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            History’s Witness

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Blind Eyes all seeing,

        white in the snows of Terminal reality.

        Pupils of Ice that envision colors but see them not.

        Blind, and blind and blinding, can they see the Dark?

        The Damned, the Dark, the darkness.

        The Darkness, the Creator and the Destroyer,

        where are your Minions in my Visions?

      

      

      
        
        - Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      
        
        14 Days to the Eve of Snows

      

      

      Glimdrem sat stoic in a seat Life-sculpted from living oak on a ridge high above the forested floor of the Vale of Resting Winds. Green eyes shown with hints of sparkling silver in the beams of sunlight that slipped through the forest’s canopy, and in a moment of weakness his foot tapped a rhythm of impatience. He caught himself and sighed. Patience was a blood-born virtue for the Trelelunin, but having returned home to Eleris Edan just a month ago, after a decade in the sweltering and dangerous jungles of Sutan, he had hoped for years of reprieve from the whims of the rulers of Eleris.

      The Lord Chancellor of Knowledge herself had sent him here without a word of explanation, leaving him with only cryptic glances and smiles to assure him of its importance. Glimdrem was Trelelunin, not Edan, and life in their service reminded him of this truth at every step. All he knew was what he needed to know: travel to the Vale of Resting Winds and wait for instructions. All he had gotten thus far was empty air.

      He stretched and meandered to a narrow path leading to the floor of this legendary site. The Vale was a place of secrets that defied even his keen Trelelunin eyes and ears; a shifting haze disfigured everything below into a soundless blur. There wasn’t a discernible sign of life visible through the haze, but lore dating as far back as the Age of God Wars spoke of treaties forged and other heated negotiations won and lost in its shade. It was a place in which history happened.

      “Denfelu Glimdrem Liljyu?”

      Muscles jerked in start. The use of his formal Trelelunin name startled him as much as being snuck up on. He saw a human when he turned, but the impression faded as he took in the details. The man had pale yellow eyes with large pupils, and when he smiled he revealed rows of small, shark-like teeth. Glimdrem had traveled four continents and uncounted islands in the five centuries since the last Forgetting and he had never seen anyone like this man. He most resembled the vile Boboru, but his skin and eyes were wrong.

      “I’m at a disadvantage.” He failed at a false smile.

      The stranger approached and offered his hand in a human gesture. “I had assumed the Chancellor mentioned me. Uvin Lo.”

      Glimdrem shook his hand before a chill passed from neck to toe. “The Archangel?”

      Uvin huffed and withdrew his palm. “An unfortunate mistranslation, I assure you. When first we met the peoples of the Hundred Nations, we did not share a language, and it was some time before we realized the mistake. Walk with me.”

      Uvin strode past him to take the path into the Vale, and Glimdrem followed, albeit with hesitation to tread on what was forbidden ground. “Mistranslation of what, exactly?”

      Uvin glanced back at him with a wry smirk. “I’d rather not say, which is why the moniker stuck.”

      The Archangels, or as some called them, the Twenty-Five, were so little seen in the world that their existence had passed into legend for most mortal peoples. Glimdrem couldn’t name more than five, and yet this one’s name felt familiar. It struck him, a blow to his ego so hard his gut hurt.

      “The Oxeum Codex, you found it.”  Glimdrem’s journey to Sutan had been predicated on finding the ruined city of Oxeum.

      Uvin nodded, but continued his descent from the rim of the Vale without offering a word. They passed through the haze of Elemental energy and Uvin glanced with a grin. “I hope you don’t blame me for your trip to Sutan.”

      Glimdrem smiled as he realized Uvin had walked into the silence of the Vale before speaking. “The Chancellor deserves the direct credit, but if you’d told her where Oxeum was, it would’ve saved me a few thousand bug bites.” And dozens of lives.

      Uvin stopped with a turn and laughed, the man’s sweet-sour breath striking Glimdrem’s nostrils. It was difficult not to cringe. “I am sorry for that, but I hope the Chancellor wasn’t too upset by your failure.”

      “Who says I failed?” Archangel or whatever he preferred to be called, the man was grating.

      “I do. If you did, you may have achieved the impossible.” The man winked with a grating laugh. “The city is more likely under the waves of the Sea of Tempests than resting on Sutan.”

      “So you never found it?”

      “Heaven and seas, no. I found the Codex in a small temple, or perhaps the remnants of a large one, but Oxeum itself? Ah! If only the fates could be so generous.”

      From that moment until they reached the bottom of the Vale, Glimdrem stewed in irritation, not allowing himself to speak until he could control his tone. “We lost thirty-two Trelelunin in the search for a destroyed city? I nearly died… suffered poisons.” The memory of the Œzjet’s deadly bite, of friend’s lost, and the lengths he had gone to save his own life left scars yet to heal.

      Uvin’s tone oozed a sincerity Glimdrem couldn’t believe. “I apologize for misleading your Chancellor. But Sutan was fascinating, don’t you think?”

      “You summoned me here to speak of Sutan?”

      “No.” Uvin stopped in the middle of the Vale, and gestured to the horseshoe-shaped table that swallowed them. A silver-laced cloth covered its entirety, but only this close did Glimdrem notice bulges beneath the fiber.

      “No?”

      “Perhaps a little.” Again with the aggravating wink. “When I heard they had sent a party to Sutan, I felt bad. For you, and those lost. I should have admitted the truth rather than playing coy. Pride is a pitiable trait, don’t you agree?”

      Glimdrem did not agree, nor did he trust Uvin’s explanation. The man wanted something. “What little do you wish to discuss?”

      “A later time, a later time! Then we will pore over maps and discuss the wonders we have seen. I asked you here as an apology of sorts, so you might witness the fruits of the Codex.” Uvin stepped to the end of the table and pulled back the cloth to reveal an exquisitely crafted khopesh.

      “It’s beautiful,” Glimdrem murmured, but he caught himself. What he should have said was, impossible. The entire hilt and the wire wrapping the grip were crafted from Ikoruv and polished to a black sheen that would challenge the finest melanite jewel, while the blade was smoke-hued Latcu, the so-called unbreakable glass. The two materials were unable to be forged together, always working apart. He stammered. “This, from the God Wars?” He had heard of such artifacts, but never thought to see one.

      “Yes and no. The pieces date from the Age, but they were a gift from the jungles of Sutan, and the Codex held clues of how to reconnect them… safely.”

      It was no doubt the pitiable trait of pride making the man point out he had a hand in the weapon’s reconstruction, but Glimdrem couldn’t hold this against him. The result of his labors was impressive and worthy. “Stunning. How long have the pieces been together?”

      “Over two years, and no sign of separation. I gnawed that bone for months! But other clues from the Codex are what bring us here this evening. So I might finish, truly finish, this weapon. A Celestial spirit.”

      Uvin stared with a shark’s grin as if Glimdrem should know of what he spoke. He liked this strange man less and less. “Celestial spirit? Some say that is what you are.”

      “Chatter and pratter! Spirits from the Celestials, like the gods themselves bound to weapons.”

      Glimdrem thought to take his turn at laughter, but managed to stifle the outburst with a grin. “You think you’ve unlocked the secret to binding spirits? Are you mad?” He regretted the latter, but there was no rescinding the question.

      Uvin poked him in the chest, hard. “Maybe, just maybe. But even if I made this discovery, I’d need help. That’s why we will bind spirits, just as the priests of the God Wars before us.”

      The “we” caught Glimdrem off guard, and he opened his mouth to protest before realizing he wasn’t part of this we. He cast his eyes around the arc of the table and quick-counted the lumps in the cloth. Twenty-four, plus the khopesh. All the Archangels were coming.

      “An alignment of the Celestials is nearly upon us, peaking upon the autumnal equinox. And you will be one of the few to witness this history. Ah, ah! I want you to meet my good friends, Gornit and Xanesu.”

      Glimdrem turned and stumbled backward, his heart skipping a beat as it jumped to his larynx. Two Archangels strode his way, huge white felines, with silver-gray and black leopard spots. The male was eight feet tall, the female a few inches less. Their tails twined with affection as they approached. He didn’t recall their names until they were spoken, but the reputations of these two as deadly foes were renowned. Seeing them in person left no doubt.

      Gornit loomed over him, golden orbs studying him. Like Uvin, Gornit was fluent in the Edan tongue, but his voice was deep and full of gravel. “We need two of these two make a proper dinner.”

      Xanesu gasped and giggled, a strange twitter with a rumbling purr. “Love, be nice.” She looked to Glimdrem with green eyes bordering on luminescent.  “Ignore my man, we only eat Trelelunin on holidays.” Her tail swatted Glimdrem in the face and Gornit rumbled with laughter.

      Gornit spoke to Uvin. “I’ve seen antelopes less nervous than this one.”

      Glimdrem pursed his lips and cursed himself, and at the last Uvin chimed in.

      “Five years on Sutan, I’m sure he’s survived worse than your wit.”

      Gornit’s whiskers twitched. “Modostrok Yodostrok.” He shrugged.

      “Excuse me?” Glimdrem asked.

      “The kitten has claws, or so say the Ilu-Silvstro.” The great cat swatted Glimdrem on the back with what he interpreted as respect before turning to Uvin. “Two weeks to the equinox, who’s here?”

      “If we’re missing a couple, it won’t diminish our initial ritual. But I expect everyone.”

      Uvin walked the length of the table, lifting the cloth to reveal an armory of assorted weapons one by one. Most were weapons for close combat, a wild variety of swords, axes, and maces, and even a couple halberd heads yet to be fitted with a haft, but a few were bows and crossbows fashioned from composite materials. Some bore traditional designs easily attributed to Edan or Kingdomer craftsmanship, but most of their origins were beyond Glimdrem’s expertise in arms. One, however, was a recurve bow that took Glimdrem’s breath away. It was legendary amongst the Edan.

      “Motu Ensa. The Distant Rain of Limereu, how did you come by this?” It was beautiful, Life-Shaped from Eternal Oak, and inlaid with rare infused woods to enhance its Elemental strengths. Legend reported its construction extended over five centuries. “The finest example of Eternal Oak craftsmanship I’ve seen.”

      “I knew we had the right Trelelunin for the task. A keen sense of history.” Uvin put a hand on his shoulder. “Limereu herself gave that bow to her friend, Zimpœyo, whom you will meet soon, before Limereu left the Eleris for Elerean.”

      The histories spoke of Limereu growing weary of the cycles of Forgetting and leaving the Mother Wood for the Father, but nowhere did it speak of her bow remaining in this world.

      Uvin’s grip tightened on his shoulder. “The core is a thin bar of infused alloy, with the oak Life-Shaped around it, which will allow the binding of spirits. Bet you didn’t know that.”

      Glimdrem shook his head in disbelief. He had been a Life-Shaper before the Forgettings robbed him of the knowledge, but he knew how difficult it would be to achieve. Five-hundred years indeed. “And these others?”

      Gornit raised a flamberge sword from the table, the waved length of its blade polished with hints of blue-gray swirl, similar to some patterned steels Glimdrem had seen, yet clearly so much more. The hilt and guard were solid black, the grip wrapped in silver wire. With a blade over four feet long, it was a two-handed sword for most, but for this giant cat single handed was an option.

      “Ikoruv?” Glimdrem asked.

      Gornit smiled. “Alloyed with Listulen and Thelsinit, we believe. Perfectly balanced to seem light in the hand, but as you swing, the more weight shifts to the fore. Watch the colors closely.” He swung the blade through the air, and the whorls of blue and gray shifted, slipping down the length of the blade towards the tip. “The force of a strike is uncanny.”

      For the second time, Glimdrem wanted to say impossible but instead he shook his head, and unable to form a word, only a breath escaped his mouth.

      Gornit lay the weapon on the table with care and turned to Xanesu as she held forth a heavy-bladed rapier with an intricate swept hilt design and long, filigreed quillions. Unlike many rapiers from the Gorotan, it was a cut and thrust sword. The bulk of the weapon was the color of polished and blued steel, but the weak of the blade and point were Latcu, and clear as icy waters. She smiled and pointed the rapier at him, and the end of the blade disappeared. In a duel, one might not even see the sharp piercing your heart.

      “The core of the weapon is pure Latcu,” she purred, “plated with what we believe to be an Iigrom-Toltogu alloy of some sort.”

      “Where did you find all of these? A collection such as this, there are no words.”

      “Indeed there are words! And you will write them,” said Uvin. “Instead of digging in the remnants of the past, you’ve an opportunity to be history’s witness. To record these events for posterity.”

      “You wish me to be your scribe?” Glimdrem scoffed.

      “Historian. Listen to what we say, see what we do… and later, write them down at your leisure. Then present them to your Lord Chancellor of Knowledge. Simple for a man of your reputation.”

      And a request impossible for me to deny if I want to stay in the good graces of the Chancellor. There was no way the Lady had sent him here without this precise purpose. He was her eyes where she would not go. The temptation to defy the will of the Edan, and the arrogance of Uvin, were strong, but curiosity and sense of duty were stronger. “What would you have me do?”

      Uvin clapped his hands. “You’ve already begun.”

      Glimdrem’s three hosts guided him to each weapon, describing them in detail and providing a history for several, and noted which of the Twenty-Five the weapon belonged to. The names of Infused-Metals and alloys he had only read about in books flowed from their tongues. Theret, Timou, Ofdolus, Ermolen, Meheroki, and others were common place, and the tally of times he recounted “unknown alloy, perhaps of” one infused metal or another, came to eighteen. His mind was so trained to this memorization he didn't notice when several of the Twenty-Five arrived, and by the time they finished he turned to find half of them were here.

      The Archangels were an odd assortment of peoples: feline, canine, rodent, lizard, vaguely human, but none were identical to the mortals who shared these superficial similarities. Uvin rapidly introduced him to these newcomers, but their interest in him was less than the two great cats had shown. Left alone for a moment, an awkward smile straining his lips as they ignored him, he strode from the group to find Uvin, the most familiar oddity in a world gone exotic. Uvin was eager for his company, and as the sun set behind the trees he unrolled parchment maps of Sutan across a table, and the two bantered about those wild, violent jungles and the mysterious ruins each had discovered.

      Glimdrem stood stunned at one point to find himself laughing about the experiences of his exploration, momentarily forgetting the pain and losses. Perhaps discussing the wonders and horrors rather than merely writing about them was the catharsis he needed all along, and it ended too soon.

      Uvin tapped a point on a map. “And here sits a buried temple I called the Blind Monkey, for a statue whose eyes had been—“

      Xanesu’s sultry purr interrupted. “The time approaches.”

      “So easily I lose my senses when in study!” Uvin clapped his hands and spoke to Glimdrem. “We will speak more, this ceremony shouldn’t take long.”

      The Archangel strode to the table, belting out greetings and salutations to the rest of the Twenty-Five, then requesting they step to their weapon.

      “Tonight begins a journey! Of history! Of discovery!” Uvin snatched the khopesh from the table, strode to the speaker’s podium and placed the sword on its surface. “Each has before them a weapon with some small amount of an alloy the Oxeum Codex names Reledinit, and experiments have proven that it is this alloy which allowed the gods to capture Elementals and spirits. Tonight we begin our reach into the Celestial Realms, so upon the Equinox, we may bind spirits to our weapons as the gods have done before us.”

      Glimdrem folded his arms across his chest and gazed at the stars, uncertain of any alignment they foretold, but walking any path the gods once took chilled his skin. The Vale brightened and his attention was pulled back to Uvin. On the pedestal sat a globe glowing with a writhing array of colors.

      “Place your hands upon the weapons before you, for tonight, we link our souls to these weapons, and make our first contact with the Celestial.”

      Uvin glanced to Glimdrem and winked, to which he could only smile, despite not knowing how to interpret the gesture. Moments later reality entered a time of legend, a time when the gods walked the lands, a time they could only read about in a few surviving books: the air surrounding Uvin wavered as a mirage in the desert before fingers of the distortion stretched from the metallic globe to envelope the Twenty-Five and their weapons.

      A twitch here and there and side-long glances indicated a few nerves reached an edge, but not a single Archangel broke their weapon’s touch.

      Visually startling, but completely silent, the effect didn’t hinder Uvin’s speech. “Now, focus upon the twelfth star in the Eyes of Ledvereun, will your spirits to greet the Celestial!”

      Glimdrem looked to the Ledvereun constellation, knowing there shouldn’t be a twelfth star. Yet there it was. Where the hell had it come from?

      But there was no time to consider this phenomenon; the Vale wavered as if reality were passing through the thousand ripples of a rain-struck pond. This universe was beautiful, but not the one he should recognize. He realized he hadn’t breathed in some time, that he didn’t need to.

      “And lower your eyes, our first contact is finished!” The voice was Uvin’s, but through this liquid-warped world the man himself was nothing more than a colorful blur.

      A rumble grew from the center of the Vale, akin to a distant thunderstorm, so slow did the thunder reach them, but when it arrived, the rolling clap pained his ears and a quivering force lifted Glimdrem and threw him to the ground.

      He crawled to his knees, his ears ringing so loud they deafened him to any other sound, but he could still feel the vibration of earth and air in his bones. Through the world’s waves he could see a stroke of silver-light rising into the sky, reaching for the constellation. Waves of reality buffeted him, and he didn’t move, wasn’t so sure he could if he wanted to. He closed his eyes, willing it all to go away, and when he opened them again the silver-light was shrinking back to the Vale.

      But this was an illusion. The beam was turning black, matching the night sky, blocking out stars. Something was horribly wrong. The black gained speed even as Glimdrem crawled forward, hoping to find Uvin, to assist in any way, but every movement was like swimming through mud. He screamed the Archangel’s name but couldn’t hear himself over the ring in his head. He looked to Uvin and froze. The silver beam was gone.

      The globe went dark.

      Glimdrem came to his knees before he felt another explosion: slivers and needles drove into his body and he screamed in pain as the ripples in reality surged into waves, throwing him to the woods at the edge of the Vale in an instant that felt like a wick. His body collided with a tree and he crumpled to the turf, slow as if his body oozed to the ground. He blinked, still ringing-deaf, but his vision revealed a world returning to normal.

      There was blood and pricks of pain all over his body, and he’d hit his head on the tree, but he was alive. In the Vale nothing moved. He rose and lumbered back to the clearing, his head pounding with every beat of his heart. Beside the podium lay Uvin, but all the others had disappeared, the weapons with them.

      Glimdrem collapsed to hands and knees beside the man. Uvin’s hands were burned to charred black bones, but his chest rose and fell in rasping breaths.

      “What happened? Uvin, what happened?” He stared into Uvin’s eyes but the Archangel bore a fading gaze that traveled straight to the stars.

      Uvin took a great breath, then in a muttering rasp said, “Impossible.” His body went limp and he died staring into the dark of night.

      Glimdrem bowed his head in sorrow, and his temples throbbed. He stood and his head swam. His knees buckled before his skin went cold, and his vision shrank to a point of light before darkness took him, collapsing him into unconsciousness with a singular thought: Shouldn’t have stood.
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            Bread and a Golden Knife

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Harbinger, the Temptress,

        the Sealer of an ancient doom.

        A dusting of Diamond white and Sapphire blue

        given Life by breath to soar and mingle,

        to dance in the air beneath a harvest moon.

        A pity you aren’t who you are, before birthing the

        Craven Raven.

      

      

      
        
        —Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      Meliu scrambled awake, sitting up and waving her arms at a demon reaching for her eyes; the Shadow fluttered and bled into a world of gray and brown, a leftover from her dreams. The rush of surf over rocks and the scent of a dead fire reminded her where she sat. She froze, then swept her eyes up and down the beach. The finger of stone stood fifty paces away, a clear path of beach and pocked stone leading to its base. If she’d jumped from its height at low tide, it would’ve hurt a hell of a lot more.

      She flexed her shoulders, grateful that sleep had eased the agony of her landing. Ulrikt. The boy. They must’ve been figments, no more real than the Shadow of Man in her dreams. Yet, a stone-ringed fire pit sat nestled in the sand in front of her, and a heavy wool blanket covered her legs. Someone lit the fire and saw to her survival, but no way in the hells it could’ve been either of the faces she’d seen when crawling ashore. With her senses returned, she wagered he was a fisherman who her agonized body and soul transformed into wishful, or nightmarish, thinking. A hermit. A sailor from the Black Owl. Anybody else.

      The Face of Ulrikt? She hadn’t believed in that fable since she was a barefoot postulant, she’d been too rational to get suckered into spook stories. The force of prayer required to change one’s skin and tongue, to become someone else so mothers and lovers couldn’t tell them apart, presented itself as an impossibility. But, the last month had corrected a number of her assumptions already.

      She settled on one of two possibilities, she’d encountered a legend of Istinjoln, or she strode the catwalk between sanity and madness.

      She snatched her pack and haversack, rummaged through them. Holy robes, tea, cup, and honey were still there. Her pouch of coins still sat nestled to her hip beneath her dress, and sleeves of hidden coins in her boots still buckled her toes. If everything else was here, what were the odds of the jewels being missing? She checked anyhow. She knew a little of gemstones, but almost nothing about their value. There were a couple of tiny sapphires and several larger topaz of varying quality, but uncertainty lay with a clear stone. Unfinished and the size of her thumbnail, if it was a diamond she might be able to eat for years with the treasure sewn into her hem. Appraisers weren’t known for their honesty in good times, revealing her gems might feed her to worms instead of making her rich. Funny how something could be valuable and worthless at the same time.

      But, not a thing was missing. She cocked her head.

      Except the arrow she’d found in the surf. She scratched through the cold coals of the fire and the sands around where she’d awakened. Nothing.

      She pulled a strip of dried pork from her pack and ripped into it with her teeth. Why the hells would the Face, or anyone else, steal an arrow? The pork was hard as her pa’s overcooked chicken and hurt her teeth to chew, but the salt and spice set her stomach growling for more. Unless she was going to learn to fish, she needed to move on.

      She stifled a groan as she stood and stretched her shoulders, struggling to right her brain in order to get her bearings. First trouble, she didn’t know whose land she stood on, Brotna or Hidreng. They were two Tek nations more at odds than Choerkin and Broldun, due to Brotna’s ties with Tek Thon. Of the two nations, the Hidreng supported more trade with the Silone and would most welcome her. The Brotna were as apt to sell her into slavery as to sacrifice her to some heathen god.

      If they’d sailed far enough, west might lead to the Hidreng city of Kulkar, but if she was in Brotna… She faced northeast and walked. No way to go wrong walking further into Hidreng territory. She followed the beach fifty paces before stopping; the arrow lay in the sand circled by seashells, and it pointed inland, due east or damned close to it.

      She stooped and nabbed the arrow, its rag falling back from the head to reveal a vial strapped to the shaft. The glass was blown with a thin wall in its center separating two liquids, and inside the rear half rested a piece of iron. A striker to break that wall, she assumed.

      She muttered to the arrow, “Wyvern’s Flash.” Rumor in Istinjoln spoke of priests failing to solve the mystery behind the demon magic Tek sailors wielded. “You explain the blaze on the Black Owl, but where the hells are you pointing me?” Hugging the sea meant she couldn’t get lost any more than she was, inland on the other hand, was thousands of horizons of foreign territory. She slipped the arrow into her pack, tip up to be safe, and stepped into the circling shells.

      She faced a natural trail leading up a rolling rise, its heights covered in grasses tall enough to hide a pony. Which meant damned near tall enough to hide her. No way in the forges nor hells did some fisherman or sailor point her way; her delusions were real and telling her where to go. Never question Ulrikt, Adelin had told her, but what about his Face?

      She didn’t trust either of them, hells, she didn’t trust her own wits, but if the person at the fire wasn’t a mirage, it was the closest thing to an ally she had.

      The slope shifted beneath her feet as she climbed, and once at the top of the rise she turned to look back at the sea. From here she could see the remnants of the Black Owl, fragments of crates, and bodies. Escaping the view made stepping into the unknown easier. Strides later she was so deep in the high grass there was no point to looking back, that horrifying world was gone, replaced by a view of the sea to a hazy horizon. In front of her, a rolling ocean of green turning brown, where waves were capped by strings of seeds.

      Within a candle this endless expanse unnerved her; an open world was a different sort of maze than she was used to, and as easy to get lost and die in. The sun was her only guide, so when it set to the west she bedded down for the night, and the second meal of pork made her jaws ache.

      She feared the onset of night and the cold it would bring, but the grass broke the breezes and the chill she expected never came. Of course it was warmer to the south. How far had they sailed, a hundred horizons? She fell asleep with her pack beneath her head, visions of maps and nautical lines before her eyes.

      Jocular voices awakened her before she had a chance to dream the answer. Singing. Distant and growing closer. She recognized the Hidreng dialect, but she couldn’t make out the words the way they slurred.

      She poked her head above the stems of her bed; a halo of lantern light held high by a pole. Merchants or farmers with a wagon, she wagered, which meant she’d been close to stumbling onto a road.

      She watched them, stone still, and as their light climbed a rise then sank, she jumped to her feet to follow. The road impressed her, twenty paces wide and set with granite flagstones. Grasses grew between cracks, but the stones were set so close her fingers would find difficult purchase in their spacing. She’d stumbled on a well-traveled trade route, a welcome guide to somewhere.

      She followed the men and their cart, ignoring their songs, but listening for any banter between. They were Hidreng traders looking to turn a profit on some opportunity ahead, this much she’d picked up. Four or five candles later her eyes squinted into a rising sun and her feet and knees ached. The cart zigged and zagged up a steep rise and she waited for it to disappear before marching straight up the hill, saving hundreds of steps by taking the straight path.

      She huffed the last hundred steps to the crown of the hill and leaned palms to knees to catch her breath. A strong wind brought the distant but nauseating odor of human refuse to her nostrils, and when she looked up her view answered the question of what opportunity the traders were chasing. A walled town nestled on the shore of a bay, surrounded by tents and shanties and milling people; she’d found the Silone and what must pass for safety.

      Meliu breathed deep, hanging her head. When her eyes opened, she looked between her legs at a world upside down, and figured her perception wasn’t so far off. Her head spun as she righted herself, and her eye wandered to the bay and among the mass of bobbing timber she spotted the blue Luxun banner. “My ride beat me here. Damn that.” But she grinned, taking a tiny bottle of perfume from her pack and dabbing. She covered her nostrils with her wrists, a rush of lilac straight to her brain, covering the shit and rot stink. Life’s just better when it smells good.

      With twists and pulls she straightened her dress and gear before strolling toward this Hidreng town. But the Luxun captain never mentioned their destination, and all she’d cared for was getting away. She concentrated as she walked, images of maps she’d perused in Istinjoln flashing in front of her eyes. Stone walls shielded the town, and town it was, not a city. This alone chopped the options of where she was to a handful of possibilities. A deep water bay for trade. She could see the little circle on a map, but couldn’t read the name. Two gates, north and south, both bearing towered gates. She’d stumbled upon either Semhuar or Inster… Semhuar has a central tower.

      None of the rooftops forming this maze of humanity could warrant description as a tower. This must be Inster.  It made sense, it was said that half of Choerkin trade traveling to the Hundred Nations passed through Inster. Rumor spoke of an agreement between the Fost and officials of Inster, gold, silver, and iron from the Estertok Mountains for spices and exotic foods. Horses. Oxen were also mentioned in those rumors.

      Inster of all Hidreng places should be safest.

      As she reached the sweeping expanse surrounding the town, her thoughts turned to food which wouldn’t threaten to wear her teeth to nubs. A few hundred strides into the filthy encampment brought the shouts to her ear: “Bread! Smoked fish!”

      Her mouth watered, a clear sign of starvation; she loathed fish.

      She tracked down the teenage girl in a wick. A big girl, blonde and popular, at least so long as she sported a pack filled with bread on her back and a basket of fish wrapped in leaves in front of her.

      Meliu’s stomach growled with a ferocity that made a little girl glance at her belly. “Two loaves and two fish, if it pleases.”

      The girl gazed down on her with beady, narrow-set eyes. “Ten songs fer the loafs, another twenty get ya the fish.”

      “Thirty songs!” The screech in her voice caught even herself off guard. The price was outrageous, enough to set her teeth to grinding. But she eased her tone. “I’ll give you twenty.” The girl stared. “All right, twenty-five then.”

      The basket of fish spun away from her; haggling wasn’t in the girl’s plan. Meliu dug into her purse. “All right! Thirty, you little she-shit.”

      The girl spun with an outstretched palm and took her coins with a cocksure smile. Meliu’s gut snarled again, and she wondered if it hadn’t been the rumble of her own belly betraying her on the price of food.

      Meliu found a clear spot next to a cart and took a seat, peeled the fish from its leaves and ate. Best damned fish she ever stuck in her mouth. Best bread too. And should’ve been for the price she paid. But once she tossed the leaves of the first and bit into the second, the rapture of sated starvation faded. This fish was crap. Over smoked and dry. She ate it anyhow and tossed the bones into a barrel.
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      Two days outside Inster taught Meliu much of human nature and commerce.

      The first lesson was that the key to any negotiation was not needing what the other offered, so when it came to food, the greedy bastards knew they had you. Second, Hidreng crowns spent with more value than the same weight in songs, with the pigs claiming the purity of southern ore superior, but truth was they sought a lender’s profit at both ends. She had coins enough, but her pa had taught her enough for her to realize how right quick they’d spend. It was a lesson he claimed her mother never learned. She promised herself the coins in her boots were for saving her hide, same for the gems, which meant she had maybe two weeks to concoct a plan, and that was if prices didn’t climb.

      Rumor spoke of food in Inster being cheaper, but stepping into the throngs of Tek made her nervous. She tore a chunk from her loaf of dark bread and chewed. If she could buy bread in town and sell it at profit her money troubles disappeared, but she’d have to do it before she ran out of songs.

      There were scraps to be had, of course. People were generous in hard times, but only so far as they were able. Fishers handed out extras as they had them, but folks were already salting and drying as much as they could, storing up for worse times if they came. But Meliu was an inland girl, raised on pork, goat, chicken, and vegetables, fish never did taste quite right. She’d eaten too much fish since first stepping on a boat, and she’d kill for a roasted chicken about now, hells, make that a pigeon.

      Meliu glanced at Inster’s gates and shuddered. She’d seen so much death, faced terrors she wouldn’t have imagined a couple months ago, that the godsdamned Tek shouldn’t scare her. But they did, them and their false gods, bloodthirsty gods. It didn’t help that she could speak Tekit, because she understood what they muttered behind her back. Even here outside those stone walls, they were crude and bawdy, or downright violent; their words were never kind.

      Came down to it, she might be better off selling herself to Silone men, or cozying up to a single merchant with coins to spare. More women than would admit were already earning their meals this way, and Meliu was pretty enough after Lord Priest Ulrikt healed her himself. A look in a mirror after his touch defied her memory of the pain and ordeal she suffered at the hands of Angin after he’d been Taken. Her skin was perfect, without a hint of scar, but she couldn’t forget her scalp hanging clean from her skull.

      She scoffed at the notion of whoring, but admitted to herself she didn’t know to what lengths hunger might drive her. Still, trading in food would keep her dignity and pride until she came across a holy enclave she could trust. She ate until her belly was full and crammed the remnants of loaf into her satchel before staring at the gates again. She took a few strides to test her courage and stopped.

      Even among the Hidreng she was a waif, short and thin, weak. She was a scholar skilled in languages, and her strength in prayer wasn’t like One Lash, with her Fire. Meliu’s strongest prayers were Light, useful for someone reading books in the dark, or needing to find their way in tunnels, and it might even save her life in a pinch, but it wasn’t a great weapon. Even blinding a man was temporary, most times.

      Living is overcoming your fears. Master Mestel had told her this a hundred times, and if she were still alive, the Master would grimace at her cowardice. With a deep breath she held her head high and strode forward, but thought better of it and slouched, eyes on the ground trying not to draw attention. By the time she reached the heavy log gate she’d settled into what she hoped was a nondescript walk that portrayed she knew where she was going. Act like you know what you’re doing, and folks will believe it. Or at least that’s what she hoped.

      The town was filled with black hair and dark eyes, and she swore they all glared at her. The few Silone she saw were men, a head taller than the Hidreng and armed. She stayed to the middle of the dirt road, avoiding any ruts that’d make her shorter than she already was, and kept her nose open to the smell of a bakery. Animal and human waste assaulted her nostrils, and there must be a tannery not too far away. Her nose wouldn’t be much use.

      A horse-drawn cart rolled by and she spotted bags of grain onboard, so she followed, cursing as she stepped in the trap the horse left her. She shook and scraped the crap off her foot, thankful for boots rather than sandals, and trotted to catch up. They took several turns, but she was used to caves and their winding ways, she didn’t worry at all about getting lost. Although the cart’s path didn’t stop, it led her to a shop with a shingle painted with a golden knife. In its windows dried meats hung over a counter filled with loaves of bread. Not stinking fish neither, goose and chicken. Her mouth filled with water, and she licked her lips.

      A bell rang above her head as she opened the door, and two ominous stares greeted her. A large woman whose arms rolled in waves of walrus blubber stood behind the counter, and a crooked-nosed man gone gray swept the floor with a straw broom. “Do you speak Silone, by chance?” Keeping her knowledge of their tongue to herself was an advantage she didn’t want to give up over quick.

      “Stinking foreign urchin,” the woman said in Tekit. “A little, if her has coin.”

      “I’d like ten loaves of bread and a chicken, roasted please.”

      The merchant stared, turned her back. “Go away, child.”

      “I’m not a child, and I got songs. How much?” She pulled a silver fifty-songs from her pouch and held it up.

      “Songs? Your coins worth half their weight, maybe.” The woman laughed but pulled a scale from beneath the counter. “Come.”

      Meliu dropped the coin on the scale and the woman adjusted the measure. “Coin is shaved. Five loaves, no chicken.”

      The ugly man spoke in Tekit. “Sparrow-assed girl, give her nothing.”

      Meliu scowled, but ignored the man’s words. “It isn’t, and I’d get twenty loaves outside the gates without the bird.”

      “Not child.” The merchant smiled. “Five loaves and chicken.”

      “I’ve a large family, please—”

      “Ha! Think her first?” The woman bent over and winked. “Her make coin off me, instead of who her stole that coin from.”

      The man spoke to the woman. “Sell her to the whore’s nest down the street. No one would miss this titless child.” His lip-suck and chuckle sent a shiver down her spine, but she kept her eyes on the matron.

      The woman gave the man a three fingered gesture she didn’t understand and smiled at Meliu.

      She didn’t know whether to trust her, nor how to convince the merchant she’d be worth more selling bread. Maybe honesty blended with fabrication would count for something. “I didn’t steal it, but you’re right. I can get a loaf for five Songs outside, sell them to me for three, I can sell at four.”

      “So, ten profit for her, and the chicken?”

      “I might have to haggle, so more like seven, and the chicken is mine. I hate fish.”

      The merchant waggled a finger and laughed. “I’ll give her eight and the chicken. Her come back midday tomorrow for more? Ten, then.”

      If she got thirty-two for the batch, she’d make a whisper’s profit, but she would have herself a chicken. And she might resell them at four and a half or five anyhow. “Deal.” She held out her hand, but the woman ignored her.

      “Her make money, her buy a knife. Come only middle of day or morning, if her smart girl.”

      Meliu lied. “I got a dagger.” She took off her pack and put it on the counter before considering her robes stuffed in the bottom. She doubted a Hidreng merchant would recognize them, but it still set her nerves on edge. Eight loaves swelled her bag, and she had to wipe her mouth when the woman handed her a chicken wrapped in an oiled cloth to keep it moist. “Thank you.”

      “Her late, deal no good.”

      The creepy man leered as Meliu slung the pack over her shoulder and she made a point not to meet his gaze. She nodded to the woman as she clutched her chicken and walked outside with a bounce to her step. She took a few seconds to remember where she was, before taking hastened steps to make sure she got out of Inster quick as her legs would carry her without running. This time whenever she saw a Silone man she veered in their direction, hoping anyone following might think she had an ally close.

      When she stepped from the gates and into the milling throngs of her own people, she breathed easy again. The threat of being found out a priest felt small compared to walking into the den of foreigners who bore witness to false gods. At least one thought to sell her into whoring. Prostitution wasn’t a sin in the eyes of Sol, although frowned upon, but the slave trade was an abomination. Only the gods possessed the wisdom to make slaves of a mortal’s soul.

      It was no matter, she made it out of the enemy’s den unharmed and with a partner easier than she’d expected. She knew better than to trust the woman, in particular if she failed to make the woman a profit, and she reserved a special dislike for the old man’s lascivious glare.

      Now she had to figure out how to sell bread. She figured to get five Songs a loaf on a few at least, being Silone would help. Folks would be happier to buy from her than some Hidreng, the trick was finding people with Songs in their pocket. She needed to avoid Ivin Choerkin, the Wolverine, and a few Wardens. Scattered others would recognize her, and if they did, most would keep their mouths shut. The smiths on the hill, they’d be too busy to travel for food, and they’d have plenty of copper from their work. Seamsters, tanners, heck, fishers should have coin too, and be eager for some bread. She stood straighter as she walked into the tent camp, pleased with herself. Her plan wasn’t a road to wealth, but she’d keep herself fed.
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        The whale, its tail, the dolphin, its tale,

        the sing-song-sing, calling the sailor or warning the sailor?

        The seal’s bark knows it’s not a dog,

        yet knows not the man beyond understanding,

        the landing, the reef, the shallow waters and the deeps,

        where fancy says the dragon sleeps.

        But I looked into the dragon’s eye

        and stepped inside. Never came back. Not all the way.

        A luxurious prison never fully entered, and never left behind.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      The fifth day aboard the Entiyu Emoño found Ivin brooding alone, seated against the mainmast. The Luxuns went about their work aboard ship, while amongst the clansfolk there was banter and even laughter here and there, but far more tears and curses. He knew they didn’t leave him alone because he wanted to be alone; they left him alone because everyone wrapped themselves in their knitted groups of friends and their own emotional losses. Solineus, Lelishen, and the Luxun Captain were the few people he bothered to expend more than a few words on.

      Voices and the clack of sticks brought his eyes from the deck. Solineus and Alu traded blows with wasters, the girl having badgered him into sword lessons the day before. Farmers and city-folk who’d never considered wielding a sword before the last couple of weeks gathered to watch, but they weren’t alone. Sailors and warriors looked on in fascination, imitating the poses and motions. They saluted the Sun, the Moon, the Earth, and the Waves, striking air with empty hands. Whatever training they’d had in the past, it didn’t meet the precision the girl received. Given a few weeks she might have skill enough to give some older boys a beating or two.

      Ivin held edged steel by the age of seven and trained for another decade, but the tips on both leverage and judging the pressure of the opponent’s weapon in the bind on her second day with wooden blades were both beyond her and finer than he’d heard in his life, putting words to things Ivin learned through welts and bruises. The man’s easy grace with a blade in his hand struck envy into every warrior’s heart. Ivin watched the man and his smile for Alu, but ghosts of Istinjoln bloomed in his mind’s eye. How did a man without memories fight with such skill?

      Some men carried two swords, some an axe and sword, but most still used a shield, with the second weapon a spare in battle. A skeleton gave Solineus two swords, and a couple days later he’s hewing demons as if born with blades instead of hands. To be skilled was one thing, gifted yet another, but the deft precision of the man’s blows were uncanny. When Ivin asked, all he got was a shrug.

      A shrieking giggle broke his thoughts, and his eyes flipped to Kinesee, who struggled against the tickles of Lelishen. The sisters were the only children on the ship, a blessing, a reminder of why they needed to live to see the future. They needed a touch of hope in these dark days and seeing children who’d lost so much smile and laugh, forget their woes for even a flicker, gave everyone a lift.

      “Ziñi!”

      The cry of land from the crow’s nest brought him to his feet, but it was still a good while before the coast came into view beyond bristling masts on the horizon. The walled town of Inster housed maybe seven thousand Teks, but by now Silone refugees outnumbered them. There were larger cities with deep harbors and more supplies they could’ve sailed for, but those were dangerous; Inster and the Choerkin had traded more goods than blows for decades.

      Ivin felt as if he could breathe for the first time since Eliles stepped onto the docks of the Watch as the ship drew closer to land. Cooped up on the Entiyu Emoño with nothing but memories to keep him busy grated his nerves, he needed dry land and a purpose.

      The ship drew into the shallow coast, and Ivin stood with his gear packed as Captain Intœño stepped to his side. Anchors splashed into the sea, the clangor of rattling chains drowning out the calls of seagulls for several flickers. The man’s feather-hair puffed and relaxed, glinting with blues and greens in its black veins. “You and your friends, we’ll make sure you’re on the first rowboat.”

      Ivin glanced down at the blue-skinned man, met his golden-topaz eyes.  “Thank you.” If all foreigners were as generous as these Luxuns there’d be little fear of the future, but he knew better. Initial word spoke of the Hidreng tolerating the Silone, but that’d been before leaving Herald’s Watch. Thousands more people were scattered along the coast by now, and an official peace needed forged as soon as possible. Roplin had made for the mainland days before them, leading the initial wave of flight from the Watch, but his brother was less a diplomat than Ivin, and no doubt had a thousand problems on his hands.

      Solineus, Lelishen, and he were first aboard a rowboat as promised, along with the sisters and their pesky goat. Luxun sailors powered the oars with surprising strength considering their slender frames and stature. Ivin sat in silence, lulled by the steady rhythm of oars in the water as he admired their pale blue skin and vibrantly colored hair… or feathers. He wasn’t sure what to call the growth. A noble and giving people, showing kindness to people so different from their own.

      “Have you ever been to Hidreng?”

      It took several moments to realize Lelishen spoke to him. “What? No, met a few traders and sailors, is all.”

      The woman nodded. “You’ve heard of Sin Medor?”

      “A city, sure.”

      “Yes, the ruling seat of the Duchy of Medor, held by the Kederan family for the past century and half. But the Duke of Medor is old, grown used to plush chairs, and is of little concern. Your first worry will be the Bishop of Sin Medor, last I knew she was a dull but persistent knife by the name of Postrel. The Bishop serves as the Overseer, acting liaison between the Duke and His High Grace Lomik the Fourth, who will be the real problem.”

      Ivin groaned. “Another priest?”

      “Get accustomed to it, and be grateful it’s the Hidreng you’re dealing with. Pulvuer is their deity amongst the Hokandit Pantheon.”

      “Is he like Sol, the king of their gods?”

      “The king’s son. Argin was the king, but he was murdered along with his wife by his daughter, Fikeze, during the God Wars, or so they say. Pulvuer is Fikeze’s half-brother, and they are at war.”

      “So not only do I have to worry about the politics of mortals, I have to slog my way through bickering false gods?”

      She laughed. “They are one and the same in the Hundred Kingdoms, but it is the words of men you will have to find peace with. The Hidreng have a standing army, armored cavalry… they need them to survive. They won’t want to waste warriors and supplies on killing your people, but tread soft.”

      Ivin nodded. He’d heard the stories of the hundred Tek kingdoms that stretched a thousand horizons to the south, of sprawling cities and armies counting into the tens of thousands, of single battles which counted the dead in numbers greater than the population of any Fost. There would be no war, no serious battle, the Silone could win on Hidreng ground.

      The rowboat took them east of Inster’s docks, weaving through fishing boats until the Luxun’s put up their oars and jumped into the surf with bare feet and calves, unflinching in cold waters. They hauled the boat to rest on the graveled beach, making certain it didn’t rock and tip as they disembarked.

      “Tengkur!” Kinesee yelled as the goat dashed between Ivin’s legs and hop-skipped down the beach, and Alu grabbed Kinesee’s cloak to keep her from giving chase, but the goat didn’t escape for long, returning to butt Ivin in the leg.

      Ivin chuckled. “I’m not the only one happy to step on solid ground.”

      A chaotic encampment of crude tents spread up and down the coast as far as his eye could see. Several Hidreng traders stood in impromptu shops hawking salt, canvas, and other vitals, including alcohol. No doubt profit was one motive, but keeping all these people out of the small city was another.

      “We should find my brother.” He spotted a horse weaving through the tents with Roplin in its saddle before his thought finished, and he wasn’t alone. The Wolverine and Eredin rode on either side of a small wagon right behind Roplin, and none other than Rinold steered the team.

      “A squirrel driving a wagon? You got a load of nuts back there?”

      “Ratsmasher! Good to see you, boy. I’m sure there was plenty of critters to stomp aboard ship.”

      In the back of the wagon a pile of furs moved, and in a flicker Rikis’ face gazed at him. He was pale, more pale because of his shaved beard, but his eyes shown with a determination regained since sailing from the Watch.

      Roplin dismounted and pounded Ivin’s shoulders in an embrace. “Where’s Eliles?”

      Ivin stifled his emotions with tight lips. “She stayed behind to stop the Shadows.”

      “I thought she… I’m sorry.”

      “Never mind that, I’ll explain later.” He let go of Roplin and trotted to the wagon’s side and shook his eldest brothers’ hand. “Gods man, good to see you. You look good.”

      “Likewise, little brother, but you’re still a terrible liar.”

      The Wolverine snorted. “You look a damned sight better’n dead. I’d never thought to hear a son of Kotin whine like a babe every damned day.”

      “You spend a week tied to a bed and see what you think, old man.” Pikarn raised an eyebrow for a think. “Without no women other than your healer.”

      “Still, my old bones mightn’t complain so much as yer mouth.”

      Rikis grinned at Ivin. “Sometimes I wonder if father isn’t telling him to make my life miserable.”

      Ivin chortled. “Our old man had a gift he might carry with him to the heavens.” The grin on his brothers’ face spread and bespoke of secrets. “What?”

      Rikis exhaled and his smile faded. “You remember that day you left for Kaludor? The fight you two had at the table…”

      “Aye, like it was yesterday.”

      “I thought about it long and hard: Which of you brought up the bones first?”

      “I did.” But the moment he said the words, he heard Kotin’s voice: A man might as well yap with an oracle, if you want to take blind shots at interpreting blather. “No, he mentioned it, but—”

      “He planted the seed. And when you mentioned breaking bones with Meris? He attacked, forcing you to defend… Kotin wanted you in Skywatch, and he wanted in Skywatch.”

      “He played me? You’re sure?” It wasn’t beyond reason, but most times he would’ve claimed his father not so clever.

      “Aye. I enquired that next breakfast, but of course all I got was his shit-eating grin.”

      A grin Ivin understood since his earliest childhood memories. “That bastard.”

      “Yeah, I loved that old bastard.”

      “We all did.” Ivin wrinkled his nose to fight a tear, his hand snaking into a pocket to rub Tokodin’s night die. “But I doubt you wheeled down here to tell me this.”

      Rikis said, “They were leaving when we caught word of the Entiyu Emoño.”

      Eredin said, “Aye, they’re running me and your brother out of camp, I think it’s to torture me, spending time with this old codger.” He nodded to Pikarn.

      “Prolly save yer worthless ass. We’re going to head up the coast, see what’s what. That and our welcome may be runnin’ thin.”

      Ivin’s gut clenched. “Thin? What do you mean?

      Roplin replied, “We got a message from the Hidreng this morning, offering, demanding, to meet halfway between here and Sin Medor. If the peace is falling apart we want these men heading for the Blooded Plain and taking as many people as they can with them. I’ll attend this meet while you keep the calm here.”

      Ivin nodded but Lelishen stepped close. “No. Offer to meet outside Sin Medor, it will help convince them you respect their authority. But, send Ivin.”

      “Me?” Ivin spoke little Tekit, and the last negotiation he contemplated turned into a war.

      “They’re testing you. You want to show respect, but not too much. Kings wouldn’t travel for this meeting unless with another king, and this way, we’re more apt to meet face to face with the Overseer rather than an underling. Meeting halfway would be half of a meeting. I’ll ride with you and Solineus; we’ll make his claim to represent Clan Emudar, unless closer Clanblood has arrived.”

      Roplin grunted, casting the woman a peevish glare. “I’m no king. Rikis heads the clan.”

      “It doesn’t matter what title you bear, fool child.”

      “Fool child, is it?” Roplin stared at the woman, but softened. “I don’t like it, but I’d be a true fool not to accept your advice.” And Ivin suspected that deep down Roplin was more than happy to lay the burden on his little brother. “I’ll make sure to get the message out. How long to reach Sin Medor?”

      Lelishen said, “Set the meet for a week from tomorrow, gives us time to settle in, and for them to think.”

      Solineus interrupted. “If I might… have you happened to see a tinker with a couple donkeys named Ears?”

      Roplin shrugged but Rinold flashed a crooked smile. “Ilpen? Aye. That one’s been right handy, he’s set up amongst a group of smiths over yonder rise.”

      Solineus looked to Ivin. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to take the girls and say hello to the man. Let him know about Eliles.”

      Both Ivin and Roplin nodded, and the trio plus one horned beast made their way through the tents. Ivin glanced to his brothers and Eredin. “Don’t let me keep you, we’ll have time to catch up down the road.”

      Rikis said, “Aye. We should leave with the sun high.” Ivin clasped forearms with each of them, the hug reserved for Rikis, then watched as the party wound its way north up the coast.

      Ivin turned to Roplin. “What else have I missed?”

      Roplin led his horse. “Walk and talk. Inster’s people have been more generous than expected, and our fisherfolk do well in these waters, but there’ve been incidents. A couple brawls and shouting matches, the only dead thus far are our own and by our own hands. If it were spring, we might build a decent village to survive the winter, maybe plant crops even, but with winter on the way? The bergs will get dangerous for fishing too.”

      “Ice might not be so much a danger this year.” Ivin chuckled at the cockeyed glance he got. “Sorry, go on.”

      “Outside of camp, I’ve only got rumors to judge by, mostly. It’s said some folks didn’t make it as far as Hidreng, and the Brotna slaughtered them, fed them to the sea. What I’ve heard, many Emudar boats landed in those parts.”

      Lelishen asked, “Any word of the Emudar family? The Mikjehemluts?”

      “Assassinations. I’ve heard of them from every Fost. But who lived, who died, no way to tell the truth thus far. Hells, I’ve heard we’re dead.” He laughed. “We didn’t get so lucky.”

      Roplin led them to the crown of a hill and handed his reins to a young boy, and stepped through the flap of a proper tent brought over from the Watch, with fitted elk hide and clean hewn poles. The room held chairs and tables from the Watch, but they’d left behind those in the hall where Kotin died.

      Ivin sat, his ass and back enjoying a proper chair with cushions. The three stared across the table at each other until Roplin spoke again, his eyes settling on Lelishen.

      “So, now uh, when and how should we send writ to the Edan?”

      She looked at him with soft brown eyes, but they faded until blue sparkling with silver shown through, and her round human face gave way to high cheekbones and angular jaw. Ivin knew she wasn’t human, but the transformation was startling. The woman held an inhuman elegance. “I’m certain they know the rudiments of the situation by now, if the Shadows spread far enough north, Silone will have landed on the shores of the Eleris.”

      Roplin rubbed his eyes. “That didn’t answer my question.”

      “There may not be a right answer. I recommend you wait until I come back from the meet with the Hidreng. I’ll have Captain Intœño take me to the Eleris soon as I get back. If I bear the message, I know it will get to the proper eyes.”

      The flap of the tent flipped open, a mustached warrior peeking inside at them before he stepped aside for a silver-haired woman. Ivin smiled. He hadn’t seen her since his mother’s passing, but despite the gray hair and wrinkles, her blue eyes, straight shoulders, and dignified air gave her away as Tedeu, Lady of Clan Ravinrin. Soon after Peneluple’s death, Tedeu’s husband died, leaving the Clan in her hands. Ivin knew Kotin communicated with her, but the woman was too busy to visit the Watch.

      “Ivin, I’ll be… The spitting image of your mother.”

      “It’s great to see you again, Lady Tedeu.” He bowed, but she strode to him, pinched his cheeks, and gave him a hug.

      “I’m so sorry for your losses.”

      “Your family? I’d heard all the Clans—”

      “They missed me, my boy, missed me. My sons and the Lord Findus are well also.” Findus was her second husband, as Ivin recalled. Lanklin had been her first, a warrior of high repute, who died in a battle at sea with Brotna raiders. Her boys he didn’t remember meeting. “Lanklin’s brothers, their sons and wives… dead or at least missing far as we know. Luck and a keen eye saved us.”

      “I don’t care how, it’s good to see a friendly face.”

      “I won’t be friendly long, I stopped by for words with your brother.” The woman’s eyes hardened. “Why’d I have to wait on rumor to hear about the Hidreng meeting? And who the Hells is this strange woman?”

      Roplin squirmed in his seat. “I was seeing to the Luxun ship—“

      Ivin smirked and stepped in, although he doubted there was any way the Lady didn’t recognize a Trelelunin. “This is Lelishen of Eleris.”

      Tedeu cast the woodkin a perfunctory smile for a split flicker before pinning her glare back to Roplin. “I expect a Ravinrin to ride with you, my boy.”

      Roplin nodded. “Our Clans have been great friends, your kin would’ve been invited, of course, but seems I’ll be sitting here with you. Lelishen has offered to guide Ivin and Solineus to Sin Medor.”

      She cocked her head. “Solineus. A Mikjehemlut, if I’m right? That is good, I’d worried for the Emudar. One of my boys, Tudwan I think, will ride with you.”

      Ivin smiled. “As you wish.”

      Tedeu sauntered to the table, eyeballing the black shield with its arrowheads on Ivin’s back, and sat. “You’ve become some sort of porcupine, my boy. So, which clans will ride with us?”

      Roplin planted his elbows on the table and unfurled a scroll littered with names, many crossed off, some circled. “There isn’t a Broldun here I’d trust with a song, and from what I’ve heard”—he pointed to names—“Borun Mulharth is alive, wounded, but he’s encamped well east and north of here. So are most ranking members of the more northern Clans. Gorum Bulubar is dead, survived by his wife, Heshiu.”

      “A decent woman and wise,” said Tedeu.

      “She heads the Bulubar Clan now. Lansdir Tuvrikt and her entire family are dead except a young daughter, but we’ve word of a couple cousins, Rins and Henrikt.”

      Ivin looked over his brother’s shoulder, scanning the parchment. “There’s a Broldun here?”

      “Aye, Polus, but we’ve word of closer Clanblood further out.”

      Tedeu snorted. “Leave that spitting-fish out of this. Ravinrin, Choerkin, Emudar, we’re the closest of heart and mind. We don’t need some bickering Broldun going mouthy on our hosts.”

      Ivin said, “We should send him an invite.”

      Roplin’s glare didn’t hide his disgust. “You said yourself the Broldun was with Ulrikt.”

      Ivin sat, propped his feet on the table. “A Broldun. As many of them as died, they weren’t all behind Ulrikt and the Shadows of Man.”

      Tedeu swatted Ivin’s feet from the table. “Your mother would be ashamed.”

      “Of inviting a Broldun or my feet?”

      “Both. This one lived, why? He’s here instead of further east with his kin, why?”

      Ivin gauged the woman’s eyes before speaking. “I don’t know this Polus Broldun from a weed, but it’s no time to be poking any clan in the eye when Hidreng armies could sit on the horizon any day. Slight them now, we might pay later.”

      Roplin said, “It’s you risking your neck on the bastard. You sure? Right then, best not put it off before he comes storming in like our lady here. Joslin! Where did that boy get to?”

      The boy’s head slipped through the tent’s flap. “Yes, sir?”

      “Find Puxele, have her track down… invite Polus Broldun to our tent in regards to a meet with the Hidreng.”

      The boy nodded and darted away.

      Roplin gazed at Ivin over propped elbows and tented fingers. “How about you tell us what happened with Eliles while we wait?”

      Ivin bowed his head and related the tale.
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      Solineus found Ilpen sweating beside a fire, hammering horseshoes, and he already looked like he’d taken in his belt a few notches. He told the tinker of Eliles’s sacrifice while the girls and Tengkur acquainted themselves with Ears and Ears, and Ilpen took a seat on a stool, his face contorted.

      “She were alive the last you knew? In the fire?”

      “Nothing outside of a god will harm her now. Maybe not then.”

      “I’d heard she weren’t dead, I asked the Choerkin boy the other day. Don’t know what to think, figured on seeing her again.”

      Kinesee snuck beside the man with a big smile, bouncing on her toes, itching to talk. It took several moments for Ilpen to notice her. “Aye, young lady? I’ve seen that look afore, what you want?”

      “Do you work with more than iron?”

      “Most times I work copper, why ya ask?”

      Kinesee pulled her pearl from her pocket. “I need somethin’ real good to hold this, strong, necklace maybe? No way I can lose it.”

      “A setting? Now just how’s a young lass gonna come up with the songs to pay for my valuable time, eh?”

      Solineus chuckled. “I wouldn’t dicker with her, or the price will be your sanity.”

      “Hmm, well.” Ilpen eyeballed her. “Perhaps she could help with these infernal donkeys?”

      “I can!”

      “A bargain struck.” Ilpen shook the girl’s hand while she bounced.

      “I want a sword,” said Alu.

      “Now that’s plum beyond my expertise, and hard to come by.”

      Solineus said, “You can have your great-grandfather’s sword when I deem you ready.”

      The girl beamed as Ilpen asked, “She any good?”

      “She’s on par with the Elder here, but she’s improving.”

      “Hey! I could whoop on that donkey.”

      Ilpen grinned. “Don’t you go underestimating four-leggers.”

      Alu rolled her eyes and ran her hand between the Elder’s ears as Solineus changed subjects. “Your family, they’re well?”

      “Oh hells, yes!” The man’s jowls jiggled with fervent nods. “Thanks to Puxele. She got us down to Jimlun, they’d heard of nothing happening up north yet, so we managed to get the entire village on boats. It was right slow at first, but a bunch of us caught on with an Emudar cog a day out.”

      “Clan-blood?”

      “Emudar? Nah, not I know of anyway, they hadn’t heard of demons either when came ‘cross them.”

      Solineus didn’t know how to feel about the lack of word on his family since he couldn’t remember a single one. “Well, girls, we’d best be heading back. We’ll catch up with the donkeys a bit later, get that pearl set. You know where the Choerkin tent sits?”

      Ilpen pointed. “Yonder about ten wicks, just follow the ridgeline, that’ll walk you a crooked line straight to it.”

      Solineus guided the girls and nudged the goat’s butt to keep from tripping over her as they wound between tents and through people who worked, cleaned, and haggled over prices. It was amazing how life moved on despite the tragedy these people suffered, riven from their homes, many losing loved ones. Of course, that was what he’d done. He’d lost his memories, so in a sense, he lost everything, but in a matter of days he’d taken two girls and their family as his own, made alliances, and even found himself falling for a woman. Not that the Trelelunin would ever feel the same, just because she looked human didn’t make her so.

      Might as well as fall in love with a perfect vision in my dreams.

      Thunder rolled, and he glanced to the south. The sky was blue above, but thunderheads billowed black on the horizon. He prodded the goat and smiled at the girls. “Let’s get a move on before we get drenched.”

      The walls of the Choerkin tent whipped in strong gusts by the time he and the girls found their way. They ducked inside happy to be dry. Ivin and Roplin sat at a table with an older woman, staring at him, but Lelishen wasn’t here. “Looks like we got a good one blowing in.”

      Ivin stood and waved him to the table. “Solineus Mikjehemlut, this is Tedeu, head of the Ravinrin. The girls are Alu and Kinesee.”

      The girls curtsied and spoke in unison. “Nice to meet you, m’lady.” Kinesee added, “And this is Tengkur, my goat.”

      Solineus bowed his head before making his way to a chair. “If we’ve met before, my pardons. I hit my head when the Resten went under and remember very little.”

      “So the boys were telling me. No, we’ve never had the pleasure since before you started walking, though I’ve known many of your kin. I do hope more find their way to the mainland.”

      The flap of the tent opened and Puxele slipped through in front of a broad-chested man. His head was bald but a shaggy red beard stretched from his chin to the middle of his chest. He made his way to the table with muscle bound strides and slammed a bottle on the table. “Choerkin, Choerkin, Lady Ravinrin.” He nodded to each before looking to Solineus. “And who the hells are you?”

      Roplin said, “Solineus Mikjehemlut, of Clan Emudar, this is Polus Broldun.”

      “Solineus—“

      Solineus smiled. “The one who gutted your Lord Priest.”

      The man’s eyes snapped wide, but he chuckled. “Dunkol was a whoreson, a son-of-a-bitch who won’t be missed by many. But he was kin, you’d do well to watch your words.”

      “I didn’t want you to hear it from anyone else. All things under the sun where they can be seen.”

      “Well enough.” Polus’ voice was bass and raspy as he grabbed the cork on the bottle and popped it. “It’s been decades since Broldun and Choerkin sat at the same table, we’d best drink, mmm? Glasses? I’ll start.” He took a drink from the bottle and wiped his mouth before Joslin nabbed the whiskey and poured for the remaining group. “Now, why the Hells am I here?”

      Roplin said, “My brother Ivin, Solineus, Tudwan Ravinrin, and a Trelelunin woman will be riding to Sin Medor to meet with the Hidreng. We’d like to invite you along.”

      “A sad godsdamned day when I’m the Broldun picked for talking. I’ve kin elsewhere, if we send word.”

      Ivin said, “I don’t think we want to keep the Overseer waiting.”

      “Mmm. Every Tek I ever met was a fly’s breath from a coward. I’d say let ‘em wait, but no one ain’t ever accused me of tact.” He chuckled and held his glass for Joslin to pour. “I’ll ride with you any damned day you like, but a question has to be answered first. What the hells are we looking for from the Hidreng?”

      “That’s what we’re here to decide on, I think,” said Ivin.

      “Mmm. What’s the best we hope for, what’s the least we take? I might lack in tact but I ain’t stupid. If they offer up our settling, but we bow to their whims, what then, mmm?”

      Solineus was loath to admit it, but the man had a point. They were like drunks spurring their horses into the woods; they needed to stop to think or some branch would knock them to their asses. In this case, the branch bore an edge. Solineus said, “What’s our goal? To take Kaludor from the demons and return home. That’s what we ask for time to do.”

      “And what, they feed our women and children as we sail back and forth?”

      Ivin said, “We feed our own, we’ve fisherfolk—“

      “Mmm, a Hidreng ship sails into that bay of yours and leaves with a mess of fish, whose fish are those? What makes us worth those fish?”

      Solineus caught sight of Lelishen entering the tent and smiled. There was no way around their lack of cards to play, and the one they had was blind. He said, “The threat of war with the Edan.”

      “And what makes you think the woodkin give a goat’s shit about us? No offense to this fine critter here on the table.”

      Kinesee grabbed Tengkur by a horn and pulled her back to the ground, blushing.

      Lelishen said, “The threat might be enough, for a time. The Hidreng have opportunistic neighbors to the west and south, pulling men from their borders, let alone the Eleris, would invite trouble. We’ll make sure the Overseer realizes we’re aware of their weakness.”

      “Mmm. What’s our fallback? Bastard gives us two months, six, a year to skedaddle, what then?”

      Roplin said, “Soon as we finish these talks, Lelishen will speak with the Edan. We won’t know what we can manage until then. A temporary truce, anything to keep the peace for now.”

      “Mmm. That’s the best we got?”

      Solineus said, “I reckon so.”

      Roplin asked, “Will you speak for the Broldun?”

      Polus threw back his drink and waved an empty glass at Joslin, and quaffed another, shaking his head with a grin. “The plan is half-assed and still bloody in the middle, and you’ll hate me more than you already do for saying it, but I’m in.”

      Solineus fought a grin. His head lacked a single memory of a Broldun except the one he killed, but he was having a hard time disliking this one. They stood and raised their glasses in salute.

      Roplin said, “To new alliances and old.”

      “Mmm. To survival!”

      “Survival.” Solineus couldn’t argue the sentiment. For the time being it wasn’t the most they could hope for, but it might be the best they could expect.

      Thunder crackled and heavy rain drummed the tent’s hide, driven by a gust. All the more reason to sit, finish the bottle, and discuss possibilities.
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        Serupt of Mereun was a man of fortitude and will, and so he rose to power beneath King Priest Yemuun. His wars fought and won, and his lands bountiful, Serupt enjoyed the conqueror’s peace he’d wrought, resting, feasting, growing comfortable. Comfort led to complacence, complacence led to weakness, and Yamuun removed his head so the next to take Serupt’s seat would not grow soft. Always prune the weak and withered, lest it bring rot to the entire vine.

        

      

      
        
        –Codex of Sol

      

      

      The first week on Herald’s Watch surprised the skeptic lurking within Eliles. The first day was wailing and weeping and long faces, but by the third day, folks explored the island, searching for supplies and finding ways to entertain themselves. Eliles was certain as all the Seven Heavens the joviality folks exuded was to convince themselves and others that all was well, and the reason they kept busy was to keep their minds from the losses, but it was better than sorrow and pity.

      Every one of them seemed as settled with their choice to stay as a person could expect, considering they lived on an island which no longer had a night. Still, despite seeing folks around the island, people were hanging with their own little groups more often than not. With so few people on a small island, it didn’t seem right.

      Not that Eliles had been a socialite in Istinjoln, but she talked to more than three people. Could be that folks stayed away from her, she couldn’t blame them if they did; how comfortable could a person be around someone who could ignite an island?

      Jinbin, Artus, and Seden were her touchstones to this tiny society. It was high time for everyone to gather and see what tracks their thinking made. Artus Choerkin was the natural choice to organize the meeting, and she let him get to it.

      On the eighth day Eliles stood in the Salty Frog, nerves fidgeting  as she leaned against the bar trying not to tap her foot. Seden bustled in the kitchen, the smell of fresh-baked bread wafting to tease Eliles’ nose, but the soup she whipped up with gull eggs, fish, and hot peppers made her question the woman’s sense of taste.

      “Relax your bones, child.”

      Eliles figured Seden could be old enough to be her mother, in her thirties, but “child” felt awkward. Maybe just her nerves.  “I’ve never been much for people.”

      The woman’s grin mocked her. “You don’t say.”

      “Obvious?”

      “I’ve seen you share more words with your fires than a person… Do they talk back?”

      “No.”

      She dipped a spoon in the soup and sipped before sprinkling salt into its bubbling waters. “Then it’s a right fine idea to gather folks for a talk. Open a few windows.”

      Jinbin strode through the swinging doors with a smile. “Seden! Feed me!”

      “Your stew is festering in the alley out back.”

      Jinbin glanced to Eliles. “She loves me.”

      Eliles said, “Only when you bring ale.”

      Jinbin sighed. “The greatest keg of ale ever isn’t so far out. So, I assume you called this merry meeting?”

      Eliles sat at a tall table with a high seat for a better view and to not feel puny. “Feels like a mistake.”

      “It got me here, how big of a mistake could it be?” He slid a stool to her side. “Don’t answer that.”

      They sat and jabbered about nothing of consequence as people filtered in. The earliest arrival was Wilu and her three boys. The matron was in her late forties, but the way she moaned and groaned you’d swear she pushed the century mark. Reinus was her eldest, mid twenties, with a bushy beard and beady eyes. Barold was in the middle of the brood, a couple years younger than the eldest, but he did his damndest to look the same, hair, beard, and attitude. Kavlin was the youngest, nineteen, and a mama’s boy without a twig of whisker on his chin. They took a seat as distant from Eliles as they could find.

      Poluk and Osele, Markile and Talyu, and Voelim and Feru, sauntered in next, three muscular men used to labor, judging from the callouses on their hands, paired with their wives. Where the men were similar with their bulk and dark hair, the ladies were unique. Osele was pretty enough to catch most any man’s eye, but it was her golden hair that stood out, while Talyu was stout with black hair, her face a constant growl one couldn’t call attractive, and Feru was skinny as a reed with red hair and an easy laugh. Each couple had lost children to Shadows of Man, whether Taken or killed by them. Eliles figured it was a sorrowful bond which could hold them all together. They meandered to a long table, talking to themselves and acknowledging no one else in the room.

      The Mangin family arrived wicks later, rounding out the group, minus Artus. Kork lorded over his kin, a giant man with scars up and down his arms from fighting fish and nets and gods knew what else, but his wife, Lonisin, was his match, at least when it came to intense stares. When Eliles first took stock of the pair, she wouldn’t have guessed them as doting parents to four girls and a boy. Nor would she have guessed their children to be anything but homely, the brutal truth be told, but she was wrong. Deleu, Grelen, Litu, Murees, and Vrom, the lone boy, were all in their twenties and according to Artus, not a one more than a year older than the next. As with every group, they moved to their own table and staked their ground.

      Artus arrived last, and he moved straight to Eliles’ table. His voice boomed as he turned to face the room. “My gratitude to one and all fer comin’. We’ve all been muddling our way ‘round this island keepin’ to ourselves, but it’s time we start gathering more often.”

      Kork spoke up, his voice a deep bass. “You think some Choerkin blood makes you our leader?”

      Artus’ head swiveled, and Eliles knew it’d be a short fight despite Kork’s size if the fisherman pushed hard enough. “Ain’t no leaders here, not yet no how. Now, we’ve all been good about sharing supplies and such, but might we all agree it’d be right and fair to share information? And combine our efforts with supplies, and folks volunteer what they’re good at.”

      Jinbin piped in, “I drink like a sailor after six months at sea, and that with a hangover.” Leave it to the monk to get a chuckle from the room. “I’ll be making beers and ales and bringing them here to the Frog. I ain’t promising quality, not at first at least, but it’ll be free to everyone who does their part. Get too drunk, and Seden will take a wooden spoon to your head.” Eliles smiled; Artus must’ve had the monk primed to be the first joiner.

      More chuckles, and even Kork’s gaze lightened. “Ale will make drawing the oars more pleasant. We’ve got more fishing boats and nets than a man can use, and there’s plenty of fish in them waters. The family and I’ll keep the Frog with fresh catch, so long as someone scales and cooks ‘em.”

      Artus bellowed, “Excellent! What else have folks to offer?”

      Osele said, “Talyu and I thought we saw two donkeys yesterday while outside town. We’re thinkin’ they might be the team from Goman’s mill.”

      Seden said, “A mill team? We’ve scrounged a winter’s worth of whole grain, and once we get crops growing… Bread for all.”

      Poluk said, “Aye, and I worked the mill as a boy, and I can work it again. A couple younger backs might be useful.”

      Wilu said, “My boys could use the work, there and anywhere else when they ain’t fishin’ with their pa. I always liked the garden, the dirt beneath my nails. I’ll see what my aching bones can manage; was a day I could grow a tomato in a snow bank.”

      Artus said, “And I’m sure there’re plenty of other duties which’ll crop up. No doubt Seden’d appreciate help in the kitchen and the like. Eliles, any thoughts?”

      She felt every eye in the tavern and swallowed hard once seated on the public anvil. “I… Has anyone seen anybody outside our group? Might be some folks stayed behind, hiding.” There were murmurs as they looked to one another, but no one spoke up. “I think we should spend some time rummaging through stuff left behind. Tools, clothes, oil, wood… Use a map and mark off areas searched instead of our random wanderings. Collect everything in a warehouse?”

      Rienus said, “Now, why should I give up what I find? That don’t feel so right to me.”

      Artus said, “I don’t think anyone’s sayin’ you can’t claim a few things.”

      Eliles pointed at his hip. “You find an ax, it’s yours. You find a dozen, bring the extras to storage. Keep things in reason, share in reason.”

      Artus said, “Speaking of ax heads, keep an eye out for a pedal grindstone. It’ll come in handy. Anyone experienced with the smith’s anvil?” Everyone stared at him. “Might be I learn a little somethin’ about a forge then.”

      “Thank you, Artus.” Eliles said, “It’d be wonderful if we all got together here at the Frog, or wherever, once a week? Just to share information, talk, get to know everyone. Make sure we’re all well and have everything we need. The Watch used to be a small island, it’s now a big city for so few people.”

      Kork said, “First night of every week?”

      There was a consensus and Artus smiled, catching the eye of everyone in the room. “Done. So, let’s make sure we all keep Seden with plenty of food to feed us with!”

      “The Frog will be open every day to use the stoves even if I’m not here.”

      There was laughter and shouts of “Seden!” as she wheeled a cart with an enormous bowl of soup into the room. A dozen loaves of bread circled its base with cups of butter. The smell of pepper overpowered the scent of fish, and Eliles couldn’t believe she looked forward to a meal that came from the water.
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        The Court, the long and the short,

        Abort! Retort!

        a Bouncing purse with coins a jingling,

        dirt, grime, and filth commingling,

        the faces of kings and queens,

        other vanities otherwise forgotten.

        Rattle, tink, and bounce, wearing each other’s edges,

        wiping away smiles and doughty pride,

        eternity Gone long after they laid down and died.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      Meliu juggled three loaves of bread, her tongue dangling over her lower lip as she smiled, but not for long lest she drop profit in the dirt, then held them out to entice the merchant.

      Ximdin (Shim-din) stood in front of a sturdy but impromptu tent that housed his business as well as his family, with a small table sitting out front displaying forty or so simple candles, and a half dozen flare wicked for telling time. He did his best to ignore her, staring at passersby or the dirt, anything not to have to admit he was short on coins. It was a familiar reaction; sales were slow today, and she was pulling out her best tricks to catch people’s attention, and even discounts failed to move her goods. “Two for nine Songs? A better deal than you’ll get by the gates.”

      Ximdin grimaced, his mustache drooping past his chin. He’d been a good customer the past week, but his coffers were shrinking as his wares disappeared. Folks still wanted candles for light and keeping time, but he was running short of materials, plus the fool didn’t like raising prices and gave too many away. “I’ll just take the one, all I can do today. Maybe tomorrow. If’n you come across some tallow or wax you let me know, you hear? Unless you want to trade?”

      She shook her head, but didn’t explain her prayers made candles useless. Meliu took his coins and sighed, slipping a Song back into his hand. “You’re a good man, I’ll take four until things get better.” Then she dug into her haver and tossed him a biscuit with a wink. Damned if she wasn’t a fool too, but it was still break even after she’d talked the baker down a bit more. The supply of copper and silver was drying up with the fisherfolk and the few merchants by the surf, like this chandler. Most days she didn’t make it much further, but today she still had five loaves and eight biscuits. Of course folks were rationing, several still ate on their loaves from two days before.

      “Bread! Biscuits for a Song, loaves for five! Tart apples, no worms, for three!” Folks tempted glanced, and she cast them as bright a smile as she could manage, but most kept their eyes from her, a sign their bellies were already full or they were too poor to entertain the notion of paying for food. Not a soul made eye contact for more than a split flicker, and she stared up the hill from the beach. She’d seen other peddlers walking rounds up by the smiths, but didn’t see anyone right now, and besides she was cuter with a better smile. It amazed her just how much that was worth, even with other women.

      She nabbed an apple from her bag and took a bite, tart juices dribbling from the corners of her mouth, a benefit of her trade and the cost of doing business, showing folks how nice and firm the apples were. The ring of hammers grew louder as she approached. The call for weapons and armor, both new and repaired, would keep these men in work for so long as there were Taken on Kaludor. Several smiths pounded on glowing bars of iron or steel, she didn’t know which, of varied lengths, but one man caught her attention. She remembered the tinker from Istinjoln, a rotund man noted for his appetite as well as his donkeys, but he wouldn’t recognize her. If she remembered right, his name was Ilpen.

      “Apple, good sir? I’ve got loaves and biscuits too.” She bit into the fruit and showed him the fresh juices. The jowled man looked at her, and she aimed for perky with a broad smile and wide eyes, but he shook his head. “You’re Ilpen, ain’t you? I’m from Beswit, just south of Istinjoln.” That got his attention, and he smiled.

      “Aye, that’s me. Beswit, you say? Don’t remember your face.”

      “Probably remember my mum… if she’d made it.” She dropped her smile, and the man bit.

      “I’m sorry to hear that lass. How much are them apples? And bread you say?”

      “A Shadow took her, but I got out of town on a dead man’s horse. Just three Songs for the Apple, biscuits are one, loaves five. Real good, promise.”

      “Good as that there apple?”

      “For certain.”

      “I’ll take five apples then, and go ahead and give me three loaves if you got ‘em. How many biscuits you got in there, cause I’ll take at least three. Hey, Solineus! Jolgin! Either of you want apples, loaves, biscuits?”

      A muscled man wearing a blackened leather apron and holding a mail cuirasse turned and shook his head, but the other strode their way. She about choked, not simply because she recognized the man from Istinjoln, but the hilts forged from Ikorov rising above either shoulder constricted her throat with a vision of wealth. He’d been plain dressed and handsome then, now he wore double mail and swords worth untold fortunes. Worse, she went weak in the knees when he smiled, and she giggled like a child.

      “I’ll take an apple.”

      “Apple.” She mumbled like an idiot and her hand dove into her haver, and he slipped a silver fifty Song in her hand for the fruit. “I got change.”

      “Don’t fret it.”

      Don’t fret it? She knew where the wealth stayed now. She was a fool to stick to the beach.

      “By the Gods man, when I met you didn’t have a coin.” Ilpen laughed, then stared at her.

      Solineus grinned and said, “The Choerkin are generous.”

      Damn it, the man knew the Choerkin. Of course he did, he wasn’t some guard, he was likely Emudar Clan-blood judging by his mild accent. Normal warriors didn’t wear that armor or carry precious swords.

      Ilpen tapped her shoulder. “My apples?”

      “Right! Thirty-three Songs.” She counted out three loaves, three biscuits, and five apples, and he handed her a silver fifty-Song. She glanced at the silver, but her eyes couldn’t resist the warrior’s face, the deep blue eyes, the shadow of a beard, and the playful smirk making it clear he realized she was making a damned fool of herself, like some court maiden from a corny tale her mother loved to tell. Still, all she could do was smile.

      “Unlike this fella, I want some songs back.”

      “Right!” She blushed at her forgetfulness and counted out coins as Ilpen stacked his food on a small table. Stitch your head back on, girl, he’s just a man. “Anything in particular I might find for you men? I know some folks in town now.”

      They glanced back and forth, the tinker shrugging. Solineus said, “Chicken?”

      “I love chicken.” Did that come out as goofy as she thought? She hoped not. Damn the man and his smile. “Roasted?”

      “So long as it’s cooked, I don’t care. Hells, I could roast it myself, doesn’t even have to be dead.”

      She giggled again and wanted to kick herself. “I can get it roasted.” She thought for a moment, then blurted, “If you get me a dagger, a good one.”

      The warrior grinned, and Ilpen said, “Watch out for this one.”

      Solineus smirked, and she figured he might be impressed with her. “All right. Follow me.” Meliu tailed him to a smith who sat on a stool, leaning against a tent pole with his eyes covered by a sooty, sweat-drenched cloth. “Harvo, got any daggers laying about?”

      The smith spoke, the cloth wiggling with the motion of his lips. “Bronze, iron, or steel?”

      “Guessing my chicken won’t be had with bronze. She’s a right greedy girl.”

      “You said chicken?” He pulled the cloth and shot her a glance. “This girl can get chicken?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The man rose and slipped into a tent, came back with a plain dagger with a leather sheath and leather wrapped hilt. He pulled the blade. “Steel, if you get me a chicken. Make it two, so I can share.”

      She grimaced, but with the silver-fifty Solineus gave her, she’d be able to afford it. It would make a dent in her stash, but Inster was full of hostile eyes. Trouble was, she didn’t know if the woman would have so many, chickens were getting scarce. “I’ll have them tomorrow I hope, might take a day or two for that many, but I’ll get ‘em.”

      Solineus took the dagger from the smith and set it in her hand. “Just in case you need to kill the chicken.”

      His tone, the look in his eye had shifted, and she felt he worried about her, but there was no way he feared for her, they’d just met. She focused on the weapon in her hand. It felt good, its balanced weight and point imbued a sense of confidence. The smith handed her the sheath, hesitating, and he said, “Pretty boy here’s on the line if I don’t have two chickens by the end of the week.”

      She sheathed the dagger and slipped it inside her haver. It wasn’t a great spot, but at least she wouldn’t lose it. “I’ve got things to sell, but I’ll be back.” She bowed and strode away with an intentional spring in her step, confident she could empty her sack and maybe get in her order for chicken before sunset.

      Sales didn’t prove as easy as she’d hoped, coming across those men and being able to worm her way in with the tinker was lucky. She sold two loaves to a tanner as the sun slunk past midday, then chanced across a woman who’d just arrived from Kaludor. The mother of three bought a loaf, biscuits, and several apples for her children at a depressing discount that hamstrung Meliu’s profits.

      She’d just handed over the woman’s change when a boy caught her eye. He stared with beautiful blue eyes, hungry or the Lord Priest’s Face. She snagged a biscuit from her sack and took tentative strides to the child. The memory of the boy she rescued was vague, rushing stress-blurred fragments, and he’d been a half-drowned hound. She couldn’t say for certain how alike the two looked. “Are you hungry, boy?”

      The child’s eyes brightened. “Aye, miss, for certain I am.”

      Meliu breathed easier, her smile relaxed as she gave him two biscuits. The boy sprinted away, yelling for his mother. She shook her head, chastising herself for her suspicions.

      The sun still hung in the sky, so she figured she may as well head into Inster to see about chicken, then finish her sales round about dark among Silone faces.

      The hairs on her neck twitched as she entered the gates, a feeling she’d grown used to in the halls of Istinjoln: somebody watched her. She paused for a quick glance about, saw no one, and wrote it off as paranoia from entering town so late in the day. The bustling streets of late morning, which often included a share of Silone men towering over the Hidreng, were open enough for carts and wagons to travel unimpeded, and all the folks were dark haired and short. The Hidreng and their deep-set eyes either ignored her or leered, nothing out of the ordinary, but with the sun heading toward the horizon they imparted a chill. If someone came for her, her cries for help wouldn’t be heard by any of her own people. She shivered. Probably just her being a scaredy-white, it was later than normal and the streets more hushed, but she still slipped her hand into her haver, touching the reassuring hilt of the dagger.

      The sense of unease faded as she moved deeper into town and it wasn’t long before the bakery came into view. She giggled at her foolish fears when the door jingled and she slid inside.

      Silly to be so paranoid.

      She gazed around the room, and the baker’s husband shuffled from the back. A creepy bastard, but she’d gotten used to him. His Silone was weak, but he understood plenty.

      “Karu here?”

      The man grabbed his broom, but he didn’t bother to sweep. Meliu suspected it was as much crutch as chore. “Nah, for wheat.”

      She sighed and looked around. In the last week the supply of meat, outside of fish, was getting thin, and the shop showed it. A couple pigeons hung in the window, but no chicken nor goose. “You know if she’s gonna get any chicken?”

      He stared at her. “Chicken?”

      “Noho? Nohar?” She knew the right word, but didn’t want him to know that.

      He laughed and spoke in Silone interrupted by Tekit. “Nobar. Don’t know, probably. Wait, few wicks. I check on her.”

      The old man toddled into the back room, and Meliu leaned against the counter, happy to not have to endure the man’s stare as she waited. A young girl called Jile, who didn’t speak a word of Silone, stepped from the back and smiled at her. The wicks passed with several Tek entering the shop, buying rolls and bread and a pigeon, but they did business with the girl. Meliu was getting fidgety, she’d never been one for sitting still unless she had a book in her hand, and it was worse in this foreign town. She was about to leave when the man and his broom came back.

      “No idea where she at, she late. She went to Ibar’s, I point way, yes?”

      She considered it, but she didn’t trust the man nor this town as the sun sank in the sky. “Thank you, but I’ll just catch up to her tomorrow.”

      “Bah! Go left, bear sign, turn right, Ibar’s straight down road. Green door.”

      Meliu smiled. “I’ll talk to her tomorrow, but thank you.” The old man shrugged as she walked out the door and turned right, but she stopped. She felt like she was being watched, and she glanced to a Silone boy. The same one she’d given biscuits earlier? No, this boy’s face was more oval, but he smiled at her before dashing away. She was being silly, the sun was still in the sky, no one in town had ever given her trouble.

      She did an about face and strode up the street until she came to a sign depicting an angry bear and she glanced down a narrow street to the right. It didn’t look so bad, just a tad lonely as she didn’t see a soul. She’d come this far, so she turned. A hundred strides in the road narrowed, the buildings leaning on each other for support, feeling like they closed in around her. She stopped, uneasy. Tomorrow was plenty soon, walking down this alley was plain stupid.

      She spun on her toe and fought the urge to trot back to the main street, but when a man stepped from the shadows in front of her, she stopped in her tracks, her heart in her throat. Her hand fumbled for the dagger in her haver, fingers touching wrapped leather before her vision spun, pain spiking the back of her head. She careened into the dirt face first and felt a knee driven into her back, a hand grabbing her hair and driving her nose into the ground. She tried to scream but sucked dust and gagged. Someone ripped her bag from her shoulders, the one with her money purse.

      She flailed and kicked, gritty dirt caking her tongue and throat. If only she could get her hand on the dagger she’d have a chance. But there wasn’t just one man, or two, as she struggled she caught sight of four sets of feet. The men laughed, infuriating her more, and she fought harder, until her arm wrenched to the back of her neck and a booted foot hammered her ribs. She curled into a ball and went limp, focusing her mind while hoping they thought she surrendered. Prayer surged into her being, she could feel the connection with Erginle, the Goddess of Light, and even as her prayer first formed in her thoughts the energy came; swift, strong, pure, a warmth like the soothing waters of a scented bath, only the heat and cleansing waves washed through blood and muscle beneath skin.

      Perhaps it had been so long since she’d called on her favored Goddess that she forgot the depth of the sensation, or perhaps her cause was so desperate, but the energy flowed stronger than she’d ever felt. When the man lifted her from the ground her vision of the world burned into white and she unleashed the energy. Two men screamed, and she jerked from the man’s grip with a wrenching elbow to his nose, and she scrambled into a run. She opened her eyes to indistinct shadows, dodged a kneeling man who held his head, cussing. She stumbled, ricocheted off a wall before regaining her balance. Within a few blinks her vision recovered, first color, then grainy details, and she was heartened to know she hadn’t damaged her eyes.

      Despite the power of the prayer, she assumed their blindness wouldn’t last long either, but they had her money, so might not give chase. She rounded a sharp corner, slid on gravel, stumbled and crashed over a crate, her shins throbbing as she hit the ground with a grunt. Shouts came from behind. So much for not coming after her. With the world a colorful blur and her body aching she needed to disappear. She slowed to a trot and murmured prayers to Kibole, Patron of the Night, and she answered her request with a surge of Dark so strong it threatened to fell her with fear, but she quenched her nerves with determination learned from years of prayer. The right hiding place would be a dark nook or corner, a natural shadow would be perfect. She took several random turns down streets she’d never walked, lost, but an unhitched wagon cast an ideal shadow, small, unobtrusive, one a person wouldn’t think to search.

      She ducked into the gray and curled into a ball, willing the Dark to match its contours. She closed her eyes because there was no point to them being open. Vision couldn’t penetrate Elemental Dark in either direction, she needed to control her breaths and hope her pursuit passed her by. She counted the beats of her heart, focused on controlling her chest, and feet pounded closer. The focus of her prayer wavered, but she held strong as her heart felt it might burst. Running feet passed within a stride, but she couldn’t count how many pairs. She wanted to poke her head from the Dark, but a captured glimpse could get her killed.

      Her spine ached against the stone wall, her ass and feet tingled, and just as she relaxed thudding feet returned.

      Panting breaths, then deep voices conversing in Tekit. “The old man didn’t say a damned thing about a witch.”

      “Fah! We need to find her, even witches can’t up and disappear.”

      The old man sold me out.

      She heard their breaths as they shuffled their feet, and she prayed to Sol they would leave. An awkward silence followed, had they heard her, seen something, or was someone else coming? Nick. Nick. If those were swords being drawn her life was about to end. She thrust her hand into her haver in desperation, fumbling for the dagger’s hilt. A rush and snap of cloth, a sound she’d heard so many times watching men spar: the sound of a sleeve as the arm performed a crisp attack, and she pulled her dagger just as warm wet streaked her face. She cringed in horror, thinking maybe she was struck, but there wasn’t pain. The blood wasn’t hers.

      A man’s holler cut short. Something hit the ground, then another, soggy and solid. Meliu quivered and shook, voices came from the west.

      The shouts came in Tekit. “Murder! Stop! Guards!”

      People ran past, she heard their feet, the rustle of their clothes.

      Her hand trembled with the dagger as the sounds faded in the distance, and she set the blade down, pulled a cloth from her haver and wiped her bloody face. She risked a glance from her Dark. A Hidreng head stared at her, and beside it lay two bodies. Their swords lay in the dirt beside them, blood in their grooves. The vision of gore would’ve frozen her feet to stare in the past, but after everything she’d seen they were nothing to her, what mattered was not seeing anyone living, and that neither man held her pack. She nabbed her dagger and darted into a side alley, stopping to fold her cloth and wipe her face until the cloth came back clean. Sanguine spatters marred her dress, and she shifted her haver to cover them the best she could.

      With a deep breath she sauntered down the alley until she rounded a couple corners and hid her dagger. The sun hovered low, casting stretched shadows along the main thoroughfare.  With evening near, only a score of Hidreng wandered the street, ignoring her plain shadow.

      She ran fingers through her hair and took deep breaths. Just get to the main gate.

      If the dead men spoke of Karu’s husband, and she felt certain they did, the creepy son-of-a-bitch, her life just got trickier. Even if it wasn’t him, most of her songs as well as gems were in the stolen bag, she didn’t have enough stashed in her boot to buy her more than a couple days’ food. How in the name of the gods would she get three chickens now?

      She turned a corner and slid to a nearby wall, leaning to stare. The gate stood closed with armored guards with spears on either side, looking none too eager to order it opened. Whatever troubles she had just got worse. She took a determined step but turned, glancing at the bloodstains on her dress. She’d need to talk her way out, and that’d give the guards plenty of time to notice.

      A cat eats the mouse head first so to use the tail for a toothpick, she recalled her father saying more than a few times, but in the end we’re all somebody’s toothpick. She didn’t know why those words came to her, but she wished her mind had kicked up a more inspirational memory. She huffed and turned into town.

      She needed fresh clothes, which would cost her coins, but poor was better than dead. A mercer’s shop stood a block to the east and so she turned down a street, its cobbles disappearing to dirt after thirty or so strides. A new dress or cloak and a place to sleep, those were all she needed to survive a night in this hell. She’d lived through so much worse, it’d be humiliating to die now.

      A man stepped into the street ahead and walked her way, but he paid her no mind and she kept her head down, studying her boots.

      Maybe she could steal those damned chickens, it’d serve the old woman and her bastard husband fair enough. Her heart pounded with new anger, and she wanted to plunge her dagger into that horse shitting heathen. Both of them. She glanced up. The man ahead walked slow, his eyes a straight stare right past her. Too much past her.

      She called for Light, but the trickle of energy ended with a pressure to the base of her skull, and she fell forward, the ground rushing toward her face before the world went black.
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            Returning to the World

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        What tragedies Forgotten, what Joys?

        What laughter of girls and japes of boys?

        Sleeping, eyes open. Woke, but broken.

        the river, ferry, the ferryman’s fat tongued kiss,

        choking, breathless, choking.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      Glimdrem stood in front of a cave on a small wooded island. A line of Edan walked with sullen and disciplined strides, disappearing into the world’s black mouth. Somehow, he understood they walked into the Father Wood.

      Glimdrem knew he was dreaming because Uvin stood beside him, hale and healthy, his hands with flesh instead of blackened bone, and Lelishen never deigned hold his hand in the waking world. She stood beside him, her palm warm in his cold fingers. She kissed his cheek and with a playful grin licked his lips with a burning hot tongue, and he found himself embarrassed and aroused.

      Uvin smiled with serrated teeth, pale yellow eyes aglow. “The perfect couple, all the more perfect now the Edan are leaving the world.”

      “Leaving?”

      Lelishen giggled, her fingernails digging the back of his hand. “No more taking orders.”

      He looked to Uvin’s too happy smile. “Sutan wasn’t so bad, was it?”

      Lelishen grabbed his face, squishing his cheeks to form kissy lips. “They sent me to frozen Kaludor when I’d rather be heating your bed.”

      It might be a dream, but he liked the direction it took. At least with her.

      Uvin said, “For the first time the Trelelunin will know freedom.”

      Glimdrem smiled, but he winced, a ring piercing his ears and his head spinning.

      A disembodied voice spoke to him. “You may awake now.”

      Glimdrem awoke with every muscle in his body wanting him to sit and scream, but he couldn’t. The only sound was a ringing in his ears, and there was a smoke in the air that bore hints of rosemary. Rosemary, but with a hint of sweet. Familiar, but he struggled for a name. Somotu, a healing incense, kept him in paralysis. Terror turned to comfort; he was being cared for.

      He took a breath and spoke, the sound of his voice raspy. “Hello?”

      A lovely Trelelunin woman hovered over him. “You’ve come back to us.” Her smile eased his mood further.

      “How… How am I?”

      “We’ve removed forty-two slivers of Ikoruv from you. Not beyond healing, despite the number and depth.”

      “My ears. Ringing.”

      She held her hands to his head, and the buzz subsided. He smiled at her, appreciating her eyes as much as her healing prowess. If he didn’t love another, he’d be tempted. He considered that. Lelishen was more infatuation than love, but no matter. He knew the woman of his desire and this was not her.

      “How long? How long have I been unconscious?”

      “Three weeks, and you’ve a visitor that’s been here for two days.”

      A month? His injuries had been far more severe than the healer let on, he was lucky to be alive, but his heart drove his thoughts to a visitor. Could it be Lelishen? The Edan who strode into the chamber struck that thought clean from his head, but it was more surprising. The Edan never left the Mother Wood. “Where am I?” Glimdrem asked.

      “Not far from the Vale.” The man came to his side in the gliding stride that only the Edan possessed. “You may leave us, little sister,” he said to the healer with a smile. She curtsied and exited without a word.

      “You left the Eleris?”

      The Edan smiled, another rarity. “My strides follow the Volvrolan’s words.”

      So this Edan was on a mission from the King, not the Lord Chancellor of Knowledge. This alone would explain his leaving the Mother Wood. “The Volvrolan has taken an interest in me?”

      “What you know, certainly. One of the Twenty-Five died, the others disappeared, and you are the only witness. What did you see?”

      Glimdrem hesitated, it wasn’t polite to question an Edan, but nonetheless. “Who are you?”

      “Inslok Harveredanj.” There wasn’t a twitch of emotion, if the Edan was insulted it didn’t show. Glimdrem, on the other hand, felt his face sag.

      “I am most sorry for…”

      “Don’t mistake me for royalty, I am the Volvrolan’s first sword, nothing more.”

      Nothing more, the words hung in the air and made Glimdrem want to chuckle. Inslok was a legend to rival the Twenty-five… now Twenty-four. Surviving books from the Age of Warlords were dedicated to Inlok’s heroism in saving the Eleris.

      Glimdrem recounted the Resting Winds ordeal in detail without judgment or opinion, and Inslok’s expression only changed once. Glimdrem noted the subtle shift and came back to it when finished with his tale. “Was I in err that all the weapons disappeared?”

      The Edan’s grin suggested he was impressed. “One remained on the table.”

      Glimdrem shook his head. “The table was cleared, no question. The only weapon remaining was Uvin’s Latcu blade and its hilt was in pieces… Some of it in me. Another might’ve been on the ground, but not the table.”

      “You are so certain?”

      “Certainty is my specialty.”

      Inslok’s nod was curt. “Those who carried you from the Vale say the same thing, and not a soul set foot there again until I arrived. Yet, there it was, laying on the arc of the table.”

      “Motu Ensa?”

      Inslok loosed a strap and a bow quiver slid from his back to his hip. He opened its cover, a finger tracing the weapon’s intricate inlays. “Hewn from Eternal-oak with spectacular inlays. It rested east-west, the string to the north.”

      Glimdrem recalled its position. “As I last saw it, but it wasn’t there the last I looked. Peculiar.”

      “The peculiarities don’t end there. Are you able to travel?”

      Glimdrem squirmed. “No doubt the chancellor is curious… but to travel to the Hold so soon, I’m not certain my wounds are ready for such a distance.”

      “The Hold is not our destination.”

      “No?”

      “We’ll be meeting Chancellor Fesele on Mevelensa.”

      Mevelensa Island? Home to Sarlean, the Father’s Cave, the place in his dream. It was said the road to the Elerean was found in that cave. It was the road for immortals to leave this world and return home to the Father Wood. Glimdrem cocked his head. Except for those who guarded the island, none of the woodkin, Edan, Trelelunin, nor Helelindin, traveled to this island with an intent to return. “She isn’t? Is she?”

      “No, she will remain in the Eleris. Something happened on the island, something thought impossible. An Edan walked from the cave, with no memory of who they are, and they claim to have stepped from the cave a month ago. She wandered there for weeks before found.”

      If returning from the Father Wood wasn’t enough, the coincidence of timing the Archangel event sent his mind scrambling. In his dream, the Edan were leaving the world, in reality, they were returning. “How? Was her nevrenilonis intact?”

      “Indeed, it claims she is Limereu Lesedreden.”

      Glimdrem’s tongue stuck in his dry mouth. Limereu, the original owner of Motu Ensa, returned to the Mother Wood after three and a half centuries with the Father, and her bow just happens to reappear in the Vale at the same time. Coincidences didn’t run this deep.

      “I can travel.”
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      Sarlean, the Cave of the Father, hid amongst trees and rocks like a thousand other entrances to the subterranean: a dark gash in the world. But it was no ordinary hole; every breath of his being felt a subtle power emanating. It was one of a kind, a presence, something other. Perhaps it was a trick of Glimdrem’s mind, knowing this cave was a gate to another forest, to what the Edan claimed was another world. There were no guards he could see, but like the inexplicable sense of the cave’s singularity, he knew several sets of eyes watched them from the trees.

      A small tent of waxed linen stood to the cave’s side, a traditional Edan structure fashioned from flexible shafts of willow to create a dome. Ordinary. Nondescript. Except it sat on an island forbidden from all the world except those guarding its location or leaving these realms. And who he knew must be inside, a celebrated legend.

      The tent’s flap opened and an Edan woman strode forth, casting a smile their way. She was beautiful in the way of her people, tall, lean, and with uncanny grace in every movement. Flaxen hair draped to her waist in gentle waves, and her silver-specked green eyes looked Inslok up and down, then Glimdrem. “If I should recognize either of you, forgive me. My memory is faint at best.”

      “I am Inslok Harveredan, and my companion is Denfelu Glimdrem Liljyu. We knew each other in a time you can not remember.”

      “Then you are certain who I am?” Her brows rose and her eyes opened wide, far more expressive than any Edan Glimdrem recalled.

      “I know your face, but only you know who you are. Forgive our suspicions.”

      The woman nodded. “What other choice do I have? I’d offer you wine, but I’m short on amenities right now.”

      Glimdrem couldn’t help but grin. This Edan already displayed more humor than most he’d met.

      In true Edan fashion, Inslok acknowledged no such thing and headed straight to the point. “The Chancellor of Knowledge has sent us here to test your claim to the name Limereu Lesedreden.”

      “I make no such claim.” Her tone was dry.

      “Your nevrenilonis was clear on your identity.”

      “A parchment in a locket reputedly says so, but they have not allowed me to read it. It sounds right, but is it really? What happened to me?”

      Inslok stared, as if every word he might say was as precious as a diamond, so Glimdrem chimed in. “You walked from the Cave of the Father after passing into the Father Wood, a thing thought to be impossible. What you are experiencing memory wise is a permanent state known as a Forgetting. Returning to the Mother Wood, the shift in worlds, is the likely cause.”

      “Permanent?”

      “Your name, some other facts, may return to you. Your nevrenilonis will hold some information, but we need know you are who it says before returning those bits of your past to you. Your isolation so far has been to protect you from building false memories.”

      Her face remained as straight as that of the finest gambler, even her blinks measured and precise. “Prove? How?”

      Inslok stepped forward, cutting off Glimdrem’s rejoinder with a glance. “These things are never certain. It could be a person, a thing, a moment, or it may never happen at all.” He reached into the folds of his robes and produced a sapphire set necklace, the stone lit from within by an Elemental glow. “A precious stone?”

      The woman shook her head at this and the next dozen items Inslok and Glimdrem revealed until she gasped, pointing at the bow hanging from Inslok’s hip, which he had let slip with the subtlety of a magician when pulling out the latest bauble.

      She whispered, “Motu Ensa. My bow.”

      Chills ran the length of Glimdrem’s body. In the back of his mind he’d never admitted the possibility of this woman’s claim being true. For five hundred years everything he had learned taught him that travel through the cave was one way. Nothing in lore more ancient suggested otherwise, either, but now he couldn’t deny it. How many impossibilities could he witness in such a short time? What future could such an unthinkable miracle foretell? The ramifications of a return from the Father Wood would take decades, if not centuries, to understand.

      Inslok’s expression didn’t twitch, it revealed nothing. “It is a famous weapon, how do you know it is yours?”

      “Enough!” A voice rang from the surrounding woods and an Edan woman stepped from hiding with a small entourage of guards. “It is you, isn’t it?” Fesele, Lord Chancellor of Knowledge to the Mother Wood, bore an intensity to her gaze that Glimdrem had never witnessed, not even when he’d angered her.

      The two Edan locked eyes, and the woman now accepted as Limereu Lesedreden cracked a smile, beautiful and rare for the Edan people. “Mesolu Kellis? Fesele? You could have saved us time… I could never forget you.”

      Glimdrem glanced to Inslok. “They’re sisters?” The look he got in return was an emotional blank, but it still made him feel small and foolish. With the two women standing side by side, he wanted to slap himself for not seeing it the flicker he laid eyes upon the returned Edan. The chancellor’s hair was tied back, but the eyes, the cheekbones, the lips… He shouldn’t have missed something so apparent. He cleared his throat and remained otherwise silent as the two women walked to each other and embraced. In this moment Glimdrem bore witness to yet another thing he had assumed an impossibility: Edan tears.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            Peaceless Gods

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In the Darkness,

        amidst hemp woven threads of thoughts and

        the shining introspection done, done, and dying,

        I sigh in sight the fading light of eternity’s Eye

        and question the Questions of the lying beak,

        and point to the Dame’s Tower boiling bright,

        fires fanned by Dragon’s wing and tongue.

      

      

      
        
        —Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      Ivin’s horse nickered, the gelding stretching its lips to nibble slender grasses as they stood on a high hill overlooking Sin Medor. A wide dirt road swept through swaying green, even in the fall more grass than summer on Kaludor, until coming to massive gates which yawned between thirty foot walls. From vantage on high the city was a mass of stone buildings which stretched across the valley until colliding with the sea. Semi-circular towers rose every couple hundred feet along the exterior wall, and inside greater structures stretched higher still, some layered in pyramid peaks with banners flapping in the wind, while other shorter towers sported onion domes covered in hammered gold.

      Ivin shifted his weight in the saddle, his brain struggling to wrap around the enormity of the city filling the horizon.  Sin Medor, more people might live here than survived to cross the Parapet Straits, and folks said it wasn’t even the largest city in Tek Hidreng. A chilling thought.

      The fate of the Silone people dangled by a fine thread since the Eve of Snows, but it was all adrenaline and combat with little time to think. Riding from the camp outside Inster supplied days of thinking in the saddle, days to contemplate how a few wrong words, or a poor gesture could doom their people. With Polus Broldun riding in their group, the odds seemed greater of something foul happening.

      He turned from the city to freshen his thoughts and caught sight of a gaggle of Gidebirds a hundred strides away. The fowl were damned near twice the size of a turkey and three times as loud, and with bright blue beaks. If you frightened them they sounded so much like a screaming baby you wanted to flee rather than eat them. Twenty or more going off at once could deafen a man, and worst of all, everyone said they tasted terrible. They were all over the Hidreng prairie because of the latter.

      Ivin rubbed his shaved face as the birds passed, the smooth skin felt strange after weeks of lousy shaves and stubble, but Lelishen made sure the men who’d speak for the clans were whiskerless for today’s meeting. He patted his mount’s neck. “How long will these people tolerate us?”

      Solineus chortled. “We’re like flies on a horse’s ass, hoping to go unnoticed or sit out of reach of the tail.”

      “Hush,” said Lelishen. She sat her horse as if born to the saddle, her human guise gone. Her silver-specked eyes landed on Ivin. “They’ve kept the peace, and we’ll negotiate for more before I return to the Eleris. Things will work out.”

      “We’ll see.” Solineus nodded toward the city. “Here they come.”

      A group of six horsemen rode from the gates, two with lances struck into the air with green banners.

      Ivin dismounted, the others following suit, and they handed their reins to Lidin and a couple other Wardens, who had been allowed to keep their beards. The five stepped forward as the Wardens faded down the hill with the horses.

      Ivin’s gut gurgled. He’d met his share of Tek over the years on the Watch, most of them Hidreng, but those meetings were with merchants and sailors on Choerkin turf. This was different, they relied on a four hundred-year-old treaty between Tek and Edan for their survival. If the Hidreng, and he had to remind himself to call them this, not Tek, harmed Lelishen the retribution would be swift and brutal. Or at least so the woman assured him.

      The riders veered from the road at a canter and followed a ridge-line to reach them, reining to a stop some thirty paces away. The lead man, with short cropped hair and a clean face, stayed in his saddle while bearded men dropped from their stirrups. These men hurried to set up a table, tent, and several folding chairs crafted of wood and fabric. The bannermen dismounted next, attaching the plain green pennants to the corners of the tent. Next came two bottles with several heavy glasses, and a loaf of bread with knife and plates. Only when a slice of bread sat on each plate did the leader slip from his tooled-leather saddle adorned with gold.

      He smiled and stepped to the table, beckoning for them to join him. “I am Iro Adinfin, Overseer of Sin Medor, loyal banner of Duke Bedar Kederan as well as his Holy Grace, Lomik, the fourth of his name.” His Silone was stilted, but easy to understand, a surprise to say the least. Tek Overseers were military men, and their importance in this affair were second only to the Bishops in maintaining a truce. “Kotin Choerkin was your father, yes? A good man I hear, though I met him only once many years ago. A sadness for your loss. Please, sit. Wine? Whiskey?”

      Ivin eased into the fabric seat fearing the folding contraption might buckle and collapse, but it held his weight and proved comfortable. Lelishen had warned him about his choice in alcohol the same as she suggested a fresh shave. “Whiskey, please. I appreciate your condolences. I am Ivin Choerkin, third son of Kotin, and this is Solineus Mikjehemlut of the Clan Emudar, their representative for a time. Polus Broldun, and finally, Tudwan Ravinrin.”

      A bannerman poured whiskeys for the men and wine for the lady while Iro gave Solineus a scrutinizing look. “I’d heard you went under with the Resten.”

      “You know me, sir?”

      The man sipped his whiskey. “You’ve the look of several of your kin I’ve met over the years, though titles escape me. Your family are well known stalwarts of the Emudar, so we accept you as their speaker. But it is the lady Lelishen who has brought us here today.”

      The woman saluted with her glass of wine, sipped, and cleared her throat. “First, I grieve for the loss of Postrel, as an overseer she will be missed.”

      “Let’s not pretend we sorrow the prickly old woman, even if she is maybe less a thorn than the Bishop Ulmeen. Speak more on these lost people.”

      “As yet I am unable to speak with you in official terms on behalf of the Edan, but at minimum, I expect a partial sanction for the Silone presence.”

      “Then, with all humility, I recommend the Edan take in the unhomed tens of thousands themselves. By all means, feed and succor them. Our scouts say five thousand people, women, children, feebled by age, sit in your camp alone, while our pigeons talk of camps strewn up and down our coast. Our treaty with the Edan is sacrosanct, but there is no provision for this… this sort of tragedy.”

      Ivin said, “We’ve had peace with the Hidreng for generations, there’s no need for bloodshed now. All we ask is to be left to our own.”

      “Do you know why the Hidreng left your people alone? Because you had nothing we wanted on that frozen rock.”

      There might be more truth in that statement than he’d care to admit, after setting eyes on the farms and villages on the road to Sin Medor this morning. The land here was rich and fertile, Kaludor offered these people little. As far as defending themselves, even if every Silone warrior made it to the mainland, a Hidreng mob would slaughter them. But Lelishen had prepared him for this conversation. “The reason the Hidreng left us in peace is that Brotna, under the banner of Thon, sits to your west, while to the southwest are the Koest and the southeast the Lœkar, all of whom would love little more than to see you waste your soldiers so they can consolidate power in the northeast of the Hundred Nations.”

      Iro smiled and waggled a finger. “The woods-woman learned you good, but tell me, which will weaken we Hidreng more, the score of men lost killing your women and children, or sacrificing the hoards of fish and game those peoples will eat? I wonder.”

      “We will entreat with the Edan to find a solution to the Shadows of Man, the demons driving us from our lands. We plan on returning as soon as possible.”

      Iro scrutinized him, unreadable. “Shadows, demons, what are these things to me?”

      “If they make these shores, everything. They take bodies, they use them until killed, and the Shadow returns to take another.”

      Iro sipped his whiskey and looked to Lelishen. “I know nothing of demons, which speaks to my good fortune. So, what does the lady think of the Edan fixing this… infestation?”

      “These demons are from the God Wars, if anybody knows how to end the threat it’s the Edan. They pose little worry to the woodkin, so if they come for the Hidreng, how much help would you expect? The Silone will have a favorable ear in the Mother Wood, your people would not.”

      “And why not just send an army of Edan to snuff this enemy? Don’t bother, the answer is pathetic.” Fingers tapped his glass. “I’ll be honest with you, all of you. I don’t want to ride down women and children, that isn’t a warrior’s calling. I just want you gone. I’d as soon flick a flea from my hair than kill it. The Bishop of Sin Medor is of differing opinion. The Hokandit possess a grudge against things long forgotten by mortal men. The Bishop studies texts which speak of the Slavers of Sol, and how they brutalized our people in forgotten times and preaches them to her sheep. These are fables I don’t bother with, but in Nigrang, they still fear and hate your gods.”

      Legends from the God Wars spoke of the Maimers and Mercies, collectively known as the Slavers. If the stories were true, they were brutal soul collectors. The horrors were written as glorious triumphs, and seen through the eyes of power and glory, but after what he’d seen in Istinjoln, Ivin admitted that perhaps the Gods should be feared more than loved or honored. “I’ve nothing to do with our gods, far as I’m concerned they’ve forsaken and betrayed us. My only concern is for our people.”

      “This is true? What does the man who’s name begins with your king of gods’ name think?”

      Solineus shrugged. “I haven’t stopped to consider the gods, but I reckon they’ve fallen from my favor.”

      Polus Broldun said, “The heads of my clan were zealots, not me.”

      Iro chuckled. “Your words give me hope, and I will relay them to the Bishop. But she is famous for saying words are smoke, deeds are iron. What can you do for her holiness that will put her heart at rest?”

      Ivin scanned the faces of the other men, their faces blank. In times past men sacrificed animals and the lives of kin, or offered hostages to prove their faith. None of these options appealed to him. “We’ve nothing but our words.”

      Iro’s smile was predatory. “It’s good for you, then, that I am here, a kind and generous man with insight into our Bishop’s heart. I am certain… Quite certain, that if you allowed our holy messengers to enter your camps, and offer your people a simple opportunity, that the Bishop would show her pleasure.”

      Polus squinted and asked, “What opportunity?”

      “Any Silone willing may come to Sin Medor and perform the Rights of Conversion. Join the Hokandit to serve Pulvuer’s will. These people are welcome to live the remainder of their lives in Sin Medor as Hidreng.”

      Polus set his drink on the table. “Unacceptable.”

      “Is it? You speak this with sincerity? You say you worry about your people’s lives, that your gods are nothing to you, and here I offer them their lives for the price of a kinder god. A generous offer compared to warring with demons and starvation, or bled by Hidreng spears.”

      Solineus said, “I could imagine worse offers.”

      Polus glared. “Easy for you, is there more than a handful of Emudar alive? This bastard wants to steal our people.”

      Iro’s smile grew. “Steal? I offer food and shelter, and you call me a thief?”

      Polus scoffed and folded his arms. “You steal their souls.”

      “You’ve mistaken me for your own King of Gods and his Slavers. I offer life.”

      Tudwan cleared his throat. “I can’t speak for the Ravinrin without consultation.”

      Ivin asked, “And if we do this, you let us live free until we reclaim Kaludor?”

      “This is a first offer, a gesture to earn you time. If you do this, I swear to you two months to move east before violence. I maybe could hold the Bishop off to Spring on this promise, but the Bishop, she will need appeased.”

      An organized army might make a journey to Edan territory in such time, but could a ragtag group of people?  Who knew how scattered they were. “Two months isn’t much time.”

      “Your people made it here quick enough, yes?” Iro waved his hand, and a bannerman refilled all their glasses, even if they weren’t empty. “This is the most I can do. If it goes well between our peoples, maybe the Bishop, maybe she is well pleased, maybe she invites you into her bed.” Ivin tried to keep a straight face, and the man laughed, saluted him with his whiskey. “That notion would frighten me, too.”

      Polus asked, “How long ’til you need a decision?”

      “When you decide, the Choerkin may ride back to Sin Medor, and I will introduce him to the Bishop myself. If your answer is a good one, I mean. Two weeks, not much longer will I abide.”

      Ivin tipped his glass, considering his words as his throat burned and his belly warmed. “I am headed for the Eleris, I’m afraid.”

      Iro smirked. “Send another, I will save you from suckling the toes of the woodkin. Now, let us eat and drink, and discuss life as friends.”

      Ivin took a plate and drained a spoonful of honey over bread, hoping his smile looked more real than it felt. The offer was at once generous and destructive. If warriors chose safety with their families, they would weaken the clans, and the least likely to choose the Hokandit were the godsdamned priests to blame for the Shadows in the first place. If few came to Sin Medor, it might signal to the Bishop that the Silone held their gods with a dangerous strength. If they chose not to accept, the future was less certain but even darker. But, if Polus kept his mouth shut, they’d at least survive the rest of the day.
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            Naked the Dark

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The deceiver will always find those who will allow themselves to be deceived, but on encountering the keen and suspicious, it behooves the deceiver to believe their own lies. So too must this deceiver be wary of the lies of others, for once believing their own deception, they oft become vulnerable to others.

      

      

      
        
        –Codex of Sol

      

      

      Meliu’s shoulders, neck, and head pulsed in rhythms of pain more steady than the lurching beat of her heart.   She groaned and squirmed, grinding her face across rough, damp fabric, a wafer-thin pillow perhaps, or a cheap worn blanket, before consciousness took full hold. Drool ran from her lip, her face cold where saliva smeared across her cheeks.

      An addled thought crept into her brain between struggling heartbeats and huffing breaths: Worst shittin’ hangover. This single declaration gave her mind something other than pain to cling to, and in moments she found a semblance of clarity. No, she hadn’t been drinking, and the taste of sweetened lemon clung to her tongue… Cloud water to weaken her prayers. What the hells happened? She rolled onto her back and opened her eyes, agony thundering through her forehead from the dim trails of light that snuck through cracks between rough-hewn plank walls and a single crooked door. The air was heavy and dank in the cramped room, and the only furnishing other than her bed was a rickety nightstand with nothing on it. She took several deep breaths to temper the pain and rubbed the knot on the back of her head.

      She’d been in town, what town? A godsdamned Tek town, it was all coming back slow and painful. What’s her name’s piece of shittin’ husband, the bastard sold me. “I’ll kill him,” she muttered, but for the moment she doubted she could stand.

      The sagging door opened and lantern light spiked through the dark to crash into her head. She covered her eyes until the door creaked half closed. A voice spoke in Tekite. “I thought I heard you awake.” Young and feminine, the voice wasn’t at all what she’d expected, or feared. Meliu uncovered her face and blinked into the light.

      A girl stood in the doorway, no more than fifteen years of age, petite and cute, draped in a flower-patterned dress that revealed far too much skin for Meliu’s monastic tastes. The fabric was so thin the background light painted her youthful silhouette against the roses. A whorehouse, the old man made good on his threat. Her eyes shot wide and she reached a hand between her legs.

      “No one touched you, they wouldn’t allow it.”

      Meliu leaned back, sucked a couple relieved breaths before speaking. “Who is this they?”

      The girl sauntered to her side and sat on the edge of the bed. “The Mistress Margo, who bought you. I don’t know who the men were, just street toughs.”

      The girl held a skin to her lips, but Meliu sniffed, catching notes of lemon and she turned it away. “Fresh water, please. Lots of it.” The more clean water she drank, the quicker the Cloud Water would purge from her system. Or at least, so she’d read. As the girl stood to leave, Meliu asked, “What’s your name?”

      “Tederu.” Her smile left Meliu with little doubt the girl earned the mistress good coin.

      Meliu rose to her elbows, then propped herself against the headboard before closing her eyes and muttering a prayer for healing, but only a meager warmth eased the pounding at the base of her skull. Still, it dulled the pain a smidgen, and reassured her that the Cloud Water was weakening already. But what would prayers for Light do for her, could she blind her way out of a brothel? She could start fires, maybe make someone jump with a pathetic streak of lightning, but the strength of her prayers with Light was no real use now. If the guards were lax, or she got lucky, she might cobble a way to fight her way out.

      The girl returned with a gallon jug and the pretty smile. “You speak well for a Silone.”

      Meliu sniffed, then chugged from the bottle twice before responding. “Thank you.” She poured water down her throat until she felt she might burst.

      Tederu leaned in and whispered, “They said you were a witch.”

      The term twisted her gut, but in the end Meliu figured this whore was right: her prayers were foreign amongst the Hidreng, witchcraft of a sort. “So, Tederu, tell me, how long’ve you been here?”

      “Three years, since turning thirteen.”

      “No escape?”

      The girl’s head rocked back, eyes wide. “Goodness, no, I offered myself to the mistress when of age, I’m not like you.” Then she gave a crooked smile, figuring out the cause to the question. “And I wouldn’t try it, neither. The mistress is kind, so long as you listen and obey, but she could as easy put you in chains and sell your virginhood to a Thonian priest, or darker folks.”

      Sacrificed to Fikeze, the goddess known as the Virgin Spear, made a whorehouse sound tolerable. “I’ll remember that.” She didn’t want to consider what’d be darker than bleeding out on an altar while raped. She smiled. The Dark, she’d forgotten the strength she’d sensed in those prayers. Dark and its fear could accomplish things Light wouldn’t. No matter her plan, she needed her strength back. “Food? Something to eat?”

      “Of course.” The girl nodded and closed the door behind her, the lock turning.

      Meliu dumped the Cloud Water under the bed and covered the puddle with a thin blanket, then refilled the flask with fresh water, proof her thoughts were clearing. There was no promise that another girl or guard would be so foolish in the future.

      She sat cross-legged on the bed, closed her eyes, meditated to ease the pain, prayed for Life to ease her aches further. The prayer’s power flowed freer, and the knot on her head shrank, the pulsing fading into an afterthought. She exhaled and prayed, first with words: Kibole, Patron of the Night and Father of Fear, hear my prayers, heed my calls, and bless me with your favors.

      Her eyes eased closed and Dark came as a streak of terror, filling her body and soul, her heart pounded to bursting and she screamed, collapsing on the bed, shaking, muscles clenching to keep from wetting herself.

      Meliu lay shuddering as the door opened, a man this time, an ugly ruddy skinned bastard with a blackjack in his hand. He rushed into the room, raising the lead-filled sack.

      She cowered with her hands over her head. “A dream! I dozed, just a dream.”

      The man twisted his black mustache as he lowered his weapon, snatched the bottle of water and tossed it on the bed by her face, before stalking from the room.

      Meliu stretched and rubbed her temples, her heart slowing, chills subsiding, as the remnants of Dark faded. What the shittin’ hells was that? She glanced to her still trembling fingers. Everyone in Istinjoln knew Dark brought fear, and if the power overwhelmed the soul, madness followed. Its use could turn a brilliant priest into a simpleton, but the Dark shouldn’t have come so easy. So little effort, so horrifying in its power.

      Kibole favors my cause. If true, it was a fortunate thing, but if her prayers brought more Dark than her mind could handle, she might find herself sitting in a corner mumbling to herself and eating bugs for the rest of her life, like Japin of Andweth.

      Her nerves needed calmed. She sat up, crossed her legs, and twined fingers with hands resting in her lap. Erginle, Patron of Life and Bringer of Light, heed my calls and bless me with your favors. A familiar warmth came with her prayer this time, a soothing heat, as if sinking into a hot bath to relax the tensions and frustrations of a day’s studies. Twin of Kibole.

      Instead of forming the prayer’s energy into Light, she held it, savoring its cloud of serenity until it occurred to her to try what she shouldn’t be able to do. Not under normal circumstances, anyhow, but if the gods indeed favored her cause… She prayed again to Kibole, and the Dark hammered a spike of icy horror through her spine, but against her expectations Meliu held firm to Erginle’s Light, guarding her heart and soul from the cold, wriggling tentacles of Dark that threatened her mind with the madness of paralyzing fear.

      Praying to two gods, holding their energies, was the purview of high priests, not scholars in the third year of their vows. Her body shook. Terror and tranquility, a battle of will, and as she opened her eyes she noted her steady hands. She wasn’t shaking at all, but she felt as if she should be rattling the world. A smile spread her lips, and the shakes went away, leaving only a sense of power.

      Why had she studied the Light for so many years? Studying words under the delusion of knowledge as power. This! This was true power. She stared at her hands, balling them into heated fists and opening them again to tingling chills, her heart trembling, her thoughts shrill and incoherent in her mind. She stood before she thought too. With a stiff first step she stumbled into the nightstand before steadying herself, then put one foot before another with ginger, padding steps.

      When she reached the door, she opened her mouth to speak, but with energies raging she only croaked. “Help me.” She cleared her throat and found her voice. “Help me.”

      The guard with his waxed black mustache arrived at the door, swinging it open. His face went blank on seeing her, as if the Dark had already taken hold of his heart, but it hadn’t. Not yet.

      Meliu unleashed the Dark in a torrent that slammed into the man before cascading, blackening the room and hall. She’d never felt anything like it in her life. She could feel devils dancing all around here, illusory or real, they were a horror, but her soul stood as an eye of tranquility in a storm of terrible Dark. When the prayer faded she expected to find the man gone, having run away with a streak of piss in his wake, but when light returned she found a man broken, curled into a ball, eyes rolled into the back of his head, foaming drool on his lips, and wreaking of his own shit. She stared, her jitters calmed under the influence of Erginle’s Light.

      “Now that’s a curious turn.” She smiled as she grabbed his ankles, meaning to drag him to the corner behind the door, but the bastard was heavier than she figured. Or, the power of prayer convinced her she was stronger than she was. It took her a couple wicks to roll the trembling man behind the door and to prop him in the corner.

      Satisfied with her work, she returned to sit on the bed and wondered if the man would snatch and eat cockroaches if they skittered too close.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Vern. Vern?” The sound of Teveru’s voice snapped Meliu from her meditations, holding Light and praying for Dark every few wicks while waiting for her meal. However easy they came at first, already the powers took on a more natural flow, walling away the fear.

      The door opened and Meliu shot the pretty girl a sedate smile. The whore was nervous, glancing around the room. “Be a dear and bring me my food.” Meliu giggled and the girl’s face cracked a smile as she sauntered over to set a plate of greens, bread, and some sort of meat on the bed. “Close the door, please.”

      Teveru turned and gave the door a shove and it slammed closed. She noticed the quivering man in the corner with trails of slobber stretching to his chest. A rasping gasp sucked through her lips. The girl’s knees quaked without a need for Dark. “What have you done?”

      “Nothing you ever need suffer.” Meliu broke the hard loaf in twain and smeared half with butter. Deliberate bites ground gritty grains as she studied the fidgeting girl. She held her nerves well, considering the horrors which must be flitting through her soul. “I’m no mere witch, Tederu. I am a vessel of the Vanquished Gods, do you know of my masters?”

      Tederu turned, her eyes struggling to rise from the warped floorboards as she nodded. “What will you do with me?”

      Meliu tore a bite of greasy meat with her teeth, pondering for a moment only now how it held the shape of a large rodent before tossing the remainder to the floor. It wouldn’t do for an evil witch to gag on rat, so she swallowed, pinned her eyes on the girl and a hunk of bread. “All I ask is you forget my face when I’m gone. Remember me, speak of me, and the Shades of the Vanquished will torture your soul until this man’s torment seems petty. Sit, be silent.”

      The girl flopped against the wall as far from the guard as she could find, pulling her knees into her chest and hiding her face. Meliu summoned a flicker of Light to soothe her guilt over her threats, and finished her meal, except she kicked the rat carcass over to Vern, the critter’s glaze covered with specks of dirt and streaks of hair from the floor. The man didn’t so much as notice the offering.

      Meliu loomed over the whore, hiding the book mouse she’d become over the years and unleashing the street tough daughter of a tavern cook. “You and the ladies of this house ain’t my enemy, all I want is to leave this shit hole.” Without response, she kicked the girl’s shin. “Directions, guards?”

      “There’s a ladder, to your left, but that just takes you to the main basement. Follow the hall straight, turn right, you’ll find steps. A uh, a right, then a left, you’ll find the front doors. Estvin will probably be by the door, Tedun and Ridlo wander the halls.”

      Meliu smiled, leaving by the front door suited her. “What time of day is it?”

      “Still dark. Candles yet before morning.”

      Meliu grabbed the corked jug of water and prayed for Light and a modicum of Dark, holding their forces within, walking slow and steady down the lantern lit hall until reaching the ladder. She gazed upward, her heart beating fast. Walking was one thing, climbing a ladder would fatigue her muscles if she held onto the elements. She could lose the tenuous grasp on her prayers, or worse, the energies could overtake her. She sighed and released the Dark, retaining the Light her body and soul were accustomed to. She climbed and braced her back against the wall of the narrow corridor at the top, pushing with both hands on the trapdoor above, praying it wasn’t locked.

      The slab of oak was heavy but lifted, and she crawled into complete darkness. A prayer for vision could let her see in this dark, but no, it would leave her vulnerable. Mingling a prayer of Life into Light and Dark, it was beyond her abilities. Now she had a weapon, she didn’t want to let go.

      A splinter of Dark rushed into her soul, and she unleashed a trickle of Light, bringing a dim glow to the room. Empty crates were stacked and leaning, some broken while others lay tumbled on their sides, with cobwebs thick in places. Margo’s whorehouse didn’t have much use for the basement, it seemed. A single hall exited the room, and she followed it, taking a left, then a right, and as promised she came to a set of stairs, at the top a heavy door.

      She released her prayers and squatted against the wall in total darkness, relaxing her muscles and rubbing her temples. Holding Light and Dark at the same time taxed every fiber of her body and soul. Her eyelids wore weights, and she felt as if she could fall into slumber without warning. She grabbed her left arm and pinched to wake herself. A prayer of Life could fight fatigue, but it’d be a facade of strength that might tempt her to prayers her mind wouldn’t handle.

      Two deep breaths and she slapped her face, a beneficial sting for focus. She stood and muted the doubts in her mind, focusing her ears for sounds from above. A muffled voice carried through the ceiling and floorboards creaked several times, nothing useful. With her back to the wall she crept up the stairs.

      With only a couple of guards maybe in her path, she hoped to make it out of here without a fight. Hells, with luck on her side she might mosey on outside with nothing more than a grin and a wave. She straightened, took a breath and prayed.

      The door opened to a stream of dust speckled light. A man with shoulders damned near too wide for the frame stood staring, and his hand was quicker than her gods. Her forearm deflected the blow, but the blackjack slammed her shoulder as the man overpowered her. She crumpled and tumbled toes over nose before twisting into a sideways roll that ended with her sprawled on the basement floor.

      Laughter led his creaking, heavy steps down the stairs. “How’d you get out, whore? A bit of witchery don’t scare me none, little girl.” He squinted and covered his eyes, expecting Light.

      The pain in Meliu’s shoulder was intense, but nothing compared to stripes from the Maimer’s Lash. Light and Dark flooded her body in unison as she brought herself to hands and knees. The energy pushed her limits, and she knew it, but the Light calmed her, and she grinned, her control complete in a way she knew she couldn’t trust. “An interesting choice of words.”

      Her world went black, darker than blindness, and she swore she could feel chill devils kissing her skin.

      The man screamed, shrill and wild enough to remind her of a running horse breaking its leg, and he too lashed out, flailing, his sap striking the walls in wasted rage. She rolled across the floor and muttered a prayer to strengthen the Dark, and she heard the man’s feet clunking the stairs before the crash of his heavy body, and the tumble he made to the bottom.

      The ceiling above groaned and clopped from uncountable pairs of feet, dashing all hope for a subtle escape, and she smiled.

      Meliu released her prayer of Dark long enough to note the man’s bloodied head and dislocated shoulder, long enough for a breath.

      A piece of her wondered if the Dark wasn’t already driving her to madness. Better a devil than a whore. She stood, prayed, and sauntered up the stairs to stand in the hall. Heads poked out of doors, men and women alike, but they weren’t suspicious of a puny Silone girl.

      She turned right, walking as if she owned the place. Act like you belong and you will, act like you’re in control, and you are. Several of the ladies glanced, a couple men even stared, but she reached the end of the hall without a soul thinking to lay a hand on her.

      She rounded the corner and a lantern lit hall stretched before her, at the end a single guard in a linen arming jack, mace at his hip and small sword in his hand. The man sweated beneath his gear, but he wasn’t afraid of her, not yet.

      Meliu decided then she wasn’t just going to escape, she was going to have fun doing it. The mingling of Light and Dark was a high she’d never experienced and every rush of Elemental energy brought her closer to a precipice, a sexless orgasm of remorseless power over the fate of those around her.

      She raised her arms, unleashing the Dark behind her.

      The shrill screams of women, the bellows of terrified men, fed her impassioned prayers as she sauntered down the passage, the Dark swelling like a fog behind her. The guard didn’t see some meek foreign girl now, some titless child who’s best destiny was laying with dirty men who could afford her.

      “When you scream, only devils will answer.”

      The guard’s sword clunked on the floorboards. His hands fumbled with the door before throwing it open; he disappeared into the night. She marched after him with bounding strides, giddy with the surging flow of energies.

      The guard ran down the street, but he would be back with friends soon. She released her Dark prayer to free those still in the brothel before running away from the guard’s direction. With no idea where she was in this damned town she zigged and zagged, only making sure she didn’t circle back, until she could run no more.

      With the exhilarations of Dark gone, her muscles ached, and she realized that the prayer of Light she held was the only thing keeping her upright. The guards would’ve barred the gates for the night by now, and from the looks of the sky she guessed she’d wait several candles for the dawn.

      She staggered into a wall, panting, fingers and toes already numb and her hands and feet tingling. Never had she pushed herself so far with prayer. The gods were generous with their gifts, but gifts bore prices. With a stumble she ducked into a dark, cramped alley, wanting to scream from exhaustion and frustration, from the fear of what she may have done to her body and soul, her mind. Tears came: How many innocents did she hurt, how many minds did she destroy? But she didn’t dwell on it long, she still needed to survive.

      On hands and knees she found her way beneath a rickety cart with a half-broken handle and heaped with refuse; stale greens and egg shells and bones, from an eatery she guessed. If it stank, she didn’t notice.

      The energy of Light drained from her body and she shook, sweat and chills coming in the night’s cool air. Curled into a ball she closed her eyes, and moments later was only aware of rolling onto her side to sleep because of a rock jabbing her ribs. The discomfort did nothing to keep her from slumber.
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        Fire, light, and sight, deny, tonight.

        Human sitting besides flames by night is blind,

        yet in the darkness he might see.

        Find Lessons in words,

        the curds of a troubled mind,

        blind while sitting in universe bright.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      Night no longer came to Herald’s Watch with the fires of Eliles’ tower burning, nor did the days arrive with a sense of normality. Fire and steam clouds hid the sun, the moon, and the stars. Her entire world was an island, and she its all-powerful goddess, but unlike the gods, wise to approaching omniscience, ignorance plagued her every waking thought.

      And boredom.

      After weeks of eating fish morning, noon, and night… or whatever passed for time these days… it wouldn’t be long before she grew a taste for Artus’ tongue-curling spirits.

      Ivin’s cousin went straight to the granaries and cobbled up a still, then set to fishing every day. Count one man on the island contented with his peculiar life.

      In fact, most folks adapted better than she’d figured. Jinbin tended to the Temple of the High Sun, proclaiming himself high priest of the island while setting about learning to brew in fact rather than in theory. Taking on the temple’s duties wasn’t so much piety as it was claiming the small brew house. The only heated words on the Watch were a war over the virtues of ale versus whiskey, a combat ended with both men snoring rather than dead, and with drool from their lips sufficing for blood on the battlefield.

      Seden laughed over her iron stove as she cooked every day at the Salty Frog, serving a warrior’s fiery whiskey and a monk’s latest experimental brew every noon and night. And if she wasn’t there when you arrived, all were welcome to the stove and stores. The Frog had become the center of civilization on the island, with it a rare day everyone didn’t arrive to sup.

      Artus and Jinbin, along with Poluk (a man born and raised on the Watch) tracked down the three mules who once worked the mill, and they again had fresh-ground grain. Folks set the mules free when ships refused to haul them. Poluk cared for the animals and the grind stone, and bragged how he was the only honest miller in the world, seeing as no coins changed hands.

      Everyone had something, except her. She could fish, but grew annoyed at the taste of her catch, so most times she walked the island or stared at the flames of her creation.

      When Artus Choerkin strolled to her perch on a rock overlooking the harbor, she’d combined two of her pastimes, sitting with a fishing pole, its hook resting on stone, while she stared at the fire. He planted a foot with a stomp to get her attention. “We’s got a problem.”

      A groan reached her throat, but she resisted the childish noise. Instead, she gave him a childish glare. “What?”

      He jutted his chin and rubbed his whiskers. “They ain’t grown since yer fires went up.”

      “You wanted it to grow until you could use it as a belt?”

      He arched a brow as if giving it consideration. “I’m thinkin’ that’d be more laughable than useful. No. Not a damned thing’s grown. Not so much as an onion nor flower.”

      Sooner or later they’d be down to fish, and that was something she couldn’t stomach. “You expect me to make plants grow?”

      “Them gardens, they don’t wilt, nor die, nor grow; budded flowers haven’t bloomed, and those blossomed don’t drop no petals. They don’t change ‘less we pick ‘em.”

      “You think the Sliver stopped time?”

      He scratched his beard. “We can see the sun and moon cross the sky, sort of like, and we’re damned well moving about. Maybe if I knew a different definition for time I’d say yes, but as it were, I don’t have a word fer it.”

      Eliles stood and hopped from her boulder to the shore. “Perhaps we should stroll the gardens?”

      She’d spent most of her days around the docks and rocky shore, avoiding the upper city with its fortress and temples. Memories of Ivin, Kotin’s pyre, and walking on ground claimed holy, brought memories to chill or sadden her. It was childish avoidance to stay away, she admitted to herself, but even as they strode through the first gate into the main city, she regretted the steps. Memories are a false pain. Dareun told her this a hundred times as a child, but as now, it did little to assuage the sorrow bringing a curl to the corner of her eyes. She clenched her fists and strode onward with Artus by her side.

      They passed through the winding maze of squared gray buildings until they passed Skywatch’s white dome. As holy a place as anywhere on Kaludor, but she avoided it as if it were a fevered rat; a pang of guilt churned her gut, but she stiffened her back and pushed on until they reached their destination.

      The gardens stood green and full, rows pruned and weeded to a perfection which should require a dozen monks tending the soil every day. The vines tied to the trellising showed a scant finger’s new growth beyond the tie strings. Eliles leaned, cupping a bunch of grapes, the tiny fruit still green. Fedud grapes, a hardy varietal sometimes grown on the southern tip of Kaludor. She recalled them from when she arrived on the island, the first time she’d seen grape vines in her life, and they hadn’t changed much.

      “Wilu and her boys tend the gardens?”

      “Aye, they do. They’re the ones who came to tell me  they’d been watering the damned things, but otherwise hadn’t any work to do.”

      She stared, willing Elemental Life to flow into the fruit. Healing had never been a strength, but she could staunch the flow of blood in a minor wound and heal it to a scar, and a plant was simpler because it didn’t require Spirit.

      If the tiny thing had shriveled, split, or popped it wouldn’t have surprised her, but doing nothing did.

      She gave the thing a squeeze for no good reason. “I don’t know what to think.”

      Artus whistled. “A damned shame, that. You and me could’ve made us some wine. Then I’d be one up on that damned monk.”

      Eliles giggled and let go the cluster as she stood. “These are for eating, a poor wine grape I’ve heard.” She turned in a slow circle observing the garden. “I’ll find an answer, my belly depends on it.”

      Seden trotted through a gate, and she turned soon as she saw them. “Eliles! Artus! I found a body.”

      She spun on the woman. “Who’s dead?”

      Seden waved for them to follow her. “I don’t know. A child I think.”

      “There aren’t any children on the island.” The youngest was Wilu’s boy, Kavlin, and he was near twenty.

      Seden gave her a straight-lipped stare before speaking. “That’s what makes it all the more peculiar, ain’t it?”

      She led them to the keep, through its main doors, and into the hall where Kotin died. Eliles held her breath and wiped memories from her mind the best she could as they crossed the maple floor and entered the corridor leading into the great kitchens. Seden didn’t pause a twitch before striding through an open door leading down a steep set of stairs into a cellar.

      The chamber was thirty paces long and twenty wide, with a high arching ceiling. The shelves were barren, and only half a dozen empty barrels and a couple cracked crates sat stacked in a corner.

      Seden said, “I was looking to see what food stores we might’ve missed, any kinda supplies, really. I didn’t find much, but I came across this locked door here under the stair, then I found the key hanging behind the stovepipe in the kitchen.” She turned and pointed at a door half open, but at first all Eliles saw were large bags marked “wheat flour” sitting in a pile of tiny white and tan crystals. Then she noticed a booted foot jutting between two sacks,

      Artus said, “Lord of the Forge. Found just like this?”

      “No, I moved that sack of flour, uncovering the foot.”

      Eliles kneeled, but got no closer. “The body… covered in salt?”

      Artus nabbed a single crystal half the size of his pinkie’s nail. “Aye, there’s an exit from this cellar leadin’ to several towers on the eastern side of the island, salt here’s for melting the paths, come ice in the winter. Ain’t no place I ever seen flour… nor a body.” He lifted the sacks and took a shovel hanging from the wall, hesitating to scoop the salt away. “Should we say a prayer, quick like?”

      Both their eyes landed on her, as if she were a priestess. “Save our prayers for the pyre, seems this soul has been wandering for a while now.”

      Artus shrugged and pointed the shovel, then flipped it and scraped salt away instead of jamming the blade in the heap. First, hair appeared, then the shriveled face of a boy.

      Artus muttered, “Damned to the hells.”

      It took Eliles several flickers before she could put a name to the familiar face. “Joslin.”

      Seden said, “His parents wouldn’t have left without him, not without saying something.” She kissed two fingers and placed them to her forehead.

      Artus exhaled and shook as if chasing off a chill. “I’ve known him since he were a suckling babe, his parents, grandparents…”

      Eliles said, “How?”

      Artus pointed. “Some bastard done broke his neck, I’d wager, by the crook there.”

      “I mean… How do parents leave their child? No one mentioned anyone missing.”

      “Them days were crazy… Maybe he was to travel with the clan while his kin sailed? For all we know they’re did, hidden somewhere else on this island. Hells if I know the truth. No way to tell even how long the boy’s been dead, salted as he is.”

      Seden stood with her back to the body. “Why would anybody kill a child?”

      “Aye, that’s a question, ain’t it? Folks don’t go about killin’ youngins for no damned reason. He saw something. Knew something.”

      “Joslin was in the hall when Kotin was poisoned.” When the words passed from Eliles’ lips they brough a chill deeper than the cellar’s cold.

      Seden’s stare was aghast, and Artus’ cold before he spoke. “They said a boy found Meris’ body the day she jumped, too.”

      Eliles remembered it well, it’d been the first time she met Artus. “Saw her jump, as I recall. What are you suggesting?”

      “Ain’t suggestin’, just observing. A hells kissin’ coincidence, don’t you think?”

      “We need to search the keep and towers, make sure we don’t have more surprises. Seden, you fetch everyone.”

      The woman trotted for the stairs, eager to get out this place.

      Artus eyeballed her. “When Tokodin poisoned Kotin and Rikis… What the hells could the boy have seen that he wouldn’t have told? From what I heard, Pikarn scared the piss right out of the boy, he weren’t keeping nothin’ back.”

      “Did you ever see Joslin after Meris jumped?”

      “Godsdamned hard to be certain. Not once I remember, no how.”

      “Me neither. But we weren’t looking for him. For now, we assume he died because of something he saw at the time Meris jumped.”

      “If she jumped.”

      “If.” She scrunched her nose. “I’ll feel better waiting for the others upstairs.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Jinbin and two other men exhumed Joslin’s shriveled body and hauled the child away. Artus handed a horn from the keep’s store to a member of each search group. Artus directed each group to a wing of the keep in addition to outbuildings, hoping to leave no door unopened this time around. “Anyone sees anything, blow the horn, then head for this hall. As we now know, watch for locked doors. You hear a horn, you come back to this hall and we gather up. Be careful, I don’t think there’s a soul outside ourselves on this godsdamned island, but…”

      Jinbin patted a long knife at his belt, and Wilu’s boys both carried axes. It was the first time since their first exploring the island she’d seen folks armed, and she held no doubt they hid other weapons.

      Eliles said, “Anything at all suspicious, don’t keep quiet.” Folks muttered and gathered into their groups, wandering off in all directions. Artus hung tight by her side. She glared with pursed lips. “I don’t need a guard.”

      “Aye, but I just might.” He raised his quivering hands and gave a frightened whimper, then a smirk as she giggled. “How many crooks and crannies of this keep do you know? There’re four levels, including cellars, but not including a dozen towers, and passages I’d wager weren’t walked more than twice a year when folks lived here.”

      “Fine. I’ll protect you.”

      Several candles later, not a horn had blown, and she began to believe she knew what lay through every arch and behind every door in Herald’s Keep. They crisscrossed paths with other groups off and on, until they found themselves walking the stair to the roof of the First Tower, from which Meris leaped to her end. Talking kept her from counting the steps.

      “So, you grew up in these halls?”

      “More ‘r less, aye. When my mother passed she sent me to the Fost, and Olvin patted my head and sent me here.”

      “What haven’t we seen yet?”

      “Aside from the top of this tower, not much.” He scratched an ear. “There is a shrine.”

      Eliles stopped cold in her tracks. “A shrine?”

      “Not to worry girl, I’m just sayin’… When Peneluple died, folks said Kotin sealed the door to some tunnel. A shrine sat carved in the stone, as I heard them say, a shrine to Bontore.”

      The Church built minor shrines across Kaludor, and postulants memorized their locations as part of their education. But the Church kept the Fifth Shrine to Burdenis a secret along with a few other rumored locations. She’d never heard of a shrine to Bontore on Herald’s Watch. “Where?”

      Artus laughed. “Oh, hells if I know. We Choerkin were never the zealot sorts. Rumor, a story, all kinds of horseshit flew after the lady’s death.”

      “I suppose that’s true. Still, we shouldn’t neglect rumors.”

      “We ain’t leavin’ this here island no time soon, so I’ll work my noggin on where it might be.” He grinned and huffed. “Gettin’ old for this climb.”

      Eliles smiled, she was too used to tunnels and climbs to lose her breath. Still, conversation was a distraction. “What branch of the Choerkin tree are you from?”

      “The wrong-eyed one.” He chortled. “My mother was a cook at the Fost. She bedded Olvin Choerkin one or two, maybe several dozen, cold afternoons, and she were run out of the Fost by the ladies of the clan. Which didn’t keep me from having a full-blooded sister some years later. Olvin knew how to ride a horse as well as a woman, my mother reminded me, when I asked who the father of m’ baby sis was.” He laughed.

      “And they gave you the Choerkin name?”

      “Aye, Othar saw to that, with Kotin’s blessing, on my turning sixteen. Othar were Olvin’s brother and headed Herald’s Watch at the time; he didn’t give no two pisses about who my mother was or weren’t, we were blood. More a father than Olvin, and Kotin like a brother, once Olvin sent him here to prepare for the day he took the Watch. And later, Peneluple? A right sweet woman. She was a special lady.”

      “You were here when she died?”

      “I was at that, though I were at the docks, nowhere nearby when I learned of the sadness.” He reached a landing, unlatched and opened the door, and climbed into the constant bright of her flaming tower.

      The winds were warm, nothing like she imagined Meris must’ve felt the day she made this climb. The view from these heights must’ve been spectacular before fire blocked the world. She wandered the circle, gazing at the city, the harbor, and the rocky crags below. She stopped and leaned to look at the stones and remembered with clarity the spot they’d found the old woman’s body. Flowers still bloomed nearby. “She could’ve jumped from here.”

      “Aye, though the wind maybe… still, close, no matter.”

      Eliles gazed out over the harbor. “She would’ve had a view of the ships with but a tilt of her head.” Her eyes turned to streets below, a high wall, and buildings; the way they were situated she saw their tops but not the nearby streets. Her head cocked. “From where would a child have seen her jump?”

      “Well, High Street down there.” He pointed, then sucked his teeth. Turned. “Maybe… No. Can’t be sure from here.”

      “Seems to me the boy would have to be in a right unusual spot to—”

      “Boys are boys and love climbing rocks. Don’t let yer imagination run too wild. No matter how godsdamned tempting.”

      She meandered to the western edge, facing the city. “You’re right, I suppose. But hard to keep your thoughts in a straight line these days.” Her eye caught a flash of movement on a distant street. She pointed. “You see that?”

      “No, what the hells you talkin’ about?”

      “Someone moving between buildings. Maybe.”

      “Someone coulda left the tow—”

      A shadow skulked across what she figured was Januel’s Way, heading for the Temple and Pyre Rock. A second figure followed.

      Artus snorted. “I’ll be godsdamned.”

      They raced through and slammed shut the door before Artus blew his horn. Twice. The third time, with her ears ringing, she swatted him in the back of his head. “Don’t deafen the both of us!”

      They trotted into the main hall to find Jinbin, Seden, and several others already here. And Artus blew the horn again.

      Jinbin said, “What’d you find?”

      Eliles caught her breath, counted as more folks arrived. Fifteen so far. “We were atop the tower and saw two people in the streets.”

      “Just now? I don’t think a soul has left this tower since we got back. And we searched the whole blessed city after your tower lit.”

      “And we just today found a body we missed. The living hide as well as the dead.”

      Artus said, “Even from your prayers? Feral magic I mean.”

      She admitted to herself he had a point, but: “I didn’t cover every stride of this island, and the Sliver’s power, it’s everywhere. Nothing’s so certain.”

      Jinbin said, “No need to get jittery until everyone shows up.”

      And within a few wicks, everyone who stepped off the Entiyu Emoño with her stood in the great hall. She looked each one in the eye before speaking. “Has anyone been down by Januel’s Way in the last ten wicks?”

      No one answered in the affirmative, and Artus sighed. “Well, Forges be damned.  We got company on the Watch, folks.”

      Wilu, a late arrival with her boys, gasped. “Shadows? Taken?”

      Eliles said, “No, they’re the living.”

      Jinbin muttered, “Why the hells stay hidden?”

      Artus said, “Frightened? Shy? Up to no godsdamned good? We gotta find ‘em to ask.”

      Eliles said, “We didn’t find no one but the mules when we trekked the island the last time. We missed a body, and the living; gods only know what else our eyes passed over. But, whoever they are, they haven’t done us no harm. Everyone keep your eyes wide and travel in groups for a time. Otherwise, everything as normal, except Artus and I will sweep the city little by little. Don’t want them knowing we know.”

      Artus said, “Maybe we should all be sleepin’ at the inn, you think?”

      Jinbin groaned. “I brew in the temple.”

      Eliles cast him a sideways glance. “You sleep there too?”

      He shrugged with a grin. “Always share a bed with the love of your life.”

      “Until we know who’s out there, keep your affair to the daylight candles, and not alone.” Eliles cast her eyes around the room. “We all agreed?” It wasn’t the happiest she’d seen folks, but none dissented. “Jinbin, you and Poluk see to Joslin, prepare his body for the pyre. His ignoble end deserves an honorable fire.” Everyone’s gazes cast to the floor, the new worry having driven out the old. Or maybe they’re one and the same. I pray not.

      She preferred boredom and the taste of fish to the island’s new reality.
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        Shorn and torn, broken and never born,

        What life have you to give,

        What gift of life do you have,

        the creation who never wallowed in the womb,

        the creation never given breath, yet speaks

        of memory and sorrows.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      A stick prodded Meliu’s ribs and she bolted before her eyes opened and her mind grasped her situation.

      “Stinking urchin! Stay away!”

      She rounded a corner, a second then third, before slowing. She bent hands to knees, gasping for breath, then smiled through her drowsiness, smiled at being alive and free. The sun rose in a clear sky, peeking over the eastern wall to cast her shadow.

      She rubbed her hands together to fight the early morning chill and stopped: her fingers were cold instead of numb, they didn’t so much as tingle. Most folks were numb and tingling for weeks, months, some never recovered from over channeling the powers of the gods. It was impossible, not even healing prayers… A memory danced on the edge of her consciousness, awaking, a shadow leaning over her in prayer. A prayer to Sol, not some heathen god. No, it must’ve been a dream.

      A hand moved to her head, where bruising and a lump should be, but weren’t. Her shoulder where the blackjack struck, there should’ve been a deep bruise. And where were the aches and pains from a tumble down steps? Ain’t no one who could heal me, not like this. Ulrikt? She didn’t want to believe it.

      She stood and said a prayer to thank Sol for her fortune, whatever its source, and memories drug her mind back to the night before. Regret for whatever harm she’d done was pointless as clothes on a statue, but she should take pointers from the risks she took.

      Dark was dangerous.

      Not just to her targets. She could have lost herself to tremors or the madness and fear of Dark with disturbing ease. The Dark brought a hunger for its power, something she’d never heard before; perhaps it was an effect brought on by combining Light and Dark. Dark ain’t evil, it ain’t.  The elements were neutral, it was their use which struck the moral chord. What did that make her?

      It made her dangerous. When she considered the bastard-with-a-broom who’d sold her out, she liked the sound of dangerous. Deadly.

      Her stature and auburn hair made her stand out among Hidreng and Silone alike. If she left Inster this morning, she might never make it through the gates in daylight again. She needed chickens to pay for a dagger, and Dark teased easy retribution for the wrongs she’d endured.

      A rat skittered from a pile of refuse. She prayed for Dark with a mutter and focused on its head. With the exhale of her next breath she released her prayer’s energy. A flash of Dark covered the rat’s face and it squealed as if a hawk’s talons split its ribs, and it ran in terror. The memory of power flooded her consciousness. Her breaths quivered with excitement, and her stomach tensed.

      If she shook the rocks from her boots, there’d be no need to come back.

      She huddled in a patch of warm sun until the limping bastard and his broom unlocked the doors and flipped the shop’s shingle. When he disappeared inside, she rose and trotted until fingers from his heels. She threw back the hood of her cloak so none would mistake who she was.

      Karu stood at the counter and Jile hauled sacks of flour to the kitchen in back. When Meliu stepped into view Karu gave her a glance with an arched brow, unsurprised to see her even so early. The old man, on the other hand, pert near fell over his broom.

      “Ho, morning girl. Her is early.”

      “Street thugs jumped me last night, they tried to take me.”

      The husband said, “What of it, girl?”

      Meliu turned on him. “You sent me there, and it was almost like they knew I was coming.” She judged his face, and it said nothing. Too much nothing.

      “He sent you to Ibar’s, to me, child. Can’t blame the man for thieves.”

      Meliu turned with a smile and a rush of breath with her words, speaking for the first time in Hidreng. “Of course you are right, it’s been a long night. How could I ever suspect this man of trying to sell me for a whore? They’re dead anyhow—” The man’s broom hit the limestone floor and he groaned picking it up. “And then an incident at the house of ladies… Anyhow, I need bread and four chickens, to start earning my coins back.”

      “Chicken? You’ve an idea what a rooster fetches these days?”

      She sauntered in a horseshoe to avoid the man, but her eyes locked his. “Roasted, raw, still breathing, my buyer pisses silver and has a taste for the blood.” She sighed with a dramatic flare and muttered a prayer for Light and Dark under her breath, savoring the tingles of energy tickling her spine.

      Karu leaned in, cocking her head. “What’d you say?”

      “What I need to know, is did you share in your husband’s silver?”

      Shuffling came fast from behind and Meliu spun. The old man wielded his broom held high like a play sword in a child’s hands. She unleashed the Dark and the man disappeared into shadow. He screeched and collapsed and the broom clattered from his grip.

      She willed the Dark to circle the room, blocking exits, and let the man’s halo recede enough to see his face. Bloodshot eyes stared at her, drool dripping from his lip. “Did she know?” Dark slammed into him when he nodded and she stood, watching. Arms and legs flailed from the shadow, beating the floor, a poisoned bug in a shadow shell. His screams gurgled to an end and she released the Dark, revealing the curled insect’s gnarled limbs and bloodied knuckles from pounding the floor.

      Karu stood trembling and Jile crawled on all fours to get behind the counter.

      “I didn’t know until after, I swear.”

      “I’d like to believe you. But honestly, what I’m going to do to you, might break your mind. You might well prefer to be dead.” The woman’s eyes rolled into her head and she collapsed backward, banging her skull on the floor.

      Meliu broke into laughter and released the well of Dark within her. She strode to the girl behind the counter and offered a hand, helping her shaking legs regain their feet. “I need four chickens in a sack. Do this thing, and you’ve no reason to fear me.” Meliu directed Light into the girl, giving her strength, and Jile’s limbs calmed.

      “You won’t hurt me?”

      “Never mention me to another soul, and you’ll never see me again. Remind Karu of this when she wakes.”

      Jile bolted through the back door and Meliu stepped behind the counter, opened the money box and took the handful of silver within.

      Jile returned carrying a wooden crate stuffed with five speckled gray roosters. “You said alive was good?”

      “I did. And I’m sorry, I do need your dress; a man stained mine with his blood.”

      Meliu stepped from the bakery gowned in an ill fitting but bloodless dress and packing her clucking prize. But she took fewer than a dozen strides before she stopped to the sound of clapping.

      A boy stood in the street with beautiful blue eyes and a smile full of perfect white teeth stretching his face. He applauded three more times, as if she were an actor on a stage. “Well done,” he said in Silone.

      Was the child following her? “Stupid boy, I gave you a roll, didn’t mean I loved you or gave a horse’s shit about you.”

      She turned her back on the youngster’s nonplussed smile, but cut her steps short at the tone in his voice, but it was the words that stopped her heart. “I’ve been beaten and spat upon, cursed to every corner of the Twelve Hells, and tasted the Maimer’s Lash—”

      She spun and her roosters squawked in their cage. “Liar. A pissin’ child—”

      “I’ve even been killed to rise again.” He smiled at what she knew must be an aghast look on her face. “We never could beat the villager vulgarity from your tongue, a brilliant scholar but forever the daughter of a simple cook. Still, we never gave up on you, and you’ve grown into a remarkable soul.”

      Meliu looked around, desperate. For what, help? Damned near everyone in this town was an enemy. But the scattered people in the street strolled by, giving them berth, but not so much as glancing at them, let alone seeming to hear a word the two spoke. Oblivious gazes, she and the boy might as well have been two clods of dirt in an otherwise empty street. It wasn’t natural. She set the crate down. “Who the hells are you, Ulrikt or some abomination?”

      “A name can be as much a lie as more ordinary words, or even appearances, wouldn’t you agree? How long since you donned the robes of who you are? The only words that do not lie are those of the gods. Which brings me to my gift for you.”

      “I am not what I wear.” Meliu glared, hoping he felt the heat. She’d never believed the rumors of the Lord Priest’s Face, but how to deny the truth while staring into the kind blue eyes of this boy, eyes so similar to the gentle gaze of Ulrikt as he healed her scars. For the first time, she found it easy to believe. But the images of carnage and blood were too fresh for forgiveness, despite the innocent smile of a child, and the grateful memories of an old man healing her beauty. “I don’t know how you could be the man… but if, all those dead, you killed them. I want nothing from you.”

      “Yes you do.” He smirked as if he knew her better than she knew herself. “You wish to understand.” He’d won, she couldn’t walk away. The boy slung a pack from his shoulder, her haversack, holding it out for her.

      “How the hells?”

      “The heavens and hells all work toward a single goal from different directions. Please, take it. Your coins are there, your robes. A dagger, if you still think you need it.”

      She snagged the haver and knew right off it was too heavy. “What else?” He smirked and pointed to the sack. She growled under her breath, but the snarl died the moment the strings loosened to reveal the boy’s gift: A heavy tome with a lock, but the steel clasp dangled open.

      She knew the book well, she’d spent days with it clutched to her bosom, sleeping with it beneath her head before handing it to Woxlin in Istinjoln. “The Codex of Sol.”

      “The original, no translations. Pure and clean, left to you to interpret and ponder, to understand.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “At what cost?”`

      “Your innocence?” He giggled as the child he appeared. “And I desire you reacquaint yourself with the Choerkin.” He held his hand high to end her coming protest. “If you find Sol’s words inspiring, follow his will, if you find them so onerous, tell the Choerkin, reveal that Lord Priest Ulrikt still walks amongst the people... that he wishes them no ill, if you’d be so generous.”

      She ripped the book from the haversack and tossed it to the ground at his feet, a billow of dust rising. “Keep your book. The Choerkin won’t take me in.”

      He picked it up, brushing dirt from its cover. “You aren’t Ivin’s enemy, dear girl. He’ll have more than his share of those soon, and more formidable than me. It’d be a shame to leave such a valuable piece of history sitting in the street.” He puffed dust from the crannies of its cover and held it out, but she folded her arms. “Come now, child. The Codex etches curiosity across your face, take it, I beseech of you.”

      Meliu snorted and grabbed it from him, flipped the book open, forgetting to breathe as she set eyes on text she’d only dreamed of reading while bed-ridden with fever weeks ago. The words lay scrawled across the pages with pristine penmanship, but the characters may as well have been ink blobs. Hundreds of pages dense with words. “It’ll take months to decipher this.”

      “Longer to grasp its depths, perhaps a lifetime, but you are a bright girl. You will know enough to make a reasoned decision. The book is yours now, do with it as you will.”

      She closed the book with a thump, holding it out for him to reclaim. “Thousands died because of these words.”

      The boy nodded with a sigh. “To say things didn’t go as planned would be heavenly generous, but it was only one of a multitude of possible endings, so many of which would have been more pleasant. Others, more bloody.”

      “Our people driven from their homes by demons, you can justify this horror?”

      “No, I can’t.” He tapped the book. “But this just might. Thousands died, the rest driven from their homes, as you say, but you’ve read the histories of war, how many more might’ve died? Were the horrors any worse? Maybe yes, maybe no. Read, and the next time we speak, you tell me.” He held out a brass key. “In case you’d prefer it locked.”

      Meliu clutched the tome and nabbed the key. “We won’t need to speak again.”

      The boy grinned and cocked his head. “Oh, we will. Maybe before you even know it’s me.”

      He turned and walked away, and as he mingled with a gaggle of buyers outside a vendor’s tent, she noted eyes trained on her for the first time since beginning the conversation. Ulrikt, the Face of Ulrikt, whoever the hells this boy was, he was powerful beyond her imagining, and the notion of him being able to turn up anywhere as anyone…

      She stood straight, slipping the book and key into the haver and slinging it over her shoulder. She hefted the chickens and groaned: her load grew heavy.

      She walked, thinking, cussing to herself, cussing at the chickens and her weakening arms. Cussing Ulrikt. He might be able to snuff her life with a prayer, but the hells if she was going to do his bidding. She puffed her chest and strode from the town gates with guards looking at her tasty chickens instead of her face, and made a quick turn southeast.

      She’d translate the book, the temptation was undeniable as eating to stay alive, but to get close to Ivin again she’d need reveal herself, a dangerous proposition.

      Dangerous? Hells, had she forgotten the last few candles already? If the Choerkin accepted her… or the good looking Emudar… She cut the thought off, but grinned anyhow. But most everyone hated priests now, and for reasons she found hard to argue. They might blame her, she’d returned the book to Istinjoln.

      She rounded the corner of the town’s wall heading due south, and a nervousness fell across her like a cloud. She felt it before she could explain it, the hushed voices, the hunched shoulders of folks ducking into tents as if hiding from a thunderstorm, the glances south with the hunted eyes of rabbits.

      Meliu trotted to an empty wagon, set her roosters in the bed, and climbed to its seat, stretching to tiptoes, craning her neck to see. On a high hill to the south, where yesterday there had only been blowing grasses, the dark masses of horses and warriors milled in the midst of green banners. Not just a scattered few, a shadowed living wall spread along the entire southern horizon, thousands, an army. The good news, they weren’t charging, not yet.

      She leaped from the wagon, her knees weak and uncertain, mumbling to herself. “They’ve more enemies. We. We’ve got more enemies.”

      She nabbed her crate of birds, turning toward the Choerkin tents and those of the smiths.  Several deep breaths steadied her nerves. Maybe being a priest wasn’t so much more dangerous after all.
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        What did I see in the Righteous Eyes…

        a reflection of self, a deflection of truth,

        a determination to prove myself right

        even when the eyes know I’m wrong.

        So you say, so I do not. No. Yes. At your behest.

        Look into my eyes, witness your own lies.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      Solineus dreamed of the Lady often, but the visions were flat and her words incoherent. Snakes or rats or even white bears came from nowhere to chase him, but he couldn’t run. In his dreams there was never peace, only fear, panic, and cold sweats.

      Tonight was different. He rested calm with his arms spread, the knobby bones of his ankles touching with straight legs, and when warmth brushed over his skin he was no longer alone.

      “You’ve been gone a while.”

      “I’m always with you, my love.”

      “So you say.” Solineus chortled, the sound of his voice warbling through the wavering blue universe. “I failed.”

      “The girls live, you live. A single hard line should never define the difference between success and failure.”

      “Ulrikt? Eliles?”

      “They live too, each in their own way. Much depends on one’s perspective.”

      He struggled against the weight of the rippling, cool universe, but his legs remained pinned at the ankles and his arms spread. Not that they were real. What the hells was real here? “You knew I’d fail. And no horse shit about lines, you sent me to kill the lord priest.”

      She sighed and faded from view before her hair reemerged draped over his shoulder, her face beside his, her head laying on his arm. Her smile was warm and reassuring, her whisper heating his ear with a breath. “Hush, sweet warrior. Failure may be as fleeting as victory. Events didn’t unfold as I wished, but you must understand there are forces aligned against me, us, not all of them do I understand. It is enough for now to live, to know the future is still alive in those two girls and the Choerkin.”

      “Alu and Kinesee, why’re they important? To you, I mean. Why risk so much for them?”

      The lady smiled, pursed her lips and kissed him on the nose. “Because you care so much for them. Isn’t that enough?”

      “No. I get why I risked my life, but if I’m your tool why risk me?”

      Her eyes narrowed and lips spread in mock offense. “Which are you, a hammer or a shovel?”

      “A sword.”

      She chortled, her breath tickling his ear, sultry and seductive. “I need you to help Ivin Choerkin forget the girl.”

      It was his turn to glare, and there was nothing mocking in his tone. “Eliles, I couldn’t… how, why?”

      The lady sighed. “He’s never getting back to her, a mortal will never pass those fires alive. He will need to grow, to seize his own worth, he is important.”

      “You talk a whole lot about folks being important, but I don’t reckon you’ll tell me why.”

      “You understand why Ivin’s important, you’ve seen in it him.”

      Solineus figured he knew her mind: People followed the boy by nature, despite Ivin not wanting the command. If the day came when Ivin the boy grew into Ivin the man, and took command, he might be the leader the Choerkin needed. “He’s a good man.”

      “Not just a good man. A good heart. A good soul.”

      “I forgot my life before washing ashore, but I sure as hells can’t make him forget Eliles.”

      “Not forget, no one lives long enough to forget a love. Forget the romantic notion of making a life with a woman he can’t have. To remember that he is a man with a people.”

      Solineus didn’t know whether to take her at her word, but arguing was pointless. But neither would he do as she asked. “Tell me your name?”

      She grinned at him with perfect teeth and put a finger to his lips as the universe faded. “One last thing, beware the Craven Raven. He will have his eyes on you, not yet, but soon.”

      Blue faded into black and grays as his eyes fluttered open, staring at the elk-hide roof of his tent. More light than he expected slipped through cracks of the flap. The Lady had kept him asleep longer than normal. He glanced about the tent, the girls and the goat had already left, finding breakfast with the Ravinrin, no doubt. He was happy the girls had a woman’s influence.

      He rose to his feet with a deep breath, stretched. His ears caught the sound of bustling feet and he sniffed the air, his cheeks twitching. Something was amiss. He pulled on his trousers and was halfway into his leather gambeson when the flap of his tent flipped open. A familiar face ducked through the breach.

      Puxele said, “We’ve got visitors, a whole godsdamned mess of ‘em.”

      Solineus shifted his gear, slipping mail over leather and slinging the Twins over his shoulder. He tucked his new lobster tailed helmet under his arm. “Where’re the Choerkin boys?”

      “Outside the main tent staring at our guests.”

      He stepped into the morning sun. A tense air hung over the camp, and it didn’t take long to see why. A dozen green banners stood staked on the ridge of the southern hill, no more than half a horizon from camp. The Hidreng came early and in force.

      Puxele led him to the southern edge of the tents where Ivin, Roplin, and Polus stood amid a nervous throng. Solineus squinted to the hill as he shuffled through folks, noting gleams of polished steel on the cavalry. “Armored horse. We got a count on how many our good friend the overseer brought for breakfast?”

      Roplin answered. “Four hundred horse we’re hearing, but no count on how many are armored. Two, three thousand footmen, word is. They’re still trailing in.”

      Polus spit and ground the tobacco into the grass. “Pissin’ bastards ain’t leavin’ much to chance.”

      Ivin said, “We’d be dead they wanted us that way.”

      Solineus asked, “The Ravinrin boy here yet? Well”—Solineus nudged through the men.—“Ivin, Polus. I reckon there’s no cause to be rude.” He strode forward into open ground, the other two men trotting to catch him.

      Polus asked, “He shittin’ serious? Is he always this way?”

      Ivin said, “Far as I can tell. I won’t bother to ask if you have a plan.”

      Solineus chuckled. “Of course I got a plan. We talk, or we kill as many of them we can before we die.”

      Polus said, “Mmm. Yer one crazy son of a bitch.” He spat. “I was hopin’ to outlive my third wife so I could marry a fourth. Startin’ to think I ain’t makin’ it with you ‘round.”

      “Likely as not she’d thank me.”

      Polus laughed. “Most times you might be right, but she’s expectin’ our third and would be plum angered if I got out of this world without wipin’ her ass once.”

      Ivin asked, “Her?”

      “Irose is convinced we’ll have that daughter she’s wanted, I humor her.”

      They crested a small rise, between the city of Inster and the Hidreng army, and Solineus stopped. “We meet him half way, like he did us.”

      Ivin said, “You can’t be sure Iro is even here.”

      “Nope, but he is. Sure as Polus here is about to piss his trousers.”

      The Broldun guffawed, but there was a nervous ring in his voice. “Ain’t pissed m’self since I drank half a keg several Eves past, couldn’t untie my damned britches, so drunk.”

      Solineus stared to the ridge, men parting the ranks. Three horses moseyed down the hill, unarmored was the first bit of good news, the second, Iro Adinfin rode the lead.

      The two guards reined their horses strides away, but the overseer rode up close and dismounted. He bowed. “My apologies, sirs, for meeting you again so soon.”

      Ivin said, “We had your word on two weeks, two months to move our people. We haven’t been back three days.”

      Iro’s head bobbed, “I’m aware, sadly so. I’ve no want to be here myself, but I owed you my personal words. I made a promise, I’m trying to stick to your two months. The bishop, I fear, has come to Sin Medor. There is no time to choose on the matter of our gods courting your people.”

      Solineus said, “You needed an army for this message?”

      “I am a cautious man, when I’ve the lives of preachers and missionaries at stake. And the bishop tells me to be cautious.” He grinned. “And one never knows the reception a man might receive when his word is broken for him.”

      Ivin glanced to Solineus and Polus and they stepped back several strides to whisper. Ivin asked, “Thoughts?”

      Polus said, “You trust this son a bitch a single flicker?”

      “Yes and no, he doesn’t want a war.”

      Solineus said, “It isn’t a matter of trust, it’s a matter of choices. They’d burn through our camp like it’s dried grass.”

      Ivin nodded. “We’re in agreement then?”

      Solineus put his hand to Ivin’s shoulder. “We need time to spread the word, we don’t want no accidents with these folks and their preachers. Words could turn red right quick when folks talk of faith and gods.”

      Polus grunted, kicked a tuft of grass. “I can’t speak for all the Broldun, but I don’t like a damned thing about this. Mmm, but, it’s rare a man likes the choice when there’s only one. We need time, and we need to stay living. And the Hidreng damned well knows it.”

      Ivin grimaced and sighed, and they turned back to Iro. “We need three days, to make sure our people know your offer. We don’t want any raw nerves inflamed, we don’t want anyone hurt.”

      The overseer’s face remained a blank, until his brow arched and he smiled, giving them a flamboyant bow with a wave of his arms. “I can delay for two days, not three, this is reasonable.” He lofted into his saddle with a nimble swing. “Reasonable, and the bishop will be here herself to meet with you, Choerkin. In three days.” The man’s horse took two steps backwards and spun before trotting up the hill.

      Iro planned to delay the bishop’s command, but only so long as she didn’t witness his slow-walking her orders. “This bishop must be a sweet soul to put the piss in his britches like that.”

      Solineus looked to Ivin. “Could’ve been worse. He might’ve said the crone wanted to marry you.”

      The Broldun laughed, but Ivin didn’t crack a grin.
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        Slapping leather brings a lather,

        a ladder brings a downward slide.

        Boots kicking, gloves Slapping,

        Suicides in a marcher’s rhythm Collide.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      Kinesee and Alu snuck from the tent wicks past dawn, carrying Tengkur so she didn’t wake Solineus. The Ravinrin’s set their breakfast table early, and the Lady Tedeu always saw to their sharing in eggs and sausage fit for clan blood, not just for the help.

      After munching their fill they made straight for the forge tents and Ilpen. The big man pretended to startle at their arrival, then dangled a treasure from his fingers. The silver of the chain was finer than Kinesee had ever seen, purchased from a woman of clan blood and repaired, but the setting was Ilpen’s and steel, so to never lose the pearl in its grasp.

      Kinesee gasped as she nabbed the prize from his grip and slipped it over her head. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!” She clung to his hip in a huge hug to avoid his belly.

      Ilpen laughed and pointed to the Ears team. “Not to befoul your mood, but that corral yonder could use cleaned today.”

      She smirked and did a little dance, caring not one wit for the price she’d pay. “I’ll brush them good, too.”

      “I’m sure you will.”

      Kinesee held the setting for Alu to see.

      Alu mussed her hair. “It’s beautiful, sis. But I ain’t scooping donkey dung for you.”

      “I know that, sheesh.”

      “I’m gonna look over the swords again.”

      Her sister wandered into a tent, leaving Kinesee to her goat and pearl. She rubbed the goat between the horns. Swords and the smithy were fine, but after a while they bored Kinesee to getting herself in trouble. Trouble with men as muscled as these smiths wasn’t a good thing.

      She glanced around camp, Ilpen already at work on mending a cook pan, and yawned. She meandered to his side, digging her toe in the dirt. “Can I brush up the donkeys later? I wanna show the necklace to Solineus.”

      “Just don’t you be forgetting about them, you hear?” She smiled and bounded away, but his voice stopped her. “Best you leave that confounded goat here. If Solineus is at the Choerkin tent, you know what the Lady Ravinrin said.”

      One tiny accident, and the poor goat gets banished for life.  Kinesee hung her head and drug her feet back to the stable, yanking Tengkur by a horn the last couple feet to stick her in with the donkeys. “She didn’t break that much.”

      “So I heard you say afore.” He peeked at her through a tiny hole in an old copper pan, tapped it on his forehead to make it ring.

      Kinesee rolled her eyes and giggled, forgiving the man for his reminder. “I’ll be back soon.” When she turned, she noticed dark shadows on the high ridge to the south. “What’s that?”

      The pan clattered on the anvil. “Nothing good, girl, I’m thinkin’ you best stay here.”

      If he’d told her to go there’d be a better shot of her staying. “I better find Solineus.” She trotted along the ridge until forced to detour for a gathering crowd who stood at a high point gazing south. She weaved through tents, getting herself confused for a few flickers, before she found her path back to the tent. She flipped the flap and yelled his name, but it was empty. She sighed and gave the situation a good think. The Choerkin tent, of course.

      It was a good bet she’d find Solineus there, but lots of folks seemed to think it a good place for answers. It took her a wick or two just to squeeze and squirm as far as the guards who barred the entrance with crossed spears. She convinced them, after no small amount of pestering and badgering, to tell Solineus of the Emudar she was here, but it was just in time for the flaps to open and clan blood to stomp and curse their way out of the tent. It was easy to slip her way in then.

      Roplin and Polus glared at each other when she arrived, and the Lady Ravinrin was in the middle of talking them down.

      “Gentlemen! This isn’t the time for airing grievances a decade old.”

      Solineus was the only one to notice her skulking at the edge of the tent. He strode to her and put a hand to her shoulder with a stern look on his face. He kneeled. “That goat isn’t with you, is it?”

      She rolled her eyes. “No. There are folks on the southern hill, and this!” She dangled the pearl so close to his eyes they crossed.

      He smiled but his gaze dominated her attention, they carried a weight, like when Papa used to have bad news. “The Hidreng have come, but don’t worry. They aren’t here for a fight.”

      “I know. I mean, I know they’re here.”

      “I want you to stay put, but stay quiet and out of the way. We’ve some details to hash out. Oh, and the pearl is beautiful.” He winked.

      She nodded, and he returned to the debate at the table. Roplin said, “The march to the Blooded Plain could take a month or more.”

      Tedeu Ravinrin stood, and the table came to a respectful silence. Kinesee smiled, recalling how gramma could do the same thing. “I thought hard on this since Tudwan brought initial word, and nothing you men have offered changes my mind. The Hidreng have rushed things, no doubt their intent, but nothing else’s changed. The ships we have in harbor should leave soon as they’re able, before the Hidreng blockade the waters. Take children and their mothers first, sail for the Blooded Plain, this will lessen the temptations their priests will offer. The old and the least fit for a long journey, get as many out by boat as we may. Those hale should remain behind and march.”

      Silence ensued and Kinesee meandered to sit on a stool to watch.

      Polus gave everyone at the table a creepy scowl. “Most ships of worth are already east. How many souls can we move? It’d take weeks, months? Who travels first?”

      Ivin said, “A drawing for positions aboard ship. But I suggest those left behind wait. We sail back and forth so long as the waters are open, saving as many as we can the long walk.” He held a hand up to cut off Polus. “And, if a blockade arrives, or something feels amiss with the Hidreng, then we move on. As Polus noted, we can’t get all those we wish on a ship any time soon. Best to march with as few to slow us down as possible. We should give the six month promise a chance.”

      The jibber jabber went on and on until Kinesee wished to all the heavens her goat was here to break the tedium. She stared at her fingers as she sat in the corner, bored and pouting over Tengkur’s banishment. She only knocked over one table of food, a couple plates broke. It wasn’t the kerfuffle everybody made of it. Compared to a Hidreng army overlooking their camp, it seemed mighty minor to her.

      She sat still and quiet, determined to be a good girl, a mature girl, not the baby Alu always accused her of being. Her thirteenth birthday drew close, a special day for her and papa… but papa died. Birthdays didn’t seem to care much about those who’d moved on to the Road of Living Stars nor those left behind. Birthdays just kept on coming, and like her first after mama died, she knew this one would bring more pain than joy. Birthdays weren’t something to care about since they didn’t care about her, so she intended to ignore it, and hope it ignored her. But she would prove she was growing up, even if it meant being bored and not stirring up trouble.

      “Alu and Kinesee”—her ears perked at the sound of her name—“are special to me, my promise didn’t end when I left Kaludor.”

      Roplin said, “They’ll be safe here, with me.”

      Her heart thumped. Solineus is leaving? The conversation had her attention again. She shouldn’t be such a porridge head, she should’ve been paying attention.

      Solineus spoke under his breath, but she still made out his words. “If I don’t make it back? If you all should die but the girls live? They’d be orphans with no one.”

      Ivin drummed his fingers on the table, the map crinkling. “Scant little we can do about such things except to stay alive.”

      Tedeu looked at her, and Kinesee met the old woman’s gaze. The lady smiled. “How many Emudar have we in this camp? A hundred, two hundred? How many of clan-blood?”

      Solineus ended his pacing, leaned against a tent pole. “One.”

      “Why not three?”

      “I’m not following.”

      Tedeu blew steam from her tea. “How many know the truth of these girls? A handful, most are here, now?  Claim them as your own daughters.”

      Kinesee’s eyes shot wide and she stared.

      Solineus grumbled. “I can’t replace Iku.”

      Kinesee sat horrified and numb.

      “No one can replace a child’s family, but if they’re Emudar blood? And if you make them wards of the Ravinrin while you’re gone? As my wards they’d gain protections from not only the Ravinrin, but through all our ties with the Seven Clans. So long as the clans breathe, they’d have an advantage, at the least. And if we find more Emudar, they’ll have kin to raise and look after them. Kin of a sort, anyhow.”

      “And if I have other children? A wife?”

      “They wouldn’t be the first children born from a man’s dalliances. But last I knew, you were single… quite the cad as I recall, though that was near a decade ago.” Solineus blushed and turned from the woman.

      Ivin said, “It makes sense. There’s no better protection we could lend.”

      Tedeu nodded and toasted him with tea. “You will sail to the Eleris with the Trelelunin woman, I and the girls will then travel to New Fost on the Blooded Plain. My people will be ready to depart within days. They’d be away from the army to safety.”

      Solineus grimaced, but nodded. “I reckon the notion has merit.”

      Kinesee couldn’t sit still no more, she leaped to her feet and screamed. “No, no, no! I don’t want a new papa!”

      “Kinesee,” said Solineus, “I’d never replace Iku, but I must keep you safe. This may be the way.” He walked to her, kneeled to look her in the eye while taking her hand.

      She panted, swallowed. Nervous, but regaining composure. “You can’t be my papa.” She loved him, how could she marry him when she grew into a woman if he was her papa?

      “You aren’t blind to the advantages, and I know you like the Lady Ravinrin. It’ll just be a game, not for real. Our own private joke.”

      Kinesee nodded. Of course she liked Lady Tedeu. The woman wasn’t anything like nobody she’d ever been around. She was a queen in the castles of her imagination, stiff-backed but kind, caring. She wanted to be safe, she never wanted to run, be hungry,  or scared again. But she had a papa, and she had her hero. “Alu won’t do it. You can be my papa, but not for real. But Alu…”

      Solineus kissed her on the forehead and grinned. “You and me, we’ll talk Alu into playing our little game too.”

      Ivin said, “The plan still leaves us with a problem. With Lelishen taking Solineus to the Mother Wood, I’ll rely on the Hidreng speaking Silone. Do we have anyone else who speaks their tongue? Whom we trust?”

      Eyes cast about from one to another, then a voice came from the tent’s flap. Youthful and feminine. “I could be of use.”

      Kinesee hadn’t noticed when the girl entered. She was short with auburn hair, cute, and she’d seen her selling bread and apples around camp. But now she wore the robes of a priestess.

      Polus’ voice rang like an anvil. “Just who the hells are you?”

      “Meliu, priestess of Istinjoln.”

      Polus’ sword was half way from its sheath when Ivin placed a hand on the man’s arm.

      Ivin said, “A surprise to see you again.”

      Solineus said, “You’re a priestess.”

      “We all have our secrets, don’t we?” The girl smiled, and her cute became beautiful. Pangs of jealousy struck Kinesee’s heart. “I’ve five roosters outside for you, too.”

      Chicken. Jealousy turned to hungry, she knew Solineus would share.

      Ivin said, “I doubt you’re here for a delivery.”

      She strolled within a few paces of the table. “I’m here to help.”

      Polus snarled but slammed his sword into its sheath. “Mmm, Istinjoln has helped enough, I think.”

      “Your own kin had more hand in whatever happened than I did. I was on my way to the Fost before… And I’m fluent in Hidreng. Trust me when I say it’s handy to know what these shit eaters are saying behind your back.”

      Kinesee gasped, papa would be washing her mouth with brine. Tedeu glared. “Uncouth words from a lady and priestess.”

      Polus said, “First godsdamned words from her mouth I’ve liked.”

      Ivin eyed her up and down and sighed. “How do I know to trust you? You weren’t a friend to me when we parted.”

      She slung a haversack from her shoulder. “I delivered a book to Istinjoln, now I deliver it you.” She loosened the drawstring and pulled out a tome so huge it made Kinesee’s head swim just thinking about all the words inside.

      Ivin stood transfixed, took a deep breath. “The Codex of Sol.”

      Kinesee figured she was the only one unimpressed, and since no else wanted to talk, she figured she may as well get herself in trouble. “A book, so what? I can’t even read.”

      Solineus coughed and gave her a twisted grin that meant she wasn’t in too much trouble.

      The Lady Ravinrin gave her a more serious stare. “You’ll remedy your reading problem as my ward.” She edged her gaze back to Meliu, but it remained barbed. “Everyone thought this collection destroyed centuries ago, but somehow they failed. You’ve read it?”

      The priestess shook her head. “No, and I won’t be able to for some time. It’s inked in the old tongue and written in ciphers. It’ll take time.”

      Ivin asked, “Then what good is it?”

      Kinesee snorted, how was that different from what she’d said?

      Meliu said, “I don’t know. The prophecies it contains brought on whatever the lord priest tried. You should burn it to ashes, except... Maybe it holds clues to what happened and what still might happen.”

      Polus sat and hefted his booted feet onto the table with a thud. “Mmm, burn it I say, and toast the flames with strong drink.”

      Meliu smiled and leaned on the table with both hands, staring down the big man. Kinesee grinned, maybe she liked this girl after all. “And if Ulrikt’s game is still being played? If the prophecies are still at work?”

      Polus coughed. “By the Mercies, we’d need more booze to make sense of it all. What are ya saying, girl? Mmm?”

      “Ivin knows damned well where this book last was, Istinjoln. How do you think it got her? Me. Ulrikt gave it to me to deliver to a high priest who never came for it.”

      Solineus said, “I’m not sure what this codex is, my memories…”

      Ivin said, “None of us do, just old stories. What else?”

      “He sent me from Istinjoln before the Eve of Snows, and with the book he gave me a sealed scroll, and told me to read it if no one came. It said to flee Kaludor.”

      Kinesee squinted at the adults in the room as their eyes flicked from one to another. The silence was driving her crazy. “What ain’t you people saying?”

      Solineus looked to her, his face a blank wall. “Lord Priest Ulrikt knew the Celestial Gate would fail and wanted this book safe.”

      Meliu said, “What you say might be true, we can’t be certain of would or could. But it’s possible.”

      Kinesee didn’t understand everything they spoke of, no one had bothered to explain the whole Shadows of Man thing to her as they tiptoed around her tears. But she knew enough to know it sounded bad. “Why would he do such a thing?”

      Meliu smiled at her, then passed her gaze over everyone in the tent. “You can burn it, hide it, or let me translate it for answers. Whatever decision you make, I don’t want the weight of its burden on my soul.”

      Polus groaned and threw his hands up. “I’d be satisfied with the whiskey, no burnin’ needed, mmm.”

      Roplin rubbed his eyes then stared at the book sitting so peaceful on the table. “If a soul disagrees with what I say, speak. You should translate these prophecies for us, and I beseech honesty.”

      Meliu broke the stretch of silence. “Once I understand the codes and patterns, everyone will be able to check the words.”

      Ivin said, “You and the book are both welcome to travel to Sin Medor with me.”

      She bowed then pulled her robes up over her head to reveal a shabby Hidreng dress. She dropped her holy habit in a bundle on the seat of a chair. “I think we’ll get along much better this second time around.”

      “You’ve no idea why this book remained so important to him?”

      “No. I swear on it.”

      Roplin said, “We’re agreed then. We’d best start spreading word of the Hidreng missionaries and the draw to see who leaves by boat. Lady Ravinrin, would you and your boys see to the latter? We should all meet back here this evening to finalize our intentions.”

      It all felt so wrong, they’d just got done running from one enemy. Not that this foreign patch of rock was home. And she was losing her hero, again. But it didn’t feel as wrong as the next words she heard, but she realized she needed to get used to them.

      “Come along, Kinesee Mikjehemlut.” He smiled. The words hurt, but he’d meant no harm. She’d always forgive her hero anyhow.
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            Conversations with History

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The withering gaze, the blinding haze,

        Your eyes, your Eyes,

        so full of other people’s lies.

        They once sparkled, purity clear, cloudy now

        to those still can see. In Your Eyes,

        the reflection you behold,

        a glowing truth in the lies you’ve been told.

        But lies have eyes, and lies have wings,

        and sometime always they come home to roost.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      “Do you know my sister well?”

      Glimdrem exhaled, unsure how to answer and nervous over the conversation’s direction. Since departing the island of Mevelensa he’d been privy to one conversation with Limereu, but now they were alone, except for an oarsman. “She is a brilliant woman.”

      “An answer which says little.” He followed her gaze into the passing forest of golden oaks, their leaves rustling black shadows lit by the moon, as the skiff glided upstream. Lights flickered in the heights of the canopy, homes two hundred feet above the underbrush.

      “The Chancellor…”

      “I understand, we Edan are rigid.”

      Glimdrem coughed. This woman differed from every Edan he’d ever met. “That’s an observation your people don’t make. Or admit.”

      She laughed. “Perhaps I haven’t been returned long enough to appreciate myself.” She stretched her hand over the edge of the boat, slender fingers trailing in the rippling current which carried the boat upstream, then reaching into the river where the waters flowed natural. She glanced back to the Edan steersman and his oar. “Or it’s because I’m still awed by those things you find common. What do you call this?”

      Glimdrem gazed at the shimmering waters that outlined the boat, the ripples carrying the hull against the stream’s natural current. “It isn’t so common as you think, our journey is important. Our pilot is a current-tamer.”

      She nodded with a smile he could only call graceful. The curve of her lips mesmerized him, and he wondered why Edan didn’t smile more often. She caught his stare. “You think this trip is worthwhile?”

      He stifled a laugh as he decided how honest to be. Her smile offered little room for obfuscation, but their conversation had danced around the Oxeum Codex without saying the name and he wouldn’t be the first. “For me? It’s as historic as, well, speaking to you.”

      “Or the Vale of Resting Winds.”

      “You remember nothing of the Father Wood?”

      Her head cocked but the smile never faded. “Maybe I do, but I don’t think so. What little memory I have is jumbled, Motu Ensa and my sister are the two points of clarity. What do you hope to find in the Archangel’s study?”

      “Answers. Did you know Uvin called the term Archangel a mistranslation?”

      “Answers to what? My sister’s people searched his chambers.”

      Glimdrem grinned at her slipping his bait, but the boat veered before he answered. They drifted toward shore and a floating dock.

      The current-tamer said, “We’re here.”

      Glimdrem said, “I know what the Chancellor searched for, she didn’t find it.”

      The woman pondered his words until the skiff touched dock and the oarsman tied them off. “You aren’t after the same thing?”

      He stepped onto the dock and offered his hand without thinking. The gesture offended most Edan, but to his surprise she grasped his palm. She stood beside him, a finger taller, but it didn’t feel like she looked down upon him. “No, I’m not.”

      An Edan strode the dock’s length, an aura of soft white light enveloping his being. Glimdrem didn’t see a weapon on him, but he was a warrior, it was obvious by the way his feet struck the boards of the dock, more severe than the glide of most Edan.

      “The Chancellor sent word of your arrival. If you’d follow me, please.”

      They walked in silence to stand before a Golden Oak that towered from a hillock. Instead of climbing, their guide took them to a door set into a mortared stone frame. Many trees had root cellars at their base for storage, but they entered to find a furnished home with an array of cabinets and tables and chairs, a fine desk crafted by a lifeshaper of exceeding skill. Each piece was luxurious, fashioned from Golden or Moon Oak, and the seats padded in fine silks.

      Sunstones lit the room, the jewels set in lamps and candelabra around the room, giving shadows few places to hide. The detail which caught Glimdrem’s eye were the shelves, tidy and dust free, and devoid of books where a thousand might be stored.

      He turned to the guard. “Did the Chancellor take the books?” The man’s stern gaze didn’t betray a blink.

      Limereu stepped between them. “You heard the man.”

      “The shelves were empty when we arrived. There’s no record of the twenty-fifth keeping a collection.”

      Glimdrem grunted and meandered to a desk. It was no wonder the Chancellor allowed him this trip, the place was near empty. He sat at Uvin’s desk, figuring the dead man wouldn’t mind, and opened a drawer. Empty. “Is there record of him having anything?” The second drawer revealed an eye-widening surprise.

      A globe of metal, six fingers in diameter, and from its glossy black protruded a spike of crystal. He placed it on the desk, its base flat, so that the unbreakable icicle pointed straight to the ceiling.

      Limereu asked, “What is it?”

      “The unsolvable puzzle, except it’s solved. It’s a classic experiment demonstrating the peculiar interaction between Ikoruv and Latcu.” She met his gaze, but only blinked. “Ikoruv is harder than steel, and less brittle, an Elemental metal. Latcu, as its name suggests, is unbreakable. You can’t even use one piece to carve another.”

      “Like diamonds can. Memories sit on the edge of my mind… do go on.”

      “If you melt the Ikoruv and set a piece of Latcu inside the molten mass, like what we have on the desk, the Latcu will work its way from the metal. Even if you use a bead and put it in the middle of the metal, it will force its way out in a matter of days.”

      “And this has been sitting here since before Uvin’s death?”

      Glimdrem grinned, it was fun knowing things an Edan did not. “It gets better. No known forge is capable of heating Latcu to its melting point, but we have artifacts from the God Wars, weapons with blades crafted from it.”

      “Armors?”

      “None known. But, a few of the rarest and most deadly weapons use both Ikoruv and Latcu, together. The Mystic Smiths of the Edan have been seeking the answer since the Great Forgetting.”

      Her disarming smile returned. “And Uvin figured it out.”

      “So it seems. The khopesh he had in the Vale of Resting Winds, he claimed to have reforged the materials together. Of course, it didn’t work out so well.”

      “My sister didn’t leave this here by chance.”

      “Nothing your sister does is by chance, from my experience.”

      “Why leave this here for you?”

      Glimdrem ran his finger along the smooth round of the Latcu needle and pondered how easy its point would break skin. “Did your sister tell you where I was before returning to the Eleris? Before the Resting Winds?”

      “No.”

      “I was on Sutan, a brutal, uncivilized continent. Where the chancellor believed the Archangel found his book.”

      “She mentioned the Oxeum Codex.”

      He smiled, a small victory to get her to say the name first. “She believed I could find the ruins of Oxeum, but Uvin told me, apologized in fact, because it doesn’t exist any more.”

      “A blind fish hunting a unicorn.”

      Glimdrem couldn’t resist a laugh at the reference to a Trelelunin children’s story, it was a famous saying among his people, but nothing he expected from an Edan. “How’d you remember such a trivial phrase?” She shrugged, and he continued. “Without doubt, they will give this novelty to the smiths for study, but it’s here to remind me that without the codex, we’re no closer to duplicating the man’s achievement.”

      “Is it so important?”

      “Yes.” He stood and wandered to a shelf with a line of small statues, several he’d wager were from Sutan. A three-headed man with horns lifeshaped from ebony, a woman with eight breasts carved from green jade, and a dagger fashioned from blue obsidian. “I will dance where the Edan fear to play their music. And for me, finding the codex is personal. The hunt took a decade of my life and was an end for so many others.”

      She joined him in gazing at the Archangel’s collection, her finger tracing the sloping back of a crouching tiger carved from an ivory tusk. “A spectacular piece, the details of its fur and teeth.”

      “A mammoth tusk from Molo, I suspect—” His breath stopped and he stared. It sat on the highest seat of a corner shelf: A monkey carved from yellow jade streaked with oranges and greens and whites, its body contorted into a fighting pose, with a spear in one hand and a khopesh in the other. Its mouth stretched wide in a scream, razor tipped incisors threatening to bite, but what made his tongue dry was its missing eyes. Two empty sockets where gems must belong. Temple of the Blind Monkey.

      Limereu raised a brow, following his gaze. “What is it?”

      Glimdrem corrected his expression and smiled. “I think this ugly little thing wants to bite me.”

      “He is a sour looking fellow.”

      “It reminds me of a larger statue we saw on Sutan, where a friend died.” It was dangerous to lie to an Edan, but he was confident he pulled it off. The simian warrior posed on a platform, with a backdrop of a steppe pyramid similar to many he’d seen covered by jungle, and if hollow, it’d have space to conceal a book.

      “Tragic memories, I’m certain. I am sorry.”

      He turned to her, his face solemn to hide the smile inside. “It’s a funny thing, before the ritual at the Vale, I feel like Uvin was on the verge of telling me something. Revealing something about Sutan and the codex, but time ran short.”

      “Another tragedy.”

      There was a sincerity in her words that pinched his guilt for the lie he was about to tell. “Life is full of tragedies, but we won’t find Uvin’s secret here. All the man left behind was trinkets and oddities.”
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            Snores are Life

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A doom woven into the Loom,

        the Sire’s desire Forgotten,

        the wire spun for the Begotten.

        A sense of the dense,

        sensitivity without density nor Dignity.

        The Indignant flame,

        the loudest cry for truth is the Liar.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      Kinesee awoke as she did every night since Papa died, sweating and terrified of Shadows who wanted her body and soul, but at least tonight she didn’t scream and her cheeks were dry. She stared into abject dark beneath her blanket, heard Alu’s little snort snore, and she released a contented sigh.

      Alive, we’re alive, nothing here to take us.

      She drew her cover to her chest and blinked, dim light from lanterns outside giving her enough light to see sis huddled in a ball on the floor, her stick-sword by her side. Tengkur slept too, in a patch of straw in the middle of a haphazard fence that kept the goat in place, at least when she was being polite. She didn’t fool herself into thinking the goat couldn’t shove or jump its way out anytime and get both of them in trouble.

      Kinesee shut her eyes tight, she needed to sleep. All the older folks she’d ever known told her so. Her eyes fluttered open, clutching the pearl resting attached to the chain around her neck, and she battled the urge to rub her treasure for light and comfort. Her hero was far away, anyhow.

      He’d sailed days ago, kissing her on the forehead and promising his return. She didn’t doubt her hero. Couldn’t doubt him. But still she fought tears as the man held forth their greatpa’s sword, his parting gift for Alu. Solineus blunted her sister’s thrill when he said, “It’s yours, but Maro decides when you practice with live steel, you hear? He holds it for you until he deems you worthy.”

      That’d gone over as well as a pig tumbling over a waterfall, but Alu gripped the sword tight, a tear in her eye, and vowed to obey his wishes, and to listen to Maro’s every word. The sword was too plain to be a longstanding Mikjehemlut heirloom, so the official story was that it’d been a relative’s favorite practice blade.

      By the time Solineus sailed for the Eleris with that awful, pretty Trelunin woman, Kinesee was no longer Kinesee Koest, she was a Mikjehemlut. She had worked hard a whole night just to say it right, but the mouthful of a name came with perks. Lady Tedeu fed them the finest foods available and adorned both sisters in frilled dresses and silver jewelry speckled with tiny stones, but still, none were as precious as her oblong pearl.

      They slept in his tent, but the Ravinrin moved it to sit next to the Lady Tedeu’s, up the coast and northeast of the Choerkin. They wouldn’t be here much longer anyhow, rumor spoke of them sailing from here within days. Boats reminded her of Papa and her family, and of fleeing the island, clenching her gut with sorrow and fear.

      She cast her blanket aside with a huff and stood. Papa always told her she needed to grow up, to act her age, and those who told her to sleep didn’t seem to mind breaking the needing sleep rule… If I’m to act grown up, by golly, getting up in the middle of the night might just be the first step to maturity. She accepted her logic with a smirk and slipped to the tent’s flap, peaking through the fold to find Gurt, a Ravinrin guard, drowsing on a stool.

      She eased into the chilly night, a hint of fog to her breath, and she stared at the stars. She pulled her cloak tight and wandered, promising to herself not to go far. A short walk, enough to sweep her head of thoughts of home, no more.

      The quiet of night was so different from the day. The last couple of days had been full of noises, people fleeing to ships, some swapping their old gods for new, while those remaining behind argued over morals and heavens and hells. Night, the hush beneath the stars was how life used to be, how it should be. Not how it was.

      She huddled in the shadows of a wagon, wiping tears she couldn’t explain. She was thankful, at least, there was no one to see her childish weakness.

      Soft voices to the west, but she couldn’t make out what they were saying. She took several deep breaths, drying her eyes as three people rounded a corner nearby.

      “We welcome all new faithful in the Hokandite. We promise, you and your—” His speech carried a Hidreng accent, and he stopped talking the moment he saw her. Their clothes were ordinary enough, but Kinesee had seen folks she figured were Tek priests dressed common before.

      The three smiled as they passed and she smiled back. She refused to blame anyone for taking the Hidreng offer, if given a choice between the gods and bringing her papa and kin back to life, she wouldn’t hesitate a flicker. Keeping family safe should be priority, no matter the spiritual cost.

      She watched their backs fade into the dark, and as they passed a hanging lantern she startled. A shadow lunged from nowhere. She stifled a scream, thinking it was Shadow of Man, but steel flashed and one man dropped to his knees, then collapsed to his back. Another hunched then dropped while the third spun to run back toward her.

      The man lurched, falling face first in the dirt, his feet entangled? The attacker leaped on the man’s back, plunging a blade with  both hands, and the tackled man’s struggling arms went limp.

      Kinesee stared, unable to move. Three lives ended without a single shout. The night was as quiet as it had been, but silence wasn’t the proof of peace she’d thought.

      The killer stood, throwing black hair over a shoulder, and froze. Kinesee couldn’t see the person’s eyes or face, but she knew she’d been spotted before the murderer took a first step her way.

      Kinesee bolted.

      But the hells if she would die in silence like them other folks. She screamed.

      Footfalls came from behind.

      She didn’t look back for Shadows giving chase, she wouldn’t look back now. She heard voices answering her screams, but in the dark punctured by scattered lanterns there was no one to run to. The feet were close. Something struck the back of her legs and bounced away as she jumped, and she screamed louder.

      She turned, slid under a cart blocking the way and dashed on. The pearl bounced against her heaving chest, but there was no way to rub it, and her hero was nowhere close anyhow.

      She ducked left then right, and dove through a tent flap, screaming for someone to awake, to save her. A man and woman shot upright from their bed.

      “Chasing me. Killed three men.”

      “Slow down girl, what happened?”

      But there wasn’t any slowing down. The killer barreled into the tent, a lean shadow with long black hair and face covered in charcoal. A curved blade struck the man, gashing him from sternum to groin, and Kinesee didn’t wait to see what happened next as the woman screamed.

      She dove for the edge of the tent and wormed beneath, dashing into the night. She stopped screaming and ran, she’d already gotten two folks killed. There were two tents she’d count on to be safe: Choerkin and Ravinrin. But where the hells was she?

      The sound of feet behind her faded, and she slowed to think, but she spotted a shadow running her way before she got her bearings. She lunged left with a grunt and forced her legs straight uphill.

      She glanced west and caught sight of torches on Inster’s walls. The smith camp should be to her left? Or straight ahead? Either way, the Choerkin should be toward the walls.

      Her thighs burned as she veered between carts and tents packed close, relieved to recognize them as she crowned the ridge.

      Ropes tangled and wood clattered as she tumbled face first to the ground, but she’d seen this before. She rolled and kicked out, a blade slashing her leg, but her feet caught the killer in the ribs. She wriggled beneath a tent edge, pulled free of the bola and stood, panting, desperate, clutching her new weapon. Which way?

      A blade split the tent’s hide, and she charged straight into the slit, punching straight through to collide with her attacker. She bounced off and swung, the wooden balls of the bola flailing wild, clacking in the air before thudding into flesh.

      Her attacker hunched, and Kinesee lumbered, stumbling as fast as she could, out of breath. A tent larger than others loomed in front of her, a dim glow in the night with lanterns out front. She gasped and dropped the weight of the bola, praying her pursuer was as exhausted as she was.

      Kinesee tumbled through the tent flap, her mind screaming Ivin’s name, but her voice croaked.

      Swords rang from sheaths. Ivin and the priestess stood beside the table, the Ravinrin boys and the Broldun were here too.

      Ivin spoke first. “Kinesee? What the hells are you doing here?”

      “Murdered. Chasing me. Killed others.”

      The Ravinrins were at her side in a flicker, weapon’s drawn, but Ivin and the priestess stepped outside.

      Her breaths shuddered and her knees wobbled, but she followed them. The Choerkin planted his feet in the ground, his sword ready, and in a flash the area was lit bright as day, and there were no shadows to hide in.

      A figure stood in the distance, a curved sword in hand, then disappeared behind a tent with casual strides.
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            Bishop’s Parlay

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A terror, a Bearer, pall or missive?

        A kiss on lilac lips kills, spills, breaks mortal wills,

        shoulder blade tills, breaking soil,

        a bone-made plow, a harnessed sow,

        Slithering soul tethered to the weather,

        broken seed ungrowing cover in bold mold black.

        So soon you are back! A bold mold black,

        devoured seed, merged seed,

        should never’ve sprouted. Did.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      “Your girl, she speaks fine Hidreng.”

      Ivin held his expression blank at Iro’s words and kept his eyes on the hill in front of him. The trio rode side by side, Meliu on his right. “Her parents were merchants from Coerkin Fost.” A horse whinnied behind them, but again he kept his eyes straight. Unarmed, unarmored, and surrounded by Hidreng, he struggled to appear at ease.

      Iro leaned in his saddle to look around him. “Did you visit the Hundred Nations often?”

      Meliu said, “I was in Sin Medor a couple times a decade ago, Dedis, Yulip, Kemis. Most times I dealt with Hidreng when they sailed north.”

      “Yulip bows to Thon. The Virgin Whore, she likes pure young girls, even foreigners.”

      “I’m aware, but I’d little to worry about concerning purity.”

      Iro smirked and punched Ivin in the shoulder. “Your girl is a lovely devil!”

      “I don’t know her so well, but I know she’s a sharp tongue between those teeth.” Ivin looked to Meliu and smiled. The priestess wore embroidered linens befitting a merchant’s daughter, pants instead of a dress, and a loose fitting top with red silk at the sleeves and neck. Her auburn hair was tied back in a tail, her scalp healed without a hint of scar, and Ivin admitted to himself she was pretty.

      Iro nodded and spoke under his breath. “The Bishop of Sin Medor speaks direct to His Holiness, and she prefers her tongues dull and dirty, from licking the souls of her feet.”

      Ivin wondered if the man would’ve spoken these words if the guards riding behind them spoke Silone. “You and the bishop aren’t friendly?”

      “The bishop, she is no one’s friend, do well to remember this. You may be friends with her, she will not be friends with you.”

      They crested a hill and across the valley, atop the next rise, sat a cluster of tents surrounded by poles flying black banners woven with the golden talons of a raptor.

      He must’ve been staring, as Meliu tapped his arm. “They call Pulvuer the Golden Talon.”

      Iro’s back straightened in the saddle. “We Hidreng live and die for the Talon.”

      Ivin said, “Forgive my poor knowledge of your gods, he is the brother of Fikeze?”

      “You toy with me, yes?”

      “A little. But all I know is from Silone lips.”

      The overseer gazed at him and leaned back in his saddle as their horses walked them down a steep rise. “Half-brother. Argin was king, Batenu his queen, who birthed Fikeze. The First Queen died in the God Wars, a forgotten battle much debated. Pulvuer fell from Juntelu’s loins.”

      Ivin couldn’t resist a questioning jab. “She also died in the God Wars?” He knew well that Fikeze killed her own father and step-mother, leading to war with Pulvuer.

      The man squinted his way, his voice lowered. “If you test me, it is a wrong thing.”

      “My apologies, I meant no offense.”

      Iro spat and moments later his smile returned. “It was Fikeze who offended. But if a lesson in our gods you want, the bishop is your better teacher.”

      They crossed the broad valley, grasses so high they tickled the bellies of their horses, and ascended the bishop’s hill until reaching two massive logs planted vertical into the ground; a symbolic gate, or some such. Each stood a pole high, thicker than a man’s leg, and bore carved devil faces painted in garish oranges and reds.

      On the peak of the hill stood a tower of tanned hides stretched over and hiding the frame. Ivin guessed it at twenty paces high and at least as broad.

      Two guardsmen in breastplates and mail stood rigid with halberds in hand, and in front of the poles stood a young, plump faced woman draped in robes the color of gray-blue sky.

      Iro dismounted and waved a hand for them to follow suit. He removed his sword from its hanger and shoved it into the packs on his horse. “If you’ve concealed arms, now is the time to remove them.”

      “Only sharp thing we got is the girl’s tongue.”

      Iro spoke to the robed woman before addressing them again. “We will follow this priestess to the waiting area. Speaking less is better.”

      The woman turned and led them between the two poles. “Imfin hedelus am.”

      Meliu whispered to Ivin, “Blessings upon the murdered father.”

      Ivin understood little of the Hokandit, but he knew this blessing referenced the murdered Argin. Centuries later, to hear Meliu tell it, the Hundred Nations still suffered the repercussions of this bloody killing.

      Their guide moved slow with tiny steps, forcing Ivin and his strides to pause and shuffle, lending an awkward hitch to his gait. It took twice as long to reach the odd tower as it should. Double doors swung wide at their approach, an oddity for a structure with hide walls. They took two steps up once inside and Ivin marveled. The floor wasn’t dirt; oak planks spanned every foot, polished and butted so perfect it was difficult to spot the cracks. Four brass braziers on the floor, and a dozen lanterns hanging from the walls, lit the single great room, and braced against the walls to his left and right, stairs climbed to a second tier. His gaze rose. An ornate chair, whose back sparkled with golden topaz in the shape of an eagle, sat empty above them, a small foot stool resting in front.

      This hall’s builders intended to impress and to present a sense of permanence and power in something temporary. Even recognizing this truth, Ivin found it hard to shake off a sense of smallness.

      Iro led them to the middle of the hall. “We kneel and wait.”

      Ivin’s gut knotted and his heart tapped an uncomfortable rhythm in his chest for a quarter candle as he anticipated the bishop’s arrival. A candle passed, and if not for the throb in his knees he might’ve worried about falling asleep.

      A young priest in a dark green habit scuttled from the second floor, tossing a small leather bag into each of the braziers, and in moments a heavy scent of cinnamon and vanilla wafted into a haze of smoke that filled the room.

      Ivin glanced to Iro, and the man nodded before turning back to stare at the chair above.

      About godsdamned time.

      The priest in green disappeared behind them, and Ivin adjusted his knees, eyes pinned on the imminent arrival.

      Several wicks later, he wanted to cuss and scream. He looked to Meliu, but the woman’s face betrayed not a hint of emotion. Ivin shrugged his shoulders, bent and twisted his spine, every subtle movement he could muster to keep from cramping. Where the hells is this woman?

      Another candle passed, and pain or no pain, Ivin swore he could curl up for a nap. His eyes lulled in the stinging smoke, and he shook his head and flutter blinked trying to wake himself up.

      Bang! Bang!

      Ivin lurched, eyes jumping to a hooded priest on the balcony above. His staff slammed the floor again.

      Bang! Bang!

      He spoke, and Meliu translated. “Her Holiness, the Bishop Ulmeen, Lady of the Talon, and Bishop of Sin Medor.”

      The woman’s silver hair hung to her waist in a single braid over her right shoulder, its color stark against emerald green robes threaded with strands of gold. She strode to take a seat on the throne with its cushion of gold velvet after leaving them to kneel on the hard oak floor for two candles or more. From her perch she gazed down upon them with narrow, deep-set eyes brooding over a beaked nose.

      Beside her stood a handmaiden, a beautiful young woman with long black hair and a timid smile. Ivin wished he was dealing with her instead.

      Ivin’s knees ached, and he fidgeted, but Meliu appeared quite at ease.

      “There is troubling news from Inster.” The woman’s voice was high and strong, forceful. Meliu translated for Ivin as she spoke.

      Iro stood from his chair and bowed. “Two Hidreng men killed each other in the streets three days past. They decapitated one another, most unusual, and guards spotted a third man who fled.”

      “Respected Overseer, do I care what became of two thugs shamed before Pelvuer?”

      “No, my bishop, but it would’ve been wrong to not include this violence.” She nodded then tapped her armrest twice, and Iro continued. “An unknown assailant murdered two priests amid the refugee tents, along with a Silone man intending to convert to the Hokandit. In pursuit of a witness, the assassin killed two more Silone, a man and woman.”

      “The witness?”

      “A young girl. The attack was after dark, the killer smeared their face with charcoal. This girl saw nothing of service, although from the description of long hair and build, likely a woman.”

      “A woman killed two of our priests, her weapon?”

      Iro cleared his throat. “A curved blade and a bola were the weapons of choice.”

      The air grew tense and the ensuing silence sped the beat of Ivin’s heart. He glanced to Meliu, but she shrugged.

      “My bishop, the White Rose would be more subtle.”

      The woman raised her right palm. “What does this foreign man believe?”

      Ivin bowed, extending his hands to touch the floor, before straightening his back to answer. “I am unaware of the White Rose.”

      The bishop’s pointed nose scrunched. “The bloodless rose is a sect of Fikeze’s followers in Thon.”

      Ivin wished this answer were true, an enemy of Hidreng attempting to foment bloodshed. “The noble overseer would know better than me in such matters.”

      “Would any of your people commit murder upon peaceful men?”

      A rigged question, the answer was obvious, no matter how much he’d like to deny it. He took a deep breath. “I’d prefer to think no, but the possibility is clear.”

      The bishop smiled for the first time, but it didn’t warm Ivin’s heart. “The overseer has brought me an honest man. Still, you are Silone, your prayers are to the Pantheon of Sol.”

      “I haven’t bothered to pray since abandoning my home to the Shadows of Man.”

      “An honest man who holds a grudge. I understand grudges and hate. Enlighten me on your religion, show me your knowledge. What is a Maimer?”

      A chill passed across Ivin’s skin as the direction of the conversation turned. “A legend from the God Wars.” He stopped, but she tapped her armrest. “They wielded weapons said to cauterize wounds, so taking the limbs of enemies didn’t kill.”

      “And what is a Mercy?”

      Ivin’s breath shuddered as he exhaled. “Priests. They performed prayers over the victims of the Maimers, killing them at the same time as forcing their souls into the Slave Fields.”

      “Together they were known as?”

      “The Slavers.”

      “Souls taken into servitude for your king of gods. You hesitate to face the truth of your gods, wisdom or cowardice, it does not matter much. How many souls once destined for the Fields of the Hokandit still serve as your gods’ slaves? Do you know?”

      “An impossible number to guess. It was war, centuries in—”

      “It was and still is a horror. Thousands, tens of thousands by some surviving accounts. Is it so horrible we offer peace and conversion by choice?”

      “No. But not everybody will see it this way.” She studied him. Judging? Waiting for a better answer? Ivin wasn’t going to open his mouth again unless she tapped the armrest.

      “I offered peace and you could not keep it for more than a day.”

      “As suggested, the White Rose—”

      Her hand struck the air. “Is a convenient possibility, a thing to keep me from slaughter.” She tapped the girl standing beside her, and the handmaiden produced a scroll from her robes. “Would you believe me if I told you this scroll holds the words to the ritual of the Mercies?”

      Ivin’s heart pounded, no one had prepared him for these questions. “I’ve no reason to not—”

      “You will prove to me your honesty.”

      The bishop returned the scroll to the handmaiden, and with a nudge the girl trotted to the stairs, and in moments she stood above Ivin, the scroll in her outstretched hand. He fought a tremble as he pinched the yellowed parchment between his fingers. “What use do I have for such an evil thing?”

      “It is a symbol, a gesture in apology for the deaths of Pulvuer’s humble servants. You will return to your tents, gather your people and read this to them. Open it, innocent words.”

      Ivin pulled the string tying the scroll and unrolled it enough to glance at the first lines. The script was written in sparkling white with a light of its own, reminding him of the sigils on the floor of the Fifth Shrine to Burdenis. But the words were unfamiliar. “I think this is in Canonic Silone, I can’t read it. My apologies.”

      “A Coerkin can no doubt find a priest to help him learn.”

      “They are in hiding, many more of our priests have been killed than yours, by the hands of our own people.”

      “They hide, yes, sometimes in plain sight.” For the first time the woman looked at Meliu, her smile mocking as she stood. “A priestess who knows Hidreng so well, no doubt can teach a smart, honest man a few old words, yes?” The bishop’s tone dropped in pitch, filled with scorn and humor. “Only a slave of Sol would be so accustomed to living on their knees.

      “I will return to Sin Medor. I will travel slow. Three days. If by the fifth day I do not hear of your reading this scroll, our good overseer will find every tent dwelling barbarian and sweep them into the sea to feed whatever swimming, crawling thing which might find their flesh. I have made myself clear.”

      The Bishop of Sin Medor turned and strode from the hall with her handmaiden on her heels.

      Ivin stared at the scroll, unwilling, unable to make eye contact with any who might watch him. He licked his lips. He’d come into this meeting expecting ultimatum’s and threats, what he held in his hands felt like a fall into the hells.

      Iro cleared his throat. “A priestess? Once I believed myself a cunning man…” Meliu didn’t answer, she too kept her eyes pinned to the scroll. “We should be leaving.”
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      The ride back to the encampment was solemn, and their parting words with Iro few. Ivin was a man torn by competing desires, and Meliu felt for him as she’d never imagined. The bishop blindsided them, maybe even the overseer, and as the Hidreng turned and rode away she said, “I’d sooner sniff his shit than trust that man.”

      It took a flicker or three, but a grin split the Coerkin’s lips. “You sure some part of my father hasn’t taken you?”

      “Thank my mama for my mouth. And my hair.” She tried to smile, failed. “What now?”

      “The clans will be waiting for us, for word. What the Twelve Hells do we tell them?”

      “We should read the scroll first, see what we’re dealing with. I need to speak with Ilpen anyhow.”

      They nudged their horses into a tent city whose population was already thinning. Maybe a thousand had departed by boat and ship, and a couple hundred godless cowards disappeared into the night, but it was impossible to know how many. Of those who didn’t win the drawing to take sail, small groups had packed up and started walking the coastline of their own accord. They might be the smart ones.

      Ilpen took the reins from their horses and tethered them to a hitching post. “Didn’t expect to see you two today.”

      Ivin said, “We need to borrow your tent.”

      The big man gave them a squinted eye. “What fer?”

      Meliu met his gaze with an unblinking stare. “For something a helluva lot less fun than you're thinking. I also need a dozen copper blanks, about the size of a coin, and if you’ve a selection of stamps I could choose from?”

      Ilpen nodded with a grin. “I can see to that. Tent’s yours.”

      Ivin said, “Thank you,” and stepped through the flap.

      Meliu lingered and poked the big man in his bulging belly. “You’re a naughty old man.”

      Ilpen chuckled. “Now, girl, I didn’t say a danged thing, did I?”

      Meliu snorted and followed Ivin into the tent, and the Coerkin’s face already glowed from the light of the scroll’s text.

      “You think it’s real? Powdered diamond, like the shrine?”

      She took the scroll from his hand, ran her fingers across the raised words. “I’m not an expert. The enchanted diamond in the wards they used against the Shadows of Man, the powder looks the same. But this… This might be something more.”

      “How so?”

      “Lapidaries enchant the gemstones as they cut and polish the stones, and they can be powerful, but there are also gems that come from the dirt with natural power.”

      “Like Kinesee’s pearl?”

      She cocked her head. “What the hells you talking about?”

      “A pearl the girl found, it glowed when rubbed, and Solineus linked the two’s souls with it.”

      “No horseshit? I’ve never heard of such a thing.” How in the name of the Seven Heavens could some clan warrior know how to create something like that? “But yeah, it’d be something akin to it. We call them infused gems, rare is an understatement. Crushing an infused diamond now days would be… unheard of, but during the God Wars, they were more plentiful.”

      “You’re saying this damned thing is real?”

      “Let me study a moment, don’t think we want to read it out loud.”

      
        
        In your dying eyes I see the hatred your false-gods have for you, and their despair over your ascendency to the heavens of Sol. The Heavens of the Faithful, Loved, Wealthy, Serene, Provider, Wise, and Conqueror will open before you. The false-gods made their weaknesses yours, but your souls sever now their failings from your eternity. I free you to rapture, to die in the embrace of your new name in the fields of eternity. Blackened Void, sever the pagan ties.

        

      

      She rubbed her chin and stared. “It isn’t complete, missing the beginning and end.”

      “How do you know?”

      She smirked. “The scroll’s cut on both ends, for one. There’d be three steps, guessing from what they taught of the Slavers. The first section would drain life from the wounded, the next sunders their soul’s connection to their gods, and the final bit would force a new connection to the Pantheon of Sol.”

      “So this scroll…”

      “The shittin’ witch gave us a scroll meant to sunder people from our gods.”

      Ivin planted his face in his hands. “Is the cursed thing real?”

      She stared at the words. Blackened void, sever the pagan ties. “I don’t know. Yes? Yes, it almost has to be.”

      “I never imagined the Slavers were ever real.”

      Meliu grimaced, recalling the pain of the Maimer’s Lash on her shoulders. The way the wounds bled so little and healed into scars in a matter of wicks. “They were real.”

      “And this, it could sunder souls?”

      “The mystic lapidary, scroll-making, these are arts all but lost. It has power, but without the full scroll?”

      “Why cut it?”

      “Because the bishop isn’t a fool. She wouldn’t want this to fall into the Church’s hands intact.”

      Ivin paced the floor, huffing, before he planted his hands on the table and stared at her. “If I read this in front of a crowd, it might be just as the bishop said, innocent words. A gesture of peace.”

      “Or it could sunder the soul of everyone.”

      “And if we don’t, they all die in days.”

      A chill passed down her body, and she would’ve sat if a chair were close. Gods, she needed to sit, but instead she propped herself on the table. “We’ll figure out something.”

      “We need to take this to the clans.”

      She shook her head, but her mouth spoke truth. “Yes, we do.”

      “Do your damnedest to come up with a reason… a way this won’t work before we get there.”

      She snorted as she stood straight, took a couple deep breaths to ease the tension in her shoulders. “It might be horse shit, but I’ll come up with something.”

      “Horse shit and hope might be better than the truth.”

      She guessed it was the old man Coerkin’s saying and found it amusing that she may have gotten along just fine with a man the church taught her to hate.
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      When Ivin explained the scroll of the Mercies to the gathered clan-blood, he may as well have ripped their tongues from their mouths. They sat mute as rainbirds in a drought, their eyes ranging from horrified to glazed incredulity. A wick passed before the Broldun could take it no longer.

      Polus stood and slammed the table. “Damn it, no one else’s willing to say it, I will. It’s godsdamned outrageous, I’d rather fight and die than condemn my people to walking the world as ghosts.”

      Meliu’d only met the man once, but his reaction was already predictable. She cleared her throat before speaking. “If I may.” Both Ivin and Polus nodded their consent. “Every right-thinking person in this tent should think the same upon hearing this demand. But, there are considerations. Even if the reading Sunders their souls, it’d be possible to regain the soul’s direction to the Living Stars.”

      The huge man glowered. “And how the godsdamned hells you know this, hmm? Done it yourself, have you?”

      “If conversion to a new faith is possible, so is re-establishing the old.” She held up her hand to stop his protest. “What’s more important, there’s nothing to say this ancient fragment of scroll will even work. Reading it could do nothing, while buying us the time we need. The Mercies read these scrolls, high priests trained in prayer, odds are the scroll won’t work for Ivin, for any of us.”

      Tedeu Ravinrin stood, and all eyes went to the stern woman. “So, we gamble on our own ineptitude?”

      Meliu said, “And we emphasize it. From what I understand, the reading must be perfect. If I teach Ivin to mispronounce a few words, and skip one here and there… Combined with this scroll being a fragment, I don’t see how it can work.”

      “So, we take loaded dice to a game where we can only roll once?”

      Meliu sighed, her shoulder slumping. The situation was dire enough without reminding her of Tokodin and his woeful dice. “It’s the best we’ve got, unless you’ve an Edan army on its way.”

      Roplin Coerkin stood, and the Broldun and Ravinrin sat. “We thank you, Meliu, for your help and opinion. The clans have much to discuss now, if you wish to attend other matters.”

      She glanced around the table, to Ivin last. He smiled and shrugged. “Yes, well. There is something I need to do. My final word: Facing the Bishop’s wrath is death, and I don’t fear death after all I’ve seen… But our people deserve the chance reading the scroll gives. I thank you for your time.” She turned and made as graceful an exit as she could without looking in a rush to leave. I should have bowed. Curtsied. Pah. She wasn’t wearing a dress anyhow, and not like most of them gave a damn.

      Meliu was happy to be in the sun and to put the sounds of debate at her backside. Ilpen might have her blanks done by now, but a walk to sort out her thoughts sounded more pleasant. She made her way toward the beach, looking out over the sea that days before was littered with boats, masts stuck into the air, but the waves were damned near empty now.

      A ship bearing the banner of Ravinrin still bobbed off the coast, but it’d depart soon. The Luxun ship that carried Solineus and the Trelelunin woman might return anytime in the next few days, but others wouldn’t return in time for a mass exodus.

      She stopped. This wasn’t the time for strolls on the beach. She made her way to Ilpen, finding him lounging by the table gnawing on the remnants of a coney.

      “You’re right lazy today.” But the whole smithy was quiet, several of the finer craftsmen, who worked steel instead of copper, having already departed for the Blooded Plain.

      “Folks got more to worry about than getting their wares repaired.”

      “My blanks?”

      “Done. But you ain’t getting ‘em until you tell me what they’re for.”

      “It’s best you don’t know.”

      His jowls wiggled with his nod, but he wasn’t pleased. “Tell me then, what were going on in that tent?”

      “Nothing good.”

      “Worse than Shadows?”

      Her head rocked back to look at the sky as she thought on it, but Kinesee spared her the need to answer.

      “What’s worse than Shadows?” The girl strolled from the direction of the donkeys, the dainty clothes the Lady Ravinrin provided covered in dust and animal hair. One of Ravinrin’s men accompanied her, a stern fellow in his forties with a drooping mustache and bagged eyes. Maro, if Meliu remembered right.

      Ilpen jumped up, his face brightening in a smile for the girl. “Nothing you and I want to know about. You done with brushing Ears and Ears?”

      She glanced at her dress. “Somebody needs to brush me, now.”

      Ilpen untied a pouch from his hip, tossed it, and Meliu snagged it from the air. “Stamps are on the table in my tent.”

      She took a step, but stopped. “Kinesee, would you like to help me?”

      The girl squinted, nervous, but Ilpen put a hand to the child’s shoulder. “Go on girl, the priestess don’t bite.”

      Meliu smiled as Kinesee took hesitant steps inside, but she halted the girl’s bodyguard. She gave her best cutesy smile. “Be a dear and watch the flap for me?” The man “hmmphed” but turned to guard the flap with a curt nod.

      Meliu closed the flap and tied it with a quick flip of rawhide strings before walking to the table. “Don’t be shy, I just wanted to talk.”

      Kinesee nodded and came to her side, where an assortment of steel stamps lay spread across the tabletop. Meliu emptied the pouch on the hardwood surface, and muttered a prayer for Light, the knots in her muscles relaxing as the tent grew bright. “Have you ever been in the Light of the gods?”

      The taut muscles in the girls face relaxed. “No.”

      “The Light will protect us. Don’t fear what you see next.”

      Kinesee gasped as the tents walls and ceiling disappeared in utter black, but Meliu kept the Light strong all around them. “What is it?”

      “Elemental Dark. No one will be able to see what we’re doing, and so long as we don’t yell or shout, no one will hear what secrets we might share.”

      “I don’t have any secrets.”

      “You have a pearl, tell me about it.”

      The girl’s cute face scrunched into a brat’s snarl. “No.”

      Meliu rummaged through the stamps, settling on a sun with four rays. She lined it up on a coin and banged it with a hammer, then flipped it, scratching a single notch with the edge of a chisel. “Tell me about the pearl and you can have one of these, and I’ll tell you what it’s for.”

      The girl’s determination wavered. “You can’t touch it.”

      “I don’t even need to see it. Ivin told me Solineus made it for you, that you can call him with it?”

      “Mmhhmm.”

      Was I like this as a lass? No, worse, ‘cept papa would’ve laid me out on the floor by now. “How?”

      Kinesee shrugged. “He rubbed it, it glowed like it always did before, then he told me it was a real special pearl, that if I rubbed it when I needed him, he’d know and come.”

      “That’s it?”

      “Mmhhmm.”

      The girl didn’t like her much, that was obvious, but she had no idea why. “And it works?”

      “Mmhhmm. When we… When the Shadows came for Alu and me, he heard me, and I could hear him. So could Alu, the second time.”

      “And all he did was hold it in his hands, to give the pearl this power?”

      “I s’pose. I dunno.”

      Who the hells could do such a thing? She’d read the one surviving text on the art of the mystic lapidary in the library of Istinjoln, and its words spoke of candles and weeks to cut and refine stones infused by an Element. Some of the finest took years.

      “Your turn.” The girl grinned.

      “This coin is for you.” She hadn’t planned on giving her one, but after this tale, and because she was Solineus’ daughter now, she changed her mind. “Keep it on you, always.”

      “Why? Can I talk to you with it?”

      Meliu giggled, wishing she had such power. She didn’t want to scare the girl, but the child needed a reason. What the hells, sometimes honesty works. “I’m not going to explain this, so don’t ask, just do as I say, right? It’s so if I ask for it, I know it’s you.”

      The girl blinked once and stared, but she didn’t ask the obvious. “Can Ilpen put a hole in it, so to slip it on my chain?”

      “So long as you don’t tell anyone what it’s for, including Ilpen. And you keep it and the pearl safe, under your dress, where no one can steal them.”

      “I swear.”

      Meliu released the Dark. “And don’t tell anyone about any of our conversation, or the Dark.”

      “I won’t.”

      The girl disappeared through the flap and Meliu picked up the hammer and stamp, banged another coin, marked its backside twice. The Face of Ulrikt could be anywhere, anytime, as anyone, but at least she knew he was an enemy. But this Solineus wasn’t the simple clan-blood he claimed. Next they met, she’d need to figure out what he was hiding, and what games he might be playing.
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        A philosopher, a wise man, for certain…

        Would a dented skullcap take such a noble title?

        Yes, a lie, I can not deny, but if not wise,

        at least he sat around thinking until his ass was sore,

        Ha ha! Much and more than the common man.

        He called living, this life given, the common mortal thread,

        but the philosopher is or was wrong in what he said,

        despite never doing wrong because he Does nothing.

        The only common weave in the skein is the thread

        leading from birth to dead.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      The Luxun vessel reached the Silone encampment on the Blooded Plain in three days, and most disembarked for the town being called New Fost. But it was a city of tents, not a fortress.

      Solineus leaned on the rail, bundled against a chill wind coming in from the north. For a man descended from a long line of sailors, he hated boats, but there was little point to setting foot on dry land after gaining his sea legs.

      Lelishen wandered to his side, as close as possible without touching. They shared a smile as the Luxuns weighed anchor, and flickers after, sails snapped in the wind.

      The sun set with red skies, the dawn arrived bright and clear, and a rocky shore stood to their starboard with trees stretching for the sky. From a distance and in the rays of the morning sun, the leaves flashed between gold and green in flittering waves. Golden oaks, Captain Intoeno called them. It seemed it’d be impossible to forget such a sight, but it enticed him with a familiarity that taunted his memory.

      They docked in a port called Eslonu, but he didn’t see a town, or at least not a proper one. A few buildings stood in a clearing, storage he imagined, but forest dominated the view, trees over one hundred feet high and big around as a tower.

      They looked like towers, and the comparison wasn’t inaccurate; they were part of a fortress and manned by archers. But according to Lelishen these trees weren’t part of the Eleris proper, they were a border territory administered by the Trelelunin in the name of the Edan.

      Lelishen and the Luxun captain disembarked first, greeted by a small party of officials clad in tunics of gold and green to match the leaves of the trees in the sun. The conversation ended in nods and Lelishen returned to fetch him. They strode the gangplank to the docks and headed for a gap in the woods where he discerned a gate fashioned from living trees.

      “I must travel first, to report my observations to a representative of the Chancellor of Knowledge. I will lead you to a hundersan, where you will stay until my return.”

      “I don’t recognize that word.” Syllables were familiar, but blended they meant nothing to him.

      “It doesn’t have an easy translation. The Eleris is a place of Elemental power. This is normal for the Edan, the Trelelunin, the Helelindin, and other the animals living here, but it can disorient newcomers.”

      “You spoke of the Elements with Eliles. The source of magic, prayer?”

      “You were spying.” Her smile invited a kiss, and if she were human, he might’ve obliged. “In simple terms you are right. Humans, Luxuns, other peoples not used to the intensity of these energies will grow sick, violently so if they travel too far, too fast.”

      They passed through the gate and he looked up, wobbled as the heights affected his head. “That’s one helluva… An invisible defense, a soft wall.”

      “The hundersan is a place where you can rest, grow accustomed to the Elements flowing through you. After a few days, you’ll be able to travel with me without feeling ill.”

      “A cure for sea sickness. Tree sickness.”

      She grinned. “You are a strange man.”

      “No argument from me, I reckon.”

      She turned and stopped, while he banged his head on the rung of a ladder hanging from a tree. She giggled. “At the top of this ladder you’ll find a platform, and a door to the hundersan, enter, and do not leave until someone comes for you.”

      “Food, water? A garderobe? A man’s gotta answer to nature even in the Eleris, I suspect.”

      “You’ll find everything you need.”

      “If I sneak out?”

      “They’ll put you back and it begins again.”

      “Cooped on a boat to cooped in a tree.” He grabbed the ladder, yanking on it to test its strength. “Three days?”

      “I should be back by then.”

      He pulled himself up until gaining rungs with his feet, swaying and swinging the first few feet until Lelishen grabbed the bottom. He stopped and glanced down, his mind having grasped a memory. “Parting is a sorrow, sadder than an arrow leaving the string to slay an innocent.” He let go with one hand, the other pressed to his forehead with a dramatic flourish.

      But she laughed, and that’d been his target. “A peculiar and strange man. Worst performance I’ve ever seen, I might add.”

      He climbed from then on without stopping, and without looking down. He didn’t know if he feared heights and didn’t want the answer until he reached the platform. He leaned over the edge then, he was at least four poles from the ground, a nasty fall, live or die. Lelishen let go of the ladder and waved, he smiled and raised his hand.

      He didn’t fear heights, a discovery which pleased him. He stood and took in the scenery. Beautiful, but he couldn’t see far with the branches and leaves. It was like standing in the mountains, knowing the majesty should awe you, but all you can see are clouds.

      He turned with a disappointed sigh, facing a plain door set in a wall of branches and leaves. It was unusual, he didn’t understand how they grew a living wall so perfect, and he noted this for one of his questions when the lady returned.

      The door opened with a gentle push and bore no locks. The room was a five pace square and its furnishings limited to a bed, two chairs, and a table holding decanters of water and what looked to be wine, as well as plates full of fresh berries, bread, and fruits he didn’t recognize. The bed sat in the corner, crafted from living wood, with a silk blanket and pillow. He patted the mattress to find it rustled like footsteps in a fall forest; stuffed with dried leaves for cushion, he guessed.

      Solineus sighed, then noted a hollowed trunk of wood. He meandered to the hole, undid his trousers and took a leak, hoping to the heavens he’d guessed right.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The fourth day in his voluntary prison dawned with silver speckled eyes, and Solineus smiled. “You’re late.”

      “We woodkin are renowned for our casual disregard for time. Or hadn’t you heard?” Lelishen sat in a chair observing him. “Are you feeling well?”

      “Never better. The wine got me drunk, the water helped me recover, and the bread and fruit kept my belly full, but I’m worried what I used for a latrine might lead lickety-split to someone’s dining table.”

      She grinned. “I’m sure the extra day helped your recovery.”

      Solineus jumped to his feet, stretching. “From what, a stiff back after sitting around for days?”

      “Dizziness, muscle cramps? Many folks can’t eat until the third day.”

      Solineus glanced at the table and the scarce remnants of food. “I reckon I’ve a soldier’s gut.”

      “You felt nothing?” She peaked her index fingers and tapped her nose as she studied him. “I wouldn’t mention this to the Edan.”

      “I follow your lead.” He grabbed the Twins, wrapped in a linen cloth for concealment, and slung them over his shoulder. He tapped his foot. “So, lead. I’m sick of this tree.” Sick of sitting around with nothing to do but relive the horrors on Kaludor in his mind.

      Lelishen went first, a good thing since he would’ve slowed her down, and when he reached the forest floor he found himself in the company of another Trelelunin. A woman with light green eyes, speckled with glints of ruby, and if she weren’t standing beside Lelishen, he may have considered her gorgeous.

      “Solineus Mikjehemlut, blood of the Clan Emudar, I present you to Medivu Sedafus Iminloe. She will be our guide to the Crowning Oak.”

      He bowed, but no deeper than a strong tree in the wind; respectful, but not subservient. He spoke in Edan. “I thank you for this welcome to the Mother Wood.”

      The woman’s smile was brief as a blink. “Lelishen assures me she has guided you on etiquette. You are welcome by her word, please respect her sacrifice.”

      “Of course.” Sacrifice? Another question for when they were alone.

      “Follow me.”

      The woman sauntered away, and it took him hasty steps to keep pace with her gliding strides.

      Lelishen walked by his side. “The Eleris is leery of outsiders, I fear.”

      “I’m not surprised, with thousands of foreigners piling up on the shores.”

      “Yes, but there’s more. I spoke of another ritual on the Eve of Snows.”

      “Unholy… I forgot about it. What word?”

      “Someone died.”

      The knot in his gut faded, but his face twisted. “Only one?”

      “One of the twenty-five, the Archangels. Uvin Lo. The remaining twenty-four disappeared.”

      It sounded damned impressive, hells, he wanted to be impressed, but he had no idea what she was talking about. “I don’t know of these Archangels. Disappeared?”

      “We’ll know more when we reach the Crowning Tree. I also mentioned your swords, with luck we’ll learn more of them.”

      “You spoke to an Edan smith?”

      “No, but word will spread. If someone has knowledge, we’ll learn of it in time.”

      “I can trust the Edan?”

      One brow arched, the other squinted. “Would they keep them, or kill you? No.”

      “If they’re so rare and valuable, why not?”

      She was silent a moment, and he wondered if he’d insulted her.

      “I don’t think I would call it a sense of honor, like we Trelelunin hold. I don’t believe the thought would cross their minds. They’re incapable.”

      “You’re feeding me porridge and calling it steak.”

      She laughed. “Maybe, I can’t be sure of anything, it’s just how I feel about them. They’d be more apt to kill you and send your swords to kin than to steal them.”

      “Not sure how comforting that is.” A buzz passed through his bones, goosebumps prickled his skin. “What the Twelve Hells?”

      Her lips curled into a smile, and she exhaled, relaxing as if losing the weight of her worries. “Welcome to the Mother Wood.”
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        Spinning wheel no mortal may steal,

        a twisting thread plucked for the dead.

        A song, a tune, a lyric,

        its very words making you sick,

        a tick, a tock, a tick in your sock,

        sucker of blood, sucker of life,

        Gushing your life beneath your heel.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      Solineus’ travel into the Eleris was full of wonders, not the least of which was how their skiff traveled against the current, but the unbelievability of this phenomenon faded with other sights. Deep within the Mother Wood most trees became Eternal Oak, the majority several hundred feet tall with diameters of at least thirty feet. They bore leaves of deep green with silver and gold, and hues of reds, blues, and violet in different light. When a falling leaf came close, he reached out to catch it, awed by its being as long as his arm.

      Lelishen pointed to a grove of straight young trees cared for by the seveteru mohon, the bow benders. Eternal Oak grew nowhere else in the world, and from their strong and flexible fibers the mohon fashioned the finest bows the world knew. With ten years of growth, they harvested and carved these trees into longbows, and shaved the branches into arrows. The Edan traded these bows with the Luxuns, the finest longbows known to the world, but she refused to say what they traded for. He would’ve dismissed her words as over-stated pride in another time and another place, but here in the Eleris he spotted so many spectacular sights he took every word she uttered as truth.

      In the evening of the second day the real marvels appeared. It took a moment for his eyes to discern what he saw: Three ancient oaks twined together, two forming the core, while the third circled upward forming a spiral stair that disappeared into the canopy. The growth of the trees formed platforms and catwalks connecting the forest, hollows and windows lit by soft lights. When he asked, all Lelishen said was “Life-sculpting.” Caught up in the surrounding wonder, the brevity of answer wasn’t as irritating as it might’ve been, considering he hadn’t a clue what she meant.

      Glowing stones hung from branches, lighting areas of the canopy in whites, yellows, and blues day and night, often highlighting sculptures from living wood. One stood out: A string of warriors on horseback, detailed down to weapons and distinctive faces, looked as if magic might’ve turned real people and animals into trees. On the ends cantered two horses, their riders unfinished as the trees continued to grow with branches sprouting into arms.

      The art was spectacular, but forgotten, when they reached the Crowning Tree. He stood with arms limp at his side and stared, mouth open to speak but neither air nor words escaped.

      Solineus couldn’t decide if it was one tree or a thousand grown together and spiraling into the sky. He guessed it over four hundred feet tall, no higher than many of its neighbors, but its girth astounded him. Even several feet from the ground the diameter of the tree was over fifty paces, and it mushroomed into the ground, creating a base only the gods could uproot.

      The bark and leaves emanated with a soft glow, not dissimilar to the Edan themselves. Even as they approached after dark, the lit leaves displayed silvers and golds, and a variety of greens depending on how they shifted in the greater radiance of the heart of the Eleris.

      He turned to Lelishen. “Life-sculpted?”

      “No one has such skill. The Crowning Tree has stood as you see it for as long as we know.”

      “A creation of the gods.”

      “Perhaps. They say there are two Crowning Trees, one here, the other in the Father Wood.”

      Elerean, the Father Wood. Solineus knew the word, but hadn’t a clue how it related to the Eleris. “Where is the Father Wood?”

      “Not here.” She smiled. “It is a place like your Seven Heavens.”

      “What of your hells?”

      “There is only the Father Wood.”

      “No hells…. that’s a pleasant change.”

      The skiff glided into the dock with a gentle bump and their current tamer stepped from the boat; the skiff floated steady, without a dip or bob, as the current tamer disembarked, as if he weighed nothing.

      Lelishen took the lead once on the dock. “I don’t know who we’ll be meeting. I’d expect the Lord Chancellor of Knowledge to be there, beyond that we’ll wait and see. Just remember to keep your wit under control. And don’t let slip your memory loss, the fewer mysteries we stoke the better.”

      He grinned. “Will we gain an audience with your king?”

      “The Father of Ages? No.”

      The Volvrolan and Volvrolis, the Father and Mother of Ages. His memory of Edan particulars were slippery.

      They entered the Crowning Tree through an arch of Life-sculpted wood. There wasn’t a single guard, but he chided himself for thinking of such a thing. Any guards would be ceremonial this deep in the Eleris, from everything he’d seen there wouldn’t be a point. The Edan ruled in a manner so absolute and with such power a foreign assassin was liable to make it no closer than Eleris proper.

      Blue sunstones lit the passage within the tree, illuminating the hall as it split in two directions. The interior path led to a door, while the exterior route took them to a winding stair wide enough for a trio. Dark bark covered the light wood of the steps like a runner, grabbing the souls of his boots with crisp traction, while the walls were bare without a hint of a sliver. Lelishen slowed her pace to save his legs and breath, but still moved faster than most folks would consider. Oval windows marked every ten feet of their climb, revealing glimpses of other lit windows in distant oaks.

      The stairs were steep and his thighs burned; he’d hate to be an invader who made it this far. “How long will our wait be?”

      “If the Edan make you wait, you have lost before the argument began.”

      He chortled under his chugging breath. “That’s encouraging.”

      “The representative will have been waiting for us. They don’t sleep and have the patience of a boulder.”

      “No sleep, sounds like torture worse than these steps.”

      “Life-sculptors will meditate for years on a single sculpture without moving, without eating or sleep. We’re almost there.”

      He almost muttered horseshit under his breath. “How the hells… no food?”

      “The Edan may sustain themselves with the energy of Life flowing all around us. The sooner you accept the Edan as beyond your understanding, the better you will understand them.”

      “You’re sounding like the Touched.”

      She giggled as she stepped from the stair to a balcony where a closed door stood with hinges sprouting leaves. “Catch your breath a moment.”

      He took a single gulp of air and exhaled, shaking a nervous chill from his shoulders. “What if I’m not cut out for diplomacy?”

      “The Edan won’t take to your humor; they appreciate straight words. If you can handle that without insulting them you’ll do fine.”

      “No humor, no insults, what the hells am I left with? I’m ready.” The hells he was, but he didn’t have a choice.

      The door swung open, and he squinted. Lelishen said, “I told you, we’re expected.”

      They stepped from the dim light of sunstones into a wooden dome of polished, burled oak lit by brilliant Light that left the room without shadow. Blinded, he looked down, and the floor stole his breath; a complex mosaic of angled and rounded patterns in a variety of natural hues, but the polished sheen showed not a single seam. Like so much in the Mother Wood, the Edan formed the wood without ever cutting it. When his eyes adjusted he saw three Edan standing, and a single Trelelunin man. There wasn’t a chair in the room. Do these people ever sit?

      Lelishen’s eyes lit, “Glim!” The Trelelunin strode across the room to each other with broad smiles and clasped in a hug. “I feared… When I heard of the Resting Winds.”

      “The wounds were grievous, but I recovered so I might see you again.”

      Solineus scolded himself for his piqued jealousy. Of course she had a man in the Eleris. Who the hell was he except some human?

      Lelishen nodded to Solineus and marched to stand in front of the Edan. He joined by her side.

      “I present Solineus Mikjehemlut of Clan Emudar. Our esteemed host stands in the middle.”

      The Edan blinked once. “Fesele Lesedreden, Lord Chancellor of Knowledge. But the true host is to my right.”

      Solineus glanced to the man. He differed from any Edan he’d seen; the first to dress the part of a warrior. He carried a Latcu hilted sword at his hip and wore what might be silken armor that shimmered in the light. Piercing silver and blue eyes passed judgement on him. “Inslok Harveredanj, Sword to the Father of Ages.”

      The title brought sweat to Solineus’s pits. The name and title weren’t familiar, but it didn’t take a genius to understand that the king’s sword was the final broker of peace here.

      Fesele said, “And to my left.”

      This Edan smiled, which got his attention; it was the first he’d seen from these people. “Limereu Lesedreden, sister to the Chancellor.”

      Solineus could hear the jerk in Lelishen’s body and turned to see her eyes wide. She said, “Limereu?”

      The woman rolled her eyes just a touch, another emote he hadn’t seen since meeting these people. “I’m as surprised to be here as you are to see me, I promise. But that story is not for foreign ears.”

      Lelishen nodded. “Of course.”

      Solineus cleared his throat, not for effect, but because he was choking on confusion. “I am honored with the blessing of meeting in the Mother Wood.” He bowed to each. No one introduced the Trelelunin, it was like the man was a footnote in a thick tome.

      Fesele asked, “What is it you seek?”

      “I’m here to beseech the aid of the Edan on two counts. Lelishen has told you of the situation on Kaludor?”

      Inslok said, “We are aware.”

      “First, as a representative of our people we ask for asylum in the Blooded Plain, and support for our safe passage from the lands of the Hidreng and their allies of the Hundred Nations.”

      Fesele spoke in monotone. “Such an arrangement would stress our relationship with our neighbors and the treaty which keeps the peace.”

      Solineus took a sharp breath before his first gambit. “The Nations are powerful, I understand your hesitance to anger them, but we’re talking about tens of thousands, many women and children.” Whether his words insulted them, or as he hoped,  spurred to defend their own strength, they didn’t show a godsdamned twitch of either.

      “And your second request?”

      “We ask for your knowledge of the Shadows of Man and their mother, and beg any assistance available.”

      Inslok asked, “You would have us go to war for your people?”

      Hells yes I would, if it stood a chance. “No, the Silone fight their own wars the best we are able. All we ask is peace with the Tek so we might fight the greater war.”

      “Humans are proud of their brave words.”

      Fesele interrupted Inslok. “And I’m sure you mean them. I am not of a position to judge on your first request, but after consideration, I will tell you what little I know of the Shadows of Man.”

      Inslok’s head rotated a quarter, maybe surprised. “Peace with the Hidreng is a delicate issue, achievable, but what do you offer the Mother Wood in exchange?”

      “I…” What the Twelve Hells could he offer these people? Was Inslok fishing, or was there something specific? “I will have to consider this.”

      Inslok’s expression remained unflinching. “Understood.” He nodded to Fesele.

      “The Shadows of Man were… for lack of a better term, bred by the Dontopuor in the Age of God Wars, demons only able to take a human host. Surviving stories extol their effectiveness in battle.”

      No horseshit. “I can attest to this much. What weaknesses do they have?”

      “Water, as you know, and they are vulnerable to the Elements. You’ve two swords, I hear, which prove capable of slaying them. This is no coincidence. Our histories tell of the followers of Sol crafting many weapons to combat the scourge.”

      “A Coerkin now carries a Latcu blade, it too can kill them.”

      “As I said, not a surprise. Your people were the target of the Dontopuor. But since the Age of God Wars, weapons such as these are far more rare.”

      He caught a flicker of something in her cheek, it could be nothing. “Your people have such weapons?”

      “A small collection, not what a people would need to reclaim their home. The better place to seek such weapons would be in surviving artifacts inherited from generations past. And too, do not assume a blade of Latcu will kill them.”

      Godsdamnit, anything would help. “Other weaknesses?”

      “None the histories speak of, except in those times, their Celestial Gates could be closed.”

      Solineus fumed but kept his face straight as he could. He doubted he fooled these people. “How?”

      Her cheek didn’t twitch this time. “Therein lies the mystery, nobody knows. I’ve studied several historical tomes which speak of the event, but never one which describes it. These gates have not existed in over five hundred years.”

      “With the centuries of knowledge your people have… something.” The twitch returned to her cheek, once, just a flash. “I beg it.”

      “The Oxeum Codex might have held answers but its owner is dead, and its location is unknown.”

      He clutched his forehead and muttered in Silone, “Horse shittin’ me.”

      Fesele too spoke in Silone. “The man died in the Vale of Resting Winds summoning a Celestial Gate, we believe this knowledge came from the Codex. If we find it, we will share any knowledge we glean from its pages. Pertaining to this question.”

      He nodded, it was something. “This Mother of Shadow, can she get through?”

      “The power of a Celestial Gate is strongest on creation. If this queen could force her way into our world, she would have. She needs help.”

      “And if she did?”

      For the first time the Chancellor hesitated. “It would be a war the world has not seen in over a millennium. For your preventing that war, the Father of Ages is grateful, it is why we answer your questions now.”

      A chill swept his spine: If the Edan feared the Mother of Shadow, what did that mean for mortal men? “And I appreciate your generosity. There is nothing more?”

      “With sorrow, no.”

      Solineus exhaled. Whatever this Codex was, they needed it. But the first question was more pressing. “I’ve been many candles without rest. Might have a night to sleep, and to speak with Lelishen, see if I can think of a suitable offer for the Father of Ages?”

      Inslok nodded once. “That is agreeable. We will meet here again when the sun zeniths on the morrow.”

      Solineus bowed like a tree about to snap in the wind. “My thanks to you all.”

      Lelishen touched his shoulder and led him from the hall. “You walked onto a couple of skinny branches, but you did well.”

      He snorted. “Any idea what they want?”

      Her head shook. “You’ve an offer in mind?

      “Horseshittin’ hells, no. But we need something.” And he had less than a day to discover what.
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        Mortal questions for the immortal, immemorial, ever lasting but not eternal. Who are you? Why are you here? Every breath to breathe, breed, haste and waste, asking the self same questions of self. Who am I? Why am I here? Two of a thousand questions answered to dissatisfaction, and I’ve a billion more blinks than most.

      

      

      
        
        - Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      Kinesee didn’t know what happened after the dark lady killed them folks, but it wasn’t good. They feared for her life, proven by the skulking shadow of her guard, Maro, an aging warrior who served Lady Ravinrin, but they were just as concerned about the folks grouping in the middle of the night and disappearing north, some leaving tents and supplies behind in their haste.

      Lady Ravinrin sheltered her from dark news, and even Alu hesitated to part with rumors she’d picked up from her sparring partner, Daksin Ravinrin. All Kinesee pieced together was that their welcome might be over any moment, but way she figured it, that’d been true for a while. She might still be a child, a young lady if you listen to Lady Tedeu, but she wasn’t all fool.

      Kinesee rolled from her cot, now in the Ravinrin’s main tent, the morning after the murderes to find the walls collapsing. Her heart jumped, eyes peeled wide; that durned goat had done something terrible. “Tengkur!”

      “Maro took that goat of yours to the ship a candle ago. We’re pulling up stakes.” Alu sat on a chair missing its table, eating a biscuit.

      “They didn’t wake me?”

      “They told me to, this was more fun.”

      Kinesee swung her legs from the cot dressed in yesterday’s clothes. Leaving wasn’t a surprise, Ravinrin stores had been slipping to the ship for the past couple days. “Where’re we headed? And don’t say you don’t know. The way Daksin smooches up to you, you know everything he does.” She puckered her lips at her sister and earned a glare.

      “I get my information by hitting him with a stick.” She bit her biscuit and chewed with a grin. “He ain’t bad looking.”

      Kinesee groaned. “Where’re we going?”

      “New Fost.”

      Kinesee’d heard of the place, a haughty name for what she assumed was just another scattering of tents. “On the Bloody Plains.”

      “Blooded Plains.”

      “Sounds creepy either way.”

      “Well it ain’t.”

      “As if you know.”

      Maro’s mustached face burst through the flap, his voice deep and in command. “Good, you’ve wakened. Lady Ravinrin wants you girls aboard the Silver Lady soon as can be.”

      The girls emitted matching groans, but both got to their feet without argument. Maro was a bull of a man, covered in jack and mail, with a sword at his side and a shield on his back: scary. Nice as could be, but still scary. But Kinesee figured it was his holding Grampu’s sword hostage that kept her sis from mouthing off or dragging her feet.

      They stepped outside to find themselves part of a growing group. Daksin Ravinrin arrived flickers after their eyes adjusted to the sun, all smiles for the Mikjehemlut girls. He was eighteen and pert near six feet tall. He kept his face shaved, after Alu noted she wasn’t fond of beards on young men, and thick black hair fell to his shoulders, framing bright blue eyes. A sweet boy, and Kinesee understood why Alu enjoyed hitting him with a waster.

      Daksin wormed his way through his kin to stand beside Alu. “How are my favorite girls this morning?” Yeah, both of them, but his eyes only lit on Alu.

      Kinesee stepped between them and batted her eyes. “I’m just beautiful.” She stumbled from Alu’s shove and turned with her tongue stuck out. A hand clamped her shoulder, and she turned, eyes trailing up to face the Lady Ravinrin.

      “Is this the behavior of ladies?”

      They replied in unison: “No m’lady.”

      “No indeed. You girls have your things gathered?”

      They didn’t own much. They were ready to leave every day. “Yes, m’lady.”

      Alu said, “So long as Maro hasn’t lost my sword.” She eyeballed the man with a grin.

      “I ain’t so foolish as to lose your greatpa’s sword, I already got a wife, and one woman gripin’ at me every day is enough.”

      The Lady spoke to all her gathered kin. “We sail soon as we’re able. Foremost, we get ourselves onboard. We lost too many getting here to lose more now.” Mumbles of agreement and prayers echoed around her.

      Leto Ravinrin, Daksin’s younger brother, offered Kinesee his arm. “Walk with me, m’lady?”

      Kinesee yanked her arm without being touched. Sneered. “I don’t like boys.”

      “I’m sixteen, a man grown.”

      Lady Ravinrin pointed a crooked finger his way. “A man by age, but not by manners. Until she is fourteen, you walk by a lady’s side, unless with the father’s or mother’s permission.”

      “Yes, grandma.”

      “You are welcome to walk beside me, I suppose.”

      “Thank you, m’lady.”

      “And call me Kinesee.”

      The boy smiled, and Alu leaned in to whisper in her ear. “Now you can stop flirting with Daksin.”

      Kinesee gasped. “I never! And never!” She looked at Leto sideways, a gangly boy who may or may not grow into a handsome man. “Father wouldn’t like you.” She stopped cold, realizing she’d meant Solineus, rather than her real papa. In that moment, she decided that Solineus was father, but Iku was and would forever be her papa. Anything more would confuse her.

      They walked then, a solemn march to the sea. Adults muttered between themselves, voices soft, some serious, some humored, but she paid them no mind. She was more concerned with Alu going soft in the head for a boy. Arm and arm, whispering. She punched him in the shoulder and he laughed.

      Papa would not approve, no how. A foolish notion. Papa would approve, no two questions about it. Daksin was clanblood, a warrior, a young man who would protect both daughters even if he only loved one. “Papa would be right.”

      Leto said, “Excuse me?”

      Kinesee’s face twisted, she didn’t mean to speak aloud. “Nothing.” Right or not, Kinesee didn’t like it. Alu was her sister, every bit of kin who remained alive. Losing her to even the most gracious boy irked her.

      “I heard your father is a great warrior.”

      “He is.” She took several strides during his silence and cut off whatever his next words would’ve been. “I’m fine with quiet, you needn’t yammer all the time.”

      He exhaled. As if relieved. This notion irked her more than the boy trying to talk to her. Had the Lady Ravinrin pressured him to be kind to her? Bad enough she had Maro as a shadow. She glanced at the boy, picking out any feature she decided not to like. He’s got a turtle’s nose.

      They reached the ship in silence, with Kinesee torn between these contradicting aggravations. By the time they boarded she scowled at Leto, and would scowl no matter whether he stitched his lips shut or blathered. She wandered to the rail, ignored by every adult except her shadow, and hoping the stork legged Ravinrin would leave her alone. He didn’t. He leaned on the rail beside her, silent.

      She couldn’t take it any more. “You ain’t gonna say anything?”

      “You told me not to.”

      He bore a dead-fish stare, and she couldn’t decide if he mocked her.

      “You can say three words, now and again.” Leto nodded but stood mum. She glared. “Well?”

      “Im working on the best three words.”

      Now she knew he mocked her. Maybe this Ravinrin wasn’t so bad after all.
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        See and saw, stuck in your craw,

        the pig in a poke lets the cat out of the bag.

        The Hag!

        Pray, what do you say today to your prey?

        Run now free so I may eat you?

        No, too lazy to earn your feast,

        a Scavenger taking false pride in the kill,

        chewing on the rotting carcass of a once deadly beast who fell of its own accord.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      The first time Meliu put a copy of the Sundering scroll in his hands it brought an unease as if it were the original. She taught him the sounds of the words and their translation, and they intimidated him.

      After studying for three days and reading the scroll a hundredth time, it felt like gibberish. He cast it on the table next to the real thing and huffed.

      “How the Twelve Hells can these words do anything? Just words, they don’t even make so much sense.” The time to read the real scroll drew near, and the tension rose as bile in his throat.

      Meliu opened her eyes, yawned. Sleep was more precious than gold these past several days. “Words are words, just sounds.”

      “That’s the case we’ve nothing to worry about.” He tromped his boots to the tent floor and strode to a bottle of whiskey Polus left behind. “Drink?”

      “I prefer to keep my head, today anyhow.”

      Ivin poured four fingers in a glass and plopped back in his chair with a salute. “Same destination, different route.” The whiskey burned his throat with hints of sweet maple. Smooth. A far cry from cousin Artus’ concoction on the Watch. He grimaced and shook his head of those memories, he couldn’t let Eliles and those left behind and lost bring him down today.

      “The scroll is the power, the written word, the energies are in the gemstone ink. We don’t understand its nuances, but the power is there, and it’s triggered by, perhaps every word, perhaps just certain words.”

      And he needed to read it in a single breath, no pauses. She’d hammered that into him since the first day. No simple task by itself, but they couldn’t risk the Hidreng noting subterfuge. “It’d be damned handy if we understood the thing.”

      “Agreed. The Church lost the art of the lapidary and making scrolls, outside of a few cherished tomes. Even during the Age of Warlords, these guarded secrets became mysteries. We don’t even understand wards, or they might’ve held the Shadows at the shrine.”

      It was easy sometimes to forget the past; the carnage at the Shrine of Burdenis felt ages in the past, even if it was closer to a month. Whenever time traveling, he always went straight to the Watch and Eliles’ tower of fire, or the death of his father. Everything else was a wild blur.

      He sipped his whiskey, a trickle of heat on his tongue. “It’s funny, all this time fretting this scroll, when I sit alone I wonder if my father would be ashamed of me.”

      She squirmed in her seat.”How so?”

      Ivin grinned at the memory of Kotin and his bellicose manner. “He’d thunder straight on up there and read the scroll like it was nothing.”

      “That so?”

      Ivin nodded, skipping a sip and going for a swallow. “No fear.”

      “Then you are the wiser Coerkin.”

      “Maybe.”

      “I’ll be by your side, you read it, it’s over, we move on.”

      “And you march up there just as Kotin would.”

      She laughed. “I’m so scared I could shit a ghost.” She leaned in, eyes intense. “If that scroll triggers, if I’m Sundered from the pantheon, my prayers won’t mean no more than a dying sinner begging forgiveness. My life’s study gone, months, years to return.”

      He swirled his drink. “I don’t want you with me when I read the damned thing.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “You throwin’ horseshit?”

      “No. If the scroll works—”

      “It won’t. I didn’t even teach you how to pronounce all the words right.”

      “If. You need to be far away. Safe. There’s no reason for you to be anywhere close.”

      She stood and poured herself a whiskey, stared at him. “My father was a cook and a shit poor one at that. And I ain’t meaning just songs, he’d half poison you with his finest dish. I wonder what it’d be like to care if my father were ashamed of me.”

      “I’m sure he’d be proud of you.”

      “For a long time, I figured in a just world he’d be dead and buried. Now, I dream of finding him dead and sobbing, or joyful tears finding him alive.”

      “You care—”

      “No. I don’t. Not when I’m awake. I hope they ate his shittin’ eyes from his head.”

      Ivin blinked, his face scrunched, and he drained his drink. He hadn’t imagined a darkness like this inside her. He wondered what a man could do to turn his own blood so against him. Then, he decided he didn’t need to know. “What’s all this to do with anything?”

      She smiled, a beautiful smile betraying nothing of the hate in her last words. “Hells if I know, we were talking about fathers, weren’t we?” She refilled both their glasses.

      “We were talking about keeping you safe.”

      Her eyes drooped to the amber liquor. “Then not only are you wiser than your pa, you’re kinder than mine.” With a deep breath she quaffed her whiskey, set the glass on the table with a gentle tap, and headed for the tent’s flap. “I’ll see you after.”

      “Meliu…”

      The flap fluttered closed behind her.

      Polus ducked through the entrance. “What the hells is her problem?”

      “Just leavin’ before you caught her drinking your whiskey.”

      “She ain’t the only one, looks like. Good I’ve got cases of the stuff. Father always taught us to wagon the most important stuff first.”

      Ivin stood, sat back down with a grunt. “We got many folks gathering yet?”

      “More’n you might think. People seem right eager to hear the Hero of Istinjoln speak.” Polus grabbed the bottle and drank straight from its lips with a pucker. “This bottle’s a sweeter kiss than any woman I’ve ever known.” He offered Ivin the bottle.

      “Not after you had your tongue down her throat.”

      Polus stuffed the cork into the bottle’s neck, but half the bung bounced across the floor. He held his whiskey high, nubs of cork sticking from the neck. “Mmm, now that there’s the shits.”

      Ivin snagged the original scroll from the table and headed for the exit. “It’s a sign from the gods to quit drinking and do what needs done.”

      “Which gods would that be?”
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      If Ivin had a sword in hand and the field of people were charging to kill him, he’d scarce be less comfortable than he was now. The view from atop the hill with thousands of eyes staring, waiting for him to speak deadened his tongue and seized his throat.

      It’s a scrap of scroll, nothing will happen. Hells, most of these people will never hear a word I say.

      He took a drink from his waterskin and breathed deep while opening the scroll. The glowing words stared back at him, bright even on a sunny afternoon. He didn’t so much know how to read them, as he had a speech memorized. His mouth dried and his tongue tingled, demanding a second drink. He poured water down his throat and glanced to Polus.

      The Broldun nodded. “Do this thing, whatever hells may come, mmm.”

      Ivin set eyes to the words and inhaled deep. “Vektum imar udeez.” In your dying eyes.

      The scroll flared in brilliant white with opalescent hues, blinding him to the world surrounding the vellum between his fingers. Nothing existed except for the diamond words.

      “Ta indun wain.” The words flowed from his mouth, but different than Meliu had taught him. He tried to stop but his lips wouldn’t quit moving. Power tingled through his fingers, stretching to his shoulders, wriggling energy snaking from the scroll. Warm and cool, painful and soothing, as the world returned to his view.

      His voice thundered the spoken words so the most distant could hear, and clarity struck him: He didn’t misspeak a word, he’d spoken every syllable as the scroll intended. He looked to the crowd huddled before him and knew the scroll was real.

      He felt Polus yanking on his shoulder and arm but his muscles were tempered steel forged into his likeness, a thousand stone statue bolted to granite.

      The people stood as wispy blurs, sucking close and surging distant, but some withered, grasping for a shoulder to lean on as they collapsed to the ground. Others stared, unfazed, but he could sense them weakening. The bass of his own voice resonated in his skull, overwhelming his mind. The scroll’s magic possessed him, fed him the strength to say the words.

      The world pulsed in blurs with every syllable uttered, his eyes swelling in their sockets until they felt so large he couldn’t blink. Whatever he’d started was unstoppable, the Mercies in their wicked wisdom made certain their scroll would never fail.

      But then it did.

      A blur of shimmering gold and ruby hues, and the diamond words exploded in his hands, a flurry of dust leaving his eyes stinging and blind. He gasped, inhaled. The cloud pumped into his throat and lungs like tiny razors; first he gagged dust dry, the next breath flooded with a thousand drips.

      Ivin collapsed to his knees, his vision clearing, and he reached out to Meliu. She struggled through the crowd, desperate eyes on him. She wouldn’t make it in time, he was dying.

      The chaos slowed as he fell backward, and a woman with long black hair caught his collar, stared into his eyes with a smile. High Priestess Sedut. Her every move was lightning quick while the rest of world struggled through honey, and her voice came so fast he struggled to understand her words.

      “No time to die today, Choerkin.”

      If he wasn’t drowning in his own blood he might’ve laughed, but with her touch a force entered his lungs, a painful, icy chill like a deep winter’s breath, expanding until his ribs popped. His mouth gaped and his muscles went rigid, and when she released him he spun, spattering blood on the ground with a dozen coughs.

      On his first clear breath his arms gave out, and he dropped face first into gore-slicked turf. Three shaky breaths later powerful arms snaked beneath him and wrenched him to his feet. His toes drug the ground and his lids were too heavy to open.

      A flicker later… or was it a day? Time had no meaning in the cloud of his thoughts, he heard Tekite shouts. Silone shouts.

      The ring of steel. The splash of blood.

      He hit the ground in a wild tumble, his hand slapping his face as he bounced.

      He forced himself to his elbows and spit dirt, blood, and grass. His eyes blinked open to combat; Polus, Roplin, and a dozen other men danced with smaller Teks. An arrow split a Hidreng head, and he followed the angle to see Little Sister on a nearby rise. He wanted to smile at her, but his jaw hung loose and wouldn’t close.
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      Meliu stood on a distant hill; Ivin was a dot in her vision before prayer helped her see. She was confident in his inability to trigger the scroll’s magic, but the Church taught a simple lesson: Demonstrate humility even in your greatest confidence, and you will suffer less humiliation when wrong. She’d forgotten many sermons over the years, but the value of humility wasn’t one. Translating the words of the gods and their prophets had a way of making you look the fool. So she took Ivin’s advice, no matter how he’d irritated her, and stayed away.

      She knew she should’ve taken a horse and ridden for the horizon the flicker she heard his voice booming across the valley. His eyes went wide and his mouth moved, and he pronounced the next several words in the old tongue, not as she’d taught him. Her vision quivered as if reality were the thousand strings of a harp strummed at once.

      Meliu released her prayer for vision and dropped to her knees, praying to Erginle for Light. She felt the goddess’ answer, the surge of soothing power with a strength and vitality unequaled in the past, but the world’s strings plucked her tether to the deity. The scroll’s energies stretched and pulled at her connection to the gods, and for a moment she wondered if its power would rip her guts through her mouth in the effort to sever her ties.

      She prayed harder against the nausea and rising pain and Erginle’s Light settled within her. For a moment she felt as if she’d reached straight into the heart of the goddess, feeding off the pulse of Her being. If she could stretch her will that extra span, she might touch consciousness, speak, daughter to mother, servant to goddess, both understanding the other.

      This sensation of intimacy died in a flicker with a strum from the scroll, but Light depleted her fears and worries: No ancient magic would sunder her connection to the gods.

      She couldn’t say the same for those in the valley. Five thousand? Ten? How many souls would lose their faith today?

      She opened her eyes to a world of vibrating blur and silence except for Ivin’s driving voice. Browns and greens and flesh tones, a mish-mash, until a rainbow of energy exploded to the south. Entranced within perfect tranquility, Meliu’s head lolled to watch as a priestess stood with flowing black hair. She was a singularity of clarity in a hazed universe: High Priestess Sedut, and she bore the artifact which raised Ulrikt from the dead.

      The woman strode toward Ivin on the hill, her voice ringing across the valley: “Stop this abomination!”

      Meliu knew there was no stopping; the power forcing Ivin’s pronunciation had taken hold of him. Hidreng soldiers afoot circled the Choerkin and horsemen thundered toward the lone woman in great brown blurs. Her strides never slowed and when blurs met her clarity, the rainbow showered into sparkling reds and pinks. From the background of this new universe came screams that could as well be cheers or horror or the baying of dogs, she couldn’t be certain.

      It mattered not.

      The number of blurs who charged and sprayed into crimson were uncountable, even if Meliu cared to know the number. The priestess marched on without slowing, meeting footmen in another blur of scintillating, beautiful death, to shame the play of light with sun and rain. The men were blood-wheat harvested and thrashed by the power of Sol and his priestess, and nothing stood between her and Ivin.

      A piece of consciousness stirred: Meliu should stop this woman before she killed Ivin. But Erginle’s serenity swallowed her fears and anxieties even as the shower reached him.

      Shimmering white exploded in a dazzling display of sparkles before the world clarified into a mess of blood and battle, a single woman against an army of Hidreng. The scroll in Ivin’s hands shredded into a hundred fragments, and the Broldun drug him back from Sedut. Meliu giggled; try imagining that scene two months ago. In the distance came more horsemen to die.

      In the valley below, the Silone people screamed and ran, or screamed writhing on the ground, some were unconscious or dead. In the halo of Erginle’s peace none of these details mattered, but when she released her prayer and broke her peace with Erginle, a flood of horror swept over her. Is Ivin alive? How many of our people are dead?

      Sedut turned from the crown of the hill and marched south down the ridge, into the path of the galloping horsemen. Men and women followed behind her, plucking weapons from dead hands and bloodied grass to face the charging enemy.

      I should run north to the sea, but she didn’t. Meliu leaped to her feet and ran for Ivin, threading her way through sprawling and terrified masses. When she reached the base of the hill, she saw the Broldun struck by Hidreng warriors: A gash stretched across his chest and he cast his broken shield aside, taking his sword with both hands to hew a Tek warrior, but he collapsed beneath a blow from behind.

      Meliu screamed but couldn’t hear herself over the din; a fleeing man collided with her and she spun to the ground. She clambered to her feet with a prayer for Dark on her tongue, but the Hidreng had Ivin, dragging him behind the hill’s crown. Horses shrieked shrill, and she leaped atop a pushcart; Sedut stood amid men and beasts falling to die around her, limbs and heads severed. The high priestess disappeared in a brilliant flash of Light… reappeared in a dark spray of red in the middle of the cavalry charge. Horses wheeled and men fell; Meliu doubted the high priestess would leave a single one alive, but Hidreng guards came from all directions.

      Meliu made her way up the hill to the Broldun’s side. He stared at the sky, but blinking and alive. She laid her hands on his wounds and prayed, sending a wave of Life and Light into his failing body to heal and sedate. He jerked hard beneath her fingers and the bleeding slowed. A gasp, his eyes shocked wide open, he swallowed hard, maybe choking on blood, and she prayed for Life alone, hoping her devotion would suffice.

      The man spit blood as he spoke. “Ivin?”

      She felt his heart pounding and the strength of this warrior’s will to live. “They’ve taken him.”

      “The Hidreng? Save him. You must.”

      “I’ll save you first.”

      “To the Hells with me! I’ll be fine or I won’t.” He struggled to perch on his elbows as if to prove his strength.

      Meliu looked over the hill, Ivin wasn’t in sight, but there was plenty to see all around. Sedut left a wake of blood-splattered dirt and grass, but fighting had broken out all around her. Silone overwhelmed the Hidreng by sheer numbers, but a second wave of armored horse already thundered from the southwest.

      “I will save him. If I can.” She released a final prayer for Life into the man and felt his wounds stitch. The stubborn bastard might yet live, would live for certain if she were a better healer. But were her prayers enough to save Ivin?

      Hidreng footmen marched up the hill and Meliu thanked the gods she’d passed on wearing her holy robes. In a dress she skirted the Hidreng who focused on the throng of Silone roaring over the hill without them noting little old her.

      Istinjoln may have belittled the common man in sermons, but every Silone would fight and die for their kin. They proved that now, rushing into and over armed and armored men, pummeling the enemy with anything that fit in their fists.

      She turned from the battle and sprinted downhill, the slope so steep her legs outpaced her and she tumbled into a roll. Collided with a bush. She scrambled to her feet and pinned her eyes on a group of Hidreng who had Ivin thrown over a saddle-horn. They disappeared faster than her feet could follow and she pulled to a stop with hands to her knees, breaths huffing.

      One less Choerkin in the world, what the hells did it matter to her? It shouldn’t, but it did.

      Still, what mattered most, one man or thousands who stood to die? Sedut was a butcher unleashed in a herd of sheep, but if she fell the sheep would turn into lions.

      Her old thoughts came back to her: I’m a waif and a scholar, a speck, but her fists clenched. I am the Dark, and I’m behind my enemy.

      The Light in her prayer was no longer soft, it was hard and strong as if it knew what was to come. And Darkness followed. Hollow, cold, and horrible, it pounded in her heart and forced her lips into a smile, widened her eyes until she felt she saw a brand new world. She was no longer a girl, she was a fearful terror no one would recognize until too late.

      The arms and armor of the Hidreng clashed with the fury and numbers of the Silone, and then the demons came to play.

      Meliu raked her hands through the air with a tiger’s intensity, and tendrils of Dark snaked from her fingertips, silent whips passing through the bodies and souls of her enemy. Hardened soldiers froze or collapsed to their knees, bolted in silence or screamed as they dropped their arms to cover their faces. Death followed as Silone filled the gaps in the Hidreng ranks, merciless slaughter for the cowed.

      Her breaths came sharp and fast, the rush of powers tingling her soul, but she eased her prayers and strode uphill as this slice of battle ended. People stared at her, she noticed but didn’t care, until she realized they lined up behind her. She smiled and raised her arms as she crested the hill; Dark flourished from her fingertips and she sent it streaking above the heads of her people and into the armored horse of the Hidreng.

      Horses reared with hooves striking air, throwing riders from their saddles.

      A rush of roars, two human rivers passed to either side as men and women armed with scavenged Hidreng weapons charged into the battle from behind her. With Dark in the eyes of man and beast the tide of battle swung again, and Meliu glanced east.

      Sedut’s fury dominated the lines of battle, and it wouldn’t be long before victory. She smiled, and that’s when she felt the burn on the back of her neck, even through the glorious rush of prayer.

      She spun for battle.

      But only a boy faced her, with brilliant blue eyes. He smiled, cocked his head, then blew her a kiss with a wink.

      She turned her back on him. The fighting wasn’t over; she wouldn’t allow her people to lose.
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      What had seemed an army undefeatable candles earlier lay in sanguine ruin on a field of turf torn by boots and hooves.

      Meliu sat in the back of a broken wagon propped by bundles of cloth folks had thrown together for her when she collapsed after the battle. Her right eye twitched now and again, and her tongue and fingers were numb, but her mind was keen despite exhaustion. Such power should bear a greater price, but somehow she defeated its nastiest repercussions. The gods favored her cause, it was the only explanation she had.

      The sun sat on the walls of Inster; night wasn’t far away. I must’ve dozed. Fortunate for her that people found a wagon outside of arrow range before leaving her be. Not a single Hidreng would set foot out of the city until the Silone fled the field; She figured watching your army decimated would put sensible caution into folks. But, she wouldn’t put it past some brazen archer to lob an arrow her way.

      She scooted off the back of the wagon and crumpled to her knees with her feet gone numb. Within a few flickers her toes tingled, giving her hope of returning to normal as she righted herself and stared northeast to the tail end of a wagon train disappearing.

      She walked the twilit perimeter of the camp outside Inster, finding only a handful of stragglers scrounging every scrap of value from the camp and the abandoned dead. She suspected a few were even Hidreng snuck from their city walls to plunder.

      Two Hidreng soldiers lay dead in front of her, picked clean of weapons and armor, anything worth a song, right down to their boots.

      The speed with which desperate people became vultures frightened her.

      But she couldn’t blame them.

      A war with Shadows still raged in their hearts, but a war with men raged before their eyes. A war for souls and lives. What hope is there, but steel and gold, when your gods have betrayed you? The armies of the Hidreng would return, bleeding her people into the dirt and grass, their stories forgotten.

      She forced her eyes from the battered bodies of the warriors, clubbed into the Fields of the Hokandit by fists, sticks, and stone. Would their gods welcome them, soldiers slain by common folk? She exhaled her musings and wrangled her thoughts into order. She couldn’t let guilt for her role in their deaths eat her soul.

      The Ravinrin had set sail before the fiasco on the hill, that left the Choerkin and the pig-headed Broldun as ranking clan heads. She’d left the Broldun alive, but he could be dead for all she knew. She should go after Ivin, but for all she knew he was free by now.

      One choice remained: follow the herd.
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        Listing and fishing, the Drunken Sailor

        on a boat of iron with a net of gold.

        Gods and godlings she seeks,

        demons and devils, she finds.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      Solineus’s head lolled as he sat in a chair, a fitful doze as he waited for Lelishen’s return. He snort-snored himself awake and glanced around the room with blurry eyes. He was alone in his chambers with a bed and several chairs spread around an oval table.

      He’d beaten his brain over every offer he could conceive, but every damned one was a paper treasure that meant nothing. The more notions he discarded out of hand, the more he believed that damned Inslok wanted something in particular, and was waiting to see if Solineus had the smarts to figure it out. He stifled a yawn, and a thought squirmed into his brain. The Edan want the Twins.

      Lelishen said she’d mentioned the swords, it was possible, but the idea didn’t mingle well with his impression of the Edan. Worse came to worst, the offer was worth a try. Even if they didn’t want the swords, the offer might prove his sincerity.

      It disturbed him, but so far it was the best he had.

      Lelishen glided into the room with the Trelelunin she’d called Glim on her heels. “Solineus, this is Glimdrem. A friend since the Forgetting. His knowledge might assist us.”

      Lelishen’s man did little for Solineus’ mood, and he blurted his idea out. “I can offer the Edan the Twins.”

      The Trelelunin glanced at each other. Lelishen said, “Keep it in mind.”

      Glimdrem said, “It’d be a strong symbolic gesture even if they refused. Personal sacrifice has impressed the Edan in the past. Not that our sacrifices seem to mean much, right Lel?”

      “You’ve grown grumpy since last we spoke.”

      “I had fifty slivers of Ikoruv pulled from my body after a wild gidebird chase on Sutan for a decade. My mood’s been better.” He grinned.

      Solineus groaned. “I hope you’ve got suggestions, I don’t have patience for banter right now.”

      Glimdrem strolled close, cocking his head. “How does a Silone speak Edan?”

      “The trade village of Binsol. I spent several seasons with my uncle bartering with your people. And I’ve an ear for language, I’ve picked up a little Tekite.” It was the cover story concocted by Lelishen. It wouldn’t hold water if pressed, but it gave him a viable out.

      “Mmm, Binsol. Did we meet there, you feel familiar?”

      Solineus’ heart slugged his chest, dear gods I hope not. “Not that I recall, but it has been a count of years.”

      He sauntered to the table and took a seat. “I may not have the answer you seek, but I have an interest in your ghost swords.”

      Lelishen said, “The Archangel I mentioned died while trying to create just such a weapon.”

      “Twenty-five such weapons, in fact. They summoned a gate similar to the one on Kaludor.”

      Solineus swallowed hard. “A black bar down a beam of light?”

      “No, the beam turned black as night.”

      His breath left him. The Trelelunin described the gate he saw in his memory while in Istinjoln. Was I there? No, impossible, the woman from his dreams gave him that memory. She was there, she saw it, she warned him the best she could. “What’s that to do with these Twins?”

      “Please, indulge my curiosity. May I see them?”

      Solineus grabbed the wrapped blades and handed them to the man, but he refused with palms extended.

      “Forgive me, no. Just show me.”

      Solineus unwrapped the blades and slid them from their sheaths, the murmur of their voices slipping into his consciousness.

      The Trelelunin was easier to read than the Edan. His brows rose and his lips crinkled his nose. “Remarkable.” He pointed to the ricasso, where the Latcu blade met Ikoruv from the hilt. They blended, seamless, with the black flowing into the translucent Latcu like dye in glass. “Astounding. I might even say impossible, but I try not to use that word anymore.” He smiled.

      “What?”

      “This is a work of art mentioned in books from the God Wars. Rivets of steel or another neutral metal are common, or like the twenty-fifth’s weapon, bonded with a seam. For these two materials to alloy is… I haven’t words.”

      Solineus turned a blade over in his hand, the whisper in his head calm and soothing, almost a purr. Even so, it was hard to forget the forceful commands in Istinjoln.

      Glimdrem leaned in close with an intent stare. “Latcu, when edged or pointed, can be sharp as steel even when in nature.”

      “It’s damned sharp, I get it.”

      Glimdrem picked up the empty sheath. “Forged from Ikoruv, using such a valuable material for a scabbard is rare.” He glanced inside. “Ikoruv is harder than fine steel, harder than most metals known, but it’s still lined with Latcu wherever the blade makes contact. If you hold the blade’s edge close to the iron ringing the table, it’ll show you why. Slow and easy.”

      Solineus stood and pointed the blade at the aged iron with browned patina. As the blade approached a shining scratch appeared, then a groove, and it was still four fingers from contact. “It’s cutting the iron without touching it?”

      “From this distance is exceptional, just swiping past this band might slice it in two. So, you see its value as a weapon. Few metals stop ordinary Latcu well. These swords?”

      “I’ve seen a shield with Latcu heads stuck in it.”

      “Yes, an Ikoruv alloy, I’ve seen a couple examples, though we cannot replicate them.”

      The sword’s ability to sever metal was only the beginning, incredible as it was, it wasn’t what he needed to know. “What of the voices? What are they?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “The woodkin are famed for many things, honesty is one.”

      “It’s not an untruth. The voices, spirits from the Celestial… The gods bound spirits from a number of worlds during the God Wars, there’s no way to tell what sort inhabits these blades.“

      Solineus wrapped the swords. “Any thoughts at all?”

      Glimdrem’s face remained placid. “Any ideas on the origin of these Twins?”

      Lelishen said, “The individual who gifted the swords was nine feet tall, but otherwise human in appearance, they weren’t his.”

      “I see. And this man spoke Silone?”

      “Yes.”

      “There are examples of weapons befitting such a people among the God Wars antiquities in Jolislin. Our scholars name them the Vloswan, followers of Sol; speaking Silone is appropriate, if he is one.”

      “The man spoke a multitude of languages, including Edan. Several I didn’t recognize.”

      Glimdrem’s head cocked. “Peculiar.”

      Solineus asked, “You were with this Archangel when he died, what of this Oxeum Codex?”

      “Ah! I’m convinced it lies outside the Eleris, but hidden.”

      Solineus resisted a growl. “I mean what the hells is it?”

      “A book.” Glimdrem’s grin was galling, more so when it turned into a smile for Lelishen. “From the libraries of Oxeum, lost since the God Wars. A history of sorts, I can’t say it’d be useful to you, but better odds that than other things. Uvin wouldn’t leave it far from his person.”

      His next thought suggested he was going crazy, muttering it out loud proved it. “If I had that book, I’d bet the Edan would honey their words.”

      Glimdrem’s brow furled, a mocking grin on his face. “If only you could speak to the dead, or if perhaps I had it in my home? Not that I would give it to you.”

      Glimdrem chuckled through Solineus’s glower, but he stopped on looking at Lelishen’s disapproving stare. “Lel, I think you like this human too much.”

      Lelishen said, “Your making light is insulting to us all.”

      Solineus wasn’t so mad as he was a flicker before.

      “Yes, yes. My apologies.” His face straightened, but a hint of smirk remained. “If… If you found the book, then yes, the Edan value knowledge. It would be a bargaining point. But how?”

      A thousand thousand trees, and even if this dead twenty-fifth had it close, how could he find it when the Edan failed? “I don’t need the book, I have another.” He grinned at Lelishen and she frowned.

      “The book of the Touched is mine.”

      “Yours, but you loaned it to me. I plan to keep it a while.”

      “I loaned… Yes, I did.” She cocked her head with a grin. “It might work.”

      Glimdrem said, “What book?”

      Lelishen answered. “The Touched gifted the book to me, filled with languages I’m unable to read.”

      “And you loaned it to this human? Is it so valuable?”

      “Yes. But, it will be there’s someday. It isn’t enough.”

      Lelishen tapped her toe. “It’s the best we’ve got, but we need honey.

      Solineus snorted, rubbed his eyes. “Then we need to find a beehive.”
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      Glimdrem didn’t like the Silone from the moment he walked through the door with Lelishen. He was too comfortable in the woman’s presence, a woman so much his superior. Bringing a human to the Eleris, let alone the Crowning Tree, was a slight against all woodkin no matter the excuse. And defending the human. Lelishen had always been a nudge soft.

      Glimdrem sat on an emerald green cushion with legs crossed. A seb-vine that stood the length of his forearm sat in a wooden bowl of soil in front of him, its yellow-veined buds closed and taunting him.

      It was foolish to concern himself with a human, a Silone, but there was something about the man. Something familiar, something dangerous? If anything was dangerous, it was those ghost-cursed swords, not the man. The Edan stowed the few Celestial weapons they possessed in the museum of Jolislin, so far as he knew. Scholars considered them too unpredictable for normal times.

      Forget him and concentrate.

      He closed his eyes, taking breaths, falling deep into the heat within his lungs to find Spirit and Life. The energy swelled within him and he opened his eyes to gaze upon the vine.

      In the centuries before the Great Forgetting, Life-sculpting this vine would’ve been beneath him. He’d been a master of the art, sculptures throughout the Eleris with his signature proved it. Five times he Forgot his mastery, and four times he relearned the ways, but five hundred years ago he ended the repetition. He took on serving the Lord Chancellor of Knowledge, defying the Forgettings by traveling the world.

      But now and again he returned to his past, tinkered with the art, sometimes soothing, sometimes aggravating.

      He directed Spirit to the vine, connecting with its life energy. It was a healthy, happy plant, simple and at peace, wanting to grow. What do you wish to become?

      And he imagined the conversation.

      I wish to become you.

      He grinned at the plant as if it spoke. How about the symbol for knowledge instead?

      It was a bold concept, considering how many vines he’d broken over the last several centuries: a three-quarter circle with an overlapping triangle. More than a worthy challenge.

      His Spirit connection with the vine’s life held steady and he pushed a trickle of warmth from his core into the fibrous weave of the vine’s structure. Buds opened and shoots stretched and over the next couple candles formed the three-quarter circle, but this was the easy part.

      He nudged the vine’s growth, lending it a tendency, instead of redirecting the growth into a sharp angle and straight line, which would challenge his fledgling skills. He squinted, pushing more Life where he desired the corner, softening and strengthening at the same time, or so he hoped. The vine bent and straightened.

      He exhaled, holding his meditation through joy. Another fifty years of dedication and he might be worthy of sculpting an Eternal Oak again. His focus waned at his own humor.

      Focus. Straight, and focus.

      He slowed the vine’s growth, easing more energy a finger behind the lead shoot, where he’d next bend the triangle. Time passed uncounted as the vine grew, the structure remaining flawless, no weak points he could find. Green, healthy, stiffening at the corner already.

      You will enjoy being knowledge, little friend.

      I wish to become you.

      You’re aiming too high, little friend.

      Chimes jingled, someone was outside. His focus wavered. In his mind’s eye he saw Lelishen kissing the human and his gut twined into knots.

      Chimes jingled.

      It is so high a goal?

      “Give me a wick!”

      The vine’s growth surged, the shoot splintering in seven directions in wild twists and turns before turning yellow, and curling into tight black balls, dead ends. He stood in a rage, sweeping the pot from the floor and hurling it at the wall. He stood panting like an animal as the oak bowl rattled and rolled on the floor, the suffering vine sprawled in its scattered dirt.

      The chimes sounded again, and he took control of himself, embarrassed. His ineptitude was not the vine’s fault. He nudged the vine and bowl beneath a table with his foot and opened the door.

      Lelishen’s beautiful eyes greeted him, and he smiled at the glimpse of worry in the pout of her lips.

      “Are you well?”

      So foolish to imagine her with a human. She may never want him, but she’d find someone worthy. “Yes, fine.” He stepped outside and closed the door, realizing the sun was heading for its zenith. It was near time to watch the Silone humiliate himself in front of the Edan. The notion brought an unexpected sense of well-being. “The Silone have my full support. Which won’t mean much, I fear.”

      “We’ve a plan.”

      He grunted, more from the we than any plan.

      They collected the rubbish and escorted him back to the Crowning Tree, arriving early, but the Edan already stood in wait. Their expressions were perfect and bland as always, except for Limereu, who didn’t hide her curiosity. The Father Wood had changed this one, although she already smiled less often.

      Glimdrem did his best not to gloat before his vicarious victory, but he found it difficult to suppress a smile.

      Inslok cast his impassive stare on the human. “We welcome you in your return.”

      The Silone stepped forward and bowed. “I am pleased to return.”

      “You have an offer for the Father of Ages to consider?”

      Glimdrem wanted to chuckle.

      “In return for safe passage for my people to the Blooded Plain, I will guide a party of your choosing to visit the being known as the Touched. Hundreds of books line the wall of his tomb, the knowledge we might glean could change how your people view the God Wars.”

      It was an offer with a foundered gait, and the man having hope it was enough made it all the more entertaining.

      The Edan glanced to each other and Inslok spoke. “While an appealing offer on the surface, we already have a guide in Lelishen.”

      Lelishen stepped forward. “I vowed to serve as the ambassador between the Silone and Hidreng, it may be years before I might lead an expedition.”

      Inslok gave a sharp nod. “A fair point, we would not encroach upon a solemn promise.”

      Sometimes the Edan’s ridiculous adherence to their own code was worth it, although much of the time it drove Glimdrem crazy.

      “However, time is of little consequence. We will wait. Have you another offer?”

      “My people don’t have the luxury of patience.”

      “And this concerns the Edan how? It will only speed her freedom from her vow to not grant your petition.”

      The corners of Glimdrem’s mouth quivered, and he pursed his lips to hide his mirth. This was getting good.

      Lelishen spoke with a force and certitude Glimdrem was unaccustomed. “If the Edan do not grant the Silone passage, I will retire from my position within the Branch of Knowledge. By law set down by the Father of Ages himself, you could no longer require me to leave the Eleris.”

      Glimdrem’s humor withered as black as the vine’s buds. He couldn’t believe what he heard. Horrifying, but her conviction impressed him. He’d never seen the Edan defied before.

      The Chancellor spoke without a hint of emotion. “Such would be your prerogative. This is your sincere vow?”

      Damnation, she’s winning. He’s winning. How?

      “Yes, so sworn.”

      Inslok blinked several times before answering in his cold voice. “I will take your offer to the Father of Ages.”

      Glimdrem spoke before he’d thought it through. “If the Father of Ages approves, without Lelishen, the Chancellor will require another Seeker to accompany this man. I volunteer.”

      The Chancellor nodded. “Noted and accepted.”

      Inslok said, “Your acceptance of this task may help sway the Father’s decision. I too feel compassion for the Silone people and will throw my vow behind this journey.”

      Edan compassion? Glimdrem was getting more used to the impossible by the day. Lelishen didn’t just defy the Edan, she won outright, with the Sword of the Father of Ages volunteering to travel outside the Eleris and lead this mission. All for some humans, and worse, Glimdrem had just shoved his face straight into the buzzing hive of it all.

      His head spun with their victory, and his stomach sickened.

      The Chancellor spoke to Inslok. “Communications with the Hidreng will be sensitive, I had hoped you would make our will known if it came to such. Oversee the situation.”

      Lelishen said, “I can calm the Hidreng.”

      The Edan ignored her words, what Glimdrem had expected all along. Inslok said, “We could delay departure a few days.”

      Limereu bounced a step, a broad smile on her face. “No need! I can deliver a message to the Hidreng.”

      Dead silence.

      But Glimdrem knew he’d found how Lelishen won. Whether Limereu convinced Inslok and the Chancellor, or if she’d assisted in the plan, she played a role.

      Neither of the other Edan appreciated her volunteering, their eyes were cooler than normal.

      Inslok said, “I will make it known to the Father of Ages, his will to decide.”

      They’d sealed victory. Come good or ill, they wouldn’t deny his petition. Not with Inslok’s blessing. Glimdrem fought to kill the maggots squirming in his gut and turned to Lelishen with a  forced smile. “Congratulations.” He turned to the human. “And to you and your people.”

      The gloat in the human’s smile grated. “Thank you. And for your help.”

      Glimdrem exhaled a deep breath, his smile turning more natural. At least Lelishen would be away from this human for a time, and with good fortune, perhaps the Silone would fail to make it home alive. Not that Glimdrem would wish such a thing.
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        A Fire in the mire,

        a breeze in the smoke,

        a tease in rote,

        Broke, broken, Taken and lost,

        Returned but unFound.

        Dance Winded, kick and scream,

        the Fire the Sire,

        the breath of life the Dam,

        the Foal, the Beautiful Liar.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      “The Watch is bigger than it looks from the bay.” Eliles had lost count of how many times she’d muttered this or something close to it.

      Eliles and Artus traveled the city every day since scattering Joslin’s ashes into the harbor’s waves, rummaging through buildings as if searching for abandoned supplies, and she guessed they were only two-thirds through the city. They found several axes and fishing spears, and even several casks of whale oil they’d missed before, not that they needed lanterns much these days, but they never caught hint of another soul. A couple folks thought they might’ve seen something while walking the city, but not a one had corroboration from their companion. Whatever they saw may as well have been a bird or a phantom.

      They meandered from a bathhouse empty handed and stared straight across the street at Skywatch. Artus and Jinbin explored it when first they scoured the city, and even now she didn’t want to step into a house of the pantheon.

      Artus strode straight for its single door. “Ready for a step into the night?”

      But she stood rooted. “You searched it before.”

      “Aye, I did, just like we all searched afore, and… Does it frighten you?”

      The notion of being afraid earned the man a glare. “The gods have forsaken their faithful, I’m uncomfortable stepping into a holy place.”

      Artus shifted his weight. “I’ve stepped through that door half a hundred times, I’d wager, both sober and drunk. Ain’t once, ‘cept maybe as a boy, as I felt the gods. Did the Church build it?”

      “No one knows, not for certain.”

      “Even if’n… Would a painting of the night sky give you jitters if painted by a priest? Hells, no. What I see when I walk beneath the stars is an artist’s strokes with a brush I damned well can’t comprehend. It’s a head thumpin’ piece of work, but it ain’t nothin’ more.”

      “There isn’t a single priest who’d agree with you.”

      “Aye, and where did those bastards get us? Come on, let’s go. Won’t take a wick, ‘cept to stare at the stars.”

      I was never one of them, and somehow it still matters. “Fine, then. Show me this painting.”

      Artus opened the door and gestured. “The first time you take a gander at the stars, you shouldn’t have an old warrior blocking yer view.”

      She stepped into pristine night, stars reflecting on a polished black floor. “There isn’t a hint of dust on the floor.”

      The door closed behind her. “You haven’t even looked up yet.”

      She took a deep breath and raised her eyes, and the air in her lungs left her. It was so perfect, it almost felt unreal. It was unreal. Or was it? She’d heard stories of the stargazing oracles heading into the mountains to be closer to the heavens, and how on a clear night, they could see twice as many stars as from Istinjoln. So many sparkles, it was like someone had blown diamond dust into the sky. The Heart of Januel, the Cauldron, the Sickle… the Fire Lion. The star which caused these troubles was no longer an eye, having moved outside the constellation.

      “You were right. It’s spectacular.”

      “I might be a battlefield fist, but my eyes still recognize beauty. More so because of the ugly I’ve seen, I figure.”

      She forced her eyes level, turning. Skywatch was a single open space, difficult to hide anything, except… “Did you find a library?”

      “No, ain’t never seen nothin’ in here ‘cept oracles appearing from the dark.”

      “There should be a library, underground I’d wager. Look for a trapdoor.”

      “Aye, you say so. Could we get some light?”

      Eliles called for a little friend, and a flame arrived with a subdued glow. “Burn brighter, my friend.” The te-xe grew larger, but its radiance did nothing to light the room. “The night doesn’t want to be lit.”

      “Aye, well, makes things harder, but we got time.” He smirked.

      Eliles wandered, eyes pinned to the floor, dragging her foot, in search of a sign of any crack. The floor appeared carved from a single stone, as if the floor were a part of the island itself. There wasn’t a flaw she could see, any suggestion of a hidden entrance, but the stories were clear: High Oracle Meris had a library. A place to store her visions and studies.

      To her left a chime rang, followed in an instant by: “Son of a donkey pissin’ godsdamn, I shoulda been wearin’ my helm.”

      Eliles turned. Artus stood doubled over, clutching his head, and she trotted to him. “What happened?” She put a hand beneath his chin and raised his head; blood trickled down his forehead, streaking cheek above his beard where his hand swiped.

      “Hit my godsdamned head on somethin’.”

      Eliles spun in a circle, eyes plying the dark, but seeing nothing. “Where?”

      Artus reached out and banged on something invisible, and the chime rang again. “Right damned there.”

      She squinted and put her hand out, touching a surface smooth as glass, cool, thick as her thumb, and invisible in the dark. When she leaned in close and ducked, looking at the stars through it, the light shifted a nudge. “Latchu, clear as air.”

      “And harder than my head, godsdamned guaranteed.”

      “Sorry.” With a thought she healed his wound, and he stared at her.

      “Coulda done that a wick ago.” He laughed. “What the hells is it?”

      She ran her hands up and down, finding staggered platforms. “A spiral stair.” She placed her foot on the first invisible step.

      “Woah, girl. We’ve no idea what the hells is up there.”

      She giggled. “Stars!” But she took her steps slow, faith in the next tier being where she expected was her only guide. Nineteen steps, Seven Heavens and Twelve Hells. A sign the devout constructed this sky for the Pantheon. With her eyes level with the final step, she stared out and across the stars, and yet, the stars shown above. Tentative fingers stretched to touch where she guessed a floor might be. Her fingers slid across a surface smooth as glass. “A Latcu floor.”

      She climbed the final steps and put a nervous foot to the surface, and a sonorous bell chimed.

      “That’s a sound I know well, as the oracles walked the stars. I always thought that was horseshit.”

      Eliles gazed through the stars, spying a balding spot on his head. “It’s not that long of a climb.”

      “I weigh more than you girl.”

      “It’s Latcu.”

      “And what if it’s plain ol’ glass?”

      “Well, I don’t think it’d have been here so long.”

      He grunted as he took his first step. “Good point.” He reached the top and his booted feet sounded as gongs compared to her xylophone. “A few more folks and we could write ourselves some music. Still don’t see no one.”

      From here, the eye seemed able to stare a million horizons. “It looks eternal… like descriptions of the Starry Road.”

      “Exceptin’ we’re alive, and nothing’s goddamned endless… leastwise not in a building. Godsdamned mirage.”

      “I’m not so sure.” She walked, the song of her footstep better than any guard dog or other alarm if someone was out there to hear.

      From behind, the sound of Artus’ gongs came slow. “I ain’t ashamed to say, I could piss m’self about now, exceptin’ my bladder’s pinched too damned tight.”

      Eliles giggled. “The mighty warrior.”

      “I could use a fight about now to take my mind off walking on air.”

      “It isn’t so far down.” But he was right. Logic spoke to her being nineteen steps from the floor, but looking down imparted the impression of falling from the height of an eagle’s soar. Her teeth clenched as she spoke. “Don’t look down.”

      “I’ve eyes on the soles of my boots, girl.”

      She couldn’t keep her own advice either as she walked, approaching where the outer wall of Skywatch stood below, but in front of her the universe continued on. She reached out, expecting to find open air, but her fingertip collided with a smooth and invisible wall, striking a soft, chiming ring.

      “Told ya, girl.”

      “Yes, you did.” The sky was finite after all; her fingers told her so, but it’d take more than a wall to convince her. There was more, she just needed to figure out how to reach it.

      “Can we climb back down? A basement sounds beautiful ‘bout now.”

      “You go ahead, I’m going to wander the Starry Road a while.” The Starry Road. If there was a beyond in these stars, she’d need to walk the correct path, as if reaching for the Seven Heavens. She gazed into the finite eternity, listening to Artus’ gongs beeline to the stair.

      A soft fiery light grew all around, as if the Fire of her tower was emanating light through the walls of Skywatch’s dome, setting the stars amid a distant inferno. Her chin jerked with premonition, directing her eyes straight into the sky. The flames of her tower hid the stars and a massive golden eye stared down at her from the heavens; greater than the eye of the Queen of Shadows, and somehow inspiring less dread.

      Her mouth lolled and her tongue threatened to choke her as it fell back in her throat; what the heavens was this? The being watched her, and she wanted to call out to Artus, but her voice was having nothing to do with being heard. She couldn’t fear, she couldn’t breathe, she wasn’t even certain her heart was beating. The universe’s eye blinked and disappeared in an instant.

      She wobbled and damned near fell backward, catching herself on infinity’s wall. She cleared her throat. “Did you see that?”

      Artus stood by the stair, hesitating to descend. “See what, girl?”

      “You saw nothing at all?”

      “Just the sky.”

      They locked eyes a moment, then she waved him off. “Don’t mind me. We’ll look for the library later. Go ahead and head to The Frog for lunch.”

      “You sure? I hate leavin’ you alone in here.”

      “So long as I’m alone, it isn’t a worry, is it?”

      Artus laughed, but he cut it short as the sound reverberated with unnatural power. “I’ll be back after a meal, and we’ll find that there library.”

      She waited for him to disappear through the door below before walking to the middle of the sky and laying down. She stared straight up. “Come on back, whatever you were.” But the eye played coy, hiding. If it had ever been.

      She twined her fingers behind her head to rest, thinking. If I designed these stars in homage of the Starry Road, the entrance to the beyond would be the Gate of Shooting Stars. Lore found in the Book of Iote spoke of King Priest Esreriun the First dying in battle during the God Wars, his soul finding the Starry Road in a shower of stars, known as the Gate of Shooting Stars. Sol called his soul back to the mortal realms, and he led the Church another fifty years, but with him he brought this tale of the Road. Only trouble was, nowhere at all did the sky reveal such thing.

      Shooting stars. Falling stars. She didn’t even know what triggered the thought. The stairs. She leaped to her feet and trotted to the stairs in a flurry of musical tones and spiraled in descent. As she stepped foot on pitch black stone, she spun beneath the steps, squinting at the floor. She knocked on the darkness; silly to think she’d be able to tell a thing, as if knuckling a melon.

      Closer and closer she looked, until she realized she stared at the wrong thing. Staring wasn’t the answer at all. She ran her hands along the underside of the stairs; every span felt the same, except the fifth, thick as her thumb instead of index finger. She pressed on the underside and pulled, and to her shock it moved. A little. She stretched her hands for a grip and pulled, and stone slid in near silence from in front of her feet, revealing another stair winding down.

      She swallowed hard while staring into darkness; she’d come this far, no reason to stop now. She reached out with her senses, felt nothing alive below, nor nearby. But she’d go no further without her friend. Fire ignited, sitting on her shoulder with a soothing warmth, and its light carried into the shadowy maw, revealing a black stone stair. Whatever force limited light in this place of eternal night didn’t affect this cellar. “What the hells am I scared of?”

      The fire crackled, answering her? She sent the flame ahead and followed.

      The chamber was twenty strides square, and lanterns hung along the walls: They lit with a thought, and she smiled. Rows of books lined the walls, and four desks sat spread for study. It was more functional than luxurious, like most things associated with the Church. “It isn’t the Gate of Shooting Stars, but it’s something.”

      She wandered to a desk where a book lay sprawled open, a blank parchment by its side. She read the heading: Moonglow. “Peculiar.” A recipe for enchanted ink using enchanted amethyst, if she understood right.

      She glanced at the parchment, flipped it over. A hand-written note. No, more like the scrawls of a child learning to write. Deelee, written over and over. And nearby, in the same hand, Meliu repeated. The writing of each name differed at the top of the list. The ink-work was precise in its curves and flow; experienced fingers with a scholar’s skill wrote these names for another to copy.

      “I wasn’t imagining things, Meliu was on the Watch.”

      Slam.

      Eliles turned and ran to the stair, heart palpating, and climbed. She pounded on the stone and screamed. She punched and pushed on stones around the trapdoor and found nothing. She scratched her eyebrow. No way they built this library without a mechanism to get out of here. “Almost no way. Is there?”

      Question number two took several flickers before it sunk in: Did someone close the door, or did it operate on a timing mechanism?

      Pushing her senses revealed no one above or around. If the door sealed on its own, it confirmed there was a way to open it from down here. But where?

      She glanced behind every bookcase, shoved them, moved every book and table she could: Nothing. She wasted her time. Artus would return soon, so she’d might as well dig into the books, discover what wisdom this library held.

      Most of the tomes dealt with the stars, portents, and the oracle of bones, the last things she was interested in these days. Unless they could explain a giant eye staring at her; one other people didn’t see. She doubted her luck in that research. Nor did a one bear a title suggesting it might help solve the riddle of Skywatch’s sky, but with several thousand pages of lore sitting in front of her, the answer could avoid her for longer than she’d remember the question.

      One shelf held a peculiar number of books involving the flora and fauna of southern climates. Someone had an interest in the topic, but she doubted it had been Meris. Another shelf held several books on gemstones and their Elemental properties, much like the entry on Moonglow. Rare was an understatement. The art of the Mystic Lapidary was a school of research unto itself; strange they’d hide so much arcane wisdom here. But what use had she for such things?

      Nothing struck her as obvious. She could spend months of study and get nowhere.

      Footsteps. They came from above, heard in the back of her head, more like a memory of sound as the hearing didn’t come from her ears. Artus.

      Her Fire disappeared, and she closed her eyes, focusing on the energy of its essence, pushing her mind to see what the Fire envisioned. The image was a blurry glow, but it was Artus, froze and staring at the burning ball.

      She spoke, and could hear the crackle of the flame in her head. “Artus.”

      “Son of a bitch, girl, you turned into Fire?”

      She wandered to the stair on her side of the floor, struggling to reconcile seeing two places at once. “There’s a lever, the fifth stair. Pull on it.”

      Her vision of the man was too vague to grasp his expression, but she imagined him squinting as he struggled to piece things together. “So, this’s what my life has broken into, listnin’ to magical balls.”

      The te-xe followed him to the stair. “Fifth stair. The underside will pull out.” He pulled, and the trapdoor slid open, his toes dangling over the edge.

      He wobbled. “Hells girl! I could’ve fallen straight in.”

      She climbed with a grin. “Sorry, I wasn’t thinking.”

      He looked her in the eye as he pulled his beard. “I take it you found the library.”

      “I did, and it swallowed me.” She giggled.

      His eyes plied the area. “So someone locked you in, or you did it yourself?”

      “My guess is it’s timed, so that’s what we’re going to find out.”

      “Mmm. Anything useful down there?”

      “It’s small, far as Church collections go… Still, plenty of scholarship, but no idea what good any of it will serve.”

      She stared at the sky, its stars having shifted since they entered. It was spectacular, and still more than she understood. “There’s more to these stars than the eye can see.”

      “Ain’t that why the oracles lived here?”

      “How many, exactly?”

      Artus tugged his beard again. “No way to say. I never saw more than two. Some said a dozen, but best I know it were all guesses.”

      “One for each hell… I suspect that guess speaks to the person’s low opinion of Skywatch. A holy nineteen is more apt. Where would twelve sleep, nineteen? Where are their possessions?”

      “Aye, well, living here might notta been so lit—”

      The door to the stair slid closed with a soft click on this side, and the term trapdoor felt more appropriate. “Timed.”

      “Unless some bloke shut it again.”

      “You are a suspicious sort.”

      He scoffed. “I weren’t, not so long ago. I don’t want you down that hole by yer lonesome, hear me?”

      She leaned hand to hip. “You think there’s someone more dangerous than me on this tiny island?”

      “If. If there’s someone wanderin’ about you can’t sense, you tell me who might be more dangerous?”

      “If they’re here, they’re in the stars. The stars are the pathway to the heavens, after all.”

      Artus grunted. “Wanna take another look see?”

      “No, not today. But we’ll be back… set Jinbin and a couple others on them books.”

      “How many folks you think can read on this rock?”

      “Perhaps it’s time everyone learned. How well do you know your letters?”

      He scoffed as he strode for the door. “No godsdamned use for books nor words.”

      Eliles followed close with a smile. “There’s a whole section dedicated to southern plants… you might find something on growing grapes, even on the art of the vintner.”

      “Vintner? Why the hells would I care?”

      “Vintner. A wine maker.”

      He stopped with his hand on the door and turned to face her. “You shittin’ me? You ain’t shittin’ me.”

      “You wouldn’t want Jinbin finding it, now would you?”

      His stare was blank, but his lips struggled to hide their humor. “Yer mean. The perty girls always are.”
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        Dark sings beneath summer wings,

        a falling fallacy failing, facial falling, la-la-la-ing,

        the song, the gong, the voice, the drum,

        deep base, shrill scream,

        blank face, textured dream.

        Singing Dark.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      Memories of the journey to the continent were a blur of sorrows and sails, interrupted by scarce moments when those left behind slipped to the rear of Kinesee’s thoughts. She recalled her hero most, but even here most tearless memories were watching he and Alu striking at each other with sticks, or horsing around with Lelishen and Tengkur. She’d slept nestled against Solineus’ chest every night, and something deep within wanted to recall these times with fondness, but visions of nightmares thundered over every slice of pleasant, awaking her in tears with a throat raw from a scream.

      Sailing on the Silver Lady was slow and dull, too many candles to sit and travel back in time, but never so far to reach papa and a time of laughs and smiles.

      She spent the first day in a funk, slumped in a cabin, but the Lady Ravinrin took notice and made the journey more miserable. Every day since, she spent the morning learning her letters and in the afternoon she joined a dozen younger folk to study history. All five hundred years of important events; by important, people seemed to mean boring and filled with killing. Which made their journey worse, knowing someday children would fall asleep to the story which brought her tears and pain. She’d prefer to sulk and moan in the cabin.

      But her mood climbed from the doldrums when it came time for the afternoon break; perhaps this was Tedeu’s point from the beginning.

      Kinesee leaned on the ship’s foredeck rail, Leto by her side, and Maro no more than a dozen paces from her defense. Even here on the Silver Lady, there was a lack of trust. On land she’d found the warrior’s presence comforting; on the water she found it disconcerting that the Ravinrin believed they could have a murderer in their midst.

      Leto pointed to the fin of a dolphin arching from the waters. “If we could sail so fast as they swim, we’d have made shore by now.”

      “And if we could fly like them gulls… rather pointless to imagine, I’d say.”

      “As you say.”

      A week and a half sailing the strait, and she’d made sure the boy wasn’t right about anything. It was a gift passed down from her mother, according to Papa.

      “Besides, the shore ain’t hard to find, we stare at it all day.” The coast of Northern Vandunez was a constant to the south, only the details changed. They’d passed Cities, villages, and cliffs, even a forest that got her excited that they might make land at Eleris Edan, where Solineus and Lelishen traveled. The trees disappeared within a few candles, and returned to the steady roll of fishing villages and dark beaches.

      “Isn’t.”

      She glared at his dead fish smirk. The Ravinrin didn’t just want her to learn to read, they wanted her to speak like a lady.  “When father gets around to teaching me how to use a sword, I’m gonna wail on you.”

      “I’ve no doubt, m’lady.” His expression didn’t change. Infuriating, if it wasn’t kind of funny.  She couldn’t stand to look at him either way.

      Her eyes trailed back to land, such a boring view since dawn, when sitting outside studying her words. Her brows scrunched. “Ain’t that peculiar. Say ‘isn’t’ and I’ll poke you in the nose.”

      “What’s peculiar?”

      “We haven’t seen so much as a fishing village all day, no boats, nothing. I’m thinkin’ we’re looking at the Bloody Plain.” Leto took his time to consider, or maybe he wondered if it was safe to correct her again. Far as Kinesee was concerned, she was sticking to Bloody Plain until proven otherwise.

      “Yes, you may be correct. They say it’s a fifty horizon buffer between the woodkin and the Tek, in places at least. If you’re right, we should be close to New Fost.”

      Her eyes shifted forward, but nothing stood in view. “We should climb to the crow’s nest.”

      “Oh, hells no.”

      She turned on him, hand to hip. “Scaredy white won’t climb.”

      “I’m scared of Grandma. I die doing something stupid, she promised to hunt my soul down and throw it in the forges herself.”

      Kinesee snorted, but he had a point. And Maro would never allow it. She glanced at him; he shook his head. Guards were just no fun at all.

      So they stood, watching the terrain slip by, and when no one called for history lessons well after high sun, their suspicions grew. But they grew bored, and broke Tengkur from her prison for a couple candles, the little goat providing plenty entertainment as she hopped and danced, butting half a dozen legs. A young sailor slipped a helm onto his head and dropped to all fours, butting heads with the critter until Maro huffed and gave him a sour look.

      All in all, way better than studying some battle from the War of Seven Lies. Some bad priest burned on top of a rock, and on and on and on.

      The sun was a couple candles from the horizon when sailors from the Silver Lady first hailed Silone fishing boats, and they learned that New Fost was just over the horizon. Not long after, the ship went to half-mast, slowing as it entered crowded waters. She didn’t bother trying to count the ships sitting at anchor, let alone the smaller boats aligned closer to shore. What mattered was that none flew the Luxun standard.

      She sighed, but when she spotted Tedeu Ravinrin sauntering across the deck, she smiled and trotted to her side. The Lady grinned, but it turned to a frown on sight of Tengkur. “My girl, you and that goat… I don’t know what to do with the pair of you.”

      “She’s a good goat.” Lady Ravinrin hadn’t forgotten the prancing joy the goat took in crashing crystal; time to switch topics. “Can we go to shore?”

      “The men will make land first, we won’t set foot until the main tent is up and guards are in place.”

      Kinesee didn’t mean to groan, or at least not so loud. The scowl on the Lady’s face forced her to rethink her next words. “Not that I know a thing. Not like you do. Leto better not be goin’ before me.”

      Leto blanched. She’d caught him off guard. “I’m one of the men.”

      Set up, and the kill. “Tengkur can grow a better beard than you.”

      The dead fish lips returned, and Tedeu laid a hand on his shoulder. “You’ll be a good boy and help Maro keep an eye on our ward.”

      Kinesee gave him a pursed lip smile, perhaps cocky, but she felt she deserved it. “Be a good boy and see to m’ goat.” She reached up and patted him on the head. She knew she’d won when Maro cracked a grin.
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      It was well after dark by the time Kinesee made it into a rowboat, and she couldn’t help but yawn, despite the excitement to be off that durned ship. A lantern hung from the prow and stern, and four oarsmen guided them with soft splashes. She sat beside Alu and the Lady Ravinrin; Tedeu had zero patience with goats and relegated Tengkur to waiting aboard the Silver Lady until morning when boats would haul more stock ashore.

      Kinesee leaned with a yawn, and Alu prodded her ribs. “We’re almost there.”

      “I know.” The sky was moonless and pitch dark except for stars; New Fost was a field of black punctuated by small fires. It was hard to imagine their future would begin in a place so dark. “The Bloody Plain.”

      “New Fost.”

      Oars drove them to shore, the boat’s bottom sliding on pebbles, and men rushed into the surf, dragging the keel full onto the beach so the women’s dresses remained dry. Bonfires marked the beach, revealing crowds of milling folks even so late.

      Maro flipped his feet over the edge and lifted Kinesee onto land. She smiled, watching as Leto caught his toe, stumbling to a knee. Her mouth opened to laugh, but all she heard was a scream.

      Maro’s sword flashed orange in the bonfire’s light, and men roared. Rushing feet across sand. In flickers blades and shields met. Chaos and dark, she spun, but the world was an indistinct flurry of motion. Assassins. They missed the Ravinrins on the Eve. Where was the Lady Tedeu? She scanned the chaos but couldn’t see her.

      A shoulder struck her from behind, driving her to the ground. She flailed her elbow and struck her attacker, too late to realize it was Leto, and that an axe swept over her head. The boy clutched his nose with one hand, his arming sword in the other as he held her down, bleeding on her dress.

      Maro whirled above them and a body fell beside them. A strange comfort that the dead leaked blood instead of Shadow. Shouts and screams, grunts.

      Leto leaped to his feet and swiped his nose as he stood above her.

      Maro swept an arm beneath her and lifted her to her feet. He gave her a shove back to the boat a flicker before two men drove into him. He slid, feet burying in the sand, but he kept his feet, his mail rattling as a blade ricocheted. Leto swung in from behind, taking an attacker in the back of his knee, and it dangled funny as the man crumpled.

      Kinesee crouched by the side of the boat, doing her best to stay in shadows while folks fought and died. She glimpsed the Lady Ravinrin, hunched and surrounded by shields, but she couldn’t see Alu.

      All reason fled. She leaped to her feet. “Alu! Alu!”

      Maro snarled in a wordless rage and hugged her with his shield arm, the targe facing three warriors sprinting their way. She was blind behind the wooden wall, crushed against his mail, lifted from her feet as he stepped into the fray, sword arcing. She felt the concussion of weapons through the shield and heard the rattle of his mail, leaned with him as a man bulled into his side. But he didn’t go down.

      “Ravinrin!”

      The fighting grew more fierce, and Maro stumbled over a body, and Kinesee’s feet touched to help him stand.

      Tears came, and the combat seemed to last forever, pinned between a man’s armor and shield. But it was maybe a couple hundred beats of her heart before Maro settled her feet back to the sand and took a knee. She turned to see if he was well, but someone more important caught her eye: Alu stood with greatpa’s sword, a man dead in the sand at her feet.

      Kinesee’s stare caught Alu’s, and the sisters ran to each other.

      Kinesee went for the hug, Alu spun her by the shoulder, checking for wounds. “You’re unhurt?”

      “Who were those men?”

      Leto rushed to their sides, and Daksin wasn’t far behind.

      “I don’t know. I don’t know.”

      Maro stumbled to them. “You four, quit your gawkin’ and get your godsdamned asses to the Lady Ravinrin.” He gave the brothers a shove, and the sisters followed.

      Leto mumbled to his brother, “I think she broke my nose.”

      Kinesee flushed and hid her face by looking to her shadow. “Maro, thank you.”

      “Aye, lass.”

      A dozen men lay dead or dying, Silone, not Tek. Assassins spilled blood from every clan family on the Eve of Snows, but the Ravinrins survived with the fewest losses. She figured the Church was trying to correct its error.

      Within a couple wicks a hundred men escorted them to the Ravinrin tent with a wall of shields and spears. Inside, the light of the tent’s lanterns revealed a reality the dark hid. Maro bore a gash across his calf, just above the boot, and Tedeu’s dress was sanguine spattered. Half a dozen men covered wounds as they found places to lean or sit.

      Kinesee rushed to Tedeu, hugging at her side.

      “I was so worried for you, my lady. They came for you a second time.”

      Tedue hugged her first, then held her by both shoulders, kneeling to look her straight in the eye. “My dear, it wasn’t my blood they were after. It was yours.”

      Maro said, “Aye. No doubt about it.”

      Kinesee’s eyes flicked back and forth, all relief from a fight survived swept away. “No. No, I saw them rush her.”

      “A feint, girl. They knew the guards would focus on our Lady.”

      Tedeu said, “Thank the gods you stayed with her.”

      “Was Leto who saved her hide.”

      She blushed and turned to the boy; the bloody-nosed fish wore an unbearable grin. She pinched her lips. Stared. Horrible. She turned back to Tedeu. ”Why me? The killer outside Inster?”

      Maro said, “No, that theory don’t put wind in my sails.”

      Tedeu nodded. “The Emudar have enemies in the northern clans who hold grudges, but we can’t know for certain. I pray we’ll know more come morning, after having words with any survivors.”

      Kinesee stepped to Alu and sagged into her hugging arms. Who knew stepping outside for a walk one night could cause such trouble. A hand strayed to the pearl dangling from its chain around her neck and clutched the oblong warmth. She wished her hero was here, but he was too far away to be her hero again. “I need to rest.” Or cry. Alu’s hug tightened.
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        Love every warrior as your blessed child, and men grown will be as loyal as a babe at the mother’s teat. With loyalty the warrior becomes a soldier, a weapon walking into death’s maw without question; a progeny willing to die is more likely to live, so long as the progenitor’s battle holds a path to victory.

        

      

      
        
        –Codex of Sol

      

      

      Man and beast traveled slow as chilled molasses even when pressed by survival. Or perhaps it was the threat of arrow and lance that made every stride feel shorter and slower. Or perhaps it was that every stride led her further from Ivin, his chances of survival thinning with every horizon they crossed.

      Meliu straddled the horse given her by the clans, but so many around her rubbed holes through the blisters already on their feet she felt guilty for her sore ass.

      Wagons and carts took their turns. Ears and Ears bore children most of the day, losing shaggy hair from tugs, pulls, and rubs, but they clopped on. Ilpen did his best to smile when he gave up his seat candles at a time, but he wasn’t a young man any longer and his weight wore on his knees. Not that he wasn’t taking his belt a notch smaller every few days.

      Three weeks, and gods only know how much further to go. If they made it eight horizons in a day, she’d consider it a victory. Twenty-one days, five horizons per day… a miserable slow way to get anywhere. Halfway at best, depending on which map you believed. She sighed and glanced to the empty horizon behind her.

      There hadn’t been a single attack from the Hidreng on the main host, but if people fell too far behind, they never returned. Beaten by the pace and sun, Meliu felt sure most gave up in the hopes the Hidreng would accept their conversion to spare their lives. Whether they fed vultures or worshipped the Hokandite now, she couldn’t say.

      When she asked the Broldun why they hadn’t attacked, he’d laughed in her face. “Sedut,” she’d said, and he nodded. But he also tapped her between the eyes with a finger she feared still carried the filth of battle. No one ever feared her before; the notion that the Hidreng feared her was as foreign and uncomfortable as it was comforting. A little girl shipped to a monastery so her parents didn’t need to feed her shouldn’t frighten no one, no how. But now, she frightened even herself.

      Meliu stretched her legs best she could in a saddle, then stood in the stirrups to ease her aches. She glanced to Ilpen and his wife. Dederu was a plain woman with streaks of gray in her hair, but she was tough. Not one word of complaint had passed the gal’s lips, even when their daughter suffered fits of sobbing. Seonu was ten and slept curled in a wad of blankets at her parents’ feet on the wagon.

      Ilpen caught her staring, so Meliu smiled and said, “Wishin’ you’d taken a boat, I wager.”

      The man managed a chuckle. “It ain’t the biggest regret in my life, not yet anyways, but it’s drawin’ close.”

      Dederu’s glance was stern. “We’ve weathered worse than a ride on a wagon.”

      “Aye, we have. We have.”

      Their eyes lifted and Meliu followed their gaze to riders coming fast from the head of the train. A dozen or so, and she spotted the Wolverine in the mix. Where the hells that bastard come from?

      A rider peeled from the group, raising dust as he drew close. It was Pikarn’s tracker, the Rat, although folks around here named him Squirrel. He reined his horse to stop in a billow of dust.

      He haled Ilpen. “We’ve three ships ahead taking on passengers. They would welcome you and your family aboard. Not sure they’d be able to ferry your team.”

      “I thankee for the word.”

      Meliu butted in. “What the hells is going on back there?”

      He eyed her with his scarred eye, his face giving a single twitch. “Who the hells are you?”

      From anonymity to fame, it felt odd that someone who should recognize her didn’t. “Meliu.”

      “Oh shit! You healed up nice, girl. Heard you, uh... The battle.”

      Rumors of her Dark prayers had him spooked. The uppity-better-than-you glare disappeared, and she smiled. “Good you remember me. Now, what’s the Wolverine on about?”

      He cleared his throat. “Scouts say we got company west.” He looked back to Ilpen. “Make it to them boats fast as you can, hear?”

      Ilpen nodded and snapped his reins, and Ears and Ears jolted the wagon into motion.

      “How much company?”

      The Squirrel squirmed in his saddle. “Ain’t no way to know except to see.” He put heels to flanks and his horse launched into a gallop west.

      Meliu groaned and reined her horse around, urging the gelding into a trot that turned into a full out run. This big old horse wasn’t the ponies she was used to, and it bucked and hopped before reaching full speed.

      She bounced and flailed, only the air being knocked out of her by banging the saddle’s horn kept her from screaming. She passed the Squirrel while clinging to the mane and her saddle threatening to roll beneath the gelding’s belly as she’d lost a stirrup. Struggle as she might she couldn’t get her ass back where it belonged, and her one foot in a stirrup had shoved its way through. She was certain she’d be dangling by a leg and beaten by hooves in no time.

      Something snaked between her legs and lifted. “Don’t let go!”

      Was the Squirrel shitting her? She wasn’t even sure she could let go if she wanted to with fingers tied in the beast’s mane.

      “Whoa, whoa.”

      Hooves slowed, and she wrenched body and saddle more upright. And as the horse slowed to a walk, she realized the man still had his hand in a place that’d get him slugged most times. He must’ve figured that out too, as his hand shot back from under her.

      “You all right?”

      Where do pride and honesty meet? “Fine, fine.” But her voice rasped, lungs still not wanting to fill with air.

      “I’ll uh, keep with you. Once you get your wits back, cluck twice, and give a light squeeze with your knees.”

      “I know how to ride, but ponies I’m used to don’t have this animal’s strength.” She straightened her back and took a deep breath. “If you think I’m doing more than walking this beast from the Fourth Hell, you’re crazy.”

      And so it took them an extra ten wicks or so to find the Wolverine’s party, but the reward was not having knots in her head from bouncing on rocks.

      The Wolverine spearheaded a party of thirty who sat on their horses at the top of a rise. No surprise to see the Broldun and Roplin Choerkin beat her here. Maybe a half horizon to the west, a wide ribbon of horsemen snaked their way.

      She overheard Polus: “At least we have the high ground.”

      The Wolverine guffawed, but the Choerkin didn’t seem of a mood for optimism. “What’re you thinking… five thousand armored horse?”

      The Squirrel piped in. “Four thousand more’n needed, I’d say.”

      Polus glanced to Meliu. “What prayers you got for this host? Can we count on the other priestess?”

      No one had seen Sedut, but Meliu had no doubt the woman was somewhere in the thick of people, hiding. “The High Priestess wouldn’t let us die without a fight.”

      Roplin said, “Two, maybe three hundred horse at Inster.”

      “Shits.” It’d felt like thousands during the battle. “They’d thunder over us. At least I would. Even Sedut…”

      The Wolverine ripped a bite of jerky and chewed. “The sea is clear, any word from riders to the south?”

      Roplin answered. “Clear last we heard.”

      The Wolverine wiped his chin. “We can’t outrun ‘em.”

      “We make a stand then, high ground as the Broldun says. Agreed?” Silence, and the Choerkin exhaled. Squirrel, take riders and get the word passed.”

      Meliu bowed her head and prayed for courage and victory, but her soul felt hollow.
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      The army moved slow, but faster than Meliu would’ve hoped. Then they stopped.

      As a priestess she’d never imagined sitting with the heads of the clans facing a foreign army, but here she was, prepared to kill and die. An eternity from having her nose stuck in some book. It was madness and made her feel as if she could laugh if she avoided crying. If she let herself feel at all.

      Polus pointed. “Banners. A parlay?”

      Meliu glanced at the gathered Silone atop the hill behind them. A few thousand; most had met their first battle at Inster, untrained and ill equipped. “Why?”

      “One way to know.”

      “You trust these shit eaters?”

      Polus licked his lips and glanced to Roplin, and the Choerkin’s eyes drifted to the clouds. “Can’t say I do, but if we can talk our way out of it… I’m not asking anyone to come along, might be better if you don’t.”

      Polus’ saddle creaked, and he banged the mail covering his heart. “If I die to today, I won’t die a coward.”

      Roplin grinned. “There’re no cowards here, but there might be fools.”

      Meliu rode with Roplin, Polus, and a couple men she couldn’t name.  They stopped fifty paces from Iro and his escort of twenty, which included several priests of the Hokandite this time. A cape covered the man’s left shoulder, but there was no hiding his missing arm.

      Iro squinted at her, there was no flirt in the man now. “Priestess.”

      “Good to see you again. Most of you anyhow.”

      His expression remained still. “A raven-haired witch is to blame.”

      Roplin cut in. “Leave us be, Hidreng, and no one else needs to die.”

      Iro glared at the Choerkin. “That is a lie, many must die. The Bishop holds Ivin Choerkin, surrender, then he and any who lay down arms will live.”

      “Leave us be.”

      Iro’s fist clenched his reins. “The time for peace is past. The time for you to walk away, is no more.” The priest on Iro’s right side raised a hand. “When I command his arm to drop you all die. Consider hard.”

      Meliu’s mouth went dry as the soldiers flanking the commander reached behind their backs and in a flicker shouldered crossbows.

      “Your witch mutters so much as a breath, she dies.” The smile he gave Meliu was galling. Prayer never moved faster than a quarrel.

      Polus’ mouth was anything but dry. “Filthy whoreson! I’ll take your shittin’ right arm this time, you son of a bitch. I shoulda made straight for your whore’s heart on the field.”

      “Brave words, expected of a big man, yet wasted. I apologize if you misunderstood our meeting today.” He gestured around him. “Do you see table, wine and whiskey? I didn’t come here to talk, I came to see your faces when you die.”

      Meliu closed her eyes, expecting steel to pierce her body any moment. Elinwe, the mother, Sol, the father, may your son Etinbin oversee my soul. Today I come home, but lend me the powers I need… She didn’t speak a word, but Light calmed the rhythm of her blood pounding in her ears, and her vision went black with Dark and she could feel the terrors within. Without a spoken prayer.

      Through the surge of power she heard swords ring. “It’ll take more than one shaft to take me down you shit-eating bastard. That arm drops and I’m coming for you.”

      Meliu heard a sound. A peculiar sound. As if the air wavered and fluttered. With her senses heightened she expected the Hidreng loosed their quarrels, and she opened her eyes, the Dark ready to release its powers. The priest’s arm was steady in the air. Iro and Polus raged curses back and forth, so filled with hate they made no sense. But the fluttering ripple grew louder. From behind.

      The throat of the priest on Iro’s left burst into a spray of blood and the man leaned back on his horse, held by stirrups, saddle, and a dying grip. Blood pulsed with the beat of his heart, and he struggled to stay sitting.

      Silence, except for Polus’ lingering scream: “To the Forges with your soul!” Then he too fell quiet.

      The other priest’s arm shifted with wide eyes, but Iro clutched the man’s chest. “Hold!” Everyone stared at the dying man, his gurgling breaths: the arrow struck so deep all Meliu could see was its bright blue and green fletchings. Iro let loose one priest and reached for the arrow, pulling it from the man’s throat. The priest tumbled into the dirt, but Iro had eyes only for the arrow and its brilliant feathers.

      Hidreng stood in their saddles, their eyes plying the distance. And settled on something. With a quick glance, all Meliu spotted was a few horsemen on a high hill.

      Iro glared at Polus, then her, then clucked to his horse and whistled twice.  He rode straight past them with his riders following. Not a one bothered with the body.

      Meliu eased the power of the gods from her body and exhaled for the first time in what felt a candle. “What the shittin’ hells was that?”
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        The eyes, you surmise,

        the place to look for lies,

        but every liar knows it’s the key to disguise.

        How to judge eyes sewn shut?

        How to judge eyes god-struck white?

        Do they ever lie,

        these Blind Visionaries,

        do they bother to try?

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      The confidence with which the Edan spoke their every word gave Solineus the sense the world was theirs and they could do what they willed. It was an overwhelming sensation he attributed to several things:  their demeanor and tone, their unflinching lack of emotion, their stature and auras, the aesthetic perfection of every curve in the gear they wore, bespeaking efficiency in its beauty, but all paled to the fortress of wilderness they called home.

      Here they commanded the waters and the winds. Here they shaped shade from trees and made soft the forest floor with leaves, grasses, and fertile loam. The animals were calm and sedated, even the wolves and tree cats who must hunt to survive, they all walked with a certain purpose, and unafraid of people’s passing. Storms and rains came but the lightning stayed in the clouds, and the waters collected in leaves and rolled into gentle showers on the forest floor.

      The confidence in their world made the plan sound so simple, Solineus didn’t question it until they rode from the cover of the Mother Wood.

      They passed from the canopy of the Eleris with the sun peaking in the sky. The world of trees opened to a wide grass-swept plain, and Inslok, Lemereu, Lelishen, Glimdrem, and Solineus formed the front line; he felt as out of place as a kitten in a den of lions. Behind them rode their army, five Trelelunin in armor fashioned from linen, scimitars at their waists, and bows, arrows, and shields strapped to their horses.

      Ten to stop a war.

      He glanced to Inslok, who sat astride a gray stallion eighteen hands high. The magnificent animal strutted with every stride, with silky featherings of hair flaring over its hooves with every pounding step. “You’re certain about this?”

      “Nothing is certain. Your people could be dead before we arrive.”

      The cold matter-of-fact tone bespoke to how little the Edan cared either way. All they wanted was the book tucked inside his pack.

      So simple. They ride to Inster, deliver a message to the Hidreng, and while Lemereu and Lelishen escort the Silone to the Blooded Plain, the rest of them head for Kaludor to converse with a giant skeleton who possessed a gift for circumspect words.

      “We aren’t even a dozen, and we’ve two Tek nations to pass through before reaching Hidreng ground.” Way he understood the map, they’d pass through slivers of Loekar and Stiltir before reaching Hidreng. “Who’s to say they don’t kill us along the way?”

      The Edan’s eyes bored into him, emotionless, but he still felt their slap.

      Lelishen said, “No one will try to kill us.”

      He wanted to trust those beautiful eyes, but outside the Eleris the world felt complicated again. “Really? What will folks do when they see armed foreigners?”

      For three days he needn’t have worried in the least: They didn’t see a soul. The Blooded Plain was devoid of men and woodkin, but on the fourth day they forded a river flowing southwest and a steel stake flying a tattered pennant stood hammered into the northern bank.

      Inslok said, “We’re in Tek Stiltir for six maybe seven horizons. We’ll follow the river into Tek Loekar, and by tomorrow evening set hoof to Tek Hidreng territory.”

      Solineus grew uneasy with those words, but they made camp that night, right near a post marking the boundary between the Blooded Plain and the Tek nations of Stiltir and Loekar. He slept easy only because he knew the Edan never closed their eyes for more than a blink.

      The next morning Solineus learned what happened when Tek saw woodkin: A child stopped to stare, but his parents whisked him away and they ran. When the sun was high, a score of riders appeared on the horizon and drew close enough he noted spears and shields. Solineus shifted in his saddle and planted his helm on his head. The horses wheeled and thundered away, and when Solineus glanced at Inslok and his fading glow he realized why.

      The Edan’s face didn’t even bear a hint of smug he’d imagine any normal man might wear. It irritated him. “They could go for reinforcements.”

      “No.”

      One godsdamned word. So simple. So confident.

      So right.

      They passed into Tek Hidreng where the rolling plains grew rockier and camped outside a small town Inslok named Nash. Villagers scurried behind the palisade walls and barred the gates as if an army were laying siege. Come morning, all he could see on the walls were heads crouched and staring at them from between sharpened logs.

      They reached the coast the next day and came upon the first Silone refugees, camps setup for fishing with nets. Solineus told every group to sit tight, and they’d be back to lead them to the Blooded Plain, but after two days’ travel beside the water they met the first riders fleeing Inster.

      They rode with uncanny speed for the next day and a half, with the Edan rubbing the horses down every few candles. So it was that they came to a high hill to find the main host of the Silone refugees, and in the distance an army of Hidreng.

      They crowned the hill and the Edan stared, but all Solineus saw were distant blobs. “What is it? What the hells you see?”

      Lelishen’s face betrayed an emotion the Edan wouldn’t, or couldn’t, and she passed her hand over his eyes. “See.”

      His eyes felt as if they swelled and shifted shape in his head, and his eyelids flutter blinded him until his vision cleared.

      The Silone had their backs to him; the only face he could name was Iro. The Hidreng was irate, and somehow, seemed to be missing his left arm. The big man yelling back must be Polus. “Do something! Ride!”

      Lemereu slipped from her saddle with an easy grace that belied the speed with which she moved. “We’re here to deliver a message, and the wind moves faster than any horse.” Her bow was in her hand and an arrow whipped from the quiver on her back, fletched in brilliant peacock feathers.

      “Are you mad? We’re two thousand strides, maybe further…”

      “Silence.”

      He opened his mouth again but Lelishen slapped his shoulder. “She’ll need focus.”

      Focus hells. Even if the bow had near that range, the damned woman barely aimed with an arc.

      The world came to a still except his beating heart as the string creaked under the pressure of the Edan’s pull. She stood silent, unmoving, as two men far away fumed at one another. The war they’d come to prevent was a flicker away.

      A wind tussled his hair from the east, more than enough to give the arrow’s range a kick. If the arrow’s flight ever had a chance, the wind would throw its flight askew. The wind fluttered, or perhaps it purred, and specks of dust funneled to Lemereu, to the arrow, and Motu Ensa thrummed.

      Solineus glanced to Inslok’s emotionless gaze, to Lelishen’s curious brow, and back to Lemereu, but they all stared forward. When he followed their eyes he saw nothing, then flickers later a Hidreng priest rocked in his saddle. Blood flowed from around blue and green lodged in his throat.

      Solineus’ heart beat once and heavy in his chest, then he took a breath and swallowed before it beat again. “Unholy gods.”

      Lemereu turned and vaulted into her saddle. “Message received.”

      Solineus watched as Iro pulled the arrow from the priest’s neck, dumping his body to the turf. “I’ve never seen… nothing.” In a smaller way, it was as impressive as a tower of Fire.

      Lemereu shoved Moto Ensa into its saddle quiver; her gaze betrayed a flicker of disgust. From any other, what she said next he would’ve taken in jest, but not from the mouth of an Edan. “I’m out of practice. I was aiming for his chest.”

      The party reined their horses into a line facing the oncoming Hidreng riders, and waited. Iro fumed as he brought his gelding to a halt, his voice wavering as he held back his anger. “You killed a good man.”

      “I would have put the arrow through your throat, but I wanted to kill a whole man.” The sweet in Lemereu’s tone sent a chill down Solineus’ spine.

      Inslok’s voice was bland, he might as well be speaking to a tree. “We saved your people from annihilation today at the cost of a single life. Be grateful, and spread my words: The Silone are under the protection of the Mother Wood.”

      “Grateful.” Iro spit and his eyes fell square on Solineus. “What deal have they bled from your veins?”

      “Safe passage to the Blooded Plain. Guarded from you and that witch you call a bishop.”

      “Two Edan ride from the murderous wood. I don’t know to which you sold your soul for such a blessing, but I ask you this: What have you to offer when it comes time to save yourself from your new friends?”

      He whistled twice and yanked his reins, his horse spinning into a trot through his guards. The Hidreng spun as birds in a flock and rode downhill behind him.

      Inslok’s gaze turned as smooth as an owl’s to land on Solineus. “The Hidreng will bother your people no more.”

      Solineus smiled, but his heart fluttered. Lemereu killed the priest as if he were a mosquito, and she, happy to be rid of a pest. Safe from one threat, it was hard to shake the notion he’d gone a step too far on faith alone. But choices were a luxury he didn’t have.
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      The light of dawn awakened Meliu the next day and she crawled to the highest point of an outcropping that reached into the Straits. To the northeast, the Silone broke camp, a long trail of people already following the coast. To the southwest, a trail of dead grass killed by the refugees and army alike.

      She broke a loaf of bread and bit while staring after the retreating army long passed over the horizon. An army defeated by a single arrow.

      “Shittin’ bastards.” Seagulls eyed her meal as she crouched atop the stone searching for a positive other than Ivin lived. She knew the direction they took him but not their destination. “If I knew where they’re taking you, I’d have a chance.”

      “You’ve a soft spot for the Choerkin lad.”

      Another day, another time, the boy’s voice would’ve made her scream, instead she froze as her heart bumped the back of her tongue. She turned to stare into Ulrikt’s beautiful blue eyes set above a child’s smile. She recalled their talk in town when nobody saw or heard them. “Are we safe?”

      “We are.”

      She slapped him, hard as she could muster,  and the crack of palm to cheek died in the air, not even disturbing the gulls who sat nearby. “You son of a bitch, you did nothing.”

      The creased lips of his smile never wavered. “Good. That is the fire you’ll need if you are to bring him back.”

      “What the hells are you talking about?”

      His eyes rolled with a child’s giggle. “Ivin Choerkin. The heart of a woman is fickle, but not always unpredictable.”

      “I don’t care for him.” The bastard was intuitive or the gods granted him powers to read minds. “He’s your enemy, why would you care?”

      “You are slow to understanding, my child. Our people are not my enemy, nor have they ever been. Not even the Choerkin, despite them believing I am theirs.”

      She growled and glared, but it felt weak and foolish. “You could have done something.”

      He nodded, his smile gone. “I understand your thinking so, but like you I knew not what to expect. Sedut destroyed the scroll before it could finish its work.”

      “We spoiled the bishop’s plan, but she’ll want blood.”

      A pleasant chuckle returned the smile to his face. “You have studied so many words but learned so little. She set a trap we could not spoil: Either we allowed our people’s sundering, or we revealed the power to stop her.”

      She was growing used to his insulting her intelligence, but the bishop winning angered her more. “The crone is a cunning witch.”

      “She has not won, not yet. She does not know the limits of Sedut’s power, that will slow her long enough for your pursuit.”

      “Do you know where they’re headed?”

      He gave her an exasperated groan. “As do you, my child.”

      “Sin Medor.” His stare didn’t require another jab at her intellect. Not Sin Medor, but if their opponent was the bishop… “The Tower of Markuun.”

      He clapped his hands with a child’s excited smile. “There is the smart girl we knew in Istinjoln!” He pulled a vile from his pocket, its stopper sealed with wax. “The tower is a small part of the city of Bdein, a trading hub with its tentacles stretching across the Hundred Kingdoms. Find a source of water nearby, a well, an aqueduct… Better, a cask of whiskey in a tavern full of merchants.” He held out the vial.

      She stared. Slapped his hand. She shrieked, her voice so high she imagined it tested his power to conceal them. “Poison? An assassin no better than those sent out on the Eve of Snows!” She shifted to a growl. “Drink that crap yourself.” She prayed for Dark so she might hide, run from this place, but she felt nothing; the gods abandoned her.

      “You dare call the gods against me?” His smile disappeared and the child’s voice grew deep. “I killed two men in Inster trying to keep you safe. Sent their swords through their necks, for you. I healed your wounds in Istinjoln and again after the Dark wrecked you.” His form shifted, his body warping and growing, the adorable face of youth twisting into something malformed, something hideous, a person more frightening for what he’d become and done than his mere appearance. Shivers rocked her body and she cowered as she had in the Chanting Caverns. Then she’d prayed for the gods to save her, but prayers were worthless against their prophet, no matter which face he wore. Angin towered over her, his crooked eyes and nose resting over a terrifying snarl so like the one he bore when driving her scalp into stone.

      But the voice was Ulrikt: Pure power in prayer, hearkening back to his most fiery sermons. “And I’d kill a thousand thousand  more to save our people! What would you do? What would you not do to save your people?”

      Her body shook and she stumbled and fell backward over her own feet. When she recovered to hands and knees and brought her eyes around, the innocent boy with beautiful eyes smiled. “We didn’t lose, my child.”

      He offered his hand and she hesitated, but she didn’t refuse his touch. She was the sparrow in the dragon’s maw, and defying this truth would do her little good. But when he leaned in and kissed her lips, so gentle and warm, her gut recoiled even if her body daren’t fight.

      Her breaths recovered from the unwelcome brush of lips and breath, but her words came in a tense rasp as she came to her feet. “You said we revealed our power to her.” It was unusual for her to stand above anyone, and yet, looking down on him she still felt the smaller.

      “We saved our people from the Sundering, and Sedut revealed a power, but not all. The bishop knows nothing of me, and”—he stepped forward with the vile in a hand she recognized as her own—“she knows little of you.”

      Meliu stared as the boy’s face shifted into her own, but it was blood streaked, and auburn hair hung from a scrap of scalp. She took the vile, striving hard not to look away. “No promises.”

      Her wounded mirror smiled with eyes turned beautiful blue, and it spoke with the sonorous bass of Ulrikt. “That’s the smart girl, that’s the fighter who defied the Maimer’s Lash in Istinjoln.”

      She cradled the vile in her hands, closed her eyes, and prayed she had the strength to throw the thing into the sea. “The same poison that killed Kotin Choerkin?”

      Silence. When she opened her eyes no one was there, but the bottle remained clutched in whitening knuckles to prove it hadn’t been a dream.

      The wind blew her tangled hair and she ran her fingers across her skull, relieved to find scalp instead of bone. She prayed to Erginle, and Light surged to calm her breaths, to prove the gods listened once more. She kept hold of the warmth, but the confidence she’d felt so often before was timid and weak. She had a direction, but still needed a plan.

      She slipped the vile into her pack, and it slid to rest beside the Codex of Sol. The Face of Ulrikt’s power and knowledge staggered her. There could be no doubt the man was a prophet of Sol if he could read her mind… If the gods denied her prayers in his service.

      Somehow, she needed to reach Bdein, slip into the Tower of Markuun, rescue a Choerkin from beneath the Bishop’s nose, and then transport the bastard all the way back to New Fost. Insanity was generous, it was Dancing Bastards crazy, but a plan formed in her head already, as stupid and unlikely to succeed as using the Wardens to reach the Codex, but it was a plan one step better than suicide.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            25

          

          
            A Tortured Man

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A king’s counsel must know to speak their mind, and the wise king must know to take counsel with gracious words and not vengeance, even when they disagree. But if the mind is spoken without respect too often, the mind must be reminded of its place, or taken from its shoulders.

        

      

      
        
        –Codex of Sol

      

      

      Kinesee spent the next several days ensnared by armor and shields, her new guards so close, at times she felt she might as well be wearing them. When she complained, Maro stared hard at her and said, “Your child’s life is over, my girl, unless you want to die as a child.”

      At first she figured this a lousy attempt to comfort her disguised as a life lesson, but as the days passed, she realized their honesty. It’d been chance when those men attacked her in the woods. These assassins came for her, and there was no reason to think they wouldn’t again. Papa always told her that folks had moments in their lives that changed them forever: For Iku it’d been meeting their mother, the birth of his children, but he said the first was when he watched a man swept from a fishing boat to drown in a storm. From then on fishing wasn’t so fun ever again, it was a way to feed the family and survive.

      Kinesee figured she’d gotten several messages from fate of late, but it wasn’t until the weight of men wanting her dead fell on her shoulders that she accepted their message: It was time to grow up.

      They’d told her that one assassin survived, but his wounds were grievous, and without proper prayers it’d take time for him to speak again.

      Seven days after the attack, as she sat staring at a fire and imagining wise dragons flying in the flames, Maro interrupted her.

      “The prisoner can speak… if you’d like to accompany me.”

      She turned her head and rubbed the fire’s spots from her eyes. Not a stitch of her being wanted to see the man. “I’m no longer a child, am I?”

      He rubbed her head. “You are and you aren’t. You just need to realize which the situation requires and when.”

      “And I’m gonna guess this is one of those I have to decide.”

      He grinned and raised his hands with a shrug. “See? You grow the wisdom of age already.”

      “Let’s see this no good—”

      He raised a finger with a smirk. “How old are you? And recall you are a lady.”

      “No good cuss, then.” She strode to his side, but other guards led the way from the tent and formed a circle around her once outside.

      She stared at the dirt and its trampled grass instead of at their backs. Funny that stepping outside meant she could see a shorter distance ahead than in the tent. She followed their strides a short distance before they entered another tent, and the guards cleared her view.

      A dirty and beaten man sat strapped to a chair, his bearded face slouching to his chest as if asleep or dead. Semerun, another warrior who guarded Kinesee when Maro was busy, stood behind him. A hulking figure with knotted muscles and dark eyes over a long mustache.

      Maro said, “Kinesee Mikjehemlut, this here is one Pedant Ilskrit. One of the men who tried to kill you.”

      The man didn’t twitch, and Semerun grabbed the sides of his head with powerful hands, forcing his eyes at her. They pinched shut.

      Maro said, “Look at the girl, or I’ll peel your eyeballs from your head before I kill you.”

      Pedants eyes opened. “What of it?”

      “Such a gentle young lady, clanblood, why the Twelve Hells were you trying to kill her?”

      “She is at that… quite a looker once she grows tits.”

      Semerun squeezed his head with hands so big they wrapped his skull, fingers digging so hard Kinesee swore she heard a tooth pop. “Manners.”

      The man spit blood after Semerun loosened his grip. “You ain’t gonna learn a godsdamned thing from me, might as well kill me.”

      Maro nudged her shoulder, and she cleared her throat. “Why do you want me dead?”

      Semerun’s massive grip cut the assassin’s chuckle short. “Shits child, I don’t want you dead, but someone does.”

      Maro said, “Hired then. How much?”

      “A fifth-weight crown. Fer each of us. It’s in m’boot if you don’t believe me.

      Semerun leaned the man back on the legs of the chair and Maro ripped his boots off, shook them onto the ground. A single gold coin. Maro tossed the boots to the side and snagged the coin, holding it in the light for all to see. “A Hidreng crown, that’s a lot of gold for a sad bastard like you.”

      “So it ain’t no wonder why I took it, is there?”

      “Ever ask yourself why somebody was paying so much to kill a girl, and in foreign gold?”

      “Yeah, sure, but I weren’t dim enough to ask no question that might get me killed.”

      Kinesee stepped forward. “After you wash the coin of the smell of feet, I’ll take it. Seems fair enough since it was the price to kill me.” She smiled and turned to Pedant. “Who hired you?”

      “A bastard named Wymed… You’ll find him dead wherever the hells your man put the bodies.”

      She sighed. “That’s a shame. I heard a farmer not far away had some hungry pigs… you might offer him this man.”

      Maro struck his heels together with a nod. “Kill him first, or let the hogs take care of that?”

      She spun on her heel. “Your choice, but don’t tell me which it is.”

      “Wait a godsdamn wick… The Ravinrin ain’t that way.”

      Kinesee kept her back to him, to make sure she didn’t crack. “I’m not a Ravinrin, and I am that way. I’ve seen my family butchered, why would I care what happens to you?”

      “I don’t know nothin’, I swear by Kibole’s Night.”

      Maro said, “This Wymed, he must’ve said something. They paid in Hidreng gold, were they Tek?”

      “No, no. Leastwise I don’t think so. The boys, we all figured it was someone jest hidin’ what clanblood the wealth came from.”

      “Clanblood?”

      “Hells! I dunno! Clanblood shits gold we always say. Who else?”

      “The Church.”

      Kinesee turned to gaze on his silence. A face twisted in thought. “You sayin’ I was doin’ the work of the Church?” He spat. “I wouldn’t help no godsdamned holy.”

      “You’ve a Slaver’s sense of right and wrong!” Maro laughed. “Kill a child, but not for the Church’s gold. But I was just asking.”

      “I don’t think so, nah, but it’s like pissin’ on my head if it were.”

      “Not the Church. Not the Church. Your boss man, any of your buddies, they ever mention the name Preat Yungar?”

      “Clanblood ain’t he? Not as I recall.”

      “How about Tirus?”

      “Hells, maybe, I dunno. That’s a big godsdamned family roundabouts where I come from. Mighta even been a wrong-eyed Tirus or two you killed in the fight.”

      Kinesee recognized the Tirus name. Clanblood from the far north with a hatred of the Emudar, and she surmised, the Mikjehemluts.

      Maro tossed the coin into the air and she caught it. “What might their names have been?”

      Pedant laughed. “Hells if I know.”

      Maro sighed. “Semerun, squeeze this man until his head pops like a rotten melon, then you come and tell me what done fell out.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      Maro turned to her. “Do you have any more questions for him, m’lady?”

      Kinesee stared, wishing she had a piece of wisdom, a question worthy of an interrogation. Instead she asked the only thing that popped into her head. “How many kin did you lose to the Shadows?”

      Pendat stared, his cocky crushed. “Lost six brothers and sisters I know of.”

      “What would they think of your hiring out for murder?”

      His head tucked to his chest. “Every damned one woulda done the same.”

      Kinesee straightened with a deep breath; it wasn’t an answer she expected. “I will forego prayers for them and for you. Let us leave, Maro.”

      In a matter of flickers her escort of steel surrounded her beneath a bright sun. “Maro?”

      “Aye, girl?”

      “I didn’t lie back there. Never tell me what becomes of the man. I needn’t know.”
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            Skyward Prison

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The sky, an Eye, the wingless Eye: Flying.

        You say or said, amid the dead and undying,

        the unable to speak and the never lying.

        The Eye, you ask; to explain a monumental task,

        to give a name, a tongue tying quest.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      “A bloody failure, one I could not imagine. You’ve ended your people.” The words were a mumble at first, and it took several flickers to recognize the voice as Iro’s.

      The burn of hartshorn in Ivin’s nose brought consciousness but left his mind clouded. “Where the hells am I?” A single lantern lit the stone-blocked chamber with a bed of straw and a chamber pot for amenities.

      “Bdein. The Tower of Markuun.”

      His thoughts scrambled, the words were familiar, maybe, from Hidreng merchants visiting the Watch. He raised his eyes to meet Iro’s gaze. The man sat in a chair, back to a stone wall, with a cloak wrapping his frame. His complexion was pale, weak. “You’re gonna have to do better than that.”

      “It’s of no matter, except to know you are a guest of the Bishop.”

      The weight of shackles on Ivin’s wrists and the rattle of chains when he moved proved what kind of hostess she was. “How long? I was… How long?”

      “Five days.”

      His memory blurred from the moment he read the scroll, but there were visions of blood and battle, and his heart palpated. “My people?”

      “Will be dead, soon as Hidreng forces gather. I will ride them down like scoundrel wolvesand leave their carcasses for the gidebirds to peck.” He leaned, his right elbow resting on a knee. “Your people… slaughtered my soldiers, with the aid of some witchery.”

      The rainbow and the red. Sedut. Ivin blinked with the memory: inhaling powdered gem and the woman healing him.

      “The witch’s name. Who is she?”

      “Knowing won’t do you a spit of good.”

      Iro’s voice grew harsh, his tones those of a man who’d seen the inside of his own grave, and Ivin wondered what had happened to this proud warrior. “I want to know the woman’s name when I bleed her.”

      Ivin chuckled; he couldn’t help it. “Good luck.”

      Iro’s glare hardened to match his voice. “You mock me?”

      “No. Hells no. I wish you well, I tried myself. It didn’t go no better.” Memories of the Ambush Chokes came to his clearing mind; companions dead in a whirl of flesh and bone. “With all sincerity: Good luck.”

      Iro smirked. “She healed you.”

      “Which goes to show how little she fears me.”

      Iro’s finger came to his chin, and he stared. “Who is she?”

      “High Priestess Sedut.”

      “And her weapon?”

      Ivin shrugged. “An artifact from the Steaming Lakes, you want more than that, ask her yourself.”

      “You share secrets so freely.”

      “Not my secrets.” Ivin rubbed his eyes. “The high priestess is no more a friend than your bishop. Go after her, it’s your doom, not mine.”

      Iro slung his cloak from his left shoulder, revealing a scarred stub. “I left my arm on the battlefield because of that witch. I’ll have her head.”

      Ivin stared at the man’s imbalanced body and shivered. He felt no need for flattery nor lies. “She’ll have yours. Not that I mind.”

      “No doubt you’d like me dead.” Iro stared, then stood to pace before leaning against a wall. “When I was a boy—”he chuckled”—my cousin and me would visit the Temple of the Virgin Moon like the devout boys we pretended to be. In the temple, halls are filled with statues, priests say to whisper into their ears is to speak to the gods themselves.” His head wobbled, his eyebrows arched. “There is one statue, oh! She is a beauty. With only seashells covering her breasts and a tiny starfish between her legs. No boy, no man, can walk her by without a second glance and a wish she were flesh and warmth.

      “We’d whisper into her earsok and giggle at our flirtatious games. Cup the fine bulge of her ass when no priests were looking. We’d stare, imagine removing those shells, how supple her teets must be… how full her nipples.” He sighed. “Ah, a boy’s fantasies. Then one day you accept the truth you already knew for so long. Know you this truth?”

      “It’s your long-winded tale, enlighten me.”

      “No matter how lovely, what lay behind the shells and the starfish is rough, unhewn stone. There was no secret, no something greater, they are what they appear to be. To this day.”

      Ivin rubbed his eyes. “Is there a point?”

      “You, my friend, are those tits!” He laughed, slapped a knee with his remaining hand. “I so wanted to find something more in you, someone worthy. The bishop commanded me to torture you, find what sits behind your seashells, but my time is more valuable, I think. You are what you are, a stupid boy who knows nothing. A piece in someone else’s game.”

      “Priests in Istinjoln, priests in Sin Medor… The both of us, we aren’t pieces, we’re mice at the cat’s paw.”

      Iro’s smile faded, and he shrugged. Grimaced at his left shoulder. “You may be more right than I’d care to admit. Perhaps we are both tits carved from cold rock.”

      “I’ll take tits over some of the carvings I’ve seen.” His mind drew pictures of the Hall of Faces on the journey to the Crack of Burdenis. But then, one of those had eight breasts.

      Iro guffawed. “Invon, known as the Fat Man…” Iro waved his hand in the air. “Silly musings. I find it shameful the bishop will have you killed, you aren’t a bad sort for a barbarian.”

      “It’ll be a shame when Sedut takes your head.”

      “Not to worry! You’ll be dead before then, slowly, I fear.” He laughed and put a hand to the door’s iron pull. “May our ends be swift.”

      “Aye, may our ends be swift.”

      Iro nodded, grabbed the hooded lantern, and stepped through the door. The guard turned the key with a metallic grind and clink and the world turned black.

      The chains at Ivin’s wrists rattled as he pressed his hands to his eyes, and his wits returned. Fresh air. Fresh air meant hope in a dungeon. He opened his eyes, stood, realizing it wasn’t dark because they imprisoned him in a hole. It was dark because it was night. Windows large enough for a man to crawl through ringed his chamber, and his view overlooked a city lit at the street corners by torches and lanterns. Far below a carriage with four lanterns rolled past.

      It was no less a prison than a hole in the ground, but at least he had a view. A view to feed the fantasy of escape. If he were a spider. A spider who knew how to pick a manacle’s lock.

      He unbuckled his belt and aimed where he recalled seeing a chamber pot. “Too bad there isn’t a lower window, I could at least piss on one of the bastards.”
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            Scented Waters

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Cloudless skies and rain beaten sand;

        what devil from the sun?

        what devil from the moon?

        What mortal stands tall to Celestial thunder

        once struck by its lightning?

      

      

      
        
        —Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      Inster had been a flesh-cramped, bustling hive to a girl who grew up in a village and a monastery. Meliu’d spent her childhood in Veleen, as much a mining camp as a village, truth be told, and Istinjoln was a place you could be alone in the middle of thousands, with its winding tunnels and tucked away shrines.

      The walls of Bdein were brownstone and mortar with towers surging from the land, and they stretched to the horizon and beyond. They stood lower than the Monastery of Istinjoln or the Fost, but their breadth stole her will. Her mouth dried and her gut fluttered; if only half the people within those walls would gut her if they discovered who she was, it was still more people than she’d ever bothered to imagine breathing in one place. The broad gates stood wide enough for four carts to pass side by side, and upon the high towers to either side, bronze statues towered further toward the sky: Pulvuer to the north with an eagle on his shoulder, and his pegasus steed, Kiholu, to the south. She’d rather slither into a fissure beneath Istinjoln than pass between the monuments which guarded the city’s gates, but in a holy city like Bdein, she’d need to grow accustomed to pagan gods, even if it gave her shivers.

      She mustered her resolve, and once inside Bdein she understood what folks meant when they spoke of foreign cities. The streets were a wicked maze even compared to monastery tunnels, and more cramped when you accounted for the press of stinking foreigners. Even when they smelled good, which was rare enough, their perfumes overwhelmed her nostrils and burned her eyes. She never figured she’d come to dislike the scent of a flower, but the honey-rose some of the women in fine silks wore damned near made her sneeze more than once.

      After three days in Bdein, a week without an ocean bath, and feeling more an urchin than a heroine on a virtuous mission, she smelled herself as often as others. That was the squat to rip the stitches, as Ilpen would say; if she was going to sneak past guards, she needed not to reek, anyhow.

      There were inns a plenty to draw a bath, but she’d spent what few crowns remained after getting to Bdein. Prices in the city were high compared even to Inster. Her remaining coins were songs given her by the Choerkin; it was enough silver and gold to see her survive for months, but the songs might draw unwanted attention. And her small stash of gems, they were for pure desperation. Before sundown she meandered to the northern merchant district and sneaked into a stable for a bed of straw, figuring morning might be the quietest and safest time to seek out steam and soap.

      She awoke before dawn, pulled her boots on, and stepped into the street wearing a linen dress instead of the burlap robes she’d scuttled around in the past few days. She left her haver, stuffed with clothes and black hair dye for Ivin, and other gear buried deep in a corner of straw. Shops were still closed, but stirring to life; folks wandered into the streets to empty chamber pots into the sewers (a step up from throwing them out the windows in seedier parts of Bdein) and unchained display carts and unlocked doors.

      The Raspberry and Rose stood two blocks away, a monstrous three-story inn. A street crier stood outside its doors every day, boasting of private baths and scented soaps for merchants and travelers.

      Meliu straightened her back and carried herself with a dignity she hadn’t portrayed since arriving; it was time to be a merchant’s daughter, and hope she could hide any accent.

      She took three steps before a child crashed through a door and scrambled on all fours past her knees. A young girl, followed by a bellowing bastard

      “Worthless rat.”

      The child turned with tear streaked eyes and stood; a backhand sent her tumbling to the cobbles. Blood streaked her cheek, and she wavered on all fours like a dazed and wounded crab.

      Meliu stepped between them. “Hands off this child.”

      The man weighed seventy stone and gave her a shove, but Meliu didn’t give him the satisfaction of falling. She planted her feet. “You dare lay hands on me? Do you know who my father is?”

      The shopkeep snagged the stumbling girl by the hair, staring at Meliu. “You think I give a goat’s piss who your pa is? I’ll do as I please with my own blood.” He spit at Meliu’s feet and drug the girl through the shop’s doors.

      Meliu stared, her gut twisting with memories of her own pa. He didn’t hit her often, but when he did, there wasn’t no one without a blade who could stand in his way. Folks in the street cast glances her way, trying hard not to stare, so she turned her eyes to the foaming spittle on her boot. Some Hidreng girl wasn’t reason enough to draw attention to herself.

      She wasn’t thinking straight; going soft in the head. Or for the first time in her life, she believed she could make a difference. But this wasn’t the difference she needed to make.

      The Raspberry and Rose opened their doors for her without hesitation, and a hostess who smelled of berries pointed her to the baths. The interior of the inn was constructed from massive amber-veined granite blocks polished to a sheen, and three arches led into the bath hall. An older woman greeted her with a smile. “Bathing today, m’lady?”

      Meliu swallowed hard and answered, praying she got the inflections right. “Yes, please. A private bath, scented.”

      “Preferred perfume?”

      Anything that doesn’t make me sneeze. “What do you recommend for business at the tower?”

      “You’ve business with the tower?” That brought a smile to her face. “Well, hmmm. Something mild, lilac?”

      “Perfect.”

      “Four crowns, and if you’d like breakfast?”

      Meliu handed her a fifty-silver song. The woman stared, and Meliu spoke with what she hoped was a proper disgust. “Father has been doing too much business with the barbarians from the north. I hope you don’t mind. Will it suffice for breakfast?”

      “Will it?” The woman laughed and slipped the coin into her dress with a glance to either side. She slipped her own coins into the money box. She winked. “You don’t tell, I won’t tell. Use the bath four arches down, on your right, hot water and a queen’s breakfast will be on the way. You’ll smell like a goddess when you visit the tower.”

      Meliu nodded with a smile, leaned in with a soft voice. “Could you exchange several coins? I nabbed them from my father’s trunk, he’ll never notice, but… I don’t know where to spend them, my father knows everybody.”

      Meliu’s steps bounced into the bath stall. She took a loss on the songs, but she wouldn’t stand out trying to spend her silver now. At the sight of her new best friend, she forgot her luck with new coins; a tub of hammered copper stared at her, polished to a sheen and beckoning to swallow her.

      Steaming lilac water arrived within a few flares. She stripped, making sure her crowns, and the vial of Ulrikt’s poison, weren’t nowhere someone could reach. She eased into the water. Flinching, slow. Godsdamned hot, but the lick of the rising water and its steam felt like heaven. And the lilac was mild as promised, unoffensive to her nose. Breakfast was three sunny eggs, spiced sausage, heavy dark bread, a jam from some fruit she didn’t recognize (but oh, it made her eyes roll into the back of her head with delight), and more honey-butter than she’d seen on a full table. The mug of drink was thick, the juice of some fruit, she guessed. Its sweet and sour was tastier than anything she’d ever drank, without alcohol in it, at least. Maids served the feast on a dimpled brass tray which stretched across the tub.

      This was a moment in life she’d never imagined.

      Stuffed to her ears with food she rested her head on the tub, letting her eyelids droop until the world was a mere sliver. But she didn’t trust no one enough to shut them for the nap she craved. The coins were her lifeblood, and the poison… she questioned whether she could use it at all, but if caught with such a thing, they’d hang her or worse.

      What kind of poison is it? Her study in such things was scant. Few religious tomes spoke of such things. Rumors abounded over the Coerkin poisoning at the Watch: Delusions, violence, a brown foam at the mouth, and seizures. Death. No way Tokodin did such a thing. No how. She splashed her face; morbid musings struck the joy from her bath. She meditated, aware with eyes cracked, and managed a stretch of peace.

      Her fingers and toes shriveled before she climbed from the tub. She slipped into her dress, patting the coins and vial in their concealed pockets. She brushed her hair while staring into a mirror; it was the first in some time she looked and felt proper. She popped the last slice of a purplish fruit into her mouth before strolling refreshed into the street.

      She meandered back the way she came, stopping when she saw the little girl hunkered against the shop wall, crying again.

      There’s something wrong with me. She walked straight into the shop without a clue what she was doing. The girl’s father haggled with a couple of grizzled men, and for an instant she saw her own pa’s face. And she wanted nothing more than to cover it in Dark. Forever. Terrorizing the man until either his wits or his life fled his body. She turned, a hand slipping into a pocket to find the vial.

      There was a way to discover what this poison did.

      Her heart beat to a terrible rhythm as she glanced at a mug sitting by the man’s money box.

      She skulked close, never believing she would do such a thing. If caught, she’d die. Any chance to save Ivin would be tossed like so much piss into the sewer. She looked to the men as a blustering argument over the quality of the owner’s steel erupted, and in a blink she dripped poison in his cup.

      Not a lot. Not enough to kill him. Was it? She turned, doing her best to hide a buckle in her knees. If she’d just orphaned the girl, there was no way to say she was better off. And gods forbid the girl take a drink.

      “Hey. Hey! Little lady, there something I could do for you?”

      She stood in the middle of the shop. Staring. He didn’t recognize her, or if he did, didn’t care. She shook her head, dashed through the door into the street.

      She trotted away.

      Stormed back.

      Turned to leave again.

      A glance inside ended all wonder: he drank from his mug. And Meliu clutched her face, stretching her cheeks with a shaky exhale. What have I done? It couldn’t be worse than the Dark. He’s not my father.

      Drying mud streaked the girl’s face, tears smeared by dirty fingers trying to wipe away signs of pain. She couldn’t stay here. She marched across the street. She couldn’t leave. She paced and hovered, doing her damnedest to be inconspicuous. The girl wandered inside. The men left. No screams. Patrons came and went. Meliu’s nerves eased. She hadn’t given him enough to kill; maybe the bastard would just get a nasty case of the shits.

      The beat of her heart slowed, and she giggled. She strode to the door, glanced inside. The owner patted his daughter on the head, but then wagged a threatening finger in her face.

      She isn’t me, he’s not my pa, the child means nothing. She was playing the fool and wondered if her prayers for Dark hadn’t damaged her wits.

      There were more important matters to attend to. She could check on the girl tomorrow. No. No good reason for that neither. Get Ivin, get the hells out of Bdein.

      Forget this girl and my pa. She turned toward the Tower of Markuun. Books called it a tower, but in truth it was a fortress, with high walls and two dozen towers, and a sprawling keep on the eastern wing. The only entrance was a western gate, and once inside, the streets led to a multitude of temples.

      A dozen breaths and twice as many strides focused her thoughts. Ulrikt’s words rang in her head: We Silone give our prisoners a view of darkness and stone, the Hidreng give them open windows and weather, the more hated the prisoner, the higher their rise. Ivin might stare her way now from the highest point in the tower. Maybe he slept beneath the green pennant flapping from a pole, free to step to his death at a tortured whim.

      With her Hidreng practiced to near perfection, it was time to stop trying to figure a way to sneak over the walls, it was time to walk straight past the guards. She traveled due south from the northern merchant district, as straight a line as she’d found in this city, but the avenue led to streets which felt as if someone laid them out on the strings of yarn a kitten played with.

      The roads wound and twisted one into the other, all cobbled, but the lesser alleys bore bricks jutting to take one’s toes for a fall. When first she arrived she took half a day to find her way to the gates of Markuun; today, it only took her a quarter candle. She’d walked the route several times each day, and a different path out, testing variants in case of a chase.

      The gate of Markuun sat between two round towers with an open portcullis and two guards to either side. The men stood stiff as statues, golden masks depicting a hawk covering their faces, and hooked halberds with butts planted by their feet. A breeze blew indigo tassels hanging from the shafts of the weapons and ruffled the plumes rising from their silver-gilt helms.

      The fifth guard was the one that mattered.

      Blood-red robes draped to their ankles, and they wore a silver wolf mask, its snarling teeth polished onyx. In this person’s hand was a scroll. For a full day, Meliu studied those who entered the Tower, pushing her hearing the best she could; most who entered sought the Temple of the Virgin Moon. The whole godsdamned religion seemed to have a virgin fetish, the most famous being the Thonians sacrificing them on an altar. But it turned out Virgin Moon meant new moon.

      Upon hearing this explanation, the puzzle fell together: God Wars histories spoke of the Hokandite joining the mortal peoples during the new moon, and their worshippers still believed this was the best time to pray to their gods.

      Today wasn’t a day to loiter; she stuck her chin out and walked straight to the priest with stone fangs. Black eyes sat in the black holes of the silver face. Today the voice was a woman’s. “Your name, child.”

      “Inis, daughter of Ulbor, merchant of the Librec River.” To her ear, her pronunciation was perfect, but she couldn’t read a face behind silver. A curt nod and the priest scrawled her name on the scroll. Ulbor now had a daughter he’d never heard of. Meliu placed a tiny gold coin on the scroll and bowed.

      “Intent and time of prayer?”

      “My father’s sister is ill, direly so. A second mother to me. I will pray to the Sect of Gabor until my tears flow no more.” She borrowed the latter from a young man she’d overheard and prayed this priestess didn’t ask for details on the sect. Meliu had no idea who or what the Sect of Gabor was.

      The gold crown disappeared. “May the Hokandite answer all your prayers.”

      Meliu aimed for a meek smile, sucked a solemn breath, and strode through the gates. Once inside, the view surprised her: Thousands of strides of open ground, but it was obvious it had not always been so. Foundations lay level with the dirt where buildings once stood.

      No time to dawdle. Gawking attracts eyes. She followed the street straight a couple hundred paces then took an angled left where the street split in five directions. It was several hundred strides before foundations bore buildings, and in the distance the Temple of the Virgin Moon dominated her view. Seventy-two pillars stretched across the massive structure’s face, but it was a single story. Unlike the Tower of Markuun, the temple was painted with artistic grace, with muted earth-tone hues, following the natural lines of the building’s stone.

      Foot traffic increased, but she kept her head up while meeting as few eyes as possible. A youthful adherent in white robes greeted her at the temple’s polished ebony doors, a boy of maybe sixteen.

      “To which ears do you whisper, this day?”

      She smiled, sure to stay at ease. “The Sect of Gabon.”

      “Would you like an escort?”

      Shit! If she said no and went the wrong way, it’d look peculiar. “I appreciate your kindness. It has been years.”

      The boy turned, leading them straight down the main hall forty paces before turning left. They passed a dozen long halls, each lined with statues to either side, and she couldn’t put a name to anything she saw. People were sparse, as expected, but a variety of folks were here to pray, robed in silk to sack cloth. Several stood beside statues, whispering in their stone ears, but most were prostrate on the ground, the wealthy on prayer rugs. One man so deep in prayer he snored his faith. Thirty more paces a right, another left, then her guide turned with a flourish of his arms.

      Marble statues lined either side of the hall depicting people, animals, monsters, and demonic hybridizations. Men with feathers, women with horns, a thing which might be a slug with arms, a lion with a snake’s tongue… The hall was filled with visions heretical to the Pantheon of Sol, and she couldn’t put a name to one, not even the ones who kept their humanity.

      “I’ll… I’ll need a few moments to collect myself. Thank you.” She nodded with a hint of bend to her spine, a gesture of respect but not servitude.

      “May the Hokandite answer your prayers.”

      She kept a view of the boy until she knew he disappeared from view, then chose a statue at random. A homely man with an intense stare, he wore a headdress which fanned like a peacock’s tail, and sported a beard groomed into three forks that stretched to his chest.  He was naked but for a sash stretching from his shoulder to cover his manhood.

      She stared into his rounded eyes, white granite where pupils should be.

      “The Magister of Gabon, a peculiar choice for a pretty young lady.”

      The voice startled Meliu so, that she damned near spoke in Silone, and caught her words at the last. “I can’t say why.” She turned to face a Hidreng in his forties. Not a priest, neither, judging by his colorful silks; bright yellow and red on black. “His eyes captured me.”

      “He is wise in the way of shadows, those which weight a mortal’s soul. Do you bear such burdens?”

      She wanted to laugh: A Darkness beyond shadow. “My only shadow is my dear aunt’s malady.”

      The man nodded, a sage gravity pulling his lips to a pout. “Is she a woman who carries the dead weight of her past?”

      “Well, I could hardly say for sure. All I’ve known in my life is a lovely woman without a harsh word for anyone… except her husband now and again.”

      “My own guilts may drag me to an early grave; I whisper to him every week.”

      Meliu nodded. “Forgiveness can be a powerful thing.”

      The man’s lips curled into a dark smile. ‘There’s no forgiving the things I’ve done, I pray only so the Hokandite might understand my choices. May I?” He gestured to the Magister.

      She side stepped in an instant, blushing because she’d been blocking the man. “So sorry! Don’t let me intrude.” She scuttled further away as he put foot to stone to climb, his hand clutching the statue’s shoulder, to raise his lips to a stone ear.

      Curiosity burned her, but she resisted the temptation to listen in, and instead stared at other members of the Sect of Gabon. A man with a spear, his cheeks chiseled with indented rivers where tears would run if stone could cry. A joyous woman holding a swaddled babe in her arms; Meliu wondered if a person might whisper in the baby’s ear too. Praying into either would be a heresy for her, but did she care any more? Another was a man taller than the rest and he held a sword of iron instead of stone clutched in his hands. The carving was more intricate than most, with mail links of armor layered over a gambeson. This statue reminded her more of a Silone than a Hidreng; with his height and cheekbones, he was more akin to a Choerkin than any man she’d seen in the streets of Bdein.

      “The Champion of Gabon might be a wiser choice for your prayers.”

      This bastard Hidreng was light on his feet. She turned with a grin. “Did the Magister answer your prayers?”

      “Never and always. May the faith of your prayers bring an answer.” He bowed just a little, his eyes pinned on her. It took a moment to register that he expected a name.

      “Inis, of the Librec River”

      “Inis. A name as beautiful as the river’s waters.” He leaned, taking her hand for a kiss. “Loduma, of Ar-Bdein.”

      He turned and departed, his footfalls and silks as quick and silent as when he’d arrived.

      Ar-Bdein, to take the city’s name meant something, but the “Ar” prefix she didn’t understand. It hinted of power and danger. She turned to the statue. “Champion of Gabor, eh?” She climbed the steps carved in the pedestal and stretched to the tips of her toes to whisper gibberish in its ear.

      Satisfied with the duration of her false prayer she eased back to the floor and lay with her face buried in her arms. The priests would deem her a devout soul indeed, prostrate until the sun went down. But to answer her real prayers, she needed shadows and the night.
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            Bruised Conversation

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        You, in your jester’s cap,

        stabbed in your back,

        screaming hate into the laughter of your chamber of echoes.

        You were never more funny than when dying.

      

      

      
        
        —Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      The torture never came, least not as Ivin expected. Priests arrived every morning and dusk, stood him in the middle of the chamber, and took a cane to him. They struck his shoulders and the back of his legs, his buttocks and lower back, until he collapsed or the striker’s arm wore out.

      They never asked a question. They arrived, caned him, and departed. They didn’t care what he might know, all they cared was that he lay sprawled, blackened and aching.

      After the tenth day of beating, they unlocked his shackles and struck him half a dozen extra blows while laughing. One spoke in broken Silone: “Do us favors and attack the morrow, so we kill you and be done.” The voice was deep, but each was just a priest in a brown leather mask: All the same.

      If his muscles weren’t so stiff, he might’ve taken them up on the offer right then. He rolled to his back as the door slammed and its lock ground. He found it pathetic they didn’t bother to put a guard on the door. How unworthy have I become? His body throbbed, and he stared at the black ceiling in the dim light of dawn; plain stone covered in dirt-clouded cobwebs.

      He closed his eyes, and when he opened them again, the world was bright with sun, and his aches blunted with rest. He still hurt like the hells, and every move brought a fresh edge to the agony as he stretched stiffened muscles, but he’d grown more used to such suffering than he would’ve expected.

      Ivin rose to his knees, rubbed his freed wrists and ankles. A copper tray of food with a bowl of water sat by the door. He trundled to what passed for breakfast and sat with a grunt. There was no telling what he ate; it was neither as bad as he might’ve imagined, nor worse than a clod of dirt his brothers talked him into biting as a child. Not as chalky, at least. Meat, but meat of what? Whatever it was, it quelled the growl in his stomach and kept him alive.

      He grabbed the bowl of stale water and tossed the empty platter to the ground, stalked to the window and sipped. Looking at the water would be a mistake; he swallowed despite a fuzzy something on his tongue. His eyes stayed on the outside, a fine enough morning with light breezes even high in this tower. He turned his shoulders and found he’d slip through, scrape his chest and shoulders maybe, but such minor scuffs wouldn’t matter once he hit the stone cobbles, or bounced off the roof below first.

      If Meris jumped, instead of being thrown, from the First Tower of Herald’s Watch, he had a greater appreciation for the desperation she must’ve felt. When he sat chained in the middle of this chamber, taking the leap felt as a piece of common sense: Why suffer another day? Once gazing from the precipice, vertigo tugging at his intestines, it became nonsense. Staying alive was an urge hard to resist.

      He turned, his eyes drawn to the platter, its polished face lit by the rising sun. He tilted his head back to drink and reflected light from the tray illuminated a spot on the ceiling. Through the cobwebs and dust he’d never noticed it before: A hole in the stone leading to a trapdoor.

      A chance at freedom.

      He laughed at his own foolishness and raised his cup to salute the Touched. “Note the laughter.” He waggled his finger at an empty stool, but there was no ghost to take his dictation.

      This door was a false hope, like so many hopes: The hope for love, the hope of growing to manhood with a mother, the hope of peace between clan and Church. Still, it was something, and as he sat crouched and stared, the fantasy refused to die.

      “All right then, what if I could reach you, you bastard?” The door didn’t answer, he was happy for that. Whatever madness creeping over him hadn’t taken control of his wits yet.

      He glanced about the room: A pisspot and a stool, not much to work with. He stretched, his knees and shoulders aching to straighten, and he groaned. “As a guess, I’d say my jumping’s on par with Meris about now. But, she killed herself just fine.” He stared at his feet and chuckled. “If that’s all you got for inspiration, you’re in serious horse shit.”

      He grabbed the four-legged stool and climbed atop its wobbly top, stretching for the door. He flipped his chamber pot, stood on it, and strained with the stool in hand. Its breeze stirred the cobwebs and tapped stone once when he stretched enough to lose his balance and tumble to the floor. He’d been close enough to fuel his fool’s hope, and the bucket cracked as he remounted. Ivin glared at the fissure running through its middle. “Go on, I dare you.” He waited several flickers, but the thing didn’t have the courage to break.

      He jumped—or hopped, more like—and the bucket twisted from beneath him. Ivin crashed to the floor in a huddled bundle of groans and curses he didn’t understand himself.

      A flare or two later he kicked the bucket, and it rolled over to stare at the stool by his side. If he had two stools, he’d have a chance. Three legs can stand as well as four, damned near. All I have to do is break one leg. Balance the bucket on the three-legged stool, and I’ll reach that damned door. “My wits aren’t gone yet, by gods.”

      He rolled to his knees and crawled to the stool. “Sorry about this.” He slammed the stool into the ground. Nothing but noise; the stool defied him. Five, six, seven times he slammed the damned thing and all he had to show for it were scratches and dents in its seat. He stood with stool in hand and strolled to a wall, wound up, roared, and let fly.

      It crashed into the wall, clattering to pieces while leaving him with the single leg he’d desired. Unfortunate that the rest lay in a shattered heap. He stared at the parts and pieces. “Maybe I can fashion some tiny stilts.”

      “Who the hells are you talking to?”

      He recognized Meliu’s feminine tones, but they were an impossibility. His mind had broken, without a doubt. “To myself and the winds. I’d speak to the stool, but I murdered it.”

      “They’ve beaten the senses out of you.”

      “How else could I be talking to you?”

      “I could be a sneak of a gal whose mother loved drink more than her father’s profits.”

      He heard the rattle of the lock and a moment later hinges squeaked. Were they back to cane him again so soon? He turned, his head spinning as Meliu stepped into his cell wearing a black linen dress. He suspected his mind of playing tricks, but talking to a chair was a far holler from seeing pretty girls he knew were hundreds of horizons away. He figured she must be here, delusions would never smell so nice. “How the hells?” And after she locked the door: “What the hells?”

      “I can unlock it again, you mooncalf.” She planted a hand on her hip. “You are the worst guarded prisoner I’ve ever heard of, I’d swear they aren’t much worried about keeping you.”

      He leaned his back to the wall and slid to a seat. “You might be right. They figured out I don’t know a damned thing of use.”

      She sauntered to the middle of the room. “So, uh, what the hells were you doing? That stool mouth off or something?”

      “I was going to use a leg to flip open a trap door.” He pointed to the ceiling.

      That brought a smirk. “Uhuh. You realize you’re at the top of a tower, right? And if you got it open, how were you going to climb out?”

      “I figured I’d kill the Tek priests and stack their bodies for a ladder, so you know.” She giggled, a lilting sound that reminded him why he liked her despite her barbs. “You just here to make my escape miserable, or are you gonna help?”

      “I’m still deciding. You look like you’re in one piece.”

      “Because they pounded me into a smaller but still singular piece.”

      “Able to run?”

      “Stumble and trot count?”

      She tossed auburn hair. “We’ll be moving slow when we move, but it’d be nice to move quick in a pinch. My prayers will help some.”

      Her touch spread the warmth of her prayers through his body, soothing aches and pains, giving him confidence to stretch both shoulders, but agony seized him as he brought them above his head. He chuckled instead of screaming and dropped both arms to his sides.

      “Don’t be foolish,” she said. “I’m a lousy healer. Life heals you proper, but some of what you feel is Light.”

      The power of prayer mystified him. “Light heals?”

      “No, but the will of Erginle within the Light can lend confidence, a strength to endure, but it can fool us into doing too much.”

      The experience of healing prayer wasn’t new, he’d suffered several broken bones over the years on Herald’s Watch, but in her prayers there was something different. A heightened sense of being, of standing taller, a subtle superiority to everything around you. “I like it.”

      “Don’t get used to it, I don’t plan on making touching Choerkin a habit.”

      “Don’t like what you feel?” His tone was flirtatious as the heavens. Why the hells did I say that? Humiliating.

      He yelped as she squeezed his aching bicep. “I’ll pass that off as the Light taking your tongue, this time.”

      He grunted as the pain from her grip faded. A foreboding sensation tingled in the depths of her prayerful healing; hidden, it was like the nervous breath before the goose pimples came. He passed it off as her peevishness over the flirtation. “So, how’re you going to get me out of here?”

      “I’m not, not right away, anyhow. But I won’t let them ruin my healing neither. Think I’d just take you for a stroll? Once you reach the keep, they guard every exit that ain’t suicide.”

      “Hadn’t given it a thought… but now you mention it, it’d be nice if you could fly me out that window.”

      “I could give you a shove, flying is up to you.”

      “What’s the better plan, then?”

      “I make them think you’ve gone. In a few days, when they’ve given up the search, we walk straight out the front door.”

      He didn’t have a clue in the heavens or hells how she intended to make him disappear, but it sounded more promising than a shove. “If you can’t fly, I suppose it’ll have to do.”

      She strode to stand beneath the trapdoor. “First, let’s see what we got up top. Give me a lift.”

      On a normal day the girl would’ve been a feather, but when her foot hit the stirrup of his hands his knees quaked as he boosted her. She banged on something, and when he looked up, he regretted it as dust settled in his eyes. He squinted and coughed, and a flicker later the door flipped up and clattered. He closed his eyes and tried not to breathe.

      “Higher.”

      “The hells, you say.” But he gave her a lift until her weight disappeared. He took a couple steps back before opening his eyes to the shimmering dustfall.

      Meliu’s head reappeared in a sunlit hole, then she dropped a knotted rope. “You’ve got rope?”

      “Quit yappin’ and climb.”

      Lifting the girl hurt, climbing was bruise burning agony. With her grip helping to hoist him over the top, he flopped on sun-warmed stone to stare at the afternoon sky. In an ordinary time and place, it would’ve been a beautiful day. “How much rope have you got?”

      “Enough to reach the ground from most windows.”

      “Thought you said we’re walking out the front door?”

      “We are. One gate in, one gate out.” She pulled a dagger from her pack and sawed at the thick rope.

      “What the hells’re you doing?”

      “Making two ropes.” She hit him with her “you’re a dumb ass” smile he knew so well. “Look, we could slip down this rope straight to the ground, then what? We’re dead, that’s what.”

      Ivin sat up, folding his legs. “I’m in your hands.”

      “That you are, and don’t forget it. Will your guards be back this evening?”

      “Aye, we enjoy a beating and lantern-lit dining every day about sundown.”

      She glanced to the sun, then reached into her pack. He snagged jerked beef from her grip, and couldn’t help but think of the Wolverine as he gnawed off a chunk. “So, what happened at Inster?”

      “Well, Sedut saved your ass for me, as you know… Then, we all marched quick as we might to the East. Which is to say slower than Jedub picking his way across the Road of Living Stars.” The rope snapped in twain, and she smiled. “Iro and a Hidreng army caught up to us, a few horizons beyond the village of Jimar, and were about to slaughter us when Solineus brought a couple Edan and ended the war that wasn’t.”

      “An army of Edan?”

      “As I said… a couple. Two. Apparently twice as many as needed.”

      “Just because I was talking to a stool doesn’t mean I’ll step into every web you weave.”

      “I’m not Feduul’s Spider, I assure you. That Edan put an arrow through a priest’s throat from about a half horizon away. Beautiful fletchings, peacock feathers, shame to stain them red.”

      “How far away?” He took the short section of rope from her proferred hand.

      “Hold this and I’ll be right back.” She slipped through the trapdoor and landed light on her feet, disappearing to the west. A couple wicks later she reappeared, and he dropped his piece of rope and braced his feet as she climbed.

      She closed the trapdoor and sat with a smug smile. “Now we wait.”

      “For?”

      “I tied the rope off, dangling from the window a level below, all the way to the ground. When they come back and find you gone?”

      “They’ll think someone helped me climb. And if they bother to look up here?”

      She shrugged. “You ever seen a magician make things disappear with a mirror? Well, I can do a little bit of that without the mirror. If that don’t work, well, we improvise.”

      He nodded as he gnawed on the meat, salty and tender compared to his recent meals. “Two Edan?”

      “Yes, sir.” Her tone was mocking, but the following words were dead serious. “Scary sons of bitches.”

      “Lelishen was pretty.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I didn’t say they weren’t beautiful. Eerie in their perfection, emotionless as rocks. Solineus is taking one to see some guy he called the Touched, the price for saving our people. You look like the Forges worked you over.” She rummaged through her pack, tossed him a pair of trousers and a shirt, and held up a small bottle of ebony oil. “For that hair of yours.”

      He’d never imagined himself with dark hair and wondered if he’d look more like Kotin. He shook away nagging sorrow. “The Edan want to visit the Touched?”

      “Whoever the hells that is.”

      “Looks like we got time. Catch me up on our people and the Edan, and I’ll tell you… well, what little I know about the Touched.”
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            Hissing Tundra

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The mathematics of time unwind the mind,

        grind the rind, to swallow the mortal whole,

        the flick the flash the dash to reason

        Lost in emotion, the commotion, the locomotion

        of the mathematics of Time, unwinding your mind,

        abed, memories of a lost time so kind, but they’re

        all you have, for every other yesterday

        never existed.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      The Entiyu Emoño’s sails never seemed to lack wind, and the waters were free of icebergs. The entire crew got a laugh out of that one as they sailed beyond the tower of fire, or the Pontorele Jirev, as the Luxuns said. Their first plan had been to sail to the eastern shores and walk west to the Steaming Lakes before trekking down to Istinjoln. This would’ve saved at least a week of sailing, but once Rinold caught sniff of the idea he laughed.

      “Winter has its grip on the Treaty Lands by now, winds out of the west. The wind at our back instead of face will make everything easier.”

      Inslok next suggested landing at Choerkin Fost to head north and back down to the Fost to meet the Luxuns.

      The Squirrel was none too pleased. “Shittin’ me? You wanna pass the Queen of Shadows twice, not to mention however many godsdamned Shadows and Taken in between? Sail to an Emudar town on the western shore, put the winds to our back, then pass through the hells to the Fost.”

      Inslok had shrugged, and the plans changed. Solineus wasn’t certain if it was the logic, or the fact another week or two of sailing meant nothing to the Edan. They’d stop at Istinjoln on the return journey and meet the Entiyu Emoño at the Fost in two to three weeks.

      They dropped anchor at a harbor-town Rinold called Slepid. Before the Shadows came it would’ve been under Emudar rule, but Solineus’ memory drew a blank. He’d hoped that returning to his homeland would trigger memories, but not a town they passed brought anything to mind.

      Birds and rats were the town’s only inhabitants. Not a living soul, nor Taken, nor Shadow, made its presence known. The central square was queer and creepy in its silence. A Shadow’s scream, or a rush of Taken, might’ve lessened the dread by letting them know where they were. Instead, streets were full of a constant nothing.

      They spent the first day’s travel from Slepid on a rocked road, but by the middle of day two the stones disappeared beneath ice and snow. On day three, the winds Rinold promised came.

      It amazed Solineus that he’d forgotten how damned cold the tundra was, and this time there wasn’t a cozy ride in a sled with Lelishen. The winds swept in from the west, tinged with ice, which put the ferocity of the gales at their back: The Squirrel knew what he was talking about when he insisted on sailing until they came in from the west. If they’d come in from the east as the Edan wanted, their eyes might’ve frozen in their sockets by now.

      They were ten days into their hike and the only change in scenery was the mountains to their east creeping past. The tundra was ice, every rise and fall much the same as another; gentle waves on an ocean captured by frigid nature.

      And the only person worse off than him was the Squirrel.

      Neither gust, gale, flake, nor pellet, troubled the damned woodkin. But at least the Trelelunin noticed the difference between gust and gale, between flake and pellet. It was as if every bit of nature that assailed them passed right through the Edan without effect. The bastard didn’t even wear gloves.

      A powerful gust shoved Solineus, and he stumbled forward to keep his feet; at least the wind helped them make good time. His trotting strides brought him beside Glimdrem.

      The Trelelunin’s smile was galling. “Regretting this bargain of yours yet?”

      “No more than you are.” Brave words from frosted lips.

      “I spent five years in sweltering jungles, covered in insects, searching for a city which no longer exists. Slapping away poisonous beasts. This? This, my friend, is a jaunt. We’ll be back on the mainland in a matter of weeks.”

      “Hopefully I don’t leave no parts of me behind.”

      Glimdrem grasped his shoulder and warmth flowed through his body; it couldn’t compare to snuggling with Lelishen, but he’d take it.

      The Squirrel stepped to their sides. “You shittin’ me? I saw that.” Glimdrem smirked, touched him, and the Squirrel smiled. “Oh, godsdamn. That’s good.” Euphoria passed over the little man’s bearded face. Solineus rubbed his own beard. Shaving had been a ritual, but he’d grown accustomed to a hairy face quicker than he thought. Or, his mind conceded the need for insulation.

      “You humans should speak sooner.”

      Solineus said, “We humans enjoy suffering to the last.”

      The Squirrel snorted. “Speak for yerself, this human takes to warmth and comfort just fine.”

      Solineus chuckled but his next step crashed through ice and he plunged as if cut off at a knee.

      Glimdrem caught him fast as a blink and held him with surprising strength.

      The Squirrel yelled, “Everyone stop! Foot outta there, now!”

      Glimdrem lifted Solineus free without a grunt of effort. “Are you hurt?”

      “I’m fine, fine. Just a godsdamned hole.”

      “There ain’t no such thing as just a hole in the tundra. Back away slow and tread soft.” Rinold dropped to his knees and shoveled loose snow blowing by, crushing it into the gap. “This melts, run. Inslok! You see anything unusual around us? Trails through the ice?”

      The Edan stood thirty paces ahead, atop a rise. “On the next hill.”

      “Fever snakes, son of a bitch.”

      Glimdrem’s brow arched. “Snakes? Here?”

      “Yeah, and you don’t want bit by one neither. Seen ‘em most times in the mountains, but here on the tundra, they live deep in the ice. But they come up to hunt… mate, maybe.”

      Solineus asked, “What the hells do they eat around here?”

      “I ain’t never bothered to ask. Hopefully not us.”

      They glanced to the hole, the snow still packed. “What do we do now?”

      “We walk slow and gentle while keeping an eye out for trails and steam… anything out of the ordinary.”

      The paths the creatures left in the ice as they slithered across the snow fascinated him: Slots in the ice like the rungs of a ladder broken and off kilter. Here and there it appeared snakes gathered, melting ovals and more intricate swirling patterns.

      “Fighting, or feeling frisky, you think?”

      The Squirrel squinted at him. “Don’t see nothin’ dead.”

      “Maybe they eat each other.”

      They walked the next candle with caution, but after putting a horizon between them and the slithering tracks, their gait picked up, and Solineus relaxed, but the sense of ease dissipated in a flicker.

      The Edan walked in front as always, and took a knee, his hand raised. Considering Solineus had never seen this Edan bother to sit except on a horse, it sent his heart into a flutter. Inslok motioned them forward, and pointed.

      Solineus couldn’t say what he looked at: a dust devil, only snow? He squinted. “Steam? Snow?”

      Inslok said, “Swirling snow.”

      The Squirrel groaned. “We got the luck today. Daevu, sure as shit.”

      Solineus asked, “There’s something in the snow?”

      “Yeah, death.”

      Inslok intoned, “More specific.”

      Rinold scrunched his face in frustration and offered empty hands. “If I knew I wouldn’t be able to say, ‘cause I’d be dead.”

      “Legend, rumor, anything you know.”

      “Not a word. But history speaks of three clan armies fighting near the Steaming Lakes. Scouts who watched said the snows, the Daevu, attacked in a blizzard, leaving not a corpse nor drop of blood.”

      “Mokotu-xe, of some sort.”

      Glimdrem was incredulous, his voice pitched. “Mokotu-xe? I… no.”

      Solineus knew the words: Devil Elemental, but what they meant he couldn’t say. All he needed to knew was that he should shit his britches if the creature worried the Edan. Still, the words came from his mouth. “Devil Elemental, what’s that mean?”

      Glimdrem muttered, “Means we should’ve brought Lemereu, if that’s the case.”

      Inslok turned his stare to Glimdrem, and the Trelelunin snapped his mouth shut. Inslok glanced at Solineus. “You know of the te-xe?”

      Solineus said, “Dancing Elemental, the things followed Eliles around.”

      “Te-xe are like children of pure xe. Dangerous children if riled, but innocent.”

      “Except with thundersticks.” The look the Edan gave made him feel like a child himself. “Sorry. Go on.”

      “Mokotu-xe are violent. Intelligent… Dangerous isn’t a word to suffice.”

      He stared at the creature as it whisked across the landscape. It stopped, a plume of snow rising thirty strides above its head. A high-pitched wail surged across the tundra like a tornadic wind ripping through a valley. As the volume grew the timbre shifted into a deeper roar, then, the wail disappeared into silence sudden as death.

      It didn’t move.

      Rinold asked, “Do we skirt the thing? Can we?”

      “What do your legends say?”

      “Legends? Legends say we’re dead just seeing the damned thing. Thank you.”

      Solineus said, “For all we know, it’s staring at us right now. If it has eyes. Can we fight the thing? And win, I mean.”

      Inslok’s stare didn’t flinch from the creature. “Perhaps I can. This isn’t something I’ve seen in the past five hundred years.”

      Glimdrem said, “Lemereu banished a din-mokotu-xe.”

      “In the Age of Warlords. With runes, mystic gems, and the elements from a hundred Edan. We might survive. If there is more than one... Be pleased there is only one.” The Edan stared. “All we know about this being is… snow. Elemental Cold, Water? To what extent each?”

      Solineus considered this banter useless. You’re watching us, aren’t you? He put his hands to the hilts of the twins, a rush of whispers soothing his nerves with their confidence, but then the blades muttered in unison, their voices mingling to form a single word: Pokuu. And their whispers went silent. Unholy hells: Solineus didn’t know what they’d said, but it felt like a challenge. He blinked, and when his vision returned a whirl of snow forty strides high was half way to them. By the time the Twins left their sheaths it was on them.

      Snow whipped the world into a blinding white blanket, and a blast of wind lifted and threw him in a tumble. He lit and rolled to his feet; the group scattered across the terrain. Rinold lay on his back, Glimdrem sat crouched, unmoving. The other warriors too rested in various poses. Only Inslok moved, his Latcu hilted saber in his left hand and shield in his right.

      It was the first time Solineus had seen the blade of the weapon; Latcu, tinted a deep sapphire blue.

      He swung the Twins in a figure eight. “You bastards called the storm, you better kill it.” The Twins screamed, and he spun with blades raised in a cross.

      A blur of vapor ricocheted off the blades, driving him into the ground and stealing his breath. An attack, or was that the mokotu-xe? There wasn’t time to decide. He gasped for air and rolled to see the vapor strike Rinold; the man froze in place, unable to defend himself.

      Inslok leapt through the air, his shield crashing into the vapor. The Edan ricocheted from the mist, but the being surged from its attack on Rinold.

      Solineus’ breaths came with a coughing struggle, and Inslok fared little better, struggling to a knee, his shield arm limp. And the vapor refocused, swirled around a Trelelunin.

      The warrior’s bow disintegrated in his hand as the vapor swirled. That’s the xe, not just some magic. Solineus struggled to his feet, the voices of the twins roared in his head, deafening him to the noise of the wind.

      The mokotu-xe sparkled into twirling glitters like a beautiful snowfall with the Trelelunin hidden amid the swirl. A trick of his vision and imagination, or… the woodkin’s hand disappeared as certain as his weapon.

      Solineus’ feet slipped as he charged, but once he found his footing the Twins slashed into the enchanted blizzard, and a force, an arm of icy glitter struck. Solineus hit the ground and rolled, charged again even as the Trelelunin’s legs disintegrated into sparkling flakes in the sun.

      From nowhere Inslok struck, his shield driving into snow more dense than the rest, his scimitar slashing, but this time the Edan and xe stood their ground. A dense swirl of snow lifted Inslok into the air. Solineus saw what Inslok aimed for: The swirling, pulsing center of this creature. Damned near invisible, but it was there.

      The snowstorm raged, sleet pelting Solineus’ eyes as he rushed silent into the living blizzard, the points of the twins leading. A force resisted and time itself slowed. Inslok’s face stretched in agony in the creature’s grasp while the Trelelunin disintegrated up to his waist without a fight; the tips of the Twins struck center of mass and time rushed back into reality. He hit the ground hard and fast, rolled to his back for a fight, but the blizzard disappeared in a rush to tranquility. Half a Trelelunin lay dead, but Inslok and the others were alive.

      His next thought was Rinold, and Solineus slid to his side. “You good?”

      The Squirrel lay curled in a shivering ball, teeth chattering. “Shit crappin’ damn.”

      Glimdrem moved to his side, touching his shoulders. “He’s in one piece.”

      Inslok sheathed his sword as he stood over the bloodless corpse of the Trelelunin and spoke in Edan. “Farewell, gentle brother. May the Father greet you with soothing words.” He slid his palm over Ristelu’s eyes, closing them. “Is the human able to travel?”

      Glimdrem answered, “I believe so. Soon.”

      Solineus stepped to Inslok’s side, staring at the body. Where the torso split in two, icy crystals covered the skin and flesh. “Ever seen anything like that?”

      “Not that I remember. It’s good you have those swords, or we might all be… gone.”

      His words were as cold as the tundra, as they ever were, but Solineus chose to take them as a compliment. “It’s good you pointed to its heart, only way I could see where to attack.”

      The Edan’s head swiveled. “That was the Mokotu-xe, not its heart.”

      “It was that godsdamned small?” It was half the size of a Rinold’s head and held so much power. He opened his mouth, but snapped it shut with his intended words forgotten. His eyes darted to follow the Edan’s gaze.

      Hissssshhh.

      Steam rose from the tundra and a hole the size of his fist opened in the ice. “Fever snake!”

      Not snake: snakes. Steam hissed and popped all around them, and something hit the back of his thigh. The serpent was five feet long, its skin ice white, but beneath beat veins of glowing red, lending the creature varying hues of pink. Its fangs gripped deep into his heavy cloak, and the tail whipped as he spun; Inslok’s sword severed the creature clean in half. Scalding blood spattered and streaked the ground with bursts of steam.

      Solineus stumbled backward, another snake sailing past his face. “Shit!” With all his winter gear, the face was about the only thing vulnerable. He hoped.

      Another hit his arm, and he swore he felt the fang scratching against his skin. He whipped his arm, slapping the snake against the ground, and a Twin took its tail off. Another curled in steaming ice and sprung, but he was ready, and the snake sailed to either side, cut in two; blood spattered his face. The pain came in an instant, a burn as if splashed with boiling oil. Searing and unrelenting. He dove to the tundra, dropped a Twin and scooped snow to rub on his skin. It was a comforting but bitter freeze. He smelled smoke. Smoke?

      He dropped and rolled, the fur of his bear-skin smoldering in twenty spattered spots. Satisfied he wasn’t about to combust, he came to a knee, panting. The ground steamed with blood, snake parts scattered willy-nilly. Inslok strolled his way, snuffing his own smoking cloak with a gesture.

      A fever snake sprung from behind the Edan, and there was no time for warning. But Inslok didn’t need it; he spun, a hand snagging the creature from the air behind its head. Its body wrapped the Edan’s arm and its head twisted, biting. The fangs sunk into the Edan’s bare hand.

      Solineus’ mouth dropped open. “Inslok…”

      The snake stared, and the Edan stared back, one as emotionless as the other. But only one could rip the other in half. Inslok dropped the body with the head still stuck in his hand. “A determined beast.”

      “A poisonous one.”

      Inslok pulled the head behind the eyes and eased the fangs from his flesh. “Yes. I can feel the heat in my veins. It is nothing.” He turned to look at Glimdrem. “The human?”

      “I kept him clear, but took a bite myself.” He turned to Solineus with a smirk. “A Trelelunin’s system is hardier than you humans’.”

      Solineus snorted. Immunity to cold wasn’t the only woodkin gift. But the skin of Glimdrem’s face bore a pasty pinkish hue. “You’re sure you’re fine? You’re sweating.”

      Glimdrem stood, brows knit, wiped his forehead. “I’m sure I had worse in the jungles—” He took a single step before dropping to a knee, then crumpled to his shoulder. His hands shook and foam bubbled from his mouth by the time Solineus reached his side.
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      Five years. Five cursed years on Sutan, thousands of venomous snakes and worse passed every day. My first snake bite is in the snow. The irony struck him even as he curled dying. Not that he expected to be dying for long; Inslok knelt beside him, and Glimdrem could feel the Edan’s Life energy. The healing would come, and all would be well.

      He stared up at his healer, and those glassy, emotionless eyes. Inslok spoke in Edan: “The poison is Elemental, like the blood of the snakes themselves. It is beyond my skills. You will be dead soon.”

      “I’ll what?”

      “I could detail what I expect you’ll suffer, but I doubt the knowledge would ease your passing into the Father Wood. If you like, I could speed your end as a mercy.”

      Glimdrem didn’t need details. His body burned so hot the wind couldn’t chill his sweat, and the bite on his neck burned like a white-ingot straight from the forge. However worse it got from here, he’d be damned if he’d let this Edan kill him, even if it meant ending the pain. He grunted through clenched teeth, “Keep trying.”

      “As you will.”

      Solineus leaned over him. “Hold on. You can fight this.”

      Damn the human for being the one who cared. The part of him already detaching from his body wanted to laugh, but what remained felt as a child stifling tears. Pain surged; maybe he screamed.

      Black.

      Light.

      He blinked.

      He sat cross-legged amid a grove of Eternal Oaks. Eleris Edan, he assumed, but he didn’t recognize the location.

      Beside him knelt a woman, an Edan, and she smiled with a coy twinkle in her eye, but her focus was a complex weave of vines. To the unknowledgeable eye it might seem a simple thing. But Glimdrem understood. It was a single vine interwoven into the pattern known as the Growing Universe, but the vine was twenty varietals, maybe more, grafted into one. It would flower year round in differing colors, creating a variety of patterns with the passing seasons. If done well, the patterns manifested would change year to year in a choreographed dance to celebrate the mastery of its creator.

      This Life-sculptor was a master of skills in a way he’d never seen.

      “It’s stunning.” This isn’t the Mother Wood. He smiled. “Am I in the Father Wood?”

      “You mean, are you dead?” She laughed, then pointed to her living sculpture. “You once mastered this art, did it die within you?”

      “No, maybe I… I never achieved this, a creation so wondrous. Whatever skill I possessed is long forgotten.”

      “If I told you this endeavor was yours, and I only tend it until you come home?”

      He chuckled, and the weight of being dead lifted. I’d call you a liar. “I’d say you’re playing games.”

      She gestured to the sculpture as a child begging him to solve her puzzle.

      “I’ll play your game.” He closed his eyes and stretched his senses, making contact first with the leaves, the stems, fiber and root, then the vital essence of this living thing. His spirit explored the winding paths of the vine, the flow of its sap. Thirty-four varieties of vine, mingling in perfect harmony. The sobu could handle drought, the renistu extreme cold, the okstan produced an oil that deterred beetles, beetles who devoured the sobu… The whole borrowed gifts to create a life more wondrous than the parts, as astounding and difficult to kill as the Edan.

      I have become you, came the voice.

      Glimdrem chuckled. You are more perfect than I.

      More perfect than you are, not so perfect as you once were. The you forgotten.

      Glimdrem’s gut knotted. The wisdom of lost centuries haunted his dreams, and those moments he dared Life-sculpt again. But he wasn’t about to let this vine get the best of him, no matter how ideal its sculpting. I’m here for a game.

      Then play.

      Glimdrem snarled and his spirit sank into the roots of the vine, the bulb of its growth. He felt the life essence of the lady Edan and was about to depart when he sensed the last being he would’ve expected: Himself. A fragment of his soul lingered still in this vine which must be over a thousand years old. It was the Life-sculptor’s signature that could never fade into nothing.

      I have become you.

      You are not so weak.

      Neither are you.

      Glimdrem’s eyes startled open to find a frozen world in which only a perfect vine could survive. Inslok leaned over him, struggling to keep him alive.

      Solineus, that damned human, was there too. “Keep fighting.”

      Glimdrem struggled to swallow and speak. “The Father Wood is beautiful.” He seized the Edan’s arm, the one the snake had bitten, and wove his spirit into the Edan as he would a vine… To his dismay, it worked.

      Inslok jerked, but relented to the grip, his stare less cold than usual; warmed by curiosity, Glimdrem guessed.

      He felt the poison’s Fire in the Edan, felt Elemental Life channeled to keep Glimdrem alive, felt the Edan’s heart pulsing Spirit in a slow, perfect rhythm with his unflappable heart. The snake’s Fire wasn’t a direct attack on Glimdrem’s life, it killed by destroying his Spirit.

      Life-sculpting was the art of Spirit manipulating life, sculptor to vine. He needed to reverse the flow.

      The Edan’s Spirit was overwhelming his own, threatening to throw him from the host. His eyes clenched and his will grappled the Life the Edan flooded into his body, used its energy to link with Inslok’s pulsing Spirit. Life and Spirit chained, two elements so often related. He released his grip and Inslok’s Spirit followed Life in a torrent.

      Glimdrem’s mouth gaped in a gasp and his eyes flew wide. The furious heat flooded from his body and he rolled to his side, taking his first stable breaths since bitten.

      Inslok’s voice was placid as ever. “What have you achieved?”

      Glimdrem still felt the Fire in his veins. He took several steadying breaths before speaking. I grafted you to me, for a flicker. “Nothing I have a name for.”

      Solineus asked, “You’re cured?”

      Glimdrem shook his head and struggled to his feet. “It burns. But it won’t kill me, not yet.”

      Inslok stared as might a statue. “You can do this again?”

      “I think so.”

      Solineus said, “Enough times the poison might leave your system?”

      Glimdrem cocked his head. There just wasn’t a way to know. “If the poison was that of a normal bite…”

      “The Touched is powerful, it’s possible he could cleanse your blood.”

      Glimdrem nodded, but it was difficult to put faith in a skeleton who spoke in riddles, no matter how much he seemed to know.

      Inslok strode east toward the Steaming Lakes. “We move.”

      Glimdrem’s head rocked with a silent snort. “The Edan has spoken.” And he stumbled on his first step to follow.

      Solineus offered his shoulder, but Glimdrem shooed him away with a glare. “I’ll manage.”

      Rinold slid in on the opposite side of Glimdrem, and the other Trelelunin fanned out behind. “Can you trust a man who puts so little stock in life and death?”

      Glimdrem said, “The Edan never break a vow.” His muscles limbered, and he extended his stride to escape the blather of humans, but he still caught their words.

      Rinold said, “I don’t figure that one cares much for the other.”

      Solineus replied, “They’re more alike than not, so who the hells can tell?”

      Being compared to an Edan burned Glimdrem’s sensibilities, where once he would’ve taken it for a compliment. He is more perfect than I.

      As you once were, came the voice.

      “Shut your mouth,” he grumbled, but of course, Glimdrem realized there was no one there.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            30

          

          
            A Walk with the Dark

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Snake. Shake. A tail’s rattle, a tale’s battle,

        a poisoned fang to lance the boil,

        saves or slays.

        Which say you, twisting viper, lisping viper?

        Restrict, constrict… the doom edict, you claim?

        A shame, a sham, unleashed and Dehorned Ram.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      “What happened at the Crack of Burdenis?” Three days sitting and talking, while watching frantic priests and guards search the grounds, and Meliu danced around the topic every time he broached it. He learned more about her whiskey-flop mother and quick-fisted father than he knew about her.

      “I told you, I wasn’t privy to nothing. All I heard was rumors; enchanted gems and Shadows from the Stone.” She glanced to the sky, the sun midway to setting. They were thinking of making their escape around sunset, and he figured she wished for the sun to move faster to avoid the topic.

      “None of that, I mean what’d you do there? How’d you escape? You mentioned the Tears of the Gods.”

      She cocked her head with a crooked smile. “Damned good memory, for a Choerkin. You really want the story?”

      “Make it quick, I’ve better things to do.”

      “Quick’s the only way I can tell it. I led Guntar and his message—”

      “And Tokodin.” His heart squeezed into a fury, recalling the man who’d poisoned his father, but he swallowed the insults on his tongue.

      “And Tokodin, before I turned back into the caves. The route I took you Wardens is the fastest one I know, but there’re three trails which led to the Crack. I figured to take the one fewer folks know to travel, sneak down to the libraries. A fool’s play, I made it half way before set upon by a Taken, and I ran. But my luck wasn’t so good, and I ran straight into a fight ‘tween several priests and Shadows.

      “That’s where… Angin grabbed me, or rather, the Taken priest. His giant hands snagged and lifted me, and I hit… you saw my head. High Priest Tulmur put a mace to Angin’s knee, and he staggered. But his grip, it still felt as though he’d crush my ribs, but the mace’s next blow crushed the Taken’s forehead and I fell to the ground. And ran. I tried every prayer I knew to hide, but they sensed me. A Shadow came for me, and again Tulmur arrived, killing the thing with fire. He lifted me into the Tears of the Gods. I stayed there for two days, living on drips of cave water.”

      “What are the Tears?”

      She shrugged. “Stalactites, with streaks of glow set in their minerals, like enchanted tears I guess.” Again she shrugged.

      “But the Shadows and Taken didn’t sense you hiding? Maybe they are magical, like Kinesee’s pearl.”

      “Kinesee’s pearl? You’ve a quicker wit than you let on, Choerkin.” An infused mineral in the stalactites meant the formation was worth a fortune, if true.

      “Your skill with curses far surpasses your compliments.”

      “I’ll work on that” She hesitated with her next words. “Seeing as his name came up, I wanted to ask about Tokodin.”

      Ivin glared, certain his face was more vial than he intended. “Nothing to say.”
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      Ivin’s face was an angry smile, ugly, but still more controlled than her father’s would’ve been. She trusted she could push the line with this man, Choerkin or no.

      Tokodin deserved her defense.

      “There’s no way I believe he murdered… anyone. He was a gentle soul.” She prayed for Light without words, just a trickle, and let the energy fall over Ivin like an invisible blanket.

      The man’s face eased. “Joslin saw him slip something in the drink, from a silver vial. I mean, at first I didn’t believe, but I saw him with that vial. I thought it was whiskey or some such.”

      “Bearers sometimes carry dolemin for if they’re caught, but it’s supposed to be painless and damned near instant.”

      Ivin inhaled, then the air escaped in a rasp as he spoke. “I heard the same, but if the poison isn’t fresh… It weakens, fuels visions. If it’d been fresh, they say Rikis would be dead.”

      “A blessing in the darkness.” Meliu fidgeted, uncomfortable with the old saying. “But where the hells did he get it?”

      “The Colok captured a Bearer a year before, I don’t recall his name—”

      “Mecum?” It was the only name which made sense, the priest missing from the famous group eaten by Colok. The funeral had been a small affair, and without a body, so it remained difficult to forget.

      “Aye, he was the one who taught the Colok our language. I saw Tokodin holding that vial, rolling the dice… several times.”

      Meliu understood Tokodin’s dice too well, and there was no doubt loyalty to Istinjoln and a fear of the hells would tear him apart even if trying to stop a war. “He was letting the dice decide whether to kill himself. To save his soul from the hells. He never made a big decision without a roll of the bones.”

      “I found the night die by his body, a one.”

      That final day of Hawk and Snake outside the Crack of Burdenis, if the night die had been a one, Tokodin would’ve taken the whole pot. Was he proclaiming victory, or obsessing over a loss? Either way, it sounded too much like Tokodin, and sorrow welled in her eyes. Maybe she was wrong about him. “The other dice?”

      Ivin shook his head. “That’s the peculiar part, I admit. It was the only die there. The days were missing, not in his robes.”

      “You said a boy saw him?” Her mind drew the connection, but she shook her head. Ulrikt was on Kaludor during Kotin’s murder. Unless Ulrikt and his Face were two people and both still alive. She exhaled and rubbed her eyes; these were secrets and speculations she wouldn’t share. “Maybe he threw them into the shit-hole. Maybe I didn’t know him so well as I thought.”

      “Not a one of us would’ve expected it.”

      She rose to her knees and peered over the tower’s parapet. The courtyard below was quiet, whereas a couple days ago guardsmen and priests ran crisscrossing the area in roving bands all the way to the gates leading into the city.

      The sun was maybe two candles from setting; it was time to go.

      She glanced at Ivin, his hair blackened by dye, and the bruises visible a day ago faded into soft blotches that didn’t look so suspicious. “I think it’s time to leave.”

      “I’d rather we stayed until night.”

      “After dark, we’d need explain ourselves.” She muttered a prayer, pushing her senses to the room below. She didn’t hear a soul and pulled the ring of the trapdoor to crack it open.

      Ivin kneeled, putting an eye to the dark crease. “Nobody.”

      Flickers later they stood in Ivin’s cell, and she was more nervous than she’d care to admit.

      Ivin asked, “Got a piece of charcoal to write with?”

      She reached into her pack and handed him a chunk. “What for? Don’t be wasting it on something stupid.”

      “Leaving a message.”

      She snorted and set to working on the lock. “I think you were hit a time or two too many.” With the steel tools she’d gotten from the tinker’s buddy, the lock clacked open in moments, and when she turned she saw Ivin drawing what looked like two horseshoes on the wall… except, were those nipples? “What the hells is that?”

      “Tits.” He tossed her the charcoal with a grin. “Stone tits. Iro will understand. In fact, he’ll make more of it than there is if he ever sees it.”

      “Never quite understood men… Never will.” She stepped out the door; all quiet. “You stay close, and if I say duck, you scrunch into a ball and don’t move a muscle.” They’d practiced atop the tower, but the big bastard was harder to hide than her tiny frame, and sore muscles made his not moving difficult. Once outside, she turned and relocked the door.

      She skulked to the edge of the spiral stairs, the gray blocks void of life and character. She prayed and pushed her hearing down a floor; raspy breathing, a prisoner she noted on the way up, only this time less healthy than she last heard. She took the first couple steps slow, then bounded to the lower flat.

      An oak door banded with iron hung to her right, with a window high enough she hardly needed to duck, but she exaggerated her motion, making sure Ivin followed suit. They passed two doors on every level, all locked and holding some doomed soul.

      A cough from around the corner jerked her to a stop.

      Blasphemous bells. Boots paced ahead, and the feet didn’t reside behind some door. She motioned back up the stairs, and they stopped outside the first prison door. The breathing in this cell was slow and weak. She rose to tip toes and peeked inside.

      A bearded man lay in a heap of straw, shaking in his sleep. She slipped her lock picks from a pocket, opening the door so they could slip inside.

      “What the hells are we doing?”

      “A distraction. Kill that man.”

      “What?” The Choerkin’s eyes were wide; she’d misjudged him.

      “He’ll be dead soon anyhow, and we can’t have him give us away.”

      “I can’t kill some sick old man just like that.”

      “If he gets us killed… If he wakes up, you send him to the Forges before he makes a noise.” The Choerkin stared. “Agree?”

      “Aye.”

      She didn’t trust him to do what needed done and considered killing the man herself. The notion of blood on her hands made her gut clench, but she knew a quick prayer could overcome her qualms. She pulled the dagger from her pack, handed it to Ivin, and he nodded. Messier than I like, anyhow.

      Light flowed into her being with warmth and confidence, then came the niggling needles of fear Dark brought. She motioned for Ivin to stand to the side of the door and sent a thread of Dark into the hall. It floated as a wisp of smoke for a flicker, then moved as if carried by a swift wind.

      Meliu closed her eyes and pressed her back to the wall, envisioning the first door on the floor above, then the next, splitting the Dark, directing the energy into the cells. The first muffled scream proved her accuracy.

      Madness.

      Shrill screams erupted from above, then a second voice joined with a wail. Bodies and fists pounded barred doors, the cries maniacal.

      She opened her eyes to see Ivin standing over the prisoner, a welt blossoming on the fellow’s forehead. The calm of Light brought a smile to her face, appreciating his mercy, but the terrifying horror of Dark cinched her gut, begging to unleash wickedness upon the Choerkin for his weakness.

      She clamped her eyes and fought this surging urge. Feet sprinted past their door, two sets then a third. Meliu pushed the door open, exhaled and walked with prayerful calm into the hall with Ivin on her heels. Confidence and power flooded her being with every beat of her heart; no need to worry about guards, she’d destroy their minds before they knew her for an enemy.

      “What the hells are you doing? This is madness.”

      Her smile stretched her cheeks, and her voice was hard to recognize as her own. It was too beautiful, too perfect to be hers. “Not our own.”

      She strolled, a saunter to the rhythm of the bass drum the flow of Elemental powers turned her heart into.

      They strode from the tower into the keep and Ivin drug her to the side, men in armor rushing by. “Whatever you’re doing, stop.”

      The Choerkin stared into her eyes; she grabbed his shoulders and with unnatural strength pulled his lips to hers. The kiss was brief before he yanked away, and she flicked her tongue at him.

      “Your eyes are the color of night. Stop. Now.”

      She brushed his cheek with her fingers and smiled in a way she knew would melt most men. But this moment, he feared her. And for a reason. “Not yet.”

      She turned with cocksure strides.
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      When she kissed him, the whites of her eyes had disappeared to darkness, black as a shark’s, and her lips held a power, a seductive warmth fraught with chills of terror. Ivin didn’t know much of prayer magic, but it didn’t take a wise man to realize whatever she was doing, it wasn’t with Light. And yet, a soothing heat rested in his chest. No way it was natural, it must be a gift from this priestess to keep his heart from exploding.

      Meliu stepped into the hall as if the keep owed her fealty. His feet froze to the stone floor, his mind needing to convince them to move. No choice. New voices rose in terror behind them as he caught up to her. He couldn’t guess the number, the way wails warbled, and he didn’t care to know the cause.

      The keep’s main doors opened to a flood of daylight, and a priest barreled into Ivin. But the man didn’t bother to look at him, even as he stumbled before charging toward the tower. They stepped through the exit.

      And just like that they stood in open air, without even having to open the doors themselves. Meliu’s cold predator eyes glanced his way and she led him northwest until finding shelter beneath a roof held aloft by a string of pillars. From the tower’s roof, she’d called this the Temple of the Virgin Moon.

      “Catch me if I should fall.”

      He didn’t have time to answer. Her eyes closed, her face flushed, and she slumped. Ivin put his arms beneath hers as Meliu’s knees buckled. Her body shook, but after several shuddering breaths she stood straight and adjusted her dress. Her eyes held their usual twinkle. “Straight out the front door.”

      “What the hells was that?”

      “Nothing.” She turned and pointed across a broad courtyard. “Follow my lead. Be frightened of what’s in the tower, not the priests at the gate. But whatever you do, don’t say a damned word.”

      She took hurried steps, then broke into a jog as they approached robed priests at the gate. Not a one noticed them, and Meliu sprinted the last hundred strides, her short legs out hustling his beaten muscles.

      Meliu yelled at a priest, and they all turned, their faces covered by silver wolf masks. She gasped for breath, leaned on her knees, pointed to the tower. Ivin kept his eyes down or on the tower. He didn’t understand a word they exchanged, but in a flicker all but the priest holding a book were trotting for the tower.

      Meliu shuffled through the gate, turned her gaze to him. “Pedovu! Pedovu!” And she waved for him to follow.

      But the priest put a hand to his chest. “Uun hilol.”

      Ivin cast his eyes to his boots, grunted, and shrugged his shoulders. In an instant Meliu was by his side, prattling so fast all her words sounded as one to him.

      The priest snarled back at her, his fist balling Ivin’s shirt, twisting hairs from his chest. They screamed back and forth, Ivin’s eyes flicking from one to another, straining against the man’s grip without starting a fight. A few faces in the street noticed the tumult, but so far common folk with passing interest. Their luck wouldn’t last.

      “Sorry for this.” The priest’s mouth froze at the sound of foreign words. Ivin grabbed the back of the man’s head and brought it down on the dagger in his other hand. Straight through the throat. Warmth flowed down Ivin’s fingers and wrist, and the man gurgled. A dozen eyes stared from the street, screams would follow in moments.

      “Shit! Now you kill someone?” The priest slumped to his knees. “Run!”

      Meliu was an arrow loosed, and Ivin tucked his dagger in his sleeve and ran after her, dodging down several narrow alleys, for a moment losing sight of her as she disappeared behind a horseless cart. He rounded the wagon and slid to a stop, his feet knocking into hers as she stood with her hand raised. Ivin gazed over her into a crowded street lined with barkers selling their wares.

      He glanced behind; no sign of pursuit.

      Meliu said, “My gut told me not to rescue you, I’m thinking it was right.”

      Ivin chuckled through catching his breath. “I said my apology.”

      Meliu’s head cocked. “I thought you apologized to him.”

      She was half right, maybe. “No, far as I know that bastard was one who beat me.”

      “True enough, I suppose. Still, I’m not accepting it until we make it out of this alive.” Meliu sighed. “It’s a big city, but that’ll stir up the hive a little more’n I planned. Keep your cool from here on. Wait for me and don’t open your mouth.” She stepped into the bustling street, yelling something and throwing what must be a rude three-fingered gesture at a Tek who shoved past her.

      She stopped at a stall with linens hanging from pegs, and the woman tending shop unhooked a set of men’s clothes and held them up. The woman’s lips moved, Meliu threw her hands up and stomped to the middle of street before called back for the haggle.

      Ivin leaned on a brick wall, marveling at Meliu’s hand-to-hip tenacity. Not only had she tracked him down across foreign territory and broken him free from an imprisoning tower, from the victorious smile stretching her face, she could also haggle the boots off a dead man. Watching her strut across the street, he admired this girl as he’d admired only a few before. She had an unquenchable spirit which poked at his memory, dredging up thoughts, or at least a child’s aged and fading remembrance, of Peneluple. Mother would have adored you.

      Meliu must’ve caught the look he gave, her face twisting into a smirk. She led him several steps into the empty alley. “What?”

      “Why did you risk your life to save me? What am I worth to you?”

      She folded his new clothes and stuffed them in her pack. “Those weren’t your thoughts.”

      “You’re a mind reader now?”

      “I know men’s looks better than that. You aren’t letting that kiss mess with your head, are you?”

      He blushed, but kept his eyes on her. “I’m serious.”

      She huffed. “Yeah, well. I do dumb things like that, I faced demons for a book, as you’ll recall.”

      “The book was important.”

      She hesitated. “Maybe you are, too.”

      A second blush with a smile. “Now who’s letting the kiss get to her?”

      Meliu’s eyebrows sprang for her hairline. “Oh! Your lips are like a jellyfish.” She turned to the street. “You’re my poor, stupid cousin who got his tongue bit by a snake. You’re mute now.”

      A perfect way to end a conversation, stepping into the street where Silone words could get them killed. He grunted and mumbled nonsense, and her glancing smile told him he’d won his first battle after so many defeats from the tongue of this priestess.
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      The damned Choerkin had grown on her, denying it was just a game to play with the man, not with herself. But he was still smitten with another priestess, and she couldn’t let herself forget that; love denied cannot be defied, or at least, so spoke many women over the years. Men always wanted what they couldn’t have. Meliu snorted at herself; maybe women too. A man in love with a woman encased in a tower of fire, was only one step more attainable than the woman herself.

      One Lash. No one bothered to call Meliu “Eleven Lashes”. If not for Eliles and Ulrikt, Meliu would’ve been the fabled one. One lash fewer than Lord Priest Andinik of Tehemnol. I was two generations late to become a legend.

      What the hells did it matter? Two generations late to living out her life at peace on Kaludor, that’s what mattered. Here she was, a Silone priestess wandering a city full of Tek who worshipped false gods. That’s what mattered. She glanced back at Ivin, the Choerkin oaf mumbling and striking at her with two fingers as fangs. She wanted to laugh, but wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. He mattered, but how to get revenge?

      Meliu was pleased to find Shulaan tending the baths at the Raspberry and Rose. She twined Ivin’s arm with hers and led the big man through the arches with a broad grin. The woman stared up at Ivin, but Meliu wasn’t certain if it was because of his height or the filth he wore. Rinsing the man’s tub would be a chore.

      “My dear, Shulaan, I’d like you meet Tulk.”

      “My gracious, you are a big lad.”

      Meliu leaned in. “He’s a soldier with pap’s caravan. Sad story, I declare.”

      “Oh? Do tell.”

      “Only every chance I get!” She laughed. “He was the toast of the ladies every which town he went, but I never once gave him the time of day… Paps would’ve striped my hide. So, one day Paps had him guarding me down in Servuto.”

      “Oh, gracious, your father trades in Thon?”

      Meliu waggled her head somewhere between a nod and shake. “Now and again. But, so there we were, watching this snake dancer who’s flirting with me like an alley cat, when Tulk gets this brilliant notion to show off for me. He grabs this viper straight from the dancer’s hand right as the man is about to bite the critter’s head off!”

      “Noooo.”

      “Oh yes! Tulk here, he stomps his feet and dances like a dunce, and jams the critter’s head into his mouth to bite its head off, and guess who bites who?”

      “Noooo.”

      “Oh yes! The healer saved his life and tongue, but he lost his voice forever.”

      “Noooo. And the snake?”

      Meliu shrugged. “Oh, the snake slithered away, nary a tooth mark.”

      The woman laughed, then got hold of herself. “My apologies, sir. It’s quite a tragedy.” Her lips writhed to hide the smile.

      “As you can see, and I can smell, the man needs a bath. A private bath. A very, very private bath.” Meliu slipped two fingers into her belt and produced a tiny gold coin, glancing back at Ivin with a smirk. The Choerkin was beet red, despite the fact he couldn’t understand a word; she couldn’t tell if he struggled with confusion, anger, or mirth, but loved it no matter which way.

      “Very private. Mmhmm. He is a handsome boy.” She clucked and appraised the man. “Does his tongue still work for… other things?”

      Meliu drew her head back and fluttered her lashes. “Oh sweet Shulaan, that’s what I’m about to find out. I figure I owe him that.”

      “Mmhmm! Our most private bath, right away.”

      Now for the honey to push the sweet revenge. “Lavender and lilacs.”

      The hostess stopped in her tracks. “For a man?”

      Meliu pursed her lips. “I only care for the scent he leaves on me.”

      “You are a devil! Knew it the first time I saw you.” Shulaan led them deep into the bathhouse, to a private room with silver-gilt fixtures, and young girls already filled the oversized copper tub with steaming waters. In ten wicks they stood alone, the door locked. His stare didn’t once leave her, and she refused to break her smile with words.

      “This place smells like I crawled into a flower.”

      She breathed deep, giddy. “Don’t it?”

      “What the hells did you say to that woman?”

      Meliu leaned on a mahogany table set with a quality mirror as she gave him her most dastardly smile; it was a smile she often practiced at Istinjoln, but reserved for special occasions. “Oh, I explained how you were an idiot man who tried to finish the Dance of Uolvom to impress little ol’ me.”

      “The Dance of?”

      “It’s an old fertility ritual across many of the Hundred Nations, as I understand, performed by streets dancers. It ends with the dancer biting the head off the viper, only you didn’t bite so fast as the snake.”

      “Clever.” He looked less impressed than he sounded.

      “And of course, we needed a real private bath, for me to show you proper thanks for such a brave gesture.”

      Now his lips twisted with the proper respect for her game. “You and me?”

      “She was right curious whether your tongue still worked for… enjoyable things.”

      He turned quick, but not so fast as to hide the rush of a blushing grin. “I sure hope we’re no longer cousins, considering.”

      “Now that would be naughty.” She spun her back to him. “You get in that tub and wash your stink away. And wash the dagger in the hand sink.”

      The man grunted. “I’m going to smell like a bed of flowers.”

      “And the rest of the world will be grateful.”

      His clothes rustled to the floor, and she waited for the splash of water, but all she got was a grumble through gritted teeth: “Blazing forges… That water is hot.”

      “Just let me know when you’re covered in lovely, smelly bubbles.”

      “Sure they aren’t boiling me for dinner? You’re clear to turn around.”

      She turned and sat on a stool, watching as he ran a cloth along his shoulder; pale skin beneath the grime. “I pity the girl who scrubs this tub.”

      “I haven’t seen more water than to drink in a couple weeks. So, you got a plan beyond boiling me into soup?”

      Meliu sighed, not loving a single idea she had. “Killing the priest stuck us in the muck. They’ll be looking for you to leave the city.”

      “We hide, like we did in the tower, until the hunt moves on.”

      The notion was as sound as any other idea she had. “If they piece together what we did the first time, they’ll be expecting it again.”

      “They don’t even know there is a we; would they suspect what you did as part of the escape?”

      She cocked her head, the Choerkin might have a point. Who did the killing and why was only obvious from their perspective. “No, I suppose not. What I did in the tower… You couldn’t do, and no one would’ve heard our Silone.”

      “So we might be clear.”

      “Maybe. We’ll stay a few days, the inn here caters to wealthy merchants and nobles, damned near the last place they’d think to look.”

      “You can afford it?”

      “It’ll be painful, but yes.” She plucked a tiny gem from the hem of her dress. “I’m going to miss this little beauty.” She cast him a playful glare. “Now get that bath done, I’d like to smell nice as well.”

      The Choerkin leaned back, draping a soaked towel over his face. “A razor if you would. I think I’ll soak a while, I don’t want Tulk’s reputation sullied with a brief bath splash with such a fine beauty as you.”

      Meliu stared at the towel covering the man’s eyes. “Keep the beard to cover that Choerkin face.” Tempting, to slip from her dress and into the scented waters, but instead she filled the hand bowl with steaming water and washed the dagger of its red, dried to black, stains.
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        You’re late, but sated is your troubling fate,

        the fated,

        giving destiny the cold eye with your truthful lies.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      The poison’s burn never went away, but Glimdrem enjoyed moments where the pain faded, at least until he realized the agony always returned worse. So it was that he learned to call the group to a stop when the pain faded, so he might bond with the Edan’s Spirit for a quarter candle. He could still feel the surge of the poison’s fiery energy, a dulled burn, leaving him able to walk without a one knowing to pity him.

      Inslok might well know, but pity wasn’t an Edan’s weakness. It was one small thing Glimdrem appreciated of Edan nature.

      They traveled straight through the first night after his bite, and Inslok allowed the humans sleep for several candles in the warmest part of the day. Still, it was a sleep which might kill without a fire and Heat from the woodkin to keep frostbite away. They ate dried deer meat to break their fast; no doubt the Edan packed the meals to help keep the mortals warm, cured in the Eleris with salts and herbs which would lend a couple candles of soothing warmth. To Glimdrem’s tongue it was over salted, but the meal satiated his stomach.

      For the next three days they didn’t rest during the night, keeping the weaker flesh of the humans moving for warmth, and Glimdrem grew comfortable with the peculiar routine of thieving from the Edan’s Spirit to keep himself alive. Pain flared without warning a few times a day, enough to make him stumble or clutch his arm, but he missed no more than a single stride while crossing the beautiful in its bleakness terrain. So white, and so different, than what he’d known for the past five hundred years spent in forests and jungles.

      Stories of the Steaming Lakes traveled as far as the Mother Wood, a Trelelunin explorer having visited them four hundred years past, but this Touched was a new wrinkle in old tales of tombs and the dead, and a city lost. The sun was at their backs when the cloud of steam appeared on the horizon, a domed cloud with whiskers of steam escaping into the atmosphere. A couple candles later they were close enough for Glimdrem to make his assessment.

      “It’s impressive, but not so large as I imagined.”

      Inslok’s gaze didn’t bother to shift to him. “The greater lakes are still to the northeast, a few days walk still, if Ilumbar’s maps are true.”

      Glimdrem snorted. Of course he’s allowed to see the maps. “What did Ilumbar say of this locale?”

      “He named it the Bog of Tombs, the most shallow of the lakes. And the least infested with dead.”

      Solineus strode close behind. “The tombs contain the least dead?”

      “The dead who were buried there walk the tombs. Beneath the lakes to the northeast is a city, flooded, its people drowned by the tens of thousands. Not even the Minister of Knowledge knows how many met their ends here, nor the name of the city.”

      “Why would a city so large sit in a frozen waste?”

      “If we knew this answer, we might understand much we don’t.”

      They arrived at the rim of the bowl and Rinold rubbed his hands together with a smile. “At least it’ll be warmer down there.”

      Glimdrem gazed through the steam, his eyes spotting the truth in what little he knew of Ilumbar’s recollections. Monstrous trees with giant leaves, foreign to a land such as this, grew to unexpected heights for the climate, though none would compare to the Eleris and its ancient oaks. They weren’t of varieties he’d seen on Sutan, he didn’t think, but they would’ve been more at home in those sultry jungles. “The world before the Forgettings was a different place, this much we know. When the gods disappeared from the lands upon the First Forgetting, some have speculated that the world was like a glass ball, shattered, and when people awoke without their memories… It was like someone threw the pieces back together, but not where they were before. And with every Forgetting, a few pieces shifted again.”

      The twist to the human’s lips spoke to his doubt. “What could do such a thing?”

      “Or who?” Glimdrem laughed, a biting laugh he intended to have no humor. “If we knew such things we would have answers to a great many mysteries, and likely, more questions yet to ask. Perhaps your Touched knows.” Inslok cast him what passed for a glare from an Edan, and he shut his mouth. Not because he’d been rebuked, but because he might’ve stumbled on something the Edan didn’t want him to suspect.

      Solineus huffed. “If he does know, I godsdamned guarantee it’ll be a name unearned.”

      Rinold edged in. “It’s still nose-biting cold up here, let’s head down.”

      Inslok nodded and stepped onto the slope; he didn’t sit, just slid down the embankment standing, as if gravity and the humps and bumps in his path were for lesser beings.

      Solineus said, “Show off.”

      Glimdrem slapped the man on the shoulder, a moment of sympathetic kinship. “The Edan never show off, they just are. That’s more than adequate.” For all the world he wanted to ski down this hill as Inslok, but better to take a seat than risk making a fool of himself. Besides, a sudden burn of poison could send him in a tumble.

      They reached bottom without issue, except for the hoots and hollers the humans made as they cruised down the slope, laughter and smiles making their faces ugly. “You people are ridiculous.”

      Rinold popped to his feet, taking his heavy robes off and hanging them from a branch. “I’m sure that one’s hopeless—”he gestured to Inslok”—but you should learn to enjoy life a little.”

      Solineus too, disrobed, resituated the Twins on his back. “How’s your memory for finding our way back, Squirrel?”

      “Been there once both ways and traveled them same steps a hundred times in my dreams. Should we rest before movin’ on?”

      Inslok said, “I suggest we reach the tomb. From Ilumbar’s recollections, and your accounts, you remain unaware of the threats these waters hold.”

      Rinold glanced askew at a mossy pond in front of him. “What threats? We didn’t see no dead last time, not for a while at least.”

      Inslok kept mum, so Glimdrem assisted. “Geysers are one, the waters can boil your skin off, but I suspect he meant the Wakened Dead. Ilumdar’s exploration had its share of lethal encounters.”

      “If there’s anything worse than the Daevu I don’t wanna hear a peep about it.” Rinold took several strides into the swamp’s trails, the first time Inslok wasn’t in the lead. “I’ll be damned if I’m gonna go gettin’ myself killed by something so boring as a geyser.”

      Inslok fell in behind the little human, and Glimdrem made sure to be on the Edan’s heels in case the fever burn struck.

      Evening fell into night but the difference was insignificant, even for the eyes of their mortal companions, with the Light of Inslok. The Edan’s glow was soft, you could stare straight at him without blinking, yet the luminance lit the dark into twilight for a hundred strides.

      Rinold pointed. “Tomb of Komdwom. We aren’t so far out.”

      The burn in Glimdrem’s arm faded. “Inslok, it is time again.”

      The party halted, Trelelunin encircling them.

      Solineus marched to their sides. “As I recall, we’re maybe a half candle from the Touched.”

      The Edan turned, surveying the area and Glimdrem’s eyes followed even as he took Inslok’s arm. He saw nothing.

      Inslok’s tone, while cold and calm, didn’t temper his next words. “It is well we’re close, there is a sense of ill in the air.”

      Glimdrem closed his eyes, pushing to merge their Life and Spirit energies, but the power collapsed back on him, a force to squeeze his heart and lungs, and he gasped for breath, shoving himself from the Edan. The beat of his heart slowed, fluttered, and stopped before surging into a single beat that brought pain to his chest. He sucked the swamp’s humid air, filled with the musty odor of plant decay, as the rhythm returned,

      Inslok’s passive stare twitched. “What is it?”

      Glimdrem turned a slow circle, looking for anything to explain what’d happened. “I don’t know.” The fever burn ignited, if his arm had burst into flame it wouldn’t have surprised him. He collapsed to a knee, the pain so bad he’d swear another snake bit him. He squeezed his eyes shut, clutching his arm, stifling a scream, and when his eyes opened a wall of shadows circled them and everyone drew weapons. I’m useless in this fight. He fell to his knees then rolled onto his side. The pain hammered into his bicep, surging for his shoulder, and he feared it reaching his heart.
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      One blink, the night was empty, the next a wall of shadows appeared, circling their position near the tomb. They were more human than the Shadows of Man, but their dark was as impenetrable. The Trelelunin drew weapons and collapsed their own circle, and Inslok stepped through their line to face whatever came for them, scimitar and shield in hand, his glow surging.

      The Edan’s light lit the trees so to see the yellows and greens of mosses, the tones of their bark, the spots on their drooping leaves, and even to note a snake longer than two men draped from nearby branches, its skin spotted yellow and red, but the shadows were untouched by the illumination, their details flat.

      But the shadows flowed as they approached, garments in the sway of arms and legs: The Wakened Dead.

      He drew the Twins, feet planted, prepared for their surge of voices. A whisper greeted him, a calm which bespoke nothing of battle. He stood straight, breathing easier. “Touched!”

      The encroaching circle advanced, close enough see their bones beneath their clothes. They ranged from five to nine feet tall, all dressed in impeccable fashion, velvets and silks with ruffles and quilted hems.

      “Nobody attack, put your weapons away.” Not a soul complied. “Touched! What game are you playing? I know you’re here.” Or he sure the hells hoped he was.

      The shadows stopped and parted, and a figure draped in purple and gold velvets strode through the gap, his arms raised in greeting.

      “Little Silone men! What took you so long?”

      Solineus walked to the Touched, motioning the woodkin to sheath their weapons, and this time even Inslok listened. “It isn’t even the new year yet.”

      “Pah! And fah, and a tra-la-la-la, I dare say, a snake writhing, crying, dying, you brought with you this time.”

      The skeleton pointed and Solineus spun; Glimdrem lay curled on the ground, shaking, skin glistening with sweat in the Edan’s Light. “Holy hells.” Solineus rushed to the Trelelunin’s side and kneeled. A touch to the forehead suggested a human would be dead already. He turned to the Touched, who sauntered closer. “Can you save him?”

      “Me? The fevered dream of a snake of Fire, blood boiling, toiling, roiling, concern, a writhing dying snake to rise, why would I if I could so it might bite again?”

      “I brought these people to you, so they will protect my people.”

      “Your people. Should I trust you to trust them to trust me? You and the squirrelly man may join me to dance and dine, bring the poisoned snake if you will. But these others are unwelcome.”

      Inslok stepped forward. “Our agreement is predicated on speaking with you.”

      “And spoken you have! Oh, Inslok, the joke of the folk, and the toke in the poke, yolk in your eyes, it has been too long since we last spoke, or rather not long enough, I’m not so certain if it matters which since you recall not why I am nor who.”

      “The agreement is predicated on speaking with you.”

      “Lanquor, grab the Snake, but do not let him bite. Ha ha!” A skeleton stepped from the crowd, and strange as it seemed, he looked familiar: the skeleton who escorted them from the tomb the first time they were here.

      Lanquor stooped, and with a bony fist grabbed and slung Glimdrem over his shoulder as might a big man a sack of potatoes. With giant strides the skeleton strode from the circle, disappearing behind the line of skeletons with surprising speed.

      Solineus turned to the Touched. “I need Inslok to join us.”

      The emotionless skull stared. “Oh, very well, but this one more, only this one more, for the sake of ancient times and ancient rhymes. Ha ha!”

      The Touched took five strides, and they followed, before Solineus turned to stare at the Edan. Inslok stood frozen in midstride, every muscle as unmoving as if captured of a sudden in a painting. His eyes stared forward, not a blink, and his glow which lit the swamp’s woods faded.

      Trelelunin weapons rustled. “Fear not! Tear not, little critters of the not so little trees.”

      The Trelelunin too froze, and in a flicker the Edan stood without his glow, and Solineus could almost see him as a normal man. Almost. “What the hells are you doing?”

      The Touched locked eyes with Inslok, speaking to him, not Solineus. “A point to anoint, these are not the trees of the Mother Wood, understood? Who and what you are, what you think you are, what others fear you are, are not true where you are.” He smiled and raised his arms as he turned to the humans. “Come, little Silone men!”

      The Touched sauntered through the line of skeletons with Rinold close behind, but Solineus stood planted to the turf. “I need this man with us.”

      The Touched unleashed an exasperated sigh as he turned. “And so he will follow! Like dripping tallow, slow, and only at the behest of my melting fire. Come little Silone man who knows his name maybe not.” Another skeleton stepped to the Touched, handing him a lantern which flared to life. “Shall we walk, talk, not talk, or balk to talk? Or balk to walk?”

      Solineus hesitated before taking strides, turned to Inslok. “My apologies, but I trust his word. Follow when you’re able.” He trotted into the hazy dark chasing the lantern.

      “Ah! Little Silone man, you join us.”

      Solineus settled in stride beside the Touched. “You’re an annoying sort, but I reckon you know that.” The strangest thing was how normal it felt to walk beside a skeleton.

      “Am I? I am. Like a sock speckled with sand as you stand, grit digging the souls of your heel. A sliver beneath the nail. A cancerous sore deep in your throat, never numb, perhaps on the tip of your tongue, like a word or a name, which taunts a wisdom you can’t, shan’t, ever know until you of a sudden do. Which am I most like?”

      Solineus chortled. “I’ve heard of this burning itch some men get after laying with the wrong woman.”

      “That bad I am?”

      “I’ve never had the itch, but I’ve had to deal with you twice now.”

      Rinold quipped, “Some itches are impossible to scratch.”

      “So says the puny man with a twitch. Stroll quiet, lest we wake the unruly and unduly not quite all the way dead. Give them no cause to make us make them all the way so.”

      Solineus glanced to Rinold, and the Squirrel shrugged, “If he can shut his yap, so can I.”

      They followed in lantern lit silence, meandering along a route through the same region as last time, until reaching the unmarked tomb. Only, it was little like he remembered. Lanterns lined the way, and his brow scrunched when he realized the pillars upon which the lanterns sat weren’t here before. Figures passed to and fro, skeletons he assumed, but there was laughter and voices, and as they grew close, he recognized these people as flesh and blood.

      Some wore the frilled garments of nobility as he’d come accustomed, but most wore the garb of peasants or yeoman, working folks in heavy weaves to withstand a day’s work. Their eyes glanced but didn’t linger on the strangers, but their faces held smiles and nods for the Touched.

      The Touched grasped a woman by the shoulder. “Temliu, excellent work, dear lady.”

      “My thanks, my Lord.”

      And the Touched smiled.

      Smiled.

      And for the first time Solineus realized he no longer walked beside a skeleton. He gazed on the Touched’s face; hale and young with full cheeks, with one eye of blue and the other brown.

      Solineus said, “You continue to surprise.”

      “Don’t I? Have you known me to lie? A man whose only surprise is sprung via falsehood is no cunning man at all, to fall, to linger, to snap, it is the truth which sets the finest trap. Even if it’s a truth unspoken and unknowable, unbroken and inconsolable. Come!”

      “We’ve stepped through time?”

      “Nothing so simple… nothing so complex… nothing I will explain, whether whichever said reality might lie.” He led them through the tomb’s stone entry, which no longer sat askew.

      Inside was bright as day, lit by silver lanterns, and they followed the Touched down the carved stares until they reached a sitting room, and here they found Glimdrem lying still on a plush red couch. Lanquor, or a man wearing the skeleton’s clothes, stood nearby. A lovely woman, with scarlet hair draping over a silver velvet dress, leaned over the Trelelunin. If she stood, Solineus suspected she’d tower over him by more than a foot.

      The Touched barred their way with his arm as he stopped. “Allow Aneelu to work. The poison of the snaking fire is not something so easy to be rid.”

      “The Edan was immune to the creature’s bite.”

      “Immune to so many ways to die, immune to so many ways to live, curses are blessings and blessings are the cursed, the touching, the toucher, and the Touched.  Good and ill, wing and bill, what is right and wrong are so often perspective reliant, so often cast in questionable and easily carved moral stone.” He winked with his blue eye. “Aneelu, will the serpent survive the snake’s bite?”

      The woman flashed green eyes, which either caught the light or held a flicker of their own, to the Touched. “He will. Or I can let him die.”

      The Touched rocked on his heels. “A decision most complex, to stop the fall or to incite the rise. Little Silone men! Heal or wither? Walk bare bones or walk with flesh?”

      Solineus said, “My choice, he lives. Rinold?”

      “The same, miserable way to meet an end, if’n you ask me.”

      The Touched rolled his eyes. “If you’re certain. But here, only here, the first only chance, no one outside this hall will learn how he fell, but not to some hell, rather rise in his fall from life to the Father Wood. Not an ugly end, a beautiful beginning.”

      Solineus groaned. “He lives.”

      “Very well! Come, we shall leave this fine lady to her happy work that will make no one happy. Clappy, oh joy. Come, come, come. I’ve food, wine, your time to dine, then rest before yonder Edan comes calling.”

      In the hall of statues stood a table seated for two, and two women (both taller than Solineus) carried golden trays to the table and a man bore a crystal flagon that looked to hold enough wine to make a dozen men rise with hangovers the next day.

      Rinold’s slap to his back rocked Solineus. “I don’t care what Solineus says, I like you, Touched.”

      “Ha ha! You entertain me, Squirrel. Feast, sleep, we will have talk with the Edan when he arrives.”

      Rinold jumped into a chair, sitting as a child whose feet didn’t reach the floor, but he didn’t give a whistle. Solineus wasn’t so eager. “Inslok won’t be pleased with his treatment.”

      “Pah!” The Touched leaned over him, and Solineus found it impossible to stare into just one eye, so his gaze flicked from blue to brown and back. “What’s time to an Edan?”

      Solineus watched as the Touched strode down the hall toward the coffin’s chamber, and only when the being disappeared did he take a seat.

      “The food’s good?”

      “I wasn’t gonna gripe none about the Edan’s cured venison, the way the meal warmed the bones, but… This sings on the tongue.” The Squirrel licked his lips. “What d’you make of that shit out there? What he did to Inslok, not even the Daevu… What the hells are we dealing with?”

      All Solineus managed was a shrug as he stared at the man’s twitching face. The Touched claimed to be a mortal man, or so Solineus interpreted, but he’d become something more. But what? Could a mortal become a god? Did a god steal his mortal form? He shrugged a second time. “He’s something we haven’t conceived of yet.”

      “Aye, two shits for sure of that. And now, burn me to the Forges, man, I figured on this tomb being the most peculiar place I’d ever see the first time around. Living people? The tomb intact? The pillars and lights?”

      “Lelishen said time didn’t flow straight here, that’s about all we can make of anything. We’ll just have to see what time tomorrow brings.” He forked a slice of what he figured fowl of one breed or another, dipped it in glaze and popped it in his mouth. Sweet orange and ginger brought a smile. “But until then, I reckon we deserve food and a night’s sleep. But watch the wine.”

      The Squirrel tipped his goblet. “Three cups no more, maybe four.” He paused. “Shits, I’m startin’ to talk like the bastard.”
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        The Swallow’s tail swallowed,

        the tailless Tiger’s belly burps fed,

        his missing tail the Gorilla’s belt,

        from the Monkey’s tail dangles man dead,

        swing song sing song from a furry noose.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      Eliles spent several candles a day for the next several weeks testing several theories in Skywatch with several failures. Which meant Artus spent the same number of candles with her, grousing most times. They’d walked the perimeter of the invisible dome a dozen times, walked every square finger of open space hoping to run into something, figuratively or literally, then walked it all again waving staves above their heads. They chucked the staves as high as they could and never struck a thing.

      Nothing.

      She’d call it a waste of time, but pursuing Skywatch’s mystery kept her mind off the boy’s body, and the fact they might share an island with a murderer. That, and the pesky fact that plants weren’t growing. If nothing else, Skywatch was a spectacular distraction from her woes, but something in her gut told her this place could help solve her problems.

      All their circling, pacing, knocking, and throwing things led up to today: Artus brought a recurve bow and a quiver of arrows after launching a shaft into the outdoor sky and letting Eliles count how long until it hit the ground. She made it to twenty-two, and now they stood staring at the night sky with an arrow nocked in his bow.

      “You ready, girl?”

      Eliles stretched her neck and leaned back. “Loose.”

      The bow twanged with a peculiar reverberating thrum beneath this mystic sky, and both waited with eyes heavenward.

      Eliles fidgeted. “Seven, eight. This better not get one of us killed.”

      “Don’t worry none, I put her up there with a little angle.”

      “And if it ricochets off the ceiling?” His feet shuffled a muffled tune, but he stood his ground in silence.

      When she hit eighteen, his fingers drummed his hip, and she wasn’t so sure she should’ve trusted the man’s aim. Her heart beat faster, faster. “Twenty-two.”

      Her shoulders scrunched, eyes pinched tight. Nothing hit.

      “Where’s yer count at, girl?”

      “Twenty-eight.”

      He turned. “I don’t think the damned thing’s comin’ down, stuck it in the ceiling, a beam or something.”

      The arrow struck four steps from his feet with a high-pitched musical clatter and they both ducked, banging their heads. They stood straight, both laughing.

      Her hysterical guffaw trailed into a chuckle, then died with the revelation. “No ceiling. It hit nothing and was up there longer than outside.”

      Artus wiped a tear from his eye as his humor faded. “Well, that ain’t no joke. How the hell’s is that possible? I mean, it looks that way… but I never godsdamn figured on it.”

      She nodded. “If it’s open high, there’s no reason it couldn’t be open wide.”

      “Exceptin’ we can walk over and play a knuckle symphony on the wall.”

      “Put that arrow up about fifteen feet above the ground, see what happens.”

      He snagged the arrow from the floor and held it up. The steel tip was a degree of crooked. “That’s some hard floor, right there.” He nocked and let fly, and in a flicker it struck a gong before rattling to finish its song.

      They strolled to the wall, their feet playing complimentary tunes, and grabbed the arrow. “So, we got walls but no ceilin’. Fascinating, but don’t do us no whisper of good.”

      She shook her head. “No, something’s out there, we just need to find it.”

      “If’n you say so, I’ll stick with your instincts, but it’s got me stumped if you’re right.” His brow scrunched; he must’ve recognized the look on her face. “Mind if I go read on grapes while you sit here and ponder?”

      She grinned. “You hid that book from Jinbin, didn’t you?”

      “Bet yer lovely eyes, I did. Once you get them plants to growin’, I’m the one making wine, not that watered-down-piss-sippin’—”

      “Tut tut! Go on, read, just leave me the bow and arrows.”

      He held the recurve out. “That’s there’s a strong draw girl, think you can handle it?” She stared at him. “Right. Don’t mind me, the whiskey’s done my wits in over the years.” He grinned as he unclipped the quiver from his hip and handed it to her.

      “I’ll fetch you from the library when I leave.”

      He hit the stairs and spiraled in descent. “Aye! Don’t forget me down there.”

      Eliles sighed, sat, and later lay on her back with the quiver beneath her head. Boiled leather was more comfortable than bare Latcu.

      She battered her brain for further references to the Gate of Shooting Stars, but couldn’t dredge up a one that seemed to matter. What she recalled from the Book of Iote was more vague in her memory than she’d like. King Priest Esreriun walked the starry road, entering through the shower of stars, falling stars? He followed his path true, avoiding the Twelve Hells, until he found his way to the Conqueror Heaven, where Sol resurrected him as a chosen warrior and prophet.

      The details had seeped out of her mind soon after learning the tale; book study wasn’t something she ever enjoyed.

      She laid there for half a candle before the moon rose. “Time passes here, but it’s an illusion… maybe. Rumor spoke of…” So many things she’d heard and assumed exaggerative banter turned out to be true, maybe this too was more literal than she’d ever dreamed. She tapped the Latchu floor, and as its ring faded a suspicion jumped into her mind. One of the books in the library was entitled: Elinwe Show me the Way, but its pages bore no relation to the title, from what she’d read. “Rumor spoke of the oracles studying the stars of the past, visions of the past.”

      She jumped to her feet, pinning her stare on the Fire Lion. She should pray, but she feared her words and sentiment would ring hollow. But hells, it wasn’t as if the gods had ever listened before. She bowed her head. “Elinwe, I beseech your guidance.” A warmth slid down the nape of her neck, down her spine, slow and thick like blood rather than water, and she blinked. “Elinwe?” She’d never felt the power of prayer, and couldn’t be certain this sensation was it. Whatever it was, it was power. “Elinwe, show me the way to this year’s Eve of Snows.” Nothing happened, and her inner voice berated her foolishness, but she shut its yap with a thought. In the holy tongue. She repeated the words in Old Silone.

      The shift was subtle; if she hadn’t anticipated the move, she would’ve missed its blur. The Eye once again sat in the Fire Lion constellation, and a gasp escaped her lungs. “Elinwe, show me the way to now.” The stars realigned in a blink.

      If I knew the day Esreriun died I might find the Gate of Shooting Stars. Then something else occurred to her. “Elinwe, show me the way to Ivin Choerkin.” Nothing happened. “Elinwe, show me the way to Ivin Choerkin yesterday.”

      The universe spun, and she tumbled to her knees, striking hard, fighting the urge to vomit from the sudden shift. She panted, licked her lips, and raised her eyes. Distant and faint in the stars she saw a city larger than she’d ever known with massive towers and walls spanning horizons. It made sense only if it was a Tek city. “Are you there? Somewhere?”

      Who else? “Elinwe, show me Solineus Mikjehemlut yesterday.” The stars shifted and rolled, and this time she stayed on her knees to stay steady. She saw nothing but stars until she turned to face northeast. A frozen waste and a cloud resting in a bowl. “The Steaming Lakes?”

      Laughter erupted around her, pinpricks covering her body as it echoed. “I told you we’d speak again.”

      “Holy hells!” She leaped to her feet, the power in the voice reminiscent of Lord Priest Ulrikt, but when she spun, she gazed at a giant of a man with an eye of blue and an eye of brown. Gaunt and handsome, his smile was playful.

      “Oh! Dame of Fire, a name earned in turn and turn and turn of the stars until unlearned.”

      “Touched? How are you here?”

      He strode across the stars without a song sounding with his steps. “Do you hear? Or do you not hear? I am not here, not really, even if I can do this.” He stopped in front of her and jabbed her forehead.

      She rubbed her brow. “You sure feel here.”

      “I am more here than not here, but still not quite here. Confused yet?”

      “How could I not be?”

      “Indeed!”

      She walked around him, poked him the back.

      “I am ticklish if you must know… when I have flesh; death, bones, no one ever bothered try to tickle my bones. Maybe try that another time?”

      Her mind whirled with the implications. “I can come to these stars and talk to you any time?”

      “Good thought, bad thought, and I confess a sorrowful answer of no. To see me, you would need my name given, not earned. Maybe? Maybe not, but either way, no.”

      “But I could just speak of this day, Solineus—”

      “Not so, no, and no longer. Today he is still near, but I fear, tomorrow or day the next, or in flickers flicking in flickers, his reality will no longer linger, and I will no longer bear the flesh to speak, to walk with you in the stars.”

      “So he’s still close?”

      He sighed, exasperated. “It is what I said. But not in the time you are now. Or is he? These things are predictably uncertain. The skeins of time and space weave, and leave us speaking, guessing as to the why and how.”

      “Why did he return to the Steaming Lakes?”

      His eyes rolled, lips twisted. “Because I am irresistible! He has returned before and will return again, just as we will speak more, now and before.” He laughed, slapped her back in mirth so hard she stumbled. “Why did you seek him?”

      “I… It was the second name that came to me.”

      “As much time as we have to waste, I won’t. Ha ha! No. Only this will I say… He will pass your way, though not this day, or the last day? Or whichever day, but he will pass someday soon. Sooner if you call the yapping, tramping, howlers who drag the rails.”

      It took her a handful of flickers before she put it together. “Zjin? How?”

      “You are a clever girl in a whirl of stars, this is an answer you yourself may find. I traipse and pace awaiting questions more a challenge to face.” And yet he stood stone still.

      She grinned, feeling devilish. “Fine. How many years ago did Esreriun die?”

      “Ha ha! What use have you for a blowhard dead and struck low for lo so many years?”

      “The Gate of Shooting Stars.”

      He nodded and smiled, finger waggling. “You seek the secret of the Starry Road, the brilliant stepping stones to the Seven Heavens. Clever girl. You think and thought to test my wisdom, but I know precisely of his death as it was by hand mine.”

      “You killed the King Priest?”

      “Must I repeat myself so? But shhh! Don’t tell him, I don’t want him to see me coming the murderous time next.”

      “The Book of Iote doesn’t mention murder, but battle.”

      “Semantics, my dear, and no one ever knew the face of the blade nor the hand it wields, until you, now, here… where only you will hear, no audience, no tome, no tomb, no ink and quill. It is a thing only mentioned once and never again, except in the eternal and infinite repetition.”

      She struggled to accept that the man she was speaking to killed one of the most famous leaders of the Church in a time… “How many years ago, then? If it was your hand as you say.”

      “I know precisely when I killed him, but I don’t know precisely when I speak to you, now, understand? My hand, bloody, did kill, but the grave did his body never fill. He was a duck-witted fool and arrogant to a fault before he died, his soul returned was unbearable and no brighter. Ha ha! Oh, I miss my stenographer, that was beautiful!”

      “It’s been five hundred and two years since the Great Forgetting.”

      “And the First Forgetting, the Rending, before that but for how long? I killed him on the fifth of Kelevra by the Edan Calendar you know, in the year eighteen hundred and seventy-three, by Edan reckoning they’ve forgotten, four ninety-five by others, seven seventy-two by another. And in twenty-five ninety-four by time given by a peculiar and particular people as the Luxukoni, and their bastardized Edan calendar, using the count of the First Dragons. You see how I do not know? Time is not so simple for its reality to be kept in a thimble.”

      She rubbed her eyes. “A guess? Some scholars put the Age of Warlords at five hundred years.”

      “A millennium from then and then to now and now, give or take a century or two. Ha ha! Just to reach the First… I will guess thirteen to sixteen hundred years past, but it is a blind cast searching for an unhungry fish.”

      “Fine, fine. The Shower of Stars, was it visible in the living sky, or only by the dead?”

      “Now the clever girl gets cleverer… more clever… Hack and spit the line to sever. Sorry, my mind went elsewhere, no fair. I bloodied my hand, and the stars did fall, loosed from bows in the sky in a hurry, a flurry. Beautiful to behold and yet winter cold, they said the universe wept his passing but showers come and go centuries over, it was coincidence, I proclaim to you, oh Dame. The Fire Lion burned not so different as whatever now this is, and there, to the northwest, over the Heart of Januel, did rain the Shower of Stars. Find this, and you find your answer.”

      “I need more clues… I could sit her months—”

      “My time runs short amid my eternity, if you’ve a better question ask now. I feel your friend drawing too far away.”

      “I saw a great eye blanketing out the stars, what was it?”

      The Touched triangled his hands at their fingertips and stared. Solemn. And his typical banter faded to the cadence of a normal man. “You’ve seen the eye?”

      “I have. Whose eye?”

      “She has returned. She has noticed you. Only she may say her name. Accept the honor with humility, my sister.”

      He disappeared in a blink as if never there.

      “What the Twelve Hells… he talks normal and makes less sense.” But the Touched left her more bones to chew than she started with, even if leaving her in the dark regarding the eye.

      She nocked an arrow and gave the bow’s string a tug. Artus didn’t lie about the bow’s power, but with a thought the Sliver of Star lent her strength and she sent it sailing over the Heart of Januel. The wall rang low, followed by the floor’s clattering chimes. She giggled at her own optimism; it would never be so easy.

      With bow in hand and the quiver at her hip, she meandered to the stair, defeated again by the speckles in the night. She tugged the stair’s step, and a door opened in the floor, less than a foot from her toes.

      She leaned over its opening. “Artus!” She waited a dozen flickers. “Artus!” But there wasn’t an answer. Lanterns burned below and she stepped on the stairs ducking to see. No one.

      She climbed back up the treads with hasty steps, she wasn’t in no mood to get trapped in a library today. Artus must not have gone to the library… but then, why were the lanterns lit?

      The door closed.
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        Celebrate the sedate, immolate, one day, imitate.

        What folly your father brought upon your jolly,

        Dying as he did.

        He never meant to bring you tears,

        never meant to Unleash your Fears.

        There, there, child, patting your shoulder so you slept,

        No monster beneath the bed who wants you dead.

        Only come morning will you realize upon whom the Monster Fed.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      Glimdrem awoke with a serene yawn, eyes shut to remain in a blissful sleep. It didn’t work.

      “You are healed.”

      His eyes fluttered open to stare at Inslok and the pair of humans. “Where are we?”

      Solineus said, “In a tomb. The tomb.”

      Glimdrem rose to a knee, stood. His muscles were limber and without a single ache. An energy vibrated through his being, residual from healing? I never heard of such a thing. “So long as it isn’t my tomb. Who healed me?”

      “One of the Touched’s people.” Glimdrem turned  to look as Solineus pointed to a skeleton clad in a long dress; she curtsied. “Aneelu.”

      The notion struck an illogical chord. “A skeleton healed me?”

      “She wasn’t a skeleton at the time.”

      “The more questions you answer, the more questions I have.”

      “It’s fortunate the Touched waits for us, because I don’t know much more.”

      Glimdrem spun to Inslok. “How long have you been here?”

      “I just arrived; four candles to cover a thousand strides. A peculiar experience.”

      Which meant the Edan knew nothing more than he did. He snorted, but decorum forced him to face his healer and bow. “Thank you for the benefit of your abilities.” Her skull remained as blank as a skull should, but she curtsied again.

      Solineus took several strides. “I’m sure the Touched is expecting us.”

      They traipsed down a stair carved with flowering vines, the lines as if never touched by feet or water. So dry, astounding considering swamp surrounded the place. They swung north and down an even longer stair, then passed through a room with a marble bowl in its center.

      Every fabric, every wood, everything which might be worn by use or time remained perfect. What forces were at play to keep a place so pristine? Time was the obvious answer, just as Lelishen had mentioned, but there must be something more.

      They passed through a crypt with chambers carved in its walls to hold bodies, all empty, before stepping into what must be the Tomb of the Touched. Glimdrem’s eyes skipped over the dais and its monstrous sarcophagus to the wall of books, then fell on the one thing in the room which appeared affected by time: A giant pile of bones sitting slouched in a high-back chair.

      The skeleton sprawled on the throne righted himself, standing straight. Glimdrem had only the vaguest memory of the being’s arrival the night before, and only now as he spotted him again. In life, the Touched would’ve been a huge man, and even as a skeleton he intimidated.

      “Ahhh! Little Silone men and their pet snake!”

      Glimdrem caught Solineus’ grin as he leaned to say, “You’re the pet snake.”

      Inslok said, “I come seeking wisdom.”

      The Touched leaned to look Glimdrem in the eye. A long stare. His bony mouth opened and a tongue appeared; he stuck it out with a hiss.

      Perplexing, to say the least. “Snake. Should I take offense?”

      The Touched guffawed. “Insult! Insulted! Snake! Prefer, perhaps, being the withered vine, leaves brittle and dry, fallen from growing so high, the breezes rustling your once vibrant growth to sound so similar to a snake? To slake the thirst, to fill in burst, terse, worse… A Holy Curse!” He laughed and turned, strutting with the backs of his bony hands on his hips in theatrical fashion.

      Inslok stepped forward. “I came to speak with you.”

      “Shhh!” The Touched stared at an empty chair sitting behind a small desk. An open book sat with bare pages. He spoke to no one. “Did you hear something? A something? Bumbling, tumbling, stumbling? A whisper from a once remembered wind? Perhaps, perhaps… a lapse, perhaps, in judgement, in sparking filament, of mind and wit.”

      Glimdrem watched as the man called the Squirrel shook his head and wandered away to sit on a stone bench. He might be the wisest of us here. “Inslok wishes words with you.”

      “A name, a name, a proper name for an improper man, an Edan.” He held a hand above his eyes as if shading the sun and peered around the room. “No, I know Inslok, he is not here, not all of him at least, the least, released, resting at unpeace within the whisper unspoken and broken, a token of the woken, a man lost who forever is found.”

      Inslok stepped between them. “How do you claim to know me?”

      The Touched cocked his head and stared at Glimdrem. “Whisper, spitter, sputter.” Bony fingers clattered tip to tip.

      Glimdrem asked, “Why do you claim to know him?”

      “I don’t. I claim fame, what a shame, to die with so many forgetting your name. Or maybe best, for your rest, lest people come seeking your bones, your tones, to dance upon a dead reputation undeserved, so faithfully served.” He pointed back near the throne where no one stood, and laughed. “An excellent rejoinder! So sad they aren’t so wise to so chastise.”

      “Speak to me.”

      The Touched sighed, moped across the floor. “Yes, I remember Inslok. I remember him as he no longer remembers himself. A tool like so many tools, a fool like so many fools, a bloodied hand not quite capable of eating his enemy’s heart. But oh! How many hearts he presented to his lord king, kissed the ring, all along suffering the sting, the ringing sting stinging, of almost. Almost. Almost. Almost. A most painful affliction upon the fools who become tools of he who rules. Almost. Inslok was always and forever, almost. Now, he is almost Inslok. Poetic, inevitable, inescapable.”

      “Then speak to what remains of Inslok.”

      The skeleton flailed his arms, exasperated. “I already have. Outside yesterday, a thousand years before, a thousand years after. What is the point of more words… the birds! I will point to the birds, have you seen the birds?” He raised a bony finger, jabbing it at the ceiling and its carved dragons soaring through a cloudy sky.

      Glimdrem wondered now why the hell he had come so close to dying to get here. Sutan was a waste of a decade; at least this journey wouldn’t take so long. “Those are dragons.”

      “Are they? Color me baffled. No, dragons flitter from bush to tree singing merry tunes, eaten sometimes by… snakes.” The Touched stared hard at Glimdrem, then laughed.

      Inslok spoke to Glimdrem: “This thing doesn’t know me, it knows nothing.”

      “Nothing it says! Nothing, something, somebody, nobody, dead body. I who spoke to the First Birds knows nothing?”

      Glimdrem’s thoughts scrambled. The First Dragons? Impossible. There was that word again. Possible?

      But it was Inslok who said, “This thing never spoke to a second or third bird, let alone a first bird.”

      “Chirp chirp and whistle my song. Bang a gong. What went wrong? Why almost? Why always almost? A name earned at last! Your whispering friend I shall call Almost.” He clapped bony hands and his feet clattered in a jig.

      Inslok stood unflustered. “If he is Almost, why remember him at all?”

      “Remember, forget, stand to sit, it’s all the same on a different day in the same old way. I say. You say. Is that a chill? I felt a chill, running up that hill. He must remember, but he can’t remember, the price is in the sky, too high, a lie, a truth, a sloppy kiss from the uncouth, a father’s embrace without a face.”

      “What must he remember?”

      The Touched stalked away. “Almost, you fool, don’t you know? You tool, sat upon as a stool, he must remember that remembering is to no longer be, you see.”

      Inslok spun to face the Touched, his voice raised an octave. “Then we need to speak.”

      The Touched spun, facing Inslok for the first time. “We will speak again, you and I. When, where, sin and dare, a laugh and a toast, who will miss whom the most? Next time bring whiskey. Or rum! Yes, rum. So much wine over so much time, I need a kick to rot my belly.”
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      Solineus’ vision of the world vibrated into a blur, and his eyes fluttered, unable to stay open. His gut spun with an instant of nausea before everything stabilized.

      Solineus stared at the skeleton speaking to Glimdrem and Inslok, but the words were a foggy blur. He stared at himself, standing frozen. Rinold shook his head and wandered to a bench for a rest. Solineus turned to the flesh and blood man known as the Touched. “What the hells have you done?”

      “Wither and dither, smoke and flash.” He bowed with a flourish. “Magic.”

      Solineus’ eyes rolled and he smirked as he walked between the skeleton and the woodkin, passing fingers before their faces. “Word games weren’t enough this time around?”

      “Words and birds, and snakes. Some fly, some crawl, some lie and some tell all, but some are best from one tongue to two ears, where sinister cannot hear.”

      “Sinister? Who?”

      “Worry and bury? Of which do I speak? Who do you fear?”

      Inslok was the most dangerous, but when a fight involved words, swordplay wasn’t always the most deadly. Glimdrem answered to the Lord Chancellor of Knowledge, and any of the other Trelelunin… Who the hells knew? “All of them.”

      The Touched rocked on his heels, hands locked behind his back, gazing down his nose at him. “Wise words paranoid; paranoia, the tool for the fool, the fear unfounded for the confounded, trouncing and bouncing the strong man into quivering ball. You are a pillar to such fears, not pilloried by such fears.”

      “None of these people are my friends.”

      The Touched clapped his hands, eyes aglow with mirth. “Truth. An Edan will never break their vow.”

      There was an edge to his tone on “break” and “vow”. A peculiar emphasis. “You consider them an enemy.”

      “Words are strong. Enemy is such a word. Words are weak. Never an enemy, no. Ever a friend, true? No. But not enemies and not friends often meet the bend and meet the twist to ally when stakes are high. Fly to the high, but then. Maybe. Perhaps. Is it a friend who helps you with a knife to his throat?” His face scrunched. “Did they help me then, even when the knife wasn’t mine own? The tone. The ring. The ding. Steel on steel, rage on rage, stand against to kneel; a man may die in armor impenetrable as certain as nude.”

      The Touched had lost him. “They killed you?”

      Blue eye and brown gave him a stare worthy of an Edan. “Dead am I?” Then he laughed, as if to point out how different from the Edan he was “No, they didn’t kill me, nor can I blame them for my being so damned alive.” He wiggled a finger at him as you might tease a child while moving in to tickle. “You’ve a question you want to ask every time you arrive, since the first.”

      “What?”

      “Blink and think, unwind that kink.” He moseyed to the throne and slumped into the cushion.

      Solineus smiled; the question came in less than a blink. “A kiss from pellucid blue.”

      “I know naught of what you speak.” He shook his head, mock solemnity, but the smirk concealed nothing.

      “You know of the lady in my dreams.”

      “You’ve mentioned her before.”

      “Didn’t.”

      “Will.”

      “You’re a son of a bitch.”

      “I am! My mother mine would’ve had you killed long afore now.”

      “Did I tell you who she is?” They stared at each other in silence. That damned smirk again. “Will I tell you who she is?”

      “Ah! Hee hee hee ha!” He glanced to the desk, voice flipping to a snarl. “Note my girlish laughter, you heathen.” His smile was downright fiendish. “No, I tell you.”

      “Then tell me now.”

      “But you haven’t told me yet.” The Touched turned to no one and spoke in Edan: “Who do you fear more, this man or his mistress? So, so, so sore, such a bore. Pluck your feathers, you unspeakable rooster to crow, crow, and crow, to raven the maven in her haven, the child laughing unborn, the harbinger of Latcu in ice.”

      The Touched turned back to Solineus. “I do not tell you this time we meet, nor do you tell me so that I may tell you… we have company black of beak.”

      Solineus glanced to the empty air, then to the woodkin and the Skeleton… his frozen self. “A name unearned.”

      “So many, like so many.”

      “Something different then. Eliles? She is well?”

      The Touched smiled. “Ah! The Dame of Fire, she and I have spoken, or will speak, soon, if not yet. A certainty maybe. She doesn’t stand outside worry, there are forces, but she is capable, the hand, the wink, the smile, the flame to burn a soul to the Forges.”

      “In life you worshipped the Pantheon of Sol.” A surge of cocky straightened his spine, and he smiled.

      “Clever man caught me. In the days when the gods could walk these lands, indeed I kneeled, and looked into the living eyes of Sol. And I feared mine own god more than any I’d met before.”

      The cocky grew strong. “You don’t have to talk in riddles, do you?”

      “I speak whenever and however I need, I am after all the Touched, the insane, the inane, the addled of brain. Being maybe dead has its perks. Nothing is so simple. Think hard to answer this question, you will find the answer sometimes correct.”

      “Who am I?” If Time was fluid here, it was worth a shot.

      “You haven’t told me yet.” He grinned. “Nor would you, could you, appreciate any other answer, even or especially the truth. Can any mortal truly appreciate who they are? I never appreciated dying until I couldn’t.”

      Plain words, even his tone turned sonorous and deep, instead of sing-song. Why? But like most questions, he figured it pointless to ask. “The Sliver didn’t close the Celestial Gate. Is there another way?”

      “Always, but only in one way but a hundred ways, depending on the time which is now, because once closed once, it can never be closed again. Some questions aren’t about names, nor legendary claims, some questions with answers simply cannot be answered until after the question no longer needs asked.”

      Solineus rubbed his face with both hands, but what he wanted to do was jump up and slap the bastard. “Can the Edan destroy it?”

      “It is a way, one, two, or three, but for the Father Wood from the Mother Wood, is the only direction they will flee.”

      Solineus pondered those words a moment. “Inslok left the Eleris.”

      The Touched licked a finger and held it up as if testing the wind. “If that leaf should ever blow to Kaludor again, it will be for me, not the Gate, no, no. So says fate, the Lie Seeker and Doom Breaker, spare your sleepless nights this fancy.”

      “Another has left the Eleris.”

      “Has she? I wonder. Has she in truth left the Mother, or has she not in truth even left the Father? Are the Mother and Father still in her, or is she still in them? Simple questions with complicated answers if answerable at all, before the fall… the rickety walk, the swaying planks, and the gibberish talk.”

      “What the hells…”

      “Tsk! Follow me.” The Touched jumped to his feet, and he strode to the silent conversation. “My entertainment here so soon shall end. It’d be unseemly for you not to be where you’re supposed to be.”

      Inslok spun to face the skeletal Touched. “Then we need to speak.”

      Solineus glanced back, the flesh and blood giant faded with a smile.

      The Touched spun, facing Inslok for the first time. “We will speak again, you and I. When, where, sin and dare, a laugh and a toast, who will miss whom the most? Next time bring whiskey. Or rum! Yes, rum. So much wine over so much time, I need a kick to rot my belly.”

      The world wavered and shook, and Solineus’ legs moved, taking him back to himself though he never asked them to move. In a fluttered blink he stood within himself again, and the skeletal Touched laughed.

      Glimdrem said, “This, whatever he is, is a sliver of moon from a full eclipse.”

      Solineus chuckled. “No. He’s toying with you.”

      Inslok damned near looked angry, or at least peevish. “The Eleris Edan doesn’t look well upon pointless games.”

      “You are not the Eleris Edan, you are simply an Edan.”

      The Edan’s head turned, slow as a contemplative owl. “You dare to play games?”

      Solineus grinned, hands in the air. Underneath the Edan veneer there may be no laughter, but there was an anger. “Not me. But hells, I reckon you’re welcome to try and beat some information from him.”

      The Touched leaned over Solineus, looking him in the eye with empty holes. “To whom do you speak?” He leaned into Glimdrem. “Who is he talking to? Your imaginary friend, in the dim of your lazy mind’s eye, the growing green lie? Almost? The Edan you say, behave and belie, a tricksy trick conning this man into your fiction, your unspoken diction, the lady’s unspoken prediction. I can tolerate your lies no further, be gone, move along, unless you wish to sing a song.” The skeleton meandered to his throne and sat, rested his chin in his bony palm and waited.

      Solineus asked, “Either of you know a good tune? Elsewise, I think we’re done here.”

      Inslok relaxed. “This chamber is unworthy of any song I know. But I’ve learned enough from this visit.”

      Glimdrem turned, eyes in a squint. “Did we?”

      “Indeed.” Inslok turned to Solineus, face as stern and cold as ever. “The Edan will fulfill our agreement, then your people will need to find a new home, if the Volvrolan heeds my advice.” Inslok turned and strode from the tomb.

      Solineus stood stone still. “What? What the hells is he talking about?”

      Glimdrem stared in silence. “I don’t know. Welcome to dealing with the Edan.”

      Solineus watched the woodkin leave, but he turned to the Touched. “What happened?”

      “The inevitable. But the Edan never break a vow.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            34

          

          
            Sinister Suspicions

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dried, drowning, frowning and clowning,

        a deviant smirk or a devious smile,

        snake lips, lion tongue, saber fangs,

        words as poisonous as a bite,

        yet words hold no power you don’t bequeath,

        they distract when you should be wary the teeth.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      Solineus could well be on a ship in frozen waters, or traipsing across a tundra by now. Meliu imagined that Ilpen and his family brushed donkeys daily, a ship having carried them to New Fost a week ago; they lived well enough. Kinesee and Alu were sure to be comfortable as any, raised by the Ravinrin and the wealth and connections this guaranteed. Sedut and other priests lived every day in worry for their lives at the hands of their own people… well, maybe not so much Sedut. Meliu wasn’t sure who the hells could touch that woman, outside of Ulrikt himself. Maybe. But they bedded in tents or shacks, she wagered.

      Nope, laying on one half of a bed big enough for one of Lord Priest Dunkol’s infamous orgies, Meliu admitted to herself that if there was a Silone more comfortable right that flicker, they’d have to be in one of the Seven Heavens. And even then the food might not be so good. She flopped a lazy hand to a platter standing beside the bed and snagged several plump grapes. She popped them, and a couple pieces of soft cheese, into her mouth. She moaned.

      “Gods, I love this place.”

      Of course, comfort and security didn’t travel hand in hand. No matter how cozy, she and Ivin were one slip from dead. Or worse. She glanced to the Choerkin, his head resting on a pillow, dozing. The rest would do the man good; his body was closer to healed every day.

      She rolled from the sheets wrapped in white silk robes stitched in silver, but still glanced back to see if he woke to sneak a peek. The bastard slept like a boulder, and she couldn’t decide whether it pleased her or put her off. Every feeling she had for the Choerkin confused her. She swore she’d scream if he touched her, but in her dreams the scream was pleasure. She shook the night images from her mind and slipped into a dress more appropriate for the outer world. She smoothed the pale yellow fabric and grinned when she slipped into rabbit-skin boots, the exterior hide tooled and dyed in pastel flowers, and the luxurious fur caressing her feet. Comfortable wasn’t adequate to describe the sensation as she curled her toes. Shulaan deserved an extra thank you for bringing her these miracles.

      The weather outside had turned chill the past couple days, and the woman had worried for her health, showing her these boots and a matching cloak which Meliu slung over her shoulders. Meliu grinned, more like the woman worried I might depart with too many coins still in my pocket.

      When she cracked the door, she heard Ivin’s voice. “Where’re you headed?”

      Now you awake. She turned, smiling. “I’m going to figure a way out of this city, it’s time we get moving.”

      “Anything I should do?”

      “Be ready to leave, if I find what we need.” Curt and to the point always kept a man on his toes. She closed the door and stepped into a polished marble corridor lit by an open ceiling. The hall was wide, but split down the middle by a pool of water to catch the rain; flowers and plants grew in open bottomed pots, and white fish the length of her hand schooled in shaded places. The architecture fascinated Meliu, as it gave her the sensation of being inside and out at the same time. So distant from the stone halls of Istinjoln and the Chanting Caverns, but far more natural than the mystical reality of Skywatch.

      She turned left, nodding to a servant girl who stepped from her path with a bow. The wealthy in Bdein lacked nothing, living better than the lords of the Silone Clans, but from what she gathered Bdein wasn’t the norm. The sewers, aqueducts, and wells, even many of the buildings dated to the Age of Warlords, or even to the God Wars. This attracted the wealthiest of the rich to trade and live, while the powerful visited for stints to escape whatever woes they might have at home… to escape one’s husband or wife.

      Meliu trotted past a circular stair which led to rooms she daren’t spend the extra coin for and blew Shulaan a kiss as she passed the baths. The woman and several younger girls who tended the baths all waved.

      Oh, how quick could I disappear in this life? Guilt struck and her abdomen clenched. The Hidreng threatened to annihilate her people, and half of them would sell her to any passing Thonian if they realized who and what she was: a foreign virgin. She’d die on an altar while lining their pockets with gold. She needed to remember she wasn’t one of them, she was a foreigner, a barbarian, and a valuable one. An enemy and a commodity.

      All these things were easy to forget whilst nestled amid creature comforts, lazing while chewing candied fruits.

      The street was a reminder; bustling and chaotic, and so easy to get lost in even if the people were closer to her height, that a sense of claustrophobia settled around her, a nervous hug that the tight walls of a cave had never given her. These people hated her, they just didn’t realize it.

      Bdein stood where the Mulgart River flowed into the Fulgar at an awkward “Y”. Here the Fulgar became the Sesuun River, known as the Mighty Fulgar on some maps, and it stretched over a half horizon wide just north of the city’s walls. Rivers flowing north felt alien to her mind, unnatural as the Tek religion, full of human sacrifice and slaves. But in this instance, north was the direction she needed to go: To the Parapet Straits and the city of Gomjon. Best case they’d find a Silone trader, but a Hidreng ship headed northeast would suffice. Worst case, they could make their way by foot.

      She’d need different boots for that walk, she’d hate to destroy these beauties hugging her feet now.

      The River District smelled of fish, and she noticed women in finer silks raising their wrists to their noses, she presumed to catch a whiff of perfume, and followed suit. Smiled as her nose filled with lavender and lilac. The men on finer streets, closer to the Raspberry, wore filigreed and engraved weapons of the elite, light rapiers or smallswords, but here by the docks men were more apt to bear hatchets or crude, heavy bladed falchions.

      A man stumbled from what she presumed was a tavern or inn and collapsed to his knees not ten paces from the hem of her beautiful dress; silly to be drunk so early in the day. But the way he reached for her, the way his mouth lolled, and how his tongue looked too large to fit between his teeth, a long night at the tavern didn’t do this to a man. Poison.

      Meliu shuffled from the man’s outreached hand, a fellow murdered, and by the hells, he might well deserve this end. She wasn’t a healer, she could do nothing anyhow, even if she were.

      The poor bastard fell face first into dirty cobbles, arms shaking, and his breaths ragged.

      Meliu glanced around the street. Not a soul hurried to the man’s side, and a pity welling deep within her begged for her to go to this stranger.

      She spun and strode toward the river, doing her damnedest to purge the memory of this dying man from her head. Deep breaths and fast strides. Whatever happened, it was none of her business. She stopped as she reached the riverside, replacing the mirage of death in her mind’s eye with dirty boats. My last trip on a boat didn’t end so good. But there was no way faster to travel, so she chose one at random.

      She made her way to a broad, shallow bottomed boat stacked with crates and hailed the captain. She took a proper whiff of her wrist when he noticed her. “Sir, I ask, do you know of anyone with passage for two to Gomjon?”

      The grizzled man bore a waxed mustache that curled over his ears, and he wore loose fitting wools dyed green and black. She wasn’t sure if he’d been the proper man to ask, for the wealthy girl she portrayed. “How soon?”

      “Today, two days on the outside?”

      “We’re headed upriver to Fike, but’ll be back in three days. But I’m certain another will float that way sooner.” A loop of mustache slunk from his ear toward his chest, stiff with wax, and he gave it a twist before stashing it back over his ear. “The White Pigeon is moored five or six boats south, she might be headed your way.”

      Meliu flashed a toothy smile and curtsied, as she’d learned was proper of girls with full pouches. “Thank you, sir.”

      She turned and strode past several fisherfolk, and their smaller vessels, eyes trained on the next boat rigged with a single mast.

      “Inis, of the Librec River?”

      The sound of her Hidreng name startled her, and she turned with her heart in her throat to a man clad head to toe in black, but for the silk scarves of red and blue draped over his shoulders. A silver-hilted smallsword hung from a belt with a plain silver buckle. It took a flicker to recognize him from the Temple of the Virgin Moon. “Loduma?” She never bothered to learn what the name Er-Bdein meant, figuring to never see the man again. Regret over her sloth was immediate.

      “You’ve a fine memory.”

      “As do you, sir.”

      He stepped within a few paces, hands twined behind his back. “A man should always recall the name of a pretty lass. The reverse, it seems, is seldom true.” His smile was as sincere and sad as that day at the temple. “What brings you to the river?”

      “Passage to Gomjon for myself and my manservant.”

      “Manservant or lover?” She blushed, and he held up his hands to stop her stumbling reply. “If you’ve no need for a private cabin, my boat will leave for Gomjon tomorrow, come soon after dawn.”

      Meliu swallowed hard, gauging the man’s tone, the tilt of his eye, the lift of the corner of his mouth. Too godsdamned convenient, but she didn’t get a clear sense of the man’s intentions other than a hint of flirt within his brooding. “I’d be loath to impose.”

      “Nary an imposition, I assure you. Of course, there would be a perfunctory fee, but nothing a girl such as you wouldn’t pay for a basket of plums.”

      “I prefer grapes.”

      His brows arched. “A girl with expensive tastes, indeed. Grapes, no doubt, will cost you a few extra crowns.”

      She curtsied, it’d be unseemly for an unmarried girl to shake an older man’s hand. “I accept.” It was at once too easy to feel right, but too easy to pass up, and not accepting would raise questions. She could always not arrive come morning. Er-Bdein, she needed to know that name.

      “I shouldn’t speak the words… There is an ill wind blowing across Bdein, I suggest you not miss the launch.”

      Meliu blanched, caught off guard. Even in the Raspberry rumors of murder outside the tower came to her. Her nerves tingled. “I know nothing of what you speak. I’ve lived in the Raspberry the past several days.”

      “Winds such as these begin in places with far fouler smells. People are dying; diseases have a way of finding their way from the dirty to the bathed.”

      She relaxed for a flicker, but cities were notorious for spreading disease. This could be worse than any rumor. “Illness?”

      “Indeed, I’ll be traveling far from here. You will find my boat, the Archer’s Eye, north of here, across from an eatery called the Frosted Salmon. Drink their beer and wine, but avoid the food.” He bowed. “I will see you on the morrow.”

      The man walked past her with a solemn gait, his eyes not once wandering back to her once they left her face. While her feelings for the Choerkin confused her, this man unnerved her. But, it made sense he was leaving if a pestilence had befallen Bdein. Pestilence was difficult for the prayer of the finest healers to control, and she possessed no urge to challenge her own skills.

      She sniffed her wrist, the lavender not so strong nor relaxing this time, and sauntered from the docks with her head full of questions. Shulaan was the only person she knew to raise the Er-Bdein question, but even then it might raise suspicions with the woman if the man were nefarious in some way.

      She strolled the crowded streets until she came upon the shop where the little girl and her father… where she had tested poison on a man. A lifetime ago. In her heart, she felt it had been a different person who had done such a thing, and maybe it was. In that moment she’d been the scorned child of a violent whoreson, not a wealthy merchant’s prideful daughter. The past was the truth, and it was dark as a storm. The lie she’d lived in with such comfort the past several days felt upon a cloud, but it too bore thunder. Still, she sat atop that darkness, basking in the sun.

      She glanced to the shop’s entry where boards crisscrossed the door.

      Nailed.

      Her heart clutched, and she wormed her way through pedestrians to a neighboring shop. A bell rang as she entered and a woman tiny enough to look up at Meliu strolled from a backroom with a smile. Within moments she stepped atop a podium so she looked down at her. “How might I assist you, lass?”

      Meliu smiled, glanced about the shop. Dried flowers and roots, jars of powders; she had no idea what kind of store she’d walked into. An herbalist perhaps. “With nothing, maybe… My Paps bought some iron nails and sconces from the shop next door a week or so back, and he sent me for more. They appear closed?”

      The woman slapped her cheeks with both hands, then brushed her fingers together, a gesture Meliu didn’t recognize, but she knew the woman’s tone when she spoke: Sorrow. “Yes, girl. The owner took ill. He and his daughter ride the winds upon Mugote’s wings.”

      Meliu’s breath left her as if punched in the chest. It took flickers to raise the air for hushed words. “And the girl you say?” Mugote was Pulvuer’s hawk, who carried the souls of the dead into the afterlife.

      “Came on sudden and ugly. One day he complained of sores, the next he was dying in the street, bleeding from his eyes and nose. The girl followed soon after.”

      I’ve never heard of a poison which could do such a thing. Could she be innocent in these deaths? For a moment she breathed a little easier. “Such a tragedy.”

      “I’ve heard tell of other folks coming down with boils, so far every one of ‘em is dead. A day, maybe two later.”

      “You don’t say?”

      “What I hear! But what you hear isn’t always so.”

      Meliu stood silent, gazing too long at the woman. “Well, I thank you, even if the news is bad.”

      “Any time, dear.”

      She turned and opened the door to a jingle. Poison didn’t spread. There was no guilt to bear, but she turned and asked, “Were they the first to die from these boils?”

      The old woman gave a shrug-nod. “Far as any word I know, but street paupers die without a care for their soul nor the cause.”

      Meliu’s heart chugged in her chest. “I saw a man die in the street today—”

      The woman stumbled from her podium, eyes wide. “You didn’t touch him?”

      “No! No, no. I was strides away. A swollen tongue stuck from his mouth, was it the same with the girl and her father?”

      “Yes, child. So they did. Couldn’t speak by the end, almost like they choked on their own tongues.”

      No, no, no. But she turned without a word, her mind numb, heading for the door.

      “You keep your wits and stay away from anyone who coughs, or is pale.”

      The bell rang, then the door slapped closed behind her. Her pace was brisk, carrying her up the familiar streets to the Raspberry. A man coughed to her left, then a woman to her right. The once innocuous sounds jerked her shoulders, and she fought the urge to jog to the inn.

      On arriving the doorman swung the door open, but Meliu didn’t so much as nod for his courtesy. Straight past the baths. Straight past the stairs. Straight to her room, and she locked the door behind her.

      Ivin sat at a desk, dressed and ready to depart as she’d asked. ”Did you find a boat?”

      Meliu glanced, but didn’t say a word. She kicked her beautiful boots from her feet and pulled the dress over her head, uncaring for how naked she was, and slipped between silk sheets, hiding her face. Fighting to breathe.

      The cushion of the bed sank as Ivin sat beside her. “What the hells happened?”

      She exhaled and tried to speak, but words didn’t come. She pressed a hand to her lips, shuddered, and found her voice. “We leave on the Archer’s Eye come morning.”

      “And?”

      “And nothing.”

      A hand rubbed her bare shoulder through the silk, and she didn’t scream. But she trembled. “I think I did something terrible.”

      “What’re you talking about, Meliu? Tell me. Please.”

      Her mind raced through a dozen lies, but they failed. Nothing without a slice of truth would suffice. “I may have… killed a man and his daughter. An accident. Maybe. A mistake, not an accident.”

      “May have?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it. We don’t leave this room until we leave this city.”

      The silent pause held an uncomfortable weight, and the sound of Ivin’s voice, so soft and forgiving, eased her trembling. “I’m sure we’ve plenty of food, I’m also sure you know best.”

      “Lay beside me?” The weighty silence returned, and she blushed for no one to see, hidden by silk. And the humor of the moment further eased her pain. “Not under them, you mooncalf. Just beside me.”

      Boots thudded to the floor, and he curled atop the blankets, an arm draped over her shoulders. She pressed into him, as close to a man as she’d ever been without a stitch of clothes on. For a flicker, an admission of guilt rested on her tongue, but her truth once started (of a vial) would lead to a darker truth (its connection to Lord Priest Ulrikt). These were truths she might never be able to confess to another soul.  Impossible to utter to a Choerkin. A Choerkin she cared for.
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      Ivin stared at Meliu’s bulge beneath silk sheets, a shadow in lantern’s light; she’d eaten a dozen bites since last night, spoken fewer words, and with the morning still dark he’d slipped from her side to worry on her.

      She’d done something terrible.

      After what he’d witnessed at the tower, or more frightening still, what he imagined became of those Tek left screaming in their cells, worse brought a knot to his throat.

      The rare words she’d spoken in the middle of the night forbade him to mention the girl and her father. She whispered that a disease killed folks in the city, and that a man named Loduma Ar-Bdein would take them down river to flee its spread. She mentioned she needed to learn what Ar-Bdein meant.

      Ivin let her fall back to sleep, but the name kept him awake. He dismissed its familiarity at first, what the hells would he know? It’d clicked in the middle of a dozing dream as Kotin greeted a Hidreng ship when Ivin was a boy.

      His father stood at the gates to the docks, all three sons by his side. Ivin was maybe thirteen that day and dressed as if Peneluple picked out his wardrobe, despite her being dead for years. It wasn’t often Kotin made him bathe and comb his hair and sporting a silk-lined cloak was something he hadn’t done since attending the New Year’s Mass the year before his little sister ended his mother’s life. But now, in this dream, a part of him remembered that his mother’s death might not have been his sibling’s fault at all, but instead Meris, the woman invited to oversee the occasion.

      Kotin’s heavy arm rested over Ivin’s shoulder, but he spoke to the elder brothers as a short, stocky man with silver hair and beard crossed the gangplank to the dock. “Him there, that’s Gier Ar-Bdein, ruler of the city of Bdein. Wave-born rumors say another family has risen to knock the bastard from his perch. He needs a safe harbor, and we enjoy his coin and trade, but never confuse him for a friend.”

      Meliu groaned, the sheets wiggling, and Ivin noted a faint light creeping in through the windows. “The Ar-Bdein ruled this city before the Turlid took their seat, seven or eight years ago.”

      The priestess sat up, clutching silk sheets to cover her bosom; beautiful even with hair mussed and eyes drooping. “What?”

      “Gier Ar-Bdein came to Herald’s Watch when I was a boy. They rested for several days, bragged of the great battle to come, then sailed to retake the city.”

      “They failed.”

      “Slaughtered, from what Kotin said. By the time they got to shore, several other cities backed the Turlid leadership.” Ivin remembered Kotin laughing at the news and saying how wise they’d been to take the Tek gold before it sank into the strait.

      Meliu swiped fingers through her hair, and glared until he turned his back.

      Ivin coughed. “Your modesty’s returned?”

      “Don’t you dare give me some coy line about preferring me upset.”

      “I prefer you smiling.”

      “Even if clothed?”

      He turned, and Meliu stood in a green satin dress, her smile returned. For a moment he wouldn’t have been able to speak if he’d tried.

      “Loduma, did you hear that name?”

      He cleared his throat. “I was eleven, twelve… thirteen? All I remember was how exciting it was to have a foreign dandy and his war-bound ships in our harbor. I heard later they were all killed.”

      “It would seem not. He’s maybe forty? So in his thirties on the Watch?”

      Ivin shrugged, helpless. “Kotin didn’t let none of us boys hang around the foreign scum.”

      Meliu perched on the side of the bed, packing a linen bag. “Well, it’s more than I knew a wick ago, but I don’t see as we have a choice but to trust him.”

      Ivin chuckled. “Kotin said to never trust them.”

      “Trust isn’t the same as taking advantage.” She stood, her grin proving she’d shaken off whatever guilt she’d suffered the evening before.

      “He’d agree with that too.”

      She dabbed perfume on her wrists. “Whip-crack fast, I’d wager.” She strode for the door and turned the lock before looking back at him. “Thank you for last night. Not asking more questions.”

      Ivin stepped to her side. “Whatever it is, don’t let the irons drag you to the Fields. Or the Forges.”

      “We’re all slaves to our history, my master said often.” Her head rocked with a silent laugh, and her chest shuddered as she exhaled. “No, I won’t. It was an accident, nothing.”

      “I thought you’d learn from my mistake… sticking a viper between my teeth.”

      She rolled her eyes and led him into and down the hall. She passed the baths with hasty strides, peculiar considering how much this woman loved soaking in scalding water. She nodded to servants, polite, but lacking her usual grace. The doorman bowed as he swung the entry open, and they stepped into a street heavy with an acrid odor wafting on a breeze from the north.

      She whispered, “The streets are quiet even for morning.”

      Ivin grunted with a smirk. He had to take her word on it anyhow, most of his views of Bdein had been from tower windows a horizon of crisscrossing streets away. The way it stank, he figured only folks who needed to be out, were.

      Meliu glanced left, but turned right, into the odorous breeze. Ivin’s nose crinkled as he walked hunched, concealing his height the best he could.

      Three men in dark gray led a pony cart trundling down the street with clopping hooves and clunking wheels, and the smell grew stronger. Meliu coaxed him to the side, raised her perfumed wrist to her nose, and they watched. She knew what was coming; she hid her eyes as it passed.

      Worn boots and sandals stuck out the open back, and they weren’t empty. Seven or eight bodies, and craning his neck, his height afforded him a view of bloody boils and blackened tongues lolling from mouths.

      A man came from an alley, dragging a street urchin by his feet. Dead. Although Ivin swore he saw the child’s fingers twitch before thrown into the wagon. One man grabbed a stick with a rag on the end, dipping it in a bucket hanging from the wagon’s side. He stood on the hub of the wheel, splashing and painting the body with greasy black.

      Ivin glanced to make sure no one was near and leaned into Meliu’s ear. “What the hells?”

      “Somvonu, purity oil. They say it keeps the disease from spreading. And it burns easy.”

      “Not what I meant.”

      “I told you… disease.”

      “You didn’t say the godsdamned Rot.”

      “We don’t know that. Remember your snake-bit tongue before we’re heard.”

      Her words remained calm, but her pace doubled as she turned down one street after another until hitting a broader, busier thoroughfare. Street merchants and shops lined the way with crowds come for fish, grains, and other sundries; the threat of death paled when compared to certain hunger, and it was no surprise vendors ran short on cured meats and grains for storage.

      Meliu nodded north and as they approached a flat-bottomed boat, larger than most at the docks, she slowed and turned on her charm. Ivin couldn’t understand a godsdamned word, but the lilting inflections of her voice spoke to her transformation.
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      The Archer’s Eye was a flat-bottomed boat capable of hauling a thousand bricks in cargo, Meliu wagered. Neat stacks of sacks and crates lined the deck, keeping the balance of the boat in the water. A couple crates were bigger than slum shacks she’d seen in the city, and these bore barred windows. Fear struck, but when she saw a leonine head in a window, she breathed easy; the Hidreng nobility were famous for their menageries of wild animals. Whatever the beast was didn’t matter, all she cared was that this boat bore space for two more souls. “Hello! Captain!” Peculiar that a man and woman both waved in answer, then they laughed, the lady taking over.

      She was broad shouldered, with long black hair falling to cover her bodice, and her eyes were wide set even for a Hidreng. “What’s your business, girl?”

      “Loduma Ar-Bdein is expecting us.”

      “Ah! The merchant’s girl and her man. Come aboard.”

      Meliu hopped onboard, the sway of the boat making her wonder what the hells she was doing. I should just drown myself now. “I am Inis, and this is my man, Tulk.”

      “Greetings, the both of you. I am Captain Eceru Buulo of Sin Medor.”

      Ivin grunted, and the woman cocked an eye.

      Meliu said, “I fear he was bitten by a viper… on the tongue. He can’t speak and lost most of his hearing.”

      “A dance, I’d wager. I’ve known more than a few men who’ve died trying to get into some woman’s bed.  You’re lucky to be alive. But, you are a big bastard. Was it your bed he was aiming for?”

      “Alas, it is so.” Meliu twitched her brow, and Ivin grunted with a nod. “Where shall we bed for the journey?”

      “I wouldn’t wager a guess, the crew is full, and the berths few.” The woman peeped over Meliu’s head. “Loduma’s here, ask him.”

      “Inis of the Librec River! It is good you arrived early so we may depart. When Sin Medor learns of the pestilence spreading in these streets, I fear the gates will be closed, worse maybe in some quarters.”

      She didn’t want to know what worse than dying from Rot was. Meliu smiled as the man hopped to the deck, his steps nimble and used to a swaying boat. “I admit, I hastened my strides on seeing carts carrying the dead.”

      “So it is, so it is.” He turned to the captain. “Shove off as soon as we’re able.”

      “I was just asking the good captain where we will sleep.”

      His arms swept toward the door to the lone cabin onboard. “Come! The both of you. Let us speak.”

      A burly oarsman jogged to the door, opening it for Loduma with a nod.

      “Thank you, Gimin.”

      The only light in the room died as the door shut behind them, until their eyes adjusted to see by a single flame in an oil lamp. Loduma lit a punk with this flame and ignited four lanterns. The space was cozy, the furniture covered in padded leather, the oak carved in hawk motifs, and inset with mother-of-pearl and silver beads. The room was tidy, but filled with odds and ends she imagined the man collected over years of trading. Sculptures and paintings of gods, or perhaps family, animal traps, wooden masks stained by dyes and blood, an old sword hanging on the wall, it was difficult to take it all in.

      Meliu ran a finger along the raised beak carved in the arm of a chair with an approving smile: theatrics. “You travel well.”

      “Yes, the Ar-Bdein name hasn’t lost all its sway. Please, sit.”

      Meliu settled into the buttery-soft cushions of a divan, winking at Ivin and patting the seat beside her. He nestled in close, his frame snug in the space. “Did you find grapes?”

      The man’s typical frown rose to a brief grin. “I regret, no. I did not have the time.”

      Shouts raged outside the door and her heart sped: Thonian words, she was sure of it, even if she didn’t understand them. Loduma’s scowl returned, and he stormed to the door, throwing it open to holler. She didn’t understand every word, but caught something about branding a bastard’s ass.

      The ruckus outside ended as he closed the door and turned back to them, and she felt the boat sway as it left the dock. “I apologize for my outburst.”

      “You’ve Thonians aboard?”

      The man snorted and grumbled. “More than a few have fled the King of Ponour. Fine oarsman and sailors, but they bedevil a man with their unruly nature.”

      Meliu didn’t know if the river or Thonians made her gut more queasy. She put a finger to her lip. “I do hope the river is quiet today.”

      Loduma strolled behind a desk and plopped into a high-back seat. “A river girl who goes green on the waves?”

      She giggled. “My mother is the same, but we both manage to survive every trip.”

      “I’ve known more than a few sailors with weak stomachs. The both of you may sleep in my cabin, where you sit, your man on the floor, or I could stretch hammocks if you prefer.”

      Meliu glanced to Ivin, and the man grunted. “I am short and should fit nicely on these cushions, I suspect. A bedroll would suit my man fine.”

      “I will see to it.” He stood and took three glasses from a shelf, then turned the tap on a small cask, filling each with three fingers of golden alcohol with hints of red hues in the light. “Thonian whiskey, the singular advantage to hiring a handful for your crew. Aged in toasted oak, and on the bones of bulls if rumor is true. Some say it’s the marrow which lends the liquor its unique flavor, but I contend it is their more southern wood.”

      Meliu took the proffered glass with a grin. Ulrikt’s favorite. Every barefoot postulant in Istinjoln grew to the priesthood wishing to sneak a drink of the Lord’s private stash. This was a moment to savor.

      The liquid hit her throat with a burn and she coughed and snorted. Sneezed. She damned near cursed in Silone. “Eagle’s wings… That’s fine.”

      Loduma laughed, and she caught Ivin’s grin as he sipped. He’d pay for that smirk. She took a second sip, the flame more controlled, and she caught caramel tones in the smokey oak. “It really is good.”

      “So it is.” Loduma tilted his head and finished his drink. “I’ve matters on deck to attend, don’t drink so much you fall over.” He grinned as he closed the door behind him.

      Ivin leaned into her ear. “Liquid silk.”

      “I ain’t sure what burning silk tastes like.” And the burn was making its way to her toes. It’d be pleasant, if it weren’t a reminder of who made up the crew. Sleeping in Ar-Bdein’s cabin had its perks, but so too, risks. “Need I remind you how close we are to being killed?”

      “I’ve grown accustomed to walking two steps from the Stars.”

      “With Thonians onboard, no slips. If you talk in your sleep, I’ll murder you myself.”

      He clinked her glass with his and threw down the remaining whiskey with a smile. There was a gratifying tear in his eye as he struggled not to wince.
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        How are you?

        Where are you?

        Who are you?

        What are you?

        When are you?

        Me? A Felicitous time with a Malicious rhyme.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      When Artus didn’t arrive at the Frog for dinner and a sniff of whiskey, Eliles’ doubts disappeared: Someone took him, and they were in Skywatch. Either they were in a tunnel connected to the library, or they were hiding in the stars. It was also conceivable a passage connected the two locations. Or could they have taken him somewhere outside right beneath her?

      With no question of his abduction, the mystery flipped to not just where they took him, but why? They could’ve wanted him dead, but if so, it seemed they would’ve struck one of the previous times he’d been in the library, or for that matter in the streets. It was more plausible he stumbled onto something: a secret door, the wrong tome, or… one of them in the library? Every option made sense, and each held the strong possibility of his still being alive.

      The day after he disappeared everyone searched Skywatch and the buildings around, but they found nothing. It was hectic as the Forges in the building, so when evening came Eliles shooed them all away, except Jinbin; his study of the scriptures might be useful.

      It wasn’t, and she sent him away by noon the next day. She spent most of the afternoon in the library searching for anything that might be a secret passage, but all her candles bore no fruit. When real night fell, she wandered to the stars and opened a sack with spiced fish and bread for a late dinner.

      The Gate of Shooting Stars and Artus both eluded her, but there was another mystery baffling her: How to contact Zjin.

      She ripped a hunk of bread with her teeth, closed her eyes to pray. “Elinwe, I beseech your guidance.” Warmth moved the hairs of her neck, the touch of the goddess, and she smiled. “Elinwe, show me the way to Solineus, yesterday.”

      The sky shifted, and she peered north: a vision of ice and snow, and the Steaming Lakes was still in view. “Elinwe, show me Zjin of the Colok, yesterday.” The vision blurred and shunted into the mountains. The walls and towers of a snow covered fortress weren’t obvious at first, but after her eyes adjusted, she spotted their shapes in the white on white world. The structures were half in ruins now, but in their day must’ve commanded awe.

      “Your tribe lives in an abandoned castle, not good enough.” She meditated, drawing in the power of the Sliver of Star that surged around her every flicker of the day. “Elinwe, I beseech your guidance.” The refined will of the goddess blended with the raw force of the Sliver, and she didn’t bother to open her eyes. “Elinwe, show me Zjin of the Colok, now.”

      When Eliles opened her eyes, she was no longer amid the stars, she stood in a chamber lit by a single fire. A dozen Colok slept in six pairs, scattered around the room on beds crafted from heavy furs. Zjin curled in front of her with a female, his chest rising and falling in the rhythm of sleep.

      Eliles raised her hand, staring through herself: I’ve become a ghost. “Zjin!” She heard herself, but not a one of these people stirred, and there wasn’t time to waste. She could feel her connection to this place fading.

      She placed her hands to his head… into his head, and painted in her mind’s eye Solineus walking from the Steaming Lakes to the Oemindi Pass. With this vision firm in her mind she drew on the Sliver for Life and Spirit. “See me, Zjin.”

      Zjin twitched, his eyelids dancing with a dream. They fluttered open, bright and green. His growl came soft and slow, “Eliles?” And a hand reached for her.

      He can see me. She smiled and mouthed, “Go to him.” His hand entered her spectral leg, and her focus wavered.

      Her eyes fluttered open to brilliant stars, and she breathed deep for a wick, recovering from and celebrating her success after so many failures. She had no idea if he understood, but she had done her best by doing something she would’ve thought impossible. “If I can do that, I can sure as hells find the Gate of Shooting Stars.”

      She stood, reinvigorated, and made her way to the library. The trapdoor yawned jammed open, and with a thought the room burned bright with a little friend at the bottom of the stair and one in each corner.  Only they weren’t so little, they surged to the size of melons. She figured no one would be fool enough to threaten her with this accompaniment.

      She strode to the table where Jinbin’s stack of books stood. Elinwe, Show Me the Way, was the obvious choice, and she and Jinbin had both read it. But the obvious answer wasn’t always the right one. A hundred babbling pages about this constellation and its relation to that star or planet, but the text didn’t so much as mention the Road of Living Stars, let alone the Gate of Shooting Stars.

      Forty-nine books on stars, and not all of them were as skinny as this one. The second obvious answer was some sort of code. She flipped the tome open and wished, not for the first time, that Meliu was here. She’d never met the priestess, no more than bumping into her and shuffling away anyhow, but scholars spoke of her as having a gift for languages. For cracking ancient cyphers.

      Eliles flipped a page, looking for letters written in uneven fashion, marks in the margins, anything resembling a pattern. But her mind struggled to grasp such things, and no amount of power from the Sliver of Star could pinpoint an answer. “These pages aren’t the answer.” But the title was, which meant something pointed to this book and its phrase. If another book guided the researcher to this title, it might just point to more clues.

      Forty-eight books, and thousands of pages. She set the book aside, the poor thing worn and battered over the years, the sew of its bindings uneven. Not so unusual, except… She snatched the book back, but didn’t open it. The cover’s edge overhung the manuscript’s pages, nothing unusual, but when she compared it to other books, the cover was the most oversized in the stack.

      Eliles didn’t know much about book binding, but she imagined it’d be possible to swap one book’s gatherings to another. If so, she only needed to look at books which would fit within this one’s cover. Seventeen, and she slimmed that count to five by discarding those that’d be a poorer fit.

      “Elinwe, point me to the right toad-sucking book.” She giggled at herself for using one of Ilpen’s favorite phrases, but as she opened the book which caught her eye, Planetary Alignments in Spatial Relation to the Cross of Pearls, she noted a number written next the cording, tucked tight and hiding.

      “2594”

      A number could be anything, and the title of the book was as far from what she searched for as possible. The Cross of Pearls was the constellation of Tulule, the Lady of Fertility. Which was what she’d expect when trying to hide something. She flipped the thick pages so slow she might be reading them, but she wasn’t. She didn’t read the words, she looked for things out of the ordinary. She flipped page fifty-four, then flipped back. A single letter was different: An “A” had a thin streak of red next to its ink.

      She snagged a quill and inked the letter on a blank scroll. Page fifty-four… five-four? Both numbers are in two thousand five hundred and ninety-four. She flipped back to page twenty-nine; she’d missed it, an “E” with a red streak, near faded to invisibility. On page forty-nine too, the letter “K”. On pages twenty-five she found nothing, but on pages twenty-four, forty-nine, and fifty-two, the letters “L”, “R”, and “V”.

      In order the letters spelled: LERVAK. Gibberish, unless this too was a code. She sighed, then cringed. They weren’t in order; if you shifted them and added an extra “E”, they spelled the month of Kelevra. Kelevra of 2594? Excitement sped her heart, and her foot lifted to dash to the stair. Then it tromped back to the floor.

      “By whose reckoning of time?” Her hand rubbed her temples. She should’ve paid more attention during those history lectures she figured were lies. She wanted to scream, then she wanted to cry, but instead she laughed.

      “Twenty-five ninety-four. The Touched gave me the answer. What did he say? The Luxukoni… the Luxuns?” Her neck twisted and froze in thought. Far as she knew the Luxuns used the Edan calendar like the Silone, but this didn’t mean they did during the Age of God Wars. She was thinking too hard. Who was to say the power governing the stars only thought of time in one direction? She’d been a fool locked into one way of thinking. If she was right, she’d known the answer since speaking to the Touched.

      She went to the stairs and climbed into the stars, her five friends close and burning bright. She slung Artus’ bow from her shoulder and nocked an arrow, then dropped to her knees. “Elinwe, I beseech your guidance.” The goddess’ energy soothed the tension in her neck. “Elinwe, show me the way to twenty-five ninety-four, two thousand five hundred and ninety-four years after Luxukoni time began, the fifth of Kelevra.”

      The universe spun so fast it went all white before slowing to a stop. She stood and spun a circle; no shooting stars. She stomped her foot and her scream accompanied the thundering chime.

      “Elinwe, show me a candle into the future.”  Nothing. But, on the eighteenth candle, she noticed a single star streaking the sky.  During the nineteenth candle, there was a field of streaks. “The Gate of Shooting Stars.” She stretched the recurve’s string and loosed the arrow straight at the star shower. Silence, and the arrow disappeared.

      A smile crept over her face as she strode to stand beneath the beautiful still-life. Then she stuck her hand through where there should be a wall and took a step.

      Face to face a woman.

      Eliles’ breath left her, and her fires surged from five melons into a raging wall.

      “First you try to put an arrow through me, now you will burn me up?”

      Eliles blinked, the light of her fire clearing the shadows from the other woman’s face. “Temeru?” Eliles recognized the woman’s face from Istinjoln, but like so many there, didn’t know her well.

      “High Oracle Temeru, now. Though I am unworthy of such a title.”

      “I don’t care about names or titles, where’s Artus?”

      “He’s well.”

      “I want to see him.”

      “No.”

      “What the Twelve Hells do you mean, no?” She felt the heat of her fires, and took two deep breaths to calm herself and her friends. If they killed this woman, Artus was next. “Release him.”

      Temeru smiled. “This I will do, as soon as you leave our stars.”

      “I know how to find you now, I’ll just come back.”

      The oracle sighed. “Please. Understand. My people… our people, Eliles of Istinjoln, are devout souls one and all, and they aren’t comfortable in the world you’ve created outside with your unholy power.”

      “The Sliver of Star?”

      “Is that what brought the tower of fire? From the Prophecy of the Twelfth Star?”

      Eliles grimaced with a nod. “If you and our people had come out, you would know more. How many of you are there?”

      “We stayed behind to fight whatever evil was coming for Herald’s Watch, to die defending Skywatch. Maybe that evil wasn’t demons at all… maybe it was you?”

      Eliles lost patience as the priestess avoided her question. “If I were evil, I’d burn you to cinder.”

      “And your man would die.”

      “And if I were evil, why would I care?”

      Temeru smiled, but wasn’t surrendering. “Not all evil announces itself with overt action.” A quote from the Book of Leds. “But if you are not evil, still, my people need time to realize this. Walking away now is a first step to our understanding one another.”

      “I’ll turn and leave, you tell me how many are here. An inexpensive price.”

      Temeru’s was a flat, emotionless stare until she sighed. “Nineteen, as the holy number suggests.”

      “Tell your people there’s nothing to fear from me nor the Fire.” Eliles stepped back, standing right where a wall should be, and her view blurred.

      “They hear you.”

      Eliles turned and spoke as she walked. “Elinwe, show me now.”

      And the universe spun into a blaze of white before coming to a stop, and this time it didn’t affect her balance, she was too angry for vertigo.

      She tromped down the treads leading from the stars with her fires blazing behind her, and below she saw Artus and his beard staring up.

      “About godsdamned time you got me out of there.”

      She raced down the stairs and hugged him. Sniffed. “You smell like roses.”

      “Aye, the damned woman made me take a bath.”

      “So, you’re unhurt as well as clean?”

      “Aye, they took fine care of me, if you ferget the ropes around my ankles and what passed for food.”

      “Where’d they keep you?”

      “Woah, girl. Get me the hells out of here and drop a swallow or two of whiskey into my belly before story time. And food, hot food.”

      “Fine, I’m sure everyone at the Frog will be happy to see you back.”

      “Except that ale swillin’ monk!” He held up the book they’d found on wine-making and viticulture. “I had plenty of time to read. You think yer magic could culture yeasts?”

      “I don’t even know what the Twelve Hells you’re talking about.” And it didn’t matter. Artus was back, same as ever.
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        A Tingle a Tangle,

        twist spin burn never learn.

        Into which eye do you stare, blue, green or black?

        Which of the three do I lack? Ha ha!

        Mmm, dastard bastard, fasted and lasted.

        Did I? Did who? Did you?

        I fasted and I feasted; I mosted and leasted!

        I take the cake and eat the cake!

        But never a cake did I ever bake.

        What cake? I don’t like cake. Give me rum!

        Then Run.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      Two days of floating down the river and Meliu’s stomach eased into a quiet grind. The river was kinder to her belly than the Parapet Straits. She ate little, but managed to keep it down. Storm Tea still rested in her pack, but brewing the concoction might raise questions of its origin, so she suffered with Ivin perched nearby. She checked her body every day: No boils, for this at least she was thankful. No one knew how Rot spread, but for godsdamned sure she’d been close enough to fall ill. Hells, if her suspicions were right, she’d packed the disease for a hundred horizons. I didn’t, and even if… Ulrikt’s doing, not mine.

      She sat up, drank water from a decanter intended for wine, and yawned before whispering: “I need to get up and move.” The muscles in her legs ached with discomforting tingles from sitting about so long, and the flow of blood felt good when she stood. “You stay here, guard the whiskey.”

      He stayed silent, but his eyes spoke of something bitter in his mind. Meliu grinned, strode to where he sat, and without a thought to what she was doing, put her lips to his. Lingered, before pulling back. She cleared her throat. “You be good, Tulk.” What the hells am I doing? He’s in love with another woman.

      She turned and stepped to the door, embarrassed, waited to see if he stopped her, but he kept his pledge of silence. She turned the handle and stepped into a gray day with heavy air that threatened rain. Much of the crew lazed about, many slept beneath makeshift lean-to tents fashioned from stick and cloth, just large enough to shade their head and eyes. A feline paced in the cage, it must be huge, and a woman shoved a hunk of meat and bone through a one-way door on the cage. The big cat’s meal looked larger than her leg, a haunch of some breed of deer she guessed.

      Her eyes didn’t find Loduma, so she meandered to the crate with cautious strides and dared a glimpse. Her breath caught, and she jerked back. Leonine, yes, but this was no four-legged beast. It bore thick golden fur, and a mane framed a head with giant green eyes and a mouth full of flesh rending teeth, but so too did it have hands of a sort, and it stood upright. Much like a man. She leaned forward, unable to peel her eyes from the creature’s emotionless stare.  It was more beautiful than any cat she’d seen roaming Istinjoln and weighed a hundred bricks more. She guessed it wasn’t Colok huge, but the thing was more than enough to take her head off.

      “You’ve never seen an Ilu-Silvstro?” Loduma’s voice brought her to her toes in a start, and she turned without a breath in her lungs.

      She coughed. “No.”

      “This one will bring more than a virgin’s count in gold, if we get it so far without having to kill it.”

      How much gold would that be? She didn’t want to know. “What do people do with them?”

      “Cage them, feed them, show them off to friends. Some breed them for fighting pits or for servants. Caught wild like this, they’ll never obey a word, but bred, they learn to speak our tongue and become useful.”

      Speaking shocked her, but she couldn’t appear so much a fool. “Are they safe?”

      “No. Even those bred and raised like civilized men will tear their masters apart on a whim. Lovely creatures, but their claws will split you sternum to groin in a flicker.”

      “Horrifying.”

      “Would you like a demonstration?”

      Meliu’s heart bounced. “What do you mean?”

      Loduma spoke in Thonite; she couldn’t understand enough to make a guess, but the big bastard called Gimin opened the door to the cabin and stepped in while drawing a falchion from his belt. In moments Gimin led Ivin outside, the point of the blade to the Choerkin’s back.

      She prayed to Kibole; the power of the Dark eluded her. She turned to stare at Loduma, his dour expression unchanged, but he must’ve recognized the fear in her eyes.

      He spoke in Silone. “Your prayers go unanswered?”

      Burly arms grabbed her, twining her own. She struggled, stomped, threw her head back, but the man lifted her, straining her shoulders, and her head struck a powerful chest. Meliu sagged, breathing heavy, eyes pinned on Ar-Bdein.

      The man strode toward Ivin, but stopped a stride from his reach. The entire crew circled them.
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      “The both of you are clever, escaping as you did.” It was the first time Ivin saw the bastard smile in a way he’d call real. “I don’t know what this girl did to those men in the tower, but it revealed this woman as a priestess. Do you even know what you travel with, Choerkin?”

      Ivin recovered his breath and composure; he’d faced death too many times to cower now. “What the hells are you talking about?”

      “Those men in the tower, prisoners and guards alike, they went mad. Two beat their heads on their doors until they died. Two guards stepped from windows to their deaths, and another damned near killed his cousin. Those who lived, their minds have yet to recover from what she did. What kind of witch is capable of these things?”

      Ivin smiled. “A pretty one, saving my life.”

      The man’s frown returned. “No lies there. Beautiful. A northern witch. A virgin.”

      Meliu screamed, and a hand clamped her mouth. She bit, and blood flowed, but the man’s arms bulged as his grip tightened.

      Ivin kept his face frozen; it was an effort to not charge the bastard. “That one’s no virgin. Return me to the Bishop and let her go.”

      “My people say you are worth nothing to me or the Bishop. No, that’s not right. The Bishop would pay for your head, but Silone heads are cheap these days.” He turned to two men and spoke in Hidreng, and they grabbed spears.

      The tip of a falchion tapped his spine, and Ivin glanced back at Gimin. He might strip the man’s blade, but figured he’d be dead before he could use it.

      Captain Eceru stepped to the crate and lifted the bar, the two men with spears pointing them at the cage’s door.

      Loduma turned back to him. “I remember you, Ivin Choerkin, though you were but a boy. You Choerkin were of value to my uncle, so he believed, but your father’s worth to him ended as a dagger to the gut.”

      “You blame my kin for your uncle’s end?”

      “No, just the opposite.” He spoke to Gimin and gestured to the door of the crate, and the falchion jabbed him in the back, forcing him to take a step. “Your value now is entertainment. A big man such as you might have a chance. If you live, I will set you free when we reach Gomjon.” Loduma flicked a sheathed dagger from his belt, and offered it to him.

      Ivin had seen a furry head through the bars of the cage, biggest godsdamned cat he’d ever seen, if his guess was right. He swallowed and stiffened his back, took the dagger’s hilt. “If I live, she goes free too.”

      The Hidreng smirked. “I fear, no. She is worth more than you on your finest day. Her virginity and soul will belong to Thon.”

      “If I live, I’m going to kill you.”

      The man’s smile was broad. “And I will deserve it a hundred times, if you are so lucky.”

      The cage’s door swung wide, the men with spears planting their feet, at the ready. Ivin breathed deep and stepped to peer inside. Colok. His first thought was wrong. This creature was near his height, and not built so powerful as the Colok, and it lacked the bear’s muzzle. Tawny, golden fur like a lion from the mountains, but thick fur grew from its neck to frame its face like the lions he’d seen painted in old books.

      Ivin drew the dagger and stepped inside, the door closing behind him, the iron bar slamming down. It was darker than he’d like for a fight, but he lived long enough for his eyes to adjust. The man-cat stared, whiskers twitching. Ivin planted his feet, dagger raised in case it charged him; he glanced to a window, Tek faces scuffling for a view, before returning his gaze to the animal he expected to kill him.

      This creature is no more an animal than the Colok. The thought relaxed him. This, and the realization that the odds of his winning this fight were as good as zero, brought a new determination. He lurched, planted his feet, roared a battle cry as he waved his dagger... then he laughed and stood straight, dropping the dagger to the wooden floor. He gazed into the being’s great green eyes and shrugged. The cat didn’t move, even the twitch of its whiskers froze. The expression was unreadable, passive or a stalking pose, or anywhere between. But he breathed easier with every flicker it didn’t attack.

      Ivin picked up the dagger, shoved it in its sheath, and side-stepped to a corner before sitting. He placed the dagger on the floorboard and did his best to relax every muscle.

      Hisses and whistles came from outside, and Tek banged on the crate’s sides, yelling a hundred words he didn’t understand. The cat didn’t flinch.

      Loduma’s voice came from outside. “See priestess? What did I tell you? You can never trust the Ilu-Silvstro to do as you desire! This will be more fun than I figured. The kill will come swift when it comes.”

      Meliu yelled, “Ivin!”

      But it was the only word he heard from her.

      Wicks passed and the only movements blinking eyes and twitches of the whiskers and tail. Tek disappeared from the windows, most slamming the walls as they went. “They’re pretty convinced you will kill me.” There was no way in the hells the man-cat understood a word, but he hoped his tones conveyed peace. “I’m not so certain.” He pulled the dagger from its sheath and tossed it skittering to the cat’s feet.

      It crouched, a paw-hand making a fist which grasped the hilt with ease, though it looked tiny in his furry fist. With quick flicks the cat sliced a hunk of meat from a leg of deer and skewered it. The cat nodded and held the dagger and meat out to him.

      Ivin stood, cautious strides taking him closer. He stopped just outside of the man’s reach, a breath before reaching to take the weapon back. Raw meat and bloody. “Thank you.” He took the deer between his teeth and pulled it from the blade, chewing. He’d never eaten raw meat before, and he couldn’t say he enjoyed it, but better eating than eaten. He smiled and gave the man a nod.

      The great feline head bobbed, and he smiled, incisors damned near as long as Ivin’s pinky. A claw popped from his left index finger, hooked a piece of meat, and with a claw from his right hand, he sliced a larger hunk of venison with the same precision as the dagger. Beneath all that fur must be a hand similar to Ivin’s own. “Nostrolum.” He spoke with a peculiar gravel to his voice that reminded Ivin of a growl, but his speech was clear, unlike the Colok. The man popped the meat in his mouth, making quick work before swallowing.

      “Nostrolum?”

      The cat tapped his own chest. “Nostrolum.”

      “Ivin Choerkin.”

      “Ivin Choerkin. Kae.” Nostrolum gestured to the deer.

      Ivin stuck the dagger into the meat, carved a small piece. “I hope this makes us friends.” He popped the meat into his mouth and smiled before taking a seat.
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      Meliu sputtered and coughed, spitting the water men forced down her throat, but she feared she swallowed enough to deny her prayers. She struggled in their grips, but one grabbed her feet, and they carried her.

      “Careful with our precious guest.”

      Three men hauled her into the cabin and bound her hands and feet before sitting her upright on the divan which had been her bed. Loduma dismissed them with a flick of his wrist, taking his seat behind the desk. He appraised her, but she wasn’t sure if the man was measuring her threat level or value.

      “He told me not to trust a shittin’ Ar-Bdein.”

      “So it is. So it is. A man should hold his trust tighter than his gold.”

      “I’m not a virgin.”

      “Voices speak otherwise. Days in the Raspberry without bedding a man you fancy? With a man who fancies you? And what kind of man wouldn’t?”

      “We’re… friends.”

      “I’ve no doubt, considering the risks you took.”

      A Tek head poked through the door, laughing, speaking in Thonian. She feared the worst. She waited for the door to close. “He’s dead.”

      Loduma laughed, but it felt as dark as some of her prayers. “This Ivin Choerkin is a surprising fellow. No, instead of being eaten, he dines with the Ilu-Silvstro.”

      “He what?”

      “Raw. What kind of man does that?”

      Raw deer or the cooked rat beneath the whorehouse in Inster, she figured she’d take the bloody and uncooked. “What kind of man puts another into a cage to die?”

      He stood with a shrug and poured himself a glass of whiskey. “When first I saw you, I thought you just another northern refugee, like hundreds of others, like one who undoubtedly carried the disease into Bdein. Why the Bishop ever… She deserves what she has wrought.”

      Funny, that the truth might be more literal than this man imagined. “You knew just by seeing me?”

      “I suspected, but you spoke Hidreng so well few would notice. I myself wasn’t certain of what my eyes told me. I’ve spent more time on Kaludor than most Hidreng, so I had my suspicions.” He sat, sipped. “When I first saw you in the street, covered in grime and filth I passed you by with little thought, it didn’t matter what people you were from. Then I hear of Ulbor’s daughter dropping foreign silver and gold at the Raspberry, and I think, I should get to know the daughter of a man who I’ve never known to have children. Leastwise, none he ever claimed. And there, smelling like a Hokandite flower, but even more beautiful, is the street child I saw two days before.”

      “You’ve keen eyes.”

      “I haven’t survived as an Ar-Bdein by being a fool. Faces have value.”

      “Unfortunate the Turgin missed you.”

      “Missed? No, they found me. But, I’ve wished they killed me more than a few times.” He sipped, slipping into some thought. She prayed in silence, but no power came. “My family’s time came to its natural end, refusing to make the right friends. I made the right friends.”

      “You betrayed your uncle?”

      “I survived my uncle, but reaping the benefits cost me my soul.” His fingers drummed the table. “Such a beauty, it is tempting to keep you for myself. But I need gold, and I need the favors of Thon, more than I’d enjoy you.”

      She passed her gaze over the valuables littering the room. “Wealth doesn’t seem an issue.”

      “This? These things are all that make me Ar-Bdein, except for my blood. Selling these things, I would lose such face as to be a merchant for true instead of… whatever I am. The Ar-Bdein who happens to buy and sell?” He drank and sucked the liquor between his teeth.

      She considered the gems she kept hidden, but buying her freedom was a desperate fantasy. “If you knew for so long, why not take us earlier?”

      A brow arched. “What, drag you into the street?”

      “Once aboard.”

      “I needed to be sure I purged any Turgin spies from my boat. The Bishop, too, has eyes everywhere. My crew was two lighter come this morning, bringing an end to our game.”

      She sighed, cursing herself for a cocky fool. Maybe the Dark had addled her mind after all. “What game do you play next?”

      “None you will live to see to its end.”

      “There’s no way you’ll take the city back.”

      His dark stare suggested she struck the nail, but his words implied otherwise. “You continue to believe yourself smart.”

      “Because I am. What if I helped you take the city back?”

      He held her eyes with a measured stare, and she refused to look away. “Why would I want a pestilence ridden city? But you will help me, with the gold and favors your maidenhood will fetch.” He stood and strolled to the door. “Priests have been known to take a fancy to virgins and keep them for their own. For a time. With your face, your northern hair, you could be a lucky one.”

      “Ar-Bdein.” He turned. “Ivin survived. He’s going to kill you.”

      “I’ve already lived more years than I expected… or intended.” He bowed and stepped through the door, closing it with a gentle click.

      “That’s one peculiar son of a bitch.”

      She huffed, casting her eyes about. The room was filled with a variety of things, some might even be useful. Burning through her bindings came to mind, but the lanterns were covered and hung too high. Same for an old sword on the wall behind the desk. The way her bindings bit her skin, hope without prayer was scant.

      The gods had favored her before, but whatever Loduma’d given her behaved like Cloud Water, disrupting her connection with the pantheon. She stared at the bindings gripping her ankles and prayed for Fire. Even a trickle of energy might weaken the cord to break, but the gods didn’t answer.

      Meliu flipped her feet onto the divan and curled onto her side, closing her eyes to rest. When the gods answered, she’d kill the bastard herself.
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        Seed cast, a word spoken,

        a dance interrupted, a word broken.

        What lies? What truths?

        Dice cast, a number spoken,

        a dance eternal, a number broken,

        the laughter in the screams, truth’s token.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      It took seven days to reach the mouth of the Oemindi Pass, and in all those candles Solineus couldn’t pry a peep from Inslok to clarify his words. They passed through the Ambush Chokes, where Rinold said they’d attacked the band of priests coming south from the lakes. So much had happened since, that it all felt like ancient history.

      Which made what he saw next living history.

      As they crested a rise and gazed down a long a slope, four teams of tundra wolves pulling sleds appeared. The woodkin drew weapons, but Solineus held up his hand. “Friends.”

      Or so he hoped. But it didn’t take long to spot Zjin’s leopard patterned fur. The sled eased to a stop, wolves panting with steaming breaths. Zjin dismounted. “Solineus.” The growl was long, but shortening his name would call him a god.

      “Zjin, by the heavens, good to see you.”

      The Colok’s head bobbed. “Girl. Dream you here.”

      “Girl? A woman in your dreams?” The Lady had visited Iku one night, anything was possible. But the answer was more surprising.

      “Eliles.”

      “Finding us wasn’t luck at all.”

      The Colok shook his head with a toothy grin. “Lucky, no lucky.”

      “Did she show you anything else? Say anything?”

      “Istinjoln.” He shrugged.

      “Any changes you’ve seen? In the mountains or Istinjoln?”

      Zjin’s lip twitched above an incisor. “No worth time to say.”

      Solineus chuckled. “The Shadows still arrive? Still Taken in Istinjoln? Have you seen the Queen at the gate?”

      Zjin nodded twice, then shook his head. “Watch. Not so close.”

      “Understood.” Solineus turned to the remaining party. “You know Rinold, of course. Zjin, this here is Inslok, an Edan from the Eleris Edan. Glimdrem, Lumnol, Nilustro, Bensevu, Henmet, and Havinlero, Trelelunin, also from the Eleris Edan.”

      The Colok grunted with a nod, and Solineus doubted he was impressed.

      “Could you take us to Istinjoln Monastery?”

      Zjin gestured to the sleds, and Solineus climbed aboard Zjin’s with Rinold close behind.

      The Squirrel said, “No way the hells I’m sittin’ with a woodkin, so you better get used to how I smell.”

      “My nose is so froze I doubt I’d smell you if you shit your britches.”

      Inslok meandered down the line of wolves, stroking their heads, something Solineus never had an urge to do. But the hells if they didn’t tolerate the bastard’s touch. “Impressive beasts, quite beautiful.”

      Zjin asked, “Edan close gate?”

      Inslok met Zjin’s eyes. “No, but if I gain some understanding of what we face, someday we might help you and the Silone rid Kaludor of this affliction.”

      “Good.”

      Inslok stepped to an empty sled and climbed aboard, and for a flicker Solineus thought he might ride the damned thing standing, but he sat.

      Colok bellowed, wolves surged, and their bodies rocked as the sleds horseshoed in a tight arc before heading south into the Omindi.

      The air grew warmer by evening as they descended from the mountains, which is to say Solineus didn’t fear his eyelids freezing open for the first time in weeks, but removing a glove still numbed the fingers in flickers.

      The Colok drove their wolves east once out of the Estertok Mountains, and a candle or two after dark they holed up in a cave Rinold said the Wardens had kept stocked for outings. With fire and a hot meal, they slept better than the day had promised as it began.

      But as a being who didn’t sleep, Inslok awoke them before dawn without even a hint of sorry for waking them. The Trelelunin ate and threw on their gear with crisp discipline. Except Glimdrem; not a soldier, he went about the dark morning at a more human speed, but he didn’t grumble or cuss like the Squirrel.

      “Godsdamn. I was just dreamin’ of Puxele in my bed, you bastards.” No one gave a care, and Rinold resigned himself to a meal by the fire, plopping beside Solineus. “What ya think we’re gonna find?”

      The eye of the Fire Lion had passed, but Solineus had never believed something so easy would end the gate. “Much the same as we left it, I expect.” The question that haunted his dreams the night before prodded his conscious mind: Did Dareun’s ghost still reside within those walls?

      “How many Shadows, you think, might’ve slipped through that damned gate the past weeks? A thousand?”

      Solineus stood and wiped his mouth, pulled on his gloves, and grabbed his bedroll. “Don’t matter how many godsdamned Shadows, so long as we starve them of bodies to take. With our friends here, the Taken are all we have to worry about.”

      “I like your optimism friend, but you’re the one with two blades to kill the sons of bitches. Let me touch one.” A horseshitter’s grin dimpled his cheeks, and his eye twitched.

      Solineus pressed the latch on his harness and the Twins fell to his hips. He nodded. “Go ahead.”

      Rinold licked his lips. “You serious?”

      “Are you?”

      Rinold’s head bobbed in a silent chuckle and he reached for a hilt, but his hand stopped short. “Not today!” He jumped to his feet and went to his bed to roll it.

      Inslok spoke in Solineus’ left ear, damned near startling his heart to a stop. “He made a wise choice.”

      He turned, calm as he could with his heart thumping. “I have this notion you know more about the Twins than you’re sayin’.”

      Glimdrem’s voice came to his right ear, but at least he’d know someone was approaching. “You will find the Edan always know more than they are saying, but most times, it’s because they deem their knowledge useless to the situation.”

      Inslok appeared to consider the assessment. “That is often so.”

      Solineus sighed. “You should consider letting someone else decide if what you know is worthless.”

      “Perhaps you are correct. But not now. We have a journey ahead.”

      Inslok strode outside, and Solineus watched as he conversed with Zjin. Glimdrem slapped Solineus on the shoulder.

      “In my world, we call that a win. Don’t bother thanking me.” He chuckled and walked away.

      Rinold approached, bedroll in hand. “Guess it’s time to find out what kinda welcome the monastery holds.”
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      They reached Istinjoln as the sun sat atop the horizon, igniting a yellow and orange morning, and the Colok guided the sleds to a high overlook. They stopped to drink and stare at the view of their destination. The beam of light still rose with its blackened core, and Istinjoln’s gates stood open, for all the world appearing at peace, but he saw nothing moving. Its high walls were empty, same for the tops of the towers. With snow covering damned near every foot, he figured it’d be nigh on impossible for a Shadow to move around without being seen. One thing for certain, whatever lived in Istinjoln now didn’t bother with removing drifts.

      He glanced to Inslok, who stood gazing at the monastery from his sled. “You see anything?”

      “A shadow, but I could not be certain whether it was a Shadow of Man, or cast by Taken.”

      “Any prints in the snow?”

      “Not that I can see.”

      Rinold strode back to the sled, adjusting his trousers and gear after relieving himself. “I’m afraid I’d be an optimistic fool to suggest all them bastards left.”

      Inslok pointed. “A Shadow there, in the courtyard.”

      Solineus squinted. “Can’t see a damned thing with the sun and glare.” Yeah, glare, not his feeble human eyes failing him.

      Rinold climbed aboard. “At least there ain’t no army of Taken waiting for us. Where we can see ‘em anyways.”

      Solineus craned his neck further, catching sight of Glimdrem and the twist to his lips. “See trouble?”

      Glimdrem shook the nervous grin from his face. “The light, it is powerful. So similar to the Vale of Resting Winds.”

      Inslok asked, “It is?”

      “Yes. I assumed it would be, but seeing it now… different, but similar. I would never have thought to see a second in my lifetime.”

      Solineus kept the vision he’d had in Istinjoln to himself. “I always planned on seeing this one a second time. However many times it takes to close the thing.”

      The sleds navigated down the steep slope at an awkward angle, and within a quarter candle brought them to the base of the road winding to Istinjoln’s gate. Windswept stone greeted them, the road a dark streak in a white world. A dark road to a dark place.

      Solineus stepped from the sled, turning to Zjin. “You don’t have to come with us.”

      The Colok shrugged. “One. Two.” He stepped from the back of the sled, growling to his people. A second Colok Solineus recognized, but whose name he didn’t know, joined them. “We come. Other, stay wolves.”

      Inslok glided to their sides. “Shall we?”

      Solineus hit the clasp on his harness, and the Twins dropped to his hips. He touched their hilts, listening to and appreciating their soft murmurs. He nodded toward the road and they set out with long strides. By the time they reached the monastery’s gates he realized he hadn’t appreciated the distance the road wound when riding on back of Ilpen’s wagon.

      They stood silent outside the gaping maw with its steel-fanged portcullis, listening to the utter silence of a windless morning in a dead place.
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      Ruins were nothing new to Glimdrem. Sutan was a continent overgrown with steaming jungle and infested by blood-thirsty insects, but so too did ancient cities, fortresses, and temples speckle the mountains and valleys. Most hid beneath decades, or even centuries, of growth, but seeing them empty and lifeless felt natural. Not that anyplace was ever without life on Sutan, bugs and snakes made certain of that, but there had been a sense of time passed.

      Istinjoln Monastery didn’t feel dead, but it looked that way. There was nothing right about it, with that unnerving pillar of light reaching for the sky.

      He pulled a hunting sword from its sheath, and everybody glanced at him. “I’m more prepared this time.” He’d trained with a multitude of weapons for the past five hundred years, but not so much that he gained confidence in his abilities. The little man, Rinold, nocked an arrow, giving Glimdrem a nod of agreement. Humans were strange sorts, but they possessed… what would a person call it? Entertainment value. He smiled back. That is exactly it.

      Inslok took the lead through the broad tunnel into the main courtyard. Snow unmarked by passing feet sat ankle high as they walked, but against the walls and buildings, drifts piled higher than their heads.

      Rinold said, “Unless you know the way to the tower, you’ll wanna let me lead.”

      Inslok acquiesced with a curt nod. “Indeed.” Funny thing was, it would surprise Glimdrem if the Edan didn’t know, or at least had a good idea after the view from the foothills, or from some old map.

      The little man slipped between them and stepped in front, taking them between buildings where the snow varied from a dusting to knee high. Snow packed some doorways to the height of their frame, and icicles hung from several eaves, thick and as long as his arm.

      The path the human took them on weaved as if the buildings were trees planted by nature, but it took only a few wicks before they stood outside a second courtyard and the tower wearing a white crown of granite and snow. His eye followed the beam of light into the hazy morning sky, and his skin pricked with the memory of an explosion and pain.

      Rinold stopped, and everybody but Inslok followed suit. The Edan waved off the Trelelunin warriors and strode ahead twenty paces before stopping to stare. Glimdrem huffed. He was here to observe, that didn’t mean he had to stand back. He gripped the hilt of his sword tight and walked to Inslok.

      They stood in silence for a wick before the Edan spoke. “What do you think?”

      “I don’t know enough to speak with authority.”

      “Neither do I. Impressions?”

      “In the Vale, the beam went completely dark, here we have a single bar of black.”

      “Elemental Dark?”

      “I don’t believe so, in either case.” He kicked himself for never having considered that question.

      “I concur. The Chancellor showed me a half a dozen illustrations in God Wars tomes. Depictions of Celestial Gates are of white light, tinted sometimes… artistry or the truth, it’s impossible to say. But none bore a black bar, nor turned black. So, what is it? What could cause such a thing?”

      “Without seeing, feeling it in person, I’d have said Dark. However, I don’t have a better explanation.”

      “Nor I. Note the question.”

      “As you say.”

      A shiver of power, and Glimdrem’s eyes flicked to and fro, terrified of what would come next. He braced his feet and leaned toward the beam. The world wavered, and a pulse woofed from the beam, but this pulse was a ripple compared to a tidal wave in the Vale. He stood straight, feeling a tad foolish as human feet pounded close.

      Solineus said, “That was mild compared to the Eve of Snows. Could it be weakening?”

      Inslok stared, eyes never leaving the beam. “Conceivable, but unlikely. That it remains after so long makes this gate unique to the Chancellor’s studies. With nobody on this side of the gate to maintain its power, it suggests the Queen is active from the Celestial. Or, it’s tapped into a connection between the worlds we’re unaware of.”

      Rinold’s voice rang an octave higher with nerves. “I’ve felt this before, at the Shrine of Burdenis. The quiver in my eye teeth says a godsdamned Shadow will slip from the gate.”

      Inslok’s head turned slow as an owl. “There’s another Celestial Gate?”

      “Aye, but it’s nothin’ compared to this bastard, no light or nothin’. Or at least, there was one.”

      The Edan’s head spun back to the gate and a tendril of Shadow slithered through a crease, or perhaps more accurately, a split in the universe. Glimdrem’s knowledge of the Celestial lacked the proper words to describe what he saw, let alone to understand the vision, but it fascinated him like nothing he’d witnessed before. There’d been no time at the Vale of Resting Winds to consider what it was he saw; the moments were life and death. This was different, watching a living thing wriggle from one world to another. I will study and come to understand this.

      The Shadow shot forth, like a bead squeezed between fingers until squirting free, and landed on the courtyard’s pavers in a shifting mass. Inslok strolled close, drew his sword and slashed the Latcu blade through the thing’s forming neck; if it noticed the attack, there was no way to tell. He sheathed his blade and gestured to Solineus. “Kill it.”

      The human wandered close, drew one of the Twins, and its edge left a clean streak through the Shadow’s essence. It faded into nothing without a sound.

      Inslok stared at the empty ground where the Shadow had landed. “Fascinating. Let us wait for another.”

      The Trelelunin warriors formed a circle and waited in silence. Time dragged on, at least a half candle, and Solineus’ eyes narrowed. Glimdrem meandered to him with a grin. “He’s timing the birth of the Shadows, if my guess is correct.”

      “Ah! That makes sense… without a sandglass or candle?” Glimdrem stared until the human got the point. “He’s Edan.”

      “Correct.”

      “And you spend your life with these folks?”

      “Surrounded by them, but not really with them.” A flutter of motion caught his eye: A Shadow drifting across a rooftop. “We have company.”

      “So we have.”

      Rinold said, “Shits, they’re coming from everywhere.”

      The little man exaggerated, but his point was not far from the mark. One Shadow turned into dozens in a matter of flickers.

      Inslok intoned, “Close ranks and wait.”

      The warriors drew in tight around the humans, in theory the only ones here vulnerable to attack. The Shadows seemed aware of this, hovering and watching instead of attacking.

      A shiver of power, and reality quivered. Inslok said, “Thirty-three wicks.” The Edan stepped close to the creature and held out his hand. The Shadow cowered, but Inslok didn’t let him escape so easy. A flicker later he plunged his hand into the thing’s billowing head. A shrill scream and tendrils of Shadow flailed, but it couldn’t shake the Edan’s grip until Inslok pulled his hand free.

      “Kill it, we wait for another.”

      Solineus drew his sword. “You’re playing with our lives.”

      “I’m studying your enemy.”

      Solineus sighed and slashed through the demon’s budding head, sending the thing into the nether in silence.

      The shrieks of Shadows came a heart’s beat after the Shadow’s demise, a hundred voices or more tearing at his eardrums. Glimdrem covered his ears with his palms and imagined this horrible symphony could drive mortals to madness. The pitch and warble sent his nerves on edge, but it disappeared as sudden as it began, and he feared they charged to the attack. But not a one budged.

      Rinold shook his head. “Ain’t that enough study?”

      “A single time is inadequate to form a judgment.”

      So they waited, and with his eyes locked on Shadows Glimdrem didn’t bother to track time. Inslok’s eyes never left the Celestial Gate, from what Glimdrem could tell, and again a power shivered reality, but this time the pulse moved his hair. He spun to the gate, and the words slipped from his tongue, “It’s different this time.”

      A dark tendril wiggled through the crack, and Glimdrem hoped he was wrong, but the crack widened as it hadn’t done before. The thing coming through was big, stretched and elongated, but he guessed it the size of a horse. By the time it hit the ground, its mass had swelled, and he guessed it closer to an elephant from the Monumuhar Plains.

      Glimdrem swallowed hard. “We should leave.”

      Inslok stared on. “It is still Shadow, we’re safe.”

      “But not Shadow of Man! Unless you have an idea what it is, we should leave. You almost died once fighting an enemy you don’t understand.”

      Inslok’s gaze turned from the being. His mouth opened, but instead of speaking, he turned to face the new demon.
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      Solineus noted Inslok’s peculiar silent turn, but only because he stood in the way of the creature boiling on the courtyard’s hard stone. The Shadows were monsters, this thing was monstrous, rippling with a solidity that might be muscle. It hunched on rear legs big around as two men, like some godsdamned frog without front legs. Its head shifted as a dark cloud of heavy smoke refusing to rise from the fire, and horns grew until as long as his arms.

      The Twins flicked into his hands, the rush of voices distant, and he wondered if beings trapped in unbreakable blades could know fear.

      Inslok’s voice came as calm as ever, but Solineus knew that somewhere in the Edan’s heart, fear had sprouted. “I know you, even if I do not remember you.”

      The demon’s horns twisted to face them, revealing two burning yellow orbs. Eyes? And from its shoulders sprouted two arms, more akin to an octopus than a man. They slithered to the ground and stretched toward them. A crease opened in the things face with a yellow glow. “I remember you, but never knew you.”

      “Return whence you came, demon of shadows.”

      “Return whence you came, demon of forests.” The Shadows surrounding them raised their voice in a deep chant, but there were no words he could discern.

      Solineus stepped to Glimdrem’s ear. “What the hells?”

      The Trelelunin shook his head, silent, but Zjin spoke: “Marukane.” But Solineus had no idea what he meant.

      “I will not leave until you do.”

      “I will not leave until you do.”

      “We will kill you if we must.”

      “I will kill all but those four, if you do not leave.” A tentacle rose in the air, pointing at Solineus, Glimdrem, Zjin, and the other Colok.

      Rinold said, “I think it meant to point to me.”

      Solineus chuckled despite it all. “Let’s get the hells out of here, Inslok.”

      Inslok shook his head. “Why them?”

      The blazing yellow maw opened wide, but didn’t say a word. A tentacle blurred and stretched in an instant, snagging a Trelelunin by the waist, holding him in the air, dangling. Arrows flew, pricking into the demons shadowy mass unnoticed by the thing, and Inslok leaped with sword in hand, the Latcu blade severing the tentacle.

      The woodkin collapsed to the ground, still struggling against the grip of the thing’s tentacle.

      “You are not a god.”

      The snared Trelelunin screamed, the severed tentacle wrapping his body as a great constrictor preparing a meal. The drone of the Shadows went silent, and Solineus heard bones cracking after the man’s screams ended.

      The demon spoke: “One.”

      “Inslok! Let’s get the hells out of here!”

      Inslok lowered his blade, pointing it at the thing. “I know you, and when I remember you, I will know how to destroy you.”

      Solineus punched Glimdrem in the shoulder. “Talk some shittin’ sense into this bastard.” Zjin grunted by Solineus’ side; there was no doubting the Colok’s opinion.

      Glimdrem said, “It won’t kill us.”

      Solineus couldn’t believe the words rattling his ears. The godsdamned demon had driven them all mad. He smacked Glimdrem in the head, and the Trelelunin didn’t so much as look at him.

      Zjin growled, “Leave.”

      Rinold said, “I dunno ‘bout you, but I’m all for runnin’ like the Flamin’ Smith is after me.”

      Solineus glanced back and the route to the gate was open far as he could see. He exhaled. “Shit on this bastard.” Solineus stomped to stand paces in front of the hulking demon. A red tongue licked its black lips from a burning yellow mouth, and a breath hot as steam left his beard wet. “Release them from whatever madness has hold, and we’ll leave.”

      A single horn-eye slithered to gaze upon him, and its tongue flicked at him. A Twin flicked back, and the licking piece of demon floated to the ground like a glowing feather. “You dare cut my tongue from my mouth?” It spoke in Silone now.

      “That was no more your tongue than this is your eye.” A Twin severed the horn, and it too floated to the pavers, and the second eye turned to examine him.

      “Who are you?”

      The words came as reflex: “I am Solineus Mikjehemlut, of the Clan Emudar. I come from a long line of sailors and warriors.”

      “Yes, but who are you?”

      Right then, Solineus realized the eye wasn’t looking at him. He glanced back and to his side: Dareun’s ghost. His mouth moved, but Solineus couldn’t hear what he was saying. He turned his gaze back to the demon, its horn and tongue regrown. The monster sat on its frog haunches, head lulling back to stare at the sky.

      A steaming breath left a glistening dew over Solineus’ cloak. “I release you, depart.”

      Solineus edged from the creature, glancing to the woodkin. Their eyes blinked with an unnatural rapidity, as if catching up with lost time. Dareun appeared in front of his face, pointed in the direction of the main gates.

      Solineus stepped straight through the ghost, snagging Inslok by the collar. “We’re leaving.” Dareun appeared by his side. “Thank you, Dareun. For whatever you did.”

      The ghost nodded, and Inslok stared through him. “Who are you talking too?”

      “What’s the matter? Edan don’t see ghosts?”

      Rinold leaned in. “Not to interrupt yer talk of spooks and other horseshit… could we get the hells out of here?”

      Dareun waved them on in the lead, and Solineus followed close behind. “How’d you get him to release them?”

      Dareun turned, but didn’t slow, floating across the ground. He pointed at Solineus, then faced forward again.

      “Me? Care to explain?”

      Dareun shook his head.

      “Don’t suppose you can figure a way to tell me what the hells is going on in Istinjoln?”

      Dareun shrugged. Shadows waited at every corner they passed and dashed from rooftop to rooftop following them, but if they blocked the way, they parted, and they didn’t bother to even feign an attack. Escorted by demons and led by a ghost. What the hells awaited him next? Istinjoln never failed to surprise.

      “Eliles is well.”

      Dareun nodded.

      “She’s on Herald’s Watch.”

      The ghost’s head straightened with those words.

      “She’s more powerful than you ever imagined.”

      He shook his head again and glanced back with a smile before stopping at the main gates. Hundreds, maybe a thousand Shadows gathered around them in the courtyard. If they rushed, there was no way a handful of woodkin and two Colok could save his and Rinold’s human hides.

      The Squirrel whistled, staring at the dark mass. “Don’t suppose yer ghost could get us back to the brewhouse for a couple kegs?”

      Inslok strode straight through Dareun, and the ghost bore a giddy smile. He mouthed a single word, and Solineus thought he understood: Edan. The ghost clapped his spectral hands like an excited toddler. Solineus muttered, “I’ll be damned.”

      Rinold cocked an eyebrow. “What?”

      “Even ghosts are impressed by an Edan. Dareun, you be well. But I reckon you are what you are.”

      The ghost smirked and swept his arms in a gesture to the gate, and they followed Inslok down the winding slope to the waiting Colok.

      As Zjin stepped on to the back of the sled, Solineus turned to him. “You said something back there: Marukane. What’d that mean?”

      “Do not words. Ask Edan.”

      Solineus glanced to Inslok. “Well?”

      “I do not know. On this I swear. But I will remember, and when I do, will return and destroy this thing. We will speak when I’ve had more time to consider what I’ve seen.”

      “Not good enough.” He glanced back to Istinjoln, a dozen Taken stood in the gate, and Shadows filled the gap of every parapet along the wall. The Colok snarled and bellowed, and the sound of runners over ice ended all hopes of further words.
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            The Hidden Child

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Sin to begin, the begun and the begot,

        the Virgin and the Whore,

        spear tip- heart, lungs, ending the deed.

        So She says, so They said, so All believe,

        but was it anger true, or a fear of the Seed?

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      Ivin flipped the dagger, grip to blade to grip to blade, testing its balance and weight before throwing it at the wall. The tip struck, but at an awkward angle, and it clattered to the floor. The balance of the blade was better than his knife in Istinjoln, but it’d take practice to get accustomed to its heft.

      Nostrolum bound from his seat and snatched the dagger from the floor in swift fluid motions worthy of a cat. He eyed Ivin, turned and with a flick of his wrist sent the dagger flipping across the length of the cage; its tip rammed deep into the wall.

      “You’ve done this before.”

      “Mel esselu lolisfur, sesselu.”

      They weren’t the first words the pair shared since spending the night together, despite neither having a clue what the other said. Ivin yanked at the dagger’s grip, had to twist to free its tip. Nostrolum was as powerful as he looked.

      A commotion of voices prattled outside, and he stepped to a window facing east, his cellmate’s whiskers brushing his head as Nostrolum leaned beside him to gain a view.

      A woman coughed and two sailors held her arms. Ivin had noticed the woman before, part of the crew. The captain led Loduma to stand in front of her, but they kept their distance. Hidreng words flew between them too fast to catch a syllable, and she dropped to her knees, pleading, her wrists twisted and held high by her captors.

      Loduma screamed, “Yumilo!” He paced in front of them, gestured as he stopped to stare at the woman. One man restraining her ripped the shoulder from her dress; swollen boils marred her arm. Loduma’s chest swelled, and he exhaled as he nodded.

      The two men hoisted her by the arms. She screamed and flailed, useless gestures against their power as they tossed her overboard. The boat floated a few hundred strides from shore, if the woman were a strong swimmer she might make it. Perhaps drowning was a mercy compared to the Rot.

      Loduma’s sword left its sheath and leveled at the two men. “Sovu. Sovu! Teshmeru dua mede. Sovu.” The only word Ivin knew was mede: die. The men glanced one to the other, kicked their boots from their feet, and jumped into the river. Loduma sauntered to the boots, jabbed them with his smallsword one at a time and flipped them into the waters.

      The men hadn’t spoken a word in their defense. They fear the bastard… or loyalists in his crew. Ivin’s eye pinned on Gimin with that thought. The Thonian bastard was more to Loduma than a hand.

      Loduma turned to the crew. “Do els mebarin. Sovu lil, dua mede.” He planted the tip of his sword to the deck and leaned.

      Ivin glanced to Nostrolum, and the cat’s whiskers rose on the right side of his face, a gesture Ivin equated to a shoulder shrug.

      A man and woman stepped from the crew, muttered words to Loduma, and stepped straight into the river.

      Ivin mused aloud: “The first woman was diseased. The others were close to her?” It made a brutal sense, mitigating the risk of the disease’s spread. Ivin supposed some captains would’ve killed those people. So too would Loduma, if their blood on his deck didn’t risk disease. No, the Ar-Bdein was ruthless in his quest to survive, and a thinking man.

      Loduma sheathed his blade and cast a cold glare over the remaining crew. “Eimonu sed truar. Sovu, dua mede.” With those hard words he turned and strode to the cabin where they’d taken Meliu, disappearing into its dark hole.
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      Meliu sat with her knees to her chest, her wrists raw from straining against her bindings, and rueing how the scents of her perfumes had faded, how her nose detected a whiff of herself. Escape was a dream in the night, dashed when awakened every candle with a mug of Cloud Water forced down her throat. Her own arrogance had gotten her caught, a fact which burned nerves raw.

      The door slipped open with a whisper across the floor and closed with a gentle clack which left Loduma staring at the ceiling. His face was its usual cold brood, but for his eyes bearing an extra squint. He wandered to the Thonian Whiskey and turned the tap to fill a glass. “A woman on board was diseased. She served me well the past three years.”

      Meliu couldn’t feel pity with her ankles and wrists cinched. “She’s dead?”

      “Depends on how well she swims.” He sat on a stool across from her, leaned until his elbows rested on his knees. “You’ve seen this disease before, on your island.”

      She grinned. “A wrong-headed assumption. No, I haven’t.”

      “A wicked coincidence, a disease striking the city such a short time after your people arrive.”

      “Just as likely a trader from Thon, or a Luxun.”

      “No. No. Maybe you haven’t seen this affliction, but you’ve heard of it.”

      She paused. Too long. It made it more difficult to lie. “Maybe, I don’t know.”

      “Tell me of this maybe.”

      “A pestilence struck the clans in the three hundred and thirtieth year of Remembered Time, they called it Rot. They say it started ordinary enough, a cough, aches and pains, then boils. Shittin’ rivers, vomiting, swollen tongue… death.”

      “Cured by your people?”

      She shook her head. “Folks who showed symptoms, it took them days to die, or they killed ‘emselves. Simple. It spread like oil across water for a year and a half, killed all it could, and…” She shrugged. Nobody knew how the Rot arrived, nor how it went away.

      “Herbs, prayers?”

      “Far as I learned, if you caught the Rot, you died. No exceptions. Folks lanced and didn’t lance boils, leeches, prayers, a thousand herbal remedies, but everyone’s tongue swelled and everyone died.”

      He cocked his head and drank, rubbed his lips of the whiskey’s drips. “And those who lived, just lived. Never coughed, nothing.”

      “It was nigh on two centuries ago, I wasn’t there.”

      His eyes latched onto hers, and she held the gaze. Blinking slow. “You know something.”

      “If I tell you, will you let us go?”

      Loduma smiled and puffed two breaths through his nose. “No.”

      Meliu leaned her head back, resting on the wall. “The Rot likely has you already.”

      The man’s gaze was cold as iron in the winter. “How’s it spread?”

      “No word in our lore. There’s only one way I know to survive, and that’s to not to get the disease. If the stories are true, there’s a way.”

      He rubbed his forehead. “Either tell me, or I kill the Choerkin.”

      “That’s a given either way. But, honestly, no matter what you offered, I wouldn’t trust you. Just like you won’t trust me if I tell you.” She smiled. “Have you a priest aboard?”

      “No.”

      “In that case, I’ll share, since it won’t do you a flicker of good. You need healing prayers before you take ill. It gives the body the strength to fight the battle before its lost. Lord priests, the high and mighty, the healers themselves, this is how they survived.”

      He grinned, then laughed, then downed his whiskey before laughing more. “And I suppose if I let you pray, you’ll keep me alive.”

      That had been her hope, but it felt a ridiculous fantasy after hearing it uttered aloud. “No, I’d turn your mind to shit with fear and leave you in a corner eating bugs… if you managed to live at all.”

      He stood to pour another whiskey. “Now those are words I believe. I saw what you did to one of those men at the tower. Whatever witchery you possess… the Thonians will wrest from you even as they take your blood and virginity.”

      “Someone will slip up. Sometime. I’ll pray, I’ll escape, and I’ll come for you first.”

      “I don’t make mistakes.”

      “Says the last of the Ar-Bdein. You already made your mistake by betraying me.” She prayed; what beautiful timing it would’ve been, but no power came. She needed time. If she kept him talking, distracted him he might forget the Cloud Water long enough. “So tell me, how did you become the last of a failed dynasty?”

      He chuckled. “You flatter my family. How I survived is a long and troubling story. Perhaps later, after more whiskey I will share some part.” He glanced at the sandglass he used to time her Cloud Water. A quarter candle or thereabouts remained. He emptied his glass and plopped it on his desk. “I’ll return shortly with food and drink.”

      When he turned the latch of the door, she said, “I look forward to your dying with a black tongue.”

      “And I hope to disappoint you.”

      He exited, and she stewed. Meliu’d spent candles staring at the sandglass, if she could’ve reached it to alter its sands… but Loduma kept it on a high shelf for a Choerkin to reach, let alone her. How could she buy time?

      She rose to her feet… more like her foot. Her ankles were bound strangulation tight, pulling her right foot a couple fingers higher than the left. It was hard as the hells to keep her balance, but she needed to try something. She hopped once and wobbled. “Dancing Bastards… they tie a quality knot.” I was smart enough to escape a prison tower… there’s gotta be something to cut these ropes. But Loduma wasn’t stupid, on this he didn’t lie. She sighed and glanced to the window. If her hands and feet were free, she’d slip right through that damned thing and splash straight into the river. And drown. But Ar-Bdein didn’t know this, he’d assume she slipped her bonds.

      A second hop built her confidence, and she hopped twice more, and with the third fell hard to the floor. She glanced to the sandglass, her time trickling away. Her body wriggled, and she snaked her way to a chair near the window and pushed herself up the wall to stand again. Her wrists and ankles ached as she hopped and pushed on the chair, collapsing over its back twice, but she got it beneath the paned glass.

      Several breaths of rest later she worked herself to standing on the chair, unhooked the window’s latch with her teeth and shoved it with her forehead. A cool, damp breeze struck her, and she smiled. The smile faded when looked back to the floor. Getting down from here wouldn’t be pretty. She hopped and crashed to the floor, rolling the best she could to save pain and noise and wriggled beneath the desk quick as she could, in case someone heard.

      No one came, and she peered across the floor, seeking her final destination. There were several chests; if empty, they’d hide her well enough, but they were obvious. She needed the smallest place possible, a place a big man would never think to look.

      An ornate wardrobe stood against the wall, seven feet tall, and with a mirrored door big enough to ride a pony through. But it stood on short legs with hawk-clawed feet. The front was built to within fingers of the floor, but the sides were open beneath; sweeping space, room for a child or small dog to hide like when her father’d been in a rage. She wriggled until facing the gap. As a youngster she would’ve fit easy, now she wasn’t so sure.

      Her head banged as she shoved, but with a twist the crown of her skull fit, until her ear caught.

      “Shits.” They’d catch her for sure if she left her ear bleeding on the floor. She pushed hard but slow, the skin dragging with a rush in her eardrum. The tip bent and ground on the rough underside until she wanted to scream, but in a flicker she slipped beneath. She flipped to her back, but couldn’t turn herself nose up. She exhaled to make herself skinny and thanked the gods for the tiny breasts she’d cursed so many times before.

      She was under the wardrobe to her thighs when muffled voices came from outside. She squirmed, banging her knees, stifling curses until she curled her legs and feet deep enough into the shadows she figured herself impossible to see without light.

      The door opened. Feet scuffled, then shouts. The voice was Gimin’s, she figured, and in moments Loduma’s tones joined him.

      “Impossible.” At least four sets of feet scrambled around the room, chests opening and closing, and the door of her wardrobe opened. The searcher slammed the wardrobe’s contents with a rattle and crash, and the door slammed closed.

      Gimin’s voice came from near the window, speaking Hidreng. “A tiny girl, she might’ve fit.”

      Loduma roared and glass broke; she heard shards skitter close to her shadows. “How!”

      “You said yourself, a witch.”

      She could hear the Ar-Bdein fume, his breaths ragged. But he calmed. “She wouldn’t leave him. You two, check the sides of the boat. The rails, look for a patch of wet where she might’ve climbed back aboard.” Feet clambered from the room.

      “The witch escaped. We still have the Choerkin, he is useful.”

      “You have the Choerkin, I lost more favor than gold.” His feet paced the room, coming within a pace of where she hid. “She’ll be back. The Bishop was wrong about the Choerkin boy, the witch didn’t travel this far for a man who knows nothing, means nothing. She’ll be back.”

      Gimin’s chuckle was more bass than even his voice. “I recall men who beat their own brains from their head, and others drooling, incapable of a stringing two words together. You might pray you are wrong.”

      The whiskey tap creaked and poured. “No. She needs him. I need her. If she’s made for shore… we’ll see her in Gomjon.”

      “A witch could cling to the hull.”

      “You think our girl is a barnacle?” The laugh was bleak. “What do I know? You might be right. But when she arrives, we must be ready.”

      “The cargo needs checked.”

      “Yes. And everybody keeps their eyes on the Choerkin.”

      Their feet and voices disappeared, and muffled shouts came from outdoors.

      Meliu breathed easier, closed her eyes, relaxed as best she could pinned beneath a piece of furniture. Safe for a moment, it was only then that her memories invaded; a small girl huddling beneath a plain and crooked pine dresser as her parents screamed at one another. She pursed her lips and squinted her eyes to kill the tears of memory. If a fight came now, the end would be worse than her mother lying on the floor with a bloodied lip.

      She meditated in silent prayer, easing her worries and erasing the past, and time faded into a blur. Loduma’s feet came and went. Gimin’s feet came and went. Others she didn’t know. It could’ve been a candle later, it could’ve been three, it didn’t matter: Power came. And she smiled. The ropes binding her wrists grew warm, then hot enough to burn her skin, but they snapped. The bindings on her ankles followed, and blood flowed in painful tingles through her fingers and toes.

      Soon Light would flow. And Dark.

      But only when the timing was perfect.
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            Racing to Sails

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Fire boils, fire cooks, fire warms, fire warns,

        there is life in fire.

        Fire burns, fire turns, and fire unlearns the wisdom

        founded in living… to ash.

        To Death. To Ends. Fire may mend.

        Fire in creation. Fire in cremation.

        Smoke on the Water, Flames in the Heavens

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      They departed Istinjoln by midday and arrived at Choerkin Fost in the evening the next day, with the Tundra Wolves taking a half-dozen breaks from tugging the sleds. The world was deep gray and overcast, otherwise Solineus imagined he might see the tower of flame from the highest hill north of the castle.

      He noted two key troubles as he climbed from the sled. First, there wasn’t a ship flying a Luxun banner in the bay, so far as his eye could see. Second, the malformed shapes of Taken swarmed the castle and city.

      Inslok strolled to his side, pointing to the horseshoe of stones guarding the harbor. “When the Luxuns arrive, we’ll walk the wavebreaker out and they’ll row in to get us.”

      Solineus nodded. “It’ll be a fight.”

      “One we will win.”

      “And the fight in Istinjoln is one we would’ve lost?”

      The Edan stood silent so long, he assumed the man wouldn’t answer. “If the conclusion was foregone, we would be dead.”

      Solineus shook his head. “We’d never have walked from the monastery, not with the number of Taken we saw when we left.”

      “You presume you were fighting a thing who didn’t mind dying. We would’ve died, so might that demon. Even the Shadows care about dying. When Taken, they are free, the body dying is only a shell. But their being is simple: take and kill. Whatever the other’s name may be, it is something more… it possesses purpose and power.”

      A quote sprang into Solineus’ head. “A being with purpose and power wishes to live forever.”

      “Lelishen mentioned you were well read. Yes. I’m uncertain we could have defeated it, but it wasn’t certain we couldn’t.”

      “Locked antlers. Of a sort.”

      “And don’t mistake me, if its purpose had been to kill us, it would’ve died to do so.”

      Glimdrem had slipped beside them with Rinold right behind him. “Which raises the question of its purpose.”

      Rinold said, “I’m questioning why the hells the Luxuns ain’t here yet.”

      “Their banner flies further out than you can see in his haze. They raise sails now.”

      Rinold squinted into the haze, the gloom aglow as the sun peeped through for the first time today. “I always figured my eyes better’n most folks.”

      Inslok glanced to Solineus. “But there is another question: This ghost, you see him, speak to him?”

      “Aye, Dareun. Lord Priest Ulrikt Sundered his soul in Istinjoln. He can hear me, I can’t hear him.”

      “Fascinating. How? Many have claimed to see spirits throughout the ages. Many of those had lost their minds. How many ghosts have you seen?”

      “Just the one.”

      “More peculiar still, if you’ve some gift, why is it limited to this one man? Over the centuries, the Pantheon of Sol Sundered a couple hundred souls in Istinjoln if our histories are correct.”

      Solineus shrugged. “I never gave it a thought. Now about what you said at the Tomb—”

      “Forget those words. I misconstrued what the Touched said, and the demon of Istinjoln clarifies everything… so much as anything clear came from his mouth.”

      “So the Silone people will remain welcome?”

      “I am the Father of Ages’ sword, not his mind. There will be a need for an arrangement, but I hope we may reach an accord.” He pointed. “We should head for the rocks soon.”

      Solineus turned to Zjin. “When we meet again, maybe we’ll cleanse this island.”

      The Colok bore his lethal smile. “Then.” He placed his clawed paw on Solineus’ shoulder. “Ivin.”

      “When I see him, I’ll deliver your greetings.”

      Zjin stepped onto his sled and bellowed, the wolves digging snow and whisking him northwest. Solineus rubbed his chin hairs as he watched them go.

      Inslok said, “You like the bear people.”

      Solineus turned. “Yes. It’s natural, they’re two steps closer to human than you are.”

      Glimdrem laughed, and Inslok blinked. “You are a humorous man.”

      Solineus chuckled. “Good of you to notice. Let’s get the hells out of here.” He rested his hands on the hilts of the Twins as he strolled downhill to the southwest. The murmur of voices was tranquil, despite the promise of gore to come.

      They took a winding route to the shore, avoiding the roads, traipsing up and down rocky hills, scaling tiers of cliffs not much taller than a man. They ducked and walked low when the terrain exposed them to a full view from the Fost’s walls. Solineus spotted the Luxun banner on the horizon and figured so too had the Taken; with luck they’d be staring that way instead of west. They clambered into a ravine maybe four hundred strides from the edge of the breakwater.

      Solineus said, “We’ve good cover here.”

      Inslok nodded. “With a view of the shore we should spot Taken if they head for our rocks.”

      A sharp whistle rose in the air over the bay, high pitched, then trailing lower.

      Rinold spooked, nocking an arrow. “What the hells was that?”

      “A Luxun signal arrow. They know we’re here, but not where.”

      “You got all that from an arrow?”

      Inslok ignored the Squirrel, nodded to Mostelo. The warrior slung a longbow from his shoulder and launched an arrow toward the distant ship. A stinging ring sang from the arrow’s flight.

      Solineus clutched his ears. “Shits, that’s an annoying sound.”

      Inslok’s head shifted to him. “You heard that?”

      Rinold asked, “Heard what?”

      “Damned near drove pins into my eardrums.”

      Inslok turned back to the ship. “Most humans wouldn’t hear that arrow; let’s hope the Taken are most humans.”

      The Entiyu Emoño’s sails shifted, and it moved closer to the wavebreaker instead of following a route into the harbor. Within wicks the ship was close, and in the day’s silence the rattle of chain as the anchor dropped carried to their ears.

      Not long after, Inslok pointed. “Rowboat.”

      Rinold said, “We ain’t the only ones watching.”

      Solineus glanced to the Fost, saw nothing at first, then realized a swarm of Taken raced from the city’s southern gate. “Run! Beat them to the rocks!”

      Solineus scrambled up the stony bank of the ravine and heard everyone following. There were a dozen Taken in a lead group; the race was with them. Brambles whipped his shins and rocks rolled from beneath his feet, threatening his ankles, but there was no way in the Twelve Hells he would let those bastards beat him to those rocks. If they had to fight their way on to the breaker, it’d give more Taken time to reach them.

      His breaths rushed, his legs regaining a spring he hadn’t felt since sprinting after Kinesee when she’d gone for her pearl. His senses ignited; he smelled the Taken, a peculiar combination of sweat and decay. The Twins flicked into his hands without breaking stride, his intense sense of distance telling him this race was dead even. The first Taken reached entry to the breaker and Solineus leaped from a small bluff, screaming. He hadn’t a sense of where his allies were, and it didn’t matter. The world was a funnel focused on three men, their bodies broken, parts missing, yet still moving and alive.

      His scream pounded from his lungs as he crashed into the creatures, the Twins roaring in his head. The attack was flailing chaos that turned to order. Shoulder first into the second Taken, driving it into the harbor’s waters. A satisfying wail as his feet planted, and the Twins whirled in a trailing figure eight, the blades slashing through the third Taken in rapid succession, before arcing back to remove the lead’s arm then leg.

      A fourth barreled direct into his ribs, driving him stumbling over a carcass oozing Shadow blackened blood. A shimmering blue blade severed the creature’s head, time enough for Solineus to regain his feet and lunge low, cutting the legs from beneath another before rolling to his feet. Rinold’s bow sang and Trelelunin came silent to the fight, their curved blades cutting down the remainder in swift fashion.

      Solineus panted, licked his lips. Eyes trained north on the beach. A wick at most before more arrived. “Throw them in the water.”

      Rinold was already on the breaker, Glimdrem not far behind.

      Inslok shook his head, clutched Solineus’ shoulder. For a moment they were two warriors on the same side of a war, not two different peoples alien from one another. “We need to get to that narrow on the breaker, use it to neck the enemy down.”

      The fury in Solineus’ blood desired to stay, to kill every last one. There were hundreds. He nodded and followed the Trelelunin onto the breaker, Inslok taking the tail.

      The breaker’s stones ranged from the size of a man’s head to the body of a horse, but some still rolled beneath their feet, a precarious run for a man, but the Trelelunin in front of him danced from stone to stone, and it didn’t take long for Solineus to catch their rhythm, bounding. Two wicks later they stood on the opposite side of a narrow stretch, Inslok and Solineus in front, Rinold and Glimdrem furthest from shore.

      Thirty or more Taken hit the breaker at full speed. One went down, his leg shattered, but he still drug himself onward.

      Solineus glanced to the bay; a rowboat came their way, the Luxuns’ shoulders driving the oars hard. Arrows rained from the Trelelunin and Rinold, with another flight arcing from the Entiyu Emoño. Three Taken tumbled into the surf, others wore arrows without a care.

      Solineus shouted, “They get a hold of you, dive into the water!”

      He braced, the voices of the Twins hissing low. His heart beat once. Time slowed. The splash of oars echoed over the waters, while the grunts and groans of the oncoming enemy faded. Then all he heard was his own roar before the impact. The Twins blocked attacks, severing limbs and cutting a Taken in half, but still they thundered into him, driven by their momentum and the force of those behind them. Others leaped, and there were no Colok or spearmen to catch them this time.

      Someone screamed from behind, and he heard shouts in Luxun. Black blood slicked the rocks, and he slipped to a knee before shoving back, driving two Taken over the edge and into deadly waters. Splashes all around, but Inslok still stood by his side, shield slamming a Taken beneath the chin, removing half its face before shoving it into the harbor.

      There was a flicker of a lull, and Solineus glanced around. Rinold and Glimdrem paddled toward the rowboat along with several Trelelunin.

      Inslok braced his shield. “We can’t hold. Jump.”

      “You first.” A shout caught his ear and he turned: A Trelelunin struggled in the waters, on the wrong side of the breaker. “Shits! Hold them!”

      Solineus hopped and slid on black blood and red, sliding to the wounded man. He sheathed a Twin and snagged Mostelo by the forearm, dragging him from the waters. A gash streaked his cheek, and his other arm hung limp.

      He turned, dragging him up the bank as a handful of Taken ran into Inslok. The Edan’s glow surged as they arrived, so bright Solineus turned his head to shield his eyes, and the woodkin spun, sword and shield a blur; a shield to one’s face, the sword low to clip another leg at the knee. But two more leaped over his head. Solineus yanked the Trelelunin to his feet and shoved him down the bank into the southern waters, and the Twin struck, cutting a soaring Taken in half in a splash of stringy black, but a knee struck him in the face and he careened sideways: north. He stumbled, vision blurred, before righting himself enough to lunge south, leaving his feet and praying he cleared the rocks.

      His toes clipped stone as he landed with an icy splash, the shock stealing his breath. He flailed, and his armor drug him down, but the water wasn’t deep here. Feet touched, and he sputtered as he stood on tip-toe. A Luxun head struck from the waves and a blue hand clutched his arm, dragging him toward the boat with powerful strokes. Captain Intœño’s grimace greeted him boat-side, and the man snagged his cloak at the nape of the neck. Shoved and drug aboard, he lay flat on his back gasping, the Twin in his hand whispering soft. “Inslok? Did we all make it?”

      The Edan leaned over him, his glow soft. “I am here. We all are.”

      Solineus squinted and puzzled. “You aren’t wet.”

      “I timed my leap well.”

      Solineus recalled the man’s jump when combating the Mokotu-Xe. “I’m sure you did.”

      A Luxun tossed a heavy blanket over his shoulders as Solineus sat up, pinning his eyes on the breaker as oarsmen slowed the boats momentum and headed for the ship. A score of Taken, and more coming.

      The Captain slapped him on the shoulder, his head-feathers fluffed. “Good to see you again, friend.”

      Solineus sheathed the Twin, its voice fading into the recesses of his mind before disappearing. “You were late.”

      “Edop. We ran into a trouble or two in our return.”

      “You don’t say?” What did a man need with the hells anyhow, when the world was this much torture?

      “Warships, merchant vessels platformed for war, ballista. Hidreng, Brotna, and others, Thonian banners as well. All sailing east.”

      Inslok’s tone lifted, maybe what passed for incredulous for an Edan. “Toward the Eleris?”

      “Yes, no doubt. And New Fost.”

      Solineus slumped, head flopping back with his eyes clamped. Shittin’ hells, what next?
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      Make certain your enemy sits hot on the anvil and strike the hammer’s blow true; leave a groove in the anvil for the blood to escape, lest the fleeing blood turn to poison.

      
        
        –Codex of Sol

      

      

      Meliu tasted the pain of the Maimer’s Lash for the first time when thirteen years old. The priests explained the need to test the boundaries of her tolerance for pain, and it all made sense until the whip cracked and skin split. The initial pain burned fierce, but what came next was as if they’d driven a fiery rod into the wound, and slid it deeper by the flicker. In those moments, the trials no longer made sense. The pain was too much, driving reason and understanding from her consciousness.

      She understood now, sprawled beneath the wardrobe for candles, unable to move. Muscles cramped and shook, and she fought the urge to scream or move, and somehow praying instead of cursing; a whisper of Life to ease the suffering until the next pain struck.

      Lodamu no longer entered the cabin alone, and now asleep, Gimin and three others sat watches through the night, at least the best she could tell from her shadows. She feared to sleep, lest she’d make a noise, so she prayed in silence for the will to keep her eyes open.

      Kibole would answer her prayers with a fury, this she knew, and upon first feeling the Dark answering her prayers, she’d intended to drive every damned Tek onboard to madness and into the river. But then what? She was a girl of the mountains, piloting a boat down a river in foreign lands? Foolishness. No, she needed to bide her time.

      Dawn arrived with an exhaustion constructed on prayers of Light to keep her eyes open during the torture of knowing others slept. When Loduma and the others departed for the deck, leaving her in silence for the past half candle, her patience could take it no more.

      Meliu squirmed from beneath the wardrobe, the lobe of her ear catching, but with hands and feet free, she twisted her neck at a jaw-aching angle to escape intact. She sat up, half expecting to find Loduma sitting at his desk waiting for her, but the room was empty. Fingers massaged her ankles as she calculated her next move.

      Hunger compounded her troubles; eating or drinking anything she found in the cabin risked ingesting whatever ingredient they used to make Cloud Water. In Istinjoln the keepers of lore clutched the secret tight in iron-bound tomes. When in water it tasted of lemons, a rare and imported fruit, and the masters taught priests to recognize its flavor. Nothing she’d consumed hinted to its effects. It could be in anything or everything, not just the water forced down her throat.

      An apple sat on his desk, and her fingers reached for it, but never touched it. Fruit should be safe, but was it a trap? A piece of food disappearing would prove she was onboard. Her stomach growled.

      Another day on the river would bring them horizons closer to their destination, but a day and a half without food would weaken her body, and she needed strength to handle the Dark. She needed sleep as well. A tired mind was weak.

      She set eyes on a huge trunk and crawled to its side. The padlock hung open, and she flipped it open. The scent of cedar curled her nose. Clothes. Frilled silks, satins, and linens, garish in their colors, and disheveled from Ar-Bdein’s search for her. It’d make a fine bed, convenient as an apple sitting on a desk. Too convenient? She’d have to leave the lock sitting after climbing in; proof of her presence. A paranoid mind might give the Ar-Bdein’s cunning too much credit, but he’d already caught her once. And the window trick here was the same as she’d used with Ivin in the tower. If the bastard had figured that out, or even suspected?

      Fear resulted from a fatigued mind. Fear keeps the mouse alive. Fear keeps the mouse a mouse. A mouse feared may as well be a lion. Being unafraid of the lion doesn’t make it a mouse. Sayings about mice wouldn’t do her a damned bit of good unless she chose the right one. A frightened lion is as weak as a mouse until forced again to be a lion.

      She glanced to the door. The Ar-Bdein was a tricky son of a bitch, killing him would be smart. But, he could be a useful mouse, so long as she kept him afraid. She couldn’t risk the bait of food or a bed. Her time was now. She prayed for Light, and the rush of power jerked her head. The serenity of Light erased fatigue and hunger as expected, the false cure, but it came with a surge so fierce she wondered if she might burn through these walls as if wielding the Fire of Sol. False confidence, beware the Light.

      And she prayed to Kibole, the Lady of Dark. The power came with an unnerving ferocity, and she feared losing control more than she feared the hissing mirages of demons the Dark brought. She stood, knowing the boat was hers with a thought, but promising herself to keep control.

      How to turn a lion into a mouse? Without making him a bug eater.

      She unlatched the door and shoved it open. “You made a mistake, Ar-Bdein.”

      The man spun, sword whipping from its sheath, as half the crew scrambled for weapons, and the others stood frozen as… She smiled and blew him a kiss, tendrils of Dark snaking from her lips. The energy surged through the air faster than a man could run, twisting and twining like ephemeral whips, and where they struck, men and women screamed.

      One man nocked an arrow, and she blotted him from existence, weapon clattering to the ground as he shrieked and ran, flipping over a rail into the river. A woman struck by Dark lashed out, catching a mate across the throat with her knife; with his hand’s clutching his spraying artery he cleaved a falchion through her forehead. Most dove into the river’s waters for refuge.

      The blood and screams meant nothing to her, the Dark’s mistress, cocooned in the comfort of her Light. Joy welled within her soul, but she needed some to live. “Put your weapons down and lay flat. Except you, Ar-Bdein. You will release Ivin.” She willed tendrils of Dark to rest above all those laying prone.

      Sweat poured down Loduma’s face, a mouse facing a lion with defiance. Sword in hand. She raised a finger and whipped a tendril near his head, and the blade clunked hardwood before jittery steps carried him to the crate.

      “No threats? No promises of blood? No brave words at all?”

      He raised the bar and backed away, and Ivin pushed the door open, creeping into the light of day with a giant man-cat behind him. They said the Choerkin befriended Colok, now he had a new buddy. “Bring your friend, Choerkin.”

      Ivin stepped to Loduma and punched him straight to the nose, rocking the man backwards two steps before he fell. Insult to injury, he picked up his sword before walking her way. The cat collected several weapons and kicked others overboard.

      Ivin said, “They said you’d gone for a swim.”

      “I don’t like water, unless it’s hot and flowery.”

      “Meliu, I’d you to meet Nostrolum.”

      The great cat towered above her, arms hugging a pile of weapons.

      “Semelu leosi, Meliu.”

      She glanced to Ivin, and all he offered was a shrug. “Good to meet you.” She stepped around them both. “The Ar-Bdein and I need to share words.”

      Loduma dropped to his knees as she approached, and she noted that Gimin lay sprawled only a few strides away. She spoke in Hidreng. “You and what remains of your crew will take us to Gomjon. If you signal a passing boat, anyone on shore, if you take a piss over the rail in a way I don’t like, and you’ll spend the rest of your days shittin’ yourself and painting walls. Your crew, every last godsdamned one of you. You hear me?”

      “I hear you.”

      She strolled to Gimin, circled, stepped on the fingers of his outstretched hand with her heel. “You, Thonian. You understand?”

      “Yes.

      She took two strides away before turning back. “What is it your priests do to virgins?” She sighed and flopped her arms. “I don’t think the Thonian worm understands.” She twined her fingers behind her back and rocked on her heels.

      “I do.”

      Dark from all around plunged into his body, entering through his back, his eyes, his arms. Straight into his mouth as he screamed, fists and boots pounding the deck until he no longer had a voice. She withdrew the Dark, the tendrils swirling around her. Gimin lay unconscious, blood flowing from his mouth where he’d bitten clean through his lip.

      “Now! I think he understands.” She cast her gaze over all those prone. “I think now, you all understand. The cabin is ours now. No one sets foot within ten strides without my say. I’m certain you all… understand.”

      She strutted through the door into the cabin, the Dark flowing behind her as the trails of a demonic gown that Ivin and Nostrolum made certain not to step on.
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      Ivin closed the door behind them, and Nostrolum dropped his collection of arms onto a table with a clatter. The cat glanced at Meliu, back to Ivin.

      His voice danced in pitch like he hadn’t before. “Kovu lua est Eero!”

      “You can say that again, whatever the hells it meant.” He flipped his gaze back to the priestess. “What the hells was that?”

      Meliu collapsed into the seat behind the desk. “A little trick I picked up. Bar the door.”

      Ivin laughed but did as told. “I don’t think there’s a damned one of them who wants in here. Gimin?”

      She shrugged. “I expected him to die, with what I did to him.” Her body shuddered as she exhaled, and the power fading was palpable on his skin.

      “Which god does such a thing?”

      “Kibole.”

      “Lady of Dark.” It made sense, but he’d never expected her nickname to be so literal.” He wandered to the keg of whiskey, set a glass for her on the desk, but she pushed it away.

      He offered one to Nostrolum, and the cup looked part of a child’s tea set in his great paw. He poured the whiskey into his maw without a thought. Nostrolum’s brows jumped once, and he nodded, speaking in a lilting, approving tone. “Muuilvo.” He handed the glass back to Ivin, purred with a point, and Ivin filled the glass to the brim before returning it.

      Ivin sipped his drink, letting his tongue grow accustomed to the powerful burn. “So, we’ve a boat full of cowed enemies and we don’t know where the hells we are.”

      “But we do know where we’re goin’. Kind of.”

      “No way we just float on into the city with this crew… the Ar-Bdein.”

      Meliu took a deep breath, rubbing her temples. “I need a nap. Cover them windows, the door so much as jiggles you wake me.” She stood and stumbled to the divan. “Godsdamn I hate boats.”

      Ivin watched as she curled into its cushions, pulling a blanket over head.

      He looked to Nostrolum and shrugged. They’d gone from one cage to another, but this one was more cluttered.

      He set his drink down and picked up Loduma’s sword, testing its weight.

      Nostrolum snickered, poked a claw through the air. “Zeshu Mue.”

      Ivin figured the man was right, it was a dainty thing. He tossed it aside and went to the cat’s pile of weapons. Most were crude, but sharp. He turned and glanced at the sword hanging in the wall. More an arming sword with cup hilt than the swipe and poke rapier of Loduma’s, it might suit his tastes. He pulled the blade from the sheath on the wall and whistled. Fine patterned steel, and a maker’s mark that reminded him of a horned bull’s head.

      Ivin tested its weight and balance; a fine weapon. He smiled at Nostrolum. “He won’t mind if I borrow it.” He lifted the sheath from its resting place and returned the blade to its home. He glanced around the room, saddened he didn’t spot armor or a shield. But you never know what could hide in all these trunks. “What say we make a mess, Nostrolum.”

      The cat followed him to a trunk, staring at him with quizzical eyes and twitching whiskers. Ivin threw open a trunk and reached inside, tossing things to the side.

      Nostrolum’s fangs showed with his smile. “Mess.”
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        Dance and prance, sing and swing,

        the colorful life of mortals, mingles blurred,

        tints and hues of immortality unkind in kind,

        chewing the rind of the whistling fruit,

        seed swallowed, mind hollowed, thoughts furrowed,

        straight rows unable to jump.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      Meliu sat up from her sleep sometime around midday and stared at Ivin. He stared back. “What?”

      “We need to get off this boat.”

      She glanced to the floor where he and Nostrolum had strewn piles of clothes, ranging from hats to billowing, down-filled pants; anything remaining in the Ar-Bdein’s trunks or wardrobe was an accident of an errant toss. Then she spotted the Ilu-Silvstro. “What the hells were you boys doing?”

      Nostrolum sat sprawled in a chair, tail brooming the ground in languid swipes. He wore a broad-rimmed hat with a ruby-red feather stuck from its band: Beautiful plumage and long as Ivin’s forearm. He’d also squeezed into a long coat, but its buttons stretched and his muscles threatened the stitches.

      Ivin couldn’t resist. “It’s a disguise.”

      She buried her face in a palm and giggled. “Not only would his mother recognize him, he’d humiliate her for generations.”

      Nostrolum stood, and a seam ripped. He removed his hat with a flourish and bowed deep, sending two buttons clattering to the floor.

      “Boys. Seriously, we can’t ride this boat all the way to town no matter how we dress.”

      Nostrolum flopped in his chair. “Sedolin meara.” He nodded with a sage expression, as if they should understand what he said and be impressed. For a giant cat trapped in a world of men, he kept one hells of a sense of humor.

      Ivin said, “Getting off the boat is easy. Splash!” Nostrolum’s attitude was wearing off on him.

      “I’d prefer the rowboat hanging from the side of the cabin.”

      “Sure, if you like things simple.”

      “We could force them to take us to shore, or we slip away after dark with the boat. They wouldn’t know we’re gone until morning, maybe later.”

      “Just how far you think we’re going to sneak with Nostrolum with us?”

      “I expect he’ll go his own way.”

      Ivin sighed. The saying was an old one, but appropriate considering the subject. “He’s got a wax cat’s chance in the hells of making it home, wherever that is.”

      “Whatever chance he has it’s better alone than with us. What lore I know of his people… They’re survivors.”

      Ivin nodded, but felt bad they couldn’t help more. “So, just how do we sneak off this barge?”

      Meliu stood and stretched, wandered to a window and lifted their curtain for a peep. Not a Tek was within ten paces of the cabin. “Come midnight, we walk straight out this door, take the boat, and head for shore.”

      Ivin didn’t bother to question her plan, accepting what she said was what she meant. “My turn for a nap.”
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      Midnight came, and Meliu was true to her word. She opened the door and stepped outside, but when Ivin followed, the boat looked like it’d been cut in twain, the rear having floated away. It didn’t take more than a flicker to a realize a wall of Dark stood between them and the Teks so no one could see them.

      She led them around the cabin’s edge and pointed to a rowboat tied to a hinged arm. Ivin grabbed a handle and pulled to swing the boat toward the water, but the contraption squawked and he stopped. Nostrolum tapped his shoulder, and when he moved the cat stepped beneath the boat, long arms reaching up to a take a grip with claws digging. He nodded to the rope.

      Ivin shrugged, and Nostrolum gestured to cut the rope before replacing his hand to the hull. Ivin slipped the knife from his belt and within a dozen swipes the rope severed. Nostrolum held the craft aloft without budging, stepped to the edge of the barge, and kneeled before leaning to lay on his back, the boat on top of him. He squirmed, and in flickers, the boat sat on the deck with little more than a soft knock of sound. He leaped to his feet, grabbed one side while Ivin took the other, and they slipped it into inky dark waters. Just lifting half the rowboat reinforced how thankful he was the man turned out to be friendly.

      Meliu eased into the boat with a smile and Ivin followed. Nostrolum braced, then let go the barge, spinning his body to land beside them with such a grace the hull rocked no more than if tapped by a passing log. Looking back, the wall of Dark disappeared, then the whole boat, as a new Dark rose between them and the Teks.

      Ivin split the water with oars, silent, creating drag enough for the Ar-Bdein’s boat drifted ahead of them. They waited several wicks before rowing to shore.

      It was jubilation to set foot on dry ground as a free man. Free of chains, free of the tower, free of Bdein, and free of Tek in general. But joy faded fast. “Now what?”

      “Now we wait for morning.”

      Nostrolum waved his hands in front of them, tapped them both with a finger, then pointed south. “Vaermu.”

      Meliu said, “I think he wants us to come with him.” She shook her head and pointed. “We must go north.”

      His nod was solemn, and he placed a hand on their shoulders. “Ivin. Meliu. Gostelium finshol.” He stared hard at Ivin, then Meliu, shook their shoulders. “Gostelium finshol.”

      Ivin did his best to say it right. “Gostelium finshol?”

      He eyeballed Meliu. “Gostelium Finshol.” He pointed south.

      She repeated his words. “Gostelium Finshol.”

      Nostrolum let go of their shoulders and tapped his head with a finger. “Gostelium finshol.” And he smiled, glancing north, then south, before his gaze returned to them. “Himusin belor.”

      Ivin didn’t know much Hidreng, but these words he’d heard before. He didn’t know their exact meaning, but he knew it was goodbye. “Himusin belor.”

      Nostrolum smiled before turning and walking south along the river’s bank.

      “What do you think he meant by Gostelium finshol?”

      Meliu shook her head. “I haven’t a clue, but I think he meant for us to remember it.”

      Ivin vowed never to forget.
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      They slept in the rowboat after dragging it a dozen strides into tall grass, or rather, after Ivin drug it into the tall grass. Meliu admitted she’d been little use, despite his assurances otherwise. The sun rose with them pressed together in the “U” of the hull. She’d spent all of her remembered life sleeping alone; she held memories of sleeping in her parents’ bed as a toddler fearful of the night, but she wondered if those were false memories of a child’s fancy. Perhaps dreams. Wakening by Ivin’s side, the press of his warmth… she’d never allowed people to touch her, not on her shoulder or head, nowhere, but of a sudden she’d let a man she once believed her enemy to be the touchstone of hope in the future.

      She squirmed, fearful of such notions, but her head knocked a board, and she relaxed, surrendering to the peace a moment longer. But just a moment.

      Meliu rolled her arm free, punched his shoulder. “Wake up, you oaf.” Ivin groaned and tried to roll, crushing her against the side of the hull. “All right, you bastard, you’ve got five flickers before I bite your ear off.”

      Ivin reached for the hull’s edge and pulled himself to sitting, shooting her a glare. “Considering how many times I took your elbows last night, you might go soft on your threats.”

      “Snoring lug.”

      He stood and stretched. “Won’t get an argument on that account. So! We don’t have no doors to walk straight through, so what’s the plan this time?”

      She crawled from the boat, stiff everywhere she figured she could be. “Much as I’d prefer land beneath my feet, the boat would be quicker with this current. And save the soles of our shoes.”

      Ivin asked, “How far out you think we are?”

      “I swear, with old maps, sometimes distances depended upon the mood of the cartographer… Two days by boat? Four or five on foot?”

      “We’d be straw targets for archers floating down this river.”

      “Not necessarily. Easier for my prayers to disappear us on the water.”

      Ivin considered, thinking back to her practicing what she called “bending light” at the Tower. It made sense with the river as a simpler background. “Faster, safer… but, sore shoulders.” He grabbed the boat and drug it to the river’s edge. Meliu pushed on the opposite end and within a wick the boat bobbed with Ivin rowing them to the middle of the river. The waterway wasn’t wide enough to keep them from arrow range, but at least it’d take a skilled shot.

      Meliu smiled: Life on a boat was more pleasant once she wasn’t worried about getting caught praying to cure her wave-sickness. She didn’t love the water, but at least she wasn’t hanging over the edge spilling her breakfast.

      Ivin guided them down the river, and when Meliu spotted a log floating twenty paces to their side, she prayed to Elinwe for Light. She focused on the log, it’s shape, and the texture of the river. When she unleashed the Light trickling through her body, the log wavered as a mirage, then disappeared. She pointed and Ivin smiled.

      “You’re good.”

      It wasn’t perfect. She spread her focus to the log’s wake before smiling with a wink. “Better than good.” She released her prayer and sat staring down river.

      It was midday before her eyes noted anything ahead, and she prayed for vision. The horizon grew closer, and she saw buildings and docks. Way too soon to be the town we want. Then she spotted the Archer’s Eye.

      “Pull the oars and lay down.” The slosh of oars ceased, and she leaned low, eyes ahead. She prayed for Light and loosed the power to surround them, eyes checking every foot of their invisible shield. The world quivered in all directions, signaling the prayer’s power was at work.

      The last time she’d used Light to hide had been near the Crack of Burdenis, which turned out a disaster, attracting Shadows far as she could tell. But unsuspecting human eyes should be easy to fool. All they needed was silence and a clear path.

      Meliu scanned the Archer’s Eye as they passed, but her mirage blurred eyes couldn’t pick out anyone by name. She assumed one man to be the Ar-Bdein but there was no way to be certain. Within a few tense wicks they’d passed their enemy and the village, and as civilization passed over the horizon she released her prayer.

      She slapped Ivin’s foot, and he sat up. “Godsdamn! That was fun.” Ivin smirked and didn’t a say a word, but she assumed he thought her crazy.

      They took turns guiding the boat down river, napping as they could. With the Ar-Bdein in their wake, she didn’t bother hiding from other boats as they passed, nor from the handful of villages along the banks. Well rested during the day, they stayed on the water at night, with adequate moon and stars to navigate the middle of the currents. Midday she noticed several trails of smoke on the horizon and kicked Ivin’s snoozing feet to wake him.

      “We should head for shore, maybe.”

      He sat up. “Gomjon?”

      “Likely as not, I’d wager. Not so cold they should need fires.”

      “Forges?”

      “The dead?”

      Ivin blanched and stood, rocking the boat. “Give me the oars.”

      They traded seats and Ivin guided them to the eastern bank, and they again drug the boat into tall grass, but this time she hoped to never see the thing again. They moved inland and climbed a steep, rocky rise a couple hundred strides from the river’s banks. A dirt road followed the river north from here. Sneaking might draw more attention than two casual travelers, so they walked in the open.

      “Remember now, you’re snake bit.”

      Ivin grunted with a grin. “A small price to pay to share your bed.”

      “You’d be cuter without a sense of humor.”

      But all mirth ended as they drew closer to the town’s walls. The fires blazed outside in fields already harvested, and the fuel was corpses. Her throat seized, her mind fighting the urge to blame herself for this terror.

      Ivin said, “The Rot travels fast, just as the histories spoke.”

      She exhaled. “Yes. They might let us in the gates… but if the Ar-Bdein is right, they won’t be letting no one out.” She stopped in her tracks. “If we’ve got any shot of finding a ship out of here… If we’re where I think we are, we should head for the coast, the Parapet Straits, and come toward town from the east.”

      Ivin angled northeast from the road and walked. “Hoping to find a ship anchored outside town? Outside quarantine?”

      “A ship on lockdown ain’t going to do us a whisper of good.” The Choerkin had a decent head on his shoulders, for a warrior.

      They walked the rolling plain around the town for more than a candle before reaching a rocky bluff leading to the shore of the Parapet Straits. “A walled town where the Straits meet the Sesuun River… we’re right where we need to be.”

      Ivin grunted as a Hidreng wagon rolled by, then when the Teks were out of earshot he pointed west. “At least a dozen ships anchored in the Strait.”

      Meliu nodded, but was less optimistic. “Gomjon isn’t deep harbor, larger ships would need to sit off shore, no matter what.” But she led them west anyhow.

      They were halfway to town when Ivin pointed again. “That ship there, the cog.”

      She eyeballed the one she thought he pointed at; squat, with a single mast in its middle, bare of adornment except for a green flag fluttering. It was difficult to guess from this distance, but she’d make it sixty to seventy feet long. “One with the Hidreng flag?”

      “The enclosed aft and forecastles, you can bet on private cabins for three or four underneath them. The captain and navigator at least, and often one for the owner of the vessel. Folks on the docks called them ‘Gentlemen’s Cogs.’ Damned fine ships for cargo, and the castles suit them for war in a pinch. I’ve watched a thousand ships make dock at the Watch, never once saw a Tek cog built up like that one. It’s Silone… Clan Emudar I’d wager.”

      Meliu stared, but didn’t know what the hells he was talking about. She took his word for it. “Flying Hidreng colors?”

      “Could explain how few Emudar we’ve seen, if Thon seized and boarded their ships.”

      “Or they converted to the Hokandite. Or both.”

      “Either way, it’s a chance for friendly faces.”

      They plodded along, lost in thought. The notion gave her hope, wrong headed as it might end up being. “We’ll see about contact, but we remain Hidreng travelers until we know what we’re dealing with.”

      Ivin grunted.

      They rounded a bend heading into Gomjon and the situation pieced together fast. The gates were closed, two dozen or more tents pitched outside, and rowboats sat grounded on the beach with armed men guarding them.

      They strode close enough for the guards to notice her theatrics. She huffed and tromped a foot to the ground, staring at the gate. “The Hawk be kind, what has happened here?” She was back to being the spoiled daughter of a rich merchant.

      A soldier approached, a tasseled helm on his head and spear and shield in his hands. The ends of his mustache danced at the middle of his chest as he spoke. “A killer disease, m’lady. No one’s in or out of Gomjon without cause, or writ from Sin Medor.”

      She covered her mouth. “Oh, dear. That makes my wagon’s broken axle seem… paltry.”

      “I recommend turning to leave, lass. There’s nothing worth the risk within these walls, unless you’ve kin.”

      “No, thank the Hokandite. Thank you, sir.” She curtsied and spun a circle. “I declare, father will have my hide if we don’t reach Inster before he leaves. Come, Tulk. Let’s see if we might find passage north.”

      Ivin grunted and followed as she struck purposeful strides to the beach. There was one man guarding the rowboats who wasn’t like the others: Tall and blond, with a sword dangling at his hip that most Hidreng would find crude in its size. But she didn’t make way for him right off.

      She spoke first to a guard a few boats from her destination. “Is your ship headed Inster way? Today?”

      The Tek shook his head. “Kulkar.”

      “A pity. And you, sir?” she asked as she reached the next boat.

      “Aye, headed that direction but not for a day or three.”

      “Mmm, all fails, I may be back.”

      She didn’t get the question from her lips before the next man answered. “No, miss.”

      So she reached the Silone man and tossed her hair, a sneer making her lips ugly. “And you, you’re a northern barbarian. But I’m in need, which way you headed?”

      The sailor gazed down at her. “Nowhere, miss.”

      His Hidreng was better than most Silone. So much for that plan to speak to him in their native tongues. She planted her hands to hips. “I find that unlikely.”

      “We lost our orders on finding the gates of Gomjon barred.”

      She slipped a gold crown from its hiding place and held it aloft. “My father is quite wealthy, perhaps I could inspire new orders?”

      “We’re locked at anchor by order of Gomjon.”

      Meliu took his hand and slipped a golden song of Choerkin mint into his palm, instead of the crown she’d shown him. He opened his hand, glanced, face betraying only a hint of surprise. “Might be I could row you to the Soaring Gull and let the cap’n tell you no himself.” He extended his hand and assisted her aboard the boat before turning to Ivin. “Help me shove off.”

      The two men shoved and splashed the boat into the surf with driving strides before bounding over the sides. The sailor grunted as he set oars and stroked the waves. He remained silent until thirty strides from shore, and when he spoke it was in Silone. “Who the hells are you folks?”

      “It’s considered polite to give your name first.”

      “Kemin Reden, of Emudar Fost.”

      “My name is Meliu, this here is Ivin Choerkin.”

      Kemin’s head cocked, and he blinked. “No shit?”

      “Aye. I am.”

      “A godsdamned Choerkin… The day just got interesting. I’d heard the Church murdered you all.”

      “They missed some of us.”

      “Good. But I reckon you won’t like what’s goin’ onboard ship.”

      “I could take a guess. The Hidreng boarded, and forced your allegiance to Hidreng, maybe even converting your souls.”

      The man stared. Spat in the waves. “Some shit it was. Half the crew is on shore, trapped in that damned town as they went to pray to the Hokandite.”

      Meliu said, “There’s a disease.”

      “So they said. Either way we’re godsdamned stuck with a Hidreng captain, flying a Forges-honed Hidreng flag.”

      Ivin said, “Your Emudar captain?”

      “Bastards hammered up a brig and tossed him in. Haven’t seen him in days.”

      “What loyalty, the remaining crew?”

      Kemin smirked. “Choerkin, once you’re aboard. But, there were more than a few thinkin’ about taking on the Hokandite.”

      Ivin said, “Be sure to tell them there will be no peace… no Hokandite. The Tek will no doubt blame the  disease and its ravages on our people, when this happens, they’ll slaughter every Silone in reach and come after the rest.”

      Kemin stared, glanced at Meliu. “This is true?”

      “The disease is the Rot—”

      “Forges! You’re certain? The Rot left more’n a few ghost ships wandering the Parapet Straits.”

      “Certain as I can be.” Meliu sighed, the squint or her eyes and wrinkle of her lips proved she was concocting a plan.

      “How greedy is your new captain?”

      He laughed. “I can’t say as I know him well, but I reckon greedier than most. He weren’t no captain ‘til they took our damned ship. Green, but ripe for the pickin’.”

      “Don’t say a word to no one until I share words with this captain. If he loves gold, we’ll get the Gull at full sail before seeing how well he swims.”

      Kemin nodded with an approving smile. “If you ain’t beddin’ this one, I think I’m in love.”

      Meliu leaned into Ivin’s shoulder. “I’m smitten as well.” Ivin wrapped her in an arm.

      The sailor whistled. “Damned shame.”

      Meliu blushed, enjoying this game with Ivin maybe too much. “What’s the Hidreng captain’s name?”

      “Mulopo. But shit eater behind his back.”

      They reached the Gull and clambered up rope ladders dropped from the rail, and Captain Mulopo came at Kemin with a fury, reaching high to slap the big man.

      “I should throw you into the strait! Leaving your post.’ He fumed, a skinny man but muscular; he reminded Meliu of a little dog, always angry to convince himself and others he was bigger than he stood.

      Kemin didn’t flinch at the blow. “This miss has a proposition I thought you’d want to hear.”

      Meliu curtsied. “My father is the merchant Ulbor, and I’m due in Inster in two days—”

      He turned to her, slow, judging, and, she wagered, happy to be taller than someone. “You think I give a whore’s kiss for who your father is?”

      “No, but all men like pretty things.” She held out her hand, opened it with care; the uncut diamond and two sapphires sat in her palm.

      His eyes widened, and his hand crept toward hers. “Two days, you say?”

      Her palm clamped shut, and his hand pulled back, but his eyes never left her hand. She pulled a sapphire from her hand and held it up, triangle cut and sparkling. “This now, the others if you get us there in time.”

      The captain licked his lips. “We’re short on crew…”

      “An able captain such as yourself, I’ve no doubt you can manage this crew of barbarians.”

      “That I can, m’lady. That I can.” He patted a bullwhip at his side. It didn’t hurt that the only sailors bearing weapons onboard were Teks.

      “We’ve an accord?”

      He held out his hand, and she placed the sapphire in the middle of his palm. His smile stretched one side of his face. “Promise my crew a century crown per man, and I’ll promise no questions and speed.”

      “Done.” She creased her brows. “For the Hidreng only, not these barbarians. Let them make due with a quarter that.”

      He pocketed the gem, and Kemin said, “What of Juno and the others in Gomjon?”

      Mulopo shrugged with a shake of his head. “If they survive the plague, we’ll pick them up on the way back to Kulkar. May Pulvuer shield their lives and guard their souls.”

      Meliu said, “Excellent. My man-servant and I will need private quarters.”

      “Of course, of course. Kemin, show our guests to Juno’s cabin… he won’t be using it.”

      Kemin bowed. “Right away, sir.”

      Meliu smiled and winked at Ivin as the captain strode away with a bounce in his step.

      Kemin led them to an aft cabin, opening the door and following them in. The room wasn’t big, but it had a proper bed in addition to tables and chairs. Charts hung tacked to the walls, a couple of them she recognized as showing land formations from the Age of Warlords. “This Juno, your navigator?”

      “Aye, likely as not that cocky shit outside will drive us into a reef.”

      “I’ve hit one too many reefs…” She glanced out the cabin’s window with its uneven glass, and in the distance spotted sails. With a quick prayer for vision the flag flying on its mast came clear: A red spear on a field of black. “Godsdamnit to the Forges… Thonian ship.” As she watched, another passed, and another. Then one flying the banner of Brotna, and every damned one platformed for war and carrying ballista. She covered her mouth. Two flags she didn’t even recognize. War with the Hidreng? Or worse? “Not one ship, it’s a fleet.”
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            Sailing to Stand Still

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Prancing Horse spins circles to clutched knees,

        neck twisted to pulling reins,

        to buck and bounce,

        collapse, roll, and leap, throw and trounce,

        shoe more devastating than mace.

        Rider tried but died.

        You look now into blowing, snorting nostrils,

        will you test your spurs as well?

        The Beast who’s known but one master

        may kill a dozen more.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      Nobody aboard the Soaring Gull appreciated the stream of flags passing to the north. Captain Mulopo’s lust for gems, however, was more potent than the fear of conscription.

      “Raise anchor! Full sail! We’ll outrace them to Inster.”

      Ivin figured he was full of hot air, but it was the air in the sails which mattered, and the Gull indeed made better speed than the larger ships to the north. Ivin’s only explanation was that they were racing folks who didn’t know there was a race. By evening the flags of the enemy were long faded from the western horizon. Come morning, all he spotted was open Strait without a sail in all directions. The waves were empty from horizon to horizon straight through to the next day.

      Meliu spent that next morning and afternoon outside keeping an eye on the Hidreng command and their routines, buttering the Captain for her feast, and figuring a way to be rid of the Teks onboard. They couldn’t afford to lose too many sailors in their mutiny, they’d be a skeleton crew as it was.

      The cabin was quiet and boring, but being able to understand the shouts of Silone sailors outside was some small comfort. When Kemin slipped through the door in the early evening, it pleased Ivin to see another soul. “What word from the decks?”

      Kemin whispered, “With you aboard and a disease behind us, every Silone is with us full sail.”

      “Good. We’ll need every last man.”

      “Still don’t see how we take the ship, you’ve the only weapons in Silone hands.”

      Ivin pulled the dagger from his belt and handed it to him. “You keep that. The Tek aren’t armored, and damned near anything can be a weapon, but we aren’t relying on you and me. It’s Meliu who’ll clear most of the ship.”

      Kemin scoffed. “She’s beautiful, but not so beautiful men will walk the plank with her wink.”

      Ivin slapped his shoulder. “She’s a priestess I wouldn’t underestimate.”

      “No shittin’? I wouldn’t have guessed.”

      “And if they step off this ship, it won’t be because of a wink.”

      “She set ‘em on fire, does she?”

      “No. Worse. Maybe.”

      “Worse’n burning?”

      “I don’t want to find out either way.”

      A Hidreng shout came outside and Kemin’s eyes sprung wide. “Forges! They’ve spotted sails ahead. Thon.”

      He rushed out the door, and Ivin stared after him, feet planted. Their ruse of his not having a voice worked so far, and nobody had bothered trying to speak with him. “What the hells.” He stepped outside and faced east. A line of ships sat on the horizon: a blockade. “Son of a bitch.”

      He muttered too loud, and a Silone sailor glanced at him with a stern grin. “Watch your tongue… Tek.” Ivin nodded, embarrassed at his slip.

      Captain Mulopo shouted, “Half sail! And every bastard aboard best wear a smile.”

      Meliu stepped close, whispering: “Judging by the charts, I’d say that’s Inster ahead.”

      “Aye, I’d wager. Unless they’ve dropped anchor in the middle of nowhere. Too big a blockade for quarantine, even if the Rot has made it this far.”

      “A siege? War with the Hidreng?”

      Ivin pointed to a ship’s flag. “A hawk on blue, if I’m not mistaken. No, my bet is the peace brought by the Edan has ended. We’ll know more than we like soon, I suspect.”

      Even at half sail, they approached the enemy ships faster than made him comfortable, but at least it got him beyond the nerves of waiting, easing his bladder. The Gull went bare poles when a quarter horizon from the lead Thonian vessel, and the current pulled them onward.

      They dropped anchor not long after, and two rowboats paddled their way. The tension onboard spread through every man and woman until you could strum it like a harp.

      Captain Mulopo belted out in rough Silone, “You barbarians, to the back of the ship.” Ivin came close to stepping away with Kemin, but remembered to stand his ground.
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      “Captain?” Meliu tapped his shoulder, but she ignored him. “Captain?”

      He spun on her. “I appreciate your sapphire, miss, but right now I’m trying to keep us all from trouble we want no part of.”

      She backed off and waited, no matter that instinct told her to lash the man with sharp words.  She returned to Ivin, and they stood in silence.

      The boats came close, and a man stood at the prow of the lead rowboat, his helmet open-faced, tall, and pointed, with a horse’s tail dangling from its peak. He wore a gray longcoat with a golden chevron on the front of both shoulders. An officer of some level. “This is a northerner cog?”

      Mulopo said, “Up until a month ago come yesterday. I’ve held her sails sense.”

      “Any disease onboard? Fevers? Sores?”

      “No, Temyon. We are all well, barbarians the same.”

      Temyon, the captain’s first hand if her memory didn’t fail her.

      “What port do you seek?”

      “Inster, sir!”

      The officer shook his head. “The magister of Inster barred the gates to all comers. This vessel is now property of the combined might of this Five Nation fleet, along with every life onboard, under command of Admiral Yolkon of Semarn, Duke of Garhaad, and Naval Hand to the King of Thon.”

      Mulopo stammered. “Sir! Half my crew are barbarians, what good are we blockading Inster?”

      “We sail east, but worry not… your conscription will not include warring, but we expect you to assist blocking any ships attempting escape.”

      Mulopo shook his head. “Again… My crew—”

      “If you’ve no faith in your crew, I’m certain I could find another with a more able captain.”

      “We are at your service, Temyon.”

      The man pulled a tube from his jacket and lofted it to the Gull’s deck. “Your orders, Captain. May your sails blow full.”

      A sailor brought the Captain the tube as the rowboats moved away. He twisted it open, grumbling. “Confounded bastards.” He strolled to Meliu and pointed at her with the scroll. “I should blame you for this.”

      “Commandeered here or Gomjon, what difference? I’m certain my father will understand your duress and compensate you well, with you making sure I’m safe.”

      “Let’s hope he does.” Mulopo’s face eased. “Might be nothing comes of this anyhow. A skirmish.” He strode away, perusing the scroll.

      “Come, Tulk. And barbarian, I wish to speak with you.”

      Ivin and Kemin followed her into the cabin. She strolled to sit behind the table. “Can this tub outrun these bigger ships like before?”

      Kemin scratched his head. “The fastest thing about the Soaring Gull is her name; we’d stretch three to four knots in a candle. Them ships earlier weren’t full sail. But, if they’re heading for a fight, they won’t be racing, the faster ships will hang back with the command. But if they see us, they’ll catch us if they want to.”

      She pointed to a chart on the desk. “We’re here at Inster, do we know where New Fost is?”

      Kemin asked, “New Fost? I’ve got a feelin’ I’ve missed out on many things.”

      “It’s on the coast of the Blooded Plain.”

      He tapped the map. “The Plain is hereabouts, weren’t nothing there anytime I passed. Not a village, let alone a known harbor. Could be anywhere… hells if I know.”

      Meliu ran her finger along the coast. “Anywhere” was a stretch of coast fifty horizons long, give or take. It couldn’t be so hard to find the Silone. “Does your captain know we’re aboard?”

      “Captain Swolis? Not I know of, ain’t no one allowed speak to him from the old crew.”

      “If I get you away from these Tek bastards, you’re sure you can keep the lead?”

      “There ain’t no guarantees what we’ll face ahead, but if they don’t know to chase us, they won’t catch us. Swolis’ll see to it.”

      Meliu stroked her finger along the coast. “I’ll figure it out. But pass the word… If I scream a direction on the boat in Silone, everyone gets there fast as they can. Below decks, they stay put.”

      He scratched his brow. “Why?”

      “Because you won’t want to be anywhere else on deck. All you need to know.”

      “Aye, priestess.” He bowed and left the cabin, closing the door behind him with a soft clack.

      “You told him I was a priestess?”

      “He was getting the fool notion I’d be killin’ them all myself.”

      “Well, no one lynched me or tossed me overboard. The sun has risen on one horizon, but goes down on another.” Meliu chortled and stood, strolling to the door. “Let’s take a walk.”

      She slipped her arm into the crook of his elbow, aware now of every Silone glance. The Emudar mightn’t bear the malice toward the Church like the Choerkin sailors, but she wanted no mistake about whose side she was on.

      The sun was setting to their backside, throwing orange light over the Tek fleet, as they leaned on the rail. Kemin and a couple other Silone sailors walked past with grins and nods. Meliu spoke to them in Hidreng. “Might as well relax, boys. Don’t look like our betters plan on sailing soon.”

      Kemin laughed and relayed the words in Silone. Meliu hoped he’d gotten the message. With four or more days of sailing to reach the coast of the Blooded Plain, they wouldn’t make their move until setting sail.

      She turned back to the ships, spoke under her breath. “How bad is it?”

      “Could be a show of force, a threat. Could be a war we’ll never survive.”

      The straight forward option was to unleash the Dark, driving the Hidreng bastards mad, or into the strait, or straight to the Hokandite hell, whichever came first. That’d be loud, and she didn’t have a way to hide the screaming of so many men. Once taking the ship, she might hide from prying eyes in the night, but ships made noise too. No, she needed something more clever than a hammer without a nail.

      Ivin mumbled, “We need to be in control of this ship.”

      He was right, and like so many truths, it was an annoying hair stuck to the roof of your mouth.  “A thunderstorm, heavy winds… we need help. We need a captain.” She turned and spotted Kemin. “You! Barbarian! Fetch me and my man a drink.”

      Kemin turned with a sour gaze, swearing she’d wager, but she couldn’t read his lips. In a wick he bore two mugs and a grin. “You’re gonna owe me for this shit.”

      She kept her face staunch, but rolled her eyes. “Aside from you, any Silone here fluent in Hidreng? Pass for a native in a pinch? Better if he’s about the size of Mulopo.”

      “You want a pretend captain?” He inhaled, glanced to the sky to think. “There’re more than a few who might take the task and do the job, but I reckon Segur is your man. His pa captained a merchanteer, and they raised him aboard ship, he can banter quick as a haggler in Sin Medor. Plus, he knows more Thonian than the rest of us put together. But he won’t pass for Mulopo from less than a few hundred strides.”

      Language mattered, build mattered, but there was something more vital. “Does he have the temperament for a lie at spear’s point?”

      “And then some.”

      “I’d like to meet this sailor tomorrow, in a manner that won’t bring suspicious eyes.”

      “He’s our cook, a meet should be easy nuf.” Kemin knocked her drink from her hand, the watered rum spattering across the deck. “Next time get your own drink, you ungrateful Tek.” He stormed off having caught Captain Mulopo’s eye.

      Meliu laughed and called after him, “A man who spills liquor on a ship full of thirsty men won’t live long.”

      Kemin waved her off as the half of the crew who understood Hidreng laughed and whistled at the man. She made sure Mulopo laughed too, she didn’t want Kemin meeting the man’s bullwhip.

      Ivin leaned on the rail, staring at the bobbing ships. “You’ve found your front door?”

      She slipped her arm in his. “There aren’t any front doors on a ship. You either need to learn to sail, or learn to swim.”

      “I don’t even know what the hells that meant. But it sounded full of wisdom.”

      “I’m sure it was.” She gazed into his eyes, the dark ring around the blue. “Come, Tulk.”
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      The look on Meliu’s face as she was spoke was solemn and mischievous at the same time. “There’s another plan we need to discuss.” She led him by the arm to the cabin and barred the door behind them.

      Ivin strode to a table, set his cup down, and removed the Ar-Bdein’s sword. “Just how dangerous is this plan?”

      She stood by the door slipping her boots off. “Extremely.” Meliu wandered the walls, pulling the curtains on the room’s four windows despite night taking over the sky. She came to him with short steps and turned her back to him. “Untie me?”

      Ivin swallowed. He’d tied her dresses more than once, but… He pulled the string and she shrugged, spreading the cross-tie, the fabric falling from her shoulders to the floor with a soft rustle. She didn’t look at him, just walked naked to the bed and crawled atop.

      He stared, heart drumming, as she patted the blankets with a grin. “Come, Tulk.”

      His feet carried him forward, but his heart was uncertain. “What the hells are you doing?”

      She snagged the waist of his trousers. “Inviting you into my bed.”

      He grabbed her hand as it plied his belt, stopping her. “Why?”

      “Seriously? I walk out that door right now, I’d have any man on deck jumping on these covers. Any man.”

      “I’m not any man. You know that.”

      She sighed, but didn’t let go of him. “I don’t want to answer that question. I want you to make love to me.”

      Gods, he wanted her too. She was as beautiful and perfect beneath her robes and dresses as all men imagined. He sat beside her, hand wandering to her cheek. “Why?”

      She huffed. “We could be dead tonight. Tomorrow. The next day. What more reason do we need?”

      Ivin smiled and didn’t fight her when she eased close for a kiss, welcoming her tongue in his mouth as a hand wandered to her ribs and slid toward her breast. But he stopped himself, spoke through her kiss. “We’ve courted death since we met. Why now?”

      She pulled back, frustration gripping her beautiful eyes. “Those are Thonian ships out there. If we’re captured and I live… A northern barbarian, a priestess, a virgin… Them bastards would sacrifice me to Fikeze, raped during my own murder so the godsdamned priests can commune with their goddess.” Her lips moved in and her hands rubbed his chest. “And because you’re the only man I want touching me.”

      Ivin could no longer deny the heat of her lips. And wondered if it was possible to love two women at the same time.
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            A Guarded Life

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The White Rose with bloodied thorns,

        dripping, dropping, slipping, and slopping,

        a Feast, at Least, for the hungry beast.

        A dower flower, a dowry so flowery,

        the wedded virgin so white and so dark.

        Sipping Crimson.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      If life with one guard had been a bore, life with a dozen was a peculiar place somewhere between the Seven Heavens and the Twelve Hells, and yet, not the Slave Fields. If in the hells, she’d be living an uncomfortable existence, gnawed on by rats, breaking rocks with her hands, or some such. If it were the heavens she’d be free to roam, not simply in the heaven she called home, but throughout all seven. If in the Slave Fields she’d be laboring and never hear her name.

      No, this place was comfortable with a goose down tick on her bed and fluffed pillows, not to mention the plush, comfy chairs, and she never had to lift a finger for nothing. On top of that, she heard her name a thousand times a day. The Ravinrin tent was a cozy torture.

      Tedeu assigned a dozen men to her protection after the attack, and those were just the ones dedicated to her tent set smack in the middle of the Ravinrin. If she took a stroll, six men walked with her if Maro was with them… if he was elsewhere, she swore several more followed, but not in the tight circle with the others; they blended in with any folks around, but the repetition of known Ravinrin faces left her little doubt.

      Even more unfair? Alu got to go off and play sword maiden! No getting stuffed into a tent between stinky armored men for her. Nor did the stinky boy come to harass Alu.

      Leto Ravinrin sat with her in the tent now as he did every day. She appreciated the company, but letting him know that wasn’t part of the game. Today he sat staring at her over a board marked off in squares alternating black and white. Blue and red polished cabochons sat in trays to the side, but she was having no part of another distraction that kept her sitting on her butt.

      “It’s a lie for anyone to call that a game. Games must be fun.”

      “It’s called treasure hunt, and it is fun.”

      “Those aren’t no treasure, they’re pebbles not unlike I’ve seen wash up on shore.”

      He held one up to the light. “More valuable than that odd pearl you’ve got dangling by your throat.”

      Kinesee squinted. He’d walked into dangerous territory and he knew it. “I don’t play games.” Fact was, she didn’t know how, nor did she care to learn.

      “I think you play games all the time, you just don’t want anyone else to know the rules.”

      “Does anyone like you?”

      He shrugged. “I’m sure they do.”

      His crooked, but somehow cute, smile attested to this likelihood. “Well, I don’t.”

      He nodded with a wistful gaze. “That is unfortunate. The Lady Ravinrin mentioned we might make a fine match one day.”

      She sputtered. “A what?”

      “An engagement, to join our clans.”

      “I never! I wouldn’t…” But she’d heard of such things in fireside stories more than once. She was clanblood now. “I should take up swordplay just to make sure I avoid such a catastrophe.”

      He blinked slow with a tight-lipped smirk. “So, if you don’t like games, what do you like?”

      Building sand castles? Fighting my sis? Her thoughts trailed to her pa and gamu, a sad place she didn’t want to visit. “I like walks… without an escort.”

      He stood. “Then let us walk.”

      A guard stood and stepped through the flap, and two more led the way out. “And them? You can’t dispatch a Ravinrin order… wave them away, make them leave me alone?”

      He laughed. “There’s only one Ravinrin with that power. We may walk, but it won’t be alone.” She hesitated, and he sighed. “Do you like stories?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well then, in the stories, a princess should always have an escort, chaperones, when accompanied by a courting prince.” He bowed with a sweep of his arm. “After you, my princess.”

      Kinesee rolled her eyes. “I will walk with you, so long as we strike this courting notion.”

      “A deal.”

      Outside, clouds streaked the sky, carried a brisk breeze coming in off the Straits, but it wasn’t so cold for her northern blood that she wasn’t comfortable. They meandered amongst the Ravinrin with haughty strides and puffed chests, doing their best to mimic some imagined royalty. She huffed. “A princess needs a castle, not just a prince and her personal army.”

      “Pray, what doth you mean, M’Lady Kinesee of the House Tortoise?”

      “To the beach, m’Lord. Stone builds castles, not grass ‘n dirt.”

      It took longer than she expected to reach the beach, and once there, longer to find a patch of sand sheltered from human feet. She plopped to the ground and scooped sand; Leto stared.

      “What are you doing? Tedeu won’t appreciate the state of your dress.”

      “I’m building a sand castle. You’ve never built a sand castle?”

      “I’ve never been so fortunate.”

      He eased to his knees as the guards surrounded them, and as she figured, four more staked out posts further out. Leto was only a half of a half as bad as she first thought him, at least while he dug in the sand and packed walls and towers to defend the realm. It was fun and made her forget the armored men standing rigid around her for a time. For several wicks she laughed and bantered as if living in a time before the horrors came. But once she became aware of her whimsy, it faded. And when folks along the beach murmured, turning and pointing to the sea, the tranquil spell broke before she turned to look.

      Billowing smoke rose from the Strait’s waters. Why would anyone build a fire on a boat? It took a flicker for her mind to right itself, and she stood. “A ship is ablaze.” Accidents happened at sea, she understood well enough, but they didn’t happen in pairs. A fresh line of smoke rose west of the first.

      A nervous murmur passed through the crowded coastline. Men climbed a nearby outcropping of wave slicked rocks for a better view, one with a long-glass. “Thonian warships! Hidreng! Godsdamn… a hundred of ‘em!”

      Leto grabbed her, shook her shoulder as she stared. “Back to the Ravinrin tents! Quick!”

      Her guards piled around her, shields in hand even if they didn’t yet draw weapons. Semerun, the lead guard behind Maro, said, “Keep your steps controlled but fast.”

      Kinesee struggled to see ahead through her vantage point, but what she witnessed was chaos. Folks were running from the beach, others were running to it, and others stood like grazing cows in everyone’s road. She reached for Leto’s hand as the crowd pressed around them, and Ravinrin swords rang from their sheaths. “Don’t let go.”

      “I won’t.”

      Semerun said, “Either of you get separated, don’t panic. Look for the Ravinrin hill and the Lady’s banners. Or Choerkin. You hear me?”

      They arrived at a bottleneck climbing a bluff which led from the beach. Common folk jostled and pushed for footing on the path, or climbed the sides, while warriors from every clan scrambled down, heading for the beach.

      “Emudar! Let us pass!” Semerun’s command went unheeded, and they stood shuffling, pressed tight, waiting their turn.

      The crush from the rear, frantic folks wanting no part of a Tek army’s landing pushed her guards tighter, and the screams of fear were turning to anger. A big man in front of them punched another in the nose and blood sprayed, and wherever it splashed chaos erupted. A single blow turned into hundreds in a flicker, and as some hit the ground, the crowd pushed harder, people scrambling over anyone downed in their path.

      Semerun shouted, “Shields forward! No blood unless they offer it first!”

      When a man in Semerun’s path puffed his chest, Kinesee learned for the first time how a mailed fist to the jaw would drop a man in a blink, and they stepped over the fool’s unconscious back.

      Leto’s hand sweated in hers; he was a prince today, not a warrior, and he came unarmored and unarmed. He pulled her forward up the hill, and as they reached the top and open ground, she figured the troubles were over. She was wrong.

      Open space released a flood of surging bodies, and the living river swept them into its current. Semerun disappeared in the flurry of frightened people, or her only safety was a boy not so much older than her. They ran. Straight for the Ravinrin tents, or at least where she remembered them to be.

      A foot caught hers and she collapsed, and her sweaty grip slipped, Leto washed away in the river of people. She covered her head from boots and bare feet and knees, and with a breath of clear space leaped to her feet to run. Wild eyed. Seeing no one she knew. A woman’s hip drove her back to the ground, and she hid by a cart’s wheel and all she could do was fumble for her pearl.

      With tear-blurred eyes she rubbed in desperation, and the warmth of the pearl came. Solineus!

      She wailed aloud the next time, “Solineus!”

      I’m coming, sweet girl. I’ll find you.”

      She curled tighter, weeping. She’d never expected an answer: he must be closer than she’d ever have dared hope.

      A hand snagged her arm, and for a hopeful flicker she expected to see her hero, but it was Leto.

      “Get up! Run!”

      She took his cool hand in hers and followed, winding sideways against the flow.

      “Where’re we going?”

      “Some place safe.”

      And it seemed the stinky boy knew of what he spoke. The crowds thinned, and Leto pointed to a wagon. “There!”

      Leto slowed to a trot as they approached, three men and a woman stepping from the shadows. He shoved her toward them and she fell to hands and knees.

      “Leto!”

      “Sorry, princess. She’s all yours.”

      Two men grabbed her by the arms, and the woman pulled a hood over her head, yanking the drawstring and tying it tight.
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        Love, lust, neither and both bound for dust.

        King, Queen, Pauper or Fool,

        incessant loined lust is but a tool,

        a wicked joke feeding the armies by night,

        a next generation destined to fight.

        To lust again, from sin to sin to sin.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      Ivin spent the next three days tangled in sheets and smelling of Meliu’s perfume. He figured he should complain about being stuck at anchor for so long, but it was hard as the hells to gripe about life with her breasts pressed to his chest.

      He yawned and opened his eyes to sunlit curtains. A soft light, dawn he suspected. The feet of running sailors caught his ear, then shouting in Hidreng. His heart raced, but the tension eased when he heard the clunk and rattle of the anchor’s chain raising.

      Meliu snuggled tight, speaking straight into his ear. “We’re setting sail?”

      He relaxed into her. “So it seems.”

      Her breath warmed his neck. “Breakfast or me?”

      “Couldn’t I choose both?”

      She giggled and swung her legs over the edge of the bed, standing, her nudity catching the soft rays through the curtains, and he wished he’d chosen a different answer.

      She pulled on a dress and dabbed perfume on her neck and wrists. “We haven’t eaten in some time, and we should make certain all is well. Maybe me instead of brunch? Tie me?”

      He climbed from bed and pulled on trousers before belting the sword. He stalked to her back and kissed her neck as he cinched the string. “An early brunch.”

      They stepped into daylight arms entwined and wandered to the fore, eyeing a wall of sails catching wind on their journey northeast. As they stared, their own sails first snapped in the morning breezes.

      Ivin took a breath nervous with anticipation, not knowing when they’d make their move adding to the uncertainty. “We rattle the dice, but they aren’t yet cast.” He turned to Meliu, regretting a reference to dice, but she didn’t seem to mind. Or she didn’t hear.

      “The night die at night. We have all day, at least.”

      Ivin nodded and Meliu led them down a stair to the galley. Three long tables seated a dozen men, most of them Silone.

      They strode to a thin, black haired man with a greasy apron and Meliu spoke in Hidreng. “Segur, have one of your people bring food to our cabin. And consider well what you might serve with dinner.” She smiled.

      The Silone cook said, “Yes, m’lady. I’ll find something especially filling for tonight’s meal and have it brought to you.”

      His Hidreng was impeccable, and according to Meliu, he could teach her Thonian if they had the time. She flipped Segur a silver fifty song, and he snagged it from the air. She said, “My gracious thanks.”

      They ate breakfast in the cabin then waited for the rest of the day to pass. Brunch came and went with clothes on and their nerves taut. Most of the day they spent on deck, bundled against the day’s chill air.

      Clouds rolled in as they neared sunset, and Ivin stepped from the cabin with a blanket, heading to the fore-rail. The spot had become theirs, with Silone alerting them with a bang or whistle if a Hidreng drew close. He tossed the silk lined wool over Meliu’s shoulders and crawled beneath with her. “What’s on your mind?”

      She sighed. “Think them clouds got some rain in ‘em?”

      “Maybe, but I don’t see no storm coming. But, what the hells do I know?” He knew what she was thinking now, and he agreed. “Our people are tense, longer we wait, the more apt to get fidgety.”

      “It feels rash. Hurried.”

      “It’s neither or both, there may never be a right time. Just make sure it isn’t the wrong time.”

      She leaned into him. “Tonight, when there’s no moon.”
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      Night came, and Meliu and Ivin went to their cabin, but there wasn’t sleep.

      The ship’s watches were broken into periods of four candles, one man with the duty of the bell-ringer, watching the sandglass to count time. Two Hidreng always manned the rudder, the captain uncomfortable with barbarians steering the way day or dark. So too was the deck officer and the sailor in the crow’s nest always a Tek. Not that they could get lost on a clear night with a hundred ships in front of them, lanterns hanging from their sterns.

      The middle watch tonight filled out with six Silone sailors, as favorable in numbers and conditions as they were apt to get with the moon having disappeared over the horizon.

      Meliu stepped from her cabin wrapped in a rabbit-fur cloak she’d picked up in Bdein. A merchant’s daughter needed to be ready for winter.; a hell of an excuse to spend some silver. She’d visited the open deck the past several nights, claiming the watch bell having wakened her. She strolled the length of the boat, and tonight, instead of staring out to sea from the bow, she climbed the steps to the stern castle.

      The deck officer was a man called Darwen, an ordinary bloke you’d never expect of wielding authority. She doubted he was anything more than an ordinary sailor promoted after the Gull’s capture.

      “Good evening, sir.”

      “M’lady.”

      His eyes twitched to her, but didn’t linger as she desired. She spread her cloak with a shrug, showing more skin as she crossed before him. He blinked and grinned, eyes following this time. She leaned on the rail, its creak bringing a rise of bile to her gut; wavesickness wasn’t something she could afford right now, but muttering a prayer for Life wasn’t an option.

      Ivin stormed up the stairs, grunting, a frown and hard eyes pinned on Darwen. The officer’s eyes shifted and Meliu muttered a quick prayer, her stomach settling.

      She rushed to Ivin with a hand to his chest to stop his advance. “Tulk! He wasn’t doing anything.”

      Ivin snarled, leaned into her ear, but said nothing.

      Meliu gasped. “No! He wasn’t staring.”

      Ivin shoved her aside, stepping toe to toe with the man who stumbled backward with wide eyes. “I did nothing, sir!” Ivin towered over the Hidreng by near a foot, and outweighed him by twenty stones, but it was the sword at his side which no doubt brought the stumble to his step. Darwen carried a sailor’s falchion, but such a weapon was more apt to hew ropes than flesh. He wasn’t a warrior.

      She glanced over the castle’s rail toward the bow and noted a man slipping toward the captain’s door.

      Ivin grunted and growled, and Meliu came to the man’s rescue. “Even if he did… it was innocent, my fault.” She spoke the keyword, and Ivin calmed, but he poked the Tek in the chest before backing away. “Tulk is a very jealous man. I should return to my bed and cool his fire.” She winked at the officer, who hid his face, and took Ivin’s arm.

      Once in the cabin, Ivin grinned. “I could’ve gutted him without his ever drawing a blade.”

      A shadow passed their window and rapped on their door three times. Flickers later, a light came from the captain’s cabin, and she could feel her heart in her breaths. “All’s as planned so far.”

      Within a couple wicks the shouts started. They rushed outside to see the new captain holding a lantern aloft, the deck officer shouting from above. Fluttering linen ripped the wind.

      “A breach in the sail, Captain!”

      Segur screamed, coughed, his voice full of gravel. “Son of a whore! Did you see anything?”

      “No, sir. Not a damned thing.”

      Meliu said, “I saw a shadow by the mast a wick ago, too dark for a face.”

      Segur spun on Kemin as he climbed to the deck. “You! I want every barbarian on deck, now, you northern bastard.”

      The Silone sailor fled back down the stair.

      “Darwen! Roust every loyal man and get the spare sail up here! No time for a repair. If those bone-eaters think we’re hiding from a fight, they’ll come back and burn us until the waves put us out. Hidreng hands on that sail! No more barbarian sabotage!”

      Darwen raced down the sterncastle stairs, damned near spilling to his ass as he went. He hustled past the fake captain without a glance to his shadowed face, but stopped to wait for Silone sailors reaching the deck.

      Meliu took count: seventeen men, every Silone aboard except Captain Swolis. She couldn’t help but smile when Ivin said, “You four… seize the rudder and strap the remaining Teks to anything handy.”

      The men hollered, “Choerkin!” and trotted toward the stern.

      So simple, so far. In a matter of wicks they’d taken the Soaring Gull, but there was work to do.

      A young sailor stared at the ripped sail. “Eh, now. We’ve got a ripped sail and two dozen pissed off Tek in the hull!”

      Meliu smiled at the man. “They’re bringing us the sail now.” Meliu stepped down the stairs and waited. In a flicker men came down the dark passage hauling the sail.

      “Out of the way woman!”

      Meliu prayed, and Light and Dark answered. She possessed no fear any longer, the demons didn’t bring more than a blink when she unleashed tendrils of Dark in the belly of the ship. Then came the screams. The sail hit the floor and men scrambled over one another heading for the mess and their berths.

      She yelled up the stairs, “You men! Come get this sail.”

      She strode forward, advancing on her enemy with serpentine Dark guiding her steps. Doors slammed, and for a moment she considered locking them. It was the plan. Bar the doors, hold the bastards secure. Hang them later? No. The Tek still outnumbered the Silone. Capture put them at risk. They needed to reach New Fost, warn the people of the armada coming.

      There could be no risks.

      Her prayers intensified and Dark slithered to penetrate the door. On some level she realized the screams were more horrifying than the demons had ever been, the sounds of men dashing their heads into walls, tearing at each other in a fruitless battle to defeat terrors that weren’t even real. But Light kept sympathy from creasing her emotions with worry. All she knew was confidence and victory. Satiation.

      Meliu stood facing the stair as Silone hefted the sail, man-handling its bulk up the stair. They wore nervous frowns to a man, and she wondered what each saw in her smile as the Dark surged until silence overcame the withering screams. Will they regret not having killed me? Or will they worship me as a god, their savior?

      There was a weak bump on the door to her left, a soft scratch, then nothing. She released her prayers, knees wobbling.

      Ivin came rushing down the treads, the horror on his face dimming her pride. “You were supposed to lock them in! What the hells have you done?”

      She straightened and walked to him, fighting the urge to sob. What have I become? “I don’t know, but it won’t be pretty.” He reached for her, and she shoved past, climbing the stairs. She stumbled on the last step, taking a knee. Kemin took an arm and lifted her to her feet, and she struck his chest a dozen times, wordless screaming at the last. She shoved him away and ran to her cabin, slamming the door and plunging into the down-ticked bed. But there was little comfort in the plush pile, with its smell of perfume and Ivin.

      I’ve become worse than those I seek to destroy. But even as she lay crying, she knew she would recover. She knew the sun would rise, and priorities would make her forget the Dark left behind in the night. She knew she would smile, convinced she wouldn’t become more of a monster than she’d already become, or worse, that she wasn’t a monster at all.
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      Ivin didn’t join Meliu in bed for several candles, as the crew celebrated Swolis’ return, and they passed judgment on the few Teks remaining alive.

      The crew them shoved into the strait without ceremony, Mulopo last, before they got busy replacing the sail. With luck built on skill, they’d catch the rest of the fleet before anyone realized they trailed.

      The captain barred the doors below deck and nary a soul possessed the courage to open them, to see what the priestess had done to the poor bastards. Ivin was glad for that. Too much for a single day already, nobody needed the carnage.

      He crept into the cabin, body and soul exhausted, to find Meliu asleep, still wearing her dress and shoes. He kicked off his boots and slipped in beside her.

      But she wasn’t asleep, and she murmured: “Forgive me?”

      His arm eased over her waist as he snuggled close, but his mind watched Captain Mulopo and his sailors pushed into an unforgiving and black sea, cold and horrifying. Certain death. Whatever she’d done, it wasn’t so different. “You think I’m mad at you?”

      Her voice trembled. “Yes.”

      He held her tight. “No. Never mad.”
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      Ivin strolled onto the Gull’s deck not long after dawn, slipping from Meliu’s side, letting her drowse after a rough night’s slumber. The cabin was dark and guilty, the world outside was sunshine and smiles, even if odds were against the mood lasting. Shouts of “Choerkin” greeted him and he nodded to each in turn before climbing the stair of the sterncastle.

      Captain Swolis stood with his hands behind his back, his beard from last night shaved. His eyes were hard and his lips straight as an arrow as he studied the sea ahead. He was maybe forty years old, six feet tall and lean, Ivin imagined leaner, after being shoved into a crate in the ship’s hull.

      “Good day to ya, Choerkin.”

      “Aye, a pleasant enough day.”

      “Not so pleasant as it might be, I reckon.” He pointed east into the sun. “Our man up top hasn’t spotted a sail. Nothin’ at all.”

      Ivin turned, covering his eyes with his palm. Foolish, as the man up high with a telescope could see four or more times as far as he could. “We lost more candles than we thought last night?” In the fracas, no one bothered turning the sandglass to count time.

      “Likely as not, true. So I hope. If not we’d be seeing the tail end of the fleet if they’re travelin’ so slow as Kemin claimed.”

      Ivin digested those words and the angst beneath their surface. “You think they’ve gone full sail?”

      “Might be, or they caught a better wind, a better current… the vagaries of the Parapet Straits and her waters.” He pulled a pipe from his breast pocket, strolled to a lantern left burning, and lit the tobacco with a stick he cupped from the wind. Smoke billowed, and he smiled. “Godsdamn. I missed the smoke more than a man should. You know where this came from?” He held his pipe aloft.

      Ivin grinned. “The pipe or the tobacco?”

      Swolis laughed smoke through his nose. “The leaves come all the way from the Gorotan, further south than even a man of the sea like myself has thought to travel. They say that so far south people will live their lives and never see snow.”

      The Gorotan was a peninsula at the southwest of Northern Vandunez, ruled by city-states rather than clans, and indeed, he’d heard rumors of the heat so far south. “I’m not so sure I’d appreciate a place which never snows, but I could do with less for a while.”

      “Ever tried the pipe?”

      “The Lord Choerkin was ever too tight with his purse.”

      “The leaf will clip your strings for sure… Kotin was a wise man.”

      The pang of memory struck his breaths with an irregular beat of his heart. “He was. I wish I’d been so wise to realize that when I had the chance to say so.”

      “All children should be so lucky, I reckon. But most of us ain’t til it’s too late.”

      “Cap’n!” The shout came from above, and they glanced to the crow’s nest. “First sail.”

      “Only one? What is she?”

      “Aye, Cap’n. A cog, heavy in the water.”

      Swolis took a long pull on his pipe, staring at the deck. Ivin’s patience didn’t survive the man gnawing his pipe. “A good sign, yes?”

      “If she’s heavy in the water she’s moving slow. Within the next few candles we’ll know more.”

      Ivin took to pacing for a stint, then leaned against the castle’s rail until Meliu joined them. Her step lacked its usual bounce, but her smile returned as she clutched the rabbit fur cloak around her shoulders.

      “What word?”

      Captain Swolis answered as she leaned against Ivin. “We’re seeing three ships so far, priestess.”

      “I could see a dozen ships with the naked eye yesterday.”

      “Aye, so I’ve heard. I ain’t good at horsehittin’ about important things… We’ll catch stragglers, but unless they slow or drop anchor somewhere, we ain’t catching them.”

      Captain Swolis’ words disheartened, but there was always hope he was wrong. They ate, walked the ship’s deck, and peered east. As the sun fell in the west, they passed the first ship, then a second. By middle watch, the glass in the crow’s nest could still only spot the lanterns of three more ships. By morning they gave up hope.
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      They passed half a dozen more ships over the next three days. Ivin’s gut sunk lower every dawn to dusk until acceptance settled in. There was nothing to do for whatever was to come. Some sailors wanted Meliu to lead them in prayer, but most everyone onboard wasn’t comfortable with such a thing after the horrors on Kaludor. Including Meliu. Her holy robes remained tucked away and hidden, if she carried them with her at all.

      Ivin was sitting in their cabin with his feet propped on a stool, chin tucked to his chest and dozing, when the cry went out:

      “Smoke on the horizon, Cap’n!”

      Meliu rolled over in bed, muttering a prayer he figured was to ease her stomach. Only his eyes moved. He would see nothing by hurrying outside. Smoke would be visible a score of horizons. Whatever was burning, did he want to see it at all? Not unless it was Tek fleet struck by Edan flames.

      Meliu said, “New Fost?”

      He shrugged as he stood, strapping the Ar-Bdein’s swordbelt around his waist. “We’ll know in a few candles I suspect.”

      They stepped into a gray afternoon and onto a deck where frowns replaced smiles. Ivin took a straight line to the sterncastle and climbed. Kemin stood beside Captain Swolis, whose lips puffed thick pipe-smoke.

      Ivin resigned himself for bad news. “We’ve reached the Bloody Plain?”

      Swolis spoke with his pipe dangling from his clenched teeth. “Aye. We passed the last Tek village horizons back.”

      “So New Fost burns before we even get there.”

      “No way I can say, Choerkin. We wait, we see.”

      But they didn’t have to wait and see, they only had to listen to the cries from on high.

      “Ships burning! Our warriors line the beaches waiting. We haven’t missed the fight, Cap’n!”

      Ivin stared at Swolis, and the captain back at him. “What good are we, Choerkin? These men ain’t warriors. Most ain’t chopped more’n wood in their lives.”

      “Maybe we aren’t much use, but this lady might be.”

      Swolis’ face remained straight, but Ivin knew he’d witnessed the bodies removed from below deck and dropped into the strait to feed the sharks. No man who’d seen it could forget. “A hundred ships… Unless she can call Kibole in the flesh, I don’t see how she keeps these men alive.”

      His conclusion was sound but felt as a kick to the gut. “Stayin’ alive is the plan? How far you think this cog will get when it swings wind to run?”

      “If you’re telling me your plan is to fight and die, I can tell you right now, these men won’t be keen to the suggestion.”

      “No.” Swolis was right again, but still wrong. “We sail straight through.”

      Swolis puffed. “I’m listenin’.”

      “Straight through their line with their flag flying, they won’t think twice fast enough to stop us. Full speed toward New Fost until the shore stops us. We make for shore and fight there.”

      “The Gull’s strength is her weakness. We can run shallow waters them bastards can’t, but if we hit a godsdamned reef? Half these men don’t know how to swim. And we don’t have rowboats for many.” He called to the man in the nest. “Buen! How close are ships to shore?”

      “Hard to say yet, for certain, but the tide’s in and deep, from what I’m guessin’.”

      Swolis scratched his head, and Kemin said, “Ain’t a man on the Gull who’ll wanna run from a fight, I reckon. Not a fight that counts a chance.”

      Swolis paced, tapped the spent tobacco from his pipe, then packed it fresh. “Listen well! I want everything ain’t precious nor nailed down cast into the sea! Lighten the Gull so she might soar! Emudar!”

      Fists, axes, and falchions rose in the air. “Emudar!”

      “Just don’t be throwing nothin’ you might bash a Tek’s head in with!”

      The cry rose again, “Emudar!”

      Sailors scattered and Swolis eyeballed Ivin. “My momma always told me sailors were damned fools, but it didn’t keep her from marryin’ one, nor birthin’ a half dozen. Still, I don’t reckon she’d ever’ve seen this one a comin’.” He grinned with his pipe pinched between his lips and held flame to the bowl until his face glowed orange.
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      By the time the crew emptied cargo and supplies from the ship’s hull over the rail, the Soaring Gull bore down on the rear of the Tek fleet. The tension built as they approached until Meliu made Ivin move to the forecastle to be closer. They stood with three sailors, the only men with bows onboard.

      Ships blazed in the unprotected harbor ahead of them, but most of the Tek fleet sat anchored in a horseshoe, letting smaller ships move in to attack. She guessed the Tek warships would head for land after decimating the Silone boats.

      The approach was slow, giving her time for her nerves to settle before passing the first Thonian ship. They passed a couple hundred strides to the enemy’s starboard, and not a sailor gave them much of a look.

      Ivin stared straight ahead, and she resisted leaning into him. Captain Swolis navigated them full speed as the sun closed on the horizon to their backs, finding a straight line that’d cut all the way to shore. They swept past another half-dozen ships before she heard the first clunk on the ship’s prow, followed by a second and third.

      A sailor leaning over the prow below bellowed: “Bodies! Decapitated! Think I seen its face.”

      She kissed two fingers and put them to her lips before praying for Light, and Elinwe’s blessing eased the dread creeping into her soul. But when she glanced to a ship a hundred paces off the port bow, the Light couldn’t hold back her fury.

      A Tek in black robes jammed his knee into the Silone’s back, pressing him to a block of wood; an executioner wearing a crimson hood with green tassels kicked the struggling man in the face before stepping to the side. A sword with a blade wider than a man’s thigh rose and fell, and a Silone head dropped into the Parapet Straits. The dead man was no warrior, just some poor bastard caught on a boat at the wrong time. Moments later the hooded Tek kicked the body into the water.

      Meliu’s fists clenched and Kibole sang to her without her whispering a prayer. Dark followed Elinwe’s Light without a conscious thought; a reality damned near as frightening as watching an elderly Silone woman led to the block next.

      “Sons of bitches.”

      The voice came from her right, the creak of bowstrings followed, and she reached out her hand to halt the retaliation. “No, keep your cool. One arrow flies and the shit eaters know who we are.” Saying it eased the thrum of Dark in her soul, and she breathed deep, unable to peel her eyes from the weeping woman as her head fell from her body, her face splashing into the waves. More bodies, and she imagined heads floating face up and staring at her, clunked the ship’s hull, but she breathed deep and forced her eyes closed.

      Ivin said, “An executioner barge, I’d heard rumor... Everyone, eyes forward. Nothing we can do.”

      We could fight and die. The anger boiled through the calming Light so strong that the thought sounded pleasant, and with her eyes closed, her mind’s eye splashed a painting of Dark sweeping over the boat. But, she wouldn’t allow herself to be such a fool.

      The woman’s body hit the waves as Meliu’s lids blinked open, and the Thonian guard shoved a young man to the block before the Gull’s sails carried them past the horror. Wicks later they sailed into the middle of the Tek blockade, with four ships remaining to pass in close proximity. Pray and calm. Elinwe sooth my anger.

      A narrow ship with triangular sail swooped in from the north, moving faster than the Gull dreamed in these winds. Archers lined the ship’s rail, but their eyes were on a longboat filled with women and children, desperate men at the oars rowing for shore. Arrows flew from the Tek’s decks, splashing water. The longboat was just out of range. Revulsion rippled Meliu’s skin and her muscles knotted.

      She turned to Ivin. “The Captain.”

      “I know.”

      He turned, but she grabbed his shoulder. “Have rope ready, we’ll drag those people to land.”

      A curt nod and Ivin leaped from the castle, sprinting for the stern, yelling to Captain Swolis. The man’s eyes landed on her, and to the relief of her crawling skin he nodded. He barked an order but she couldn’t hear what he said, nor did it matter: The Soaring Gull leaned, falling in behind the swifter boat.

      Kibole’s Dark already lingered in her soul, and with a word shifted into a flood. For a flicker she felt as if she stood as tall as the Touched, and Dark snaked across the waters, its shape boiling and ever shifting, but its direction true. She struck the helmsman first, and the ship lurched. Men fell overboard, but their terror was meek compared to what she unleashed on any who kept their footing. She raised her arms as if conducting a choir of screams and the fury of Kibole was her own. Madness took hold on the enemy’s deck, some men splitting each other open with axes and machetes, while others leaped for the waves. The ship careened, its wheel spinning unguided, hooking sharp to port in front of them.

      She heard Ivin’s shout: “Hoist the Elk of Emudar and burn that godsdamned Hidreng hawk! Emudar!”

      Sailors cried in unison: “Emudar! Emudar! Emudar!”

      And arrows thudded into their deck from another Tek ship. She turned. This bigger vessel was on the far end of the range of their bows, and she wondered how far her Dark would travel. She focused and recalled the energies, sending them at this other, but as the snakes wrapped the first archers in terror, she felt her control fade, and before she drew her next breath, the connection snapped. “Shits.”

      Her lungs emptied as if clubbed in the chest. Eyes widened. Mouth gaped. She collapsed to her knees but never felt the impact. Her arms were noodles incapable of breaking her fall, and her cheek struck the forecastle’s deck before her consciousness went black.
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      “Hoist the Elk of Emudar and burn that godsdamned Hidreng hawk! Emudar!” Ivin drew the Ar-Bdein’s blade and waved it over his head. “Emudar!” And the sailors joined in the chant as others rushed around him.

      He looked to the sky to see the green Hidreng flag falling, and the rise of the antlers of Emudar. If they died now, at least it would be under the proper flag.

      He snagged a sailor by the shoulder. “Rope! Help me.” They jogged to the rail where a coil of wrist-thick rope stood four feet high, and unwound over fifty strides worth. He glanced back to the Captain, and Swolis pointed. They were damned near on top of the longboat already.

      An arrow thudded the deck only strides away, and he turned: archers from a Tek ship nocked a second flight, but they’d soon be out of range.

      The sailor knotted the rope’s end through an iron ring, and they waited, timing the throw. “Incoming!” Eyes from the boat caught his, and the weighted end soared with the sailor’s deft throw. Oarsmen leaped to their feet, snagging the rope before handing it to a woman to tie around the dolphin figurehead. The sailor ran rope clear, then tied the end off to the ship with a smile.

      “Choerkin!” Ivin turned to the sterncastle, where Remic pointed toward the prow.

      Meliu! He spun and sprinted toward the forecastle, fearing an arrow had struck her. Gods, no. He took the stair in three strides and shoved an archer from her side. He held her head to his thighs as he kneeled. “What happened?”

      The men shook their heads, and Bolun answered, if Ivin remembered his name right. “She just fell.”

      The Rot? He slipped an arm beneath hers, his other hand rubbing her cheek. She was warm, but not burning up… and he’d been checking every inch of body for boils the past several days. No, not the Rot. He lifted an eyelid and his heart skipped. Her eyes were black, not a hint of white nor their usual green. “Holy hells. Meliu! Wake up. Wake up!” He shook her shoulders, but she was limp as the dead, except for her chest rising and falling in shaking fits.

      Bolun said, “We got us a tail.”

      Ivin looked up; the ship of archers gave chase. He laid Meliu’s head on the deck. “Sorry for this. Bolun, meet me on the sterncastle. He jumped to the deck and ducked into their cabin, rushing to Meliu’s pack. His hand fumbled through her things until finding the Wyvern Fire arrow. He dashed through the door, catching up to Bolun climbing. He held up the arrow. “What’s your range?”

      “Hells if I know.”

      Ivin handed the man the Wyvern arrow and snagged his bow, yanking an arrow from his quiver. He nocked and gazed at the oncoming ship. He tested the string, a heavy draw, and took aim with a lofting arc. The string thrummed and the arrow sailed, short and far to the left. He glanced to their own flag, then the Thonian spear on the enemy ship whipping toward shore. Bolun handed him another arrow, and he took aim, this time he wasn’t pointing at the ship at all.

      The arrow streaked high and peaked, falling with a wind driven curve into the ship’s prow. Which meant they were in range as well. Arrows streaked back, but they weren’t aiming for him: shafts struck the longboat trailing behind them and folks fell screaming.

      Ivin snagged the Wyvern’s Fire and nocked with a deep breath. Its heft was different, the hells if he had an idea how the damned thing would fair in flight, and the other ship already drew closer. He aimed, adjusted, took a breath and exhaled. Bare fingers scraped from the string and the arrow launched. His arms fell to his side as he watched.

      “Curve. Curve, you bastard.” The wind favored him as the arrow peaked and plunged, but he lost sight of its flight. The enemy flashed in furious white fire, the flame spreading with uncanny speed. Within a flicker three men were ablaze and white tongues climbed the foremast. In less than a wick, its foresail would be cinder.

      Ivin shoved the bow back into Bolun’s hand and ran back to Meliu, kneeling by her trembling side. He kissed her lips. “Wake up!” The last thing he needed was to lose another woman he loved. He sat quiet, staring, waiting for her lids to open to familiar green eyes, forgetting everything around him.

      Until cheers arose. “Emudar!”

      Ivin’s eyes rose, and he saw the Tek ship leaning hard, spinning at damned near a dead stop. She’d run aground, which meant… He turned toward land and he could pick out the faces of people on the beach. “Ah, hells.”

      The Captain’s cry rang out, “Brace for land!”
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            Sailing to Fire

          

        

      

    

    
      The peace you live with was earned by warriors with spears and swords, willing to die in order to kill those who sought to destroy your ancestors. The prosperity and fertility of your fields was fed by their victory and sacrifice.

      –Codex of Sol

      

      “When we make New Fost, what do I tell my people?” Solineus stood beside Inslok at the prow of the Entiyu Emoño staring east, despite the enemy sailing to the south. Over that horizon Tek banners flew on a dozen ships, maybe more. The Luxuns outpaced them, but their longeye in the crow’s nest always spotted more.

      Inslok’s tone was dry as ever. “As we do not understand the Tek fleet’s goal, it is impossible to say. I do not imagine them fool enough to strike the Eleris.”

      “Nor do I.” Having seen the Eleris, and having felt the power of the Eleris, invasion meant suicide. But was this an impression or reality? Inslok’s reaction to so many ships sailing east suggested there might be more vulnerability than he conceived.

      “Which means New Fost may not be there when we arrive.”

      It’d taken him several days to come to grips with that possibility, but he no longer allowed it to eat his innards every wick of the day. Solineus scratched his brow and pulled a hard biscuit from his coat pocket. Someone had figured out how to turn grain into a rock, which meant it kept for a long while. Fresh stores on the ship ran out four days ago. “Would they invade the Blooded Plain?”

      “The Tek are like most humans: They will do what they have convinced themselves is in their best interest, even when it’s the opposite of reality. Humans are children and learning not to touch a hot stove can be painful.”

      Frustrating bastard. “Is that a yes or a no?”

      “It would be no, except something has driven them this far. Hidreng, Bemour, and Kilmin, they are friendly with each other, but Brotna and Thon? Enemies to the former three, yet they sail side by side. Whatever drives this alliance could drive them onto the Blooded Plain.”

      “And what would the Edan do?”

      “Smoke.”

      Solineus shook his head, confused. “What the hells are you…” He followed the Edan’s eyes to a light trail of smoke. “New Fost?” Solineus didn’t wait for the answer, he sprinted for the aft castle until facing Captain Intœño. “What is it?”

      Intœño side-stepped closer to the helmsman at the wheel. “The vanguard of the Tek fleet struck a Silone ship outside New Fost.”

      Solineus’ heart raced, his first instinct to draw his swords, but he was a horizon from a fight. “What do we do?”

      “I am sorry, my friend. There is nothing we can do.”

      “Turn for New Fost.”

      “This is a merchant vessel, not a ship of war. And either way, we are but one. Sonoenyo Ilnenu. One man is never an army.”

      The Edan appeared at the corner of Solineus’ eye, silent as ever. “The Captain is right.” Inslok’s face hung low, as if the icy being bore regrets.

      “They won’t attack this ship, flying the Luxun banner.”

      Captain Intœño said, “That is a maybe, my friend. The Luxuns lose ships like every other sailing nation.”

      “They won’t attack a Luxun ship with an Edan aboard.” He glanced to Inslok, who glanced to the captain, who glanced to Solineus.

      “This is so, I believe. But what good will we do?”

      “Hells if I know, but please, let’s take a look.”

      The feathers of his head fluffed. “Hard starboard, Junen.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      The Entiyu Emoño sped through waters like a hunting cat, graceful and uncanny fast, but there was no way to halt time. The trails of smoke rising were uncountable as they drew close, swirling in winds and overlapping.

      Solineus crouched as hope escaped with his breath.

      Inslok said, “We’re better served sailing to the Eleris, alert them to this insult.”

      “Insult? A godsdamned insult? Is that what this is to you?”

      Solineus!

      Kinesee’s voice screeched between his ears, and chills shook him so hard he put a hand to the floorboard. He felt the fear knotting her every muscle, turned, and knew if he could see so far, she would be right in front of him.

      He leaped to his feet. “Get me to shore.”

      “I—”

      “Sail this godsdamned ship straight through them whoresons and drop me with a rowboat. I don’t give a piss how you get me there, just do it.”
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      Glimdrem’s hearing was exceptional, but he still found it difficult to believe what his ears told him. Sailing straight into a warring armada… Nobody was thinking straight. What power did this strange human have over so many people?

      The Edan lauded the Luxun traders for many things when it came to the oceans, sailing into battle wasn’t one, and Inslok? The Edan confounded his every sense of who these people had been the past five hundred years.

      A fearful thrill passed through him at first; he had never witnessed a naval battle, but the tingle faded and died as they grew close enough to understand the scene before him. This wasn’t a glorious war as he read of in God Wars tomes, it was slaughter. Tek ships rammed smaller Silone vessels, splitting fishing boats in half, or slid up beside merchantmen to board, fighting skeleton crews armed with hatchets or staves. Soldiers took prisoners of old men and women, anyone unlucky enough to be onboard, and if they resisted, they killed them outright.

      The rock in the pit of his stomach grew heavier when he reminded himself there was nothing they could do for these people. Tek warships passed within thirty strides of the Entiyu Emoño. Tek archers nocked several hundred arrows and pointed their way, but only a couple dozen or so ever let fly, and never more than one salvo from a ship. With the Crown and Moons flying high, and an Edan standing on the prow lighting the ship, every captain they passed shouted their bowmen down.

      Inslok turned to him. “I will travel to the Blooded Plain. I need you to sail to the Eleris, inform the Volvrolan of these events.”

      “I will.” Leave a war zone for the Eleris? His luck was improving. “What should I say about the Gate?”

      “Tell them everything you know.”

      Glimdrem hesitated, told himself to keep quiet, but his tongue had a mind of its own of late. “Is that everything you know?”

      “What I feel I can not put into words. What you know must suffice.”

      “As you say.” His eyes gazed past the Edan; two Tek ships sat close, the stern of one twisting into their starboard path. For the first time while aboard a Luxun ship, he was happy to say he was a strong swimmer.

      The Captain’s shouts disappeared amid the clamor of sailors, and the Entiyu Emoño leaned hard to port, angling for a run between the two ships. It was tight, too tight and shrinking. Sailors scrambled and Captain Intœño screamed: “Lock on!”

      Glimdrem hadn’t a clue what the man meant, but watching the crew grab rails and other solid objects, he figured it out. He lunged for a castle post, gripping tight a flicker before the ship rocked hard, the Tek vessel’s aft crashing into the Entiyu Emoño and grazing down the length of the hull. Arrows thudded the deck and Inslok ignited his glow with his shield facing them. The Thonian captain shouted his archers down and in flickers that felt as a month, the Entiyu Emoño slid from the grip of the Thonian vessel. Intœño belted orders so fast Glimdrem hadn’t a prayer of picking out a word he understood.

      Intœño’s feathers stood near straight on his head as he struggled to bellow over the din, but within moments the ship righted and the sails filled with wind. The Thonian’s sails should’ve been stealing the wind, but they hung near limp. In that instant, Glimdrem figured he’d confirmed the rumors of Luxun’s manipulating the elements when sailing. But this was his scholarly mind overcoming the terror of the previous few wicks.

      Glimdrem scrambled back to the captain. “How’s the ship?”

      “Intact! Clear waters ahead if the bone eaters don’t come for us.”

      They cruised at an angle toward shore. Thousands of armed Silone lined the beach, and a cog sat rammed against the rocks. Solineus and Inslok climbed into a rowboat as several Luxun sailors prepped to lower them over the starboard rail. Glimdrem recognized then why the human had a pull over the Edan. On the surface they were night and day, but somewhere beneath they were dusk and dawn: The same, only from different points of view. Warriors, remorseless killers, men with foolish codes of how to live.

      Sailors lowered them into the strait, the Edan’s glow disappearing. He turned to Captain Intœño with a certain relief. “To the Eleris.” Realization struck: There was no longer an Edan onboard to stop the arrows.

      Intœño’s head-feathers fluffed three times as the helmsman spun the wheel, and he pointed. The blockade was thinner to the northeast, with Tek engaged with Silone ships, but two warships headed their way already.

      “You’ve seen battle before, Captain?”

      “Indeed! Against the Bobaru a time or two, but I was a lad with sword and shield in my hand.”

      Mention of the Bobaru brought Uvin to mind, with shark’s teeth and yellow eyes, but the memory was useless. “Win or lose?”

      Intœño laughed. “I’m alive!”

      The two ships sailing straight for them were massive, triple masted with a dozen sails, and ballista mounted on the prow. “I hope you stay that way.”

      “I’ll survive by being a sailor, not a warrior.” The captain shouted, “Kimini troilo!” Glimdrem thought it meant something like, “Bring me the wind.”

      Luxuns scaled ropes, clinging in a series from top to bottom. The Entiyu Emoño’s sails snapped with a rush of wind while the sails of the Tek ships fell limp. Wind thieves. It was an old nickname given the Luxuns in ancient texts, and now he understood how they earned the title.

      But would it would be enough?

      The mast of the Entiyu Emoño creaked and the entire ship groaned under the strain of the gale, but it held together with a speed Glimdrem hadn’t imagined. Archers lined the first ship’s rails and loosed their arrows, but the winds knocked them aside, sending them into the strait with harmless splashes.

      Confidence grew, and though he stood stone still, in his mind he cheered, dancing as a child who’d won a prize. Then the ballista’s harpoon struck, piercing the deck, its rope thick and taut in a flicker. A Tek sailor looped rope over the line and slid down its length toward them, and more were following. Glimdrem glanced to the deck; the Luxuns were busy with their wind trick.

      “Cut the rope!”

      Glimdrem stared at the Captain, uncertain who he meant the command for. This time their eyes locked. “Cut that rope!”

      He drew his sword and leaped from the sterncastle, sprinting to the barbed spear stuck in the Entiyu Emoño. His sword slashed and fibers split, but the rope was thick as his forearm. He followed the rope with his eye, watching Tek slide closer even as he sliced over and over into the rope.

      The first Tek was so close Glimdrem could see his eyes were a dark brown and he bore a scar on his left cheek. The sailor screamed his battle cry before the rope snapped. The man hit the deck of the ship with three others, but several more fell to swim.

      He lurched for the downed man sitting stunned and groggy on the deck and slipped the sword into his chest. Glimdrem stared into those brown eyes and the man stared back; the axe’s blow missed his hand by a finger, and he plunged the sword into the man three more times, the last straight to his face.

      Two men rushed him but the one in front dropped with a quarrel through his thigh, and the Dara sailor finished him with an axe to the pate. Glimdrem unleashed a guttural cry and charged the remaining Teks alongside the islander. One man crawled with a twisted leg before the axe took the back of his neck, and the other Glimdrem slashed across the arm before sticking the sharp through his heart.

      Combat was a rush as he’d never felt before, and he clasped arms with the Dara, both men laughing to be alive.

      Arrows gave chase, but the wind defeated their arcs, and the Entiyu Emoño raced through the blockade with open waters ahead. Glimdrem imagined there wasn’t a ship in the world which could catch them. But the world didn’t matter, he knew well that no Tek ship would keep them from the Eleris.

      Sailors cheered, and the Dara said, “Uumboyo of Olfindara.”

      “Glimdrem of Eleris Edan.”

      The man pulled him close and pounded his shoulder before throwing his head back to howl. And Glimdrem joined him. Primal and alien, the air ripping from his lungs transformed his tension into elation, so he howled a second time, shaking his sword in the air.

      He liked this Dara; maybe it was time to make a human friend.
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      Solineus didn’t wait for the rowboat to hit the shore; he leaped into the surf and ran until colliding with the crowd on the beach. He wormed his way through the milling bodies without a concern for losing Inslok and climbed a bluff before he could stand without brushing shoulders. He closed his eyes and focused, but he couldn’t feel her. Where is she?

      His left index finger twitched, an itch turning to a tingle in the tip, and his arm raised to point. Thank you.

      His feet bolted, but he rammed straight into someone, driving them to the ground. He stopped. “Ivin?”

      “Solineus? What the hells—”

      “No time!” He sprinted without offering the man a hand, dodging people as he could, grazing their shoulders, but never stopping. He had a sense for the girl now, she was close, so close. His eyes lit on a covered wagon unhitched from its team sitting alone in the dark with five hooded men guarding its steps.

      He circled, coming in high, and the Twins roared from the depths of his consciousness. The first man’s head flew never knowing he was about to die, his body rocking the wagon as it hit, and the second’s spine split at the waist, his final view a head flipping through the air. Blood streaked the wagon’s canopy as the Twin gashed the third across the chest. Solineus stopped as this man collapsed, facing two more with their smallswords drawn. Their faces were Silone, but the weapons were a Tek design. A poor Tek design when facing Latcu.

      He strode forward with one Twin whirling a figure eight, the other straight in the air and no doubt hard to see in the dark. They came for him, and he deflected the first’s attack with the eight, and dipped the left Twin; a quick thrust and the man’s own momentum skewered him through the nose until cracking out the back his skull like a chick’s beak hatching. The right slashed the air, catching the other man’s lunge; the Twin sheered the smallsword’s thin blade, and Solineus’ circling swipe cut a diagonal stripe from the man’s right hip to his shoulder.

      Solineus stopped for two breaths. Strode for the wagon’s steps, and it rocked beneath his feet before he slashed the canopy open.
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        Flattery is a weapon more fearsome than the sword in the hands of a master, but it is a weapon defeated by a soul with no ego to feed.

        

      

      
        
        –Codex of Sol

      

      

      Kinesee sat on a hard stool, her hands and feet bound, and blind in pitch black with canvass strapped over her head. She had no sense of time after being walked into the back of the wagon, but guessed she’d been here a candle or longer. Plenty of time for her eyes to dry, and her breaths to calm.

      Far as she could tell she was alone beneath the wagon’s canopy, but voices were a constant from outside. Feet tromped, and the wagon rocked as someone climbed inside from behind her. They passed by her side, and she felt a tug untying her hood.

      A pretty face greeted her, a slender woman with long black hair, and she wore the robes of a high priestess. “You! It was you who killed those people.” She wasn’t certain, but it was a fish-kissing coincidence if this wasn’t the woman who murdered the Hidreng and others the night she snuck out.

      She smiled. Not beautiful, not even as pretty as she first thought. “This is a popular opinion.”

      Two months ago Kinesee would’ve been a child cowed by a ranking priest, incapable of defiance. “You deny it?”

      “I don’t think it matters if I did or didn’t.”

      The woman managed an answer that flummoxed her. “What do you mean by that?”

      “That it doesn’t matter.”

      The dead-fish stare she gave reawakened her anger. “So, yer gonna kill me because I saw you?”

      “Even if it was me you saw: No.” She leaned in, brushed hair from Kinesee’s face. “I wanted to get a good look at you.”

      Kinesee ducked her head and shook her hair so it fell in front of her face.

      The priestess laughed. “A petulant child, though barely a child any longer. We all grow older faster in trying times.” She brushed her hair back again. “If others had found you instead of me, you would be dead.”

      “You forget there’s a Tek fleet in the harbor, we’ll all be dead soon.”

      The woman leaned back. “Perhaps. Well, you’ll be dead. Me and my people? We will live.”

      Kinesee snorted. “Why’d you wanna see me?”

      “In case you hadn’t noticed, someone tried to kill you—”

      “Sure, you!”

      “If I wanted you dead you would be, we can at least agree on that, can’t we? No, but I’ve been trying to figure out who wants you dead and why. A child, born to unmarried clanblood, taken under the Ravinrin wing… pretty but unspecial in any obvious way.”

      “The Emudar have many enemies in the northern clans.” She’d heard this broad explanation a hundred times or more by folks wiser than her in clan politics.

      “I’ve considered that! Preat Yungar was my first thought. Your father’s father took his father’s head in a dual some twenty years ago, some spat over a woman. But I tracked down his kin and turns out Preat was last seen eating people.” The priestess shrugged. “It isn’t the Yungars. So, who has a such a grudge to wipe out all Emudar clanblood? Not just Mikjehemlut?”

      “Tirus.” A name she’d heard bandied about by the Lady Ravinrin; the Tirus family were full of oath-breaking brutes if Tedeu could be believed.

      “A wager few would give you odds on, so many believe it true.”

      Kinesee shrugged. “It doesn’t matter.”

      The priestess’ head cocked with a smirk. “It doesn’t?”

      “No. When my father arrives, and he will, soon, you’ll all be dead.”

      She giggled, almost girlish. “Your father sailed for Kaludor for gods know what reason… to show some woodkin the horrors? To close the Celestial Gate?”

      “He’s back. He’ll find me soon.” She relaxed her shoulders, breathed easy.

      There was no way this woman believed her, but her smile slipped. “And just how would he know where to find you?”

      Kinesee shrugged, stared straight into her eye. “A father knows things… He can feel me, just like I feel him. He’s close.” She didn’t know until she said, but she did feel him. Or she imagined it. She couldn’t be sure, but the priestess wasn’t so sure either. “You should leave.” And she smiled.

      “Horseshit.” The woman’s sweet tones grew dark, and her brows scrunched. She wasn’t pretty, she was downright ugly. “Why do the Nesfereum want you dead?”

      Kinesee drew back from the evil in the woman’s visage. “The who? The what? I don’t know what you’re talking about!”

      A commotion outside, men grunted and a ring reminiscent of steel. Something rocked the wagon on its wheels, testing the wedges which kept it from rolling.

      “The Nesfereum—”

      A scream cut off her words, and something splashed the canopy a second time. Kinesee smiled. “I warned you.”

      The priestess reached for her and Kinesee flung herself backwards as the wagon rocked; the woman’s nails scratched at her throat, but couldn’t find a grip. Canvass split above her, and as her back hit the floorboards, Solineus surged over her.

      Fire flew with the woman’s prayers, heating Kinesee’s face, but she wasn’t the target. One of Solineus’ twin blades hewed the Fire while his other arm covered his face, and he drove straight into her. The priestess backed and stumbled, and he shoved her straight out the end of the wagon with a roaring heave. The Fire died, and his blade clipped the woman in the ribs as she fell outside.

      He stared after the woman a flicker, then turned to her. “Are you hurt?”

      Kinesee stared up at him. She’d never seen him in a beard, let alone one singed and smoking. She giggled. “You look funny.”

      “That answers my question.” He turned, opening the flap the woman fell through, then looked back to her. He grabbed her collar and pulled her stool upright before cutting the ropes.

      Soon as her arms were free, she threw them around her hero. “I love you.”

      “Love you too, sweet girl.” He sheathed a twin and lifted her easier than her father ever had, carrying her from the wagon. “What the hells happened?”

      “I… We were at the beach, we saw the fires and we headed for the Ravinrin tents. I got knocked to the ground, then…” Part of her didn’t want to say it for fear of what Solineus might do to the boy, but another part of her didn’t care. “Leto Ravinrin. I was with him. He handed me over to those people. To that priestess.”

      Solineus set her on her feet and kneeled to look in her eye. “He did what?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Solineus stormed through two guards and straight into the Ravinrin’s main tent. “Where is that little shit eater?” In four strides he had Leto Ravinrin by the throat, lifting to slam him against the central tent pole. “I reckon you better explain yourself and fast.”

      The boy struggled for breath, his feet dangling.

      “Remember where you are, Mikjehemlut!” The Lady Tedeu’s voice rang high, and swords sang from their sheaths.

      Kinesee tromped forward and screamed. “He gave me to the high priestess!” She stepped over and punched him in the gut.

      Solineus couldn’t have been more proud if he was her blood-father. “Like I said, you’ve explaining to do or I break your neck here and now.”

      “I didn’t!”

      “My boy would never do such a thing.”

      “My girl says otherwise.” He eased his grip, but kept Leto’s feet dangling.

      “We got separated in the crowd… I found Semerun, but never saw Kinesee ‘til now.”

      Semerun sheathed his sword and held his hands palm out as he stepped forward. “The boy speaks the truth. I found him moments after losing the both of them. But we couldn’t find her.”

      Solineus didn’t trust the boy, but the warrior’s eyes didn’t lie. He lowered Leto to the ground. “I don’t know how I can believe you both, but I do.”

      Tedeu said, “Come, my boy.” Leto scurried to her side. “We have bigger worries than your daughter with platformed Ships in harbor.”

      It was hard to figure what the godsdamned hells was going on, but the woman shot straight as ever. “Aye. But I’ll be back. Kinesee.”

      Solineus stepped from the tent with the girl by his side.

      “He did it!”

      “We’ll sort that out, after… Where’s the Choerkin tent?” She pointed northeast, and he adjusted his route. “What’d that damned priestess say to you?”

      “She wanted to know why the Nesfereum wants me dead.”

      “Who wants you dead? What the hells is that?”

      “That’s what I said!” She stomped beside him. “When we arrived at New Fost, a pack of men tried to kill me. Guess you haven’t heard that.”

      “No, I hadn’t.” A daughter of a fisherman thrown into an intrigue he couldn’t even remember… if it had anything to do with him and the Emudar. “How much do you know?”

      “Maro beat the man silly… Someone hired them, but we dunno who.”

      “I reckon the assassin is dead now?”

      “Yup! Tedeu doesn’t have a stomach for torture, but she’s just fine with execution.”

      Solineus doubted he would’ve gotten more from the bastard anyhow.

      A banner stitched with the Choerkin bear caught his eye, and in a wick he strolled through an open the unguarded flap. Clanblood had stuffed the Ravinrin tent from flap to back, but in the Choerkin tent a lone figure stalked the great table with weak strides, struggling to cinch his sword belt.

      “Rikis, it’s good to see you up and well.”

      The Choerkin turned, his face showing good color and his eyes bright. “Mikjehemlut? You the one who brought the Tek fleet?”

      “Have a seat Kinesee.” The girl trotted to the table without a word. Almost as shocking as finding Sedut holding her prisoner. “No, the Entiyu Emoño chased the bastards, but we didn’t beat the attack.”

      “It is good you’ve returned. You can join me to drive these bastards from New Fost and back to their boats.” His fingers fumbled the buckle three times before he got it right.

      “There won’t be a fight to win, on land, way I reckon it.”

      “The bastards are burning our ships and dropping heads in the strait!”

      “The Parapet Strait isn’t the Blooded Plain, there isn’t a treaty, nothing to protect our ships. There’s now an Edan on the beach.”

      “This is good news, if they fear the Edan as folks say.” Rikis leaned against the table. “They coulda burned our ships anytime. Why now?”

      “That’s what we need to learn. You’ve seen Ivin?”

      “Ivin’s a prisoner of the Bishop in the city of Bdein, if the wind of rumor is true.”

      Solineus chuckled. “That’d be a mighty good trick considering I knocked him to the ground a flicker back.”

      Rikis stared, maybe thinking Solineus was addled in the head. After several flickers he shrugged. “Then you know more than I do.”

      Solineus turned to Kinesee, who sat dutiful and silent. Maybe time around Tedeu was growing her up, or maybe it was people wanting her dead that did the trick. “First things first, keeping you safe.”
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      The Soaring Gull struck grating stones to slow her before she reached a lurching stop, and sailors leaped into the waters below to reach shore. Ivin felt alone with his stricken priestess within flickers as folks fled the ship. Captain Swolis’ head darted above the edge of the forecastle.

      “Is she alive?”

      “Aye, she is.” Ivin lifted and slung Meliu over his shoulder, hoping she wouldn’t hate him later for this undignified rescue. He climbed to the deck as the captain hooked a rope ladder to the side and loosed his grip.

      “I’ll head down first and old it steady best I can.”

      A flight of arrows rushed over their head from the beach, on their way to the Tek vessel behind them, as Swolis hit the beach.

      The ladder twisted and swung like a branch on a windy day as he hauled her extra weight, and he damned near fell when his foot slipped a rung, but he reached the rocky surf without dropping Meliu.

      “What the hells is wrong with the gal?”

      “I don’t know.” He trudged to shore with Swolis close behind. “You and your men... Solineus Mikjehemlut is a friend, you Emudar are welcome at the Choerkin tents any time.”

      “Clanblood? I hear that one’s a fire-brand.”

      “He is at that.”

      The captain swatted his shoulder. “I’ll be takin’ you up on the offer, friend. I owe you. But, I best find my crew and keep ‘em in line for now. Good luck to ya.”

      Ivin nodded and plowed forward, folks splitting the way for him to pass. And when they didn’t he bulled straight into them until they gave way. He huffed to the top of a bluff and turned back to the Parapet Straits. Blazes and smoke.

      A tug at his waist.

      He spun in a fury, but eased when he gazed down, into the blue eyes of a young boy. “What’s the matter with the miss?”

      The hells if he could tell the truth, even if he knew it. “She collapsed as we sailed in, no wound I could see.”

      A troubled frown drooped his lips. “I know a lady, she stitched up my sis, saved her life and leg from the gangrene when folks figured her good as dead.”

      “My thanks, boy, but I don’t think it’s that kind of injury.”

      He grimaced and stood on his tiptoes, whispering. “She’s a priestess. Prayer saved my sis, but she don’t want folks knowin’.”

      “What’s your name, boy?”

      “Dekun.”

      Ivin straightened with hope; risky, but better than letting whatever happened to go untreated. “Take me to her.” The child turned and ran. “Walk!”

      He slowed and Ivin caught him by the time they turned north into another crowd of people. Dekun slipped through spaces between folks that’d challenge Ivin on a normal day, let alone while carrying Meliu on his shoulder, but he managed not to lose him.

      Dekun stopped, waving him forward to catch up, and led him to a tent. The boy threw the flap open and Ivin slipped inside.

      It was dark, lit by a single lantern. “There’s no one here.”

      Dekun stepped inside. “There’s a bed here, lay her down.” He twisted the wick on the lantern as Ivin placed her on the bed.

      The boy sprinted through the flap and Ivin inhaled deep. Nothing to do. Several lanterns hung dark on tent poles, and by the time he’d set them ablaze a figure strolled into the room, speeding bedside.

      “Meliu.” A woman’s voice.

      “You know her?”

      “Better than I know you, Ivin Choerkin.” A pale hand threw back her hood; long black hair bound in a pony tail.

      When she turned, Ivin’s hand went to his sword, and the Ar-Bdein steel sang from its sheath. “Sedut!”

      She stared without a flinch. “If I let you kill me, she’s dead. Or worse.”

      Let me kill her. Memories of her power brought a lump of coal to his throat. “You saved my life.”

      “And you tried to take mine. Would you claim us even?”

      Ivin exhaled through his nose and sheathed his sword. “No. But neither are our balances so easy to reconcile.”

      “May I try to heal her?”

      “You’re a killer, not a healer.” He grimaced. A stupid answer for a stupid question.

      “Are you a warrior or lover, or can you be both?”

      Flustered, he waved his hand in front of his face. “Do what you can.”

      “I will.” The High Priestess passed her hands over Meliu’s face and chest while intoning a prayer. “The Dark has claimed her.”

      “She was defending the ship we were on.”

      “How long ago?”

      Hells, time was a blur. “A dozen wicks, give or take. Half candle at most.”

      A glow emanated from her fingertips, and a white fog billowed. Meliu’s breath inhaled the cloud, and she screamed. Coughed. A hand lashed out. Then she fell silent.

      Ivin’s fingers twitched to draw his sword and strike this priestess. “What the hells are you doing?”

      “Saving her life. I hope.” She turned, the set of her eyes sincere as her words. “This will take time, and it won’t be pleasant.”

      “But she’ll be fine?”

      “She will live. Her mind? Dark is fearsome, she… I will do my best. But you have more important places to be.”

      “Forges! If the Tek storm the beach, we’ll need you.”

      “If they do, should I stay here to save her, or come to fight.”

      Ivin hesitated. “You godsdamned do both.”

      “If they make land, I will be there.”

      Ivin tromped from the tent, his mind whirling, but always returning to images of Kotin dying on the table, and when he forced that memory aside, he watched his mother burn on the holy pyre. He screamed until his throat was sore. Lumbered forward uncertain what the hells he was doing.

      Wandering lost in a maze of people, he stopped to spin a circle, dazed, and someone careened into him from the side, driving him to a knee. He shook his head, eyes focusing on the man who’d run into him.

      The man’s voice penetrated the haze of his erratic mind. “Ivin?”

      “Solineus? What the hells—”

      “No time!” He bolted at a dead sprint, disappearing in a flicker.

      Ivin stood and shook his head, breaking his malaise, his thoughts congealing. “The beach. No, high ground.” He trotted, craning his neck over folks while remaining close to the bluff’s edge. He figured he’d spot a face he knew soon enough, but it was a voice which caught his ear.

      “You bastards line up! Shields to the fore and archers rearward!” Ivin breathed easier and ran, wondering if the Wolverine carried enough jerky for a meal.

      It didn’t take long to track the braying commander down. “Commander Pikarn!”

      The man’s broad shoulders turned, and he took two steps toward Ivin with a squinting eye. “Ratsmasher? That you under that black hair?”

      Ivin laughed at the bull of a man as Pikarn rushed him, lifting him from his feet in a bearhug not so unlike Kotin’s. “You’re breaking my ribs.”

      Pikarn guffawed and dropped him. “Godsdamn, boy, good ta see yer hide in one piece. We’ll need every hand when those bastards reach shore.”

      “I don’t think they’re comin’.”

      “How d’ya figer?”

      “This is the Blooded Plain.”

      The Wolverine reached into his pack and offered jerky. “Yer putting your faith in a foreign treaty?”

      Ivin bit and ripped, the spiced pork gentle on his teeth after the ship’s hard tack. “No. I know nothing, and have faith in less, but my gut says they hit us on the Strait because it doesn’t risk war with the Edan.”

      Pikarn stuffed jerky in his mouth even as he chewed. “You’ll excuse me if I plan for somethin’ more bloody.”

      It took two candles of shouting and pushing men around before the Wolverine had every armed man and woman claiming Choerkin ties lined in tiers for battle, then they waited into the night standing beside a rushing fire.

      And waited.

      Solineus found them before a single Tek boat touched shore. “What word?”

      Pikarn guffawed. “Mikjehemlut! Yer back. It’s like a godsdamned party up here.”

      Ivin clasped the man’s arm. “How’d you find us?”

      “Rumors, the return of the Hero of Istinjoln, it didn’t take long. When did you get back? I surprised Rikis with the news.”

      Ivin bowed his shaking head. “Just got back. I’d… you won’t believe this. Meliu is hurt, and of all people I find to help… Sedut. She’s with her now.”

      Solineus’ eyes struck a keen stare by the bonfire’s light. “What the hells you talking about? I just chased that witch out of a wagon, right after I bumped into you… she had Kinesee.”

      “Kinesee? What? You’re sure it was Sedut? I left her a flicker before you knocked me down.”

      “Godsdamn, yes, it was her! Where is she?”

      “Saving Meliu.”

      “Take me to her.” Solineus took deep breaths. “I won’t kill her until after she tends to Meliu.”

      The Wolverine said, “I think you boys are losing your minds… Silone blood stokes them fires out yonder.” He shook his head and turned his back on them.

      “And if Sedut means to kill Meliu for helping us?”

      “I’ll take you, but keep your head. Sedut is dangerous as a Forge Viper.”

      Pikarn raised his arms in surrender while staring out to sea. “You boys get the hells out of her, before I gotta kick yer asses.”

      They didn’t run, but they walked fast, and in a fist of wicks Ivin found the tent. He pointed. “I go in first.”

      He strode to the flap, nervous as hells, and threw the flap open. “Sedut.”

      The lanterns burned, but no one was inside. Solineus shoved past him, hands wrapping the hilts of the Twins. “Damn it! You should never have trusted the witch.”

      Ivin took three strides and flopped into a chair. His palms rubbed his eyes until they watered. “No. She won’t hurt Meliu, but Meliu… If she…”

      Solineus’ voice eased. “You think she’s dead?”

      Ivin shook his head. “Or worse.”
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        Bungling, trundling, deeper and darker,

        farther into the cannibalistic larder.

        You, the befallen and the felled,

        sweet doe and noble buck,

        gaze into still waters,

        witness your bloodied fangs.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      “Still no word from them star folk?” Artus sniffed a cup of his latest batch of whiskey. Eliles had to admit his skills improved, or she grew used to the flavor. This evening everyone was at The Salty Frog to enjoy a drink or two with a hot dinner.

      “Not even a whistle.” She stopped by Star Watch every day, visiting the library and climbing into the stars, but no one came forward.

      Jinbin said, “Plenty of holies were hanged or fed to sharks, I can’t blame them for the jitters.”

      Seden clapped his head. “A tower of Fire might make ‘em wonder as well.”

      He laughed. “And that.”

      Artus sipped his broth. “Can’t say they done us any harm, outside of my pride and a flowery bath. Let ‘em be, I guess. They’ll come out in time. A bit like Seden comin’ around to my whiskey.”

      The woman snorted. “That stuff’ll rot the tongue right out of your mouth.”

      Eliles sighed and saluted Artus with her cup before taking a sip. “It’s got potential.”

      “If I had better godsdamned oak to toast me up a barrel, it’d be more than potential.”

      The door to the tavern opened and Temeru stood straight and proud in the robes of the High Oracle. Trouble was, they must’ve belonged to Meris, the hems covered neither the wrists nor ankles. She strode into the room with everyone staring. “Blessings of the pantheon on you good people.”

      No one said a word until Eliles stood. “Welcome! I’d like you all to meet Temeru, the new high Oracle of Star Watch.”

      Folks mumbled their greetings, not a one comfortable with the new arrival. Artus coughed and drug a chair to their table. “We’ve whiskey and broth, if you’re hungry.”

      Temeru smiled, the tension fading a nudge. “I’d be delighted.” She took a seat, her smile sincere. “I thank you for the hospitality.” She dipped her spoon and sipped as every eye in the room stared. “Quite good! I’ve always been fond of fish.”

      Seden said, “You and your people are welcome here, but a little warning would be good if you bring more than a few mouths.”

      “I would like that, but the Fire makes my people worry.”

      Eliles lifted her cup and brought the burn to her lips without a drink. “The Fire is safe. Stable.”

      Temeru set her spoon in her soup, her eyes narrowing. “Fire you brought with the Sliver of Star.”

      “I did, yes.”

      “From the Prophecy of the Twelfth Star. Meris muttered of Ulrikt and the Sliver before she… before her demise.”

      “Meris was at Istinjoln when High Priestess Sedut brought what they believed was the Sliver—”

      “This is the second time someone has mentioned Meris in Istinjoln. This must be a mistake, an imposter. She never left Star Watch.”

      Eliles shook her head. “She broke bones before the Eve of Snows. No mistake.”

      Temeru drank from her cup. “Tell me, do you believe in the fables of the Lord Priest’s Face?”

      Artus grinned “What, Lord Priest’s don’t have a face?”

      Jinbin said, “A mimic, a shapeshifter. Older adherents torment every barefoot postulant with the tales, keeps the naughty kids in line.”

      Temeru said, “What if the Face is real? We all saw Meris here, every day, without fail, but Meliu said she was in Istinjoln and now you say so.”

      Eliles’ eyes and other features would change, but it was specific to one person and subtle. Could prayer achieve such a thing? “I’ve never believed the stories, no. A transformation so perfect you couldn’t tell your master from the Face?”

      “If true, anyone of you could be the Face of Ulrikt.”

      Eliles laughed, but the back of her neck tingled. “What game are you playing? You want to scare us, turn us against each other? For all we know, you’re the Face. It’s a children’s story.”

      “No, I don’t think so. Meris went to Istinjoln, which meant we prayed with a stranger every day until the real woman returned. She broke bones and read them, and not a one of us suspected.”

      “What proof but your word?”

      “None, but I wanted you aware, in case you’ve noticed anything.”

      Would anybody look at each other same again? “I suppose we should thank you.”

      “You should, but I suspect you won’t.” She spooned her bowl and sipped.

      “This spook story doesn’t explain your worry over the Fire.”

      She stirred her soup as she spoke. “There is something in the fire.”

      Eliles squinted. “Elementals, the Edan call them te-xe. They’re small, harmless.”

      “I’ve heard of these in my studies. No, something else. Something huge. We studied your Fire for days… this thing passes so fast it’s hard to see. We thought it a mirage at first, an anomaly in the flames. It isn’t, it is something alive. I swear it.”

      Kork said, “I thought I saw something a couple times, high in the fire… counted it as my imagination.”

      “Who else has seen something?” Eliles frowned as half the folks in the room raised a hand.

      Temeru lifted her bowl and drank her soup. “I’ve said what I came to say. If we learn anything, we will let you know.”

      She stood and moved to the door and Eliles shadowed her, stopping her after they walked outside. “Temeru. How did Meliu escape Istinjoln? What was she studying in the library?”

      “Lord Priest Ulrikt sent her to Choerkin Fost with Jinbin the afternoon of the Eve of Snows. The rest… I’m sorry, I don’t trust you. Maybe one day.”

      Eliles stared at the woman’s shoulders as she strode toward the city gate. Trust. She stepped through the Frog’s swinging doors and eased into her seat, eyes pinned on Jinbin.

      He stared back, spoon in his mouth. “What?”

      “Lord Priest Ulrikt sent you to the Fost?” Her voice rose higher than she liked.

      “High Priest Woxlin, not Ulrikt.”

      How many times his name swirled around events as they led to the Eve of Snows was like a slap in the face. “That bastard was tied to Ulrikt’s hip… and you don’t think to mention it? The son of a bitch was Dareun’s confessor!”

      He dropped his spoon in his soup. “Why would I? When I knew you’d act just like this.”

      Artus stood. “Whoa, now. Ease up.”

      “I’m acting like this because you lied to me. Why the hells was Meliu sent from Istinjoln? Why was she here?”

      “I never knew she was here! A damned oracle comes in and spouts fairy tales of the Lord Priest’s Face and monsters in the Fire, and you forget who your friends are?”

      “You lied to me!”

      A curt laugh. “Ho! And you’ve told us everything. Horseshit.”

      Eliles’ face burned red. “The only thing I didn’t tell you was that Artus found a book on winemaking.”

      “Wine? No shit?”

      Artus’ eyes flew wide. “Don’t listen to the girl, she’s raving.”

      Eliles screamed, “Nobody cares about the wine!”

      Jinbin smirked. “You lied again.”

      Eliles spun in a fury and slammed her way out the tavern. “Januel, forgive my vile words. Shittin’ hells!” She kicked a rock and stalked into the city.

      Footsteps came from behind. “I’m sorry.”

      She tromped the winding street toward Star Watch, though it was the last place in the world she wanted to see. “What was Meliu doing here?”

      He reached her side. “I don’t know. She had a scroll to deliver to the Fost. All the scroll said was, ‘Meliu, Flee Kaludor’.”

      She stopped cold and turned on him. “And you both left Istinjoln before the Eve of Snows?”

      “Candles before… whatever happened in Istinjoln.”

      “And you kept it a secret.”

      “Yes. I’m sorry. I didn’t fight my way out like people assumed, I rode out with two kegs of ale. It was a better story.”

      “Ale?” A flash in the Fire behind his head, as if a tremendous blade clipped the wall in a sweeping arc. She grabbed his shoulders, spinning him. “Did you see that?”

      He stumbled and caught himself. “See what?” Another sweep cut the tower clean in half, so fast a person could miss it during a blink. “Godsdamn, whatever it is moves fast.”

      They turned circles staring into the Fire. Nothing.

      “Demon of some sort? A huge te’xe?

      “Hells if I know. But I’d feel better in the Frog. In the Frog’s basement.”

      He took a step, but she grabbed his shoulder. “You don’t know what Meliu would’ve been searching for in the library?”

      “No, I swear.”

      “Don’t lie again.” She cut off his protest. “Or neglect a detail.”

      “On Januel’s Heart, I swear.”

      “Good.”

      Long strides carried them back to The Frog, their eyes scanning the flames surrounding them, but whatever had passed overhead remained hidden. The thought kept coming to her: Tiny te-xe are attracted to small fires, what moth would come to a flame which rises into the clouds?
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        A general will learn lessons and never forget them, but if you can discover what they’ve already learned, the lesson may become bait, and the lesson you teach them next will be their last.

        

      

      
        
        –Codex of Sol

      

      

      Meliu awoke in dark and assumed herself blind. Her fingers twitched and she couldn’t feel her feet. She opened her mouth to speak, but her throat rasped, a dry croak.

      “Lay still.” The voice was a woman’s, and familiar.

      Cool glass touched her lips and water trickled onto her tongue; sour, but it eased the pain in her throat.

      “I’m blind.”

      “I don’t think so. It will fade.”

      The inflections in the voice, the pitch. “Sedut?”

      “Yes, and I have a friend of yours with me… Your sister I should say.”

      Someone hugged her. “I missed you.”

      “Deelee!” She wrapped an arm around the girl, the effort spiking tingling burns through her body. “I’m so happy you’re safe. And here. By the Gods.”

      “You’re gonna be fine, they promised me.”

      Sedut said, “There’ll be plenty of time for a reunion when you can see again.”

      Meliu’s thoughts spun. “How long was I unconscious? The Teks?”

      “Not long, it isn’t yet morning. They burned every Silone ship on the water. With you awake, we should be able to speed your recovery.”

      Prayers came from the opposite side of her bed, and she blinked her eyes; fuzzy lights and blurs. “Where are we?”

      “Among the holy. Did you bed the Choerkin?” Meliu felt herself blush. “I thought so, the way he carried you, so desperate to keep you alive.”

      Meliu’s eyes twitched through blinks, annoying as the hells, worse because her eyes were dry as an oracle’s bone. “How did he find you?”

      “Dekun, a fifth year postulant from Istinjoln, recognized you over Ivin’s shoulder and brought the both of you to me.”

      “Hard to believe he left me with you.”

      “Is it? I saved his life, if you’ll recall… This earns a lady some small redemption with honorable men. And when I offered to save the woman he loves—”

      “He loves another.” Did he love her? Could he?

      “If only people could be so certain of another’s love as you are certain of his not loving you. Alas, I did lie to him.”

      “Lied?”

      “I told him I’d heal you, but I needed help. If he isn’t looking for you already, he will be soon.”

      Meliu’s blinks slowed and clear outlines shifted into view, Sedut and Deelee. Time to change the subject. “Any word of the Fifth Treatise? Tomarok?”

      “Like you, I’ve been too busy staying alive.”

      Deelee’s eyes appeared in a blurry face, and Meliu smiled. Flickers later she recognized the two of them, and Bralena. She leaned in and gave the healer a hug. “Praise the gods and your prayers.”

      Bralena grinned through her continuing prayers.

      Did she have such skill to heal the Dark? I don’t know none of these people, not for certain. She kept her smile, but her innards twisted: Ulrikt or his Face might be any one of them… two of them. Trust no one. She grabbed Deelee and hugged her. “Deelee the Pious.”

      The girl giggled. “Urchin the Pious.”

      “An urchin no more.”

      Sedut said, “She’s a petitioning adherent now.”

      Meliu’s lips pursed and a brow raised. “You want to be a postulant?”

      “Mmhmm!”

      “A year or two old isn’t she?”

      Sedut said, “Not in these trying times, and when following in her sister’s footsteps.”

      “I didn’t know how much I missed you.” Meliu mussed the girl’s hair. “But, I need to get back to Ivin.”

      Sedut laughed. “I see! You love the Choerkin as well.”

      Deelee rolled her eyes with a disgusted frown. “Boys.”

      Meliu’s eyes spread wide, but she recovered with a shrug. Whether a truth or a lie, it’d be useful. “I dunno. I care for him, love? We’ve an enemy poised to destroy the clans, the church, everyone, this matters more than love.”

      Sedut breathed deep. “This is so.”

      “You will fight beside the clans when the time comes?”

      A sideways grin. “You know I will.”

      “It’s how you earn redemption?” The mistrust jumped to her mind: Is that why you fought beside Eredin at the Fost? Saved Ivin? Destroyed the Sundering scroll and battled the Tek? For the people or for yourself? “My head is still spinning, I should rest.”
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      The waves of the Parapet Straits lapped Ivin’s boots; Solineus and Polus stood to either shoulder with dry feet.

      Morning, and still Ships smoldered on the Strait, sending their smoke to the heavens, but not a single Tek set foot to the shore. A scattering of Silone longboats survived and the Soaring Gull sat grounded and untouched, but they were all that survived. Ivin figured once they ran aground on the Blooded Plain the treaty protected them, or at least the Tek weren’t taking the risk.

      The blockade ringing the bay sat at anchor as an unnecessary show of force. Yesterday the coast had been full of raging Silone ready to fight, but after the sun rose in the morning, Ivin found the place damned near abandoned. Debris from ships washed ashore along with bodies and heads, and the remaining people drug them onto land to bury or burn.

      Fate was kind, that the number of people caught on the ships was less than it could’ve been, but this was little comfort to those who lost loved ones.

      Ivin kicked a small crate that’d washed to shore. “What the hells you think they’re doing, waiting for our fishers to attack?”

      “I reckon that’s as good of an explanation as any.”

      Solineus had recounted the tale of his journey late into the night, but what made sense then didn’t seem to fit together today. How protected were they? No one had considered their boats vulnerable until Tek banners flew on the horizon, but they assumed protection under the Treaty of the Blooded Plain before the Rot struck the Hidreng. “The Edan are an odd people.”

      “No argument. Their forest is a wonder, a fortress of trees, wild and refined at the same time. But they are… I don’t have the word.”

      “Are they with us?”

      Solineus snorted. “They aren’t against us, and they’re none too fond of whatever’s behind the Gate in Istinjoln. Other than that? No, I don’t think so. But, they won’t tolerate an enemy on the Blooded Plain either.”

      “Even if we had ten thousand warriors armed with Latcu swords to slaughter the Shadows of Man… We couldn’t reach Kaludor.”

      “We rely on the Edan and what they know, and some lost book called the Oxeum Codex, to destroy the Gate. Question is, how do we stay alive long enough?”

      Ivin sucked his teeth and licked his lips. “Do what we’ve been doin’. We run. Half the damned clans lit out for Winter Home soon as they saw them ships, more are leaving today.”

      Polus said, “Mmm, I’ll recommend the same to Remnar. Do we leave riders behind, so we know if them bastards come ta shore?”

      “Aye, I’ll recommend that as well.”

      Ivin caught movement from the corner of his eye and turned. Inslok glided over the sand, his steps invisible behind him. Even in the light of day, his glow was strong; no doubt he counted on the eyes of Tek sailors seeing him.

      He’d seen the Edan from a distance, but hadn’t a chance to speak with him yet.

      Solineus said, “I present Inslok, First Sword of the Volvrolane, the Father of Ages. This is Ivin Choerkin, and Polus Broldun.”

      The Edan nodded, but otherwise didn’t acknowledge them as he spoke to Solineus. “The attack on your ships was difficult to foresee, the Hidreng would never have done such a thing if Thon didn’t back the assault. The question remains, why would two mortal enemies gather for war against a people who are no longer a threat?”

      Ivin glanced to the other men, sighed. “The Rot.”

      “I do not understand.”

      “A disease, it burns like a barn fire among the Hidreng, and word is it’s spread as far as Thon already. They blame us.”

      “So they come to sink your ships, so you can’t bring more disease. Revenge, perhaps. A reasonable reaction from a human perspective.”

      Was it? But arguing with an Edan would be worse than arguing with a mule; unlike with a mule, you might lose. “More or less.”

      Inslok cast his eyes to each of them. “I have dealt with the Hundred Nations for five hundred remembered years, so I might offer insight: They didn’t burn your ships to stop this disease from spreading, for as you say, it already has.”

      Polus squinted. “They were just roastin’ dinner, were they?”

      The Edan’s head swiveled, looking down on the Broldun. “They burned your ships to drive your people south.”

      “Why the hells would they do that?”

      Inslok nodded at Ivin. “This one knows. I see it in his eyes.”

      The revelation hadn’t hit until Inslok stated the obvious. Ivin spit in the surf. “They want all of us in one place. If they’re going to break the treaty, they want to do it once. Or, they hope we make a mistake, wander across the Border. Some such.”

      “All of that, and they’ve cut one of your food supplies, you understand? The Edan can not feed so many of you.”

      Solineus said, “They plan on killing us all, one way or another. Steel or starvation.”

      “Yes. I will remain her for a time, the Hundred Nations will not come ashore without the Edan knowing. Limereu Lisedreden will ride south with your people.”

      Ivin bowed. “Thank you.” Inslok nodded, then turned to the harbor; Ivin took it as a dismissal and walked south. “We need to get to Winter Home.”

      Polus grunted. “And do what, by the hells?”

      “If I’m right, we’ll converse with a one-armed bastard.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Meliu awoke from a dreamless sleep with a yawn, her head foggy and eyes watering. She blinked a half-dozen times before she wondered where the hells she was. Her fingers tingled as she pulled a blanket from her face.

      She lay nestled in bundled furs on the floor of an empty tent, not a soul in sight. “What the hells?” But she was grateful being saved the goodbyes. If they were even who they appeared to be. She rolled to hands and knees and stared at her reflection: a mirror and silver comb. “No hot bath?” She giggled at herself as she sat cross-legged and untangled her hair, her scalp sensitive to every careful swipe.

      She tucked the hand-mirror and comb in her belt and struggled to her tingling feet, and as her blood flowed, feeling in her fingers and toes returned to a semblance of normal. Bralena did what she could to cure what the Dark did to her,  and she hoped time would finish her rejuvenation.

      A late-morning sun greeted her exiting the tent, and she covered clinched eyes and wobbled as vertigo struck. She planted her feet and froze in place with deep breaths. “Mercy of the Dancing Bastards, this better go away.” Nauseous breaths later she dared open her eyes. Her tent was on the edge of camp, but judging by the trodden grass, it hadn’t been the edge for long. People were packing their belongings and moving south. “South it is.”

      Her strength recovered as she walked, except when she tripped over some pesky rock. The deeper into camp she traveled the more people she saw, and after a while she gave up the stubborn pretense of knowing where she was headed and asked folks where she could find the Choerkin tent. They pointed her in four different directions before she spotted what looked like the Ravinrin tent, except the banners of the seven clans flew overhead, and when she got close, the reason for the banners grew obvious: Warriors from every clan guarded the entrance.

      She straightened her back and opened her eyes as wide as her strained pupils allowed as she approached. She picked out a Choerkin guard she recognized. “Could you tell Ivin Choerkin that Meliu is here?”

      In flickers the Choerkin lifted her from the ground in a hug. A tad embarrassing, but more painful.

      “You’re killing me.”

      “Sorry.” He set her down, his smile so wide she grew convinced Sedut might be right: who knew a Choerkin would have such a weakness for holy gals.

      “I could use a chair and water.”

      Ivin escorted her into the tent; water was easy, a seat wasn’t, unless satisfied with a spot on the floor, but cold water reinvigorated her. That, and damned near a hundred folks squabbling. Rikis Choerkin climbed atop the table with long-hafted axe for a cane. “Enough! We’re here to decide what to do next, not to stuff our ears with horseshit.”

      Meliu giggled and whispered to Ivin. “You Choerkin have a way with words I like.”

      Ivin put a hand to her shoulder. “Been this way for the past candle.”

      Rikis eyeballed the few folks still yammering until they hushed. “South is the only direction we got—”

      “We need ships fer sailin’ north!” Meliu recognized his accent as northern, but it was Ivin who whispered his name: Jovin Bulubar. “More’n godsdamned enough trees in yonder forest to build a fleet of ships.”

      Solineus said, “Think you’re going to take them trees from the Edan?”

      “Yer a soft southern bastard, Mikjehemut. Let a northern man negotiate with the tree spirits.”

      Rikis said, “Ships or no ships, our people need to head for Winter Home.”

      “We stay here and wait for their fight!”

      Rikis raised his arms and shook his head as a dozen northerners bellowed their agreement. “They aren’t here to fight! Godsdamn, haven’t you been listening? They’re here to starve us out.”

      Polus tromped atop the table to stand beside Rikis. “I know my kin ain’t made their minds, but I’m with the Choerkin, and that ain’t no small feat. We come back north when we’re able, but for now, Winter Home.”

      A Broldun backing a Choerkin; the world spun like a top. She whispered to Ivin: “I assume Choerkin, Ravinrin, Emudar are together?”

      He nodded. “Bulubar, Mulharth, and Tuvrikt are keen on a fight, the Broldun sit the fence.”

      A man Ivin named Torik Broldun rose. “I respect my brother’s opinion, but I can’t agree. If we abandon the north now, we’ll lose it forever to the Tek bastards. A man who runs may as well keep running ‘til he falls over dead.”

      Ivin let got of her shoulder and strode forward, stepping on a chair before joining the other men atop the table. “We’ve already run! Should we lay down to die now or tomorrow?”

      The Wolverine bellowed, “Hells no!”

      Ivin pointed at Pikarn. “You got the itch for a fight, I can tell you where the hells to find that fight… It’s Winter Home! Those sons of bitches out on the water aren’t coming to shore. Hidreng! Thon! Brotna! Yulkip! Muduer! Hells, maybe more nations are coming to Winter Home if they aren’t there already. You aren’t running from a fight, you’re running to one! And I say we take them a fight they’ll never forget.”

      Cheers rose from all around, but Torik waved them down. “Mmm, you’ve read some oracle’s bones, have ya? How the hells do you know these things?”

      “The Rot hit the city of Bdein and it’s spread, the bastards aren’t out to drive us away, they will destroy us, kill every man, woman, and child. They’ll do it in Winter Home. If we don’t go, they’ll slaughter our people and we’ll retaliate and die. Our only hope is all of us in one place at once, but it’s also precisely what them bastards want.”

      Torik’s shoulders rolled, his tone controlled. “Polus! You’ve met with the Hidreng, what say you?”

      The tent went silent. “Mmm, I’ve met with their commander, a bastard called Iro. With the Choerkin, Emudar, and Ravinrin. He’s a no-good son of a bitch and a blood sucker… a conniving liar without honor, I say! I don’t know, but I believe the Choerkin is right.”

      More shouts and cries before Torik could command enough voices silent to make himself heard. “Every damned one of you knows my opinion of the Choerkin and these southern flowers… It pains me to say I believe them right. But if it’s a fight the godsdamned Nations want, it’s a fight we godsdamned better give them! And if they want to wipe the Silone from these lands, I say make them kill us not one clan at a time, but as seven clans and one people!” He leaped onto the table and drew his sword, grabbing Rikis’ hand and raising it high.

      An ax and sword in Choerkin and Broldun hands. The tent erupted in bellows and roars, and any dissent drowned out until reborn as cheers. Meliu grinned as Ivin jumped from the table and strode to her side. “I’m impressed.”

      “You should be.”

      She took his hand and pulled him close. “Torik backed Polus all along?” Ivin’s grin was answer enough. “I’m more impressed.”

      “You should be. Are you well enough to ride?”

      She groaned, but the energy in the room fed her optimism. “I will be when I have to be… but a day of rest would help.”

      “You’ll have your day.”
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            The Whistler Vine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A song, a sing,

        a lallygagging choke,

        a gasp, a wheeze,

        a scream in the ding,

        a rush to baroque,

        a horror on the gentle breeze,

        whistling lips without a tongue to lie.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      Glimdrem appreciated being back in the Eleris, even if it meant reporting to the Chancellor of Knowledge. Frozen wastes, poison burning with Fire, and a naval battle were each in their own way educational, but the odds of dying in the Eleris were far slimmer.

      The Entiyu Emoño entered Edan waters three days after escaping the Tek fleet, and Glimdrem waved farewell to Captain Intœño within wicks of dropping anchor. In a matter of days, he stood beneath the bows of the Crowning Tree and the world outside faded to well-preserved memories. The flows of energies, the tranquility, returning to the Eleris was the only thing which ever made leaving worthwhile.

      He stood in the Chamber of the Chancellor, but he didn’t understand why. Tradition demanded he spend days or weeks putting ink to paper, transcribing the events and thoughts from his travels, but today the Edan directed him here. And more peculiar, he arrived to find himself alone. Edan were never late.

      Fesele’s voice caught him off guard. “It is good to see you again.”

      Glimdrem turned with a bow. “Lord Chancellor, to what do I owe your invitation?”

      “I am concerned.” Her floating steps led her to a table, and she poured two glasses of wine from a decanter.

      “Not with the fate of the Silone, I hope?” Too many people were too worried over senseless humans.

      “My sister for one. She was well the last you saw her?” She offered Glimdrem a glass and he sipped. The vintage was supple, earthy, with a hint of black currant.

      “Exquisite.” He raised his glass in toast. “She was well as I would expect while away from the Eleris, better perhaps. She never lost her skill with Motu Ensa.”

      “This pleases me.” But there was an inflection that denoted irritation. She danced around something. “This Solineus Mikjehemlut and his demon blades. Your thoughts?”

      The real concern? “Facts or impressions?”

      “Whichever you feel is more relevant. Both.”

      He took a mouthful of wine. “I like him, but he makes me uneasy. If ever a human could be a match in arms with Inslok, he is it.”

      “The demon blades, no doubt.”

      “I doubt.” Her look withered his resolve with the slightest wrinkle in the corner of her eye. “I mean to say, there is no doubt his swords contribute to his abilities, but I suspect the man is uncanny on his own. For lack of superior words, he has a gift for killing things.”

      “I see. We’ve no record of his weapons from the God Wars. No clue to the extent of their powers. Their names. The Sliver of Star achieved a feat unthinkable since the God Wars, and yet there is no record of what it is, no history. These demon swords appear at the same time, all connected to the Touched. Did this Solineus say anything? Perhaps some word from this Touched?”

      Was the Touched her real concern? Glimdrem shook his head. “No, there was no insight from either. The Touched speaks in gibberish with meaning. You will be better served reading those words after meditation to make sure they are whole. On the tundra before the Steaming Lakes we faced a Mokotu-xe—”

      “You are certain?”

      “Inslok’s words, not mine. The xe froze all of us, except Inslok and Solineus, and it was the human who slew the Mokotu-xe, although Inslok showed him the way.”

      “A human killing a Mokotu-xe and unaffected by its powers. We must be rid of these people.”

      This one man? What wasn’t the Chancellor saying? “I agree. But even Inslok appears enamored with this Silone. At the Celestial Gate, a being arrived, the Colok called it Marukane, but Inslok claims to know what or who it is, but he can’t remember. He is determined to close the gate now.”

      “Marukane. I will review the history of the Shadows of Man seeking reference. So many things outside our knowledge in such a short span.” Ignorance could well be the root issue for a woman titled the Lord Chancellor of Knowledge, and this notion lent Glimdrem a private chuckle. Her next words did not. “The Volvrolane will heed Inslok’s advice, if the cause is possible.”

      Glimdrem puzzled it together, but couldn’t see the picture. “You disagree.”

      “I can not. If the Celestial Gate may be closed, it must be.”

      “I see, then what do you want of me?”

      “You will recount your journey for our histories, spend time recouping. I will summon you when I need you to travel again.”

      She left so much unsaid, but he recognized her dismissal. He turned to leave but hesitated. “Lord Chancellor, I have a peculiar request, seeing as the one thing agreed upon is closing the Celestial gate.”

      “Ask.”

      A risky gambit, but he’d never get a second chance. “Uvin’s chambers. Something of my last visit haunts me, though I can not put a name to what. I would like to revisit, see if I can find a clue to the location of the Oxeum Codex.”

      Fesele blinked. “After journaling your histories, you have my permission.”

      “Thank you.” He bowed and strode from the chamber with a smile, heading straight for the Hall of Remembrance. The desk and chair awaited him, Lifeshaped living oak, its rounded seat polished by thousands of days of Trelelunin sitting in its comfort and recounting the uncomfortable.  Glimdrem eased into its curve and glanced to a vine growing in a bowl filled with soil from the Eleris.

      He lifted a watering vase sitting nearby and poured into the vine’s base, then leaned into the seat’s slope, closing his eyes as a song emanated from the plant’s cupped leaves. Hums and whistles, different but melodious, a beautiful tune without a name, at once familiar but unique. Meditation and memory came easy under the enchantment of its song. His spirit drifted, and he found himself on the tundra, fangs dripping molten Latcu… the world blurred and the Touched laughed as he plunged an icicle the length of a spear through Glimdrem’s chest. The memories were perfect and clear, but they weren’t memories at all.

      A whistle among the dozens of whistles and hums spoke to him: Have you dreamt of the dragon’s maw?

      Glimdrem’s eyes opened, staring at the vine and its quivering stems, its leaves dancing to nature’s song. He’d awakened on the Day of Forgetting, his first new memory a dream, a dream of gazing between the teeth of a dragon to witness the flames brewing in its gullet. You know I have.

      Have you ever dreamed of what lays beyond the fire?

      What rests beyond fire is death.

      What lives beyond fire is rebirth. Become what you once were.

      I have never been more than me.

      But you have been more than what you have become. Breathe again.

      Glimdrem leaned forward, dipped a quill in ink and recounted the first moments of sailing for Kaludor. He neglected to note the whistling vine’s words, knowing deep down the Edan would never allow him to become what he once was, even if he didn’t remember what these words meant.
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            Winter Home

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Power, the sniff in the flower,

        a pleasant smell or bad, a sneeze or a sting.

        Everyone seeks it, but not everyone knows what or why.

        Political power. Sexual power. Military power.

        Power over the living, power over the dead,

        power over your children or over your own head.

        The power to make a smile, the power to make a kill,

        the power over the rank and vile, or the power to thrill.

        The power to live, the power to die,

        the power to overcome our fears and try!

        Alas, the power to overcome failure having tried.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      They were a dozen riders when they departed New Fost the next day. Ivin, Solineus, Polus, and Meliu, as well as Tudwan Ravinrin, Danwek Bulubar, Stugin Mulharth, and Budothe Tuvrikt to round out representation from the Seven Clans. Limereu and three Trelelunin warriors finished the party.

      Solineus spent the first two days trying to convince folks the Hidreng weren’t a threat, but the Edan presented her own proof on the third day. They were passing a group of Silone from the Clan Bulubar, who walked and pulled carts, when a string of Hidreng riders appeared on a hill’s horizon, whooping a frenzied battle cry. The Edan heeled her horse, riding straight toward them with her glow bright, and twenty horses turned tail in silence. Only nineteen returned to the crest of the hill mounted; the last dropped with an arrow in his back and drug himself the final twenty strides.

      When Limereu dropped the Tek priest to stop a battle, Solineus figured he’d witnessed her finest, but he was wrong. The range was shorter, bur her ability to judge speed was uncanny. He didn’t need to convince anyone of how safe they were after this display.

      Seven calm days in the saddle followed. If they weren’t passing hungry and exhausted people on the trail to Winter Home, it would’ve been easy to let the dire threat of the Hundred Nations slip to the back of their minds.

      Day eleven they arrived, and Solineus’ body was so used to exhaustion and sores that there wasn’t a pinprick of pain. Besides, compared to the Treaty Lands this was a heaven of beautiful weather and easy travel.

      When Solineus had first heard of Winter Home, they said it housed a thousand Silone. Now, tents stretched as far as his eye could see along the Delhen River, people swarming the broad valley and its waters, the once tall grasses trampled. It wouldn’t be long until they’d fished the river out, if they hadn’t already. “Forges be damned… How long ‘til we’re starving?” It was good to see so many people alive, but with more coming, how the hells to feed them all?

      Limereu said, “Many of the grasses growing here carry edible seeds, like wheat only smaller. Pastes and breads. The Eleris will also do its best to assist, but you are right. In time.”

      Ivin said, “First, we must live long enough to starve.” He nudged his horse east along the ridge and Solineus reined in on his left, while Meliu settled to his right. It appeared he’d moved on from Eliles without Solineus’ help.

      “Still think Iro’s out there?”

      “If he isn’t, someone else is.”

      Meliu said, “I hope you’re wrong, but I fear you aren’t.”

      Solineus said, “I’d like to kill that son of a bitch, Iro.”

      Meliu grinned. “You’re pleasant as an ice storm today.”

      “All these days in the saddle make me testy.”

      The number of Silone thinned along the river and disappeared behind them before they found their answer. A massive tent stood on a high hill flying the banners of five of the Hundred Nations. It rose into the horizon just beyond posts marking the border of the Blooded Plain.

      Solineus glanced to Limereu. “You see a one-armed Hidreng?”

      “No, but there are men of the Hundred Nations as far as the hill behind this one.”

      “Shits. That’s a lot of people to kill.” He grinned at Ivin, winked, then turned back to the Edan. “Glow for me lady, let’s go see if we can stir up an explanation.”

      “I can’t guarantee they won’t kill you… all of you.”

      Solineus adjusted the Twins riding on his back. “Guarantees of living to see tomorrow are for coaxing children to sleep through the night.” He spurred into the lead along the ridge before zigging a trail down the steep hill to the river. Clear waters over colorful rock, and not so deep as he’d expected. They reined to a stop and dismounted. “The river’s the border here?”

      Limereu said, “For a short stretch, according to my map.”

      Ivin strode to him. “You sure this’s a good idea?”

      “Hells no. But it’s an idea. If Iro’s here, he won’t be able to resist a meet.”

      They ate salted pork and waited for over a candle, but patience paid off. Too well for comfort. Forty riders on armored horse, every man covered in steel except one, sauntered down the hill. Iro wore a fox-hide cloak pinned to cover his missing arm, and his horse stopped at the river’s edge.

      “Mikjehemlut.” He squinted, and an awkward smile spread on his face. “And Ivin Choerkin, with blackened hair, if my eye doesn’t deceive. The Ravinrin boy, good to see you again, lad.” He looked at Meliu, but didn’t say a word.

      Solineus said, “What’s the meaning of this army? The Bishop wanted rid of you so bad she sent you into the wilderness?”

      “I mean to make sure none of your Rot infested people cross into our border again.”

      “By killing us all?”

      “I would never break the Treaty of the Blooded Plain.” His smile lacked conviction.

      “Damned big army to guard against women and children. Tell me, how do you plan to kill us without breaking the treaty?”

      Iro’s saddle creaked as he leaned over his horse’s mane. “It will be slow, unless your people show courage enough to seek their ends. They can attack us, or plead for us to take their heads. It makes no matter to me how your people meet their end, so long as they do. Ask Ivin, he spent time enough in the tower, beaten, to know the attraction of dying.”

      Solineus grew hotter with every word from the man’s snarling lips. “If I reckoned you a courageous man, I’d invite you to the middle of the river to see who rides from here in one piece.” He spit in the water, and his hands rested on the Twins. The voices were quiet, but intense, and they fed his anger. “But, there’s already more’n one piece of you. And you’re a coward.”

      Iro smiled. “Ho ho! See! Already one wishes to cross and die. Come, Mikjehemlut. We are glad to kill you.”

      “I want your blood.” Solineus strolled to the edge of the river. “Let’s you and me play a game.”

      “Please!”

      “Your people turn and ride a hundred paces, I cross the river, and you send a man to die. You send more than one, cheat in any way, this Edan puts an arrow through your eye.”

      Ivin said, “Solineus, don’t be a fool.”

      “Hush, Choerkin.” Iro rocked back in his saddle with a grin, and Solineus studied his eyes. The bastard was too cautious, no matter how much he wanted it.

      Tudwan stood in his saddle. “I’ve four weights in gold on the Mikjehemlut! Takers?”

      Solineus waved the Ravinrin down. “This game’s for blood, not riches! Kill me now, or one day I’ll cut my way through a hundred of your bastards, I won’t kill you… I’ll cut your prick off and carry it all the way to Thon to feed the Virgin Whore. I hear she enjoys the shriveled tidbits of Hidreng men.”

      The man’s face burned red, his chest puffing. “Done. Iokrine Gaermar!” Iro wheeled his horse and rode away before circling back, stopping a hundred strides or more up the hill. “I wait!”

      Solineus turned to Limereu. “Arrow through the eye?”

      The Edan smiled. “Pick an eye.”

      Solineus shrugged. “I ain’t choosy.”

      Ivin said, “You’re a crazy son of a bitch. Don’t get yourself killed.”

      “Everybody dies one day, but this isn’t my day. Today, I show this bastard we ain’t laying down to die.” He took three strides into the river, then turned and winked. “Angry son of a bitch, not crazy.”

      Trout scattered and disappeared as he traipsed across the Delhen, and he found it deeper than it looked, reaching to his waste. He raised the Twins from the waters but didn’t slow until he clambered onto shore. He raised a halting hand to Iro, sat on a rock and pulled his boots off, dumping water back into the river, then pulled them back on his freezing feet.

      Exhausted, saddle sore, and soaked to his waist, it was the perfect time for a fight. He turned to Iro and held his arms wide in welcome. The Hidreng who dismounted was a big bastard, or at least he must’ve been under all that armor. He wore double mail over a padded gambeson, and plates of articulated steel covered his arms and legs. With a great helm on his head, he looked more like a lumbering sculpture than a man. In his left hand, a large round shield covered in leather and iron banded with a bulbous boss in its middle.

      “I’m underdressed for this party.” Double mail and leather gambeson, but his helm was open-faced. The advantage was vision and mobility and instilling confidence in the enemy.

      At ten strides the Tek drew his arming sword, heavy and straight-bladed with little taper; he killed some air with several strokes meant to intimidate.

      Solineus drew the Twins in a blur, sweeping them in figure eights as he side-stepped to circle. The voices were calm, quiet, nothing of what he expected. The warrior hesitated for a flicker, maybe confused by what he saw, or didn’t see, in the whirling blades. Solineus switched direction and at the same time reversed the figure eight to sweep up. The Hidreng’s footwork was solid, but going left he had a hitch in his stride.

      You’re the herd’s old bull, wounded but still powerful.

      The soldier barreled forward and Solineus parried with a Twins’ flat while stepping into the man’s shield with a draw-cut. The Latcu scored the leather face, but it was wood beneath, less vulnerable to the Twins than if it were steel. It limited the advantage found in the man’s stride.

      Solineus stepped back, drawing the Tek forward, then stepped into the shield side again, the right Twin catching the man’s sword coming low; the Twin screeched down its length, a twist of steel curling and falling from its edge. A flicker later the second Twin struck the shield’s rim, severing the iron clean and gouging a hand’s length into the wood.

      He danced back, smiling as the warrior watched the band fall from his shield; he didn’t notice his shaved sword. He drove forward again and Solineus stepped left, spinning from his sword and striking the shield’s edge with trailing strikes. Spruce slivered and split, leaving a third of the shield dangling.

      The Hidreng bulled forward, swinging high and Solineus stepped under, directing it over his head and sweeping low with his second blade. The Latcu sang as it slid into plate steel. Solineus stepped back, blades in a square block pose. The Latcu scored the steel, but he’d need a second strike to the exact same location to reach the man’s thigh.

      Latcu arrowheads focus energy to pierce the finest steels. Inslok’s words came back to him, and he realized he was going about killing this man all wrong.

      Solineus drove forward this time, low, slamming his shoulder into the broken shield. The Tek would’ve been better served spinning from the blow, but his mentality was a bull’s: Push back. The man grunted against Solineus’ leverage, and failing, he swung his sword, missing Solineus’ head, the dulled blade skinning down his mail and throwing himself off balance. Solineus drove his feet into the dirt and shoved.

      The Tek stumbled back, shield flailing wide for balance. Solineus strode forward with what his memory called a Sun-side Lunge; the man’s sword caught the Twin, but his feet tripped him backward and Solineus drove forward with a Moon-side Lunge.

      The Twin slid clean through the mail links covering the man’s chest to puncture his right lung with the resistance of a loaf of bread. Solineus yanked the blade free and danced backward, the Tek coming at him as if never struck. Solineus killed the Tek, but he had to stay alive long enough for the other man‘s body to realize it.

      He side-stepped and cross-stepped, flicking blows away, not bothering with a counter. The fight went on for wicks, the Hidreng’s blows weakening, until his shield fell from his hand and he collapsed to a knee. Thick blood flowed from beneath his helm as he coughed, painting his chest’s mail.

      Solineus circled him until facing Iro. “You said our people would die slow and in agony.” He sheathed the Twins and spun, splashing to the river’s other side. He looked back once ashore in time to see the Hidreng warrior fall to his side.

      “The winds of fortune will change, Mikjehemlut!”

      The horses on the hill wheeled and broke into a gallop up and over the hill and into the throngs of Teks watching from above.

      Ivin said, “If nothing else, I’d wager he hates you more than me about now.”

      “Good.”

      Meliu said, “I never much liked being a voice of reason, but the Tek have a plan, and I doubt the dead man was much a part of it.”

      They stood and stared at one another.

      Ivin said, “We should get to Winter Home, see what folks might know.”

      Both of them were right. Killing the man might prove pointless, except for his own satisfaction, except it proved insults and anger would push Iro into a fight. His stomach growled. “To Winter Home, I’m hungry.”

      Meliu’s brow arched as Ivin lifted her onto her saddle. “Food after killing a man?”

      Solineus shrugged and Ivin said, “I could eat.”

      “Men.”
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      No matter the tragedy behind and ahead, when Meliu had stumbled into the camp outside Inster it’d been a relief. The same on reaching New Fost. Both were places filled with sorrow and desperation, hells and fire with New Fost under attack. Winter Home stood peaceful but alone, an island in a sea of grass, a people without connections or sense of home. A sad place because there was no victory in her arrival. Maybe that’s why Solineus wanted to kill Iro and his man.

      Men and women scythed the Blooded Plains, stacking the grass and edible seeds into massive piles, as the party’s horses followed the river into Winter Home. This is what they’d become, herd animals, grazing. The Tek, our shepherds to the slaughter.

      Ivin halted the party and asked a passing woman, “Who leads in Winter Home?”

      The woman’s gaze crinkled with confusion. “What passes for clanblood is in them tents on yonder hill.”

      Meliu followed her pointing finger, and in a handful of wicks the party dismounted in front of a tent with a single guard. He bore a spear and his helm fit awkward on his head.

      Ivin strolled straight to the guard, towering over him. “Whose tent is this?”

      Even dwarfed, the man took a haughty attitude. “Lord Yulik Oinsin.”

      “Never heard of—”

      Polus tromped to the sentry, snorted, and grabbed the man’s head, shoving him into a stumble which ended with him face first in the dirt, his ill-fitting helmet clattering across the ground. The Broldun threw open the tent’s flap and ducked to enter, and all of them followed.

      When her eyes adjusted Meliu saw a man and woman in bed, she suspected without clothes. The rest of the tent was piled high with… stuff. Boxes, crates, barrels, weapons. The man sat up. “Who the hells…”

      “Lord Oinsin is it?” Polus stalked to the bed and kicked the frame. “You, girl, streak your ass to some man’s bed who deserves ya!” Instead, the girl cowered under covers.

      “Unholy forges! Broldun!”

      Polus stooped and heaved the bed, flipping the couple and their blankets to the ground, and the woman ran naked past them, straight outside. “You worm-gutted little son of a bitch.”

      Meliu walked around the party as Polus stomped over the bed, giving chase to the man who did his best crab scramble. Until she put a hand to the Broldun’s chest. “If you’re going to kill the man, just get it done. My body aches, I’m tired, and all your shoutin’ is going to give me a headache.”

      “I ain’t gonna kill him, I’m gonna string him up by his nuts and see how far they stretch. Then I’m gonna kill him.”

      “Ain’t no call… I got yer whiskey!”

      Meliu turned on the scrawny, naked man. “You took the Broldun’s whiskey? I’ve heard of folks wantin’ to die, but I never have heard of folks wanting tortured.”

      Polus said, “I knew a girl once, but it weren’t the same as I’m gonna do to this bastard.”

      “I said I have your whiskey!”

      “All of it?”

      “I, I, I, I… All but a couple kegs, I swear.”

      Polus kicked him in the ribs, and Meliu cringed at the crack. “All them kegs, here. In a candle. This tent is mine and everything in it!”

      The man scrambled to his feet and Polus shoved him out the flap with a boot to his bare ass.

      Everyone stared. “What? That bastard skedaddled with three wagons of whiskey!”

      Meliu laughed. “Tap one of those kegs and every man here’ll forgive you your temper. By the gods, I need a seat that ain’t a saddle.”

      Ivin lifted her atop a crate and hopped up to sit by her side. “Winter Home has a lot of work to do, the Tek struck we’d all be dead before the Edan knew it.”

      Tudwan said, “From what I saw, this camp is full of common folk, the axes here are for wood.”

      Polus grunted. “Anythin’ splits wood will split a head.”

      Ivin said, “Logs don’t duck and take out your legs.”

      Limereu’s glow surged and Ivin’s eyes landed on her. She stalked the crates as if on a hunt. “I doubt the Tek general will strike in an open attack. Make no mistake, this is a siege without walls, not a battle on the field.”

      Danwek Bulubar pulled a barrel from a stack and sat. “They gonna lob stones at us a with a catapult is they?”

      “Starvation and disease bring victory to more sieges than boulders. I expect you will see mounted archers first. A breech of the treaty, but not so much as will bring war. They’ll harass and push Edan patience.”

      Budothe Tuvrikt snorted and spit on the floor. “You Edan got no teeth in your treaty, eh? What the hells good is it?”

      Limereu lifted the lid of a crate, peering inside. “If their arrows find a Silone, I will return the arrow, and I will not miss.” She lifted a hatchet from the pine box. “Your fake lord was a rat, but a pack rat preparing for war. This crate is full of ax and spear heads. Blankets, it appears.”

      Meliu said, “Will the Trelelunin bring us wood to finish them?”

      Limereu glanced to one of the Trelelunin, a man called Susilum, and something passed between the two. A note to remember, Susilum was more than a guard. “For a reasonable price, the wood is yours.”

      Meliu said, “If the Trelelunin like silver and gold, I doubt we’ve much use for the stuff these days?” She glanced to the clanblood, ending on Ivin.

      Ivin said, “Aye, we can pay. I’m concerned about trading our lives for theirs is an ugly but winning proposition for them, pure numbers. Attrition favors the Tek. What would you expect next from the bastards?”

      Limereu sighed. “Anything which doesn’t break the treaty too far. Trust only running waters… They will poison any watering holes unless they’re guarded. Assassins will sneak into camp, look to burn supply tents... Anything to bring discord and death.”

      “So, pray for nothing and expect anything. We need to set a perimeter, there wasn’t a single godsdamned guard out there when we rode in. Limereu, might I borrow your Trelelunin eyes?”

      “You may.”

      “Good, I trust they will find vantage. Polus and Budothe, Stugin, Danwek, scour Winter Home for anyone who’s held an ax, spear, or bow. Hells, if they’ve got a knife recruit them and we’ll see what they’re worth. Stugin! Seasoned fighters will roll in every day, but for now, I want you and Danwek setting any archer you find on the edges of the camp. I leave it to you, schedule the rounds, but keep them on their toes.”

      Stugin said, “It’ll be done.” Meliu leaned on Ivin’s shoulder, impressed he took over, and impressed they listened. The northern clans weren’t famous for taking direction from southern folk.

      “Polus, Budothe, Tudwan, I want you men to put folks through their paces, see if they know how to use the weapon they carry. And if they don’t, teach ‘em. If they can’t learn, suggest they hand their weapon to someone who can.”

      Tudwan bowed, which earned a glare from Budothe Tuvrikt. “Southern boys and their bowing. All good and well, right, but what the hells will you two be doing?”

      “We’ll take rolls of who and what people we got… a muster list of weapons, food, herbs.”

      “Don’t be touchin’ my whiskey!”

      Every human in the tent laughed, and Ivin turned to Meliu. “Anything else?”

      “Ask about local watering holes, I know we passed a couple on the way here. We must guard ‘em or let everyone know to avoid them. If they poison one…” Her next words were risky. “We purify them. Ask around for any priests hiding, there’re some who can cleanse water of such things.”

      Three hard stares and two grumbles; even Ivin’s face twisted.

      Stugin said, “That ain’t gonna go over so well with certain folks… me included. I mean, I know yer holy and all… and I fergive it. But a holy in hiding—”

      “Is a priest trying to stay alive like the rest of us. It’s my suggestion, take it or leave it.”

      Ivin said, “She’s right. I’ve heard of priests able to make Broldun whiskey into water so they don't get drunk, if they can do that they can sure as shits knock the poison out of some ground water.”

      Uneasy chuckles throughout, but Stugin nodded. “Who’s ta say they’ll even come out of hiding?”

      Polus said, “Mmm, no one says they will, not at first. But the girl is right. I think. But best we ease into them words with folks so no one gets hanged.”

      The clanblood looked one to the other, nods even if unhappy.

      “The suns burning into the west!” Meliu clapped her hands. “Get to it, boys! I bet the Broldun’ll crack a keg for us tonight if we work hard.”

      Polus glared with a smirk, but didn’t argue.
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      Solineus’ eyes fluttered open to a flowing blue world, soothing ripples of cool energy easing the strain of his muscles. He breathed easy for what felt the first time in a month. Longer. Unable to move wasn’t a stress, it was a relief. No need to try what one knows can’t be done. Relax and breathe.

      “Hello, my love.” The Lady materialized standing at his feet, her beauty startling as it was the first time he saw her.

      “What the hells do you need this time? The boy’s already fallin’ for another.”

      A wistful sigh. “Yes, but he has not forgotten the first. Now, he needs to forget two loves. It may be a thing never done.”

      “You’re not much the romantic type, are you?”

      She laughed, a trill as beautiful as a flute’s song. “On the contrary. I see love all around and find hope in it all. You will rediscover love, one day.”

      Lelishen? No. “I’ve no time for love. Too busy staying alive. Keeping others alive. Killing others dead. Have you met the Touched? The way he talks can rub off on a man.” He chuckled at his joke.

      “The Touched, as you call him, is an interesting soul with a sad story.”

      She had his attention now. “Sad, how?”

      She appeared beside his ear, breath hot. “He lost everything to gain everything. Died to gain immortality. Gave up power for a glimpse of omnipotence.” The Lady by his feet dissipated.

      “A synopsis, not a story.”

      Again she laughed, and though her lips were but fingers from his ear, the sound came from afar, echoing down a distant valley. Then her voice was near. “And what rejoinder would the Touched offer?”

      Solineus chuckled at how obvious the answer was. “A story unearned. Like your name. Like his name. Like my name.” A strange coincidence? “Are we three so similar that our names remain hidden? The Craven Raven?”

      “You might say so, my love. But not in a way you can yet conceive.”

      “So, why the hells am I here? What do you need?”

      Her lips kissed his cheek, but he didn’t fade from this world. “No, my love, tonight we are here for you.”

      “For me? Going to tell me your name, are you?”

      She giggled. “No.”

      “If you won’t answer my questions, what do you have to offer?”

      Her breath was a soft moan in his ear. “Rest. Healing, not of your body but of your soul. Peace. You will know so little of it. So I offer peace.”

      Her arm drifted over his chest and his heart beat slow. Easy. His eyes floated closed and the visions of blood which greeted his every night stayed away. Muscles eased into a painless slumber and the corners of his mouth rose to a perfect, innocent, hint of a smile. A babe in the womb who’d never known the trouble of living.

      Peace.
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        Servant, slave,

        merchant, master,

        killer, king,

        I, molten, have been cast in these molds.

        I was born to die, but somewhere

        between growth and decay, I lost my way.

      

      

      
        
        — Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      Two days after Meliu arrived at Winter Home, a score of Tek archers swept from the north lobbing arrows into their midst. The Trelelunin on the edge of camp saw them coming and lofted squealing arrows to warn the camp. The attack didn’t wound a single Silone, but flickers later four supply tents and a dozen piles of dry grass on the opposite side of camp burst into flames. The riders distracted from the real target, and the Silone bit the bait.

      Frustrated as all the hells, Meliu sought distraction. She wandered Winter Home looking for faces from Istinjoln without a stitch of luck. She’d stumbled on one old priest, a fellow with a northern accent so thick he was difficult to understand. She wagered his prayers were weak as his eyes.

      The sun was high in the sky by the time she wandered to the eastern edge of Winter Home and back to its center, and she stood on a hill gazing down the foot and hoof beaten road to New Fost. People arrived every day in trickles and spurts, and a long line of carts, walkers, and wagons crowned the next hill as she watched. She squinted before mumbling a prayer for sight: A face from Istinjoln, and even if he wasn’t an adherent, his full cheeks brought a smile. “Ilpen.” Her smile fell. And the Codex of Sol.

      Meliu jogged to the Choerkin tent and the corral beside it, borrowing a Choerkin horse kept saddled for emergencies. She cinched it tight and swung into its seat with a salute to Hirek, the stable-master. “Let Ivin know I stole one of his horses, he can hang me later.”

      The old man laughed and waved her on.

      The wind in her hair freed the tension in her shoulders, that and having a clear goal, a destination in front of her. It’s what the Silone lacked, a tangible end instead of nebulous dreams of safety and a new home, or retaking an old home. Finding priests to purify water when they don’t want found. Or worse, discover Tomarok… a person, place, or thing, or more abstract, a concept? Twelve Hells and back.

      Ilpen was real, and so was the Codex of Sol.

      She galloped past a line of a dozen carts before circling her mount to ride beside Ilpen’s wheel.

      “Greetings, little girl!”

      More gray hairs sprouted from his head than she remembered, and he wore his belt tightened to prove he’d dropped a few bricks from his waste. “I ain’t the only little one around her these days.”

      He and his wife, Dederu, guffawed, but she answered. “What happens when he has to work for a livin’ instead of riding his wagon every day.”

      “Confounded woman thinks all I did on the road was eat. I assume that’s Winter Home yonder?”

      “It is. There’s a smithy camp not far from the clanblood, I can lead you to them.”

      “Appreciate it, girl.”

      Meliu licked her lips. “You still got that trinket I gave you?”

      His brow scrunched before a grin. “Oh! Yer coin? Right here in my pocket.” He dug it out for her to see. “Still got your bag, if yer wantin’ that damned thing back.”

      “I would.”

      “Seonu, lass, there’s a pack buried in the wagon there, dig it out for me.” Ilpen’s daughter flipped a small door open and crawled inside. “What news?”

      “Oh hells. Troubles every direction you take a gander, but nothin’ much to say. Tek archers have been swinging in a couple times a day on horseback, but stay from the edge of the tents and you’ll be safe. And keep an eye on things, arsons have snuck their way into camp more’n once to burn supplies.”

      Seonu popped from the door with pack in hand, leaned from the wagon to hand it to here. “Here you go, priestess.”

      Meliu took the thing with a nervous smile, not just because of the book back in her hands, but for being called priestess in front of common folks. A rarity these days.

      She tightened the bag over her shoulder and they jabbered about every gossipy going on from here to New Fost, while avoiding her sleeping with the Choerkin. It was only when Ilpen and his family reached the circle of smiths banging on their wares that she opened the bag to gaze upon the familiar bindings of the Codex of Sol. So much for needing to find a distraction, several years’ worth of distraction found her. She smiled, at least I won’t be bored. She chastised herself: Hells, what wouldn’t she give to be bored?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      On the fifth day in Winter Home, Joslin awoke Ivin to alert him to a Hidreng messenger’s arrival. The sun sat half-risen on the horizon and Ivin feared it a declaration of war. Every day since the Teks set Silone ships ablaze, was a day closer to their defying the Edan on the Blooded Plain. It didn’t matter what retribution the Edan inflicted upon the Tek if the Silone were already feeding vultures. The Hidreng soldier was a pair of brown eyes, the rest of his face hidden by beard and his helm’s cheek and nasal guards. The lips didn’t convey a sentiment in any direction.

      Meliu stepped from the tent and Ivin handed her the scroll. She snapped its seal and read in silence. “Iro demands your presence at his tent at once. This writ is your declaration of safe passage, if you come alone.”

      “Safe passage? Not even the Blooded Plain is safe passage.” Mounted archers killed a dozen Silone with lofted arrows, and a dozen Tek died with shafts from Motu Ensa, but it didn’t stop the wild barrages. The Hidreng army sat two horizons from where he stood, but Ivin swore he could feel them through the soles of his boots. An army so large could sit still only so long without growing impatient and testing supply lines. Eventually, they would strike. “No talk of surrender?”

      Meliu grabbed his arm and spun him to her, pulled her lips to his. “He wants you alone, but not like I do… I hope.”

      Ivin stood straight and hugged her into his chest. “I’ll go, and if I don’t return, I expect you to destroy him.”

      She mumbled into his chest. “I will.”

      Ivin rubbed her back and turned to the Hidreng soldier. “Semnoto.”

      Ivin’s grasp of Hidreng was still shaky, but the man turned and led him. Folks stared as they strolled through camp, and he heard feet running from behind until they settled on his shoulder.

      Solineus’ voice came soft. “Let me go with you.”

      “The writ of safety was for me, no one else.”

      “The sons of bitches are going to kill you.”

      Three strides later: “If not today, then tomorrow, or next month. I don’t think he’d bother with the writ if armored horse were soon to thunder through camp.”

      “Still, allow me to go. Let them try to kill me.”

      Ivin grinned, shook his head. “I said it more than once… You’re a crazy son of a bitch.  It’s been under a week since you cut down his champion, you might want to let that fire burn out before setting foot in his camp again.”

      “We can’t afford to lose you.”

      Ivin stopped and spun. “Who can we afford to lose?”

      “The Broldun.”

      “And a wise-assed son of a bitch.” Ivin walked faster to catch up with the soldier and his determined gait. “I go alone, as requested.”

      “As you will. I’ll be here waiting.”

      In moments he knew he walked alone, and the Hidreng led him into the open plain. For more than a candle they walked, and halfway Ivin regretted the agreement barring horses riding back and forth, even if it’d been his idea.

      They crowned a hill, and atop the next rise sat a gigantic tent dyed green and flying banners sewn with golden hawks. The journey from here was short, but the strides felt as if they took forever. Fewer eyes than he expected watched his approach: two sentries. No armored horse pawing the dirt, no shields and spears banging. But when he topped the rise, glances north and south proved the army remained. Ivin berated himself, there was no need to instill fear, that emotion had already passed into hopelessness.

      The soldier kicked a brass gong sitting beside the tent’s entrance and waited.

      Flickers later Iro parted the folds of the entrance, wrapped in an ermine cloak slung to cover his missing arm. His face caught Ivin’s attention, something he’d never seen before: Stubble. The two men stared at one another; the last time they’d spoke Ivin had been a prisoner.

      “It was peculiar to see you again the other day, Choerkin. I regretted our not getting to speak.”

      “The currents of fate flow in curious directions.”

      “I should like to ask how you escaped from the tower? An impressive feat. Then, surviving Bdein and the journey to the Blooded Plain to lead your people again.” He waggled a finger in his face. “I saw your tits scrawled on the wall.”

      Ivin smiled. “I’m no artist.”

      “But a fine communicator. Yet, it isn’t your message we’re here to discuss.” He lifted the flap of his tent and gestured for Ivin to enter.

      Ivin didn’t trust him. Couldn’t trust him, despite the oath of passage, but he had little choice. He inhaled deep and stepped inside, his eyes adjusting to the dim light of an overcast sky through canvas. His breath left him: Faces stared at him from the floor, circling a bed, every eye wide open. He counted a dozen heads, and a couple bore familiar frowns: Commanders in Iro’s army, Hidreng, Brotnain, Thonian. A dozen matches the Silone killed.

      He swallowed hard, a chill washing his body. “I had nothing to do with this.”

      The overseer sauntered into the room, his hand rubbing the stub of his left arm. “Do you think me a fool? Of course you didn’t. This isn’t a message sent by northern barbarians.” He poked a young woman’s head with his toe and it tumbled, wrapping into its black hair. “Recognize this lady, maybe? The handmaid of the Bishop of Sin Medor, she never leaves her lady’s side, takes bed on the floor of the woman’s room. Two hundred horizons from here, and yet, here sits her head. Put here as I slept without waking me a blink.” He pointed at various heads. “Mihok, general of the Brotna, over there his shield-bearer. That man I groomed to succeed me someday. I’ve known him since he was four years of age.”

      “Who’d do such a thing?”

      “Who could do such a thing? Your friends, the devil Edan.”

      Ivin grimaced. “I don’t know.”

      “What’s to understand? No human, no Trelelunin nor Helelindin, nor even an Ilu-Silvstro, could be doing such a thing. In a camp of thousands, in the tower of the Bishop, my tent, unseen and unheard.” He strolled to Ivin and poked him in the chest. “And it isn’t a message just for the Hidreng, it is for you as well.”

      “Me?”

      “You thought welcomes were forever. They want you to leave.”

      Ivin didn’t know if the man guessed or knew, but kept his face straight. “We’re in negotiations.”

      Iro guffawed. “A negotiation with a devil is a negotiation you already lost, as much as you’ve lost a war with the Hidreng without fighting one. You draw breath at their whim, that’s the message found in this tent.”

      “To what end?”

      “For you to leave, and for us to allow your people down the Blooded Plain so far as our border.” His hand swept the room. “These lives mark your safe passage so far as I can guarantee. My armies will turn and return to their homes, so too the Brotna and others, leaving you to march south in peace, but once beyond the realm of the Hidreng territory, my responsibility ends.”

      Since Solineus’ return from Kaludor, the reality of moving south was slow to sink in, even if some folks were already breaking camp. It made sense: Edan honor would make sure the Hidreng were no longer a threat before forcing them to travel.

      Iro continued. “For my part, I will send word throughout the nations bordering the blooded plains that your people are the enemy, and carry a plague called the Rot. The further from the Devil Wood you travel, the more emboldened the Hundred Nations become. I will rejoice when word arrives of your people’s demise and send gold to the general who wipes the last of you from this land.”

      “Being rid of us is no longer enough?”

      The man’s voice lowered to a fierce growl. “I’ve lost ten thousand soldiers to the Rot, rulers bar the gates of cities all across the Kingdom of Hidreng, and the stench of burning bodies has spread all the way to Thon! Dying in battle is better than your people deserve.”

      “Here I thought you and I were becoming friends, what with the whole tit thing.” Ivin spit at his feet. “That’s the closest you’ll ever come to having my blood again.”

      He turned and marched from the tent, half expecting a dagger or sword in his back, but a blow never came. The man’s fear of the Edan was absolute. His feet moved swift down the steep hill through waist high grasses, but he maintained a walk, stifling the urge to break into a trot. He breathed easier once out of arrow range.

      When the Edan sent messages, they made them poignant, if not clear.

      “Godsdamned sons of bitches. Godsdamn me! Every damn thing I’ve done since hitting this cursed land has been wrong headed or pointless.” He kicked at a tuft of grass. “The godsdamned Tek will hammer us to the Forges one way or another.”

      Solineus popped from the grass a stride to his side like a stalking predator rising for the kill.

      Ivin jumped back a step, hand reaching for a sword which wasn’t there. “Godsdamn it, man!”

      “You weren’t busy cussin’ yourself you might’ve noticed me sitting there.”

      Ivin snorted and pressed on up the hill.

      “What the hells did that bastard want?”

      “To tell us the Hidreng are leaving. And so are we, or so he claims.”

      “Five days ago five nations were right keen on slaughtering us, treaty broken or no. What happened?”

      “Someone decorated Iro’s tent with heads as he slept. Commanders from the nations, and even the handmaiden of the bishop. Her body is likely two hundred horizons from here. Iro believes this is the final peace before the Edan force us south.”

      Solineus put a hand to his shoulder, spinning him to a stop before they reached the top of the hill, and overhearing ears. “What the hells does that mean?”

      “Your friends. You tell me.”

      Solineus’ muscles relaxed, but his breaths were rapid as he glanced to the sky. He huffed, then met Ivin’s gaze. “You’re taking the word of a godsdamned Hidreng. It fulfills their oath, almost. And they’d see it as doing us a favor.”

      “A favor? Ho ho!”

      “They’ve been encouraging us to leave since I got back, since the ships burned. They never promised to feed us, and we’re too many mouths for them to try. But we don’t know nothin’ yet, until we talk to Lelishen or an Edan. I don’t think they’d tan us and leave our hides to dry.”

      “First the lords of the clans must meet, this isn’t a secret to keep. That gives us a half candle to figure how to turn this rotten onion edible.”
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      Solineus paced the tent’s floor as the heads of the clans and their bodyguards arrived. Ivin sat with feet propped on the table, and Solineus marveled at his ability to sit still. When everyone had arrived, Ivin stood.

      “There’s been a major shift in the winds. The Hidreng are no longer a threat, leastwise, so long as we move south.”

      Polus grunted. Twice. “How the hells is this, mmm?”

      “The Edan gifted the Overseer’s tent with the heads of several generals of the Nations, and other… important persons.”

      “They done what? Hells! I say we thank ‘em.”

      Solineus said, “As we reckon it, this means our welcome here at Winter Home might be over. Even if not, we can’t feed all our people here for long.”

      The Lady Ravinrin stood. “Dear boy, we’ve known for some time the Edan want us to move south. No small number of my people have pulled stakes to search for food and warmer weather. It well could be wisdom.” She sat.

      Polus said, “Not if we have a prayer of returning to Kaludor.”

      Solineus nodded to both, leaned against a tent pole while scanning the eyes of men and women who shouldn’t be so calm. They’d lost so much, this new threat felt tame. “The Edan will never break a vow, but the vow guaranteed our safety from the Hidreng. They achieved this promise with Hidreng blood.”

      Polus said, “So now they saved us from the Hidreng again, they’ll let us starve, or kill us themselves?”

      Solineus said, “Do you forget our guest, Limereu? Do you dare continue insulting her like this?”

      Rikis stood, the Choerkin’s feet steady for the first time Solineus had seen since his being poisoned. “No offense to our esteemed guest, but she doesn’t know the mind of her king. If they mean to drive us from Winter Home, what of New Fost? What of reclaiming Kaludor?”

      The Wolverine echoed his lord. “I live and fight to avenge the dead of our homes.”

      Limereu stepped forward, no glow. “As the Lord Choerkin states, I do not know the mind of my Volvrolan, but I know he wishes your people no harm.” Limereu unfurled a map on the table. “I have a map of the region, if anyone cares to look.”

      Solineus huffed, ignoring the Edan’s map. “I don’t know. I don’t know a godsdamned thing for certain. I need to speak with Inslok, or the Father of Ages himself.” Everyone’s eyes fell on him. “I will ride to New Fost to find Inslok, maybe to the Eleris if needs be. We have time.” Godsdamnit, we better have time.

      “We have time, you say. And what if instead of tucking tail the Hidreng attack?”

      “We die, I’d expect, and so too will the Hidreng. After that, their neighboring enemies will overrun the Kingdom of Hidreng. No, things need settled with the Edan. We need to know where we stand before we trade an old threat for a new.”

      Tedeu Ravinrin didn’t bother to stand this time. “With so many ships destroyed, what shall we do? We can’t flee by sea.”

      “We’ll know more after I have words with Inslok. Meantime, spread rumors of moving south. Encourage any folks thinking of heading that way before now to do so. Winter Home has too many mouths to feed as is, it’ll make sense to spread out, now we have peace with the Hidreng.”

      Rikis asked, “And the Teks further south?”

      Solineus glanced to Ivin and sighed. “Same as before, no one travels beyond the Ilmen River without risk.”

      Polus grumbled. “This is lunacy!”

      Bulbane Mulgarth shouted at anyone and everyone, no doubt some meant for Limereu. “Sittin’ here we’re dead, movin’ we’re dead, all cause of you sons of bitches and your treaties with wood spirits!”

      The tent erupted in hard words and accusations, a bellowing match; most folks weren’t making sense. Ivin propped his boots on the table, even as Rikis joined in the verbal fray.

      Solineus stared at the youngest Choerkin boy, even as some shouted at the both of them; they’d all might as well have been braying asses for all Ivin appeared to care. Solineus gave the commotion a few more flickers before he climbed a chair and tromped atop the table.

      “Enough! We’re alive, and a great deal of thanks for that belongs to the Edan. I will speak with them, then we’ll know where we stand.”

      Ivin stood. “I’ll travel with you.”

      “No, you’re the only cool head here.”

      Bulbane Mulgarth kept right on shouting, this time focused on Solineus. “Someone needs be with you, make sure you ain’t selling us out cheap.”

      Solineus strode off the table and didn’t stop until standing on the man’s toes. “You’re thicker than an ox’s ass, ain’t ya?”

      A deep voice bellowed from behind Solineus. “I’ll go with you, I’m not much use here anyhow, not yet.”

      Solineus shoved Bulbane from him and turned to Rikis. “You can ride?”

      The eldest Choerkin nodded. “I’d be meat come a fight, but I can sit a horse.”

      The Wolverine stepped to the Choerkin’s side. “I’ll make godsdamned sure he don’t go fallin’ out of his saddle.

      “So be it. We’ll depart come morning.”

      He stalked to the door, slapped the flap open, and left without giving them a chance to question him.
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        A thousand books you’ve said you read,

        dark, light, ink, and blight.

        Lick thy thumb, perfect regurgitation,

        Spit your tongue, perfect memorization.

        Knowledge is not Power, no no and no,

        Power lies in answers unthought,

        and questions yet unwritten.

      

      

      
        
        —Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      “I want a sword.” Kinesee glared at the knife in her hand, and Maro glared at her. The hilt was polished silver and engraved with a flower motif, its blade slender steel polished to a sheen and sharpened on both edges. No toy, but not a sword.

      “When your father tells me you can have a sword, you can have a sword.”

      She snorted. “Alu has a sword.”

      “Yes, and she’s bruises and a broken finger to show for her work these weeks past… plus, she’s a knife when a sword isn’t appropriate for a lady.”

      “I never see her with a knife.”

      “She carries it hidden in… where ladies often carry knives.”

      “Her boobs?” The man’s unflinching stare told her she was right, but he wouldn’t say it. “You always have a sword.”

      “Quit arguing, there’re times it isn’t proper for a man to carry a sword neither.”

      She sighed, tugged at her bodice to find a suitable spot for the blade.

      Maro coughed. “Your boot, m’lady. It’s a boot knife.”

      Kinesee grinned. “Oh.” That made more sense. “Can I get a knife for my boobs, too?”

      He groaned and spoke low. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      Torturing Maro was good fun, but it only lasted so long. She stepped into a mid-afternoon sun with her guardian tight by her side, and six guards fell into step around them. A cool northern breeze blew in.

      They’d arrived in Winter Home the day before, and several days after Solineus. People still straggled in from the north, but most Silone were here or already moving south to the next river. Will we ever quit moving?

      Troubling questions were all she had these days. She’d faced the woman she’d assumed wanted her dead to find her suspicions wrong-headed, but it left a deeper mystery: Who the hells are the Nesfereum? Nobody seemed to know, but nobody had the time to figure it out neither. Kinesee had only one thing: Time.

      A high priestess had the answer, but Sedut disappeared into hiding quick as she’d appeared. No, she needed to get close to another holy.

      “Maro, do you know where priestess Meliu is?” Kinesee had seen her around the Choerkin tent when they arrived.

      “Can’t say for sure, m’lady.”

      “Take me to the Choerkin tent.”

      The tents of the Seven Clans shared a ridge line since arriving at Winter Home, so the walk was a short one. Solineus stormed from the tent’s flap; she wanted to say hello, but his stomping stride and lips flapping silent curses convinced her father was busy. Besides, she had another matter to attend. Guards bowed (being Mikjehemlut had advantages) and Kinesee stepped inside the clan tent with Maro on her heel to find unexpected guests.

      An Edan woman turned her eyes on Kinesee, and she swallowed hard, stuck in a frozen stride until Maro bumped her forward, near running her over. He coughed and whispered. “Sorry.”

      Kinesee stumbled forward with what she guessed was a stupid smile. “Hello.”

      The Edan spoke, her voice smooth with pure tones. “Greetings, child.”

      An Edan spoke to me! She strode close, then blushed when she realized she’d interrupted. A map lay spread across the table, a massive forest on the eastern side and half a hundred squiggles in blue ink running west. Ivin, Polus, Meliu, and Rikis leaned beside the Edan.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      Ivin smiled at her. “It’s fine, Kinesee. You can represent Emudar in this discussion.”

      Her eyes went wide and her muscles seized until she realized the levity in his words. “I… I just wanted to talk with Meliu.”

      The priestess straightened and glanced to Ivin. “I can spare a wick. Shall we walk?”

      They stepped into a wind gusting from the north. Maro followed close behind and Meliu stopped. “I think this is private girl talk.”

      Maro took two steps back, and Kinesee said, “That’s as far as you’ll get him.”

      Meliu smiled and leaned close. “Do you still have your special coin?”

      Kinesee tugged her pearl necklace free and showed her the copper piece Meliu’d given here.

      Meliu took slow strides with her hands behind her back. “Good! What is it you wanted?”

      “Do you know the word, Nesfereum?”

      “First, why do you ask?”

      Put to it, she didn’t know if she wanted to say. But if the Choerkin trusted her, Solineus trusted her, and so should she. “Sedut asked why the Nesfereum wanted me dead. No one knows what it means.” They walked in silence too long; the priestess knew something. “What is it? Who are they?”

      “You’re certain you heard right?”

      “Not a doubt, I swear.”

      “It is an old word, two words. Nesfer means lion, reum means… falsehood. So, the lion’s lie.” Meliu turned in front of her and kneeled, voice soft. “When I say those words to you, what do you think they mean?”

      Kinesee’s skin prickled, the priestess’ intensity bringing a sweat. “I don’t know. The lion, Sol… I don’t know!”

      Meliu’s hands took her shoulders, and she nodded, relaxing her tone. “Her exact words?”

      “Umm, why does the Nesfereum want you dead?”

      Meliu stood and spun to stroll north, and Kinesee fell in behind, staring at the rhythm of the priestess’ feet. Her beautiful boots. “It is a thing or a people. If we take the Nesfereum as a literal lie, then it could be a prophecy which wants you dead. If Sedut thinks a prophecy mentions you—”

      “It felt like she asked about a person.” They crested a rise and stopped behind a hundred people stopped and staring north.

      “That would raise… Hells!”

      Kinesee raised her eyes from Meliu’s heels: A wall of smoke billowed on the northern horizon.
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      The cool wind from the north, refreshing after smoky tents, turned to a terror, and Iro’s words struck Meliu in the face: He promised the winds would change. Now they brought fire.

      “Maro! Get Kinesee to the river!”

      The big man grabbed the girl and lumbered downhill fast as he could with Kinesee shrieking in his grip.

      The fire raising so much smoke raged a horizon or more away, but carried by a wind that whipped her hair, there was no telling how many wicks away it was. She glanced to the ground: packed grass and dirt, but the Silone had been gathering grass for days to pound the seeds into meal. Hunger might save uncounted lives with the wide swaths of ground cleared all around. 

      She turned and bolted along the ridge, straight for the Choerkin tents but her eyes flashed north as she ran. Shadows on the dirt road, and she slid to a stop muttering a prayer to see. A family or two, with carts, children, and animals. As she watched, the donkey pulling a small wagon reared; the man in the lead lost his grip and tumbled as the animal bolted past, the wagon bucking, and in flickers a wheel separated to roll on its own down the hill. Wagon and animal went down as the axle dug dirt, and the rickety contraption broke to pieces. The beast flopped and kicked.

      Further up the road a child lay in the grass and dirt, a baby swaddled in her arms. “Forges.” Her feet turned to run north but what the hells’ good was she?

      Several men stood with horses nearby, but they wouldn’t be able to see the family without prayers. She rushed to their sides. “There’s a family out there! In the road.” They looked but stood dumbfounded. She screamed and grabbed the reins from a man, stared at the withers of the giant mare then her owner. “Be a gentleman and give me a hand?” The bastard was so stymied by it all he cupped his hands for a step into the seat.

      She hadn’t ridden bareback in a decade, but she gave the animal her heels and held on for her life. She clenched her legs and arms in desperation until she gained the rhythm of the animal’s pounding gait. Leaning into the mare’s mane she could see the family without prayer now, then heard hooves to her right, then left.

      A man and woman she’d never seen before joined her in the race, but those lucky bastards had saddles.

      The donkey limped and ran down the road dragging remnants of wagon, but the three of them thundered past without a second look. The fire crowned the northern hill, flames licking thirty feet high, as she wheeled her horse and leaped to the ground beside two children. She waved the other riders by.

      The girl was no more than five, eyes wide with terror, shrieking shrill. “It’s all right, Kedee! It’s all right.” Over and over, but the baby wailed, more terrified by sister’s screams than the oncoming flames it knew nothing about.

      The horse yanked Meliu’s arm, but she kept her grip. But one slip and the mare’s hooves would throw clods all the way back to the river. “Child! Bring the baby to me! Child!”

      The girl leaped to her feet and ran to Meliu, screams and sobs, if there were words she couldn’t pick them out. The horse circled them with wild eyes. “I’m gonna put you on this horse.” She lifted the both of them with a strength she never knew before. “Clutch her mane and hold your brother tight!”

      She leaped and clambered but her soul sank as she slid from the horse’s ribs. No way in the hells she’d make it atop this big animal. The wagon. She turned and trotted down the road backwards, watching to see how well child held on.

      She spun as they reached the remains of the wagon and she balanced on a piece of its bed. She reached for the horse’s mane about to jump… The lady and her horse thundered by with riders on back, and her horse spun circles to follow, pulling her down to the ground. Meliu growled as she planted both feet and pulled on the reins, regaining a semblance of control.

      Meliu stared the animal in its panicking eyes. “The faster you let me up there, the faster we all get the hells out here!” She climbed atop the wagon’s bed, set foot atop a ridge of wood propped high by the surviving wheel and axle, and launched, draping over the mare’s back.

      The horse bolted but not before she righted herself the best she could, and clung to the mane behind the children, feet dangling. She could feel her grip slipping, it was a matter of when she lost her grip and how hard she hit the ground. A hand grabbed her shoulder and pulled her forward, her thighs gripping the mare’s flank, and she pulled herself upright.

      A man and woman straddled behind the rider of the third horse. She didn’t see who was on the back of the woman’s horse as she passed, but she knew there was no way they’d gotten everyone. They crested the next rise and people caught them, taking the reins of the spinning and puffing mare, lifting her and the children down.

      The man and woman from the other horse rushed to them, sweeping the girl into their arms. Such joy until the mother asked, “Silveen, where’s Kedee?” The child’s arm raised and pointed to where grassfire swept over the broken wagon, bearing down on the wounded donkey, and Meliu’s heart sank from her chest.
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      Ivin tapped the map sprawled on the table. “The first major river is the Ilmen, south of this, the Blooded Plain no longer borders the Hidreng?”

      Limereu nodded, a finger sweeping north-south down the map. “Here the Tek Reshu rule, and the Mother Wood fades into the Nenaree, ruled by Trelelunin. The Treaty holds here as well. The Blooded Plain narrows, best to keep to closer to the forest, but not so close your people trespass into the woods.”

      “There are scores of rivers down the Blooded Plain, plenty of space to spread out and fish.”

      Rikis said, “If these other Teks don’t take Iro’s advice to destroy us.”

      “It’s the best chance we got. Winter home won’t sustain us lo—”

      “Fire!”

      Everyone’s head turned but Ivin was the first to the tent’s flap, throwing it open. He stood face to face with Solineus and the man muttered, “Prairie fire… the sons of bitches.”

      Ivin peered over his shoulder. “I don’t see…” A darkness rose on the horizon. 

      Ivin’s heart stayed steady, his thoughts racing, as he charged outside. “The river! Buckets! Douse the tents.” But people scattered in chaos. He turned to the Choerkin warriors around him. “Women and children to the river! Every man with a bucket gets water, every man with a scythe clears grass!”

      Solineus said, “Fires going to move fast in this wind… sparks might not reach the southern shore, the camp’s made something of a firebreak.”

      Ivin faced south and walked, grabbing Solineus by his collar. “The flames might not make it south, but the Tek will realize that.”

      “Shittin’ bastards.”

      They ran to the corral, and Solineus shouted. “Ilpen! Get your team and every animal you can to the river!” Ivin grabbed two geldings, and they threw reins and saddles on fast as they could. There wasn’t time to stop and throw on more armor, but both men bore arms every waking flicker of the day.

      They rode south and within a couple wicks splashed through the Delhen River. Solineus shouted, “Which way?”

      Ivin glanced east and west. If the Hidreng were starting fires, it’d make sense to start them forest-side and move back home. Ivin leaned over his horse’s mane and reined east toward the Eleris. Winter Home had disappeared over the horizon behind them when they spotted the first smoke.

      Ivin drew the Ar-Bdein’s blade and waved Solineus west. His horse peeled off to the right and Ivin bore down on the bastard spreading pitch in the grass. The man turned, dropping his bucket and torch, but too late to draw a weapon. His head flew wide-eyed from his body and Ivin wheeled, leaping from the saddle to snuff the torch. Dry grass ignited, but the flames hadn’t yet caught the pitch ablaze. He stripped the man’s grass-brown cloak from his headless shoulders and beat the flames out.

      He stomped and kicked dirt on the last embers before swinging into the saddle, charging west. A thousand strides later he passed the parts of two men dressed in identical cloaks; an arm, chest, and head in one spot, the legs and second arm in another. One man, he realized, only split in two in the way Latchu hewed flesh.

      Ahead he spotted the flowing tail of Solineus’ horse circling three men. He thundered ahead, shoulder low over his gelding’s neck. One bastard noticed him, arm directed straight at Ivin, and an arrow whirred past his head. Ivin swung with the momentum of his charge and steel collided with the man’s chest, throwing the bastard to the ground and hammering Ivin’s shoulder, but he whipped with the momentum and brought the blade back around to take another in the head. It wasn’t the cleanest blow, but the Tek fell like a boulder hit him.

      He left the final man to Solineus, kicking back to a full gallop west. Several thousand strides ahead smoke billowed and fire raged; no way he could put it out, but he could make sure the bastards didn’t start another. Two cloaked heads in tall grass, difficult to spot, but once seen impossible to lose.

      Both men turned, loosing quarrels from their crossbows. One sailed high, but the other… his horse bellowed in pain and Ivin felt the animals stride clipped. But the gelding wasn’t going down. One man dove from the horse’s path, the other pulled an axe from his waist, but it fell to the dirt with his arm.

      Ivin yanked hard on the reins and wheeled, felt the horse’s shoulder lean imbalanced, and he jumped from the saddle. He hit hard at a full run and in two awkward strides met the second Tek’s scimitar with the flat of his sword, dragging the man’s arm down before shoving an elbow through his chest. A quick toe to his heel dropped him to the ground, and he plunged his blade through his chest.

      He strode to the one armed man and lopped his head before checking on his horse. The bolt stuck from the animal’s chest, blood pumping from around the shaft as the animal puffed hard.

      Solineus slowed. “You all right?”

      Ivin rubbed his horse’s neck. “Good. Get the hells out of here.”

      Solineus heeled and he was off at a dead sprint. No way Ivin and his wounded mount would keep pace. He checked the wound; pulling the bolt could be worse than leaving it in. He took the horse’s reins and led him north.
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      Fires raged to the south by the time Ivin reached the Delhen River, but there was a whole lot less smoke than there would’ve been. The northern fire had swept down to Winter Home, and with the help of wind, sent tents and supplies up in smoke, but if caught on open prairie the toll would’ve been worse. They lost a handful of lives, least that they knew about, as folks battled flames. 

      By the time Ivin arrived on foot, he caught snippets of tales but the fires were smoldering into nothing.

      Ivin handed his limping gelding off to a corral-hand with a promise of finding the steed a proper healer before heading to the main tent. The canopy stood soaked and bore char marks where flaming ash blew in to die, but it was sturdy and filled with angry clanblood.  

      Ivin found himself a chair and kicked his feet up waiting for something interesting. He glanced around the room for faces. Roplin, Tedeu, Polus, Limereu… scores of clanblood, no Solineus nor Rikis. He sat poised a wick longer but bound back to his feet as curiosity ate at him.

      He sidled to Tudwan Ravinrin’s shoulder. “Where’re Solineus and Rikis?”

      “Once they heard you returned, they rode for New Fost.”

      Straight at the teeth, no patience, that was Solineus’ way. Most folks would be dead by now with his habits. “Meliu?”

      “Haven’t seen her.”

      This struck a pang to his worry, but the woman was more capable of staying alive than most. Still. “I’m going to take a look for her. You let me know if anything interesting happens.”

      Tudwan laughed and shook his head. “You go find your latest lady.”

      His words jabbed Ivin’s conscience, but he knew the man hadn’t meant to. He appraised the bickering faces gathered beneath the canopy, then raised his arms to yell, “I’ve one thing to say!” Ivin waited for Polus and others to quiet the crowd for him. “I’ve got one thing to say, then I’ll leave you good folks to it.

      “So long as we sit on our asses in Winter Home, all we’re doing is waiting to react to their next ploy. We need to act and keep on acting until we’re safe or in the grave.” He leaned into Tudwan’s ear. “Good luck with these northerners.”

      Ivin stepped from the tent as it exploded in a chorus of shouts and as the sun touched the western horizon. His mind went to Solineus and Rikis, wondering how far they’d travelled. “Can’t believe those bastards rode north with night falling.” But Kotin taught him not to worry about the storms he couldn’t control; Winter Home was a sprawling camp, where the hells would he find Meliu? On a normal night, a happy night, where would I want you to be? No more than a hundred strides away.

      He turned toward his tent, happy to see it still stood, and when he threw open the flap, he heard her voice. “Close that.”

      She lay curled on their cot, buried beneath furs except for her face. He sat by her side, hand sliding beneath to rub her shoulder. “Are you well?”

      “I tried to save him.”

      “Who? I’m sure you did your best.”

      “Kedee. A baby.”

      Ah, hells. “What happened?”

      “I got his sister back, but he fell from the horse, the fire… the look in his mother’s eyes. Lay beside me.”

      Ivin took off his weapon belt and kicked his boots to the corner before crawling beneath the furs.

      “Do you want children?”

      Ivin shrunk from the question, imagining no right answer. “I suppose so, never thought on it long.”

      “I always imagined being a mother one day, even if in Istinjoln, to love a child.”

      Like her parents never loved her. “I pity the boy who’d court your daughter.”

      “I’m serious. I always… I never imagined what it’d be like to lose your child. I don’t know if… If I could be…”

      ‘Tomorrow is another day, everything may look different. Rest.” 

      “Tomorrow I need to find Sedut.”

      “That woman! Why?” The answer was obvious, but still the words blurted out. She’d saved both of them, but the name rankled.

      “We’ll need her.”

      “I know you’re right.” But he felt as if she left something out. “And?”

      She hesitated. “And nothing, if we’re going to survive, we need every Silone, Seven Clans and the Church.”

      Harder than the hells to argue the point, so it was a foolish fight to pick. “You can do this thing?”

      “I can. If you can promise their safety.”

      “I will. I promise.”

      He nuzzled into her shoulder, body and soul exhausted, and she pushed back with a sigh. With the sun still in the sky it was going to be a long night, but one they both needed.
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      The Silone left seven hundred men behind in New Fost, but it was the lone Edan which troubled the Hundred Nations more. Solineus, Lelishen, Rikis, and Pikarn found him standing on an outcropping of stone still staring at the blockade.

      Lelishen told Solineus once before that the Edan appreciated straight words, so he didn’t hold back. “You took them Tek heads and stuck them in Iro’s tent.”

      Inslok’s head turned. “Yes. It will bring peace.”

      “It brought fire! They burned half the damned ground between here and Winter Home. It’s war they wanted, the Edan should give it.”

      “I am aware of the fire.”

      “Then call an army of woodkin and end the Teks tomorrow.”

      “The Hundred Nations did not break the treaty—”

      “They tried to burn my people to cinders! You guaranteed safety, they broke that guarantee.”

      “They burned your food supply more than your people as I hear.”

      How the hells does he know these things? How the hell did he kill a woman in Bdein and deliver her head? “They attacked, indirect it may’ve been, but a godsdamned attack no matter how you color it.”

      “The agreement as written allows the Blooded Plain burned every season. This was important to the Hidreng, as they believed it would help them see us coming. For a hundred and seventeen years the Blooded Plain burned every spring and fall, until they no longer chose to do so. What they have done is honor the treaty by starting the fire.”

      The Wolverine grumbled and Solineus feared the old man’s words, but he ripped jerky and chewed rather than unleash venom.

      Rikis stammered. “And, and my people, we  were just in the way?”

      “No, but by the letter of the Treaty of the Blooded Plain they were within the bounds of the agreement to set the fire.” Inslok cocked his head, lips twisting in a fashion Solineus had never seen on an Edan, but he hesitated to make a human interpretation. “I stepped on the treaty’s line when I delivered those heads; the Hidreng stepped on the line when they set the Blooded Plain afire. Perhaps the Tek crossed a line, they have been crossed ever since your people landed on the shores of Northern Vandunez, but if we do not take a step back from these lines… It is not a war your people would survive standing in the middle.”

      Solineus clutched his face and breathed deep. “They’re starving us, Inslok.”

      “I am aware.”

      “We need help.”

      “I am aware. What do you need?”

      “We need supplies, animals, anything you can give.”

      “And if we give what we can, what will you do?”

      Rikis said, “We’ll live to fight another day.”

      Pikarn added, “Every day alive puts us closer to sailing to Kaludor.”

      “Then you will die having wasted the supplies we provide. You must move south.”

      Rikis laughed. “So another Tek can burn us out? How far can we go?”

      “Until they chase you no more. It isn’t a good answer, but it’s the only answer which isn’t death. My intent is not cruelty, but honesty.”

      Lelishen said, “You mean the Dragonspan Mountains and the Helelindin?”

      Inslok shrugged. “Perhaps. Perhaps not. The southern Nations might tolerate their presence before moving so far.”

      The Wolverine spat. “No Tek has ever tolerated the Silone for long.”

      Rikis asked, “Who are these Helelindin?”

      Lelishen said, “One of the woodkin. He is right, you’d be safe once past the Gediswon River. The Kingdomers in the Dragonspans wouldn’t pay you two minds if you leave them alone, and the Helelindin are a warrior people. Establish them as friends and the Tek Malobund would tuck tail.”

      “How long to get there?”

      “Months. A thousand horizons as a guess.”

      Pikarn tore another piece of meat with his teeth. “Months? A thousand horizons? We’d never see Kaludor again.”

      Solineus gauged the faces around him. “What help could you give us? We’d need arms, animals, axes and rope…”

      “We can only give so much.”

      “Horseshit! You want us gone, there’s a price to getting us gone.”

      “We wish you gone for your survival—”

      “No. Maybe, but you don’t want your Treaty strained. You don’t want war any more than the Hidreng. Maybe you bastards aren’t so powerful as you have everyone convinced—”

      “Enough. My people have done nothing but show you kindness—”

      Pikarn said, “You slaughtered Tuvrikt sailors when they landed.”

      “A mistake. Basic supplies we have.”

      Solineus said, “Two thousand bows and two hundred arrows per bow. A hundred Trelelunin archers to train our people.”

      Inslok’s stare was cold, and he blinked only once. “Done.”

      Rikis shook his head. “Going south isn’t enough.”

      Solineus glanced back and forth; this wasn’t good. “What the hells are you talking about?”

      “Kaludor. There are seven hundred men here at New Fost. Allow their women and children to join them, build a town. Supply us until we get on our feet, help us build ships, and when the time comes, we’ll help you close the Celestial Gate in Istinjoln, and we retake Kaludor.”

      The Wolverine grunted with a smile. “Aye. I’ll be damned if I run any further.”

      Inslok turned north toward Istinjoln as if he could see the beam of light. “The Gate is a concern. You may sustain New Fost so we may assist each other in its closing.”

      Solineus grinned and pushed his luck. “Horses and oxen, we’ll need plenty of wood for wagons. Rope to stretch horizons.”

      “We will do everything we can, no horses.” He held up his hand. “Stop there, or the Volvrolan may pull me from my duties and command me to the Father Wood.”

      I’ll be damned. “Was that a sense of humor showing through?”

      “No. I will speak with the Volvrolan of our agreement, but there is one thing. New Fost will cease to exist as soon as the Gate is closed, or if we fail, your people will remain at New Fost no more than one thousand years. Agreed?”

      Rikis stammered, “Agreed.”

      Inslok hopped down the rocks and glided east.

      The Wolverine scratched his head. “Shittin’ me? A thousand years?”

      Solineus shrugged. “They have a different view of time than we do.” He turned to Lelishen. “Too easy?”

      “There will be nothing easy about your journey south. Those who stay in the north may be the only ones who survive.”

      Solineus snorted and clasped arms with Rikis. “Bold move with New Fost.”

      Rikis’ gaze shifted north. “I had to. I knew it the flicker we set foot here again; this is my home until we retake Kaludor.”

      Solineus’s face sunk. “You head the Choerkins.”

      But the man laughed. “No, I think we saw who leads the Choerkin, even if Ivin doesn’t realize it yet. My place is here, and there.” He pointed across the Parapet Strait. “We’ll need shipwrights as well as warriors.”

      Pikarn said, “I’ll remain at your side. Together we’ll go home.”

      Choerkin were level headed but stubborn with a decision made. It might be the right one. “It’ll take years.”

      Rikis guffawed. “I’ve got a thousand.”
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            A Ladder of Rivers

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Your body, bent and broken, 

        snapped twigs and twisted grass,

        crackle, hiss, pop; green tinder smoking.

        Eyes gone dry as the clouds,

        no matter, the latter. Swam the ladder,

        walked the winds, breathed the waves.

        Fire returns you to soil, its smoke, your soul.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      The hunt for priests met success with a dozen names, but not a one Meliu recognized. Most who came forward hailed from Bulubar or Tuvrikt, regions where common folk murdered fewer adherents after the Eve of Snows. But Sedut and her people were somewhere, and odds on, that somewhere was here.

      Winter Home swelled from a town to a city in a matter of two weeks, maybe thirty or forty thousand souls. Bigger than New Fost, but still a speck compared to Bdein. Thousands more already traveled south, but it made sense Sedut would hide in the biggest haystack she could find. With as many folks as Meliu talked to, the odds of Sedut not knowing Meliu sought her was hair slim, even if she never mentioned her by name.

      Tracking the high priestess down was like catching a hare in a field of holes, what she needed was the proper carrot. She didn’t have or know a damned thing Sedut wanted. But there was another hare bound to know in which hole the other hid.

      She took her pack off, pulled out the Codex of Sol, and clutched it to her chest while whistling The Ballad of Ner Dubrol, a tune celebrating the ales of Istinjoln. 

      Four bars into the song: “I had from your own lips that you never wished to see me again.”

      The speed with which he arrived startled her, and her whistle went shrill before she turned to look. The boy with beautiful blue eyes strode by her side, hands twined behind his back.

      “You follow me everywhere I go?”

      He giggled and spoke in the boy’s voice. “You stand out in any crowd, but asking after priests? This makes everyone notice.”

      As in Inster, people walked around them, never seeming to notice them. “Thanks to you, the Tek decided they’ll kill us all.”

      “Me? You blame me for the will of a heathen people and their incestuous gods?” 

      “You know damned well I speak of the Rot.”

      “You blame me for the Rot?” If she didn’t know he was a consummate liar, she might’ve believed the plaintive tone of voice.

      “You said you’d kill a thousand thousand… A disease in a vial!”

      He laughed, his face turning red. “Disease in a vial, who ever heard of such a thing? You must think me a man… a boy of miracles.” 

      His smirk grated on her nerves. “You’re a lying son of a bitch.”

      His demeanor shifted from laughing to stern in an instant. “Does it matter? Rats carried the Rot to Kaludor from the deep south of the world, and who knows whence it came before that. Now tell me, my girl, why do you seek your holy brethren?”

      “The Church and Clans must work together.” It pained her to say this in front of Ulrikt or whoever this child was. There was only one thing she wanted less than Ulrikt’s help, and that was the extermination of the Silone people. “The Tek will kill us all, by blade or famine, unless we come together.”

      “Mm! The holy do not hide because they want to, they hide because they fear the people.”

      “They hide because you set a plague of demons upon the people and they blame the holy.”

      The boy shrugged. “Cause, effect, I understand. It is quite the spiral. What matter where it started? What matters is the state of now.”

      “Just tell me where Sedut is, and don’t insult me by pretending not to know, then we can go back to my never wanting to see your damned face again.”

      “So to speak?”

      Meliu grimaced “Done with your games.”

      “We both know that is a lie, do we not?”

      She planted her feet and turned, shocked to see Ulrikt instead of the boy. Striking blue eyes in a handsome and aging face. “Just tell me where she is.”

      “Not in Winter Home, my dear.”

      This shocked her more than the child’s sudden arrival or Ulrikt’s face. “What? New Fost is damned near empty. She was there.”

      “She was.”

      Meliu cocked her head and rolled her shoulders, fuming. “Games. Over.”

      “Only when I say they are. Tell me, what have you found in the Codex?”

      “Where is Tomarok?”

      He clapped his hands and smiled. “I see you are far from done playing the game yourself. Good! If I knew, I would not tell you.” Her tongue burned with curses, but he raised a hand. “I know its location on ancient maps, but as you know?”

      “The ancient maps are inaccurate.”

      “Not inaccurate, just accurate to the world as it once was rather than is.”

      “Under an ocean, destroyed…”

      “Or sitting beneath a thousand noses. We do not know, but I’ve faith you will find it. Now, answer my question.”

      She sighed, the Codex defied her attempts. “I haven’t had time to decipher the first code passage.”

      He frowned as his head bobbed. “That is disappointing, but understandable, you have been busy. I pray you find more time for your studies.”

      “If I don’t survive, I won’t never get the thing read. Tell me where Sedut is.”

      “Ride north until you reach a stream, follow it east a day and a half, and you will find a map showing Tomarok.” He turned and strolled in front of a stream of passersby, and they parted around him like water around a rock without acknowledging his existence.

      “And Sedut?”

      He stopped and turned in the stream of people. “And Sedut.”

      “Does she know you’re alive?”

      He turned his back to her and disappeared in the people. What face does he wear now?

      It didn’t matter, she had direction, a goal. But the hells if she would go alone. A lone lady on an open plain with gods knew how many Tek crawling through the weeds? Damned easy to get lost in the wilds, too, no matter how easy Ulrikt made it sound.

      She stuffed the Codex back into its bag and turned toward the Choerkin tents. She needed an escort, but one which wouldn’t frighten off Sol’s devout. Lelishen. The escort couldn’t be more perfect unless an Edan.
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      “Forty-five godsdamned rivers.” Ivin stood hunched over the map given them by Limereu. Fingers drummed the table as Solineus studied the lines. Off to the side, Rinold and Puxele stood attentive, but they hadn’t much to say so far.

      “Most of those are streams and creeks from what Lelishen tells me.” Solineus tapped the map seven times. “The Ilmen, Kovo, Yundile, Loetozu, Porro-ok, Destil, and Gediswon are the seven worthy of worry. Even then, several of those are glorified streams unless we’ve got heavy rains.”

      “We assume heavy godsdamned rains.”

      Solineus groaned; the boy had awakened in a snit this morning, he figured from a lack of Meliu in his bed. The priestess had run off with Lelishen the evening prior, and they hadn’t a word of them since.  It didn’t help none that Rikis and the Wolverine stayed behind at New Fost. “There can’t be heavy rains at every river, for shit’s sake.”

      “And why the hells not?” Ivin stood straight and stared him in the eye.

      Solineus laughed. “I reckon because I said so.” He pointed back to the map. “Once we cross the Delhen, we make for the Ilmen and Kovo, they’re both tributaries for the Greater Kovo. Before we even hit the Yundile, the western horizon will be open for the Tek Reshu.”

      Ivin said, “We need to reach the Yundile and cross fast as possible, put the river between us and the Reshu, Tarmar, and Vardo as we move south. What’d the woodkin say about the Loetozu?”

      “The Loetozu leads smack into the Litra, no river for a moat down there. But the terrain roughens, might be we slip through.”

      Ivin pointed to a long river flowing south-southeast. “If we hug the western bank of the Cevrendesu far as we can, which means crossing the Porro-ok once we reach Tek Malstefne territory, continue down the Cevrendesu to the Destil. With luck the Tek Loenfarar won’t know we’re there, or won’t care.”

      Solineus muttered, “I reckon it gets risky here. We cross open ground to the Besil River and follow it down to the Gediswon. That’s Tek Malobund, and there ain’t no way we sneak by them. But once beyond the Gediswon we’re on Helelindin ground.”

      Rinold cleared his throat. “And these Helelindin will welcome us?”

      “They’re woodkin allied with the Edan… and they hate the Malobund.” Ivin stalked the length of the table like a cat in a cage. “Bigger problem is we need a way to cross the bigger rivers.”

      “Several have stone bridges, others known fords… There’ll be losses: livestock, supplies… lives. No avoiding certain truths.”

      “We need barges.”

      Solineus scratched his head. “We’ve got a promise of supplies from the Edan.” Maybe they should’ve bargained for boats instead of longbows and arrows. Boats with wheels. “Trelelunin along the way might assist us. What’d be the easiest, fastest way to cross?”

      “Bridge.”

      “Next?”

      “I don’t know, ferries? Pulled across by rope?”

      Solineus pointed to the map. “By the time we reach the Ilmen, we could have several ferries built and loaded on wheeled flats. We stretch several ropes across the way, and ferry folks across a load at a time.”

      Ivin stopped pacing and collapsed into a chair with a laugh. “First, we’d need horizons of heavy rope. And we’d be floating ducks if a Tek army arrives during a crossing.”

      “I’ve a promise of horizons of rope form the Edan just for such a thing, but I reckon there’s no helping what happens if the Tek arrive. We need something quick to set up and pull down, to take with us to the next river. Ferries’ll work.”

      “It’s got merit.” He stared at the map, squinting. “We’re going to all that work, why not just build a bridge?”

      “You want me to list the forge-born reasons? Lumber, the time it’d take—”

      “No. A bridge of ferries. We tug the first across the river, butt the bank, then another to butt the first… lash them together. A third ferry and so on, designed to hitch one to another.”

      “Helluva lot of strain on a rope by the time you string out even four to five ferries.” He tapped his fingers on the table. “We brace them with poles, pound them into the river bottom at an angle at least until the river grows too deep.”

      Ivin grinned. “And more stakes driven upriver on the banks, with ropes stretching to the mid-sections of the bridge. We spread the force of the river’s drag.”

      “Crossing the Ilmen should be our safest crossing, so close to the Eleris. If we get enough rope and wood from the Edan we can test the idea. If a river is too wide, or it don’t work, we’ve still got all the rope and ferries for crossing. You think it’ll work?”

      Ivin’s toe tapped as he stared at the map. “Damned near every shipwright we got is in New Fost.”

      “A ferry isn’t nothin’ compared to a ship, no doubt we’ve people to handle the work. And if we had Current-tamers…”

      “Current what?”

      Solineus chuckled, forgetting the rest of the world hadn’t witnessed the wonders of the Eleris. “Current-tamers, Edan who control the flow of water to take a boat upstream. No, not horseshittin’.”

      “Even if they lend us an army of Current-tamers, we’d still need the boats to carry us across.”

      Limereu’s voice brought a jump to his toes; Edan needed to wear bells. “A Trelelunin caravan should arrive tomorrow with half your bows and arrows, but you will need more wood for this plan of yours.”

      Solineus spun. “How the hells long have you been listnin’?”

      She didn’t bother to answer as Ivin went straight to the point. “Have you ever heard of anything like our floating bridge? Will it work?”

      “It touches a memory, the name… Warlord Sholtopomim jumps to my tongue but I don’t know why. If done well, I believe it will work.”

      Solineus said, “So we need wood, more than we bargained for I suspect. What’s the price?”

      “It is a great many logs and planks. No small thing. Wheels and axles.”

      “What price?”

      “They won’t allow wood cut from the Mother Wood. The Eleris is sacred, to cut a tree is to give it a name and purpose.”

      Just when you think a people sane and rational… “Named? South of the Eleris then, there must be a grove somewhere we can cut.”

      “I will speak to the Trelelunin.”

      Solineus grinned at Ivin, then grimaced. “Do Trelelunin even like gold and silver?”

      Limeru laughed. “They are not so foreign to you as we Edan. They value silver and gold. And Inslok promised you wood.”

      Ivin said, “The clans have treasure and not a damned thing else to spend it on. Negotiate a deal and get every man with an axe or pull-knife to work.”

      Rinold stared at them. “You sold this ladder of rivers to the rest of the clans yet?”

      Ivin glanced to Solineus and shrugged. “Tedeu and Remnar won’t be a problem. The northern clans will fall in line whether they like it or not. Isn’t much choice, unless they want to march back to New Fost.”
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      It took near a day’s ride before they escaped the blackened dirt of the fire.  Meliu found a creek to the north plenty easy soon after, but a day later she’d begun to wonder if Ulrikt hadn’t sent her on a fool’s hunt. Thank the heavens for Lelishen. Turned out she was a pleasant riding companion, if for no other reason than she didn’t talk much while giving comfort in that no woodkin arrows would soar their way by accident. Without her, she would’ve been stuck with six bearded Choerkin warriors both doting on and fearing to look too close at her, because they got wind Ivin was her man. She put up a fight to travel with just Lelishen, but they compromised, which was better than the small army he wanted to send with her.

      They camped in a washout along the creek’s edge without a fire both nights, shelter from the wind, but cold sinks that brought a chill to the bone as the nights grew cold. After their second night’s rest she awoke with tight muscles and joints popping as they limbered up.

      Lelishen stared at her with big, alien eyes as Meliu groaned and fought the urge to cuss aloud. She uttered a prayer and couldn’t resist a moan of relief as the Heat came.

      The woodkin lit a fire and brewed a flowery tea, a drink far finer than the jerked pork they ate, then they rode northeast following the twists and bends of the creek.

      The sun crept toward the western horizon by the time Lelishen spotted smoke on the horizon, and within a candle they’d found the Silone encampment. Even from a distance there was no mistaking who they were. Holy habits from the seven clans replaced the work clothes of the common folk and the panoply of warriors. There were more than she’d expected, she guessed three thousand at least.

      They sauntered the horses down a trail leading angled from a steep bluff, threading their way through bushes and brambles with thorns long as a lion’s tooth. On reaching the bank of the creek four priests greeted them in a less than holy fashion: with spears and swords.

      “Ain’t no room for clan folks here.”

      Meliu flipped her hair and smiled at the young priest. “I’m looking for High Priestess Sedut who served at Istinjoln, tell her Meliu has come looking for her. Tell her: Tomarok.”

      “I don’t know what the Seven heavens you speak of nor a thing of High Priestess—”

      “I am Priestess Meliu, servant of Burdenis at the Shrine of the Chanting Caverns, the bearer of the Codex of Sol, and I have word from Lord Priest Ulrikt himself she is here. Do not insult me.”

      “Ulrikt is dead with every other Lord Priest.”

      “You think the gods brought him from the dead to kill him again? He lives, and he sent me. Tell her: Tomarok.”

      The priests mumbled amongst themselves before one trotted into camp.

      Lelishen leaned in Meliu’s ear. “What is this Tomarok?”

      “A place, I believe. They sent me to find it.” Her eyes crinkled with suspicion. “You know the name?”

      “No, but it is a word similar to those in other tongues. But they are of little use.”

      The priest returned with speed in his strides. “The High Priestess will see you and the Trelelunin woman, you men will stay here.”

      Meliu dismounted and turned to the men with a nod. “Stay here and don’t do nothin’ stupid.”

      The priest led them down a crooked path through the scattered encampment until reaching a copse of young trees. A fire burned outside a round tent and the priest pointed. “You are expected.”

      Meliu pushed through the hide flap, the tent’s interior lit by shadowless Light. Sedut sat alone at a table; she didn’t rise to greet them. “A bold lie, claiming the Lord Priest lives, just to gain an audience.”

      Meliu snorted. “Gain audience? You callin’ yourself Lord Priestess these days?”

      The woman smirked. “No.” She eyeballed Lelishen and gestured to chairs. “Sit, please.”

      Meliu sauntered close as she reached into her bag, then dropped the Codex of Sol on the table. “He is alive, how else would I have this?”

      “A scholar with a book, should you impress me?”

      “The Codex of Sol.”

      Sedut stood, flipped the book open. “Gibberish.”

      Lelishen glanced at the pages. “Cypher?”

      Meliu said, “Yes. Ulrikt, or his Face, gave me this book in Inster.”

      Sedut sat, leaning back in her seat with a smile. “The Lord Priest’s Face? You come here with children’s tales and legends?”

      “I saw him. Then he was not him, he changes faces.”

      “How can I believe such nonsense? I heard his voice from the Shadow in Choerkin Fost.”

      Lelishen said, “It can be done.”

      Meliu gasped when she turned; the Trelelunin’s face shifted, the bones moving, skin tone darkening, and her eyes blinking into those of a Silone. “He came to me as a child, a young boy, but his eyes were Ulrikt’s.”

      Lelishen asked, “He changed his body?”

      “Yes. And his voice, mimicked Angin so I wouldn’t know them apart. ”

      Lelishen’s face became Trelelunin again. “That… I must think on that.”

      Sedut waved her hand in the air. “An impressive trick, but your say so doesn’t make him alive.”

      “He knew you were here, you might’ve traveled by his side and never known, and he said there is a map here which shows Tomarok.”

      This last bit set Sedut back in her chair. “You came here for a map?” 

      “No.”

      “This is unfortunate.” She stood and strolled to a chest large enough to stow a grown man and lifted its lid. She leaned and came up with an armful of rolled scrolls and she dropped them on the table in front of Meliu. “I have maps. Good luck. There’s more, please, enjoy yourself.”

      Lelishen’s eyes damned near glowed with the light of the Edan as she stared at the bundles. “May I?”

      Sedut shrugged, “Be my guest.”

      Lelishen glanced through at least twenty scrolls; Meliu’s determination was crushed as it was on first opening the Codex to find cyphers she didn’t recognize. It took flickers to recover, remembering her true goal. “They aren’t why I’m here, but thank you. Ulrikt sent me for a map, I came to bring you back to your people.”

      Sedut laughed. “My people are all around me.”

      “They are fellow adherents, devoted to Sol as you are, but they are not all your people. After the Tek fires the clans are moving south. You will need them to survive, and they will need you.”

      “South? How far south?”

      “As far as the Dragonspans.”

      The high priestess’ squint suggested she believed this less than Ulrikt being alive. “You jest.”

      Lelishen glanced at the markings on the exterior of a rolled map and dropped it on the table before grabbing another. “The Dragonspans meet the Remeleun Forest south of the Gediswon River, the Tek will not venture far beyond the Gediswon.”

      Sedut said, “A long journey.”

      Meliu said, “The Edan granted Rikis Choerkin and a couple thousand people the privilege to remain at New Fost, to seek a return to Kaludor, but burned, these plains will not feed everyone. South is the only answer.”

      “And even if I agreed, we agreed… the clans would accept us?”

      “Both Ivin and Eredin Choerkin spoke for you.”

      Sedut leaned with cheek to her palm. “How do I know to trust a word you’ve said?”

      Lelishen spread a map on the table. A single continent spread across the depicted world; The Age of God Wars. Her eyes plied the oceans and lands until she tapped her finger on a plain of green depicted with rolling hills and rivers. “Tomarok.”

      Meliu’s eyes moved in a hurry. The characters were in the ancient style of the God Wars, but they were clear: Emerosu fa ilin Tomarok. Easy to pronounce, more difficult to understand. “But what does it mean?”

      Lelishen said, “The plains of the holy mountain, Tomarok… Roughly.”

      Sedut came around the table to stare; the silence stretched to a wick. “I will travel with you to speak with the Choerkin and other clans. But, I make no promises for my people. These maps stay here.”

      Meliu’s eyes stuck to the map’s words. “A day to study these maps, then we’ll travel.”
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      Ivin stood with Eredin, Solineus, and Polus beneath a shading canopy on a northern hill overlooking the Ilmen River. The waters flowed wide and lazy through a broad river valley, fifteen feet deep in its middle. 

      To the west three hundred archers, each with a Silone holding a tower shield to form a fence, and a hundred horsemen were ready for an attack. It was more impressive in appearance than reality, as most of those men had no more than a couple days’ training with their weapons. Some of the finest bows in the world in the least capable hands Ivin could imagine.

      Over the rise to the east another hundred Silone trained with bows and spears and axes. Those who couldn’t handle the draw weight of the longbows took up axes or spears, and everyone did their damnedest to kill men woven from bundles of grass.

      It was all important, but the work straight down the hill was the most impressive and vital: barge construction. By the time he arrived at the growing camp logs already floated down the river, felled, cleaned of branches, and ready to lash together. More stunning still were the three inch planks drawn in by the wagon-load. Limereu explained that the Trelelunin used sawmills run by water wheels to cut the planks, which he’d heard of, but the round saw blade she mentioned was new to him. However the woodkin accomplished their task, it was swift and with an unexpected quality.

      Combined with a thousand men and women looking to save their families from a brutal enemy and starvation, more sat accomplished in six days than imagined. They worked every wick of the day, taking shifts at night by torches and lanterns, or even the moon when it was bright.

      A dozen barges, each twenty feet long, and wagons to haul them, minus a finished wheel here and there. Stakes sharpened to drive into the banks and river bottoms. They could cross the Ilmen now, but the widest river crossing expected needed at least another thirty barges. The Destil River, next to last in their southern descent, was the one they all worried about, even if worrying felt foolish when it lay so far away.

      Eredin grinned as he looked on. “It’s enough to give a man hope, watching all these people.”

      Solineus said, “Six days’ work turned to ash in a flicker, if the Tek get frisky.”

      Ivin fought the urge to cuff the man in the head. “Outside of a few arrows here or there, the Hidreng have forgotten us.”

      “They haven’t forgotten nothin’, they’re just counting on the Tek Reshu to do the job for them.”

      Eredin laughed. “I thought I was the pessimist.”

      Ivin slapped Solineus on the shoulder. “So long as we all keep smiling—”

      A horn blew to the north, and the men turned in unison. Riders crowned the next hill, nine horses in total. It didn’t take long to pick out Meliu’s auburn hair blowing in the wind, but guessing who rode beside her, with long black hair, brought an awkward swallow.

      It took Solineus to say it aloud. “Looks like she found Sedut.”

      Eredin turned to them both. “The woman got thousands of us off Kaludor alive, without her I’m not standing here.”

      Ivin said, “No one’s going to argue her worth, it’s whether we can trust her.”

      They stood in wait until the riders dismounted, the three women facing the three men.

      Sedut nodded toward the river. “A lot of work getting done, but doing what?”

      Ivin cleared his throat. “A mobile bridge, so to speak. We’ve a lot of rivers to cross to make it to the Dragonspans.”

      “That’s the goal then? So far south?”

      “Even if we could go back to Kaludor, what ships to carry us? We go as far south as we need, make a new home.”

      “Bold. Have they burnt off grass to the south?”

      Solineus said, “We’ve scouts riding for the Kovo River, a hundred horizons or thereabouts south, they should return in the next couple days.”

      Sedut said, “Let’s strip the bark so we can carve the wood, shall we? The clans claimed many holy lives—”

      Solineus glared. “Because you godsdamned holies brought demons to Kaludor.”

      “An accident! We were trying to bring the gods for a new golden age!”

      “And thousands died, their souls lost to the Shadows of Man, and assassins struck the clan lords.”

      “I know nothing—”

      “And you brought the artifact that raised that son of a bitch from the dead. Say you didn’t, I was there.”

      Sedut calmed herself with breaths. “I admit the hand I played, and I would not do it again if I had that choice.”

      Ivin stepped between them. “Enough. The past needs buried if we’re to make a future.”

      Sedut nodded with a quivering smile. “If the clans ride south, the devout are vulnerable. Without your host to draw Tek attention, they’d notice us. And our welcome in New Fost would be tepid if we don’t help you.”

      Ivin nodded. “It’s no more complicated than we all stand a better chance of surviving if we work together. The holy need warriors, the warriors need their prayers, and the common folk are meat for the vultures without both.”

      Sedut smiled. “I will tell you this, Choerkin… I was skeptical, but after a day in our camp, your warriors who rode with Meliu, I saw them eating, drinking, and joking with the devoted. They were one people. But can such good will spread to so many? There is venom on both sides.”

      “The venom will fade when they work together. See us together.”

      Sedut studied him. “Explain your bridge, Choerkin, and if I’m convinced I will join you. But I can make no promises for the entirety of Sol’s Devoted. Some may wish to remain.”

      “New Fost will welcome all who stay behind. Solineus, why don’t you explain our idea to our friend?”

      The man’s smirk didn’t cover his irritation. “Aye, I can do that. Walk with me.”

      Ivin moseyed to Meliu and Lelishen as Solineus led the high priestess downhill with Eredin in tow. “What do you think? How many will join us?”

      Meliu shrugged and slipped her arm around his waist. “Most will travel south, the rest will move to New Fost. But, I’ve no doubt a few hardened souls will stick it out in the wilds.”

      “You did good.”

      “I did.” Her half-smile dented his confidence, and he wondered what she held back, but he didn’t pry. He decided to take today’s win in case tomorrow brought loss.
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            Awakening the Night

          

        

      

    

    
      Show the people a lie they wish to be true, and scant few will mutter dissent, and only the most courageous will shout the truth.

      –Codex of Sol 

      
        
        Ten Days on the Trail of Pyres

      

      

      Ivin watched with no small amount of pride the day their bridge of barges shoved into the water and linked to the southern shore. Meliu had ridden by his side as they crossed away from the Hidreng border, and the smile on her face was beautiful in its confidence as they watched the holy cross the river, amid the common folk, wearing their robes for all to see. Hundreds had hidden among them, doing what they could, but it wasn’t until Sedut and her people stepped from hiding with a returned confidence that they came forward.

      The train of people extended from one horizon to another, and threatened more distance between, but Solineus, Rikis, Lelishen, Stugin Mulharth, Danwek Bulubar, and Budothe Tuvrikt struck for the front and slowed the vanguard. Ivin, Polus, and Tudwan held to the rear, while other clanblood spread throughout the caravan.

      They traveled so far east they could see the Eleris, not only to be as far from the Tek Merseng border as possible, but to keep with the fields of grass and the life-sustaining grain; folks called it Starver’s Wheat, because most wouldn’t touch the stuff until hungry enough to chew leather, and the porridge they boiled it into, they named Gutgrinder, but it’d keep a person walking day after day. He appreciated the humor, but without the tasteless paste, Ivin could only imagine the desperation of his people.

      Ivin’s mare bumped Meliu’s horse as he stared at the line of people ahead.

      She turned and smiled. “Head from the clouds, Choerkin. You about ran me over.”

      “I blame Nameless.” He traded horses damned near every day, and since Meliu named every one, he’d taken to the same Nameless name for each.

      “Poor Enud, getting clobbered by your big brute.” She stroked her horse’s neck.

      The sun reached its zenith in the sky and a wind blew in from the west; chill, but nothing compared to a winter on Kaludor. Their canteens didn’t even freeze over night. He was about to make a quip about her horse’s name when Silone on the horizon scattered.

      Subtle at first, but the chaos grew, people scrambling in crazed masses. The chaos flowed like a wave through the caravan. “What the hells?”

      A string of galloping riders capped the hill, and it took his mind flickers to reconcile what his eyes told him: Merseng archers. Their hooves fell silent as arrows soared into the Silone people, and he imagined the screams even if too far away to hear them.

      He pulled his black shield from its saddlebag buckle; his first instinct was to ride like a hammer from the Forges straight at these bastards, but the Tek kept coming. A hundred, two hundred, there wasn’t an end to them loosing, nocking, and loosing again. Casual in their saddles, they didn’t bother to hurry.

      Silone fell wounded or dead, terrified folks trampled others. White fire engulfed a dozen people, and Ivin’s eyes went wide.

      Meliu screamed, “Wyvern’s Flash!”

      People scurried all around him; the instinct to attack was a fool’s play. He wheeled his horse, putting himself between the riders and Meliu, shield raised. But would good a shield against such destruction?

      Shields rose around them, then came thundering hooves before a single scream. Then another. The rushing whoof of fire turned individual shrieks into a horrifying chorus, and all he could do was lock eyes with Meliu and keep his shield raised.

      Hooves thundered, arrows rained and Wyvern’s Flash brought the lightning to a storm which felt it’d never end. He flinched as something struck his shield, but no flame came.

      Meliu pointed. “Ivin!”

      Riders in the middle of the caravan broke from the chaos and tore turf in a headlong charge at the enemy. Ivin’s heart beat a new rhythm. “Stay here.”

      He reined and heeled Nameless into a full run and he heard “Choerkin” bellowed from his own lips as he raised the Ar-Bdein’s sword, tip toward his goal. He angled to where the other riders would strike; Sedut’s black hair streamed above the tail of her horse, leading the counter of warriors and holy, a people no longer separate as they rode into a hail of shafted steel.

      One moment she was there, the next her horse peeled from the charge riderless, and he feared her fallen until a brilliant light erupted into blood red in the middle of the Tek. Horse and rider tumbled into pieces with a spray of gore, then a second and third before riders wisened to ride around her. Horses collided in the chaos as  more Silone reached the fray.

      Wyvern’s Flash ignited in Sedut’s swirling blades but she strode forward unfazed,  disappearing and reappearing in another splash of death. 

      An arrow struck his mail. A hundred strides, fifty, twenty, ten, and more arrows sailed past before the Ar-Bdein blade bit through an archer’s bow to take off his arm at the elbow. A Tek’s horse slammed into Nameless and they spun; only then did Ivin realize he wasn’t alone. Tudwan and Polus slammed into the enemy before a dozen more Silone.

      The enemy scattered, but they left a flight of arrows in their wake as they twisted in their saddles, and a Silone horse screamed.

      Ivin shouted, “Hold!”

      Polus’ horse spun a circle, and the man’s brows knitted as he pointed at Ivin. “You all right Choerkin?”

      The pain didn’t register until he noticed the arrow sticking from his right thigh. “Shits! I have to be, don’t I?”

      The Broldun guffawed.
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      “The next time you ask yourself, what the shittin’ hells would Solineus do about now, you do the opposite, hear me?” Meliu jabbed Ivin’s shoulder as Izilfer prayed and laid hands to his bleeding thigh.

      “I’ll try to remember that next time… and I wear full armor from now on. Unholy Forges!” The pain was like someone pulling a red-hot ingot from his leg.

      Izilfer said, “It’ll hurt most as the arrow works its way from the wound.”

      “Godsdamn, think I’d rather take another arrow.”

      A cork popped and Polus offered him a bottle of whiskey. “This here might help.”

      Ivin snatched the bottle. “Am I supposed to drink it or pour it on my wound?” But it went straight to his mouth before he eyed his thigh. Blood pulsed from around the shaft jammed in his leg, and he was sure it’d struck bone. Izilfer wiped the blood, and he watched his bare flesh tremor and bulge. It took a flicker to realize the arrow was rising from the wound. “Hells, this’d be fascinating as the hells if the hells it didn’t hurt so much.” He rammed the bottle to his lips so hard he banged his teeth, then guzzled the burn.

      Izilfer said, “Half a wick and I can pull it out, then I can get to work on your bone and muscle. Prayers will ease the pain then.” The healer glanced at Polus. “I can heal that finger of yours after a bit.”

      Ivin quaffed whiskey. “Broken?”

      “Your thigh or his finger?” Her smirk did nothing to make him feel better. “Broken is one word for your thigh, his finger is far less severe.”

      Polus stared at his hand. “Mmm, don’t hurt none.”

      Meliu rubbed Ivin’s shoulders as Izilfer popped the arrow’s head from his thigh; his head swam and his eyes blurred, his skin going cold, but it was a still a peculiar relief. He leaned into Meliu’s arms and handed Polus his bottle. “Either your booze is kicking my head, or her prayers are getting better.”

      His eyelids drifted closed, and he opened them again with a jerk to his body. But the next time they closed, he surrendered to sleep.
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      Meliu left Ivin napping in the tent and found Solineus right outside the flap. “How is he?”

      “Asleep, but he’ll walk again by tomorrow morning. I see you’re still in one piece.”

      “I reckon I stay lucky. Lots of folks can’t say the same.”

      Meliu turned a circle and people’s moods were as bleak as her own as they made camp. “How many did we lose?”

      “Ah, hells. I helped move half a hundred, that damned fire got most of ‘em. Way I hear it’s anywhere from a couple hundred to a thousand wounded. We’ll lose more over night even with the holy at work.”

      Something in his tone grated her nerves, and she turned on him. “Prayers can do only so much.” True and painful. She’d wanted nothing more than to follow Ivin into the fray, but a single powerful prayer for Dark might’ve ended her sanity. Or worse.

      “I wasn’t disrespecting your holies none.”

      “Adherents.” She smiled and shook her head. “I know, I’m just tired and angry. Let’s walk, I need the air.”

      But as they walked, the air wasn’t fresh, it carried the scent of burned flesh; there was no escape without a bottle of the Broldun’s whiskey. The dead laid side by side in small groups around the camp, covered in blankets, while hundreds dug shallow graves.

      “Quicker to burn them.”

      Solineus sighed. “No one wants to waste the kindling in case winter worsens.”

      “We’re heading south.”

      “I’ll let you explain that to folks used to toes and ears freezing off.”

      “I suppose, still a lot of time and energy.”

      “The dig crews get double rations.”

      “And if the Tek strike again?”

      Solineus led her to a sharp rise and pointed to two horses distant in the west, long hair of silver and black. “Lelishen’s eyes and Sedut’s prayers… or whatever the hell you want to call what she does. I don’t expect to see many Teks soon.”

      “How many Merseng did we kill? A couple dozen?” She knew Ivin would say a war of attrition was one they’d lose, but a couple hundred dead versus a couple dozen wasn’t even attrition, it was losing straight and simple.
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      A mist swept across the pellucid blue sky this evening, and Solineus wondered whether he dreamed. The Lady’s… The Lady’s what? Home felt too personal. Place, too vague. Realm too regal. Where the hells was he when he visited the Lady’s reality? Reality, no that stunk.

      Why the hells am I worried what I call this universe? Maybe it was the day he had.

      He took an unreal breath. “Hello, my love.”

      And a giggle came from everywhere. “I am with you, always.”

      “But where are you? All I see is mist.”

      “The mist is you, my love.”

      His snort echoed across the universe and back. “I am me.”

      “Your mind is troubled and brings the mist, like tears in your eyes. If not for exhaustion you’d be awake to face what comes.”

      “So, you’re here to wake me?”

      “I am sorry, my love.”

      A sword plunged into his gut and he shot up to sit in his cot, breaths heaving as he grabbed his belly, the anguish of cold steel mingling with the heat of flesh fading. He glanced around the Ravinrin tent. He kicked Tudwan’s cot first. “Wake the hells up! All of you! Armor on.”

      Tudwan lurched to his feet before words reached his mouth. “Why? What the Twelve Hells?”

      Solineus slept in his gambeson so only needed to slip into his mail and helmet. The Twins were sliding over his shoulders and slipping to his hips before he answered. “Hells if I know, but something. Just get your shit together and follow me.”

      He stepped into a moonless night, but the stars shone bright. He poked his head back inside. “Bring your horn in case.”

      Night fires burned low as they conserved the kindling supply, and he didn’t see a single person; he wished he had Edan eyes or prayer to see better.

      Tudwan was the first to step outside, shifting his armor. “What—”

      “Shush!” Solineus squinted and pointed. “Something’s moving.” Solineus crouched and stalked; a black figure skulked tight to the ground on all fours. A hunting cat, a wolf… its head turned with a white-toothed smile. “Blow the godsdamned horn!”

      Solineus sprinted the thirty strides, and the Wakened Dead rose to its all too human feet. The charred body of a man, most of his clothes and skin gone, bone showing from the intensity of the Wyvern’s fire. Tudwan’s horn resounded, and the Twins screeched between his ears, but he didn’t understand their words. It stood stone still as Solineus ran, but the moment he chambered the blades for the kill the thing moved faster than any human should.

      The Wakened ducked and spun, planting one hand while the other snatched Solineus’ ankle; he somersaulted with a twist splaying him face first to the ground. The Twins roared, and he took control of his tumble, rolling from its diving, scrambling attack. Fingers reached and the man’s teeth, so white against his blackened face, clacked with flesh hungry bites. As Solineus came to a knee a Twin removed one of the thing’s arms, but the creature hammered him in the head with the other.

      His ears rang, and the world spun as he tumbled to his right.

      Tudwan’s sword arced into the Wakened’s neck, sending its head to the turf, its teeth clamping shut four times before slowing to a stop, but its lidless eyes stared as if it might still be watching. Solineus jumped to his feet and stomped the skull with his foot until he knew it wasn’t staring.

      Both men glanced to the head’s body, collapsed to its knees but refusing to fall. Tudwan stepped close and pushed it over with his foot, leaping back as it leaned then fell forward. They laughed, but screams rang from the camp.

      Solineus said, “The graves.”

      They ran by the light of the stars even as the number of torches igniting around the encampment grew. A sliding stop to stare; the mass grave stood open and if a body remained he’d be surprised.

      Tudwan said, “What was the final count of dead?”

      “Three hundred thirty-two or thereabouts.”

      “The hells are upon us again.”

      “Blow that horn more, the entire camp needs to be awake.”

      Solineus ran as Tudwan’s horn blew, eyes scanning between every tent… a tent shook and he veered, careening through its flap. The struggle inside was over with three people dead, and a dead woman’s blank eyes turned to him as the sword removed her skull. He ducked outside, shaking his head to Tudwan’s unvoiced question.

      A scream to the east, and they bolted. A Wakened drug a man from a wagon as another leaped aboard for the wife. Solineus screamed, “Here you bastard!” and the thing on the wagon looked up, the living woman rolling to the ground to run. He took two steps up the wagon’s tongue and jumped.

      The Wakened stared as a statue, but both he and the Twins knew this trick now. He feinted with a blow to the head, and when the Wakened dove he kept his eyes on its core: the eyes, hands, and feet may lie, but only a master can fool you with their belly. He redirected as it protected its head and cut the thing in half, spilling a stench that boiled his stomach. Then he took its head.

      He turned to see Tudwan helping the man to his feet, then he handed the man his horn. “Blow and don’t stop blowing until everyone in camp is awake.”

      Solineus trotted down a row of tents with Tudwan on his heels. People dashed to and fro now, difficult as navigating the Twelve Hells to tell who to kill a second time. “Wakened Dead! Wakened Dead! Out of your godsdamned beds!”

      It struck him from the side, dragging him to the ground, and his helm flew from his head as the Twins roared so loud he felt the whole camp should hear them. He could see Tudwan’s shadow hewing at the thing, but its teeth came for his face. Instinct brought a Twin between them and the thing bit the blade; its lower jaw dropped on his chest and the Wakened woman stared with eyes rolled back in its head. Dead, but thinking, realizing its second life was over. “Sorry.” The second Twin slipped under and lifted her head from her body, and he rolled from the carcass.

      Tudwan offered his hand. “Close.”

      “Aye, don’t underestimate these bastards, they think. I could see it in that one’s godsdamned eyes.”

      Fighting broke out to their east, but it looked like the living outnumbered the dead.

      “Thinking, you say? Necromancy?”

      “Hells if I know.”

      Screams erupted from the northeast; the main clan tents. Maybe Necromancy was at work. They hit the open glade at a full sprint and the scene was blood and chaos, Wakened crawling over fresh kills, swords and axes waving beneath the stars. Polus’ great axe cleaved two Wakened in a single sweep but their scratching limbs at his ankles forced him to dance to the side.

      A Wakened leaped, landing on the Broldun’s back, feet on his shoulders, hands grabbing his jaws, and the big man bellowed and swung his ax back over his head, sinking it into the woman’s chest. She pulled on his head as if to pop it from his shoulders.

      A Twin reached and severed the woman at the hips, and she collapsed past Polus’ face. He craned his neck, bloody fingerprints from the Wakened’s grip on his face, then severed her head.

      Solineus slipped behind another and took its head before a dead man soared from the back of a wagon, landing on his back. But he slipped the embrace and shrugged, sending the Wakened tumbling onto the Broldun tent.

      The thing flailed with the ferocity of a wounded bear, and the canvass collapsed as Solineus drove into the dead bastard, removing the cap of its skull.

      But it wasn’t enough; it punched, and without a helmet he felt teeth give way. Polus’ axe took the rest of its head as the tent smoldered.

      They shared a smile before: “Shit!” Polus gashed the tent with his axe as smoke billowed and flames spread. In flickers he dragged Irose, his wife,  from the flames. 

      She coughed and hugged onto the big man. “I’m fine.”

      Solineus glanced at the woman’s belly, not so far from birthing another Broldun into the world. “You stay here.” He snagged someone’s shield from the ground and handed it to Irose. “Keep that husband of yours alive.”

      The Twins chirped as he rushed into battle; like cleaving trees to test a fresh-forged blade when the bastards were engaged. The tide of the battle shifted as they fell, and as he stood searching for his next kill he saw the rush too late. A Wakened clung like an alley cat to the Broldun and nearby Tudwan fell beneath three kicking and scratching Wakened.

      “No!” And he ran. Tudwan rolled and kicked a dead woman from him, sending the thing straight into Irose.

      Ten strides from an impossible decision and the world slowed. Irose was a proud Broldun, born knowing how to fight, and pregnant didn’t confound her instincts; the Wakened crashed into her shield, driving her backwards, and her hatchet dug chunks of dead flesh. Tudwan struggled beneath two Wakened men, his armor and youthful fight keeping him alive so far.

      Solineus planted a foot on the back of one of Tudwan’s attackers and leaped as Irose collapsed under the dead’s attack. He feared himself too late as the Twins wailed, cleaving the Wakened’s head into four pieces, only one still attached to its spine.

      No time to see if she lived, he spun and rushed. A Wakened lifted Tudwan’s limp and flopping head, its teeth striking for his face. Blood gushed from Tudwan’s cheek before Solineus took its head, a second swipe killing the other.

      Solineus dropped to his knees. “Tudwan!” But the Ravinrin didn’t answer.

      Irose screamed, high and horrible, and Polus’ voice joined in: “A priest! We need a priest!”

      Solineus cast his gaze over the area, the fighting drew to an end, but the dying continued. “We need a bunch of priests.” He glanced at Tudwan; the good news was blood still pulsed from his wound, so he wasn’t dead yet.

      Solineus stood. “Get some godsdamned healers here and make sure to cleanse the camp of the dead, moving or otherwise. If you can’t fight, get busy burning the dead! Burn them now!”

      They couldn’t afford to lose people to their own dead a second time.

      Izilfer stumbled into the light of the Broldun’s burning tent, and Solineus leaped up and snagged her arm, dragging her to Irose.

      Polus was on his knees; surprising to find the man didn’t cry iron tears. “It’s all right, my love. Izelfer is here. It’ll be all right.”

      But when the priestess tugged the shield from the crying woman’s grasp, blood covered her chest and abdomen.

      Izilfer said, “Breathe. Breathe.” She prayed and touched the woman’s belly. “If we’re going to save you both, we have to deliver now.”

      “But you can save them both?”

      The healer glanced Solineus’ way. “Gods willing.”

      Solineus crouched with his hand on Polus’ shoulder. “I’m sorry brother, I should’ve stayed with you.”

      The Broldun cleared his throat. “Make sure the boy lives, then make sure to fell and burn all them sons of bitches.”

      “I will.” Even if it took all night. “I will.” 
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      Smoking fires burned into the sunrise as they found more dead in their tents, or who were dragged from camp and left in a ravine, but the smokeless flames flared when the clanblood met in the morning.

      By the time Ivin awoke from Izilfer’s prayer dreams and got caught up on the night’s events, the Bickering Tent, as some took to calling it, was surpassing its name.

      “I told you all to burn the dead!” Heshiu, voice of Clan Bulubar since her husband Gorum’s death, pierced ears with its shrill. From what Ivin heard, she had cause, losing a brother and sister to Wakened.

      Remnar Broldun, heading the clan, sat in front of Polus. “Because of your northern traditions, not because of the Wakened Dead. Who’s ever heard of the dead rising in candles? Not a one here could see it coming.”

      Ivin took his traditional seat with feet propped on the table; the leg remained stiff, but bent hurt more than straight.

      Yosif Tuvrikt stomped to the tent’s center. “Necromancy! You all knows the word, godsdamned say it!”

      Lelishen stepped from Solineus’ side. “The dead have risen before in under a day, it is not unknown.”

      “A coincidence blessed by the Forges, say I. Necromancy.”

      Solineus said, “The point is we don’t know. The dead are burned, nothing we can do about last night come this morning!”

      Shouting erupted from all sides, and Ivin stood, hobbling to the middle of the tent with an exaggerated limp. “Enough! Any clanblood with a thought worth speaking will step to the center of the tent before talking. And one godsdamned person at a time.” He scratched a circle in the dirt with his toe.

      Remnar said, “You weren’t even there, Choerkin.”

      Tudwan stood, defying the Broldun elder with a cheek still red from healing. “What the hells you mean by that?”

      Ivin held his hand up to stop the spat before it started. “Aye, I lay healing all night from a Tek arrow in my leg, true enough, but maybe that’s why I can see the truth. Last night robbed plenty of folks of their futures and pained more than a few of us, but it only changed one godsdamned thing: We burn our dead. All of them, no delays. It doesn’t matter how they Wakened, they did, and we can keep others from doing the same. Worry on them things you can change, not the things done already.”

      Mumbles of dissent filtered through the gathered clanblood, and Polus stepped to Ivin’s circle. “Excuse me, Choerkin. I lost my unborn daughter last night and my wife fights still for her life this morn. Mmm. I don’t blame a soul in this here tent, nor even them who rose to take my child from me. It’s done, over, my girl has burned to save her fledgling soul. I’ll neva be the same man, but a man I remain!

      “We Broldun know our duty is the safety of our clan. If we needs kill to make our people safe, we do it or die. If it means retreat, we do it, no matter what hit to our pride. Last night I fought, today I need to run further. I ain’t proud to say it, and it ain’t what I want, but it is what it is.”

      Polus strode from the circle and straight out the tent’s flap. Ivin cleared his throat. “We cross the Kovo River, take our time, no hasty mistakes. Riders will follow the caravan from now on, collecting any who fall, and we burn them as we travel and in the morning should we lose folks over night.”

      Zorun Mulharth, fourth son of the deceased Lord Borun, hesitated to enter the circle, but overcame whatever trepidation held him back. “My half-brother died twice yesterday, but I can’t say there’s a damned thing I can do about it. I volunteer to ride the rear, do what I can ta make sure no one else needs lose kin twice.” He stepped from the circle and into the hug of his mother.

      Ivin said, “The only other option is to stand here cussing each other. Do we waste a day arguing, or do we move forward?”

      Solineus shouted, “South!”

      Tedeu and Tudwan Ravinrin echoed his call, then Remnar and others. Within wicks the Bickering Tent went silent, and the work to cross the Kovo began.
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        Rattle and battle, leap into the saddle,

        what will to rein the rain and end the reign?

        Tears, queens, Fears, kings,

        Fools, princes, Tools, princesses,

        and Rules are only for the ruled.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      
        
        Day Thirty-Eight on the Trail of Pyres

      

      

      The land south of the Kovo River was a blanket of black soot waiting for the first rain to settle and wash it away, and the winds whipped the ash into clouds or swirling devils which brought coughs to man and beast alike. Kinesee’s blonde hair went dark every day before Tedeu clucked in the evening and demanded it washed. On a positive note, if she was being optimistic, she got to wear something other than a dress, seeing as the Lady Ravinrin didn’t appreciate her finer clothes getting caked. Clad in a boys’ doublet and trousers lent an odd sense of being someone else… Which was odd seeing as she wasn’t who everyone thought she was anyhow.

      Kinesee rode between Alu, Maro, and a bevy of Ravinrin clanblood and their loyalists. Kinesee imagined anyone watching from a distance wouldn’t know who was the Lady Ravinrin, her or Tedeu, by the count of guards. She had to give the Ravinrin credit, they were the tightest knit clan of the seven, and organized to the point of annoying her; it was hard as the lipper-lappers to sneak off and explore.

      But trapped among the Ravinrin was one annoyance in a long line of irritations. The Nesfereum, whoever or whatever it might be, remained hidden without a peep since the attack at New Fost. Crossing the Kovo challenged her patience first, then her tolerance for watching people disappear and die, but in the end they crossed and rejoined boredom. Boredom broken by the agony of her sore butt and thighs; a testament to her love of horses that she didn’t cuss the animal while climbing into the saddle each morning. Since crossing the Kovo, saboteurs set fire to food stores or tents; one night three fires, nothing for four nights, then a tent or two would burn. Grumbles of Tek hiding amongst them grew. Silone eyeballed one another with suspicion as food grew more scarce and bland between rivers, but this tedium resulted from being spoiled by the Ravinrin and being used to fish most of her life.

      She knew not to complain about food; people starved around her, the guards couldn’t protect her from them rumors no matter how hard they tried. Folks tried to tell her the pyres burning behind them every night were for the patrols, but she knew better. The dead needed burned, no one wanted a repeat of that night between the Ilmen and Kovo Rivers.

      The cry of “Make camp!” echoed from the caravan’s fore, growing louder as folks repeated the command. Time for everyone to get busy so they could rest, or for many, to find food then flop on any soft spot they could find until morning.

      Kinesee glanced to the sun dipping toward the western horizon, drawing her eye to Alu. “Five more rivers and gods know how many more horizons.” Twenty days from the Kovo, and if they made ten horizons per day, she figured they were doing good. Word today spread that the Yundile was still a few days out.

      Alu’s hand rested on her horse’s mane, grandpa’s sword dangling from a scabbard not far away. She wore her hair pulled back, still pretty despite the streaks of black from sweat and ash across her face. “Tudwan has word the outriders are searching for a crossing already.”

      “And you didn’t bother to tell me?”

      “Sorry, my mind is adrift today.”

      But there was no time to complain, this was the point of day where Kinesee went from surrounded to underfoot. The main troop stopped and wagons rolled in with tents and gear. For a precious candle of every day her escort forgot about her, and today even Maro ignored her, as he yelled at a wagoner and his people. She sidestepped her horse out of the path of a cart, contented to sit and watch.

      Wait.

      Even Maro forgot about her.

      She smiled as she slipped from her saddle and handed the reins to a young woman who helped tend the horses. Three long strides and a dash later, she stood dirty and ordinary among folks who didn’t know her from a hundred others. She breathed easier and meandered to the northern edge of the crowd and watched the train of wagons and people still rolling in. Gaunt cheeks and sallow eyes marked half the people treading into camp, and coughs echoed around her. Some folks barked orders or took commands with determination and a fervor, but most stared through one another, locked in the routine and buried in exhaustion and sadness.

      She understood why the Ravinrin sheltered her, saving her from killers wasn’t the only motivation. She needed to protect herself, or suffer the guilt of a full belly. She turned.

      A dark and burnt out view to the northeast, but some small trees and shrubs survived the fire near the creek they crossed wicks before. Ugly, but pleasant to look in a direction and not see sick people who might burn before morning. Except for one walking alone toward the creek carrying something bound in scraps of cloth. Suspicious, the way he cocked his head to make sure no one followed. A man not wanting followed was an invitation to follow for her curious mind.

      She took a step, and a hand nabbed her shoulder. “What by gollies do you think you’re doin’?”

      Kinesee jumped, then her shoulders slouched. “I’m gonna follow that man, see where he’s goin’.”

      Alu said, “And what do you expect Maro’d have to say?”

      “Ever since they strapped a sword to yer side, you became a boring old clod in the sand. Let’s go see what that lipper-lapper is doin’!”

      “Lipper-lapper, what the heavens does that mean?”

      Kinesee flapped her arms. “I dunno! That Ravinrin boy says it, and I like it. Now come on!” Her foot lifted, but her shoulder wasn’t about to follow with Alu’s grip.

      “Let’s just say this fella is up to no good, what do you expect to do about it? He might just kill you.”

      “Ain’t that why you have a sword?”

      Alu’s lips twisted before crinkling into a grin. “You realize I’m the eldest and will get in the most trouble for this.”

      “That’s what makes it so perfect. Come on!”

      They strode after the man, aiming for nonchalant despite their hastened pace, until they figured they were close enough to not lose him. They angled toward him instead of taking a straight line, but in no time his destination grew clear; the copse of woods still standing by the creek.

      Kinesee whispered, “A Tek assassin, you think? The fire starter?”

      “You seriously think he could hear us? Probably nothin’, I’d wager.”

      The sun settled behind the horizon and heavy clouds, the world darker than short wicks ago, and Kinesee questioned their decision for the first time. They stalked hunched over into the remnants of bushes on the bluffs of the creek, their leaves burnt and gone, and Alu drew her sword.

      They wound deeper into the blackened copse, descending to a tier of washed-out creek, exposed roots grabbing at their feet. Kinesee heard a cry, a child?

      An infant.

      Muffled.

      She tripped and stumbled, a branch snapping so loud beneath her feet it may as well’ve been a thunder strike. She bound forward and caught herself from a fall; the man hunched next to a dead tree, cloth held over a squirming bundle.

      Kinesee shrieked, “Let go that baby!” And all their voices screamed over one another.

      “Get out of here!”

      Alu stormed to within paces of the man, sword leveled. “Put the child down or I swear by the gods, I’ll kill you!”

      “This ain’t none of yer concern!”

      “Kill him! Kill him!”

      The baby screamed and flailed as the man’s hand shifted. “Forges take you! Out of here!”

      “The baby! Down!”

      Kinesee’s throat burned in a full-throated wail when hooves thundered over the edge of the creek, as if the riders dropped from the sky.
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      Ivin dunked his canteen upstream from where the Silone crossed the creek, where it still ran clear, and drank his fill from his cupped hand. Polus stretched nearby, scratching his ruddy beard. The sun still put a glow to the horizon but was sinking fast into night.

      “So, where the hells are we on that map, mmm?”

      “Somehow I don’t think this’s the Yundile River… so, hells if I know. This creek don’t bear no mark on the Edan map, far as I can tell.”

      The horses dipped their heads and sucked water, and Polus’ attention drifted north. “You still think we’ve Tek among our people, settin’ them fires?”

      “Our guards never saw no one sneaking in nor out, so it’s always possible. Why?”

      “‘Cause there’s some bastard skulking toward the creek yonder.”

      Ivin stood, squinting through eyes burning tired. Sure as hells, a cloaked figure trotted between scrub trees with a bundle wrapped in his arms. The tail of the carvan was a thousand strides ahead, so whoever they were, they weren’t sneaking off to take a piss. And damned if two people didn’t trot in a hunch after him, one with a sword in hand.

      “He isn’t alone, either.” Ivin swung into the saddle, slipped his shield from his shoulder, and loosened his sword in its sheath. They were upwind from the man and his pursuit, and the breeze rustled leaves enough he didn’t fear being overheard. “Keep your eyes open for more.”

      Polus gave a nod and saluted with his ax. “Don’t go killin’ no one ‘cause they got the shits.”

      “Keep your own advice, Broldun.”

      “Mmm, hells, I do knock some wrong brains out, it’s what folks expect.”

      Ivin chuckled and reined up and over the bank, hooves thudding heavy in loose, wet turf.

      A scream. A child?

      More shouts, girls? But he couldn’t understand a word.

      Ivin put heels to his mount and leaned low, breaking through brush, eyes plying the dark. His horse careened over the edge of an embankment and reined hard to stop before plowing into two girls screaming at a man. His horse spun; blonde hair and a sword, there weren’t many options. “Alu?”

      The girls turned in unison, both still shouting as if he was their target. It was difficult to tell their voices apart, let alone understand a word. He dismounted as Polus’ horse walked more controlled down the bank. “Slow down, ladies. What the hells is going on?”

      Kinesee blurted, “Smothering a baby!”

      “Is that right, Alu?” But he didn’t look at either girl, he pinned his eye on the accused. The man cowered with a mewling child in his arms, two months old. Maybe. 

      “Heavens, yes. He didn’t deny it.”

      “Who the hells are you?” He glanced to the writhing baby bundled in dirty rags. “With this child?”

      “They didn’t give me a chance to deny it! She’s my own, and I’d thank you to leave us alone.”

      “First you tell me what you’re doing sneaking this far outside camp at sundown.”

      The man’s eyes skittered to and fro, and Polus’ boots crunched leaves as he dismounted and strode to the baby, lifting her into the crook of his arm. “You better have a better answer’n that or I’m gonna beat you deep into this here creek bank.”

      “Settle down, Polus.”

      “There ain’t no settlin’ down.” Polus rapped the man’s head with the butt of his ax.

      “Broldun!”

      “It weren’t nothin’! A walk!”

      Ivin put a hand to Polus’ shoulder, but figured without knocking the Broldun to the ground there wasn’t no stopping him.

      “Horseshit, you little coward. I believe these girls, they know what they saw.” His mailed fist rattled against the man’s cheek, and he spit blood. “Say it!”

      The man’s face was tears, dirt, ash, and blood, his voice blubbering. “Her mama died two days back! I ain’t got food nuf.”

      Ivin let go of Polus’ shoulder; whatever the man got he deserved, if true. “Defend yourself, if this isn’t a lie.”

      “It’s a kindness t’be done—”

      Polus’ fist struck, and the man toppled. A boot followed, driving his head into the soft loam of the creek bed. A second and third time before Ivin stepped over the man and shoved Polus off.

      “My baby girl didn’t make it outta her mother and here you are murdering your own blood?”

      Ivin kept his tone cool, hoping to dull the edge of the big man’s fury. “Enough. I get it, by the heavens and hells I do, but it’s enough.” Every dead child they’d found and tossed into the pyres, every little face came back to haunt him, and he wondered how many met the fate they’d saved this babe from. For Polus, it was more personal yet, and Ivin forced himself to respect that.

      “It ain’t enough. Son a bitch needs to suffer.”

      “He has and will.” Hells, if the man survived til morning, he’d need a healer to eat solid food again. “Let it be.”

      The man’s chest puffed. “It ain’t right.”

      “It didn’t happen, the child is safe. These girls saved her. If the baby was dead, I’d let you tear the bastard apart.”

      Polus cradled the little girl, an odd compassion for a man with a well-earned reputation for bloodshed. “Come for this child, and I’ll take your head.”

      Ivin glanced, the man in the mud breathed, but: “I don’t think he hears much of anything.”

      “Mmm, best hope he got the point while awake.” He tromped to his horse, slipped his ax into a harness, and raised himself and the child into the saddle slow and easy to keep from crushing her. “I don’t think she’s well. A baby ain’t supposed to be this quiet.”

      Ivin mounted. “We’ll make for camp.”

      “The girl dies… I come back and put an end to that bastard.”

      Ivin looked to Solineus’ girls. “Kinesee, you ride with me, Alu, you’re with the Broldun. Don’t you make me have to haul both your asses flopped over the saddle like some bag.”

      Both girls ducked chins and walked to the horse; Ivin grabbed Kinesee’s hand and pulled her up behind him. Damned convenient she wasn’t wearing a dress.

      “What’re you going to do with him?”

      The man hadn’t budged, and Ivin scratched his chin. “First things first, we get this child to a healer. This bastard, if he’s still alive come morning, I guess he can do as he pleases, if he’s dead… we’ll burn him like the rest.”
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      Solineus tossed a rock into the Yundile River’s current, a good throw which made it a quarter of the way across.  They’d learned lessons crossing the Ilmen, but thought they’d learned too well. It cost them at the Kovo River to the sum of a couple hundred lives.

      The Yundile flowed broad and shallow here, but it was closer to Tek Reshu than anyone would like. Upriver, the Yundile narrowed, but the waters ran deeper and treacherous with white water crashing boulders. It was cross here or further east, a known ford, but it was horizons closer to a Tek they didn’t know.

      Solineus turned to Lelishen. “Our outriders say the ford to the east is passable.”

      “The map we bear is a few years old, but it concurs. But it’s also a candle’s ride from the Blooded Plain’s border with the Tek Reshu.”

      Rinold sent a stone skittering down the shore with a kick. “The plan was to stay away from that ford. The fewer Tek toes we step on the better.”

      “We wouldn’t be stepping on their toes, we’d be on the Blooded Plain.”

      “Just ask Puxele how nervous her toes get when we dance, just for my gettin’ close.”

      “My man has a point. We’ve avoided the Tek and they’ve left us alone since them archers and... well, the dead.”

      Rinold pointed across the river. “No fires, which means grain and game… It ain’t no how a welcome, but it ain’t the hells waitin’ for us. We go east, easy nuf to construe it as a threat.”

      Solineus sighed. “I’d rather they burn it before than while we’re walking through it.”

      Puxele said, “Which they’re less likely to do if we cross here.”

      “I reckon. What’re your thoughts, Lelishen?”

      “We do not deal with the Tek Reshu often. A smaller kingdom, sworn their banners to Tek Litra unless times have changed. The Hidreng are their enemies, this is one nation where Iro would hold little influence, except for the threat of the Rot.”

      Thunder from the southeast, but when he looked the sky was clear; the thunder was too rhythmic for nature.

      Drums.

      “What the hells?”

      A scout whipped his lathered horse upriver toward them, and his horse spun with surging breaths that blew spit. “An army arrived at the ford. They’re demanding a meet this evening. At the ford.”

      Rinold smirked. “At least they’re talking. Better’n we can expect on reaching the Destil.”

      “I reckon so. You, man. Take a fresh horse and let the Tek know we’ll talk to them as they request.” The scout nodded and rode north to the makeshift corral. “Puxele, Rinold… make for the main camp and let the clanblood know we’ve got guests for a twilight chat.”

      Puxele squatted a couple times to loosen her legs. “My ass was gettin’ soft standing around anyhow, I miss the saddle.” She put foot to stirrup and lifted into the seat.

      Rinold snorted with a groan for emphasis. “Me, I was lookin’ forward to a nap.”

      “There isn’t rest for the living nor the dead these days. We’ll see you at the ford.”

      The couple reined their horses, breaking into a trot north. Solineus watched until they were two specks on the hill, happy to be alone with Lelishen. “You’ll join us?”

      She glanced in the direction of the echoing drums. “You’ll need me.”

      If he didn’t know better, he’d swear there was a twinkle of flirt in her eyes, but more likely it was a fleck of silver catching the sun. “Even if I don’t, I always want you.” He tried like the hells to keep a cool, straight face, but his lips curled into his blush.

      She stared, and he couldn’t break the lock of her gaze. He coughed. “I’ve been meaning to ask you something about the Edan.”

      She turned, twining her hands behind her back, happy for a change of subject? “By all means.”

      “It took a while to register, my mind slow to grasp things at times, but I never a saw a child in the Eleris.”

      “There are Trelelunin children in the Eleris, but their numbers are small. Our birth cycle is slow.”

      “And the Edan? Every Edan we met has been alive since the Forgetting.”

      “This is so. Not a single Edan child has been born since the First Forgetting, leastwise that anyone remembers.”

      “So every Edan loss in battle…”

      “So you see their hesitance for war. I trust you to keep this secret.”

      “Aye.” It made painful sense, and if the Tek ever realized this truth, they might win a war of attrition. Might. He still doubted anyone could penetrate the Eleris. His thoughts spun. “No wonder they’re such a dour people.”

      Lelishen laughed. “No, even God Wars tomes speak of the Edan as the unchanging, and they bore children then. No one knows why they can’t, or don’t, now.”

      “Do they, well, you know… couple? I mean for pleasure, seeing as no babes?”

      She pondered this question longer than he expected. “I… Yes, I assume so. They can be affectionate with one another.”

      “I see. And Trelelunin, for pleasure?”

      She hesitated, and if ever anything felt awkward in the typical grace of a Trelelunin, it was the smile she fought. “Yes. Are you suggesting something?”

      “No, ma’am. I suggest nothin’ at all.” He turned, matching her hands behind the back and raised chin pose to stare at the drumming horizon. “Still, I reckon it’s good to know. If we survive until tonight.”
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      Several hundred Tek footmen marched to within a thousand paces of the river, their precision steps enviable. Tight rows with practiced spacing, their spears on a shoulder, shields covering their core. The armor these warriors wore differed from their northern cousins, with steel breastplates, greaves, and bracers, less mail and less coverage in general.

      Ivin turned to Solineus: “Wish our warriors showed such discipline.”

      “Our warriors show fight.”

      No denying that men fighting for the lives of everyone they loved burned with extra motivation. “Where are these bastards?”

      Polus said, “Getting sick of these drums, damned sure.”

      On cue the drums thundered faster and a procession of horsemen crested the southern hill at a gaited trot, the long hair above their hooves flapping with every rise and pound to the turf. Beautiful animals with flowing manes and tails, it was easy to imagine these animals as cocksure as most Teks he’d talked to.

      Ivin turned to Meliu. “You think you can handle the dialect?”

      “Lelishen will do most of the talking, but I’ll see what I can do.”

      Danwek Bulubar snorted. “I trust the woodkin less than I trust you, keep yer holy ears open.”

      Ivin leaned to glare at the man. “And I trust your tongue less than the Broldun’s to not get us killed, so keep them lips tight.”

      The Teks reined their horses and stepped down from their stirrups and three men spoke to each other before one pointed to the river. The three strode straight into the river’s current until they stood just short of halfway across. They folded their arms.

      Lelishen said, “I think they’re waiting for us.” She led the seven representatives of the Silone clans into the river and stopped a dozen paces from them.

      The three men were typical of Tek nobility, with dark hair, dark eyes, and shaved faces, but these three kept their hair cut at identical lengths, and their jewelry from earrings to necklaces to bracelets were the same. Their faces were similar enough they might be relatives. Either these nobles were the height of some fashion, or two of them were decoys to confuse an enemy from a distance.

      The man in the middle spoke, and Lelishen translated the conversation in both directions.

      “My apologies for the wet feet, a message warned my people of a disease, claiming it spread by you people.”

      Ivin said, “A lie of the Hidreng, who live in their putrid cities and blame others when a plague comes. I am Ivin Choerkin, the voice of the Silone Clans today.”

      “I am Duke Ovrin Hermed, Lord of the Easterly Haven, and vassal to King Einred Diunmo, the Third of His Name.”

      “Well met my lord. As the voice of the Silone Clans, I offer my respect to your King and you, and beseech safe passage outside your border, down the Blooded Plains.”

      The man nodded and rubbed his nose. “My king received word of your travels a week prior and is sympathetic to any hounded by the Hidreng.” He spit in the river. “May the Great Vulture pluck Pulvuer’s eyes from his head.”

      Ivin nodded with what he hoped was a look of sage agreement. “The Silone Clans would like to offer King Einred a gift to honor an agreement.”

      The man smiled at Meliu and licked his lips. “Is it this girl? Her hair is most precious among my people.”

      Lelishen eyeballed Ivin, and he kept his voice smooth. “No, the Silone Clans do not believe in the sale and trade of people.” He unbuckled his sword belt and proffered the sword. “I would like to offer the sword of the Ar-Bdein family, once rulers of the putrid Hidreng city of Bdein.”

      Ovrin chortled. “How did you come by the sword of the Ar-Bdein?”

      “The Bishop of Sin Medor held me prisoner, when I escaped I also took this.”

      “It is a worthy gift. But no.” He faced Solineus and pointed. “We heard of a man who killed the mighty Garvor on the banks of the Delhen, with a sword which met steel as a knife to butter. I want those.”

      Solineus said, “I reckon you don’t want these swords.”

      The man’s head cocked with a wry grin. “I am most certain I do. An inexpensive price to pay for your people to travel safe for the next hundred horizons.”

      Ivin said, “It’s not a price—”

      Solineus put his hand to his shoulder, then unclipped his belt, the swords dropping to his hips. “Duke Ovrin, would you play a game?”

      The man laughed. “If you think to fight me for them… I would not challenge the man who slew Garvor, one because I owe him thanks, and two, because I am no warrior.” He grinned and shrugged.

      Solineus unhooked the sheaths from their harnesses and offered them to the man. “If you can kill me with these swords, you may have them.”

      Ovrin glanced to both men at his side with nervous licks of his lips, and Ivin wondered if he wasn’t the real Duke. “I… What trick is this?” He chuckled, nervous.

      “I will not fight you. Draw a blade, and if you strike me down, they are yours and my people walk south, free and safe. If you fail, you accept the Ar-Bdein sword.”

      Ivin leaned and spoke, and Lelishen didn’t translate. “You do know what the hells you’re doing, right?”

      Solineus gave him a sideways grin and a shrug. “I’m just hurrying up this negotiation.”

      Ovrin clapped his sweaty palms. “Challenge accepted. You’re certain you wish to die?”

      “If this is what fate decides, I accept.” Solineus held the swords out sheaths first.

      The duke’s tongue darted to his lips again, and he grabbed the hilts, pulling the blades free with a flourish. For a flicker he smiled, but his arms froze, his eyes widened. Piss painted his billowing white trousers, and he screamed, collapsing to his knees, arms shaking as one dipped a latcu blade below his neck, the other rising above.

      The bastard was about to cut his own head off. “Solineus!”

      Hands grasped wrists before the swords struck, and Solineus said, “Easy. Easy. Let go of the man.” Ovrin’s fingers loosened and Solineus reclaimed the Twins, shoving them back into their sheaths as the Tek collapsed into the river. 

      The man on the left took him by the shoulders, dragging the shaking man toward the shore. The final stood calm, blinking.

      Ivin said, “Duke Ovrin, I presume?”

      The man smiled. “Indeed. This warrior of yours is a kind of witch?”

      Ivin shook his head, and Lelishen did the speaking. “Angels of heaven possess the blade, and they have chosen this man. No other may wield these swords.”

      Ivin offered the Ar-Bdein blade, and this time to the right man. “Please, accept our offer of peace.”

      The man’s nose rose. “I will consider this gift adequate for his Lord Majesty on one condition: I would dine with you people tomorrow evening, so to discuss our arrangement.”

      Ivin glanced from clanblood to clanblood, blank gazes one and all. “Lelishen?”

      The Trelelunin bowed. “The Lords of the Silone Clans will abide by this agreement, though they fear their larders are sparse with fare.”

      Polus listened and piped up. “I’ve whiskey he’s sure to enjoy.”

      The real Ovrin nodded as Lelishen finished with his words. “I will send a dozen rams for a feast.” He bowed and strode from the river.

      Ivin spun on Solineus, who adjusted the twins on his shoulders. “Remind me to never gamble with you.”

      The man grinned and splashed toward shore as Stugin Mulharth sidestepped close. “He wants all our people together… rest he says, prolly to murder us all.”

      Ivin scratched his head. “I don’t think so. The Duke doesn’t have twins to hide himself from us.”

      Budothe Tuvrikt asked, “Then what the forges he want?”

      “Let’s get the hells out of this river and figure that out when the time comes.”
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        For every hundred men, ten lay down before they die, eighty fight to save their skins, nine are true soldiers fighting to kill the enemy, one is a warrior true, fighting with the will of the gods and raising every man behind them. Give me a thousand of these warriors and I will turn this war.

        

      

      
        
        –Warlord Sedutine Choerkin,

        from The Codex of Sol

      

      

      
        
        Day Forty-One on the Trail of Pyres

      

      

      A dozen rams arrived a candle after their meeting with Duke Ovrin; they were bled and spitted that night for a roast that brought hundreds to stare at the coming feast. Rikis posted guards to make sure the meat survived until the next night.

      The generosity of these people startled Ivin.

      The afternoon of the following day, wagons rolled across the border of the Blooded Plain with a hundred blocks of salt and bags of wheat flour and potatoes heavy enough to hurt a man’s shoulder. The supplies disappeared in a matter of a candle, handed out to the Silone by Teks, neither understanding a word the other said, but smiles, nods, and hugs were all the communication needed.

      Four kegs of beer and two casks of whiskey arrived as the sun approached the western horizon, and with it a wagon loaded with a gigantic block of ice.

      Ivin swirled whiskey with chipped ice in the glass during dinner, wondering what it was this Duke wanted from them. But though the man sat paces away, the tent was too loud with musicians playing flutes and harps for serious conversation. He would have to wait to discover whether this display was softening them for some request, or if intended to impress the Silone Lords.

      The merriment went for hours; the entertainers performing until Tek servants brought jellied-plum pastries for dessert.

      Lady Tedeu split her pastry with a silver fork. “This is exquisite, but I feel awkward eating your foods when you are our guest.”

      Lelishen translated.

      Ovrin poked a piece of sugared plum and stuck it in his mouth, his hand dismissing her concern with a wiggle of his fingers. “The tent is yours, but we are closer to my home, so in a sense, we are each guests of the other.”

      Ivin raised his glass of liquor. “The Hidreng and their allies, as well as the Merseng want us dead… A salute to you who brings us food instead of knives.”

      The corner of the Duke’s mouth rose. “You sound like a man suspicious of another’s generosity.”

      “Always.” Ivin held the man’s stare as Lelishen translated, and Ovrin chuckled.

      “Word from the Hidreng reached us, but my king chooses to ignore them. We Reshu are at war with the alliance of Motsvin, Nepus, and Mer, among others… and Hidreng supplies them even if they hold their hands high and clean in denial. The Great Vulture take every Hidreng eye.” He sipped his drink. 

      This was the first Ivin heard of war. “This explains your kindness, but not generosity.”

      The Duke’s lips wrinkled, and he tapped his glass. “Honesty, yes? Word from the Hidreng speaks of an army of marauding northern barbarians plagued with disease. The Ilombar Alliance panicked—”

      “The who?”

      “We Rexu do not fight alone. Our friends to the south are the Tarmar, Vardo, and Litra.”

      Ivin’s heart beat fast: Three of the Tek nations they needed to pass. “And you all feared us?”

      “If you’d read the Witch-Tit’s missive, you would understand. The kings of the Ilombar sent me with my army north and what did I find? People. Women, children… hungry but healthy. What disease, I ask myself.” He shrugged. “Then I say to my king, let them pass, and if they bare some disease, let it travel south with them instead of polluting the land and waters with their blood. To what end do your people travel?”

      Ivin blinked. “To safety.”

      “Let me suppose… You travel south with a Trelelunin, with the blessing of the Edan! I will not ask how, I just know it is. The Dragonspans, across the Gediswon River, this is your destination. Yes?”

      “You are wise, Duke.”

      “What other choice do you have? Beyond the Ilombar Alliance you must still pass the Malstefne, the Loenfarar, and the Malobun nations. The Loenfarar is a kingdom of expansive ground, but few people in the east. If you make it so far, you should fare well through those rolling lands. The king may never know you passed.” He chuckled. “But down south, the other two are trouble.”

      Something in the strength of his gaze left him with the notion there was more. He wasn’t the only one.

      Solineus said, “I reckon it’s what’s down south which concerns you, which should concern me.”

      The Duke glanced to Solineus, but spoke to Ivin. “What does it matter? I offer you safe passage past Rexu, Tarmar, Vardo, and Litra.”

      Ivin wiped the dew from his glass. “What is the southern price?”

      “So cynical. Nothing you wouldn’t need do anyhow.”

      “What the hells does that mean?”

      The Duke sighed. “The Malstefne, who are friendly with my enemy, are south. They will not allow you safe passage, you will need fight your way down the Blooded Plain.”

      “And our fight will pull men from your war.”

      “You are a shrewd man, Choerkin. All we ask is you move with some haste. When Malstefne moves their Fourth Army, Litra will strike their seventh at Marziin. Marziin will either fall, or they will need draw the Second Army from Zemota, in case of the latter, Vardo strikes. You and your people, my friend, might be the tug on the chain to topple my foe.”

      Ivin squirmed in his seat. “Making us tools in your war.”

      “I am your tool to see you safe all the way to the Porro-ok River.”

      “And if they don’t attack us? If they see fit to let us pass?”

      Ovrin shook his head. “Let me help you. My wager is simple: When you reach the Porro-ok you will have choices, a dangerous crossing upriver, or to cross the Dinsang Bridge. You could beseech the Malstefne to let you pass, and they might… but only to split your people in two for slaughter. But you won’t know that until it happens. Your next option is to take the bridge.”

      Solineus said, “And taking the bridge pulls the Fourth Army to us.”

      Ovrin snapped his fingers with a smile. “Yes! And I could be wrong, they might ignore your attack, but…”

      Ivin said, “They won’t. Which leaves us at war with women and children.”

      “A war with allies! Even if the Litra do not fight by your side, their strike at Marziin will draw them back. All you need do is stay alive.”

      Ivin glanced around the table. “I’ve no doubt the Silone lords will accept this offer of safe passage?”

      Solineus said, “Emudar agrees.”

      Rikis’ eyes were shaky, either from nerves or whiskey. “Agreed.”

      Remnar Broldun stood, his glass raised. “An agreement which serves both sides well is fair in my eyes.”

      Tedeu stayed in her seat, her face a frown, and for a flicker Ivin feared dissent. “The Ravinrin concur.”

      Heshiu Bulubar remained in her seat. “I’ll accept the free passage, but with a bitter taste in my mouth.” Ivin hoped Lelishen didn’t translate every word verbatim.

      Zorun Mulharth stood. “I see no choice.”

      Which left the Tuvrikt unspoken for. Yosif stood. “More ice for this drink and my northern blood! Then, our peoples will be in accord.”

      Ivin drained his glass and poured another: A war two months distant was better than one tomorrow. Or at least, the notion sure as hells made sense. Ivin raised his filled glass in salute. “To war with the Malstefne.”

      Ovrin stood and refilled his own glass. “Indeed!”

      Unless Ivin could find a way out of this trap. But he smiled, taking the gift of safe travel so far as it would take him, and that night he studied the map with Meliu, and they chose the city of Vaejoen.
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      Kinesee enjoyed the roasted ram as much as any meal she’d ever eaten. The music and sauced meats were what her childhood fantasies of kings and queens were made of, and it pushed the horrors from her mind for a time. Until she noticed Sedut sitting nearby. The high priestess didn’t even notice her.

      That would not suffice.

      She tugged Maro to her level. “That’s the one who took me.”

      “I know, m’lady.”

      Kinesee let go of him and grumbled. She forgave taking her, more or less, since the woman slaughtered all them Tek Merseng archers, but she couldn’t forgive nor forget the mystery the priestess left behind. She only forgave Leto’s turning her over to Sedut when Meliu explained that there was a priest, an expert in disguise, wrecking havoc with folks all around camp. That was enough forgiveness for one year.

      She stood, “I’ll be back in a flicker.” Kinesee sauntered to the Choerkin table and waited for a quiet point in the flutist’s song. “Meliu.”

      The priestess turned with a smile, a bite of spiced bread in her mouth. “What is it, Kinesee?”

      “I wanna talk to Sedut.”

      “Can’t it wait?”

      Kinesee groaned. “Yes.” She stomped off, but instead of heading for her seat she walked straight up to Sedut. “I want words with you.”

      The priestess gave her a cockeyed glance. “I’m not surprised.”

      “You owe me.”

      “Do I?”

      “You kidnapped me! And it’s not like he killed you.”

      A tight-lipped grin as Maro found his ward. “What words would you like? A sorry?”

      Maro said, “Let’s leave this priestess alone, little lady.”

      “Not yet. Who is Nesfereum? Meliu told me about some priest, and lions and lies.”

      “You are a bold child. Not a who, or at least I don’t believe so… Are you certain you wish to know?”

      “I deserve to know who wants me dead.”

      “The Nesfereum is named for Efvereut, and follows the heretical teachings of its founder, a lord priest in the second century of Remembered Time. They’re a cabal who seeks to overthrow the clans—”

      “Sounds familiar.”

      “And to realign the Church, forsaking Sol for his brother, Rin.”

      “What the hells are you even talking about?”

      Maro said, “Sol killed Rin in battle at the birth of the universe.”

      “Kill or defeat? The Nesfereum exists within the Church, but Ulrikt never discovered who they are. Those men trying to kill you, the Nesfereum paid them.”

      “You don’t know who they are, but you thought I did?”

      She laughed. “No. I was trying to gain a feel for you… They wouldn’t pay for your life without reason. I wanted an idea maybe, of what prophecy they thought you might fulfill, and which they would want to end.”

      Her smile didn’t make Kinesee feel good, not one bit. “Me? A prophecy?”

      “Over the centuries hundreds have died trying to steer the fates in one direction or another. You would’ve been another. With the Nesfereum interested in your end, I am interested in your living.”

      Maro glared. “And to use this child to find them.”

      Sedut shrugged. “I— I am working on that.”

      “You godsdamned be sure to let me and her father know when you learn anything.”

      “I will. We’re on the same side. Now.”

      Kinesee said, “I would just as soon all you lipper-lapping holies stay away.”

      “Even your friend, Meliu? Trust her, trust me. If another priest comes to your bed at night… Scream.”

      Kinesee swallowed hard, and the words came difficult. “Thank you.”

      “Anything, anyone suspicious, you tell your father, Maro, Meliu, the Choerkin… and me, if you want to live.”

      Kinesee wasn’t so sure she should’ve been so stubborn as to force this conversation. Ignorance may’ve meant better nights of sleep. “I will.”
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            Drowning in the Rung

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        When the men of Praxis found themselves trapped in the mines of Vulharthu, a dozen men attempted to jump the chasm and died. History remembers Suntileon’s leap, his crossing saving a thousand men. Of those thousand, how many too might have made the jump? The difference between “can” and “did” is more than being capable, it is being willing.

        

      

      
        
        –Codex of Sol

      

      

      
        
        Day Eighty-Two on the Trail of Pyres

      

      

      Duke Ovrin was true to his words: The kingdoms of Rexu, Tarmar, and Vardo let them pass without seeing a Tek face after the feast ended. More than a month of peace pleased Ivin, and strengthened the people with wild game, fish, and as much Gutgrinder as their stomachs could handle. The strong hardened by the day, and the pyres at night burned low with those few who succumbed to the heat of this region of the world, or to one of several diseases which suffered the people with outbreaks. The elderly and the infirm, but life and the caravan moved inexorably south toward the Loetozu and the Tek Litra border. 

      “In the sagas of legend, great warlords road at the heads of their armies, not the dirt and shit end.”

      Ivin laughed at the Broldun’s observation. Today they rode trailing the caravan, the so-called Fire Riders looking out for the dead, even if those were far between these days. “You’re saying we’re damned lousy warlords?”

      “Mmm, just thinkin’ aloud.” He rubbed his wounded hand; what healers they’d found weren’t able to get his finger straightened again, and he refused the help of holies. “What kinda song they gonna write about us? Eating dust and burning the dead.”

      Solineus pointed ahead, a scattered line of people stretching to the horizon and beyond, on a trudging journey to an end they didn’t know. “We get those people any place safe, I reckon the songs will forget all about our saddle sores, the dirt, and what kind of dead animal we smell like.”

      “Mmm, I ain’t smelled myself in weeks, but you’re damned ripe.”

      Ivin said, “The next river will take care of that anyhow, if you both don’t drown. And you saved a little baby, succored now by your wife: This is the light in the dark of great sagas.” The Broldun didn’t say a word, but Ivin the man took pride in his wife and child.

      The Loetozu was the next rung on the ladder of rivers, and he prayed that rains in the region had been light, but dark clouds loomed to the southeast for the last several days. Lelishen claimed the Loetozu was narrow, rapid, and deep as it left the forests of the Trelelunin, but by the time it approached the Tek Vardo and Litra borders, it grew broad and shallow. No easy task to cross any river, but with fortune on their side, they’d drag their weary bones across to traipse to the Porro-ok, where things promised to get more interesting.

      They ascended a long sloping hill as the Silone disappeared over the rise, and when they crowned its ridge Ivin blanched. They’d reached the Selislean for damned sure, but the river wasn’t narrow, it was over its banks.

      Black clouds billowed to the east, lightning lighting the horizon. “This shit could get worse.”

      Solineus chuckled. “Least it isn’t the rainy season.” He pointed to jagged rocks on the slope. “I reckon the floods reach there and higher.”

      Polus snorted. “We better see what folks are thinkin’.”

      By the time they arrived, the thinking was obvious: Straight ahead as planned. Folks canoed across with lines of heavy rope, and the clunking rhythm of mallets driving stakes into both sides of the river echoed across the valley.

      They found Rikis, Remnar Broldun, and Zorun Mulharth overseeing the work from an outcropping of rock jutting from the hill.

      Ivin said, “Looks like more rain upriver.”

      Zorun said, “Aye, why people are a hurryin’. A quick crossing in case that there storm blows fer days more.”

      Polus grunted as he dismounted. “Don’t s’pose a storm and flood like that could wake up no river dragon, do ya?”

      Ivin glanced at the man, but couldn’t tell whether he was serious. “Don’t need a dragon with them currents. We might be better served sitting out a few days, see if this washes past.”

      With ropes taut, men pushed the first bridge-ferry from the banks of the Selislean and into rushing waters. A dozen men climbed aboard, heaving on the rope to drag themselves across.

      Rikis said, “May as well give it a go, now. A dozen links in the bridge at most and we can move on.

      Solineus dismounted and stretched as a second ferry hit the waters. “Lookin’ fine so far.”

      Ivin sighed and gazed east. “It isn’t now I’m worried about. Make sure no one hurries too much, folks in a hurry tend to forget important things.
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      The first time Meliu watched people build a bridge of boats, she’d found it fascinating and impressive. And worrying. The thrill transformed into routine after a few rivers.

      She sat above the sweaty work of lugging ropes and pounding poles into the river’s bottom, staring at the Codex of Sol with a misery she never expected to find in study.

      Forget the code, even the text not set to a cipher was agony for her tired mind, and unworthy of reading from what she’d read so far. Except somewhere in that boredom might lie the key to unlock some other secret.

      So far, only one interesting tidbit and that involved the Choerkin. Speaking of whom…

      She stood and called out, “Ivin!” The man was oblivious or her voice didn’t carry over the din of work around him. “Ivin!” She cried out four more shouts before he heard her, and three more before he spotted her.

      Meliu looked to the bridge stretching the river as he approached, ten linked ferries stretching most of the way back from the other side. Within a candle folks would begin crossingthe turbulent waters.

      Ivin sat beside her, tapped a gaudy orange and red rendering of a dragon on the corner of the Codex’s  page. “Pretty thing considering it eats folks.”

      She leaned into him. “Not all dragons eat people.”

      “They do if their stories are worth the breath. Find anything interesting in there?”

      Her lips flapped with a phhbbt. “I haven’t found the key to a single cipher so far. But I found reference to an ancient Choerkin.”

      “Kin of mine in that book?”

      “I figured so at first: Warlord Sedutine Choerkin.”

      He puffed his chest. “Sounds godsdamned impressive, don’t it?”

      “Don’t get cocky, Choerkin. Turns out your name wasn’t a family nor clan during the Age of God Wars.”

      “You shittin’ me?”

      “Sedutine might’ve been related… but the title of Warlord wasn’t hereditary by law, even if common practice. They served under the Olhin-prine, the King Priest. If he was your blood, likely he was a distant cousin.”

      “Interesting, but useless.” They both laughed. “So, where is this Choerkin in here?”

      She pointed to the dragon page. “Choerkin, in high—” A tiny blob of ink horned from the letter for “ch” in the name. How’d she miss it before? “Dancing Bastards, I’m a nitwit. Pull me that weed there.”

      He gave her a curious smile as he plucked the plant and held out the dry stem. “What the hells are you doing?”

      “Watch. Pointed stars surround your man-eating dragon.” She laid the stem on the odd speck so it connected to the lower left corner of the letter, and straightening its length, it went right to the point of a star. “Now, swing the stem to this point and…” The left page was a cipher, and the stem ran through lots of letters and symbols. “I need a real straight edge. But one of those symbols is ‘ch’!”

      Ivin’s brow arched. “How many letters in the old alphabet?”

      An exasperated sigh. “You are my Choerkin rain cloud. Thirty-six.” She slammed the tome shut and stuffed it into her pack as lightning streaked the eastern sky.
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      Kinesee fidgeted by Solineus’ side as a string of warriors stepped onto the bridge, always the first to cross in order to set what father called a perimeter. Times before she’d never been in a hurry to get across, but the look in Solineus’ eyes as he stared east at the booming storm convinced her she wanted on the southern bank.

      She took his hand. “I’m not scared.”

      His smile said he understood she lied. “Aye, I want my feet on them planks fast as can be. The sooner we’re on the steep sloped side, the better.”

      The first warriors reached the opposite shore when their turn in line came. Solineus held her hand from the bank and hopped down to the floating floor; her legs wobbled, and she could feel the waters dragging hard on the timbers.

      She wasn’t embarrassed to say it. “I don’t like this.” But her hero landed beside her, and she knew there was no way he’d let her drown. “Where’s Alu?”

      “She’ll be coming with the Ravinrin.”

      A man behind them said, “My legs are wobbling like the Dancing Bastards! Get going.”

      Solineus wrapped his arm around her shoulder and they walked pressed between a hundred bodies. She glanced east when her line of sight cleared; The big ropes crossing upriver caught several logs and other debris. Is that a body?

      She turned away, determined not to let her imagination get the best of her, but her gaze wandered back. The corpse was gone if it was ever there, but further upstream what looked like an entire tree. She yanked on Solineus’ arm and pointed.

      “Son of a… Don’t you worry, the ropes’ll catch it. We learned that lesson back at the Ilmen.”

      Plenty of people died at the Ilmen, or so the Mocking Fish told her. She watched the log strike the ropes; the strands already straining under the force of debris leaned the stakes driven into the banks. 

      “Hurry!” But there was no hurrying in the pressing bustle of bodies.

      “The ropes will hold, sweet girl. They’ll hol—”

      Whatever he saw she didn’t want to see, but her head turned anyhow. The waters rose higher, and a bobbing darkness in the waters appeared, horned shadows on its head; at first she figured it for a monster, but it was a massive tree with its roots ripped from somewhere in the forest.

      Solineus yelled, “Move! Forward, fast as you can! Everyone! Move!”

      They were three-quarters of the way across when the gnarled roots struck rope. The ropes held for a flicker before the stake in the southern shore ripped free of the soil.

      Kinesee screamed and people lurched forward, some tripping to scramble as the bridge swayed with too many panicked steps. Solineus grabbed her tight and kept her feet as she stumbled over a fallen man.

      The tree surged down the current like a battering ram from one of her stories of princes and castle sieges, but carried by a force that would ignore arrows, swords, and boiling pitch.

      Solineus planted his feet with both arms wrapped around her. “Hold on!”

      The tree hit the ferry two back square in the side; timbers snapped, and the ferry lurched, throwing people into the river. Solineus dropped to his knees with the rattle and shake, one hand to the deck, the other around her waist.

      Cracks and pops, rope or ferry? She turned as Solineus clambered to his feet, and she watched as the tree wheeled in the water. A wall of branches and leaves hurled in an arch straight for them.

      “Run!”

      But it was easier to scream than to find her feet. The ferry rocked and bucked on the surging waters and smaller logs collected to push harder. She slipped and fell, Solineus drug her to her feet, and then he stumbled over a fallen woman.

      He lifted the lady to her feet and gave her a shove toward shore before dragging Kinesee. Branches scratched the side of the ferry, and in an instant their path went from clear to a tangled forest. A branch ahead knocked the woman into the river, and Solineus’ sword rang from its sheath.

      The wicked weapon he said made butter of steel sheered the largest branch, and others he shoved through. She jammed her arm through the sword’s harness until catching her elbow.

      “Good girl! Hold on!”

      He cut through branches, the swords singing with reverberation at every strike, and she stumbled behind, doing her best to not throw his balance. A line of people followed, then a rope snapped. The ferry lurched and she heard a splash, but didn’t look to see if the noise was someone thrown into the water.

      Another rope broke, then another, and the ferry split from the one behind and arced toward shore. Fast.

      She stared at the oncoming bank and its ragged rocks. “I’m scared!”

      “Let go of me and get ready to jump.”

      She worked her arm free, and he took her hand. The pendulum’s swing hefted them toward shore at an uncanny speed. It seemed like a flicker since the ropes broke. “Now!”

      But her legs didn’t work. The ferry crunched against rocks and she felt Solineus’ hands grab her ribs, and he threw her. A scream ripped her throat and rocks ripped hands and clobbered knees. But she didn’t care.

      She turned to see Solineus stumble and lurch into the river, both swords driving into the waters. His feet flung with the current, but the swords didn’t budge and his grip held. He struggled forward teeth bared, and she reached out her bloody hand, but he was too far away.

      He smiled at her, and she was certain he would wash away, but instead he rose to his knees. Pulled a sword from the waters and jammed it forward into the waters, and like a man walking through heavy snows, he used the blades as poles to drag himself to shore.

      Solineus collapsed at her feet, his boots shoving at the rocks beneath the water to finish his climb, and she snaked her arms beneath his shoulders and pulled.

      She hugged him as he sat against her rock. “I thought the river was gonna wash you away.”

      He forced an exhausted laugh from his lips. “Silly girl, you should know by now it’ll take more’n a little water to kill me.”

      That night pyres burning bright on both banks of the Loetozu kept her awake until the wee hours.
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            Parlay Under Fire

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Tepid waters and Tepid souls,

        dip fingers in the cleansing bowls,

        drop treasures into sacrificial holes.

        What prayers do they have,

        what prayers do you keep,

        dead,

        yet through the night you creep.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      Eliles ordered a table with three chairs to a side placed out front of Skywatch, and covered it with food and drink, the flicker after Temeru delivered word the holy were desirous of a meeting. The nervous wait was less than a candle, which filled her with gratitude. Wasting time was necessary in her tower of fire, but there was no reason to waste said time with a quaking gut. 

      Three priests sat amid flames instead of stars, the sky above hidden. Eliles knew of Temeru from Istinjoln, but Saxone of Umblic was from Emudar regions, while Pilorin of Fermon Dalo hailed from the far north of the Tuvrikt. She’d never considered where the adherents of Skywatch came from, but it made sense that every Lord Priest of Kaludor sent oracles to such a holy place. 

      Did they consider her a fourth priest, or did they understand the truth? Meris named her priestess, and this might trump other realities.

      Eliles sat between Artus, devout as a common stone, and Jinbin, whose devotion to the gods came and went on a whim. Both would sooner drink than say a prayer, most days. In the eyes of the priests across the table, they must appear an odd and unholy lot.

      Temeru tipped her glass with a nod. “Thank you for the food and drink. It is gracious of you to share.”

      Eliles gestured with spread hands. “What we have you are welcome to share in.”

      “This is why we are here today, to make inroads.”

      Pilorin stroked his shaved chin, beady black eyes burning into Artus. “For the record, my suspicions of you and your people… denizens of the Salty Frog, are unswayed, but I also accept there are those among the stars who disagree.”

      Denizens of the Salty Frog? This one is a thorn. “There are those among us at least as suspicious of the holy hiding in Skywatch.”

      “We are not hiding.”

      Artus guffawed, then cleared his throat when Eliles shot him a glare. “As I said, suspicions on both sides. But we are willing to overlook our fears in the name of cooperation.”

      Saxone twined his fingers into a steeple. “I for one believe in cooperation, as we have no idea how long we will be here.”

      Eliles smiled with a nod, unwilling to suggest it’d be forever. Why ruin the positive energy? Everything pointed to a change in relations, and hope sprang in her beating heart. “You’ve made a decision, else wise you wouldn’t be here.”

      Temeru said, “After consulting with our people the last couple weeks, we’ve decided it is time to loosen our agreed upon restrictions. They were, after all, in place when we feared Taken overrunning Skywatch. From the moment this meeting is finished, the adherents of Skywatch will be free to leave the stars at their choosing. Some will take this opportunity, others will not, for a time at least.”

      Eliles’ eyes widened. She’d expected kind words and a loosening of the reins, only in her wildest fancy did she hope for capitulation in the ranks. “This is wonderful news.”

      Pilorin stood. “I’m glad you take it as such.” He turned without a hint of a farewell and strode through the door back to the stars.

      Temeru also stood. “I’m certain we will see each other more often… though I guess I see you all the time.” She winked and nodded to each of them in turn before departing to the stars.

      Saxone sighed as he stood, glanced to make sure the door was closed. “I’ve spoken for some time on the behalf of joining… what passes for the world now, here on Herald’s Watch. I do hope I don’t come to regret my advocacy. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I think I’ll take a walk.” 

      Eliles stood and bowed. “Of course.”

      He smiled and wandered downhill from Skywatch.

      Artus asked, “What the hells just happened?”

      Jinbin rapped the table with a knuckle and snatched a bite of tuna. “I’ve got a better question: Did we win or lose?”

      “Boys! This’s good for everybody.” Both men chewed food, at long last in agreement over something. “Oh come on. Really?”

      Jinbin smirked. “Maybe.”

      And the other man added, “Time’ll tell.”

      She gestured to the plates and cups. “I expect you boys to clean up this mess. I think I need a walk, too.” She shook her head and strode south toward what was once the garment district.

      Jinbin called out from behind. “They aren’t gettin’ none of my ale until we get crops growing.” And the laughter of two men followed.

      “Children.” But they needed to get something to grow; her walk would include a trip to the garden for at least the twentieth time.

      She rounded a bend in the road, stone buildings stacked side by side with slate tile roofs. She imagined streets crowded and shops filled with goods shipped in from the continent and regretted never bothering to visit before the exodus.

      “Good day to you, dear.” Eliles hopped at the sound of the voice despite its gentle tones. A white haired woman walked beside her in a holy habit; the silver stitches on her cuffs depicted the Wandering Star, suggesting she was an oracle.

      Eliles tapped her chest as theater. “Goodness, you startled me.”

      “So swaddled in your thoughts, I fear a man playing the lyre might’ve snuck up on you.”

      “Maybe.” Eliles laughed, sneaking glances to judge the woman. Her gray hair, commanding voice and tone, indicated she ranked as an elder, but her skin was smooth, her back straight, and her stride kept with Eliles’ own. “Good to leave the stars for a stint?”

      “Oh my, yes. I do love the heavens, but here a woman can breathe deep of the world.”

      “You’ve been in Skywatch a long time?”

      The woman hesitated. “Yes. Impossible to say for how long. As Bontore is my witness, from the stars I see time in a different light. Don’t you feel the same?”

      “A little, perhaps.”

      They walked in silence several strides before the woman exhaled a puff of air. “You found a dead child in the Tower?”

      Eliles stopped cold. “How do you know that?”

      “I have eyes, child.” She laughed, the sound of her voice so at peace Eliles relaxed again. “I am old and sneaky, this isn’t the first time I’ve walked these streets.” She winked before her face grew solemn. “I watched men carry the body and saw the smoke. Was it one of your people?”

      Eliles took a step, picking up her pace, and the woman matched her gait with grace. “No, the boy’d been dead for a while. Before the Choerkin left the island. Murdered.”

      “Mmm, I see. That is grave indeed. Any idea who did such a wicked thing?”

      “For all I know it was you.”

      The woman laughed again, and a chill slipped bumpy from Eliles’ neck to her tailbone, but her words soothed and warmed her. “No, my dear. I never killed a thing I didn’t intend to eat, except bugs and vermin… I can’t abide cockroaches nor rats.”

      “I don’t blame you.” Forget this woman’s strangeness, a chatty oracle isn’t an opportunity to let pass. “You’ve spent so many years in the stars… Have you ever seen a great eye dominate the sky?”

      “No.” 

      Eliles kicked a brick, so much for—

      “Not before your fire came.”

      Eliles stopped and turned to the old priestess. “You know what it is?”

      “Of course I do, and so do you, if only you allowed yourself to entertain possibility.”

      She couldn’t put her finger on the something that felt out of sorts with this lady. “You knew Meris, did she see the eye?”

      “I knew Meris before even she stepped foot in Skywatch—”

      “That was a lot of years ago.”

      The woman waggled a finger in her face and tapped the tip of Eliles’ nose. “As you age, you will learn more of relativity! She and I, we saw things in the stars together.”

      A peculiar thought jumped to her head. “Did she see the eye? Did it cause her to jump?”

      The oracle took a step around her and walked uphill at a heart-pumping pace. “No. Meris jumped from the tower the day Peneluple Choerkin and her daughter died, it just took her that long to hit the rocks.”

      Eliles trotted to catch her, spun her by a shoulder; the old woman’s balance was perfect. “What is your name?”

      Saxone’s voice came from behind. “Who are you talking to?”

      Eliles glanced back, a flicker only; her mouth dropped open to answer and her finger rose to point, but no one stood in front of her finger. A breath passed. “To myself. I often talk to myself when trying to hash out problems.”

      The priest chuckled. “Well, good luck to you!”

      Eliles flashed a grin and strode toward the gardens with her scowl hidden. Either she was losing her wits, or the world grew crazier by the day. An image of a priest eating bugs in a corner of Istinjoln flashed in her mind, little legs scrabbling between his grinning lips. Japin? Jopin? Jalis? What the hells was that man’s name? What matter was his name? The Dark had corrupted his mind, turning him into a cautionary tale. What if the energies she’d unleashed on the island were doing the same to her?

      No, the world was madness, not her. Fix the garden, one mystery at a time. Fix the garden. Was my conversation with the Touched in the stars even real? The great eye that Artus didn’t see.

      She shook her head. No, fix the garden. One mystery at a time.
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            Spear’s Tip

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Once engaged, there are no two talents more important for a Warlord than the ability to deceive and the ability to spot deception. A Warlord capable of these two things will but rarely lose.

        

      

      
        
        –Codex of Sol

      

      

      
        
        102 Days on the Trail of Pyres

      

      

      “Mmm, one hells of a bridge.”

      Stone arches spanned two hundred paces, but it wasn’t the boulders cut down to bricks the size of men which sent a chill through Ivin’s spine, it was the four square towers and iron gates on either side of the river. Each stood three poles high, and it’d take sixty strides to circle them.

      Archers stood on the towers, staring at the Silone clanblood assembled. Ivin, Solineus, Polus, Tudwan, Danek, Stugin, and Budothe. Meliu, Sedut, and Lelishen rode with them, the priesteses garbed in dresses rather than robes, and their gazes down at their hands. Even from a distance, Ivin knew image would mean everything.

      Tudwan looked to Ivin with squinting eyes. “The Dinsang isn’t no bridge, it’s a godsdamned fortress. And it isn’t on the Blooded Plain.”

      Ivin said, “One way or another, we walk across.”

      The clans had let the people rest and build their strength for three days, it would have to be enough for a fight and a fast march.

      Solineus said, “The Reshu expected us to die here or soon after.”

      Ivin chuckled. “Well, we’ll disappoint the Duke Ovrin, lord of whatever the hells.”

      Tudwan picked at his horse’s mane and scoffed. “If your idea works… maybe.”

      Ivin heeled his horse and Nameless plodded downhill. “Whatever I say, you folks play along, got me?”

      At the bottom of the hill they reached a road which wound northwest into Litra; before the war between these two nations, Ivin suspected this was a major trade route, but these past three days the scouts saw no one pass.

      They reined their horses to a stop and dismounted. Ivin pulled a spear from its scabbard, marched ten strides ahead, tied a yellow scarf to its end, and jammed it into the turf before strolling back to the others.

      “Now we wait.”

      And wait they did. They arrived a candle after sunup, and by high sun Ivin wondered if a plan other than siege would see them across the Dinsang Bridge. They didn’t have a plan worth two damns if the Tek Malstefne didn’t come out to meet them, so there was no point to moving on. A candle after the sun found its zenith, the gate opened and thirty horses pranced through.

      Most days Ivin would’ve figured they were dead if these bastards rushed to attack, but with Sedut, Meliu, and Solineus, he figured they’d be happier Teks to hear what the Silone had to say.

      The Malstefne warriors wore breastplates ridged down the middle and open-faced helms, typical of the more southern Teks he’d seen. Javelins bristled from the horses, and other men carried loaded crossbows.

      One was different, covered in silks, and his helm bore the plumage of a bright red bird. He was the man they needed to speak to, unless they pulled another stunt like Duke Ovrin with his twins.

      Ivin took three strides forward, Lelishen by his side to translate. “Greetings noble Malstefne lord. I am Ivin of the Clan Choerkin, from the northern isle of Kaludor.”

      The man dismounted and sauntered their way with a theatrical yawn. “I am Lord Sevin of the Dinsang Crossing. What brings you to our humble land with this—”Lelishen smirked as she translated his final word”—wood-witch.”

      “We seek to cross the Porro-ok so my people may reach the forests of the Dragonspans and a new home.”

      “Your people, how many?”

      “Thousands.”

      The man laughed, slapping his gut in mocking fashion. “I am sorry for my humor. You ask me to let thousands pass, when word is your people carry a disease.”

      “A foul lie of the Hidreng. As you can see, we are healthy.”

      “Yes, I can see. But I do not care.”

      “You should. Your enemy let us pass without battle for a reason, so we would siege your bridge.”

      “What would I care if you threw yourself at our walls to die?”

      Ivin controlled the beat of his heart and kept his gaze steady. “Duke Ovrin wants us to take your bridge, a daunting feat, now I see this is no bridge, but a fortress, so that the Fourth Army of the Malstefne marches to protect the city of Vaejoen, where we would strike next. The Litra would then sweep into Marziin with the goal of pulling the Second Army to defend that city.”

      “I thank you for spoiling their strategy. You may leave now.”

      The lord found an interest in the details, the bait to the overall ploy; time to shove the temptation under his nose. “You’ve two choices: You send the message for truth, as we take this bridge and the city of Vaejoen will need the Fourth Army, or you let us cross in peace, and you send riders to Marziin telling them of this ruse. They send the Fourth Army toward Marziin which draws the Litra attack, but the fourth army wheels back around catching them unawares for the slaughter. And you, lord of the Dinsang Crossing, will be responsible for destroying the Litra army. I’m certain you can see the benefit of this plan.”

      The man’s silence spoke a thousand words, but so did his eyes. Duke Ovrin was right, trusting this man would be a fool’s play.

      Ivin continued before he could answer. “To further the deal and show our generosity, I offer you a woman for your bed.” He gestured to Meliu and Sedut. “I did not know your tastes, so I brought two.”

      This brought a genuine smile beneath his liar’s eyes. “I am a man of many tastes! I will take them both and grant your people passage if they please me.”

      “Good.” Ivin skulked back to the women and snagged Meliu’s arm with a rough grip, but her eyes stayed low. He growled his words, knowing the man wouldn’t understand. “You ready for this?”

      Meliu’s voice came meek. “I’m all better now, by which I mean very bad.”

      He shoved her toward the Lord of the Dinsang, and the man took her by the shoulder, drawing her back to the horses with Sedut following close behind, her eyes down and strides petite.

      A man of many tastes and damned poor judgement.
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      Awkward as all the hells to not understand what the bastards were saying. A word here or there sounded familiar, but the dialect was thick with peculiar emphasis on various syllables. But on the head of the coin, they didn’t understand a word she and Sedut might share.

      If they let her speak.

      Her cheek smarted from the lord’s fist when she muttered a single word and she decided a second word and blow were unnecessary.  Guards took them to the lord’s bedroom at the base of the southwestern tower, stripped them of their clothes searching for weapons or poison, then tossed their dresses into the fire with a laugh at the scars on their shoulders. No doubt they interpreted them as the marks of slaves.

      They took the shame without a flinch, eyes on their toes, and the guards locked the door as they departed.

      Meliu glanced around the chambers; at least so far south, even naked there was no need for a fire. “Well, this is awkward.”

      “Shall we compare scars?”

      The humor took a flicker to set in; Meliu laughed, but the mirth didn’t last. “They could’ve given us shoes.”

      Sedut grabbed a blanket from the bed and tossed it to her. Black linen lined in silk, she guessed imported from the Gorotan. The high priestess wrapped herself in ermine she found at the foot of the bed.

      “How long do we wait?”

      “Long enough for the lord to pen the message to Marviin and send it on its way. I’d hoped for a view so we could see it depart.”

      “You want me to let you have the lord, seeing as…” She pointed to Meliu’s face.

      “So long as he dies, I don’t care by whose hand.” She strolled to a desk with a grin; the notion of finding some secret Malstefne message flashed in her brain, but dissipated as she realized she couldn’t read it anyhow. “You’ve got the artifact?”

      Sedut held out her hand, and in an instant a fist sized diamond flashed into existence with an internal glow. 

      “That’s mighty handy.”

      Sedut chortled. “When we broke into the crypt, you couldn’t see the thing, not even a wink. We might never have found it, except I passed my hand through it. Nothing there, but I felt a tickle in my palm. It took three days to see it, touch it. We sprinkled enchanted diamond over it, and poof!”

      “It wasn’t until I was in Inster I learned it isn’t the Sliver of Star. Does it have a name?”

      “I’ve had scant time for research, but no… not that I ever found.”

      “The extent of its powers?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Meliu rubbed her lips. “What the shits do you know?”

      The glow transformed into a plain diamond. “It amplifies, but seems keen on certain things… like killing. And you, I saw your Dark outside Inster. How does a priestess of Light achieve such a thing? And without going mad.”

      Meliu shrugged. “The gods favor my cause. At least this’s what I’ve told myself. But it’s sure as hells almost killed me… I believe Ulrikt healed its effects several times.”

      “You’re convinced of his being alive?”

      “I am.”

      Sedut rolled the artifact in her hand and it turned into a plain diamond, if ever a huge diamond was plain. “Have you ever thought of your scars? Eleven, isn’t that right?”

      “Yes.” The conversation took a curious twist. “Why?”

      “For two centuries the record was twelve. Along comes Ulrikt with three, myself with thirteen, your eleven, and Eliles’ one.”

      Meliu groaned. “One Lash.”

      “Whom the man you love, loves. But this’s not my point. These remarkable counts of scars, and here we are together. Maybe the gods do favor us.”

      “Or cursed. I try not to think about it.” And up until now, had succeeded. 

      “How many scars would a person capable of being a Lord Priest’s Face bear?”

      “Hells, as many or few as they’d like.” They laughed, but she’d made her point; the Face wouldn’t be a priest to trifle with. “Ulrikt can…”

      Voices came from outside and the door’s lock turned. They glanced to one another, then scurried onto the bed to play the role of mice again. Two guards entered before Lord Sevin. He smiled and dismissed his men, unbuttoning his shirt with a chain of gibberish to her ears.

      Meliu turned to Sedut and sighed. “You can have him, a punch to the face isn’t worth what the Dark would do to him.”

      Sedut slipped from bed nude and dropped to her knees, head bowed, and held forth the shining gem in open palms.

      The lord stepped forward and spoke two words, slow enough Meliu thought she might understand: “Another gift?” When the ring glowed, the man ‘s head dropped from his shoulders without a shout and rolled beneath the bed.

      Meliu admitted the high priestess had a flare for the dramatic, but she was also messy. A few months ago, Meliu would‘ve been vomiting on the floor. “A bit much, don’t you think?”

      Sedut stood and grabbed the ermine, covering herself. “We’re lucky it didn’t paint the walls. My control is… slippery.”

      Meliu prayed for Light then Dark, and the energies came with a rush she’d missed while letting herself heal. But at the same time, she understood she couldn’t let the rapture take control. She released the power of the gods. “If we made noises, do you think the guards would believe he kept us busy until nightfall?”

      Sedut grinned. “He either sent riders, or he didn’t. Wait a half candle, and we’ll send an invite to our people.”

      Meliu flopped on the mattress, sinking into its plush. “By the gods, a real bed. Wake me when you’re ready.” She closed her eyes, at peace despite the bleeding carcass of a man laying strides from her feet. If she’d thought about it, her emotional distance would’ve disturbed her, but the down tick was too damned comfortable for such worries.
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      A kick at the lord’s door awakened her from a drowse, and Meliu blinked and yawned. Sedut nodded from near the door, and Meliu pulled covers close with a demur smile as the high priestess opened the door.

      Two guards walked in, barking apologetic words with eyes pinned on Meliu’s bare legs and shoulder. They noticed their lord on the floor, and the door clicked closed behind them before it registered he had no head.

      The men dropped in a blur of red, spattering the floor before pooling, and this time Meliu’s gut stirred, and her eyes rose to the ceiling to keep control. She stood, wrapping the silk and linen around her, and stripped another blanket from the bed to cover the gore so they’d avoid leaving bloody footprints.

      Meliu stuck a foot on the blanket as if stepping on thin ice, and her stomach gurgled with the slick squish beneath the fabric; she steeled her belly with a breath and poked her head into the hall with a prayer for Light and Dark filling her with energy. The familiar rush

      All clear, she padded into the hall with bare feet. Sedut walked close behind. “You’re sure you can clear the north gate?”

      “You just make sure no one from the south gate takes me from behind.”

      Four turns from the entry to the bedroom, and halfway they passed a man in armor. They stared at the floor with meek smiles; he glanced, but otherwise paid them no mind. They shoved the door to the tower open and strolled past two guards on their way to the bridge. Sedut turned for the southern gate while Meliu plied her bare feet north.

      She approached the gatehouse with all the confidence Light lended her, but she hadn’t a clue how to get the gate open. Men stood all along the walls and atop the towers, their backs visible as they stared to the north and the Silone caravan. Two towers, two doors, and only one led to the winch. And if she found it and killed the guards, could she even raise the portcullis by herself?

      Meliu’d never seen the winch in Istinjoln, but assumed it was on the right side since there wasn’t a door on the left, so she figured she might as well base her guess on Istinjoln. Tenuous logic, she mused, but better than anything else she had. She lowered her blanket to tease bare shoulders and turned the door’s handle. Unlocked, it swung open.

      Two men stared, hands slipping to their iron-hilted swords, but uncertainty restrained attack. She spoke in dulcet tones, hoping one would understand a word of her blended Hidreng and Reshu dialect. “I need help opening the gate.” The Halstefne on the left laughed, his dangling mustache bouncing. “Thank you.”

      Dark surged, blocking the exits, while tendrils wrapped the other man. Screams erupted from his throat and he ran straight into the wall and fell backward flailing, kicking, throat screeching. She turned to the second guard whose eyes locked wide on his companion; so surprised, his sword stayed in its scabbard. “I need you to open the gate.” A blank stare. “Portcullis. Winch. Open gate. Or I turn you into him.” She pointed at the man writhing on the floor and released the Dark surrounding him. Bloodied nails on his hands and deep gouges in his face, the message was clear.

      “I open.”

      “Sword, floor.”

      He unbuckled his belt and dropped it with a clatter. She released the dark by the door and when she took a step to follow he spun. The man’s shoulder pounded into her and she crumpled to the floor, his hands grappling as she twisted. Dark exploded around her and so close, she could see the shapes of terrors as they drilled into his head, and feel his visions of a black vulture eating his eyes and the flesh rotting from his bones. But she was too close, and his struggle against the vulture caught her with a foot to her chest then a fist to her already bruised cheek.

      She kicked him, scrambling back with fingers wrapped in her blanket. His grip clutched her ankle, and she hopped backward before kicking his arm and refocusing the Dark to slam straight into his heart. His kicks turned to twitches, leaving her without a guide. “Godsdamned idiot.” Not that his odds of surviving the day were good.

      Three deep breaths and she reinforced the Light within, a burst of confidence, as she opened the door into a hall running left and right. She strolled to a door at the end of the hall and Dark slithered through the oak; screams and something clunked into the door. Crossbow bolts? With no idea how large the next room nor where anybody was she whipped the Dark into a frenzy. Three men? Four? Difficult to count the sounds of their terrors.

      The door opened with three fletched bolts rammed deep into the wood. Crossbows and twitching bodies scattered the floor, and in the middle of the room a spoked wheel, bigger than the captain’s wheel on the Entiyu Emoño and parallel to the floor.

      “That was easy.” She strutted to the wheel and gave it a shove. It didn’t budge. “Unholy Forges!” Braced and leaning her feet slid on the floor. The damned thing must have a counterbalance, it must have a release… she hoped. A spiral stair climbed from the room, but that wouldn’t make sense. 

      A cloak hung from the wall and when she flipped it free she pulled the lever down with a proud smile. She took a step to the wheel, but modesty first. She dropped her blanket and snagged the cloak, tying it around her waste.

      She shoved the wheel and it moved, but so damned slow, and a bell rang from above. “Shits!” She needed strength. She released the Dark and Light with trepidation and prayed to Sol to empower her body.

      The energy surged down her spine, and it felt as if her body swelled, skin growing taut. The bones in her fingers stressed as they gripped the wheel’s rung, and joints popped in her feet as they pressed stone with a weight and power she’d never experienced. The wheel spun, bells clanged, and she feared she was breaking her dainty bones.

      A flash from the corner of her eye and pain streaked her right shoulder. A bolt clattered to the floor and with a final shove she dove behind the wheel. Two more bolts struck the wall behind her as she released Sol’s energy and she prayed for Light.

      Her fingers trembled with the struggle to pray through the pain, but she needed the Dark to survive. Feet trod heavy her way, to either side of the wheel, and the Dark came as a trickle; her body wasn’t handling the back and forth. She glanced over her left shoulder; a booted foot, and she unleashed what little Dark she held. A scream, the man collapsed, and she scrambled his way, hoping the second wouldn’t catch her.

      On hands and knees she’d never outrun him. She dove, splaying behind the flailing bastard with tendrils snaking in and out of his body. A quarrel thunked through the man’s armor and a sword left its sheath behind her. She flipped to her back, drawing Dark from one man and praying to send it streaking at the other, but he charged close enough to see the bloodshot in his eyes as his sword chambered above his shoulder; she was meat on the butcher’s block.

      The world flashed into blurring red and she feared herself dead, but the blood streaking her new robes wasn’t hers.

      Sedut proffered her hand. “Are you all right?”

      Hooves thundered through the gatehouse with men shouting the names of the Seven Clans.

      Meliu clasped Sedut’s forearm and rose to wobbling feet with a smile. “I’ve been better, but I’m still perfect.”

      Sedut laughed, then grabbed her shoulders and spun her around. “You’re bleeding.”

      She’d forgotten the wound. “Crossbow, is it bad?”

      Sedut dabbed Meliu’s shoulder with the torn edge of robes. “No, but you’ve got your twelfth scar now. One more, and we’re tied.”

      Meliu laughed with tears in her eyes from pain and exhaustion, leaned into her. “You’re a nasty witch, ain’t you?”

      The sounds of fighting rang from outside. “Come on, the men might need us.”
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        Bungling, trundling, deeper and darker,

        farther into the cannibalistic larder.

        You, the befallen and the felled,

        sweet doe and noble buck,

        gazing into still waters to

        witness your bloodied fangs.
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        136 Days on the Trail of Pyres

      

      

      The Silone stormed the Dinsang bridge with three hundred riders and the towers fell in half a candle, every Malstefne fighting to the death while the Silone lost eleven men. Ivin and the other lords ushered a flood of Silone through the northern gate and they crossed the Porro-ok without losing another soul, and they didn’t camp for several candles after dark.

      If everything went to Ivin’s plan, Lord Sevin sent a message to Malviin to draw out the Fourth Army, but it would turn and strike the Litra forces. In a perfect world it might be three weeks before they got wind of the slaughter on the bridge, and several weeks for them to catch the Silone, if at all. But then again, he hated to contemplate how many things would be different in a perfect world.

      For over a month now they marched harder than since fleeing New Fost, putting as many horizons between them and the Fourth Army as possible. They passed from the Malstefne’s border to Tek Loenfarar, and in these rollings hills they didn’t see another human soul. The lords grew easy, and people awoke a little later and stopped marching a little sooner every day; hard to blame them in this weather. The Silone never knew a heat like they faced this far south, and folks succumbed, laying down to die. They burned between twenty to forty souls to the heavens every day of the march, except those several afternoons of blessed rain to cool their skin.

      Then, one day, the scouts who rode behind the Fire Riders galloped into the evening camp: They’d spotted Malstefne cavalry.

      Ivin rode with the Fire Riders that evening, and he kicked the dirt in frustration. “How many?”

      Danwek Bulubar headed the scouts. “A thousand, I’d wager. Give or take.”

      Ivin glanced to Lelishen. “Know how many warriors are in a Tek ‘army’?”

      “Most of the Hundred Nations call ten thousand a semenon, which I translated as army. A thousand horsemen would be an epestinol.”

      A thousand horsemen charging their ragtag militia would be a route. “Somewhere along the line they split this epestinol from the army and sent it after us. The question remains, is the rest of the army behind it?”

      Solineus said, “They shouldn’t be this close, should they? And riding into Loenfarar territory?”

      “They shouldn’t be.” The notion struck Ivin. “Unless Duke Ovrin took no chances and sent word of our attacking the bridge before we got there.”

      Solineus nodded with a grunt. “Aye. Easy enough. But even then they would’ve caught the messenger telling them the attack was fake.’

      Ivin sighed. “Doesn’t matter, they’re there. What do we do about it?

      “We put a river between us and them horses and we got a shot. How far are we from the Destil?”

      Lelishen glanced south, eyes scrunched. “I judge four or five days.”

      Ivin said, “We need to get the people across that water.”

      Solineus glanced to the carpet of grass beaten to the ground by thousands of passing feet.  “The wind’s out of the south, set fire to this ground and let it do our work.”

      Ivin said, “It might slow them down.”

      “And hungry horses won’t wanna ride hard.”

      Danwek said, “It’s a game of Hawk and Snake, but they’ll be on us tomorrow if they want. Sooner if they hurry.”

      Time wasn’t their ally; the decision was theirs. Ivin accepted it was a weight for his shoulders. “We don’t have time to think nor consult with others. Lelishen, you ride ahead and warn the rest. We need to march through the night, whatever it takes to reach the Destil. I want a full seven of ten warriors with a horse riding the back, but let no one get lazy at the front either. The bastards could be flanking us. We’ll set the fires and catch up soon as we’re able.”

      “I will. Ride safe.” Lelishen swung into the saddle with a smile for Solineus.

      Ivin glanced at the man. “She sweet on you?”

      And damned if the block of ice didn’t blush. “I hope so.”

      Ivin dismissed the rosy cheeks, but… “Wait a flicker. You two aren’t?”

      The deeper shade of red and shit-eating grin meant he couldn’t lie. “Purely for pleasure.”

      Ivin laughed but Danwek stared. “Conqueror’s Heaven man! Where do I find me a woman like that?” He paused. “Without payin’.”

      Solineus chortled. “In your dreams Bulubar, in your dreams. Now let’s go start us some fires.”
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      Wind swept the flames northwest and scouts reported no sign of the enemy after following the blackened swath north. In a puzzling sort of way Solineus couldn’t rationalize, he would’ve preferred they came back so he knew where they were. The next morning he got his wish.

      A thousand horsemen, one of three mounted epistinol in a Tek Army. The Silone had maybe a thousand horse between them, two dozen from the stables at the Dinsang Bridge, and only a few bore scavenged armor. The only warhorses in the bunch were those claimed from dead Tek.

      To their east a mountainous forest, Trelelunin territory, and to their west ran the Destil river. They marched southeast into the narrowing “V” of mountains and river, and before the river entered forests, a ford awaited them. Marching through the night and taking minimal breaks shortened their time to the ford, but heat and a forced march would bring misery, the only question was the count of dead.

      It was a different world here in the south, to survive the Silone would need to change. We have skill and ferocity, the willingness to die, but we lack the discipline to conquer. And horses.

      In his mind he fantasized of stealing their mounts to leave the bastards afoot, and for a flicker he entertained a cockamamie plan. He chuckled to himself at such a suicidal scheme.

      No, they’d need to kill the bastards to get their horses. And these Malstefne men appeared in no hurry to catch them. Outriders swept near now and again, and Ivin would command riders to meet them, but the enemy wheeled over the horizon and disappeared every time. Two days of this torment, but two days closer to the Destil didn’t hurt his feelings none.

      Solineus watched the backside of one such patrol with Ivin and Tudwan riding beside him. “What the hells you think they’re doin’?”

      Ivin said, “Waiting for the bulk of their army, I imagine.”

      “They don’t have us in numbers, but a thousand armored horse? They’d thunder over our people like rabbits on the run, once past the archers.”

      “Could be they’re setting a routine, a distraction. Hard as the hells to flank us with the terrain to either side.”

      Tudwan said, “Maybe they’re just giving us friendly escort south.”

      Ivin chuckled. “If I had jerky on me, I’d be giving you a bite about now to shut your mouth.”

      “And I’d eat it. I’m hungry.”

      Three riders galloped hard with a trail of dust rising behind; scouts, but in a hurry. Solineus said, “Got a bad feeling.”

      Danwek reined in his puffing horse. “They’re gone!”

      Solineus’ eyes bore on the man. “What the hells you mean, gone?”

      “We gave chase like always, but this time me and the boys figured to give ‘em a little extra run. They peeled south toward the river, that’s when it hit us: The others ain’t there.”

      “How far’d you ride?”

      “Another half horizon. Not a godsdamned thing.”

      Solineus glanced to Ivin and could see the wheels turning in his head. “Those outriders were keeping us in routine, and making us think… They’re going to strike the main caravan, but where?”

      Solineus said, “Our people can’t be far from the ford. Cutting us off?”

      Ivin said, “Danwek, you and your boys hang back in case this is another ploy. Keep your eyes open. Tudwan, sound your horn, I want everybody else back to the caravan.”

      The horn trumpeted three times, and three-hundred horsemen knew to follow the clanblood. Twenty horsemen left in the rear, fodder if the Tek struck in force.

      Danwek said, “Aye. Yer sure you want us back here? No godsdamned good if they’re hitting south.”

      “We need eyes in the back.” Ivin’s final words before putting heels to his horse’s ribs.

      Solineus trotted beside him, Tudwan on his other flank. Tudwan said, “No way they got around us?”

      With mountains and thick forest north, and rocky terrain dangerous to horse’s hooves in the hills surrounding the river, they’d assumed it difficult to get by them.

      Ivin said, “They know something we don’t, or we just took their bait.”

      Solineus said, “They cut us off at the ford and we’ll have to pile our dead on top of ‘em to get by.”

      They caught the caravan a candle later and Ivin sent a rider to the seven clusters of clandblood; in wicks their three hundred doubled, and Lelishen joined them. They swapped horses and rode hard to the southeast, apprehension growing with every flicker passed. They topped a ridge and pulled up; the Destil flowed in a valley below with a clear run to the water.

      A horn blew to the north, then a chorus of horns. Ivin blurted, “Shits! I’ve killed us.”

      Horses spun and Solineus’ gut twisted, but to the east he spotted dust rising and he pointed. “No. They’re damned near on top of the river now.” He spurred his horse into a canter, not waiting for an order.

      Behind him he heard Tudwan blow his horn and the thunder of six hundred horses charging down hill, their riders crying for blood.
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      Meliu stood in her stirrups to watch Ivin disappear in a trail of dust to the south as she rode beside Ilpen’s wagon. The big man said, “What the bloody beets you think that’s about?”

      “I dunno, but I’d wager nothin’ good.”

      A quarter candle later she turned to see dust rising in the north. No wider than a dust devil at first, but the devil was given chase by a storm. The echo of horns. She met Ilpen’s gaze: “Drive them mules!”

      She didn’t wait for reply, reining and spurring northwest. What they’d feared for days was on them. She raced toward the sound of bugling and reached the tail of the caravan in time to see Danwek and his men ride into camp, horses throwing sweaty foam, but her eyes locked on the Tek cavalry sweeping up the hill in a broad line.

      A wall of shields with archers formed, and she fell behind them. “Sedut, where the hells are you?” Holy robes stood scattered through the line but she didn’t see the high priestess. Fire swept into the grass, and a wind blew from the southeast with a tinge of holy power. The flames raced toward the enemy and hope flickered in her soul, but the trained animals defied their nature, thundering straight the through the blaze.

      “Loose!” A command from somewhere and the thrum of strings sounded.

      She searched the crowds, prayed for her vision, and spotted Sedut at the edge of the southern line. Riding away? No way in the hells that woman was fleeing.

      In Inster the enemy clustered… She wheeled her horse and galloped north, praying for Light and Dark, and broke into open ground as horsemen crashed into spears and shields behind her. When she turned, bloody chaos. Men and horses lay dying, others spun in mortal combat, and some cavalry rode straight into the common folk. “Sons of bitches.”

      Meliu leaned into her horse’s mane and swept in from the enemy’s side and rear in a one woman flanking attack. The Silone had numbers, the Malstefne, armor and horses. She unleashed a tendril of Dark, and instead of sending it for the Tek, she directed it straight into an armored horse’s head. The beast flung up and back, toppling to crush its rider. A Silone woman finished the rider with a knife through his eye.

      Light and Dark seared and chilled her, and she called a half-dozen tendrils, lashing at the animals as she galloped by. Horses screamed, some bucking, some running, one fell over dead to trap its rider’s leg. Hooves thundered, and she spun in time to swarm the charging rider in Dark. Man and beast disappeared, then tumbled hoof over man from the Dark, with a horrifying blend of screams from man and beast.

      But no matter what good she did, a glance into the caravan revealed carnage; horsemen riding down women and children with spears and swords and axes. The Silone couldn’t win a fight like this, even if they killed these Teks to a man, so many dead would be a battle lost. In this sense, they’d lost already.

      She turned back down the line; a blur of blood rode along the shield-wall from the east, and the power of Light and Dark within her longed for the moment she and Sedut could repay the Tek for this slaughter together. Maybe they couldn’t win, but neither would these Malstefne. She prayed and sent the power of Light into her horse, and felt the quivering beast puff, powerful and under control. No fear. Her empowered soul reveled in the madness her Dark brought next.

      Her heels dug the horse’s ribs and they plunged back into battle as a creature of Dark. Neither man nor beast could stand before them, Malstefne nor Silone, where she went the line in battle broke. But the tendrils struck Tek and their horses alone, and the Silone recovered from the devils in the Dark as she passed, and they slaughtered the dazed and terrified enemy.

      The Dark promised utter destruction of the enemy and reveled in the insanity of terror. By the time her, Sedut, and the Silone people won the battle, the promise lay bloody and fulfilled on the field of battle, and as the Dark ebbed from her body she feared twitching fingers and numbed toes, or worse. She sat astride her horse staring at her flexing fingers; not a tingle, not a hint of numb.

      Sedut rode to her side, clean of gore despite the mess she left on the field. “Are you all right?”

      Meliu smiled, hoping her eyes weren’t still black. “Me? I’m beautiful.”
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      The crash of horses, men, weapons, shields, and armor came with a reverberation that shocked Solineus’ ears and body, but nothing overpowered the blood-curdling cries of the Twins in his hands. He lost sight of Ivin in the immediate wave of the battle, and his horse smashed against a Tek’s steel covered leg. A Twin cut the man damned near in half, clean through his breastplate, but the riderless horse reared and knocked him into a lean.

      With knees locked to the saddle, he spun and plunged a Twin into another Tek, then dropped to the ground, crouching to regain balance. He gutted a rearing Malstefne stallion, then took the legs of the man on the dying beast. The Twins spun death around him, instinct enhanced by the surreal sense of knowing everything around through the eyes of his swords.

      He blocked and shaved a spear coming from behind, the only warning a whisper from a spirit in a blade, and when he spun the brother took the attacker’s head. Brother and sister? A strange calm in the middle of a storm drew over his senses and he went for a stroll of blood and death. But why?

      A plumed helm caught the sun amid a dozen riders on a hill to the east, and he had his answer.

      A Silone man tumbled into him, bleeding, hand dangling from his wrist. The killing blow sliced the air but Solineus elbowed the Silone aside and swept his blades into the attack. Instead of meeting the enemy’s edge with the flats of his blades, he cleaved hard with the Latcu edges; the Tek’s sword sang into three pieces, and a flicker later Solineus took his legs.

      He didn’t look back, he broke through the line with a shove and slash and stalked toward the hill. An arrow struck his mail, then a second, but the hammered rivets held. Three horsemen charged with spears and when they reached thirty strides, he screamed and charged. Dove flat as two spear missed him, the arrows snapping from his mail as he slid.

      Two horses crumpled to the turf, a hoof taken at the hock on each, and he rolled, dodging hooves to take a man’s head. The third horsemen wheeled and Solineus leaped to the side, a Twin with a clean slash to the man’s hip. The Tek leaned hard in his saddle, pulling the horse into a loop, and Solineus plunged the Sister into his chest and let go to grab a rein. The man fell, the horse spun in his grip, and Solineus leaned to reclaim his sword. A foot found a stirrup, and he hopped twice to keep his balance as the beast circled, then he leaped, swinging into the seat.

      He focused on the plumed commander and heeled the horse with a shout. The animal was pure power beneath him, thundering flesh covered in steel. The first Tek met him and the Brother sheered his sword, the next lost his shoulder. Plume drew his sword and couched his shield; then drove his spurs into his animal’s ribs to spin and run east.

      Oh hells no. “Emudar!” The horse’s reins flopped against the saddle and he held his seat with thighs alone at a full run. A Tek swung in beside him and lost his arm at the elbow.

      The commander was a coward, and not much of a rider. He’d looked the part of noble general sitting straight in the saddle, but at a run he sat his horse as well as a sack of spring-loaded potatoes. It’d cost him his life.

      The Sister bit deep through the man’s spine and he tumbled to the turf in a heap. Solineus never bothered to look back, easing his pace alongside the riderless horse. He sheathed the Brother and leaned, grabbing the horse’s reins to slow the Tek’s animal. It wasn’t the horse’s fault his rider was shit in the saddle; a beautiful animal like this deserved a Silone rider.

      He turned to the battle with Sister still in hand, sat at a dead stop with his warhorse puffing beneath him. With their leader down Tek splintered from the line of the fight, and dead from both sides littered the turf. Several ran on foot, cut down as they fled into the river. Silone horns sounded from nearby and footmen charged with archers. In the middle of it all, Ivin still sat atop Nameless. The losses staggered his thoughts, but it could’ve been so much worse.

      The boy saved us again. It was time to quit thinking of Ivin as a boy; the Destil River’s ford was there’s, and so too was hope.
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      Ivin stared across the table at Solineus, the only one here with defiant eyes ready for a fight. The remainder bore the expressions of a defeated people despite their victory at the ford; bruised and scratched faces sagged.  It wasn’t just their demeanors that’d changed: Remnar Broldun fell with a sister and two brothers, leaving Polus second in the Broldun line to his elder sister, Kistenu. Yosuf Tuvrikt and Zorun Mulharth too walked the stars, replaced by Eumar (who wasn’t even born to the Tuvrikt name) and Locust Mulharth. Younger faces and more frightened, accustomed to taking orders, not giving them.

      Dirty tear-stained cheeks marked Tedeu Ravinrin’s face after losing her husband and most every kin on her side of the family, and the tidy and upright woman didn’t look as as if she’d bathed since they died. But she was fortunate to still have her three sons. Tudwan stood by her side, his spine straighter than most. Together they represented the remnants of the seven clans.

      The morning after the battle at the ford, they sent Lelishen into the Trelelunin woods, asking she travel south to the Helelindin, to see if she could bring the woodkin to the Gediswon. They burned the bodies they could, but with the threat of an enemy, they moved on by high sun.

      If words were the only proof of life, they all might as well have died crossing the Destil Ford. The group waited on Eredin, returned from the Gediswon River, with word of the ford there. The final crossing. They were eighteen days of slow travel from the Battle of the Destil Ford and a small river called the Bisele was in sight. According to the map, this river was a tributary to the Gediswon, which brought them to a crossroads decision: Swing west and make for the Ferminki Bridge as planned, or to take the rough ground above the Bisele straight to the Gediswon, praying no rains had sent it over its banks.

      But, the news got worse. Ivin cleared his throat. “While we wait on Eredin, I fear we’ve received ill tidings.”

      Polus grumbled and spat. “What other sorta tidings there been?”

      “The holies, High Priestess Sedut, tells us the Fourth Army is behind us.” Grumbles, shouts, and curses, and Ivin raised his hands to end the clamor. “We’ve figured on this since we first saw the horsemen at our rear, it was a question of how far away.”

      Kistenu Broldun said, “So then. How far?”

      Sedut stepped forward. “I guess three days back, the visions are uncertain of distance. But it’s not the worst news. Half of the army split to the southwest—”

      Locust Mulharth pounded the table. “The straight road to the Ferminki Bridge… My father warned you all—”

      Polus’ booming voice shouted him down. “You ain’t yer godsdamned father and if we took that route the Loenfarar would cut us down.”

      “Says you, Broldun!”

      Ivin stepped up. “Both of you shut the hells up. Keep your heads.”

      A brief silence ensued, until footfalls brought all eyes to the tent’s flap as it flipped open; Eredin stopped in his tracks with so many eyes staring at him. The Latcu hilt over his back glinted in the sun. “Greetings.”

      Kistenu Broldun said, “What word from the south?”

      Eredin strolled to the table where the map lay sprawled with rocks holding the corners. “If we head for the Ferminki Bridge as we planned, we got maybe sixty horizons, but once over the bridge we must move another thirty horizons or so back southeast. The route I rode takes us straight to the Bisele River, and we can follow that to a ford before the Gediswon meets the Bisele. The waters run low enough to cross.”

      Polus said, “I know not to trust these damned maps, but that there looks like rough ground. And if it rains?”

      “The terrain is harsh and narrow, but passable. And we’d need to cross a little river that flows into the Bisele.”

      A collective groan from around the tent. Ivin glowered. “Can we cross this tributary?”

      “Aye, my horse took me across. There’s a fall just to the north before it hits the Bisele.” He tapped the map and smiled. “It’s easy enough to cross with no arrows comin’ at you, but we could defend it easy.”

      Ivin’s eyes widened. “A narrow pass with a river to defend? We can hold pursuit there while everybody else makes the Gediswon, which is how many horizons from there?”

      “Six, maybe seven. If no rains beat us there, I crossed it, there’s nothing stopping us. If heavy rains come to the Gediswon, we’d need wait out the waters or make for the bridge.”

      Ivin looked to Roplin and his hollowed eyes. “What do you think?” Ivin wanted Roplin to speak but his brother had lost his spark, he needed a kick to his ass to set him in motion. “Roplin?”

      The man shook his head, eyes locked on blood-stained scars in the oak table. “I don’t know nothin’ no more, little brother.”

      Roplin’s refusal to lead rankled Ivin; his muscles clenched, his jaw set tight. He caught Solineus’ grin and curt nod, one of a few men at the table who hadn’t surrendered. “The Tek Malstefne struck us hard, but we fought them off, we’re alive. I know we’re fewer than we’d like, but we can’t stop now.”

      Tedeu Ravinrin raised her darkened eyes. “They’ll be back and in force. Stand, fight, die. Run, fight, die. It matters little to me now.”

      Locust Mulharth puffed his chest. “Hunker down and fight like badgers, if they mean to destroy us, we make it hurt.”

      There were too many murmurs of approval for suicide. Ivin needed Tedeu, the bold woman who’d sailed from Kaludor months ago to return, who would scratch out eyes to save her children and people, not this broken shell. He couldn’t blame her, but at the same time, her words would carry more weight than others. He locked his eyes on the woman. “Have you not heard a word Eredin has said? Tedeu! You’ve still three sons, are they so ready to die? Would you have had your husband and your brothers change course, to live as cowards instead of dying as heroes? They died and you lived, are you so eager to throw yourself and your sons on the fire? Are the Ravinrin led by a woman of metal or cloth?”

      Ivin shot for pissing her off to stiffen her spine, and from the glare, it worked. “No, by the Twelve Hells. But how heroic to die so we live another day? Maybe two.”

      “The deeds of the Ravinrin will die with us and be spat upon by the Tek if we don’t survive! Live to make certain their deeds were worth the blood.”

      “What hope in that, I ask?”

      Solineus said, “If the Helelindin come to our aid—“

      Tedeu slapped the table. “Your woodkin witch bringing our saviors, how long have we clung to this promise? And still we need pass one… two more rivers for them to help us, if they arrive at all. More apt we’re all rotting and feeding worms by then. We’ve lost our bridge and half our people!”

      Ivin said, “You wanted hope, there is hope. With or without the Helelindin, we cross the Gediswon River and we’re no longer in Tek territory.”

      Borun Mulharth, Locust’s twin and younger by a candle,  said, “You think there’s some magic in yonder river that’ll keep the Tek from crossing? They won’t stop.”

      Ivin smiled, the more mouths he got to open the better. “We don’t know, I grant you. Fear of the Helelindin may not keep them from crossing, but it could. If not, we keep running, they won’t go deep into the Dragonspan Mountains and start a war.”

      Tedeu cast her hands up and let them fall to her lap with a slap. “You say we defend this unnamed river, to buy time, with what?”

      Eredin cleared his throat. “We’ve got maybe ten thousand Edan arrows—“

      Borun said, “And if we had as many warriors we’d hunker for a fight.”

      “Aye, we’ve only got about five hundred bows, but half that with wall shields planted can make them think twice about how fast to cross a river in such a tight pass.”

      “If what Sedut says is true, half their army heads for the Ferminki Bridge—”she stood and pointed at the map”—if they cross and reach the ford they will pin our people, crushing us between a hammer and an anvil.”

      Ivin said, “We have to move faster than they do. We cross the Gediswon, we’re only a dozen horizons from survival.”

      Borun scoffed. “And what of all our warriors holding this river? A heroic suicide?”

      Ivin said, “Everyone who stays behind we give a horse, fed and rested. Riding to the attack will exhaust the Tek horses, and soon as our people must, they ride to the Gediswon, where our remaining archers give them cover while our women and children flee further south.”

      Solineus said, “And if the Helelindin are waiting for us, all the better.”

      Shezu Bulubar, Heshiu’s eldest surviving daughter, asked, “If most of our warriors stay at the river, do we stand a chance?”

      Rins Tuvrikt twisted his gray mustache when he spoke. “We’ve a chance, I say. A chance to hurt them enough to give us time to cross the Gediswon in peace. If we destroy the bridge spanning the west.”

      Ivin watched the glances passing between the leaders of the Clans. The northerner’s point was valid, but could they bring the bridge down? “Word is it’s stone and mortar, two hundred feet or more.”

      Rins said, “The Tuvrikt built more than a few bridges the past decade, we know well how they go up, and how to drag them down. Sappers burrow beneath an end, weaken the structure—“

      Solineus asked, “And if it’s built into bedrock?”

      “You haven’t seen the bridge.”

      Ivin said, “And neither have you. We don’t have enough horses for every man who can fight. If the Tek make the riverbanks, or cross the bridge, it’s a slaughter. We don’t have time for digging holes to drop a bridge.”

      “Hells then,”  said Polus Broldun. “Who’s to stand this ground, if it’s what we decide?”

      “Volunteers only, men who can ride and string arrows.”

      Roplin stood, rubbed his nose. “I will take command of any who will follow me.”

      Ivin glared, “You lead the Choerkin—“

      “No.” Roplin laughed. “You do, little brother. You have for a while, you’re just too blind to see it. Our people look to the Hero of Istinjoln. Besides, I don’t plan on dying.” He took a cup of water, saluted, and drank.

      Polus chuckled. “The Broldun won’t sit idle where a Coerkin steps forward. I’m with you.”

      Ivin said, “Your clans need the both you.”

      Polus choked on his laugh and coughed. “Way I figure, we’re as apt to survive as anyone.”

      Kistenu Broldun said, “Polus is a bullheaded bastard, I won’t stop him no matter how much I’d like to. High Priestess Sedut, you’ve been quiet. What say you, mm?”

      “We’ve lost so many, I’m sure most of my people will make their way to the Gediswon. I will fight at this tributary, and I will name this water the Tarmujon, the old Silone word for a defeated enemy. It’s about blessed time one of these rivers bore a Silone name.”

      Cheers rose, and Tedeu stood with cup in hand. “I don’t like a bit of this, but with the Coerkin and Broldun together, volunteers will need turned away. If it’s to work, that’s what we need.” She tipped her cup and sipped.

      The Clan heads rose one by one, saluting with a drink, the last to stand Solineus, but his position wasn’t in question. “I too will fight at the Tarmujon.”

      Ivin shook his head. “Clan Emudar has no one, I can’t command you to remain with the main host, but I ask it.”

      “There is Gevern.”

      “Emudar clanblood, sure, but your cousin without hair yet on his face. In time he can speak for the Clan, but now?”

      Solineus’ lips twitched, but Heshiu Bulubar spoke up. “It’s a desperate plan fashioned for dark times, and but for the sacrifice of many we wouldn’t be here today. Your deeds are renowned, but your swords at the river won’t make the battle less desperate, and the Emudar need a voice.” The Lady Bulubar was the eldest of the clan heads to survive, and well respected, Ivin hoped her words sank in.

      Solineus tilted his head in a modest bow to her will. “I will consider your words.”

      Ivin said, “Eredin, I want you leading the Choerkin to the Gediswon… I won’t miss this fight.”

      Rumbles rose in the Choerkin ranks, but it was Tedeu who spoke. “You are a young man still, but all the clans listen to you. If you must go, sit in command and do not risk your life in battle. Agreed?”

      Solineus said, “Aye, your death is one the people would take hard, the Hero of Istinjoln.”

      Ivin stared the both of them down, but acquiesced with a roll of his shoulders. “Fine. As we’re all in agreement, make way to your people, spread the word. We need volunteers by dawn so they can travel in back; everyone will make for this tributary, then we move for the Gediswon fast as foot and hoof are able. If anyone has a better idea, I’d love to hear it now.”

      Polus said, “The Lady of Flame makes a visit.”

      There was laughter and Ivin tried to smile, but the last thing he needed was a wash of memories of Eliles. “Aye, that’d be nice. Kiss your fingers and press your forehead a hundred times, see what happens.”

      The Clan heads left the tent with unlikely smiles on their faces, except for the Coerkin and Solineus. The four of them sat in unison, and Meliu slipped from the shadows to sit beside Ivin with a grin.

      Ivin kissed her forehead. “I didn’t even know you were here.”

      She said, “I’m always lurking.”

      Solineus’ fingers drummed the table. “I’ve an idea. It’s desperate, and unlikely to succeed, but if I’m not to fight at the river I reckon it might be worth a try.”

      Ivin said, “We’re here to hear anything you’ve got.”

      “I ride to speak with the Kingdomers.”

      Roplin chortled. “The men of the Dragonspans? What the hells are goat-herders going to do for us? Not I’d complain of fresh meat.”

      “Herding isn’t all they do in them mountains, they’re miners. They use something called stonebreakers to bust up the hardest rocks in the mines.”

      “And you mean to destroy the bridge with these stonebreakers?” Ivin chided himself, he should’ve known the man wouldn’t leave a fight so easy. He had another plan. “Where’d you hear of such things? What are they?”

      “I first heard of them in the chamber of the Touched as you slept. Lelishen mentioned them when speaking of Elemental Fire with Eliles. We discussed them later, after we passed the bridge over the Porro-ok.”

      Meliu said, “I’ve heard of these, dangerous as the Forges, but they might take a bridge to task.”

      Ivin said, “You’ve thought on this a while.”

      “I’ve thought on a hundred things, this is the one we could find useful.”

      Roplin asked, “Do we have a soul who speaks their tongue?”

      Solineus coughed. “Lelishen taught me enough to not get myself killed. The Kingdomers have trade with the Helelindin, so it’s possible I’d have a common tongue with Edan.”

      The man had a way of making everything sound easy. “Why the hells do you think these people, strangers to us, would hand over such a weapon?”

      “Not a damned thing. But it’s a tool, too dangerous to be a weapon. Fire ignites the stonebreakers causing an explosion, and sometimes a Fire te-xe will set them off. No warning. The Kingdomers store them separated deep in the mountains, lest Fires destroy them all.”

      “Tool, weapon, you’ve a wax cat’s chance in the Forges of getting your hands on it. More likely they slit your throat or hand you to the Tek.”

      “The Kingdomers are traders, if we make an offer of value, they’ll reply in kind. Lelishen made a point we shouldn’t fear the Kingdomers so long as we show respect.”

      “Aye, but nowhere do I recall her saying to count on their help.”

      “If the Tek ride across that bridge every damned one of our people is a wax cat, so you tell me what you want of me.”

      Ivin glanced at Roplin and Eredin. “I want Wardens with you. Take Rinold, Puxele… and I’m sure other clans will want to ride with you.”

      Solineus’ smile stretched wide. “I’ll get on it.” He turned and marched from the tent.

      And Ivin spoke to no one in particular: “I swear that son of a bitch is happiest rushing headlong toward doom.”

      Meliu giggled. “You might be right. But then, we’ll be fighting at a ford against a trained army… who’s crazier.”

      Ivin glanced at her; his next words wouldn’t be welcome. “I want you with Eredin, get our people south.”

      Her lips slipped into a snarl. “Hells no. You don’t need to protect me.”

      “I’m not protecting you, I’m protecting all our people.” He pressed his fingers to her lips. “Sedut will be in the north. You are the only one close to matching her ability to fight the enemy. If the Tek reach the Gediswon Ford we’ll need you there. And if they’re chasing us south? We’ll need you there again, alive and rested.’

      She stared, relenting with a sigh before casting her eyes to the ground. “Damn you for being right, Choerkin.”

      Ivin laughed. “Pray I’m right about more than this one thing.”
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        Have you yet seen the demon’s eye?

        Listened yet to the demon’s lie?

        listing and twisting, reality cold,

        baying and praying, fanciful bold.

        How in deed to be a god?

        How in deed to kill a god?

        Wishful suicide.

      

      

      
        
        —Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      The Silone caravan reached the tributary, anointed the Tarmujon, on a sunny afternoon without seeing an enemy in front or behind, but Sedut assured him their darkness was there. He and the high priestess crossed the river before strolling north into rocky hills where the small river turned to white waters on the way to a waterfall five poles high.

      “We’ll post a few archers here in case they try to push a small group around us, but I wouldn’t expect a heavy push. They’ll be forced to come at us horns forward, no room to maneuver.” He glanced back to the southern trail, then back to the river, pointed. “Archers here will have a straight shot, archers deeper down the trail a volley.”

      Sedut sat on a boulder catching her breath. “How long do you think we can hold the river?”

      He gazed at the pass below; the Tarmujon flowed broad and shallow into the Destil, and by his eye, there was no crossing the other river to flank them. One hundred strides of open ground to defend, with thirty strides of river running damned near waist deep. He’d hate to be the one trying to get across.

      “Can’t say for sure.” He pointed. “We set tower shields on the southern side with spearmen behind to push and stab. We’ve enough shields to run four deep, and that’s a damned prickly wall. Archers high in these rocks and deep to the rear…. and you.”

      Sedut frowned, “The artifact will kill friend and foe, it isn’t a thing for a tight formation.”

      “Which is why I want you on the other side of the Tarmujon.”

      She put hands to knees and cocked her gaze his way. “You got a plan other’n getting me killed?”

      “I do, but first I want to take a look at our enemy.”

      Sedut stood as she mumbled a prayer and touched his shoulders. A pressure built around his eyes and his lids blinked like a hummingbird’s wings before his vision cleared. The Tek Malstefne troops blurred into view marching a tight line down the Bisele. Hard as the Twelve Hells to take a count, worse than counting chickens in a coop, but it was fewer than he’d feared. A cavalry was a small blot of man and animal compared to the footmen; this spoke volumes.

      “They’ve only a couple hundred horsemen, they sent most to the Ferminki Bridge.”

      “My more distant visions weren’t so clear.”

      “Maybe three thousand footmen… this is the anvil, they’re here to push us to the hammer’s blow at the Gediswon.”

      “You think we can win this fight?”

      “No, but it’s only one or two days to the Gediswon. We’ll fill the Tarmujon with their dead and hold long enough for folks to reach the ford… And if Solineus succeeds, there won’t be a hammer waiting for us.”
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      Solineus had confidence in the Squirrel finding his way home no matter where you might drop him, but getting lost was pretty damned easy when you didn’t know where you were going. 

      The steep face of the Dragonspan Mountains loomed ahead, mountains the native Kingdomers named Nîstrimhîn, the Foundations. But finding the mountains was never the challenge. The range stretched an east-west arc a couple thousand horizons long, if one trusted maps; it was damned near impossible to miss. The challenge was finding roving bands of goat herds and the men who tended them.

      Solineus patted his horse’s sweaty neck. The world was a sweltering place so far south. As hot as it was, it was shocking to see the row of snow-capped peaks ahead. He glanced to the Squirrel. “How high you think those are?”

      The man raised his hand, holding his fingers across his view. “About as tall as a three finger shot of whiskey.”

      Puxele said, “Always got your mind on booze.”

      “Priorities make a man who he is.” He blew her a kiss.

      “It’s priorities can make a man’s bed cold.”

      Mirkel Broldun muttered, “You can always warm my roll, you grow tired of this rodent.”

      “I’ll take a squirrel over a Broldun dog any which day.”

      Solineus said, “Shut your yaps. Our priority is somewhere is these damned mountains.”

      They spent a day wandering the slopes before they spotted a herd of goats, and those turned out to be wild. A day later Rinold spotted tracks, and they followed to find a larger herd. The black and white goats milled in a lush green valley and seemed little concerned with the presence of men. When first they heard the ring of bells around one buck’s neck, they knew they’d succeeded.

      Solineus’ heart beat faster with new found hope. Somewhere in the rocks and trees and grass herdsmen watched them, he felt their eyes even if he couldn’t point to them. He glanced to the Squirrel.

      “See anybody?”

      The little man spit, his scar twitching beneath his eye. “No, but I’m jittery as a butterfly who lit on the bullseye.”

      Solineus dismounted and dropped his reins, then untied his saddle bags and dropped them to the ground before addressing the rest. “Get us a fire burning and lean all the bows and arrows standing out front, plain to see. Rest of your weapons on the saddle bags, I don’t want to see so much as a dinner knife at your belt to lend them an excuse to kill us.”

      Mirkel snorted. “Like as not a pack of disarmed fools will encourage an attack.”

      Puxele grunted. “As likely your ugly face’ll encourage them to put you outa yer misery.”

      “Best get a muzzle on yer lady, Squirrel.”

      Solineus said, “Enough. I’ve put up with this for damned near two weeks. No more.” He glared at each in turn, saving Puxele for last.

      Her cheeks curled around her bent nose in a wry smile. “You love me.”

      “Squirrel loves you, I just need your keen eyes and bow.”

      The party grunted and glared at each other as they unpacked. Old clan hatreds were burning fresh with stressful days in the saddle, but he knew not a one would challenge him while his eyes were open. A fire smoked within minutes, and they spit a turkey Puxele took down an hour earlier. They relaxed as best they could and turned the tap on a keg of whiskey Polus sent with them for the occasion. The Broldun had his faults, but a lack of alcohol even after all the horizons they’d traveled wasn’t one.

      They watered the whiskey and sipped their cups for a candle, and juices bubbled from turkey before a Kingdomer made his presence known. From a distance he might’ve been the Wolverine’s twin, with broad shoulders and barrel chest, and legs thick as trees. But his hair draped black over his shoulders, and he wore a beard, braided with rings of silver and brass, which fell to the middle of his chest. In his hand he carried a shepherd’s hook instead of spear or axe.

      It was time to test Lelishen’s instruction in the Kingdomer tongue. “Welcome, friend.” If he’d butchered the pronunciation, at least the stranger didn’t let it show.

      Solineus pieced together the reply. “Have you meat and drink to spare, for a poor herdsman?”

      “Indeed. Please, have a seat by our fire. I am Solineus of the Clan Emudar.” 

      The man sat cross-legged and accepted a cup of whiskey from Little Sister. “Morik of Highstone.” He sipped the whiskey and his brows arched before taking a second drink. “Emudar. This is a Hundred Nation I have not heard mentioned before.”

      Solineus spoke in Kingdomer, but wove Edan in his sentences where he didn’t know a word. “No, we are from an island far to the north, and do not count the Nations as friends. They harry our travels and threaten our people.”

      The Kingdomer replied in stilted Edan. “Rare to find a man who speaks Edan cleaner than I do.” Morik’s voice deepened. “The Hundred Nations are ever at war with themselves, which is good… else they find others to war with.”

      “Demons forced our people from the island of Kaludor. We’ve marched a thousand horizons with the blessing of the Edan, but still the armies of the Nations seek to destroy us.”

      “What the Edan bless, the Helelindin will bless, and the Nations curse. You come seeking safe passage from the Malobund Nation?”

      “No.” Lelishen told him the Kingdomers appreciated straight, blunt words, and prayed she was right.

      “No?” He sipped his whiskey. “You don’t fear our goats?”

      “Our people head for the Roemhien Pass, but first we must make it alive. We come for stonebreakers.”

      That brought a smile and squint to the man’s face. “You don’t say.”

      “I do.”

      Morik pulled a knife from his belt, then sliced a chunk of turkey and stuffed it into his mouth. “I could gain you passage quicker than stonebreakers, though I’m curious how you know of them.”

      “The same Trelelunin woman who taught me what I know of your language.”

      He nodded, a grin on his face. “A peculiar people, the Trelelunin. And might I ask, what need have you for stonebreakers? Poor weapons.”

      “There is a stone bridge the Nations must not cross.”

      Morik spit gristle into the fire. “I know this bridge, I suspect. It is a battle stonebreakers can fight, but what can you offer?”

      Solineus hefted a saddlebag. “Gold, jewels… friendship.

      Morik nodded, stared into his cup. “We value these things, as do all men, maybe at times more than we should.” He sipped his whiskey, spit it into the fire, and smiled as the flames flared. “How much of this do you have?”

      Solineus sat up, rubbed his face. “Ah, well… this cask. There might be more, can’t say how much.”

      Morik smiled. “I will take your whiskey, gold, and jewels… your offer of friendship, sure. I’ll see how many stonebreakers I can trade for. Mm?” His smile was broad as he looked to each of them. “And if you survive, more barrels, four if you have them. Mm?”

      Everyone nodded, and Solineus said, “Agreed.”

      Morik sliced a big chunk of turkey and jammed it in his mouth, then tossed the whiskey in to moisten the chew. “Agreed.” He stood and took the bags from Solineus’ hand, then crouched, hugging the barrel in one arm, lifting it with ease. “I’ll be back, maybe two days. You wait.”

      “One of us should go with you.”

      The Kingdomer guffawed. “No foreigner goes where I go. If you try, you’ll learn to fear our goats.” He whistled twice and men appeared from the surrounding rocks, every one built like a boulder. “Two days. You wait, relax. Pray it doesn’t storm.”

      Morik turned and strode away.

      “That went better than I expected.” The Squirrel eyeballed Solineus. “But, that’s two days without whiskey.”

      Mirkel snorted. “Odds on we never see that bastard again. Wasting Broldun whiskey on foreigners… Polus’ll be pissed.”

      “Good to see you men can unite over something.”

      Little Sister giggled. “What d’ya think he meant about storms?”

      Rinold gazed to the clear sky. “No storms tonight, least wise. It’s warmer than a northern summer, I’ve slept without a fire in fiercer places than these mountains.”
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            The Raging Shore

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A warlord who understands and defeats their own weaknesses will more readily recognize and understand the weaknesses of others; understanding weakness allows the warlord to raise their friends above, and cast their enemies below.

        

      

      
        
        –Codex of Sol

      

      

      The morning after the Silone arrived at the Tarmujon, horns resounded from the cliffs. Their guests had arrived.

      Ivin crawled from his lean-to tent to perch on a boulder far enough from the coming battle that he imagined men with shields as cockroaches turning their shells into an oncoming enemy. The first beat of a drum echoed down the valley as the first Malstefne footmen rounded a bend with shields and spears. They marched in precise lines twenty across and gods knew how deep, their feet pounding a rhythm to match the drums.

      Reminiscent of the Ambush Chokes, except they had neither numbers nor surprise, and Ivin had no pity for what was to come, only fear. But he still loathed sitting some place safe while men died executing his plan.

      Leto Ravinrin stepped to his side with three ox horns dangling around his neck, one on the left, the right, and by his heart. Fifteen years old. When Ivin was fifteen he was cussing Kotin behind his back and dreaming of battle by uncle Lovar’s side. A boy. Leto should be such a boy, but life had forced him into being a man.

      “I wish I was down there.”

      Ivin understood the desire, in particular as it’d been the Lady Ravinrin who’d made sure her youngest grandchild didn’t see battle. “My father always told me not to regret missing a battle, because fate would throw me more than I wanted before the end.” The old man had been right again, but at the same time, Ivin prayed he’d live to see more battles.

      “Who would I be to question the Hero of Istinjoln?”

      Ivin had heard that title enough it brought the urge to scream. “There were other heroes. The Lady of Flame the greatest of all.” And he chuckled to himself, knowing just how much Eliles would love that name.

      “I want to be a hero.”

      Ivin grinned. “Impressing a girl? Anyone I know?” Torturing the boy was good fun, and a needed distraction. No one in camp could miss his following Kinesee around like a lost kitten after a bowl of milk.

      “Yes. Someone.”

      “Well, keep after her, but don’t be stupid about it. Heroes die as well as cowards. Sometimes sooner. Strive for bold and wise, these two things will keep you alive and get the girl.”

      The drums grew louder; the first Malstefne drew into arrow range and Leto fidgeted beside him.

      “On my say, give the left horn a short bugle.”

      Leto’s hand fumbled with the horn but brought it to his lips.

      Ivin leaned with an elbow to his knee, and when the first spearmen splashed to the middle of the crossing he said, “Now.” Leto’s horn peeled with a high-wailing sqweee! and a hornet’s nest of arrows thrummed from the rocks above the waterfall to dart into the oncoming ranks.

      Men fell in the river’s current, sweeping against the legs of their brothers, but more fell or slumped on the shore, raising their shields too late from an attack outside a warrior’s tunnel vision.

      “Right horn, long.”

      Waaaaaaaaa! And  another flight of arrows streaked skyward as the Tek first hit the wall of shields. The Edan bows launched arrows with hardened-steel tips from two hundred strides behind the front lines and beyond the river, into men holding their shields against arrows from archers above the falls. The more enemy who fell, the more they cluttered the river and trail. “Left horn, long.” Arrows soared from the rocks again, and this time they kept coming.

      Shields slammed and men screamed to stay alive and screamed as they died, but it was a distant clamor from Ivin’s vantage. The western edge of the shield-wall drifted backward from a Tek push. “Left horn, short, short, short.”

      Leto bugled with cheeks turning red, and the archers above the falls directed their aim at the Tek in the river; in flickers a dozen or more Malstefne collapsed on the left, and the shield-wall reset with a roar from Silone spearmen.

      The Tek pushed hard, walking over their dead and dying, and with Leto’s horns Ivin directed the archers and reinforcements as the shield-wall weakened here or there. It drug on for what felt candles, dead Malstefne washed down the Tarmujon, lining the banks, caught on rocks, or carried to the Destil.

      “How many bodies are you going to throw at us, you bastards? Come on!” The way Ivin figured it, the Malstefne had three choices: Keep hammering infantry at them, send cavalry into the thicket of arrows, or counter the barrage with crossbowmen, but the longer they held against the footmen the greater a chance to hit their horse or crossbows.

      The first sign of change appeared when spearmen parted in the rear ranks a quarter candle later, and Ivin leaned so hard he stumbled and damned near fell from his boulder trying to see who came next. Perfect. Crossbowmen marched onto the trail behind the river. Powerful, but slow to load, the Tek crossbows weren’t the same long range threat as longbows but if they carried Wyvern’s Fire the battle would turn to fire fast.

      “Middle horn, long. And keep blowing.”

      Sqwooooooo!

      Malstefne spearmen continued hitting the shield-wall and Silone arrows sailed short and long, felling the enemy, and several hundred crossbowmen strode forward behind a curtain of shields.

      Ivin crouched. “Now, damn it. Now.”

      Leto pulled his lips from the horn, breathing hard. “What’re we waiting for?”

      Ivin’s eyes locked on the crossbowmen; if not in range, damned close, even their bolts wouldn’t reach the vulnerable archers. “Come on.”

      The first row of crossbows rose and pitched their quarrels, lethal tips arching toward the shield-wall… A blaze of light and blood erupted at the rear corner of the crossbowmen. Sedut strolled into their midst, Malstefne soldiers dying behind others who didn’t yet realize death was steps behind them.

      The horn fell from Leto’s fingers; Ivin knew well that whatever stories the boy’d heard of battle and war, they didn’t prepare him from the horror below, even from this distance. “Tales in camp…”

      The artifact sprayed a dome of blood and body parts all around the high priestess, but she walked clean, her black hair still black, through the maelstrom. Warriors turned and loosed bolts, but the sanguine storm smashed shafts to harmless splinters. Hardened warriors dropped crossbows and ran, then the priestess disappeared.

      Ivin felt Leto’s breathing ease. “Get ready.”

      “What?”

      Men screamed and a dome of bright and blood ignited near the river, Sedut’s black hair swirling in the halo’s energies. Leto gasped, and the destruction went on.

      The drums changed beat,  four beats fast, stop, four beats fast, stop, and Malstefne spearmen backed from the lines, and when they realized the Silone wouldn’t give chase, they turned and trotted north. Every Tek able to walk fled, leaving their dead and dying behind.

      Cheers arose from the shield-wall and Sedut’s energies fell as the field cleared, and she strode the Silone lines to a wild welcome. The same woman many of those men despised months ago, even if they didn’t know her name. She was a priestess, and many would’ve stoned her, hanged her, or fed her to sharks, but now they raised their fists in celebration.

      Leto said, “We’ve won. I don’t believe it.”

      Ivin slapped the boy on the back. “Trust that instinct, don’t believe it. Any dog that isn’t dead still has bite.”
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      Meliu rode ahead of the caravan, alone most of the time, as folks avoided the Priestess of Dark Terrors, as some folk had begun to call her. The Dark was too much like a Shadow of Man to people who didn’t know better, and they feared her even if she strived to save their lives. Riding into battle enveloped in Dark, terrorizing friend and foe, didn’t help her cause despite everyone knowing she was close with Ivin Choerkin.

      They reached the fork where the Destil met the Gediswon the evening after crossing the Tarmujon, and the next morning Kinesee and Maro rode up beside her… and her omnipresent entourage of Ravinrin guards. The Dragonspan Mountains were visible as white caps in the distance, and they followed the Gediswon northwest in search of the ford.

      Kinesee rode straight in the saddle, an immature child turning into a young lady before everyone’s eyes. “How much further, you think?”

      Meliu smiled. “Scouts last night said we should reach it in a few candles. Midday latest. Question is whether a Tek army greets us soon after.”

      “My father will stop them.”

      Meliu hushed her tones. “Did yer pearl say so?”

      And the girl giggled. “No. I say so.”

      Maro coughed. “They say he walked into Istinjoln and slew the Lord Priest Broldun, a man possessed by Shadow. What’s a bridge to a man like that?”

      Kinesee giggled her approval.

      Meliu surrendered to the logic. “I suspect you’re right. The ford will be clear of enemies and we’ll ride across unhindered, all thanks to Solineus.” If only she was as convinced as her words.

      The grasses grew tall, lush, and green along the banks of the Gediswon, and stood straight before a host of people would trample them into the dirt. The rider coming their way hid in those grasses until damned near on them. 

      The scout reined in with a huge smile on her face, the horse circling. “The ford is clear, half a horizon!” Loosed like an arrow, the woman rode toward the main caravan at a full gallop.

      Meliu grinned at Kinesee. “You said so. Now, let’s test your riding skills.” She heeled her mount into a trot then clucked the mare into a canter. The rush of air cooled her sweating skin and extinguished a few of the pains of the world. It was the secret power a horse held, a freedom from the world and worry.

      They slowed their horses and walked them across the ford, the waters reaching their bellies but no further. A dozen Silone scouts greeted them, all smiles.

      “Any word of the Ferminki Bridge?”

      “Ain’t no way to know, but I heard it’s down. But, could be horsehittin’ rumor for all I know.”

      “In that case—”She eye balled them”—you men should be riding north find the truth, and godsdamned let us know if a Tek army is about to sweep atop us.”

      To a man they stared. “Aye, priestess.” The men swung into their saddles and followed the river.

      Kinesee said, “If it isn’t down yet, it will be.”

      Meliu smiled at the girl’s confidence. Pray you’re right, child. Pray you’re right.”
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      What Tek bodies the river didn’t carry away the Silone stacked on the bank of the river; the next attack would need to climb the carcasses of their own dead. But all that assaulted the shield-wall was buzzing flies. Warriors grew nervous with the unexpected peace, and scouts scoured the area seeking signs of a flanking maneuver, anything to explain the tranquility after such a storm.

      They found nothing.

      Ivin leaned against the boulder he’d claimed with the pervading silence of the valley eating at him. All reports from scouts who braved a ride north reported no movement.

      “Why don’t they attack?”

      “It’s called a siege, only we haven’t got a castle. The Malstefne know we need to travel south, they also know they have an army coming from the west across the Gediswon. They wait us out, we either leave our defensible position and they slaughter us, or we sit tight and we’re flanked in a few days and get crushed.” But he didn’t believe his explanation no matter how much it made sense. The Tek were cobbling together a plan, but he couldn’t see enough pieces of the puzzle to link them together. The waiting game was the only thing his mind wrapped around thus far.

      A horn blew, difficult to gauge its direction with the valley’s echoes, but he guessed it one of the scouts from on high. He jumped atop his rock and strained his eyes north. Nothing yet.

      A single horseman riding fast. Parlay? Full armor on man and beast, he could see the glinting steel from here. “Blow the left horn.”

      Leto’s call echoed through the valley and archers cast their arrows as soon as the rider came into range. Arrows stuck the dirt all around the charging man, several of the hardened-steel heads striking the armor, puncturing and waving with the speed of the run, but he didn’t fall. The armor was too much for the arrows.

      “What the hells is this bastard doing?”

      Sedut appeared in front of the rider and her energies flared. Ivin couldn’t put his finger on why but he screamed, “No! Blow the retreat damn it! Blow it!” But Leto fumbled for the right horn. “No.’

      Another horn blew in the distance, and a second rider rounded the bend.

      Sedut strode forward and the Silone warriors behind her cheered even as Leto sounded the retreat. Thirty strides, twenty, ten…

      A ball of fire erupted, twenty strides high and wide; horse and rider were gone. Just gone, disintegrated in a blast of brilliant white fire which sent Sedut soaring toes over nose, splashing like a boneless doll in the river. The ground blazed all around.

      Leto’s horn fell from his lips without a word.

      “Son of a bitch, Wyvern’s Fire.” Ivin’s mind froze with his body. Staring. The second horseman sped down the trail. He turned and shook Leto. “No time for fear! Blow that horn!” But the boy stood still, and Ivin grabbed the horn, ripping it from the tether around his neck and blowing short blasts over and over. It was a waste of breath, but still he blew.

      The rider hit the waters of the Tarmujon and slowed, but there was no stopping the inevitable. The shield-wall flamed into a ball of white death in the collision; bodies somersaulting through the air, arms and legs leaving trails of smoke. The Wyvern’s Fire spread like blazing oil dousing kindling, and men ran to the river ablaze.

      Ivin didn’t need to look up to know what was coming next: Three hundred heavy horse.

      He spun Leto and shook him by the shoulders. “Your horse! Now! Ride!” 

      The Ravinrin snapped from his stupor. “Ride.”

      Ivin, Leto, and their dozen guards raced to their horses and swung into the saddles. Ivin looked to the river. Survivors did their best to help others to the horses, but so many failed, or moved too slow. Ivin blew the horn, calling retreat again, and he could feel the anguish of men leaving others to die, felt the horrifying tingle in his chest that numbed his fingers with terrible decisions that needed made.

      They switch-backed down the rocky hill, faster than safe, and when they reached bottom, they spurred into the flow of routed Silone without knowing who was dead and who was alive. He didn’t see Roplin nor Polus, and all he could do was cling to the back of his horse and pray for everybody’s lives, and if not, then for their souls.
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      Meliu rode north across the Gediswon to oversee the people’s crossing. Fording this final river was downright pleasurable compared to everything that’d come before, but folks weren’t taking it easy. The clanblood didn’t allow it.

      Tedeu Ravinrin and her people sat on the southern bank making sure people moved south, creating space for others to cross instead of lazing about, complacent to have made it this far.

      She found Eredin Choerkin astride his horse, the man watching over the tail of the caravan as they approached the currents. She hadn’t gotten to know him well, despite their original encounter on Kaludor, but he was one clanblood who didn’t look down on her. “Any word from up north?”

      Eredin pounded above his heart. “A rider said they’d beaten back the first attack, and folks claim to have seen Tek bodies floating down the Destil.”

      “Maybe they’re just shit-poor swimmers.”

      He laughed. “Ivin’s mother would’ve hated your tongue, but Kotin would’ve given his blessing.”

      She giggled. “Better one than none, but I can talk all sweet when needs be.”

      He winked. “I bet you can.” 

      Wailing horns interrupted their banter and Eredin spurred to the ford. “Shield wall! Archers! Shield Wall! Get your asses across that river.”

      Meliu turned north, nothing in sight even with prayer. And Eredin returned to her side. “We got cocky, godsdamnit, we should be across… the shields should be up…”

      Meliu nodded. “We’ve time, whatever’s a comin’, we got time.” Too much. Sweating beneath the southern sun was bad enough, when waiting for ill tidings it tore at her.

      Dust rose in the east and with prayer she made out Silone riders. Eredin grabbed her shoulder before she could dig her heels into her mount.

      “Behind the shield wall and wait.”

      She exhaled and glared. “You Choerkin are gonna start pissin’ me off one day.”

      “Pissed is alive, I’ll take it.”

      They crossed the river and waited, fidgeting and angry and scared. She wanted to punch Eredin in the nose.

      A dozen riders hit the river, several horses stumbling in the current, one falling and throwing its rider. Warriors rushed to drag the man to his feet and get him across, snagging the horse’s reins and calming the beast.

      Meliu trotted her horse to the side of a man leaning in his saddle to stroke his horse’s neck. “Ivin! Ivin Choerkin, where is he?”

      “Last I saw… Last I saw in the back.”

      Meliu wanted to scream. Of course he is. With that monstrous Malstefne warhorse of his, there was no need to be in back, but he would be. More horses trailed in and more rose over the horizon, then too many: Malstefne cavalry. If Ivin was behind them, he was dead.

      Rider after rider reached the waters with no Ivin, no Polus, no Roplin… with a prayer for sight stronger than she’d achieved before she spotted Polus, the big bastard, and once she had him in sight, she found Ivin and the rest. She squinted and swore Ivin rode with someone on back of his horse… Leto Ravinrin.

      And the Malstefne gained ground.

      “Come on!”

      Eredin sat his horse beside her. “Easy, take it easy. We can’t reach them.”

      All she could do was sit and wait. Declun Bulubar’s horse went down, the man sprawling in the grasses, and she never saw him regain his feet as his horse lay flailing in the grass. Broken leg?

      They were close, so damned close she didn’t need prayer to see their faces. 

      She closed her eyes. Heart beating. She could stand it no more. Her heels dug her mount’s ribs, and she leaned over the horse’s mane praying for Light to soothe her fears, and for Dark to turn those fears on others. Thundering hooves and she glanced behind her to see Eredin and a dozen riders.

      Ivin was a hundred strides from the river, but the Malstefne weren’t far behind. Arrows arched over her head and falling into the Tek cavalry, but Ivin leaned in his saddle and he tumbled from his horse, taking Leto with him.

      “No!” Her horse slid to a stop by his side and she leaped from the saddle. An arrow stuck from his right shoulder, but didn’t look too deep through the armor. The bastard even smiled at her.

      “Our archer’s need more practice.”

      Leto crawled on all fours, alive but battered by the fall or worse. Ivin stood as Eredin and others arrived, but armored horses were about to trample them into the grass.

      Meliu strode toward the enemy and released the power of Light, filling herself with a prayer for Dark. The ultimate test of the favor of the gods. She raised her arms to the oncoming charge and screamed, “Kibole!”

      And the god answered with a power she’d dare not imagine. Dark surged in a wall in front of her, rising twenty feet high and gods knew how deep. Horses squealed and men screamed. She was power undeniable, a messenger of terror.

      A tumbling horse crushed into her from out of the dark, slamming her to the dirt and rolling onto her legs, three hundred bricks of horse flesh and steel driving her into the soft turf. Dark and her breath left her  with a vacuum in her body and soul. The horse kicked, flailed, and got off of her. She rolled to hands and knees, wheezing, and a horseman came with lance leveled for her sternum.

      A flash of glass severed the horse’s legs, man and beast tumbled over her. Eredin planted both feet in front of her awaiting the next rider, and Ivin reached an arm beneath her to lift.

      He cried out, “Eredin! Let’s go!”

      Meliu staggered next to Ivin. A dozen Malstefne bore down on them. They were going to die here.

      Another rider appeared behind the Tek. Her black hair streaming before horse and rider became indistinct in a blur of blades. Then blood and screams. In an instant, an impossible battle turned possible

      Eredin’s Latcu blade hewed a rider from its saddle, but his body lifted. Surreal, she wasn’t sure of what she watched until the tip of the spear burst from his back. His blade hit the ground and Polus Broldun grabbed it from the turf with a roar, prepared to cleave the Malstefne in two as he hit the ground, but the man was dead already.

      Tudwan wheeled his exhausted mount to pick up Leto, and damned if Nameless didn’t come back to Ivin. She’d smile, but two dozen more horsemen bore down on them.

      Ivin hefted her onto Nameless and swung his leg three times before making the seat himself, the arrow in his chest slapping her shoulder.

      The Broldun lifted Eredin with the man’s arm over his shoulder. “Ride! Ride! I’ll get him back!”

      A blackened and burned face and scorched robes marked Sedut, but her voice was still a tempest. “Ride, by the Seven Heavens! I’ll see to these two.”

      Ivin spurred his horse, the others followed, crossing the river and turning to watch. There wasn’t a damned thing they could do but watch as arrows soared over their heads and rained into the oncoming horsemen, and the gods favored their flights, dropping three men from their chargers. And the remaining cavalry wheeled and rode north.

      Polus drug Eredin into the currents and Sedut leaned on her horse’s neck as it walked into the waters and stopped. She leaned and rolled into the river, and priests rushed to her aid. Ivin slid from the saddle and stumbled into the river to give Polus a hand with Eredin despite the arrow sticking from his shoulder. They rested him on the southern bank of the Gediswon, but even from here she could see the man’s stare, and she knew another Choerkin walked the Road of Living Stars.

      And this one earned the journey saving her life. A sob wracked her body; broken ribs and who the hells knew what other broken bones as she closed her eyes, tears sneaking through to wet Nameless’ mane.
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            Kingdom for Storms

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The worm’s web, its thread,

        taut, smooth and soft,

        hushing words and breath.

        The verdict waits.

        Guilt the ears’ll never hear, gentle silks choking an end.

        Innocence!

        the voice returned may proclaim, gentle silks unleashing air to breathe.

        The executioner’s knot, loosed,

        turned kind, unwind.

      

      

      
        
        —Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      Thunder rumbled the sky in the middle of the second night, and Solineus fought to keep his eyes closed. Flickers later rains fell. The first drops splattered his face, forcing a conciliatory grunt, a surrender to wakefulness.

      The storm had rolled in faster than Tek Cavalry and with less warning, the drops big as a thumbnail and falling straight from a bank of clouds lit with a wild dance of forked lightning.

      Then came the winds.

      Everyone scrambled for gear, eyes on the horses to be sure they didn’t bolt, but the beasts just turned their rumps to the wind and lowered their heads. Smart animals. With his pack in hand, Solineus followed suit, wishing he had four legs to brace against the storm. The ordinary rain turned into a downpour in flickers, a sheet of water washing from his bangs to pass his ducked eyes.

      Mirkel trudged close, yelled to make himself heard over wind and thunder. “Damned Kingdomer wasn’t yanking our chin hairs.”

      Solineus nodded as he caught the glances of everyone as they drew close.

      Not even Rinold’s face carried his typical mirth. “Didn’t feel this one comin’, not at all.”

      Puxele said, “Mountain storms blow in and out fast, hold tight and this’ll whip away.”

      They huddled, bracing each other against the gale and its drench. Solineus was about to agree with Little Sister’s sentiment when he noticed the horses fidgeting, stomping the ground. A gelding reared, straining against its tether.

      His eyes scanned the lightning lit terrain: rocks, trees, and rain-swept grass, nothing from the ordinary.

      Rinold stared at his feet, and when Solineus followed his gaze he noted a fist-deep current leaning the grasses.

      The Squirrel shouted, “The ground’s aquiver… like an avalanche, almost.”

      Solineus glanced east and west: They’d camped in a narrowing valley, without a clue of the terrain uphill. If the storm had hit the mountain heights first, how long had it been raining? He yelled, “Horses! High Ground!” The wind howled and helped blow him into a sprint to reach their tethered mounts. He untied their leads and handed ropes to the others as they arrived, and they scrambled up rain-slicked slopes, the horses struggling once they reached rockier ground. Hooves clattered as they pounded and slid on wet stone and Solineus was drug to his knees by the struggling animal. He rolled to a hip and drove his feet against a jut of rock, straining the horse’s lead. “Come on, you tip-toeing bastard!”

      He had no idea how high a ground they needed, but he knew for damned sure he wasn’t going to drag a horse up a slope. He clung to the rope and waited for the animal to gain its own footing. Flickers later he fell backward as the horses skipped by him on crazy legs, a hoof a finger from clipping his forehead, another pounding stone straight between his legs.

      Solineus clambered to the top of the rise, struggling to keep pace with the horse. Everyone was up top except Rinold. He handed his reins to Puxele before hopping and sliding back downhill. Rinold’s horse stood splay-legged and fighting its lead after slipping downhill.

      There was a roar in the air which wasn’t thunder, and when he looked to the mountains a flash of lightning lit a wall of water. “Holy hells!” He whipped the Twins from his back and smacked the horse’s rump with a leather strap. The animal straightened and found its footing, but didn’t budge.

      Solineus planted his feet and put his shoulder into the beast’s thigh and a hand to its flank. A guttural roar ripped his throat, his free hand smacking the animal with the strap, and it drove itself uphill, knocking Rinold over and leaving Solineus slipped to hands and knees.

      The water was coming, no need to waste time looking. He grabbed the Squirrel’s offered hand, and the men lunged uphill as a surge of water rushed past their feet, transforming their valley into a small river.

      Both men collapsed to their backs and laughed as they eyed one another.

      Puxele glared as she snagged Rinold by the collar and drug him uphill. “Two dumb sons of bitches, risking your lives for a horse.”

      Solineus said, “We don’t have no extras, you reckoning we could ride a Kingdomer goat?”

      Puxele shook her head with a disgusted frown. “Two dumb sons of bitches.”

      The party made their way to a stand of skinny trees and tied off their horses. Within half a candle the river that’d threatened to wash them away was nothing more than a stream, and a candle later than that the storm was nothing more than a flickering display on the western horizon.
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      Morning came with a bright sun, and they stretched a rope between trees to hang gear out to dry. Soggy socks and boots did little for Solineus’ mood, nor did a breakfast of salted pork hard enough to make his jaws ache. What little dry kindling they had, they kept stowed.

      Everyone’s mood improved when Rinold pointed to a mountain slope. Seven Kingdomers strode their way, but what was unusual was how far apart they walked from each other. Still a thousand strides away, six of them stopped, removed their packs, and set them on the ground as if they were eggs. They vanished into the crags moments after, leaving only Morik striding their way.

      He raised both arms in greeting. “It is good you were wise enough to take high ground.”

      Solineus chuckled. “We weren’t expecting an avalanche of water, I assure you.”

      Morik corrected his Kingdomer words. “A flood.”

      Solineus smirked and gave a nod. “Your friends departed in a hurry.”

      “As well they should.” He turned and pointed to the mountainside. “Each of those packs holds a fist of fingers, more than enough stonebreakers to bring that bridge down.”

      “How many do you think it‘ll take?”

      Morik clucked and shook his head. “Don’t you save none thinking to use them later, unless you got someone you don’t like to carry them.”

      Solineus caught Rinold glancing at Mirkel with a smile and cuffed his shoulder. “If they’re so dangerous, why’d you carry one?”

      Morik removed his pack with a laugh. “This is a box of dummies, for training miners.” He pulled out a hinged box and opened it to reveal a pile of wood shavings. He brushed the packing aside; five round sticks sat bundled together, about a foot in length, and he held it out for them to see. “So long as they’re packed, you can shake them, bounce them in your pack, and nothing happens. Now, you take the box and drop it, give it a good kick, jump up and down on it? Say your blessings to whichever ancestors you hold dear. But, packed tight, and you don’t do nothing stupid, you’re safe. Until a fireling, what the Edan call te-xe, comes along and smokes you into a blot on the world. Some call them thundersticks for the sound, but if it blows, you’d better odds of living through a lightning strike.”

      “From what Lelishen said, if one ignites, others are in danger.”

      “You can wager your life against it, but I wouldn’t. Flame attracts firelings, and a sudden explosion like the stonebreakers? You’ll never see the bastards, but some say they swarm the energy of the burst, making it more likely they find the other fists.”

      Solineus translated the Kingdomer’s words for everyone, to emphasize what he’d told them earlier.

      “Your people came down maybe a hundred strides apart?”

      Morik nodded. “Further the better, but that’s plenty enough so the boom won’t kill you. If one of you paints the dirt, the others got themselves two choices. Either you run and pray, or you set your pack down gentle like, then run. When you camp, rest, anything, never gather without scattering the packs.”

      “You and your people made it alive, I reckon that’s a good sign.”

      Morik laughed. “We didn’t have far to travel above ground. Inside the mountain, the firelings are less active. We store the stonebreakers deep as we’re able, but here in the outside world… I suggest you travel fast.”

      Solineus said, “Got it. Everybody carries a box, and we ride separated by a hundred strides or more. One of us goes boom, the others settle their packs and scatter.”

      “Right you are. Damned things aren’t no joke, if you hear thunder, don’t bother looking… your friend is dead. Just ride.” He unhooked a roll of twine from his belt. “We call this the fireline. You cut this to a length you like and stick it into the stonebreakers like so. It’ll burn sure and give you time to get away from the explosion.”

      “How long we got once lit?”

      “I don’t know how you mark time.” He scratched his beard. “The length of my arm give you thirty, forty slow breaths. This here is plenty of line, you can experiment with short lengths to get the idea. It burns steady once lit.”

      He held out what looked like a handful of twigs, all about the length of his hand. Each had a blob of brown on the end that reminded Solineus of dried clay. “If, when, you get the stonebreakers in place, you take one of these twigs, and you stick it into this here jar. When you pull it out, foof! It’ll flame, and ain’t nothing but the river or burning out will stop these twigs from burning. Oh, and it’ll reek of the dead, so keep your face back. Some folks been known to pass out from that stink. Once ablaze, you set the fire to the twine and it’ll burn slow-like… but not too slow! Get your asses out of there. Pieces of rock from the bridge will fly faster than you run.”

      Solineus took the sticks and jar, and couldn’t help but sniff them. A whiff of sulfur, but not as bad as he expected. “How easy will they take the bridge down?”

      Mirkel scratched an eyebrow. “I’ve never done nothin’ like you’re asking, mind you. But, well enough I’d wager, if you get the thunder in the right places. One box might be enough to make it unpassable. The bridge is seven or eight arches as I recall. Blowing the Inggund should collapse it section by section.”

      “Inggund?”

      “The godfist. The Edan word… Yes! Keystone. Or you destroy the pillars, whichever you feel is the weaker. When we’re mining, we bore a hole into the stone, there’s a hand drill inside each pack, they aren’t tipped in Latcu, but they’ll do the job if you get the time. Put a single stonebreaker inside a hole, and it’s a powerful good boom. Mortar holds the bridge together, find gaps and holes to shove the sticks, or drill into the mortar. Or stone if need be. No time, bind the fist to a spot and see what happens.”

      Solineus smiled. “Any chance you’d ride along to impart your advice?”

      “I do love the boom of thunder, the smoke, the rubble.” The Kingdomer bore a wistful gaze. “But it isn’t my place after near three years of peace with the Tek.”

      Solineus grinned. “Three whole years?”

      “My people say all great things begin in an instant, three years without blood is nothing to wish away.”

      “Aye, I’d take three years of peace about now.” Three weeks would be enough to see the Silone people to a new land.

      Morik glanced to the mountainside and the packs. “Sooner you ride the better. You’ve two days to the bridge if you rest for the night.”

      Solineus bowed to the man. “I hope to bring you whiskey soon.”

      Morik waved. “I look forward to the day.”

      Solineus rubbed his whisker-stubbled cheeks, then turned to face nervous gazes. “Break camp and load the horses, we grab them packs last.”

      The grin Puxele bore so often flipped upside down on her face. “I’m hoping to all the hells you translated some of that wrong.”

      “If it’ll make you feel better…” He turned to Rinold. “You got the map, what say you about travel time?”

      “We are where I think we are, the Kingdomer’s more right than wrong. Overland, fer a day, day and a half, then hope we meet the Bollybone Trail, if the map is right. Easy road from there.”

      “Easy road. I pray there’s still such a thing.”
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      Rinold and Puxele rode in the lead, several hundred strides between them, and Solineus took his position as the dust eater at the rear. Mirkel stayed steady a couple hundred strides off to Solineus’ left, while Ogdun and Edlmir rode ahead and to his right.

      They kept their eyes peeled for signs of an enemy, but no doubt everyone’s mind was on the pack riding with them. Gods knew it wore on Solineus’ thoughts. His nerves were tiny knives, with sharper edges than when he first saw Istinjoln on his way to murder a Lord Priest. And these knives didn’t fade so fast.

      But, by nightfall of the first day’s ride toward the river, the party grew easier in the saddle, slouched and more relaxed. Either they grew used to the risk, or fatigue settled into their muscles after a tense day. It didn’t matter which, complacency frightened him.

      Solineus belted out, “Call it a day. Everyone put your packs down, be gentle, and get away from them. Rinold, find a soft bit of ground far from these godsdamned things.” He hoped demanding caution would remind them of the death they carried.

      They ate bread and jerky cold, not risking a fire in case it might attract firelings, or something worse. Far as he knew, Tek claimed the ground they trod on, as the Kingdomers avoided the flatlands, and that did nothing to aid his slumber. Every sound in the night made him sit up to make certain the watch hadn’t fallen asleep, and every time he did, he amused himself with the notion of some thief stealing stonebreakers. Sooner or later, they’d regret their score.

      They awoke before the sun’s first rays, with every pack right where they left them. They traveled north by the time the sun sat full on the horizon. Solineus itched to move faster, but figured it safest to keep the packs riding light at a walk….

      Boom.

      The world shook with the concussion, and his horse reared in terror, then launched a fierce back kick at open air, dancing against the strain of wrenching reins. Soon as the gelding’s hooves settled to the ground, Solineus did what the Kingdomer warned him not to do: he looked. A cloud of black smoke roiled and parts of man and beast rained to the turf. There was nothing else left to see of Ogdun.

      “Holy hells.” Hooves pounded to his left, and he glanced to see Mirkel spurring north without dropping his baggage, but Solineus’s body already twisted, half-way to removing the pack and easing it to the ground by a strap. The moment it touched dirt he spurred his horse.

      Mirkel had a good lead, but Puxele struggled with her pack, caught on her shoulder as her horse spun, and Rinold already galloped toward her side.

      Solineus glanced to Mirkel, then yelled at Puxele, “Ride! Just ride!”

      Puxele put heels to her mare’s ribs just as Rinold reached her, and they thundered north side by side. A flicker of confidence eased the beat of Solineus’ heart as he rode tight to his horse’s mane, the animal’s smell filling his nostrils. Then, a second concussion, and he looked to see a black cloud of smoke in the distance, and what looked to be the front half of a horse careening into tall grasses. Whether reality or his imagination, he swore there was a spray of red. Mirkel.

      “Get that pack off her!” But Rinold was already clutching at Little Sister’s shoulder, struggling with the pack caught up with her quiver. It came loose, and he heaved it into the air; a cloud of black erupted. Horses whinnied and collapsed to their knees from the force of the explosion; kicking tumbles, flailing masses intertwined with their riders. Puxele screamed as her mount rolled over her, and Rinold sailed from his saddle to slide on his chest, face first. Wild-eyed horses whipsawed their bodies, kicking and thrashing before bolting for the horizon the moment they found their feet.

      Solineus wheeled his gelding for the two wardens and dismounted to land by Puxele’s side. “You good?”

      The woman clutched her left thigh and hip. “Shits if I know! Godsdamn it.”

      “Pain means you’re alive. Squirrel?”

      The little man crawled on all fours their way, panting. “I’m good, so long as she is.”

      “Can you move your leg?”

      “Hurts like the hells, but yes.”

      Edlmir reined his horse, the animal stomping, none too pleased to be standing still. “You all gonna live? Want me to snag them other horses?”

      Solineus raised his eyes to the trail of dust left by hooves in flight. “Damn good idea. We’ll be waiting a while before we grab those packs again, anyhow.”

      The man reined his horse and cantered north.

      Rinold sat with his arm around Puxele’s shoulder. “Not so godsdamned sure I wanna carry one of those again.”

      Solineus didn’t disagree, but there was little choice if they were to destroy the bridge. “Since when’re you scared of dying?”

      “Since always. But I kind of figured it’d be an arrow, a sword, maybe Colok or a storm… Not that, sure as hells, not that.”

      “We’ve seen worse ways to die, at least stonebreakers don’t leave you to linger.” Solineus lifted Puxele’s leg and flexed the knee.  “Think you can ride?”

      She grimaced. “No way I can’t, is there? I got bark to chew when Edlmir brings my packs back.”

      Rinold quipped, “If he’s godsdamned dumb enough to come back.”

      They sat quiet for several wicks, catching their breaths, waiting for another box to blow. To everyone’s relief, nothing happened, and they leaned back in the grass.

      Rinold broke the silence. “Godsdamned ears are ringing like church bells in the distance.”

      Puxele grimaced. “You ain’t the only one.”

      “Might’ve blown your ears clean off if you were any closer, I reckon. We’re down to three fists, fifteen sticks.”

      Rinold chuckled. “Fifteen too many, if you ask me.”

      Puxele said, “Sure as heavens and hells, I won’t doubt those damned things again. It’s enough.”

      “Aye.” It was confidence based on hope; they’d seen the stonebreakers in action, but until they lay eyes on the bridge, they hadn’t a clue what they were up against. Solineus stood, hand shading his eyes. A rider with two horses in tow came into view. “Edlmir has the animals. Hopin’ to the hells no Tek heard that thunder.”

      Rinold snorted and stood, rolling his shoulders and arching his back. “And if they did? What the hells would they think, a distant thunderstorm? Or a bunch of fools totin’ thundersticks about?”

      Puxele added, “Or Kingdomers blowing holes in their mountains.”

      “Let’s hope.” Solineus scanned the horizon, seeing no one else. “We’ll settle the horses, get some food, before we head out again.”

      Edlmir rode into camp at a trot, sliding from his saddle with a stretch. “They’re pleasant beasts, stopped to graze and didn’t give me no trouble.”

      Solineus ran a hand over Puxele’s horse, checking for welts or other wounds. “Did you see anything else out there?”

      “Sure as hells did, spotted me the Bollybone Trail. Leastwise, I assume so.”

      The four shared glances, and Rinold asked, “Which direction it head?”

      “Way I figure, northwest-southeast run. Old stones, plenty wide, just as we heard.”

      Rinold rummaged through Puxele’s pack and tossed her a strip of pelum bark. “That’d mean we’re still east of the bridge, if it ain’t some odd bend in the route.”

      “Right where we expected,” Solineus said. “Rest up a half candle or so, and we’ll move on. Puxele, if you’re able… You’ll ride the lead and we’ll carry the packs.”

      “We can take turns.”

      Rinold kissed her on top of the head. “Don’t even think it.”

      Edlmir asked, “Should we pray over the dead? Collect their gear?”

      Solineus said, “Say your prayers as you like, but I don’t care to see what come of ‘em before I throw a pack on my shoulders again. ‘Don’t look back, your friend is dead,’ the Kingdomer said. We aren’t sitting with extra time for much in the way of pleasantries.”

      “Feel bad, the way I spoke of Mirkel.” Rinold fidgeted, but a grin spread. “What you think will piss Polus off more, our giving whiskey away or losing his kin? No disrespect and all.”

      Solineus frowned, cocked his head. “That’s cold, Squirrel.”

      Edlmir scratched his head. “I don’t know the count of his whiskey, but Polus is a Broldun, and still got a share of long-sleeve cousins.”

      Puxele added, “At least he has kin to mourn 'im and pray, Ogdun lost everyone on Kaludor. Worse, no booze to salute their moving to the Living Stars.”

      Solineus sighed, his gut tight at her words. He kneeled, kissed two fingers, and pressed them to his forehead. “Let’s all pray for these men, then.” He caught their glances as Rinold and Edlmir kneeled. “Don’t look at me that way, you sons of bitches. Any man can have a pious moment.”
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      They waited a full candle before collecting their packs one at a time, then rode north to find the Bollybone Trail just as Edlmir said. From a high hill it was easy to track the road to the horizon, winding with gentle curves like a slow-flowing river, across the grassy plain.  In its day, the road would’ve been impressive, two wagons wide and paved with white-gray stone, but it’d fallen into disrepair. Plenty of pavers were missing, either sunk into the soil or looted for some local building project, and others lay broken, or tipped and jutting to rock a cart’s wheel. Grasses grew thick and tall in its gaps for long stretches, and scattered here and there stood shrubs, or stumps where someone had taken the time to cut out trees.

      Lelishen said the Bollybone dated to the Age of Warlords, its eastern end leading straight into the sea, while it stretched a couple thousand horizons west, all the way to the Ayumbar Peninsula. Scholars suspected it a major trade route in the past, but between what peoples remained a mystery.

      Rinold pulled Lelishen’s map from his pack and studied it for a wick before rolling it up. With a nod he pointed northwest. “No idea how far away we are, but no doubt of the direction.”

      Solineus sat his saddle a hundred paces away. “Don’t look to me like no army passed here of late.”

      “We beat ‘em this far, at least.”

      “Puxele! Take a long lead, so we don’t ride right into the bastards if they crossed the bridge already.”

      She waved and blew Rinold a kiss before following the road at a trot. Rinold grimaced as he watched her go. “Worrying over that woman’s gonna be the death of me.”

      Solineus shouted back, “Just pray you live so long.”

      They rode in a staggered line for a couple candles before they spotted Puxele at the base of a hill, walking circles to stretch her legs with a limp. She turned when she spotted them, raised her fists in the air, then spread her arms wide. Solineus split from the road and lowered his pack into the grass before riding to meet her. Rinold and Edlmir followed flickers behind him.

      “The bridge is yonder over the hill, all clear for at least a horizon.” She hobbled around her horse, mounting from the animal’s right side to save her leg.

      Edlmir asked, “Ain’t some chance its fallin’ apart like this here road?”

      “You must figure yerself a lucky son of a bitch.” She nodded toward the hill then rode to its crown.

      Solineus rubbed his eyes and cocked his head when he reached the peak. “Forges be damned, that’s a big bastard.”

      The bridge was wide as the road and stretched a couple hundred strides to the opposite shore, and he guessed it a five pole drop from its side to the choppy waters below. The Gediswon River was wider here than the ford they’d crossed earlier; rocky with steep sides, it was more canyon than river valley. If they brought the bridge down, the Tek would have a fitful time crossing. What he questioned was whether they could bring it down.

      Edlmir said, “What if the Tek ain’t even coming?”

      Rinold snorted, but Puxele replied. “Can’t be thinking that way.”

      Solineus said, “Our people hold the river, and the bastards are coming. It’s their smart choice.”

      Edlmir’s saddle creaked beneath his shifting weight. “Least it ain’t got no towers, aye?”

      “We don’t have to bring down the whole, just enough to keep them north a while. Puxele, I want you sitting on the crown of that hill yonder with your eyes peeled east. You see a soul, you warn us.”

      “As you say, but I’ll be damned if I’m gonna let you boys have all the fun of lighting the thunder. What about the horses?”

      Solineus squinted; the land was barren of tree or bush for tethering the animals far as his eye could see. “Edlmir will take them west a stretch, behind them rocks and rise, at least no Teks coming from the east will spot them.” He glanced to Edlmir. “And you keep your eyes on our backsides, the road ain’t much traveled, but no tellin’ when that could change. Squirrel and me, we’ll start drilling holes to hide the nuts in.”

      Rinold grinned as he dismounted, then slipped out of his mail. “Fresh out of pecans.”

      Solineus followed suit, handing his reins to Edlmir as Puxele leaned to give Rinold a kiss from her saddle. “You boys be good, don’t go falling off the bridge or somethin’.”

      She spurred down the hill and was across the bridge before Solineus had his heavy gear tucked in saddlebags, but the Twins remained strapped to his back. He held the Kingdomer hand auger, giving its handle an experimental spin, the steel bit spinning. “Sure as hells hope these things work.”

      Rinold slung a roll of rope over either shoulder. “They will, it’s more a matter of whether our arms fall off before we’re done. Them damned Kingdomers looked like they could work one of these all day without a sweat. ”

      “We didn’t come so far to get our asses beaten by some damned tool.” They took their first strides toward the bridge as Edlmir led the horses west.

      Rinold said, “Me? I’m all for just setting those boxes at the base of three pillars and lighting the cussin’ things.”

      “The Kingdomer gave us these augers for a reason. We did that and it don’t come down, two men died for nothin’. And an army rides east.”

      “Pisses me off to say so, but, aye.”

      They sauntered to the bridge, meandering in at an angle to get a better view of the construction. Nine pillared arches over what he suspected were waters plenty deep enough to drown him. “How many you think we need to drop to stop the Tek?”

      Rinold’s eye twitched, and he spat. “One gap’ll slow ‘em down, there ain’t trees enough to the north to get much done quick. But folks get clever when needs be, can’t put much past ‘em. I’d feel better with two or three. That’d take somethin’ to get across.”

      “Those are some godsdamned thick pillars.” Solineus pointed. “Weak point is the center of the arches, the godfist. We put a stick to each edge and one in the middle, the three center-most arches. We climb down best we can, put two sticks in one pillar, three in another. If those arches drop with the pillars, the span’ll be too broad to pass without some big timber.”

      “Aye, but if we waste sticks on the pillars? And the arches don’t do what we want?”

      “Reckon we have to kill ourselves an army.” He grinned. “Trust the stonebreakers, best I can say.”

      “We could test a few in a section.”

      “It’s a notion, but how many horizons away might Tek outriders hear the thunder? Hells, the firelings might test ‘em out for us, or blow what we have left.”

      “Don’t remind me.” The Squirrel sucked his teeth, restless eyes dancing back and forth along the length of the bridge. “Damned to be me… Supposin’ we may as well quit wastin’ time.”

      Gusts blew strong from the southeast once they reached the bridge and lost the windbreak of the hill, but were warm enough to make Solineus smile when he considered how damned cold it was on Kaludor by this time of year. They strode to the center of the bridge and gazed to the river. The waters were so clear there was no guessing their depths, and they could count fish passing up and down stream.

      Rinold said, “Damned shame, having to clutter up the waters.”

      Solineus picked a stone and leaned hard on his auger, giving it a spin. Steel bounced and shimmied before grinding into a spot, and a layer of dust grew where the edge went to work. It wasn’t long before his jacket came off, and his forearm and shoulder ached. His eyes shifted to the sun as it traveled west. “Havin’ as much fun as I am?”

      Rinold grunted, switching hands on the auger’s grip. “At least. It’s workin’ the stone just fine, but it’s a big man’s work.”

      Switching arms to work the auger, keeping the spin constant, and leaning hard into the work paid dividends, as the auger carved to its length. He’d lost all sense of time, except knowing every flicker came closer to dark, and it felt too slow.

      He fell back on his ass with a fatigued laugh. “One.”

      Rinold groaned. “Three quarters here.” The man paused. “What’d that Kingdomer say about Latcu tipped?” The Squirrel stared at him with an arched brow. “How wide are your blades?”

      It took a flicker for the Squirrel’s words to sink in. He drew a blade from its sheath, a quiet whisper floating ear to ear in his consciousness, and he slipped the tip into the auger’s hole. A fine fit. “Son of a bitch. Let me see that hole of yours.”

      Rinold removed his auger. “With joy.”

      The blade slipped into the hole, and he leaned on the pommel, twisting the grip with his wrists. An ear-splitting grind, with a screeching ring from the blade’s vibration, penetrated his ears. And he could feel the blade sink into the stone.

      “Start another hole. Maybe a finger deep to get me going.”

      “Gimme your other sword, we can get this done right quick.”

      The Twin’s tip squealed in the stone, and the voice in his head rumbled, more discordant than normal. “You don’t wanna do that.”

      Rinold squinted before putting his auger to stone. “What the hells you mean by that? I heard rumor what happened with that Duke’s twin.”

      “For lack of a better word, they’re alive. Touching them is… uncomfortable at first. The woodkin wouldn’t so much as lay a finger to one.”

      “Horseshit.”

      “No. They speak to me, whispers most times, but in battle they can overwhelm your mind. And I get the feeling they like me, not so sure what they’d do to someone else.” Solineus withdrew the sword, raising the tip; not a chip nor scratch, and only a few speckles of dust clung to its flat. Those blew away with a breath’s blow. “Latchu, I think I love you. Know godsdamned for sure my shoulders do.”

      Rinold moved down the bridge to stand above another godfist and started a hole. “You know I gotta touch one.”

      “Another time, Squirrel. Another time.” He leaned on the Twin and twisted. The motion was awkward as the hells, but he wagered it’d cut their time in half or more.

      Rinold finished his dimples before Solineus reached the fifth hole. “Whatya think? Want me to scale down and get them started?”

      “I reckon so.” He glanced to Puxele atop the distant hill. “Your woman’s still sittin’ quiet.”

      The Squirrel nodded and tossed a line of knotted rope over the edge, tied it off. “Don’t miss me.” He shimmied over the bridge’s three-foot side and disappeared.

      The whispers between his ears intensified as he leaned on the Twin, grinding stone, and he stopped. For a flicker he felt as though he should understand the words, and they repeated: Saedemu movarute Gers’voresh-kumjotuki. Saedemu movarute Gers’voresh-kumjotuki. The sounds the Twins made always felt two steps away from a language, gibberish, a child’s mumbling. This was different, with clear, concise, repeated patterns.

      He shook his head and twisted the grip. “Helluva time for you to try to tell me something.”

      The blade drilled its holes without further argument, and with a single breath he blew it clean before slipping it back in its sheath. He leaned over the stone rail where Rinold’s rope hung and damned near bumped heads with the man climbing back up.

      Solineus offered his hand, helped him over the edge.

      “Your turn. How’re you at climbing? Let me guess, you don’t remember.” Rinold slapped him on the back with a grin.

      “I’d prefer a ladder.” He climbed over the edge and dangled, twisting his legs around rope until his feet caught a knot.

      “Remember if you swim?”

      “Floated for a couple days, that count?”

      “Supposin’ so.”

      Solineus eased down the rope a single knot at a time, and when he no longer had stone as a brace he swung and spun in the wind. “Son of a—”

      “Hold tight, but relax.”

      He dangled by one hand, swinging and reaching for a pillar, when he heard the rattle of hooves followed by Puxele’s voice. “Riders! A good dozen of ‘em comin’ our way.”

      Rinold peeked over the edge. “Get the hells back up here.”

      Solineus raised a hand to climb, then leaned into the rope to swing, and caught hold of the pillar enough so a toe caught the ledge. He hugged tight. “Take the rope! Get out of here.”

      “Aye!” The rope flicked up and over the bridge and flickers later hooves disappeared south.

      He glanced to his heels; the ledge was a good hand wider than his feet were long, but it sure the hells wasn’t enough to make him relax. He shuffled and turned his back to the wall, and he breathed easier. Small piles of powdered stone led his eye to the Squirrel’s divots, and he drew his sword. He twisted slow to quiet the blade’s work, the Twin in a reverse-grip.

      The whisper went silent when with the blade sunk a foot into the stone: a first when in his hand. He stopped, leaning on the sword for better balance as it wedged in the pillar.

      Hooves and voices. Laughter. He’d picked up a few words of Hidreng, but whatever version of Tek these people spoke was more akin to a different language than dialect. The horsemen reached the middle and moved on, and he dared a smile. But three or four voices came from right above him. A flicker later a stream of water hit the river; some son of a bitch was pissing his way, no doubt about it.

      He shuffled deeper beneath the bridge and hoped the bastard’s friends didn’t shove him in the river. Chuckles followed by garbled words, and another man relieved himself before the clatter of hooves disappeared, returning him to silence. The Twin’s whisper returned, and he smiled at the sword. “All clear, you say?”

      He pulled the sword from the hole and found the next divot, and this time he worked faster. If those were outriders of the Tek cavalry, there was no telling how close behind the main force followed.

      He finished three holes, and swung to the neighboring pillar, but hadn’t begun to bore before Rinold’s voice interrupted.

      “Did you stay dry down there?”

      “I assume they were Tek?”

      “And no merchants, I guarantee. We’re gonna have company before nightfall, I’d wager.”

      “You and Edlmir, you get the sticks and twine and bring them here. No time to waste. Stuff those holes and run the twine, then lower me down a box.”

      “You sure about that?”

      “Damned sure! Two holes to go. And if I’m still down here when them Tek come, you light the sons of bitches, you got me? I’ll swim if I have to.”

      “You just hurry, Puxele’ll be all kinds of pissed if we blow you up.”

      Solineus put his back to the wall and twisted the sword. The whisper rumbled, nervous. No, that was his own nerves. The voice was deeper than usual, but emotional? What the hells did an unbreakable sword have to fret over?

      His arms ached from the awkward work by the time the hole was deep enough to hold a stick, and Edlmir shouted from above. “Ready for the sticks?”

      “One more hole.”

      “Right. We’ll be packin’ em, you yell when you want a box lowered.”

      Solineus leaned against the pillar, sparing time for several deep breaths as he rubbed his arms and shoulders. “One godsdamned more hole.”

      He withdrew the Twin, shuffled, and set tip to divot.

      Rinold said, “Sticks’re in, Edlmir’s running the line now.” Flickers later, from the corner of his eye, a box appeared.

      “Son of a bitch! You trying to kill me?”

      “No offense friend, but we aren’t going to stand around waiting to see what comes first, firelings or Tek.”

      Solineus chuckled even as he wanted to scream with a muscle cramping his arm. He rubbed his bicep. “Can’t say I should blame you, but I do.” He twisted the blade with a  grunt, and there was no reply, only an unnerving silence until:

      “More outriders, the main force is close. See you soon, my friend.”

      “Soon as you can, you light that twine. Take this bastard down, you hear me?”

      “You get the hells out of there alive, you hear me?”

      His heart pounded as shoved his back into the wall, the last of his strength fading as he twisted the blade around and around. The Twin went silent, only half the depth into the pillar he wanted.

      “Hells with it. To the hells.” He snagged the dangling rope, untied the box, and set the twine on the ledge before fumbling with the lid. Tentative fingers dipped into sawdust packing and he pulled a stick free, inches from his face.

      He gave it a kiss and stuffed it into the first hole, then shuffled to the next. He grabbed the twine and plugged the ends of the sticks with the cord.

      He stared at the river and the broad swing across. “Ah hells.” Would the twine burn wet? It wasn’t a risk to take. He walked twine in a loop around the pillar, severed it with the Twin, and pulled out a firestick. He dipped it in the noxious jelly and held his breath as it wooshed on meeting air. Two deep breaths before lighting the twine and grabbing the rope for a swing. Grasping with one arm he shoved off, straight into an awkward spin, and his hand slipped a knot, his toes dragging water.

      He heaved his weight and caught the ledge with just enough momentum to find his footing and fall into the pillar. Trembling fingers stuffed a stonebreaker into a hole, and he glanced to the faint trail of smoke snaking around the next pillar. Got time, got time.

      Hooves and voices from above. He lodged twine into the stick and shuffled fast to the next hole, damned near fumbling a breaker into the river… or bouncing it off the ledge to blow himself to the Road of Living Stars, but instead trapped it against his leg. His fingers tingled as he stuck it in the hole.

      One more.

      Shouts from above and horses stopped. They spotted the godsdamned rope. Soon as his fingers clutched the last stonebreaker he dropped the box into the river, and with all the caution his nerves could muster, eased it into the hole.

      Twine. Firestick. Jar. A reek worthy of the hells and the rush of a tiny flame.

      A shout from above drew his eye, and he locked eyes with a helmeted Tek leaning over the bridge’s edge.

      He touched flame to twine and threw the fire into the river. The Tek pointed at him.

      And disappeared in a deafening detonation that shook the pillar Solineus leaned against; a second and a third followed. Rock rained from above. He ducked and ran, and on his first step a stonebreaker blew on the other pillar. Flakes of stone pelted his face, and he raised his arm in defense as a thunder so loud it could only be several stonebreakers at once resounded from above. By his third step the other pillar was on it way down; he dove for the rock rippled river, and could feel the concussion and heat as he hit the waters.

      A fist from nowhere caught him in the face, and he grappled with a flailing Tek. The man wasn’t trying to kill him, he was trying to stay alive.

      So was Solineus. He swung an arm around the man’s neck and wrapped his legs, dragging the soldier’s face beneath the waves. Rocks and pebbles splattered around them as they spun in the water, and his eyes went wide spotting a stone big as a man’s chest hurled their way by the stonebreakers. He twisted the Tek, and the stone hit them both, but the Tek’s chest took the brunt of the blow as the granite drove them deep into the current. The man’s fight ended and Solineus let the dead float away while kicking and swinging his arms to drive him back to air.

      He spit water and gasped, trying to swim, but the surging current took him in, and gave him a spin. He could see a wide gap in the bridge through smoke and dust, less two pillars, and he smiled before the waters spun and dunked him for another drink.

      He flailed and kicked back to air, but a whirlpool drug him under. His lungs sucked water and excruciating pain came. He coughed, but there was only more river in his mouth. He fought, he kicked. He surrendered to his own ending.

      Then came the voice: Death is not for you, my love.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            64

          

          
            A Scattered Peace

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Twist the rope, a noose full of hope,

        hang, sang, rang, and bang,

        the string strummed strong.

        Sing, king, ring, and ding,

        pull my string and I dance,

        pluck my string to play my chord,

        rip my cord to see my fall,

        twist my cord, a noose for my lord.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      Pikarn ground his teeth on jerked pork and stared out to sea. At long last the Tek armada raised sail and moved west. He turned from the Parapet Straits to look over New Fost. What once was a city of tents was transitioning into a town with the look of permanence. Three buildings cut from stone and shingled with slate housed the offices of the commanders, a barracks large enough for sixty warriors, and a kitchen and dining hall.

      “Well, boy, looks like we can get to work fer real, without fearin’ we get burned out.”

      Rikis chuckled. “When did you become the optimist?”

      “Watch yer tongue, boy.”

      Captain Swolis clapped his hands. “Twelve Hells a singin’! The Soaring Gull will sail again.”

      Pikarn glanced at him. “Yer just plum too excited Gull Droppings.”

      “Does everyone need one of your damned nicknames?”

      “No sir! Only if they’ve earned it and I like ‘em… or dislike ‘em.”

      Swolis grimaced “Which is it then?”

      “Get that hunk of driftwood back in the water and I’ll like you plenty.”

      Horns blew from the south to announce an arrival and they turned in unison; a caravan of wagons rolled over the hill and it didn’t take long to figure the cargo: Lumber.

      A smile split his beard. “About godsdamned time them woodkin got us our wood.”

      They strolled south, passing rows of men training in arms. Pride swelled Pikarn’s chest as he watched men who couldn’t hit a ship broadside a month ago nail bullseyes, and further down, others launched arching arrows two-hundred strides into a circle twenty paces across.

      Whenever he watched the archers, he missed Rinold and Puxele; the two were the closest thing he had to kin after Lovar and Kotin Choerkin strode the Starry Road. But they all had their callings, and his was to retake Kaludor or die trying.

      Further south fifty men to either side trained with spears, graduating from dummies to sparring with blunted tips, then came men and women training with axes and swords. Beautiful to a man of arms who’d learned a lesson: When next the Silone set foot on Kaludor they wouldn’t be a raging band of warriors, they’d stand as a disciplined army ready to fight and die by every other’s side.

      Inslok hailed them as they approached and slipped from the saddle of his horse with a grace Pikarn envied. Someone that damned tall should move stiff, clumsy, something godsdamnit.

      Rikis said, “How much have you brought us?”

      Wagons continued to roll over the horizon. “Enough for a dozen ships dependent on design. You can expect more trees every month.”

      Pikarn ran his hand down a rough-cut plank, noting the odd marks from whatever blade had done the cutting. No axes and pull-knives here. “I ain’t no shipwright, but these are damned fine hunks of timber.”

      The Edan nodded. “Have you formulated a plan for retaking your island?”

      “You in a hurry to get rid of us? We got a thousand years.” Pikarn caught Rikis’ smirk. “Just pointin’ it out.”

      Rikis spoke to Inslok, ignoring him. “Somehow we need a toehold on the island. The watch would’ve been perfect, might be we can make do on another small island.”

      “Ain’t no tellin’ how long that’ll take, but the boy is right on that.”

      Inslok stared northwest, as if he could see so far. “Our people continue research into Celestial Gates, but the scholarship is limited. The Forgettings and the Age of Warlords destroyed so much of what once we knew.”

      “I ain’t givin’ you no more than five hundred years to find them answers.”

      Inslok’s head turned with the speed and solemnity of a dozing owl. “This is funny because you will be dead come five hundred years. You amuse me, I like you.”

      Pikarn snorted. “That ain’t why I thought it funny, but close enough.”

      Rikis shook his head. “The little gate in the Chanting Caverns, the one which started this all… Any chance of experimenting with it to learn how to close the one in Istinjoln?’

      “Perhaps, but we don’t know enough as yet. I will keep this in mind.”

      “If anyone can find their godsdamned way back through that there rotten hole in the world. I might, but it’d take me a while to find the cussin’ shrine.”

      Inslok put foot to stirrup and slung himself into the saddle. “All things in time. I’ll speak to you people again, soon.” His horse wheeled and slipped into a trot heading east without a hint of his directing the animal with hands nor knees.

      Swolis said, “Godsdamn, that Edan gives me the willies.”

      Pikarn cocked his head and ground jerky. “Here I figured he stole your tongue.” He swallowed his pork and sucked gristle from his teeth. “There is an island, small bastard northwest of the Watch, maybe keep ten folks there for stretches. See what they see. Ain’t got no name.”

      Swolis said, “There’re small coastal islands up and down Kaludor, if’n all you want is a place to watch the enemy.”

      Rikis grimaced. “I want more. A base to strike and study from.”

      Pikarn smiled. “I got your base boy, you’ve been thinkin’ of the wrong islands. Longboats up the Harumin River all the way to the Sunset Canyon.”

      “What the hells are you talking about?”

      “Rocky plateaus where the river is so wide and slow it’s a lake.”

      Rikis snagged jerky and bit. “I heard of ‘em, what then?”

      “We Godsdamned take Istinjoln. That there’s the base we need.”

      Rikis laughed. “You’ve gone mad.”

      “No, no I ain’t, boy.”

      Swolis said, “Care to explain this dream of yers?”

      “There’s a lot of thinkin’ and plannin’ before I make a horse’s ass of m’self sayin’ it aloud… but we’ll do it. Just you watch, boy. Just you watch.” He poked Rikis in the chest. Twice.

      Rikis said, “Fair enough. You go ahead and shine your genius on all of us when you got it figured.” He sucked his teeth. “You realize I’m past my thirtieth year and head of the Clan Choerkin in these parts, don’t you? So, just when the hells I am no longer ‘boy’?”

      “When you got a proper name, like Ratsmasher.” But his mind wandered to the germination of a plan crazier than the Dancing Bastards, and he figured it might just be the kind of crazy needed to win this war. There’d be plenty of time to find a nickname full of hot pepper and vinegar for the man.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      People named the valley north of the Roemhien Pass Saeggenhium, Old Silone for “Summer Home”. Appropriate, seeing as the weather felt like living in the belly of a forge to Ivin’s northern blood. Ten days since the battle at the Gediswon, and Rinold and Puxele brought the news of Solineus’ disappearance, or his death, depending on who you asked.

      They burned the dead the day after, Eredin earning the only pyre to carry a single soul to the Road. Ivin awoke every morning needing to remind himself his gregarious reflection was dead.

      Lelishen had yet to arrive with the Helelindin, but so far the Teks only crossed the Gediswon to the Bollybone Trail before turning to flee north. The Silone people spread in peace through Saegginhium’s winding lowlands with the blessing of the Kingdomers, but permission to strike into the Roemhien itself was slow to arrive. In another ten days he’d meet with Morik and negotiate passage. Most folks didn’t care, yet, with rivers full of trout and wilds running with game.

      Ivin walked beside Nameless, the Tek captain’s horse Solineus gifted him, letting the animal graze as he surveyed the region from a high ridge. To the south high mountains rose, snow capped despite the simmering heat he felt in these lowlands. Odd that the snow gave comfort, some small reminder of Kaludor, maybe.

      Nameless snorted and stomped a steel-shod hoof as a rider approached, a reminder of the animal’s training for battle. He rubbed the stallion’s powerful neck and considered he might need a better name. Ironshoe? No ring to it. Ratsmasher. Might work so long as the Wolverine never finds out. Warhorse, generic as Nameless… Warlord? Or, he’d just let the horse earn its own name as the Touched might suggest.

      Danwek reined in his horse, still getting used to riding with only his left hand. The healing of the priests worked wonders, but regrowing limbs lay beyond their abilities.

      “The Lady Tedeu and others are wantin’ to see you at the Bickering Tent.”

      Ivin groaned. “What the hells now?”

      “I don’t know, Rikis, Kistenu, and plenty of the clan heads are there. Might be all of ‘em.”

      Ivin swung into the saddle. Paininmyass. No, too long of a name, and it might apply best to the saddle.

      The Bickering Tent sat smack in the middle of the largest flat of the valley. Disputes already arose between folks as they settled the land, and this great canopy became the home to the Lords’ Court to settle those disputes. When Ivin arrived, its space stood filled with clanblood and the holy.

      The Lords of the Seven Clans: Rikis Choerkin, Kistenu Broldun, Tedeu Ravinrin, Eomar Tuvrikt, Xezu Bulubar (as Heshiu abdicated her position) and Gevern Emudar in Solineus’ absence. More than a dozen ranking priests lined the eastern wall, headed by Sedut, but by her side stood Meliu.

      Everyone stared, and he caught Meliu’s gaze. She shrugged and smiled, and if he read her lips right, she said “just got here”.

      Tedeu stood. “The Lords of the Seven Clans spent the morning in deliberation, along with High Priest Sedut. There is a great deal to discuss with many with you.” Ivin sidestepped and waited. “Demons and wars have decimated the Silone Clans, but we find ourselves now in a position of peace in a new land. The souls of a great many clanblood walked the Starry Road on this journey, and if there is anything we’ve learned, it is that the Clans must unite to survive.”

      A cheer arose, and Sedut said, “Both the Clans and the Church.”

      More cheers before Tedeu continued. “The heads of the clans propose several marriages to bring us closer and bring us more children for the coming years.”

      Ivin glanced to Meliu and swallowed a rock as his heart beat.

      “The Choerkin and Broldun have been blood enemies for longer than my memory, and in the name of peace, we name Saemar Choerkin and Kistenu Broldun betrothed.” Saemar? Hells, some cousin Ivin never recalled meeting. A surprising match that proved the clanblood flowed thin.

      Polus guffawed but his sister glared him into a mute.

      A young man stepped forward with a blank stare and his considered words bespoke that he at least knew before the announcement.. “It is with honor that I join our clans.”

      Kistenu stood, an attractive woman, but Ivin didn’t envy his cousin. “The alliance of Choerkin and Broldun will strengthen the clans.”

      Tedeu nodded to them both. “Roplin Choerkin announced his proposal to the Priestess Inisfer of Lidin this morning in council, to join Church and Clan.”

      Ivin laughed inside, And to avoid marrying a Broldun. But if Roplin joined Choerkin and Church… Shits. He stared at Meliu, his heart thundering; he should’ve proposed, godsdamnit. He could see in her eyes she would’ve taken him as her husband.

      “Tudwan Ravinrin is hereby betrothed to Alu Mikjehemlut, joining the two great clans, Emudar and Ravinrin.”

      Daksin’s knees damned near buckled as he stood beside his elder brother, and he trembled to hold back anger or tears or both. Alu was a wide-eyed statue, refusing to meet the astonished stare of her future husband.

      “Ivin Choerkin, with you we have twice the business.”

      Polus called out, “Marry him off to two women! Serve the bastard right.”

      Ivin might’ve laughed if not for the terror seizing his heart.

      “Step forward Ivin of the Clan Choerkin.” The woman’s formality and singling him out to step forward caught him off guard.

      “Due to your strength and quick mind during our journey to Saeggenhium, the Council of Lords has with unanimous consent chosen to honor you as the First Warlord of the Seven Clans!”

      The heads of the Clans rose in unison and the tent erupted in cheers and shouts of “Choerkin” and “Ivin”.

      His first thought was Shit!  and his second that he couldn’t name his horse Warlord now. He spun a circle, staring at the faces shouting his name; even young Kinesee jumped up and down.

      Polus strode his way and kneeled, handing him the glass sword Eredin wielded. “A weapon befittin’ a warlord.”

      Ivin cleared his throat and his eyes trained on the Lady Ravinrin as he took the sword. “I… I am honored.” He blinked, knowing he should say something. “This sword hung for five centuries in the Great Hall of Choerkin Fost, known only as the glass sword. From today forward it will be named Eredin’s Glass.”

      Clanblood cheered and shouted Eredin’s name.

      Tedeu raised her hands to silence the crowd. “This is well, may Eredin’s Glass serve you well.” Her pause killed the joy of honoring his cousin, as he knew nothing good came next. “It was with great contemplation that we debated an appropriate bride.” Ivin caught Roplin’s eye, but his brother ducked his head. “Ivin Choerkin will marry Kinesee Mikjehemlut when she comes of age two years hence, joining the two great clans Emudar and Choerkin.”

      Ivin’s face fell, he stared, and from the crowd he heard the young girl, who moments before bounced in celebration, shriek: “No! No!” He glanced her way, but all he saw was Maro giving chase through the tent’s main flap.

      “Lady Tedeu, the girl doesn’t want me… And I love—”

      “The decision is final, honoring the will of her departed father to see her safe. Will you see her safe, Ivin Choerkin? Will you honor the wishes of her father and your friend?”

      He looked to Meliu with tears dripping down her cheeks. He loved her; he wanted her to mother his children. What he wanted no longer mattered. He knew it. Meliu knew it. It was Eliles all over again, only he was the one stepping from the ship this time. He turned to Tedeu: “As you say, to honor her father.”
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        Gaining the love of a people is to build a fortress of every man, but so too does Freedom a fortress build. Conquering peoples who have known freedom aligns each fortress against you. Special care must be taken with a free people, or the fortresses of flesh and bone will tear down the fortresses of stone and steel.

        

      

      
        
        –Codex of Sol

      

      

      “The truth is, she and I aren’t betrothed yet.”

      Meliu rolled over, covered in furs, and eyeballed Ivin. “You know this is a one-time kind of thing, right?”

      “I’m fine with that for today.”

      Meliu curled into him. She wanted to cry, but not for herself: For Kinesee. She knew how horrible it was to fight the memory of another woman, now this young girl needed to fight a history of two loves. “She’s a sweet young lady, I like her.”

      “She’s a child.”

      “You won’t marry until she’s fifteen.”

      “Still a child.”

      She rolled and punched his shoulder. “The difference in our ages isn’t so different from you and her.”

      “By the numbers… you know what I mean. Maybe I just appreciate older women.” He went in for the kiss and found her palm.

      “Are you calling me old, Choerkin?”

      He licked her hand. “I’m not going to win this fight, am I?”

      “About time you learned.”

      Ivin rolled onto his side and rubbed his eyes. “I should’ve proposed to you.”

      Meliu saw herself in white silks and flowers braided in her hair, a fantasy. “I would’ve said no.”

      “The hells you would have.”

      She shook her head. “I would’ve wanted to say yes…” Tomarok slipped into her mind, Ulrikt, his Face. “No, there’s too much going on. The Church needs rebuilt in the hearts of the people. And you are the Warlord.”

      “Oh Twelve Hells, don’t remind me.” He spun to sit with his feet on the floor. “Another horror dropped on my shoulders. We should run away to the mountains, live in a cabin among the Kingdomers.”

      She grabbed his arm. “We’ve been foolin’ ourselves the whole time, it was fun—”

      “I love you.”

      “I know, and you know I love you. Some things were never meant to be.” She sat up and kneaded his shoulders. “You know why they chose you.”

      He eased into her grip. “To keep me from you.”

      She growled. “For a mighty warlord you’re thick as a Dancing Bastard. Someone wants her dead.”

      “They wanted her safe, they should’ve tracked her father down.”

      No lie there; Solineus made Sedut nervous after their run in, and that spoke volumes. “Far as we know, he’s dead.”

      He turned with a horseshitting smile. “If that bastard is alive, I’m bettin’ he disappeared so they wouldn’t make him warlord.”

      She giggled, all the funnier because it wouldn’t surprise her if it was true. “You are the most powerful man in the Silone Clans, and you will guard her from harm. Whoever’s after her knows it.”

      “The Nesfereum.”

      Meliu’s jaw dropped; she’d forgotten to confront Sedut on this. “Where’d you hear that name?”

      “Solineus… through Sedut, something to do with a Lord Priest Efvereut.”

      “Who died three-and-a-half centuries ago.” Son of a bitch, it pieces together.

      Ivin ran a finger between her bare breasts and she slapped his hand away. His grimace pained her, but she was too angered to care.

      He sighed. “I ruined the mood didn’t I.”

      “I think your fiancé did that.” She grabbed her face. “Sorry. I didn’t mean that.”

      “Yes you did.” This time his finger traced her cheek where tears fell earlier. “Nesfereum isn’t a who, it’s a cult within the Church.”

      She was back to pissed off. “The Heretics of Rin? Why the shittin’ hells didn’t someone tell me?” It was the only thing that made sense. She scooted across the bed, tromped naked to her holy habit, and slipped into its wool, then ran a comb through her hair.

      “It’d be more fun to come back to bed.”

      Meliu planted her feet; tempting, but she needed to ease her curiosity before indulging. She spun, finger pointed. “You’ve earned one more last time, but first Sedut and I need to chat.”

      He chuckled, a little too pleased with himself, as she stormed from the tent. A cool mist hung in the midmorning air, a respite from the heat of these last several weeks, but she still dripped with sweat by the time she reached the High Priest’s tent.

      Sedut turned, caught her gaze, and cocked her head. “You should be thanking me.”

      Meliu’s mouth hung open, confused. “What the hells are you talking about? I’m…” She glanced around at several adherents tending to their studies. “We need to speak alone.”

      “You heard the priestess, leave us.” Postulants and priests scattered like a flock of startled birds then coalesced in a single line to march through the exit. “Of what did you wish to speak?”

      Meliu strode close and whispered, “Nesfereum?”

      Her eyes widened. “Oh! Yes. Hmmm. Where to start?”

      “How about where they’re trying to kill Kinesee.”

      “It is the rumor.”

      “Who the hells are they?”

      Flustered, Sedut shook her head. “I don’t know.”

      “Then how the shittin’ hells do you know they’re behind it?”

      “Because I told her so.” The boy’s voice came from behind, and Meliu straightened with a freeze in her spine.

      She didn’t bother to turn, to look into the child’s beautiful blue eyes. “You knew he was alive all along.”

      “No, I swear.”

      She studied Sedut’s face and decided the woman wasn’t lying. “Allow me to guess: He pulled you from the river? Saved your life?”

      “I possess a knack for finding my priestess’ in trouble.” Ulrikt strode into view, his body and voice no longer the child. “Sedut doesn’t lie. I told her of the Nesfereum through another.”

      Meliu paced and glared at the both of them. “The both of you need to quit playing your godsdamned games.”

      Ulrikt grabbed her shoulder, a gentle touch. “When the game is for blood and souls, you can’t stop playing. This child, Kinesee… There is a reason she is important enough for them to risk revealing themselves to me.”

      “If you don’t know who they are—”

      “I was close to figuring out which of three people was a Heretic of Rin… it’s no coincidence this person hired the brigands, and then died in the attack on the girl. My one link gone.”

      “If the Heretics of Rin are real—”

      “They are, my child. Which is why you will forgive me for having Sedut join the petition for the girl to marry the Choerkin.”

      Meliu’s chest seized with a fury, but she did her best to squelch the heat in her words. “You son of a bitch.”

      And the bastard smiled. “It may take a while to forgive.” The Lord Priest strolled to a cedar chest and threw its lid open, pulling something from its depths. “I admit that traditions change, but not always with haste; those who achieve the high priesthood never marry.” He turned, robes lined with white silk clutched in his fingers, for a high priestess of Erginle, but the cuffs bore stitches in glistening black thread to honor Kibole.

      Her chest slipped from fury to shock. “Me? A high priestess?”

      “The youngest ever… well, second youngest.” His grin would’ve been endearing a year ago. “Come, my child. Whatever your future holds, you must know it was never to be the mother of Choerkin babies.”

      It might’ve been, and it might’ve been wonderful. She stepped to the robes and stared at a dream she’d had since stepping foot through the gates of Istinjoln as a child. “If I accept, no more secrets. I’m one of you.”

      “No more secrets… within reason.” He handed her the robes, supple, smooth, and scented with cedar, then pointed a finger at her chest. “The business of the Lord Priest’s Face is their own. I will not answer any questions, and you stop speaking of them.”

      It was enough to know the Face was real, except… “You are the real Ulrikt then?”

      He tapped his nose with a grin. “Yes. That is the final question I will indulge.”

      The answer left the distinct impression of being half an answer. “Anything else?”

      “And, you still must translate the Codex of Sol yourself, no help. You must trust the words.”

      She licked her lips; this son of a bitch knew her every weakness. “I wouldn’t want it any other way.”
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            What the Monkey Saw

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Negotiating peace is much like a monkey fight. Two animals go nose to nose, screeching hair-raised puffery until one flees without a drop of blood spilled. No one knows who is the mightier, only who won and who lost. Belief becomes reality. Glorious Victories are won with blood and steel; Great Victories are won with ink and a handshake.

        

      

      
        
        –Codex of Sol

      

      

      Glimdrem feigned a search for a secret door or other hiding place; it was difficult not to stare at the monkey statue, its yellow jade with orange streaks, and its missing eyes. He’d hoped to arrive at Uvin’s study alone, but the Chancellor sent a second pair of eyes: Tilsferu. She was a beautiful woman with green eyes flecked in gold, and raven black hair, a Trelelunin. If the woman were Edan, he would have abandoned hope of a candle alone to explore the little statue he hoped was the Temple of the Blind Monkey. Either way, she worked for the Chancellor, so his odds of solitude were slim.

      The Archangel’s study stood as Glimdrem left it, nothing missing, nothing moved. Not even the Latcu needle imbedded in Ikoruv; this surprised him. “Did you know I spent ten years on Sutan?”

      Tilsferu meandered to the rows of statues and other trinkets, and Glimdrem’s heart beat fast as she approached the monkey. “I heard, yes.”

      He strode to a statue carved from lustrous green jade, a woman with eight breasts. “This! She is the goddess Mosh-ho’lenu, said to be the mother of the Rihite people on Sutan… a brutish lot. Less than human, even.”

      Tilsferu leaned close to the goddess and away from the monkey. “Eight breasts, more like an animal.”

      “True, but not an animal; she is worse. In the beginning there were four sisters, and each fell in love with the same man, the god Hinzjo’lu. Each grew pregnant, giving birth to twins. They approached Hinzjo’lu, declaring he could only keep one of them as a bride. Hinzjo’lu didn’t appreciate this ultimatum and said he could only love the most powerful of them. Mosh-ho’lenu devoured her three sisters and grew six more breasts. She raised her boys, and the other children, on their mothers’ milk… so to speak.”

      “A hideous tale.”

      Glimdrem chuckled. “It is, isn’t it? The gods of so many peoples are brutal, barbaric, but so much is myth.”

      “How can we be certain? You spoke of the Pantheon of Sol on the way here, the things you saw on Kaludor. Why couldn’t this goddess with eight teats be real?”

      The word impossible jumped to mind, but he refrained from such a lie. He sighed. “I hope it is a myth. I hope many legends are mere fancy, for the sake of those in the stories.”

      “Yes, let us hope if they were true, the gods remain banished from our world.”

      Glimdrem picked up the statue; smooth, heavy, cold. “Ten years searching for Oxeum only to have Uvin tell me he’d never found it.” He replaced the goddess and stepped to a statue life-shaped from ebony, a man with three heads.

      “And what is that little guys horrifying tale?”

      “Ah, Kulk’holar. An irony these two rest beside one another on a shelf, if real, they would tear at each other, but if one killed the other, they both would die.”

      Tilsferu giggled. “Do tell.”

      “Kulk’holar is a god of giants known as the Ko’du-hiin, who lived in the mountains of Axdonhar. Their gods lived in the clouds above the mountains and warred with the Rihite. In battle these two gods met, and Ko’du-hiin sliced open her chest and ripped out her heart, but in the struggle, she drove her hand into his chest and—”

      “Tore out his heart?”

      He pointed to the statue’s chest. “If you look close, there’s a tiny mark here, a scar. Both gods fell, dying, but each clutched the others’ heart. Near death and desperate they shoved these hearts into their empty cavities, and boom boom! They healed, but thereafter legends state that if either died, so too did the other.”

      Tilsferu nodded to the monkey with his spear and khopesh. “And this one?”

      Glimdrem picked up the statue, fighting a tremble of excitement in his fingers. “I don’t know this creature’s story.” The jade was heavy, but was it right? If the base was hollowed and empty, it would be too light for its size. He gave the monkey the slightest shake; nothing moved inside. “Funny thing. The night Uvin died, it was a khopesh of Latcu and Ikoruv which ended him.”

      “Two conceits of his arrogance coming together to kill him.”

      He smiled at her. “I suppose you are right. He also spoke of a Temple of the Blind Monkey on Sutan. See where this monkey once had gems for eyes? A blind monkey. I wonder if it came from the temple.”

      He stroked the statue with a gentle touch, seeking anything from the ordinary: He found it in the monkey’s right eye. So perfect that with a look it appeared just a change in the jade’s color, but there was a seam.

      His mind raced and he couldn’t resist. He pushed, but of course nothing happened; except she noticed.

      “Something unusual about his eye?”

      The thrill to his pride was too great to deny. He should’ve lied, and a part of him knew it. “Yes.” And he heard the voice of Uvin: Pride is a pitiable trait, don’t you agree? “No, I don’t.”

      “Don’t what?”

      Glimdrem glanced to her. “I don’t know what it is, there must be a key.”

      “You think—”

      “The Codex is inside. It is why Uvin mentioned the Blind Monkey… a game he was playing.” He looked around the room, his eyes landing on the Latcu and Ikoruv experiment. “Unbreakable glass and infused steel… They create an energy, like magnetism, to push apart from each other.”

      He ran to the table, fingers shaking as he lifted the ball of black Ikoruv and its clear needle. “Blind the monkey.” He pushed the Latcu tip into the eye, scratching the stone: Nothing. Flipping it in his hand, the ball fit the empty socket, and click.

      Tilsferu gasped as the base slid open, and Glimdrem set it to the table: A book bound in bumpy hide, maybe crocodile or a relative, and a couple hundred pages thick.

      His companion stroked its length with a single finger, and Glimdrem’s heart panicked into a lurch.

      “You’ve done it. You’ve found the Oxeum Codex.”

      He lied. “No, I’m sure it’s something else.” It was a fool’s lie; it didn’t matter, even if true, the Edan would claim this book, and he’d never see it again.

      The monkey’s head turned, and its lips moved, speaking with Uvin’s voice. Pride is a pitiable trait, don’t you agree?

      Glimdrem’s fingers clenched and unclenched, clutching his face and letting go as if he was no longer in control. Panic. “No, I don’t.” The same answer he’d given the twenty-fifth the day he died. But Glimdrem realized he’d been wrong. He blinked, and with his eyes open again the monkey hadn’t moved at all.

      Tilsferu lifted the book and opened its pages. “No, this must be it. The Chancellor will be so proud of you.”

      A vine slithered beneath the door, verdant leaves shaking, and its voice came to him. You have what you wanted. Kill her.

      Glimdrem stepped back, chest heaving. I will not kill her.

      She will take what is yours. You will never regain what you once were.

      What was I?

      Kill her and know.

      He turned to leave but instead spun a full circle, and his hands clutched the woman’s head so hard his fingertips ached. He penetrated her skull with Spirit and Life, and she slumped without a sound, held by his powerful grip.

      Kill her.

      I will not kill her.

      He turned her head to see her face, and for a moment a vision of Lelishen blended with Tilsferu’s features. “I love her.”

      Kill her.

      “I will not, I can not.” Spirit and Life raged, and he dove into her mind and soul, melding with her being in a way beyond what he’d accomplished with Inslok; in a way he could never have achieved with Inslok. “Forget. Please forget.” Her eyes stared transfixed, blank, and he dropped her unconscious to the floor.

      Dead? Alive? Murder didn’t exist in the Mother Wood; the punishment the Edan meted out would be unique and terrifying.

      He dropped to his knees, hands to her head again. She breathed, and he pushed Life into her, gentle this time. “She’s alive.”

      Good, said the vine, this is even better.

      He didn’t want to know what the vine meant by that. Glimdrem jumped up, shoved the book into the monkey, and closed its drawer. He should take it and run… run where? Inslok would kill him within a day, no prey escaped the legendary hunter.

      “What happened?” Tilsferu’s weakened voice.

      He stooped, lifting her shoulders to cradle her with gentle strokes to her hair. “What do you remember?”

      “The monkey, the Latcu… I do not know.”

      “A trap. I triggered something, a puff of dust hit you and you dropped. I tried to heal you, but wasn’t sure if it worked. I thought I killed you.”

      She smiled at him with beautiful blue eyes sparkling with silver. She isn’t Lelishen.

      Her hand snaked over his shoulder and pulled him to her lips for a kiss. He blinked. She isn’t Lelishen, but when he looked at her, the sparkle in the eyes… He kissed her back.

      And the vine said, This is even better.
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            Stranger Eyes

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Blue, brown, green, black, violet,

        flowering eyes and flowering lies,

        bloodline ties and spittle flies.

        The future is water and the past ice;

        which is easier, to melt or to freeze?

        Or are both illusory?

        Figmented and Demented creations.

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched

      

      

      Eliles sat alone in the stars, her second home these past weeks, waiting for… What? More priests to reveal themselves? A great eye? The stars to reveal some portent of the future?

      Jinbin and Artus were both below in the library studying, although with different purpose. Once Artus picked up the knack of the written word he was hard to keep from the shelves. It didn’t hurt that he held out hope of finding another treatise on making any sort of alcohol. Jinbin searched the tomes for words related to the Elements and why plants weren’t growing, and he’d found an interest in enchanted gems.

      Eliles wondered about the latter; the book Meliu left open spoke of enchanted gems, but she didn’t push him on what he might know. Not yet, at least.

      The stars played a tune to steps, and she sensed Temeru strolling her way. “For a high oracle, you spend little time among this portion of the stars.”

      The priestess laughed with the unnatural volume of the stars. “I walk these stars often, but not the same time.”

      The phrasing felt awkward. “You mean when I’m not here, or in a different time?”

      “Both. In a sense, we can be side by side and never notice the other.” She flipped her hair over her shoulder. “Meris spent thousands of days staring at these stars, little good it did her in the end. What answers do you seek?”

      Pressed to it, one question stood out. “We found a boy dead in the tower. Murdered after Kotin’s poisoning and before I summoned the Fire. Do you know anything?”

      Temeru’s brows arched. “Dear, no. I haven’t a clue. My life has been amid the stars, further from the Watch’s towers than ordinary distance.”

      Eliles wouldn’t expect the truth even if the woman knew it, but if she was in a chatty mood, it’d be worthwhile to come up with something. “The plants aren’t growing on the island, nor dying. They’re locked in time, or some such. I’ve no doubt you and your people would benefit from fresh crops.”

      “Ah! I noticed this too. Our food supplies are deep, and none of it rots… and often I feel we eat as much from habit as need. But you are right, we would appreciate fresh fruits and vegetables. I assumed this was something to do with your Fire, how could I assist?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t understand what happened.”

      “I could break bones, see if Bontore will give you an answer?”

      Eliles laughed. “The bones are full of lies.”

      If Temeru was taken aback by those words, she didn’t let it show through a sincere smile. “And full of truths, but we never understand which is which until time passes.”

      “More lies than truth.”

      “More misleading than lies. Most priests sit their time in Istinjoln watching the bones and never recognize this truth. But you are different, One Lash.”

      “I am.” And for a rare time in her life, proud of it.

      “People believe the future is stone, hence difficult to carve and change, but the truth is the future is mud, difficult to shape because it’s always shifting, falling through your fingers.”

      Eliles stood, looking her in the eye. “You don’t sound like any oracle I’ve ever heard.”

      “I suppose I too am like mud, always changing. But haven’t we learned much since Ulrikt’s fall, what disaster one’s unquestioning devotion to a particular future may invoke?”

      Eliles sighed, perhaps it made sense that a prophecy’s failure would change those devoted to foreseeing the future the most. “Worse than I imagined.”

      “Blind faith is no worse than faith with your eyes wide open to a thousand thousand colors if you don’t understand what you see.” She took several steps with her head tilted back, staring into the night, before she turned back to Eliles, her smile returning. “Which is why we should focus on the garden.”

      Eliles giggled, all her tension gone. “Yes! Solve the puzzle we have hope to solve. I tried Life, Spirit… I tried shielding the plant from the energy of the Fire. Nothing.”

      “The hairy Choerkin found the book on growing grapes, didn’t he?”

      Eliles cocked her head; what passed beneath the stars that this woman didn’t know? “Yes, he did.”

      “Fedenu of Ulmor had that book brought in with the first seeds a decade ago. An obsession with the fruit, not unlike your friend, except she preferred to eat rather than drink them. So tell me, why does a grape vine produce fruit?”

      Gardening wasn’t an interest Eliles entertained, but… “Fruit has seeds, the next generation of vines.”

      “Fedenu told me that the finest fertilizer wouldn’t produce grapes because the vine becomes too happy. Why produce seeds if you do not fear dying? Prune the vine, fool it into fearing this might be its last year despite its perfect health, and the vine will reward you with the most fruit.”

      Eliles mulled her words. “You’re suggesting the plants have too much Life, Spirit, to grow?”

      “I don’t know. Of course it isn’t the same, I don’t even know how true it is… just something she said. If you water a plant too much, it will drown. Life and Spirit will heal in their natural form, if you drown a living thing in it, they couldn’t die.”

      “But they might reach a stasis in perfect health?”

      Temeru shrugged. “You’re the only one who can find out.”

      “It’s a possibility I hadn’t considered, and it might make sense.”

      “Can you imagine the canonic implications? They say you never age in the Seven Heavens nor the Twelve Hells, we always assumed because the soul is an ageless thing, but what if it’s because Spirit and Life are too powerful to allow time’s effects?”

      Eliles glanced to the stars behind the priestess’ head. “The implication for me is less fish.”

      The stars played their music as someone came from behind. “Who are you talking to?”

      Eliles’ senses reached out, finding Temeru. The woman in front of her face was no more, gone as if never there, and she turned to see the priestess walking her way. If her senses felt the woman, she was the priestess Temeru. But she’d felt Temeru with the other woman too. “You. I thought.”

      “I caught Meris talking to no one up here several times in her final days; the stars have a history of driving people mad, though it usually takes far more years.”

      Eliles shook her head. She’d figured herself crazy more than a few times in her life, this wasn’t one of them. “She was you, from another time in the stars?”

      “I’ve never heard of such a thing. I don’t believe it’s even possible.”

      Another mystery on top of mysteries. “Do you know Fedenu of Ulmor?”

      “Fedenu of Ulmor? Know her?”

      “She brought the grapes to the Watch a decade ago.”

      “She was High Oracle of Skywatch more than two hundred years ago.”

      Eliles’ mind spun. “Two hundred years?”

      “Mmhmm. Why do you ask?”

      First the woman on Januel’s Way, now a couple hundred-year-old twin disappearing after a pleasant chat. “Because, she may have solved our problem in the garden.”

      Temeru stared. “What’s wrong in the garden?”

      Eliles laughed. “The other you pays better attention.”  Was the woman in the stars the same as the woman in the street? They shared a skill for disappearing without a sign. “When you caught Meris speaking to someone, did she say who she was talking to?”

      “The first time she didn’t answer, after, she would laugh and say: ‘to my wiser self.’ She’d walk away without another word.”

      To her wiser self. Leave it to an oracle. She gazed straight up into the sky, pushed her senses, but felt no one but Temeru beside her. Yet somehow, she knew someone watched. “Who are you?”

      The sky didn’t answer.
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            A Casual Stroll

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Grand Master Qudron released a blackbird into a room filled with Dark and sent his disciples to catch the bird. Shinfang captured the bird with pride. The Grand Master next had them close their eyes and released the blackbird in a room of Light and sent his disciples to catch the bird. But no one could find the bird no matter how hard they tried. Shinfang pointed at the Grand Master’s stomach and became Qudron’s successor.

        

      

      
        
        –The Oxeum Codex

      

      

      The Roemhien Pass bore little in common with how Ivin remembered the Oemindi of the Estertok Mountains. The Roemhien was broad and lush, more a valley than a canyon, instead of freezing to death, one was more liable to drown in their own sweat. At these altitudes, at least.

      Kinesee strolled two feet to his left with Maro hovering behind them both to protect her life and virtue. More her virtue, considering three dozen guards scattered around them.

      She was a beautiful young lady when Tedeu begowned her in fine satins, braided her hair, and colored her eyes and lips, but Ivin couldn’t look at her without seeing the sad little girl sailing on the Entiyu Emoño with a tear-stained face. A girl more in love with her goat than men and filled with fanciful dreams of the queens and kings in stories. The black beast might be the thing to break the ice between them.

      “Where’s Tengkur today?”

      She kept her poise, and her voice came steady and mature, more Ravinrin than the fisher’s daughter he’d met months before. But that didn’t mean they lacked a hint of venom. “In Tedeu’s prison with other goats. But she is pregnant, so I guess…” She shrugged, keeping her hands twined in the small of her back.

      “I like goats.” He preferred eating them to making pets of them, but the little black goat was cuter than most. “The Kingdomers raise mountain goats for milk and cheese, did you know that?”

      “And meat.”

      “You don’t eat goat?” Her silence brought regret, until a guilty giggle.

      “Only big, mean goats.”

      “I have it on good word all their goats are big and mean.”

      Kinesee raised her eyes, nodded toward the pass’ horizon and Ivin’s gaze followed hers. A broad-shouldered man with a long beard braided with rings of silver and brass strolled over the rise. He carried a shepherd’s hook, and if he had a weapon, he hid it well.

      Ivin stood still, waiting for the man to approach; if the armed guards made him nervous, he hid it as well or better than any weapon. “Morik of Highstone?”

      He smiled with broad teeth and raised his hand in greeting. “Ivin of the Choerkin, it is good to meet you. And this lovely girl is?”

      Ivin bit his tongue, wanting to ask how he knew who he was. “Kinesee Mikjehemlut, my intended. You speak Silone well.”

      “I’ve a way with words, and with new neighbors, I made a point to study. I walked with your people for a while now, the best way to learn a new tongue. But more of this girl… daughter of Solineus? I was sorry to hear that the stonebreakers brought his end.”

      Kinesee stood resolute. “He’s not dead.”

      A solemn face as the man leaned back to judge her. “You are so certain?”

      “No question.”

      And the dour expression slid into a smile. “He told me you would know, but I didn’t believe him.”

      Kinesee clapped her hands, bounced, and pointed at Ivin: “Told you so!”

      “I never said he was dead, just not to… Twelve Hells, you told me so.” Ivin drilled his gaze into the Kingdomer. “No horseshit?”

      “I reckon so, seeing as I said it.”

      Ivin smirked, he should’ve recognized the Emudar accent to the man’s words right off. “Then tell him to get his ass back here so he can be warlord.”

      “I fear our friend has other plans. But he told me to tell this girl…” He looked at Kinesee with an arched brow.

      “He’ll be back when I need him.”

      Morik brought his gaze back to Ivin. “Solineus knows his girl well. But, we have more to discuss.”

      “Aye. My people are safe, but no one can say for how long. With your permission, the permission of your king, I’d like to move my people south over the Dragonspans.” The next proposal was as important, but more controversial. “If allowed, I’d like to build towered walls in the Roemhien to defend future attacks by the Tek.”

      Ivin studied the man’s dark eyes as he rubbed his beard. “Solineus anticipated your desires, and my king sees fit to allow this crossing. Once you deliver the whiskey you owe, the wall is possible.” He grinned and licked his lips. “There are prohibitions and provisos to hammer before a deal is forged and quenched.”

      “Understood.”

      “Do you? Tell me, Choerkin… What do you know of what’s beyond the Roemhien?”

      Forest. Rivers. By the maps the lands spanned a thousand horizons in every direction. “Nothing. But sitting here is waiting for doom at the hand of the Tek. With the Shadows of Man and the Taken, we knew our enemy. But the monster’s heart which beats in the breasts of men are hidden.”

      Kinesee said, “The Tek proved to be monsters.”

      Ivin nodded, he meant the Tek, but his mind wandered to the memory of Tokodin and his father frothing on a table before dying. His hand wandered to the hidden pocket in his cloak where the monk’s black die rested; weeks since he’d bother think of the murderer and the trinket he left behind. But the pocket rattled at his touch.

      “I heard the tale of the demons.” Morik sighed with a nod, tugged a silver ring in his beard. “Massive woods lay beyond yonder mountains, places the Helelindin fear to tread, things my people tell our children of to keep them in bed at night. You warred with the Malstefne, you call them monsters… But they are people not so unlike any other. South! South is where the true monsters lie.”

      Ivin pulled his hand from his pocket and opened his fingers. The night die rested in his palm alongside three white dice, all ones, the four-eyed snake. Ice prickled his skin and his heart went numb: And sometimes a monster lives right beside you, and you don’t know it until too late.
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        Flood, blood, a flood of blood.

        Demons haunt the night, the fright, the sight,

        nightmares with reality’s bite,

        the screeches, the screams, the call of wilder things.

        In which world do you walk?

        To which world do you talk?

        Listen to the voices intense,

        Listen to the voices you missed,

        Listen to the voices never clear.

        Wings wild and wings tamed,

        Wings of the Child and wings of the Shamed.

        What do you know of trials and pain,

        you who is always Guilty but never Blamed?

      

      

      
        
        –Tomes of the Touched
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        Please consider leaving a Review.

      

      

      Reviews from readers like you are invaluable to an author when it comes to getting their books in front of people, so please to take a few moments to leave your honest review of Eve of Snows. I thank you in advance for your time and effort.

      
        
        Email the Author

      

      

      Fan mail, hate mail, and requests to send me millions of dollars from Nigeria, may be directed to:

      LJRice@SunderingTheGods.com

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Edan Calendar

          

        

      

    

    
      The Edan calendar is not the only one in the world of the Sister Continents, but for simplicities sake, it is the only one used in the novels. The calendar is twelve months, each month being thirty days, and the weeks are ten days long. The New Year Holiday is five, with an extra day on Leap Years. 365 days, just like Earth. In the novels these details aren’t gone into in depth, but here they are, for those who want to know.

      
        
        The Months:

        Tolpol

        Merran

        Sonduwe

        Movedu

        Kelevra

        Beldren

        Mizjulu

        Melkobo

        Yistole

        Livrotu

        Denlile

        Velobra

      

        

      
        Days of the Week

        Amelu

        Sentecu

        Eleve

        Jinbelu

        Ilisto

        Vuelo

        Belsu

        Ivwe

        Beu

        Dolo

      

        

      
        Days of the New Year

        Linamelu

        Linsentecu

        Lineleve

        Linjinbelu

        Linilisto

        Linvuelo
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      Having lived in his own world for many years, L. James Rice decided he might as well share that world with folks otherwise trapped in reality, and got serious about writing. He has made enough wine to no longer enjoy wine. He has not eaten enough steak or pizza to no longer enjoy steak or pizza, but is working on it. “Challenges are good,” he maintains.

      Having managed to graduate high school only rarely turning in homework, he moved on to a university to find it even more forgiving of lax study skills. He celebrated with copious amounts of beer. With scant few memories of either educational facility or anything they reputedly taught him, he refuses to confirm or deny their usefulness. Probably because he is wishy-washy, but I'm not sure of that. 98% sure... or maybe only 50%. Hell if I know.

      Born and raised in the midwest, US of A, L. James Rice has a lovely wife and two beautiful daughters, the names and birthdays of whom he remembers most of the time. Plus, two dogs, an unknown number of chickens (always in flux with predators and other natural causes), and a gosling he assumes will someday be a goose who lays non-golden eggs... stupid goose anyhow.
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