark bird from flight and examined its frightened eyes. 
“Finch,” he whispered to the bird, reading the bright black eyes of his captive. The bird squirmed within its cage of pale, cadaverous, fingers. The Duke released it. It fluttered up beyond the Aviary’s ceiling and out into the darkness. 
He turned with a flourish of his great scalloped cape that rustled like his namesake. His human guise expanded, and then diffused into the darkness like a drop of ink in water. 
The cries that echoed in the great hallway that led back to the lift were a frenzied amalgam of scream and song that traveled with me long after the lift had departed the Aviary.
#
I regarded the red dawn from the worn steel catwalk where Kolvino had perished. 
Turning away from the killer, I looked down at the piles of bones and dust around me. My father’s remains rested here with all the other generations drained to satisfy the hunger of Kolvino, my Duke, and the other Beloved of the Hive. Now one of their own joined the ash of mortals, all equal now. As the dawn crept across the carpet of skulls, I wondered what had passed through Kolvino’s ancient mind as death had come to him. 
Though they had enjoyed briefly death’s cold company, the Beloved no more understood death than I did. They were still subject to it. I liked to believe they still knew fear and regret in their final moments, it made them seem more understandable.
Dr. Bandril’s labored breath announced his arrival. 
Bandril’s skin was like yellowed paper. His long tangled hair was the color of fireplace ash. He wore robes of purple and black that announced his station. He had been old when the Bug had nearly destroyed humanity and the Beloved had shown themselves to the survivors. Now, he was the High Attendant of Her Dark Majesty and royal surgeon for the Hive. 
Bandril was accompanied by one of his students, a heavy-set man, who helped him up the stairs.
 “Couldn’t pick my nice, cozy house to meet me in, could you, Prefect Finch?” he said gulping for air. He steadied himself on his young apprentice and then rested against the rail of the catwalk. 
“I thought you might wish to view the crime scene yourself, master physician,” I said, flicking away my cigarette into the bone yards and bowing in Bandril’s direction. “I thought perhaps you might have missed something or had…”
“I miss nothing,” Bandril snapped with a hiss and spray of spittle. “My agents are well trained, better than your clumsy magistrates. They provide me every detail, every insight. I have already visited this place many times, High Attendant. Why should I bother to actually come here?”
“Of course, doctor. I mean no disrespect. What news have you?” 
The old man reached out a wrinkled claw to his assistant. The apprentice opened a cracked leather medical bag, faded white with wear, and handed Bandril sheets of green and white striped computer paper. The Doctor examined it with rheumy eyes.
“You realize, of course, that when the Beloved are exposed to direct sunlight, it produces a violent and virtually complete exothermic reaction at the cellular level. Almost nothing remains after they have been consumed.
 “I was able to acquire a small trace of fatty tissue clinging to the underside of the catwalk you and your men bumbled about on for hours. Not much, really, just a tiny speck of grease. It was sufficient for a chemical examination, however. Would you like to know what I found?” he asked, like a petulant child, teasing.
“Yes,” I said, “please.”
“A powerful coagulant,” Bandril cackled, brandishing the green-and-white computer analysis paper like the royal scepter. “Some type of hematological ester, a manufactured molecule that produces tremendous viscosity in human blood. It would have caused one of the Beloved great pain and terrible difficulty in movement for many hours as it froze the blood within their veins. A most efficient way to render such a powerful being impotent, yes?”
Poison. A dreadful connection snapped close in my mind. I tried to push it into my mental box. 
“Then this was definitely introduced into the Duke’s body? There is no way this could have been any sort of disease or natural condition?”
Bandril looked at his assistant, for strength, and then sighed.
“I detest repeating myself. I said it was man-made. I have studied our divine benefactors and their anatomy for over two centuries, while you were still a temple boy. The drug was introduced into Kolvino’s body, most likely by a gradual process, since such a chemical would require time to build up sufficient dosage to overcome one of the Beloved’s preternatural stamina. Yes, yes, many hours of exposure to the chemical would be required.”
“What would this chemical do to the blood of a mortal?” I asked already knowing the answer.
Bandril snorted as if the question was not worth the effort. “Why, kill them, obviously. Slowly, painfully, I would hazard; very painfully.”
#
The Temple of the Servant was a wide, squat dome of stone the color of bleached bone encircled by great rings of smooth blue-gray granite stairs. Four massive arches of shimmering obsidian set at equidistant points around the temple lead into the cool, cavernous interior. The Temple was at the very center of the Hive; in truth, it was its heart. 
I entered through the eastern arch, along with hundreds of vessels that had come to offer tithe to the Beloved. “Offer” may not have been the correct word; it implied a choice in the process.
Speakers mounted inside the entryway carried a mellow, parental voice repeating instructions and direction in a variety of languages. 
“Today you undertake the most awesome responsibility of your existence. Your sacrifice serves the good of all. Through you, the Beloved and all of Humanity remain strong and vital. Please wait patiently for an Attendant to obtain your information.” 
Two young attendants with radio headsets and tablets screened the vessels as they entered: name, address, and Red Lottery number. It was all encoded on a plastic card worn around the neck. The same card had hung around my father’s neck. 
Most of the people in line looked more bored than frightened. Several watched the televisions mounted on the wall as the line slowly shuffled forward, or looked at the pictograms in the newspapers. A few of the children rocked nervously back and forth, nervous and excited at this first time of being called. 
It had been very different two hundred years ago. The Hive then was little more than a vast, hollow concrete cave with tattered survivors within and the Bug, hungry and hot, without. The Red Lottery was almost always a death sentence in those days, but the odds of staying alive were better with the Beloved than with the Bug. 
I had first entered the Hive when I was 10 years old, holding my father’s hand through our Biohazard suits. We shuffled in along with thousands of other refugees with no place to go, now that our world had become a graveyard. My father’s face seemed indistinct to me now behind the plastic shield of the suit, but his muffled voice had lingered with me over the centuries, like my memories of the sun.
“It will be all right, Aaron. Don’t be afraid. We’ll take care of each other, son.”
“Prefect Finch?”
The voice shook away the vague shadows of my fading memory. It was one of the attendants from the entrance. She was standing beside me.
“Yes, Bora, isn’t it?” I said, stuffing my father back in the bolthole in my mind. 
“Yes, sir. I understand that your new duties will require more attendants. I would very much like you to consider me for induction into the House of Dying Leaves.”
It was a bold move. I would never have had the nerve to do it myself at her stage of initiation.
 “You have completed your training here at the temple?”
“Yes, Prefect. I am awaiting selection to a household and I would very much like to be selected by yours. I know two of my fellows were recently inducted for special service.”
“You do understand that the House chooses the Attendant, not the other way around?”
This seemed to deflate her somewhat but she hid it well. Very good.
“I apologize for my enthusiasm, High Attendant. I only meant…”
“I understand,” I said. “I will review your records and speak with your instructors. If I deem it appropriate, I will discuss the matter with the Duke.”
“Thank you, High Attendant,” she said, a smile peeking through her discipline and nervousness. I tried to recall what it was like to be that young.
“Where is Attendant Kestrel at this hour?”
“The Hall. She is teaching.”
#
 “Why do we serve the Beloved?” Kestrel asked the assembled acolytes, a sea of shaved heads and crimson robes. 
Behind her was a sweeping view of the main donation floor. On the floor, attendants went about the business of collecting tithes of blood from hundreds of vessels, strapped to donation tables. 
Slender intravenous tubing dangled down from the ceiling, like lazily drifting tentacles from some giant man o’ war. A brief whisper of praise for good citizenship in the vessels’ ear, a needle slid into a plump blue vein, bee-sting quick. The dark, potent liquor of their hearts crawling upward, through the tubes. 
Attendants helped pale, staggering vessels, whose number had come up too often, into the recovery rooms. They would be treated, returned to their homes and their lives, until the next time their number came up in the Red Lottery.
 “By our service and loyalty does the covenant that saved the human race remain intact,” Kestrel intoned as she paced before the assembled hall of fresh faced acolytes. “But it’s much simpler than that, isn’t it?”
Her hair was the color of autumn leaves—gold and fire. Her eyes were green spring promise. Her lips were the color of dried blood. She wore the same crest and colors as I.
“Survival,” she said. “Boil down all that noble and selfless verbiage and you get simple survival. We serve the Beloved because it is what we must do to survive as a species.”
Her eyes locked with mine. She nodded faintly. 
“Pretty words from a textbook that mean nothing to you will not gird your heart for the toll centuries of service will inflict. You must cling to what you really know, in your marrow, in your heart. Those things will sustain you.
 “Students, I must retire for a moment,” she said. “In my absence you are to meditate upon the reasons you desire to serve.” 
“What do you want, Finch?” she asked in the hall. 
“That substance we once discussed, that was never to be used, has been used to murder Kolvino.”
“What?” Her surprise seemed genuine but with Kestrel it was always hard for me to be sure. I could never read her, even when we were children.
“Has it begun?” 
“And if it had, Finch, whose side would you be on?”
She walked quickly down the hallway, her sandals echoing in the empty hall. We ducked into a small study alcove, off from the main corridor. 
 “You told me the plan to use the drug had been vetoed, that too many agreed with the warning I gave you.”
“A very passionate plea. Pity you didn’t have the nerve to give it yourself.”
“I am not a party to your little rebellion,” I said. 
“And yet, you come to me now, alone, not with your hounds. You whisper in alcoves with me, Aaron. Why is that?” 
“You know damn well why. Because you and your fools will get us all killed. 
“If they even suspected your little network existed, they would kill every Acolyte, every Attendant, in the Hive. They might not stop there. Imagine it, every man, woman and child in the city strapped into those infernal machines day after day, bred and milked like cattle without even the pretense of freedom and humanity to cling to. 
“How long do you think it would take, Julia? Without us to keep the rabble in line, keep them from annoying the Beloved with the demands of their existence? With being human?”
 I turned away from her. My anger recessed back into the vault of discipline I had allowed it to escape from. 
“And my name is no longer Aaron,” I said to the wall.
“Aaron…Finch,” she said, “Those ‘rabble’ are your people, enslaved in this tomb. Better to die free than live like this.” 
Her hand came to rest upon my shoulder and I realized I could no longer remember the last time I had experienced the touch of another human being. I reveled in the simple feeling of connection, of empathy. 
I suddenly realized just how seductive Kestrel’s rebellion really was. To feel whenever you wanted, however you wanted. To not have to guard your mind and emotions constantly from beings that could read both like examining bacteria under a microscope. To trust in touch and scent and all our old instincts that had lain fallow so long in this, their world.
I brushed the hand away and turned back to face her. She was close to me. I breathed in her life and exhaled it in a sigh of regret.
“You were an infant when you first came here,” I began. “I remember you running, laughing, down the halls of this temple when you were three. You don’t remember the Bug, the way it killed, what it did to us when everything began to fall apart. We were finished and then they stepped out of the shadows and saved us.”
“They saved themselves,” she said, stepping back from me. “Like farmers trying to save their crop from blight.”
“Yes, and that’s why I trust them more than I trust us. Where do you think the Bug came from? Some lab where we were trying to perfect a way to kill as many of our own as efficiently as we could. The Beloved don’t scare me; what we can do to each other, that’s terrifying. 
“We are their food; they need us. It’s in their best interest to keep us alive and happy and quiet. They saved us out of enlightened self-interest and they will continue to keep us alive and relatively free as long as we don’t make the price of our freedom too high.”
Kestrel ran a hand across her face. Her shoulders dropped like someone weary from a long journey. 
“You must have heard the same stories I have, she said. “The blood orgies, the indiscriminate killings with no lottery, no warning. A pretty face strikes the fancy of one of them and then that pretty face disappears. The rumors of an arena somewhere where we are slaughtered like animals for their amusement. 
“Could anyone live as long as they have and remain sane? Tell me Finch, if even some of the rumors are true, are you so sure they can be trusted? That they deserve your loyalty?”
“Duke Kolvino’s demise was not an assassination?” It was time for the masks again.
“Someday, high attendant, you will have to choose a side,” she said. “No. We did not sanction Kolvino’s murder.”
“Do you know Kolvino’s high attendant, Perin?”
“Yes,” she said. “He recently joined us. I did not recruit him myself. I remember being concerned because his loyalty to Kolvino was said to be as strong as yours is to the Duke of Dying Leaves.”
I ignored the barb. “Did he have access to the drug?”
“He could get it from one of our sources,” she said. “You suspect him as the killer? Why?”
“If he joined your group, obviously his loyalty was not as steadfast as reported.”
 Unless…the faces from the paintings on their small shrine.
 “Are your people hiding him?”
“If we were, I wouldn’t tell you.” The space between us was back to its proper distance—two nemeses, circling the same singularity of mutually assured destruction.
“No matter. I’ll find him,” I said. 
#
Wren was leaning against a crumbling concrete wall across the street from the old woman’s home. The rain cycle had just begun and my oldest and most-trusted magistrate had the hood on his worn leather coat pulled tight to ward off the cold reclaimed water as it fell from the dome’s dark ceiling.
“Anything?” I asked as I approached him from the alleyway.
“I think I’m getting a cold,” he sniffled. “Other than that, they are all in there and they had company.”
“Oh?”
“Two of them. I made them for attendants, but I didn’t recognize either of them. Looked like their hair had just grown back in.”
“Young?”
“Even if it weren’t raining, they would be wet behind the ears.”
“Are they still in there?” I asked, trying to light a damp cigarette.
“No, milord. They left about an hour ago. The old woman definitely looked relieved to see them go.”
“I know two of my fellows were recently inducted for special service,” Bora had said at the temple.
“Thank you, Wren. Go home.”
“All the same to you, sir, I’d just as soon stay for a while.”
“No.”
“This has gotten political, hasn’t it?”
I nodded and gave up on the cigarette, tossing it into the rushing waters of the gutter at out feet.
“I hate political,” he said, barely audible over the rain.
“Go home, Wren. I’ll be fine.”
As I crossed the empty street, I wrapped my coat tighter around my body, hiding my badge of office. I knocked on the battered tin door. The house number was marked in shaky lines of black spray paint.
A slender blade of light appeared as the door was cracked and the face of an elderly woman peered out. Fear glazed her eyes.
“Hello,” I said softly. “My name is Aaron; I’m an associate of Perin’s. I wonder if I might come in.”
#
The Duke of Dying Leaves allowed me to wait in the cool echoes of the Aviary for over an hour while he sang to his smallest servants.
Then en mass, they ascended in a shrieking whirlwind of sound and motion, circled him for a moment, and then departed through the openings in the dome.
His eyes were dark wells as he regarded me.
“Yes, Finch?” he said. 
His voice rumbled in my thoughts. I knew he was even now searching for the reason for my unexpected arrival to the Aviary in the folds of my brain. I retreated to my father’s fortress, my box, as I lowered my eyes and addressed him.
“I have found Duke Kolvino’s murderer.”
“Excellent,” he said, with obvious amusement. 
“You,” I said, managing to raise my eyes to meet his alien gaze. In that instant I knew with every cell in my body that I was about to die. 
There had seemed to me to be no intervening travel from where he had been to where he was now. He smelled faintly of the damp earth.
“Pray tell,” he said. 
“You forced Perin to kill his master, his lover. Kolvino was plotting to win Her Dark Majesty’s favor and gain back the position of the Justice Minister for his ally, the Duke of Hounds,” I said. “That was why Knoris and Galia were sniffing about. They knew a plot was afoot, they just didn’t know the details of it. 
“You had no intention of allowing Kolvino to tip the balance back to his side, so you had a few of your newly recruited attendants visit Perin’s family in the Basement Quarter weeks ago. They were seen there again last deep. 
“I spoke with his sister, now quite old, and his two nieces. They said nothing just as Perin and your attendants instructed them to do. An old woman and two children, all frightened that you will come in the darkness and gobble them up. How does that make you feel, my Lord? Remind you of the good old days?”
“My feelings are irrelevant,” he said, oblivious to my tone. 
All the anger, all the bewilderment that I had felt countless times for junkies and alleyway murderers who ruined lives without comprehension bubbled up inside me. It was pathetic enough for human beings to do this to each other, but the Beloved…with eons of existence…I buried my rage; it would only serve the Duke in this. 
“Your men threatened to kill his family if he did not help you destroy Kolvino and turn over the secret he had learned, the secret that he was going to give Kolvino. 
“Yes, Kolvino used him too, I suspect. Turned his love into a tool to gain him some petty upper hand in your political wars. Or maybe, just maybe, he did it all for Kolvino’s love, unbidden. A gift to make up for the damage Perin had done to his lover’s status. But once he discovered the secret, he knew. He knew that he and Kolvino must both die to protect it.
 “He was told that his sister’s Red Lottery number would pop up quite a few times if he did not cooperate. At her age, she wouldn’t survive that for long.”
“As well you know,” the Duke whispered, “from…personal experience.”
I swallowed hard. My eyes burned. Calm…control.
 “Tell me, where is Perin now?” the Duke asked. 
“He’s dead. I found his body in a sewer pipe not far from where Kolvino was slain. His secret died with him”
“You have surprised me yet again, my friend,” he said.
He was close to me. There was a cloying stench of the grave carried with each word, decaying syllables bubbling up from a rotted soul. 
“With time you learn to measure a man, Finch, and my measure of you was that you would never be able to go on as such a reliable agent if I confided in you in this skirmish in the game. So I relied on lesser agents that could easily be removed without questions or inconvenience. Regrettable that I could not trust you in this, but it is simply the price I had to pay for all of your other assets. After all, you are only human.”
“Yes,” I said. 
“But that will change.” He expected me to fall into step beside him, so I did. 
“With Kolvino’s domain vacant, One of the high attendants will be given Exalted Communion by Her Dark Majesty and join our ranks. My allies and I will assure it is you, Finch. 
“What explanation do you want me to give?” I said, lowering my head to examine the worn stone path, the thick grass.
“Kolvino went too far, in High Sacrament with Perin,” the Duke said as if he were staging of a play. “Having slain his beloved consort, wracked with grief, he destroyed himself in the rays of the dawn. Very romantic, don’t you think?”
“Yes, touching.”
“Is there any evidence to contradict such an account?” he asked as we neared the great doors at the end of the path.
“No,” I said honestly, having collected all of Bandril’s findings and samples and having disposed of Perin’s body myself. I had given his sister coin and told her to lose herself among the masses of the Basement Quarter. Even I had no idea where she and the girls were now.
“Then it would seem that this has all worked out to our satisfaction,” the Duke said as we paused at the doors. “You have shown me you are ready to wield real power. You possess the experience, and now I know you possess the discretion as well. You will honor my household as one of the Beloved, Finch.”
“No, milord, I will not,” I said. “Before coming here to give you my report as your Prefect, I was bound by the duty of that office to notify the Prime Minister of your suspected involvement in the matter of Kolvino’s demise,” 
I felt the heat draining away from my body, the Duke’s form growing larger, broader, and less human before my eyes. 
 “I have been commanded to appear before Her Dark Majesty and the entire Court to present my findings,” I said.
The force of the slap would shatter my skull like cheap pottery. It stopped inches from my face, defying all the laws man understood about velocity and energy, but the Beloved answered to older, darker laws.
“Your findings…” the Duke rasped. He was a gaunt, tattered scarecrow now, all jagged shadows and flashing yellow teeth. Snap, snap.
“I will be required to disclose the admissions you have made during this audience, my Lord.” Every human instinct screamed in me to flee. “Unless you command me as your high attendant to remain silent.”
“You would stand mute before Her?” the Duke said incredulously. “She, who is mother to us all? She who defied the Goddess and who all Beloved fear as your kind fears us? You would defy her at my command?”
“Yes,” I said. “For while the Prefect is required to report the suspicion of any Beloved involvement in a high crime to Her Majesty, there is nothing in the Codex that requires an attendant to betray the confidence of his master to anyone.”
“Surely there will be disagreement upon such an argument, if anyone even has the gall to posit it,” the Duke said. Ever the consummate politician, he was already turning the jewel of the problem over and over, looking at each facet. He nodded after a moment.
“My faction will have to raise the argument,” he said, coming to the conclusion I had hoped he would. “If not, then the Queen will rip the facts of this from you and…” he let his thoughts trail off as the implications settled in.
“And you and your co-conspirators will be joining me on the Rock of Suffering,” I said.
“It will not come to that,” the Duke said. “Others will not want to give her the authority to question our attendants in such a manner. Everyone has too much to lose. 
“This will bring down much disgrace on my house. I will appear to have had Kolvino dispatched in the court of public opinion, even without an ounce of proof and will now look to be covering up the matter. You have cost me, Finch, and you have cost yourself a chance to be free from the shackles of mortality.”
“The order, My Lord?”
“I swear this; you will never become one of us, Finch. Never.”
The Duke spun, giving me his back as I opened the great doors.
“The order, Lord?” I began to walk through the doors, my back to him as well.
The cold was like that of deep space; his anger was a star of heat in my mind.
“Say nothing,” he said.
“As you command, my Duke.”
The doors closed upon the aviary. As I walked down the hallway to the lift, the screams of dying birds mingled with the howl of a wind made out of rage.
#
On the southern stairs of the Temple of the Servant I reclined, looking out over the mountains of concrete and glass lit by a hundred thousand electric fires. 
“How did it go?” Kestrel asked as she sat down on the step above me.
“It was a stalemate. The Queen didn’t want to pry too deeply into the affairs of the others for fear of unifying them against Her, and no one wanted their dirty secrets getting out to the entire court.”
“The entire court,” Kestrel said. “What was it like, seeing Her Dark Majesty?”
The images leered at me in my mind. I remembered a room full of hungry, shrill ghosts, cold and crowded. I remembered chanting, a great crystal case, and a hand emerging from within as it slowly opened. The rest of it was denied me by my mind out of mercy.
“I don’t remember much of it,” I said. “I don’t want to go back.”
“What happened to Perin?” she asked, changing the subject.
“He was a plant, sent by his lover and master to infiltrate your group,” I said. 
“I don’t believe that,” she said defiantly.
“Believe what you want,” I continued, “He was torn between his master and lover, his family and the secret of your group. 
“Kolvino refused to allow Perin to bring his sister and her family into his household. He was jealous of Perin’s last human bond and wanted the old woman to die, so he would be the only thing in Perin’s world. That’s what Perin’s sister said, anyway.” 
“Perrin understood what would happen if word of the underground got out. He took the way out that destroyed the least lives. He killed Kolvino by taking the drug and then having his lover drink from him. He left him for the sun to do the rest. 
“The drug killed him, Kestrel, horribly. He curled up in that sewer pipe and hoped the rats would find him before there was any trace of the drug left. He saved us all, you and your revolution, the rest of the attendants, and his family. Maybe the entire human race, as well.”
“He will be remembered as a hero of the revolution,” she said.” 
It took too much effort to laugh. I shook my head and took a drag on my cigarette. 
“What will keep the Duke from exacting revenge on you now that he’s off the hook?”
“He’s far from that. His reputation is very shaky now in the court. I am his saving grace. I was the one he named as Prefect and I’ve delivered the goods. The whole court knows that now. They may hate me for opening this can of worms but they all know I’m not just his lapdog. Besides, I got the better of him in this. He’ll try to beat me, break me, but not kill me. There is no gloating in that.” 
A group of acolytes, headed for dinner in the grand hall, passed and greeted Kestrel. She nodded to them. We were silent until they had passed.
“Plus he thinks I learned the secret Kolvino learned, and he wants to get it out of me, so he’ll keep me close.”
“That secret is us,” Kestrel said. I nodded.
“Your people had best behave too,” I said, smiling over my shoulder.
The darkness above us concealed the true roof of the world, but we both knew it was there. Like some Gnostic model of the universe, a fake sky beneath a false heaven. Beyond it all lay cool night and glittering testimony to long dead stars. 
“You’ll have to choose a side someday, Aaron,” she said as she walked slowly back up the stairs to the temple.
The teeming, breathing chaos of the Hive was below me. My father’s kin, my kin, lived in ashes, lived in slavery, but at least they lived. And from ashes, new life could arise, or so the old stories said; freedom as brilliant and burning as the source of all life and light. 
“I have,” I said, looking across the Hive, basking in the invisible sun.
 




 



Centuries of Kings
Marie Brennan
 
I HAVE KILLED KINGS, lured emperors to their doom; destroyed courts, brought countries to war; for thousands of years I have brought chaos with me wherever I go, death not enough to stop me, and I regret none of it.
And now the hunters pursue me through the wood.
#
Tamamo-no-Mae. Pao Sze. Dakki. These are but a few of the names I have answered to in my life. Wife, concubine, whore. I have answered to these as well. Two thousand years is a long time – more than one name can bear.
They blur together in my mind, the kings I have killed. Few last for more than a year, and then I move on. Not all have been kings. But men of power, yes; the poor or unimportant do not interest me. I go from land to land – China, India, Japan – where I am does not matter to me so much as who I find there. Toba is the most recent, but it began with Zhou.
I remember the days in Zhou’s court as if they were yesterday, though they lie centuries distant. The court of the last Emperor of the Shang Dynasty, the man said to be more dissolute than any other in China. I could tell such tales of that court – tell of the day he demanded that seventy-two ladies of the highest blood strip to their skin and dance, in public, for his entertainment. When they refused, he had a ditch dug before his palace, and he filled it with snakes and lizards and biting insects; when it was full his guards threw the women into the ditch, and their screams filled the air. And he laughed and asked if I did not find it amusing.
I found my amusement elsewhere. A few words in the right ears, and trouble was seeded; you cannot murder seventy-two ladies of the highest blood and not expect rebellion in response. Zhou expected it, but his arrogance had robbed him of allies. His enemies stormed the palace compound late one night, and he died in his favorite pavilion, perishing amid the flames.
The fire did not begin outside, with the invaders. It began inside, from a tipped lamp.
I died in that fire with him, but by then it did not matter; I was finished with Zhou.
#
This much I will say for the hunters: they are noble men. Many have chased me in their time, but few have been as distinguished as Miura-no-Suke Yoshiaki and Kazusa-no-Suke Hirotsune. Retired Emperor Toba set them on my heels, and they are determined, more determined than many who have gone before them. This is the third time they have pursued me. The first time, I gave them the slip, and the second, their horses faltered before I did. Again they return, though, and now we flit through the hills and woods of Shimotsuke-no-Kuni, across the Nasu Plain, our feet as swift as leaves driven by the wind.
They may catch me; they may kill me. It does not matter. However many times I die, I will always find my way back.
#
I returned to China years later, during the dynasty called Zhou. Not the same name, but it echoed nonetheless with memories of snakes and screams. The Emperor then was Yu, twelfth of his line, who cast aside another woman for me. He wanted to make me smile: a harmless enough goal. But flowers and jewels brought no light to my face; the antics of monkeys and dogs were to me as indifferent as the changing of the moon.
Could he have succeeded, had he known how to pursue his goal? Years had passed since my time in Zhou’s court, true, but not so many – not nearly so many as have passed now. Perhaps I could have smiled, then, for some cause other than bitterness or vengeful amusement. Perhaps.
But that was centuries ago, and who can say now what might have been?
A court functionary suggested it to him. Yu lit the signal-fires, meant to summon soldiers to him in case of need. The soldiers rushed to the courtyard, all in haste, and when I saw them there…
I laughed.
Yu misunderstood. He heard in that laugh nothing of harm. But I saw the soldiers milling over the paving-stones, and I heard the angry mutters of the lords, and I saw that Yu was a fool, and that his foolishness would bring him down. It was for that I laughed.
He saw me laugh, and was pleased; and, as I had known he would, he lit the signal-fires again and again, all for my sake, and every time I laughed louder.
I laughed the loudest of all when the father of the woman Yu had cast aside returned with an army, and he lit the signal fires one final time.
I laughed, not because the soldiers came, but because they did not. And Yu perished alone.
#
I do not know where the two noble hunters found their horses; these are not the ones they rode before. They pursue me without pausing, thundering across the plain toward the peaks of the Nasu Mountains, and although I am swift, I cannot outrun them.
Fools. This chase is for nothing. Toba will perish. And so may I, it is true; but that will accomplish nothing save to make these noble warriors feel proud. They will congratulate each other, and return home, and be given the feast of heroes – but they cannot stop the cycle, nor turn it back.
They cannot undo the past. No one can.
Zhou set this in motion two thousand years ago. Let them blame him, if they will.
#
Some kings I bring down through war or rebellion; others waste away. So it was with the Retired Emperor Toba. I was a mere servant-girl when he first cast his eye upon me, but such considerations did not stop him; my beauty was unsurpassed, my hair a shining river of blackness, my skin as perfect and pale as the moon, and the scent of my body was never marred by sweat or dirt. In darkness, I glowed with my own light.
That much was obvious to see. The rest, he discovered with time. We listened to music, and I amazed him with my knowledge of it. We viewed the moon, and my poems were gems, more precious than any the others could compose. He questioned me on Buddhist teachings, and found my answers wise beyond even his comprehension.
Two thousand years is a long time. I have learned much, and forgotten nothing.
Toba sickened before long. But someone in his cloistered court had more sense than most; someone dispatched a messenger to summon the great diviner Abe no Yasuchika to the Sendo Palace. Many of that kind are frauds, but Yasuchika had eyes that saw much, and when he turned those eyes upon the emperor’s sickness he saw what I had done.
Oh, indeed, he saw much. But not all.
He saw the life draining from the emperor, draining from him to me. He saw my pointed ears, my golden fur, my nine tails. He saw the centuries of slaughter stretching behind me.
But he did not see where it began.
They chased me from the palace with dogs and bows, sent warriors to hunt me down. The word echoed in the halls of the Sendo Palace: kitsune! And I fled, abandoning my human mask, flying over hills in the form of a fox.
Yasuchika never guessed what he failed to see. He never saw the playful young fox spirit that once lived in China, free from care. He looked away too soon, and did not see an emperor take interest in her; nor did he see her fox-father refuse, knowing too well the corruption of humans.
Yasuchika closed his eyes, and did not watch as the great Shang Emperor Zhou, noble and wise, with the mandate of heaven behind him – a foolish, human conceit! – sent his soldiers to take the fox against her will.
That is where it began. But this, Yasuchika did not see. For he believed he had seen enough.
#
We have reached the base of the mountains, the noble hunters and I. My strength is at its end. Soon they will catch me, and then I will die.
I have died before. I no longer fear it. Toba will die as well, and that is all I ask for now.
Zhou is dead; Yu is dead; Toba will soon join them. The names of those I have brought down form a list whose recital would last hours. I take pride in that list, as I take pride in little else. What is beauty to me, or immortality, or the nine tails I have earned? What are love, joy, peace? These inner things, valued things, were taken from me long ago, and the outward things matter not at all. What matters is that Zhou has paid, and Yu has paid, and Toba will soon pay for his own crimes.
Oh, I heard what the ladies-in-waiting said, whispering in the corridors of the Sendo Palace as Toba weakened and moaned. He is a good man, they said. A wise ruler, guiding the country from behind the throne, retiring out of the light of court so he may concentrate on more important things.
Perhaps it is so. But his crimes would have come soon enough. They always do.
I learned that lesson from Zhou, centuries ago. Humans are of two kinds: mindless cattle, and the iron-fisted tyrants who herd and devour them. Those without power, and those who abuse the power they have.
Toba had power, and in time he would have used it for evil. For that, I have delivered justice. It is what I do.
The arrows thud into the dirt around me. I dart and leap, changing direction, but as I slip between the trees, I see something flash by.
A slip of paper, tied to the branch of a tree.
I realize at last that this chase has been different. My hunters have been herdsmen, leading me to this trap. Enchantment forms a net around me, and behind it I feel the hand of Yasuchika. He will bring his holiness to bear against me, Buddhist prayers, Shinto charms, and perhaps this is how I will die.
Holy men have killed me before.
The hunters pull their horses up short, shouting words I cannot hear. The chanting of Yasuchika fills my ears, and now, too late, too late, I feel what he is doing.
He will not kill me. He will do worse.
My hind paws drag in the dirt, cease to move. I cannot lift them. I rear up and am frozen thus, held by the trap I entered so carelessly. I curse this blind monk, who does not see that what I do is right and good, that it is necessary. He calls me an oni, a demon, and now he will bind me to this spot. My body grows heavy and stiff. I cannot move. He has caught me well, stealing my freedom, my ability to transform, leaving me on the edge of the Nasu Plain as nothing more than a twisted stone.
#
He won that day, and he lost.
The diviner put an end to my centuries of kings. He trapped me in this body of stone.
But my spirit survives.
Now my victims must come to me, and I care no more for justice. They call me the Death Stone, the Murderer Stone, an object filled with malice and hate. Those who understand avoid me, but there are always the strangers, the travelers, the ignorant.
The fools.
The enchantment that put me here will not last forever. Someday it will wane, and I will break free once more. There will be no mercy for the humans then. I will kill them as I find them, draining out their life, and no monk babbling prayers will trap me, ever again.
For I have learned the lesson of Zhou, the lesson of Yasuchika. Power is what matters, not the use to which it is put. I was a fool to think otherwise. I am a demon indeed, and will bring hell to them on earth.
 



Renaissance
Miles Cameron
 
THE LUPI FAMILY had always been knights, or at least, their right to the title had been uncontested for as many generations as anyone could remember. In the town square of Berona there was a mounted Lupi, and in the chapel—the oratory—a long line of kneeling Lupis served their maker, carved in stone—in their armor. At the Archaic gate to the town—the gate where the ancient statue of the Empress glowed, night and day, with the hermetical energies that the ancients had put into it—there, carved clearly in the ancient letters, it said:
 
C. AETRIO C F LEM TRIBU
LUPI
EQVO PVBLICO
IN QVINQVE DECVRIIS
PRAEF COH I ARELATUM
TRIB MIL LEG I ETRUSCAE
 
Tomaso was the last of the Lupis, and he had never quite managed to become a knight. It wasn’t for a lack of interest, or education. He practiced in the tiltyard, had lessons with the sword; rode well and fenced better. He could speak intelligently about dogs and hawks. 
He could sing, and even write a song. 
Most of all, he could read. He loved to read. He had worked and worked on his letters, and proved so adept that his drunken father had sent him to a magister.
The magister had tested him, and laughed. “Never in all my life have I met a man so utterly without essierl,” he said, and patted young Tomaso Lupi on the head like a puppy. “Go swing a sword,” he said. “It’s all you are good for.”
And as Tomaso grew to adulthood, he could swing a sword—some accounted him a fine blade. He could read Archaic, both low and high—and that was useful skill in a priest or a magister. Sadly, Tomaso Lupi was neither a priest nor a magister. Nor did Tomaso’s skills run to the management of money, for he was the son and grandson of men whose skills had not included the management of money. Men and women who managed money better bought their town house, and then, when he was on the edge of adulthood, his father died and his mother collapsed in a wine-soaked frenzy of prayer, and Tomaso found himself penniless—and what is worse, he was publicly known to be penniless.
Their tiny keep—not even a castello—in the countryside paid for two funerals. Tomaso kept the last of the land. His father said the Lupi had owned the land since Archaic times. Tomaso often wished he had lived in Archaic times.
Tomaso had enough land to plow with an ox. He also had an ox.
In one winter, he sold the ox and lived well enough. He had kept his books—famous books, carefully written out by hand in a scriptorium. He didn’t tire of his Archaic masters. He didn’t do his eyes any favors, either.
Tomaso learned very quickly to live alone. He hadn’t ever expected to be quite so alone. One afternoon, his favorite among the older ‘young men’ rode into his yard. He was mounted on a fine Ifriqu’yan mare, and the horse’s furniture was worth more than Tomaso’s little farm.
Alfredo Frederico Alighieri di Tuva was an elegant young man with dark hair, fashionably cut, and a skin-tight jupon in the latest fashion, with a cote hardie over it so elaborate that the sleeves fell—unused, but edged in expensive silver buttons—almost all the way to the ground.
“People said you were living this way,” Di Tuva said. He didn’t dismount. “You have no money, I suppose?”
Lupi considered. “Perhaps I am practicing to be a hermit.”
The two young men had never been very close, but they had drunk a good deal of wine together, and chased their share of red-kirtled courtesans. To Tomaso, it seemed another age entirely. He couldn’t even remember what a red-kirtled courtesan was like.
Di Tuva smoothed his near-perfect pointed beard. “If I ask for a cup of wine?” he asked.
“It will be a horn cup,” Lupi replied.
Di Tuva shrugged. He handed a small package wrapped in silk. “A guest gift!” he said.
Tomaso Lupi pulled it open. Inside was a pretty copper rabbit, beautifully worked. A tiny silver spoon sat rested between the rabbit’s ears.
“Wild Honey from the Nova Terra,” Di Tuva said. “I love the stuff.”
Tomaso shrugged. “You know it doesn’t—affect—me.”
Di Tuva laughed. “Then I’ll come back and eat it myself!”
Two cups of wine later, Lupi leaned back. “You are the first visitor I’ve had—since my mother was buried.”
Di Tuva shrugged again. It suited him, with his hanging sleeves, his square, muscular shoulders and his air of indolence. He was good at shrugging. “No one speaks of you.” He leaned forward. “If you were some kind of sexual pervert, perhaps people would visit you. If you had a hideous disease, people would come, if only so that later they could tell stories of your disfigurement.” He set his horn cup down with a snap. “But poverty—we all fear it more than we fear God, my friend. See that horse? My soon-to-be father-in-law purchased it. And all the buttons.” He looked up. “I miss you.”
Lupi’s heart swelled for a moment. He hadn’t expected Di Tuva to be—a friend. They’d been rivals. He couldn’t remember what they had been rivals about.
He poured more wine. It was good wine—Lupi lived in an area that had made wine since the Archaics had been there. “What are you doing?” he asked.
Di Tuva shrugged again. “Painting,” he admitted.
“Ah!” Lupi suddenly remembered the cause of the rivalry and he laughed aloud. They had had an argument over the new paintings in the chapel of Saint Georgio.
That seemed foolish, in light of recent events.
Di Tuva looked at him. “I—my soon-to-be new wife has a sister.” He paused. “You have an ancient name.” He shrugged. “I’m not doing this well. Really, after two cups of your wine, I’m ashamed of my errand. I’m ashamed I forgot you so quickly. What do you do here? Rot?”
Tomaso took him to the low house’s one window, where there was a reading stand.
“I read,” he said.
“All day?” Di Tuva asked.
Tomaso pointed at the sword slung by its belt on the wall over the bed. “When I can’t stay inside anymore, I fence with the old apple tree.” He tossed his head.
“Marry the girl. She’s plain—I confess she is plain. So what? She’ll have a dowry, and you won’t have to live like this.” Di Tuva finished his wine. “There, it is said. Christ, when my soon-to-be mother-in-law told me you lived out here in a hovel, I thought she was lying.”
For the first time, Tomaso was stung. “It’s not a hovel.”
Di Tuva nodded. “True. I’ve been in smaller brothels, but this is cleaner.”
“No,” said Tomaso Lupi. “No, I won’t marry some poor third daughter with almost no dowry. Let them put her in a convent. It will cost more, no doubt. But I won’t bring some poor girl here to pretend she’s a lady.”
Di Tuva got up. “It doesn’t have to be that way. Marry the girl and become family. Then—you have a sword. Use it.”
Di Tuva reached out and hugged the younger man, despite his homespun peasant’s cote and his undyed hood. “Don’t rot here,” he said.
“Thank you for coming,” Tomaso said, and he meant it.
Di Tuva rode away.
#
In the spring, Tomaso Lupi rented his fields to local peasants who knew what to do with them, and reserved to himself only the hill behind his little house. It was wooded, except at the top, where there was a fine piece of stonework—clearly Archaic. His grandfather had once told him that it was the ancestral castello, from a thousand years before. There was a tiny vineyard on the hill, and Tomaso worked this himself. Increasingly, as the spring turned to summer, the local men gave him advice—good advice—about props for his vines and a thousand other details.
Giuseppi and Giancarlo, the leaders of the local men, came and drank wine with him one evening. They talked, of all things, about the stars.
The next day, Tomaso found that girls in the market smiled at him, and his jar of good wine at the essie cost less than it had a week before. He called to the wife of the tavern keeper, and waved a copper solidi at her.
She grinned. “Ah—Messire Tomaso. Giuseppe says you are people.”
And that was that. Tomaso walked home, wondering that it had taken him eighteen years to learn that peasants had a price for peasants and another price for the gentry. He knew the tavern keeper’s wife’s name now—Maria. Signora Maria. 
They had a social structure all of their own.
He wondered where he fell in it.
#
He found out almost immediately, when Giancarlo, whose wine was considered the best in the valley, came to his door on a donkey. The man dismounted, accepted a cup of wine, and was delighted to accept a small treat that Tomaso had purchased—a single spoonful of Wild honey from the Nova Terra. 
“This is how the nobles live, eh?” Giancarlo said. He licked his spoon for a long time, and then sipped wine and spat. “Bah! It makes the wine taste sour.” He laughed. “And makes all the colors so—so—alive!”
“Too much sweetness has that effect,” Tomaso agreed. He sighed. “It has no effect on me except to sweeten my tea. A friend brought it—he eats it while he paints.”
Giancarlo surprised his host. “Painting—ah! How I love it. On feast days, I sprawl on the floor in San Giorgio and look at the frescoes until a priest makes me get up.”
Tomaso covered his surprise by opening the little jar of Wild honey again. “I love painting too.”
Giancarlo nodded. “Good. You have a head on your shoulders.” He took another spoonful of honey and there was a long silence. Then he asked, “How are the grapes on your little mountain?”
Tomaso shrugged. “Heavier every day.”
“That is a good place. Your wine should be—as good as mine.” He thumped the ground with his stout staff. “Listen, then. I have a daughter.’ He leaned forward. “She is quite—pretty. Men look at her.” He leaned back. “If they look too long, I hit them.” He looked at Tomaso for a reaction.
Tomaso spread his hands, as if to claim—what? Abstinence? Chastity?’
“I would like to meet her,” Tomaso said.
#
By the autumn harvest, he had met her three times. To his immense surprise—and he was horrified by his own assumptions—she was charming, modest, and had beautiful manners, even by the standard of the castle-trained. Every day, he discovered that peasants were not what he’d expected. They were courteous in church. They were ugly when drunk, but then, everyone was. They had excellent taste—some of them.
Giuglia had wonderful taste. She dressed well enough that she might have been a poor knight’s daughter, or a merchant’s. Giuglia was also as lithe as a cat and as quick-witted as a magister. She could add and multiply numbers, and she could read—slowly, it was true, but patiently and with great focus. With her mother watching her, she came to his small house and read from his Petrarcha—his favorite book, about the lives of the great ancients. When she came to a word she had trouble with, she would bite her tongue, and the tip would emerge from her lips—
:You love me?” she asked, in wonder. It was the first day of the grape harvest. His grapes were ripe, and he needed men to help him pick them and a wagon to transport them to town, and her father provided both. She came on the wagon and they had their first long talk.
“I think I do,” he said.
“My father only wants your stupid hill,” she said. She put a hand on his hand, greatly daring. “I know you—expect better. But,” she looked fiercely at his cottage, “but I can help you make us better.” She looked around. “Listen—I thought I was damned to one of these louts, ten babies and never another book in all my life but what I might see in church.” She made an odd face, half smile, half embarrassed frown. “This is too much honesty, I am guessing.”
He looked away to make sure he wasn’t dreaming.
#
The next day, with most of his grapes in, he took Giancarlo’s wagon into the city for barrels. He didn’t have to go, but the other men had all done little tasks for him and he wanted to prove to them that he was one of them.
He knew what awaited him there.
He waited in a line at the coopers. There were dozens of men and carts waiting for barrels—it was that time of year. A young boy came down the line with a wax tablet and asked him how many barrels he’d reserved. Tomaso was forced to admit he hadn’t reserved any. He used Giancarlo’s name. The boy’s face brightened and some marks were made in the wax.
“This is what you preferred to marrying the Cavalli girl?” said a voice to his right. Di Tuva was leaning on his cart, arms and legs crossed, wearing a hooded half-circle cloak worth fifty ducats.
 Tomaso Lupi made himself smile. “Yes,” he said.
Di Tuva grimaced theatrically. “She’s not that plain.”
The peasants in the line were now eyeing Di Tuva—and Lupi—with some hostility. Di Tuva caught a look and brushed his sword hilt with his hand and a man went red in the face.
Tomaso, of course, was not wearing a sword. It was at home, hanging over the bed. But he put a hand on Di Tuva’s shoulder. “Relax. These aren’t bravos. These are peasants buying barrels, and you don’t belong here.”
Di Tuva shrugged out from under Lupi’s hand like an uncoiling snake. “Your new friends?” He spat and turned, walking away.
No one would meet Tomaso’s eye the rest of the time he was in line. He collected six big barrels—four for Giancarlo, one for a neighbor named Giorgio, and one on his own account—the last provided with an ill grace and unaccountably more expensive than the others.
Tomaso paid without complaint. 
He led his patient, borrowed farm horse to water, fed him from a nose bag, and headed for the gates well before the sun was due to set. It had been a dull day, and he regretted Di Tuva’s anger. He felt—alien. In his own city. 
“All your money, essier,” said a man. He stepped out of an alley so narrow that a man’s shoulders would brush the houses. He had a soldiers heavy dagger in his hand, and he reached for the neck of Tomaso’s homespun gown. He was moving fast—his eyes seemed to burn with fanaticism. He fairly shrieked his words. “All your money!” he shrieked again, rocking Tomaso.
Various instructors had taught a very young Tomaso about fighting, and one of the things they’d insisted on was that the stupidest thing a man could do was to grab another man’s shirt. Tomaso’s immediate reactions—fear, near panic, disorientation—were displaced by training. His left hand reached out, he swung his hips, and the other man’s arm broke—the snap audible in the street. With strength born of fear, Tomaso threw him across the street and into the stone wall of a nearby building for good measure.
He screamed.
Tomaso picked up his knife—a baselard dagger, and a very good one.
He felt the strangest urge to kill the man. The thief lay on his back, face up, like a sacrifice in the Archaic times. 
A crowd was gathering. The man was whimpering—on and on. Praying to God. Begging forgiveness.
Before Tomaso could move his cart, three soldiers appeared.
#
The Podesta looked at the knife, lying on the table between them. “If you are Tomaso Lupi of the noble house of Lupi, why are you dressed as a peasant?” he asked.
“I was buying barrels for my wine,” Tomaso said.
The Podesta sniffed as if he smelled something bad. “You see how a misunderstanding might arise,” he said. “The thief would never have attacked you if he had known you were a gentleman. My men would not have arrested you. In future, please dress to your station.” He slid the fine dagger across the table. “My first thought was that you were a spy for the Este.” He took his hand off the dagger—and grabbed Tomaso’s hand at the wrist. “In which case, I would rip your arms off your body in no time. Do you understand?”      
Tomaso understood very well—all the way back to the contada in the darkness. But he refused to surrender to all his new fears—he took the wagon to Giancarlo’s house, a fine snug cottage with six rooms and two hearths—the best in the village.
Giancarlo was waiting in the yard—with his staff in his hands. But as soon as the wagon entered his yard, he grinned. “I admit it—I thought you stole it. Wagon, animal, and our barrels.” He shrugged. “Where in the name of the Virgin have you been?”
Tomaso stumbled through his story, aware of Giuglia’s classical profile against a lantern inside. Giancarlo shook his head again and again. At the end, he said, “Show me how you broke the man’s arm?”
He was interrupted by a moan from the cart. “What’s that?” he asked.
Tomaso shrugged. “The thief. I claimed him.”
#
It took all autumn to heal the thief. His arm was badly broken and his shoulder dislocated, and he spent the first week in a state of suspicious hostility that seemed impenetrable. He spat—he swore.
Giancarlo would not allow his daughter to visit. Tomaso agreed.
The man was as much like an animal as any wolf Tomaso had known—his teeth gleamed and he seemed to give vent to his very feeling. He controlled nothing.
He feared everything.
Tomaso watched him carefully and locked him in a shed at night. And fed him.
His grapes had gone for juice, and the juice was becoming wine. The moneylender loaned him money against his wine, like all the other small farmers.
Tomaso thought a long time that fall, and then he sold his sword.
That night, he cried. Not because he was a great man-at-arms, but because of what it meant. As long as the sword hung over his bed—
It was gone. He tried not to look at the space on the wall.
#
At the edge of winter, Giancarlo suggested that they clear the old hilltop and plant more vines in spring. It was the best idea that Tomaso could imagine, and he forced the thief—Porto—to climb the hill with him. They worked for as long as the thief could stand, and then went and rested, and worked again.
After a week of this, Porto sat on a huge squared stone, and looked up. “You really aren’t going to kill me,” he said.
“I will if you don’t do better work than that,” Tomaso replied.
Porto shrugged. “I’m your slave?”
Tomaso knew a fair amount about slavery—from books. “I’ll pay you a wage like any other farm labour,” he said. “Right now—I’m too poor.” He cut with his borrowed axe—he didn’t even own an axe—at the roots of the brush he was trying to clear.
Porto laughed. It was his first laugh in two months. “I was looking for farm work,” he said. “Fuck my mother, I was looking for farm work, and some bastard threw it in my face, and I beat him to the ground and took his money.”
“Well,” said Tomaso. “I beat you to the ground and gave you farm work. The circle is complete.”
Porto laughed. “I like the way you talk. You’re a fucking noble, pretending to be a peasant. Why?” 
“How about more work and less talk?” Tomaso said. 
“You don’t talk like us,” Porto said.
Tomaso thought of Giuglia. “Many do,” he said. “You choose to speak that way. I choose to speak this way.”
Porto spat. “Like a priest? Fucking sodomites.”
But he went back to work.
And very quickly, Porto became part of his life. He hated to get up and he wasn’t ever enthusiastic about anything, but when his shoulder was fully recovered, he could lift almost anything and he would work—with a vicious stream of profanity and complaint—from an hour past dawn until it was too late to see the ground. He was, in some ways, the toughest man Tomaso had known. He would work in snow. He would work as the air bit his lungs.
He was afraid of books, and would not go near Tomaso while he read.
“You’re a witch, aren’t you!” he said one day to Tomaso.
Tomaso was trying to read a biography of the Empress Livia, and the Archaic was so complicated that he could only manage a few lines an hour, his finger moving along the script, his little bronze stylus cutting unknown words into the wax of his tablet. He allowed himself an hour a day to read—the brightest hour. He sat on Sundays after mass with the priest and went over his work. The priest always served him wine and treated him like a nobleman.
The priest’s Archaic was a shadow of Tomaso’s, but neither man mentioned it.
Tomaso sat with his hired man, with Giancarlo, and with Giuglia and her mother.
As the fasting of lent began, and the moneylender became arrogant, Giancarlo visited more often.
Porto laughed. “Just marry her and put us out of our misery!” he said. “She hates me, I’ll be back on the road—but I’m healed and I ain’t eaten this well in five years. I’ll go quiet.”
They continued to clear the hilltop. It was now possible to see a line of low walls, which Giancarlo began to improve—the ancient walls became the foundations for orchard walls to keep out sheep. But the process of pulling stones out of the central space was endless, and Tomaso lost nails on his hands from prying them out of the cold ground. He used a pry bar borrowed from Pietro down the lane and Porto hauled the stones—neat, square cut stones—to the wall where Giancarlo laid them into the neatest dry stone in the valley.
“If we find enough of this, we could sell some,” Giancarlo said. “This is fine stone.”
Tomaso was beginning to face the possibility that all their work was for nothing—because the stone went down and down. 
The moneylender stopped by. “You now owe me ten ducats of gold,” he said. He shrugged. “Next time, I take things.” He had two thugs. 
When they were gone, Porto put a hand on Tomaso’s shoulder. “We could kill all three. Bury the bodies—who loves a moneylender?”
Giancarlo stopped working on the wall, and they moved their clearing efforts by fifteen paces, to try and carve a plot out of the hillside below all the collapsed stone.
Spring began. Flowers bloomed, and Lent came at last to an end. The clearing began to look like a field, and Porto cut six trees to bring the sun. Tomaso sold his mother’s breviary to the priest and sold the heavy dagger that he’d taken from Porto, and paid the moneylender.
Giuglia came up the hill one fine spring day, bringing water, wine, bread and oil, and stayed to work, sifting the fine dirt and carrying stones in her apron, and laughing. The hill was a dark place, and her laughter worked like something hermetical, banishing the feeling of hopelessness that was growing on Tomaso. The only things he had left to sell were his books.
That evening, Giancarlo went off with his own hired man to help a neighbor, and Porto had begun to clear the last of the new ground and claimed he’d stay at it until dark. He’d found a silver coin in the dirt, and that had excited him in a way that nothing else had.
Giuglia wiped the hair out of her eyes in the last of the sun. Her hair was bleached to a light brown and her skin was unfashionably dark, and her kirtle—once blue, and now something like the sky on a sunny day—was sweat stained.
She sat on the low wall her father had started. “Are you going to marry me?” she asked.
“If your father will have me,” Tomaso said. “I’m very poor.”
She laughed—got up, and kissed him. And kissed him. And kissed him. “My mother said I’d have to do all the courting,” she said. “You are too courtly by half.”
There was a hollow sound—a thud, as if someone had knocked on a big oak door. Tomaso had just summoned up all his courage and put a hand on Giuglia’s breast—
“Master!” Porto shouted. “Messire Lupi!”
Giuglia slapped his hand in scripted admonishment and then joined him in a dash across the cleared ground. Porto was at the edge of the clearing under the remaining wall of the ancient edifice. He emerged from the shadows into the last of the sun, and he was smudged with dirt.
“The hill—it is hollow,” he said.
#
“It’s a door,” Giuglia said. She leaned close to the ancient wood. She had one hand to her throat and Tomaso thought she had never been so beautiful.
“It’s a tomb,” the thief grumbled. “I won’t go near it.” He stood outside the ring of stones by what might once have been a portico.
Tomaso and Giuglia ignored him and worked in the dying light of the sun to clear the lintel. The door–if indeed it was a door–was slanted with the stones of the hillside, cunningly worked in among them with generations of soil on top. 
Giuglia looked at the former thief. “He does no work,’ she spat.”
Tomaso was surprised at her tone. “He dug out this entire pit, my love,” he said. “He’s tired.”
She shook her head. “He’s afraid.”
As the outlines of the lintel and capstone began to appear, they worked with increasing intensity. When Giuglia’s hand exposed the litter of metal on the capstone, she shrieked and then went and fetched a wooden pail of water–they all drank, and then she poured some over the capstone of the arched door.
There were letters set in the stone. The letters appeared to be made of gold, or bright bronze–they were undimmed by time. 
The former thief and the peasant girl turned to their educated companion. He looked at the letters as the last strong rays of the sun made them seem to glow. 
“Witchcraft!” Porto spat, and backed away.
 Tomaso reached down and touched them.
“Well?” asked Giuglia, her eyes huge.
 Tomaso shook his head. “I have no idea,” he admitted. “It is not Low Archaic or High Archaic. Indeed,” he sighed. “Indeed, I have never seen these letters before.” He smiled at his love. “But I agree that it is hermetical.” He held his hand over hers, cutting off the sun, and she could see that the letters glowed an orange-gold in the darkness under her hand.
“Let’s open it!” Giuglia said. She bounced on her toes in eagerness.
Porto took another step back and fingered his beard. He cocked an eyebrow at his master. “Tombs,” he said. “Could be money.” Shrugged. “Could be trouble.” He pointed. “Can’t you feel it?”
“What kind of trouble?” Giuglia asked. “Daemons from hell?” Her tone was dismissive.
Porto looked at the ground. “Maybe,” he admitted. “Or curses or other magery. Master doesn’t even know what the letters say.” 
Tomaso wanted to open the door. But he took a deep breath–and took two steps away from it, wary–from his reading–that the door itself might exert an influence.
“What if there’s a treasure?” Giuglia asked from the portico.
“You have no idea what might be in a tomb,” Porto said. “I don’t know nothing ‘bout magery, but I know this–once you open a box, it is fucking open.”
“I need to get you home, my love,” Tomaso said quietly. “Go lay a fire and pour us some wine,” he ordered Porto.
“Smart lad,” muttered the former thief, under his breath.
Giuglia was standing in the little pit they had carved out, actually standing on the door. She shook her head. “This is too exciting. My mother won’t let me come tomorrow. She thinks we’ll make the beast with two backs the moment we’re alone.” She smiled, as if to suggest that the thought had occurred to her, as well.
That smile penetrated whatever phantasm was on Tomaso Lupi, and he put a hand firmly on her arm. “As you love me, Giuglia–not tonight. Only a fool–or a man ensorcelled–would open this thing in the dark.”
Giuglia turned her head sharply away. “You are a knight–you are supposed to be brave.”
Tomaso felt the words as if they were a blow. But he had her arm, and he pulled. She stumbled and cursed him.
He pulled her right out of the pit–it was only a few feet deep and he was very strong. He carried her three full paces across the small clearing where they intended to put new vines, and set her on her feet in the first of the moonlight.
Before her feet touched the ground, she had stopped fighting him, and now she left her arms around his neck and kissed him. “By the Virgin mother, my love, I’m so sorry! Where did those words come from!”
He laughed grimly. “Sorcery,” he said. “The tomb wants to be open.”
#
A dozen peasants came to gape at the door in the hillside. An hour after first light, Porto was on guard with the dagger and an axe, and Giancarlo came with two of his larger cousins.
Giancarlo took Tomaso Lupi aside. ‘You were alone with my daughter for an hour,’ he said. His tone was serious, but not quite unfriendly.
“I would be delighted to marry her,” Tomaso said. 
Giancarlo slapped him on the shoulder. “When?”
“Post the banns,” Tomaso said. “Six weeks from the Sabbath.”
Giancarlo sucked his front teeth for a moment. “Too soon—men will claim she’s pregnant. Twelve weeks. Is she pregnant?” he asked.
Tomaso sighed. “No,” he said.
He suspected his father-in-law thought he was a bit of a fool.
“Now the other matter,” Giancarlo said. “The hill. What do you think it is?” he asked.
Tomaso offered his prospective father-in-law a cup of herb tea. “I think it is a tomb from the very dawn of men,” he said. 
Giancarlo thought a moment. “Treasure?” he asked with the practicality of peasants and great nobles alike.
Tomaso shrugged. “A powerful phantasm. Guiglia felt it.”
Giancarlo nodded. “If we don’t open it, someone will come and take it from us,” he said.
That hadn’t even occurred to Tomaso. He sighed. And wrote a letter on Giancarlo’s parchment, to Altichiero di Tuva.
#
Di Tuva embraced him warmly in the dooryard. “What’s this about?” he asked. He looked at the ground. “I’m—sorry. I have been no kind of friend.”
Lupi embraced him again, a crushing, man’s embrace. “Forget all that,” he said. “I need you, and you come. That’s enough, surely? And perhaps—just maybe—I am doing you a favor.”
Behind his little stone house, Giancarlo stood sweating in his best cote and hood. Di Tuva was an aristocrat, and Tomaso knew that his father-in-law-to-be was damned if he was going to look like a laborer. By his side stood Giuglia in her best Sabbath clothes.
Di Tuva bowed to them as if they were courtiers.
“This is my intended bride,” Tomaso Lupi said. 
“Then I get to kiss her!” Di Tuva said expansively, and shocked a dozen Beronese peasants by doing just that. “Beautiful like an angel!” He turned and glared at Tomaso. “It’s a wedding? I brought no present and I’m hardly dressed for it. And my wife will kill me—and you!”
Tomaso grinned and bowed his own courtly bow. “We will of course invite you to the wedding,” he said, and Giuglia flushed—pleasure? Fear? But he went on. “I have a problem, and I wish your help.” And they all walked up the little hill behind the house.
Porto stood guard. Just visible on the hilltop were Giancarlo’s two tough cousins. Around the base of the hill, a dozen more local men had gathered. They were sitting in the shade, eating figs.
“What on earth is this? A wine tasting?” Di Tuva asked. He kept looking at Giuglia. When he and Tomaso were a little ahead of the others, he turned and hip-checked Lupi. “You dog! She’s magnificent!”
Tomaso was too worried to smile or respond in kind. 
“You practice a little, yes? When you paint?” he asked.
Di Tuva stopped. “Are we speaking of the science of hermeticism, or have you become a peasant?”
“Don’t be touchy, my friend,” Tomaso shook his head. “I need your access to the powers.”
“What in the name of the saints is this about?” Di Tuva asked, and then they crossed the tiny clearing and he saw the glowing letters.
The moment his foot crossed the portico circle, he winced and stepped back. “Ah!” he said. “I see.”
“I think it is a tomb,” Tomaso said. He showed Di Tuva the lettering.
Di Tuva nodded. “Wonderful. Superb.” He turned. “We need Messire Petrarcha. He is a great magister.”
Perarcha was merely a name, to Tomaso—a man who wrote wonderful books. But Di Tuva grinned. “I’m painting his portrait for the tyrant,” he said. “I know all the great men now. Bah—he’ll have a cow. Let me fetch him.”
Tomaso began to breathe for the first time in two days.
“And some clothes. You will want to be dressed.” 
#
The next morning a cavalcade arrived at Tomaso Lupi’s house. Thanks to Di Tuva’s help, the intervening hours had seen the Lupi sword redeemed from a pawnbroker and a set of plain but correct clothes—a tight jupon, a hood with a little tasteful embroidery, fine silk hose—arrive at the door. Tomaso Lupi stood in his small yard to receive his guests, and found himself holding the stirrup of the great man himself—not Petrarcha, who dismounted with Di Tuva’s help, but the Lord of Berona—sometimes called the Tyrant.
“Messire di Lupi!” the Tyrant said in his booming voice. “We have not seen you in attendance!” he laughed. “In some circles that might be taken as disloyalty!”
Tomaso Lupi bowed to the ground. “In my case, my lord, simple poverty.”
The mention of poverty shocked some of the courtiers behind the two great men into silence. But the Tyrant met his eye. “Now that,” he said, “sounds like the cold steel of truth.” He nodded. “Very well, you are forgiven your absence. Take us to our tomb.”
“My tomb, my lord,” Tomaso said carefully. The words gave him a chill. I have been thoughtless to speak so, he thought.
The Lord of Berona looked at him a moment as if sharing his thought, but he nodded sharply. “Yes. Exactly. It is yours. I state it to be so, but within my domains.”
But it was Messire Petrarcha who was the most eager. He was an older man with a tight-buttoned hood that hid most of his hair. His face was small and almost angelic, and the lock of white hair that escaped his hood made him look somehow otherworldly.
Tomaso bowed as low to him as he had bowed to the Tyrant of Berona. “You are most welcome here!” he said. “I have read all your books.”
Petrarcha nodded, his eyes already on the hill. “Good. Now—take me. I can feel him.”
“Who?” the Tyrant asked.
“The dead man,” Petrarcha said. “The Ancient.”
They walked up the hillside in the early light of morning—a dozen men and women from the court, dressed for hunting; Giancarlo and his wife and daughter, who were formally presented to the Tyrant—Giancarlo’s satisfaction of the public betrothal of his daughter to a man who knew the Lord of Berona glowed from him like fire through a grate—and fifty local men and women.
Petrarcha sent his servant for his walking staff—he was easily seventy years old. And when he had climbed the hill to the ancient portico, he turned. To Tomaso, he appeared taller and far more formidable.
“No closer. Indeed—indeed, good people, I would have you stand much farther away.” He motioned them down the hill.
No one moved more than three steps.
“Is it something evil?” Giuglia asked the old man. She dared—beauty has its own courage-and she was standing almost next to him. “Is it black magic?” she asked.
He looked down at her and smiled. “Magic does not have a color,” he said, to the consternation of the priest. “My friend Ali Rashid has proven that, and Harmodius. Magic is merely power. There is immense power here.” He nodded. “And some of it is meant to—” he breathed in, as if inhaling an odor. “Some of it is meant to manipulate the mind, which is never very nice, is it, my dear?”
He leaned on his staff for so long that some of the fairer ladies began to be uncomfortable with the sun.
“Is there a treasure?” asked Giancarlo suddenly.
Petrarcha did not move or answer.
“Do not disturb him,” Di Tuva said. “I beg you.”
The Tyrant began to fidget. “I thought we’d see—” he began.
The world seemed to blink.
Just for the beat of an eyelash—for less than a single heartbeat—the world went. Or turned pale, or turned black, or filled with color—no two people experienced the event the same way, although men and women talked of it as far away as the county of Arelat. 
Everyone flinched—relaxed—
There was the sound of thunderclap—so loud that it was greater than noise—and then a great sigh, as if the earth itself expelled air from its lungs.
The priest began to pray.
Petrarcha spread his hands. “Speak, if that is your desire,” he said.
The figures of three women rose from the doorway and seemed to float—fully realized, magnificently real, swathed in flowing garments lighter than the air around them but otherwise naked, standing on air.
One, by one, each spoke for as long as an orator would speak in any assembly. They spoke with joy—with vehemence. With magnificent gestures.
None of the mortals—not even Petrarcha—understood a word they said. 
When they were done, the thinnest one, with black, curling hair that framed her face and long, elegant arms, stepped up on his toes and twirled, waved an arm, and all three–smiling—vanished.
And the door opened. 
#
“Back!” Petrarcha insisted, and his voice cracked like a whip. The curl of raw essierl emerging from the top of his staff was probably more impressive than the voice, and the men and women—low born and high—froze.
Tomaso stepped forward. “I should enter first,” he said.
Messire Petrarcha looked at him. “You have no response to the ops, do you?” he asked.
“A magister once told me he had never known someone so dead to the occult,” Tomaso Lupi confessed. 
Petrarcha fingered his beard and then reached out like a priest pronouncing a benison and touched his head. “Ahhh,” he sighed. “It was an unkind thing to say to a child. But in your case—so very true.” He smiled. 
“And it is my property,” Tomaso said, a little insistently.
Petrarcha nodded again. “Most men rush to their dooms,” he said. “Do you know that there are malign things who listen for statements like “this is my tomb?”
Tomaso paused. Petrarcha put a hand on his shoulder. The hand was as heavy as lead—as cold as ice. “I’m here,” he said. “Go in. Let us see what the first men—and women–have left us.”
Tomaso climbed down into the pit they had made where the ancient portico must have stood, and then he had—rather anticlimactically—to clear away some rocks that had fallen in the night, so that he could pull the door far enough open to enter.
Porto handed him a pair of torches, and a few brave souls pressed forward—Guiglia, Giancarlo, and Di Tuva. But the hermeticist trenched out his arms, and a narrow white line sprang up in a circle around the door—and filled in as if drawn by an invisible hand writing a pentagram and then annotating it.
The crowd sighed.
Tomaso took a torch. His hands were shaking, but everyone was watching and he knew that he had to be the first in—whatever followed. He used his shoulder to force the door back, and stepped down onto the narrow steps.
Nothing happened. 
He took three more steps without a thought in his head, and then the smell hit him. It wasn’t a malevolent smell, but merely the smell of earth after a rain. And something else—some wisp of memory that floated into his brain through his nose. Cedar? Pine? A resin of some sort.
The entryway sloped down, away from the door but not steeply so. The sun penetrated only about the length of a horse and after that he was blind. He paused, and in his pause realized that the walls on either hand were painted in frescoes.
“Messire Lupi!” someone called. 
“Tomaso!” called Giuglia.
“Send Di Tuva!” he replied. “I’m fine.”
His eyes had adjusted a bit. The frescoes were—incredible. Were he an artist, he’d have had words to say about what was right—but the proportions, the color of the flesh, the bunch of grapes—
The corridor had a procession carrying food on both sides. The food was beautiful—the trays gleamed.
He had never seen such paintings.
The nearest servant to him was turning to look over her shoulder, balancing a tray of sweetmeats with her tongue caught between her teeth, and the next servant had hesitated, causing the whole line consternation—all that, with a brush and pigments.
‘Oh, my god, my god,’ said Di Tuva’s voice from behind him. ‘Oh my god.’
Tomaso took another step and had to lower his torch to see a door set into the hill. 
“Let me forward,” said the magister from closer than Tomaso had imagined. The little man with the wisp of white hair was at his shoulder, and Tomaso leaned against the wall to let him pass.
“Look at them!” said Di Tuva, his voice expressing wonder and despair at once. “How did they paint them?”
Petrarcha stood in the narrow vault and his staff suddenly threw a strong light. In the light, all the figures almost seemed to leap to life—but the bright light also revealed minute flakes where plaster had failed, and discoloration of pigment.
Tomaso found that he could breathe.
Petrarcha tapped the door once with his staff, and there was music. It was played on strings—somewhere in the air above them. The music was marvelous—familiar in tempo, alien in tone.
And the inner door opened.
“You first,” invited Petrarcha, his voice full of wonder.
Inside was a single room. On the walls were frescoes—couches with couples on them. There were two men on one couch, and two women on another, and all the rest of the couches held a man and a woman. Some kissed—one couple went further—some ate. And yet, so masterful was the painting that the viewer could see that every couple listened to something.
In the center of the wall in front of Tomaso stood a gargantuan figure–strong, reptilian, heavily muscled, with short wings and a marvelously inlaid beak and an erect helmet crest of fins, or possibly feathers, sitting on a couch, playing a lyre. And next to him stood the three women—the same three women—who had appeared in the air by the door. One held a harp. One held a scroll. One held aloft a brush, as if delicately painting the very scene in which she stood—the trompe l’oeil was so powerful that Tomaso had to blink.
Along the walls of the tomb stood urns and vases—magnificently figured in red and black and white and gold—with athletes and dancers and women weaving and men talking—and between them lay things of gold—a scabbard, a sword hilt, a woman’s necklace, now a thousand minute golden beads scattered on the floor with the red rubies like candies among them—a fortune in pearls lay as if cast before the proverbial swine, and a suit of Archaic armor stood on a stand of lacquered wood. There were two statues, each with inset eyes of gold and lapis that seemed to follow Tomaso, and a woman’s girdle set with carved stones—all of this he took in as he stepped into the light cast by the magister’s staff.
“Blessed virgin, it’s a daemon!” cried Giuglia from the doorway. She pushed into the room—
There was a crash—a clatter like the sound of an alarm in a military camp. Something moved—the magister’s staff blazed like a standing bolt of lightning—Giuglia threw herself into Tomaso’s arms even as he whirled and drew the sword at his side—
The passing of two thousand years had turned the wood of the stand under the lacquer to something like dust, and the breath of their arrival disturbed it. The armor stand had collapsed, and the clangor of the bronze was the only assault.
Lupi and Di Tuva eyed each other over their swords, and both laughed ruefully. Outside, there were cries.
Petrarcha calmed his staff and laughed. “Even for the old, there can come a few surprises,” he admitted.
Di Tuva stood in front of the left wall and moaned, the sword still in his hand. “Look at them!” he said. “No one alive can paint like that.”
Petrarcha smiled. “What the children of men have done, they can do again,” he said.
Tomaso Lupi stooped and retrieved a ring with a single ruby the size of the smallest nail on Giuglia’s finger and solemnly placed it on her hand. “Your betrothal present,” he said.
#
Of course, everyone had to see it.
The Tyrant entered. He spent a long time, with Messire Petrarcha and Messire Di Tuva explaining things. Giancarlo stood at his shoulder—the two seemed to have some curiosity in common. Both of them inquired about the values of many objects.
The Tyrant declared a tax of ten percent on the whole value of the tomb. And claimed the armor for himself. He put a jocular, richly clad arm on Tomaso’s shoulder. “You must share such wealth,” he said with no apparent irony, and went to where a pair of courtiers held his horse.
Some of the value of the treasure was lost when Tomaso had to hire a dozen lances—mercenaries—from Messire Raoul de Cambrai, a Galle. But the Galles were good knights, and defended the treasure, and only stole a little.
Magister Petrarcha took many of the objects away for study.
‘He’ll never return them,’ Giancarlo hissed. The presence of so much gold had caused a great deal of hissing; the presence of half a company of mercenaries, however disciplined, on the hill had drawn the enmity of the town, and Tomaso had rediscovered the high price that aristocrats paid for wine at the essie.
“Pater—the magister will help me sell these things. Without him—what would we do? Wander the roads, hawking the ancient world?” Tomaso laughed, and Giuglia laughed, and finally, her mother and father laughed, too.
Di Tuva drew them a picture and then painted it in grisaille—of Tomaso and Giuglia hauling ancient vases on their backs on a dusty road. They laughed over it many evenings.
But when all was said and done—when they were wed, when Tomaso had paid his father’s debts and his own, when he’d bought back the family house in Berona, striped with brick and marble, and purchased his wife a wardrobe to allow her to attend the Tyrant’s court—when he had returned to fencing and jousting, and the date of his knighting had been set by the Lord—then he went to Petrarcha’s tower, high above the tyrant’s courtyard, climbing a hundred steps, or so men said. The old Magister lived at the top. Men said that he flew.
The old man was alone except for a single servant. The servant bowed and withdrew, and Tomaso was alone with the great man.
“You’ve come for all the beautiful vases,” the magister said. 
Tomaso knelt. “No, essier. I rather hoped that you’d help me sell them—to collectors who would love them. I wish to keep two—because I love them.”
The magister scratched his beard. In the light of a winter’s day, he looked small and very harmless—his voice was weak and scratchy like any old man’s, and weaker than many. His laugh was very small—almost as if he wanted to keep it secret. “I love them too,” he admitted. “They make me greedy for their beauty.”
Tomaso smiled. “Take one for yourself, then.” He smiled. “In exchange, perhaps you can teach me to write history.”
“You must have been a terrible peasant, essier. You have all the chivalric virtues. Which, let me add, were the ancient ones—loyalty, and generosity.” The old man smiled. “Of course, I accept!”
Tomaso shrugged. “I think I was a pretty good peasant, essier. I found much to praise in my neighbors—but then, I married one.”
Petrarcha nodded. “She—a peasant? Bah—an angel come to earth.”
Tomaso bowed his head again. “But Master—I didn’t really climb all these steps to arrange for money. I have wanted to ask—since the day we opened the tomb. Who were the women? And what did they say? And why—why did the world blink? What was in the tomb?”
Instead of answering, the magister got to his feet, scattering scrolls, and walked to his window—a great expanse of many panes of glass that looked down over the courtyard. In a corner, by the stables where the Tyrant’s horses were kept, there was a man standing in the sunlight with a tray of grapes. The sun winked off the metal of the tray. A horse length away, Di Tuva stood at an easel supporting a wooden board, drawing quickly in charcoal while a pair of assistants hovered.
The magister nodded, as if satisfied. “He’s been there every day the light was good, since the day we opened the door,” he said. He shrugged, gathered his robes, and sat. “If I were to ask your wife what was in the tomb—what would she say? Her marriage? And your father-in-law? And the Tyrant? They would say—Gold! And I will tell you that I don’t’ even know what language the lovely ladies spoke—only that they were great magisters speaking to me across twenty centuries. I do not know how to do that—but now I know it can be done!” 
The old man leaned forward. His hands shook slightly. “Something very powerful was in the tomb. Now it is free.” He leaned back. “Not all spirits are malign. I will say no more.”
Lupi—soon to be Lupi di Alezzo—climbed back down the steps to the courtyard, and crossed it to where his friend stood staring at his own work.
“Your painting will smell like horse dung,” Lupi called, and Di Tuva laughed and threw a chunk of charcoal at him.
“What did you ask him? Christ risen, you are braver than I.” Di Tuva laughed ruefully. “I only approach him when I want to draw the vases—again.”
“I asked him what was in the tomb.” Lupi shrugged and looked at the charcoal. The servant with the tray relaxed.
“What did the old man say?” Di Tuva asked.
Lupi shrugged again and chuckled. “He spoke in riddles, like a magister.” He looked at Di Tuva, who was now the most sought-after painter and architect in two hundred leagues. “But he indicated that you knew the answer.”
Di Tuva smiled—not his sneer, nor his mocking smile or his defensive courtiers smile, but the pure smile his wife usually received. “I do!” he said.
“Well, then?” asked Tomaso di Lupi.
Di Tuva smiled again, and said nothing.
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In the course of his military career, the author served both in combat roles and on staffs—and had the opportunity to give orders and take them, and to watch the modern equivalents of Kings and Constables and the like make decisions, both good and bad.
 
The author also served for a while in the deep and dark worlds of electronic warfare, and would be the first to admit that his Neo-Platonic magic system is deeply tinged with personal experiences of detecting an adversary’s transmissions and using his own signals as a beacon for a counter-strike.
 
And finally, the author loves the deep wilderness—loves to camp six miles from a road—using only 14th century or 18th century camping techniques and equipment. The author feels—right or wrong—that when you are deep in the Metcalf Lake region of the Adirondack Mountains (or the Serengeti), anything might happen. Everything is possible. Just walk out of the circle of firelight into the waiting darkness, and feel the Wild.
 
That’s not fantasy.
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