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Malcolm Sheppard

They called him the Nicene instead of the Nazarene, to mark his return. He
looked his part to excess, to make historians scowl, but he stayed away from them.
He stuck to people who thought they knew exactly what Jesus looked like: him.
Long hair, tan skin, and chestnut eyes clad a face with features made exceptional
by a combination of bland, expected elements. He was a messiah who couldn’t
have been born, but only imagined. He was slender, tall but overpoweringly
so, and could have been painted on a wall anywhere from North Africa to India
without looking alien.

Resurrecting the dead gave his flock a final measure of conviction.

Getting the body was the hardest part. Europeans were as good at tracking
their own corpses as they had been at reducing foreigners to that state a century
ago (and they still knew a thing or two about killing their former subjects, if he
could believe their chatter). He didn’t want the old, who he said were destined
for angelic forms in the kingdom of heaven, or the young, who he said had
immediately vaulted to the side of his Father. He needed adults in their prime,
physically intact. Many of these were suicides, who his flock were particularly
interested in wrestling from damnation. Their theology helped, even when he
defied it. It took some tortured reasoning to limit his miracles to the recently dead
and straight of limb, but they accepted it. As a result of this filtration process,
most of the recipients were women. Young men tended to die in messy, unsuitable
ways.

In fact, his current body had once been female. Now it was simply a wall with
a fresh, undetailed fresco.

The second hardest part was convincing the flock to operate through rumor and
code. The Second Coming excited them. They wanted him to defeat the Antichrist
(in the form of this or that politician), slay old dragons, or kill an unrighteous third
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of the earth. In his sanctuary, he kept a heavily bookmarked Bible to keep up. In
the end he used a free will argument to declare that if he revealed himself, nobody
could freely choose his salvation. They’d be using evidence, not faith. It didn’t
make sense to the Nicene, but it worked.

So, in a Saint-Malo basement he shook the cuffs of an undyed wool robe
~ - (another difficult thing to acquire) and looked at the body of Maria DeWalt. He
. smiled, close-mouthed, with reserved compassion. He nodded slightly at his rich
' Breton patron; the man collapsed in ecstasy, so seized by the spirit that bespoke

. loafers tumbled off his feet.

“I returned to Earth at the place where you perfected your knowledge of Me,”
he said. “Through salvation, I will perfect you.” The Nicene had indeed come
from his namesake — a cult in the ruins — but also from a German tourist, who
provided the raw material for his manifestation.

He took an ancient nail from his robe. The congregation knew it was a relic,
but it was older than they guessed, though not as famous. He drove it through
his wrist and placed that hand on Maria DeWalt’s forehead. The substance that
dripped from his wound was thick and blue. Rivulets entered her pupils. He had
yet to explain why his blood was blue, and tried not to draw attention to it.

Maria DeWalt gasped and twitched. More of the flock fell in awe, joining the
rich Breton. After three wheezing breaths she sat up. His blue blood was inside
her now, leaving no drops — it slid in like a worm. Maria’s mother and girlfriend
rushed to embrace her.

They reached her, held her close, and the Nicene spoke. This was the third
and most difficult part of the procedure. He said Maria’s soul had spent some
time in darkness, and would have trouble remembering her old life. (Last time,
someone had asked if the darkness was Purgatory and he’d furrowed his brow
noncommittally.) He reminded them of the need for secrecy, and that she must be
kept hidden as well, until he called for her to fulfil her special purpose.

They crawled to him and wiped their eyes with the fringes of his robe. He
suppressed a ragged slash of anger in his consciousness, and managed to let a
vision of killing them all pass quietly. They were ugly, small and predictable, but
he needed them. He was weaker than ever: a drop fallen from a mighty ocean,
limited to these tricks instead of the great arts of his true life.

He smelled new rot in his breath. The fresco was cracking; he’d need a new

~ -~ onesoon. The Nicene resolved to speak to Cesar, the rich Breton, about the Cypriot

© «  Wall. He’d probably beg for forgiveness, because he owned stolen antiquities.
& The Nicene would place a compassionate hand on his forehead, take that piece :
of the Wall as an offering, and move on. It would be best if the man didn’t notice
his saviour’s growing pallor, or the acid stench that would accompany it. Cesar =«
was really too powerful to murder, unless it was time to make a statement to the
enemy. Maria DeWalt would soon slip from her family’s care and keep an eye on
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his Cesar, as his other slaves watched influential people from various branches
of the flock. Once it was time to go to the New World, they’d remove these
connections, and the faith would disintegrate. Nobody would believe the poor,
half-mad remnants until he was whole again, and like their creed said, he would
return in glory, to judge the quick and especially, the dead.

o 1 Merew-Tjaw knew they were going to kill her, but how often and how badly?
" Deceived. That’s what the old scrolls called them. She let one of them into her =
inner circle to lay a trap, and assumed their guild was as rivalry-wracked as her
own. They were Aziza, who betrayed her, and Khephermenes, their intended

victim — Aziza’s soldier, now. The Painter and the Dancer.

The Dancer brought a slave: some magically-distorted mortal, rebuilt for
combat and sick with with imbalanced energy that laid wounds along acupuncture
meridians. Covered in a slick of blood and pus, the mortal ran across rows of
concert hall seating faster than ordinary men could cover level ground. He hit
the stage, slid to her and thrust his right hand’s fingertips into her throat. Merew-
Tjaw’s chin dropped as he retracted, because he’d ripped out rigid cartilage. There
was no supporting structure to keep her from nodding. Light caught the blood
as it turned to swirling dust. She was an old corpse, like all Arisen, but she was
armored in gold, like a walking sarcophagus from the unplundered pharaohs. The
thing that was once a man had been strong enough to penetrate metal joined to her
by Deathless alchemy.

She caressed the man’s face as his left fist dented her skull. She staggered
back, but he didn’t follow. His face was turning gold. Merew-Tjaw whispered the
Utterance: Let the divine flesh take form.

It spread from his left cheek to his right. When it reached his brow he closed
his eyes, then snapped them open again, revealing blank pearls, all white. He
jumped ten feet back and tore at this involuntary metal mask. Screams turned to
hisses through immobile lips.

He grabbed the edges of the spreading metal and pulled. The Dancer’s servant
was too strong; he tore his own face off. It hit the marble floor of the concert hall
like a tin bucket, though the sound was a bit wetter. He could scream again, and
did, but skull fragments adhered to the fallen mask. Blood streamed from the
opening.

He collapsed with no particular grace, and fell silent. o

There had been another mortal there, part of her scheme with Aziza, but when .r o5
Merew-Tjaw glanced up (even now, she could feel her soul congeal into the repairs =
her flesh needed) there was just that Painter and Khephermenes, the Dancer. o ﬁgj

She hit the panic button on her phone, reached into the long, secret pocket
next to it, and drew the short blade she always carried. It was made of what mortal
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alchemists called pyropus, when they attempted to duplicate Irem’s Blood Bronze.
The metal shifted to fit her hand better and tugged forward a bit, eager to cut.

“The knife’s a little pedestrian, isn’t it?”” Aziza smiled as she talked, hopping
into the orchestra pit. “No high Utterances?”

Four minute response time for the tactical team, Merew-Tjaw thought. She
stood out of her fighting stance and lowered the knife. Slow down, talk. “I thought
I’d give you a chance to explain yourself before we cut you to bits and let Duat
shit you back whole.”

Aziza climbed the pit stairs. “I don’t think so. You’ve been out in the world
for too long. You squandered your Sekhem and risked the displeasure of the
Unspeakable Ones by consorting with me. Your inner fire’s gone to ember and
ash, because you wasted your time at my side.”

It was true. Nearly a year ago, Aziza had revealed she was one of the Lost
Guild: the Empire’s holy artists, rarely seen and almost always inimical to the
Arisen. The other guilds learned magic bound to matter and structure, but the Lost
dealt in creative transformation, based on contemplating the true names of things.
They attended Irem’s Pharaoh, designing hymns, artwork, and dances to glorify
that mortal, ceremonial head of state. Yet these empty rituals were born of true
knowledge, reaching beyond the material arts of other guilds.

She was looking for answers to forgotten questions.

When Aziza said she was one of them, Merew-Tjaw’s face had tensed with
contempt, but she didn’t know why — another memory gap, as part of Deathless
nature as the Sekhem that animated her. But the Painter said it was possible to
surpass these limits, to climb the Ladder of Set. It was heresy, but Merew-Tjaw
feared the winnowing flame of Sekhem and the ever-dying memory that made
Duat’s tortures easier to recall than her childhood.

Aziza offered knowledge of the Ladder of Set that conquered these curses, in
return for resources and the plan to trap the other one, the Dancer Khephermenes
— the supposed “enemy” who now leaped across the pit to join her. Merew-Tjaw
gave the Painter shelter and cult power in exchange for secrets Scribes refused to
write, and Masons struck from carved walls. Through this planning her Sekhem
burned, particularly after she agreed to the pact — the Judge’s rage felt like a
lion ripping out her intestines. Now she was weak, and knew Aziza had timed her
betrayal for this moment. And where was the tactical team?

The Dancer advanced. He shuffled forward, quick as his mortal protégé. She
wasn’t so skilled, and missed a slash at his advancing arm. His fist cracked golden
skin and broke dead bones in her right arm. The knife fell from her hand. He
ducked under, wrenched that arm and stepped behind her back. She turned around,
but he added to her momentum, hurling her twenty feet. A concrete pillar cracked
on impact.
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“You’re weak,” Aziza said, “not him. We just dug him up, didn’t we?” She
drew a long brush from her coat — she always had it with her.

Khephermenes reached her in the blink of an eye, so Merew-Tjaw never saw
him pick up her fallen knife. She heard the sound of metal puncturing metal. Fiery
pain: He buried it in her forehead. He grabbed the handle with both hands and
started to pull down. Merew-Tjaw grabbed his wrists to resist, channelling the =
heart’s anger to repair her right arm and strengthen her left. P

His strength won him half an inch; blood and dust showered her face. Through
it, she saw Aziza kneel and paint a black, jagged line on the floor, though no paint
appeared on the brush.

The Painter glanced up. “Your bodyguards aren’t coming, by the way.” And
to Khephermenes: “End it.” The Dancer cut Merew-Tjaw’s face in two.

I can survive this. Merew-Tjaw’s field of vision split with the sides of her
face. Her eyes lolled in opposite directions. My flesh is the sahu, solid spirit, not
mortal. My mind resides in my heart. Sekhem circulates, blood is a memory. But
she’d been wounded by a relic; its magic defeated her healing efforts.

If I can crawl away. It was hard to see, with blood and corpse rot (she must have
blue, leathery skin now, she thought) in her eyes and mortal instinct screaming in
her head, unable to process what should be a fatal wound. Should couldn’t stand.

Khephermenes saw Merew-Tjaw plant a foot and claw at the air. She was trying
to rise. It took no effort to kick her leg straight and send her sprawling back. Her
cloven face was a blackened obscenity. Her bone-thin arms were more tarnish than
gold.

“Time to go,” said Aziza. Khephermenes stomped on the mutilated thing
twice, snapping each femur, and followed the Painter out, passing the black line
the she’d put on the floor. It turned into a real crack in the marble, and others burst
from it in jagged black rivulets. The building started to shake. As they reached the
glass-walled lobby, panels popped out and shattered.

Aziza broke into a run for appearance’s sake, and the Dancer followed. He
looked like a slender Chinese man, and she looked just like Merew-Tjaw: slender
and sharp-faced, with a white teardrop of a scar under her left eye. The tactical
team waited in three black SUVs. Aziza had worn Merew-Tjaw’s face before,
when she told the guards to ignore the panic button and wait for an alternate code.

Wheels screeched; the building shuddered behind them. Glass balconies .
~ cracked; their shards lashed the fallen, true Merew-Tjaw. Metal groaned and =~
~~ concrete bellowed. She couldn’t look up to see tons of ceiling follow the glass, but
~ as she heard, she knew the last of her Sekhem was due to depart. 4 quick dying, i
she thought, but a long death. s e
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He called them the Order of the Blackened Host. The enemy used pretentious
names because they imparted a sense of ominous duty. Mekaw kept it up, but he didn’t
have much patience for the rest of it. He ruled without theatrics or formal liturgies.

“Did you awaken the Male Offering?”

“Yes. It killed Clevon.” The woman looked like she was only playing at fear.
~ Trauma blunted affect. Like most of the Order’s inner circle her long, dull stare
. made a stronger impression than yells and cringing. They’d seen too much, and
& knew they’d eventually be sacrificed.

“Has anyone been seized by the Spirit?”

“Johnny, Master. My nephew. He was always a little strange, growing up
here.”

“Bring him.”
He heard hollering around the compound as they searched for him. He knew
the boy, a frightened, frail type who’d never try to escape through the Nevada

desert. Sure enough, they found him in an old tin-roofed shed, and dragged him
back to the bunker.

Once the yelling stopped, Mekaw heard a low, rhythmic noise. The Male
Offering banged on the walls, trying to escape.

They strapped Johnny to the skeleton of an old dentist’s chair. Mekaw went to
the basement, and locked the first of three steel doors behind him. The drumming
got louder after the first door. He locked the second and walked down a corridor.
Dust danced in time to his prisoner’s punches and kicks.

The third opened to an old panic room made of thick concrete. Under the
advice of his predecessors, the original cult had built it to withstand the apocalypse.
Naked and caked in dirt, the Male Offering sat in the middle, holding the mess
he’d made of Clevon. The Offering’s collar held, but bolts on the wall looked a bit
loose. The chain had enough slack to let the prisoner batter the walls (he always
wasted his power this way), but left a few feet of clearance.

“That was your servant, you know?” Mekaw pointed at Clevon’s corpse
and grinned with long white teeth. He spoke Iremite. “Or should I say ‘slave?’
‘Attendant-lover?” So many words for service in the old language.”

The Male Offering put the corpse to one side. He spoke Iremite as well. “Who

am [? Who —” e i
e “_brought you to this place? Why? Will I free you? You always ask these, like b s
- some— there’s a new word for it — automaton. It’s their word for a clever device = "

with no free will.” Mekaw imagined his shadow caressing his body, quickening it,
because he knew exactly what would happen next. He stepped forward out of the
safe zone, as usual.

The Male Offering scrambled at him, pulling the chain taut, as he reached with
hands torn down to the to bone. Mekaw stepped back and opened his jaws a foot
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wide. Crocodile teeth sprouted from them. It happened fast; he bit an outstretched
arm before it retracted and took everything from mid-radius to fingertip.

The prisoner fell, clutching his blue, dry stump. Mekaw swallowed and
laughed. Sekhem made him giddy. He tasted a citric sweetness in Arisen flesh.
His mouth returned to a human shape, and he wiped a bit of drool from his chin.

“Your name is Wepakure. You inspected the mines, but you don’t remember ==
that either. I do. They brought you back and like many of you do, you started a ~ + *&
religion. You feel so lost without your slaves — and this is where I come in.” ER

The whip-scars on Mekaw’s back itched.

“I took your cult and made it my own. It was easy. You were asleep, and |
killed the ones you taught to bring you back. They have a fascinating religion
here where they eat their god, but I suppose that isn’t so foreign to us, really. I’ve
changed your rituals slightly. Now whenever they resurrect you, / feast.”

The thought of feeding again sent pinpricks of anticipatory pleasure from lips
to throat. Mekaw nearly finished him then and there but this was the last time,
special, and he wanted to savor it.

“Perhaps you’d feel better to know you weren’t alone. There was a Female
Offering locked up down the hall, but I used her up. She’ll come back of course, but
then she’ll be too strong. It’s better this way. Torturing two Arisen was too much
effort, even if it was necessary to make you squander your power on recovering,
and even if it was just.

“You’ve reached the same point, Wepakure. You know, that’s the first time
I’ve ever used your name! Your Sekhem is so weak that when I eat you, it’ll be
the Long Death. Then I’ll kill everyone here, ending the thousand year tradition
you started.”

Mekaw put on the monster’s mouth and feasted on the scraps of this mummy
while upstairs, Johnny screamed a prophecy.

TORONTO CONCERT HALL COLLAPSES — CAUSE UNKNOWN. 1t floated
across the middle of nine televisions. This one was turned to CNN Europe, and
usually occupied the smallest part of Victor’s attention. He raised a hand to freeze
the feed, then swiped his fingers left. Semantic software superimposed a search
~ link, and the gesture interface read that he wanted relevant news. It populated the
. center screen until he snapped his fingers, spreading it to all nine.

L He adjusted his investments, instructed an algorithm to go it alone for the i

~ rest of the NYSE trading day, and wiped his desk display clean. Beneath the . = .

newly transparent sheet of glass, carved stone from Karnak showed him sand- <+
scarred gods and warring kings.
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Victor Alexiou wasn’t the richest person in the world. He stuck to 95th
place, between beverage and agribusiness magnates. It was a usefully boring
position: third string in fossil fuels and renewables, with side portfolios in mining,
electronics, and pharmaceuticals. Most of his investments were about access, not
money. The Anointed One trusted him as much as she did anyone, so he stood =« . *
at the apex of the Limitless Pillar, a society where wealthier men than Victor ,
bowed deeply to him, made offerings, and begged for an audience with the ruling r'.l:i
~ goddess. gy
oy Most of the Pillar didn’t know the goddess had built a new stronghold in <
. Toronto. She had temples everywhere, of course — one of Victor’s trivial duties
was to keep them clean and ready — but this was her primary home.

When forced to admit they existed, the Anointed One said the world’s
other immortals were spiritually fallen. Magic was a spiritual journey capable
of projecting the soul into dangerous places, where the unprepared risked sanity
and self-will. But Victor was an intelligent man with certain resources. He cross-
referenced urban legends with social indicators and Fortean phenomena: Big Data
tricks on a secret world he wanted to quantify and in time, dominate.

The glass on his desk glowed, obscuring processions in stone. He dragged
an array of news articles across the screen. CONCERT HALL DISASTER
“INEXPLICABLE:” CITY was obvious. SUICIDE PACT CLAIMS FOUR and
KILLERS BELONGED TO “DEATH CULT” matched his social research. So did
CAT SPEAKS ANCIENT GREEK, SAYS OWNER though of course, that was from
a less reputable source. He trusted intuition backed by a Bayesian analysis of the
topics. Other gods were in Toronto, and they’d been busy.

He was surrounded by intuitive software, so a VOIP connection to Toronto
appeared unbidden. He watched the encryption load and tapped to connect.

Westin answered, smoothing his hair as he gave the camera a slight adjustment.
He was a capable young man, and Victor was glad he’d been entrusted with new
duties. Everything for the deserving, said Limitless Pillar doctrine. Gods begin
with small acts. “Hail, Priest of the Ogdoad,” said Westin. Our connection’s as
secure as we can make it.” He smiled like a waiter. It annoyed Victor.

“Hail, Flame Keeper. I’ve called to check on her.”
“Her?”
“The Anointed One. Forgive my informality. It’s an urgent call.”

4 Victor’s desk chimed to tell him two deliveries had passed security. One came = = =
- from the Limitless Pillar’s usual service. The other was listed with Katrina Gold. =
He tapped an icon.

“She — I mean, the Anointed One, arrived at the mansion an hour ago. She
contemplates the Mysteries, sir. I can’t interrupt her.”
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A robot cart entered the office, carrying two sealed packages (as was necessary
— he never let his staff in here) to his right side. He waved at the camera. “Wait
Westin, perhaps these will answer my questions. Back in a moment.”

He turned off his camera and opened the first package with a 14th century
rondel dagger. It contained a gray plastic slab with a nonstandard port. He plugged
it into his desk. As expected, it contained new security protocols. e

Katrina Gold was the fictitious owner of the P.O. box, and a set of shipping : 4
instructions that took effect under certain circumstances. He tore through hername =
to open the box. It had a wooden frame, and another box inside. Victor wrestled
with wood, cardboard, and packing material. At one point a robotic cleaner entered
the room in response to bubble wrap strewn across the floor, but he waved it away.

The inner box contained a long clay jar. Recognizing it, he shoved it under his
desk with a quick prayer for forgiveness.

He turned the camera back on. It was her.

Victor kissed a gold ring with a woman’s face. He kneeled and said, “Anointed
One, forgive me if [ kept you waiting.”

“You’re one of my greatest servants, Victor. [ can indulge your small errors.”
Her smile was unlike that of any mortal, as if she’d learned a new way to configure
the muscles. It was beautiful and unsettling. “I’ve made some changes; I expect
you to carry them out with typical competence.”

“Yes, Anointed One.”

“Ah, you’ve erred already. You didn’t call about these policies, but for some
other reason. You failed to tell me.”

“Forgive me, Anointed One. | was awed by your sudden presence, and failed
to properly order my thoughts. There was some sort of disaster in Toronto, and its
strangeness suggested. ..unnatural forces.”

“What?” She laughed. “Now you’re wasting my time with excessive care.
Young things aren’t built things to last. Should you be surprised when they fall?”

“No, Anointed One.” But suicides and murders. Hallucinations. News
keywords took particular shapes.

“I appreciate your care nonetheless, so I charge you with this duty. I placed
certain artifacts in your care. Ancient objects. I would see them brought to me,
- safely and secretly. I especially desire certain jars, painted with a secret mark I
~ showed you when I revealed the Penultimate Mystery. You will attend these tasks
~~ personally. Clear your schedule.”

“Thus I serve, Anointed One.”

“You serve.”
Victor inhaled slowly, gazing at the floor. A red flash closed the VOIP window.
He slid the urn out from under his desk. The symbol was there.
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He exhaled. The Limitless Pillar was full of formality not only to set its
hierarchy, but maintain security. She had dismissed him the wrong way. It was a
small error. She might have been impatient.

And someone had mailed the jar to him, without her knowledge, even though
“Katrina Gold” was supposed to never act without her leave.

L
S h A He went to a mahogany table and selected the red briefcase. His software = =
. functioned; the choice signalled four bodyguards to join him in the armored 5
~ limousine. They’d drive him to a fuelled, crewed plane. They were leaving for an
' ancient place.

Aziza surveyed the enormous hall, frowning at its various forgeries. Some
were concessions to modern technology: torches with LED bulbs, furnishings
made from the wrong wood, and the excessive smoothness and symmetry
machines gave things. The Tef-Aahbi, makers of effigies, revealed the lathe —
the “Sun-Turning Knife” — to journeymen after they learned to carve a circle
by hand, for convenience should never dull the skill of a worker. Of course, they
kept the ancient lathe so secret that once the Empire fell, the people of the Nile
forgot its use for centuries. It was a pity, but now, in a world that never forgot
its innovations, everything seemed to be built with a contempt for human hands.
They were assembled, not crafted. Merew-Tjaw never appreciated the distinction,
and had proudly told her how the walls were exact reproductions of her oldest
temple, built from high-resolution photographs and 3D scans of every relief. So
crude and for all its technical sophistication, inaccurate.

We painted the old walls. She remembered mortal life, squatting by a
sputtering lamp, barely able to see the colors she applied to every figure and
symbol. Merew-Tjaw had left the reproductions tan and lifeless. Of course, Aziza
wore the Anointed One’s face now, and ruled her cult. She could change anything
she wished.

Khephermenes arranged a discreet bloodbath, eradicating cultists capable of
uncovering the deception. This produced a number of openings in the Limitless
Pillar’s higher echelons, so Aziza sped through the dull theatre of its initiation
rites. Fortunately, Merew-Tjaw had written it all down, and the assembled CEOs,
elite engineers, and sundry worthies were too blinded by awe to notice when she
stumbled over cult doggerel.

g Over months of ingratiating herself with Merew-Tjaw, she’d learned the = =
_ Limitless Pillar was a wealthy international conspiracy, but even the Alchemist’s ~ =
boasts fell short of the truth. Through various proxies she controlled about a fifth -

of the world’s copper supply outside of China, much of it hoarded in various
warehouses. Limitless Pillar members commanded enough wealth, soldiers, and
cities to constitute a small nation, but the connections were tenuous in places,
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relying on the Anointed One’s regular intervention to get anything done. Like
any tyrant, Merew-Tjaw didn’t trust systems that worked well enough to function
without her.

These gaps included connections to a few key people, like this Victor Alexiou,
one of the Limitless Pillar’s “high priests.” Merew-Tjaw kept the sparsest notes
~about him, but he controlled much of the cult. Aziza hated the man on sight, from
j’-"' ~ his insincere, ritual obsequiousness to the surgically mutilated face that so many . =
of the modern rich seemed to have. He wouldn’t fly to his own slaughter as easily ~ »
as the others. She had Westin book Khephermenes a flight to Athens. He’dendup
making Alexiou disappear in a week or so, after seeing if the priest would obey
instructions.

Before sending the Dancer forth, she bade him to join her in an inspection of
the Alchemist’s physical assets, stored in a second basement under the mansion.
The doors opened by voice and facial recognition; Aziza was relieved at the sound
of clicking steel, indicating that her mask passed muster. Beyond the vault door,
the hall looked like a prison corridor. Four thick doors stood on either side, and a
ninth lay at the end.

These doors obeyed ordinary keys. She let the Dancer open them for her.
One contained fifty gold kilobars stacked neatly in a cage, but the statue outside
it would have been worth at least as much. It was solid gold with inlaid turquoise,
pearl and jet to capture hair, irises and pupils. It was remarkably lifelike, because it
used to be alive. This had been Fei, Merew-Tjaw’s household chief of staff. She’d
learned too much to continue in that role but the Alchemist respected her, and had
her “ennobled” through an Utterance. Aziza had dismissed her successor with less
ceremony, consigning him to the furnace under the east wing.

One room contained weapons, food, and an independent air supply. Another
held various currencies. Doors opened on an armored sarcophagus, a room filled
with Twelfth Dynasty furniture, and a metallurgy lab. Greed, curiosity, paranoia
— it was a trip through Merew-Tjaw’s materialized thoughts. Yet only two rooms
concerned Aziza.

One contained three canopic jars. Only three. She’d send them to the furnace
later.

The other, made of red stone, had been imported from Egypt; it had the
property of concealing magical energies hidden within it. The Alchemist had
kept a prisoner here — a mortal they used to lure Khephermenes — but Aziza =
suspected that the room was too potent an artifact for this simple use. 5

She nodded to the Dancer. He ran a two fingers along each wall — a simple = . :
gesture made beautiful by his inhuman grace. After trying each one, he dropped i
to the floor, placing a palm as if feeling for a heartbeat. “The stone’s only half as
thick here. I feel metal and wood underneath,” he said. “Get me a lever.”
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Twenty minutes later, Westin produced a crowbar from the garage. They
found a worn hole in the corner where someone had done this before. Reaching
from the hall, the Dancer inserted the bar and pulled. Not only did the false floor
turn, but it lifted up and out of the way, on a pneumatic track designed for the task.

The room continued on beneath. The floor was the same red stone, but with

- jagged marks from a chisel — someone had cut it in half, depth-wise, to use one !

. layer as the false floor. This secret section contained a squat metal cabinet; Aziza =

~ detested its ugly functionality. She took the keys and unlocked it, while the Dancer -
. banished Westin from the room with a wave and glare. :

It contained exactly what she expected: two slabs of gray marble, three feet
long and two and a half high. On one of them, two smooth edges intersected in a
corner. The other one possessed a single straight edge, but fit almost perfectly into
the first, as if a chisel had separated them yesterday. But together, they left ragged
edges to the left and bottom.

They were parts of a bas relief. Like the temple walls Merew-Tjaw had
garishly reproduced, it had once been painted, but for now the river it depicted
was an empty, dark vein. It flowed into negative constellations: dark stars bored
into the stone. (Aaru, primordial, black and burning night, where she would return,
abjuring imprisonment in flesh and ash.)

Figures stood on each side — fourteen here, though she knew the complete
relief contained all forty-two. They were accurate depictions. If Westin had
remained, he would have gone mad. (She remembered the last stroke, and bringing
the sacrifices to view it — unseen art is no art at all — and how they mutilated
themselves in accord with their sins. Red wine in the earth.)

“The Blue Nile.” She breathed deep with excitement, then banished a quick
spike of self-loathing, brought on by the animal act.

“It doesn’t look blue.” The Dancer stared at it through splayed fingers, as if
building the courage to touch it.

299

“The ordinary pigment wore away long ago. But the ‘Nile,”” she reverently
said the River’s True Name afterward, to draw away the impurity of its mortal title,
“It was the unbound part of me. No amount of weathering could have defeated it.

“I suspected it was here because I captured one of the Shuankhsen, and he told
me Merew-Tjaw had once possessed some rare form of Acherusian wine, but lost
it. She must have used a fear-oracle to discover its connection to the stones. The
Eater said this ‘wine’ was blue.”
S “The painting needs the paint,” said Kephermenes. “If the paint resembles the =
demon-wine, it circulates like blood within its host.” v
“Yes.”

“What did you do with the Shuankhsen?”
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“Freed him. Let him prey on Arisen. We are incorruptible.”

Later, Aziza surveyed the rest of her new possessions. The fourth jar was
gone, and Victor Alexiou’s sat-phone went unanswered, but she stumbled on an
informant the Alchemist had placed in his office who told her he’d flown to Genoa.
Westin updated Khephemenes’ itinerary. He would leave immediately after all. So
would she, but she was headed for Cyprus.

st e o0

She let black sand drift from her palm. It joined the screaming winds of Duat.
Death was bright and sharp, not the dull crush she expected from a collapsing
building. Merew-Tjaw put her palms to her cheeks and felt that her face was whole
again. It felt like statuary, not flesh. Her Affinity’s golden armor was warm and
solid instead: living metal, not the shell beneath her hands, which felt like the
hollowed out wood of an idol one would set adrift at sea, or down the great River.
She was made of ghost-flesh. She was in the Underworld.

She inhaled the smoky atmosphere of Duat, though it wasn’t air and gave no
nourishment. She ran. You were never alone here, and demons could tease pain
from your ghost-form as if it lived and breathed and bled. Merew-Tjaw noted
intelligent patterns in the sand, made by things stalking beneath it.

Three parallel lines in the sand raced toward her. Wings of my Ba, I call you
forth. I am the Anointed One, doer of excellent deeds. Her wilful soul was slow to
answer; its energies dripped into ghost-legs slow as cold blood, but arrived in time
to save her heel from the taloned hand, that burst from the line at the far left. She
climbed a dune and dared to look back. Two demons had already broken to the
surface. A second later, the third erupted from a geyser of black sand.

At first, Merew-Tjaw saw them as a mortal’s ghost might. Limbs and jaws
emerged from the red smoke human ghosts saw instead of their true forms. They
were flesh-cutting demons, and carried obsidian knives as badges of office.

Her immortal gaze perceived their Sekhem and thus, their true shapes. She saw
scaled and furred bodies coiled through angles foreign to the mortal plane. They
rotated through the weird angles contained by Duat, and the rhythm hypnotized
her. Her steps faltered as her mind screamed Fool, this is one of their powers!
Move! But her ghost-body relaxed and stopped, except to sway to the rhythm of
demons’ steps.

She stumbled like a drunk, and felt her palm press against smooth stone. It ~ «
was a djed, one of the pillars of Azar. This one was waist high, only a boundary
marker. Iremite glyphs said, The House of the Wine-Maker. She overcame the .r 2
weight of entrancement, put both hands to the djed and pulled herself to the side =
opposite the onrushing demons. DERg e

e

One knife clashed against the pillar and evoked a shriek with its friction, but
it remained unmarked. The demons stopped and paced an invisible line. On the
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other side, Merew-Tjaw walked backwards for a dozen yards before daring to
turn and walk down the dune. There was another demon in the hall that she could
never outrun and had, in all likelihood, shifted the protean lands of Duat to bring
her within its demesne.

Green light flickered out of the hall’s entrance. She walked between its stone
~ pillars. A hot blood stink hit her nostrils. Twin flames floating a dozen feet above
. the floor, covering hundreds of urns in bilious illumination. T, O
Sk “Shezmu!” She looked across the urns for movement in the shadows as she it
- called its name. “Winemaker, Crushing Hand of Azar! Why have you brought me 5
here!”

If a crocodile could speak, it would have been with the voice that rumbled
from the urns: a predator’s whisper.

“I appreciate your formality,” said the voice from the urns, “but there’s no
protocol for this. You’ve strayed from the Twilight Land, woman Born of Gold.
Your kind are not usually permitted to visit me a second time.”

Thin blood flowed from a hundred urns — or wine did, for these were the
same in Duat. Streams wrapped around each other, forming bones and flesh until
a man stood before her. He was eight feet tall but otherwise normal: scarred, with
brown flesh like Merew-Tjaw’s.

“You didn’t do this?” She was unsure whether to prostrate herself or stand,
to put on a show of wilfulness, but as black hair sprouted from Shezmu’s freshly-
formed scalp, she stayed up, yet refused to look at him directly.

“Your desire brought you here. I sensed you wished to see me and made the
path a short one. I may be a demon, but I appreciate novelty. I find it especially
interesting that you have no knowledge of your desire, though it’s plain enough
to me.”

“Tell me.”

“Hah! I’'m a craftsman. Look for profound answers somewhere else — the
Ibis-Headed One, for example. He leaves clues for your kind throughout the bright
lands. But I think I’m permitted to tell you that you’re here for the wisdom of a
laborer, not writings from the Endless Scroll. Do you recognize this body? Look
— don’t be maiden-shy, Merew-Tjaw.”

g AN The demon’s form was familiar, but her memory summoned up a place, not
. aname.
iy “Your shape makes me think of Liguria — Luni.” She remembered killing
swordsmen by the sea, and ordering peasants to rebuild with Roman stone.

“I'm sorry, I don’t keep track of every living place. Azar gave you that
privilege.” The demon chuckled to itself in a chaotic tone, poorly simulating the
human habit.
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“It’s north of the Empire, across the sea. [ remember. My soldiers found a
woman carrying your wine in her veins there. I should have been able sense it for
as you know, oh Demon, in the world above they call your creation Acherusian
Wine, and we Alchemists are attuned to it as one of the Great Substances. This
version was undetectable. When we opened veins for it, they bled blue.”

“I don’t make blue wine. You must be mistaken. Gods and Pharaohs drink :
mortal Sekhem or nothing at all, and it only comes from one color of blood.” .
Shezmu folded its arms and looked at her expectantly. e

It plays at humanity again. She waited for him to speak. Is it trying to make
me feel comfortable? “Well?” And failing.

“What?” said the demon.
“Do you know what it is, Winemaker?”

He laughed his false laugh again. “I’ll answer your question with one of my
own, then send you away — the Jackal will start looking for you, has looked, will
always look. What happened after you tried to harvest this false wine?”

Disaster. Battle. A black curtain in her mind fell, and images raced out. 4
man. “You were there!”

“Was [?”

“Yes! No, the shape you wear.” He was no giant in her memories, but blood
ran down his face, and he crushed iron with his bare hands. “That man was there.
He killed the witch. He killed me! When I was born again, I questioned a Sybaris-
mad seer and he told me that its true vessel wasn’t a person, but an ancient image,
graven on a wall. I’ve sought it out over many lives, but had forgotten why.”

“So you have an answer, Alchemist, though not the unimaginative one you
were looking for. Go forth!”

“Wait! I haven’t been able to sense my body. I suspect enemies have seized
the fours jars, and silenced the servants who would summon me. Winemaker, [
beg of you: Do you know what has transpired? Will I wander through the Long
Death, until the stars are right again?”

The demon’s face — the familiar face — exploded in a red shower. A bloody
lion’s head replaced it, keeping the old flesh as a gory collar. “I thought you
Mesen-Nebu enjoyed such challenges. You displayed fearlessness in ancient days,
when you stole my wine from Duat.”

,.‘_ o I “Crushing Hand of Azar, hear my prayer!”
Lol “Humble again — and falsely! I've seen the thick unmixed drops of your

desire, and tasted the bitter resolve of your soul’s Decree! I blessed you with new
knowledge, so I must curse you with an ignorance of your fate.”

The lion-headed one pounced.
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Glorious color. Regret. The Nicene looked at the liquids spreading across
Cesar’s floor — fluid that had once been the man. But all men were made of =
elemental shades and textures. With a touch and a remembrance of True Names,
the Nicene had rendered Cesar down into them: rivulets of bile and blood, even
blue and orange from certain trace elements. Cesar’s bones were white ash,
floating in the puddle.

i This would complicate things. Cesar de Rennes was a brash rich man who
o . pawed at power in the kind of loud, bumbling way men did when they wanted
. influence but lacked the tact to negotiate. People would notice his disappearance.
. The Nicene never planned to kill him, but he never planned for his face to fall off

in mid-confession, either.

Cesar had been doing the confessing, and that had proved useful, at least.
De Rennes collected art and antiquities with no patience for legal niceties. He
had at least six mistresses, two of whom lived nearby. His family had a habit of
hoarding valuables — ”to save the family during the next war,” Cesar had said,
straightening himself a bit with pride. Some of this information was immediately
useful, while others could be called on when the Nicene was whole again, and
ready to reclaim his dominion.

As planned, they’d sat together, his hand on Cesar’s forehead. He’d said, “I
wash away all your sins and wickedness” while thinking ahead, to how to extract
the Cypriot Wall without suggesting its special importance. Cesar had sobbed.
Stroking the man’s hair, the Nazarene had noticed his hand was purple and green
with lividity, but its veins were bright blue with his immortal essence.

He’d bowed down then, ready to suggest that Cesar de Rennes prove he
was repentant by giving up a tenth of his possessions, when his borrowed face
sloughed off, dragged down by the weight of his beard. Seams of rot had built up,
and they formed a ragged line. Thick blue liquid poured after it. Cesar had looked
up after feeling the Nicene’s face brush his head, and had swallowed a mouthful
of it before emitting a coughing scream.

There were no cameras in de Rennes’ private gallery but there were guards on
outside, and Cesar could summon them with his phone. There had been nothing to
do but kill him immediately.

The Nicene fetched the phone out of Cesar’s sodden jacket and stared at it for

~ a moment. Mistress Number Two was Cecilia Berg, an American expat. Cesar

* . used to fuck her on top of a 500 year-old Indian temple door. He’d confessed it
&1a in detail.

He crouched, almost touching Cesar’s...puddle. Blue streams flowed from
beneath each fingernail to touch the liquid remains. They cloudily spread across
the puddle. When all of what had been Cesar de Rennes mixed with the Nicene’s
immortal substance, he reversed the flow, drawing the puddle into him. Only a
sheen of moisture remained on the floor. A ripple passed beneath the skin of his
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forearm and a few chunks of thin, blackened flesh tore free. He kicked them under
a chair.

Meanwhile, he tapped Cecilia’s name and in Cesar’s voice said, “Darling,
I need to see you now. I can’t think of anything else. Come through the back,
directly into the gallery.”

He didn’t need to wait more than twenty minutes. She had her own key. He =
was hidden behind an amphora on the other side of the room, but he could be LR
swift. She didn’t have time to make a sound as he pinned her to the ancient door, 1
poured out of his bloody-blue skull-face and took her body.

Nicene no longer, she (no shapeshifting this time, to keep the new host for as
long as possible) pushed the bloody husk of her predecessor away. She crossed
her legs and breathed. Going through the motions of human concentration helped
— fluid took the shape of its vessel, after all.

She imagined a vast, starry space: multicolored fires in the dark, arranged in
alien constellations. Some of the stars were parts of her, trapped within a lattice of
sorcery: Deathless, severed from her by the traitors’ spell. Only she had escaped,
into the Painting.

One part of her moved, and in the light shed by that star she could see two
gray fragments.

She concentrated on them and saw they were parts of her “Cypriot Wall.” And
the last corner stood ten feet away, in a display case.

The former Nicene, temakh of the Painter, was relieved that at least this part
remained loyal. They would all remember they were her, in the end, once she was
rebuilt, the Painting remade, and wholeness restored. Then she would rebuild the
Empire.

“So, it’s finally time to die.” The old man put both hands on his cane and
leaned right into Victor’s face, frowning. A guard stepped forward but he waved
her away.

“Hail, Priest of the Shadow. Or Uncle Nick. Whichever you prefer.” He
straightened his tie and checked his lapels for dirt. Uncle Nick was covered in it.

e “This is your idea of being inconspicuous?” Nick waved at the ruins around

him. “I’m an old Greek living in a hut, subjected to Genoese gawkers whenever I
come out. And tourists, Victor. Tourists!”

7 “I made arrangements. The Italian authorities don’t bother you, correct?
- Nobody’s allowed to come to Luni either. It’s supposed to be structurally unsound.”

¥y “Backpackers. They don’t care. The Australians are the worst. What am 1|
supposed to do, beat them with a stick?”
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He helped his uncle over a ridge of cracked Roman marble. “I seem to recall
you’re pretty good at that.” The security detail spread out. If any backpackers
came, they wouldn’t be leaving.

“We were all raised that way. Being an Alexiou is deadly serious business.
Would you have made the effort without my encouragement, or would the
Anointed One have blessed you with her golden hand, like she did your brother?

I’'m sure he’s a fine looking statue standing in some vault. But look at you now. * <
- You’ve ascended to the peak of the Pillar, where I once stood.” T
iy “Where you still stand. We needed someone who knew the rites to stay offthe
grid and keep watch.”

“And die. The madness of her resurrection. I know it from the scrolls.” They
took the old steps one at a time. Uncle Nick trembled when he walked. It might
have been fear.

“Yes. If you didn’t want this, you should have taken a student.” Victor checked
his watch despite himself, hating to reveal his impatience. He could see the old
arch and its new steel door.

“That would have been cowardly. Besides, | knew if it came to this it would
be because you failed her. You should feel that failure by losing someone close.
That’s how the Anointed One would want it.”

“I’d feel that way, if you hadn’t beaten me, Uncle.”

Uncle Nick laughed, coughed and eventually spit on the ground.

They continued in silence. Once they reached the arch, Victor passed Nick
the bag and put his palm to the door. There were no visible sensors — those could
be hacked — but the system recognized him and with a metallic rattle, the door
unlocked and swung in an inch.

Nick dragged the bag forward. “It’s heavy,” he said. “I don’t know if I can
take it all the way to the chamber by myself.”

“Well, think of it this way —”
“— 1 don’t have to save any strength for the return trip?” Nick said, smiling at
him. “I’ve reaped what I sowed, haven’t I? We made you a perfect servant of the

family, of her. You might be the one to become a god, the first of any of us. You
certainly don’t seem especially human anymore.”

They faced each other, listening to the wind together. It was salty and warm 32
in the ruins of Luni. Mot
“It’s curious that she hasn’t simply come forth from her jar, Victor. I believe DT
I can stitch together some of the older rites to help her find it, in case she’s gotten
lost between the worlds.” He opened the door the rest of the way and shuffled in.

“Uncle?”
“Victor.”

-
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Victor stepped and hugged Nick gently, counting out three seconds. That

seemed to be an appropriate amount of time. “I will praise you before the Anointed
One.”

“Fuck the Anointed One. Go see Father Fabrizio in town and tell him I’'m
dead. I converted to Catholicism three years ago. All the damn Italians.”

He closed the steel door behind him. It locked automatically.
o 00

The demon dissolved into Duat’s black sand. It surrounded Merew-Tjaw,
howling, tearing at her skin. Her feet left the ground. Wind tossed her aloft in
a flesh-grinding shroud. After that, time and direction lost meaning. Thoughts
escaped into the storm. She wondered if her tattered flesh would tumble in the dark
for over a thousand years, until the stars summoned her back from Long Death.

She saw a pinprick of golden light and heard singing between the storm’s
grinding wail. She swam the flying sand toward the light, and though it had seemed
as distant as a star it suddenly loomed, a golden portal filled with shadows. The
wind hurled her through.

Women sang in crude Iremite. Men whispered in Lombard. She reached to her
side and clutched the arm of her throne. The flickering gold came from braziers
and torches.

“Goddess?” Thurmin dropped to one knee to get her attention. “I would not
draw your divine gaze from invisible places.” The man smelled of earth and blood.
He smoothed his kilt and straightened the dagger in his belt.

“You honor me as you should, but true honor comes from works, not mere
speech, which is a promise of effort. What was this place when I arrived?” She
stood slowly so the others would have time to bow, as was the custom.

“A ruin, Goddess.”

“And who were you?”

“Warriors.”

“Losers. Bloodied warbands and camp followers. Oathbreakers who wandered
here in search of shelter. You didn’t know how to build, but I taught you. When
the raiders came, following your camp spoor and ashes, I ensured that none
survived to return to their tribes and reveal our location. Your smith died from a
shit-smeared arrow, but I taught your son his trade.”

“It is as you say.”

“Your swords and spears were useless. Now you have nails and plowshares.
I provided these gifts through tutelage, so you could remake your weapons into
things of value. Who then, does it all belong to?”

As one they chanted, “the Goddess!”
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She raised her hands. “Yet you finally made something of your old trade.
You captured a witch with your old swords. This is your achievement, not mine.
Thurmin, bring the four who captured her. You’ll stand guard while I harvest her
magic, and I’ll transform it into your reward. And when we expand beyond Luni,
you five will be chieftains, clad in gold. Perhaps one of you will father a new
Caesar in the West.”

v She looked across the hall and frowned. “I only see two of them. Where are =
B the others?” ot 19
iy Thurmin blushed, but the woman Anamund stood and stepped forward, ;

shifting her daughter from breast to hip. She was wife to both missing men.
“They’re scared of her, Goddess,” she said.

“Why would that be?”

“The blue blood. Gepides said it burned his blade, ate it up even though it
was good iron. When he cut her, she didn’t show pain. That makes a man sweat
through his shirt, when he thinks he’s best at killing and meets a thing that can’t
be killed. Lado isn’t as scared but you know they’re brothers. They like to drink
together. That’s what they’re doing.”

“Thurmin, find a wet-nurse and give Anamund a spear. She’s about to earn a
double share of the reward.”

Once assembled, they walked to the makeshift prison: a hole dug out of the
rock in their quarry, covered with a massive boulder set on logs to make it roll. Alo
and Berin had been in the hall. They set their shoulders to the stone and pushed
it aside. Once they finished the task they ran to their spears, joining Thurmin and
Anamund. Merew-Tjaw carried no weapons, for she felt strong — barely a season
had passed since her Descent began, and Sekhem felt honey-sweet in her dead
veins.

The witch was naked and looked like a roughly-sculpted man, half complete.
Berin babbled that she looked different than when they’d caught her. Its face
looked vaguely like Alo’s, minus the forehead scars the real man wore, from old
blows that drove his ill-fitting helmet into his flesh. And the witch’s skin was pus-
colored, not olive like the original. /'ve caught it in mid-transformation, thought
Merew-Tjaw. It wanted to replace him and blend in with us.

Hands and feet bound by good rope, it rolled and folded like a grub on an
overturned rock until it found purchase enough to sit up and regard her with very = =
blue eyes. They weren’t the sea-shade of northerners, but darker. g, S

S Merew-Tjaw stepped forward and with a wave, released the others from the =
obligation to keep pace. In Iremite, she said, “You seem to be lost and sick. You
drank something brewed for the oldest gods. They listen to me. Let me speak to
them and I may be able to heal you.”
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It planted its feet and stood up, no hands to help it, defying the flaccidity in its
legs. It smiled at Merew-Tjaw. The blue shade in its eyes dripped from the corners
of its mouth, too. It hopped toward her.

“Drive it back!” she said, and four spears did her bidding, pinning shoulders
and torso, forcing it away and into the hollow. Thick blue ichor erupted from its
wounds to wrap around spear blades and shafts, like anemone tentacles. Bitter- .
smelling smoke rose from these points of contact. e

Merew-Tjaw called her golden armor and considered her Utterances. High
magic often drove mortal witnesses mad, and she didn’t want to waste loyal,
brave service, so after a moment’s pause she drove her metal fist into the witch’s
chest. Let my will be flesh, she thought, and laced her muscles with soul-stuff to
strengthen them.

It was like punching through a rotting log. Her fist drove right through and
erupted from its back, but something tightened around her submerged forearm. It
locked blue eyes with her.

“Gods?” it said in Iremite. “Speak not to them except through me. Do you not
recognize your master?”

Merew-Tjaw’s golden skin vibrated as pressure crushed her forearm. Blue
rivulets crawled out of its chest, surrounding the point of impact. She couldn’t pull
away; it spun her into the hollow. Its rope bindings broke with the sound of dry
leaves tearing. Over the witch’s shoulder she saw the others drop their smoking,
ruined weapons. Anamund and Thurmin groped for belt daggers to replace them,
but Berin and Alo stood white-faced and shaking.

She threw her mind into remembrance of Duat, and constellations that
appeared in no living land. She mouthed the Utterance: Let the dead stars enter
my flesh. Let me be the instrument of silence. Let my Sekhem drown all power.
This was the art of Rebuking the Vizier, said to extinguish all displeasing magic.

Nothing happened.

It acknowledged her attempt with an arrogant smirk, blue blood gushing from
between its clenched teeth. The substance spread from its chest to covered Merew-
Tjaw’s trapped arm, and though she felt heat and saw smoke issue from it, golden
skin prevented it from burning her — for now. She could free herself by severing
the arm but pain aside, doing so would force her to heal, using power that might
fuel another Utterance.

G She chose magic instead. She chanted an Utterance to summon a divine Ka- =~ &
~~ body, clicked and hissed in the hymn of the corpse beetles, and recited the formula

_to turn enemy flesh into gold and lapis lazuli. Three Utterances — three failures. e
The witch-thing spun a shell around her Sekhem blocking the greater powers. '}- 2
Was this truly Acherusian Wine? The witch’s ichor was more powerful and it ﬂ
didn’t feel like an alchemical regium. Merew-Tjaw was Mesen-Nebu, and knew = = =
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the secret auras of mystic substances. She was deaf to its vibrations, but it moved
and even seemed to think.

It finally bored through golden skin into her sahu’s flesh. She felt its acid
touch. Beyond, Thurmin’s shins dissolved under a spatter of agate blue. He fell.
Streams like three snakes pursued Anamund. The thing tossed The Anointed One )
right and left, still crushing her forearm in its torso. Sk

e ! Something passed in front of her face and she flew back, free and in weightless
~ agony. Her trapped arm was a stump. It sprayed dust and black fluid; Merew-Tjaw
~ smelled the bitter herbs used by Irem’s embalmers. She banished the bleeding
with a thought but the pain remained. It was a cold wound, and whatever had done

it had severed Sekhem with flesh. Her inner flame faltered.

She heard the sound of torn leather. The “witch’s” body succumbed to rot
and weakness, and blue ichor erupted from its opened gut, making viscera look
like wet, moldy vines and diseased fruit. It heaved forward, unable to maintain a
human shape, but the blue substance still streamed into Anamund, who convulsed
to the beat of an alien heart.

She looked to the others. Alo was gone; Berin was down, and another man
crouched over him. Its distorted mouth swallowed Berin’s head and bit with the
sound of snapping green wood. The great-mawed one looked as if his human skin
had stretched over a crocodile’s skull. It shook Berin like a wild dog. It tossed him
aside by the head — or the shredded remnants that slid out.

With a hiss, the thing’s face compacted into a blood-soaked, human shape. It
was a man now, with Shezmu’s face, from the death cycle, but it was not Shezmu.

“Your blood tastes like mine,” he said. “You’re mine to take. Mine alone. Do
you know me?”

Shuankhsen. Lifeless one. “Mekaw.” She knew it was his name, but not why
she knew. But this was wrong. She met Shezmu in his guise over a thousand years
from now. This is a memory. I am Arising. The black storm rolled in, bearing her
aloft to the sun, life, and her power.

He dreamed without sleeping. It was the only way; he never tired as mortals
do, but without still time to order his thoughts he’d lose his sanity faster than
usual. Mekaw closed his eyes and let his heart stop — no need for his body to
. pretend it was alive — and summoned recent memories first. The rocking boat
- distracted him, so he allowed himself enough of a corpse’s numbness to banish it.
. Perfect, silent blackness sent him back to the compound, days ago.

Johnny had scream-sung prophecy in that dirty concrete room. After eating
the mummy in the basement Mekaw had questioned the boy with encouraging
whispers, then threats. He’d shown Johnny his sharp teeth, but the boy had just
pissed his pants and yelled his oracular nonsense:
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The Nile in the middle of the sea
The sea in the middle of the stars

Forty-two stars beside the Nile

Forty-two judgments for forty-one

All but the missing blue of the Nile

All the false gods seen by false gods

And their eyes see three four five five nine ten, three four one nine three eleven
Three four five five nine ten, three four one nine three eleven

And those numbers again, and again, no matter what Mekaw said, and no
matter how he hit or cut the boy.

In Alexandria, after Christians came but before they drove the Manicheans
out, his Arisen enemies had called the power of holy fear Sybaris. It had always
existed, around strong wills bound to shining Sekhem. It infested mortals with
terror and reverence, though in Alexandria these things were so common that few
noticed. Egypt’s spirit was corrupt with age: an old statue so covered with grime
and vandalism it could never be returned to its pure, true form. Nevertheless,
layers of errant faith and desire deposited themselves in patterns, and a mortal
maddened by Sybaris uncovered them in dreams and hallucinations.

The whole world was old now, and just as corrupt. Even the oceans die, he
thought. And She may let me die soon. For a moment he banished all memory,
returned to pure darkness, and savored the idea of dissolving in it, utterly
extinguished. But not yet.

Some mortals were especially sensitive, like flies who, struggling in the
spider’s web, could sense its vibrations, and felt spiders and fellow prey in its
distant corners. They knew the future, the location of magical vessels — things
disturbed by Sekhem, bound to the Web of Life. The boy had been one of these.
In the Empire, they would have taken him from his family into one of the guilds,
to build the palaces and arsenals for Irem — to sing their songs, and prepare
corpses for sorcerous obscenities. If a sensitive had no skill for practical crafts, his
parents might hide him, or send him to the desert to make his way as a witch or
fortune teller. Failing that, his betters would keep him for choir or oracles, to sing
under torture until the leftover scrap could be used to throw the bones or divine
by haruspicy. The body might go to adepts of the Shell instead, because they used
body parts to create relics.

Or the alchemists could use their arts to crystallize its intrinsic value as gold
and precious stones, carved off dead bones like petrified meat.

Where is my sister! He’d wanted to scream it at Johnny, but that must have
strayed too close to revealing his nature, because when he opened his mouth
he could only release a strangled hiss. She who had returned him to life with a
threadbare soul prevented his kind from revealing their origins.
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After interrogating Johnny, Mekaw had attacked the Blackened Host with his
jaws wide. Not even he could eat them all, so he saved his belly for Johnny’s aunt
(really, his mother, but in this degenerate community, family relations had become
a little convoluted) and a few of the cult’s tough men, who kept the compound
together with beatings and threats. This system had been part of the cult before he « . =
took it over and even though he’d never stopped it, he hated the ones who carried , e
it out. He tore the rest to shreds, and spat out their useless bullets. "" r'.l:i

o P He had untied Johnny from the chair and had given him a drink of water. = -
. They’d collected wallets from the dead. He wasn’t so frail after all, and had stood :

s without shaking. He was a tall 12 years old, like Mekaw when first he worked the

mines. (Of course they were all taller now, and fatter.) Perhaps, Johnny had found

strength in appalling circumstances. After filling up the car, they’d sprayed the rest

of the gas on compound walls and bodies. The boy had set the fire. Even though

he could barely see above the steering wheel, he had driven them to Reno, where

Mekaw had given him most of the money, before they parted ways.

Forty-two stars beside the Nile

Forty-two judgments for forty-one

All but the missing blue of the Nile

All the false gods seen by false gods
...and then the numbers.

Mekaw had guessed the significance of the Blue Nile, but not the numbers.
There were forty-two Judges of Duat, of course, but the rest had defeated
him. He’d put on fresh clothes and wandered Reno until he’d found a public
library. Twenty minutes of variations of Johnny’s numbers had eventually
revealed them to be GPS coordinates — according to Wikipedia, codes
for “a space-based satellite navigation system that provides location and
time information in all weather conditions, anywhere on or near the Earth
where there is an unobstructed line of sight to four or more GPS satellites.”

This dying world is full of wonders, he’d thought. He’d wanted to read on but
if he wasted his time with too much human business, She would punish him with
pain and a fine in Sekhem. He’d fought Her to learn to read English, wasting a
whole Descent on tapes and books, studying through the agony She’d sent, until
he could read it better than he could Iremite hieroglyphs — nobody had ever
taught him those, after all.

S It had taken another hour or so to pin the coordinates to the Mediterranean,
about 40 miles away from Cyprus.

Mekaw knew how to travel without being seen. It was easy when you used
spaces that would kill normal stowaways. He’d waited in landing gear wheel
wells, depressurized compartments and bilge tanks until he had dropped off the
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side of a cargo ship bound for Turkey. He’d swum the rest of the way, casting off
disgusting rags, and had made landfall beside his future charter, where he now
dreamed.

He returned his awareness to the present. Topside, Deniz piloted with the
lights out and a cardboard shield to hide the glow of the GPS screen. He was a
practiced smuggler who kept the engines low, afraid of anything that might reveal .
his little boat to patrols. e

Although he’d insisted there was no island at 34.55910, 34.19311, Deniz took it
his cash: US dollars Mekaw had transported in a plastic bag, all the way from &
Reno. Mekaw had seen the gun in his waistband and knew the sailor probably
planned to kill him, and take the rest of his money. As he lay below, he wondered
if the sea outside was wine-dark, as the Greeks used to say. Yet some of their
tribes used the same word for red and blue, so perhaps they only meant it was
shimmering and richly colored, but still and blue as the deep Nile.

The Blue Nile.

Servants of the cult led Khephermenes past customs and drove him part of
the way, but after an hour he tired of machines, their dead rhythms, the equally
senseless noises of the woman driving, and the man with the gun who sucked
his teeth. He ordered them to let him out by some dry Italian hill, gestured and
speaking the Putonghua he knew from his time in Shanghai, and whether they
understood his speech or not, they opened the door for him, bowed and left. He
could make out earth-caked stone: a minor ruin, and an excellent place to begin.
Dead places were never lonely.

The Dancer imagined his Sekhem was a thick fluid coating his eyes, and
looking through it he saw Neter-Khertet, that place between where ghosts dwelled.
He made gestures he learned from a Taoist necromancer a thousand years ago.
That man had looked at the stars, meditating on their shapes and movements as
if they were parts of his own body. Inspiration had come from the skies and the
Judges who ruled them, but the man never knew this, or that Khephermenes would
rip it from his soul.

He spun, pausing to make the proper signs in eight directions. In Neter-Khertet,
he saw the silent winds move ectoplasmic dust in an extension of his movements. »
The first ghosts rose minutes later. They were old dead, used to their drowsy repose .
. in buried corpses and wreckage, so they took slow, shaky steps after rising from =«
~ the earth. Newer, swifter dead rose later, from farther away. Some of them were
~ soldiers, dragging arms merged with the memories of their rifles. i

They circled him, swaying in time to his movements, until he made a great = i
circle with his hands and stepped forward. To the living, he vanished; he’d cuta ﬂ
barrier between life and half-life, and stepped through. Terror gnawed at him as
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he crossed the threshold. He remembered the frail, human half of him running
through these twilight precincts, hunted by his divine temakh. Separated from
him, it was a thundercloud of hate and want. Shan iatu.

The Dancer knew secret ways through Neter-Khertet. It was a fragile realm
— a state of being, really, drawing on life and Duat in fluctuating measures. It was

o 08
- full of flawed, crumpled spaces, where the skilled could move a thousand feet with '_-;'ﬂ_
. astep. He was a true adept, able to stride in nameless directions, but blaze a trail .4 e
~ for his mob. e
iy Wearing Merew-Tjaw’s face, Aziza had cajoled, terrified, and tempted ;

enough information to locate Victor Alexiou, and presumably the Anointed One’s
missing canopic jar. They’d burned the rest and cursed the ashes. Khephermenes
had suggested that the fourth jar was already destroyed, but Aziza assumed the
errant “priest” of Merew-Tjaw’s cult had somehow acquired it.

Khephermenes was a master of movement, not a navigator. Aziza had given
him a smartphone with the site’s GPS coordinates. It didn’t work in Neter-Khertet,
so he stepped back to the living world five times and despite dead eyes staring
impatiently, checked his progress under the sun. He felt faintly embarrassed but
part of him relished the humanity of it, persisting against his temakh’s grandiose
rage.

After an hour, he deemed himself close enough. The landscape resembled
pictures from the smartphone and he saw people patrolling in jackets thick with
weapons and some kind of modern linen armor. There were dozens of men and
women, as wary and thick-necked as professional soldiers always were.

He turned to his modest horde of ghosts, behind the curtain of Neter-Khertet.
He used the universal language of gesture that the dead know from mourning faces
and hands wringing in ancestor worship. He danced the beautiful sign for murder
and ripped open the veil.

Victor heard nothing past the door, but the secret tomb ran deep. He breathed
deeply, attempting to exhale away visions of his uncle, but he failed, and took
refuge in the dull sound of the guards’ radios squawking with check-ins and other
dull, paramilitary business.

KL After about twenty minutes they came alive in rapid German, with short,
. pained screams. He heard short reports of automatic fire, and static growls from
8% explosions — some of them had grenades, he remembered. Greta, head of his .
~ + personal detail, nodded, and the team took their places. She crouched in a firing = 2

 stance and put her eye to the sight of an XMS rifle. (She had requested the gun,
but Victor thought it looked like a plastic toy.) Georg grabbed his arm to pull him
toward escape. Martin stepped in front, machine pistol ready, but Victor shook
them off as his armored SUV popped over the ridge.
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“No, no. We’re going to wait,” he put a hand on the XM8’s green polycarbonate
barrel to get Greta’s attention. “We can’t run from what’s coming.”

She frowned, held up a palm to the approaching vehicle and made a quick
twisting gesture. The SUV screeched in a quick turn, showering them with rocks
until it stopped, engine humming, between them and the approaching threat. Twin
doors popped open on the back roof and Yannick — one of the two assigned to
this truck — heaved the minigun up and out.

Greta tapped her earpiece. “Lot of nonsense coming in, like you told us to expect,”
she said. “Just one visible hostile. Bullets aren’t stopping him and he’s dropping us
with his bare hands. There are others, but I don’t think we can see or touch them.”

Another SUV came over the ridge — on its side. Metal screamed and sparked
on dirty marble. A black boot kicked its sunroof out; its owner tumbled out,
carrying an AK-74. Two others crawled out doors on the top side as eleven more
guards scrambled over the hill — less than half the force assigned to the site. Six
dropped for cover. Fools, Victor thought. I doubt these are snipers. Gods and their
monsters do their bloody business up close.

He fumbled under his shirt, found the brass chain around his neck and snatched
its hanging pendant. He’d commissioned it from a jeweller who made pieces based
on alleged visions — who in another time, might have been called a witch. The
Anointed One (the real one, at any rate) searched for mad, gifted artisans with
special zeal. Through a network of trusted detectives, Victor sought them out, but
saved access to a few for himself. He’d given this one gold, copper, tin and heroin
to fuel her work. When she’d finished, he had paid for the pendant with a luxury
flat in Weimar and all the opiates she could consume. It would have been safer to
have her killed, but that wasn’t the way of the Infinite Pillar. Wherever she was,
she might earn her life by surviving temptation.

The pendant was a twisted, sharp-edged star. Victor ripped open his left pinky
on it, yanked it off his head and tossed to the ground. In clattered on ancient
flagstones but he barely heard the sound over screams and gunfire. He looked
up. Something invisible tossed a man ten feet in the air and when it caught him,
twisted his spine. The guard fell limp in two sickeningly different directions.
Victor saw a human-shaped pearlescent fog stand over the corpse. The pendant
was starting to work; he looked right and left to see other misty forms appear as it
united “spiritual vibrations” with matter.

They solidified. Victor saw they were ghosts. The Anointed One had shown
them to him during his initiation into the high priesthood. The unblinking things were
washed-out men and women, bearing signs of their death and sometimes, strangely
shaped flesh reflecting their obsessions in life. One looked like a child’s drawing of a
bodybuilder. It smashed a woman’s head into the ground, tottering on legs too small
for a huge, rippling upper body. Her blood speckled its arms, and Victor felt a sting
of shame as he saw it and rejoiced. We can touch them now, he thought.
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Yannick trained the minigun on it. With a hiss and rattle, bullets cut the ghost
in two.

The dead had already killed anyone too frightened to fight. The last four from
over the hill rallied at the fallen SUV, firing behind them, until they covered the
field together, directing tight bursts at approaching ghosts, but the fallen ghosts
- never stopped. They crawled or drag themselves forward on bullet-wracked limbs, ;
. butatleast they slowed down. Greta shouted commands into her headset, and after =
- shooting two ghosts in the head to no particular effect, switched to targeting their -
- legs and abdomens. 3

She fell back beside him. “I don’t know what your plan was before, but we
are getting in the fucking truck now! G, Marty, drag his ass there! He can fire us
after!” She pointed her chin at Yannick’s SUV and the other two grabbed his arms.

Georg slid open the door; 7.62 casings spilled out. Victor could see clear
through the top hatch and minigun, but Yannick was gone. He assumed Martin
pushed him inside the vehicle but when he turned around, the guard was gone. So
was Georg. The guns were going quiet, one by one.

Victor crouched at the minigun turret. He grabbed the barrel without thinking,
to pull himself up, and swore as its heat bit into its palm. Gunfire ceased; he dared
to peer out of the hatch.

The ghosts were gone. Everyone but Greta was dead. She held her rifle at
waist level, circling a small, muscular man in a dirt-streaked, cream-colored suit.
The man smiled, pivoting to constantly face her.

“Fix your bayonet, please,” said the man, in slow English. The accent sounded
Chinese corrupted by years of travel. “Your bullets did nothing. Why not show
me? Or at least draw your knife?”

Greta shuffled back, dropped her rifle and pulled the knife she kept under her
left shoulder. She spun it in her hand once to set her grip, then crouched, pointing
it at him.

“Pity. The bayonet is based on the art of the spear, you see? A long time ago
they called a spear the ‘king of weapons.’ I wanted to see how the art had changed.
But a knife is interesting, too. Come!”

He beckoned with both arms. Greta stood her ground. Victor could see her
- shaking. He’d hired her with a decade in GSG-9 behind her, and she’d never
. shown fear before.
: “Come now! Cut me once and I’ll let you live.”
She lunged like a fencer slashing high and low, but the man stepped aside,
avoiding each blow with a casual pivot. He seemed to move slowly but slipped

behind her nonetheless. He pushed lightly, but sent her off her feet, skidding
across the ground.

“Get up! I’ll give you another chance.”

DIRSE O THEBLITEMLE



Greta picked herself up slowly, using only her legs. Something was in her
other hand. She circled him again and when he smiled faintly, nodding at her, she
flipped her knife to an icepick grip and ran in with a big, wide blow.

He spun and pushed again, but this time Greta turned her fall into a roll.

“You failed. I’'m sorry.”

She threw her arms around her head. It muffled her voice, but Victor still
~ heard her say, “Look down, fucking schwien!”

e The man did. Victor saw the gray grenade at his feet at the same time, and
ducked into the SUV before the metallic crack of its explosion. Steel hit the side
of the truck with the sound of a heavy hailstorm.

Victor spilled out of the sliding door and ran for the tomb. He looked over
his shoulder, at smoke and dust. There was an enemy god out there, and he was
sure it would rise again. His feet slipped on crooked stone; he fell by the door. He
placed his palm on it but remembered that once it closed, it could only be opened
from the inside — a feature designed to keep foolish initiates from blundering
into the Anointed One’s resurrection. He made one fist, and another, and battered
them both against the door. He heard crunching steps — feet on pebbles — and
curiously, the sound of falling coins. He smelled something like a rotting wound,
growing ever stronger.

Nothing behind the door answered him; Victor turned to face the enemy. The
grenade had ripped off his clothes, revealing dusty purple, corded flesh. Though
it had severed muscles in his legs, they twitched and wove together again around
black bones, like angry snakes or thin rags in a strong wind. The falling coin
sound had sound came from fragments it expelled like a sharp, solid sweat while
it healed.

“I am Khephermenes,” said the corpse-man. “Give me the urn as your god
commands.”

Victor hammered on the door again with the back of his hand, faster. He’d
seen the Anointed One in this immortal flesh, unliving but Deathless, and knew
the god-fear was seizing him. He clenched his teeth to avoid screaming. He felt a
molar crack and tasted blood.

bt “Ah, you know the truth, don’t you. Is it behind there? I admire loyalty, and
o you’re a weak, clumsy man — no worthy challenge. I’ll make it painless, yes?”

Victor spat out tooth fragments and surrendered to a hoarse wail. Behind him,  « °
with a heavy, muffled clang, the door opened. s o

oo o e

She knew she was covered in blood by feel, but Merew-Tjaw only saw it == ;
when she opened the door, and light struck her red hands. Victor lay before her, <
writhing and screaming. My servant lives. It wasn’t the Long Death after all. She
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threw him behind her as if he was as light as dried rushes, but didn’t glance back.
The Dancer had come.

They watched each other for a silent moment. His sahu repaired itself, fitting
muscle to flesh with some speed, she noted, but hardly enough to mark one of the
Deathless at the peak of power, as he had been before. You 've been busy, and as
Aziza sends you as her agent, your own soul rages against you.

In Toronto, they’d killed her when her Sekhem was at its lowest but now she
was fully renewed: Arisen again.

Power simmered in her new body, fresh-grown from the hidden canopic jar.
Merew-Tjaw whispered to it, urging particles of divine essence suffuse her sahu.
1 call forth the bull horns, the Ka, the ever-enduring one. Grant me the scepter of
my Decree! Newborn flesh rippled, and she knew was growing taller, stronger. She
rejected the head of her sacred animal but allowed its black horns to crown her.

She let Kephermenes strike first. He obliged with the Utterance called the
Ebon Wheel — she remembered it now, as she now remembered many things from
ancient days. [rem’s dancing masters used to step along the paths of constellations
to channel celestial power. Thus, the Dancer became a starlit shadow, invisible to
mortal eyes. He spun and clawed at her face, and she felt the chill of the outer dark
burn, but it was only a passing sensation, banished by the warmth of her Sekhem.

Her divine aspect gave her the power to see and touch Neter-Khertet, where the
Dancer’s animate darkness was as solid as flesh. She grabbed his arm and hurled him
away. He landed near the black scar of the grenade blast, surrounded by enslaved
ghosts. (She noted some of them had fresh bullet wounds — she would ask Victor
later, when he came to his senses.) She strode out of her tomb at seven feet tall, the
sun casting a horned shadow before her. Weaker ghosts fell to their knees, weeping
without tears.

“I know your power from another age,” said Merew-Tjaw. “Perhaps I even
knew you, once. How much of your fivefold soul did you waste to get here, call
dead servants, and even become as insubstantial as night? How much Sekhem
remains after serving Aziza, instead of your true Decree? Your power is the
darkening coal one clutches in the desert, to ward off cold before the dawn.

“But now, I am the sun. And you’re the darkness that hides, lest it be
banished.” She felt warm wind on her bloody nakedness, and stretched like a
woman awakening.

Khephermenes slipped behind his ghosts and pointed at Merew-Tjaw. The
dead charged and battered her golden skin. She felt nothing, but commanded her
god-body to provide a weapon. Her ulnar grew and turned to bronze, erupting
from her left wrist until it was three feet long.
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She snapped it off and with a gesture, wreathed it in fire. She cleared a path
with the burning rod. Ghosts melted into death-ash and ectoplasm, until none
barred the way to the Dancer.

In god-form, Merew-Tjaw could touch his shadow body, but Khephermenes
was still the Dancer, more agile than any mortal. He slipped to one side of her rod,
then the other. He slipped, spun, and struck with hands as cold as the darkness
between the stars, but couldn’t penetrate her golden armor — it was a stalemate.

She concentrated on a certain spot in the base of her neck. Inside her empty
carotid artery, she felt a small, hard bead, and an itch. She knew it well, for it had
been her constant companion since the first Deathless days. The embalmers had
let an insect enter her corpse, and when the Rite of Return conferred her immortal
Sekhem, it entered iz, as well. Over centuries she spoke to it, tamed and changed
it by altering the humors in her sahu. She made it part of her so as she was reborn,
it shared her resurrection.

She spoke to it in subvocal Iremite. The bead grew, sprouted six legs and
walked from artery to windpipe, digging its way. The mummified scarab left a trail
of gray, wet marbles as it walked: eggs. These hatched into its children so quickly
that in seconds, an army walked through empty veins, organs and cavities.

She pursued the Dancer a little longer. Khephermenes dropped the Ebon
Wheel Utterance and returned to solid flesh. She sent away her golden skin and
lowered her guard. When he struck, she let his hand rip through her abdomen like
a spear, but grabbed him around the waist. Face to face, she opened her mouth.

Beetles erupted from it — too many to fit within her body, growing as they
spewed forth, covering his face, then his body. Mandibles of tempered, sharpened
bronze bit and sliced. Khephermenes wrenched out of Merew-Tjaw’s grasp but
the swarm followed, and none of his skill sufficed. Covered in scarabs, he dropped
to his knees. The insects shat ribbons of blue flesh and gray bone fragments until
the swarm appeared to have shrank, though in truth, they simply surrounded less
meat, and occupied less space.

Merew-Tjaw waved them away to gaze at the torn thing that had been
Khephermenes the Dancer. He saw ribbons of gristle return to his body like
maggots, repairing his flesh, but too slowly.

She raised the burning rod. “You tried to send me to the Long Death, where I
would wander until the stars came right again. What would that be like for one of you
Deceived? What happens to a soul that refuses the Judges of Duat? You’ll find out,
because 1’1l destroy everyone who could call you, burn your canopic jars and desecrate
your tombs. You’ll become dust and a wandering soul for a thousand years.

You tried to do the same to me, but [ was ready. Are you?”

Khephermenes uneaten eye widened, but so much of his face had been
destroyed that it was impossible to see fear in it with any certainty.
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She drove burning bronze through his eye and dashed the body to burning

bits, before she banished the god-weapon and her terrifying form, and searched
for surviving followers.

They’d gathered there, hiding among beggars to stalk Arisen. The enemy had o
come here intending to found a successor to Irem now that Rome was a decrepit =~ A
state, protected by the whims of mercenaries who marched its broken roads. Wi &

TPy We're the slaves that destroy slavery. Mekaw had said it in a dusty old house,
s after rolling the bodies of its previous occupants into the courtyard, but he knew
She compelled them, and he’d only spoke to justify what they must to do avoid

torture. Besides, the streets smelled sweet with Arisen Sekhem. They hungered.

It was a fool’s fight. The Arisen raised up talismans, warrior-ghosts and the
powers of earth and flame, obliterating their band. He was last to die because he
saw her there, in her body of gold: Merew-Tjaw. He hesitated when the others
charged. From the far rank, he screamed her name. She never noticed him. A
hawk-headed mummy laid him open with a sword blackened by scorpion venom.

She always punished them after death, but he barely remembered that — some
things could not be understood by minds dwelling in the living world, where such
torments were impossible.

He rode bodies across the sea in search of Merew-Tjaw. Mekaw took a
Bedu herdswoman, a Visigoth mercenary and others for two centuries, until the
Christians said more than 600 years had passed since the birth of their god (the
exact year was left for their priests to decide). He missed her in Rome but stayed
for a time, haunting its depopulated estates until the day the witch came.

The witch made camp in an abandoned estate, with six companions who
never ate or spoke. They were bound together by Sekhem, as chill and heavy as
waves from storm-cursed, dark water. The witch fed her flock with blue blood and
tears. Shezmu'’s wine, he thought, and knew that Merew-Tjaw would seek it out.
Alchemists laid claim to such substances.

He followed the witch north and east to Liguria. She lost followers on the
way. After that, one fell in its tracks every fortnight to month, leaving a bloodless
corpse.

In Liguria, Lombards accosted her. The witch tried to walk through the throng
. and bled blue when one stabbed her: a clumsy warrior who had intended to warn
~ . her with a small prick of the spear. He witnessed the fight from afar, and saw the
. witch’s blood bite their weapons like acid until at last they threw a net over her and
dragged her back to their settlement.

Merew-Tjaw was there. He heard her followers chanting the old language and
then the woman herself, in the stern tone he remembered from his family, and the
mines. But when they looked upon the witch and the blue ichor poured out, he
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remembered the alchemist reeling in surprise, under attack. This wasn’t Shezmu’s
wine then, or anything Merew-Tjaw understood, and it was too strong for her.

No. No. He’d thought it might kill her then and there, and steal his chance
to confront her. The settlement looked crude, and perhaps so new its inhabitants
lacked the skill to resurrect their Arisen master. He brought forth the Jaws of the
Devourer and bit her free from the witch’s grasp.

Mine to take. Mine to eat. Mine to make suffer. Mine alone. B a0

7 % : ¥ He’d worn the body of a Roman for long enough that it had his true face, from
' Irem, once he withdrew the jaws. His skin was just a little lighter.

“Unclean,” she said, flatly, cradling her severed arm.

“Is that what I was, when you sent me below? When you repudiated —” and
he stopped and only thought our mother, because She stole his voice.

“Shuankhsen have no voice before the Judges. You are nothing.”

He said “Do you remember me?” growing hoarser with each syllable, as
skirted the curse.

“No. It’s another stolen body. After I destroy it, I’ll burn the dead so you have
no place to alight.”

“The Judges demand it, Merew-Tjaw — and when have you even questioned
before obeying? I’'m your enemy, bound to eat flesh and Sekhem for my revenge,
but if you don’t know me it means nothing.”

At this, She sent him images of his rotting body, burning and pierced by her
teeth.

No, he thought. Not even you will silence me Ammut, Devourer, corruptor.
No. He felt a tearing sensation from his heart, as one might feel after being bitten
in half by a predator. The pain-spasm seized him. Ske had eaten his Sekhem as
punishment for hesitating.

Merew-Tjaw flexed her regrown hand and stepped forward. “I’ll make it
quick, since you know you’re cursed. But tell me how you know my name.”

He’d opened his mouth, but no sound answered. The cold crushing sensation

struck again. Ammut consumed him, or Merew-Tjaw struck. Mekaw only knew

: that after that, he returned to the Devourer, who inflicted punishments that defeat
e language to describe.

I remember. I remember. R

Mekaw screamed, but his hands found long ribbing from the hull. I'm in
. the boat. He’d fallen too far into memory. He opened his eyes. The engine had
.+ stopped. Deniz had either arrived, or decided to dispose of him. Mekaw planned

Vi for the latter, and a suitably theatrical way to demonstrate his immunity to bullets,
to persuade the man to take him the rest of the way.
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The Whisper lived up to her name once the electric motor cut in. It only slowed
slightly, even though they had almost 100 nautical miles to go. The technology
was ready for consumers but Victor made a mental note to hold it for another five
years to let his oil and gas ventures play out. He shot back Bulgarian rakia froman = *
old teacup, wiped white foam from his lips and climbed topside. NG

Merew-Tjaw stood at the prow, her sarong a blue flag caught on a slim, strong b
body. She held his pendant between two fingers. “You never told me about this
trinket,” she said, and slipped it into her purse. She smiled. When she turned to the
sea, Victor saw her black hair slither in the Mediterranean wind.

He dropped to one knee. “Anointed One, I kept certain things in reserve for
emergencies. You taught us to be loyal but seek our own power, so I have.”

“I did...and of course, you somehow discovered that my senses are less
refined with respect for certain occult vessels. You’re starting to become entirely
too resourceful for my comfort, aren’t you?”

“Anointed One?”

She laughed. “You also could have sold me out to the imposter. In this case,
your loyalty banishes this small deceit.” Then she shouted back: “Change course,
fifteen degrees port!”

The pilot adjusted the wheel but glared at Victor, who shuffled up beside
Merew-Tjaw. “Anointed One? They might be able to get us there faster with
coordinates. The woman is a historian too, familiar with older nautical terms. She

2

“Our faith owes its long life to contingency plans. One plan sent my canopic
jar to you, because my imposter failed to perform part of my daily routine. Another
guides us to an island that probably remains unmapped, as many of the ancient
sites do. It’s hidden from me until now, so I can only use the mysteries to guide us.

“The old magic is a living thing, Victor. Anything made of it has instincts.

Like an animal, it hides, fights and even thinks, though never as a mortal would.

The island’s magic defeats surveyors, and even your satellite cameras. But it once

allowed three English knights to find it. They’d been cast adrift in a little boat, far

from their master, that barbarian Richard. They probably prayed thanks to their

- god when they pierced the fog and landed on that little rock, where they found an
. ancient wall, carved with the unspeakable images of true gods. They might have
£ seen flecks of old paint, because it used to be covered with color. It was a work of .
~ © art surpassing all mortal works. They would have noticed one piece was missing. = -

“Remember what | have taught you: A soul animates more than flesh, but
all of our creations. Your accomplishments are as much part of you as your right
hand. The wall’s Painter was its work, and tried to hide within it. The old gods
must have sent servants to destroy it, and send the rogue power to be judged. By

DIRSE O THEBLITEMLE



breaking off part of it they deemed themselves successful, but part of the Painter
slipped away into the sea, in flecks of ancient dye, until it was just another blue
current in the Mediterranean. The Painter is paint and wall, you see?

“The knights just saw an old pagan relic. They broke off two more pieces
and called themselves righteous men for smashing an idol — but they also knew
that certain scholars would pay for these artifacts and instead of casting these .
fragments into the sea, took them to Cyprus when the storms cleared. The islands . =
would have made it impossible to find again, until it was ready for visitors. Ty

“I encountered part of the Painter before the knights found the island and its
wall. It was a fluid blue thing that crawled from body to body. I suppose it was
searching for the third fragment — the one taken by some divine agent, in the
erased years after the Empire fell. I never found it, but I consulted prophets, who
told me to gather parts of this ‘Blue Nile’s’ wall. That led me to those shipwrecked
knights, who had settled in Antioch. They produced the other two, and offered to
sell them for next to nothing. They kept them under sackcloth, having discovered
that if they looked too closely, the fragments inspired fits of madness.

I was one of the scholars they had heard of, but I didn’t want to touch them —
I knew they’d been allowed to leave for a reason. I met one part of the Painter, so
it might have arranged for me to gather the rest and complete itself. No, [ watched
their treasure pass down the generations, waited until I found a relic capable of
concealing them. My scrolls tell me that about a hundred years ago, I purchased
them from a Scottish aristocrat.”

Frost grew on the black gunwale. A wall of mist loomed in front of them,
defying the wind. Victor buttoned his jacket against the cold. “What is the Painter,
Anointed One? Is he like you?”

“He is one of an old order. They rebelled against the gods and were locked
into bodies as punishment — and yes, those bodies resemble mine, carrying an
immortal spark through many lives. They were like gods once, and wish to be
so again. That’s why they collect certain secrets that would interest anyone who
wished to become a god. I think this Painter made his great work to escape that
fate. So I lured another one of his kind, who did not escape the body prison: Aziza,
who stole my face.”

“So she killed and replaced you,” said Victor. He blushed at his own words.
sod “I miscalculated. Your tone is entirely too familiar, my priest.”
P She glared at him until they plunged through the mist. He bowed his head, = |
- saying nothing.
e, “In any event, I hid a slug of the old bronze inside each fragment longago — = =~
and I always know where the products of my art lie, for as I said, our works area =« «'

part of us. Aziza must have brought the fragments here, to rebuild the wall — and f-ﬂ
that means someone has found the third, lost piece.” e
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She turned and held up a hand. The pilot glared again and started to slow the
Whisper.

“I go on alone,” said the Merew-Tjaw. “It’s customary to swim in a ‘wetsuit,’
correct?”

“Yes, though your immortal form may have no need,” said Victor. He glanced
past her. The island was a black spearpoint against mottled purple clouds.

e “I don’t want to go naked, or wearing a soaking dress. I trust you have 2
-~ something suitable?” P
¥ “T’ll get it myself. Anything else?” il
“Wake your soldier up. Be ready.”

The Anointed One’s face dissolved. Aziza opened and closed her mouth as
if releasing tension from an uncomfortable grimace. My own face. But when she
looked into a tidal pool she was repulsed at the meaty, animal thing that stared
back at her. Human. My trap.

She strode up the rocks again. The carved wall wasn’t at the island’s highest
point but it was close, sheltered on a smooth ledge below the peak. He Who
Escaped (who shared her temakh, and was her, though unbound by the curse of
flesh) had cut the wall out of the rock, and room to walk around it so he could, if
he wished, paint in human form.

She inspected it under white LED light. Hours earlier she’d brought two strong
stonemasons to help her set each fragment in place, and if necessary, cement
them using ancient techniques. The pieces had wrenched out of their hands as if
pulled by a magnet and had snapped in place. Even the seams where the stone had
fractured had vanished. Thus, she had shot both useless artisans. The woman had
tumbled into the sea, but the man had crumpled against the wall. She saw that his
blood had crawled up the blank base on to the carved reliefs, to outline the Judges
along the Nile shore. Their impossible shapes now flickered red.

She heard her ship’s engines cough and rumble, as it left the shore. She chose
not to pursue it. The crew must have broken radio silence and discovered her
deception. Victor Alexiou had called away security forces, rousing their suspicion.

It was better to be alone now, to meditate before she escaped the flesh.

o % ,b So she breathed, and summoned what she could of the first days. I grew wings
. with a thought. I smelled smoking meat, laid out for me in sacrifice.

I saw Azar’s face. Yet her mind’s eye could not remember the god’s true
features.

She heard a scraping sound from the base of the wall.

The male mason stood, staring with two eyes and the red-lidded wound in his
temple. In the lamp’s light, she saw the liquid blue umbilicus drip from his foot

A

DIRSE O THEBLITEMLE



and down the rocks, an ancient river twisting. Aziza looked further and she saw
the woman, pink with diluted blood, clambering out of the sea, top left quadrant
of her head dented and ripped.

“Sister,” they said together. “No. Myself,” and a third voice joined them,
speaking Iremite with dulled consonants. Beyond them, a bloated body heaved
itself up. Save for the lack of predation, it looked like it had been drowned for = =
days, losing every mark of identity to swelling and bleaching. Blue rivulets poured . =
from a diagonal wound in its abdomen, connecting it to the others. e e

Aziza dropped to both knees, trembling. “I dreamed of you. Between lives, as
I wandered Neter-Khertet I dreamed of you, Blue Nile. Free One. Can you liberate
us?”

“I can,” said the corpses. The stonemasons turned to the drowned one,
grabbed the lips of its wound and tore it open. Fetid water and gray intestines
spilled out. They dug in again; the masons stood wide and pulled hard, ripping
the final fragment out of its abdomen. The drowned one collapsed; the Blue Nile
erupted from mouth and wound, each gout flowing to a dead mason.

They handed the slab to her together, with four hands. “Put it in its place. It
was made by our art, and will be remade by it. Do you have your brush?”

“Always.” She cradled the corner piece in one arm and drew her brush from
her pocket. Aziza ran her index finger along the bone handle and looked at the
black ox-hair at its end. She put it behind her ear and climbed the rock face behind
the carved wall.

“Not yet,” growled something from the shadows between. Aziza looked
down. White, sharp teeth glistened.

Leaping from the water with soul-born strength, she donned her full panoply
of gold, crushing stones under metal weight as she moved ten feet or more with
every step. In mid-flight, Merew-Tjaw pressed a button on the radio and said “five
minutes.” That should be enough time, even limited to line of sight. In less than
one minute, she crashed to the ground before the carved Painter’s wall. A headless
old corpse lay before it, wearing her clothes. Aziza. The witch’s blue fluid crawled

: over two dead mortals as they did upon Mekaw. He held the last fragment and
- stood on the rock face, behind the carved wall.

: “Merew-Tjaw,” he said, twisted, great-mawed face lolling. “Do you know
~~ me?” He twitched as he said it. “Do you know me?” He doubled over in pain,and
‘ caught himself on the wall. G e

“Mekaw! What are you about to do?”

“I serve the Shan’iatu! [ am their slave, as you made me — as they made you!
That’s what this contains: one of the old masters. It can free us both!”
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“I’m not a slave, Mekaw. The Deceived are liars.”

“I ate enough of her to know. Her flesh whispered its secrets to me. These
ones confirmed it.” He gestured to the corpses with Aziza’s severed hand. It was
holding her brush. “It’s a small thing to pay for our freedom — cheaper than the
price you paid at the gate.”

At the gate. Shapes swam at the edge of her mind. Twilight and fire. S

At the gate. It was an old memory. Merew-Tjaw saw pillars and smoke: the
forest of djeds, spines of Azar. Irem. Every night she could, she smelted tin and
copper scrap together from what they traded with the mine slaves, who were
always eager for wine and drugs — they were going to die soon, and valued such
pleasures highly. She was busy with these experiments when her mother died by
the rod for being too slow to serve one of them.

At the gate. She sat before House of Gold and Bronze, home of the Mesen-
Nebu. Two of their slaves placed wet, herb-packed leaves on her burned hands.
Merew-Tjaw saw her spike on the gate. She had made the bronze herself, and
hammered it to the gate. Her father had carried her on his back because she was
too short to outrun guards at the slaves’ huts. He’d come with her brother to see
her attempt the alchemists’ test.

At the gate. Her name was Nira. She placed a scarred hand on Merew-Tjaw’s
shoulder. We would accept you into Those Born of Gold, said the journeywoman.
But you are a slave, and our mysteries demand a price. What will you pay? The
alchemists were Born of Gold. They operated the mines, drawing forth shining
metal for the Empire. Merew-Tjaw knew what she must do, and pointed at her
father and brother. Nur and Mekaw. She walked inside before the guild chained
them.

Merew-Tjaw looked at her hands, ashamed. They were only flesh, and she
was weak. Beyond them, the Blue Nile crawled up its wall, into Aziza’s stolen
brush. Mekaw painted the river in. He had replaced the missing piece.

“I forgive you!” he shouted. “I forgive you! The Shan’iatu’s going to save us,
my sister! He’s going to rip all the imprisoned parts of himself out of Deceived
bodies. He’ll ruin the earth and shit on the Judges!”

Thunder rumbled on the horizon, without a storm.

g The Blue Nile rippled upon its carved pathway. Judges of blood cavorted on

. itsshores, over Merew-Tjaw and the masons’ still bodies, and Aziza’s mummified

corpse. The stone drooped like melting metal before it shuddered and threw = =
- . Mekaw down. He tumbled across the stones to Merew-Tjaw’s side. R T

. The roaring in the sky grew louder. She lifted him up by his wrists and looked = ;

him in the eye. Behind him, blue smoke spilled out of the wall, groping at the air. :
Merew-Tjaw identified a face in the rippling thing, with eyes like Duat’s negative
stars.
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“Mekaw,” she said. “My brother.”

She realized what she must do, but there was no time. The thunder arrived and
ripped them to pieces.

Greta looked up from the sight. She was very pale.

“Direct hit.” She dropped the tube. “I made an unguided shot with a stinger
missile from a rocking ship.”

“I know.” Victor finished putting out fire its back-blast caused, tossed the
extinguisher, and frowned at the charred deck.

“Yesterday I saved you from some kind of zombie aikido master. And ghosts.”
“What is your point exactly?”

“I want a raise. And a higher rank in the Limitless Pillar.”

“All things to the deserving. What did you see?”

“It was something. [—" and then she started to thrash, screaming. He held her
arms down so she wouldn’t claw her eyes out, but when the screaming stopped, he
knew it was too late to save her tongue.

He stayed by her side even after the pilot fetched a sedative.
o 00

Merew-Tjaw drew an outline in pain to describe what remained of her: a torso,
one arm, and half a face. Recoverable. She was still strong from her new Descent.

The blast had obliterated the wall. She couldn’t see anyone else with her good
eye — just smoke and broken rock. But the rock shifted, pushed by the thing that
was the Blue Nile.

Temakh. She’d studied it. The magical spirit. The Egyptians said it was part
of the soul but before them, the Empire knew it belonged to the Shan’iatu alone,
given to them to practice the gods’ Art, to raise civilization.

Smoke and mad shapes assembled into a humanoid silhouette twenty feet
tall. She couldn’t count the number of eyes. This is only part of it. The rest are
imprisoned within the Deceived. She’d hoped the Blue Nile had been anchoring
the renegade Painter to the world, but it had only been its hiding place, as she’d
feared in an instant before the blast.

Merew-Tjaw reached out, feeling with her hand until she felt the metal cut
her. I hope it’s the amulet, not shrapnel, she thought. She forced Ka into it. By the
Soul That Endures, I invoke thee. Unite Neter-Khertet with this breathing world.

Yellow haze poured out. It felt sticky on her skin because it was ghost weather,
made of ash and mourners’ tears. She propped herself up and saw slicks of red in
a purple-black sea. Wine dark. And suddenly she floated above the rubble.
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It held her in a thing like a hand, and pulled her close to its face.

It assembled a mouth out of a hundred teeth, produced a forked tongue and
said, “What have you done?”

“You don’t recognize this place, Mighty One?”

“Before you knew language I walked Neter-Khertet. I ground ghosts into
dyes to paint the sorrows of their passing. I bound your ancestors’ fleeing
souls to their rotting shells, that they might dance and fuck in our palaces.”

“Yes, in your time...in your glorious time! This is the place of ghosts, but it’s
where the god who banishes those unworthy of the living world dwells.”

“Wait.”
“Even immortals.”
“Please.”

“Anpu!” she screamed. “Come! See who has strayed from the Judges’ path!
Come, lord of the borderland! Send this errant one on his way!”

At that, twin red moons blazed in the death-fog. The tapered ears rose first,
black sails, with red veins for masts. The renegade Painter released Merew-Tjaw,
and she tumbled into the blast crater. The night was filled with a jackal’s face. Its
fangs were an afterimage of lightning. Its body blocked out the sky, and clouds
glided across its muscles. A seven-fingered hand closed around the thing that had
been the Blue Nile, the escaped Painter.

“Please,” it cried. “Why do they refuse to Judge us?”
Anpu closed his fist.

She went blind, for the god’s voice filled her mind and she could do nothing
but listen.

I have sent that one to its proper place. Animals and humans, gods and
demons, mortals and immortals, and things which [ am not permitted to describe
to you belong to an order of things, Merew-Tjaw. We whisper it to you in falling
stars and oracular babble. Creation is wounded but abides, though not without
effort.

“Mekaw.” She knew not whether she thought or spoke the name. “My brother.
What will happen? Can I free him?”

You have served, and will be rewarded. I will lessen your burdens after the
fashion of your kind.

“Rise, Victor Alexiou.” Merew-Tjaw gripped the gilt arms of her throne and
leaned forward as he stood. The throne room was empty, shorn of all decoration
except the throne, as her Limitless Pillar searched for any bugs and booby traps the
usurpers might have left behind.

-
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“Anointed One.” He looked at his feet as usual, and saw white dust on his
knees. These renovations, he thought, and stopped himself from brushing it off in
her presence.

“You will never kneel to me again,” she said. “You will never avert your eyes.
Excellence is the coin of godhood, and you have paid.”

“Thank you, Anointed One.” ‘
»_-;:_:;'» “Listen: I make you Sadikh high priest: my immortal companion. You have "-,_'7:" <
= arduous rites ahead. Prepare yourself.” g

With that, Victor met her gaze. He had always seen her eyes through sidelong
glances, where they shone in oblique light — blazing, judgmental, and always
seeing beyond, to some horizon. Yet in direct view, they looked perfectly human.

“Only fools enter into such a covenant blindly, Victor. I give you until the
next sunrise to ask any question, and I will answer it.”

He blinked in thought and brushed the dust off his knees, but returned to her
eyes.

“We might be here awhile then, Anointed One. May I have a chair?”

She pressed a button on her throne, and it was done.

“Well, I’d like to know more about the reason you’re honoring me: the
incidents that led some of us astray, and killed others. Who were our enemies?”

“Two of them were Deathless like me, but they serve spiritual corruption.”

“What do you mean?”

“That is a difficult thing. Beyond those who become gods, there are eternal
gods, who watch and judge us.”

Sounds Catholic, he thought. That brought his Uncle Nick to mind. “And the
third?”

“A thing called a Shuankhsen. They’re like the ‘zombies’ you showed me in
the television, but perhaps more intelligent? They hunt those who possess divine
essence. [’1l teach you to guard against them.”

“How did it find you?”

“That particular one?” I don’t know,” said Merew-Tjaw. “They hunt like
jackals.”

T Victor could not think of anything more, but he stayed in his chair and regarded
b % the woman he had once worshipped. They talked about small matters, until the
s - retreating sun cut shadows across the bare walls. ol
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Mercedes M. Yardley

“Chaciutique is angry again.”
“Chaciutique is always angry.”

“Yes, Barros, but it’s more than that this time. I can hear her screams coming
from inside the volcano. It roars down the mountainside. She’s crying for sacrifice.
Don’t tell me that you aren’t hearing it as well. I know you better.”

He smiled at her, the way he always did. The way he always had, since they
had been children running through the jungle, chasing howler monkeys and birds
through the trees. Back when they had thought things were simple.

“What of this outraged screaming you speak of? I cannot hear it. Not a word.”

“Oh, you,” Violante said, and pushed against her lover’s chest. “You tease.
Always you tease.”

Barros shrugged.

“I tease because you worry. But yes,” he said, and his eyes grew dark, like the
moon when it is covered by clouds. “I hear her. The fire goddess is shrieking to
be appeased.”

“She asks for it more and more. Soon there will be no one left.”

“If her cult is so eager to keep her satisfied, they should sacrifice their people,
not ours.”

“Barros.”
“You know I'm right. Why do you act as if I could be wrong?”

She sighed, and he watched the way she ran her hands through her dark hair.
Hair as dark as hearts, as dark as passion.

“I’ve been trying to create the Blue Nile,” she said under her breath, and
Barros stopped. The sounds of the animals, of the insects, seemed heavy and dense
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and too close around his ears. The very earth itself leaned in to hear what Violante
had to say.

“Trying?” he asked.

“Trying,” she said, and stood from their bed. The fire outside glinted against
her naked skin, throwing shadows against the bronze of her body. So beautiful,
thought Barros, although the priests wanted it covered up all of the time. They
wanted everything tucked away, held back from its true nature. Women covered,
children baptized, volcanoes exorcised. It made no sense.

But what Violante was saying here? That made sense.

“Trying,” she said again, and frustration made her voice grow rough. “Time
and time again I have used the words. I have sat down with the others and I have
tried, Barros! Tried everything to create the relic.”

“You can’t force it, love. You know that.”

“What good is it to have the ability to create the relic if we can’t do it when
necessary? | keep thinking that if I could focus enough, or work harder....”

He stood and put his arms around her.

“You know that isn’t how it works. It isn’t work such as laying brick. It’s art.
It’s arcana. It needs the spark, Violante. Otherwise, you’ll just end up with....”

“Useless bits of trash. You’re not telling me anything I don’t already know.”

She stepped away from him, peered out into the night.

“A bowl of sky blue. I thought perhaps it could save us. But it cracked. Then
a stone that shone like the water. It, too, cracked.”

She began to pace, and the small anklet of bone and shell rattled and chimed
with her steps.

“A feather, a bit of cloth. A tiny doll. All of these things I hoped would be the
relic, would be the Blue Nile. But no. None of it. Nothing more than wasted hope
and energy.”

“Violante.”

She spun to face him, her face mighty like a hawk, her eyes burning like the
very volcanoes themselves.

“We are to die, Barros. The Goddess of Fire and her cult are insatiable. And

- while a sacrifice here and there used to sate her, now we are forbidden to do so by
~ the Christian Spanish. They think that Chaciutique is a demon, and perhaps she
. is. But will a simple cross erected at the volcano’s mouth really keep us safe? Of )
; course not. Of course not!” G e

Barros took a step backward, giving her the room she needed to pace, to rage,
to throw her hands into the air. She’d be screaming into the night next, something
she had always done, and it tugged at his heart and made him love her all the more.
Madness. Sweet madness in his dear one, somebody caged by rules and their new
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religion and all of these social constructs when she was really meant to be free.
Running past the waterfalls in the dark, catching fish in the sunlight. Not worrying
about sacred rites and angry goddesses and the slaughter that would come to their
village if the Spanish learned that human sacrifices still continued.

“The Spanish take away the only way we know how to appease her! I don’t
- understand their reasoning. If we sacrifice a child to the volcano, they murder fifty
. orahundred of us in revenge? I thought the goal was to save lives. They do not - *
- live by logic. They don’t understand how we mourn each and every person we lose -
- . to Chaciutique. These are not decisions we make lightly, but the kill us in droves :
s anyway. And these relics....”

“It is not your responsibility alone to create the Blue Nile,” he told her
soothingly. He touched her skin, hot in the humid night, and fairly flinched at the
current running through her veins.

“No, it is not my responsibility alone,” she said, and her eyes flashed the
lightning that hummed through her body. “Help me.”

“You know thatI...”

“Help me,” she insisted, and then she was pressed against him, her hands in
his hair, her white teeth on his throat. “Tell me that we are all worth fighting for.
That the life hasn’t been pressed out of you. Tell me that inside of that old, dead
soul of yours, there’s a hint of fight. I pray there’s still passion in you.”

This surprised him, took him aback.

“There’s always passion,” he said, and caught his fingers in her black hair.
“You know this. I’m fairly created from it. It wounds that you would question.”

“You had passion once, Barros,” she said. Her voice sounded like water on
rock, like somebody drowning alone and forgotten, far, far away from everything
else. “And yes, it ran you. Consumed you. It was one of the reasons I fell in love
with you. But now?”

“What of now?” he asked, and felt danger quicken in his blood. Felt the words
fall from his mouth like arrowheads. “Tell me how I seem to you now.”

“Distant,” she said, and the fight was gone. Her animation. The birdlike fury
of her face. She was young, too young, and tired, and he saw the weight of their
village pressing upon her thin shoulders.

“You have become distant,” she said again. “Preoccupied inside of your head.
~ You say with your mouth that you are discontented to follow the priests, yet you
- . do whatever they say. And you have left me alone.”

“I would never leave you alone.”

He thought he saw tears, but perhaps it was a trick of the firelight. Surely so.
Violante wasn’t one for such things. She was one for ferocity, for aggression and
action, but nothing so useless as tears.
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“Barros.”

The way she said his name. The way she had always said it. He had known
even as a young boy that no other creature could say his name in precisely the right
way that this small girl could.

“Yes, love?”

She swallowed hard.

“Then why do I feel alone?”

Barros had worked in the quarries. He had hunted for food and fought off the
beasts of the jungle. He had stood by as his younger sister had been offered as a
sacrifice to Chaciutique.

It was an honor to be chosen, they had said.

She had been pure. A gift to the Goddess of Fire.

What a wonderful gift this one girl child could offer, they had told him. Saving
the entire village. Stemming the flow of lava and hell-smoke that would have
burned their homes, killed their people.

“Yes, an honor,” his mother had agreed, and thrown herself into the smoking
volcano less than a fortnight after her only daughter.

Barros still heard their screaming in his dreams.

But he was a strong man, a good man, and never mentioned these things. He
continued to work. Continued to hunt. Continued to shut himself away, leaving the
arcana to his Violante. Let her deal with creating the effigy, with murmuring the
words to bring forth the Blue Nile.

Barros had already done his part, years ago. He couldn’t be asked to give
anything else.

“You can’t save everybody,” he said. His hand lay heavy on her cheek. “That
is the nature of people. They take and take and take until there isn’t anything left.
Give all that you have and they’ll only ask for more. They’ll drain you until there
isn’t anything left, my love.”

She put her hand on top of his.

“Then I will find more to give. Then I will lean on your strength. They can use
me until I’'m a shell of myself, I don’t care. But I have to try.”
St He sighed. He ruffled her hair, and she wrinkled her nose as she had always
s done.
185 . “Then I will help you,” he said simply, but that was enough. Violante threw
her arms around his neck, pressed her mouth to his.

“I knew you would help me. I knew you would,” she whispered against his
lips, and she was pulling him down to the blanket.
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“It’s been so long. I can’t remember the arcana. I can’t remember how to do it
exactly,” he said, and then he was laughing and kissing her back.

“I’ll teach you, you forgetful old man,” she teased. “I’ll teach you right now,
if you’d like.”

She whispered of the magic she had learned, of the Blue Nile that would
~~ summon a power to save them, of the happiness of the village when they were
. completely free of the angry goddess and her militant cult of followers. She also
o told him of other things that made his heart beat fast and quick. For the first time
- inalong time, he felt a spark. And there was creation. e

Chaciutique’s cries for satiation became louder. The painted warriors of her
cult crept into the village one night, spears at the ready. They stole a girl from her
bed. She was still young enough to wear her hair short, a doll that she had mostly
outgrown lying beside her.

Her father and brothers rushed to defend her. Chaciutique’s men made quick
work of them and then dragged the girl, still screaming for her dead papa, off into
the jungle, up the mountain, toward the volcano.

“Why will it not work?” Violante demanded. She moved slowly lately, her
belly huge with the strong child that rippled beneath it. Her body had weakened in
these final days, but her eyes were bright and as full of fire as any volcano. “This
is what we do. We create. We build things that are useful. Beautiful. And yet when
it is most important, we cannot. Refuse. Pieces of broken magic. I am a shame.”

Barros didn’t know what to say. The spark. The words. He felt the magic
humming through him, knew that he was putting his heart and soul into creating
the Blue Nile.

“I’'m not denying it anymore,” he said, and Violante took his hand.

“I know. You have truly been a partner in this. I could never ask for more. But
still....”

“Calm yourself. For you and the baby.”
Her lips curved, then, and Barros saw love. Saw it personified, saw that it
existed, saw that human beings were capable of the most marvelous of things if
. they only slowed down and ceased that mad struggle of existence for a bit.
,;; & “Barros, you’re far away. Where did you go?”
, He smiled. He would never know how she loved the flash of his white teeth
in his skin. She would never tell him that in her darkest of days, she would think
of his smile and hold to it as a rope. To him, it was just a smile. Just Barros. He
wouldn’t know that to her it was everything.

“I was thinking of peace. That you make me think maybe it is possible.”
She laughed.
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“Maybe it is, but not for us. Oh!”
Her grasp on his hand tightened. Her dark eyes went wide and nearly wild.

“The baby?” he asked. He was suddenly Barros the Boy again, poking at frogs
with sticks. He didn’t know the ways of adults. He knew how to play, knew how to
carry out his chores. He was simple, far too simple to bring a baby into the world,
to become a father.

o “I need you,” Violante gasped, and he tasted her fear. Watched her muscles
© . bunch and heard her breath catch in ways that no woman’s breath ought to ever
' catch.

“I’m here,” he said, and again he was Barros the Man, husband to Violante,
sorcerer. He remembered exactly who he was and what he stood for. He recalled
all of the things he could do.

“I’ll get you through this,” he promised her, and as she labored for the rest of
the day and far into the night, he kept his promise. He used all of his strength, all
of his encouragement. When she screamed and cursed and prayed and bled and
cried, he fed her as much of himself as he could.

“Remember running down by the river,” he whispered, and this calmed her.
“Think how it will be to teach our little one to do the same. There will be so much
joy in this child, Violante.”

There was a time where she went far too quiet, her eyelids closed and her
breathing so shallow he couldn’t feel it against his cheek.

“Stay with me, lover,” he commanded her, and there was so much surety and
power in his voice that her soul, so fleetingly tethered on this plane, paused in its
ascension and returned to listen.

The child was born. He was the most beautiful of baby boys, perfect and
healthy and...Barros frowned, and gently touched the small stump where the
child’s hand was supposed to be.

Broken. Like everything else they had created together, the boy was broken.

He cleaned the child’s face and laid him on Violante’s breast.

“Is he well?” She asked.

Her voice had faded into something ethereal. She had become half a ghost

. herself during this delivery, and although her body had returned fully to earth, part
~ of her soul seemed swallowed in the starlight.

i “He is very well,” Barros said. Sy

e “But he isn’t crying.” 350
S 5 5 2 ,_‘ T
o Not all babies cry. D

Violante wrapped her arms around her son.

“There’s something about him. Something heavy. He feels like salvation,
Barros. Somehow I think this child will save us.”

THEBRORENE 04 THEAZURE E4ES



He smiled then, smoothing his wife’s damp hair back from her face.

“All new parents think that. I do, as well. Look at what a perfect boy. That
face. Peace in the midst of all of the chaos. A hand like that used to be a death
sentence, but not anymore. We will teach him. He will learn to weave rope and
break rock. He will provide. He will scurry up the trees like a spider monkey. He’1l
find a little girl, a baby Violante, and they will go fishing together. Learn to make
. fire together. Eventually have a family together. And in all of this — T 'f

“Barros.” TS
His mouth was still open when her words cut him short. Her tone. Seriousness :

and wonder and awe. But it was the fear that froze his blood like cold sweat, that
ceased his dreaming for their child.

“Look at him, Barros.”

Curse all of the gods, but he didn’t want to. He didn’t want to see whatever
it was that she needed him to witness. He wanted to turn his face away, or bury
it in his wife’s hair, and have everything be all right again. Just a simple life with
simple pleasures and the simplest of problems. Survival, and that was all. But
already with a child, there were complications. Already there were things he didn’t
want to face.

Barros was no coward. He turned to look at his new, silent son, who was, in
turn, studying him with the most direct of gazes.

The bluest of eyes. The color of a feather, or a broken bowl the color of sky, or

an aqua stone that shattered into shards in their hands. The color of strange bits of
cloth. Of tiny dolls. Of a thousand other things that hadn’t worked.

“Have you...ever seen such blue eyes in a child?” She asked quietly.
Reverence. Disbelief.

“Not in any child, no. I have never seen blue eyes of any kind in a Mayan
child.”

They stared at this new being, at this Thing That Could Not Be. A living,
breathing effigy.

Their son.

The Blue Nile.

_ Raising a child in their small village was difficult enough. Raising a child seen
< w by some as either a god or a devil made it even harder.

Ini-herit was different from the very beginning. He didn’t cry when other
babies cried. When he suckled at Violante’s breast, he watched her with those
pale, disturbing eyes so out of place in his dark face. When they sat him on the
hard, packed ground to play while they worked, he would often turn his face to
Chaciutique’s volcano.

-

DIRSE O THEBLITEMLE




“He is waiting,” Violante said.
“He’ll wait forever,” Barros returned. “They’ll never have him. Never. Now
that we have created a relic, the Arisen will be summoned to protect us.”

“If Chaciutique doesn’t go out of her mind with wanting, first. She knows he’s
here. Haven’t you heard the fury of the volcano? It’s worse than it ever was.”
“Have faith, Violante.”

She laughed.
“Faith in what? The God of the Spanish? The good nature of Chaciutique’s

cult? I have faith in you and me, and that is as far as my faith extends in these
days.”

Barros wanted to sigh, but kept it inside. He, too, was worn thin as threads
by the shrieking demands of the Fire Goddess, of the inability of the villagers to
keep themselves and each other safe. He built and built, but the walls weren’t tall
enough or strong enough to keep the warlike cult out.

He wasn’t a man used to hiding behind walls. He was used to facing danger
with his spear in hand. But with their special, unusual child....

“The Arisen will help us,” he said simply. “Put your faith there. Chaciutique
wants to devour the Blue Nile, yes. But we know there is another who will walk
and claim what is rightfully his.”

“Our son?”

Barros turned his dark eyes away from the baby.

“We’ll keep him safe for as long as we can. But there may come a day when
we have to give him up. You know this, Violante. This comes as no surprise.”

Her mouth twisted into something fierce and ugly.

“Anybody who tries to take Ini-herit will have my blood spilled on their hands
first. I won’t simply hand him over, Blue Nile or no Blue Nile.”

Barros smiled at his wife.

“And this is why I love you. There is no use worrying about it today. We’ll

work. We’ll look forward with hope. We’ll guard ourselves and our child. This is
what we will do, yes? No more can be expected of us at the moment.”

Barros returned to the quarries. He used stone and wood lashed together to

. strike at the stone, carving it from the rock. He made bricks, and bricks made

~ walls. Walls kept the enemies out. He knew this. It was all that he surely knew
. these days. He cut and carved and hacked, letting all other thoughts fall behind.

0. 0+e i
ity Ebek-Nedjes’s eyes opened wide after being closed for years. Something

hummed through his body, filled him to the core. It spilled out of his fingertips and
eyes and open mouth.

dpn
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Sekhem.
The name itself didn’t flow through his mind, but the taste and power of it lit

his dried marrow on fire. Pushing him, prodding him. It was like a light that shone
far too bright directly into his eyes.

He moaned. Roared. Pushed out with his old bones, broken limbs of reed and
~ dust. They should have been fragile, tied together with fine cloth that had grown
. rotted and gnawed at by insects and time, but they pushed against something _
& heavy and unyielding. ;i

He pushed again, using his strength and his voice, and the heavy thing budged. :
Moved. A sliver of light cut through the darkness, a blade of strangeness. He was
trapped. Enclosed. Again, the words meant nothing but the feeling of isolation, of
containment was so strong that he fought against it.

He struggled again, one last time, and the heavy door that held him inside the
sarcophagus grated against stone as it allowed him freedom.

Air. Stale, yes, but still sweeter than the air he had been bundled up and left
to rot in.

Black balls of fur scurried across the stone floor. Something in his mind told
him they were nothing to worry about. He was hungry, driven, ready to consume,
to stuff power down his maw until there was nothing left.

“You awake.”

The creature turned toward the voice.

“It has been many years, Ebek-Nedjes, since you last roamed the earth. [ was
still a child then. [ remember it well.”

There stood a man in fine, old robes and a tall headdress. His clothes tugged
at the back of Ebek-Nedjes’s mind. Something about them was familiar, but he
couldn’t place exactly what.

He stretched and growled, his dry veins brimming with what felt like fire and
rejuvenation.

The old man in the robes smiled.
“Ah, it feels good to come back, I see. That pleases me much.”

The creature took a tottering step. Another. Propelling his body took more
- effort than he would have thought, but soon he was shuffling and moving his arms
~ and legs more smoothly.
: “It will take you a while to come to yourself, yes,” the old man said. He bowed
reverently. “Let me introduce myself. I am Truylos. I have been guarding your
tomb since I was a young man of less than twenty. That was many, many years
ago. You are Ebek-Nedjes, mummy of the Tef-Aahbi guild. You saved my life
when [ was a young boy, although you wouldn’t remember.”

Ebek-Nedjes looked at him, the holes of his eye sockets full of flame.
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“It wasn’t intentional, I’m sure. My enemies happened to be your enemies, but
because of that, I lived when many others died. I witnessed your power, your anger.
I watched you fulfill your purpose. And when it was time, you were wrapped and
laid here to rest until it was time to be called again. It has been nearly a hundred
years since then. Nearly a century since you were last needed so badly.”

Truylos sighed and sat on a simple wooden chair that rested in the corner.

“When I was old enough to volunteer, I asked to be stationed here. I am one - *&
of many who protect your property. We protect your grave. We watched over you
while you slept, and awaited the day you arose. We all do so, but I am the only one
who loves you so fully. Thank you,” he said, and stood to bow again, “for saving
me when [ was only a child. Because of you, I have had a good life. I waited all of
these years so I could tell you of my gratitude personally.”

Ebek-Nedjes felt his arms reaching out toward Truylos. His fingers wanted to
grab, his arms wanted to restrain and break this man’s weathered bones. His rotted
mouth yawned and snapped at the old man’s throat. Everything in him cried out
to lash out at the man who stood in his tomb, who had dared stand so close by,
who had watched him arise and stumble and stagger with an influx of power he
couldn’t even understand.

But the look in the man’s eyes, the peaceful way he bowed his head with such
trust and respect held Ebek-Nedjes back.

Truylos straightened his bent spine as far as he could. He stood nose to nose
with the mummy, feeling the fetid breath, smelling of bones and leaves, brushing
over him.

“Save us once again,” he whispered, and bowed even more deeply.

The mummy looked at him, gave a regal nod, and dragged his feet heavily as
he worked his way forward, out of the tomb and toward the light of the Nicaraguan
jungle.

They felt him coming. Something in the air changed. It felt heavier, like
before Chaciutique rained ash from the sky, gagging them with sulfur and stink.
That sense of waiting, like the clouds growing swollen and heavy before they split
and soaked the ground.

L “I’m afraid,” Violante said simply, and her son looked up at her with his
. peculiar eyes.
'_ e “Don’t be, Mother,” he said, and took her hand.
R He was too young to be a comfort to her, just a small boy with sooty skin -
caked with dirt and blood from the chickens. But he held her hand and stood ‘ L

bravely, and Violante thought briefly how much he reminded her of Barros at the
best of times.
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“Ah, you,” she whispered, and bent 