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    The Story So Far

     

    When John uses a key that belongs to his mysterious, scarred roommate, Kyle, to unlock a door in a crumbling ruin, he and two friends are transported to the world of Basawar. 

    John and his best friends, Laurie and her lover Bill, befriend a young priest named Ravishan and learn from him that their only hope to return home is to find a way into the monastery of Rathal’pesha, where talented young men like Ravishan are trained to travel instantly across countless miles through the Gray Space.

    But ongoing attacks by peasant revolutionaries called the Fai’daum make church leaders and the ruling class highly suspicious of newcomers like John and his friends, and after witnessing witches and suspected revolutionaries being burned on the Holy Road, John knows he can’t simply appear at the city gates, much less the doors of Rathal’pesha, and expect a warm welcome. His chance to prove his character arises when he overhears Fai’daum members planning an attack against the noble Bousim family’s caravan.

    John warns the men guarding the caravan but then must take part in a counterattack. During a night of brutal battle, John saves the lives of both a Bousim soldier named Alidas and a young Fai’daum revolutionary called Saimura. In the process, he comes face-to-face with the demoness, Ji Shir’korud, who wears the flesh—and teeth—of a large golden dog.

    Because of his bravery, John and his friends are allowed to join the Bousim household.

    Lady Bousim takes Laurie and Bill into her personal entourage. John, on the other hand, chooses to accompany Lady Bousim’s son Fikiri to Rathal’pesha. There, John hopes to find the key that will take him and his friends back home. John’s handsome friend Ravishan is overjoyed to see him again, but Ushman Dayyid, second-in-command under Ushman Nuritam, takes an immediate disliking to John. Despite the fact that John wins the friendship of many priests, including Ushiri Ashan’ahma, Ushvun Samsango, the physician Ushman Hann’yu, as well as Ushiri Ravishan, Dayyid’s animosity only grows. 

    And all is not well in Lady Bousim’s household either. Not only has the Lady Bousim begun instructing Laurie in the forbidden art of witchcraft but the commander of the cavalry, Rasho Tashtu, has taken an unseemly interest in Laurie. Despite the commander and other spies in the Bousim household, Laurie and Bill are overjoyed when they discover that Laurie has become pregnant with Bill’s child though now the need to return home is even more urgent.

    John uses his ever-increasing power to help Ravishan train so that he will be chosen as the Kahlil. As they grow much closer, John learns that Ravishan’s parents were members of the Fai’daum. When they were apprehended, Ravishan was forced to burn his own mother alive to save his sister, Rousma, and himself.

     But when Ravishan’s and John’s budding romance is discovered by Fikiri—who has been  spying on them at the bequest of Dayyid—Fikiri blackmails them, insisting that Ravishan bring him and his mother along when they leave for Nayeshi.

    However, all their plans are thrown into disarray when during the Harvest Fair John kills  Dayyid to protect Ravishan. Bloody and horrified by his own violence, John is only shielded from discovery by sheer luck; the Fai’daum attack, hoping to save one of their own from the Payshmura priests’ pyre. In the ensuing chaos John once again comes face to face with Saimura and helps him escape from the deadly weapons the that ushiri’im unleash in retaliation.

    In the aftermath of Dayyid’s murder and the Harvest Fair Massacre, John realizes that he is the Rifter and more alarmingly, that Ravishan is the youth who will grow up to become his future roommate, Kyle. But in the face of Ravishan’s joy at being chosen as Kahlil, John can not bring himself to confess any of his suspicions. Instead he travels with Ravishan to Vundomu and then Nurjima, where Ravishan is to be consecrated as the Kahlil.

    Before the final ceremony takes place, however, John is summoned back to Rathal’pesha where he learns that Bill has been murdered and Laurie has been taken to become an Issusha—a fleshless oracle like Ravishan’s sister Rousma.  Worse than that, Fikiri, attempting to take Ravishan’s position, has accused him of murdering Dayyid.

    To save Ravishan John admits to the murder and in his drugged state also reveals that Fikiri’s mother is a witch. John is then tortured and sent to burn on the Holy Road.

    Ravishan saves him but now the two of them face a cruel northern winter as fugitives. Fortunately they are discovered by the Fai’daum who take then in. John learns to better control the destructive power within him under the tutelage of Ji. Ravishan and later Fikiri become messengers and assassins for the Fai’daum. And they couldn’t be more needed because now the Fai’daum plan a massive attack against the Payshmura stronghold in the south. If they succeed both Laurie and Ravishan’s sister Rousma could be freed.

    However, Ji will not risk John being sent south where  his mere physical presence could trigger the Great Gate. He and Ravishan part, each determined to do all he can to win this battle. Already, John has proven himself to his Fai’daum companions, having earned the name Jath’ibaye after a daring clash with Bousim Rashan’im. 

    But only time will tell if he and the few other  Fai’daum fighters remaining in the north can counter the new, terrible tactic of the Payshmura Church. 

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    

Chapter Eighty-Eight

     

    Even blanketed in snow, the city of Gisa bustled with commerce. Constant streams of merchants, tinkers, and travelers with their carts, wagons, and flocks of animals flowed through the wide main streets to congregate at the gates of the hulking railway station. There, armed city guards in Bousim green and tithing agents wearing gold Payshmura emblems exerted control over the crowds as the mood seemed to strike them. 

    Hunched in the shadows of a carter’s workshop, dirty, bruised, and dressed in the bullet-riddled rags befitting the beggar he played at being, John watched for hours as countless merchants, herders, holy men and widows passed through the gates after answering only a cursory question or offering the odd bribe. 

    Absently, John shook his beggar’s cup and then ducked as a boy bicycling past spat in his direction. He’d just begun to think that shipping the wagonloads of illegal Fai’daum arms aboard the trains could be easily done when suddenly a tithing agent shouted out a command to the yawning city guards. At once they swarmed around a young couple, encircling them with their gleaming rifles at the ready. Every item in the couple’s tidy wagon was rifled through and many of them were simply tossed aside into the half-thawed mud of the street. At last the tithing agent discovered several pieces of jewelry—silver wedding chains, John thought—and pocketed them. Only then was the terrified couple allowed to gather their soiled belongings and be on their way.

    Things certainly wouldn’t end so simply if the guards uncovered a cache of munitions and rifles in crates supposedly filled with iron ingots.

    When John reported back to Lafi’shir at the Hearthstone Hostel, the ground commander seemed to have expected as much.

    “We should be able to board our fighters as passengers simply enough, but the weapons…” Lafi’shir stroked his thick beard. “It’s too bad that none of the agents we have relations with are on duty in Gisa this time of year…Well, we’ll just have to do what we can to keep the agents and city guards occupied, won’t we?”

    John nodded, but he didn’t have a good feeling about it. He’d only just recovered from providing a distraction two days ago. Still, they couldn’t afford to wait. The crates of arms were beginning to mount and the last shipment was expected to arrive any day now. They had to move those munitions out before someone in one of the warehouses got nosy or greedy and peeked inside. 

    John expected that Lafi’shir would use street fights or lantern fires as his distractions. But Lafi’shir favored more nonviolent ways of distracting the city guards and the men in his elite unit seemed suited to the work. 

    Pirr’tu with his dark good looks, thick black beard, and brawny build struck the perfect image of northern dignity, particularly when in Saimura’s rangy company. So when the two of them began to argue loudly about which of them had seduced a voluptuous maid and which of them had mistakenly slipped into bed with the wrinkled widow who employed her, it drew at first snickers and then peals of laughter. Two of the city guards even took sides, cajoling Pirr’tu to admit that he’d bedded a hag.

    John laughed as well from his spot on the stoop of the carter’s workshop and casually beckoned his fellow Fai’daum to pull their carts of arms past while the distraction lasted. 

    Tai’yu, a lanky red-haired fighter with a nose like a hawk’s beak had apparently refined his own solo routine to perfection after serving under Lafi’shir for ten years. Prancing with a mix of dignity and foppishness that only the wealthiest merchants adopted, he crossed into the middle of the busy street. Then seemingly without warning, his flashy belt broke and sent his silken trousers plummeting into the mud. Tai’yu tripped and yelped in dismay. Then, as he pulled his pants up, the back seam split and the flap of his long underwear dropped to expose his bare buttocks.

    It was pure slapstick and drew a crowd of howling onlookers.

     Fenn—a young green-eyed stableman newly recruited to serve Lafi’shir—assisted the show by cursing Tai’yu from atop his tahldi and then feigning the loss of his seat.

    Thankfully, neither John’s acting nor his riding skills were deemed good enough to allow him to participate in this impromptu street theater or any of the variations Lafi’shir’s unit performed over the course of the next ten days. Instead he kept watch in filthy rags or assisted with the heavy lifting and loading of the wagons at the warehouse. 

    When the last shipment rolled out on an evening train, John felt suddenly relieved, and for the first time, he realized just how nerve wracking all this comedy performed in the face of rifles really had been. He wasn’t alone—in fact, Tai’yu and Fenn seemed almost giddy when the entire unit regrouped around the big wood table in the Hearthstone’s dining room. They snickered and giggled like twelve-year-old boys as they recounted their last triumph to John. 

    “No one paid attention to anything else, once the seams split.” Tai’yu grinned. “And I was shouting for the women to look away. Cover your eyes. Cover your eyes.”

    Tai’yu waved his thin arms in the air.

    “None of them did, of course,” Tai’yu said.

    “Who could with you squawking and waving your ass around like it was on fire?” Fenn grinned. 

    John smiled at the image. He tasted his stew. Thick hunks of weasel mixed with boiled roots. 

    “Does someone have the seed salt?” John asked.

    Fenn handed the clay shaker to John. Their hands touched as John accepted the shaker and Fenn gave him that same green-eyed glance of invitation that he had offered during combat practice in the Warren. None of the other men at the table seemed to notice it. John wondered if Fenn simply had a flirtatious manner. 

    John salted his stew and ate. At least the food was hot and John felt well enough to eat it. The last of his bruises had faded and not a single scar remained where the bullets had torn through his neck only weeks ago. Across the dining room, John noticed the door open. Saimura shook the snow off his boots as he came inside. He glanced to the table and met John’s gaze. Then he hurried up the wooden staircase to the rented rooms upstairs. John had hardly managed to say more than two words to him in the last week.

     “It’s better to entertain city guards than to fight them,” Tai’yu said. “This way they don’t even know there has been a disturbance. They just have an amusing story to tell.”

    “Pity we can’t win all our battles with buffoonery,” Pirr’tu spoke as he chewed. Then he carefully wiped crumbs of bread from his black beard before flashing a charming smile at the serving girl. She briefly returned his smile, then blushing, disappeared into the kitchen. 

    At the head of the table, Lafi’shir frowned down at a scrap of paper that had come from the Warren along with the last shipment of munitions. John had stolen a glance at it when they’d been sitting down but only to scan for any mention of Ravishan or the work he was doing for Sabir. To his disappointment, the paper had only offered him the mention of an unfamiliar farm. 

    Obviously, it meant far more to Lafi’shir. At last he sighed and then fed the paper into the flame of the table lamp. 

    “So are we moving?” Pirr’tu asked Lafi’shir. 

    “Tomorrow. We need to get to Sheb’yu’s farm as quick as we can,” Lafi’shir said.

    “Trouble?” Pirr’tu asked.

    “All I know is that Ji wants us there fast.”

    “How long of a ride will it be?” Fenn asked. John suspected he was already thinking about which tahldi to take. Fenn seemed to know all the animals as individuals.

    “Four days riding hard through the Stone Hills Pass and sleeping in our saddles.”

     He glanced to John. “Will you be well enough to ride, Jath’ibaye?”

    John noted Lafi’shir’s persistent and deliberate use of his new name with a kind of amusement. The man just wasn’t going to allow him to go back to being Jahn. In truth, he was growing used to the name himself.

    “I could ride now if you need me to,” John said. He wasn’t sure about sleeping in his saddle, but he wasn’t about to say so. One way or another he knew he’d keep up with the other men.

    “Saimura was too right about you healing up damn fast,” Fenn commented. “You must come from a line of tough witches.”

    “I was just lucky to have had Ji teach me,” John replied softly. “And to have one of Saimura’s healing talismans.”

    “Where is Saimura, anyway?” Tai’yu asked.

    “He went upstairs,” John said.

    “Go get him, will you, Jath’ibaye?” Lafi’shir asked.

    John hesitated. Saimura didn’t seem to want to see him at all lately. But then Lafi’shir’s request hadn’t really been a question. It was an order. 

    John left the table and loped up the stairs to a long hall of closed doors. Saimura shared the third room on the left with Pirr’tu and Fenn. John knocked lightly.

    “What is it?” Saimura sounded annoyed.

    “Lafi’shir wants you downstairs,” John said.

    “Tell him I’ll be down after I get out of these wet clothes.”

    John didn’t see much point in going downstairs without Saimura—not when Lafi’shir had told John to get him. John leaned against the wall and waited. After five minutes or so, John knocked on the door again.

    “I think Lafi’shir wanted to see you sometime soon.” 

    “I thought you went back downstairs,” Saimura said through the door.

    “No,” John replied. “I’m still here, waiting.”

    “You don’t need to stay. Go downstairs and enjoy your dinner.”

    John scowled at the door. “Saimura, this is getting childish. Just come to dinner.”

    There was no response and John briefly considered burning the lock apart. Then the door opened just slightly. Saimura peered out at John through the crack. His eyes were wide and bloodshot.

    “You did something to me,” Saimura whispered.

    “What are you talking about?” 

    “In the stable, when you used my talisman, you…did something.” 

    John realized that Saimura had to be talking about the strength John had taken from his talisman.

    “I didn’t mean to do anything,” John said quietly. “I just needed strength. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

    The muscles in Saimura’s jaw clenched. John tried to meet his eyes, but Saimura lowered his gaze.

    “Saimura, you’ve been a friend to me,” John said. “You brought me into the Fai’daum. I would never hurt you intentionally. I’m sorry for what I did, but I didn’t know it would happen. I don’t even know how it happened.”

    “You don’t even know what happened, do you?” Saimura sounded both strained and accusatory.

     “Not really, no,” John admitted. “But I didn’t mean to harm you.”

    “You didn’t harm me,” Saimura responded tersely. “You didn’t even hurt me.”

    John frowned at him, unsure of what Saimura meant.

    “You broke through the barriers between myself and my talisman,” Saimura said. The muscles of Saimura’s jaw flexed again. “You were in me. You were there inside me, taking what you needed, and I couldn’t stop you.”

    John felt his face go hot and red. The words Saimura had used made the whole thing sound like a rape. Then John remembered the warm, quivering gasps of Saimura’s talisman. He remembered the sobbing that had stopped him. A sick feeling of horror sank through John.

    “I didn’t mean—I never—” John couldn’t think of what to say. He needed some way to make things right with Saimura, to take back what he had done.

    He could outrun a tahldi. He could devour a storm, but he could do nothing to retract this.

    “I’m sorry,” John said, but the words fell terribly short of the shame John felt.

    “I know,” Saimura cut him off. “If I thought you’d done it purposefully, do you think I would have treated your injuries?”

    “No. You wouldn’t have.” John stared down at his feet. “I’m sorry, Saimura. I’m really sorry.”

    “I know. You’re a very decent man. But it’s still hard to be near you right now.”

    “Of course.” John retreated from the door.

    “I’ll get over it,” Saimura said.

    John removed Saimura’s talisman from his coat pocket. Saimura flinched, seeing it resting in John’s palm.

    “You should take this back.” John offered the carved bone to him.

    “You may need it,” Saimura responded.

    “No, I won’t,” John said firmly. “I want you to have it back.”

    Saimura snatched the talisman from John’s hand and something like relief showed in his features.

    “Tell Lafi’shir I’ll be down in a few minutes,” Saimura said.

    John left Saimura and rejoined his fellow Fai’daum at their table downstairs. As he had predicted, Lafi’shir gave him a questioning look when he returned alone.

    “Saimura’s changing clothes,” he explained. 

    “Takes him long enough,” Fenn remarked.

    “Oh, but he’s always worth the wait,” Pirr’tu responded jokingly.

    John ate the last of his stew quickly. When Saimura finally made his appearance, John excused himself, saying, “I want to get as many hours as I can with that soft bedding before I’m sleeping rough again.” 

    “Enjoy it while you can,” Tai’yu commented. “Soon enough we’ll have rocks for pillows.” The other men wished him goodnight and John withdrew to the rented rooms.

    His dreams were a troubled wreck of confused guilt and longing for Ravishan. It hadn’t even been a month and yet he already felt Ravishan’s absence like a chronic ache.

    The next morning Fenn woke him before dawn. They ate leftover stew from the night before. The other men grumbled because the flavor had grown too strong after reheating. John enjoyed it, but lost most of his appetite when he saw how haggard Saimura looked even after a night’s sleep. Saimura offered John a faint smile. It wasn’t much of an overture of friendship, but it was more than John had expected. 

    In the stable he, like the other Fai’daum, strapped his rifle to his saddle and hung his saddle blanket low to disguise the shape. Lafi’shir distributed their packs and warned them against breaking into their rations too soon. 

    A delicate snow fell, filling their tracks as they rode north into the Stone Hills towards Sheb’yu’s farm. 

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    

Chapter Eighty-Nine

     

    After six days of skirting bad weather and rockslides through the Stone Hills, they reached the last pass only to be engulfed in a brutal storm.

    A hard wind drove down from the steep cliff walls, spilling snow over John and the other Fai’daum fighters. John’s tahldi gave a low groan. The other tahldi echoed the quiet call. 

    Riding beside John, Fenn leaned forward and stroked the jaw of his dappled tahldi. He whispered softly to the animal and it seemed to relax. John attempted to emulate Fenn’s actions, but his own big buck just pulled its lips back to show its yellow teeth to John. He stopped trying to soothe the animal.

    “He doesn’t like riding behind the others.” Fenn had to shout to be heard over the wind.

    “My tahldi?” John shouted back.

    Fenn nodded and then bowed his head against another blast of wind. A thick crust of frost clung to Fenn’s scarf and hood. He kept his gloved hands tucked into his coat.

    John felt crystals of ice condensing on his eyelashes and in his nose. He tugged his scarf up a little, like Fenn, and bowed his head down against the cutting wind.

    Snow and wind poured over them until all John saw were swirling white masses. He squinted ahead and picked out the gray shadows of Tai’yu and Pirr’tu riding ahead. Snow caked Pirr’tu’s beard. Tai’yu hunched his long body low, using his tahldi’s thick neck as a windbreak.

    Lafi’shir and Saimura rode farther ahead on the mountain trail. John lost sight of them in the storm. But then their forms seemed easier to pick out. He saw Lafi’shir raise his arm and signal a halt. John reined his tahldi back. The buck blew out an annoyed breath, but stopped. 

    Saimura rode back down the trail towards them. He gave a greeting sign to Pirr’tu and Tai’yu but continued past them to John. Ice caked his eyebrows and the loose strands of his auburn hair. Clumps of frozen snow covered his coat and pants so completely that it almost looked like he was blanketed in matted wool. He jerked his scarf down and leaned in a little towards John.

    “The weather looks worse up ahead,” Saimura shouted over the howl of the wind.

    John nodded. He could feel the storm’s dark mass rolling and churning in the north. Ice and vapor writhed in wild, driving winds. 

    “I’ve done all I could to protect us, but these natural storms are much more powerful than anything conjured,” Saimura yelled to John. “Still, if we’re going to reach Sheb’yu’s farm before spring, we need to get through this pass.”

    John pulled his own scarf down. The wind felt brutally cold as it rushed over his bare cheeks.

    “You want me to try to dissipate the storm?” John asked. He’d managed it before, but that had been a blizzard of his own creation. 

    “Yes. I told Lafi’shir that I thought you might have the endurance to do it. He’s waiting for you.” Saimura gestured up the trail to where Lafi’shir waited. John urged his tahldi ahead. The buck’s ears flicked up. It bounded forward, barely pulling to a halt as John reined it in beside Lafi’shir’s mount. 

    At the head of the trail, the full force of the wind and snow drove down onto them. Lafi’shir’s eyes were barely visible between his ice-encrusted scarf and snow-caked hood. John quickly pulled his own scarf up. The humid scent of wool and his own breath wrapped around him.

    Lafi’shir lifted one gloved hand and signed his displeasure at the brutal cold. We don’t have time for this shit. Sai says you can break it. Do it.

    Yes, sir, John signed back.

    John closed his eyes and lifted his hands up so that the full force of the wind poured over his fingers. He felt the vast expanse of the storm rolling up and out for miles. Currents of ice crashed against the hard faces of mountains. Winds howled together, tearing moisture from clouds and hurling it aside.

    John reached up into the maelstrom. He concentrated on the hard, driving gale. Its force rushed over him and he pulled it deep into his body. He tasted ice in his mouth. His lungs ached with cold.

     The air stilled.

     Then another frigid wind hammered down on the mountain trail. John shuddered. It wouldn’t be enough to drink in single gusts of wind; at the same time he didn’t trust himself to draw down the entire storm. If he lost control of the storm, then they could all be buried under miles of snow.

    Another rush of wind buffeted John. He swatted it aside in annoyance. Suddenly the wind swept up and away. That worked well enough, John thought. He wondered if he could maintain it for any length of time. 

    He concentrated. Carefully this time, he pushed the oncoming winds up, diverting them higher into the hills. They caught the falling snow and pulled it away.

    The howl of the wind silenced. The air stilled.

    “Well done, Jath’ibaye.” Lafi’shir’s voice carried plainly through the sudden quiet, but John heard him as if he were far away. Swirling ice and wild winds tumbled through John’s thoughts.

    Lafi’shir urged his tahldi ahead. Numbly, John emulated Lafi’shir. His body felt distant. The storm raged through his senses. It twisted and surged. John caught it, turned it aside, and then caught it again as it changed direction.

    A shadowy awareness of his body clung to him. He was riding, eyes staring almost blindly, right hand raised just above his chest. He felt breaks of sunlight touch his face. Reflexively, his eyes slitted against the sudden brilliance.

    He watched himself from high above as storm winds and sleet wrestled through his thoughts. He could see the other Fai’daum as well. Fenn had taken his tahldi’s reins, leading John’s mount alongside his own. They made quick progress over the mountain pass and then cut down through sheltering forest. He felt the terrain changing as they descended into a low valley. Rich soil spread beneath the powdery mounds of snow. The winds here were calm. Far in the distance John felt the tight clusters of tall buildings and stone walls. Closer, he noticed mounted men riding towards them.

    As John recoiled into his body, a wave of exhaustion rushed over him. He shook his arm out of its locked position and clenched his dry, stinging eyes shut.

    “Back with us, Jath’ibaye?” Lafi’shir asked. 

    John wiped the tears from his eyes and straightened.

    “There are men a mile or so ahead of us,” he said. His voice sounded rough, as if he’d just woken up.

    “Rashan’im?” Lafi’shir asked.

    “No uniforms, but they’re armed with rifles.” John concentrated on the memory of his brief glimpse of the men, trying to sharpen the details. “One of them might have been a woman. Are they more of ours?” 

    “Most likely,” Lafi’shir said. “Ji will have told them to expect us.” 

    John couldn’t be sure, but he thought Lafi’shir might be grinning under his thick scarf.

    Lafi’shir signaled the rest of the men to fall into single file. John reined in his tahldi behind Lafi’shir’s. The buck snorted but obeyed. Its temperament seemed to improve now that they were out of the storm. Of course, the animal was also closer to the lead now as well.

    Lafi’shir halted from time to time, scanning the forest. He led them steadily east along the banks of a frozen stream.

    At last, they came to a large red boulder. The stone jutted eight feet or so over the white snow. Lafi’shir signaled them to a stop. They waited in silence. John gazed at the rock and briefly reached out to feel its rich iron core. His tahldi bowed its head and used its horns to dig through the snow to the ground. It reached a mass of winter moss and ripped it up from the soil. 

     The soft call of a songbird wafted on the air. Lafi’shir straightened. He cupped his gloved hands to his mouth and replied with a sharp descending whistle, like the cry of a hawk. All remained quiet. Then six riders emerged from within a stand of pines. 

    A slim woman with a deeply tanned face led them. As she rode closer, John recognized her. He’d seen her at the blood market in Amura’taye. In the midst of the Fai’daum attack, when the team of tahldi pulling the execution wagon had panicked, she had taken control of the animals. She had also bitten John when she’d thought he was a threat to Saimura. He didn’t know why he hadn’t connected the Sheb’yu from the blood market with the woman whose farm they were visiting, except that she’d seemed such an uncommon woman he hadn’t associated her with the simple work of raising crops or tending flocks.

    Sheb’yu raised her hand in greeting. Lafi’shir returned the gesture. 

     “Lafi’shir, you still travel faster than bad news,” Sheb’yu called as she came close. “If Saimura’s wards hadn’t lit up, I wouldn’t have come looking for you until tomorrow.”

    She glanced past Lafi’shir as she said Saimura’s name, but seeing John, she frowned and scanned the other riders. John saw her expression brighten when she caught sight of Saimura at last. Sheb’yu waved to him and Saimura rode forward. He pulled his scarf down and smiled warmly at Sheb’yu.

    “You had me worried there, Saimura,” she called Saimura by his name, but her hand signs addressed him as a young brother. “What use would I have for this old mountain goat,” Sheb’yu jerked her thumb at Lafi’shir, “without his witch?”

    “I’m traveling with two witches now,” Lafi’shir broke in. He gestured to John. “This is Jath’ibaye. I think the two of you have already met.”

    “Have we?” Sheb’yu regarded John. 

    John pulled down his scarf and pushed his hood back. Sheb’yu’s eyes widened slightly.

    “You survived? That’s a miracle.” Sheb’yu raised her brows. “Saimura prayed for you every night for a week, you know.”

    Saimura flushed, his expression deeply pained. Sheb’yu didn’t seem to take much note of it. Her attention already turned to the men behind John and Saimura.

    “Pirr’tu and Tai’yu.” She made greeting signs to both the men and then looked curiously past them.

    “Fenn is new from the Warren,” Lafi’shir said. “He’s a strong rider.”

    Good shot? Sheb’yu inquired with a quick motion of her hand.

    Getting there. He rides like he was born on a tahldi’s back, Lafi’shir responded.

    “How far behind is the rest of the troop?” Sheb’yu asked. “I can leave Nen’ne to guide them. If it isn’t too long.”

    “There aren’t any others,” Lafi’shir said.

    Sheb’yu stared at Lafi’shir as if she expected him to tell her he was joking. Then her slight smile faded. She looked at John and the other men with a strange, almost angry expression.

     Lafi’shir glanced up at the pale gray sky.

    “We rode under a storm on our way here,” Lafi’shir said. “I don’t think it’s too far behind us.”

    “We should get inside then,” Sheb’yu responded, but her tone seemed lifeless. “The storms have been bad this year.” She turned her tahldi and rode back to the pines. Lafi’shir once again signaled for them to ride single file. John let Saimura in ahead of him. John’s tahldi gave a disgusted grunt.

    They followed Sheb’yu’s riders through the forest and over several old wooden bridges. Overhead John heard birds call out and he wondered how many of their cries were made by Fai’daum fighters. Among the branches of firs and pines he caught sight of small white weasels.

    The smell of wood smoke floated through the cold air. They passed through a weathered wooden gate. Just ahead stood several stone cottages with snow-covered thatched roofs. Columns of dark smoke billowed up from the chimneys atop all three buildings. Behind these John made out a barn, stables, and a well. He wondered how many people lived here.

    As if sensing his curiosity, Saimura turned back to John. “All the land from here to the Ganalri Stream belongs to Sheb’yu.” 

    “Does she grow taye here?” John asked, just to keep Saimura talking to him.

    “Some, but just for feed for the animals and the household. Most of the income comes from wool and cheese.”

    “Mostly sheep and goats, then,” John replied. He almost winced at this stilted exchange.

    “You can see two of the flock in those pens.” Saimura pointed to the paddock surrounding two low sheds. A pair of skinny piebald ewes scampered from between the buildings to a large salt lick and back.

    “This winter’s been hard on them, I think,” Saimura said.

    John nodded. He couldn’t think of anything else to say and Saimura too appeared to be struggling for something to add. Then he turned his attention back to the path ahead of them. John wondered if he and Saimura would ever speak easily to each other again. At least they were both trying; it reassured John to know that Saimura still wanted to be his friend.

    As they rode to the stables, John observed the men and women working outside. They were heavily bundled in wool coats and scarves. Some carried sacks of feed. Others hauled buckets of water or bundles of firewood. One old woman carried a small lamb in her arms and gently stroked its black nose. They appeared to be a genuine farming community, though John didn’t overlook how comfortably Sheb’yu’s riders handled their rifles.

    They all left their tahldi with the hands in the stables and followed Sheb’yu into the large farmhouse. The fire in the hearth of the main room felt sweltering after so many days outside in the snow and wind. Thick wool tapestries lay across the floor and insulated the walls.

    Dominating the center of the room stood a huge, well-polished plank dinner table that could have easily seated fifty. High-backed chairs and an assortment of wooden stools surrounded it. The embroidered woolen cushions scattered on the chairs and stools suddenly made him think of Hann’yu, who’d spent a lot of time at Rathal’pesha complaining about the lack of cushions.

     “Sit, if you want,” Sheb’yu offered. “But I won’t be offended if any of you just want to stand by the fire. After a week of riding I bet it’s good just to get off your asses.”

    None of them sat right away. Like John, they stood near the wide fireplace, warming their hands and legs. John leaned against the radiant stones of the wall. A slow heat soaked up through his clothes and steadily warmed his skin.

    After a few minutes Lafi’shir seated himself and stretched his legs out. Sheb’yu took the chair across from Lafi’shir, but she watched John and the other men standing in front of the fire with a hard, assessing expression, as if she were counting a flock and finding the numbers too short. 

    “I don’t mean to sound petty, but this is all the Warren could send to me?” Sheb’yu asked.

    “All we could spare,” Lafi’shir said, shrugging. “Ji says the issusha’im have been confused by the recent desertions. They’ve lost sight of the future and we have a brief window during their blindness to take Umbhra’ibaye by surprise. Sabir wants to act quickly. Nearly every able-bodied fighter is being sent south to him.”

    “That serves Sabir well enough, I’m sure,” Sheb’yu snapped. “But it leaves the north as wide open as a Candle Alley whore.”

    John glanced to Sheb’yu at the mention of Candle Alley. He didn’t know why it surprised him that she would know of the place. Sheb’yu offered him an annoyed smirk. 

    “Excuse my language. I didn’t mean to slander anyone’s mother,” Sheb’yu said.

    Pirr’tu snorted into his beard and Tai’yu laughed at John. Saimura frowned at the two of them. Only Fenn seemed oblivious to the exchange. He simply blinked sleepily into the fire.

    “No point in taking it out on Jath’ibaye, Sheb’yu,” Lafi’shir said. “We’re all the help that’s coming. Everything else has to be thrown into the southern offensive. You know that. If they don’t succeed, then the Payshmura will unleash the Rifter. Then no one, anywhere, will be safe.”

    Sheb’yu slumped in her chair. She glowered at John almost sulkily, then sketched a quick sign of apology with her right hand. John signed his acceptance, but Sheb’yu wasn’t paying attention to him any longer. She frowned into the fire. 

    “Four fighters and two witches.” Sheb’yu rubbed her temple. “Yah’hali Prison isn’t a public wine house, you know. And with the ushiri’im there as well, I don’t know…”

    “What ushiri’im?” Lafi’shir demanded.

    Now Sheb’yu had everyone’s undivided attention. Even Fenn seemed to have woken up at the mention of ushiri’im.

    Sheb’yu nodded, her expression grim. “Didn’t Ji tell you why you were called here?” 

    “She just ordered us to get to you as soon as we could,” Lafi’shir replied. “You want us to breach Yah’hali Prison?”

    “Exactly. You can see why I’m disappointed at seeing you ride with so few soldiers,” Sheb’yu said. “One ushiri could take you all out with a wave of his hand.” 

    “How many ushiri’im are there and why are they there?” John asked.  

    “Such a practical question,” Sheb’yu said. “I wish I had a practical answer for you. My informant has seen several coming and going. Not usually more than one at a time. I suppose they don’t like their brothers to see them raping the girls.”

    “Raping—” John lapsed as his knowledge of the devout lives of the ushiri’im crashed against Sheb’yu’s offhanded accusation. “What girls?”

    “The witches they’ve imprisoned since the massacre at the blood market.” Sheb’yu scowled at him. “Where have you been the last three months? Under a rock?”

    “I was in prison and then on the Holy Road to be burned,” John replied. 

    Sheb’yu’s eyebrows rose slightly. 

    “All right, then let me tell you,” Sheb’yu said. “The Payshmura have been gathering girls, accusing them of witchcraft, and sending them first to Yah’hali Prison and then on to Amura’taye to stand trial. Every one of them is found guilty, but very few are burned.” Sheb’yu glared at the fire. “This is because by the time they reach Amura’taye nearly all of the girls are pregnant. Two weeks ago my informant in Yah’hali discovered that it wasn’t just the work of a few nasty guards either. The ushiri’im come to the prison and rape the girls in their cells.”

    “They want more issusha’im?” Saimura asked.

    “Well, from what Ji says,” Sheb’yu murmured, “the ones they do have seem to be falling into discord. It seems likely that they’re hoping to swell the ranks and stabilize the issusha’im.”

    A terrible, sick feeling spread through John’s stomach at the thought of the Payshmura accusing girls of witchcraft and then raping them to ensure that they would be chosen as issusha’im. 

    John simply couldn’t associate such corruption with the ushiri’im he’d known in Rathal’pesha. They could be cruel men, but not dishonorable. Some had even been friends to him.

     “Why would ushiri’im impregnate the girls?” John asked quietly. “They’ve taken vows.”

    “Take a vow, break a vow. What the hell do they care? Do they even consider witches as human beings?” Sheb’yu replied with disgust.

    John stared down at his hands. 

    “It’s not that I don’t believe you,” he told Sheb’yu, “but this just doesn’t make sense. If the Payshmura want more issusha’im, then any man could have served to impregnate the girls. But for the ushiri’im to be involved—for them to desecrate their sacred vows in that way—”

    “Maybe they just enjoy it,” Sheb’yu snapped. “I don’t know what their motives are and I don’t think it really matters.”

    To John’s surprise, Saimura said, “But I think Jath’ibaye may have a point. Something more could be going on.”

    Sheb’yu looked annoyed but Lafi’shir nodded.

    “So what are you getting at, Jath’ibaye?” Lafi’shir asked him.

    “There has to be reason that the Payshmura would want witches to be carrying the children of ushiri’im,” John said. And then he realized what it had to be. Both Ravishan and Fikiri were the children of witches… “The Payshmura aren’t just after issusha’im. Now that Ravishan and Fikiri have come to the Fai’daum they have no candidate for Kahlil. I think that they’re trying to breed new ushiri’im. Ones as powerful as the two they’ve lost.”

    But to break the ushiri’im’s vows to do it? John couldn’t imagine it. Had everyone in Rathal’pesha gone insane? Even Dayyid would never have allowed that. 

    And Hann’yu, John thought. Hann’yu could hardly endure a single witch burning at the Harvest Fair. John couldn’t imagine him being able to stomach this kind of brutality. It would turn him inside out—or maybe just turn him into a hopeless drunk.

    “And so what difference does that make to us today?” Sheb’yu asked, startling John out of his thoughts.

    “Maybe not today, but later on the southern front it could mean a great deal of difference in the Payshmura’s morale,” Lafi’shir said.

    “No Kahlil means no Rifter,” Pirr’tu said. “It means the Payshmura are even weaker than we thought. And they know it.”

    “No possibility of the Rifter…” Sheb’yu’s harsh countenance softened a little. “It’s almost too good to believe that we could truly be free of that threat.”

    A rare, wide smile briefly lit Lafi’shir’s face as well.

    John turned his gaze to the fire. Ji had told him that the knowledge that he was already in Basawar would destroy the Fai’daum’s morale. He just hadn’t, until now, grasped how subtly and completely the unspoken threat of the Rifter oppressed them.

    “We have to stop them from breeding more ushiri’im or creating more issushu’im,” Saimura stated firmly. 

    “We’re going to try,” Sheb’yu replied. She ran a hand through her short brown hair. “They had at least forty girls in Yah’hali Prison a week ago. Some may have been sent north to Amura’taye since then, but most of the girls are still being held there,” Sheb’yu said. “From what I’ve been able to discover, Yah’hali Prison is the only place ushiri’im make their conjugal visits.” Sheb’yu almost spat the last words.

    “How many friends do we have in the town?” Lafi’shir asked.

    “Maybe a hundred,” Sheb’yu said. “But not all of them are such good friends that they’d give up their lives. And none of them are fighters.”

    “Safe houses?” Lafi’shir asked.

    “The Weavers’ Row, the Lost Lamb wine house, Gold Sheaf Bakery and the Red Spring Hostel are all Fai’daum. They’ll feed, clothe, and shelter any of ours if I ask them to,” Sheb’yu replied. “But it would be idiocy to ask them to shelter forty girls fresh out of Yah’hali Prison.”

    “What about your informant in the prison?” Lafi’shir asked.

    “She cooks and serves meals to the prisoners,” Sheb’yu said.

    “Could she get some of us inside?” Pirr’tu asked.

    “What as?” Sheb’yu arched her brows sharply. “Stew dogs?”

    “Assistants?” Pirr’tu offered.

    “The warden chooses the serving women himself,” Sheb’yu replied. “And I doubt that you’re much to his taste.”

    Lafi’shir hunched down in his seat. He contemplated the fire.

    “Let’s leave that for a while. Let’s say we can get the girls out. Where do we hide them?” Lafi’shir said.

    “Here,” Saimura said. “We break them into small parties and bring them back here.”

    “The Payshmura will be searching,” Lafi’shir said.

    “I’ll raise wards,” Saimura replied.

    “Do you have the power to ward this entire farm?” Lafi’shir asked.

    “I’ll need blood.” Saimura glanced to John and John remembered Ji looking at him in the same manner. ‘The blood is the power,’ she had said.

    “You can take as much as you need from me,” John said.

    “I would have to start tomorrow, but I could have the farm warded in two days,” Saimura said.

    “All right then.” Lafi’shir returned to his study of the crackling fire. “We transport the girls in small, separate groups.”

    “I have grain wagons and chattel carts,” Sheb’yu said. “There’s also my widow’s carriage. If they could endure the ride, we could transport a number of them in wine barrels from the Lost Lamb.” Sheb’yu stared past John to the tapestry hanging behind him. “We could hide some in rolled tapestries from the Weavers Row. They do a good trade even in the winter. It wouldn’t seem suspicious.”

    “Yes. That’s good.” Lafi’shir nodded. “So, we have the girls’ transportation. Now, how do we get them out of the prison?”

    John found it fascinating that Lafi’shir seemed to be solving the entire problem backwards, beginning at the triumphant conclusion and unraveling its route. The idea lent an appealing sense of inevitable success to the entire endeavor. As if it were predestined.

    “Could your cook leave a door unlocked?” Tai’yu asked Sheb’yu.

    “Maybe one, but she couldn’t do anything about the inner doors without being noticed.”

    “What about a distraction?” Fenn suggested. He looked hopefully between Pirr’tu and Tai’yu. “Maybe something like what Tai’yu did in Gisa. If something like that could happen in the prison, then the guards wouldn’t be watching.”

    “In the prison?” Tai’yu shook his head. “I would have to have been arrested. Then the guards would just beat the life out of me. Pants around my ankles or not.”

    “The worst way to get into a prison is to be arrested, let me tell you,” Pirr’tu added. “They take your weapons, outnumber you, and have you shackled. There’s little difference between impersonating a prisoner and being a prisoner.”

    John nodded, remembering the prison in Amura’taye and his own shackled hands and feet. Then he thought of the lock that had held the stable doors at the Hearthstone. A month ago he hadn’t possessed the self-control to break it, but he did now. A weird mix of fear and inspiration filled him. 

    “I could do it,” John whispered.

    Lafi’shir glanced up at him.

    “What did you say, Jath’ibaye?”

    “I can break through locks and bring down a wall if I have to.” John’s voice sounded strained, even to himself. “I could cause a disturbance in the prison. I could keep the guards occupied,” John said firmly, though he felt a little sick. 

    “Doing what? Killing you?” Sheb’yu demanded. “It wouldn’t take long and it wouldn’t make for much of a distraction.”

    “Jath’ibaye isn’t so easy to kill. And there’s a bounty on him, so it won’t be hard getting him arrested either.” Lafi’shir considered John. “You’re sure you want to do this? Once you’re in, there won’t be any backing out.”

    Despite the heat of the fire and the insulating tapestries, John’s skin prickled with goose bumps. He felt suddenly very aware of the silence in the room and the way everyone there watched him. 

    “I’m sure,” John said.

    Lafi’shir just nodded.

    “So, we have the doors unlocked and a disturbance that occupies the majority of the guards,” Lafi’shir said. “How do the rest of us get onto the prison grounds?”

    No one responded. John felt too stunned by his own decision to even think about Lafi’shir’s question. Fenn and Saimura were both staring at him while Pirr’tu and Tai’yu attempted not to.

    “We come with the butcher’s wagon and sheep,” Sheb’yu said. “We deliver the week’s meat to the kitchens.”

    “That would do it all right.” Lafi’shir smiled briefly at Sheb’yu. “We’ll need a map of the city streets and the prison…clothes for the girls…fresh mounts for the fighters just outside of the city.”

    “That can be arranged in Yah’hali,” Sheb’yu replied. “I’ll accompany you in my widow’s shawls and make sure you have the support you need.”

    “This could just work…” Lafi’shir leaned back in his seat and John thought he might be smiling behind his thick graying beard. 

    A boy darted in from the kitchen with a tray of steaming bread. He set it on the table and then disappeared back into the kitchen. Fenn wandered towards the table. 

    John took his place in front of the fire. The flames flickered and swayed over black logs. John held up his hand and felt the waves of heat roll up over his arms and caress his face. 

    Behind him, John heard other men and women come in. Their voices were accompanied by the clink of clay dishes and quiet laughter. Sheb’yu and Lafi’shir discussed sleeping arrangements. Fenn volunteered to share John’s room. John nodded his consent, but his attention remained fixed on the fire. 

    The flames fluttered like blond hair caught in a strong wind. They jumped and rolled into the images of bodies and faces. He remembered the first time he had seen a single pale flame flicker up between Laurie’s hands. She had been so proud of her power. She’d been so happy.

    John closed his eyes. What were they doing to her in Umbhra’ibaye? He was almost afraid to even wonder. No matter what it was, he couldn’t be there to save her.

    But maybe he could save these other girls. Maybe somehow it would balance out. Some anonymous fighter in the south would free Laurie if John rescued his wife, or perhaps his daughter, or maybe his sister…John didn’t know. But the thought kindled in him, not quite becoming a belief, but at least offering him a private hope.

    When he turned back from the fire, John saw that many of the workers and farmhands had come inside. The room was nearly full of strangers. Three children teased each other as they set the table. Sheb’yu’s riders chatted with Fenn and Tai’yu. Pirr’tu entertained a young woman by rolling a bright silver coin over his knuckles.

    Sheb’yu and Lafi’shir headed the dinner table. Sheb’yu moved her finger across the tabletop, sketching out some map for Lafi’shir.

    Only Saimura seemed to notice John. He excused himself from the company of two young men to join John by the fire. He stopped just out of arm’s reach.

    “Scrying our fates in the flames?” Saimura asked. John wasn’t sure if he was serious.

    “No,” John said. “I was just thinking of something my mother used to say.”

    “Oh? What?” Saimura asked.

    “You jump out of the frying pan and land in the fire.” 

    Saimura smiled a little.

    “Out of prison in Amura’taye into prison in Yah’hali?” he asked.

    John nodded. 

    “You aren’t there yet,” Saimura said. “Come join me with these young men. They have some amusing stories and they’re good company for an evening.”

    John followed Saimura back to the dinner table. Saimura was right. He’d have enough time to think about being back in prison when he was there.

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    

Chapter Ninety

     

    John hated the smell of prison. The odors of urine and sour sweat saturated the cold stone floor and clung to the walls of the cramped cell. One of the grizzled men shackled next to John reeked of a festering wound. He moaned softly and shuddered against his chains.

    John rested his chin against his chest. The pungent scent of stale liquor floated up from his clothes. Five hours before, at midnight, Pirr’tu and Fenn had doused him in cheap flower liquor, dragged him to the prison, and demanded to be paid the bounty offered for him. They claimed they had recognized him at a wine house and waited until he was too drunk to stand before they captured him.

    John had sagged between the two of them as a captain in the city guard explained that no bounty could be paid until a priest had arrived to ensure that this was the right man. Two city guards took hold of John. They struggled with his limp weight, swearing at him and cursing his ugly Eastern mother. As they hauled him back into the depths of the prison, John heard Pirr’tu complaining about the money owed him.

    Now John and some twelve other men in the cell hung by shackles looped through a long chain that was bolted to the wall. John’s feet easily reached the floor, but many of the men dangled above the ground, hanging from their wrists like so many charms on a bracelet.

    Outside in the hall, John heard the sound of boot heels striking the stone floor. Several of the men in John’s cell looked warily to the door. As the guards passed the cell door John heard a muffled whimpering noise.

    A boy hanging near the door shuddered.

    “What was that?” the boy asked.

    “They’re taking a witch to the iron bed,” a man near John answered.

    “Why?” the boy asked in a whisper.

    “To break them,” the man said. “They keep them gagged so they can’t utter a curse. That’s how you can tell it’s a witch. The men they take to torture, you hear them screaming clear enough.” 

    The boy said nothing in response and silence returned to the dark cell. It would still be a half hour before the sun rose and most of the men seemed to be trying to sleep. John closed his eyes. He felt the chains and stone surrounding him and then allowed his senses to expand outward.

    Mortar, halls, walls, streets, tall stone buildings, and cramped alleys flashed through his mind. He rose over them, rushing past snow-covered miles of farmland and sprawling forest. His thoughts swept past a wide, rolling river and the green trees that stood on its banks. He plunged south, through wild, lush woods and cascades of rain. At last he found Ravishan, sleeping in the shelter of a crumbling Payshmura shrine. His hands curled against his chest, clasping the key he wore around his neck. John watched him sleep. He ached to reach out and touch Ravishan, to lie down in his arms, to kiss his mouth.

    John drew in a deep breath and the stench of the prison rushed back in on him. He opened his eyes. The man next to him coughed and spat onto the floor.

    Distantly, John heard the city bells ring. Fifth bell of morning. John straightened. The butchers would be arriving in the kitchen courtyard.

    John reached up to the chain that secured him to the wall. He ran his fingers over the thick, metallic structure of a single link. It crumbled and suddenly the chain went slack. Men around John dropped to the floor with startled cries. John pulled his shackles off and stepped away from the wall.

    “Did the chain just break?” a man asked. “Where’s the end?” Several men jerked blindly against the slack length of chain, trying to pull free of it.

    John hadn’t considered the other men in his cell when he had broken the chain. But now he realized that his escape might as well be theirs. The more of them who broke free, the more confusion they could cause within the prison. 

    “Stop jerking on the chain.” John raised his voice just a little. “Just stand still and I’ll get you all loose.”

    “Who is that?” a man asked in the darkness.

    “The new prisoner,” replied the wounded man who had hung next to John.

    “My name is Jath’ibaye.” The name still sounded strange to John. “I’m getting out of here. You can come along if you like.” 

    John strode quickly through the room, snapping the other ten men’s shackles. When he stepped close to them, he saw them desperately squinting through the blackness at him. Some whispered thanks to Parfir. Last, John released the boy who had hung near the door. The boy stood, staring at John. John gently pushed the boy back behind him and then placed his hands against the iron door. It was solid and strong. There was something at the center of it that resisted John’s will. A spell of some kind had been placed on the door. John allowed a spark of his annoyance to rush over the spell. It splintered like glass and the iron door cracked and fell to the floor in smoking hunks.

    Lamplight from the hallway poured into the cell. John rushed out into the hall. A yard ahead of him, two guards stood gaping. One drew his long fighting knife. Behind John, other prisoners staggered out from the cell.

     The guard with the drawn blade stood his ground. The other guard turned and ran down the hall. He stopped at a set of double doors and jerked wildly at a pull rope. Immediately the morning silence was shattered by the loud clanging of alarm bells.

    “Get back in that cell! I will strike you down!” The guard with the drawn blade took a step towards John. John charged him. The guard swung his blade up to catch John across the throat, but John spun aside and caught the guard’s wrist. John snapped the guard’s arm back and then punched through his throat. He felt cartilage and bone shatter. Blood welled up over his knuckles. The guard crumpled and John let him fall. John knelt quickly and grabbed the guard’s long fighting knife. He didn’t look at the man’s face.

    The second guard bolted through the double doors. In moments there would be more guards.

    John turned to the cell door opposite him. He saw where the Payshmura symbol of holding had been etched into the iron surface. He slammed his open hand against it and the door crumbled away into black smoking ash.

    John freed the men inside and the prisoners followed him down the hall in shocked wonder as he broke open cell after cell, swelling their numbers.

    Lafi’shir wanted a distraction. He would get a distraction. At least fifty men and boys crowded into the narrow hall behind John. He led them through the halls towards the front gates of the prison. The gates were the most direct exit and they lay far from the kitchen courtyard. 

    As he threw open a heavy set of doors John saw a line of guards in thick leather armor. They carried long hooked pikes and fighting knives. Behind them were more guards. Fifty, maybe sixty, crammed into a column in the close confines of the hallway.

    Two guards stepped forward with bows already drawn. They released their arrows instantly. One split through John’s throat. The second plunged into his chest.

    John choked on the hard wooden arrow shaft. His heart shuddered around the iron arrowhead. Horror and pain welled through him. 

    Then a searing fury engulfed John’s shock and pain. The air in the tight hall shuddered and turned dark. John felt the stones beneath him splinter.

     John dragged the rage back into himself. A wave of burning, glorious power surged through him. His pain melted into ferocious strength. He ripped the arrows from his body and charged the line of guards.

    Pikes drove into his flesh and he shattered them. He split guards open with a thrust of his fighting knife. They stabbed blades into his thighs and chest. John shattered their bones with his bare hands. He ripped their bodies apart as if he were tearing through paper.

     Blood poured down John’s body. The floor was slick with it. But the pain fed him. Every wound became a rush of power. A wild, unnatural wind swirled and twisted around John. 

    He tore the weapons from guards’ hands and hurled them aside. Behind him, prisoners rushed in. They snatched up knives and pikes and butchered the fallen guards.

    Suddenly there were only a few men left of what had been a column. The guards broke. They turned and ran. The prisoners behind John cheered and roared with excitement. The alarm bells continued to hammer at the air.

    John sprinted for the gates. Prisoners followed him. At every door guards fell back as John advanced on them. He shattered the cross bars meant to hold him back and ripped doors from their hinges. 

    And then he stepped out into the cold morning air. Just above the horizon, the sun burned brilliant gold. Its light cast the tall brick buildings of the city into silhouette.

     Prisoners rushed out all around John. Some grinned at him. Others stared, almost as terrified as the guards.

    “Go, before more guards are summoned. Thank the Fai’daum for your freedom.” John’s voice came out in a rough, low rasp. His throat ached. He closed his eyes and drew in a deep breath of the fresh air. But all he could smell was the metallic odor of blood that hung on his body.

    And then he caught the strange, familiar scent of searing ozone. 

    Suddenly a rending noise screeched through the alarm bells. Flames crackled in an arc and an ushiri stepped out of the empty air onto the prison steps. Wisps of his dark brown hair hung loose around his face, and instead of a cassock and coat, he only wore a pair of half-laced pants. The red scars on his right arm and chest stood out brightly against his pale skin. 

    “Who dares this insolence before an ushiri?” he shouted.

    “Go!” John shouted at the men gathered around him. The prisoners fled through the gates and out into the snowy streets.

    John remained where he stood, facing the ushiri. Ashan’ahma, the same ushiri who had given John his own delicate pen as a gift. John knew his eyes were light hazel and that he sang beautifully.

    At the same moment that John felt this pang of recognition, he also took in Ashan’ahma’s state of undress. The girl who had been dragged to the iron bed, gagged and whimpering, had been there for him. 

    Ashan’ahma returned John’s stare. He hesitated for only an instant. John waited. Ashan’ahma shifted to a battle stance. The air above his right hand screamed as he tore open a Silence Knife.

    “You traitor!” Ashan’ahma charged forward.

    John let Ashan’ahma drive his Silence Knife deep into his chest. The edge of the Gray Space tore through him, grinding through his flesh. Pain jolted through John as if every bone in his body were shattering.

    John wrapped his arm around Ashan’ahma, gripping him tight, so that he could not escape into the Gray Space. Ashan’ahma punched his Silence Knife deeper into John’s body, but John held him. As John lifted his own knife Ashan’ahma’s face went pale. Ashan’ahma clenched his eyes shut. John brought down the blade and slit his throat.

    John felt the Silence Knife, deep in his chest, collapse. Ashan’ahma’s hand fell away. John lowered him to the ground gently. Blood spurted from Ashan’ahma’s throat and pooled around his head.

    Above him the sky churned with dark gray clouds. A thin, biting sleet pelted down. John let it fall.

    John stood, numb. His strength faded. He watched as guards gathered at the broken doors of the prison. They stared in shocked horror at Ashan’ahma’s bleeding body. 

    John turned and walked away. The guards let him go. 

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    

Chapter Ninety-One

     

    John sat amidst the bales of hay and dried taye stalks, feeling the deep ache of the wound in his chest and taking in slow, steady breaths of the dry air of Sheb’yu’s hayloft. Saimura scowled at the black bruises and red welts surrounding the wound in John’s chest. He rinsed the wound with yellowpetal salve and then rewrapped the bandages.

    “What did this to you?” 

    “An old friend,” John replied.

    “The ushiri you killed?” Saimura asked.

    John nodded. Word traveled quickly and the death of an ushiri was not a trivial matter. Lafi’shir had clapped John on the back and would have embraced him if John hadn’t been bleeding so badly. The other Fai’daum had grinned at John. He had overheard them recounting the stories they had heard of how Jath’ibaye had shattered the prison doors and freed the city’s debtors. Fenn regarded him with open adoration now. 

    When John was among the Fai’daum, seeing the hope and pride in their expressions, the joy he felt almost overwhelmed him. Only when he was alone with his thoughts did he remember that dozens of men had died at his hands.

    Saimura finished securing the end of the bandage but didn’t draw back. Instead, he left his hand resting gently on John’s bare shoulder. 

    “Is your chest hurting you too much?” Saimura asked. 

    John shook his head. It hurt, but not too much. It hurt the way killing a friend ought to ache and burn. It wouldn’t fade easily, as his other wounds had. It shouldn’t, John thought.

    He closed his eyes and leaned back against the hay bales. The sweet smell of the dry hay and feed drifted over him. After days of awkward conversation and distance, it was strange now to feel Saimura’s touch.

    “It isn’t that bad,” John said. “It’ll heal. You should probably be looking after that girl.”

    “Which girl?” Saimura asked.

    “Any of them.” 

    There were so many beaten and bruised women now at Sheb’yu’s farm that John couldn’t keep all forty or so of them straight. Though he recognized many of their faces, most of their names were beyond him. They had arrived steadily over the last week, in rattling carriages, crouched in wine barrels, or rolled into carpets and thrown over the backs of tahldi. Three had appeared only that afternoon, stumbling through the snow on foot. A butcher had left them at the river and they had walked the rest of the way.

    Some of them were no more than children, only twelve or thirteen years old. Others were grown women in their twenties and thirties. Many of them wore marriage tattoos across their fingers. Two of them were mothers whose daughters had been taken as well.

    All of them were beaten and bruised. Deep cuts encircled their wrists and ankles as evidence of the hours they had all spent strapped down to the iron bed. None of them were at ease when men were in the room with them. Sheb’yu reserved the second floor of her home for the women. Of the men, only Saimura was allowed upstairs. 

    During the day the women helped with the farm work or in the kitchen. John saw them hauling firewood. Sometimes he overheard them laughing with Sheb’yu’s cooks. Some days everything seemed good, a little crowded, but peaceful.

    But the nights were never calm. Violent nightmares tore shrieks and garbled pleas from the women. Their screams echoed down from the upper floor. Even during the quiet times, John could hear soft, muffled sobs. After a week even the men sleeping downstairs sometimes woke, crying out. In the morning they were all red eyed and exhausted. 

    Saimura lit charmed candles and spoke soothing incantations. He brewed sweet infusions to bring deeper, less troubled sleep.

    John simply took his blanket and went to sleep in the stable beneath the sloping timbers of the hayloft. A dozen or so of the men, including Fenn and Lafi’shir, followed him. At night their bedrolls filled the cramped space completely.

    Of Lafi’shir’s men, only Saimura had remained behind in the farmhouse, in case his skills were needed. Usually, they were. 

    “How are you holding up?” John opened his eyes and glanced to Saimura.

    “Me?” Saimura asked. “I’m not even injured.”

    “No, but you’ve been treating a lot of us who were.” John pulled on his shirt and gingerly buttoned it closed over his chest. “You don’t look like you’ve gotten much rest.”

    “I’m tired,” Saimura admitted. He sealed the jar of yellowpetal salve and returned it to his leather bag. “But being tired seems like so little to endure when I think about all that those girls have been through.”

    John wrapped his coat around his shoulders. In the stable below, he could hear farm hands pouring feed and fresh water into the tahldi’s troughs. The animals made soft, pleased noises. John thought he recognized the low tones of the buck he rode.

    “Look,” Saimura said suddenly, “there’s something I should tell you…But I’m tired and I’ve just sorted it out for myself so I don’t know that I’m going to make all that much sense. Will you listen and just bear with me?”

    “Yes.” A tense dread flickered through John’s stomach. Saimura’s last private, serious discussion with him at the Hearthstone had left him feeling like a molester. John didn’t know if he could stand another conversation like that one right now.

    Saimura sat down on the hay bale across from John.

    “At Gisa, I was angry with you because you awoke a feeling that was very intimate for me. I thought that you had violated me.” Saimura shook his head. “I had no idea what real violation was. I have an idea now, and you didn’t do anything like that to me.”

    John relaxed somewhat. It was relieving to know that he hadn’t hurt Saimura the way the women had been hurt in Yah’hali Prison. Saimura reached out and flicked several pieces of yellow straw off John’s coat.

    “I was a little scared of you after Gisa,” Saimura said, “but I was also jealous. I didn’t want to admit it, but half the reason I felt so betrayed was because I realized how much more powerful you are than me. I’ve studied witchcraft all of my life, but I could never do the things you do. Never.” 

    “You wouldn’t want to.” John couldn’t keep from thinking of Ashan’ahma’s horrified expression as John had held him.

    “Are you joking?” Saimura looked up at John. “I would give my right eye to be able to shake off bullet wounds and break a storm. You tore open iron doors with your bare hands. You killed an ushiri. I can’t even imagine the kind of power you must wield.”

    John frowned. Despite the yellowpetal, his chest ached.

    “It’s too much power to ever let me heal another man’s wounds,” John said. “I can’t create charms or make someone sleep.”

    “You’ll learn those things,” Saimura said.

    “No,” John replied. “It’s not a matter of learning the words or learning control. The power in me is too much. It will never be any good for anything but destruction.”

    “You really believe that?” Saimura asked.

    John didn’t just believe as much. He knew it and he thought Saimura could read as much in his expression.

    “Have you ever tried to heal a wound?” Saimura asked.

    “Yes, I have, and you wouldn’t want to have seen the result. Even when I’m trying to heal, I’ll kill. Ji told me as much,” John said. He glanced to the black leather bag next to Saimura’s leg. He wondered how many lives Saimura had saved with his talismans, surgical needles, and medicinal poultices. Both Lafi’shir and Tai’yu had remarked on owing Saimura their lives. John guessed that many others did as well.

    “Trust me,” John said. “As immense as it seems, you wouldn’t want the power I have. It’s no good for anything but war.”

    “Perhaps,” Saimura replied, “but we are fighting a war right now. So let me be a little jealous, Jah—Jath’ibaye.” Saimura flushed at his slip and John laughed.

    “I have a hard time remembering the name myself sometimes,” John said.

    “I’m so tired I’m lucky I can remember my own name right now,” Saimura said. He leaned back against a grain barrel and closed his eyes. 

    They were both quiet for a few moments. John watched a weasel climb along the rafters overhead. Another smaller weasel scurried after it. From the floor below John heard the scraping noise of a tahldi marking a wooden support with its horns.

    “Jath’ibaye meant a great deal to Lafi’shir.” Saimura gazed up into the rafters. His expression seemed wistful. “I think he’s really proud that you’re carrying his uncle’s name.” 

    “It sounds so much more formal than Jahn,” John said.

    “It suits you,” Saimura replied.

    John glanced to him and saw that Saimura had closed his eyes again.

    “Will you forgive me for what I said to you at Gisa?” Saimura asked.

    “There’s nothing to forgive. I’m sorry if I harmed you,” John replied.

    “You didn’t hurt me.”

    John found that deeply relieving to know.

    “We’re still friends?” Saimura asked.

    “Absolutely,” John replied.

    Saimura smiled but didn’t open his eyes. John watched one of the weasels from the rafters slink down the far wall and gather a clump of straw. It eyed John warily as it stuffed the straw into its belly pouch and then scurried back up into the rafters. 

    “Can I give you some advice?” Saimura asked.

    “Sure,” John said.

    “Stop opening that wound in your chest.” Saimura’s smile disappeared and he opened one eye. “A man who stabs you isn’t your friend. Stop punishing yourself for his death.”

    John felt a guilty flush spread across his cheeks.

    “Lafi’shir is counting on you to fight, you know,” Saimura said. “You can’t just be tearing yourself up. He needs you to be strong.”

    “I know,” John said.

    “Good.” Saimura relaxed back against the grain barrel. “There will be more than enough people tearing you up in combat anyway.”

    “I suppose there will be.” 

    In a way, he was counting on it. The strongest surges of power came to him in the wake of those deep, terrible wounds. At the prison he had hardly felt the pain of blades and pikes as they’d impaled him. So much power had surged up from the injuries that they had almost become a joy. In the midst of crushed bodies and drenched in blood, he had felt wild and alive with strength and fury.

    The exhilaration, the pleasure of it, worried John a little. He glanced to Saimura. Saimura folded one arm under his head. John thought he might be falling asleep.

    “Jath’ibaye,” Saimura murmured, “people are already talking about you the way they used to talk about Sabir. You’ve given them a real taste of victory, you know. I’ve never seen any of the Fai’daum as elated as they were after you killed that ushiri. Not one of us has ever managed to do that. I thought Sheb’yu was going to cry from the joy of it.” Saimura opened his eyes and gazed at John. “You have more power than anyone I’ve ever known. People are going to be looking to you now. They’re depending on you.”

    “I know,” John said. 

    Since he had joined the Fai’daum, this feeling of responsibility had been growing stronger. He possessed strength that none of them had and he could endure what would kill them. He had a responsibility to fight for them, to discover just how much power he could draw from those deep, ugly wounds. It was what Ravishan had told him. He had to make Basawar a better world—not just for himself, but for all of them.

    “I’m not going to fail them,” John said firmly.

    “That’s not exactly my point.” Saimura shook his head. “I just thought that you should know that people are starting to look to you for inspiration. You should take better care of yourself.”

    “If I was the kind of man who took better care of himself, I wouldn’t have volunteered to get arrested in the first place,” John replied. “I wouldn’t have taken that ushiri on in a fight.”

    Saimura gave John an annoyed sigh.

    “You know, before this, I was a little cold towards your lover. But now, I think the poor boy might deserve my sympathy,” Saimura said, smiling.

    “Ravishan?” John asked. He found it difficult to think of Ravishan as a poor boy.

    “It’s hell to care for a man with no sense of self-preservation.” 

    “Very funny,” John replied. “I have a sense of self-preservation. I’m just more resilient than—”

    “Save it for someone who hasn’t picked bullets out of your back or sewn your throat closed.” Saimura lazily signed, Liar, at John. “You’ve got no sense at all. That’s what makes you so damn brave. It’s what makes you inspire people.”

    John was embarrassed into silence by the compliment, even if Saimura had delivered it as an insult.

     Saimura reached into his coat pocket and withdrew the bone talisman he’d given John months ago. He turned it between his fingers. Tiny lines of script gleamed as Saimura touched them. He tossed the stone to John.

     “Saimura, I can’t—” John caught the stone out of reflex.

    “It’s not for you,” Saimura said. “If you can’t heal any of the men at least you can give them my talisman. You may still be able to save their lives this way.”

    “Thank you.” John carefully tucked the talisman into his own pocket.

    “You’re welcome,” Saimura replied.

    Saimura closed his eyes and John let a comfortable quiet stretch between them. The sweet scent of straw floated up to John along with the deep, earthy musk of the tahldi. The ache of his wound receded. John closed his eyes. He smiled to himself, imagining Ravishan’s expression at being referred to as a ‘poor boy.’

    He missed him so much…

    From below he heard Fenn calling for Saimura. Saimura didn’t sit up. He shouted that he was up in the hayloft. Fenn came charging up the ladder. Snow still clung to his coat and boots. He had some kind of bird in his arms. John saw a white wing flutter against Fenn’s dark coat.

    “Jath’ibaye.” Fenn stopped at the sight of him. “Are you feeling better?”

    “Yes, much better. Thanks.” Earlier, Fenn had offered to teach John to fish from the ice-covered river. Fenn had proffered the invitation with a look of such hungry enthusiasm that John had immediately declined, using the wound in his chest as an excuse. 

    Fenn glanced between the two big bales of hay where John and Saimura reclined. John knew his own clothes looked messy and quickly thrown together. Saimura’s coat hung open. He lay back in a languid, sleepy manner. Pieces of yellow straw were tangled in his auburn hair. More straw clung to John’s clothes. 

    John caught Fenn’s brief frown and wondered what conclusion Fenn had drawn from the sight of the two of them.

     The bird in his hands almost shook one wing free. Fenn gripped it harder.

    “A message?” Saimura straightened and held out his hands for the bird. Fenn passed it to him.

    The moment Saimura’s hands closed around the bird’s body it went entirely still. John frowned at its strange, limp form. It didn’t appear to have a head or legs. Its long white wings sprawled out from a tiny cage of carved bones. A dark red stone hung between the bones like a heart.  

    Saimura whispered a word over the delicate bones and they spread open. He caught the stone in one hand and held it in silence.

    John and Fenn waited quietly, but as the time began to stretch on, John started to feel strange just gaping at Saimura while he worked at something that obviously required his full concentration.

    “How was the fishing?” John asked Fenn quietly.

    “Decent for winter,” Fenn replied in a whisper. “Two big sweetclaw. Sheb’yu gave them to her cook. I guess we’ll have them for dinner.”

    “It’ll be a nice change from all the mutton,” John said.

    Fenn nodded, but his eyes were fixed on John’s shirt. John glanced down and realized he’d missed a button. An expanse of white bandage and a faint streak of blood showed through. John buttoned his shirt closed.

    “I don’t think we’ll be staying for dinner,” Saimura announced.

    John and Fenn both started at his sudden return to their conversation. Saimura appeared amused. He stood and picked up his leather bag. “Ji says we’re needed back in Gisa.”

    “What’s happened?” John asked.

    “I’m not entirely sure, but there’s been trouble at the prison there.”

    “A prison again?” John asked.

    “Yes,” Saimura said. “A group of old men and women blocked the gates. They’ve all been arrested and now their sons and daughters are throwing stones at the city guards. No one has been killed yet, but Bousim rashan’im have been sent for.”

    “Do you think this is related to the girls being taken by the Payshmura?” John asked.

    “Maybe. We’ll know more when we get back to the Hearthstone.” Saimura started down the ladder. “Lafi’shir will want to ride as soon as he hears this.” He sighed and glanced apologetically to Fenn. “Too bad, really. I was looking forward to tasting some of that fish.” 

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    

Chapter Ninety-Two

     

    After four days of hard riding through the Stone Hills, they reached Gisa. It was late in the evening and John’s back ached. He stank of sweat, wool, and tahldi musk. It was a relief to see the painted sign of the Hearthstone Hostel.

    While John, Fenn, and Saimura stabled the tahldi, Lafi’shir and Pirr’tu went to secure rooms in the hostel. Tai’yu departed to visit his sister in the Weavers Row. He would bring them as much news as he could tomorrow morning.

    “His sister spoils him. She’ll stuff him with dove meat and blue leaf cakes,” Saimura said. “In the meantime we’re going to be chewing dried weasel.”

    “Dove sounds good.” Fenn tossed a hide brush to John and another to Saimura.

    “Right now even weasel sounds good to me,” John said. 

    He lifted his saddle and blankets off his tahldi. He carefully tucked his rifle under the blankets and then brushed the tahldi down. The big animal pressed against the stiff bristles of the brush as John groomed its withers and ribs.

    Fenn brought fresh water and feed to the animals’ troughs. He scratched Saimura’s tahldi between its horns and the tahldi leaned into his hands, making soft pleased noises.

    “Hot wine and a hot bath sound so good right now,” Fenn said.

    “Lafi’shir might be willing to pay up for one of the big steam tubs. Particularly if he got a good whiff of you, Jath’ibaye.” Saimura grinned at John. 

    “You’re no bouquet of moonflowers yourself,” John replied.

    “Pirr’tu’s the worst,” Fenn said. “I’d pay up just to get a bath for him.”

    “I may hold you to that,” Pirr’tu called from the stable doors. “I hear they have a gaun-style bath at the Flower Palace. The dancing girls there would probably leave me smelling sweet enough for you, Fenn. It’s eight silver.” Pirr’tu grinned and held out his calloused hand for the money.

    “You’re going to be waiting a few years for that bath if you expect Fenn to pay for it. He’s still paying for the rope he’s using to hold up his pants,” Saimura replied.

    Fenn looked like he might argue but then obviously thought better of it.

     “So, do we have a room?” Saimura asked Pirr’tu. 

    “Two. Lafi’shir’s paid for a steam tub and laundry as well.” Pirr’tu glanced back to Fenn. “He wanted to know if you brought any of that hide stain you use to disguise the tahldi.”

    “Some.” Fenn looked puzzled. “Has he bought more tahldi?”

    “No.” Pirr’tu lowered his voice a little. “But our witches both have hair that’s a little too light to pass without notice in Gisa. Lafi’shir thinks we might be staying here a while.”

    Fenn dug the hide stain and a pair of gloves out of his saddlebag. They locked up the stable and then hurried into the warmth of the hostel.

    Inside, a large fire blazed in the hearth. The lamps gave off the faint scent of veru oil. A simple design of red flowers and green leaves decorated the walls. Only a few men still dined at the tables in the common room. Most had retired upstairs to sleep or gone out to one of the wine houses for an evening’s entertainment. 

    John remembered the young plump woman who brought stew out to their table. Her fingers were tattooed. John guessed she was one of the hostel owner’s wives. Pirr’tu flirted with her in an easy manner. She remembered him from the last time they had visited. Pirr’tu told her that he hadn’t been able to forget her pretty face or her sweet laugh. The girl blushed and smiled. Pirr’tu watched the girl as she retreated back through the kitchen door. 

    “Someone doesn’t mind the way I smell,” Pirr’tu said.

    “I think she actually likes your stink,” Fenn commented.

    Pirr’tu pulled a rakish smile.

    “All I’m going to say is don’t get caught,” Lafi’shir said. 

    “Doing what?” Pirr’tu asked.

    Lafi’shir just looked at Pirr’tu for a long moment. Then he continued eating his stew.

    “Who knows if she’s even interested,” Pirr’tu said. 

    A little later, the girl brought several extra slabs of soft cheese to their table. She set the tray down near Pirr’tu.

    “There’s so little left, you might as well have the last of the cheese,” the girl said. She gazed down at her hands. “There will be fresh curds tomorrow, you know. I’ll be in the kitchen all night cooking and pressing them.”

    “That’s a lot of work,” Pirr’tu commented. “You won’t be doing it all on you own, will you?”

    The girl colored just a little at the question.

    “My sister isn’t feeling well, so yes, tonight I’ll be working alone.”  

    “Someone ought to at least keep you company,” Pirr’tu suggested very softly.

    The girl’s face lit up with excitement and only after dropping her gaze from Pirr’tu’s handsome face did she seem to recover her composure enough to nod her agreement and then excuse herself.

    “I’ll be careful,” Pirr’tu said before Lafi’shir even commented.

    John eyed the cheese. It looked appealingly buttery. Pirr’tu noticed and laughed, then proffered John a slice.

    “You see, there are advantages to charming girls,” Pirr’tu said softly.

    A month ago John might have mistaken the comment for more than friendly teasing. Now, he took the cheese and smiled lasciviously as he leaned a little closer to Pirr’tu. 

    “There are also advantages to enticing a man who charms girls,” John said.

    Pirr’tu flushed to his hair. Fenn and Saimura both snickered at that, while Lafi’shir just smiled and shook his head. John gulped down the remainder of the cheese.

    “Laugh if you like,” Pirr’tu said, “but I’ll be getting more than a slice of cheese later tonight.”

    “True enough,” John admitted.

    “Lucky bastard,” Fenn said. John noticed the way Fenn glanced to him, but he didn’t respond. And soon enough Fenn’s attention shifted to Saimura. 

     As far as John knew, none of them had had sex since they had left the Warren. That had been nearly a month ago. In Rathal’pesha a month of celibacy would have been nothing. But now the memories of Ravishan’s muscular body and inviting mouth were far too recent for John to easily ignore. He wondered where Ravishan was now and imagined him as he had last seen him, sleeping in the shelter of a shrine. John imagined kneeling down beside him, slipping his hands under Ravishan’s clothes, caressing his smooth skin and feeling the heat of lean muscle beneath his fingers. He imagined running his hand down over the dark curls of Ravishan’s pubic hair and stroking him to wakefulness. He imagined Ravishan’s hands touching him in return. Then Ravishan’s lips.

    A keen ache pulsed through John’s body. He had to stop fantasizing about Ravishan. He stirred his ugly brown stew. He studied the wrinkled, ancient face of an old man who sat dozing at a table near the fireplace. He considered the square root of 1,296. After a few moments of division John realized that the answer was 36. 

     The stiff tension in his groin slowly faded.

    “Is something wrong?” Saimura asked. “Have you sensed something?”

    “No,” John said quickly. “I was just daydreaming.”

    “You looked troubled,” Saimura commented.

    “No, I’m tired and I smell like the ass-end of a tahldi, that’s all.”

    “The bath is probably ready by now,” Lafi’shir said. “We could all do with a little soap and water.”

    
      •
    

    The bath shared a wall with the kitchen. And the smell of bread and cooking oil floated through the small room. A huge wooden tub occupied most of the room. Wisps of steam rose off the water in the tub. John could feel the heat rolling off the coals below it. Even the tiled floor and walls radiated warmth.

     Soap, scrub brushes, and smaller wash buckets had been provided for all five of them. John studied the buckets curiously. Fenn also seemed confused. The baths in the Warren had been more like showers with running water, not just a series of tubs.

    “You wash and rinse with the small bucket. Then you soak in the tub,” Saimura told them both. “It’s very refined. Almost as decadent as a gaunsho’s bath.”

    “Don’t expect me to pay for another too soon,” Lafi’shir said. He stripped off his clothes and tossed them in a heap near the door. “It’s too cold to use the stable troughs right now, but in summer that’s where you’ll all be doing your washing.” 

    John nodded. He tried to keep his eyes to himself as they all undressed, but it was impossible not to notice the other men’s naked bodies. He couldn’t help but note the similarities and differences between them all.

    Both Lafi’shir and Pirr’tu were strongly built men with thick curling body hair. Pirr’tu’s hair was glossy black, whereas much of Lafi’shir’s had gone gray and kinked wildly. For a man in his late fifties, Lafi’shir boasted an astounding physique. The muscles of his belly had softened a little, but his chest was still firm, his shoulders still thick. John guessed that in his prime his arms and thighs had bulged with muscle just as Pirr’tu’s did. John’s eyes lingered briefly on Pirr’tu, admiring how his broad back tapered down to tight, muscular buttocks.

    Not quite John’s type, but he could understand the attraction Pirr’tu inspired in so many young women.

     Fenn, by comparison, was quite slim. His long hands, feet, and penis seemed a little outsized for his thin body. His black body hair seemed fine. John guessed it would be silky to the touch. Fenn washed himself without any sign of discomfort at his own nudity. 

    Saimura undressed more carefully than the other men. He removed several stones and a small knife from his pockets, then folded his clothes. His skin was milky white and dappled with freckles. His muscles were not as taut as Ravishan’s, but there was a similarity between their builds. Saimura possessed the same long, graceful physique as Ravishan. Where Ravishan was lean and scarred, Saimura appeared supple and unmarred. Where Ravishan’s pubic hair was black, Saimura’s was a surprisingly bright shade of red. 

    Saimura threw a tin of soap to John. John barely looked up in time to catch it.

    “Are you planning on washing with your clothes on?” Saimura asked.

    John felt a red flush spread from his face down.

    Pirr’tu glanced back at John and grinned.

    “Don’t tell me you’re shy,” Pirr’tu teased.

    John placed the talisman Saimura had given him with Saimura’s stones and knife. Then he stripped off his clothes. He knew the other men were looking him over. He tried to ignore them and washed himself. After a few moments, he couldn’t help but turn to Pirr’tu. The man stared, aghast, at John’s groin.

    “Are you falling in love?” John asked, though he suspected he knew exactly what so horrified Pirr’tu.

    “Not with that ugly monster,” Pirr’tu responded. Then he demanded, “What happened to your foreskin?” 

    Years before, John had answered the same question for Samsango and heard his response whispered among numerous other priests at Rathal’pesha for weeks after. But he couldn’t use the same answer. Saimura would know that descendants of Eastern families didn’t circumcise their sons.

    “It happened a long time ago. I’d rather not talk about it,” John said.

    “It was those bastard Payshmura, wasn’t it?” Pirr’tu asked quietly.

    John gave a noncommittal shrug.

    “Is there a scar?” Fenn stepped closer to John.

    “Not that you can see,” John replied. 

    “I can’t believe you’ve never seen a peeled cock before,” Lafi’shir said to Pirr’tu. He rinsed the soap out of his hair.

    “You have?” Pirr’tu demanded.

    “They’re common enough in the south. The gaun’im there like their bodyguards and rashan’im peeled. Saimura’s seen a few.”

    Saimura nodded without much interest. He rinsed his chest and then his hair. 

    “Why would anyone do that?” Pirr’tu looked almost stunned.

    “Proves they’re tough. It’s not any man who can just stand there while someone slices off his foreskin, is it?” Lafi’shir glanced briefly to John. Fenn looked horrified.

    “Bet you’re glad you weren’t picked to spy in the south, eh, Fenn?” Lafi’shir grinned. Fenn nodded.

    Lafi’shir strode to the big tub and tested the water with one hand. He stepped in and slowly lowered himself down into the water. Only his head and shoulders remained visible above the side of the big tub. A moment later Saimura and Pirr’tu joined him. 

    John washed himself quickly. The scar where Ashan’ahma’s Silence Knife had speared through his chest was still pink and tender. John lathered the smell of tahldi and sweat off his body and hair. He rinsed himself, then climbed into the big tub. 

    The hot water almost shocked him. His skin turned bright pink as he lowered himself to the wooden ledge in the tub. Pirr’tu dunked his head once quickly and wiped his face. Lafi’shir leaned back against the side of the tub and hung his head back. He closed his eyes and drew in slow, deep breaths. Fenn emulated Pirr’tu, dunking his head, but sputtered when he came up.

    “It’s salty,” Fenn said.

    “Yes. We’re washing in the water for tomorrow’s stew,” Saimura replied.

    “No we aren’t,” Fenn said.

    Saimura just laughed. 

    Fenn splashed a little of the water at Saimura, but Saimura didn’t respond. He spread his arms out and leaned back into the water, floating just a little.

    The warm water lapped at John’s tired back and sore muscles. John relaxed against the side of the tub. Lafi’shir had the right idea. John wondered if he would fall asleep if he closed his eyes. He closed his eyes anyway.

    “This is nice,” Fenn murmured.

    Saimura agreed with a pleased sigh.

    John felt the currents of heat rolling through the salt-heavy water. Suddenly the water sloshed and dropped. John opened his eyes to see Lafi’shir stepping out of the tub.

    “That’s about enough for me.” Lafi’shir toweled himself off and then wrapped the towel around his waist. “I’m going up for the night. I’ll be in the eaves room if you need me. The rest of you have the smaller common room to yourselves.”

    Lafi’shir left a key with Saimura’s things and then after dressing let himself out. John stretched his legs out into the space Lafi’shir had vacated. The water was pleasantly buoyant.

    “You think gaun’im soak like this everyday?” Fenn asked.

    “I would if I was one of them,” Saimura replied. He dunked his head. When he came up his pale skin was bright red. His auburn hair curled slightly.

    John pulled himself under more slowly. The water’s salty flavor floated over his lips. Waves of heat massaged his scalp. After a few moments John lifted his head back up into the cool air.

    “Well, it’s getting late.” Pirr’tu stood and waded across the tub.

    “Time for a little snack in the kitchen?” Fenn asked.

    Pirr’tu smiled and stepped out of the tub.

    “Don’t wait up for me,” Pirr’tu replied.

    He dried himself and dressed in one of the robes that hung on the far wall. John signed him good luck as he left.

    Fenn drifted closer, brushed against John’s shoulder, and smiled. John moved aside slightly, but he wasn’t paying that much attention to Fenn. There was something odd about Saimura’s expression. He looked suddenly too alert. 

    “How can you be so forward?” Saimura asked Fenn.

    Fenn frowned at him.

    “What do you care?” 

    “You don’t even know if Jath’ibaye is…” Saimura flushed a little and John knew it wasn’t just because of the warm water.

    “Yes, I do,” Fenn replied. “The entire Warren was talking about him and his lover. And I’m the same way. So, why shouldn’t we keep each other company?”

    Saimura didn’t respond to Fenn’s question. Instead he asked another of his own.

    “How do you know you’re the same?” Saimura asked. “How do you know that you feel that way?”

    “Do you mean, how do we know that we prefer men?” John asked.

    Saimura nodded.

    “Well, even if I hadn’t heard from every single cook and stableman that Jath’ibaye slept with men, I would have known when I saw Jath’ibaye nearly kiss his lover at battle practice.” Fenn stretched his lean arms out almost as if he were striking a pose. “And he’s probably heard about me from one of the stablemen.” Fenn shrugged. “Even if he hadn’t, I think I’ve been pretty obvious.”

    “Yes, you have,” John commented.

    “That’s not what I meant,” Saimura said. He splashed a little water over his face and wiped it away from his eyes. “I meant, how did you realize that you felt the way you do?”

    “Oh, I see.” Fenn paused a moment to think. “I don’t know. I’ve always been more at ease with men—always liked their company better. That’s why I went to the stables. Lots of men there are better with each other than with women. Some just don’t want to support babies, but lots of them like boys better.”

    Saimura glanced to John. John’s first instinct was to keep silent. The subject was so personal. But then John thought he owed Saimura some honesty and it seemed important to Saimura.

    “It’s different for everyone,” John said. “Some people just know from early on. Others realize it later.”

    Saimura leaned back against the side of the tub. He gazed up at the ceiling.

    “So, when did you know, Jath’ibaye?” Saimura asked quietly.

    “The first time I kissed another boy I was eight years old,” John admitted. “But I didn’t really know that I wasn’t interested in girls until later. Fifteen or sixteen, I suppose. It wasn’t that I hated them. I just wasn’t attracted to them the way I was attracted to men.”

    “Why are you asking all this?” Fenn asked.

    “Just curious,” Saimura responded.

    “Oh?” Fenn raised his eyebrows and grinned wickedly. “How curious?”

    Saimura’s cheeks darkened to nearly scarlet. Fenn drifted through the water to his side. John opened his mouth to tell Fenn to leave Saimura alone. But then Saimura reached out and hesitantly touched Fenn’s chest. He ran his fingers over Fenn’s slim ribs and up to Fenn’s nipple. Fenn smiled and Saimura pulled his hand back.

    “It’s all right.” Fenn spoke with the same soft tone that he used to calm John’s surly tahldi. “You have a nice touch. There’s nothing wrong with something feeling good.”

    Fenn leaned forward and kissed Saimura’s chest. Saimura shivered as Fenn kissed each of his nipples and then his neck. Fenn lifted Saimura’s hand back to his chest.

    “You see, no harm done,” Fenn whispered. “It’s nice.”

    Fenn pulled Saimura close and kissed his mouth. Saimura’s hands stroked Fenn’s chest and waist with shaking care.

    John began to feel distinctly uncomfortable. They were both attractive men and he couldn’t help but watch them. At the same time his growing arousal threatened to become embarrassing.

    He didn’t think Fenn would care if he joined them, but Saimura would probably panic. Even if Saimura had been willing, John knew he couldn’t be with the two of them. It would be an utter betrayal of Ravishan. John would rather die than hurt Ravishan for a few minutes of pleasure.

    He stood and stepped out of the tub. An instant later Saimura pulled away from Fenn.

    “It’s getting late,” Saimura said a little breathlessly. “We should get some sleep.”

    John toweled off as Saimura climbed out of the tub. John tried not to notice Saimura’s attempt to hide his erection with a towel. Fenn hopped out of the tub a moment later. Saimura glanced to him nervously. Fenn smiled.

    “No harm done,” Fenn said softly. 

    He toweled off easily. Obviously, their encounter had aroused Fenn, but not as strongly as it had Saimura. The three of them dressed in robes and retreated to the cool upstairs.

    Their room was furnished with five beds, a big dresser, a large enamel washbasin, and four pitchers of wash water. Chamber pots were tucked under the beds and three extra blankets sat in the bottom drawer of the dresser. 

    John chose a bed near the door. It looked slightly bigger than the others. He curled up against the cool sheets and wrapped his blankets tight around his body. Saimura lay down in the bed across from John’s. Fenn took the bed behind Saimura’s. 

    “Well, it’s good night and good dreams,” Fenn said. He snuffed out the flame of the oil lamp. A deep darkness filled the room.

    John drifted a little, trying to sleep but never quite relaxing enough to drift off. He wished he could feel Ravishan. He concentrated, but Ravishan was somewhere in the Gray Space and beyond his reach.

    An hour or so later John heard the quiet rustle of blankets. He opened his eyes, expecting to see Pirr’tu returning to the room. Instead, he made out Fenn’s slim silhouette. He knelt beside Saimura’s bedside and touched Saimura’s shoulder.

    “It’s cold out here,” Fenn whispered.

    “You shouldn’t…” Saimura moved his head closer to Fenn’s. “Jath’ibaye—”

    “He’s asleep and dreaming,” Fenn said. “But I can’t rest, not the way you left me.”

    “I didn’t—”

    Fenn leaned forward and kissed Saimura. 

    “You did,” Fenn said. John suspected from his tone that Fenn might be smiling. “I can’t get you out of my thoughts now.” The blanket rustled and John thought that Fenn might have slipped one of his arms beneath Saimura’s bedding. Saimura gave a soft gasp.

     “I could freeze, sitting on the floor here all night,” Fenn said.

    “No you couldn’t.” 

    “At least kiss me again,” Fenn said.

    Saimura kissed him. They leaned close for a long while. John thought he saw Fenn stroke Saimura’s face.

    “Should I go back to my own bed now?” Fenn asked.

    “No.” Saimura peeled the blankets back and Fenn slid into the bed next to him. For quite a while, they were very quiet and still. John tried to imagine that they had somehow fallen asleep. Steadily, though, he became aware of their bodies moving beneath the blankets and their fast, gasping breaths. Being plainly more practiced at surreptitious sex, Fenn was nearly silent, but quiet moans of pleasure escaped Saimura. The bed rocked to an unmistakable rhythm.

    John tried to think of stones, glaciers, distant forests, even difficult math problems. None of it distracted him from his intense awareness of the two men fucking in the bed across from him.

    At last they lay still. Several minutes passed. Fenn lifted himself off of Saimura and kissed him several times. Saimura pulled him down closer. They lay together quietly.

    “Pirr’tu will be coming back soon,” Saimura whispered.

    “I’ll go if you want me to.” Fenn propped himself up on his elbow.

    “I…You probably should,” Saimura said.

    After bestowing a final kiss, Fenn crept back to his own bed. An hour later, when Pirr’tu returned, only John remained awake to congratulate him. 

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    

Chapter Ninety-Three

     

    John spent most of the next two days with Pirr’tu sitting in wine houses, listening to men converse and complain. And because all trains leaving the city had ground to a halt two weeks ago, both the numbers of stranded travelers and the vigor of their grievances seemed to grow hourly.

     John kept his head bowed, letting his black-stained hair hide his features. Pirr’tu talked easily and drank wine without any seeming concern.

    Train attendants, mill workers, cobblers, and smiths all drank with Pirr’tu. Most men warmed to his easy manner and often confessed far more to Pirr’tu than John would have imagined possible. John admired Pirr’tu’s skill with people while watching him fill a stocky prison guard’s wine cup. Pirr’tu nodded sympathetically as the guard continued to elaborate on his recent troubles.

    “No one in his right mind thinks that little beauty, Lon’ahma, is a witch. She’s simple as a lamb, she is. But orders come straight from the priests. So we lock her up.” The prison guard accepted the wine cup from Pirr’tu gladly.

    “Next thing we know we have to arrest her grandfather and all five grandmothers for blocking the gates. And her great uncle too. The man’s nearly eighty!” The guard shook his head. “If you ask me, I’d say we should just cut the lot of them loose, Lon’ahma too. But the priests won’t have that.”

    “Sounds bad,” Pirr’tu said.

    “I’ve got kids throwing rocks at me,” the guard grumbled, “kids I know. I caught Wan’uhmari’s sons and dragged them back to his shop by their ears. I’d like to say they got a beating for it, but I don’t believe they did.”

    “But the warden freed the grandparents yesterday, didn’t he?” Pirr’tu asked. “Things should be better now.”

     The guard shook his head and frowned down at his wine.

    “It’s not set right by far and that husband of hers won’t let any of his trains roll out of the city until it is,” the guard said, and then he turned the conversation to Pirr’tu’s travels. Pirr’tu obliged him with a few amusing stories of trading tahldi and charming country girls.

    “Of course, there’s not much of that now that I’ve been saddled with a brother-in-law.” Pirr’tu gestured to John with his thumb. John simply nodded to the guard and continued playing his part as Pirr’tu’s silent, dour bodyguard of an in-law. Other men joined them at the table and the conversations wandered. John listened and hours later, when Pirr’tu was drunk, he steadied Pirr’tu as they walked back to the Hearthstone Hostel. 

    Lafi’shir returned from the train station with stories and conjectures, but no solid date for when the trains would be moving again. Fenn and Saimura brought other news from the city stables.

    All Gisa’s current troubles seemed to have stemmed from the arrest of a single girl. Lon’ahma belonged to a wealthy and respected family of craftsmen. Her grandfather had overseen the building of Gisa’s fountains. Her husband, Kirh’yu, owned the Gisa train station. By all accounts Lon’ahma was pretty and devout: a very attractive girl with the mind of a child. No one could credit her possessing the cruelty of a witch, much less the intellect required. 

    Nevertheless, the ushman at the Gisa temple had tested her with goatweed and demanded that she be arrested. Fenn reported that many of the young men at the city stables had suggested that the ushman simply wanted the girl for himself. 

    On the day of Lon’ahma’s arrest, her husband had cut off all services at the train station. Cases of cheese, flocks of animals, pallets of tapestries, and countless other goods now crowded the station platforms. Merchants and travelers filled the city’s hostels while they waited for the trains to begin moving again. It had been nearly two weeks since any engine had departed the station.

    Now the ushman at the Gisa temple had sent for Bousim rashan’im to conduct Lon’ahma, along with several other women accused of witchcraft, to Amura’taye. They were expected to arrive in a day or less. 

    “A rug seller I met at the stables said that there have been public protests in other towns as well,” Saimura said. He handed Pirr’tu a cup of steaming daru’sira. Pirr’tu winced at the bitter smell of the drink.

    “Protests over the women arrested for witchcraft?” Lafi’shir asked.

    “Exactly,” Saimura said.

    “Why would so many people suddenly be so upset?” Lafi’shir wondered aloud. “The Payshmura have been arresting witches for years.”

    “Not in these numbers,” Saimura said.

    Pirr’tu shook his head. 

    “It’s the rapes,” Pirr’tu said firmly. “No one says it outright, but they know it’s happening and it makes them sick.” 

    “Yes, but how do they all know?” Lafi’shir asked. “A week ago it wasn’t common knowledge. Sheb’yu only just discovered it. Now men in Gisa and Amura’dow’lari are discussing it. How is word traveling so fast?”

    “No idea,” Pirr’tu said. “But it’s good that it is, isn’t it? It’s bringing people to our side.”

    “Maybe. Any other news?” Lafi’shir asked.

    “Armed companies of Bousim rashan’im have been seen riding across the Hill Road and the Holy Road,” John said. “It looks like the ushman in Gisa isn’t the only one calling for reinforcements.”

    “How many rashan’im?” Lafi’shir asked.

    “The man I overheard said he saw a hundred on the Holy Road. Two hundred or more on the Hill Road, riding south,” John said. He had no idea how they would fight two hundred rashan’im.

    “This is getting big, fast,” Lafi’shir said.

    “So, what do we do?” Fenn asked.

    “If we weren’t spread so thin, we’d send fighters to support the protests. We’d get our people in there to fight the rashan’im when they came.” Lafi’shir ran his hand over his beard. “With only six of us, we’re going to have to focus on Gisa. I’ll visit the Weavers Row tonight. Tai’yu probably has more information. Maybe this girl’s husband and family are willing to commit more than symbolic resistance to get her back.” Lafi’shir stood and picked his coat up off the bed. 

    “I should be back soon.” Lafi’shir paused at the door. “Saimura, send word of all this back to Ji.”

    With that Lafi’shir left them.

    It was already late and John had been up since early morning. He washed at the basin and then retired to his bed. Pirr’tu went downstairs, to the kitchen no doubt. Fenn sat on the foot of Saimura’s bed oiling a tahldi harness while Saimura carved the tiny bird bones that would comprise his charm.

    John closed his eyes. His thoughts drifted from the tiny subterranean streams trickling beneath the city stones into dreams of deep volcanic chasms and radiant warmth. He slept for a few hours and then suddenly sat up, wide awake in the darkness.

    A frigid whisper hung in the air. John’s eyes adjusted and he saw Ravishan. Fenn, Saimura, and Pirr’tu remained asleep in their own beds. Ravishan stepped closer to John’s bedside and John wondered briefly if this was another dream. 

    “Jahn,” Ravishan whispered. It was strange to hear his old name now.

    “I’m here,” John whispered. He reached out and caught Ravishan’s hand. The bitter chill of the Gray Space lingered on Ravishan’s skin. John pulled him to the bed.

    John smiled at him, but Ravishan bowed his head, his expression desolate. Worry crushed John’s fleeting swell of joy. 

    “What’s wrong?” John asked.

    Ravishan wrapped his arms around John and held him silently. John returned Ravishan’s powerful hug with a feeling of growing dread.

    “Tell me what’s happened,” John whispered against the muscles of Ravishan’s neck.

    “Rousma got loose from the holy sisters long enough to send me word.” Ravishan didn’t release John. He curled his hand around the back of John’s head, almost cradling John’s skull. His fingers stroked John’s hair.

    “I’m sorry, Jahn,” Ravishan whispered. His voice sounded so strained that John thought he might have been crying.

    And suddenly John knew what was wrong. A terrible sorrow seemed to bloom through his chest. His throat constricted like a fist.

    “It’s Laurie, isn’t it?” John’s own voice sounded ragged.

    Ravishan nodded and held John tighter.

    “Her child was born two days ago,” Ravishan whispered. “Yesterday, the holy sisters killed it and began using its blood to bind Loshai’s bones.”

    No. She’d been so happy about that child…She and Bill had both been overjoyed.

    John could hardly bear the idea of it. He didn’t want it to be true—would have done anything for it not to be true. But the knowledge was as inescapable and painful as a blade driven into his gut. No matter how he tried he couldn’t get away from the pain of it. 

    “I’m sorry, Jahn,” Ravishan whispered. “I couldn’t get inside. I couldn’t save her.”

    “It’s not your fault.” John squeezed his eyes closed against his tears. He pressed his face into Ravishan’s shoulder and wept. Ravishan held him all night.

    •

    In the morning Ravishan took the charm Saimura had carved and promised to deliver it to Ji along with a report of all that they had done in the last month. The other men asked Ravishan about the fighting in the south. He said it was going slowly. Sabir was cautious and intent on winning allies before ordering the assault against Umbhra’ibaye. But Ravishan assured them that it wouldn’t be too much longer.

    John tried not to feel a bitter anger at Sabir’s delay. It was too late for Laurie, but there were other women who could be saved. At the moment, the thought wasn’t much of a consolation.

    “We’ve all but taken Amura’milaun and the people of Amura’lisam threw the city gates open to us,” Ravishan said.

    “They threw the city gates open?” Fenn asked in wonder.

    “Sabir had the full support of the Lisam gaun’im governing the city,” Ravishan said. “They say they want to be free of the Payshmura tithes as much as the common populace does.”

    “Yes, but only so they can demand their own tithes,” Saimura said, frowning. Both Fenn and Pirr’tu seemed troubled by the thought of alliance with the gaun’im. John tried to consider the proposition, but he felt too broken to really care.

    “The alliance serves us for now and that’s all that matters,” Lafi’shir said. “Sabir knows what he’s doing.”

    Ravishan nodded, though John thought that he looked far less certain than Lafi’shir. 

    “I should get your report to Ji,” Ravishan said after a brief silence. He stepped closer to John and gripped his hand.

    “Take care.” Ravishan squeezed his hand and John returned the gesture.

    “Take care, yourself,” John whispered to him.

    Despite the other men in the room, Ravishan embraced him. John leaned into Ravishan’s strong body. He hugged Ravishan fiercely.

    “You’re all I have left,” John whispered. He fought to keep tears from welling in his eyes again. He refused to cry in front of the other Fai’daum. It was the last thing any of them would want to see. They were depending on him for the coming fight. He couldn’t just fall apart.

    John pulled back and Ravishan released him. An instant later Ravishan disappeared into the Gray Space. Saimura studied John curiously but said nothing.

    “Well,” Lafi’shir said, “we’ve got work to do.”

    They took breakfast downstairs and then split up to travel through the city. Even with the unusual number of travelers in Gisa at the moment Lafi’shir didn’t want to take too many chances. John and Pirr’tu took the back alleys of the Bakers Row up to the address that Lafi’shir had provided.

    John expected to arrive at a workhouse or the home of a common laborer. But even from the back John could see that these tall stone houses were the homes of the wealthiest merchants in the city. The walls were exquisitely carved. Large panes of expensive glass glittered from the windows. Expansive gardens and stone pathways spread around the houses, all blanketed with white snow. Dozens of servants’ bicycles were locked behind the gates.

    A young man in a quilted silk coat and embroidered pants stood at the back gate of a red stone guardhouse. He escorted John and Pirr’tu through the back kitchen and up to a dining room on the second floor.

    Saimura and Fenn had already arrived. Saimura stood by one of the velvet-draped windows. Fenn sat at the wood table with a well-dressed man and woman drinking sweetly perfumed tea. John didn’t recognize the woman, though her long nose and chin seemed familiar. It took John a moment to realize that the man, dressed in silk and soft kid leather, was Tai’yu. Instantly, John knew that the woman had to be his sister; their features were nearly identical.

    Pirr’tu joined Tai’yu, his sister, and Fenn at the table. Saimura beckoned John to join him at the window while they all awaited Lafi’shir’s arrival. Saimura pointed out the Payshmura temple and the walls of the city prison. 

    A few moments later three well-dressed men arrived and seated themselves at the table. Tai’yu’s sister quietly welcomed the men and served them tea. Tai’yu introduced everyone. His sister was called Pash’fai. The men who had joined them were merchants. The one dressed in yellow silk was a goldsmith named Ayal’ji. The other two men were father and son. They owned lumber mills. The father was called Niru’lam and his son was called Niru’tu.

     Both John and Saimura received worried glances when they were introduced as witches. The merchants were far more at ease with Fenn and Pirr’tu. A flow of polite conversation rose around the table as Pirr’tu inquired after the price of wooden casks for transporting taye and white wool. A serving girl brought up steaming cakes, cheese, and preserves.

    John guessed that they were all waiting for Lafi’shir. He gazed out the window. 

    Narrow stone buildings loomed over the streets of the Weavers Row. To the west, the black spire of a Payshmura chapel pierced the skyline. A little further west of the chapel stood the solid stone mass of the Gisa prison. Even at a distance, John felt its weight and the strange, shuddering spells that suffused the masonry. He remembered the same unsettling feeling pervading the deep chambers in Rathal’pesha where the ushiri’im were punished.

    “That prison stinks of Payshmura curses,” Saimura remarked. 

    John nodded. There was no way they could breach the Gisa prison as easily as they’d gotten into the prison in Yah’hali.

    John tried not to imagine the terrified faces of the girls in the prison. He fought against the thought of their destinations. Umbhra’ibaye. Knives flaying their flesh. Knives carving their living bones. John remembered the agony of his own bones splitting. Laurie must have screamed. She must have screamed and cried.

    John let the curtain fall back over the window.

    Tai’yu’s sister, Pash’fai, poured more tea. As she did, the silver chains braided through her black hair and those that linked her fingers clinked like tiny bells.

     “Won’t the two of you join us?” Pash’fai asked John and Saimura.

    “It would be an honor.” Saimura went to the table, but John remained where he was. There was something more than the prison that felt wrong to him. There was something deeper beneath the streets. Wood timbers strained under intense pressure. Fine streams of icy water seeped around the bases of the timbers, dislodging pebbles and sand and slowly eating away at the stability of the supports.

    “Is there a tunnel under the streets?” John asked. “Near the chapel?”

    One of the merchants nodded. He was an older man with gold vines embroidered across the sleeves of his silk coat. Ayal’ji, the goldsmith, John thought after a moment of racking his memory. He should have paid more attention to their introduction. 

    “There used to be a series of tunnels between the Weavers Row and the chapel. They allowed women of good families to travel to prayer without being accosted by common men on the street,” Ayal’ji said. “But the tunnels were abandoned and filled in more than thirty years ago. It was feared they would collapse under the weight of the newer houses and the city fountain.”

    “Why do you ask?” Tai’yu said.

    “I think someone must be digging them out—” John went silent as the door opened. Lafi’shir led an ancient man with a braided white beard into the room. A balding young man dressed in dull blue silk followed them.

    “Forgive our lateness.” The balding young man bowed to Tai’yu’s sister. His eyes were dark and heavily shadowed. He sounded tired.

    The old man leaned on Lafi’shir.

    “No one saw you three together, I hope?” Pash’fai asked.

    “No, we only met here at the house.” Lafi’shir helped the old man to a seat. Pash’fai poured him a cup of daru’sira and stirred a generous spoonful of honey into it.

    “Has everyone been introduced already?” Lafi’shir asked.

    “Yes, but it’s no trouble to exchange names again,” Pash’fai said.

    Again Tai’yu introduced all of the Fai’daum members and the merchants. The old man with the braided beard was called Daru’mosh and the young balding man’s name was Kirh’yu. Daru’mosh was Lon’ahma’s great uncle and Kirh’yu was her husband, the man who owned the Gisa train station.

    Kirh’yu made a holy sign against his chest when John and Saimura were introduced.

    “Real witches.” Kirh’yu shook his head at the two of them. “You are not what I would have expected.”

    “Many things are not what you would have expected,” Pash’fai replied, her tone soft and demure.

    “True.” Kirh’yu looked at the other merchants and then Tai’yu. “I never would have imagined any of you supported the Fai’daum. Particularly not you, Tai’yu. I may have spoken harshly to you on past occasions. I think I may have misjudged you—”

    “It is of little consequence now, Kirh’yu,” Tai’yu said, smiling. “Rest assured, I have gone to some trouble to have this city know me as a wastrel and a buffoon. The reputation serves me well. There is nothing to apologize for.” Tai’yu used the elegant formal speech that always reminded John of Lady Bousim.

    “So.” Lafi’shir sat down and accepted a cake from Pash’fai. “It looks like we all have a common cause here. None of us want the Payshmura to get their hands on the ten women in the Gisa prison.”

    All of the men at the table nodded their agreement.

    “You know that the ushman there has sent for rashan’im to escort the women to Amura’taye?” Ayal’ji asked Kirh’yu.

    “I heard as much.” Kirh’yu scowled at the green-glazed teacup in his hands.

    “They’re only a day away from what we’ve heard,” Pirr’tu said. “That doesn’t give us much time.”

    “I have taken steps to breach the prison,” Kirh’yu said, “but we will need a week before the work will be done.”

    John frowned. Distantly, he felt cracks splitting through heavy timbers.

    “Are you having the tunnels under the streets dug out?” John asked Kirh’yu.

    He blanched at the question but then asked, “How did you know?”

    “I can feel them,” John said. “You’re trying to reach the prison, but the ground isn’t stable. The supports are going to collapse.”

    “Yasistana timbers will support the weight.” Daru’mosh’s voice trembled with age, but his expression was certain. “We used them when we constructed the fountain. They are stronger than you might think.”

    “It’s the water,” John said. “The water in the soil is getting into the timbers. They’re swelling and splitting. The ground beneath them is slipping as well.”

    “When will this happen?” Kirh’yu demanded.

    “It’s happening now,” John said. “Your tunnel is going to come down any minute.”

    The color drained from Kirh’yu’s face. “There are men in there.”

    John felt walls of stone shifting, slipping. Lafi’shir seemed to read as much in his expression and turned to Kirh’yu.

    “Get your men out right now.” Lafi’shir stood. “Take Jath’ibaye. If anyone can stop the collapse, it will be him. Saimura may be able to treat anyone who is injured. Go now. Our plans here will wait.”

    Saimura grabbed his black leather bag. He and John hurried to the door.

    “It will not collapse,” Daru’mosh insisted. Kirh’yu looked far from sure. 

    “We’ll go and make certain,” Kirh’yu said. He bowed quickly to Pash’fai and then led John and Saimura out of the house. They ran down the back alleys of the Weavers Row. As they drew closer, John perceived the tunnel with more clarity. He felt one timber split and crumple. Stone buckled.

    They didn’t have time to waste.

    John sprinted ahead of Kirh’yu. Sensing the heavy iron trapdoor hidden beneath an empty wagon, John shoved the wagon aside and cracked through the lock on the trap door. He pulled the door open. Utter blackness welled up. John caught the rung of a ladder and climbed down into the tunnel. The instant he touched the stone floor, he raced ahead. Cold streams of water trickled down the rough walls and flowed over the uneven floor.

    Through the surrounding darkness John saw the glow of a lamp. Up ahead, three young workmen pulled a small cart full of rubble. 

    “Get out of here!” John shouted.

    The men were startled, peering into the gloom of the tunnel. John realized that they couldn’t see him yet.

    “The timbers are coming down! Get out! NOW!” John’s voice echoed loudly. He came up on the men fast and threw them back behind him. A loud crack ricocheted through the tunnel like echoing thunder. More supports collapsed as the weight of the stones shifted onto them. The three workmen scrambled to their feet and bolted toward the exit.

    There were more workmen farther down the tunnel. John could feel them. Twenty, at least. He raced ahead. On either side of him, wooden timbers shuddered. The ceiling groaned. A timber burst apart. Splinters of wood speared out. Stone fell. A slab of granite slammed into John’s side. He crumpled beneath the weight. The jagged edge of stone crushed into John’s ribs. Dirt and rubble poured down, pinning John to the ground. A terrible, wet heat poured down his chest, stomach, and face. He struggled for breath, tasting blood in his lungs. Pain welled through him and power surged behind it.

    John gripped the edge of the granite and tried his strength against it. He swore at its agonizing weight. It crumbled to ash in his hands. He shoved the rest of the wreckage aside and forced himself back up to his feet.

    Dust hung in the air. Shafts of lamplight leaked from behind the walls of the loose earth and smashed wood. John heard someone coughing. The timbers farther down the tunnel groaned and then split with a deafening boom. The entire tunnel was coming down on top of them all.

    John reached out and touched the stone wall. He closed his eyes and concentrated on the simple geometric structure that suffused its form. He remembered moving a stone with Ji once before. Now, John reached beyond the stone. He drew the pattern of its strength into the shuddering wooden supports, turning long cellulose fibers to iron cables. 

    He carefully twisted the masses of rubble that filled the tunnel, pulling them up into pillars. The stone walls branched out, sprouting arches and buttresses, splitting and unfolding like ice crystals. John forced the hard mineral structures into architecture.

    Pain gnawed at him. Blood trickled from his scalp into his eyes. His lungs shuddered for breath. Fury lashed inside him like a fire. More than once the stones cracked and crumbled into smoking ash. John fought to control himself. He filled his thoughts with the crystalline forms of snowflakes and the lustrous dendritic masses of coral.

    Somewhere at the very back of his senses he felt the bodies of men. They crawled through the web of stone and crystals that now filled the tunnel. They were covered in dirt and many of them were bleeding.

    John felt the warmth of their lamps flicker over him, but his thoughts were locked deep in the unfolding forms of stones. A young man whispered Parfir’s name. A warm bare hand touched John’s chest.

    Awareness almost returned to John then. 

    He fought against it. He didn’t dare to feel the pain of his broken ribs or cracked skull. He knew that blood poured through his stained hair and filthy clothes, but he didn’t yet dare to feel the hurt of it. 

    The men passed John, their retreating lamps leaving him in cold darkness. 

     John’s senses sank back into the calm structures of granite, feldspar, and quartz. Fine veins of iron and copper spread through the surrounding earth. Tiny streams of dark, mineral-rich water trickled over the hard faces of stones and pooled into soft clays.

    From deep below him, a living warmth radiated up. John drifted into its slow pulse. He belonged here, in this painless place. Nothing died here; nothing lived. There was only beautiful chemistry. Yellow sulfur turned scarlet in the embrace of arsenic. Soft halide crystals blushed in the heat of hydrothermal veins and became brilliant as jewels. Green blooms of phosphates opened like lily pads over aluminum-rich rock.

    Here, he forgot his injuries. His pains and desires. Even the names and faces that hurt him so deeply receded from his mind. Amnesia poured over him like an absolving stream. John’s thoughts drifted deeper into the churning warmth of the earth.

    At his touch, pools of radiant magma calmed and curled up like sleeping dogs. Diamonds glittered in the darkness. John thought that he had slept. Perhaps he’d been dreaming.

    But now a hard, cold sensation intruded. 

    John wanted to resist it, but he could not keep himself from listening to the sound of a voice. The words were familiar, the voice even more so.

    “Jath’ibaye, you must wake up. Jath’ibaye. We need you. Wake up, damn it!” Again John felt a cold mass impact against his cheek. It was a hand, John realized. Someone had slapped him.

    He opened his eyes. Saimura started back a step.

    “You’re awake,” Saimura said.

     Arches of granite and iron filled the tunnel like the filaments of an immense spider web. The light of Saimura’s lamp refracted through the countless slender, prismatic crystals blanketing the walls and floor of the tunnel.

     John blinked as a rivulet of water cascaded down from his forehead into his eyes. More water trickled down his outstretched arms and ran down his back and chest. 

    “How long have I been down here?” John’s voice was rough in his throat. 

    “Most of the day,” Saimura replied. “Can you move?”

    “I think so.” Thousands of supports filled the tunnel. The danger of a collapse seemed far less than that of becoming entombed within the intricate weavings of stones and minerals. 

    John slowly lowered his arms. His shoulders ached. Sharp cramps bit through the muscles of his back. John shuddered as his awareness poured back into his body. His teeth began to chatter. His clothes were soaked and his skin felt slick and clammy. His legs were numb weights.

    John crouched and roughly massaged the muscles of his thighs and calves. He flexed his toes against the tight confines of his wool socks and heavy boots.

    “Here.” Saimura handed him a small silver flask. John took a drink. The liquid felt like fire in his mouth. Its heat scorched down his throat and radiated from his stomach.

    “Did the workmen get out?” John asked.

    “All but two of them.” Saimura hesitantly touched a long spire of white granite. He looked back to John. “Drink a little more.”

    John took another shot of the liquor. The heat didn’t seem so intense this time.

    “One of them swears he saw Parfir down in the tunnel,” Saimura said.

    “I wish…” John took another deep drink from Saimura’s flask. Parfir was immense, all knowing, and all powerful. Parfir would not have allowed even two workmen to die. He would have stopped time, turned stone to air. He would have done the impossible, effortlessly. Parfir would have saved Laurie. 

    “Parfir is a fucking lie.” John gazed at his own warped reflection in Saimura’s flask. “He’s a piece of fiction that can’t be achieved.”

    Saimura frowned, then crouched down beside John. “Are you all right?”  

    “No. But it’s not something you can help,” John said. He handed Saimura’s flask back to him. “They killed my sister. Ravishan came to the hostel to tell me. They flayed her in Umbhra’ibaye.”

    “They’re making her into one of the issusha’im?” Saimura asked.

    John nodded. He didn’t trust his voice.

    Saimura closed his eyes and bowed his head.

    “I’m sorry, Jath’ibaye.”

    “So am I,” John said.

    “But she isn’t dead.” Saimura touched John’s shoulder lightly. “You shouldn’t make the mistake of thinking that she is. She isn’t any more dead than Ji is.”

    John nodded. He wanted to feel assured by the thought of Ji. But he had never known Ji as a living woman. Laurie was different. He couldn’t imagine her stripped of her flesh, carved with commands, and soaked in the blood of her own child. He couldn’t see how that terrible figure could still be Laurie.

    “I’m sorry about your sister, and if things were different, I would tell you to take your time and grieve,” Saimura said quietly. “But the rashan’im are coming and Lafi’shir needs you now.”

    “I know,” John said. He got back up to his feet. He followed Saimura through the maze of stone arches and pillars. Jewel-like crystals flashed in the lamplight. Slender masses of gold and copper curled through walls of quartz.

    Laurie would have found it beautiful, John thought. He forced himself to believe that she still would.

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    

Chapter Ninety-Four

     

    Outside the tunnel twilight shadows filled the streets. Yellow lamplight glowed from the windows of houses. The number of people out on the streets surprised John. Most of the men rode bicycles. Clusters of women walked close together on the walkways. John caught glimpses of bright staff uniforms under their dark wool coats. They were returning to their homes after a day’s work. To John their relaxed expressions and lively conversations seemed almost surreal.

    Threads of ice water pooled beneath their feet. Chambers of iron gaped through miles of granite. The air curled and twisted, warm breezes fighting up through the settling cold winds. Somewhere in the distant north, ushiri’im tore the fabric of space and time.

    The world around these people writhed with power and life. And they were all so unaware of it. They struck John almost as sleepwalkers, moving senselessly onward. And yet he could see that they had their own concerns—a group of older women studied the new black tattoos on a young girl’s fingers with expressions of tender melancholy. One man knelt beside his bicycle, fighting with the rusty chain. A young girl rushed out from a doorway and woman swept her up into her arms.

    It wasn’t that these people were strange. It was him. He’d become so distanced from daily life that now normalcy struck him as unreal.

    John suddenly became aware of the odd figure he presented. His dazed expression probably made him seem drunk. The dry clothes Saimura had given him were the ones that he’d worn the last three nights. They reeked of wine houses and sweat. The water in the tunnel had rinsed the stain from his hair. John pushed the damp blond curls back from his face. He pulled the hood of his coat up over the tangled mass.

    “Is there still blood on my face?” John asked Saimura quietly.

    “No.” Saimura glanced to John’s face. “There was a lot of blood on your old clothes, but you look fine now. You don’t still have any injuries, do you?”

    “No,” John said. “I was worried that I looked strange.”

    “Not too odd,” Saimura said. “You look like you could be one of the big men the house stewards hire for day labor. I don’t think anyone will take too much notice of you.” 

    Still, they kept clear of the larger crowds of people. Saimura led him west, past closed shops. Painted signs hung over doorways, advertising jewelry, feather hats, embroidered coats, and tapestries. They passed a pastry shop. The smell of the wood oven and taye flour still hung in the air. John felt a brief nostalgia for the evenings he used to spend with Samsango in the monastery kitchens.

    “We aren’t going back to the Hearthstone?” John asked.

    “No, it’s too far from the prison,” Saimura whispered as they cut across a street. They stopped at the back gate of a large squat building that seemed to be another hostel. Plumes of smoke pumped up from the rows of chimneys that studded the building’s roof. Saimura pulled a service bell and then leaned back against the iron bars of the gate. 

    “The Bousim rashan’im arrived at the Gisa stables this afternoon,” Saimura whispered. “Lafi’shir thinks they’ll take possession of Lon’ahma and the other women first thing tomorrow morning.”

    “How many rashan’im?” John asked.

    “Fenn counted eighty-nine at the city stables,” Saimura said.

    “Eighty-nine?” 

    “I don’t think they’re taking any chances after what happened at Yah’hali Prison.” 

    Someone opened a door in the back of the building. Bright yellow firelight poured out over the snow. Saimura said nothing more as a girl in a stained apron ran to the gate. Saimura told the girl that he and John were friends of Niru’lam’s. The girl said that they had been expected. She unlocked the gate and led them back into the big, humid kitchen. 

    Women crowded the kitchen. Some worked over the open fires and iron stoves, stirring pots of sauces or frying large cuts of meat. Others stood at the big wooden table, chopping dried herbs. Three of them swung big cleavers through the butchered sides of sheep and dogs, chopping the carcasses into single servings. The smell of the kitchen was at once pleasantly sweet and also tainted with the harsh metallic odor of blood.

    An older woman with faded greenish tattoos across her fingers handed a room key over to Saimura. She waved her hand up and to the left as she told them that their room was on the second floor. A very nice room, she assured them. Dinner would be ready before the next bell. Men were already enjoying cups of warmed wine in the dining room, if they cared to join them. Saimura thanked the woman and he and John left the kitchen. 

    The room was warmer and smaller than the one they had rented at the Hearthstone. John noticed the single bed but didn’t bother to comment. Saimura went to the tiny, slit window.

    “You can see the prison pretty well from here,” Saimura said. John joined Saimura at the window. He studied the prison, feeling the hard dark masses of spells engulfing and reinforcing the stone chambers. 

    “Lafi’shir thinks that the rashan’im will collect the women at the prison’s back courtyard early in the morning to avoid any public protests.” Saimura pointed to a distant stretch of wall between two watchtowers. “Then they will most likely follow the Fountain Road straight out of Gisa.” Saimura traced the line of the road on the window glass. 

    “Can we be sure of that?” John asked.

    “No,” Saimura said, “but the captain of the rashan’im rented an iron-box chattel wagon at the city stables and those things are too ungainly to maneuver through most of the smaller streets.” 

    John thought about it. Iron-box wagons were built like vaults. They required teams of four or more tahldi to move.

    “Why would they need a wagon that large to transport ten women?” John asked.

    “Smaller wagons can’t be secured as completely as an iron box. And they’re probably going to need guards inside.” Saimura stepped back from the window. 

    “So, what is Lafi’shir’s plan?” John stared down at the dirty snow and mud of the road.

    “Two blocks past the prison, Fountain Road narrows. An alley there runs from a tailor’s shop south, past the back of Ayal’ji’s workshop.”

    John squinted through the darkening twilight to pick out the area of road Saimura described.

    “Lafi’shir thinks that if we can waylay the rashan’im there, the narrow street will keep them from being able to maneuver. We have access to two rooms above the tailor’s shop and we should be able to pick off some of the riders from there. Pirr’tu and I are the best shots so that will be our position. Lafi’shir and Tai’yu will be shooting from the ground.”

    “Where will Fenn be?” John asked.

    “A block farther down with some of Kirh’yu’s workmen. They’ll begin the assault by driving a herd of sheep up the street and into the rashan’im. It should look like an accident at the outset. Then the rest of us will open fire.”

    John frowned. He didn’t like the thought of Fenn being out in the midst of so much confusion and gunfire.

    “He’ll be all right,” Saimura said, but his expression betrayed his worry. “Fenn knows that he’s not supposed to get into the middle of it. He just has to get the sheep moving and then get to cover. He’ll be fine.”

    “What about me?” John asked, though he already suspected what his own role would be. He was the man who could take half a dozen bullets and keep moving. He could crack through iron locks with his hands. He was going to be in a worse position than Fenn.

    “You’ll break into the iron box, get the women out, and turn them over to Ayal’ji’s men. There will be three of them waiting for you in the alley.”

    “And after that?” John asked.

    “Keep the rashan’im from pursuing the women down the alley. Lafi’shir and Tai’yu will drop back with you. Pirr’tu and I will cover you from above. Once the women are out of sight, we’ll all fall back to the west gate. Fenn should be waiting for us there with our tahldi.” 

    John considered the distant expanse of road. He tried to picture half a dozen men pinning down eighty-nine riders armed with swords and rifles.

    “Couldn’t Kirh’yu find more men?” John asked.

    “He offered to give us twenty of his workmen. But Lafi’shir refused,” Saimura said. “The men wouldn’t be armed or have any idea of how to fight. They’d just be slaughtered.”

    “Better them than all of you,” John murmured.

    Saimura frowned at him.

    “Kirh’yu’s workmen don’t care about the Payshmura or the women in the Gisa prison. They’re just so poor and so desperate that they’d risk their lives to feed their families.” Saimura scowled down at his hands. “We couldn’t even provide them with fighting knives. The few who didn’t desert would be dead in seconds.”

    John knew Saimura was right. He tried to imagine how they would overcome eighty-nine rashan’im. The worst that could happen to him was pain. And pain only gave him strength. But he dreaded the thought of a bullet ripping through Saimura or Fenn. He didn’t want any of his fellow Fai’daum to die. He’d already lost too many of the people he cared for.

    “I just don’t want to see any of you hurt.” John turned back to Saimura.

    Saimura cocked his head slightly. “You’re not worried about yourself?” 

    “No, not really,” John admitted.

    Saimura sat down on the edge of the bed. 

    “Losing comrades is the inevitable price of our fight, you know. It’s terrible, but you can’t let it keep you from fighting. I’ve lost four good friends already. Two of them died the day I met you. But you can’t think about who may be killed or who you may lose. Every one of us Fai’daum has chosen to fight. We know that winning this war is worth risking our lives.”

    A sliver of guilt pierced John’s chest. Almost nothing could kill him. He risked so much less than the other Fai’daum that it was hard for him to imagine that they might truly be willing to die for their cause.

    “And in any case,” Saimura went on, “we’ve been up against far worse odds and won in the past. You should trust Lafi’shir. He knows what he’s doing. And you’re the most powerful witch I’ve ever met.” Saimura picked up one of the pillows and toyed with its weight. “Those rashan’im won’t know what hit them.” Saimura tossed the pillow. It slapped softly into John’s head and then flopped to the floor. 

    John picked up the pillow. He considered hurling it back at Saimura, but instead he gently threw it onto the bed.

    There was no point in arguing with Saimura or fearing for his safety. Tomorrow would come and John would do everything in his power to protect his fellow Fai’daum. A small feeling of pride spread through him. His power was no small matter. Maybe Saimura was right. Maybe they would win the day and all would come out unscathed.

    “Do you think they might be serving food downstairs yet?” John asked.

    “They might.” Saimura smiled at the change of subject. “I was thinking of going across the street to the Bower Hostel.”

    “Why?” John asked. Saimura looked a little sheepish.

    “We couldn’t get rooms in the same hostel on such short notice, so Fenn is staying alone at the Bower and I thought…” Saimura trailed off. His cheeks flushed slightly.

    “Oh,” John said. “Go. Definitely go. I’ll be fine on my own.”

    “You’re sure?” Saimura asked.

    “Absolutely.”

    “All right.” Saimura started for the door, then turned back and tossed the room key to John. “I’ll come and wake you a little before daybreak, so get to bed early.”

    “I’ll probably fall asleep as soon as my stomach is full,” John assured him.

    After Saimura’s departure, John returned to the window and watched the street. A few moments later he saw Saimura cross the ruts of mud and snow and walk to a smaller red brick building. The sign outside it was painted with a wine cup and branches of fruit blossoms. John’s gaze briefly moved up the road to the silhouette of the prison.

    John turned away. He needed to get something to eat.

    The dining room downstairs was large but already crowded. Two large hearth fires radiated heat and cast twisting red shadows as the flames jumped and flickered. Despite the warmth of the room, he kept his coat on and his hood up. John seated himself at the far end of a communal table where the shadows were deepest.

     He held his room key up and a serving girl brought him a cup of hot wine. She looked him over, frowning at his stained coat. 

    “If you’re cold, there’s a table closer to the fire,” the serving girl offered.

    “This is fine,” John said. “Some friends of mine might come by and I’d like to be near the door to catch them if they do.”

    “Suit yourself.” The serving girl shrugged. She glanced to John’s key. For a moment she looked confused as she took in the design etched into its metal face. She straightened suddenly. “What can I bring for you, sir?” Her tone had become oddly servile. 

    John guessed that the crest on the key identified him as one of Niru’lam’s important guests. He certainly didn’t look the part.

    “I just need something to eat,” John told her. “Thank you.”

    “Right away, sir.” The girl bowed and then hurried back to the kitchen. John slipped the key back into his pocket. He sipped hot, spiced wine and idly watched the men who occupied the other tables. Most appeared to be in their thirties or forties and well dressed. John overheard a number of men comparing the qualities of Lisam cotton and Bousim linen. One of the few women sitting at the tables laughed at something her companions said. Her high voice carried over the low conversation of the men, but unlike so many Basawar women, she didn’t seem embarrassed to be heard.

    John relaxed in his chair and watched the flames dancing in the nearest hearth. A group of men across the room whispered about the Yah’hali Prison. John heard the name Jath’ibaye. But none of the men even glanced in his direction.

    The serving girl brought John a platter of food as well as a bowl of washing water and a warm cloth, which he used to rinse and dry his hands. After the first polite bites, he devoured the mutton-stuffed dumplings, dog meat, and fried taye cakes ravenously. The serving girl brought him a dish of spiced weasel eggs and stewed greens. John finished the eggs in a few bites. Deep warmth radiated from his stomach. He sipped more wine, feeling warm and satisfied.

    A light breeze rolled over John as the dining room door opened. A man, woman, and a young child came through. All three still wore their coats and snow clung to their boots. The child—a boy, John guessed, from his clothes—stared with wide brown eyes at the tables of men. He looked amazed when he caught sight of John and all the plates stacked up in front of him. John smiled at the boy.

    Then he glanced up to the parents. The mother was a pretty woman but terribly thin. The silver wedding chains on her fingers seemed at odds with her red, chapped knuckles. But it was the sight of the father that almost made John choke on his wine. John had expected to never see him again and yet he recognized Hann’yu at once.

    Hann’yu glanced to the big empty table near the fire. Dirty dishes and wine cups still cluttered its surface. Hann’yu turned and started towards the big common table. He ushered the woman and boy several steps before he suddenly met John’s gaze.

    Hann’yu froze in place, the color visibly draining from his face. John watched him intently. He couldn’t afford Hann’yu to make a scene. Hann’yu seemed too stunned to move. The serving girl eyed him curiously.

    John lifted his hand and beckoned Hann’yu over. Hann’yu initially balked but recovered quickly. He led the woman and child to where John sat at the communal table.

    “Sit,” John said quietly.

    Hann’yu pulled out a chair and helped the young boy up into it. The child glanced to John but seemed far more interested in his dirty plates. He stared with undisguised avarice at the small remnant of a dumpling. Hann’yu seated the woman. She, unlike the child, seemed very aware of Hann’yu’s tension. She kept her head bowed but watched John. When she noticed him returning her glances, she flinched away and hid her hands in her lap. At last Hann’yu took off his bulky pack and sank down into the chair across from John.

    Hann’yu was thinner than John remembered. The smell of travel clung to his simple clothes. His hair hung loose around his face and was cut short like a laborer’s. His hands, which John remembered as graceful and soft, looked rough and nicked. Little crescents of dirt showed beneath his broken fingernails. But it was Hann’yu’s silence that seemed most at odds with John’s memory of the man. He watched John guardedly and said nothing.

     The serving girl approached them. She smiled and the little boy smiled back at her, though not brightly. A nervousness had crept into his manner. He reached out and gripped his mother’s hand. Hann’yu continued to watch John.

    “Shall I bring food for your friends, sir?” the serving girl asked John.

    “Yes, thank you.” 

    Again the serving girl bowed to John and then retreated into the kitchen. The noise of conversation at the other tables washed over John. A young man wondered when the trains would move again and immediately an old man began to whisper the story of Lon’ahma’s imprisonment. Two men drunkenly sang a few snatches of a song and then burst into laughter. 

    John noticed that the woman very minutely jabbed Hann’yu in the ribs. Hann’yu swallowed and seemed to force the flat line of his mouth into a weak approximation of one of his old easy smiles.

    “It’s been a while,” Hann’yu said. “I’m glad to see that you’re well.”

    “Really?” John leaned forward slightly. He kept his voice low. “Last I remember you sent Samsango to poison me.”

    Hann’yu’s eyes widened and for the briefest moment he looked terrified. The woman next to him clenched her child’s hand and the boy gave a sharp cry.

    “You ended up killing Samsango,” John whispered. “Did you know that?”

    “He wanted to help you,” Hann’yu whispered back. “We both just wanted to help you, Jah—” Hann’yu cut himself off before he said John’s old name aloud. “I had no way of knowing that he would go that far to rescue you. You must believe me. I didn’t intend to harm you or him.”

    John felt such bitterness. He remembered the terrible limpness of Samsango’s body in his arms. At the same time, he hated seeing fear in Hann’yu’s expression and knowing that he was causing it.

     The serving girl returned to the table with more hot wine and a cup of frothy goat’s milk for the boy. The boy gripped the cup in his hands but looked uncertain.

    “May I?” the boy asked his mother. She looked to John.

    “Go on,” John said. He watched the boy drink the warm milk. He was obviously Hann’yu’s son. They both had the same gentle brown eyes and silky, walnut-colored hair. The boy drank slowly and deeply. John imagined that he was very hungry.

    John turned his attention back to Hann’yu.

    “What’s his name?” John asked.

    “Du’rai,” Hann’yu said quietly. He touched the woman’s shoulder lightly. “This is my wife, Istanayye.” 

    Istanayye held her hand up in a gesture of peace.

    “It is an honor to meet you…sir,” she said. She smiled hesitantly. John could see dozens of tired lines around her mouth and eyes. “Thank you for your generosity.” 

    She gently brushed a few strands of her son’s hair back from his face.

    John nodded. He let his old anger go. He couldn’t blame Hann’yu for not knowing what would happen that day. He couldn’t even blame Hann’yu for Samsango’s death. Samsango had made the decision for himself.

    “So,” John said after a moment. “What brings you to Gisa?”

    “We were hoping to take the train to Nurjima. Istanayye has family there. I had to leave—” Hann’yu went silent as the serving girl returned to their table.

    She lowered two big platters of steaming dishes down in front of Hann’yu and his family. The smell of meat and fresh taye cakes rolled up through the air. Du’rai started to reach for a fried cake but pulled his hand back at a glance from his mother. Another serving girl brought them bowls of fragrant washing water and hand cloths.

    Hann’yu, his wife, and son all washed their hands. Istanayye appeared almost moved to tears by the small luxury. She cupped the warm cloth around her chapped hands and very carefully dried the silver chains of her marriage rings.

    “May I have a taye cake, sir?” Du’rai asked John.

    “Of course,” John said. “Help yourselves to all you like.”

    “Thank you, sir,” Du’rai said. 

    John expected the boy to just snatch the platter of taye cakes, but instead he waited for Hann’yu to serve him and his mother. All three of them ate quickly but with refined manners. None of them picked up the stuffed dumplings with their fingers or licked the meat sauce off their spoons the way John had. Hann’yu sipped his wine and closed his eyes. A faint, satisfied smile curved his lips. He opened his eyes slowly and looked at John.

    “Thank you,” Hann’yu said.

    “You’re welcome,” John replied and briefly he felt as though nothing had changed since the days when he and Hann’yu had spent hours preparing poultices and conversing comfortably. But things had changed, and apparently not just for him. John leaned in a little closer to Hann’yu. “So why aren’t you in Rathal’pesha?” 

    “I lost what faith I had,” Hann’yu replied. “The Payshmura have no honor any longer. You wouldn’t believe the things they’ve stooped to.”

    “Do you mean using the ushiri’im to rape witches?” John asked.

    Out of the corner of his eye he noticed Istanayye flinch, but she quickly turned her attention to her son, cutting his meat into smaller pieces.

    “You know about that?” Hann’yu asked in a whisper.

    “More people seem to know every day,” John replied.

    “You see, Hann’yu,” Istanayye said quietly. “Your letters have been read.” 

    “Perhaps,” Hann’yu whispered, but he looked uncertain.

    “Your letters?” John asked.

    Hann’yu nodded.

    “Once I discovered Ushman Nuritam’s plan, I tried to dissuade him, but he informed me that the Usho had ordered it. I said that it was impossible. Dayyid’s ushiri’im would never do such a thing.” Hann’yu took another sip of wine. “I didn’t think they would, but then I saw for myself…” Hann’yu looked nauseated. “I had to do something. But I’m not an ushiri or even a gaunan of any great importance. I couldn’t order it stopped myself. So I wrote to every ushman, gaunsho, and scholar I knew. I even wrote to the kahlirash’im, if you can believe that. I told them everything and begged them to stop it.”

    “And?” John asked.

    “And then I fled. I knew Nuritam would have me killed if he discovered what I had done, and if my plan was successful, he would find out. So I took a few trinkets, things that might have some value in Nurjima, and I left.” Hann’yu glanced down at the pack beside his chair.

    “How long ago was this?” John asked.

    “Almost two months now.” Hann’yu nervously toyed with his wine glass but didn’t drink. “I’d begun to think that my letters were lost or that Nuritam had destroyed them somehow.”

    “No,” John replied. “Someone has read them. I’ve heard traders from as far south as Vundomu allude to it.”

    Istanayye moved a little closer to the two of them.

    “When we heard what had happened at the Yah’hali Prison, I thought that someone had at last responded to one of Hann’yu’s letters. But he said that he didn’t think it was the case.” Istanayye’s voice was so quiet that John had to strain to hear her.

    “That was Fai’daum work,” Hann’yu said. “I didn’t write to anyone in the Fai’daum. How could I?”

    “Who knows how they learned of it. It could have been your doing.” Istanayye glanced to her son and gently brushed his hair back behind his ear again. “Don’t let your hair get in your mouth.” 

    Du’rai drank more of his milk.

    “I wish it had been my doing,” Hann’yu whispered.

    “You did all you could,” Istanayye said.

    Two men near the fire began to sing. From across the room a woman raised her voice and joined them. Other men sang along during the chorus.

    Du’rai leaned against his mother as she softly whispered the words of the song to him. Hann’yu smiled, watching them. John listened to the simple folk song with its chorus about taye growing wild on the hills and a long lost lover. He wondered why so many folk songs were so melancholy. The people singing seemed rather happy.

    Hann’yu glanced to John.

    “Is…he here with you?” Hann’yu asked. It took John a moment to realize Hann’yu meant Ravishan.

    “Not right now,” John said. “I saw him two days ago, though. He’s well.”

    “There are posters, offering rewards for the two of you,” Hann’yu said. “That blond boy as well. You know who I mean?”

    John nodded.

    “I suppose I’ll have one of my own to worry about soon enough,” Hann’yu said.

    “Probably,” John replied. “It’s the price of fame, I guess.”

    At last, Hann’yu managed a genuine smile.

    The song ended and everyone in the room clapped, even the singers. John supposed they were applauding each other. The serving girls brought out fresh rounds of mulled wine as well as sweet cream pastries. Du’rai seemed hardly able to stay awake long enough to eat his dessert. His cheeks were bright pink. He held his hand up over his mouth as he gave a gaping yawn. 

    Hann’yu offered his pastry to his wife and poured himself more wine. Both he and John were quiet for a little while. John watched the fire in the hearth. His thoughts wandered to Laurie. For a moment utter hopelessness filled him. He had to remind himself that she was not dead. Eventually she would be free. She was a strong woman; she would recover from what the Payshmura did to her in Umbhra’ibaye.

    When John glanced back, he realized that Hann’yu had been watching him. Du’rai dozed against Istanayye’s side. Istanayye herself leaned back in her chair sleepily.

    “It looks like it’s about time to call it a night.” John gestured to Istanayye and Du’rai. Noting his wife’s near dozing state, Hann’yu reached out and tapped her arm lightly. Istanayye’s head came up at once and she met Hann’yu’s gaze with an embarrassed smile.

    “Let him sleep a little longer,” Istanayye whispered.

    Hann’yu nodded. He looked back to John.

    “Where are you staying?” Hann’yu asked.

    “Here,” John replied. “Why?”

    “I didn’t know if you already had a room. If you didn’t, I thought I’d offer to split the cost…But you’ve got a room.” Hann’yu gazed at his sleeping son’s face. “This is a nice place.”

    “You’re staying here as well, aren’t you?” John asked.

    “No, we just bought a meal pass.” Hann’yu lowered his gaze to his hands. “I wanted to get them out of the cold for a little while.”

    “You three don’t have a place to stay?” 

    “We’ve got no money,” Hann’yu admitted.

    “I thought you took things when you left…” John didn’t have to say Rathal’pesha.

    “Not money.” Hann’yu smiled bitterly. “There’s no money there to take. The things I have I don’t dare show anyone this far north. They could find us too easily if I did. We spent most of Istanayye’s money on our train passes, but of course, the train isn’t running.”

    “It should be running again soon,” John said.

    “You think so?” Hann’yu asked.

    “I know so.”

    “We’ll be all right in Nurjima,” Hann’yu said. “I have friends there. Istanayye has family.”

     “You could stay the night in my room,” John said. “It’s not big, but it’s warm.”

    Hann’yu frowned. John thought he might refuse, but then Hann’yu glanced to his wife and son.

    “That would be good. Thank you, Ja—thank you.”

    “It’s no trouble,” John said. “A friend is coming to get me early in the morning, but I think you should be able to sleep in. Come on, I’ll take you up.”

    Hann’yu and his family followed John upstairs to the room. The luxury of down quilts and pitchers of scented wash water delighted Istanayye. Du’rai hopped on the corner of the bed and bounced on the soft mattress and bedsprings. Hann’yu sank into one of the two upholstered chairs. He ran his hand over the embroidered design of vines that decorated the arms of the chair.

    “You’ve done well for yourself since I last saw you,” Hann’yu commented. 

    John shook his head.

    “Some friends of mine arranged this. It’s all new to me.” He opened a small door, expecting to find a closet where he could hang their coats. Instead the door opened into a private bathroom.

    “There’s a bath in here,” John said.

    Istanayye gazed into the tiled bathroom like she was peeking into heaven. She eyed the large tub and water pipes with longing and then turned her large, dark eyes onto John.

    “Would you mind if we used your bath?” Istanayye asked.

    “Not at all,” John replied. “Go right ahead.”

    Istanayye quickly caught Du’rai’s hands and pulled him off the bed. She filled the tub with hot water for him and then left him alone to wash.

    “You’re next,” she told Hann’yu.

    “No, you should have your bath while the water’s still hot,” Hann’yu said. “I got used to cold baths in Rathal’pesha. Anyway, I want to talk with Jahn.”

    “It’s not very proper, but…” Istanayye bowed her head slightly. “If it is your wish, I will obey.”

    “It is my wish,” Hann’yu replied. There was something about his tone that made John think he was joking. “Don’t worry. Jahn hates propriety.” 

    “Really?” Istanayye peered at John skeptically.

    “I certainly don’t think you should have to take a cold bath just because you’re a woman,” John said.

    “You see,” Hann’yu said. “Jahn’s very enlightened. Nearly as enlightened as myself.”

    “You’re just a troublemaker,” Istanayye told Hann’yu, and John recognized the teasing tone in her soft voice.

    Istanayye walked to Hann’yu’s side. She touched his hand and then began to sink down to sit on the floor at the foot of Hann’yu’s chair. Hann’yu caught her and pulled her up into the chair and onto his lap. Istanayye blushed a little. Hann’yu wrapped his arms around her.

    John hung his coat over the back of the empty chair and dropped down across from Hann’yu and Istanayye. The padded back of the chair felt good. John just wished it was a little bigger. He stretched his legs out and yawned.

    “So, Jahn, can I ask you what happened after Ravishan rescued you?” Hann’yu asked.

    “We hid in the forest for a while. There was a huge storm so no one came looking for us.”

    “I remember. I don’t think I’d ever seen so much snow fall in one week,” Hann’yu said.

    “Then the Fai’daum found us,” John said. “They could have turned us over for the rewards, but instead they gave us shelter. We’ve been with them since.”

    “Were you in Yah’hali?” Hann’yu asked.

    “I was. Not Ravishan.”

    “You’re an unusual man, particularly here in the north,” Hann’yu commented. “The first time a merchant described Jath’ibaye, I thought of you.”

    John only gave a slight nod to Hann’yu.

    “You’re Jath’ibaye?” Istanayye stared at John. “You did those things?”

    “I’m not sure what things you mean,” John replied. “The stories get a little outrageous sometimes. But I helped with the prison break at Yah’hali.”

    “May Parfir bless you a thousand times over,” Istanayye said.

    John felt a little embarrassed by Istanayye’s admiration. Hann’yu shook his head.

    “You can’t praise Jahn too much,” Hann’yu told Istanayye. “It makes him shy.”

    “How could Jath’ibaye be shy?” Istanayye looked curiously at John. John just shrugged. Then Du’rai opened the door and peeked out. Istanayye went to him and dried his hair with one of the towels, while the boy clutched another towel around his waist. Hann’yu dug into his pack, found a nightshirt, and tossed it to Du’rai. The boy pulled the nightshirt on and then squirmed out of his mother’s grasp.

    “Are we going to sleep on the bed?” Du’rai asked Hann’yu. 

    “Of course you are,” John answered, before Hann’yu could refuse.

    “We can’t take your bed,” Hann’yu objected.

    “I wouldn’t be able to sleep in it if your wife and son were on the floor,” John replied. “Let him have the bed.”

    Hann’yu considered it for a moment, then nodded.

    “Thank Jahn,” Hann’yu told Du’rai.

    “Thank you, Jahn.” Du’rai grinned and then rushed to the bed. He bounced on it a few times, then burrowed under the covers. Istanayye excused herself and went to bathe. 

     “She’s missed baths since she had to move here,” Hann’yu said.

    “Did she follow you from Nurjima?” John asked.

    “Yes.” Hann’yu’s expression brightened as he described his love affair with Istanayye. She was the daughter of a famous scholar. Hann’yu had attended dozens of lectures and book readings just to gaze at Istanayye.

    “The first time she spoke to me, I was so delighted and nervous at once that I could hardly think. I mispronounced my own name.” Hann’yu shook his head. “Still, she must have seen something in me that she liked because two years later she married me.”

    “Weren’t you a priest then?” John kept his voice low. He wasn’t sure if Du’rai had fallen asleep.

    “Of course, but it was Nurjima and we were in love. All our friends knew. Her father was angry, but he didn’t want to cause a scandal so he kept quiet.” Hann’yu smiled at the memories of what must have been happy times.

    John noticed Du’rai gazing at his father’s back. John wondered if Du’rai already knew this story.

    “It was nearly three years before Ushman Serahn found out about my marriage. He kept women himself, but he treated them like whores. The fact that I had married Istanayye infuriated him. He wanted me publicly flogged to death, but my friends intervened. Finally, I was banished to Rathal’pesha.” Hann’yu sighed heavily. “He told Istanayye that she was a widow. He even sent her a veil. But Istanayye didn’t accept any of that. She knew I was alive, and as soon as she discovered where I had been sent, she started out after me. No one would have ever dreamed that Istanayye would follow me. She was two months pregnant with Du’rai, and still, she made the entire journey on her own.”

    “That had to be tough,” John said.

    “She’s the bravest person I know and she’s put up with more than any woman should have to,” Hann’yu said. “I should have left Rathal’pesha and the priesthood a long time ago. I should have taken Istanayye and Du’rai home.”

    “It’s hard to make a decision like that when you’re facing execution for it,” John said.

    “It wasn’t hard to make two months ago,” Hann’yu said. “I’d gladly die rather than be party to what they were doing.”

    John nodded. Just over Hann’yu’s shoulder he could see Du’rai fighting to keep his eyes open. Slowly his head sank deep into a pillow. John envied him.

    Istanayye poked her head out from behind the bathroom door. Hann’yu picked up his pack and brought her a nightshirt. Then he disappeared into the bathroom and washed up. Istanayye went to the bed and climbed in beside Du’rai. 

    John got up and lowered the flames of the oil lamps. When he returned to his chair he put his feet up on the chair Hann’yu had left. Istanayye wished him a good night’s sleep and he wished her the same. He closed his eyes and his thoughts drifted. He hardly noticed when Hann’yu emerged from the bathroom and put out the lamps. A deep sleep enveloped him. If he dreamed, he didn’t remember it.

    When Saimura came to the door, it was still dark outside. John left the room key on Hann’yu’s pack and departed. 

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    

Chapter Ninety-Five

     

    “We’ve got trouble.” Saimura led John up Fountain Street. An unusual number of people seemed to be up already. In the distance, John thought he heard someone shouting. A group of six young men on bicycles sped past and then an alarm bell rang from the prison. Saimura broke into a run and John kept pace beside him.

    “Remind me to ask you about those people sleeping in your room later,” Saimura commented.

    “I’ll try to remember.” John leaped over a deep pothole in the road. “What’s happened?”

     “Apparently Kirh’yu didn’t feel Lafi’shir’s plan was good enough. He decided to take matters into his own hands.” Saimura skidded on a patch of ice, caught himself, and kept running. “He sent workmen to the prison gates to stop the rashan’im from taking the women. Most of Lon’ahma’s relatives are there as well.”

    “Her old great uncle?” John asked. He almost missed a step at the idea of the feeble old man standing against the rashan’im.

    “Oh yes. Grandfather, grandmothers, all of them.” 

    “The rashan’im will slaughter them,” John said.

    “If the prison guards don’t do it first,” Saimura replied.

    They reached the walls of the city prison. Lamps hung from the walls, casting a greenish hue across the faces of dozens of men and women. A group of some forty people stood at the gates. Most of them were big men with ragged beards and weathered faces. Many wore patched clothes. From the way they swayed on their feet, John guessed that some of the men were drunk. At the front of the crowd stood two very well-dressed old men and seven old women. One of the women raised her voice, singing what sounded like a lullaby. 

    Prison guards stood on the wall. On the ground twenty or so guards flanked the group gathered at the gate. John made particular note of the fact that the guards hadn’t surrounded the protesters. Instead they had left a path open for the protesters to withdraw down Fountain Street.

    “You are to leave at once!” one of the prison guards shouted. “If you do not leave, you will be arrested!”

    The rest of the old women began singing the lullaby. Their voices sounded frail and quavering and yet they carried through the predawn quiet.

    Across the street, onlookers were already gathering on the walkway. There were nearly as many onlookers as protesters and their numbers seemed to be growing. Some of them took up the lullaby. The sound of the song swelled over the street. 

    John caught sight of Lafi’shir and Tai’yu among the onlookers. John and Saimura worked their way through the crowd to Lafi’shir. A moment later Fenn arrived, breathing hard.

    The rashan’im are on their way now, Fenn signed.

    “The next time I see Kirh’yu I’m going to put my fist down his throat,” Tai’yu muttered.

    Lafi’shir said nothing. He studied the long prison walls and the wide street. 

    “How many rashan’im?” Lafi’shir asked.

    “Twenty are coming straight up Fountain Road; the rest are taking side streets. There’s no way to bottle them up. And there are more riders coming toward the west gates,” Fenn reported.

    “More?” Saimura asked.

    “One of the stablemen saw them riding toward the city from up in the hayloft,” Fenn said.

    “How many?” Lafi’shir asked.

    “Maybe a hundred. The stableman said they were riding hard too,” Fenn replied. He looked at the group of people in front of the prison gate. “What are we going to do?” 

    Tai’yu just shook his head, disgust plainly written on his face.

    Lafi’shir said nothing. He seemed to be counting the guards on the wall.

     Two young boys bumped into John’s back. He braced himself to keep from jostling forward into Saimura. Moving towards them through the crowd, John caught sight of Pirr’tu. His expression was grim as he approached.

    “People are flooding out onto the streets,” Pirr’tu murmured. “They all want to see what’s happening. Far too many to chance a firefight on the open road.”

    “Damn Kirh’yu,” Tai’yu hissed.

    Lafi’shir took a deep breath and stared at the prison gates. He shook his head and turned his attention to the alley a block away.

     Very distantly, beneath the shouts of the prison guards and the rising volume of the lullaby, John thought he heard a sound like pounding drums. It was the hammer of tahldi hooves against paving stones, John realized. 

    “I’ve got nothing,” Lafi’shir said at last. “Jath’ibaye, Saimura, anything?”

     “No,” Saimura said, “but I think we’re going to have trouble getting out of here if this street gets any more crowded.”

    “Are we giving up altogether?” John asked.

    “I’m asking if you’ve got any other suggestions,” Lafi’shir said.

    John listened as the two boys behind him shouted the words to the lullaby, joining in with so many others in the crowd.

    “What if we crossed the street?” John asked.

    “To the prison gates?” Tai’yu asked.

    “There are a lot of people here. Maybe enough to outnumber the rashan’im,” John said. 

    Lafi’shir shook his head.

    “I don’t doubt that these people have good intentions, but when the rashan’im ride down on them, they’ll panic.” Lafi’shir had to raise his voice to be heard over the singing.

    “They’ll run and end up trampling each other,” Pirr’tu said. “I’ve seen it happen.”

    John knew Lafi’shir and Pirr’tu were probably right. This was a sudden, disorganized protest. And the two of them had, no doubt, seen others like this one fail. But John also knew another history of protests. He knew that there were times when common people resisted brutality and cruelty with uncommon bravery. They could stand their ground.

    “I wouldn’t run.” John nearly had to shout now. “I could hold the front. The rashan’im wouldn’t get past me.”

    “You think you could hold them all off?” Pirr’tu demanded.

    John simply nodded.

    “The guards will take you from behind,” Pirr’tu said.

    “I don’t think they will,” John shouted. He gestured to where the prison guards stood beside the protesters. Despite their threats none of them had drawn a weapon or moved to arrest the protesters. “Look at them. They don’t want any part of this. I think they’ll leave the work to the rashan’im.”

    Lafi’shir glanced to the prison guards, but he didn’t seem convinced.

    Don’t discount them. Lafi’shir abandoned speech and simply signed. They may fight if they feel threatened. 

    But they don’t want to. They know these protesters. They live side by side with many of them, John signed in quick response. Think. If this protest succeeds, then it could inspire others throughout the north. The Payshmura wouldn’t just be fighting the Fai’daum but the whole population of the north.

    Lafi’shir studied John for a moment. Then he looked past him into the growing crowd. John felt intensely aware of the growing thunder of tahldi hooves. At last Lafi’shir gave John a brief nod. 

    All right, Lafi’shir signed. He looked to Saimura. Get us access to the roof of this building. Pirr’tu, Fenn, Tai’yu, fetch our rifles and get up onto that roof. When I signal, take out as many rashan’im and prison guards as you can to open an escape.

    John watched Lafi’shir’s hands sign with clenched intensity.

    What about you? Saimura asked Lafi’shir.

    I’m crossing with Jath’ibaye. The more the better, Lafi’shir signed. Let’s go.

    John made a path through the tight crowd of onlookers and Lafi’shir followed closely behind him. When John stepped out into the empty street, there was a brief quiet. Lafi’shir suddenly raised his deep voice, singing the melancholy words of the lullaby. The two of them strode across the street and stood beside Lon’ahma’s elderly relatives.

    Immediately, several young men came running to join them, followed by a cluster of women wearing red widows’ veils. The words of the lullaby rang out like a war song. Tears streamed down the face of the old woman next to John as she sang out, “Through storm and snow, never cry, my child. I’ll never let you go.”

    As more people joined them at the prison gates, John moved forward, keeping himself at the very front of the group. The prison guards fell back. Only those on the wall remained visible. John fixed his gaze on Fountain Street. Through the faint dawn light, he saw the solid black wall of the rashan’im riding towards them. They filled the street, riding seven tahldi abreast. John had no idea how many deep they were. It sounded like thousands, but John knew there had to be far fewer. Maybe a hundred. Small tremors shook the ground as the riders neared.

    A single commander rode at the front of the rashan’im. Light gleamed across the polished horns of his tahldi. The commander sneered at the sight of the crowd gathered at the prison gates. John returned the man’s glare. He wondered how quickly Pirr’tu, Fenn, and Tai’yu could get their rifles and return. Certainly it wouldn’t be in the next second.

    The rashan’im closed in. John’s stomach clenched. Despite the cold, sweat trickled down his ribs. He stepped out from the crowd, standing a pace ahead. John only knew the refrain of the lullaby, but he shouted the words as loudly as he could. The words boomed over the street and rose on a sudden, swirling wind.

    Now less than a block away, the rashan’im’s commander raised his hand in a signal. The main force of the rashan’im slowed and drew to a halt. The commander charged forward. John braced himself. He felt the strength of the stone beneath his feet and the power of the rising wind. John took another step into the street and faced the commander straight on.

    The crowds on both sides of the street had gone silent. The tahldi’s hooves struck the paving stones and rang out like gunshots. Snow and mud flew up from the tahldi’s path. The animal lowered its horns. At the same moment John caught the flash of a blade.

    John lunged forward, catching one of the tahldi’s horns in his hand. A sharp, deeply familiar pain speared through John as the commander’s blade split through his shoulder. John drove his fury against the tahldi’s charging mass. He forced the tahldi’s head down into the paving stones. The tahldi collapsed to its knees. Its horn shattered in John’s hand. The commander hurtled from his saddle and slammed into the filthy street.

    John leaped back as the tahldi staggered up to its feet. The tahldi limped to the commander’s prone body and stood between him and John. The commander pulled himself to his feet a moment later. Blood poured from his nose. Mud caked the entire front of his coat and pants. He glared at John, but there was fear in his expression as well.

    “You are not wanted here!” John shouted. “Go back to your barracks!”

    “Go back!” The shout came from behind John. He was almost positive it was Lafi’shir. Immediately, others took up the cry. Men and women on both sides of the street screamed the words again and again. John even thought he heard the chant coming from a few of the guards up on the wall.

    The commander heaved himself back up into his saddle. He moved stiffly, heavily favoring his left arm. He glared at the gathered crowds and yelled something. His words were drowned out by their furious chant. He raised his arm to signal the rest of his men. 

    John looked back down Fountain Street at the dozens and dozens of riders. He couldn’t take them all on one by one. The wound in John’s shoulder ached. He rolled his shoulder, letting the pain intensify, drawing more strength to him. He’d rip the road apart under the rashan’im, if he had to.

    The sound of hooves rose over even the chanting crowd, and yet the Bousim rashan’im still waited at attention. John realized that the sound came from the opposite direction. John spun and saw another wall of riders approaching from the west. They didn’t wear the dark green of the Bousim but instead were clothed in scarlet and black—the colors of the kahlirash’im.

    The commander leading them gestured and the riders steadily slowed their tahldi from a charge to a canter and then a trot. John watched as the kahlirash commander left his men half a block behind and rode ahead to the prison gates.

    A confused quiet settled over the crowd. John stepped back a little, unsure of how he would handle an attack from two directions. How much of the road could he destroy before he collapsed the ground beneath himself and those around him?

    As he rode closer, John realized he recognized the kahlirash’im’s commander. It was Wah’roa. Alidas’ friend.

    “Nivoun’in’Bousim, isn’t it?” Wah’roa greeted the Bousim commander with a wide smile. The sight of his sharply filed teeth startled John. He’d forgotten about those. The Prayerscar on Wah’roa’s brow shone blood red in the clear morning light.

    “And so many of the fine people of Gisa up and about at such an early hour.” Wah’roa surveyed the sea of people gathered on either side of the street. John thought Wah’roa’s gaze lingered briefly on him, but he couldn’t be certain.

    “These people are obstructing the Bousim rashan’im.” The Bousim commander’s voice was loud but quavered slightly. John knew the man was badly shaken. No doubt he was in some pain as well.

    “Oh, I know what these people are doing.” Wah’roa’s voice carried over the street with theatrical warmth. “And I know why you have been dispatched here. If I were you, Nivoun, I’d have the decency to withdraw my men.”

    The Bousim commander looked startled. He opened his mouth, but Wah’roa went on before he could speak.

    “You are well outnumbered here.” Wah’roa opened his arms, gesturing to the people gathered on the street. He stared the Bousim commander directly in the eyes. “And even if you were to overcome these good people, would you really want to be remembered as the Payshmura’s pimp? Withdraw your men, Nivoun. Don’t let the ushman’im of Rathal’pesha use you against the citizens of your own lands.”

    Wah’roa leaned a little closer to the Bousim commander. He dropped his voice. Even as close as he was, John had to strain to hear Wah’roa’s words. “Come between me and my conscience and I will bring a most holy wrath down upon you.”

    The Bousim commander drew himself up straight in his saddle.

    “This is a matter of the church, therefore I will leave it to your discretion,” the Bousim commander said stiffly.

    “Thank you, Nivoun.” Wah’roa’s tone was once again loud and pleasant. “Go with Parfir’s blessing.”

    The Bousim commander turned his tahldi. He gave John a murderous look and then rode back to his men. Moments later the entire contingent of Bousim riders were gone. Wild cheers erupted from the crowds. A woman John had never seen before threw her arms around him and hugged him. A man clapped him on the back. Another big, bearded man embraced John roughly. A dull bruised pain flickered through John’s shoulder, but he grinned giddily. They had won.

    An ear-splitting whistle cut through the laughter, cheers, and congratulations. Startled, people looked to Wah’roa. He lowered his fingers from his mouth.

    “Good people, I admire your spirit and it is a pleasure to see so many of you so happy. But could you make way? I have business in your prison.”

    “Please, don’t take our little girl.” One of Lon’ahma’s grandmothers stepped up in front of Wah’roa’s tahldi. “She is not a witch. I swear it on Parfir’s bones. She’s an innocent.”

    “I have no intention of taking any of your women,” Wah’roa said. “I only wish to have them freed. Will you let me pass, grandmother?”

    The old woman stepped back. Wah’roa rode to the gates and waved to the guards on the wall. A second later, the heavy gates cranked open and Wah’roa rode into the courtyard. Prison guards stood at the open gates. They watched the crowd warily, but no one attempted to cross into the courtyard. Instead, people stood looking at one another with both stunned and relieved expressions.

    A young man with long curling black hair stepped closer to John. He smiled, widely, and the expression reminded John a little of Ravishan.

    “You’re Jath’ibaye, aren’t you?” the young man asked.

     The question caught John off guard and his natural reserve failed him.

    “Yes,” John answered.

    “It’s an honor to meet you.” The young man bowed his head and then looked up at John with an almost awestruck expression.

    “Thank you, but I…” John had no idea how to respond to the young man’s admiration. Fortunately, Lafi’shir caught John’s shoulder.

    “We should go before that kahlirash returns.” Lafi’shir lowered his deep voice. “I didn’t like the way he looked at you.”

    John nodded and turned to leave.

    “Best of luck,” the young man called to him.

    “Good luck to you as well.” John glanced back at the young man. He waved at John and John started to return the gesture. Lafi’shir caught his hand.

    “Quit that,” Lafi’shir told John. “We’re not trying to attract attention to ourselves.”

    “Sorry,” John said. He hurried across the street and followed Lafi’shir through the crowd. No one spoke to him, but people watched him pass. A few times he felt hands touch him gently, almost reverently. Men and women bowed their heads. Some whispered the name Jath’ibaye. All of it unnerved John and he was relieved when they reached the city gates. 

     

     

     

     

     

    

Chapter Ninety-Six

     

    Later that night the Hearthstone filled with travelers who had found themselves stranded for yet another day in Gisa. Many had spent their day in the city and soon stories of the protest at the prison were spreading throughout the crowded dining room. John learned that after the kahlirash’im had freed the women accused of witchcraft, they had ridden to the Payshmura temple and dragged the ushman out and shot him. The city guards had done nothing to stop them.

    “The kahlirash commander said he was calling down the Rifter’s holy wrath,” an old man with a wiry white beard told John.

     “They say Jath’ibaye was there with them,” the old man’s plump son commented. “I heard he stands nearly seven feet tall—bigger than even you—and he lifted a tahldi over his head and threw it to the ground.”

    “Really?” John asked. He was glad that Fenn had stained his hair dark again. It seemed to be enough to deceive these men, though John wasn’t sure if the disguise would fool many sober eyewitnesses.

     “I saw him, all right,” the bearded old man said. “He’s an Eastern demon. Yellow hair and yellow eyes. He appeared out of the shadows and a witch-wind rose up with him. He defeated the Bousim commander and then disappeared back into the shadows.”

    “Really?” John couldn’t keep but ask again.

    “Oh yes. You can go and see the cracked stone where he stood in front of the prison.” The old man poured himself another cup of wine.

    John didn’t recall the stone cracking under him, but he couldn’t be sure that it hadn’t. It bothered him that he might have broken the stones without being aware of it.

    “You should have seen that Bousim commander shake in his boots.” The old man smiled, displaying his few remaining front teeth to John. “He rode in thinking he was lord and master and rode out with his tail between his legs. Let me tell you, things are going to change. This is the start of a war. That Bousim commander just got his first taste…” 

    John simply nodded. The prospect of the conflict escalating chilled him. Lafi’shir had already said that the Fai’daum were spread too thin in the north. His own power was immense, but it was also destructive and difficult to direct. And he couldn’t share his own invulnerability with those around him.

    He didn’t like to think about what he would have done if the kahlirash’im hadn’t arrived when they did. How would he have protected all of the protesters gathered around him? He could have collapsed the road and crushed the rashan’im as they charged. But if they had simply opened fire with their rifles, how could he have stopped their bullets?

    Bao’ahma, the girl Pirr’tu had charmed, returned from the kitchen with the fresh pitcher of wash water. John took it and paid her a small silver coin. He thanked the men at the table for sharing their news and then retreated back up to the rented rooms.

    The rest of the Fai’daum were on the beds. Saimura sat carving small bones to send news of the day’s events to Ji. A tiny heap of bone chips lay scattered at the foot of his bed already. Fenn lay stretched out with his eyes closed and his arms crossed under his head. He briefly opened one eye when John came in.

    “Anything to eat?” Fenn asked.

    “Bao’ahma is bringing it up in a little while,” John replied.

    Fenn closed his eyes again.

    Pirr’tu, Lafi’shir, and Tai’yu sat on Pirr’tu’s bed playing cards. Tai’yu studied his hand and flipped a big silver coin up into the air. He caught it and then rolled the coin over his knuckles. From the way Pirr’tu glared at the coin, John guessed that Tai’yu had won it from him.

    “Anyone recognize you?” Lafi’shir asked.

    “No, but most of them are pretty drunk,” John said. He put the pitcher down on the dresser next to the washbasin and then retreated to his own bed. After a night sleeping in a chair, the mattress felt soothing.

    “Any more news?” Tai’yu asked.

    “Another man confirmed that the kahlirash’im shot the ushman at the temple,” John said.

    “Serves the bastard right,” Pirr’tu said.

    “There could be reprisals,” Tai’yu said. “The ushman’im might send out more rashan’im and probably ushiri’im as well.”

    “Let’s hope they go after the kahlirash’im and not the city citizens,” Lafi’shir commented.

    Fenn stretched on his bed and opened his eyes.

    “I can’t believe the kahlirash’im stood up against the Bousim rashan’im. And what did that kahlirash call the Bousim commander?” Fenn asked.

    “The Payshmura’s pimp,” Lafi’shir said.

    “But the kahlirash’im are priests too. Why would they care?” Fenn asked.

    “The kahlirash’im are different,” Lafi’shir said. “They have never been in close accord with the rest of the Payshmura Church. Their ranks are filled from common men, not gaun’im, and they interpret many of the scriptures differently. Particularly those concerning the Rifter.”

    “But to shoot an ushman…” Tai’yu shook his head. “That takes more than a disagreement over scriptures.”

    “It isn’t just scriptures,” John said. “It was the treatment of the women accused of witchcraft.” John could still easily remember Wah’roa’s expression when he had warned the Bousim commander not to cross the line of his conscience. For that instant, John had seen Wah’roa’s raw rage. 

    “But how did they find out about it?” Saimura asked. “It’s strange how word is traveling.”

    “It’s following the mail routes,” John said. “People are finding out because of the letters that my friend Hann’yu sent.”

    “Letters?” Saimura asked.

    John explained what Hann’yu had done and why. Halfway through Bao’ahma brought food up to their room. Pirr’tu flirted with her, keeping her attention away from John, the bones on Saimura’s bed, and the odd bundle of blankets that lay over their rifles. Bao’ahma quietly made arrangements to meet Pirr’tu later. After she left, John finished his story.

    “He sounds like my kind of priest,” Pirr’tu commented, after John had explained that Hann’yu had a wife and son.

    “So, those were the three people sleeping in your room?” Saimura asked. He’d put his bones aside. Now he sipped hot soup from a bowl. John nodded. His soup smelled sharply of weasel meat. He tore off a piece of dry bread and dipped it into the dark brown broth to soften it.

    “I’d like to go back and make sure he and his family are still all right,” John said.

    Lafi’shir shook his head.

    “You can’t count on everyone in the city being too drunk to recognize you.” Lafi’shir paused to drink a little more of his soup. “Saimura, you saw them?”

    Saimura nodded.

    “After dinner, will you and Tai’yu check in on Jath’ibaye’s friend? Make sure he’s got enough money to keep him until the trains are running again.”

     “Sure,” Saimura replied. “I’ll bet he’s still at the hostel. The room was rented for three days.”

    “Thanks,” John said.

    “No problem.” Saimura finished his soup.

    “Anything you’d like me to tell Kirh’yu if I bump into him?” Tai’yu asked Lafi’shir.

    “Tell him we’d appreciate it if he’d start the trains running again,” Lafi’shir replied. “And make sure that he understands that things may get worse because of this demonstration of his. The Bousim commander isn’t going to report this as a Fai’daum action. He’s going to implicate the citizens of Gisa along with the kahlirash’im.”

    “I’ll make sure he gets the point.” Tai’yu gave a forced smile that made his narrow face look particularly cruel. 

    “Be polite about it,” Lafi’shir added. “We’re not trying to alienate him.”

    “Is there a way I could politely knock his teeth in, you think?” Tai’yu asked. Pirr’tu laughed and mimed a flaccid punch. Lafi’shir shook his head.

    “Save your strength for the rashan’im when they return with infantry and cannons.” Lafi’shir set his soup aside. The bowl was still half full.

    “Don’t worry,” Tai’yu said. “I’ll behave myself.”

    Saimura and Tai’yu left a few minutes later. Once John and Fenn had finished their meals, Pirr’tu gathered the dishes and took them back down to the kitchen. John played cards with Lafi’shir. They were both obviously distracted by other concerns and neither of them managed to keep track of what they won or lost. Fenn napped.

    Saimura and Tai’yu returned before Pirr’tu.

    “Your friend is fine,” Saimura assured John. “His son and wife are quite charming, aren’t they?”

    John nodded. Saimura sat on the edge of his own bed to work the half-frozen laces of his boots loose. Tai’yu tossed his coat onto the spindly wrack before attempting to remove his own boots.

    “What about Kirh’yu?” Lafi’shir asked.

    Tai’yu looked up from cursing his own stiff fingers and scowled.

    “He sends his thanks for our part in his wife’s release and wishes us the best of luck in the future. When I dropped by, his house steward was preparing to close up the house.”

    “What?” Lafi’shir tossed his cards down in disgust. John folded his own hand; they hadn’t been good cards in any case.

    “Kirh’yu and his wife are going to spend the rest of the winter at his southern house. They’re leaving tomorrow.”

    “They probably won’t be the only ones.” Saimura placed his boots at the foot of his bed. “A number of other houses looked like they were being closed up.”

    “That shit Kirh’yu will probably make a small fortune in train ticket sales,” Tai’yu said. He wrenched his feet free from his boots at last. A pattern of bright orange flowers decorated his stockings.

    “What about your sister? Will she go south?” Lafi’shir asked Tai’yu.

    “It’ll take more than this to get Pash’fai to abandon her house.” Tai’yu rinsed his face at the washbasin. For a moment he remained with his back to the rest of them, his hands held up against his bowed head. Then he straightened and wiped his face dry with a washcloth.

    “My family will stay in Gisa. If the rashan’im come, they’ll fight,” Tai’yu said.

    John knew that Tai’yu had grown up in Gisa, but until just now it hadn’t really sunk into John’s thoughts that the people of Gisa weren’t just old acquaintances; they were Tai’yu’s family. John thought of the lines of rashan’im with their swords and rifles and then of Tai’yu’s soft-spoken sister.

    He wished he could think of something reassuring to say to Tai’yu. But he knew words failed and Tai’yu wouldn’t want his private fears discussed in any case. John dealt him into the card game and lost three games in a row to him. Lafi’shir left to sleep in his own room. Pirr’tu returned a little later. He smelled of sweat and fresh bread. After losing a last game of cards, John decided to go to bed. Tai’yu thanked him for his money.

    •

    The next morning they split into parties of two and rode out to discover just how many rashan’im were out on the roads and where they were bound. 

    John and Pirr’tu traveled east on the Hill Road, shadowing the retreating Bousim rashan’im. They camped off the road and slept rough, using their tahldi’s big bodies as wind breaks. In the still of the night, John often thought of Ravishan. 

    The third night, John reached through the darkness and felt Ravishan only fifty miles west of him. Ravishan was slumped in a chair in some dank wine house. He looked like he might be sleeping, but John noticed the tension in his shoulders. He was awake and waiting. A moment later two haggard, bearded men joined Ravishan. He passed them something small and tattered. John guessed it was a letter. Ravishan didn’t stay to watch the men read. He left the building and an instant later he disappeared into the Gray Space. John slipped into sleep, still waiting for Ravishan to emerge.

    Two days later, he and Pirr’tu crossed the huge bridge that spanned the Oran’dur River and reached the small village of Yep’pasa. John hung back in the forest at the edge of the village while Pirr’tu made inquiries at the hostel.

    While John waited, feeling cold and bored, his thoughts wandered, and again, he found Ravishan in the north. Ravishan burst from the Gray Space into an ornate, silk-draped chamber. The ushman in the room turned, opened his mouth, and then Ravishan’s Silence Knife split through the man’s throat. A younger priest fired a pistol. Ravishan dropped into the Gray Space again.

    John clawed at the empty air, attempting to drag the Gray Space open to see if Ravishan had escaped the gunshot. The wind twisted around John, but the Gray Space remained untouched.

    Pirr’tu returned less than an hour later. He brought John a flask of watery mulled wine and a cake of pounded dog meat. The meat eased the gnawing pain in John’s stomach. The wine cooled quickly. John took several drinks and then handed the flask back to Pirr’tu. Pirr’tu finished the wine.

    “The man who brewed that stuff was awfully helpful.” Pirr’tu slipped his flask back into his coat pocket. “He’s been selling barrels of his wine to the soldiers. Just east of the village there’s a big camp of Bousim forces. Not just rashan’im, but foot soldiers, pike men, and gunners with wagons of artillery. Godhammers.”

    “How many men?” John asked.

    “I couldn’t get too close, but I’d say nearly a thousand.”

    “To assault Gisa?” John felt a little sick at the idea.

    “Couldn’t be, could it?” Pirr’tu asked.

    “No,” John agreed. The Bousim commander who John had fought in Gisa had only reached Yep’pasa a few hours before them. This army had obviously been gathering for some time.

    “The wine seller swears he saw ushiri’im in the camp as well.” Pirr’tu closed his eyes for a moment. “If they do come for Gisa, it’ll be a massacre.”

    “I can’t think of any city that would hold out against godhammers.” John remembered seeing the huge mortars in Vundomu. The walls protecting most northern cities had been built before artillery assaults would have been a consideration. They would come crumbling down after a few blasts. 

    Something had to be done to stop them. For an instant John considered what he could do, here and now. He tried to imagine how he would destroy an entire army. He pictured himself charging, not dozens of riders but a thousand men. Countless bullets shredding his body. Mortars ripping away his limbs. Rifter or not, he couldn’t see how he could survive. How would he control the unspeakable rage that such intense injury would summon? A sick fear gripped John as he tried to make himself accept the idea of challenging the Bousim army. He couldn’t.

    He suddenly wished he could catch even a glimpse of Ravishan. He wanted to know that Ravishan was safe. John thought that if he could just know that much, then perhaps he could summon the courage to take on the Bousim forces. It was something Ravishan would do. John concentrated on the rugged land and cold winds. He felt miles of earth, wild forests, and sprawling low-walled villages—but not Ravishan. 

    Both John and Pirr’tu stood in silence with their own troubled thoughts as the wind whipped over them.

    “I don’t think there’s anything more we can do here. We should get word back to Lafi’shir,” Pirr’tu said at last. He swung up into his tahldi’s saddle. John simply nodded and mounted his own tahldi. He felt like a coward. 

    As they rode west he struggled to find the determination to turn back and ride against the Bousim army. But with each passing mile the idea became more and more impossible. He knew he wouldn’t do it. He simply had to accept that. But when they crossed the Oran’dur Bridge, John realized that there was something he could do to slow the army, if not stop it.

    “Pirr’tu,” John called. “Take my tahldi and ride ahead, will you?” John swung down from his mount’s back. “I want to try something, but I’m not certain of how it will work out.”

    Pirr’tu briefly looked like he might ask for more details, but something in John’s expression must have warned him not to bother. He took the reins of John’s tahldi and rode farther along the road.

     John had never destroyed anything as large as the Oran’dur Bridge before. As he placed his hands against a stone railing, the mass of the bridge filled his mind. Its supports and stones spread deep into the walls of the riverbank. John ripped through its structure. The bridge jerked and then huge cracks split through it. Iron supports and masonry crashed into the water below. The ground shuddered as the cracks spread from the center of the bridge out to the land. A massive wall of the riverbank shattered. The ground under John’s feet collapsed and he lunged back to keep from being swept into the rushing waters. Fissures of crumbling stone chased his steps as he sprinted from the riverbank. They slowed after twenty feet and stopped completely by the time he reached Pirr’tu.

     John caught his breath and then looked back. Behind him stretched thirty feet of pitted, broken road and then a sudden drop to the river. Black, burned stone jutted from the riverbank on the opposite side.

    “I thought you might not make it for a moment there.” Pirr’tu’s black beard stood out starkly against his suddenly pale face. He stared at the blackened crater in the road.

    “It didn’t go exactly as I planned, but at least the Bousim troops won’t be crossing the Oran’dur River anytime soon,” John replied. 

    “No, they won’t,” Pirr’tu said. He studied John.

    “What?” John asked.

    “It’s just hard to imagine how one man does so much,” Pirr’tu said. “I saw it with my own eyes, but still…” Pirr’tu shook his head and John let the subject drop. He climbed into his saddle and they continued riding back towards Gisa. They cut through swathes of forest, riding fast but not so hard that they would exhaust the tahldi.

    They made camp in the gloaming, taking shelter beneath a stand of pines. Pirr’tu normally kept up a rambling conversation, but tonight he was quiet. He and John shared dried goat meat and hard taye cakes. They wrapped themselves in their saddle blankets and huddled next to their tahldi. John waited to hear Pirr’tu’s breathing slow into the rhythm of sleep, but instead Pirr’tu pushed himself up onto his elbows. He peered through the dusky shadows at John.

    “I’ve known a lot of witches,” Pirr’tu said. “My sister Kansa is a witch and so was my first grandmother, Hirran.”

    “It runs in families,” John said. Pirr’tu looked irritated and John guessed that his response wasn’t what Pirr’tu was after.

    “I’ve never known one of them that could do what you do. Not Saimura, not even Ji, I don’t think.”

    “Maybe not, but they can all do things I can’t do,” John replied.

     Pirr’tu didn’t say anything. The silence stretched until John decided that the conversation was probably over. John closed his eyes. A comforting warmth floated up to him from deep in the earth.

    “It’s hard to see the kind of damage you do and still think of you as a man like me or Lafi’shir,” Pirr’tu said.

    John wasn’t sure how to respond. Briefly he wondered if he should simply feign sleep.

    “Do you know what I mean?” Pirr’tu asked and John realized that he wasn’t going to get out of the conversation easily.

    “I think I do,” John said. “I felt the same way about the ushiri’im at first. They seemed inhumanly powerful.”

    “Then you killed one. I bet they don’t seem so powerful to you now,” Pirr’tu commented.

    John thought about Pirr’tu’s comment. He tried to guess just what it was that Pirr’tu was trying to say.

    “No matter how much power we have, we’re still all just people,” John said. Pirr’tu seemed to think about this for a while.

    “Yeah, I guess so,” Pirr’tu said at last. “Your shit still stinks as bad as anybody else’s.”

    “Some days it’s worse than most people’s,” John agreed.

    “Yeah.” Pirr’tu laughed. “Redroot stew sure doesn’t agree with you.”

    John just gave a disgusted grunt at the memory. It had only been two days ago and he still wasn’t feeling his best.

    “I have no idea how you stomached that stuff,” John said.

    “I had double helpings.” Pirr’tu sounded pleased. “It’s not my fault that you have a sensitive constitution.” Pirr’tu yawned and curled up in his blanket. A few minutes later his breathing dropped into the slow rhythm of sleep.

    John wondered briefly at having his humanity confirmed by a bout of diarrhea. He supposed it demonstrated that he, like Pirr’tu, was vulnerable and awkward at times. It kept him from seeming too powerful to comprehend or befriend. For the first time John felt a strange kind of affection for his own weaknesses.

    The next morning when Pirr’tu accused him of farting all night long John didn’t bother to tell him that it had been the tahldi. Three days later, when they stopped at the Crossroads Hostel to feed and rest their tahldi, Pirr’tu pointed out that the serving girls were offering bowls of redroot stew. John told him to enjoy himself and then returned to the stable to tend the tahldi. Pirr’tu usually discovered more news when he was alone, in any case. He could gossip with men and flirt with women unencumbered by John’s silent presence.

     John ate strips of dried goat meat and brushed the tahldi down. While the tahldi contentedly chewed their feed, John relaxed on a tack bench. He let his thoughts reach out for a trace of Ravishan.

     His senses rushed southwest over the Stone Hills and down into the valley at the foot of Vundomu. White expanses of snow spread out beneath the dark mass of the huge fortress. Dozens of kahlirash’im raced towards Vundomu. Their tahldi gasped and sweat poured down the animals’ hides despite the snow. Suddenly John realized that Ravishan rode among them. He clenched his tahldi’s reins tightly and stole a quick look behind him.

    Hundreds of other riders charged after the kahlirash’im. Many were Bousim rashan’im, but some wore the colors of other gaun’im. There were ushvun’im as well, dressed in the Payshmura gray and armed with swords and pikes. 

    John saw the bursts of smoke as the Bousim rashan’im fired their rifles. Two of the kahlirash’im’s tahldi collapsed. One of the fallen riders pulled himself to his feet, only to crumple into the snow as a bullet ripped through his head.

    Suddenly Ravishan dropped into the Gray Space. An instant later he burst out almost under a Bousim rashan’s tahldi. Ravishan swung his arms out and John felt the Gray Space tear as Ravishan wrenched open an immense Unseen Edge. Dozens of tahldi reared and fell as the edge of the Gray Space severed their legs and ripped through their bodies. Blood sprayed across the snow.

    Ravishan hurled himself back into the Gray Space an instant later, only to emerge again in the midst of the pursuing riders. He slaughtered dozens at a time and yet it hardly seemed to make a difference. Hundreds more riders charged down from the northern hills. They filled the snowy fields with their brilliant colors. 

    John could see the exhaustion in Ravishan’s movements. He burst from the Gray Space, killed, and disappeared again, but each time he was a little slower. Each time the hooves of the tahldi came closer to crushing him. More gashes opened on his arms, chest, and back, with each passage through the Gray Space.

    “Stop,” John whispered.

    But Ravishan continued his assault. He surged out of the Gray Space. Blood poured from a cut across his forehead. His skin looked deathly pale. For an instant he seemed to hang in the air above a rider. He swung his hand out, tore through an ushvun’s throat, and then fell. He slammed into a tahldi’s back. The animal reared, throwing him like a rag doll.

    “NO!” John shouted.

    Ravishan snapped the Gray Space open and was gone.

    John watched the continuing charge of riders. The kahlilrash’im reached the walls of Vundomu, but the Bousim rashan’im were nearly on top of them. Heavy guns fired from the fortress walls.

     Then John’s vision lurched west. Fields and hills whipped past until he reached a small stone house. Inside, John watched Ravishan emerge from the Gray Space and collapse a few feet from Ji and her students.

    “Jath’ibaye?” John felt Pirr’tu’s hand on his shoulder and his senses returned instantly to the stable.

    “Are you all right? You were just standing there and suddenly you yelled,” Pirr’tu said.

    “I saw something,” John said. His heart still hammered in his chest. He glanced past Pirr’tu to see if his shout had brought any of the grooms. Only John’s big tahldi returned his gaze. He supposed a man shouting in a stable wasn’t that unusual.

    “I saw a force of kahlirash’im being pursued by an army of rashan’im. It looked like the Bousim were laying siege to Vundomu.” John kept his voice low. “I think that those soldiers at Yep’pasa are being gathered for an assault on Vundomu.”

    Pirr’tu simply nodded.

    “That would make sense with the news I just heard,” Pirr’tu said. “I spoke with a carter just now. He says he’s almost out of iron from repairing all the Bousim wagons that have passed through town in the last few weeks. They sounded like artillery wagons, I think. Anyway, he heard one of the rashan’im’s commanders comment that they were going to bring the kahlirash’im back into the fold.”

    “Maybe Gisa wasn’t the only city where they killed ushman’im,” John said.

    “Shit,” Pirr’tu muttered. “This is getting big.”

    John gazed at the bales of hay and weathered wood of the stable walls. The tahldi in their stalls made soft noises to each other. The still air and quiet felt utterly at odds with the vision John had witnessed.

     “I saw Ravishan riding with the kahlirash’im.” John’s voice trembled slightly. It seemed like important information and yet the vision had affected him so personally that he felt almost exposed mentioning it to Pirr’tu.

    “Was he all right?” Pirr’tu asked.

    “I think so,” John replied. “He fought the rashan’im back for a while.”

    “Ji must have sent him, don’t you think?” Pirr’tu asked.

    “Probably.” John remembered that Ravishan had retreated to Ji’s care. She had to know what was happening.

    “We’d better get back to Lafi’shir,” Pirr’tu said. “He’ll know what we need to do.”

    John saddled his tahldi while Pirr’tu packed more strips of dried meat into their meager supplies. A few minutes later they left the hostel and its promise of a warm meal. They rode through the day and into the night. The full moon and white reflective snow lit the road. John willed the clouds back from the sky, and as they rode, a wild wind swirled around them. Miles passed and the ragged eastern terrain steadily grew more fertile. Sharp outcroppings of stone softened into rolling hills. When they reached the Hearthstone Hostel, the third bell of morning sounded softly from beyond Gisa’s walls.

    Saimura and Tai’yu had arrived a day earlier. Their news only confirmed what John had suspected. The kahlirash’im had rebelled against the Payshmura. They had sent out men to ten different cities to free witches and execute ushman’im. In retaliation, the Payshmura had called upon all the gaun’im to crush the traitors in Vundomu.

    “Sabir wanted a distraction for his actions in the south.” Pirr’tu shook his head. “The gaun’im sending their armies north should give him an opening.”

    “Yes, but it’s not going to be easy on any of us in the north,” Tai’yu replied.

    “No, the southern roads are already a mess,” Saimura said. “There are troops everywhere. People in the towns are terrified. Some of the rashan’im are raiding farms for food and supplies.”

    John poured water into the washbasin and quickly rinsed his face and neck. Both he and Pirr’tu stank of sweat and tahldi, but they hadn’t bothered with baths. Pirr’tu took the bread Tai’yu offered him and ate quickly.

    “Have you heard anything from Lafi’shir?” Pirr’tu asked.

    “No.” Saimura shook his head. He turned one of Ji’s red message stones over in his hand. “He and Fenn would have reached Amura’hyym’ir when the fighting broke out there. The Bousim ambushed a group of kahlirash’im in the town. Common people were caught up in the fight. The man we talked to said it was a bloodbath.”

    “Lafi’shir is tough,” Tai’yu said. “He’ll be all right.”

    Saimura nodded, but he didn’t seem reassured. John realized that Tai’yu hadn’t mentioned Fenn.

    “Tell them about the Warren,” Tai’yu said to Saimura.

    “The Warren?” Pirr’tu looked alarmed and John felt as if his own heart had skipped a beat.

    “It hasn’t been breached, not yet at least,” Saimura assured them. “But Ji has evacuated the entire thing.”

    “What? Why?” Pirr’tu demanded.

    “It’s not safe…” Saimura gazed down at the message stone and then briefly glanced to John. “That’s all she said about it. She doesn’t want us going near the Warren until she sends word that it’s secured.”

    “So what do we do?” Pirr’tu asked.

    “Wait here for Lafi’shir and Fenn,” Saimura said.

    Pirr’tu slumped on his bed and stared up at the ceiling. 

    “I hate waiting,” he grumbled.

    “You like the serving girl here well enough. I’m sure you’ll manage,” Saimura replied.

    “But there’s fighting going on. We should be on the southern roads. We should ride to Amura’hyym’ir and find Lafi’shir,” Pirr’tu replied.

    “We wait for Lafi’shir here.” Saimura’s tone was hard. “If he doesn’t come by the end of the week, then we’ll ride to Amura’hyym’ir to find him and Fenn.”

    “Saimura’s right,” Tai’yu said. “If Lafi’shir tries to get a message to us, he’ll send it here.” 

    Tai’yu proffered a thick slice of bread to John. John accepted it and ate, but he was so tired that he didn’t really taste much. He hoped Fenn and Lafi’shir were safe. He felt deeply worried that they weren’t. 

    All four of them sat in silence for several minutes.

    “Do you know when the Bousim rashan’im are going to breach the Warren? We should be there to help Ji.” Pirr’tu sounded both frustrated and worried. “We could be there in four days, if we rode hard—”

    “Ji specifically ordered us not to go anywhere near the Warren,” Saimura cut Pirr’tu off. “She has it under control.”

    Pirr’tu scowled at the ceiling and again all four of them lapsed into silence. John understood Pirr’tu’s frustration. It was agonizing to know that people you cared for were in danger and you could do nothing to help them. For the last day his own thoughts had been haunted by the image of Ravishan standing alone against an army of rashan’im. He wanted to reach Ravishan and protect him, not wait here in Gisa. And at the same time he knew that acting on his desire would be pointless. He didn’t even know where Ravishan was, much less where he would be in an hour. John could spend weeks riding from place to place and never once arrive before Ravishan was gone.

    “I think I’m going to visit my family tomorrow,” Tai’yu said quietly. “I’ll bring back some decent food. Maybe some soft cheese.”

    “That would be nice,” Saimura replied.

    “I could use a little wine,” Pirr’tu said. “The last I had tasted like old bathwater.”

    “Anything for you, Jath’ibaye?” Tai’yu asked.

    “Just a good night’s sleep,” John said.

    “That you can get right now,” Saimura said. “In fact, we should all get some rest.”

    “I’ll put out the lamps.” John got up and snuffed the lamps. He returned to his bed but didn’t sleep. His entire body ached with fatigue. He desperately craved rest, but his thoughts were still filled with the images of the rashan’im’s army and Ravishan’s bloodied face.

    John lay in the dark as the other men steadily drifted into sleep. He listened to them breathe and shift in their beds. The fifth morning bell sounded from Gisa. The sun would rise soon. John pressed his face down into the pillow. The smell of his own hair lingered there.

    Then he felt the cold hiss of the Gray Space and he sat up at once. Ravishan stood beside his bed and for the briefest instant John thought that he might have fallen asleep after all and now he was dreaming. But the cold feel of Ravishan’s hand against his shoulder assured John that he was awake. John curled his own hand over Ravishan’s, warming his fingers. Ravishan knelt beside his bed. The gash across his forehead had healed to a dark scab.

    “I don’t have much time,” Ravishan whispered. “Is there somewhere where we can be alone?”

    “Lafi’shir rented a private room. I’ll take you there.” John got out of bed and quickly pulled on his pants. He led Ravishan to the locked door of Lafi’shir’s private room. Ravishan disappeared into the Gray Space and then an instant later opened the door from inside. John stepped in and pushed the door closed behind him. 

    He pulled Ravishan into his arms and kissed him deeply. His lips were cold, but the inside of his mouth burned. Ravishan returned John’s embrace with almost painful intensity. He gripped John’s back, pulling him closer, so that their bodies pressed together tightly. The icy cold of Ravishan’s flesh warmed under John’s touch. Ravishan seemed to almost melt against John, his hands relaxing and slowly sliding down from John’s back to his hips. Then he opened the front of John’s pants.

    The contact of Ravishan’s hand against the bare flesh of his groin sent a thrill through John’s entire body.

    “You can’t know how much I’ve missed you,” Ravishan whispered.

    “I do,” John assured him. “I’ve missed you too.” 

    John drew Ravishan to the bed. They fell back together, kissing and caressing each other as if they were starved men and this mounting ecstasy was their only sustenance.

    Then, all too soon, they were both spent. John relaxed back against the mattress. There had been a pillow on the bed, but he thought they’d knocked it to the floor at some point. It didn’t matter; for the first time in what felt like months John thought he might sleep deeply and well. He kissed Ravishan’s brow lightly.    

    Then Ravishan pulled back from him and sat up. He began straightening the mess John had made of his clothes.

    “I have to go,” Ravishan said breathlessly. “I only came to say goodbye.”

    “Goodbye? No, don’t go.” Just the thought of it alarmed John. He sat up beside Ravishan.

    “The kahlirash’im have rebelled against the Payshmura—”

    “I know, but that doesn’t mean you need to go.” John pulled Ravishan into his arms and for a moment he relaxed against John.

    “By morning, the ushiri’im will breach the wards of Vundomu. If they aren’t stopped, the entire fortress will be defeated.” Ravishan’s voice was firm. John felt him tensing against his embrace. “Their battle is our battle. I have to go.”

    “There are too many ushiri’im,” John whispered. “You’ll be killed.”

    Ravishan reached up and gently touched John’s cheek. He gazed through the darkness into John’s face.

    “I won’t be killed. My god will protect me.”

    “No! He won’t—he can’t—” John’s voice broke, and he realized that there were tears in his eyes. “He can’t protect you.”

    “Jahn,” Ravishan said quietly, “I know that you don’t want to accept this, but you must. You have more strength than you realize and Basawar needs you. We don’t have time to wait any longer.”

    “What?” John was so confused that he relaxed his hold on Ravishan.

    “You have come from across the worlds for this,” Ravishan said gently. He stood and stepped back from the bed. “I should have realized sooner. I should have told you and made you ready for this battle. I’ve been so in love with the man that you are that I failed to see how much more you really are. But when I heard of all that you’ve done, in Yah’hali and here in Gisa, I couldn’t ignore the truth. Jahn, you were brought to me not just as a lover but as Parfir’s incarnation. You are the Rifter.”

    John didn’t know how he’d expected this conversation to proceed, but it hadn’t been like this. He struggled to gather his thoughts.

    “I know this must be hard to accept,” Ravishan said softly. “I should have told you sooner—”

    “No, it’s not that,” John said. “I know you’re right. I guessed as much…But that isn’t the point. Even if I am the Rifter, you still shouldn’t go to Vundomu.”

    “Your temple is there and so are your most devoted priests,” Ravishan replied. “As your Kahlil I must be there. I must defend them.”

    “It’s suicide.” John bounded up and stepped close to Ravishan. “I saw you fighting the rashan’im. You nearly died. You can’t take them on as well as the ushiri’im.”

    “I have faith in you, Jahn.”

    “I don’t have the power that you think—” John began to protest, but Ravishan cut him off.

    “Whether you were the Rifter or not, I would have to do this, Jahn. The kahlirash’im are fighting for everything I believe in. I have to go to them. I know it’s unfair of me to expect you to protect Vundomu, but I want you to know that I believe in you. I love you.” Ravishan returned the gentle kiss John had given him as they had lain in bed. Then he turned, slicing the Gray Space open with a swift motion of his hand, and was gone.

     John felt as though he might crumple to the ground. His legs buckled. A terrible sickness washed through him. Between the guns of the rashan’im and the Silence Knives of the ushiri’im, Ravishan would be torn to pieces.

    “You idiot!” John shouted. But he knew Ravishan was already miles away, risking his life like some kind of imbecile, like it didn’t matter if he died. As if he didn’t know that nothing mattered to John more.

    John’s exhaustion evaporated in the face of his frustration, anger, and fear. He threw the door aside and charged down the stairs, taking the steps three at a time. A furious wind snapped and whirled around him. He would go to Vundomu and nothing would stop him. 

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    

Chapter Ninety-Seven

     

    John sprinted despite cramps and aching, burning lungs. He pushed himself harder and faster. Muscle fibers in his calves and thighs ripped as he threw himself forward. Crippling pain wrenched through his legs and John drank it in. Strength surged up from his pain. He ran and his body burned, snow melting to vapor beneath his feet. He tore through miles of open road, passing lone riders and weary travelers like a streak of light in a sweeping storm.

     A searing wind whirled out from his passage. It ripped branches from trees and hurled earth and snow aside. John leaped and the wind lifted him and sent him soaring. Where he struck the ground, stones ignited to glass. Overhead, black clouds gathered. Lightning crashed through the darkness.

     John moved faster than muscle and bone could endure, and yet it was not fast enough. The sun rose, illuminating the charred remains of a farmhouse. Behind him, the city Amura’hyym’ir stood like an abandoned ruin and in the distance ahead John saw black plumes of smoke rising from Vundomu.

    The huge fortress rose though a haze of smoke like a burning mountain. Its seven levels of terraced walls were studded with watchtowers and guns. Many of those on the three lowest levels were burning. Higher up, the dark banners with the scarlet moons of the kahlirash’im still waved.

    At the foot of Vundomu thousands of soldiers massed. They filled the valley and moved like waves, washing up against the black walls, falling back and surging over. At this distance, the screams and shouts were faint. The roar of godhammers sounded like tiny bottle rockets. John felt the disturbing shudders of the Gray Space tearing open again and again.

    John charged forward, praying that somewhere in the midst of those struggling masses Ravishan was still alive. He took the first ranks of soldiers by surprise, racing through their midst with a black storm crashing down in his wake. But the valley was thick with men and tahldi, and in seconds, the pike men turned their assault on John.

    They closed their ranks around him and charged with long iron pikes. The metal shafts rent into John’s body. He choked on a cry of pain as a wild power surged through him. Suddenly the pikes cracked and burned to ash. John threw the men aside. He needed to get to Vundomu. It was all he could think of now.

    Bullets punched into his back as he continued into the ranks of the army. Rashan’im broke off from their assault on Vundomu and charged John. All he could see were masses of bodies, tahldi, and soldiers in their green Bousim uniforms. A huge tahldi reared and brought its hooves down into John’s chest. His bones cracked and a wave of agony exploded through him. Blind fury surged through John.

    He punched into the tahldi’s chest and its body split open. Hot blood washed over John. A foot soldier drove a pike into John’s side and he roared with rage. Lightning struck in fast bolts, rending through men and animals. The wind surged around John, hurling bodies aside.

    And still there were miles of men between him and Vundomu. John screamed in frustration and the sound broke like thunder. The ground shuddered as John sprinted forward and then huge chasms split open, swallowing men, cannons, and animals. The deafening groans of the earth engulfed the shrieks and explosions of powder kegs. John raced onward.

    The valley floor collapsed in John’s wake, leaving only small islands of stone where John had briefly stood. He threw himself forward and the storm lifted him. Lightning illuminated him, striking out from his furious glances. Thunder crashed through the skies. Where he struck ground, the earth crumbled and swallowed riders and soldiers by the hundreds.

    John hardly noticed. He needed to reach Vundomu. He could feel the ushiri’im tearing the Gray Space much more intensely now. Even in the stench of blood and gunpowder, he smelled the sharp scent of searing ozone. He heard the scream of the Gray Space opening. The ushiri’im were high up inside Vundomu. John had only reached the fortress walls.

    Desperately, the Bousim forces already inside Vundomu closed the fortress gates. Godhammers from the breached walls fired on John. John swung his hands up and the shells cracked and burned apart in midair. Flaming shrapnel pounded the men below. 

    John reached out and placed his hands on the gates. Bullets stung at him like insects. Arrows impaled his flesh, but he hardly cared now. He pushed his fingers into the thin crevice between the gate and fortress wall. He felt hard black iron and heavy machinery and then he wrenched the gate open. The engines that powered the gates screeched as their braking locks snapped apart. Pistons cracked, pipes burst, and hot oil gushed free. The gates trembled and then cracked and fell. Men plummeted to the ground as the walls shuddered with the impact of the massive gates. 

    John charged ahead, splitting walls and ripping open city gates. Behind him he felt the heat of oil fires surging up over the rubble. Through the thunder and pelting rain, he heard the screams of dying men, but he didn’t look back. He swore at the miles of stone that blocked his path, and in frustration, he wrenched open the entire third terrace of the fortress. 

    Massive shocks rocked the entire fortress. The higher terraces shuddered. Stones plummeted down from the walls. Ravishan was up there. John couldn’t let the higher terraces collapse. He forced his will into the structure of their stone and iron supports. As he charged forward, riding violent winds, he strengthened the distant towers and walled streets against the assault of his own passage. 

    He vaulted up from a crumbling walkway and the wind lifted him to the next terrace. The gaun’im’s forces hadn’t reached this high in Vundomu yet. The kahlirash’im’s banners still hung from the walls. The narrow lanes seemed abandoned. John threw himself into the wind and rose up again and again, cracking stones wherever he landed, collapsing walls, but always protecting the central column of Vundomu from the fury of flames and lightning. At last, John reached the heights of Vundomu. Below him, fires raged and black smoke billowed up into the churning storm clouds.

     John heard the shriek of the Gray Space. An arc of flame seared up through the dark sky. John bounded over iron-tiled walls and landed in a courtyard. Bodies of kahlirash’im and ushiri’im littered the courtyard. At the far end of the courtyard a circle of some thirty kahlirash’im stood in front of the black-tiled mass of the Temple of the Rifter. Some held rifles ready; others were armed with only swords.

    Another arc of flame shot up and two ushiri’im burst from the Gray Space. Instantly Ravishan exploded out of nowhere. He drove a Silence Knife into one of the ushiri’im. Then the second ushiri plunged his curse blade into Ravishan’s back. The kahlirash’im opened fire on the ushiri, but he escaped back into the Gray Space. Ravishan turned and dived into the Gray Space after him. 

    John felt his heart clench and a geyser of rage tore through him.

    Three more ushiri’im surged out of the Gray Space. The kahlirash’im fired on them, but John was already charging into them. He caught two of them and simply burned through their bodies with his bare hands. The third ushiri he grasped by the throat and slammed into the wall of the temple. The man’s head dropped to John’s feet as his body crumpled against the black tiles of the temple.

    The kahlirash’im stared at John wide eyed. Three of them dropped to their knees. John hardly saw them. 

    All he could think of was Ravishan, lost and dying somewhere in the Gray Space. He felt the wavering distortions of ushiri’im all around him. He reached for the closest, pulling the man’s body free of the Gray Space. He wasn’t Ravishan. John crushed the ushiri’s throat and hurled him aside. He tore one ushiri after another from the Gray Space. They impaled him, shot him, and drove Silence Knives into his flesh, but John felt none of it. He crushed them and continued his desperate search. 

    He felt the ushiri’im disappearing, fleeing deeper into the Gray Space where he could no longer sense them. At last only one faint distortion remained. John plunged his hands through the Gray Space. Sick revulsion washed over him, but he caught hold of an arm. He ripped Ravishan out of the Gray Space. The decapitated body of an ushiri fell out with him. Ravishan was limp in John’s arms. The hilt of a black curse blade jutted from just below his right shoulder blade. The urge to pull it out of Ravishan’s flesh flickered through John, but he didn’t trust himself to even touch the knife. Blood welled from the wound and pooled around John’s fingers.

    “Jahn,” Ravishan whispered, but he said nothing more. 

    He felt like ice in John’s arms and his skin didn’t grow warmer. Even his blood seemed cold.

    Lightning hammered the walls of Vundomu. The storm howled. John fought to suppress his horror and loss. He could still feel Ravishan’s pulse.

    John looked to the kahlirash’im who knelt in front of the temple.

    “I need a healer! Now!” John shouted over the raging storm.

    There was only the briefest pause and then they all bolted back into the temple. John carefully lifted Ravishan and carried him into the shelter of the temple. Inside there were hundreds of other people, not just kahlirash’im, but workmen and women. There were even a few children. All of them stared in silence as John passed them. Most of them dropped to their knees. John wanted to tell them to stop, but he didn’t have the time.

    “Our healer is here, my most holy lord.” A kahlirash held the door to a makeshift infirmary open for John. 

    As he carried Ravishan through, John realized that the kahlirash addressing him was Wah’roa. Blood and soot caked his face and body.

    “Thank you, Wah’roa,” John said.

    For an instant Wah’roa appeared startled at hearing his own name, but then an expression like happiness lit his bloodied face and he bowed down to the floor.

    The old priest in the infirmary watched John with wide eyes. John gently laid Ravishan down on one of only two empty cots. All around the bleeding, ruined bodies of men lay shrouded beneath bandages and sheets.

    “Save him,” John told the priest.

    The old priest stared at the hilt of the curse blade jutting from Ravishan’s back. He dropped to his knees.

    “Please forgive me, most holy lord, but I cannot bear his wound—”

    “Get off the fucking floor!” John snapped. Ravishan was dying. He didn’t have time for groveling.

    “My lord, I cannot—”

    “I’ll bear the wound,” John said. “I’ll bear every damn wound in this room! Just save him.”

    Slowly, the priest rose to his feet. 

    “I will do all I can, my most holy lord.”

     

     

    To Be Continued...

    

Characters appearing in Arc Six

     

     

    Arren— Head of fighter’s district in the Warren.

    Ashan’ahma – An ushiri studying at Rathal’pesha.

    Alidas—A rider for the Bousim family; partly crippled.

    Amha’in’Bousim–Lady Bousim, 3rd wife, exiled to the north.

    Bil—Called Behr in Basawar. 

    Daru— Fai’daum priest.

    Eriki’yu— Boy in the Fai’daum Warren.

    Fenn— Fai’daum fighter recently drafted from the stables.

    Fikiri Bousim–An ushiri: son of Lady Bousim.

    Gin’yu— Fai’daum Scout Captain.

    Giryyn—Fai’daum priest.

    Hann’yu–An ushman exiled to the north: specializes in healing.

    Issusha’im–The Payshmura oracles. 

    Ji Shir’korud—Dog demon; one of the Fai’daum.

    John—Called Jahn , later Jath’ibaye.

    Kansa—Faidaum witch in training.

    Lam— Fai’daum priest.

    Lafi’shir— Fai’daum Ground Commander.

    Laurie—Called Loshai in Basawar.

    Lyyn— Craftsman in the Fai’daum Warren.

    Nivoun Bousim— Governor of the Bousim’s northern holdings. 

    Parfir—The earth god.

    Rifter—The destroyer incarnation of Parfir.

    Ravishan—The most promising of the ushiri at Rathal’pesha.

    Rousma—Ravishan’s sister.

    Sabir—The leader of Fai’daum. 

    Saimura—Ji’s son.

    Serahn—Powerful Ushman in the Black Tower of Nurjima.

    Sheb’yu— Fai’daum fighter and spy.

    Tai’yu–Fai’daum fighter.

    Tanash — Fai’daum witch in training.

    Wah’roa—Leader of the kahlirash’im at Vundomu.

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    

Common Terms and Words

     

    
    
      and  ———————-iff

      animal / it  ————shir

      asshole  —————-wahbai

      bark (tree) ————istana

      bee (honey)  ———behr 

      best  ———————-sho

      black  ——————-yasi

      blonde hide  ———jahn

      blood  ——————-usha

      blue  ——————— holima

      bone  ——————-sumah

      bones (holy) ———issusha

      book ———————lam

      brothers —————ashan

      but / however ——hel

      chasm  ——————kubo

      city  ———————-tamur

      cold  ———————polima

      dead  ———————maht

      deer (mount) —— tahldi

      delicious  ————-mosh

      dog (tame) ———-kohl

      dog (wild)/wolf — sabir 

      exhausted ————renma

      fast (speed) ———-sam

      fire  ———————- daru

      food  ———- ———nabi (grain)

      friend  ——————pashim

      from / of  ————-in

      fuck  ———————faud

      goat  ———————fik

      good / pretty  ——domu

      grain plant  ———-taye

      green  ——————-ibaye

      harm  ——————-ratim

      hawk  ——————-alidas

      hill  ———————-rousma

      holy  ———————ushmana

      hot  ———————-niru

      how / because  —-ahab 

      idiot  ———————bai

      joy  ————————amha

      key ————————hala

      key, death-lock —-maht’tu hala

      knife ———————halaun

      lazy  ———————-pom

      little / diminutive —-iri

      lock —————————tu

      lost  —————————gasm’ah

      love  ————————-mohim

      man/ male  ————- vun

      meadow  ——————pivan

      meat  ————————nabi’usha

      medicinal tree ———yasistana

      monastery  —————ushmura

      money  ———————jiusha

      mountain  —————-rathal

      no  —————————-iss 

      noble  ———————-gaun

      none  ————————illin

      orchard  ——————-umbhra

      peace  ———————-tumah

      place  ————————amura

      quiet  ————————itam

      rain  ————————-parh

      red  —————————daum

      river  ————————fai

      road  ————————nur

      run  ————————-sango

      sacred books ———- ushmana’lam

      sacred drink  ————fathi

      same  ————————kin

      shit  ————————-jid 

      similar  ———————ro

      sky  —————————loshai

      snow ————————pelima

      solitary  ——————-jath

      speak  ———————-vass

      spill  ————————-ra

      spoil  ————————lafi

      still  ————————- tash

      stop  ————————-nahara

      strike  ———————-bish

      terrible  ——————-tehji

      time / year—————-ayal

      to be lost  ————- —gasmya

      to drink  ——————siraya

      to eat  ————————nabiya

      to harm  ——————-ratimya

      to kill  ———————-rashiya

      tree (fruit) —————isma

      tree bark ——————istana

      ugly/ bad  —————mulhi

      unholy /unclean  —korud

      water/drink ————sira

      weasel  ——————-ganal

      what  ———————-bati

      when  ———————bayal

      where  ——————-bamura

      white  ———————pesha

      who  ———————-ban

      why  ———————-bahab

      wine ———————- vishan

      witch  ———————tahjid

      woman/ female —-vur

      yellow /gold————jima/ ji

      yes  ————————-du 

       

      Pronouns

      he\ him  —————-vun

      his  ————————-vun’um

      they(all male) ——-vun’im

      she/her ——————vur

      hers ————————vur’um

      they (all female) —-vur’im

      they(mixed) ——— pun’im

      theirs ———————pun’um

      I/me  ———————-li

      mine ———————-li’um

      we/us  ———————li’im

      ours ————————lim’un 

      you  ————————yura 

      yours ———————-yura’um

      you (plural) —— —-yura’im

      yours (plural) ——- yura’un

      it  —————————-shir 

      it (plural)————— shir’um 

       

       

       

       

       

       

       

       

       

      Declensions and Conjugations 

      positive  ———————  dou

      negative  ——————— iss

      question  ——————— sa

      object of action  ——— hir

      source of action ——— ati

      one who does————- hlil

      plural  ————————  im

      possessive (singular)- um

      possessive (plural) —- un

      future tense —————  ad

      past tense  —————— ah

      present tense ————- ya

      (Ya literally means ‘to do’ or ‘to be’.)

      possible  ——————— at

      hoped for (future) —- atdou

      hoped against   ———-atiss

      command form ——— hi

      gerund  ———————-yas 

      adjective ———————an

      adverb  ————————al
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