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			And here, shipmates, is true and faithful repentance; not clamorous for pardon, but grateful for punishment. 

			– Herman Melville, Moby Dick (1851)
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			The Old Man

			The only landward entrance to the great imperial capital of Hanifax was a trio of arched gateways set between tall, crenelated towers. It was called the Mouth of Boudun, perhaps because the gateways looked like the incisors of some gap-toothed behemoth, happily ingesting the steady stream of merchants, migrants, entertainers, artisans, fortune-seekers, farmers, and diplomats who sought refuge or profit within. Three dozen severed heads crowded the parapets forty feet above, in varying stages of putrefaction, mounted on spikes. A few bored city guards stood alongside them, leaning casually on armored elbows. At their hips, heavy crossbows.

			An old man wrapped in lily-white robes looked up at one of those towers, scanning the faces of both watchmen and pike-mounted heads. He found little difference between them. Yes, their features and skin tones varied, the circumstances of their lives, whether they were now living or dead; but these were trifling details. The living would join the dead in short order, whether the tumbling chaos he envisioned unfolded or did not. At their passing, some here would be buried or cremated, their ashes ensconced in funerary urns or their bodies entombed in family crypts or public cemeteries, accompanied by elaborate ritual. Others would be left to rot where they lay, or used as a warning, like the decomposing heads above. The old man regarded them as one: pitiable human beings, fumbling through this world, in possession of nothing but their ephemeral hopes, minds clinging to half-true philosophies and outright falsehoods.

			Traffic into the city was heavy, but the old man waited with perfect patience, aware of the looks of fear, suspicion, even naked hatred from the crowd of humanity around him. Many things set him apart. First and foremost, his skin was a deep, rich brown in color, his white hair shaggy, his nose broad and flat, lips full and sensuous. These features marked him as a foreigner, a native of the mystery-shrouded southern continent of Aericum. Foreigners were distrusted at the best of times after all, and these were not the best of times. He also appeared immensely old, his face a web of wrinkles, the skin on his bare arms sagging. Yet he did not stoop nor use a cane to steady himself; his bearing was upright, and he walked with vigor and a dancer’s grace. Perhaps most striking were his eyes, so dark they were nearly black; penetrating, wise, ineffably ancient.

			A blond, barrel-chested man with a whip in one hand and the stink of a drover about him brushed by the old man with rough disregard, marring the unnatural whiteness of the Aerican’s fine cotton robes with the dust of the road. The drover, a bull of a man, stopped and turned to face the old man, his expression one of indignation and affronted privilege.

			“Watch yourself, stinking old wogget!” he growled, nostrils flaring like an ape making a show of dominance. “Bump into me again and I’ll beat you bloody!”

			Wogget. By the old man’s count, this was the twentieth time someone had employed that epithet since he set foot again on the Isle of Hanifax, either using it to address him directly or in whispered conversation nearby. He doubted the brutish man knew the now-derisive word’s complex etymology. He decided to enlighten him.

			“You call me ‘wogget,’ sir,” he began, with an ivory-toothed smile and melodious baritone. “It is a poor approximation of a Mendekoh term, uag-athe. It means ‘star watcher.’ You see, the ancient Mendekoh people were astronomers, long before your pale-skinned ancestors crawled from the dark of their caves. Do you mean to call me ‘star watcher,’ sir? Because that is a fine and noble thing. If not, you must mean to demonstrate your contempt for this frail old man, and perhaps for all of his proud Mendekoh forebears.”

			The drover’s furrowed brow suggested both anger and confusion. The Aerican heard the man’s grip tighten on his leather whip, watched his liver-colored lips working as though readying a venomous retort; all of it a prelude to violence. Then the old man locked eyes with the drover and the big man’s pale face went slack, his posture relaxed.

			“You thought you would bully this old, feeble foreigner, this uag-athe,” the old man continued, his smile a beatific thing. “That was an error, you are thinking now. Yes, a grave one. When walking down the road, a wise man does not kick over every stone along his path. One never knows under which lurks a nasty spider, ready to squirt poison.”

			The old man touched the drover’s chest with pinky, thumb, and forefinger, and muttered a few words in another tongue. Fat beads of sweat broke out on the big man’s forehead. His eyelids fluttered, his lips trembled, and soon he was weeping like a frightened little boy. Others nearby, already watching the encounter, shifted uncomfortably, dropping their conversations, pretending other activities, trying to watch now without being seen. The old man put a brown hand on the drover’s unshaven cheek and patted it. It was a gentle, grandfatherly gesture. “Be at peace, Calvas, son of Corvas. Pester no more people this day.” The drover, snot now running from his nose and his eyes puffy and reddened, walked dutifully over to his nearby ox cart and collapsed against the rough hide of the beast of burden yoked to it, crying softly, embracing the animal with his beefy arms for comfort.

			The crush of humanity waiting to enter the city of Boudun gave the old man a wider berth now, whispering to one another, several making signs against the Evil Eye. That was poorly done, he thought. You might have simply bowed in deference to that silly brute, not uttered a word. He would have walked on and soon forgotten you.

			But I’m weary.

			The truth was, compulsion magic always exhausted him, and only recently he had driven many poor, unwilling souls nearly two thousand miles: from the teeming port of Yobabis, across the Sea of Sacred Splendor, skirting the islands of the savages, and finally past the Wall of Serpents. At last traveling the Sea of Azkaya, there was the trial of soothing the nerves of those sailors, coaxing their cooperation so that they might dodge patrols of the Royal Navy. Finally, they deposited him on Hanifax’s southwestern shore. Hifada Fulani had been the ship’s name. Certain Harbor. Once free of him, Certain Harbor fled at full sail for her distant homeland. He wished them well and had placed a powerful charm on the ship to make its return journey a swift one. Yes, he was still recovering from the effort to avoid breaking those sailors. It was a simpler thing, the bending of men’s wills, if you cared not what happened to their psyches. The old man strove to do no more harm than was necessary for his purposes. But their minds were such fragile things. The nudge he had given the arrogant drover’s mind…well, the foolish man would have nightmares for weeks.

			Fragile. He looked at the back of his hand, the creased skin thin as parchment, then turned it over to stare into the palm. A softer shade of brown, a new collection of lines, like any other human, save for the scar, deep and angled like an arrow’s head. It was the only remnant of the ritual by which the original occupant of this body had relinquished it to him. How much time had passed? A great deal, at least by human reckoning. This vessel had served him well. With it he had wandered the whole of the Theocracy, the Republic of Tembao, the frontier satrapies of the wily Azkayans, even the foreboding—and aptly named—Godless Wilderness. He had gathered much wisdom, unknown in the north. It had nourished him, fortified him for the great task that lay ahead.

			He had walked nearly a hundred miles. From the southern shore where the Yobabis sloop Certain Harbor had left him, he had skirted the great port city of Falmuthe, then trekked through a rocky stretch of the Tona Hills and their long abandoned, overworked quarries. He had walked through the towns of Menkirk, Baedkirk, Zoteby, and half a dozen smaller villages. Those were insular places, whose innkeeps and merchants closed their doors to him, or provided surly, grudging service, overcharging him, accepting his gold as though it was beneath them, as though his coins were tainted with dung. Strange, but he couldn’t remember the names of those unwelcoming hamlets. His memory rarely failed him. It must be the strain of occupying this aged body past its endurance. Even with the sorcery at his disposal, flesh had its limits. His time in this vessel was nearing its end.

			At that moment, a child tugged at the hem of his robe. It was a young girl with hair that reminded him of the burnt orange of a sunrise on the Tears of Bakhu. She had a forest of freckles on her cheeks and nose, her skin fair and unblemished. Her eyes were a vibrant blue, and they projected intelligence and curiosity. 

			“Why is your skin brown?” asked the girl, a sparkle of wonder in those eyes.

			The old man crouched with the ease of a far younger man so that his dark eyes met with hers. He smiled broadly. “There is a story, little Dagna of Zoteby, of how the god Bebe made the men of the south. He formed them out of clay and cooked them in fiery coals he found nestled in the bosom of the earth. But while he waited for them to bake, the god called Amalan the Trickster came to that place, taking the form of an enormous bird with wings so large they blotted out the sun. Amalan flapped his great wings so that the coals burned too hot, and the heat scorched the men who were cooking in Bebe’s fire.”

			She looked at him, wide-eyed, returning his smile. “Is that story true?” Dagna asked, so young in her skepticism.

			“No, little Dagna, it is not. The truth is, the sun strikes the world much more fiercely in the southern lands, harder than a blacksmith’s hammer strikes his anvil. So, over many, many years—more years than you can count—the skin of the people who lived there changed, so that the sun would not trouble them so. They adapted. This is what people must do if they are to survive. Were you to sail to that far land, the sun would bake you brown, too. Though not so brown as me.”

			The old man touched the tip of the young girl’s nose with a gentle finger as her mother, from whom she had wandered, yanked her away. The woman chastised the child as they walked off, sparing a worried look back at the dark-skinned foreigner who seemed to have charmed her daughter as surely as he had made the hulking drover weep.

			The old man saw that the little girl favored her mother. She had hair like a roaring fire and intense blue eyes, too. Both of them, mother and daughter alike, would return to the dust soon enough, like the rest of those standing there at the Mouth of Boudun. But the man’s playful touch had passed on to the girl a spark of fortune. She would have more than her share of happiness, and she would bring it to those touched by her life as well.

			The girl, he realized as she and her mother disappeared into the crowd, reminded him of Telsa, the widowed midwife he had come upon in the kingdom of East Marcien. But when he met Telsa, she had lost her own spark and was so weary of living that she surrendered her body to him with little persuasion. He walked in her shoes for many years. Being a woman in this world had presented its own challenges, back in the days of what they now called the Age of the Busker Kings. East Marcien had fallen to dust and ruin, just like the vessel of Telsa had, at last. Just as all those within his vision would return to the dust one day, very soon. He smiled as other memories flooded his mind. He allowed himself to luxuriate in those bright remembrances for a time, to bask in their warmth.

			Telsa. Wajid. Socono. Kella. Countless others.

			I thank you again for allowing me the use of your bodies after you yourselves had tired of them. Your souls are all gone past the Final Veil, long ago by human assessment. Thank you for the honor of your bodies, for acting as vessels necessary for my purposes. With them I have wandered the earth, waiting for the right time, the day when I finally fulfill my great mission. Let me live up to the name they once gave me, O Universal Spirit of Creation. And let me finally end my wanderings.

			“What is your business in Boudun?” asked an obese, hairy-chested man, shirtless against the heat, sitting in an overtaxed chair beside the guard tower. While the old man let himself reminisce, time had passed out here amongst the others queued to enter the great city. Now he stood at the head of that queue, facing the inquiry of this officious, sweaty man. A fat codex was opened before him, held by another man, toothless and wiry and clad only in a loincloth. The portly clerk clasped a jar of ink in one hand and a ragged feather quill in the other. “Your business?” he repeated, impatient.

			“The queen,” answered the old man. “I intend to speak with your Queen Geneviva. I come bearing a message from the very heart of god.”

			The clerk stared, mouth open. Then he let out a long, raucous laugh, exposing the Aerican to the stink of onions and sourness and teeth blackened by rot. 

			“The queen?” he echoed, expelling more of his noxious breath and grinning his corrupted grin. He shook his head and began jotting down the old man’s words in the book that the fellow in the loincloth held for him. “I would summon a carriage to take you straight away to the palace, my grand wogget dignitary, but alas, the Fairy Queen of Summer and Lord Jack Nightingale arrived just before you and spirited it away. What name should I enter next to the stated purpose of your visit?”

			My name? the old man wondered. What is my name? Is it Wajid, the name of the one who gifted this body to me? Or one of those whose bodies I possessed before? Is it my first name, the name of my birth, the one with which I was crowned when I first emerged howling from my mother’s womb? Benesh-Enoah, I once was. Ages and ages ago. Oh, that name I had nearly forgotten. 

			But at last the old man settled on yet another name, one by which he hadn’t been addressed in ten thousand years. It seemed the correct moniker to use now. He would claim it once more, here at the Mouth of Boudun and beyond. To the end of his days. The true end.

			“My name,” he told the sweating clerk, “is Ush’oul.”
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			A Hanging by Law

			Agnes Manteo cleaned the blood from her sword with a cloth she carried for the purpose and returned the weapon to its sheath. She looked down again at the corpse of the would-be bandit. It took effort to master the trembling urge to kick him in the ribs. The highwayman’s blade, with which he had shown minimal skill, lay next to him. It was a poorly maintained thing, with rust where blade met crossguard. She picked it up and vented her fury by swinging it against a stout oak, sinking the steel deep into the wood, then putting all her weight on the hilt. The blade snapped with a metallic ting.

			She walked over to the other body, that of her Syraeic brother. He might have been sleeping, were it not for the raggedly-fletched arrow protruding from his left eye. His name was Ruben, and Agnes hadn’t known him well. But he had been an affable fellow on their journey. Better company than her other companion, Kennah, a stern swordsman who stood beneath another broad oak tree with the second brigand.

			This other highwayman was just a boy, a lad no older than fourteen. He was seated atop Agnes’s mount now, hands bound behind his back. Kennah was tying a noose with rope from his pack as he spoke to the boy. 

			“The man over there,” he said in a voice alive with cold fury, tilting his head to the tree near where Ruben lay, “was closer to me than a brother. We met in the streets of Aulkirk as motherless boys, scrabbling for food and shelter from the elements. One day, we decided we would walk all the way to Boudun and present ourselves at the doors of the Citadel, to join the Syraeic League. From the day we arrived, we stood there each and every morning, presenting ourselves for review. At last, after about a month, a preceptor offered to accept him in. Just him, not me. But Ruben stared that woman in the face and said he wouldn’t join the League unless they took me in, too. We both were so keen to be Syraeics, and he refused her rather than leave me behind. I’m not sure I would have done the same for him, Vanic forgive me. But that night, the two of us slept in the novices’ dormitory. That’s just one of many things I owe him for.”

			“I’m sorry!” whimpered the boy, eyes red with tears, the crooked teeth in his mouth chattering as though it was midwinter rather than the height of summer. “It was supposed t’be a warnin’ shot! Durgo told me to send it near past his head! I’m sorry, sir!”

			Kennah looped the makeshift noose around the boy’s scrawny neck, tightening it slightly, then letting it rest on his shoulders. “I’m gonna hang you now, boy,” he answered, matter-of-fact, smoothing out his bushy beard with a big hand. “I’m gonna throw this rope over the fat limb of that tree Agnes just cut with your friend Durgo’s rubbish sword, and I’m gonna yank you up with it and choke the life from you.”

			“Don’t kill me, sir!” the youth begged as Kennah took hold of the dappled horse’s reins and led her over toward Agnes’s oak, ideal for his purpose.  

			Agnes knelt beside Ruben’s body and grabbed hold of the killing arrow, steadying herself on his shoulder with her other hand. She grunted as she pulled the missile free. Gore clung to its steel head. She patted Ruben’s shoulder, then stood, breaking the arrow over her thigh as she did so. She flung the two halves at the boy, striking him in the chest. The boy recoiled as the pieces fell to the ground. His tattered, filthy shirt now bore a new stain left by Ruben’s lifeblood.

			“The penalty for banditry is hanging, lad,” growled Agnes. “No exceptions. You ambushed us, two grown men and a woman, each of us armed, armored, and mounted. If you’d stuck to easy pickings, fat merchants too cheap to hire an escort, maybe you wouldn’t be where you are now. There’s a price to be paid for murder, but there’s a steeper one for stupidity.”

			“Do you know where the man you killed has been?” barked Kennah as he heaved the other end of the rope over the tree limb and caught it coming back down on the other side. “He’s crawled in Busker tombs in Bannerbraeke and the Karnes, fought snarling wights and hollow men. He cut down a gods-cursed demon that prowled the halls of an old sea-cave temple in Warwede. It was eight feet tall and had the head of a crocodile, claws like a tiger! And why is this brave, good man dead now? He’s dead, boy, because you have shit aim.”

			The boy’s lips quivered, and tears coursed down his soiled face. His eyes pleaded with Agnes, begged her. Kennah pulled a dagger from his belt with sudden violence. Agnes grabbed him by his armored leather sleeve. “Hanging, brother,” she said firmly. “The penalty is hanging.” 

			Kennah scowled at Agnes, his face boiling with righteous fury. “I’m not gonna gut him, Agnes! I’m gonna cut his bonds. That way, it’ll take him longer to strangle. I wanna watch him dance and claw with that rope round his neck! I want to watch him shit himself while his lips turn blue!”

			“This is by law, Kennah,” Agnes answered, looking her Syraeic brother in the eye, “not vengeance.” Kennah jerked his arm away from Agnes’ touch and sawed at the rope binding the whimpering lad’s hands with the knife.

			“There’s nothing in the law that says it needs to be quick or that his hands have t’be tied. By Marcator’s oath, he’s not gonna die quick!”

			The second the boy’s bonds parted, Kennah—a big man who outweighed the lad by more than a hundred pounds—seized the rope with both hands, lurched back, and pulled. The boy shot out of the horse’s saddle so quickly that his cry of “No!” was choked off before it was out of his mouth. His legs kicked, his fingers plucked with fruitless urgency at the noose. The crackling sound of the rope tightening about his neck mixed with the boy’s frantic, terminal struggles. Kennah put his full weight into it, grimacing with the effort, a hateful glower on his quaking lips. The boy’s face was soon red like a beet, his eyes bulging from their sockets, the wild and desperate gyrations of his body clearly taxing Kennah’s muscles.

			Agnes looked from the strangling boy to her Syraeic companion, that soft part of her welling up with pity for the lad and horror at Kennah’s enthusiasm for the task. In her mind’s eye she saw herself draw her sword from its scabbard and sever the taut rope, the kicking lad plummeting to the ground. Somehow, she would convince Kennah to let the boy go and the little fool would run off into the woods with the burn of the noose on his flesh as a lifelong reminder. But the hard part of her—the part that had trained with men like poor, dead Ruben, whom she had counted on to have her back—that part said, Watch Kennah throttle the life from the stupid bastard. And that part of her won out.

			When at last the youth was dead, tongue protruding from his mouth obscenely, eyes bloodshot and flesh like the skin of an eggplant, Kennah marched the rope around the trunk of the tree and tied it off. He got a bit of charcoal and a sheet of parchment from his saddlebag and scrawled a word on the page. He reached up and shoved a wadded corner of the paper into the dead boy’s gaping mouth, deep enough for the parchment to stay there and for the world to read what he had written. Anyone who passed by as the dangling body rotted over the coming weeks and months would read: HIGHWAYMAN.

			“Hanging by law,” he said, spitting at the base of the tree.
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			They rode the rest of the day in silence, in part because Ruben had been the instigator of most of their conversation since leaving Boudun. But there was also a lingering tension, Agnes thought. Kennah read censure in her earlier call for restraint. The big bearded man, short black hair cut by what must have been a drunken barber, rode with Ruben’s body secured behind him across his mount’s rump. Agnes held back her own horse’s penchant for speedier travel to accommodate the other horse’s double burden. It was while they set up camp for the night hours later that Kennah finally spoke, gruff and irritable.

			“Thought I’d stick a bound man with my knife? What do you take me for? Some thug in an alley?” It seemed he had been stewing on the matter the whole day.

			“I apologize, brother. I misread your movements in the heat of the moment.”

			“I’ve known Ruben since we were eleven,” he continued while hobbling his mount, doing his best to hide the tears welling in his eyes. “He saved my life at least four times over the years.”

			“It was idiot chance,” Agnes offered. “It’s part of what makes it so terrible. Some half-wit peasant boy, half-starved and frightened…” She wasn’t sure how to finish her thought.

			“That demon, with the crocodile head? We were in one of those sea-cave temples, near the edge of the Urwyd Swamp—constant sound of surf boomin’ through the rock ‘til you’re ready t’ bust your head against a wall. The thing, the demon, it had bulging, blood-red eyes, saliva dripping from teeth this long.” He held out a hand, thumb and forefinger two inches apart. “Ruben drove his sword right into the thing’s mouth, elbow deep in the beast’s jaws! Gave the blade a nasty twist. It gurgled and screamed and dropped t’ the ground like a sack of stones. The thing had taken a chunk out of a merc we hired before Ruben dropped it. We didn’t have a priest with us on that run and the hireling’s wound festered. The woman was dead before we were halfway back to Mache. Probably some sort of venom in the beast’s saliva. Ruben was elbow deep in its mouth. If just one o’ those fangs had grazed his skin, he’d’ve been a goner.” Kennah untied his sleep roll and threw it on the ground. He let out a long sigh, covering his face with both hands. Agnes could barely make out the words he spoke into his palms: “Fucking warning shot.”

			Agnes fought an impulse to put a hand on the man’s shoulder. He didn’t seem the type to welcome comfort from another, especially someone he’d met only a few days before. She may have chanced it several months back, when she was still enamored with her newfound notoriety. Truth be told, she had let it go to her head for a bit. Though she was younger than both Kennah and Ruben, having just turned twenty-two, Agnes had some fame in the Syraeic League for the role she played in combating the devilish plague that had so devastated the Citadel a year ago. Of course, her father and his cohorts were the most celebrated heroes, having brought an end to the pestilence by slaying its author, a so-called god who lurked deep in the bowels of the Barrowlands. 

			Her father. To retrieve him now was the purpose of their present mission.

			“Bring him back to us, Agnes dear,” aged Lictor Rae had told her from her sick bed. “Things are happening of which he must be apprised.” The old woman’s face had grown sallower; she seemed dreadfully frail. Despite the lictor’s great age, Agnes had never before thought of her as infirm. But the past year had seen a decline, one that even the healing priests of Belu couldn’t halt. She would be dead before the year was out, Agnes was certain. Pallas Rae had pushed herself tirelessly to facilitate the League’s recovery from the great losses suffered during the plague, recalling many from the field to train a crop of aggressively recruited novices to replace the scores of agents whom the insidious contagion had sent to the grave.

			“Can you fetch us some wood, Peregrine?” Kennah asked as he gathered stones at the perimeter of the clearing to encircle a campfire. The use of her Syraeic nickname signaled that the gruff man had forgiven her. She was christened with that name as a novice, her first week at the Citadel: her prominent nose reminded her cheeky fellow initiates of a falcon’s beak. It bothered her at first, but now she knew it was used with affection. She had taken her lumps like the rest and earned the respect of her peers and preceptors in short order, a scrappy, serious girl of sixteen when she entered training. Her father was a Syraeic agent of reputation. That had given her a leg-up on many of the others, who had entered training without knowing what lay ahead. Agnes had a far better understanding of the League’s unusual curriculum and what trials to expect. It was her father who had given her both her nose and the stories of adventure that led her to the Citadel, much to her poor mother’s chagrin.

			Agnes gathered kindling, sticks, and a few larger scraps of wood from nearby and began her meticulous construction as Kennah placed the last stone in the circle. For Agnes, assembling a campfire was an art: dry leaves and other bits that would catch easily gathered at the base, thin sticks carefully propped above the tinder so that they held one another up at the center, followed by larger sticks, and more sizable pieces of wood forming a pyramid above the rest, plenty of gaps for the air to steal through. She had a proper blaze going to cook their meal mere minutes after she set it alight with her tinderbox. 

			Kennah had downed a plump hare with his bow only half an hour before they stopped for the night. It would have been Ruben’s turn to prepare the meal. Agnes took that duty as well rather than discuss it with Kennah, still sullen despite his forgiving address. She skinned the hare with an expert hand and cleaned it, stuffing the cavity she had made with wild mushrooms and herbs growing near the base of an old sycamore opposite their horses and Ruben’s body. She propped the skewered hare over the fire and sat back.

			Agnes decided she was tired of the quiet. “Mushrooms and herbs,” she said, staring into the fire. “My godmother Lenda taught me that. It’ll take the gamey edge off the meat and you’ll think we were in Boudun, feasting at the Rose and Green.”

			“So, tell me about your famous old man,” asked Kennah, sitting on a log across from her. The big man employed his dagger in an absent fashion, sending shavings from a hunk of wood into the fire. “I’ve heard tales.”

			Kennah makes conversation, thought Agnes. She assumed she’d be chattering on for a while before he finally spoke. He must be feeling some guilt about snapping at her, or more likely the way he had made the boy suffer. She decided to let him dangle a bit.

			“He’s a swordsman, retired a few years back.”

			“Yes, yes,” Kennah responded, frowning sourly and tugging at his beard. “I know that much. Everybody knows that much.” He adjusted the hare over the flames and a few mushrooms fell into the fire. Agnes resisted the impulse to scold him.

			“What do you want to know? He was a swordsman. He spent his early career in the eastern empire, in Busker ruins mostly, some in the Sea Lord caves in Warwede. Then he graduated to the Barrowlands.”

			“You still haven’t told me anything I don’t already know,” said Kennah, adjusting the hare again at the cost of another mushroom. “What’s the man like?”

			“Leave our dinner be, for Belu’s sake!” she shouted, a bit too shrill. Strange how quickly talk of her father still riled her, even though they had reconciled last year. After her brother’s death, her father tried talking her out of the League. Her novitiate at the Citadel began only a few months before Tomas’s death, crushed by a great stone in some Busker king’s crypt. She had refused her father’s entreaties, of course, her dream of being a Syraeic agent every bit as powerful as it had been for her brother. Agnes knew her mother had blamed her father for Tomas’s death, railed at him for the stories of adventure with which he had filled their heads as children. Mother and father both retreated into their grief, and a month later her mother hanged herself in the fruit cellar of their cottage on the outskirts of Boudun. Mother had endured her father’s frequent absences by dedicating herself to her children, but the League had taken her son from her, just as it had claimed the devotion of her husband, and eventually her daughter. 

			These thoughts depressed her. To shake them, Agnes searched her memory for a tale from her father’s storied career and settled on one that Kennah would appreciate. It was one she herself appreciated more now as a Syraeic in ways that the little girl who first heard it couldn’t. “Have you ever heard of Myrgan the Crescendo Prince?” she asked Kennah, knowing full well he had.

			“Of course!” the man barked with furrowed brow. He smoothed and tugged at his black beard, a gesture both impatient and self-conscious. “King of East Marcien just after the War of Seven Songs, yes. Everyone knows about Busker Myrgan.”

			“My father was expeditionary lead when his tomb was located, in the hills northeast of Hulwick.”

			“Ah!” Kennah’s eyes widened and he propped his elbows on his knees, leaning forward. It was the posture of a little boy sitting at the end of his grandmother’s bed for a story. Agnes couldn’t help but find it endearing. “My guess is that was a real gauntlet, yes?” he prompted. “I’ve heard the haul was enormous.”

			“You’d think so, it being a gauntlet,” she teased, “but it was a holiday stroll until just before they reached his sepulcher. A few cleverly hidden doors and a climb up a sheer wall, but until they came upon the hall approaching the actual tomb, they hadn’t faced a single serious threat.”

			Agnes paused, adjusting the hare over the fire. Kennah tugged at his beard and shifted on his log but said nothing. Perhaps he realized she was having some fun with him. She dropped her little game and launched into the telling.

			“After surmounting the wall, they found themselves in a wide hall, lined with limestone statues of brutish humanoids with…ah! Here’s a coincidence! The heads of crocodiles, just like your Sea Lord demon. Each wielded a pair of stone swords, crossed over the breast. They examined one thoroughly, but found nothing of interest, so they proceeded down the hall. But just as they passed the last one, that final statue stepped down from its pedestal and slammed the weapons it wielded against the wall. Both shed thin layers of stone, exposing two keen blades of wickedly sharp iron.”

			“A golem,” said Kennah. “Of stone?”

			“Apparently.”

			“Fucking Buskers! I’ve seen golems made of flesh, clay, plant matter, never stone. How could the thing even move?”

			“Father said it moved as though the stone was as pliant as flesh, but still hard as a mountainside,” she answered, feeling her excitement grow at the telling along with that of her bearded companion. “And there was the dilemma. My father and his closest Syraeic sister, my godmother Lenda, faced off against the thing, both wielding swords. But their swords were as effective against the golem as they might have been against the Ironspur Mountains.”

			“A war hammer,” Kennah suggested, rubbing his hands together, relishing the tale. “They needed something like a war hammer. Or a whole phalanx of them.”

			“Perhaps, but there were none handy. They could do nothing but parry, ward off the golem’s blows, one after another, backing away as it advanced on them. One of the blades grazed my godmother’s cheek, and the sight of blood seemed to excite the thing; it redoubled its attacks. My father tried to knock it off balance by slamming against it, but he said it was as though he had thrown himself against a wall of the Citadel—a broken nose and his vision swimming with stars were his reward.”

			“What was the rest of the team doing?”

			“Brenten Rensmith was their alchemist. While they battled the golem, he concocted a solvent that would eat away limestone, but the acid was apparently just as effective eating human flesh. He realized he couldn’t get a clear shot: the splash would be sure to hit my father and Lenda. Brenten called out what he had for the purpose, but Father and Lenda couldn’t escape the golem’s aggression—it was relentless. All they could do was ward off attacks.”

			“So they fled.” It was half a statement, half a question.

			“Stand their ground or flee, those were the obvious choices,” Agnes answered. “But when my father threw himself against the golem, trying to topple it and earning that broken nose, my godmother was left to answer the brute’s assaults on her own. One slipped through, and the blade caught her between neck and shoulder, bit into the meat there.”

			Kennah winced. “Gods! The blow killed her.”

			“No, thank Belu, or Vanic, or whatever god watched over them that day. Because of the angle the blade hit her, the collar of her cuirass caught and dissipated some of the blow’s force. Don’t mistake me, it was a terrible wound, but not instantly fatal. Lenda’s blood spurted out, and splashed on the thing’s…snout? What do you call a crocodile’s mouth? Its jaw, I suppose. Anyway, that made it halt for a moment—it stood still. Her blood, slick on the stone, started coursing up to the golem’s mouth, as though it was sucking it in.”

			“Like a vampire!” Kennah exclaimed.

			Agnes grinned at the man, again seeing the boy. “Vampires are a fairy story, brother,” she chided.

			Kennah shook his head and smoothed his beard. “I know! You get my point.”

			She did. “Well, this brief respite didn’t last long, but their priest, Meric, he ran forward and dragged my bleeding godmother Lenda away. Brenten sprang into action then, drawing his own sword. See, my father always insisted each team member train with a weapon, for just such a situation. Brenten warded off a blow from falling on my still-reeling father as the golem came back to life, all evidence of blood vanished down its stony gullet. My father and the alchemist were parrying the creature’s blades, backing away as it advanced. It was hungry for more blood.”

			“Why didn’t they retreat?”

			“Lenda was wounded. At the end of the hall, in the direction they had come, was that sheer wall they had climbed—they had driven spikes into the stone, but Lenda couldn’t descend on her own. If they fled, they would have to abandon her.”

			Kennah nodded. Syraeic brothers and sisters wouldn’t abandon one of their own while there was any hope left. “So, they stood their ground. They had to defeat it. But how? Their swords were useless.”

			“Hah! It was my father who at last recognized a third choice. What do we know of the sorcery associated with golems?”

			“That each has been gifted a spark of life by its creator, a fragment of the creator’s soul.”

			“And?”

			Kennah smiled for the first time since she had known the man, two rows of big white teeth peeking from his bushy beard. “And each carries the means of its own destruction. But what? You haven’t mentioned any features that might be its vulnerability.”

			“Well, the clue came when my father stopped a blow so fierce it would have opened Brenten’s neck. The arc of the golem’s blade was deflected so that it chopped off the end of its own jaw, cut through it like a roasted Revival goose.”

			“Its own weapon!”

			“Yes! It was susceptible to the blades it wielded. About six inches of its long crocodile mouth were lopped off, though the thing didn’t behave as though it felt any injury. But this was how they could dispatch the thing. The question now was how to get control of one of its blades.”

			“Disarm it. How could your father disarm it?”

			Agnes stopped again to turn the hare so that it would cook evenly. She looked back up at her eager Syraeic brother, who was staring at her intently. “My father asked the same question of himself: ‘How can I disarm it?’ The weapons were one with its hands, carved from a single block of limestone.”

			“Well?” asked Kennah, stopping short of tugging at his beard.

			“The solvent,” she answered at last. “Brenten held the solvent in his left hand still, in a glass tube sealed with a rubber stopper, warding off the golem’s attacks with the sword in his right. Father dropped his own sword—”

			“What?” Kennah was incredulous. The thought of a swordsman discarding his weapon in the middle of a fight was apparently a concept totally alien to the man.

			“What he had in mind required two free hands. He dropped his weapon and snatched the solvent from Brenten with his left hand. With that same arm, he blocked the golem’s next blow, the thing’s wrist coming into contact with my father’s leather vambrace. With his right hand he grabbed the golem’s wrist, then brought the glass tube down on its stony hand.”

			Kennah winced again. “The tube shattered and spilled out onto the golem’s hand as well as your father’s.”

			“Yes. It ate at the limestone, as Brenten intended, and at Father’s hand. My father put all his weight on the golem’s arm then, and the hand snapped free, the blade with it. His left hand was screaming with pain as the acid ate away his skin, but his right held the golem’s sword. Awkwardly, of course. A sculpted crocodile’s fist doesn’t make a good grip for a blade.”

			“All good gods, the pain must have been terrible. How did he even keep his hold on the golem’s weapon, let alone manage an attack?”

			“I don’t know. Somehow, he did. But a single swing was all that was required: an upward arc that caught the thing in the left side of its neck—sliced clean through the stone as though it was the stem of a daisy. Decapitated in one blow. The golem collapsed in a heap, like so much cave-in rubble.” 

			Kennah, grinning, brought his hands together in a great clap. “Belu’s blue nightie, what a tale!”

			Agnes felt a sort of giddy satisfaction at her Syraeic brother’s response to the story. It was a triumph of sorts, Kennah smiling at her. 

			As they ate, Agnes wrapped up the telling by detailing Meric the priest healing her father’s and Lenda’s grievous wounds, then described the great fortune they went on to discover in Myrgan’s crypt. Kennah had more questions and comments, shaking his head and grinning all along. By the time they were ready to turn in for the night, he pronounced both hare and story splendid.

			[image: Image]

			In the morning, the two ate rock-hard biscuits and cheese from their packs before saddling their mounts. Agnes offered to carry Ruben’s body on her horse that day, but Kennah refused—he would be the one to take his friend all the way to Daurhim and back. There was no reason to argue with him.

			Because the ambush and aftermath had slowed their progress, they rode through the next night so they might reach the village by the following morning. It was a cool summer night, after all, with a clear, star-blanketed sky, and the highway rolled over hills free of trees that might hide bandits or beasts. She slept in her saddle for an hour or so and Kennah later did the same. As the sun shone on their shoulders once more, peering up from the horizon behind them, they caught their first sight of stone towers. Agnes recognized it as the keep of Lady Hannah Dyre, Baroness of Daurhim and her father’s lover. Lady Hannah governed the little town from the small castle crowning the settlement’s highest hill.

			“Looks like there’s been some sort of fire,” observed Kennah, pointing to the hazy gray sky in the west and the scattering remnants of a broad column of darker smoke illuminated by the rising sun.

			Agnes stood in her stirrups and strained to see. “Too much smoke to be a funeral pyre.”

			Kennah nodded. “And no one’s burning leaves and brush in midsummer.”

			Agnes spurred her horse into a gallop, leaving behind Kennah with his heavier burden, anxiety rising in her breast, though she couldn’t say why. As she crested the next hill, she spied the source of the smoke: a familiar stone manor home set on a hill west of Dyrekeep was now a smoky ruin, its wooden roof consumed, the brickwork about its windows stained black with soot. The place must have burned down that very night, and even from this distance she knew it had been gutted by the blaze. She kicked her mount to speed it down that last hill.

			The fire-scarred manse was her father’s home.
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			The Fire

			Auric held an old black kettle brimming with stew that sloshed over its side. He served gathered diners one at a time, scooping portions from the kettle into their waiting bowls with a ladle made of a skeletal human arm, its bony hand cupped. The guests at the long, elaborately decorated table were seated in high-backed mahogany chairs, carved with images that suggested much, but blurred to nothing when he tried focusing on them. He ladled the stew into a bowl of black porcelain for his wife, Marta. She stared ahead, a slight smile on her face, her dark eyes empty, brown hair gathered in a bow, clad in the simple homespun clothes of the innkeeper’s daughter she was. The telltale burns of a rope encircled her neck, purpled and bruised.

			His drunken father was seated next to her, a surly scowl on his florid face, wiry tufts of hair springing from his nostrils and ears, his tunic stained with the noxious stink of the beamhouse. Auric filled his father’s bleached white bowl to brimming with stew. Its surface had an oily sheen, with bits of feathers, bone, and what looked like the scales of a serpent.

			Auric served his son Tomas, who was nothing more than a head and an absurd tangle of limbs embracing the wedge of Busker stone that had crushed the life from him. Tomas gave him an insanely cheery smile and wiggled his mangled limbs. Next were the bowls of Auric’s brutally slain Syraeic colleagues, Lenda, Brenten, Ursula, and Meric, as well as several other brothers and sisters killed in service of the League over the years. Gnaeus Valesen waved with his free hand, the other fused with his neck, fingers wrapped around his own throat. Belech Potts and Del Ogara were there, too, Del with an obscene yawning gash marring her tattooed neck, Belech showing the signs of his cruel strangulation by the monstrous avatar of a bloodthirsty god. 

			Auric’s faithful hound Margaret barked insistently in the distance, warning him of danger, an intruder, as he came upon the god. He had gutted the supposedly divine being with his sorcerous Djao sword, both literally and figuratively, but now the deity wore the pleasing guise of a beautiful, manicured aristocrat, unconcerned by the livid crimson stain on his white silk shirt. Auric refused to fill the dead god’s bowl, passing the bloody bastard by. 

			And then he was at the head of the table, where a dark-skinned old man whom he did not recognize was seated, a foreigner from the distant south. The man had a broad smile on his face, eyes black and full of wisdom, nodding slowly. In an instant Auric was uncomfortably warm. He looked down at the rich black velvet tunic he wore. The kettle and macabre serving spoon had vanished, the Djao sword Szaa’da’shaela in his hand instead. Tufts of smoke began peeling off his shirt, as though a fire burned within his chest. There was sudden pressure on his heart, and he heard more of Margaret’s insistent barking, closer now. The old man looked at him with eyes like polished coal, teeth as white as flawless marble, smiling wide, his skin wrinkled and thin. And this old man spoke to him, his voice a deep baritone, filled with authority, commanding obedience. He said: “You must wake, Auric Manteo.”
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			Margaret stood on his chest with her great paws, barking in Auric’s face. Fire engulfed the wood paneling of his bedchamber, spreading now to the curtains, the rugs, nipping hungrily at his bed’s canopy and linens. He felt sluggish, as though he were drunk. Margaret stopped her urgent barking and seized the collar of his bedclothes in her teeth, catching a bit of skin in the effort, and pulled. The shot of pain stirred Auric into action. He flung back the blanket covering him, swung his legs around and off the bed. Szaa’da’shaela, the Djao blade gifted him by the mad Duke of Kelse a year ago, was propped against his nightstand in its sheath. He grabbed hold of its leather scabbard and lurched toward the door. The flames were spreading to the heavy oak beams overhead. He breathed in a hot gust of smoke, and a choking cough overwhelmed him. After a moment, he staggered, gagging, to the bedchamber door.

			Margaret was at his side, her barking done now that Auric was moving, replaced by a worried, imperative whine. He hesitated before the door, placing his palm against the wood. It was hot to the touch. Roaring fire blocked the second-story window, eliminating it as a possible egress.  He turned back to the door and burned his hand on the brass handle when he reached out to grab it, recoiling with a curse. Tearing his nightshirt, he wrapped a hand in the cloth to shield him from the heat of the metal. Still painful to hold, he turned it to the left and gave it a push.

			It wouldn’t budge.

			Auric reached for the bolt but saw that it was unlocked. Was something blocking it on the other side? He was struck that moment with an urge to draw the sword. It was a foolish impulse—what good could the blade do him now? He held the sleeve of his nightshirt to his mouth and nose as the nerve-racking crackle of burning wood filled his ears like a swarm of insects. But through that noise he heard the insistent voice of Szaa’da’shaela, for the first time since he had been in the bowels of the Aching God’s sanctum, deep in the Barrowlands.

			Draw me. Allow me to guide you.

			Hearing the blade speak to him again elicited a new sort of fear Auric couldn’t name. Instead of obeying its words, he threw his shoulder into the door. The wood shuddered, cracked, but held.

			Draw me, Auric.

			He drew the sword from its sheath, unfurling its metallic gray, rune-etched length, then drove his weight against the door once again. This time the wood gave way, splintering and depositing Auric into the inferno that was the upper hall of his manse. The woodland scenes painted on the walls bubbled and cracked, the crossbeams on the ceiling were alight like logs in a campfire, and smoke obscured both ends of the corridor. His bedchamber was at the middle of the hall, with staircases at either end. If he went to the right, it would lead him to the front parlor and out of the manse; to the left, the kitchen and servants’ quarters, where Hanouer and Pala slept.

			Hanouer and Pala.

			Auric turned left and stumbled down the corridor, Margaret close on his heels, the heated air cooking his skin. He reached the staircase, thanking the gods it was made of stone, but the space was filled with smoke—the downstairs level was afire as well. He stood there a moment, coughing violently, his throat already raw and protesting. Every second was precious. Should he plunge down into that smoky gloom? Then he remembered the words the sword had spoken to him: Allow me to guide you.

			Auric held the blade out before him, like a holy relic brandished to keep some demonic creature at bay. When he did so, the thickening smoke parted before him, as though recoiling in obsequious deference to the sword’s majesty. He descended the stone stairs, the smoke opening in front of him and closing again after he and Margaret had passed.

			The sounds of fire were muffled when he reached the first floor, as though the flames were contained in a great malicious balloon above him. But if the fire was upstairs, why did smoke fill the hall? He turned right, toward the kitchen and back entrance, then corrected himself, turning left for his servants’ apartment. When he reached the door, he half-expected it would be barred like his own. But the brass handle, cold to the touch, turned with ease and Auric stepped into the room.

			It was filled with smoke. As Auric moved forward he spied Hanouer and Pala, asleep in their canopied bed, appearing before him as Szaa’da’shaela miraculously parted the billowy clouds. Auric called out to them, but his two gray-haired servants lay still, taking short, unnatural breaths, hands folded over their breasts as though posed in their coffins. Auric arrived at the bedside and grabbed Hanouer by his nightshirt, shaking him with urgent violence.

			“Wake up, you great bullock! The house is in flames!”

			Hanouer remained unconscious, inhaling and exhaling short, woefully inadequate breaths, his eyes moving rapidly beneath their lids. Margaret leapt up on the bed and started barking over sleeping Pala, nipping at her fingers, but to no avail. Auric obeyed another odd impulse, placing the hand gripping the pommel of his Djao sword against Hanouer’s forehead. The man’s eyes shot open and he cried out.

			“St. Malan preserve us!”

			“Fire!” yelled Auric at the now conscious man. “We must flee, now!”

			Hanouer’s eyes were wild and he began hacking painfully, his lungs laboring to expel the smoke they had inhaled. He turned to his still-sleeping wife, trying to shake her awake, his eyes brimming with tears.

			“M’love, awake! Awake!”

			Pala continued sleeping, her breaths short and rapid. Auric went around the bed to her and held the sword to her forehead, but it did not rouse her.

			“We’ll have to carry her!” shouted Auric to Hanouer, who was shaking his wife without effect. Pala was a generously proportioned woman, plump and taller than both men. The two of them managed to get her out of the bed and carry her under her armpits to the door, but Auric discovered he needed to brandish Szaa’da’shaela before him to drive away the voluminous smoke so they could find their way forward and breathe. They made slow progress down the hall, with Auric leading the way, Hanouer dragging his wife, and Margaret taking the rear. They followed the smoke-filled corridor toward the kitchen.

			Two gouts of fire burst forth from a pair of small holes that appeared in the wood panel to the right. Auric held the Djao blade before them and they receded, like the heads of fiery turtles retreating into their shells. Auric rushed forward again. He turned the corner into the kitchen and found a fire roared in the hearth there, as though fed by a mighty, inexhaustible fuel. The cabinets were engulfed in flames, the table and curtains as well. He heard an inhuman growl from the hearth and turned back to it. The flames curved and shimmered, forming a bestial face, like the head of an enormous jackal. Its fiery snout poked forth from the brick fireplace and opened its mouth, jagged teeth of fire, dancing tongue wagging, its throat a raging furnace.

			Hanouer grunted and cursed as he tried to open the back door.

			“Throw open the bloody bolt!” cried Auric as the unnatural beast emerged from the hearth, bits of fiery saliva spilling from its mouth and sizzling as they struck the kitchen’s stone floor. Auric risked a quick look back at his servant. Soot stained the old man’s face; he was showing the strain of dragging his plump wife through a burning house with smoke-tainted lungs.

			“It ain’t in place!” he answered, frantic. “The door’s jammed!”

			Margaret’s barks became more ferocious. Auric turned back to the creature: it crawled free of the hearth, comprised entirely of flames, a serpentine body the size of a horse, with six muscular legs and a whirling tail that shed cinders into the heated air. He saw the roiling orange fires that were its muscled limbs, readying to pounce. Auric moved forward to ward off the beast, but his movements seemed slowed, as though he waded against the current in waist-deep water: the thing would be on top of him before he could brace himself and present Szaa’da’shaela as a skewer on which it might impale itself. But then Margaret faced off against the animate flames, growling her fiercest growl. Before Auric could warn her back, she leapt into the fires, her noble snarl choked into a terrible whimper. The fire beast shuddered at the attack, thrashing its head about for a moment with Margaret in its burning jaws, then flung the hound’s charred body across the floor, deeper into the kitchen.

			A mad rage pulsed from Auric’s heart, engulfing him, tears streaming from the corners of his eyes. Taking advantage of the crucial seconds Margaret’s valiant, suicidal attack had bought him, he held the Djao sword’s jeweled grip with both hands and lunged at the creature. He swung the weapon in a great horizontal arc, the blade catching the beast at the corner of its jaw. Auric expected the steel to pass straight through the fiery form, but the keen edge of the sword bit into something solid, and the monster bellowed in pain. Bits of fire dropped from its body to the floor, like liquid metal dripping from a forge.

			Auric yanked the blade back, eliciting another yowl of agony from the inferno creature. He drew back the weapon again, readying another great swing in hopes of decapitating the beast, but it leapt forward. Its jaws bit into the meat of his right bicep and shoulder. Fiery agony erupted, nearly forcing Auric to drop his sword, and the incendiary force of the creature’s body pushed him backward. The heat roiling off the elemental baked the flesh of his face—he could feel his cheek cooking. He brought Szaa’da’shaela about with his left arm, slicing into the thing’s fiery jowl with the sword’s wicked edge. The teeth released their hold and Auric managed to twist away, feeling searing pain where the beast had bitten him.

			The fiery creature’s jaws opened wide, emitting a fierce roar that carried with it a gust of overwhelming heat. Auric tried to stand his ground, but the unnatural creature’s body baked the air about it, forcing him back. His left side struck the door jamb and a wave of enormous fatigue fell over him like a great blanket. He heard Hanouer yell something desperate behind him but couldn’t make out the words. Auric sensed that his life was at its end.

			But somehow, he was moving forward again, Szaa’da’shaela thrust forward in the vanguard. His fiery assailant backed away, fear in its glowing features, eyes like burning coals focused on the sword’s lethal point. Auric backed it further into the corner of the kitchen, stepping over Margaret’s blackened corpse. When it could retreat no farther, the thing reared up on four back legs and spoke. Its voice was like the deep crackling of fuel burning in a furious furnace.

			“Da’shaela’behk’ahl, imbeda.”

			The flames lost their form and fell to the floor, dissipating. Though fire was still everywhere, the elemental was gone. Auric turned back to the door where a wild-eyed Hanouer cowered with still-unconscious Pala. As he moved toward them, he glanced at his upper right arm, where the beast had bitten him. It was throbbing, the sleeve of his bedclothes burned away, the creature’s teeth marks now blackened, cauterized flesh.

			The outer door was much heavier than the one to his bedroom; there would be no breaking this one down with his shoulder. It was clear that Hanouer, beset by another fit of coughing, couldn’t manage winding his way through the manse to the front parlor, where Auric suspected he would find that door equally resistant. A tingle ran up his sword arm. Another message from the blade? He looked at the weapon’s edge, then at the iron-bound oak. What good would the sword do? Then, in his mind’s eye, he recalled the blade nearly cleaving a manticore in two when he was last in the Barrowlands, hacking through tough, armored hide and bone in a single stroke.

			“Get back,” ordered Auric. Hanouer grimaced but complied. 

			The heat of the fire was behind Auric and he heard its menacing snapping and sizzling growing louder and louder as it consumed his home. There was a great crash as a portion of the second floor collapsed at the opposite end of the house. He gripped Szaa’da’shaela with both hands and raised it over his head, despite his wounded arm’s screaming protest. He closed his eyes, imagining the rune-etched metal cutting the door asunder. Then he brought it down with all the strength he could muster.

			The blade bit into the thick wood, cutting it in half, slicing through the iron binding the door as though it were no more than strips of bacon. Hanouer gasped in disbelief behind him. Auric pushed the sundered pieces of wood aside and they parted like linens hanging on a line. He helped his manservant drag Pala through the portal, and the three of them emerged from the burning manse into the cool summer night, beneath a sky hung with countless stars.
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			Dyrekeep

			Agnes rode her dappled mare down the hill hard, leaving Kennah and his burden far behind. There were several workmen sorting through the aftermath of the fire, determining what might be salvaged from the wreckage and making certain the blaze didn’t rekindle itself. She was off her horse while it was still at a trot and caught herself, stumbling into a run. She grabbed hold of the nearest workman, a young, gap-toothed man close to her age with hair the color and coarseness of straw.

			“Auric Manteo?”

			The youth was silent for a moment, returning Agnes’s intense stare with raised eyebrows and a gawping mouth. At last he spoke. “Dyrekeep, ma’am. Sir Auric’s up at the lady’s manor.”

			In minutes she was pounding on the manse’s door, out of breath, heart beating in unison with her blows. The baroness’s chief manservant, whose name escaped her, answered the summons with furrowed brow. The small, balding man’s expression turned to surprise and softened once he recognized Agnes. “Oh! Miss Manteo. Your father is within. Fear not, he lives.”

			He opened the door wide to admit her and she relaxed with the good news, attempting to compose herself.

			“The baroness and Sir Auric are in the library, if you would walk with me this way.” 

			He escorted her through the well-appointed manor, hung with fine tapestries and framed portraits. In a broad hall they came upon Auric’s manservant, Hanouer, who sat on a bench in a hallway, soot-stained, eyes puffy and red, looking more forlorn than anyone she had ever seen. A big-boned woman wearing voluminous homespun skirts and a headscarf knelt by him, wiping ash from his face with a wet cloth. Her eyes searched about for the man’s wife, sweet Pala, who had pampered Agnes with treats from the kitchen when she last visited. She was nowhere to be seen. Hanouer lit up with recognition when their eyes met, and his grubby hand grabbed hold of hers. “Oh, Miss Agnes,” he wept. “Pala is dead!”

			“Oh, Hanouer.” Tears came to her own eyes as she put a hand on his stubbly cheek. “I’m so sorry. She was such a dear, dear woman.” Agnes had grown fond of them both during her visit to her father’s home last autumn, after the events of the plague. The childless couple had doted on her as though she was their own granddaughter.

			“Aye!” he wailed, adding his other hand to the vise grip he held her in. “She was better’n I deserved! Sir Auric kilt a demon in the kitchen, after it et poor Margaret, but Pala never woke. Father Borim says it were the smoke what kilt her. Sweet Belu, I loved that woman!”

			Agnes’s eyes went wide. “Demon?”

			“Miss Manteo must see her father and the baroness, sir,” said the balding manservant, firmly removing Hanouer’s despairing grip on Agnes’s hand. “You may speak with her later.”

			The old man nodded, pathetic, submitting himself again to the ministrations of the servant woman kneeling by him.

			Agnes and the manservant mounted a winding set of stairs at the end of the hall and passed through a few more high-ceilinged rooms before finally reaching the manor library. The man knocked on the heavy oak door and opened it after receiving muffled feminine affirmation from within. Lady Hannah, tall and regal, hovered over Agnes’s father, who was slumped in a cushioned chair. He was clad in a fine robe made for a much taller man; no doubt it had belonged to the late baron. Auric’s face was still marred with soot, his hair singed in spots. There was more gray in his hair now, which fell just below his ears, and the crow’s feet at the corners of his dark eyes were more prominent than when last she’d seen him, perhaps from the ashy residue trapped there. The right side of his face was baked red, as though he had fallen asleep in the noonday sun.

			“Miss Manteo is here,” announced the manservant.

			Auric’s weary face brightened when he caught sight of Agnes in the doorway, and the baroness straightened. The robe slipped from her father’s shoulder as he made to stand, exposing fresh bandages wrapped around his right upper arm and shoulder. He quickly sat back down, putting hands to his temples.

			“Agnes!” he said, face fatigued but smiling. “Sorry, a bit dizzy, and short of breath.” A series of terrible hacking coughs from deep in his chest followed his words.

			Lady Hannah’s face was tense with worry, though it seemed she tried to mask it as Agnes entered the library. “Agnes, dear! What fortuitous timing! A dreadful fire at your father’s home!”

			Agnes approached without the baroness’s leave and knelt by her father’s chair. He put a hand on her cheek and kissed her forehead, leaving soot stains in both places. “What brings you to Daurhim, daughter?”

			“It can wait,” she said, perhaps too abruptly. “What in blazes happened? Hanouer said Pala is dead, and something about a demon eating Margaret.”

			Her father frowned, took in a breath as if readying to speak, and then looked up at Lady Hannah’s manservant, still standing at the door. Hannah stepped forward and addressed the man in a quiet voice. “Arlan, some privacy, please.” The man nodded and left the library with a formal bow, closing the door behind him.

			Insisting they all sit, Lady Hannah herself pulled a chair over for Agnes. Auric shared his tale, the baroness nodding on occasion, as if to support the telling. The fire was no natural one, he explained. He and his servants were in some sort of sorcerous slumber. A fire elemental accosted them as they fled.

			“A fire elemental?” marveled Agnes, aghast. “How did you—” Her gaze turned to the sheathed Djao sword propped against a nearby reading table. “Who summoned it? Does a sorcerer live in Daurhim?”

			“Of course not,” answered the baroness, her tone defensive.

			“Then who—”

			“I don’t know, Agnes,” her father interrupted, his tone soothing. “I know nothing at this point. Pala is dead. Margaret is dead. Only Hanouer and I survived. Something strange is afoot, no question. But we lack the resources necessary to investigate such an event here in Daurhim.”

			“You really killed an elemental?”

			“I injured it, had it cornered. But no, the thing spoke some Djao at me and discorporated.”

			“What did it say?”

			There was a knock at the door. Lady Hannah bade the knocker to enter, her voice edged with irritation. Her manservant Arlan poked his head in again. “Forgive me, Baroness. Miss Manteo’s traveling companion is arrived.” Lady Hannah nodded, and Arlan opened the door wide. Kennah strode in, riding cap in hand, smoothing his unkempt beard with the other, uncharacteristically reserved, eyes to the ground.

			“I apologize if I’m interrupting anything,” said the big man, raising his averted eyes for a moment. “Thank you for allowing me into your home, m’lady.” He looked at Agnes’s father and nodded. “Sir Auric.”

			“Your name, son?” asked Auric.

			“He’s Kennah Rolenwy,” announced Agnes, answering for the man. “A Syraeic brother sent here with me. We were ambushed on the ride here by highwaymen, else I’d have a second brother to introduce.”

			“Bandits?” responded Lady Hannah, clearly indignant to hear there were outlaws within a day’s ride of her domain.

			“If you’d call ‘em that,” Kennah answered, a bit bolder now. “Agnes killed one. We hanged the other, under color of law, of course.” Kennah spared Agnes a quick, furtive glance.

			“Arlan,” said the baroness, frowning, still looking at broad-shouldered Kennah with a carefully assessing eye. “Please draw up another chair for Mr. Rolenwy and see that we are not disturbed.” The manservant nodded and moved a chair over so that Kennah could join the rest. Arlan bowed and retreated, closing the door soundlessly as he left the room. The baroness gestured at the chair with a graceful hand and smiled at the swordsman. Kennah took his place after an awkward adjustment of his scabbarded broadsword. He kneaded his riding hat in his hands.

			“What did the thing that attacked you say, father?” asked Agnes.

			Auric drew his amused gaze from the uncomfortable swordsman and looked at Agnes. “It said, ‘Da’shaela’behk’ahl, imbeda.’”

			“‘God’s will?’” ventured Agnes.

			“Yes, I caught that bit, too,” said her father. “But my head’s still foggy from breathing in smoke.”

			“‘I but do God’s will, mortal,’” Kennah offered. “Lower Djao.”

			The three others looked over at the swordsman with surprise.

			“I’m good with languages,” he muttered, cheeks above his beard blooming red. “I can do more than swing a sword. Who said this to you, sir?”

			“The fire elemental that burned down my home, caused the death of a fine woman, and murdered my hound,” her father replied, giving the man an approving nod. “Before it lost its form and vanished.”

			“Fire elemental?” Kennah marveled. “Never saw one myself. Was it a big one?”

			“‘God’s will,’” repeated Lady Hannah, ignoring Kennah’s boyish inquiry. “Perhaps we should consult Father Borim?”

			Agnes frowned at the mention of Daurhim’s supercilious priest of Belu, remembering his arch, condescending manner when last she visited the town. Auric touched Lady Hannah’s hand gently, an apologetic smile on his face. “I think not, dear. He hasn’t proven himself very useful today and I think a matter like this is beyond the experience of a parish priest.”

			“The priest has already been here?” asked Agnes.

			Her father nodded.

			“Why didn’t he heal you? Your arm and shoulder? The burns on your face?”

			“He tried, daughter, he tried. But his prayers were to no avail.”

			Agnes’s mind reeled. Wounds that a cleric of Belu couldn’t assuage? Disease might resist divine intervention, as did the Citadel plague last year. But injuries like her father’s? What could it mean but the interference of some other supernatural power? There was no other explanation, unless the priest himself harbored some secret sin that affected his connection to the goddess. 

			She looked again at her father, telling herself it was his weariness, the ordeal he had just endured that made him look so much older. He was fifty-one now, more than twenty years younger than Lictor Rae, but there was an uneasy flutter in the pit of Agnes’s stomach; she was somehow more aware of her father’s mortality than she had ever been. He had come close to dying last night—only that sorcerous blade of his had saved him. She eyed the sheathed Djao weapon again, light from the window on the far side of the library twinkling in the three emeralds set in its exotic crossguard and pommel.

			“It’s speaking to you again?” she asked at last.

			There was a pregnant pause, Auric looking from her to Kennah, apparently uncertain how much the man knew. “Yes,” he answered at last. “For the first time since I was in the Barrowlands. As clear to me as my own voice is to you right now.”

			“Your sword talks, Sir Auric?” asked Kennah, eyes wide, staring not at her father but at the sheathed blade.

			“It does,” her father said, looking at the carpeted floor of the library. “To me, in moments of extreme peril, apparently, offering guidance and aid.”

			“It’s a Djao artifact,” Kennah said in a voice tinged with awe. “I recognize the provenance of the etchings in its hilt, even from here. Agnes shared a rousing tale from your career, sir, but she said nothing about a talking sword. I think I would like to hear the story of how you came into possession of such a weapon.”

			“Another time, perhaps,” said Auric, smoothing the back of his hair with a palm, the line of his mouth tense. Agnes watched her father’s eyes, narrowing as though casting his thoughts back. She had heard the complete retelling of his adventure at the official Syraeic inquiry, a few days after he had returned from the Barrowlands. With the sword, he had slain a living god and its avatars. Now the weapon had driven off a fire elemental and seen him safely out of a blazing building. The thought of such power in human hands was unsettling, even if those hands were her own kin’s.

			Her attention turned to Lady Hannah, sitting in the cushioned chair adjacent to her father. She had a natural aloofness to her bearing Agnes had previously witnessed in aristocrats: her head tilted upward at a slight angle, an almost-frown on her face; but she read worry at the corners of her eyes. It was worry for Agnes’s father. The idea of him with a woman other than her mother was still strange, but it didn’t bite as it once did. Her mother was dead four years now, her suicide still a sharp ache in the deeper recesses of her heart. Mama had been the daughter of an innkeeper in Boudun’s Artisan District. Though Agnes’s father earned considerable wealth from his many expeditions for the League, her mother had always insisted on frugality. She made sure the cottage he purchased for the family was a modest one, and while they never wanted for anything, she allowed no luxuries, insisted no one behave “above your stations.” A wry smile came to Agnes’s lips at the memory of that phrase. Mama lived in fear her children would behave like the offspring of spoiled merchants or—all good gods forfend—the nobility. They ate good, simple food, wore good, simple clothing. She did hire a tutor to teach them their letters and numbers, though Mama herself had no more scholarship than it took to balance one’s books.

			Barely able to read, she thought, wondering at herself now, sitting in a library packed with books, scrolls, and codices. Yes, Mama could manage a balance sheet, but most of the knowledge gathered here would have been beyond her, given the limit of her opportunities. The woman in whose library they sat was her father’s lover, the baroness of this district, and youngest daughter of the Count of Aulkirk. Life is strange.

			“Beyond arguing for vigilance, there’s little more that can be done about this for now,” said her father, making an arc in the air with his good arm, as though dismissing questions hovering there. “There’s no doubt that some powerful person or persons wish me ill. Poor Pala and Margaret paid the price.”

			Agnes looked at her father with disbelief. How could he so easily set such ominous events aside?

			“I will summon a diviner from the capital to get to the bottom of this,” Lady Hannah responded, sitting up even straighter in her seat. “Murderous actions should not go unpunished, whatever the source! A truth-speaker could investigate—”

			“That is a great expenditure, love,” Auric replied, interrupting her with a hand on hers. Agnes decided it was condescending and she did not like it. “There’s no reason to expect anyone in Daurhim is involved in this. I’m liked well enough by the townsfolk. My guess is that whatever sorcerer was behind this act is long gone and in the employ of someone even further away. Engaging a diviner or a priest of Tolwe from Boudun runs the risk of drawing royal eyes to Daurhim, something best avoided in our uncertain times.”

			Lady Hannah’s mouth was a straight line, her nostrils flared as she drew in a deep breath. Agnes saw the wisdom there. The court was a hive of angry, capricious wasps, ready to swarm and sting any target that presented itself, with or without valid reason. The baroness responded with a curt nod.

			“But you came here with a purpose, Agnes,” said Auric, turning to her.

			“A letter, from Pallas Rae. She wants us to fetch you to the Citadel again.”

			Auric’s face darkened and his hand went absently to the hilt of his sword. “Does she?” he said in a quiet, steady voice.

			“Aye, Father,” Agnes replied. “The Citadel is alive with activity. Something extraordinary is happening, though I confess we haven’t been fully apprised.”

			Kennah nodded. “An influx of League scholars, linguists, and the most veteran field agents who survived the plague. Lots of closed doors, secretive chatter in alcoves—the kind that stops the moment you’re noticed passing by.”

			Lady Hannah stood, smoothing the fabric of her fine clothes with abrupt strokes, then turned to face an oak bookcase. Auric looked down for a moment, then back to Agnes, a weak smile on his weary features. Kennah stood seconds after the baroness, unsure of protocol, looking from Agnes to Auric, who remained in their seats. The swordsman sat back down, fiddling with the hilt of his sheathed weapon.

			“Lictor Rae wrote a letter for you,” said Agnes after the silence in the library became too awkward. She reached into the gap between shoulder and pectoral of her leather cuirass and removed a sealed parchment. Agnes held it out to her father, who looked at it as though he was being offered a hot coal to handle. At last, he took the communique.

			“Do you know the contents?” he asked, looking at the mustard-colored seal on the parchment, the Syraeic League’s nine-pointed star at its center. 

			“No, sir,” said Kennah. “We were told to deliver the letter to you, and you to the Citadel if you would consent. No more. You’ll note the seal is unbroken.”

			Auric looked at the young swordsman, smiling. Kennah’s earnestness amuses him, thought Agnes, annoyed again. Her father let out a long breath and broke the seal, bits of dried wax falling to the carpeted floor of the library. The four of them sat in their cushioned seats without speaking, Agnes staring at her father, her father staring at the parchment in his hand. At last, he unfolded the paper and began reading aloud.

			“Sir Auric, greetings,” he began, squinting his eyes to make out the lictor’s writing. “I’ll waste no time with pleasantries or inquiring as to your health. Rather, I’ll lay out my request: that you come again to our Citadel in Boudun, accompanied by your daughter and her Syraeic brother. Events too sensitive for a letter are in motion, quite possibly among the most momentous in the League’s storied history. There is no question in my mind that you’ll be keen to bear witness to them.”

			“Wait,” interrupted Agnes. “The letter says ‘Syraeic brother,’ singular? Lictor Rae specifically requested both Ruben and Kennah accompany me. How could she know that—” She stopped herself. Her father was nodding, still looking at the letter, continuing to read it to himself. His brow furrowed, his eyes widened, and his mouth dropped open, free hand rising to it slowly.

			“It continues,” he said, and returned to its text, again reading aloud. “I know that you may be reluctant to leave your retirement for us yet again, but the unfolding discoveries are too extraordinary to miss, especially when you understand they are due in no small part to your expeditions into the Barrowlands. I’ll say only three more things to entice you, hoping you can forgive my cryptic tenor. First, it seems that the tumultu produced by the Counting House diviners who read your Djao blade in Serekirk last year is, in fact, a priceless key. Second, I am informed that when you read this, some not insignificant calamity will have befallen you, though whatever injury you sustained won’t prevent your traveling. And third, I am also informed that when your daughter arrives to deliver this letter, she will be accompanied by one rather than two of the companions with whom she left Boudun; our brother Kennah or Ruben is dead.”

			Auric paused for an awkward moment before continuing, glancing over the top of the page at Agnes, then Kennah. “I hope to see you and Agnes in my study soon, where I am ready to answer whatever questions I can. Kennah or Ruben, whichever lad survives, may attend as well. Your most respectful colleague and sister, Pallas Rae.”
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			Promises

			Auric winced putting on the fresh shirt Arlan brought to the library. The analgesic given him by Henga, the town apothecary, had started to wear off before reading the ominously prophetic letter. Shock at its content left the quartet speechless for a time. Agnes finally asked Auric if he would answer the summons. He replied that he wasn’t sure, sparing a stealthy glance at Hannah, who still stood apart from them by one of the library’s great oak bookcases, arms folded over her bosom, an emotional barricade. After another lengthy silence, his friend and lover asked the question all of them were thinking.

			“How could this lictor of yours have known about the fire, or that this Ruben would be slain on the road to Daurhim?” Before anyone could hazard a guess, she asked another. “Was the League behind these events?”

			The expressions on Agnes and Kennah’s faces were identical to Auric’s own: eyes wide, eyebrows arched down, as though spat upon. Kennah stood up like a shot. “With all due respect, Lady Hannah, the League does not act against its own! Why, in over seven centuries—”

			Auric held up a hand, stopping the man’s indignant retort before he worked up a lather. “Hannah, dear, the Syraeic League doesn’t suffer from the internal intrigues that infect the court and the empire’s aristocracy. We have a mission, with intrigues aplenty outside our walls. But it’s a brotherhood. We’re ready to lay down our lives for one another if need be. We contend with the vipers outside our number like a family united.”

			“We?” she responded, tilting her head back so that she looked down on the lot of them. “I thought your commission with the League resigned. Now it’s ‘we’ again?”

			Auric stood and walked over to the baroness, steadying himself on the seatbacks along the way, flinching at the needles of pain from his bandaged arm and shoulder. He put a hand on her arm and felt her muscles already tensed, though she didn’t recoil from his touch. Looking down at her manicured fingernails, he asked Agnes and Kennah if they would seek out Arlan to find them rooms for the night. The two retreated from the library, Agnes looking pensive, Kennah sour.

			“I know it’s difficult to understand,” said Auric when they had left, “but something incredible is occurring. The fact that it’s related to the expedition of last year—” 

			“Expeditions,” Hannah said, cutting him off. “She said your expeditions to the Barrowlands. This concerns more than last year.” Auric looked back at the letter still in his hand.

			I know that you may be reluctant to leave your retirement for us yet again, but the unfolding discoveries are too extraordinary to miss, especially when you understand they are due in no small part to your expeditions into the Barrowlands.

			Auric nodded as he scanned the words of Lictor Rae again. Memories flashed in his mind, not only of last year’s fateful foray to Saint Besh, but the one before it—the one that had cost his closest Syraeic brethren their lives and almost claimed his sanity. The image of Lenda’s severed head placed in a satchel by his rescuer forced him to sit again. He felt unimaginably weary.

			Hannah sat next to him. She put a warm hand on his good shoulder. “This all stinks of Syraeic intrigue, Auric my love. Whether they intend it or not, you are just another of their tools, expendable in whatever quest their avarice is set upon.”

			“It is not avarice!” he shouted, immediately regretting his outburst. He closed his eyes for a moment and opened them again, continuing more calmly. “It’s curiosity. Our quest is a quest for knowledge…” He trailed off as his eyes met hers. They were filled with tears.

			“Auric, darling…the League has already taken from me. I can’t bear the thought of it taking any more.”

			Auric recalled the scene when he and Agnes arrived in Daurhim late last summer, transporting Belech’s corpse with them. Hannah had done her best to maintain her composure in front of servants and retainers who were there to greet them at the keep. Simultaneously relieved to find Auric alive and gutted that her devoted man Belech was dead, she stood there stiff, formal as he introduced her to Agnes, at a loss for what else to say. As cracks appeared in that noble façade, he had simply embraced her, pressing her body into his, whispering sorry, sorry, I’m so sorry. She wept there on the doorstep, sobs racking her body; her grief was a wild thing, so unlike the confident, composed woman he had known. She wept there, in public, in front of the servants and townspeople who had witnessed Auric’s arrival.

			They laid Belech to rest in the family crypts beneath the manor home, in the same alcove occupied by Hannah’s husband. Auric told her stories of the man’s courage, his wise counsel along the way. She hadn’t blamed him for his death. In fact, she recognized that Belech had only discharged her directive to see Auric safely returned to Daurhim. Auric omitted the most gruesome details; they wouldn’t help her grieve, only magnify the pain of the loss. Belech had died a hero, sacrificing himself not only for Auric, but for his other Syraeic companions. When Auric mentioned the honors paid him by the Syraeic League before they left Boudun, Hannah had exploded.

			“That nest of vipers. I care not what empty accolades they paid his shade!” The venom in her words was a frightening thing.

			Lady Hannah was a strong and proud woman. She did not weep easily. She had wept upon his return with Belech’s corpse, at the old soldier’s internment, and once when speaking of missing her two sons, both stationed as junior officers with the legions in the east. And now. Often her tears were followed by anger. Today her anger was followed by tears. It was somehow more unsettling for Auric. It wasn’t sadness those tears bespoke. It was fear. Fear he would leave and never return. She had no one to send with him this time, to protect him and see to it he came back to Daurhim safely.

			But again the anger erupted, and Hannah attempted one last assault. “They will embroil you in some dangerous scheme, just as they did last year!”

			He took her hands in his, gazing into her blue eyes. “Lictor Rae said nothing of any schemes. Only that the tumultu was a key of some sort. It seems to be providing oracular information. The lad Kennah says scholars and linguists are flocking to the Citadel. This all seems more academic than anything else.”

			“Academic?” she scoffed, pulling her hands away.

			“The League seeks knowledge more than treasure, love. It always has.” 

			She drew her arms across her chest, as though barring a castle’s gates against siege. Resting a hand on her forearm, he continued. “My own youthful attraction was driven by dreams of riches, true, as are most novices. But when one has been in those old ruins—those of the Buskers, in the Barrowlands—a hunger for understanding grows, to know the past. What is this library you have, if not the product of such hunger?”

			“You’re going, then.” Her voice was soft, almost brittle.

			Auric didn’t answer, even as the irresistible pull to discover what mysteries lay behind Rae’s enigmatic words tugged at him. They were crafted for that purpose, to draw him in. But he didn’t resent the manipulation, if that’s what it was. No, it was more like the summons of one seeker to another: Come, see what wonders we’ve found.

			Auric held Hannah in his arms, despite the howling pain from his wounds. She leaned into him, melting. The aroma of her hair, sweet, floral, filled his nostrils as he breathed her in deeply. She pulled away, seeing the strain in his face, and apologized. But he held her with his left hand and drew her back to him, kissing her full on her lips, imbued with an urgent passion. Hannah returned his urgency, pushing against him so that her soft breasts pressed into his chest.

			Then the moment was gone, and again Lady Hannah stood before him, smoothing her clothing, returning errant strands of hair to the silver loops she wore. “We have guests,” she said, wiping a fleck of saliva from the corner of her lips. “I’ll see to it Arlan has them in comfortable quarters and inform the kitchen staff as well. Let yourself rest here, Auric.” And she was out the library door. 

			He had not answered her question.

			Auric convalesced the rest of the day. In the afternoon, a cobbler from town who had once been a medicus with the legions, a man named Logen, stopped by to change the dressings for his burns. The man had an odd, mumbling demeanor, asking himself questions to which there were no answers and second-guessing aloud the ministrations he delivered. But his movements and attentions were so fluid and efficient, Auric was certain he could expect no better care anywhere.

			Dinner was a trial. Kennah thought his inquiries subtle, but the young swordsman’s prying for tales of Auric’s career—most pointedly those from beneath Saint Besh last year—was about as subtle as a knee to the groin. Agnes—lovely Agnes, with those freckles more prominent from her time in the summer sun, the arch of her eyebrows like Marta’s, big brown eyes that absorbed everything they lit upon—worked to strike up conversation with the baroness about her early life in Aulkirk. Unfortunately, the topic only made Hannah melancholy, as she had received news a few days prior that her father the count was quickly fading into his second childhood. He was eighty-two. Her oldest brother Hanfred would soon claim the title, a sibling for whom Hannah held absolutely no affection, though she had never told Auric why. She did her best to deflect Agnes’s questions, while Agnes did her best to deflect Auric’s fatherly inquiries about her own Syraeic exploits. It was as though the four of them were blindly fencing rather than dining with one another, all stumbling about and accidentally drawing blood.

			Things came to a head when Kennah at last broached the question. Would Auric come with them to Boudun and the Citadel? Auric demurred again at first, saying that Pala had to be laid to rest, that he needed to give Margaret a respectful burial as well. Hannah noted that he had lost his armor in the fire, along with nearly all his possessions. She added she could see his burns caused him discomfort, and a journey would complicate their healing.

			“What’s more, the fact that those injuries resist Belu’s bounty tells me that the goddess does not want you to leave Daurhim.”

			Auric saw Agnes wanted to speak, but held her tongue. Kennah had sense enough at that point to follow her lead. Auric told them he would think on it. But the truth was, of course he would accompany them. He knew it as well as Hannah. In a few days, after Pala and Margaret were seen to, he would ride with Agnes and Kennah for Boudun and whatever revelations lay waiting at the Citadel.

			That night, in Hannah’s bed, they made love. It was intense and urgent, Hannah astride him, him deep inside her, both rocking with a kind of rhythmic desperation. When she at last reached climax, she broke into tears again, collapsing into him. The burns on his arm and shoulder sang with pain, their passionate movement causing the wounds to weep through the bandages. But he ignored the pain, caressing Hannah’s unbound hair, the soft flesh of her back, and he whispered in her ear, I’m here now, I’m here now. I’ll be back, my love. Within a month’s time, I promise.

			He did not know for certain if it was a promise he could keep.

			[image: Image]

			Three days after the fire, Pala was buried in the town’s cemetery, with a fine stone marker carved at Auric’s expense. Poor Hanouer was inconsolable, all his cheek and sarcasm vanished, as though the flames had burned them away just as their smoke had taken his wife’s life. Auric stood nearby, letting Agnes comfort the old man. Hanouer and Pala had taken to her like doting grandparents when she visited last year, and in that moment the role of consoler seemed more a granddaughterly duty to Auric. Auric had dug the hole for brave, faithful Margaret himself the day before, next to his small barn in what had been his back pasture, behind the charred husk of his manse. He took a double dose of the apothecary’s analgesic and refused Hannah’s offer of a workman for the task. His wounds opened again with the effort, but he ignored them seeping through the cloth of his shirt. He let the tears come finally for the dutiful hound as he stood by her little dirt-covered grave. She had been with him his entire sojourn in Daurhim.

			On the day of their departure, as Kennah and Agnes saw to their own mounts and stout Glutton, Auric went below to the Dyre family crypts, there to pay a visit to Belech. He thought briefly of attending the tomb with Hannah, but quickly decided it would only increase her misgivings for this journey by reminding her of what the last one had cost her. He sat on a stool next to the stone sarcophagus and ran his hands over the letters carved there.

			BELECH POTTS 723 – 778

			SOLDIER – SERVANT – GREATHEART

			It was testament to the esteem in which Hannah held him that Belech rested here in this family crypt, a commoner, a ranker soldier. Auric recalled his parting conversation with Sira, the priest of Belu whom he and Belech had found injured in the woods: she had suggested, perhaps not entirely in jest, that maybe Belech would watch over Auric in the future, as a sainted guardian might. He liked that notion then, and now: towering Saint Belech, his patron mace-wielding angel. But he did not pray for himself.

			“Friend Belech,” he whispered, gently patting the stone slab, “please watch over Lady Hannah in my absence. I fear she’ll take this hard, and she has no others to shoulder her burdens here, no one to talk with, now that you are here in this tomb and I’m off again to the capital. Give her ease, if you can.”

			Auric squinted in the light of the morning sun when he joined his daughter and Kennah before the entryway of Dyrekeep. Their horses and packs were in place, and Glutton seemed ready for a ride. She was used to daily rides, but he’d neglected her the past few days, since the fire. He was lucky some of his riding clothes were at Hannah’s. His mount and his Djao sword Szaa’da’shaela were all he possessed now, though his fortune was still safe in Daurhim’s little bank. Hannah had tried to convince him to wait for the leatherworker in town to fashion him new armor before he departed, but he reminded her he traveled with two trained Syraeics, armed and armored, and besides, Regga hadn’t the skill for such a task anyway.

			Lady Hannah agreed to take Hanouer in with her while Auric was off on his trip to Boudun, stating not unkindly that she would find an occupation for him. The emotion that had erupted the night of Agnes’s arrival when they lay together was neatly packed away again, and now all Auric could see was her calm and composed aristocratic face. She smiled softly at him as they readied to leave, though he sensed her fragility just behind the façade. She repeated her earlier offer of a wagon for the body of Kennah and Agnes’s dead comrade, but bushy bearded Kennah refused the baroness with his gruff approximation of courtesy. He said that Ruben would ride behind him on his horse from Daurhim to the doors of the Citadel—one last journey together. Auric found in the man’s devotion an echo of his own feelings for Syraeic brothers and sisters who had lost their lives in service to the League, the deep familial bonds that inevitably developed when one was placed in peril with others on a common mission.

			Auric embraced Hannah and kissed her full on her mouth, a breach of etiquette with servants about, but she kissed him back and clutched at his hair with one hand as she did. For a second he feared she wouldn’t release him. She did, at last, waving him and Agnes and Kennah off in a formal gesture. But not before whispering in his ear: Come back to me, Auric Manteo.

			[image: Image]

			After riding half a day it was clear that their travel would be slowed by Auric’s wounds. Logen, Daurhim’s cobbler-medicus, had inspected his injuries early that morning and fussed a bit. Scabs were forming nicely, but he worried at some signs of possible infection.

			“Uh, ’haps you should wait a day’r two, sirrah,” Logen had said. “Better you be here if an infection should grow roots in you. Father Borim may be able to heal you yet, and if not me, Henga can tend you nice.”

			“Thank you, Logen,” Auric responded, wincing as the man set to wrapping his wounds in fresh bandages. “I’ve got changes for the bandages packed away, along with plenty of Henga’s brew to help manage the pain. It’s only a two-day ride to Boudun. I can seek the best care in the empire at the Citadel should the wounds begin to fester.”

			But it was plain it would take them at least three, perhaps four days to reach their destination. Auric saw no need to pretend he was hale and hardy when Agnes asked about his comfort for a third time that morning. They had only made about twelve miles when time came to make their first camp.

			“Sorry, Agnes. This old man is slowing you down.”

			“No worries, sir,” said Kennah. “My mount is tiring anyway, carrying two all this way.” 

			Auric was exhausted by the time they ate their dinner, mostly listening to Agnes and Kennah swap tales and nodding in silence. He was asleep soon after he lay down on his pallet, but his wounds woke him when the moon was high overhead. Agnes, it seemed, snored exactly as her mother did, her mouth open but a sliver, a short snort at the back of her throat. Kennah was curled up on his own pallet, legs and arms twitching, eyes in motion beneath their lids. Whatever dream he dreamed, it was not a pleasant one. Auric took a small sip of the apothecary’s analgesic and sighed deeply. Szaa’da’shaela, sheathed, lay against a log—an image of a man in repose, lying casually with hands folded behind his head, came to Auric’s mind. Absurd.

			Then he reached out for the weapon’s hilt, wrapping his fingers around the grip, half-expecting to hear its voice in his head, speaking to him in clear, authoritative tones. But no, there was silence. Nothing about the blade suggested it was anything more than an elegant, if exotic artifact, with its inset emeralds and swirling runes etched into the metal. Not for the first time, he thought of how it came into his possession. He saw the intense, penetrating eyes of the Duke of Kelse, face gaunt and covered with gray stubble, a kind of mad heat emanating from his flesh. Had the duke not given Auric this sorcerous blade, there was no doubt he and all his companions would have perished in the alien catacombs beneath Saint Besh last year. Had the sorcerers aboard the Duke Yaryx not been roaring drunk, the vessel wouldn’t have docked at Kalimander to receive the duke’s summons. Had they not stopped at the Isle of Kenes, the captain of the Yaryx would not have had occasion to allow his sorcerers to drink. Bah! Any link in the chain would have prevented the outcome. He would be dead, Agnes would be dead, and perhaps everyone in the Citadel would be dead. Maybe the plague would have spread through Boudun, across the Isle of Hanifax, beyond. Perhaps now the Aching God would be risen from his subterranean prison, triumphant, standing astride the Cradle Sea.

			Auric drew the sword from its scabbard and held the flat of the blade near his ear, willing it to speak to him. Too many coincidences, too much serendipity. It was not some happy fluke that he possessed this mighty weapon that came to his aid when he was in danger. After a year of silence it spoke to him again, led him out of a burning building, drove off a fire elemental. Was it a gift from the gods? He was not a devout man. The idea that some divinity would provide him with such a grand bounty seemed ridiculous. It almost offended him.

			“Who put you in my hands?” he asked aloud, seeing his face reflected in the blade by the campfire light.

			But Szaa’da’shaela said nothing, and all Auric heard were the night sounds of the woods and Agnes’s gentle snoring.
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			The God-King and the Castrato

			The old man contemplated the cockroach scrabbling across damp, ancient brick heavy with the tears of despair and rage of countless prisoners past. The insect navigated the terrain with a strange awkwardness, at times attempting to traverse the vertical surface, but unable to find purchase. No sustenance for you here, little brother, thought the old man. I have consumed everything I have been given to maintain my strength. 

			The audience with the queen had not gone as he had expected. To pass the time now, he placed a hand against the rough wall, cold and wet, plumbing the torrent of human emotion that had seeped into the stonework over long years. He tried to isolate the story of a single soul among the mélange of hopelessness, fury, desperate scheming, and impotent prayers whispered to gods who did not listen.

			There! he exclaimed in his heart, sensing a tingle of recognition creep up his forefinger. Rusola Bache, thrown in these dungeons by the Lord Chamberlain of King Penech in 552. His crime? Failing to bribe the chamberlain with sufficient subtlety; not as grave as offering a bribe failing in generosity, but nonetheless a ticket to this dank cell for…how long? The old man caressed the stone. Three and a half years. Released finally, emaciated, mortally weakened, and blinking in the light of the unfamiliar sun, just in time to celebrate the Candle Harvest Festival with your family. Did you last to see the New Year?

			He searched again, feeling the anger and fear within the wet stone. Soon, another presented itself: Wilemina Dallu. Oh, a sadder story, that. Twelve long years in this cell, before she moved on past the Final Veil, for the crime of loving and being loved by a prince. No, the king wouldn’t permit a child of his to marry a chandler’s daughter, even if he had no shortage of sons and this one was a distant eighth in line for the throne. Young, earnest Wilemina had refused to recant her claim that they had married in secret, continued to swear it even when racked and burned with pokers by diligent priests of Tolwe who put her to The Question. The prince had howled out his repentance almost immediately when shown the handiwork of the truth-speakers on her brutalized body. He denounced her words as lies and denied his love, tears streaming down his face. He knew that was the only way his father would order Tolwe’s clergy to cease their cruel rituals. But poor Wilemina did not see his repudiation as an act of love. In her sweet, bruised heart it was a betrayal. Her last words, before the priests removed her tongue and cast her into this dungeon cell, was the weeping prince’s name, calling him husband.

			A terrible sadness washed over the old man. He turned and propped himself against the wall, feeling the tatters of his soiled robe absorb the moisture there. He let loose a long, slow sigh. So much suffering in this cell alone, a microcosm of the human pain he had witnessed over the endless centuries. It’s all food for the feast, fueling their boundless ambition. Well, I will confound those ambitions soon enough. I will crush them, those usurpers of joy.

			A beam of weak light shone from the small barred window at eye level on the door. That light landed on a patch of the opposite wall on which was scrawled the eight-spoked wheel of Timilis, and beneath it, a word: Surprise! Irony, thought the old man. He knew it was most doubtful Timilis had a hand in his present predicament. But he was surprised by this turn of events, when the queen, blood dripping from her lips, commanded that he be locked in this cold, dark place. He had more dark revelations to share with her. He hadn’t had a sorcerous evocation at the ready, so certain had he been that his enchanting words would have the desired effect. After the shocking bloodshed, he was trundled off to these labyrinthine dungeons, deep in the bowels of the palace, beneath the earth. 

			There was some solace in this, as he had been a stranger to surprise over most of the yawning millennia. It had a bitter taste, but his palate was ready for new and unusual fare. For a short while it left him wondering how he might execute his charge—not if, but how. His faith in his destiny hadn’t wavered. He went with the jailers willingly, though he could have employed a spell to smite them all, or escape. This was the will of the Universal Spirit of Creation, he decided, and he would submit. But his duties were unfinished. Eventually he would leave this place. 

			Sure enough, a means soon presented itself: one of his jailers, the gangly boy Ghallo, all knees and elbows in his ill-fitting, ragged uniform. Ghallo, who brought his single bowl of gruel or watery soup once a day. Ghallo would be his instrument.

			He heard the boy’s approach then, serving the other prisoners in the nearby cells first. The lad pushed his rickety cart with its great pot and shallow wooden bowls over the floor of chipped brick—the old man heard each movement as though it was part of a familiar tune: the squeaking and clacking of the cart’s wheels ceasing, the ring of the tin lid coming off the pot, the slosh of the ladle scooping out a serving and pouring it in the bowl. Then the creak of metal hinges on the low slot in the cell door of some other prisoner, the sliding of the bowl across the stonework through the slot, metal hinges creaking again as they closed. Clacking and squeaking wheels resumed.

			“Thank you, lad,” came a familiar, reedy voice from down the corridor. “Soup! Soup so thin and devoid of flavor, I imagine the cook barely waved a scrap of beef over that pot of yours before sending you on your way.” Those were the sour words of Vesano Rowick, erstwhile cutpurse and would-be con artist from Grandea, who’d thought himself clever enough to ply his sordid trade among the venal aristocrats in the capital. His confidence was not rewarded. 

			“Bread!” Vesano cried. “A bit of your saltless bread one day soon, I hope! No bread in more than a week!”

			There were three cells between his and Vesano’s. The bitter man’s sarcasm was a daily alert that the boy was near. Ghallo always saved the old man’s cell for last, so that he could linger there and hear one of the old man’s stories. The lad could spare no more than a few minutes, lest his bully of a superior think him dawdling in his duties. But he never missed an opportunity to crouch down at the old man’s cell door to listen. So the old man prepared himself. After patient cultivation, it was time to reap the harvest.

			When the boy reached his cell, the cart stopped, but there was a pause, longer than the pause when he reached the cells of the other prisoners. The lid was removed from the pot and the bowl was filled, the echo of the ladle scraping the pot’s bottom as Ghallo did his best to coax what little bit of meat or vegetable had sunk there into the old man’s serving. A sliver of dim light appeared at the base of the door as the boy opened the slot and pushed the wooden bowl through. The metal plate stayed open for a few moments longer, then closed, snuffing out the light. The old man moved over to the door and sat down near it, sipping at his soup, waiting patiently for the boy to at last make his daily request.

			“Do you have a story for me today, sir?”

			The old man chewed the little bit of limp cabbage and carrot at the bottom of his bowl.

			“Yes, my son, I have a special story and a gift for you today.”

			He heard the young lad crouch, his cart rattling as he used it to steady his descent to the grimy corridor flagstones. “A gift?” His voice cracked with excitement.

			“Yes.” The old man rubbed the thumb of his left hand against three of his fingertips, extending his pinky as he muttered a series of ancient words like a songbird’s call. He felt the cool of the metal coin as it appeared between thumb and forefinger. He slid the silver coin beneath the lip of the cell door.

			“A crown!” Ghallo gasped, picking it up from the floor. “But where did you—”

			“I have a task for you, lad. It will cost you half that silver coin, which you may keep in payment, along with my story for today.”

			“Sir,” the boy responded in a muffled whisper, worry tinging his tone, “Oxula will skin me alive if he finds I’ve brought you anything but your supper.”

			“You worry needlessly, Ghallo,” said the old man in his comforting baritone. “You will not bring anything to me in this cell. Rather, you will perform a service. And you will perform it with such delicacy and grace, no one will know it was you.”

			“I can’t let you out, sir. Even if I wanted to, I haven’t got a key to the lock.”

			“You will not release me, Ghallo. A man and his daughter will, much later. I will give you instructions for your task, but first I will share my story. Unless you only wish for the coin. You may keep the entire crown for yourself and forget my stories, or you can listen to this special tale and do what I ask of you.”

			There was a long pause. The old man was still seated on the floor, and though he did not look at the lad through the barred window above him, he could imagine the youthful face contemplating his decision, biting at the ragged nails on his right hand, squeezing his eyes closed tight. At last the boy spoke.

			“This story is a special story?”

			“Yes, Ghallo. It’s a very special story, though it’s sad and terrible as well.”

			Another pause.

			“All right. Tell me the story.”

			The old man closed his eyes, stretched out his arms, and drew in a deep breath, holding it there for a long moment. “This story,” he began with an exhale, “takes place on the Sacred Canal.”

			“What’s a sacred canal?”

			“The Sacred Canal. It’s a manmade waterway, dug out of the very soil and stone of the earth, from the Taniya River Delta all the way to the great freshwater lake they call the Godsmirror. The canal is a hundred and fifty feet wide, running over two hundred miles roughly west to east.”

			“Is this in the south?”

			“Yes, lad, past the rocky desert spires they call the Wall of Serpents and across the Sea of Sacred Splendor. The nation was called Mendekoh then, ruled by men with the conceit to call themselves god-kings. When a god-king died, his body was tended with elaborate rituals—”

			“Like those of Mictilin’s servants?” interrupted Ghallo.

			The old man’s patience was fraying, ever so slightly. Yes, he was tired. The boy merely wished to display the knowledge gained from the other stories the old man had told him in the weeks before. So he let his weariness pass, and spoke again. “No, my son, much more elaborate than those of your death priests. The priests of Mendekoh drained the bodies of blood, made certain they were shorn of hair, and removed all internal organs and viscera; then they stuffed the cavities with perfumes, incense, and gemstones, and sewed them shut again. Finally, every inch of flesh was painted with a dizzying array of strange intertwining symbols in glittering inks of blue, green, and gold. Once those sigils were inscribed on the god-king’s flesh, no mortal thing was permitted to touch it. The body was moved on a glorious pallet of rare woods, set with inlays of ivory and precious metals, and conveyed to the funeral barge by hulking men of great strength.”

			The old man closed his eyes for a moment, conjuring the memory in his mind, before he continued. “The barge was towed along the entire length of the canal by a boat crewed with fifty oars, a slow journey that lasted a full week. Only a single living person shared that barge with the body of the god-king: a young boy, a castrato—”

			“What’s—”

			“A boy whose testes have been cut from him, so that he may forever sing in a high, mellifluous voice.”

			“Testes?”

			“Stones, lad. His balls.” He heard Ghallo draw in breath through clenched teeth. The old man smiled, then answered his next question before the lad could ask it. “With a hot knife, while the boy was insensate from a beverage of fermented honey; he lay in a warm bath of perfumed milk, dreaming lovely dreams while it happened.” Despite that reassurance, the old man imagined his youthful jailer empathetically cupping his own stones. After a moment he spoke again. “You will promise me I can finish my story now, with no more questions from you until it is done? You haven’t much more time with me.”

			“Yes, sir. I’m sorry. I’ll listen.”

			“The boy who shared the barge with the corpse of the god-king was consecrated to the god Muut—Muut was the Mendekoh god of the Underworld, you see—for this one, singular task: to sing soothing songs to the god-king’s spirit as his body was towed along the Sacred Canal. It wasn’t just the sorcery in the painted sigils that kept the god-king’s spirit tethered to the body—it was also the castrato’s songs. The god-king’s body and soul had to be interred in one of three great Cities of the Dead on the shores of the Godsmirror. If the god-king’s spirit broke free from the body before that, the untethered soul would haunt the new god-king and bring havoc down upon the kingdom, perhaps even topple the ruling dynasty.

			“Now, no one on the ship towing the barge could hear the singing of the castrato during most of the journey, unless the breeze carried the song to them. So much trust was placed in the castrato to execute his charge. Every one of those consecrated boys had done their duty for over a thousand years—at the time of my story, the same dynasty had ruled Mendekoh for more than ten centuries, every deceased ruler successfully transported and entombed. This way, the succession happened with relatively little supernatural complication. Now, the god-king whose body lay on this barge was named Kheneffret the Seventh—”

			“A lucky number!” interjected Ghallo, who quickly apologized for breaking his promise.

			“Not for the Mendekoh, Ghallo!” barked the old man, again showing his strain. “Never had there been a seventh god-king of the same name, and this one had been both cruel and capricious. He had fought death off longer than any of his predecessors, dying at the age of one hundred and two.”

			The old man thought the lad might speak of Queen Geneviva, herself one hundred and forty-one and on the throne for many of those years. But the boy was chastened by the old man’s harsher tone and mastered his tongue. The old man nodded to himself, pleased with Ghallo, and continued.

			“If ever a castrato needed to keep a soul tethered to its body, this one did. But the boy for this singular task, whose name is lost to history—let’s call him Ghallo for our tale’s purpose—he grew weary of singing after only a few days. He was distracted by the wondrous sights along the canal, the towering palm trees, the great works of art lining its banks, the carved monuments, the trained flock of colorful birds that wheeled in the sky above the barge as it made its slow journey. And then there was the opulence of the barge itself: a peerless work of art, fanciful carvings in rare woods with scenes painted in breathtaking detail and beauty, lovely woven textiles—ah! Such exquisite work, and all of it destined for the torch the moment they reached their destination and the god-king’s body was removed. Every scrap of magnificent art set ablaze! Now Ghallo had been trained so that he could sing for a week at a time, by ingesting sacred substances that sustained him and allowed him to go without sleep. He was supposed to stay seated at the head of the god-king’s funeral bier, singing his soothing songs directly into the corpse’s ear. But he wished to see the wonders of the funeral barge up close, before they were consigned to the flames. Ghallo thought, ‘Surely I can walk a short distance from the king’s body, singing a bit more loudly, so that his spirit can still hear. Then I can see up close the beauty and wealth all around me and carry the memory with me for the rest of my days.’”

			The old man stopped for a moment, feeling the boy’s questions through the thick wood of the iron-bound cell door. But the lad managed to hold on to them. He felt great affection for him in that moment. “Go ahead, Ghallo. Ask your question.”

			The young jailer hesitated, but at last spoke. “He’s going to walk away from the body and something terrible will happen. But if he keeps singing, loud enough for the spirit to hear, won’t he be keeping the promise he made to sing for the king’s spirit?”

			“The promise was not just to sing, Ghallo. That was not his charge. His charge, very specifically, was to sing soothing songs to keep the god-king’s spirit bound to the corpse. I’m sure you’ve heard drunken men sing songs stumbling home from a tavern. Would you call those songs ‘soothing,’ Ghallo? Though some might still think the castrato’s songs were pretty when he sang them loudly, they did not soothe the god-king’s soul and keep it at rest.”

			He heard the boy sigh on the other side of the door.

			“What is it, my son?” asked the old man. “Speak.”

			“That seems really stupid.”

			“The boy’s choice, or the god-king’s requirements?”

			“Well, the boy’s choice, but that’s just because I know something awful’s goin’ t’happen. But mostly that singing the songs while he looked at the gold and diamonds on the barge should have been good enough. Did they tell him he had to sing his songs right in the king’s ear?”

			“They did. They were very specific about that.”

			“OK. He was dumb because he didn’t follow instructions. But the instructions still seem silly to me.”

			“As they did to our castrated Ghallo. When we trust the giver of instructions, we’d best follow them, even if they don’t make sense, soldiering through our doubts. There’s no telling what consequences might come down on the heads of those who judge they know better.”

			Ghallo rapped a knuckle twice on the wooden door. “This is all about me doing exactly what you tell me to do, isn’t it, sir?”

			The old man smiled. “How many years have you, Ghallo?”

			“I’m twelve, sir. I think.”

			Barely a brief blink of time.

			“My son, you are not stupid as Oxula thinks you are, but sometimes I have had to hit you over the head with a large object so that the lesson sinks in. Yes?” He smiled again, felt his affection for the boy swell in his ancient breast. “You are correct. This story is about the great task I set for you.”

			He knew the words the boy would speak before he said them. “I’m ready.”

			“Do you not want to hear the rest of my story?” the old man asked.

			A pause. “Will it give me nightmares?”

			“Yes.”

			“Worse than the story of the goat-man who ate the Busker princes alive?”

			“Oh, yes.”

			“Then no. Just tell me what you want me to do, sir. I’ll do it.”

			Yes, you’re ready, young Ghallo. You are ready to play your part in the calamity to come. I have wandered the earth for ten thousand years, hopping from one body to the next, learning what I could from whoever I could. You’ve taught me some things, too, my son, though you’d be surprised to hear what those lessons were. And now, with your help, I will crush the oppressors. I will crush them even though it brings the entire world crashing down.

			“Listen carefully to my words,” began the old man, making eldritch signs and gestures on his side of the door, the opening movements of a potent spell. “Go to the market west of the Temple District, my young son, and with that coin buy yourself a stick of lily-white alchemist’s chalk…”
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			Camp of the Blessed

			The trio passed the body of the boy whom Agnes and Kennah had hanged as a bandit late on the third day of their journey to Boudun. The birds had plucked out the eyes, and the corpse swayed slowly in a gentle breeze, a grotesque ornament dangling from the bough. The parchment on which Kennah had scrawled the boy’s crime was gone, no doubt dislodged and taken away by the wind as greedy beaks sought out the meat of the lad’s tongue. As they rode past, Agnes felt oddly distant from the scene, as though she hadn’t anything to do with the morbid exhibition. She watched her father’s eyes take in the swinging cadaver, saw him purse his lips and look at Kennah, then the path before them. An old remnant of her younger self dared her father to object, to utter some judgment of what they had done. She was ready to defy him, indignant and righteous. But if there was any disapproval there, she couldn’t read it, and he didn’t speak.

			Darkness clouded Kennah’s face as he and shroud-wrapped Ruben passed by the swaying corpse. None of them had any comment for the gruesome spectacle. Agnes said a prayer to Saint Katuryn for the boy’s soul, asking that she speed his journey past the Final Veil.

			Agnes’s ears pricked up a mile further down the road: she heard the sounds of music, conversation, and laughter carried by the breeze. As they rounded a bend in the highway, they came upon an encampment of three broad, garishly decorated wagons, the words BLESSED OF PEMBER emblazoned across their colorful tarpaulins. Streamers on rough-hewn poles fluttered on the wind as if dancing to the happy tune played by someone, somewhere on a wooden flute. Painted sheets of canvas depicting an urban scene were hung on rope between two great trees, creating the backdrop for a makeshift stage, and three people stood before it. One man knelt before another who held the point of a sword to his breast, while a woman, arm thrown back across her forehead, pleaded for mercy. A few watched the performance, while others milled about the camp engaged in various tasks, clad in colorful traveling clothes. At the roadside, nearest to Agnes and the others as they came upon this unexpected scene, was a tall, lithe figure with hair the color of pitch and a liquid, feminine grace in both features and movement. The figure was juggling wooden pins with a pale-skinned woman who had golden hair and a bosom threatening to burst forth from her too-tight silk dress. The two stopped their routine as the mounted trio came into view. The buxom woman, eyes green as emeralds, stepped forward onto the road, each hand holding a juggling pin, propped on her hips. She gave them an enchanting smile, her lips painted deep crimson, her blond tresses bound with ribbons of gold and red. Agnes and her companions reined in their horses.

			“Three travelers,” began the blond-haired woman, “caparisoned for war, or so wary of the world they stand ready, armed to battle even the gentle, sweet morn.”

			“The prelude from The Last Parley,” said the lithe figure, coming up next to her. Agnes saw now he was a man, though his face was heavily made up with cosmetics like the aristocrats wore in the capital. His voice was a delicate, ivory tenor. “Really, Scylla, you have an astonishing talent for drawing lines from the air fitting every occasion.” He smiled at Agnes with his dark eyes, somehow both playful and conspiratorial, and an instant affection filled her. But when the man looked on Kennah, Agnes felt herself forgotten: the man’s eyes grew wide and he whistled, pointing at her Syraeic brother with one of the wooden pins he held like a preceptor’s baton. “Oh, look at this great mounted warrior, with so imposing and unkempt a beard! It’s desperate for grooming, sir, to say nothing of your hair. Tell me, hast thou had the vengeance thy heart requir’d?”

			Agnes’s pulse quickened, thinking of the eyeless bandit lad twisting from a tree. Kennah tensed visibly, his cheeks reddening as though slapped, and his mount stirred with agitation. “What do you mean, fop?” he barked, his words menacing, his expression angry and confused. The lithe man withdrew the pin he pointed at Kennah and hugged it to his chest with the other two he held, his arched eyebrows rising.

			“Why, revenge for what your barber did to you. Surely Marcator’s Law would have no quarrel with you for running the man through with that blade that hangs at your hip.”

			Kennah scowled. Agnes stifled a laugh, relieved, and her father led his mount forward a pace.

			“Greetings, citizens,” he said with a small smile. “I am Sir Auric Manteo, this is my daughter, Agnes, and the bearded bear you poke at your peril is Kennah Rolenwy. We journey for Boudun. Perhaps you are recently departed from there?”

			“Oh, we are Boudun bound as well, sirrah,” trilled the blond-haired woman, stepping forward and laying her pale hand on Auric’s knee, long nails painted black. “I am Scylla, and this pretty lout with the careless tongue is Chalca. You’ve come upon the encampment of our humble band, headed for the capital to entertain and delight.” She punctuated her last words with a languid caress of Agnes’s father’s leg. On her index finger she wore a ring with a fat red stone. Even from her vantage atop her mount Agnes could tell it was nothing more than cheap cut glass. For some reason that simple detail filled Agnes’s heart with a powerful sadness. Auric removed the woman’s hand gently as it crept up his thigh.

			“A theater troupe, then,” said Agnes. “You have a booking at one of the houses in Boudun?”

			“We make our own house, dear heart,” said Chalca, whose skin seemed as flawless as a polished marble bust beneath the makeup. It had been expertly applied, giving him an appearance of practiced elegance, no different from a noblewoman presenting herself to the queen. He tossed his juggling pins onto the roadside grass and gave Agnes’s dappled mare a condescending pat as he walked by her, the nails of his hands painted royal blue. He sidled up to Kennah, looking seriously at the man, who glowered down at him with brooding eyes. “I see now you carry a burden with you, sir,” said Chalca in a soothing voice, putting a manicured hand on Kennah’s leg. “Was it a friend?”

			Kennah jerked his mount’s reins and the beast retreated. “It was,” he hissed, “and you would do well to keep your hands from my person.”

			“Kennah,” began Agnes’s father, rotating his shoulder with a grimace of discomfort. “Sheathe your anger, if you would.” He turned to Chalca. “And again, you needn’t poke the bear, sir.”

			“He means no harm, Kennah,” Agnes added, seeing the boiling stir of emotions on the swordsman’s face.

			“It’s true, I intend no offense,” Chalca said in a whispery voice, bowing as he backed away from Kennah, holding his hands up before him. “Alas, some spy enemies where they might find friends.”

			“You’re camped here for the night, then?” asked Agnes as three more of the Blessed of Pember approached them, garbed in gay clothing.

			“This is our third day here, sister,” answered Scylla, adjusting the neckline of her blouse, which Agnes noted was beginning to fray. “One of our number, Kellian, is very ill. We wait for Mictilin to wrap his shroud about him. I’m afraid the wagon ride became too painful for sweet Kellian. He has the wasting sickness.” She gestured to an arc of shade trees with an easy vantage of their makeshift stage. Under them lay a man with graying hair, propped up and bundled in blankets. It was hard to judge his age, so terribly gaunt he was, with deep, dark circles under his eyes, his flesh pallid. Attending him was a middle-aged man, his hair shorn, wearing an open white cotton shirt and brown breeches. He knelt beside the ailing man, dabbing his forehead with a cloth and speaking to him with a smile that shone with sadness and love.

			“Kellian’s been part of the troupe since its founding, nearly thirty years ago,” said Chalca with a wistful smile. “With his passing, none of the original members will remain.” 

			Agnes tried to convey her sympathy with her smile. It was then she noticed her father close his eyes and grit his teeth as Glutton shifted her stance. The wound was troubling him again. It was still early, but for his sake she thought they should make camp themselves instead of continuing for Boudun that day. Rather than consult her companions, she spoke.

			“Would you mind if we made our camp for the evening here as well, Scylla, Chalca? My father nurses a wound that makes riding something of a trial.”

			“Whatever noble possesses authority over this patch of wood isn’t here, Lady Agnes,” answered Chalca with another bow. “Join us for the night.”

			“Yeah, join us,” said one of the others who had approached them, a young man whose prominent teeth ruined his otherwise delicate features. He held up a hand, offering Agnes help to dismount. “I have room in my bedroll for one more, Lady Agnes.”

			“Take your shriveled member elsewhere, Baucus,” Chalca said, offering his own hand to her. “I suspect this warrior woman is more likely to penetrate you with her sword.” Scylla came to her aid as well, knocking Baucus to the ground with a well-placed check from her hip.

			Agnes couldn’t help but grin. Ignoring Chalca’s hand as well, she climbed down from her mare. “I thank you for your offer of assistance, but you should know that early in my career I was forced to educate several Syraeic brothers that I don’t countenance unwanted amorous attention. Though, truth be told, the consequences ran to broken noses and bruised stones rather than stab wounds.”

			“Ah, a Syraeic League retinue!” said another who had approached them, a gray-haired man with a small mouth and beady eyes, spectacles perched at the end of a long nose. “Do you come from some ancient tomb, burdened with treasures untold?”

			“We do not,” said Agnes’s father, starting to dismount with a frown. Agnes shot to his side to help him down from Glutton, supporting his injured arm and shoulder. “And I am no longer with the League. We do journey for the Citadel, though. We won’t be any trouble here. We’ll make our camp at a polite distance off so as not to disturb you.”

			“Nonsense!” Scylla exclaimed, coming to Auric’s side and taking his other arm. “We would be happy to have you join our campfire. Perhaps we can entertain you as we rehearse. We plan to run through our latest production: Bezhel’s The King of Calamities. I play the virginal princess. Come, see us ply our trade.” She pressed herself against his side, her breasts again threatening to overwhelm the neckline of her dress.  

			“What trade would that be, Scylla?” sneered Baucus, dusting himself off. “Your current profession, or your former one?”

			“You really are an oaf,” sighed Chalca. “Why Kellian brought you on is beyond me.”

			“He needed someone to play the male roles, half-man,” Baucus growled. “You’re so keen to play the minor female roles.”

			“What a sour turd you are, Baucus,” said the man with the spectacles. “We’re fortunate to have Chalca’s versatility. And besides, if Scylla can play a virgin lass, Chalca here can play any man, woman, or beast that walks this empire, or the last.” Several gathered there laughed, including Chalca, and Scylla spared the man a playful swat.

			“Hush, Murnay! Don’t plant such silly notions in our guests’ heads.”

			Baucus looked ready to venture another verbal jab, but the good humor seemed to silence him. He marched off, grumbling. As Agnes and Scylla escorted Auric toward the space for an audience before their woodland stage, Agnes looked back at Kennah, still atop his mount, still scowling. “You’ll take care of our horses for us, won’t you, Kennah?” She smiled and gave him a wink. The big man’s face recoiled as though he had bitten into a wedge of lemon.
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			When Agnes saw what the Blessed of Pember were having for their supper—a rather uninspiring salted wheat porridge with biscuits better employed as siege ammunition—she offered the rest of the side of bacon from their supplies. It was no sacrifice. Lady Hannah’s kitchen staff had provisioned them as though they were a pampered party of six on a week-long journey. The fellow cooking up their repast, a young man with a bent back and bulging eyes, gave her a grin of few teeth and cut the meat into small bits. He fried them in a black skillet and poured the cooked contents, grease and all, into the fat cookpot of bubbling porridge.

			Chalca shared the troupe’s recent history as they ate, describing their triumphs and travails from the past year. Before their time in Kilkirk and Aulkirk, they had performed around the isle of Kelby for nearly eight months, with one of their performances in the main city attended by the earl himself. But at last, audiences dwindled, and a decision was made to seek new patrons on the main isle.

			“A certain someone pinching a magistrate’s purse helped make that decision,” muttered Baucus, sitting across the fire from Agnes and her companions. He had been sending deeply unappealing invitations to her across the flames, between hateful glares at Chalca and Scylla, who sat next to her. Scylla chucked her half-eaten biscuit at the man’s head. He barely dodged the missile but managed to spill the contents of his bowl onto his lap.

			Chalca laughed, a musical thing. “There’re no spectators for your bile here, Baucus. Go into the woods. Perhaps a baby bird has fallen from its nest. Vent your rancor there.”

			“Oh, don’t trouble the baby birds, please,” said Scylla. “But do leave.”

			Baucus stood and wiped the gruel from his pants. His lips peeled back from his teeth, making them seem even bigger, too large for his mouth. He pointed a finger at Chalca, his face reddening, his voice the aural equivalent of a predator readying to pounce. “You two,” he hissed, “whore and bender both—once Kellian is shuffled offstage, I’ll see to it you get what’s coming.” He held his hateful stare for a moment longer, then retrieved his wooden bowl from the dirt and tossed it into the fire.

			“Wasteful,” offered Chalca. “We have few extra bowls.”

			“Tis a petty man who doth direct his wroth at stray dog or other innocent darkened by his approach,” said Scylla.

			“Spoken by the chatelaine, in reference to the Crown Prince of Perriweg, act one, scene two of our current production,” explained Chalca, turning to Agnes. “She certainly does steal my lines, if not that magistrate’s purse.”

			Baucus’s eyes went from Scylla to Chalca. He took a knife from the sleeve of his shirt and pointed the blade at him, his stare full of menace. “When I cut dick and balls from you, Chalca, you want I should cut a slit there for you as well?”

			Kennah stood then, one hand on the hilt of his sword. “Put your blade away, wretch,” rumbled the big man, “or I’ll lop off the hand that wields it.”

			Baucus looked at Kennah, disbelieving. His blade wavered for a moment, and doubt played at the corner of his eyes, but his courage rallied. “Don’t be so sure I wouldn’t gut you first, you bearded ape,” said the buck-toothed man. “You sweet on him, blackbeard? I saw him make eyes at you. Did he touch something deep? Something you keep hid from the world?”

			“Keep talking, wretch,” Kennah answered, drawing his sword a quarter way out of its scabbard.

			Agnes was getting ready to intervene when her father, propped up against a log to her right, spoke. “Young man, Kennah has tangled with far worse than you and stands here today unscathed. He’s faced down the dead and demons. How much trouble would your little apple peeler there give him, do you think? And if you did get the drop on him, do you suppose my daughter would stand by while you tried to nick her Syraeic brother? The two of them would hand you your entrails before your corpse hit the ground. Now put that toy away and stop being an ass.”

			Scylla laughed, an indelicate but hearty thing. Chalca, however, had no amusement in his expression, his eyes locked now on Baucus. Was that a tear at the corner of his eye? Agnes was ready if the angry man across the fire chose to chance a fight. But at last Baucus stood down and walked off down the path from the direction she and her travelling companions had come, glowering.

			It took several minutes for the ill will that floated in the air after the man’s departure to dissipate, but finally it did and Murnay set about telling some far-fetched folk tales from his native Marburand. Agnes enjoyed the man’s flair for dramatizing his stories, with great gestures and a distinctive voice for each character, but more than once her eyes drifted to the path Baucus had taken. She noticed Kennah’s did as well, once or twice, but otherwise he brooded, as though he had no ear for Murnay’s colorful tales.

			Afterwards they watched the troupe rehearse their production. Chalca brought them a bottle of cheap wine, which she and Kennah shared. Her father, who hadn’t touched alcohol in years, abstained. After only a second tumbler, the bearded man was already showing signs of inebriation. He poured himself a sloppy third. As Baucus, who had returned from his angry sojourn, played out a scene with Scylla as though nothing before had occurred, Kennah leaned over to Agnes and whispered in her ear.

			“Peregrine,” he started, tripping a bit on the second r. “You—you know I never…made a go at you, out of respect.”

			“What?”

			“Tried to steal a kiss. You’re a lovely girl—I jus’…well, respect you, as a Syraeic sist’r.”

			“Lalu’s tits, Kennah,” she whispered back, glancing at her father to see if he overheard their exchange. “Why on earth do you say this to me now?”

			“Well, you unnerstan’ I like women, not like that buck-toothed bastard said.”

			“Kennah, how can a man as big as you be drunk after two fucking glasses of wine? And why should I or anyone but the one you’re sticking it in care what you do with your dick?”

			“O’ course, o’ course, I apologize,” he slurred, then took another swallow from the cup.

			It was getting late. Agnes excused herself and her father, who was nodding off during the performance anyway; it was a grim affair that Agnes always thought was overly bloody and cynical—such sour-souled stuff was popular in the capital these days. However well the actors dramatized the story, it gave her no pleasure. She helped her father change his bandages, noting some early signs of infection that worried her as she gently wrapped clean linen strips around the wounds. She dosed him with the apothecary’s painkiller, a bit more than she had seen her father take himself, then helped him get settled on his bedroll. She laid hers next to his, beneath a tree in sight of the actors’ tents. As she and her father lay there, staring above at stars peeking through the canopy of leaves above them, she told Auric of what Kennah had said. Her father chuckled, which she found irritating.

			“Some men fear that other men will judge them weak, less than what they should be,” he said.

			“Great gods and small, why?” Agnes asked. “I’ve never feared any woman would think less of me because I don’t wear a dress. My blood doesn’t boil when those I rebuff accuse me of preferring women. Why should it bother him?”

			“You were raised by your mother, darling, and she was apportioned helpings of Belu’s wisdom and Lalu’s compassion afforded few. She was an innkeeper’s daughter, remember. She learned from a young age that we needn’t all be alike, in appearance, dress, or custom, or who we love. Of course, when your livelihood depends on every sort sleeping beneath your roof, silly prejudices are a hindrance. She instilled those virtues in you. And bless her for it. Others are still held hostage to the world’s opinion.”

			“So, were you like that once?”

			“Like Kennah? Not so much. I just wanted the stink of the tannery off me and an opportunity to prove my worth. The League gave me that. Your mother and your Aunt Lenda and you and Tomas gave me that. No. I learned that most every man or woman seeks nothing more than their own contentment, doing the best they can to navigate themselves through life’s mystery. I’ve fallen short of the man I want to be myself, many times, and I’ve tried to atone when I can. But I’ve never worried much about the man others thought I should be.” 

			Soon her father was snoring. She laughed at the ease with which he had fallen asleep and was glad that, like her mother, she herself didn’t snore. Agnes lay awake for a while longer, listening to the sounds of the theater troupe rehearsing in the distance, thinking on her father’s words until she drifted off.
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			Perhaps it was the wine she had the night before, but Agnes missed the dawn that next morning, a rare thing. She didn’t know how much later she would have slept had the shouting from a nearby tent not woken her. A man’s shouts, and a woman’s. The tent’s flap was flung aside, and Scylla emerged, round breasts bouncing as she strode out, pulling a white shift over her head to cover them.

			“You must have dropped it somewhere, Kennah. I did not take it!”

			Kennah emerged behind her, hairy-chested and shirtless, hopping on one foot as he tugged up his trousers. “Tolwe curse your lying tongue, woman,” he growled. “You lifted the goddamned thing from me while I slept!”

			“That would have been a feat! You fell into a slumber atop me, you great beast! How is it I stole your coin?”

			Agnes’s father rode up on Glutton at that moment. He must have been off on one of his early morning rides. “What’s this, now?”

			Kennah folded his arms over his chest, a gesture that looked so much like that of a guilty novice found out by his preceptor Agnes might have laughed. “This woman has stolen my purse, Sir Auric. We…shared a tent last night, and while I slept, she took it from my belongings.”

			“I deny it!” cried Scylla, head held high, looking like a wild-haired heroine on the stage.

			Chalca arrived on the scene, foundation applied to his face, but none of the more artful touches yet accomplished, his long, dark hair hanging loose on his shoulders. “What’s the noise about, friends?”

			“I’m afraid Kennah claims your opposite stole his coin purse, Chalca,” said Agnes, feeling a pain in her shoulders from how she had slept the night before.

			Chalca looked at Scylla. She had crossed her own arms over her bosom, her head tilted back, looking down her nose as if appalled by the accusation. “Scylla…” he said.  It was a gentle challenge.

			“Should I take on the habit, Father?” she answered, arching the small of her back. “Consign myself to a nunnery? For thy accusing eyes fill my virgin breast with shame.”

			“Act three, scene five of The King of Calamities, moments before the shocking suicide,” said Chalca. He sighed and approached her. With a liquid movement he took hold of Scylla’s wrist and lifted it, then reached into her shift, between her breasts, and pulled out a leather draw purse. Agnes’s mouth dropped open, wondering how the woman could have secreted it there, as she had seen the pair of them bare and bouncing only a few moments before.

			Chalca turned to Kennah, who seemed even angrier now with his accusation confirmed. Scylla looked ready to weep, though Agnes wasn’t certain if this was an actress’s skill rather than genuine emotion. Chalca held up a hand, the other holding the leather pouch at his side. “Sir Kennah, can you forgive this child of Pember for her transgression? If for no other reason than the two of you shared a night of intimacy?”

			“Sir Auric is an anointed knight,” he said stiffly. “I am not.”

			“Nonetheless, can you find it in your heart to forget this?”

			Chalca was standing in front of Kennah now, only an inch or two shorter than the big man, though otherwise the two could not have been more dissimilar: Kennah, muscled, hirsute, scars on his flesh, the very image of the gruff soldier; Chalca, graceful, poised, a paragon of Pember, god of prophecy and the arts. Kennah seemed suddenly uncomfortable out of his shirt, shifting his feet, but nodded curtly.

			“Then let me return this,” said Chalca, and he took the purse and sunk it deep in Kennah’s trouser pocket, along with the hand that held it. With both of his hands, Kennah shoved Chalca back with brutal force, sending him crashing to the ground.

			“I said not to place your hands on my person, you bloody bender!” barked Kennah. Agnes was over to him in a flash, pushing him back with a palm.

			“Pack your goddamned bags, brother.” Her voice was icy, and to her surprise, Kennah sank back, as though her words were those of the First Lictor herself. Her father had gotten down from Glutton and helped Chalca stand. Scylla dusted him off while Auric made quiet apologies for Kennah’s violence.

			Making a sign against the evil eye, Scylla glared at Kennah. “Baucus isn’t the only one who directs his fury where it doesn’t belong,” she said to the big man as Agnes backed him towards their mounts and belongings. And in that moment, the look of hurt that bloomed on Kennah’s face drained Agnes’s anger.

			The three of them were ready to go in a short while and soon were riding out of the camp of the Blessed. Agnes waved to Chalca and Scylla, who stood at the roadside, again with their juggling pins. Scylla, her thick hair up in ribbons again, waved a pin back at her in farewell. Chalca nodded and smiled a small smile.

			It was four hours later, the three of them traveling in silence, when she saw Kennah begin searching his person. He felt at one trouser pocket, then the other, then pawed more frantically at other places for the item he sought. His shouted curse launched a dozen birds from their perches in a nearby tree.

			“My purse! Fucking bastard must have palmed it!”

			And in unison, Agnes and Auric laughed. Kennah, teeth gritted, said not another word for the rest of their journey.
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			Citadel

			They found the walls of Boudun hung with solemn black banners when they finally reached the city at mid-morning the next day. Someone of importance was dead. The crowds at the Mouth were thick, among them at least four aristocratic retinues, with grand wagons and ornate mounted honor guards, suited in baroque, impractical armor and carrying ceremonial swords. Kennah assessed them with a barely restrained sneer. “The two of us could cut down the lot of them in ten minutes,” he said to Agnes, shaking his head. 

			Agnes nodded in agreement, but her focus was on her father. There were beads of sweat on his forehead, though the morning was fair, and a light wind stirred through the impatient throng. “Papa,” she said, touching his clammy cheek, “you’re feverish.”

			“Aye,” he answered, swaying a bit in the saddle. “These burns fester worse. I need to get to a priest.”

			Agnes made a decision, leading her mount forward through the crowd, several of whom protested with loud curses. “Kennah!” she shouted back. “Mind my father!” The bearded man put a steadying hand on Auric’s good shoulder and waved her on with the other.

			A thin man with a great nose that looked like the head of an axe was clerk at the center gate. He wore an exaggerated frown on his pockmarked face as he scratched with a quill in the battered codex held by a diminutive man in ragged clothing. This doesn’t look promising, she thought. Agnes forced her mount past a few others waiting at the center gate, who objected to her rudeness with varying levels of their own. The barking expletive of a peddler whose cart she banged against drew the attention of the thin man, whose frown grew even more severe.

			“Good morning, citizen,” she began, displaying her broadest smile. “I have a man with an infected wound whom we must get to the Blue Cathedral immediately. I wonder if you would let us enter quickly for the purpose. Belu would bless you for it.”

			“Would she now? Perhaps you’d like me to close the other gates and summon an escort from the palace as well?” The man’s voice was high-pitched and reedy. It suited his features. He waved his quill-wielding hand in a dismissal and returned his attention to the book. “Get back in line with the rest, girl, or I’ll have my guard clap your ass in irons and throw you in the queen’s dungeons for a fortnight.”

			Before Agnes could respond, her tongue like a knife unsheathed, one of the guards, who stood with halberds against the ancient brick of the tower beside the gate, stepped forward. She was a stout woman with a ruddy complexion and short-cropped brown hair, features plain and heavy. She lifted her polearm and aimed it at Agnes’s breast. Agnes reached instinctively for the hilt of her sword but froze when the woman gave her a wink and wide grin of crooked teeth.

			“See there, Clyde,” she said in a deep, rumbling voice, “on the pectoral? That’s a Syraeic star.”

			“What of it?” replied the clerk. “Don’t Syraeics wait with the rest?”

			“When a Syraeic makes a request, it ain’t on a whim,” she said. “Now, she’s gonna go get her friends, and you’re gonna scribble their names in your book and let ‘em pass.”

			“Who’s in charge here?” whined Clyde, his voice rising two octaves as he stomped a petulant foot on the ground. “You’re to follow my orders. I’ll report you to the watch commander for insubordination!”

			“You do that,” she said, lowering the blade of her polearm and bringing it beneath his beak of a nose. “But in the meantime, I’ll beat you bloody, while these boys watch and give me helpful suggestions.” She gestured to a pair of guards who still leaned against the bricks, each wearing a small smile. Agnes sighed with relief.

			“Thank you, friend.”

			“No worries, sister,” said the woman in her deep voice, slapping her breastplate twice. “I once dreamed o’ wearin’ that same star, but I washed out. Can barely write my name—letters seem to dance on a page before me. A Syraeic needs her letters.” 

			Agnes smiled warmly and nodded. The thin clerk called Clyde scowled, but held his tongue, the halberd blade still hovering under his nose. She knew this act of kindness would cost the woman. Not now, but later, when the clerk was clear of her and her blade and could make his complaint to the watch. 

			“Now summon those friends of yours, little sister,” said the woman. “We’ll get you through the Mouth and on your way in two shakes. Just gimme your word you’ll tell Lictor Rae that Mila kept the promise she made all those years ago, all right?”

			“All right, Mila,” said Agnes, her tone sweet. She turned and waved Kennah forward. Her smile vanished when she saw that her father leaned in his saddle against the bigger man, his eyes closed tight, his hair slick on his forehead. Between the two of them, they helped her ailing father stay horsed and made a beeline for the Blue Cathedral, grand temple of the Cult of Belu.
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			Auric was under the priests’ care for four days, and for most of that time it was uncertain if he would survive his wounds. But in the end, the prayers of the priests, including those of Archbishop Hanadis herself, saw him through the ordeal.

			The black banners that greeted them at the Mouth of Boudun were for Crown Prince Kedrech, who had died the same day Agnes left for Daurhim with her Syraeic brothers. It was no great surprise, as Kedrech was well into his seventies and known to be frail. Who would take his place next in line for the throne was the subject of wagers in Boudun’s gambling halls and taphouses, but was otherwise only of academic concern. No one living had memory of any ruler on the throne of Hanifax but Queen Geneviva, sovereign for over one hundred years.

			The Citadel was a hive of activity, even busier than when Agnes was last in its hallowed halls. Try as she might, she could gather no more than rumors of what lay behind the excited commotion. She decided to ask Lictor Rae point-blank, both angry and mystified about the contents of the letter to her father, with its prophecy that either Ruben or Kennah would be killed on their journey. But Pallas Rae was ill herself, tended by a trio of Belu’s priests who refused Agnes an audience; they insisted the lictor must rest.

			Agnes went about her duties, sparring in the training yard with the many novitiate groups recruited to replace the numbers lost last year to the plague. She thought them a sorry lot, and more than once checked herself after giving a few of the cockier novices more lumps than perhaps they deserved. She had to admit that she resented being on the outside of the flurry of activity in the Citadel, the whispered conversations conducted between furtive glances. Secrecy and tension floated in the air like swamp gas, stinking and hinting at poison and mystery. It was an insult that she should be excluded from the circle of secrets. Hadn’t her actions last year saved the League countless more deaths? What if the contagion had spread beyond the walls of the Citadel, across the city, the islands of Hanifax, to its duchies? Hadn’t she earned a seat at the table? Twenty-two years old, yes, that was young, but she was no green initiate. She had demonstrated her mettle in half a dozen Busker ruins since finishing her training. She wasn’t a naïve novice like these too-eager adolescents who tried to impress her in the yard. They thought their feints unexpected and clever, but to Agnes their attacks were announced by their posture and eye movements clearer than any temple gong.

			Several of her peers approached her in the dining hall, or in the corridors of the Citadel, asking about the fate of Ruben. It seemed Kennah was refusing to share details of his death himself. On the few occasions when she had passed Kennah in the halls he was gruff with her as well, offering no more than a curt, perfunctory nod, as one might with a brother or sister whose face was recognized, but whose name one couldn’t quite recall. She thought back on his drunken compliment at the Blessed camp, if she could call it that, rolling her eyes and shaking her head. Kennah, she concluded in that moment, was an idiot. 

			And Agnes worried about her father. She visited him whenever her duties spared her. On the third day of his convalescence, she sat with him for more than an hour, his welfare still uncertain. He slept fitfully, sweaty and twitching like a guilty man the day before hanging, muttering words she couldn’t decipher that still seemed full of consequence. When at last she left his room in the cathedral’s hospital, willing her tears not to fall, she came upon Raimund, the priest with whom she had begun an affair just before the momentous events that had drawn her father back to the League’s business the year before. There was no outward sign that Raimund was upset she hadn’t contacted him since her return, but knowing him as she did, she knew it was there. Instead, he was all sweet kindness, letting her weep in an alcove with him, then whispering an invocation of Belu’s mercy for her father.

			Agnes felt a strange impulse to grab Raimund by his mop of light brown hair and jerk him about. Did he think his little prayer would succeed where the others uttered for her father hadn’t? He must have read the anger on her face, for his expression became sheepish, and he bowed his head.

			“It’s all I know to do, love,” he said, apologizing for his act of compassion.

			“No, no, I’m sorry,” she said, turning away from him and wiping tears from her cheeks. “There’s something evil afoot, and it stands in the way of Papa’s wounds healing. And whatever is happening at the Citadel frightens me.”

			Raimund brushed her hair aside and cupped her cheeks with his hands, softer than her own. Then he kissed her. Agnes closed her eyes, tried to let herself melt into his gentle touch, but an image of her father’s suppurating wound came to her mind’s eye, making her jerk back from his embrace.

			“I’m sorry,” Agnes said, feeling more tears come to her eyes, feeling like a fool. “I have to get back to the Citadel.” Raimund made no protest. Raimund never made any protest. He simply stood and nodded, smiling at her and touching her lightly over her heart, then her forehead. A priestly benediction.

			“Belu bless and protect you, sweetheart,” he said. She found his serenity maddening.
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			It was late morning on the fourth day when Agnes was called from the training yard, hardly having broken a sweat against the novitiate in her charge that day. Her summoner was a goggle-eyed man named Melker, one of the flock of scholars called to Boudun from some distant Syraeic outpost. He informed her that her father had rallied, as had Lictor Rae, and that both waited for her in one of the smaller libraries at the heart of the complex. She sheathed her rapier and pushed past the man, starting down the corridor before realizing she didn’t know which library Melker had meant. She waited for him to catch up and serve as escort.

			The library to which he brought her was known as the Too-Tall Library, because while it was only twenty feet square, the ceiling was two stories above, three of its four walls lined with books and scroll niches. A precariously narrow ladder on wheels was mounted on a rail above to allow scholars with sufficient courage to reach any volume ensconced on its towering shelves.

			A single table occupied the center of the room, dark oak stained and worn with age. Her father was in a high-backed chair, looking wan and tired, but he smiled at Agnes when she appeared at the door. She went to him, stooping down to hug him, again willing herself not to cry. “You’re better, then?” she asked as she stood back from their embrace, feeling stupid.

			“Much better, Agnes,” answered Auric, wincing a bit.

			Lictor Rae sat in another high-backed chair, looking as fragile as a porcelain vase, propped there with pillows, a blanket covering her lap. Her white hair was loose and her wrinkled flesh, paper thin, had a dullness to it, as though the life was leached from it. One hand perched on the knob of a walking cane. The other quaked as she adjusted the velvet patch over her left eye socket, the orb lost in some forgotten ruin years before Agnes was born. “Hello, Agnes,” she said in her hoarse, whispery voice.

			Agnes’s anger at the lictor was still there, but it was muted now, seeing how infirm Pallas Rae appeared. “Hello, Lictor Rae,” she responded with a formal nod. “I’m glad you’ve risen from your sickbed.”

			“Oh, but for how long?” she said with a weak laugh.

			It was then that three more entered the Too-Tall Library. One was Kennah, wearing a simple cloth shirt and breeches rather than the leather armor Agnes had come to believe he wore to bed and the bath. His expression was as sour as ever. He gave everyone a brusque nod and deposited himself like a sack of potatoes on the bench away from the table, set against the bookless wall. The other two Agnes recognized from last year’s inquiry. One was a sorcerer—Helmacht of Aelbrinth—the green gem set in his forehead announcing his vocation. She noted that his hairline had receded considerably since she last saw him. He carried a bundle of scrolls and nodded several times, nervously acknowledging the others in the room. The last to enter was Olbach, blond hair cut short, blue eyes heavy-lidded, his left ear covered with bandages with bits of red seeping through, a wry smile on his face. “Greetings, all,” he said, setting a stack of books on the worn table’s surface. Though the bench was long, he sat down right next to Kennah, who frowned at his arrival.

			“Kennah, the door, if you would,” whispered Rae. Kennah stood, pulled the door shut, and returned to the bench, putting a few feet between himself and Olbach. The linguist seemed unfazed by the big man’s surliness, still smiling and putting a hand to his bandaged ear to tug at the linen. The lictor resumed. “Sir Auric, Agnes, and Kennah, I know you must have many questions for me, and we will answer what we can here today, but let me allow these two bickering old hens here to bring you up to speed on the particulars of our recent revelations.” She touched the table softly with a shaking hand. “Helmacht?”

			The sorcerer had narrow, close-set eyes and prominent worry lines across his forehead, interrupted by the gem set there. At the sound of his name he raised thin eyebrows and began. “For the last year we have worked with the tumultu drafted during the divination conducted on Sir Auric’s Djao blade Szaa’da’shaela by adepts at the Counting House in Serekirk. For the most part we were baffled by it, in the way most tumultu baffle—”

			“I’m sorry,” said Kennah from his bench. “What’s a tumultu?”

			“Simply put, a terribly garbled divination or reading of an object,” answered Helmacht. “And we were nearly ready to surrender Sir Auric’s tumultu to the collection of others that have defied our understanding. But then, we had something of a…well, a breakthrough…”

			Olbach smiled and laced his fingers behind his head. “Lictor Rae has forbidden us from explaining the nature of this breakthrough, the assistance we received.” Helmacht looked fretfully to Rae; the flesh on her face sagged, as though it was as weary as the lictor herself seemed. Agnes was disturbed by the man’s words, though she knew not why. Her father frowned.

			“Are you a coy player of games, then, Olbach?” Auric said, looking at the scholar with not a little contempt. “I’m afraid I have little patience for that kind of nonsense. Lictor Rae, what’s this about?”

			Rae’s tired gaze stayed fixed on Olbach, even after Auric’s question. She took in a deep breath, coughed, then turned to him. “Sir Auric, it is true that I think it best certain aspects of this matter stay hidden from you.”

			“For what purpose? Your letter contained a prophecy, and you knew of the fire that burned down my home, or at least that something terrible had happened. I’m no goddamned novice to be led around the practice yard by the nose!” Her father was on edge, his anger a cauldron ready to bubble over into the coals of the hearth. Agnes thought of her own indignation at being kept from knowing whatever was up, but couldn’t fathom why her father would be kept at arm’s length as well. Hadn’t he saved the League in the Barrowlands last year?

			Rae closed her eye, her thin lips held tight, bleaching them of color.

			“The man does have a point,” muttered Olbach.

			Rae struck her cane against the table, sending a shock through the room. “Olbach,” she said, her voice still calm, “shut up. Sir Auric, I pray you will trust me when I say that this is for the best. I think it essential that you not be distracted from the import of what is happening here by…ancillary matters. Helmacht, continue.”

			The sorcerer, who had been worrying the gem in his forehead with a fat-knuckled hand, nodded. “In a word, the tumultu you brought back from Serekirk is a key. With it we have begun deciphering the Higher Djao pictograms that have confounded us for centuries.”

			Auric’s eyes widened. Kennah gasped. Agnes put a hand to her gaping mouth. The hieroglyphics found in ruined Djao temples and tombs had never been decoded, despite hundreds of years of scholarly examination, divination magic, even necromantic efforts to consult the dead, always a decidedly dangerous endeavor. Higher Djao was the single greatest mystery the League had wrestled with since its founding.

			“Lictor Rae, with respect,” began Agnes after a few moments of stunned silence, “I understand the excitement now, and why scholars from every corner of the empire were summoned. But why the secrecy? Why should we keep this marvelous discovery from the rank and file?”

			“That will be made clear in due time, dear. Let Helmacht continue.” Agnes found the use of an endearment by the lictor vexing, but nodded and sat down in a chair near her father.

			Helmacht sorted through the cluster of scrolls he had brought with him. Olbach’s knowing smile remained in place, the back of his head cupped in his palms. The sorcerer finally placed three scrolls on the table and unfurled them, revealing a hieroglyph on each.

			“We call this one Compassion,” he said, pointing to one pictogram, then pointed to another. “And this, Subtlety.”

			Each pictogram was drawn within the boundaries of a square. Agnes had seen them before in texts she had studied as a novice, the strange, stylized swoops and shapes a muddle to her now as much as they had been back in her student days. “So how do you read them?” she asked.

			“Well, this was a great part of our challenge. Imagine you have a page of unknown script before you. Which way is right side up? Is it to be read from left to right, right to left? Top to bottom, bottom to top? Does the direction you are reading change when you reach the end of a line? What if you believe you are deciphering prose, but instead have a sheet of music in your hand? We assume so much, as our own writing runs left to right.”

			“As does Lesser and Middle Djao,” growled Kennah. “Why shouldn’t their glyphs be read the same way?”

			“That seems the obvious answer,” said Olbach, reaching over to put a hand on the bearded man’s shoulder. This drew a scowl from Kennah, but he managed not to recoil. “But when it comes to the Djao, our assumptions aren’t always rewarded.”

			“In the past year we have managed to decipher fewer than a dozen of the Djao pictograms,” Helmacht said. “Consider this and recall that to date we have identified over seven thousand distinct Higher Djao glyphs. You can do the math. This project will not be completed in the lifetimes of our grandchildren.”

			“Not that you’ll have grandchildren,” whispered Olbach, loud enough for all in the room to hear. Helmacht’s mouth was a thin, tense line and his skin flushed.

			“The proper way to read a Higher Djao glyph,” he resumed, bringing the third unfurled scroll to the fore and tracing it with a finger as he spoke, “is to consider each in four quadrants with an additional point at the center. Start at the outer edge of the left lower quadrant, following that edge up to the right, eventually spiraling into the glyph’s center. For instance, this one.” He tapped a finger at the center of the hieroglyph, dozens of notes scrawled around it in a swirling gyre. “This was the first we decoded. We’re calling it Terrible Purpose.”

			“Bloody purpose is more the like,” muttered Olbach, who had stood up from the bench and now peered over the sorcerer’s shoulder. Helmacht looked back at Olbach, shooting him a quick, sour grimace before turning back to his lesson.

			“This here,” he continued, pointing to a descending cluster of swooping arcs roughly parallel to one another. “It represents the edge of a blade being brought down. Now moving up to the upper left quadrant, this is the neck of a sacrificial victim, awaiting the cut of the knife. As we move to the upper right, we see what looks like raindrops—in fact we believe they are stylized tears, representing regret. Then the lower right and moving in toward the center of the glyph, a great mouth, filled with sharp teeth: this is the recipient of the sacrifice.”

			“The Djao’s bloodthirsty gods,” said her father, nostrils flaring as though assaulted by a rank odor.

			“Yes,” said Helmacht.

			“But what are these tears of regret?” Agnes inquired, pointing to the raindrops. “The victim’s regret that they’re being killed? That seems…um, rather an obvious thing to take up space.”

			“No!” said Helmacht, eyes lighting up. “That’s what’s so fascinating about this particular glyph—the tears are those of the one wielding the knife. The action of sacrificing the victim is done not out of adoration or devotion, but necessity.”

			Agnes’s father said something in a whisper. She turned to him and met his eyes, which were fixed on the glyph but seemed elsewhere. “Father?” Her call summoned him back.

			“Paying ransom,” he repeated more loudly. “A comment made by a Royal Navy captain of my acquaintance regarding the sacrifices sailors make to the gods of the sea. Babaloc and the others. No sailor makes his obeisance to them out of devotion. It’s out of fear. To stave off the gods’ malice.”

			“Exactly,” interjected Helmacht, his head bobbing in vigorous affirmation. “This was the first pebble that began the avalanche. We do not believe the Djao worshiped their foul gods out of any sort of religious love. They were paying ransom to forestall apocalypse. Human sacrifice as the price for survival of the race.”

			The significance of this started to dawn on Agnes, and there was a sick stirring in her heart.

			“It’s not just this particular glyph, nor the rest of what we have managed to decipher,” continued Helmacht. “The prophecies we’ve received—the one that predicted your fire and the lad Ruben’s death, but others as well…well, they call many of our assumptions about the Djao into question. We have always thought them a wicked, bloody-minded people—”

			“As the scriptures confirm,” interrupted Kennah.

			“Exactly,” Rae said, picking up the thread. “What we are discovering is theologically dangerous. If what we have learned so far can be trusted, the Djao did not adore their demonic gods. Those gods held them hostage: the blood of some sacrificed to spare the rest. They had no choice: worship their deities or be destroyed.”

			“In at least two dozen passages, the Divine Codex clearly states that our blessed pantheon wiped out the Djao because of their utter depravity, because they worshiped demon-gods,” interjected Kennah, pulling at his beard in agitation as he spoke. “What you say upends a central pillar of our faith!”

			“Yes,” Rae answered, almost mournful. “So we have kept the knowledge confined to our scholars and diviners and others involved in linguistic work. All have sworn binding oaths, as all of you must now. We have not shared this with any of the cults, including the resident priests of Vanic and Mictilin within the Citadel walls, or our allies in the Church of Belu. All of you must swear absolute secrecy. Under no circumstances can this knowledge go beyond those explicitly initiated into these confidences. At least not yet. Do all of you swear it?”

			Each, one by one, affirmed the oath, Agnes’s father last. There was a brief, solemn silence, broken at last by Kennah.

			“How by Chaeres’ green grotto did you figure all this out?” he asked, eyebrows meeting as he squinted at the glyph on the paper. “Just with the tumultu Sir Auric brought back from Serekirk?”

			“In part,” Olbach responded. His self-satisfied smile held more secrets, Agnes was sure.

			“Again, you are being coy, sir,” she said. She heard the irritation in her voice, wished she had done a better job reining in the emotion. Helmacht held up a hand.

			“It is…complicated. There are factors and subtleties at play which—”

			“The girl is right, Helmacht, Lictor Rae,” interrupted Olbach. “Let’s stop teasing and let them in on the nature of the assistance we’ve received. Lictor Rae, why not enlighten them?”

			“No!” shouted Helmacht. All turned to the sorcerer, whose face was crimson with anger. He closed his eyes and held a hand over the emerald set in his forehead, as though shutting a third eye. He took a deep breath and continued with a false serenity that fooled no one. “No. We needn’t trouble them with that…information, Lictor. Olbach is cruel and careless. He treats this as though it were a theater farce. Sir Auric cannot be burdened with this.”

			Agnes turned from Helmacht to Auric and could sense her father’s anger ready to burst as he faced the aged lictor. “Pallas, you summoned me out of Daurhim, you said you wanted me to know what’s been uncovered. Well, let’s have it all out. I don’t know what secret it is you think should be hidden from me, but I grow impatient.”

			Rae slowly closed her good eye and rubbed the back of a hand on her forehead, letting out a long raspy breath. “Sir Auric, no. I forbid it. I need you to trust my judgment in this matter. It is for your own sake.”

			Agnes took hold of her father’s hand before he could reply. There was something about Pallas Rae’s weariness that told her they mustn’t press further. It frightened her. After a moment, Auric squeezed her hand and spoke, his voice better controlled.

			“Lictor, you have always been direct and honest with me. I want to respect your judgment, as I have in the past. But you are asking a Syraeic brother to set his curiosity aside. That’s as unnatural as expecting an eagle to walk from one tree to the next.”

			Rae’s wet cough was followed by a humorless smile. “Unnatural, you say. How appropriate, that word.” She looked at Auric for a long moment, then at Agnes, her old eye seeming to bore into her soul, intense, examining. Agnes tilted her head back, a childish defiance filling her heart for which she was immediately embarrassed. With effort and a wince of pain, the lictor propped herself up with her elbows on the table, looking again at Auric and then back to Agnes, whose heart fluttered. She would never have predicted what the lictor then said.

			“Agnes,” said Rae, after a few more coughs racked her chest. “Olbach, Helmacht, you will introduce Agnes. Let her determine if we should reveal what we’ve hidden from her father.”

			Agnes turned to Auric and back to Rae, astonished. Helmacht started to speak, but Olbach stepped forward and held a hand up to silence him. “Very well, Lictor,” said Olbach, coming around the table and patting Agnes on the back. “Let’s go lass.” She stood, and his hand was at the small of her back, urging her forward. Helmacht muttered a curse and exited the room. Agnes let Olbach guide her from the library, but she spared a look back at her father, whose face was a mixture of anger and confusion.

			[image: Image]

			They headed through the corridors of the Syraeic complex, at last taking a stairway down several flights into the bowels of the Citadel where Agnes had never ventured. The deeper levels were reserved for the alchemists and sorcerers, about their abstruse and sometimes dangerous pursuits. The sorcerer led the way, his light brown robes fluttering with distress that mirrored the man’s, but Olbach stayed beside her, his hand still at the small of her back, guiding her onward. Agnes resented that hand, feeling its condescension, as though she was a reluctant child needing prompting.

			At the same time, her mind raced, wondering to what secret they escorted her, one that she could see, but her father couldn’t. What was it about the lictor’s face that frightened her? Shouldn’t she be flattered by the trust it indicated?

			“What is it you’re taking me to?” she asked, working hard to keep the anxiety out of her voice.

			“Be ready for a shock,” said Olbach. She could hear the grin on his face, though her eyes were focused on the dancing robes of the sorcerer.

			“What is it?” she said, a bit too sharply. Helmacht was right about this Olbach: he was a cruel man.

			“It’s better if we just show you, Miss Manteo,” answered Helmacht without turning around. “I’ll do my best to address your questions once you’ve had time to take it in. But my unkind colleague is right: brace yourself for something unsettling.”

			Agnes’s heart raced. She took long, slow breaths to calm it, tried to quiet the alarm as they approached a series of heavy oak doors bound with black iron. Helmacht at last stopped at one upon which words of Middle Djao were written in shimmering alchemist’s chalk. The sorcerer drew a ring of keys from a pocket, selected one and inserted it in the lock, whispering the words written upon the door as he did so. She started at the loud, metallic click as he turned the key and pushed his weight against the door.

			Within was a cramped and dusty library, its walls lined with shelves of books of every size and description, naked scrolls and scroll cases stacked precariously as well. A single oil lamp lit the chamber, its flame doing a flickering dance that created strange shadows. There was a large table at the center, covered with scrolls, a few open tomes and writing supplies, two chairs at opposite ends.

			But it was the object at the center of the table that claimed her attention, propped upright in a ceramic bowl. At first, she didn’t recognize it, its eyes milky white, hair matted, dried blood and mud painting the face. It looked to be no more than three or four days separated from its body, but she knew that this could not be the case. Agnes instinctively reached for the hilt of her sword and slapped the other hand over her mouth to stifle a scream.

			“Hello, goddaughter,” said the severed head of Lenda Hathspry. “It’s been an age since last we spoke.”
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			A True and Faithful Recording

			The echo of the door closing behind Agnes and her escorts as they left the Too-Tall Library was the only sound for several minutes. Auric fumed, wondering what Pallas Rae was about with this stunt. Agnes, only four years a field agent, would decide whether he should be fully informed as to where this unexpected bounty of knowledge sprang from? The old woman sat with a frown, staring at the scrolls with their hieroglyphs, one hand on the knob of her cane, the other flat on the table’s surface. There was a brittleness about her that held back Auric’s anger, and a weariness that went beyond her age and infirmity. Kennah still sat on the bench against the bookless wall, looking down at the polished marble slabs of the floor, hands clasped together. In the instant before Auric was ready to break the awkward silence, the lictor spoke.

			“Kennah, would you please give Sir Auric and me some privacy?” The bearded man gave Rae an almost grateful nod and exited the room, shutting the door behind him. She looked at Auric with her one watery eye.

			“You know why I would expect to be fully informed, Lictor,” said Auric in a calm voice that belied the turmoil within. He looked down at his folded hands.

			“Aye,” she answered. “I intend to have Olbach flayed, metaphorically speaking. He’s been increasingly cavalier about these matters of late. I wonder if his immersion in these hieroglyphs and prophecies haven’t somehow unbalanced his mind. He was always a sardonic fellow. Now he grows reckless. I’d sideline him, but I can’t. He’s too crucial to our progress now. Regardless, his chatter complicates this matter. And I must tell you other news, and of another prophecy.”

			Auric’s eyes leapt to Rae’s face. “What?”

			“It was received after Agnes and the boys left, so you know I didn’t keep it from you intentionally. You’ll be called to the queen again soon.”

			It was as though a great icy hand clasped his heart. “For what reason?”

			“A ‘forbidding task,’ are the words. I know nothing more of that, but you will soon. Agnes and Kennah will be summoned with you.”

			“Do we have an oracle hidden in the basements?”

			A humorless smile broke across Rae’s face. “Of sorts.”

			“By the six floating virgins, what the hell is going on in this place?”

			“Something wonderful, in the literal sense of the word. Something terrible. The news that goes along with this latest prophecy concerns the nature of Crown Prince Kedrech’s death. Normally the death of such an old and infirm fellow wouldn’t provoke much curiosity.”

			Auric grimaced. Rae was at least as old as Kedrech had been.

			“What we’ve been able to gather from our informants in the palace is horrifying. An old Aerican man presented himself to the queen, the same day Agnes set out for Daurhim. We have few details. It was a relatively small audience that morning—meeting with Her Royal Highness has become increasingly hazardous over the last several months. She’s grown more capricious and cruel, so wiser petitioners have found other ways to seek redress of grievances and other matters typically brought before the queen. Whatever occurred at that peculiar audience, Her Majesty’s, uh…reaction…none could have predicted it, except perhaps some bloody-minded fantasist. After the Aerican had spoken his piece, she pounced on the crown prince like a wild beast and with her own teeth tore out his throat.”

			“Belu have mercy! This isn’t some lurid gossip?”

			“If only that were so. We trust our source: it was the Grand Chamberlain himself who informed us, Ulwen Bath.”

			“What happened then?”

			“She ate him, or at least parts of him. The petitioners and royal family members present fled, along with officers of the court. The Grand Chamberlain at last worked up the nerve to return to the throne room, enveloped in a necromantic shield of some sort for his protection. He found Her Majesty serene and smiling on her throne, the crown prince’s blood staining her face, hands, and clothing. The palace guard had the Aerican man in shackles before her. She sent him to the dungeons, along with the petitioners who could be located. The story circulates in varying forms in the taverns and bawdy houses of the city, but it’s given no more credence than the other crazy tales about our monarch.”

			Auric sat back in his seat, the still-healing burns radiating needles of pain. “What do the nobility know?”

			“I’m not sure. Some of the families and their agents have been flocking to the city. Some have fled. Everyone has spies at court. The wiser noble houses cultivate sources of information to seek advantage and warning of the next mad pronouncement. Something has leaked out. Gods know what they’ll do about it.”

			Auric’s mind reeled.

			“Our world becomes more disordered,” continued Rae after a moment, “and we don’t know what lunacy will happen next.” She rubbed her good eye with a bony, balled-up fist. “The miraculous matters here at the Citadel happen as the empire’s fate grows more uncertain. Word is the Korsa tribes have united under a single chieftain, someone named Magda. Harkeny is on a full war footing, contending with raid after raid on our northern frontier. The navy reports the Azkayans are making sea raids along the coast of Warwede—”

			“And Queen Geneviva Reges is a bloody cannibal.”

			“Our queen is no longer human. That much has been plain for some time.”

			“The priesthood of Timilis must be reveling in the chaos.”

			“One would assume so.” Pallas Rae’s chest was racked by a coughing fit, but she waved Auric away when he stood to intervene. She wiped spittle from her chin and shook her head. “We are a society of seekers, Auric,” said the lictor, her hoarse voice an intimate whisper now. “Since our founding, over seven centuries ago, the material treasure we have accumulated has always been secondary to the knowledge we’ve gained, despite the slander spoken by others. We’ve shared the wisdom we’ve found when we could, with our rulers, the nobility, the clergy, whoever might benefit from it, whoever could be trusted with it. But we’re also a society of secrets. We’ve hidden some of what we’ve discovered over the years when that knowledge was judged harmful if disseminated. And many of those secrets are hidden from all but a small circle within the League. Do you think this was the right course for us, Sir Auric Manteo, lately of Daurhim?”

			Auric smirked at another dose of pain from his shoulder and the plain meaning of the lictor’s words. “Yes, Pallas Rae, it was and is the right course.”

			“You, sir, did not climb the ladder of the League’s hierarchy. You remained in the field, and then left our company altogether. I have done the bitter, thankless work of an administrator, fiddling with balance sheets, arguing with bureaucrats, smoothing the ruffled feathers of self-important Syraeic showboats. I have earned my place in the inner councils, earned a seat privy to our darkest secrets. For all your scars, you have not.”

			Auric looked down at the table, chastised.

			“I will keep my word,” the lictor continued. “If Agnes thinks you should know more of this matter, you will be informed. But as galling as that is, Auric, you must understand this isn’t about respect, nor should it be read as a disregard for your experience and the great service you have done for the League.”

			“Agnes won’t vote to keep me in the dark, Lictor. This is a pointless exercise. She wouldn’t do that to me.”

			“I pray you are wrong.”

			“I’m not.”

			“I like your daughter, Sir Auric. Agnes embodies everything we hope for in a young Syraeic. Smart, courageous, inquisitive. I’d like to share something with you.” She pointed across the table to the stack of books Olbach had brought with him. “Third from the top, if you would.”

			Auric stood and walked over to the stack, retrieving a red leather volume with gold lettering embossed on the spine: INQUIRY RECORDS – 776YOE, VOLUME 6. That would be about a year into his retirement, Agnes’s first as a field agent. He returned to his seat with the book in his hand.

			“Turn to the twelfth record, fourth interview. Do you know Arla of Ulstermythe? Sir Arla of Ulstermythe, I should say.”

			“I do. She was knighted?” Auric remembered the woman well: sturdy, steady, cantankerous, and with a tremendous appetite. Her consumption of the repast at League celebrations of Revival and Candlerook was legendary.

			“She was, by the queen herself, a few months after you left our company for your retirement.”

			Auric leafed through the book until he arrived at the twelfth record, detailing an expedition into a Busker temple in the western Karnes, in the hills south of Erinsea. He scanned the expedition composition. Agnes’s name was among their number. He skipped the first three interview transcripts until he reached Arla’s.

			BEING A TRUE AND FAITHFUL RECORDING OF INQUIRY, BUSKER EXPEDITION 776f—G: “THE SUBLIME TEMPLE OF THRENODY” / SUBJECT: SIR ARLA OF ULSTERMYTHE / CITADEL THEATER / ON THE TWENTY-SECOND DAY OF THE NINTH MONTH, YEAR OF EMPIRE 776 / U. BEMBRY, RECORDING / CERTIFIED BY PRESIDING LICTOR, OZRIN TEMBRECH / SANCTIO: TRUTH-SPEAKER FAUSTON REEVE OF THE FOURTH PILLAR

			Ozrin, Auric’s first preceptor. He thought wistfully of the clever man, saw the burn scars marring the right side of his face that cut the second half of his smile away. He owed so much to that man. Just one of the many victims carried off by last year’s plague.

			“Skip to the last few pages, to the top of the page that begins mid-sentence—Sir Arla is speaking of an encounter that cost a life. Sir Arla is noted as SAU, LO for Lictor Ozrin.” Auric nodded, turning to the text.

			—slick with condensation. As I’ve said, the place was humid. Those hills are shot through with hot springs. Pickney slipped and broke his damn ankle. Boy’s bones must be hollow like a bird’s.

			LO: We’re familiar with the many injuries of Mr. Pickney.

			(LAUGHTER)

			SAU: So as we stood about waiting for Hackle to heal the ankle—Belu bless his memory—Agnes notices what looked to me like pock marks in the wall. She studies them and figures that they’re a musical phrase. I remarked that the humidity must be starting to make her brain damp, ‘cause they look like no more’n pock marks to me. But then I see it, too. Our piper for the expedition steps up then—honestly, Darla Kemp needs to be worked like a dog in the practice yard to build up her endurance. We climb one wall and she’s wheezing like she just scaled the Wyskings. Well, Darla studies the notes and pulls out her flute, and she starts to play the sequence—

			LO: Without your consent?

			SAU: No, no. I gave her the nod.

			LO: Fine.

			SAU: Anyway, it was an odd, mournful tune, wormed its way right into your heart to make you weep. Darla’s playing the tune a third time through, when—remember how hot it is in there—a bead of sweat rolls down her forehead into her eye—

			FR: The left or the right eye, Sir Arla?

			SAU: Vanic shit, Fauston! What bloody difference does it make?

			FR: There’re some discrepancy with the matter.

			SAU: Goddamned truth-speakers! You sit up there in the cheap seats and niggle away at minutiae, looking for conspiracy! I don’t remember what goddamned eye the sweat fell into! Why don’t you—

			LO: Sir Arla doesn’t recall which eye, Truth-Speaker Reeve. May we continue?

			FR: For now.

			SAU: Oh, thank you, Fauston. May Tolwe strike me down if I deceive you on the crucial matter of that fucking bead of sweat.

			LO: Sir Arla…

			SAU: Yes. Well, the sweat dripped into one of her two eyes…

			(LAUGHTER)

			SAU: And it made her toot out a sour note. That’s when three worm-like…things squeezed their way out of some other holes in the wall, no bigger than my thumb, dark red, like blood congealing into a scab. And they stank. It’s like Babaloc hisself rose up from the deep and let out a titanic fart. Horrible. All of us start coughing as the things drop to the ground and start to grow. Big, fat, with th’ posture of a cobra, arching up for a strike, only a cobra that’s six feet tall. Three of ‘em.

			LO: Where is Miss Manteo?

			SAU: She’s standing next to Darla, coughing with the rest of us, but she manages to draw her rapier before anyone else can react. When these things rear up, they open their…faces, I suppose. Just a big round maw of nasty-looking teeth, like a leech. They hissed—made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. So Agnes lunges forward at one of ‘em just as it’s about to make a strike at Darla, again, like a serpent. Agnes skewers the thing in what I’ll call its chest. Vanic’s balls, that girl is quick. The thing lets out a horrific squeal and leans back. Agnes pulls out her blade and shoves it in again, then drags the edge down to open the wound wide. Some awful stuff spills out of the beast and it collapses to the floor in a messy puddle of blood and innards.

			LO: She killed one of them before anyone else even reacted?

			SAU: Marcator be my judge, yes. What a gem that one is. The gods will’ve blessed the League—

			Auric stopped reading for a moment, thinking back over the years, trying to recall another occasion on which Arla of Ulstermythe had a kind word for another agent, let alone effusive praise. He returned where he had left off.

			SAU: Marcator be my judge, yes. What a gem that one is. The gods will’ve blessed the League with that one if she can overcome that taint.

			LO: Taint?

			SAU: Well…

			LO: What do you mean?

			SAU: Her father is Auric Manteo.

			LO: Yes. What of it?

			SAU: Well, sort of fell to pieces, that one.

			(MUTTERING FROM THE GALLERY)

			SAU: No disrespect. Thought he was bound for Kenther for certain. Glad of it when it didn’t happen. Bad business, what happened to him and his people. You know the man well?

			LO: Indeed. I precepted him when he showed up on our doorstep.

			SAU: Surprising that he was nearly an asylum resident. You never know who’ll break under th’strain, right? I don’t want to call it weakness…

			(STIRRING IN GALLERY)

			HELMACHT OF AELBRINTH: You seemed comfortable calling her parentage a taint only moments ago, Sir Arla.

			SAU: A poorly chosen word.

			HA: Are you a neophyte? One does well to choose words carefully at an inquiry, especially if one slanders another agent.

			(SILENCE)

			LO: Sir Arla?

			SAU: I apologize. The suggestion was unkind and unnecessary. 

			LO: Back to Miss Manteo then.

			SAU: She brings to memory Lenda Hathspry, wouldn’t you say?

			LO: Aye. Others have said as much. Lenda was her godmother.

			SAU: She was another gem.

			LO: Agreed. I precepted her as well, with great assistance from Auric Manteo, I would add.

			(SAU COUGHS)

			SAU: Yes. But back to Agnes. The girl is a natural swordswoman, observant, clever. She freelances a bit more than is wise, but for the most part she’s able to show restraint if chastised. Rare in so young an agent.

			LO: I might have said the same about her father, twenty years ago. Or Lenda Hathspry for that matter.

			SAU: Point taken, Lictor. You’ve already had my apology.

			LO: Yes. Nonetheless, the original slur is in our record now, along with my rebuke. Perhaps you can continue your narrative without further bilious opinions.

			SAU: Fine, fine. Agnes spilled the insides o’ one of the serpent-leech creatures and dropped it to the ground. At the same moment, another was attacking me, and the third had launched itself at Pickney and our priest, Hackle. The beast’s mouth affixed itself to Hackle’s back, again, much like a leech, albeit a hundred times larger. Hackle screamed and the thing started to suck—its whole body undulates and there’s a sick slurpin’ sound. Hackle’s flesh was lily white in seconds, and he seemed t’wither, as though all his juices were bein’ drawn out of him. I foiled the attack of the beast on me, raised my arm up so its toothy hole caught hold of my vambrace. I was whacking at it with my blade and Darla was muttering Middle Djao mumbo jumbo. Out of the corner of my eye I caught Agnes lunging again at the beast attached to poor Hackle. It was bloated, half again as big as it was. When she penetrated its pulsin’ hide, a jet of blood shot from the hole she made, like a fuckin’ geyser. And it wasn’t the beast’s blood.

			(UNINTELLIGIBLE MUTTERING FROM THE GALLERY) 

			LO: Really, people, are we quivering children? Sir Arla, please continue.

			SAU: Yes. Understand, Pickney’s ankle wasn’t fully healed. He’s on his backside, proppin’ himself up with his arms while Hackle called down Belu’s bounty when th’ things appeared. He scuttled back at the first attack but found courage enough to draw his blade by the time Agnes stabbed the second creature. Anyway, that fountain of Hackle’s blood subsided, Agnes covered head to toe in a gallon of it, and the thing detached itself from the priest—who was dead now, understand—and turned its ‘head’ to Agnes. Its maw was dripping with Hackle’s blood and—Vanic gut me for a liar if this isn’t true—sort of…smiled at her. A terrible, bloody grin.

			(MUTTERING IN THE GALLERY)

			LO: Hmm.

			SAU: The truth! Agnes paused a shred of a second, then pulled her rapier from the wound and stabbed it again, drawing her dagger at the same time and laying into it with that as well. Now Darla had cast some shrivelin’ charm at the beast attacking me, allowin’ me to open its belly and pry its teeth off my leather. I ran over to Agnes to join her against the beast and now three of us, including Pickney, who’s on the ground still, mind ya, are stabbing and hacking at the thing. It was literally the bloodiest thing I’ve ever witnessed. The beast did nothing to shield itself from our blows, just let us butcher it. We didn’t kill it so much as hack it to bloody bits.

			LO: You paint a vivid image.

			(LAUGHTER)

			SAU: Agnes Manteo deserves that commendation I put her up for. Don’t know how that fight might have gone had she not taken the first down and hurled herself at the second.

			LO: Yes, I’m afraid we won’t be able to honor that request, sister.

			SAU: And why the hell not? She earned it, and then some!

			(MUTTERING FROM THE GALLERY)

			LO: We are lowering Miss Manteo’s career trajectory for a bit. 

			SAU: What? What on earth for?

			LO: It is a matter that needn’t concern you.

			Auric’s face flushed. He knew why. He had written letters to the Lictor’s Council, begging them to prevent Agnes’s rapid advancement. He had called in favors to retard her career, to protect her from harm. It was the cause of their rift, when she found out about his machinations behind the scenes. It shamed him now. Tomas, dead in his first Busker tomb. Marta, dead by her own hand. Lenda, killed by hungry corpses in a Djao temple ruin, nothing but her brutalized head brought back to the Citadel for burial. He couldn’t bear the thought of Agnes dead as well.

			“What is the point of showing me this, Lictor Rae? Are you saying Agnes will keep whatever secret you have as a way of paying me back for delaying her career with the League?”

			“Good heavens, no, sir. Dear Agnes still has something of the girl in her, but she’s not a vindictive woman. We held Agnes back, Sir Auric, not you.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“This is but one example of ways in which Agnes stood out, showed that she was destined to be an exemplary agent of the League. But the Lictor’s Council opted to slow her down because we concluded such rapid advancement would see her in a funerary urn before she was with us half a decade. She needed a more subordinate role, to learn some of the less glamorous aspects of being an agent. Still does, in fact. We kept this fact from her and you concluded your requests were respected. Frankly, had we not reached the conclusion ourselves, I would have personally suggested you take your letters and shove them up your bunghole.”

			Auric found the obscenity from her mouth an odd shock, but nodded. “Fair enough.”

			“You don’t know everything, Sir Auric. You are not a lictor of the League, never wished to be. There are things we keep compartmentalized and hidden for the good of our brotherhood, but also for the good of its individual members. Agnes will decide if you need to know more. I have faith she will see our reasoning. If not, well, I’m wrong about the woman she is, and that particular secret will be revealed to you. Now, if you don’t mind, I will try to rest myself while we wait for Agnes to return.”

			Rae closed her eye and adjusted the velvet patch over the empty socket it covered with her shaking hand. 

			Auric sat contemplating the lictor’s words, then spent the next two hours reading the transcripts of all the inquiry interviews, including that of Agnes. His heart swelled with pride at how she conducted herself: with modesty, deference to the seniority in the room. Her story was told in a way that was systematic, and her answers to questions lacked the typical defensiveness of younger agents. But it was also about the way others spoke of her. Sometimes as Miss Manteo, sometimes as Agnes, sometimes as Peregrine. What a fine person his daughter had become. What parent wouldn’t look on such a child with enormous satisfaction? He wondered how much he was responsible for. How much of who she was because of her mother, Marta, how much from the teaching and influence of Lenda?

			What a joy, he thought to himself, to find you would both love and respect your child, even if no familial attachment existed. Still, he hoped she would decide he had a right to know what all this hubbub was about, despite Rae’s lecture. How could she not?

			There was a knock at the door of the Too-Tall Library. Lictor Rae, whom Auric thought was sleeping, bade the knocker enter. He sat up with a start, realizing he was edgy with anticipation. It was Kennah, looking as solemn as ever. The corners of Auric’s mouth turned down with disappointment, but as he walked through the doorway, Agnes appeared behind him, dwarfed by the big man. Auric made to stand, smiling, but stopped. Agnes’s face froze him in his seat.

			Her skin was pale, as though the leech thing he’d read of had bled her dry, and her eyes were puffy and red from crying. He could see her laboring to keep from weeping again, her lips quivering slightly, a twitch at the corner of her eye.

			“Sweet Belu, daughter!” exclaimed Auric. “What happened?”

			Agnes shook her head back and forth, biting her lower lip. Kennah stood behind her now and put an awkward, comforting hand on her shoulder. She turned to look at it, and it seemed she might rebuke the bearded man’s gesture, but instead she looked at her father. He couldn’t read what was behind her eyes. She had witnessed something terrible.

			“Agnes, dear, I see you have been informed,” said Rae, as calm as if she was making a supper invitation. “Can you share your judgment with us? Should your father be informed as well?”

			Agnes looked at Pallas Rae. There was some anger there, and other feelings Auric couldn’t decipher. Agnes turned to him, her expression a skirmish of emotions, her eyes pleading. She made to speak, then put a hand over her mouth, as though to catch the words from falling out. Kennah kneaded her shoulder. After a moment more, she spoke.

			“I’m sorry, Father. No, Lictor Rae. Under no circumstances should we share this piece of information with Auric Manteo.”
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			The Queen of Calamities

			Agnes stayed isolated in her small room at the Citadel for three days, sleeping as much as she could with the aid of a foul-tasting draught provided by League alchemists at Pallas Rae’s direction. Her father checked in on her once a day, respecting her need for isolation—and, it seemed, her decision to keep him blissfully ignorant. Perhaps it was only the apparent impact her ordeal had had on her that held her father’s questions at bay. Whatever the reason for his deference, she was grateful. Kennah came and sat with her on the second day, his usual taciturn self, with no words of wisdom or comfort, nothing to share beyond his quiet, brooding presence. He didn’t ask her what she had seen, either. That filled her with gratitude as well.

			Barely a minute passed during her semi-seclusion when an image of her godmother’s severed head, bloody and smiling, didn’t appear before her mind’s eye. Aunt Lenda—if Lenda it was, and not some cruel Netherworld spirit’s masquerade—had no explanation for how she still occupied that fragment of her flesh. She called her state “an astounding predicament.” Other, more apt terms came to Agnes’s tongue, and she spoke them aloud sometimes in her solitude. Early in that terrible session with her godmother, she had to suppress an image in her mind of drawing her weapon and hacking the abomination into little pieces, just so that it would stop talking, talking as though nothing was amiss. And there—how her mind still went back and forth between calling it her, Lenda, and it, thing.

			“No doubt I am strange to you,” Lenda had said, sporting the cock-eyed smile she had worn so often in life. “But you will grow used to it, as I have.”

			Never, she thought. Belu grant I never get used to it.

			Lenda told her many things in the hour they spent together: that she now possessed Second Sight and had some special connection to the Djao and all aspects of their culture. How she had aided the linguists’ and sorcerers’ employment of her father’s tumultu to begin deciphering the Higher Djao pictograms.

			“You tease, Lenda, revealing only bits and pieces,” said Olbach, as though he were speaking with any other colleague. “I think you hide much.”

			“Come near to my mouth again, Olbach,” said Lenda with a red-toothed smile. “I’ll whisper more secrets to you.” The linguist blanched at that, his hand reflexively shielding the stained bandages on his ear.

			Auric had told Agnes of his last expedition as a Syraeic to the Barrowlands, in fragments at least; had shared that he was found wandering in the wilderness with Lenda’s head, half out of his mind. A notion entered Agnes’s thoughts and she had to suppress a lunatic giggle. Not half so mad as I feel right now.

			Much of their dreadful session was spent with it telling Agnes things only the real Lenda would know, attempting to convince her that this was indeed her beloved godmother, or at least what remained of her—literally. Maybe it was. But there was something else on board, a subtle, intricate malice, looming just below the surface; it set Agnes’s teeth on edge. Perhaps it was Lenda, but horribly changed—not only her flesh came back mutilated from the Barrowlands. Somehow her soul was spoiled as well.

			Later in the hour, Lenda prophesied that the queen would soon summon Agnes and her father, and Kennah, too, to an audience. She would ask them to undertake a great task for her. The queen would provide some aid for this quest but would also have strange conditions by which they’d have to abide. And at last, Lenda gave Agnes the most ominous news: that the queen had developed a taste for human flesh, and that she had better be most careful in Her Majesty’s presence. Nothing, after all, would prevent Her Royal Highness from adding sweet and tender Agnes to her tasting menu.

			When it was all over, it took Agnes well over an hour to compose herself, after consuming a little cake cooked up by the alchemists to steady her nerves—she had a new appreciation now for the alchemists. And Helmacht did his best to provide some awkward comfort. When she finally headed back to the Too-Tall Library, she nearly lost all control again the moment she set eyes on her father. He must never see the travesty she had just seen: it would murder his mind, it would tear his heart asunder. What good would his knowing of her godmother’s unspeakable, cursed existence do for him? It could only cause harm, irreparable harm. Lenda had been closer than a sister to her father, a friend to her mother, a member of their family. Her death was a blow—this was worse. Supernatural agencies were alive and playing hideous games with the world, toying with their lives—Agnes felt it more vividly than ever before.

			Late on the third day of her emotional convalescence, Pallas Rae came to her cubicle, bringing with her a jug of chilled apple cider. Agnes loved it as a child, she still loved it as a grown woman, enough that she preferred it with meals to wine, making her a target of much ribbing from her Syraeic peers. The aged lictor carried it in herself, no small thing given how much she relied on the cane to ambulate these days. She poured Agnes a cupful and sat on the edge of her bed, where Agnes reclined.

			“You’ve suffered much since I sent you to fetch your father, Agnes.”

			Agnes didn’t answer, looking back at the old woman over the rim of her tumbler as she sipped at the sweet beverage.

			“Lenda was responsible for the prophecies in the letter you delivered to your father. It was she who told us he must be brought back to the Citadel, for the events that would unfold—are unfolding. I’m sorry I could not tell you that one of the boys would be killed. But she also had told us that both messengers would die if we sent only two of you.”

			Agnes scoffed. “It was stupid chance that killed Ruben. A bandit with shaky aim, younger than I was when I entered the Citadel. His death was meaningless and random. Any one of us could have caught that arrow in our eye.” Even then she wasn’t sure she believed her own words. 

			“Nevertheless, her prediction proved true, as did the one about the incident in Daurhim, your father’s home. Nothing she has told us has turned out false, Agnes.”

			“How long has she been like that?”

			“After your father brought her back to us, when our priest of Mictilin began burial preparations. We’ve kept it suppressed, of course. Only the lictors and a few other high-ranking agents knew of it. Even now the circle who know of Lenda’s existence is small, limited to only a tiny fraction of the linguists working on the Higher Djao project.”

			“And what’s behind this dark miracle? Is it really my godmother?”

			Rae lifted her palms up, shaking her head. “Who knows? It’s powerful necromancy, though none of our sorcerers can identify its source. She spoke to us little until we brought your father’s tumultu to her last year. Before that, I myself spoke to her only twice, soon after I was recalled from my post in the east and raised to the Lictor’s Council here. I pressed her for what I was sure were her secrets, goaded her to stop the evasive half-answers to our questions. She told me that I was impertinent, but that she would gift me with the true name of the beast that had taken my eye, thirty-seven years ago. It was a demon, in one of the Sea Lord caves in Warwede, if you haven’t heard the tale. When she whispered that name in my ear, I lost control of my bladder. I wet myself with terror. I never knew this woman in life, but from what I’ve read and heard about her from agents who did, I can’t believe that thing in the cellars is Lenda Hathspry.”

			“She knows things only Aunt Lenda would know.”

			Rae shrugged again. “Don’t underestimate the wiles of the Netherworld and the malign spirits who call it home, lass. She calls herself Lenda, and we oblige her. But there’s a cold…” The lictor paused, mulling over the word she needed.

			“Malice?”

			“Yes, malice. That captures it perfectly. She aids us now, true. But a malevolence lurks there, barely concealed. Sometimes it peeks out. And it bites, Agnes. It frightens me and haunts my dreams. As it will yours, no doubt. Forgive me for exposing you to it. Damn Olbach and his wagging tongue! If he weren’t so essential to the progress we make, I’d have him posted to the Counting House in Serekirk, rechecking translations of stelae until the homecoming of Saint Paernada. I saw no other way to shield your father from this thing. He only trusts you. I’m sorry you must shoulder this burden.”

			Agnes was certain that her sleep would be haunted by this, too, though the draught the alchemists had given her provided dreamless slumber. Like every other Syraeic, she had nightmares on occasion, but strangely enough they didn’t feature what she had seen in the Busker ruins she had explored. And she had encountered some real nightmares there indeed. No, her nightmares involved her mother, hanging from a beam in their cellar, and her brother, broken in half, haunting some old Busker tomb. And her father. Dreams of incurring his disapproval, a vinegary look of disappointment. Those seem the fears of a sheltered child now, she thought sourly.

			[image: Image]

			It was just before dawn the next day that the summons came from the palace, in the form of a barely legible note scrawled in a spindly hand on the richest creamy vellum.

			Harken! Let no man delay the bearer of this royal command.

			I, Geneviva Reges the First, Imperatrix of the Hanifaxan Isles and its dependent Duchies and Earldoms, Scourge of the Azkayans, both Mother and Father to Her People, do hereby command the immediate presence of Syraeics Sir Auric Manteo, Miss Agnes Manteo, and Sir Kennah Rolenwy on this, the Tenth Day of the Sixth Month of Y.o.E. 779. Any who impede thy swift attendance shall suffer imprisonment or other just and royal punishment.

			– Geneviva Rex

			“It seems you are made a knight, Sir Kennah,” commented Pallas Rae, who had assembled the three of them in her study. She again scanned the page held in her trembling hand.

			Kennah scratched his beard and grunted. “With the respect you’re due, Lictor, I do not find that funny.”

			“Nor do I joke, lad. You were addressed in an official communication from the crown as a knight of the realm. This slip of paper likely made its way through the royal bureaucracy. I’m sure arrangements are being made as we speak. Prepare yourself for some pomp on your visit.”

			Some buried part of Agnes wanted to break out in laughter at the look of flailing chagrin on Kennah’s face. But the residue of her shock, the vision of her godmother’s loquacious, disembodied head, swam before her, casting a morbid pall over everything. Her father stood near her, hovering protectively; she caught him watching her from the corner of his eye, exuding fatherly concern. Or perhaps, she thought more darkly, he waited vulture-like, ready should her resolve crumble and the truth come bursting forth from her lips. She wanted to be rid of it, to vomit it from her insides where it lurked, bubbling evilly, like a dose of slow-acting poison. 

			The boy who delivered the summons had a haunted look in his eyes and a timorous demeanor. Teeth stained black like the rest of the royal family, he was some minor relative of the queen, a six- or seven-times great-grandson, performing the task of a lowly page. He told them, in an oddly distant, sing-song voice, that they needn’t primp: there would be no need for courtly attire—Her Majesty expected only alacrity. Agnes donned her leather armor, as did Kennah. Her father found a cuirass that fit him in the League armory, his own lost in the fire. It was only when they were already on their way that Agnes noticed a bloodstain on her armor. She couldn’t be sure if the blood belonged to Ruben or the older bandit she had killed.

			When she walked out into the brilliant sunlight and blue of a cloudless sky, it felt surreal, like some fairy tale she couldn’t quite bring herself to believe. She only half-listened to the nervous lecture her father delivered to her and Kennah as they walked to the palace, about court protocol and allowing him to speak for them before the queen. Agnes’s mind was a muddle. She had never been to the palace before—that was generally reserved for Syraeics petitioning access to the Barrowlands, or for those who had secured an especially sizable treasure haul from Busker ruins. But there was no excitement, not even fear at the fabulous and dreadful things she had heard about the queen and her court. How could anything be more frightening than the waking nightmare she had witnessed in the cellars of the Citadel?

			Auric startled her by taking hold of her shoulder just before the three of them reached the gates of the palace. “Brace yourself, daughter,” he said in a stern whisper. “Be ready for some courtly madness…and be careful.” Her father’s warning seemed a queer thing. Wasn’t she already swimming in madness? And if not, at least she stood at the shore, having dipped her toe in its unquiet waters.

			And the tide is coming in.

			They were quickly ushered through the gates, met there by a gray-haired woman with a pale green peridot set in her forehead: a binding gem denoting her status as a chamberlain, a court sorcerer and person of importance. She showed no courtesy, not bothering to tell them her name, only bidding them follow with an impatient, beckoning finger. They passed through the marble-paved square and entered the grand palace complex, bristling with looming towers and ramparts, dozens of green and gold banners featuring the sword-wielding griffin rampant, emblem of the empire. The great entry hall did manage to awe her, the broad barrel-vaulted ceiling of the long chamber forty feet overhead, decorated by frescoes of gods and angels looking down from the clouds. But rather than pass through the yawning arch at the far end, the sorcerer led them through a small door hidden behind a wall tapestry. They wound through a maze of torch-lit, low-ceilinged halls, suffocating and oppressive after the cavernous entry chamber. 

			Agnes’s father whispered to her again, his breath hot in her ear, tinged with alarm. “This is not the right way.” She looked at him now, worried. “Chamberlain,” he said, loudly now, his words strangely muffled by their claustrophobic environs, “this is not the way to the throne room. I thought we were to have an audience with Her Majesty.”

			“It is not, and you are,” was all the woman said, not bothering to look back at them.

			After a few more twists and turns, the hallway ended at a wall, plain but for a weird sigil etched in the plaster. The woman tapped her fingers in a strange rhythm on the glyph, chanting some breathy words of Middle Djao. A doorway appeared, and they walked through at the invitation of the chamberlain’s outstretched arm.

			The room beyond was an ornate bedchamber, an enormous bed canopied with silks at its center. The décor was rich, but the place had the stink of meat gone bad, despite the perfumed candles whose flames also provided a flickering, otherworldly illumination. Several attendants hovered around a figure, some writing in books with quills, others preparing her wardrobe. That figure was the Queen of Hanifax, wearing nothing but dingy, antique undergarments, frilly and baroque. Her flesh was a dirty bone white and as thin as a pastry flake, blue veins prominent beneath. The impossibly wrinkled flesh had worn away from her chin so that her jawbone was exposed, and her teeth were blackened with rot. But it was her eyes that most horrified Agnes: they were crimson and feral, like some prowling night predator, alive with animal menace. Agnes reached reflexively for her sword, but of course it wasn’t there. No weapons were permitted in the presence of the queen, save those of her guard.

			A young maidservant—who had the look of someone tasked with feeding a bear known to take swipes at caretakers—helped fit an elaborate red wig over the queen’s nearly bare scalp, its tresses sewn through with pearls black and ivory. The girl fussed with the hairpiece, but after a few moments, the queen shooed her away with a careless swing of her hand. One of her long black nails grazed the poor maidservant’s cheek and a thin red line appeared there and began bleeding copiously. The girl emitted a cry of surprise, then burst into tears when the hand she put to her cheek came away red. She staggered backward, but was caught by two of her peers, who hustled her from the bedchamber, one muffling her agitation with a dusting cloth. This was the moment the sorcerer chose to introduce them.

			“Your Highness,” said the chamberlain, hands folded and head bowed. “Sir Auric, Sir Kennah, and Agnes Manteo, here by your command.”

			The queen’s head turned and fixed on them. It was as though an entire cohort of archers with arrows nocked and bowstrings drawn stood ready to launch a flurry of missiles in their direction. Agnes saw the piercing intelligence in those terrible eyes now and saw the folly of her earlier belief that the horror she experienced with her godmother Lenda couldn’t be outdone. It was as though she had challenged the gods to prove her wrong.

			“Sir Auric, it is good to see you again,” said the queen, her voice incongruously that of a vibrant young woman. “We were informed that your actions last year succeeded, and the plague that afflicted the Citadel was indeed lifted.”

			Her father kept his eyes averted as he spoke. “We succeeded, Your Majesty, yes. Thanks to the kind permission you provided the League.”

			“But with your expedition complete, you left our capital without presenting yourself, again.”

			He paused for a heartbeat before responding. “I apologize profusely, Your Highness. Having suffered some terrible losses, I was in mourning and not thinking clearly. I hope you can find it in your heart to forgive my careless transgression, inadvertent though it was.”

			Head bowed with her father and Kennah, Agnes risked an upward glance. The queen stared at her father with a molten intensity. She was reminded of the performance of the Blessed of Pember, on their journey to the city. The production they rehearsed was entitled The King of Calamities. Here now before her, studying her father as a viper does a mouse, was a queen who merited the title. Agnes was ready for a scarlet beam of wrath to shoot forth from those alien eyes, but then something deadly passed and the queen nodded.

			“We excuse you for this failure, Sir Auric, but only because you have served us well in the past. Why do you present yourself to us now?”

			Auric hesitated again. “Your Majesty, we received a summons this morning, before the cock crowed. We were to present ourselves to you immediately.”

			The queen looked about her, confused—if a cadaver could appear confused. “Where is my clerk?” she asked, peering from one servant to another. One of the men with book and quill stepped forward, bowed deeply, and held the bow. “Your Highness, you did. You insisted on writing the note with your own hand soon after you rose from bed.” He reached in his book and removed a sheet of papyrus and held it out to her, eyes still focused on the marble floor. “I made a copy of it, Majesty, for the archives.” 

			Geneviva snatched it from him and her crimson eyes scanned the words urgently, as though they might fly away before she finished. She looked again at Agnes’s father, then to Kennah. Agnes steered her gaze back to the floor the second before those eyes lighted on her. Her heart slammed against the wall of her chest, as though it wanted to break free and flee without her.

			“I do not recall writing this note, Marco,” the queen said in an icy tone. “Who else was present when this alleged summons was drafted?”

			“Your Highness,” answered the clerk with a quavering tone, “I was present, as was the Lady Courlan, and Countess Ilanda. They assisted you as you were about your morning toilet, and I was taking dictation of your orders regarding the levies for the eastern regiments. The countess reminded you of their arrival in the city and you called for ink and paper.”

			The malice vanished from the queen’s voice when again she spoke. “Ah, Ilanda! Where are you child?”

			“She attends the Sunrise Liturgy at the Blue Cathedral, Highness,” said a tall, plain woman in an elegant gown, elaborate make-up marking her as a member of the aristocracy. “I can affirm what Marco has told you. And the countess asked that she be summoned as well when Sir Auric and his party arrived.”

			“Then depart, Lady Courlan, and see to it my darling is brought to our chambers!” Lady Courlan curtsied and left the room. The queen’s attention was drawn back to the three of them. “And you are Sir Kennah? When was it you were knighted? And by whom?”

			Agnes heard Kennah stir and set eyes on the queen for the first time; unlike Agnes, he had managed to stay appropriately deferential, averting his eyes the whole time they were in the bedchamber. He made to speak, but the words caught in his throat like a poorly chewed bolus of meat.

			“Good gods,” the queen shouted, “you’re an ape of a man! Are we to assume you are mute, or does that shaggy beard muffle your words?”

			Kennah found his tongue, though Agnes heard the alarm in his voice. “Your Highness, it may have been an error. I have not been anointed a knight.” Agnes felt her father stiffen next to her.

			“An error, Sir Kennah?” said the queen in a calm, girlish voice. “Whose error would this be? Would it be the error of the note’s author, which we were told was ourselves?”

			“Your Majesty,” interjected her father, “I believe Sir Kennah refers to the error of his not being knighted before being presented to you. As you addressed him in the letter as an anointed knight, we assumed you wanted this done. Perhaps someone neglected to see the ceremony performed, or assumed you wished to bestow the honor yourself.”

			“And what has Sir Kennah done to merit this elevation?” Queen Geneviva’s red eyes were still fixed on poor Kennah, who did his best to remain as motionless as a tree stump.

			“I do not know, Majesty,” said her father. “But then I don’t pretend to possess your discernment.”

			The queen’s head, seeming now to Agnes more skull than flesh, nodded slowly, still staring at Kennah. “Marco!” she snapped, causing all in the room to jump. “Bring us that priest of Marcator who yammers on at our Privy Council. Make certain he has his vestments and a sword.”

			“Father Elberlin, Majesty?”

			“Unless there are additional priests of Marcator on our Privy Council who have escaped our notice.” The clerk Marco left the room by the same door Lady Courlan had employed. Geneviva looked around at the people in her bedchamber, then landed upon the three of them again, still bowing before her. “And this is your daughter, Sir Auric? Agnes by name?”

			“Proudly, Majesty, she is.”

			“You named her?”

			“Her mother chose the name. It belonged to a favorite aunt.”

			“Ah, yes. It’s common enough among the merchant and artisan classes, is it not?” Her father didn’t answer. “Let me have a closer look at you, dear. Approach me.”

			Agnes wasn’t sure how she managed, but she walked toward Imperatrix Hanifaxa, a rot-toothed skull sitting atop ancient flesh and bones that refused to lie down for proper internment. The odor of rotting meat intensified. Agnes couldn’t be sure if the long black nails at the end of the bony fingers coming to cup her chin were lacquered, or if that was their natural color. An image of the maidservant’s bloody cheek leapt to her mind, and she was reminded of what Lenda told her those talons and teeth had done to the crown prince. She dared not move when those cold fingers touched her.

			“Pretty, Sir Auric. She has your peasant’s nose, but it looks as though she must have inherited the rest from her mother. Even that flock of freckles is becoming.”

			“Her friends at the Citadel call her ‘Peregrine’ for it, Highness, the nose.” She could hear the anxiety in his voice, despite his attempt at casual banter. But his words had their desired effect—the queen laughed.

			“Are you a bird of prey then, Miss Agnes?” asked the queen in a youthful trill. Before she could answer, Geneviva continued. “You have followed your father into the League. Your armor says you are a swordswoman. You will not breed?”

			“Excuse me, ma’am?” Agnes managed to croak.

			“Breed, lass. Do you intend to produce offspring? So many of your Syraeic sisters neglect to do so, when their fine stock is just what the empire needs. Do you have a beau?”

			Raimund’s kindly face flashed before Agnes’s eyes. She wondered if being in the presence of the queen would ruin that serenity of his. “I do, Your Majesty. A priest at the Blue Cathedral. But I haven’t yet considered whether I will be a mother.”

			“So wise of Belu to allow her priests to marry, don’t you think, Miss Agnes? Not like those of Marcator and Vanic. No, they fear congress with women will drain their masculine juices best devoted to their deities. Some men are ridiculous, wouldn’t you say?”

			Agnes was rescued from this encounter in that moment by one of those priests, a black-robed man with a salt-and-pepper beard bearing a too-big silver sword under one arm and a crystal vial in the other. The servants gave the frowning man a wide berth. He bowed before the queen and spoke in a voice like gravel, as though he had a permanent catch in his throat. “You summoned me, Your Royal Highness? How might this servant of Marcator do your bidding this morning?”

			“Ebberin, is it?” she offered.

			“Elberlin, Majesty,” he answered, his expression sour. “I’ve been on your council for eighteen years.”

			“Yes, Ebberlin. Please anoint this big brute a knight of the realm for me, and I’ll take that.” She snatched the big ceremonial blade from him effortlessly, as though it were no more than a slip of paper.

			In a few moments, Kennah knelt before the queen, and the priest Elberlin poured the contents of the vial over his head. Consecrated oil dripped down his hair and into his beard, drops cascading off the oiled leather of his cuirass. The queen stood before him now and touched the flat of the blade to each shoulder. “From this day forward, Sir Kennah Rolenwy thou art. Rise a knight of the realm.” The edge of the blade hovered at Kennah’s neck for a dreadful moment longer. Agnes almost expected the queen to remove trembling Kennah’s head from his shoulders with the sword at the brief ceremony’s conclusion, but instead he stood awkwardly with head and body intact, now Sir Kennah.

			There was a knock at the door through which Elberlin had arrived, and the queen gave leave. Through that portal came a beefy man clad in a robe made of metallic thread that reflected the candlelight illuminating the room, a pale green binding gem set in his forehead. This must be the Grand Chamberlain, Agnes concluded, the queen’s chief sorcerer and foremost bureaucrat.  Behind him came the loveliest woman Agnes had ever laid eyes on. She had high cheekbones, an upturned nose, and long, dark hair bound behind her in rings made of mother-of-pearl. Her deep blue eyes shone with a charismatic sparkle. Her lips were made up with vertical stripes of royal blue, and every inch of exposed skin was covered by a pearly white foundation. Intricate filigree decorations were painted on the left side of her face in pale shades of blue. Her ivory-hued gown was simple, but elegant. She curtsied as she stood before the queen.

			“Ilanda, darling!” sang the queen. “Look who joins us this morning!”

			Ilanda curtsied again, this time to Agnes and her companions. “Belu bless you, Sir Auric. I’m so pleased to see you again. This must be Sir Kennah, and your daughter, Agnes.”

			“Yes,” answered her father, some of the anxiety in his tone gone. “I’m pleased to see you as well.”

			“We were informed of your entry into the city only yesterday, Sir Auric, else I’m sure Her Highness would have invited you sooner.”

			“That’s just it, dear,” said the queen. “We’re afraid we’ve forgotten what it was we wished to discuss with Sir Auric.”

			“Countless affairs of state to manage, Your Highness, it’s no wonder some matters slip the royal mind,” responded the countess. “Perhaps you are in need of rejuvenation by Ulwen, Majesty, if you would grant him permission.” Ilanda held out a hand to the Grand Chamberlain, who touched the peridot in his forehead, then the top of his shaved head, then bowed. Agnes thought she detected a slight trembling in the countess’s gesture. “You were up so late last night, puzzling out the machinations of those devious Azkayans, after all.” 

			“The countess is right, Your Highness,” said the sorcerer, his voice deep and resonant. “It would be my pleasure to provide some measure of relief. Her Majesty has commented several times on the efficacy of my treatments.” 

			Geneviva seemed to consider this, her skeletal countenance frozen as those feral eyes went distant. “Do you really think it necessary, Ilanda dear?” There was a dangerous edge in that girlish voice.

			Ilanda tilted her head and gave the queen a radiant smile and nodded. “I do, Your Majesty.” In some ways it reminded Agnes of Scylla’s manner as she approached them in the woods: disarming, seductive. She realized that this was a performance as well, though the stakes were immeasurably higher. What little her father had told her of the countess last summer described a highly intelligent politician, committed to a seamless façade that led others to underestimate her. Agnes didn’t think this performance seamless; she saw its cracks and tells. Either her father wasn’t as perceptive as she thought, or the strain was beginning to wear on this woman.

			At last, the queen nodded her assent. The Grand Chamberlain clapped his hands together to clear the room. Gathered servants and scribes and the sorcerer who had brought the three of them to the queen’s bedchamber began filing out, looks of relief on many faces: another encounter with Geneviva Reges the First survived. Ilanda bade the three Syraeics to remain.

			“I am to lie down, then?” asked the queen, a hint of hesitancy in her tone.

			“If you would, Your Majesty,” answered Ulwen, gesturing to the canopied bed.

			Geneviva walked over to the bed and climbed onto its downy blankets, lying so that she stared with her savage eyes at the green silk canopy overhead. “We do feel somewhat vexed this morning. Perhaps your treatment will provide some solace, Ulwen.”

			“Solace,” echoed the sorcerer. “Precisely the word you used the last time I provided this service for Your Royal Highness.” 

			Ilanda sat on the edge of the bed and took one of the queen’s bony claws in her own delicate hands, holding it warmly. Ulwen came around the opposite side, retrieving a sphere of clear glass the size of an apple from his robe. “You do give your consent, then, for this ritual, my queen?” asked the man, polishing the globe with the sleeve of his robe.

			“We do, Grand Chamberlain.”

			The sorcerer pressed the sphere to her forehead and held it there, whispering an incantation in the abstruse language of sorcery. As Geneviva’s unsettling eyes closed, he took his hand away from the orb—it remained balanced there, a slight shimmer of orange flickering now within it. Whatever the ritual was, it took several minutes, with the chamberlain making dizzying, complex gestures and more phrases spoken in incomprehensible Middle Djao. At last, with a great sigh, he stood back from the bed.

			“It’s finished,” he said. “You have little time, Countess. Use it wisely.”

			Ilanda, who hadn’t left the queen’s side and still held her hand, spoke now to her in a gentle voice filled with sweet regard. “Geneviva, you are here now, but only for a few minutes. Sir Auric is present, with his daughter and another agent of the League, Sir Kennah. You may make your request of them.”

			“Sir Auric?” The queen’s voice was barely audible, no longer that of a young, vivacious woman, but desperately decrepit, ancient, brittle. “I must ask a thing of you, and it is no small thing.”

			“What is all this, Ilanda? I am confused,” Auric whispered to the countess, nervously watching the quivering eyelids of their prone, necrotic queen.

			“The true Geneviva, trapped deep within this travesty, released briefly from the dark sorcery that animates her. Speak to her, Auric.”

			Auric nodded and stepped closer to the royal bed. “What is it, Your Highness? What request would you make of me?” Agnes approached with him, as though she could somehow protect him from whatever the queen might ask.

			The queen was silent for a few moments, lips trembling, her chest rising and falling in rapid, shallow breaths. She opened her mouth and exhaled at last, the smell of the grave enveloping them all. “We have lived…for one hundred and forty-one years,” she managed, eyes still closed, voice weak and wavering. “I have served as monarch of this empire for…one hundred and eighteen of them. It is not natural…and it is enough. I wish to die. I must die. And you…Sir Auric…shall be the one who will see that it…happens.”
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			The Aerican

			See to the queen’s death, thought Auric. He felt strangely alienated from this scene, from his own body. Five of them hovered around Her Majesty’s prone form, a charnel stink mingling with the perfume of burning candles. Ilanda, he noted, was lovelier than ever, but with an unease in her manner so unlike the confident, intelligent woman he had met last year. Given the rumors of what was happening on the Harkeny frontier, he wondered what she was doing here in the capital. He wished he could speak with her in private, ask his questions, but Ulwen had warned that access to this “true” Geneviva was fleeting.

			“Your Majesty,” he began, “I do not know how I would accomplish this thing you ask. Since the intervention of the priests of Timilis, none who have dared raise a hand against you have survived, nor have they succeeded in harming you in even the smallest way. Your person is protected by divine forces with which mortals cannot contend.”

			“This…is…true, Sir Auric,” said the queen, slow and breathy, each word requiring effort. “Before I can die, that divine hand…must be…lifted from me. This is…in fact…what I charge you with: the…wielder of that…divine hand…must be…slain.”

			“I do not understand, Highness. The god’s priests? Such an act of impiety is expressly forbidden by the Tablets of Marcator.”

			“The priests…they are only…his instruments. It is Timilis who…needs…killing, Sir…Auric.”

			Agnes and Kennah gasped. Auric stepped back, as if by reflex, like a knee jerking at a well-placed blow. “You…ask me to slay the god…Timilis?”

			“Sir Auric, word has reached us that you have killed one god already,” interjected Ulwen.

			His nerves fraying, Auric sensed his own composure dangerously close to unraveling. “Timilis is a great god, elevated above all others of the pantheon but Belu, Marcator, Chaeres, and Vanic! Whatever it was I killed in that Djao ruin; it wasn’t a greater god receiving homage from millions of worshipers across the empire. Do you imagine I can just storm the heavens and cut off his head? That’s insane!”

			“Our world is insane, Sir Auric!” hissed the queen with sudden vitality. “Last year in the Barrowlands you entered the sanctum of a god and stabbed it in its heart! You must do it again or face what catastrophes will most assuredly follow!”

			A recklessness filled Auric’s heart as he spoke. “Majesty…how would I even go about finding the god? The alleged deity my sword slew was trapped in a subterranean prison. We can’t count on Timilis laying his neck out for me on a chopping block.”

			“Sir Auric,” growled the Grand Chamberlain, offended by what he must have judged as irreverence. Auric made no effort to soften his own annoyed expression as he stared down the sorcerer.

			The queen stirred, eyes still shut, the words spilling from her mouth like grain from a torn sack. “The…Aerican…”

			Auric turned from the Grand Chamberlain to the queen, the light within the orb poised on her forehead diminished. “The Aerican, Your Majesty?”

			It appeared a great strain for her to speak now, the muscles around her mouth taut, the exposed bone of her chin jutting out. “Speak to the…Aerican…Sir Auric. And Ulwen…have a command drafted. Sir…Auric may choose…three from our dungeons…for this…quest we lay upon his…shoulders. Daughter and…the new knight…and those three…no more…may accompany him. Timilis…”

			The light in the sphere winked out and the orb rolled from her forehead to the linens on which she lay. “The true Geneviva is gone now,” said Ulwen, retrieving the sphere and slipping it back into his robes. “You must leave the bedchamber now. Only I can be here when the viper awakens. I will have the order drafted, as all of us heard her command.”

			Auric attempted to protest, to ask more questions. The Grand Chamberlain insisted they leave, urgency in his tone. Ilanda guided the three of them out of the room through another doorway Auric hadn’t noticed before. They walked through another series of cramped, low-ceilinged hallways before coming to a sitting room with richly upholstered couches and chairs. Tapestries depicting battles from Geneviva’s great naval conflict against the Azkayans early in her reign hung on the walls. The countess slumped into the cushions of a couch without ceremony and bade the others do the same. She sat there for a few moments with her eyes closed, the strain showing on her features.

			“I’ve been trapped in the capital for three weeks, Sir Auric,” she said after taking in a deep breath, as though readying herself for a dive to the bottom of a pond. “I was dispatched by Duke Orin to petition the queen for an emergency levy of troops and cavalry across the empire to bolster Harkeny’s forces. You may have heard that the Korsa tribes have a loose union now, under the leadership of a witch-queen who calls herself Magda. Her raiding parties poke and probe at the fortresses along the Selvey River, and we hear horror stories from lost Ursena. Magda even has something approaching a navy—managed a blockade of Westerport for a few days before my father sent a fleet from Sallymont that sent her ships scattering. I’m afraid my skills at persuading the queen are no longer effective, though she still demands my company. Gods, Auric, it’s been a horror.”

			“And now I am in it as well,” he responded, feeling unable to provide her any sympathy. “As is my daughter.”

			She opened her eyes then to look at him; penetrating, intelligent eyes. She offered no sympathy in return. “Yes. Yes, you are.”

			“Who is this Aerican she spoke of?”   

			“A visitor, an old black man, presented himself to the queen in the throne room. The crown prince was there, other members of the royal family, her guard, and about a dozen other petitioners. I was in attendance as well, at Her Majesty’s command, sitting on a stool at the foot of the throne. As some of the aristocracy might keep a monkey for a pet.” Auric saw the bitterness the countess usually kept hidden from the rest of the world. “As I said, the Aerican was quite old, but had the bearing of a far younger man. He introduced himself and informed the queen that he had words for her from the lips of God.”

			“From the lips of God?” echoed Agnes, who sat up in her chair.

			“His exact words,” answered Ilanda. “He said he had a gift for her first and presented that glass orb you saw Ulwen use in the ritual. He went on to say that the ‘Creative Spirit of the Universe’ recoiled from the curse that afflicts the queen and that he could help rid her and the nation of it.”

			“And how did the queen take that?” asked Auric.

			“She seemed amused, asked me if I thought she or the nation was cursed. I responded with some flighty, empty-headed drivel the court has come to expect from me, an attempt to deflect her. That was when the old man turned to me, stared at me with those ancient eyes…he didn’t speak the words, I heard them in my mind, and may Tolwe flay me. He said, ‘The time will come, Ilanda of Hanifax, when you no longer need wear that mask.’”

			That made Auric sit up as well. Kennah seemed unimpressed. “He knew your name, lady, and whispered it in your mind? That seems little more than a cheap mesmerist’s trick.”

			“I don’t think you understand the full meaning of those words, lad,” said Auric.

			“How so? He knew her name, something he might have gathered from the chatterers at court, and I’ve seen tricksters at county fairs who can throw their voices or perform acts of ventriloquism. Is it the bit about the mask? All the nobles at court wear makeup like the countess.”

			“Sir Kennah,” said Ilanda in a weary voice, “I’ve been around the court long enough to know charlatans from high sorcerers. This was no low magician’s trick. And the mask he spoke of was not the one I wear on my skin. He knows that my vacuous demeanor is a façade. I’ve worked hard to maintain that ruse for the ten years I’ve been visiting the palace. It’s enabled me to maneuver in these lofty circles without losing my head, which I mean quite literally. Any trip to the Mouth of Boudun will tell you that’s no mean feat. But that man had my measure in the span of a moment.”

			“What else did he say?” Agnes asked.

			“It was most strange. His speech from then on was a jumble of the common tongue, various Djao dialects, as Ulwen informed me afterwards, and a language none present could identify. He went on like that for several minutes, with me catching a word or phrase here and there. It was the same for the others gathered there, save the queen. If she too heard it as nonsense, she would not have tolerated it for as long as she did. I stole a few glances at her from my stool as he went on, and she listened with rapt attention.”

			The countess stood and adjusted the straps of her gown, then, to the surprise of all, went to work undoing the corset that bound her and her voluminous skirts and at last cast them to the floor, exposing the silk undergarments covering her legs. She plopped back down on the couch and let out a long sigh. Auric and Kennah stared at Ilanda in shock. Agnes grinned from ear to ear.

			When the countess took note of the men’s chagrin, she rolled her eyes. “Gods grant me patience, I assume you two gentlemen have seen a woman in her pantaloons before. I’m not parading my labia in the market square, for the sake of Saint Enid. You’ll grant me relief for a moment from that ridiculous constricting costume?”

			Auric muttered some awkward assent, Kennah nodded silently, Agnes laughed loud. “I like you, Countess,” she said. “If such a thing is permitted, I would very much like to be your friend.” Auric’s embarrassment was somewhat assuaged by the notion of Agnes and the countess as friends.

			Ilanda smiled weakly and nodded. “It would be my honor, Agnes Manteo. But the truth is, my telling isn’t over, and it ends in horror.” The words sobered Agnes immediately.

			“The words of the Aerican’s speech…sound not unlike a tumultu,” offered Auric, returning to the subject.

			“Tumultu.” echoed Ilanda. “I’m not familiar with the term.”

			“When diviners do a reading on an ancient object of special provenance, there are times when the Netherworld spirits who aid them offer up these confusing amalgams of many different languages, some of which we cannot fathom. This was the result of a reading by sorcerers of the Counting House in Serekirk, done on the Djao sword that came into my possession last year.”

			“Ah, Szaa’da’shaela. Yes, the queen’s spies and my own informants have been told that the weapon possesses some significant power. It’s the blade with which you slew the Aching God?”

			Though the countess had proven herself an ally, Auric was uncomfortable with the notion that skulking spies in anyone’s employ knew of the weapon. The countess must have read it on his face, for she gave him a disarming smile. “Yes, Sir Auric, we have spies in the Citadel, as do more noble houses than you know. We have not penetrated the Syraeic League’s deepest archives, so many of your secrets are safely hidden. Spycraft has become something of a national pastime, I’m afraid. We live in uncertain times.” 

			“How did the queen respond to the old man’s words?” asked Kennah, tugging at his beard and looking somber.

			The question wiped the smile from the countess’s face. She paused a moment, licking her lips and looking from the newly knighted man to Agnes, and then to Auric. “No doubt you’ve heard rumors.”

			“We, too, have spies, my lady,” said Agnes, a hint of defiance in her tone.

			“When the man had finished, the queen stared at him for several moments, a blank look on her face. I considered that it may have been one of her fugues and was ready to call in the Sackcloth Alchemists, who weren’t present that morning for some reason. But then something malevolent blossomed on her countenance—it wasn’t the casual cruelty that manifests itself so regularly now. Instead, it seemed…infinitely more dangerous. I found myself edging from the footstool I occupied, starting to back away a fraction of a second before it happened.”

			Something Auric had never seen in Ilanda’s eyes lit up then. Fear. A kind of fear with which he was intimately familiar: ungovernable, mortal fear. But she managed to summon some inner steel and resumed her story.

			“The queen rose from her throne, slowly. She said some words Ulwen later told me were an obscure Djao dialect, though of course the queen doesn’t even comprehend that language. She entered a strange crouch, hands on her knees, bouncing on the balls of her feet, then launched herself at doomed Kedrech and tore out his throat with tooth and nail. It was the attack of a ravenous animal. Kedrech was on the ground, the queen on top of him, biting, tearing off hunks of flesh and…consuming them. Gore streamed down her chin and neck, and the front of her pearly gown was stained crimson…” Ilanda’s eyes closed and her painted lips tensed in a straight line. Auric could see her envisioning the gruesome scene in her mind.

			“The old man’s words brought this about? He cast a spell on the queen?”

			“At first that was what I assumed, if indeed I was capable of rational thought in that terrible moment. But the old man seemed as shocked as the rest of us. Of course, most present panicked—a perfectly reasonable response to such a lunatic event—screaming, running for the exit, which was barred by the Guard of the Ragged Blindfold as a matter of protocol.”

			“Ragged Blindfold?”

			“You haven’t been to the throne room, Sir Kennah? It’s another name for the queen’s attendant guard. All of them wear soiled cloths wrapped tightly round their eyes—I’m told they’re strips torn from the graveclothes of virgins who suicided, later ensorcelled. Ulwen says it’s a distasteful, ancient necromantic charm we can blame the Buskers for rather than the Djao. She had the practice instituted a few years ago. Apparently, the idea is that so blinded, the guards see only their duty to protect the queen and honor her wishes when in her presence—a literal fact rather than a figurative pledge. At any rate, as the queen hadn’t given leave, they prevented anyone from escaping, and cut down a baron and baroness who tried to break the door down in their terror.”

			Kennah nodded as though he understood this, tugging at his beard.

			“How did it finally end?” Agnes asked, nearly breathless.

			“The Aerican. Geneviva would have eaten the crown prince down to his bones had the old man not intervened. He held up a hand and shouted in a deep, commanding voice, ‘Geneviva Reges, remember who you are!’ She looked up from her meal, seemed livid at the interruption, snarled and hissed at him like a predatory beast, blood dripping from her chin. That’s when he made his hand into a fist, made a twirling gesture, then gave a shove in the air, the palm open. The queen was driven back forcefully, as though by a giant, invisible hand.”

			“He employed sorcery against the queen?” marveled Auric. Whatever the circumstance, such an act was an immediate death sentence. No need to ask what became of this old man. Chances were, his decapitated head had looked down on them when they passed through the Mouth of Boudun. “Do we know anything else of him? A pity we can’t question him now.”

			“But we can, Sir Auric,” said Ilanda. “He was clapped in irons and thrown in the dungeons at the queen’s order.”

			“What? I would have wagered every penny I have that his severed head struck the floor of the throne room within seconds!”

			“It might have, but Geneviva growled out that he be bound and tossed in the deepest cell in the bowels of that place. Ulwen spoke with him twice after that. The first time the old man told him how he might employ his gift, that with it we might speak to the true queen, as you saw. The second time, he refused, telling Ulwen that when the queen’s real desire was known to us, we should send those charged with the task to him. That’s you, Sir Auric. You’ll be meeting him soon.”

			Auric exhaled and put a hand to his forehead. “Supernatural agencies indeed. What is this man’s name?”

			“He says he has many names, but now asks that he be called Ush’oul.”

			It was as though a hand had reached inside Auric’s chest and squeezed his heart to stop it beating.

			“Father,” said Agnes, her voice barely a whisper. “Is that not what the Aching God called your sword?”

			“Yes.”

			“What does it mean?”

			Auric stared at Ilanda, who stared back at him. “Agnes, I have no idea. Supernatural agencies, spinning webs about us. The queen asks that this impossible task be done, but it goes beyond her own desires. My mind recoils at this burden laid upon me, but my heart says it must happen, as absurd as it sounds.”

			“Sir Auric,” said Ilanda in a gentle tone, tilting her head down and looking at him through her eyelashes. “The chaos, the bizarre orders, the capricious cruelty: it grows and wreaks its havoc. You know Geneviva had Duchess Lenore of Warwede beheaded three weeks ago? For wearing red in her presence. Never mind that the color hadn’t vexed her before. Now the Warwede nobles bicker and scheme amongst themselves, vying for advantage. Her young son is the new duke, but he isn’t equal to his responsibilities. All this occurs while Azkayan corsairs prowl the coast. I told you of the Korsa witch-queen harrying our frontier. Kelse is on the verge of revolution. The Earl of Tessy has accused the Earl of Kelby of raping his thirteen-year-old niece, and both marshal their troops and ships, ready for a clash of arms. The list of troubles is endless. If the empire is to survive, we need stable government led by a stable monarch.”

			“You said the queen spoke in some Djao dialect after the Aerican’s own speech,” asked Agnes. “Was Ulwen able to understand it?”

			“More or less. After it was all over. Something to the effect of ‘I know you and know your scheme.’ The words she spoke sounded like more than that, honestly. It’s possible Ulwen hides something from me.”

			“A question,” said Kennah. Auric and the rest turned to the big bearded man. “If our task is to end the queen’s life, who will take her place? How do we know they can manage the job?”

			“I don’t know,” Ilanda answered. “She had a closed-door session with the Priest of Chapters and named him, but it won’t be announced until there’s time for a ceremony. I’ve tried to wheedle it out of the queen, but she plays coy with me. The priest, of course, considers maintaining secrecy a sacred duty, even from his co-religionists. It’s a fact that the Reges family line is played out. Kedrech was the last of any substance. The rest are idiots, wastrels, fools, cowards, or applicants for Saint Kenther. With all the intermarriage over the years, most of the nobility has sufficient royal blood to make a claim. Even my father could make an argument for himself, though there would be some controversy. In all honesty, nearly anyone would be an improvement over the current occupant of the throne; even with a weak monarch, the bureaucracy could restore order for a time, free from this queen’s outrageous commands.”

			“We could as easily plan for my ascension to the throne,” said Auric. “Our success in fulfilling the queen’s wishes seems an unlikely thing.”

			“Pray Belu you are able to execute your charge, my dear friend,” Ilanda responded, smearing one of the filigree decorations on her cheek as she reached up to rub her temples. “I don’t know how much longer the empire—or any of us—can endure Geneviva the First.”

			“Long may she reign,” said Kennah, earning a look of bemusement from the countess.  
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			Lady Herenea and the Swine

			The old man sat with his back against the cell door, feeling the ache in his ancient bones, the strain of his heart as it pumped blood to the organs of this body. Hidden so long from the sun, it was a great trial for him—its rays fed his soul, nurtured the magic that allowed the mortal vessel he inhabited to function far past the years a human being was allotted. It was his habit when free about the land to sleep no more than four hours in a day, with the rest dedicated to meditation, contemplation, and congress with the people and countryside. Here in this dank dungeon, with only a feeble beam of light coming through the window of his cell door, he spent hours upon hours sleeping, conserving his power.

			His Second Sight told him that the man and his daughter were near. Soon enough he would speak with them and set the final wheels in motion. He wouldn’t need to compel them on their way, though they would proceed with reluctance. All the same, he would lay a number of charms and wards on their persons, for some would stand against them. That would cost him much, perhaps more than he had to spare. He held up his left hand, the hand of power, so that the beam of light peering through the barred cell window above shone on it. He could see mystical tendrils of pale green smoke wafting off his wrinkled, rich brown flesh, wisps of magical energy invisible to the unaided eye. He turned the hand around so that the light fell on the paler flesh of his palm. There was the large V-shaped scar pointing to his wrist, the scar itself whiter than the skin of fair, freckled little Dagna of Zoteby.

			He remembered when he first met the original possessor of this body, the man called Wajid. It was in a little fishing village in the Taniya Delta. Wajid was as weary then as he himself felt now. The harvest had been poor that fall, and the ruling cult had declared it god’s judgment for the toleration of heretics. Thus far the obscure little mystic sect of which Wajid was a seer had escaped the wrath of the inquisitors, but it was only a matter of time before he too was accused of heresy. “I am ready for limbo or paradise,” Wajid had said to him as soon as the proposition was made. “Take this flesh and do with it what you will, only release me from this tearful world.”

			And he had. Now the old man was thousands of miles from that little fishing village, or what remained of it, locked in this damp cell, waiting for the end of this world. He was so lost in the wanderings of his memories that it was only a moment before the rap against his door that he realized the boy-jailer Ghallo was here.

			“Sir?”

			“Yes, Ghallo. I am awake.”

			“I done the drawings, though I don’t know how I knew to do ‘em. But…” The lad paused, his tone filled with worry.

			“What is it, my son?”

			“They’re gone.”

			“What’s gone, Ghallo?”

			“The stuff I drew. Someone washed them off the stone.”

			The old man smiled. “They are still there, my son. I laid a charm on the alchemist’s chalk. The only ones who can see what you drew are those for whom they are intended. It’s why you don’t have to worry about Oxula blaming you for writing graffiti on his dungeon floors.”

			“Magic, sir?”

			“Magic, Ghallo. Thank you for your faithful labor.”

			“Sir?”

			The old man paused then. The boy was going to make a request of him, but he didn’t know what it would be. Would he ask for more coins like the one he gave him to buy the chalk in the alchemist’s market? Would he ask that he lay some curse on Oxula, his stern overseer? Either entreaty would disappoint the old man—he had grown so fond of the lad. “What is it, Ghallo?”

			“I stole a look at Oxula’s book yesterday.”

			Not a request, then. Where might this lead? “Did you now? I’m most impressed that a boy from your background can read, Ghallo. It’s most rare.”

			“Not good. Oxula taught me. He said I’d need my letters if I want to rise up in the ranks of the jailers. More than just ladlin’ slop.”

			“And what did you read in Oxula’s book?”

			“You have a mark of death on you, sir.”

			“Do I?”

			“Yes, sir. No date, but next to your name in the column for sentence, there’s an ‘x’ below an ‘o’ which is shorthand for a skull and crossed bones—it’s Oxula’s symbol for death. And a question mark.”

			“And what does the question mark mean?”

			“That they haven’t decided when they’ll kill you. Or how, maybe.”

			“How do your prisoners normally meet their fates, Ghallo?”

			“The headsman’s axe, most of ‘em, or the scaffold. I seen a few garroted. And once a priest of Tolwe came down here and peeled the skin off a fellow. I had to help clean up after that.”

			“A most gruesome task.”

			“It was awful.”

			“Do you fear you’ll have to clean up after they’re done with me, lad?”

			The boy said nothing. The old man was about to repeat his question when he heard the young man’s weeping through the oak of his cell door. “Oh, don’t mourn me, Ghallo, my son,” said the old man in his most soothing baritone. “We each of us have a death’s mark on our lives, most without a certain date, without knowledge of the means of our demise. It’s ever been thus for all mortals. Your end will come one day, just as certainly as mine.”

			“Oxula tells us don’t talk with prisoners if you can help it. He says talking to you…”

			“Risks growing attachments,” the old man finished. “Either we die here, sometimes gruesomely, or we’re released and rejoice to never see you or hear your voice again, another thing associated with the horror of these dungeon accommodations.”

			“Somethin’ like that. Oxula says if we want careers in the queen’s dungeons, we hafta grow up hard men.”

			“So now you begin to see that Oxula is rough with you because he thinks you need to be a hard man one day to survive here. Do you want to make a life as a jailer in the queen’s dungeons?”

			“It’s better’n the back alleys of the city, stealin’ bread and cuttin’ purses.”

			“And ending up wearing one of your hands around your neck, hung on a thong.”

			“Huh?”

			“Forgive me, lad. That’s Busker law I’m thinking of. Convicted thieves had a hand severed and strung round their necks as a warning to others who would pick a pocket.”

			“They still chop off pickpockets’ hands, sir. Jus’ don’t make ‘em wear ‘em.”

			“Yes. The Buskers were a more dramatic and florid folk than you Hanifaxers.”

			“Sir?” The old man didn’t respond, waiting for the lad to continue. At last he did. “Sir, I figured out you were some sorta magician a while ago. And tellin’ me you laid a charm on the chalk, and the way you handed me that coin when I know they strip you and search every hole a man’s got before tossin’ you in a cell…well, those things kinda confirmed it.”

			“Yes, lad, I’m something of a magician.”

			“Somethin’ more than a magician, though—a sorcerer. But you don’t have no gem in your head. Every sorcerer I seen has a stone in his head.”

			“It’s called a binding jewel, Ghallo. And where I’m from, sorcerers weren’t fitted with them.”

			“Where are you from?”

			“I was born long ago in a great city called Urdesh’ai’ahm.”

			“That don’t sound like the other places you told me about down south.”

			“Urdesh’ai’ahm isn’t in Aericum, my son. It was in the far north.”

			“The north, sir? But you’re a wo—” The boy caught himself. The old man thought it might have broken his heart if Ghallo had named him a wogget. Having narrowly spared the old man that epithet, he recovered. “A foreigner, sir, from the south. How could you a-been born in the north, where everyone’s skin is white? And what do you mean it was in the north? The city ain’t moved, is it?”

			“The city was wiped from the face of the earth, Ghallo, along with many others like it, and the people who inhabited them. It no longer exists. And while I am a foreigner of sorts, my history is a bit too complicated to explain to you right now.” 

			“Sir, if you’re a sorcerer, why don’t you use a spell to get yourself out of this awful place, an’ spare yourself the headsman’s axe?”

			“Because this is where I have been placed by God, though a less spiritual sort would say it was the queen’s command that put me in this cell. Don’t worry about my death mark, son. Very soon the man and his daughter I told you of will be here to speak with me, and a short while after that I shall be released.”

			“Sir, I want t’ believe you.”

			“And why do you doubt me?”

			“Oxula’s book also listed the crime that got you here.”

			“And what was my crime?”

			The boy was silent for a moment. “It says you laid your hands upon the queen’s person.”

			“Oh, yes. In a sense, I did.”

			“Well, that’s treason, sir. An’ traitors don’t walk outta here. They get carried out, or me and the other jailer boys mop up what’s left of ‘em.”

			“Well, I’m not a citizen of your empire, lad, so technically I can’t be charged with treason. But I see your point. Nonetheless, I will walk out of this place by my own power. You needn’t worry any more for my welfare.”

			“If you say so.” The boy did not sound convinced.

			“I say so.” 

			“Could I ask for another story, sir?”

			“You can, and I will tell it, as a thank you for a service well done. Would you like to hear the story of Lady Herenea and the Swine?”

			“Feels like I heard o’ Herenea before.”

			“You might have. It’s an old Busker tale. Lady Herenea was a great sorcerer and the daughter of a god, and she lived on an island in the Sea of Azkaya, closer to the Wall of Serpents than your Duchy of Warwede. The island was called Gethes. She lived in a beautiful fortress on the isle from which she could see the approach of any vessel coming from any direction of the compass. Rocky shoals surrounded the island, so that when the seas were rough, unwary sailors would find their wooden ships broken to bits.”

			“Are the Azkayans in this story, sir?” asked Ghallo.

			“No, not this one, though Gethes ate its fair share of Azkayan vessels as well. Now, as the daughter of a god, Lady Herenea was immortal, and in addition to her powerful sorcery, she possessed the Second Sight.”

			“She could see the future?”

			“The Second Sight means many things, Ghallo. Some can see into the future, others can see into the hearts of men. Lady Herenea could do the latter, and when sailors were in peril near her island, tossed about by stormy seas, they often cried out for aid from her father, who was a sea god. She would then peer into their hearts and decide if they deserved rescue. If they were pure and devout, she would offer them safe passage into her harbor, but warned them that once on her island, they must obey her laws, and could never leave.”

			“I think I’ve heard this story before. But it was about a hero called Urculae.”

			“We’re about to meet Urculae, lad! King Urculae of the island kingdom of Marcenala, which you now call Harhulster. Nonetheless, this is a story about the Lady Herenea. She heard the sailors aboard the ship which Urculae captained cry out for her father’s mercy—a terrible tempest had torn their sails and ripped the oars from their hands. They drew closer and closer to Gethes’s hungry shoals, where the ship’s timbers would be broken, and the sailors would surely drown. The Lady Herenea looked into the hearts of those men, and what she saw repulsed her: avarice, pride, a willingness to trample upon others in pursuit of their own desires. In other words, she saw what lies in the hearts of most men.”

			“But the hero Urculae…”

			“Oh, his heart was darkest of all, Ghallo, filled with self-serving greed and ambition like no other mortal she had ever spied. She was so shocked by what she witnessed that she readied a mighty spell to hurry the battered vessel to her island’s ravenous rocks. But then Lady Herenea beheld Urculae’s face and form, and she was entranced by his manly beauty.” There was a long exhale from Ghallo on the other side of the cell door. “You have some comment, my son?”

			“Girls’re like that. She thinks some boy is tall or handsome, and she don’t care if he’s a bully or a sneak, or…”

			“Both men and women are vulnerable to beauty, Ghallo. You would do well in life not to consider that, or nearly anything else, the exclusive province of a single gender. And that is most definitely not the point of my telling this story.”

			“Sorry, sir. It just reminded me of a girl I knew, Alaisas. She made moon-eyes over this turd named Coha, who was a right mean bastard—”

			“And yet I am speaking not of Alaisas and Coha, but the far more interesting Herenea and Urculae. May I continue?”

			O’ course, sir. I apologize again…but one thing. Urculae was supposed t’be really ugly. I thought ‘urculae’ even meant ‘ugly’ in old Busker talk.”

			“Yes, in the ancient dialect of the bay isles, it does. But it also means ‘strong’ in that and other Busker tongues. Regardless, Herenea was smitten, for she found Urculae to be the loveliest man she had ever set eyes on.” Ghallo let out another heavy sigh. The old man could almost hear the boy’s eyes roll. “So she transported herself to the deck of his storm-tossed vessel and made an offer: if Urculae would swear to love her and obey her laws, he and his men could live with her on her island forever.”

			“Or they could be in a shipwreck and drown. That don’t seem like much of a choice.”

			“The Lady Herenea was very beautiful, Ghallo, and her island was a paradise for those who lived there and did the lady’s bidding.”

			“What was her bidding?”

			“To tend her crops, her grapes and groves of oranges and lemons, her fields of wheat. To mind her herds of sheep and cattle and goats. To groom her flower gardens and care for her exotic menagerie.”

			“What’s a menagerie?”

			“A fancy word for zoo.”

			“Outdoor work’d be nice.”

			“Very pleasant, yes. Despite this, Urculae’s thoughts were much like your own: that she had given him little choice. But Urculae had a silver tongue to match his fine features, and told her he was lovestruck and promised that he would love her, and on his life he and his men would abide by her rule.”

			“So Urculae didn’t fall in love with Lady Herenea like she did him.”

			“No, he did not, though that night he made love to her with considerable enthusiasm.”

			“Made love?”

			“Come now, Ghallo! Don’t tell me you’re unfamiliar with sexual congress between two people!”

			“Oh, I ain’t, sir! Just not heard it put that way before. ‘Made love.’ Sounds like they were bakin’ a pie together.”

			“Perhaps you’re more accustomed with coarser terms for the act of love? Truth be told, they did rut like beasts in heat, for the Lady Herenea hadn’t lain with a man for an age and her need was great, and Urculae was a beast. The next day, she held a bounteous banquet for Urculae and his men. But his sailors did not comport themselves as they should have, instead gorging themselves and getting disgustingly drunk. Then they raped, or attempted to rape, Lady Herenea’s serving women and men.”

			“Oh, so soon!” marveled Ghallo, tapping on the cell door.

			“Ghallo, you think the sailors went about raping too soon? That perhaps they should have waited a day or two more?”

			“Oh, no, sir! It’s jus’, well, you knew that the sailors were gonna mess it up. I mean, why would you be tellin’ me this story if they all obeyed the lady and lived happily ever after? That would sort of be a boring story.”

			“It is always a marvel to me how human beings are so indifferent to tales of happy lives, instead wanting to hear stories of violence and despair.”

			“I don’ mind a happy ending, sir. But you kinda want to make them work for it, you know?”

			“Fair enough. The Lady Herenea was ready to punish Urculae’s sailors, who cowered before her.”

			“And what did she do to punish them?”

			“I was about to tell you that she did not, persuaded by Urculae’s gentling words: his men had been long at sea and were—”

			“Jus’ blowin’ off steam,” Ghallo interrupted, bitterness in his voice. The old man put his palm flat against the oak of his cell door, felt Ghallo’s youthful heart through it. A beast of a father, who brutalized his mother until she died far too young, and eight-year-old Ghallo was thrown out on the streets by that faithless father. No doubt he had heard his father excuse his inexcusable behavior with that phrase, or heard other men say as much, after the emotions and bodies of others were abused. He decided to let it pass and continue his story, skipping ahead rather than detail the brief reform in the sailors’ behavior and slow escalation to acts of greater and greater depravity.

			“Yes, Urculae said they were just blowing off steam, and from that moment forward, they would behave as gentlemen.”

			“It didn’t last,” said the boy. The old man worried at the lad’s growing cynicism. He must do something about that before he left these dungeons.

			“No, it didn’t. For a time, they tried, but soon they tired of even the gentle tasks Lady Herenea asked of them, gave up consuming food and wine in moderation, and respecting the persons of her servants. With each infraction, though, Urculae would intervene, and paint the sailors’ transgressions as the sort of mistakes made by all. As though they were children, rather than grown men. You asked what she did to punish those who disappointed her in the past. Well, the Lady Herenea turned them into animals to suit their sins. A man who was stubborn, she turned into a bull, someone who acted like a careless fool was turned into a chattering monkey, and a man puffed up with pride was made a peacock…”

			“What’s a—”

			“A bird with extraordinary plumage.”

			“That doesn’t sound so bad.”

			“Doesn’t it?”

			“Swinging in a tree all day, playing with the other monkeys, eating berries. Or a bird, flyin’ around. Beats swillin’ slop into bowls in the dark all day. An’ cleanin’ up blood.”

			“Well, Ghallo, that is an interesting perspective. But trust me that fitting the soul and self of a human being into the confines of the mind of an animal is a terrible thing and causes great suffering before the self is eventually lost entirely in the person’s new animal nature. There is little pleasure in it, I promise you.”

			“I’ve always liked dogs and cats more than most people.”

			“Not an uncommon sentiment, my son, but being born a dog and being made a dog are two very different things. You’ll need to take my word for it.”

			“As you say, sir.”

			“At last, the sailors committed some crime that even Urculae’s silky words could not excuse, and so the Lady Herenea changed them into the animal that best suited their natures.”

			“Pigs.”

			“Yes, pigs. Urculae was incensed that Lady Herenea would treat his men in this way, regardless of their crimes. He confessed that he had never loved her, that she had imprisoned him on this island against his will, and that she was a cruel and hectoring woman who wished only to control men. He reminded her that he was a king in his own land and said that the behavior of his sailors was her fault, for their souls could not be so tethered: intrepid explorers needed to feel the spray of the sea on their faces, the wind in their hair.”

			“And that’s when she turned him into a pig, too.”

			“Oh no, Ghallo, though his words hurt her deeply; for she was still smitten with Urculae. No, she told Urculae that if he served her in a single task for one year, she would release him from his oath, which of course he had never really kept. For one year, Urculae, King of Marcenala, would be a swineherd, tending this sounder of unruly brutes. And he did. But Lady Herenea no longer fed King Urculae from her bounty as he tended his filthy sailors, now swine. So, in his hunger, one by one he butchered his pig-sailors, eating them to survive. With each sailor he ate, his unspeakable sin stained his soul so that it became an ugly and shriveled thing. On the day he set sail from Gethes and Lady Herenea, his outward appearance reflected his inward nature, so that his charm would no longer ensnare the vulnerable. And he cursed the island and the woman he blamed for making him hideous to look upon.”

			“It sort of feels like he was jus’ tryin’ to cover for his fellows, though, sir.”

			“I skipped a bit, Ghallo. Rest assured that Urculae himself was every bit as despicable as his sailors.”

			“Then why didn’t Lady Herenea turn him into a swine, too?”

			“Because she loved him, even after all he and his men did.”

			“Mother Belu, but girls’r sure—”

			“She loved him, though he was not worthy of that love. He was not the first man—or woman—to treat so precious and tender a gift so shabbily. When he sailed away, Lady Herenea whisked the island from the Sea of Azkaya, over the Wall of Serpents and into the Sea of Sacred Splendor, so that she would never again encounter a man of the Busker Kingdoms.”

			“She what?”

			“She moved the island far away. The place is called Gebes now, and its fortress guards the straits known as the Passage of Fangs.”

			“How could she move a whole island?”

			“There are very few things magic cannot do, lad, depending on its source and the skill of the conduit.”

			“Conduit?”

			“The one who wields the magic. A sorcerer only guides and shapes magical energy, Ghallo. She serves as a channel for the power from its source, and directs its discharge and its form.”

			“What’s the source of magic?” 

			“In this region of the world it is bits of a great stone that fell from the sky, buried now beneath the earth. In the lands that you call Aericum it is an enormous tree as big as a mountain, growing still at the center of the Godless Wilderness. In the lands of the Azkayans, it is a carved crystal sphere, within which swims a solitary man. I do not know of Aklan and the east.”

			There was a quiet that followed. The old man was very tired. He needed the sun. He would sleep for the time that remained. But then the jailer-boy Ghallo at last made the request the old man had sensed earlier.

			“Sir, could you teach me magic?”

			The old man closed his eyes and smiled. He would never consider burdening the lad with so onerous a weight. It would be a cruelty. So he lied to the boy for the first and only time.

			“I’m sorry, my son. You do not possess the qualities necessary to wield magic. Few do.”

			And with that the jailer-boy left, going about the duties he had neglected, daydreaming about many things placed in his mind by the old man’s words. And the old man curled up in the least damp corner of his cell, covering himself as best he could with a tattered blanket, and slept. He knew that when next he woke, it would be time finally to meet Auric and Agnes Manteo face to face.
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			Ute

			The dungeon warden on duty when Auric, Agnes, and Kennah arrived at the entrance to the queen’s subterranean prison was quite possibly the ugliest man Auric had ever laid eyes on. His face was the cratered remnant of a bout of pox barely survived, his bulbous nose broken so many times it had given up choosing a direction in which to point. The absence of an eyeball was conspicuous, for the man hadn’t the courtesy to cover the sphincter-like hole with a patch. His hair was coarse and irregular, the color of wet straw left in the field, and his teeth were a ruin of jagged and blackened stumps. He was no taller than Auric but had such an air about him that he seemed to occupy more space, his body a lumpish amalgam of muscle gone to fat, scars beyond counting, and unquestioned authority. His name was Oxula Jailer, marking him as a one-time orphan from the streets, pressed into his current occupation when very young.

			Auric presented the order from Ulwen, signed by the queen and marked by a red wax seal of the armed griffin rampant, symbol of House Reges and the empire, which were one and the same. Oxula was clearly awed when he received the order and broke the seal with the reverence one reserves for holy things. He studied carefully and closely with his one nearsighted eye, ragged eyebrows raising more than once as the nature of the command made itself clear.

			“You’re t’speak with the prisoner called Ush’oul, and then have your pick o’ the dungeons, three down here to act in th’ service of the queen herself,” the man said in summary when he had finished his study of the document. Despite the peasant accent, his voice didn’t match the brutish appearance: it was a soft tenor suited for a clerk rather than a rough keeper of criminals and traitors. “Unusual, if you don’ mind me sayin’ so…Sir Auric, is it?”

			“I am the man, and yes, it’s an unusual directive,” Auric agreed. “Nonetheless, we would be most obliged if you would take us to the Aerican.”

			Oxula looked at Auric with that single eye and gave him a curt nod, then reached for a trio of lanterns hung on iron hooks set in the wall of his neat office. A squat, ancient wooden table and rickety chair were the only pieces of furniture in the room. He tapped a fat finger on a book that lay at the edge of the table. “We’ll want to take this with us, so I can tell ya who yer lookin’ at in the cells. By Marcator’s fist, I dunno how yer gonna pick yer three men, or even what yer lookin’ for. Most of the folks down here aren’t worth an imp’s fart. Maybe if’n you tol’ me what you was lookin’ for, I could help out.”

			“We’ll worry about that later, Mr. Oxula,” said Auric, making sure to keep his tone deferential. “For now, let’s have a chat with the foreigner.”  

			Oxula frowned at Auric’s deflection, then turned his attention to lighting the lanterns. He uttered a curse when he found each needed refilling. “Now that I mention it, my jailers aren’t worth an imp’s fart either.” He excused himself to hunt down oil.

			“What are we looking for down here, Sir Auric?” asked Kennah, inspecting the quality of one of the lanterns. The three of them had conversed on the walk from palace to Citadel and back again, asking themselves variations of the same question: how would they choose who would accompany them on this fool’s errand? Pressing prisoners into service was common enough for the Royal Navy in times of need, especially when the Azkayans prowled the sea that bore their name. But the army was loath to employ such persons as soldiers, and the League was even more discriminating. Hiring vetted mercenaries for expeditions in the Barrowlands was dicey enough. Indeed, the last mercenary Auric had hired turned out to be an agent of chaos, a devotee of the very god he was now charged with seeking and slaying. How more likely were they to saddle themselves with some clever miscreants who would smile and say the right words in exchange for their freedom, then cut their throats in the dark?

			Upon his return, Oxula lit the lanterns with a taper. “The dungeons’re lit with witch light, milords, but they’re all overdue for magical goosin’, so to speak. Afraid we’ll need these lamps to guide us. Flagstones’re loose in places too, so I recommend ya watch yer step, les’ ya wanna take a nasty tumble.” He handed a flickering lantern to Agnes and another to Kennah, taking the third for himself, then patted the oversized ring of keys at his hip for reassurance. With a nod and grunt, he turned for the door again. “Sir Auric, sir, pick up my book for us, wouldja please?”

			The warden led them down a hall to a broad, ill-lit stair that seemed to descend into a dark abyss. It ended at last in a nondescript brick chamber lined with narrow gated corridors, some heading off into the darkness, others with more steps leading deeper into the dungeons. A few youthful jailers, none older than thirteen by Auric’s estimation, were gathered in a circle on the floor at the far end of the room, immersed in a game involving dice and marbles. All of them leapt to attention when Oxula appeared, sending marbles, dice, and a few copper pennies scattering across the age-worn stone floor.

			“Oh, has Her Majesty emptied her dungeons wi’out tellin’ me?” growled Oxula, his tenor transformed into rumbling bass. “Have ya no duties to perform? Perhaps ya layabouts would like t’assume residence in some o’ our empty cells instead o’ seein’ to the meager responsibilities unwisely entrusted to ya!”

			Three young boys and a girl stood in an obsequious line now, desperately avoiding eye contact with Oxula while trying not to look as though they were avoiding eye contact with Oxula. The warden put his hands on his hips and shook his head with disgust. “These are my pathetic charges, m’lords, these four an’ seven others, whom I presume are shirkin’ their duties elsewhere, no doubt. Ghallo Jailer, ya waste o’ skin! Take this lamp from me and lead the way to your ill-tended wing o’ Her Majesty’s dungeons!”

			One of the boys, a pale, thin scrap of a lad with wide-set eyes and hair black as a starless night, jerked into motion, skittering over to Oxula and taking the proffered lantern, sparing Auric and his companions a wary glance along the way. The warden lifted a hand as if readying to cuff the boy across the face. The lad recoiled, but the warden held back the blow. “Bah! Ya’ll jess be whimperin’ endless if I bloody yer mouth. Lead us on and be quick about it, b’fore I change my mind!” The lad scurried to one of the iron gates and undid the latch, swinging it open into the room on creaking hinges. With a furtive glance back, he began his descent of the stone staircase beyond. Auric and the others followed.

			The steps ended at a junction with three wider corridors. “Where is it we’re takin’ these folks, Oxula, sir?” squeaked Ghallo, holding up a lantern so that it illuminated his face. Red blemishes were beginning to bloom on his skin, the bane of many an adolescent, though otherwise the lad looked no older than ten.

			“To the Aerican, boy, an’ be quick about it!”

			Ghallo’s eyes grew large and his mouth formed a circle, giving him the look of a startled barn owl. His stare went to Agnes, then to Auric, with something like religious awe. He surprised Auric with a question. “Sir, is that girl your daughter?”

			“She is, son,” said Auric with a smile. “What gave it away?” He tapped his nose playfully. Agnes let out a laugh.

			“Then who’s he?” asked the boy, lifting his lantern in Kennah’s direction.

			“Boy, what’re you doin’ askin’ questions o’ yer betters? Get us to the Aerican or I’ll have Mella th’ truth-speaker relieve ya o’ a few strips o’ skin!”

			Auric was warmed by the kindness in Agnes’s voice when she responded, ignoring the warden’s hyperbolic threat. “That’s Sir Kennah Rolenwy, Ghallo. He’s a knight of the realm, charged by the queen with secret duties. You play your part now and lead us to this man who calls himself Ush’oul, if you please.” The boy nodded with a slight bow, a kind of devout wonder in the gesture, as though she were a temple icon. He turned down the corridor to the left of the stone stairway.

			The hall, about eight feet wide and illuminated faintly by a light with no apparent source—the witch light Oxula spoke of—was lined with heavy oak doors bound with black iron, a small window with three bars at eye level for each. They were staggered so that one didn’t face another across the corridor. As they passed by, some of their occupants pressed their gaunt and dirty faces to the barred windows, offering pleadings or profanities. One spat and caught Oxula on a pockmarked cheek. Not even bothering with an unkind word for the insult’s author, the warden maintained his pace with a frown, wiping the saliva away with a shrug.

			The air was stale and stank of unwashed bodies, and a sense of despair floated with it. Auric kept his eyes on the back of young Ghallo’s head rather than exchange glances with the desperate souls housed in this hopeless place. He thought he caught something bright scrawled on the stone floor they passed over at one point, but a sudden bloodcurdling scream from a nearby inmate jerked his attention away. When he looked back, there was nothing. This unpleasant sojourn brought to memory Syraeics he had known who fell afoul of the Crown somehow and found themselves imprisoned here. He could recall no more than two or three agents who were sent to the dungeons during the course of his career; it was a mercifully rare thing. After all, they were trained to exercise extraordinary caution when interacting with the royal court. But the nature of the transgressions was usually minor, the punishments arbitrary. The worst instance involved a swordsman named Nobert, who was in the novitiate two years ahead of Auric. Nobert found himself a resident of one of these cells when the queen’s accountants accused him of “cheating the throne.” Not a single penny’s worth of treasure was withheld from the haul Nobert and his companions brought in from some Sea Lord’s cave in eastern Warwede. Rather, he had taken a few of the prettier gems before the queen’s representatives could choose from the lot for themselves. Four years. Four years the man had lived down here, away from the light of the sun, fed flavorless fare barely sufficient to keep one alive. The quivering wretch who emerged from these dungeons hardly resembled the Syraeic brother Auric had once known.

			He looked back at Agnes and Kennah. Kennah looked grimmer than usual, following Auric’s example of keeping his eyes fixed on the jailer boy. Agnes’s eyes met his. She grimaced and shook her head. The two of them shared an unspoken moment of revulsion at their surroundings. It was preferable to imagine that every occupant of every cell in this dour prison deserved his or her fate, rather than consider how arbitrary and unfair life was. He had been a witness to it over and over: being in the wrong place at the wrong time, made a scapegoat or an example, or driven to crime out of desperation. What would have happened to him had the League refused to take him in when he presented his scrawny self to them all those years ago? Would he have ended his days scratching obscenities in the bricks of a cell, pale and filthy like these wretches? Doubtless many scoundrels called this place home and merited every terrible thing that happened to them, perhaps more. But it was impossible to believe all had received an equal measure of justice, despite Marcator’s promise. 

			That was an impious thought, Auric thought. Had one overheard it, a priest of the god would insist Auric recite the Prayer of Balance and Right Conduct a dozen or more times in penance, or read passages from the Book of the Law before the god’s altar for hours on end. But as he grew older, Auric found his heart increasingly amenable to impious thoughts.

			Their little procession stopped. Ghallo stood next to a cell door identical to the others save for a single symbol written on the wood in a phosphorescent white chalk: it was Djao script, the letter called ute, corresponding to the Hanifaxan letter U. Agnes put a finger to it to see if any rubbed off. 

			“Ute,” she said. “For Ush’oul?”

			“I didn’t see any other doors marked in this manner,” said Auric to Oxula, pointing to the inscribed symbol.

			The warden squinted at the door, screwing up his ugly face. “Forgive me, m’lord, but I don’ see no markin’. I see some scratches on the wood, but that ain’t special.”

			“You don’t see a white symbol written on this door? Right here?” Auric touched the mark with a finger. His finger came away clean.

			“Not sure if yer havin’ a joke at my expense, m’lord, but I don’ think it’s funny.”

			Auric turned to Ghallo. “Boy, do you see anything written here?” The lad shook his head.

			“It’s a Djao ute, all right,” confirmed Kennah.

			More supernatural nonsense, thought Auric. “If you would please open the cell door, Mr. Oxula, I would appreciate it.”

			“I’m sorry, milord,” answered Oxula, head tilted up, looking down his brutalized nose as though speaking from a perch of authority, “but yer order don’ say nothin’ of openin’ cell doors. Ya’ll have to have yer talk with the wogget with that door between ya.”

			Looking angry, Ghallo cleared his throat and spoke, his voice cracking. “You oughtn’t call him that, sir.” His words were shaky, but sincere. “It ain’t kind.”

			Oxula looked at the lad as though a donkey had stood at the lectern of the Blue Cathedral and preached a sermon. He gave Ghallo a withering glare. “Boy,” he growled, boiling, “I’ll call the man wogget or Prince of All Aericum if I like, an’ ya’ll make no comment either way! I know ya been lis’nin to the old man tell ya stories here and I let it happen so long as ya did yer duties. But if ya think I’ll let ya back sass me, yer about to get th’ grandfather beating o’ yer short life!”

			The lad looked chastened and bowed his head a bit, but spoke a few more words of feeble defiance. “It jus’ ain’t kind, is all.”

			Auric wondered when last the concept of kindness was even mentioned in this dismal place. He looked at Ghallo, pale-skinned, big eyes in their orbits, thinking how ill-suited the boy was to this profession for which he was chosen. Abandoned and found on the streets or sold to the Jailers’ Guild by a heartless parent, it didn’t matter. This would be his life, far from the light of the sun. His liberation from this prison would require a minor miracle, the same miracle prayed for a million times by its pitiful denizens. Auric was certain that if he rebuked the warden’s abuse of the boy, it would only magnify whatever trouble the lad was in. So he held his reproof. It was best to turn his mind to the queer business at hand.

			“Warden, I wonder if I might ask you for a bit of privacy. What we speak of isn’t meant for every ear.” Auric glanced at the boy and Oxula seemed to take this as some subtle, shared confidence. The warden nodded with an air of self-important understanding and grabbed Ghallo by the shoulder.

			“Let’s give these Syraeics some space, boy. Some matters are best dealt with outta a jailer’s earshot. We’ll be back in a short while, m’lord.” He took the ledger from Auric and walked with the boy back the way they had come, their lamp’s light fading as they turned the corner fifty feet distant, Ghallo glancing over his shoulder with a look of worry on his earnest face. 

			“Telling him stories,” said Kennah, giving his beard a tug. “I wonder what stories he’ll tell us.”

			Auric frowned and turned towards the barred window, peering in. Only the faintest light penetrated the darkness within and he could see nothing but a ragged wall of fitted stones and some straw strewn on the floor. He motioned for the bearded man to bring his lantern closer, but it helped only a little, illuminating some scratches of graffiti on the stonework.

			“You come to speak with me now,” said a deep voice from the darkness, “with many questions. I warn you, I can provide answers for only a few now, Auric Manteo.”

			Szaa’da’shaela, sheathed at Auric’s side, trembled for a moment, then was quiet. In that same instance, his heart skipped a beat. A scowl crept onto his face. “I’m growing weary of the supernatural nonsense surrounding me these days, sir,” he said, teeth gritted. “You know my name, perhaps those of the ones with me.”

			“Agnes, your daughter, but the bearded man, I don’t know his name. I do sense his restlessness and uncertainty.” Kennah grumbled something.

			“Then you know our purpose here as well,” Auric continued. “Could you come into the light so that I might look upon the one to whom I speak?”

			“Of course, that was impolite of me.” The man who walked into the dim light was immensely old but moved without the infirmity of age. His skin was a deep brown, like others from the south whom Auric had seen. The once-fine linen robe he wore was soiled, no doubt from his grimy accommodations. His face was round and wrinkled, and his broad nose flat. His full lips wore a slight smile, though Auric couldn’t decide if it connoted arrogance or kindness. The old man reached up to scratch at the scalp beneath thick white hair, tightly curled. “I’m afraid I have lice. This place crawls with them. Best attend to yourselves after you leave. I will stand back during our conversation to circumvent a bold one making a grand leap for new lodgings.”

			Auric was at a loss for words, suddenly unsure what to ask the man who called himself Ush’oul. It was the old man who resumed their conversation. “Yes, I know your purpose. The queen has placed upon you a daunting task and will allow you three souls from these dungeons to accompany you. Fear not, I have chosen for you. You will find those suitable for the purpose in the places I have marked.”

			“The ute on your door?” asked Agnes.

			“Something like that. You’ll recognize them when you see them.”

			“How did you manage to mark them from your cell, sir?”

			“One must be resourceful and clever under such circumstances, Agnes Manteo.”

			Auric at last found his tongue. “Who are you?”

			“The name you were told disturbs you.”

			“Ush’oul. It was what a thing I slew in the Barrowlands called the Djao sword I bear.”

			“Yes. We are both known by that name. And we are acquainted.”

			“You’re acquainted with my sword?”

			“Aye.”

			Auric realized he had asked the wrong question. “What are you?”

			“Oh, that is more complicated, but it has the same answer. Before we speak further, go find the three who will join you. Each linger in this wing of your queen’s dungeons and will serve you well. Come back to me when the big bearded one can no longer attend with you.”

			“What do you have against Sir Kennah?” interjected Agnes. Kennah grumbled something again, still sensitive about his new title.

			“Nothing, Agnes, saint to be. You will know the time of which I speak. Forgive my riddles. When one is steeped in divination and prophecy one should choose his words with more care. The fact is, if the proponents of those divinations are made aware of events and destinies too early, it often makes a mess of things.”

			Auric banged a palm against the cell door, giving Agnes and Kennah a start. “Enough! We’ll look for your goddamned marks and decide if we’ll take those they point to. But when I return, by the golden locks of Lalu, I want answers that make sense! I’ll not be a pawn in some game, Ush’oul!”

			The old man appeared unfazed by Auric’s outburst. He closed his eyes and touched the fingernails of a hand to his lips, revealing a pale scar on the palm in the shape of a V. It was a strange gesture. “I will do my best, Auric Manteo,” he said at last. “But know that we are all pawns of someone or something. One measure of wisdom is to know, as we are moved around the board, what the game is about.”
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			Volunteers

			Agnes’s father turned away from the barred window. Agnes herself had not laid eyes on the Aerican with the deep voice and unsettling words. Did he call me ‘saint to be?’ she wondered, uncertain if those were really the words spoken. Her heart was uneasy, and it made her ashamed of the pleasure she had taken in Kennah’s discomfort at being addressed as a knight. The look on her father’s face was one of nervous anger. She had experienced the same from him during his frightening, months-long drunken mourning of Lenda and the rest who had died horribly at the hands of hungry corpses in the Barrowlands. 

			Not all of them died, she reminded herself, suppressing a shudder as the image of her godmother’s grinning, disembodied head appeared in her mind’s eye.

			No words from her father’s mouth, including a random string of expletives, would have surprised her at this point, but all he said at last was, “All right, let’s be about it, then.”

			Kennah’s jaw dropped open. “Be about it? We should follow the directives of a foreigner who assaults the queen?”

			Her father looked up at the tall man, nonplussed. “You have a wiser course of action, Sir Kennah? Please, share it with us. We are deputed by Imperatrix Hanifaxa herself with an absurd task. Why should our preparations be any less absurd?” Kennah frowned and nodded, brows furrowed, tugging at his beard. “I think I saw something on a bit of floor we passed a while back,” Auric continued, turning in the direction Oxula and the boy Ghallo had gone. “Let’s see what it was.”

			Kennah walked dutifully behind Auric, bearing his lantern. Agnes paused, then looked in the Aerican’s cell, holding up her own lamp. She was startled to find the man’s wrinkled face close to the bars of the window, wearing a serene smile. She had seen dark-skinned Aericans in the markets on occasion, always at a distance. She had never actually spoken with any. She did her best to meet his eyes without fear. He shook his head and a wave of calm washed over her. It seemed to flow from the man, and it sang, soothing her nerves, washing away her uncertainty. This is how an infant must feel, wrapped in swaddling, in her mother’s arms. She heard him speak to her, though his lips didn’t move, and his compassionate smile was fixed.

			Much will be asked of you in the coming days, Agnes, more than is fair. But I have confidence in who you are and what you will do. It may be difficult to trust in the rightness of this overwhelming endeavor, but you must keep faith, even when the faith of others wavers.

			“Faith in what?”

			In yourself. In the good hearts and abilities of your companions. In the belief that everything will be lost if you do not prevail. Everything.

			“Agnes, come!” Her father’s call from around the corner of the dungeon corridor broke the spell holding her, an annoying summons, as though she were a dawdling child. She turned away from Ush’oul’s smile and walked down the corridor, feeling the warmth fade as the distance between them grew. She wanted to go back to it, to feel that sheltered embrace again, but duty pulled her down the poorly lit hall.

			When she turned the corner, she found her father on one knee, studying something on the stone floor, Kennah hunched over him. The warden and his jailer-boy were joining them from the opposite direction, Ghallo with a lantern, Oxula with his ledger under a beefy arm. When she caught up with her father and Syraeic brother, she saw what had captured their attention: written in glowing white chalk on the floor, a Djao pictogram. Auric spoke when he saw Agnes had joined them.

			“You recognize it?”

			“It’s the glyph Helmacht called Subtlety.”

			“We could feed all the poor in Cheap End if we had a penny for every mysterious coincidence we’ve come upon in the last few days,” said her father, standing with a grimace and brushing the knee of his trousers. “I gather this is the cell where we’re supposed to find our first volunteer?”

			Kennah held his lantern up to the barred window in the door adjacent to the Djao pictogram and peered inside. His assessment surprised Agnes. “Oh, fuck me sideways.”

			“I’d rather not, Sir Kennah,” answered her father, nudging the bigger man aside and looking in for himself. “But…I begin to understand your vexation.”

			Oxula was leafing through his ledger. “Hasn’t been here but a few days, sir. Petty larceny, if memory serves…yeah, here he is…caught w’some jewelry belongin’ to a merchant’s wife. Bloody mummers’re a pestilence. Name of—”

			“Chalca!” exclaimed Agnes, bumping her father aside and standing on her toes to look inside the cell window. Sure enough, the dark-haired actor sat against the wall opposite the door, both eyes blackened, his fine clothes torn and muddied. Unshaven for the days he must have languished, stubble poked through the remnants of cosmetics. He squinted back at Agnes and spoke in his polished tenor.

			“I recognize the voice, but I’m not sure who you are, or who would visit me in this awful place.”

			“It’s Agnes Manteo, you silly thief,” she answered, feeling a grin on her face. “What landed you here?”

			Chalca’s dark face brightened and he made to stand, though he was slow and held his ribs as he did so. He approached the door as he spoke. “I can’t prove it, but I think Baucus lifted the bauble himself and planted it on my person, then alerted the city watch. Scylla tried to charm the constables who came to arrest me and got herself badly beaten for her trouble. As did I when I protested their treatment of her. How did you discover I was down here?”

			“Ya know this lowlife?” asked Oxula.

			“I do,” said Agnes, “and he is no lowlife. Let him out, please.”

			“Now, hold on a sweet minute, m’lady,” the warden protested, a fat finger poking at his ledger. “This one is sentenced to amputation at the left wrist on th’morrow!”

			“Then I’m happy to foil your plans for mutilation.”

			“Warden,” said her father, his tone conciliatory, “our charter puts no limitation on whom we may remove from these dungeons, whether sentence is passed or not. Is that not your reading as well?”

			The ugly man glared at her father with his one scowling eye, working his lips for a moment before his surrender. “Aye.”

			“Then mark him down as the first of the three.”

			“What’s this?” asked Chalca, a look of hope on his disheveled face.

			“We’re getting you out of here, Chalca,” said Agnes, filled with joy at the prospect of saving the actor from dismemberment.

			“Wait, wait!” grumbled Kennah, putting a rough hand on Agnes’s shoulder. “I’m not so small a man as to want this molly’s hand lopped off, but what good is he to us in our mission? We’re to take him along just because the glyph is here?”

			“What glyph?” asked the warden, rubbing at his empty socket with a grimy fist.

			“Son,” said Auric to Chalca, whose face was now pressed hopefully against the bars of the cell window, “we know you can pick a pocket. I assume you can pick a lock?”

			“I can, Sir Auric,” he replied, eyes bright.

			“And move about with speed and stealth, scale a wall? You’re something of an acrobat as well?”

			“I can, and I am.”

			“Sir Auric,” interrupted Kennah, “he’d tell you he could propel himself from Boudun to Bannerbraeke by means of flatulence if it got him out of this cage! He’s a thief! How could we ever trust him?”

			Agnes’s father ignored Kennah. “What about mechanical devices, lad? Do you possess an understanding of them?”

			“I’m pretty handy with such things, Sir Auric. We frequently need to construct devices for our productions: winches to make it appear a player can fly, contraptions to change scenery quickly, rigging a trapdoor. I’ve had to educate myself about the workings of gears and pulleys and—”

			“Saint Muraida, grant me patience!” growled Kennah.

			“I can also draw a fair likeness, sketch out dimensions. I’m a decent cook and can mend clothing…”

			Auric held up a hand to the man. “That’ll do, Chalca. Admit it, Kennah. He’ll make a passable versatilis, something our number lacks. Subtlety.” Her father pointed at the Djao hieroglyph on the floor. His condescending tone didn’t annoy Agnes now as it often did. She touched the hand Kennah still rested on her shoulder.

			“Sir Kennah,” she said, “from now on, you should address this molly as Brother Chalca.”
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			Oxula was not about to open Chalca’s cell right there for them, insisting that the prisoner be appropriately processed according to Jailers’ Guild procedures. They could retrieve him tomorrow morning. After her father secured the warden’s promise that no harm would come to Chalca in the meantime, they resumed their search, retracing their steps to the old man’s cell and continuing deeper into that wing of the dungeon. They scanned the doors, walls, and floor for more of the phosphorescent markings somehow inscribed by the imprisoned old man. After exhausting that hall, they returned to the original room and went down another before locating the next sigil. It was the one Helmacht had called Terrible Purpose, written in the same glowing chalk, this time on a cell door.

			Agnes stepped to the window and strained her neck to look in, a strange sense of foreboding in her heart. Sitting at the center of the cell, straw carefully cleared away in a rough circle about the man, was a gaunt figure clad in tattered shirt and trousers of rough homespun, legs crossed and forearms resting on his knees. His head, shaved by an unsteady hand, still had tufts of hair and scabs where the blade had bitten into his scalp. His hands were encased in a cluster of black pieces of strangely-shaped dark metal, held together by a web of thin wires. Agnes could see the tremor in both hands, like those of an aged man.

			“Who is this person?” she asked.

			Oxula opened his book and rifled through the pages as he spoke. “He’s been here for about five months, m’lady,” the warden answered. “But you won’t be wantin’ him, surely. He’s a traitor an’ a witch. Our truth-speaker’s been at ‘im two dozen times, can’t get nothin’ outta him but a name.”

			The man looked up at that moment, his watery gray eyes haunted, crazy, meeting Agnes’s. She jerked back, as though the prisoner had swung a blade at her. He had a wild and weary face with narrow features, but the flesh was bruised and swollen, no doubt from the tender attentions of the priest of Tolwe who had questioned him so many times.

			“What’s his name?” asked her father.

			“Calls himself Qeelb,” Oxula responded, drawing out the name as though it was a distasteful thing. “Only thing we’ve gotten from ‘im.”

			“An Azkayan?” Kennah inquired from behind them. “That sounds Azkayan.”

			“He doesn’t have the look of one,” said Agnes, meeting the man’s eyes now with a force of will. It was then that she noticed it: flesh swollen around a dark opal, set in his forehead and shot through with fissures, as though the gem had been shattered and reassembled bit by bit. “Belu protect us,” she whispered. “He’s broken.”

			“What?” Her father made to take her place before the window, but Agnes stood her ground.

			“His gem is cracked…his Royal Binding has been broken.” Agnes had heard of such things, that the pirates prowling the western Cradle Sea were employing sorcerers whose bindings they had somehow sundered. The jewels were what prevented unchecked exercise of a sorcerer’s gifts. “Was he serving with pirates?”

			“Worse,” said Oxula. “He was servin’ aboard an Azkayan warship, captured just sou’ o’ th’ Pillar isles. Thrown hisself in with the easterners, he did. Royal College won’t claim ‘im. No word from Aelbrinth’s Spire. They’re s’posed t’send someone to name ‘im, but the Spire’s not known for actin’ quick on others’ orders.”

			“How did you come to serve with the Azkayans, sir?” Agnes said, addressing the man whose eyes were still locked on her. “How was your Royal Binding broken?”

			“It’s no use, m’lady,” Oxula interjected. “Mella’s knives an’ hammers ain’t got us mor’n that Azkay name. She was at ‘im not a day ago.”

			“Expedition of Discovery,” whispered the man through cracked lips, teeth red with blood.

			“What was that?” Auric asked, sidling up to the window. This time Agnes allowed her father to share the little barred portal.

			“I was a naval sorcerer aboard the Pride of Chaeres, Willem Shigway, captain. Sailed south at the queen’s command.”

			“He ain’t spoke b’fore, now he’s speakin’ nonsense,” said Oxula behind them. “Voyage o’ Discovery sailed outta Boudun Harbor mor’n fifty years ago! Man ain’t past forty hisself!”

			“He has a valid point, sir,” said Agnes’s father. “You’d have to be in your eighties at least if you set sail when you say you did. And though you look like you’ve been through all hell, you can’t be more than thirty-five, I’d guess.”

			“The Azkayans possess awful magicks, unknown in the west,” answered the man, eyes fixed now on Auric. “Through their necromancy my soul spent many years trapped in an ensorcelled jar made of jade while my body was preserved in an alchemical vat. They finally reunited them four years ago.”

			“So why not tell the truth-speaker your tale? Why speak with us now?”

			The man drew in and exhaled several silent breaths. Agnes was grateful his eyes were now on her father but couldn’t tear herself away from the window. Finally, the wretch spoke again. “Your god of truth cares no more for the truth than a lion does for its prey’s protestations.”

			“My god of truth,” said Auric, and she heard what felt to her like a sort of false indignation in his tone. “You don’t revere the gods of our empire any longer?”

			“None. May they all rot in the deepest of the Yellow Hells.”

			Kennah gasped behind them. “Traitor and blasphemer!” he exclaimed. 

			The man ignored Kennah’s outrage and continued. “Whatever I might say to a truth-speaker, the end will be the same: they’ll hand me over to the Royal College, maybe those sly bastards at the Spire, and their butchers will crack open my skull to figure out how it was done.”

			“Breaking your binding,” said Agnes.

			“Yes.”

			“They would treat one of their own so?”

			“They would a traitor, certainly,” answered her father.

			The man wrinkled his brow, though with the bruising on his face it caused him obvious pain. “If your sword was knocked from your grasp in battle,” he said, “and the enemy picked it up and skewered you with it, would you accuse the blade of treachery?”

			“Then you are no more than an instrument?” Auric asked.

			The man’s face darkened. “I am a tool,” he said. “I am a tool with a terrible purpose, sir.”

			Agnes and her father looked at one another, then back to the ground where the Djao pictogram was inscribed.

			“And what is that purpose?” asked Agnes, turning back to the cell window.

			“To tear down the foundations of the world.”

			“Saints preserve us,” whispered Kennah. “I trust that answer will cure you of considering this man as a companion.”

			“You call yourself Qeelb now,” said Agnes, ignoring Kennah and the icy shiver the man’s words summoned. “What is your real name?”

			“Qeelb is the name the Azkayans gave me, after they broke me and forced me aboard one of their ships. The name Qeelb is as real to me now as any other might ever have been.”

			“Sir Auric,” said Kennah, working hard to control his voice. “Please tell me you’re not entertaining the idea of this man in our party.”

			“Kennah,” said her father, still looking at Qeelb in his cell, “we may have no choice.”

			“No choice? Balls of the war god, why not? We aren’t under some compulsion to choose whoever the Aerican wants us to choose, are we? The man in that cell is a broken sorcerer and a cursed atheist, sworn to destroy the world! He isn’t bound by the oaths or spells that prevent a wielder of sorcery from doing whatever the fuck he wants with that power! That loony fucker could shatter our bones, or summon up a gaggle of demons to—”

			“Oxula, sir,” interrupted Auric. “We need another moment of privacy, please.”

			“He ain’t wrong, ya know,” said the warden, taking Ghallo by the shoulder again and walking away. “Only thing that prevents ‘im doin’ so is those witch-braces on his hands.”

			Her father waited until warden and jailer boy were out of earshot. When he did speak it was in a quiet voice, one that the prisoner in the cell couldn’t hear. “Kennah, I know this all seems insane—”

			“Goddamned right it does!”

			“But consider our task. In a sense, we will be acting against the Crown. Any sorcerer bound by the Royal College or the Spire cannot willingly act against our sovereign. This man has no such shackles on him.”

			“And he has no shackles keeping him from melting our eyes out of their sockets!”

			“Kennah,” said Agnes gently, “it makes some sense.”

			“‘Sense’ ain’t the word I’da use!” Agnes could hear the Aulkirk back-alley orphan accent Kennah had tried to lose breaking through.

			“It’s all happening as though someone planned it,” she said in a soothing tone. “We meet Chalca on the road here, then find him in a cell marked with one of three Djao hieroglyphs we can identify, and he’ll make a good versatilis for us, yes?” Kennah glared at her but didn’t disagree. “And now this unshackled sorcerer, in a cell marked with the Terrible Purpose glyph, who uses those very words to describe himself. You must see this is somehow…ordained.”

			“But by whom?” The look in Kennah’s eyes was almost pleading.

			“Fate,” said her father. “Destiny. Whatever the hell you want to call it. I hate this supernatural business every bit as much as you, son, but at some level we must acquiesce. Maybe bend is a better word, like a reed in a fast-flowing stream. Elsewise we’ll break.”

			Kennah tugged at his beard, muttering, “Madness.” But finally, his eyes closed, he nodded.

			Auric turned back to the cell. “Sir, we are asking you to join us on a quest, commissioned by the same queen who sent you and two thirds of the fleet south fifty-five years ago. The quest is to bring about the queen’s end and requires that we kill a god.”

			“Which one?” asked Qeelb, as though this was a sensible line of conversation.

			“Timilis.”

			“Oh,” said Qeelb, smiling with teeth stained by his own blood and clapping his metal-bound hands together, “That sounds like it might be fun.”
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			The three of them walked back to the room from which the three dungeon corridors originated, failing to come upon Oxula or the jailer-boy along the way. Kennah called up the stone stair and Ghallo came trotting down with a key. “Oxula’s been called off on another matter, m’lords,” he said, bowing stiffly. “He asked I should let you in the last hall if you needed it.”

			“Good lad!” Agnes said with a smile, touching the boy on the end of his nose. The boy rewarded her with his own sheepish smile and led the way. 

			The third hall was like the others: miserable prisoners locked in staggered cells, the way lit by fading sorcery. As they approached another turn in the prison corridor, the sounds of prayer carried down the hall. Kneeling at the door of a cell three doors down from the turn was a petite, youthful woman with mousy brown hair, clad in the pale blue robes of Belu’s priesthood. Agnes recognized the prayer, the Chant of Endurance and Faithfulness, favored by devotees of the goddess undergoing difficult times. The woman had one hand on the door, as though conducting the blessing through the rough oak. From behind Agnes came her father’s laugh. She turned to him, annoyed by his irreverence for this cleric offering comfort to one of the unfortunates here.

			“Agnes, look at the floor beneath her,” he said when he saw her angry glare. 

			She turned and saw it now: the priest knelt on another Djao glyph, the one Helmacht had called Compassion. The priest halted her prayer, aware now of the presence of the three Syraeics. Her smile was big and lopsided, and her eyes lit up with recognition and joy.

			“Auric and Agnes Manteo,” exclaimed Sira Edjani. “By the blue laurels of the goddess!”
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			A Knife in the Dark

			When they emerged from the queen’s dungeons, blinking in the bright lights of the palace proper, Agnes’s father turned over their list to the Grand Chamberlain, noting that two of their recruits were prisoners, the third a ministering priest of the Blue Cathedral. Ulwen promised the prisoners would be released and transferred to them at the Citadel the next morning, and arrangements made with Belu’s hierarchy for Sira’s inclusion in their expedition. Of course, the clergy would be kept in the dark about the expedition’s purpose. Agnes wondered what would be safe for Sira to know and how the devout priest would react when she knew of their impious goal.

			The sun was setting behind Boudun’s stone spires when they passed the gates of the palace complex and joined the evening crowds in the city’s lamp-lit streets. The thoroughfares were teeming with traffic; late-entering travelers’ wagons from the Mouth, combined with the carts of streetside peddlers headed home for the night, made progress slow. Agnes sensed a surly miasma, invisible mists of ill will and anger, as if oozing from the pores of the pedestrians about them. She knew the League wisely kept a finger on the pulse of the populace and the politics of the queen’s court; Syraeic spies were spread across both Boudun and the empire. Before leaving for Daurhim, word around the Citadel was that the League’s informants were reporting assaults, rape, thievery, and drunkenness all on the rise. Even street brawls were more common. Something threatened to boil over in the city, and Agnes wondered if it somehow emanated from their increasingly feral monarch. She imagined the queen perched above a fresh corpse, a river of blood dripping down her chin and staining the lace of her magnificent, pearl-festooned gown. Then she saw her godmother’s grinning head sitting on a platter, winking at her.

			Agnes rubbed her eyes as though the gesture could dispel such images. How long would they haunt her before they sent her mad? She looked at her father, whose expression was strangely placid, a wink of lamplight in his eyes. “Where are we headed, Father? We have no idea where this expedition will lead us, do we?”

			“We don’t,” answered her father. “The Aerican said we would need to speak with him again, without Kennah. Perhaps he’ll enlighten us then. Otherwise we’re blind as bats.”

			“He said ‘when the big man can no longer attend.’ What’s that about? Why shouldn’t Kennah be with us when we speak to the old man again? He’s part of our expedition, after all.”

			Kennah grunted, muscling aside a cluster of well-dressed, inebriated youths arguing with a street vendor hawking aphrodisiacs. “Go and see that cryptic bastard in the morning without me,” he said, spitting on the tooled leather boot of one of the intoxicated fops. “I’d rather be working up a sweat in the practice yard in the light of day than go down into those fetid halls again anyway.”

			Agnes stepped over a fat woman passed out in the road, a liquor bottle in her hand, tongue lolling. Kennah’s hulking form was directly ahead. She gave his tunic a yank. “But you agree with our course at this point, yes, brother? Choosing Chalca and Qeelb to join us?”

			“The best outcome, in my opinion,” he answered over his shoulder, “is for both Brother Molly and that mad sorcerer to skip town the minute they can so we needn’t worry about one of them stealing our horses or opening our throats while we sleep.”

			Agnes gave his tunic another yank. “So you don’t think some greater power guides us?”

			The big man stopped and spun around, halting their progress. His brow was furrowed, and a look of fury played on his hirsute features. “Vanic’s balls, yes! Yes! I hereby submit myself to the supernatural whims tossing us about. But I feel like a goddamned leaf in a windstorm! I don’t have to like it, Agnes!”

			Agnes clapped him on his chest with an open palm. It was like slapping a deep-rooted oak. “Gods, Kennah, none of us like it! But this is the life we chose.”

			“Speak for yourself. I chose to crawl around in Busker ruins, scrounging treasure and smacking the piss out of hollow men. I never said I wanted to perform lunatic errands…” He paused, lowering his voice to a whispered hiss. “Hunting down a fucking god.”

			Agnes started a retort, but she was silenced by Kennah’s gawping mouth and arched eyebrows. Without warning he lunged at her, grabbing her by the shoulders with his meaty hands and casting her roughly aside. She spilled onto the sidewalk and into a rough-looking woman peddling colorful ribbons dangling from a pole. Her protests at Kennah’s sudden assault were muffled by the merchant’s defensive elbow connecting with her cheek as the two of them fell to the cobblestones. She made to stand, tangled in red and blue and green ribbons, the woman whose goods she now wore cursing her with a toothless mouth. Agnes managed to get to one knee and steadied herself with a hand, looking for Kennah so she could meet his eyes while showering him with profanity. But the big man was face down on the street, pinning a lanky woman in the winter hides of a highway warden beneath him.

			Agnes stood, unwinding ribbons and brushing herself off. “What the hell is wrong with you, Kennah?” she raged. “You’d lay hands on a sister because she vexed you?” The crowd kept moving, parting around the scene like a river flowing around a great rock, barely sparing them a glance. Her father was fighting to get back to them, carried off by the disinterested traffic of the street: Agnes saw alarm on his face. She grabbed Kennah by a muscled bicep and they both grunted as she turned him over. Kennah let out a long moan, like a mournful bull—a crimson stain was spreading across the belly of his tunic. The furs of the woman beneath him were also sticky with blood, and it was then that several things jumped out at Agnes: a highway warden in the city, rather than the byways of the island, clad in hides suitable for winter at the height of summer; Kennah’s right hand on his blade, halfway out of its scabbard, and a blood-slick knife in the woman’s hand.

			Her father reached them now, going down on his knees and putting a hand to Kennah’s belly wound. The lanky woman righted herself and stumbled backwards, the hood falling off her head, revealing golden-blond hair shaved short at the sides and left long on the top, woven into braids. She had an angular face with tattoos of blue tears cascading down her cheeks. Agnes’s eyes met the woman’s and there was malice there…and something else: mirth. The woman gave her a malignant grin and shed the heavy, blood-covered hide jacket, then plunged down the street, plowing into the crowd gathering with interest now that blood had appeared. Agnes exchanged a quick look with her father. In that briefest of moments, her eyes delivered a message: I’m faster. You tend wounded Kennah, I’ll get the bitch who did this.

			The crowd parted for Agnes as she set off in pursuit, just catching sight of the woman’s golden braids bobbing ahead in the clutter of humanity. Agnes kept her rapier in its sheath, knowing that drawing it now would slow her and she’d likely end up skewering some innocent in her path. The blond-haired woman turned down another street, slamming into an apple vendor’s cart as she did. She spun off as a bushel of shiny red produce spilled out onto the paved road. Agnes sailed by the vendor’s flurry of curses, then knocked down a messenger wearing a crier’s feathered green hat. She called out an apology as her prey turned down a narrow alley.

			The lamps of the street offered little illumination in the cramped alley. A feeble glow cast hints and shadows on the rough brick of the adjacent buildings. The sounds of the crowds were muted now, and for a moment Agnes was struck by the fanciful notion of heading down a mystical tunnel to another world, like the fairy tales her mother told her when she was a girl. But that silly conceit vanished when after several twists and turns she emerged into a courtyard, where crates were stacked against the backs of buildings and bins of trash overflowed. Two men were there, sharing a pipe between them, sitting on barrels as they cast dice onto the top of another.

			Agnes glanced from left to right, seeking out the braided woman, catching her at last trying to scale a wall via its drainpipe. Agnes ran to her, drawing the rapier from its sheath, and grabbed the back of the woman’s tunic to tear her down. The woman giggled as she fell, landing like a cat and spinning around to face Agnes with her malicious smile. Her yellowed teeth were crooked, and Agnes noticed now that her eyes were crossed—a nystagmus that gave a wicked madness to her appearance. The woman pulled the knife from a pocket in her tunic. It was still wet with Kennah’s blood.

			“Drop the blade,” hissed Agnes, feeling a trembling anger welling up from inside. “I’ll run you through as soon as look at you, bitch, and you have no reach with that pig sticker.”

			The woman’s smile broadened, as though the idea of Agnes driving steel into her flesh amused her. She waved the red-hued knife before her with menace and spoke in an incongruously pleasant alto. “I’m as quick or quicker than you, pretty girl. I killed a bear and two boars in the wilds with this ‘pig sticker’ and can leave you with more than a scar to remember me by.”

			“Nalco!” cried a man’s voice behind Agnes.

			Agnes risked a quick glance over her shoulder and saw they had finally drawn the attention of the two men playing at dice. They stood by their barrels, both wearing bloody aprons with smears of the same on their hands and faces. The taller of the two, with close-cropped red stubble and a weak chin, held up a hand. “Why don’ you two jus’ put away the angry iron fer now, eh?”

			Agnes turned so that she could face the man, her back against the wall of the building the blond woman had tried to climb. She kept her blade trained on her target as she answered. “This woman stabbed a brother of the Syraeic League, citizen. I mean to turn her over to the city watch so that she can answer to Marcator.”

			“She lies, good sir!” the blond woman whimpered, her expression transformed now into a mask of fear that would earn an actor’s appreciative whistle. “She’s an agent of Timilis, come to kill me for sport!”

			Timilis? Agnes marveled, staring back at the woman whose feigned terror nearly provoked her own sympathy. No coincidence that the trickster god’s name is invoked by this would-be murderer.

			The loud squeal of a door’s unoiled hinges interrupted their exchange. Misty tendrils spilled from the opening, marking the place as a butcher shop, its back room magically chilled to preserve meat. An older man in a blood-stained apron, an enormous belly beneath it, stood there, wreathed by the sorcerous cold, wielding a meat cleaver in his brawny hand. He was a pale, sweaty man, his hair sparse, snaky strands pasted across his pate. “What’s this, then?” he barked, jowls waggling as he spoke. “Brawlin’ in my courtyard?”

			The shorter of the two men, younger than the first, a mop of unkempt black hair on his head and a whisper of a moustache, hid the pipe they had been smoking behind his back. Agnes caught a whiff of their vice: kyfe—a narcotic spice sprinkled in the tobacco, outlawed by the crown, but readily available on the streets of the city if one knew where to seek it.

			“Blondie says the one with the sword’s an assassin, devoted to Timilis, Nalco!” the dark-haired man said to the butcher in the mist-rimmed doorway “Means to kill her for a joke!”

			“Timilis?” grunted the fat man, like a curse. He brandished his cleaver, pointing it at Agnes. “Deny it, woman! I hate that fucking swindler an’ his bloody congregation, as any god-fearing Hanifaxer should!”

			“I’m a swordswoman of the Syraeic League. Agnes Manteo. This woman shoved the knife she holds now in the belly of a good man, unprovoked. Alert the city guard and let them sort it if you don’t believe me.”

			The butcher looked to the blond woman, saw the bloody weapon in her hand. His jowls quivered, framing his frown with jiggling flesh. After a pause he called out to the two other men standing there. “Boys, keep an eye on these two while I call for the watch. And lose that damned pipe, Jannep, ‘less you want t’answer to them fer what yer smokin’.” The butcher walked back inside his shop and closed the door behind him, chilly wisps wafting through the cracks between brick and wood. The two men approached Agnes and Kennah’s assailant, fists balled up as if ready for a fight.

			The blond woman’s feigned alarm vanished as they drew closer. She tilted her head to Agnes and smiled. “She’s a pretty one, ain’t she, lads? Wonder what it would be like to lie with her for a minute or two, huh?” Before Agnes could even process the woman’s words, she reached into her tunic and withdrew a vial. With lightning speed, she unstoppered it and with a swing of her hand emptied its contents at the men approaching. The stuff splashed on their faces and aprons, staining them a milky blue. The men stopped, wiping at the stuff with hands to which the liquid clung as well, a strong odor of anise in the air.

			The shorter man—the butcher Nalco had called him Jannep—started tugging at his crotch through his apron. The taller went slack jawed, rubbing at his chest. “I think she got some big milkers hidden ‘neath that shirt there, Jannep,” he slurred. “Would’n mind stickin’ my wick b’tween ‘em.”

			“Yeah,” replied the black-haired man, a stupid grin on his face as he massaged his manhood through the fabric.

			Agnes felt lightheaded. Whatever concoction the braided woman had splashed on these two, it carried an enchantment. She glanced at the woman, who smiled back at her with sinister glee. “The great god Timilis says hello, Agnes Manteo,” said the woman. “I trust you are no virgin, else this will be harder for you.”

			Agnes turned her blade to the approaching men, faces alive with stupid lust and violence. “Come no closer, citizens!” she shouted, knowing as she spoke the words, they were futile. “You’re under a spell! Get hold of yourselves before I’m forced to—”

			“I’d rather get hold o’ you and them dugs, sister,” said the tall man, reaching out, hands trembling with anticipation. “I bet that hole o’ yours is real tight, too.”

			“Dugs,” echoed Jannep, starting to work his erection in earnest.

			Agnes grimaced and swept her blade upward in an angry arc, catching the tall man’s extended fingers with its wicked edge. Two digits fell to the ground as he yanked back his hand, howling in pain and surprise. Jannep seemed not to notice his companion’s agony, blood from his maimed hand now staining the apron. Jannep leapt forward, grabbing at Agnes’s chest and throat. Though short, he was still taller than Agnes and a solid man—the force of his bulk slammed her back against the wall. Stars danced before her eyes as her head struck brick. He began groping at her breasts and pressing his erection into her, too impatient with lust to pull it from his trousers.

			Agnes tried to bring the hilt of her rapier down on the man’s head, but with her bicep pinned against the wall by the man’s weight she couldn’t muster the force she needed. She cursed his superior strength, the insistent banging of his swollen member into her belly, his stinking breath in her face. It was the sound of the blond woman’s maddening laughter that summoned her own strength: Agnes managed to unpin her left hand and banged a balled-up fist against black-hair’s head twice before reaching for her sheathed dagger. She drew it out and pressed its edge into his crotch between animal thrusts. His rutting assault stopped for a moment.

			“That’s a dagger against your nuts, shit-wit!” she spat. “Back away or I’ll geld you where you stand!”

			The man let out a long, heavy breath, kneaded her right breast and gave another experimental thrust of his groin. Agnes drew the blade across the front of his apron and trousers, feeling it part the rough woven fabric. He froze and let out a whimper.

			“It’ll be worth it,” sang the blond-haired woman, a malevolent songbird. “That cunt will feel like Belu’s Blue Heaven when you’ve sunk your shaft in it, lad.”

			Jannep paused, staring into Agnes’s eyes without any sign that he recognized her as a human being, as though the blond woman’s suggestion was that he mount a life-sized doll. His weight still pinned Agnes against the rough brick of the alley courtyard wall, and she felt the manic pounding of his heart. “Worth it,” he grunted, and moved the hand that clasped her breast to her throat, closing it tightly there as he pressed his erection into her blade. Agnes’s breath was cut off; she tried to cry out, but couldn’t. A terrible claustrophobic terror threatened to envelope her as the ensorcelled man’s fingers started to constrict her windpipe, a sort of paralysis locking her muscles for an endless moment. Her lungs fought for air, she saw stars again—consciousness was slipping away. The ensuing darkness brought on another burst of adrenaline. Gritting her teeth, she dragged the sharpened steel of her dagger across the man’s crotch, felt it bite deep into flesh. He let out a piercing scream directly into her ear, but improbably, he continued to rut against her, each thrust growing weaker. Warm blood washed over Agnes’s hand as at last she severed his penis from his body. He staggered back then, staring dumbly at the pulsing blood soaking his apron and trousers, filling his shoes. He fell to the ground squirming, pathetic, crying like a little boy now. In a short while he was silent and still.

			Agnes gasped for air, bracing herself now against the wall. The tall, red-haired man sat on the ground, rocking back and forth, cradling his ruined hand in a bloody apron like a broken toy. Her rage returned and she scanned the courtyard, seeking out Kennah’s assailant amongst the crates and rubbish bins. But the braided woman was nowhere to be found.
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			The city guard contingent consisted of two men of slovenly appearance and a younger woman who stood in stark contrast to her peers: not a hair was out of place and her equipment was immaculately maintained. Perhaps she felt she had to work harder, given her girlish appearance. While Agnes waited for them to arrive, fat and sweaty Nalco giving her hostile glances as he tended to the wounded red-haired man, she feared how her story might be greeted. Two butcher’s apprentices, with no past run-ins with the law, forcing themselves on an armed woman of the Syraeic League? Preposterous! But instead of disbelief, the three city guards exchanged sour expressions and began searching the grounds, eventually locating the discarded vial whose contents the blond woman had splashed on Agnes’s attackers.

			A priest of Belu arrived just after the watch, summoned from a nearby shrine. The tall man’s bleeding had stopped, and Agnes watched with a grimace as the priest pocketed the severed fingertips before leading him out of the courtyard, presumably to that shrine where he might provide greater aid. The young guardswoman, whose burnished breastplate with rearing griffin reflected the lamps now lit in the courtyard, took Agnes’s bloody hand. It was then Agnes realized she was trembling. This was different from the shaking thrill that followed a confrontation of uncertain outcome. It was different, though it wasn’t the first time her life had been threatened, not even the tenth. She had prevailed many times before in circumstances equally dire. But this was different. This was fucking different.

			“We’ve seen this half a dozen times in the past week,” said the young guardswoman, her voice a girlish soprano. “Sexual assaults, and this.” She held the vial up so that Agnes could see the symbol etched into its base: a wheel with eight curving spokes radiating from its central hub, the spokes poking through the outer circle like the blades of sacrificial knives.

			“Timilis,” said Agnes.

			“Aye,” said one of the guardsmen, whose malodorous breath matched his sloppy appearance. “Fuckin’ Timilis. We’ve seen the same behind at least four murders, an’ a few thefts, and vandal’s work as well.”

			“Gods be good! Has the guard confronted the church?” Agnes asked, brow knitting with worry and anger.

			“O’ course,” answered the other guardsman with a big square-toothed sneer. “They says they can’t answer fer each and every fanatic, but they’ll be sure to let us know if they finds anything out. Happy t’be helpful, they says.” He punctuated his statement by hawking a gob of phlegm onto the ground.

			“It’s like it’s all falling apart,” said the guardswoman in a distant whisper.

			“Don’ be so dramatic, Maggie!” barked Square-Tooth, sparing Agnes a glance. “We’ve had unrest bubblin’ in the streets b’fore you came on board, and they quieted themselves down eventually. We just need to bust a few heads.”

			Bad Breath shook his head. “With the cult o’ a great god in the mix? Light some pale candles for Saint Yubec when I get off duty, I will. We need some divine in’ervention if you ask me. This feels…diff’rent.”

			Different. Agnes held her trembling hands to her side, willing them to stop. The bloody courtyard seemed like a bad dream, but she still felt a phantom echo of Jannep’s erection pressed against her belly, thrusting. She had been accosted by some Syraeic brothers in the past, but none who persisted after a firm rebuke or, if necessary, a broken nose. Had she thought herself immune to this sort of assault? Thinking of the butcher’s superior strength, despite all her training, threatened to bring tears to her eyes. She needed to get out of that accursed courtyard. Its grimy brick walls seemed to close in on her, menacing.

			Agnes asked the city guard if she could leave for the Citadel. Square-Tooth nodded and waved her off, as though she were only one of many witnesses to a common tavern brawl. With a hand firmly gripping her rapier’s hilt, she walked back up the narrow, poorly lit alley. She navigated its twists and turns until at last she was again on the cobblestone street. She looked left and right, wary for the tell-tale blond braids of Kennah’s attacker in the crowd, waiting for a chance to pounce on her again. Agnes held out her hand, saw it trembling still, and sticky with a man’s lifeblood. She retrieved the cloth she used to clean her blades and tried to wipe the gore from her flesh, but most of it had dried. She had the irrational thought that she was stained now forever by this blood, felt an urge to head for a sin eater hovel. It was then she became aware of the blood soaking the belly of her shirt. Agnes looked around her, wondering why none among the pedestrians of Boudun seemed to notice the signs of carnage marking her. But marking her as what? A victim, she thought, and she braced herself against a building as she gagged, her stomach heaving. 

			No face in the milling crowd registered alarm at Agnes’s plain distress or blood-painted figure. Instead, she sensed a wordless, stupid malice—surly glances, odious sneers, a nasty soup of hatred bubbling in a cauldron left too long on the fire, ready to boil over into open violence. Were her eyes and emotions playing tricks on her, stoking paranoia? Less than thirty minutes before, she had cut off a man’s fingers and killed another in a most gruesome fashion, and now here she was, swimming back through the crowd to the Citadel, her sword hand and clothing defiled with human blood, and a sea of evil about her.

			Agnes considered that this might very well be what it felt like to go mad.
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			Conversations

			It was a trio of burly priests of Velcan who came to Kennah’s rescue. The three were returning to their temple after a day of blessing the forges of artisans and armorers in the Metalworkers’ District. They wore their singed vestment aprons, muscular forearms and faces black with soot, sacramental hammers slung over their shoulders. Auric kept pressure on Kennah’s bleeding gut while the soot-stained trio carried the wounded Syraeic to a roadside shrine of Belu four blocks away. 

			A moon-faced, sandy-haired cleric of indeterminate age was burning fragrant incense before a worn and antique effigy of the great goddess festooned with fresh laurel leaves. He gave Kennah all his attention when they arrived, the serene expression on his face never wavering, even when the Syraeic’s terrible wound was revealed. Auric found that serenity unnerving but said nothing. Sira Edjani had a similar quality about her, of almost unshakable calm, but somehow this man’s demeanor didn’t foster the same reassurance: Auric imagined the man sitting peacefully in the middle of his burning kitchen in Daurhim, unworried as the blaze consumed all. The priests of Velcan stood by awkwardly, fiddling with their hammers or staring at their feet, until Auric thanked them with a small tithe to their forge-temple. Thus released, they nodded affably and were on their way. 

			Auric stayed beside Kennah as the moon-faced priest laid hands on the grievous wound and called down divine healing. When at last the bearded man’s eyes fluttered open, he stuttered a single word.

			“P-peregrine.”

			“Set off,” Auric responded, putting a hand on the man’s shoulder, “in pursuit of your attacker.”

			“Not me,” he said weakly.

			“Sorry?”

			“Not…me. The knife…meant for Agnes.”

			Auric felt a catch in his throat. “You’re certain?” But the man was unconscious again.

			“Let him rest now, sir,” said the placid priest, smiling softly, fingers stained with Kennah’s blood interlocked over the belly of his soft blue vestment. “The wound was deep; it’s best if our bearded friend stays abed for at least a few days. My brethren and I will keep a vigil here, imploring the Blue Mother’s continued mercy.”

			Auric nodded and stood, reaching in his purse for a few coins as an offering. The smiling cleric pocketed the gold without a word. “If not me, someone from the League will be by tomorrow to check on him and provide any necessary assistance. You believe he’ll live?”

			“Only Belu knows our fates, but I think this man will survive his injury. You can do no more. Unless you wish to stay here with me and pray for our wounded brother.”

			“I’ll leave that to you, Father,” Auric answered, corralling a strangely impious retort that tickled at the back of his mind. “I’ll be away then, to the Citadel.” The priest said no more, standing there with sublime countenance as though posing for a saint’s portrait. An image of that burning kitchen conjured itself again, now with the fiery beast he drove off grinning. Auric turned back up the street from where they had come, thinking he would try to track Agnes’s pursuit of the would-be assassin. He had gone a block before he noticed his right hand stretched across his body, resting on the hilt of his Djao blade, as if for comfort. At first, he resisted the urge to draw Szaa’da’shaela—it seemed silly and pointless. 

			But then he remembered the same impulse to draw the weapon in his burning manor home. He halted, pressing up against the brick of a tavern so as not to impede the evening traffic. He let his fingers curl around the exotic hilt’s grip, closed his hand tight on the ancient metal. Then he drew six inches of the blade from its scabbard, the polished gray steel catching the flickering light of a nearby lamppost, a sparkle from the etched Djao script. Warmth flowed up Auric’s arm from the weapon, as though he’d submerged it in a bath. The sensation was intimate, soothing. Of the passersby, most ignored him, absorbed in their own affairs. But a man about his own age, with an oily complexion and long, stringy blond hair going a dirty gray, noted his gesture and froze. He looked warily at Auric, slipping a hand into his own cloak, no doubt reaching for a weapon. Auric froze now too, not returning the blade to its scabbard, but drawing it no further.

			“I mean no harm, friend,” he said to the wary stranger in a low voice, as though the two stood face to face in a private room, the milling crowd about them absent. “The blade isn’t meant for you or any other soul here.”

			The man licked his lips, right hand still hidden in his cloak, then nodded slowly and faded away into the flow of humanity headed north along the thoroughfare, an eye locked on Auric until he disappeared.

			You feel it loose in the city tonight as well, don’t you?

			It was Szaa’da’shaela, speaking to him, somehow clearer and more certain than the other sounds in the street.

			“A nameless malice,” he answered aloud.

			One might give it a name.

			“Timilis,” he whispered.

			He is but one of the Besh’oul, but that name will do for now.

			“Besh’oul? I don’t know that word.”

			There are few who do. They are your true enemy, Auric Manteo. It is the Besh’oul who pull at strings and orchestrate your suffering.

			“Agnes—”

			Is unhurt. She will be at the Citadel soon after you return there yourself. Both of you must speak again, with the Ush’oul in the cell. You will walk him out of that prison, and he will tell you where you must go.

			“Walk him out—”

			Without question or hindrance.

			“Simple as that?”

			Ask the boy. He will oblige your request.

			“And where will the Aerican tell us to go? Why didn’t he want to speak with us when Kennah was present? Will Kennah live?”

			But the sword said no more. And it was then that Auric became very aware that he was a man with graying hair, his weapon half-drawn from its sheath, standing alone in front of an alehouse, speaking to himself. 

			Like the mad do, he thought.
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			Pallas Rae was in her private quarters, ailing again, but she admitted Auric for an audience when he returned to the Citadel. He recounted to her all that had transpired, save the conversation he had had with Szaa’da’shaela. He wasn’t ready to announce that development just yet. As he finished his telling, Agnes was admitted to the lictor’s room by a wide-eyed novice girl, clearly in awe of his daughter. Auric stood from the chair at Rae’s bedside and embraced Agnes.

			“Thank all the good gods you’re unharmed,” he said as he let her go, noting a stiffness in her. Then he saw the look on her face, anxiety tinged with anger, making him doubt his assessment. She seemed ready to burst into tears, or worse. “What happened, Agnes?”

			“The woman got away,” she said, clearing a catch in her throat. “I had her cornered, but she used some sort of charm on two men nearby. They…attacked me.”

			It was then Auric noticed the copious dried blood. Had he been blind before? 

			She saw his alarm and shook her head. “I wasn’t injured. But I killed one of them and maimed the other. It was Timilis. The woman…she was an agent of the god.”

			Auric’s jaw clenched and a rage filled his chest. He took a moment to master the feeling, staring at the flagstones of the chamber.

			“How do you know she served the god?” croaked Rae.

			“She said as much. Said my name, in fact. Knew it. The vial that contained her potion had the god’s eight-spoked wheel etched in it. Is Kennah dead?”

			“He lives,” answered Auric, still feeling the fury. His eyes lighted on the basin atop Pallas Rae’s chest of drawers, and from it he retrieved a moistened cloth. He walked over to Agnes and began cleaning the blood from her hand with gentle, methodical attention. “We have to go back to the Aerican and speak with him.”

			“But Kennah…”

			“They’re tending him at a crossroads shrine. He needs rest. The old man said we should come back when the big man can’t attend. I’d say this qualifies as ‘unable to attend.’”

			Agnes grimaced and gave a curt nod.

			“It is galling, is it not?” croaked Rae in her hoarse, weakened voice. “Batted about so by these mystical matters?”

			“Like a cat’s ball of yarn,” Agnes answered. Auric looked up from his work to his daughter’s face, struck by the aptness of her phrase. There was worry there, a shaky nervousness in her that he recognized, and it frightened him. It reminded him of his own malady, seemingly cured in miraculous fashion this past year by possession of Szaa’da’shaela. The thought to place the blade in her hand crossed his mind. Would it calm her, provide the solace he had received?

			“The powers that manipulate you seem as capricious as cats, I agree,” said Rae. “But it appears this will be part of the burden that must be borne for our…task.”

			Task, thought Auric. To hunt down a great god and slay him. Task did not feel an adequate word for what he and his only surviving child had been asked to do. He held Agnes’s newly cleaned hand in his, gave it a squeeze. There were tears in the corners of her dark brown eyes that she quickly winked away.
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			The two of them returned to the dungeons beneath the palace in a silence pregnant with unspoken thoughts. As they walked there, Auric found himself thinking for the first time of the other burden placed upon his daughter: whatever secret it was that must be kept from him. Rae had been right, of course. He had foregone the ladder of leadership, which meant he would not be privy to the League’s deepest confidences, nor the reasons for those secrets. But why should Rae give Agnes the responsibility of making the decision to keep him in the dark about…whatever it was? The lictor wasn’t a cruel woman; there had to be some compelling reason for giving his daughter this duty. It weighed on the poor girl, he was certain of that now. His anger grew as they walked, goaded by this sense of being led about by the nose, by unseen entities. Auric concluded that this was the way a chess piece must feel.

			They were allowed back into the dungeons without challenge. The jailer boy, Ghallo, led them down to the old Aerican’s cell again, still in awe of both him and Agnes, looking back at them now and again as they walked the dank corridors of the prison. When they reached the iron-bound oak, still adorned with the ute sigil, the lad switched his lantern from one hand to the other and rapped on the wood.

			“Sir, the man and his daughter are back to speak with you.”

			The man and his daughter. Auric was uncertain why the boy’s formulation seemed odd to him. He spoke as though they were characters in a fairy tale.

			When he peered in the barred window, he saw the old man sitting on the rough stone floor at the center of his miserable little cell. He looked up after a moment, the Aerican’s ancient eyes meeting Auric’s with an unspoken power. “The big, bearded man,” said the Aerican in his penetrating baritone, “will be well enough to join you, when you begin your journey.”

			“You foresaw this, then?” Auric asked.

			“In a way.”

			The man wore a peacefulness about his person, like a fine robe. It differed from that of the moon-faced priest at the shrine, whose calm seemed the product of willful ignorance. Auric sensed that the man’s knowledge was vast.

			“You know all? Perhaps you should have warned us of the attack. Or inform us now of what lies ahead, if your aim is to truly aid us.”

			“Ah, I do not possess omniscience, Auric Manteo, though it may seem so to you. It’s true I have visions of the future, and other divinatory sight, but those glimpses I receive are murky, uncertain. If I were to reveal all I see to you, it may hinder you in your duty. I will tell you what I can to assist, but no more than is helpful. And besides, do you require encouragement to be on your guard in these times?”

			“No numinous riddles for us, then?”

			The Aerican’s smile was broad and toothy. “I do not mean to confound you with riddles, sir, though I can appreciate your frustration. Think of it as trusting another’s wisdom, one who has more information, sources, and experience. Much experience.”

			Szaa’da’shaela purred at Auric’s hip. He put a hand to it, waiting for it to speak. When it did not, he glanced at Agnes, to see if she had noticed his gesture. Instead, she stood on her tiptoes and held on to the bars of the window.

			“Where would you send us?” she asked, urgency in her voice. “To find Timilis. Where?”

			“He has done much to injure you and those you love, Agnes Manteo,” replied the old man, his deep voice soothing. “But what you do cannot be for vengeance. Instead, you must do it to protect and preserve what remains.”

			Agnes muttered something to herself that Auric couldn’t understand. “What?”

			“Something I said to Kennah, when we strung up the bandit on the road. ‘This is to be a hanging by law,’ I said. Or something like that. Is that what you mean, sir?”

			“That is an interesting thought, Agnes,” he said. “The crimes of Timilis are many, and death is an appropriate sentence. But it is better to think of him as a besieging army that threatens to raze your city, salt your fields, and slay your people. This enemy must be defeated if you are to survive.”

			“Then I’ll ask it again: where would you send us?”

			“Gnexes.”

			Agnes’s brow furrowed. “I don’t know it. Father?”

			The name sounded familiar to Auric, but he could recall little about it, including its location.

			“It is a vast complex of caves, both natural and man-made, that pre-date the Buskers,” Ush’oul answered, using his hand to guide a crawling cockroach from his soiled robe back to the stone with gentle regard.  “It is situated in the Ironspur Mountains, just outside the northeastern boundaries of the Earldom of Ironwound. The Buskers used the ruins for rituals of divination when they were discovered, and it’s now a site sacred to the cult of Pember, venerating his aspect as the supposed deity of prophecy and divination. That is where you will find Timilis.”

			“Is he leasing a summer manor there?” Auric said. He felt a petulant fool for the comment, but his irritation was rising within him again. The old man continued as though Auric had not spoken.

			“He resides in its deepest place, beyond the Throne of the Oracle. He communes with Pember.”

			“Pember’s there as well?” asked Agnes, incredulous.

			“Perhaps. I’m not certain. Whatever the case, Pember will not interfere with your task. There is no love lost between Pember and Timilis.”

			Agnes turned to Auric. “Do you know it, Father? Have you been to this place?”

			“He has not,” the Aerican said, answering for him. “The Cult of Pember has long guarded its depths and forbidden the Syraeic League from exploring the labyrinth. They hide secrets there, allowing only those with sufficient coin to have a peek at a hem of the Garment.”

			Szaa’da’shaela trembled again at his side. Auric laid a hand on its emerald-studded pommel, as if to comfort the weapon. He didn’t know why the old man’s phrase disturbed him as well. “The garment? You speak in fanciful metaphors?”

			The old man smiled, lips pressed together tightly. “In this case, no. The priests of Pember weave an enormous tapestry in the darkness, in an unending ritual. They have done so for hundreds of years. One day, perhaps sooner than they know, it will serve as the Vestment of God, when the Divine Spirit of Creation takes form and strides the earth.”

			Auric sighed and hung his head. He was tired in his bones, in his spirit. When Agnes spoke, her voice was edged with a kind of wildness that alarmed him. “You’ll help us, then? To dispatch a god?”

			He looked intently at Agnes, tilting his chin up. “Oh yes, young Agnes Manteo. Most certainly, yes.”

			“Why?”

			“Let me tell you a story,” the Aerican answered. 

			“We’ve no time for a bloody story!” shouted Auric, unable to check his annoyance. It was then that Auric noticed the young jailer, sitting on his knees behind them in the hall. The boy frowned and spoke.

			“You should listen to his story, sir,” he said, his boyish voice cracking. “It’ll teach you somethin’ you need to know. Maybe it won’t sound like it now, but later, it’ll make some sense to you.”

			Auric looked at the lad, seeming more the Aerican’s servant than his jailer in that moment. He turned back to the barred window. “All right, sir. Tell us your tale.”

			The old man looked back at him, seeming to take his measure. A butterfly fluttered in Auric’s stomach with the scrutiny. At last the man spoke. “You have heard the tale of the people,” he began, “who had forever lived deep inside the bowels of the earth, in a cave so deep the light did not penetrate it?”

			“Yes,” Auric answered, tentative. “An old Busker fable, if memory serves. One of them wandered into the light and when he told his friends, they did not believe him.”

			“Oh, she did not tell her friends,” responded the Aerican, his expression serious. “At least for a time. No. At first, she kept it secret, reveling in her discovery. She grew strong from the fruit and wisdom of that vibrant place she had found, alive with light and color. When she finally chose to share the bounty of the living world with the others, she told them that she alone could walk in the light and not perish. And if they made her their queen, she would continue to provide them with what she brought back. Having subsisted all their lives on the insects that crawled in the darkness, the people gladly crowned her supreme.”

			Auric clenched and unclenched his jaw, the sense of being spoken to as a child chewing at his nerves. “You think I can only digest what you mean for me to know via a fairy tale, sir?”

			“Papa,” whispered Agnes, putting a gentle hand on his arm. But it was the awkward tug at his sleeve that halted the words ready to tumble forth from his mouth. It was the jailer boy, Ghallo.

			“Sir,” he said, big, pensive eyes dark and pleading, “you really oughta listen to him. Later it’ll all make sense. At least, I think it will.”

			Auric looked back at the lad. He was likely pressed into service in these dungeons, to spend his life in these dark corridors, playing turnkey to the constantly changing collection of wretched prisoners; selfish and cruel ne’er-do-wells, and those unfortunates with terrible luck. Auric, too, could have been scooped up when he first came to Boudun, a piss-stinking boy from a Pescham tannery, dragged to work in the darkness here. Or perhaps kidnapped by a press gang into the Royal Navy. Or he might have fallen in with some cluster of thieves who preyed on young, motherless immigrants to replenish their ranks. But the League took him in, clothed him, fed him, trained him in swordplay, ancient history and languages, dusky wisdom known to but a few. What wisdom did jailer boys and girls who prowled the hopeless halls of the queen’s dungeons gain through their labors?

			“Perhaps you would prefer I hurry to the moral of this story, Auric Manteo? There is none. She became their unquestioned sovereign. Though she was the most intrepid of her kind, the first to venture into the light of the sun, her crown was built upon deception…and cruel violence. The yoke she laid upon the people in exchange for what she gave them was very heavy.”

			“And how did they finally overthrow her?” asked Agnes, pulling herself up to the barred window again. In that moment, Auric saw the little girl who had consumed his Syraeic stories like a parched man drank cool water at a fountain. He squeezed back a tear.

			“They never did,” the old man replied to Agnes with his smile. “After a time, others dared to brave the outside world in defiance of her warnings. But when they learned the truth they simply joined her in lording their knowledge over the ignorant folk who still huddled and scraped in the dark.” Then the Aerican’s smile vanished. “And when her subjects finally grew weary of their tyranny and rebelled, their god-queen and her willing accomplices murdered those oppressed people, down to the last cooing infant.”

			The abrupt conclusion to the old man’s tale made Auric’s blood run cold, and Szaa’da’shaela purred at his side. After a silence that lasted an age, and with a hand on the weapon’s hilt, he spoke again. “And what do you mean to tell us with this grim story?” 

			“All respect,” squeaked the jailer boy, “but best figure it out yourself. I always asked him what his stories meant, but I found it’s better to work it out myself, even if it’s after a long while.”

			Auric looked at the black-haired boy, who did his best not to shrink at the scrutiny, then turned to Agnes, still on her tiptoes, her lips forming an “O” of wonder. She matched the gaze of the Aerican in his cell. Auric was at a loss, angry because of it, and a petulant, fatigued part of him wanted to leave. He stayed the impulse to march out of this dismal place and head for Daurhim that very night, falling into bed with Hannah, kissing her and confessing she was right—the League was a nest of intrigues and he would never leave her side again. But as Szaa’da’shaela shivered at his hip, he instead decided to unburden his mind to this strange old man, without reservation.

			“This Djao blade spoke to me first in my last foray into the Barrowlands,” he began, aware of his recklessness before the words left his tongue. “At first, I thought it the strain of the endeavor, my troubled mind playing tricks. I worried that perhaps I was going mad again…as I had when I was last there. A few years before, they found me stumbling from the wilderness after an expeditionary disaster, talking to the severed head of my closest friend as though she still drew breath.”

			Agnes coughed, backing away from the cell door. She was uneasy with his words, it seemed, perhaps sensing somehow that he was being indiscreet. She put a gentle hand on his shoulder and made to speak, but Auric put two fingers to her lips.

			“No, dear, I think I need to speak this aloud, to this man,” he said, turning back to the cell window. “This man, who calls himself…Ush’oul. What does that name mean, sir? Our linguists are baffled.”

			“Betrayer,” answered the Aerican, his lined brown face serious.

			This, Auric did not expect. “Betrayer of whom?”

			“Of my own kind. Who else can one betray?”

			So many questions, things that the old man’s words hinted at. Auric imagined himself asking those questions but feared the answers. Finally, he decided to continue with what he wanted to say. “This sword, also called Ush’oul by the thing I slew beneath Saint Besh, it speaks to me again, after a year of silence. Had I not listened to its directives down in that unholy place, we would have perished. More recently, it enabled me to escape a burning building and drive off a fire elemental. And soon after I left wounded Kennah at the shrine to Blessed Belu, we had a conversation.”

			“Father,” began Agnes, but Auric shook his head.

			“The blade told me I should ask this lad here to unlock your cell, and that we would walk from these dungeons unmolested. That seems a mad thing, too. But I think I may be close to surrendering to this lunacy. ‘Walking with the wind.’ Isn’t that what you young ones say these days, Agnes?”

			Agnes didn’t speak. The look on her face was an odd mix of confusion, anger, and fear. The old man smiled and nodded almost imperceptibly. Auric turned to the jailer boy, who he found stood near him now. He put a fatherly hand on his shoulder. “Would you please open the door, son?”

			“I don’t have no key,” he responded, voice cracking again. “We don’t carry the keys. Only senior jailers like Oxula have keys.”

			“Check your left pocket, Ghallo,” said the Aerican with certain calm.

			The boy didn’t hesitate. He reached inside the pocket of his dusty trousers, patched a dozen times, and with a look of wonder, pulled out a large iron key.
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			Arrivals

			With a shaking hand, the jailer boy Ghallo inserted the iron key in the lock and turned it to the left. A loud click reverberated down the shadow-lined dungeon corridor, fading witch light flaring for an instant with ominous portent. The Aerican stood. The fluidity of his single, effortless movement made Agnes’s breath catch: the old man showed none of the infirmity of his obvious age, rising with an ease and grace Agnes herself would be hard-pressed to duplicate. Her father hesitated for a moment, then opened the cell door into the hall for the strange man. The Aerican strode forward, brushing scraps of hay from the cloth of his dirtied robe. He stopped at the threshold of his prison, all serene patience.

			“Where would you have us take you?” asked her father, his tone even.

			The old man closed his eyes and smiled, drawing in a deep breath through broad nostrils, as though the air in the corridor was fresher than that of his shadowed cell. “To the rooms of the countess, if you please. I will lodge there during these events.”

			Her father was suddenly defensive. “Why there?”

			“Ilanda Padivale has her role to play in all of this as well, Auric Manteo. Another agent in the cause of righteousness.”

			“Righteousness?” Agnes said, screwing up her face. “You say what the queen would have us do is a holy task?”

			That brought an ivory grin from the Aerican, a twinkle at the corner of an eye. “Yes, young Agnes, it is.” He began walking down the ill-lit hall, apparently assuming they would follow. Agnes exchanged a look with her father. He shrugged and turned after the old man. Agnes looked down at the boy Ghallo, his expression mournful, tears welling up in his eyes. But then the Aerican called over his shoulder, “Come, Ghallo. You will attend me in the palace. Your time in these miserable environs is at an end.”

			Agnes looked back at the boy, his face now lit up with wonder and joy. Her heart swelled in that moment—it was the elation of reprieve, of a condemned soul spared from the executioner’s block. The lad looked at the iron key in his hand, dropped it on the floor, and scurried to catch up with the others.
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			Not a single guard or court official questioned them on their progress from the dungeons beneath the royal palace, nor in the halls of the palace itself. They moved through the world effortlessly, as though invisible. Within half an hour they were at the door of the countess’s lavish suite of rooms, but a stone’s throw from the queen’s own chambers. No guard had questioned them or shown any recognition that they passed by. Ilanda Padivale admitted them immediately, adjusting to the presence of the old man with remarkable ease. Agnes imagined her ability to adapt quickly was a priceless skill when navigating the intrigues of the queen’s court. Without fanfare she agreed to act as the Aerican’s host in the palace.

			“We agree that the queen and her officers needn’t know of Ush’oul’s presence?” asked Auric.

			“Ulwen must know,” the countess responded.

			“The Grand Chamberlain? He can be trusted?” There was worry in her father’s voice.

			Ilanda bit her lower lip, exhaled. “In this, yes. The artifact with which Ush’oul gifted Her Majesty, the orb that allowed Ulwen to reach the queen’s true self, that has purchased his cooperation for the time being. But let me worry about him, Sir Auric. You have more pressing matters to concern you.”

			“I will advise the countess from now on, Sir Auric,” said the old man in his lustrous baritone. “My presence will go unnoticed, I assure you.”

			“Might I ask why you didn’t just waltz out of those dungeons on your own days ago, sir?” asked her father, a petulant frown on his lips.

			“The time was not right.”

			Agnes watched her father stare at the man for a long, awkward moment, as though he could somehow decipher secrets in the lines of the Aerican’s ancient face. It was during this odd reverie that she noticed Auric’s left hand on the pommel of the Djao blade. Her father held it there, fingers alternately touching the emeralds and the metal they were set in. Was he seeking reassurance? Was it speaking to him now? An image of her godmother’s severed head appeared unbidden before her mind’s eye, smiling its bloody smile. She was grateful when her father broke both his stare and his silence.

			“Very well, sir. You have no further information for us before we leave on our journey to Gnexes?”

			“Only that you will find Timilis in the deepest place in those catacombs, past the public grottoes, and beyond the throne of the Videna. My duty now is to the countess.”

			Ilanda frowned and Auric grimaced. “I think you know more, sir,” he growled, hand now tight on Szaa’da’shaela’s hilt. “And I know not why you hide it from us.”

			“Nor do I, Auric Manteo,” the old man said, his face inscrutable. ‘I do as the spirit leads me to do.”

			“This divine spirit of creation. This is whom you serve?”

			“I do. As best I can.”

			Her father’s hand tightened on Szaa’da’shaela’s grip. A tremble in Agnes’s gut warned of an outburst. She spoke to stay his anger. “Who is this Videna of whom you speak?” 

			“A great diviner and oracle, highest priest of Pember’s cult, chief augur of the temple caves at Gnexes. How you gain her blessing to pass her is beyond my vision. The deeper places are sacred to the cult and forbidden to all but the Videna.”

			Agnes’s father still stared at the old man. She saw some other question or comment on his lips as he absently fondled the emerald of the Djao artifact with the fingers of his left hand. But instead of speaking it, he turned his intense gaze from the Aerican, nodded to the countess, and put a too-parental hand on Agnes’s arm to guide her from the chamber.
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			The first half of their walk back to the Citadel was in silence, her father’s hand never leaving the pommel of the Djao weapon. Agnes’s mind was reeling, but she was having difficulty untangling the mix of uncertainty, trepidation, and exhilaration that danced in her heart. When her father finally broke the silence, she was blindsided.

			“What did those two sorcerers show you?”

			She froze, her godmother’s bloody smile flashing before her.

			“Agnes?”

			She felt sick to her stomach, part of her wanting to vomit the knowledge out: Lenda Hathspry lives! Her disembodied head speaks dark secrets in the bowels of the Citadel to this day! But a memory of her father arrested the impulse: returned from the Barrowlands after his disastrous expedition four years ago, the drunken rages, the haunted and haggard look of despair in sleepless eyes. He must be spared the knowledge. It was her burden to bear.

			“Papa, I need you to trust me.”

			“What could possibly—”

			“Trust me!” she shouted, feeling a wild edge in her words that frightened her. He pursed his lips, but nodded, saying nothing more.

			They made the rest of their way back to the Citadel without speaking, though she had to bite her tongue three or four times to keep it that way. The anger she saw in her father’s face fueled her own. Why couldn’t he understand how difficult this was for her? The adolescent still lurking inside wanted to slap him in that stern, disappointed face with the knowledge of it. Here! You too can have Aunt Lenda’s severed, chattering head in your mind’s eye forever, Father!

			But just before they parted, Auric off to speak with Lictor Rae about their departure, he gave her a fatherly kiss on her forehead. Part of her wanted to keep hold of her anger, but it was melting. His ignorance and frustration were a part of the burden, she decided. Grow up, Agnes, she thought to herself. Act the woman, for Belu’s sake!

			When she reached her cubicle, she removed her shoes and lay on her bed, a tiredness deep in her bones. She lay there for an hour, replaying the events of the past several days, finding her godmother’s unholy visage returning again and again. She entertained heading to one of the Citadel’s many libraries, to start research on this place to which the old man was sending them: Gnexes. Sacred to Pember, a god she found exotic; it was said the god was both male and female at once. Agnes had had little time for him or her, for she was neither an actor nor an astrologer. She had passed temples and shrines dedicated to the god, garishly colored, priests clad in brightly hued, translucent silks, masks on their faces, like those actors used when staging old-fashioned plays in the theater. But those temples honored Pember as a god of the arts. She had never seen a purpose in divining her future, content to let it unfold with surprise. Those devotees, augurs, crossroads astrologers, somber in their robes of white or green, she had no truck with them.

			Agnes couldn’t muster the energy to walk to the library, stretching out on her bed, listening to her vertebrae crack as she slowly turned her neck in a circle. After a while she fell into a shallow and restless sleep. 

			She was awakened in the early hours of the morning by a bang on her door. She stumbled over to it, ready to skewer the fucker who had disturbed her, but found the doe-eyed novice standing there too much like a little boy to vent her wrath.

			“P-pardon me, Miss Agnes,” the lad stuttered, kneading his hands together with almost comic discomfort. “The back-door clerk sent me to fetch you, to gather up your deliveries.”

			“Deliveries? What on earth are you talking about?”

			“Afraid I don’t know what it’s about, ma’am. Mr. Ashter said it comes from the palace and I should be quick about it.”

			Chalca. And the broken sorcerer, Qeelb. Released from the queen’s dungeons and brought here to the Citadel. She slipped her shoes back on and walked with the boy, whose slight build, short stature, and timid demeanor likely earned him more than his fair share of bullying from the other novices. She tried to remember her own early months in the League, a gangly, freckled sixteen-year-old girl with much to prove, soon saddled with the nickname Peregrine. She remembered her father’s response when she told him of it, fighting back tears: “You’ll grow into it,” he had said, and kissed her on the top of her head. Whether he meant the name or the nose, she wasn’t sure, now or then.

			Agnes found Chalca on a bench in the hall outside the loading docks at the rear of the Citadel, which saw all manner of cargo pass through its doors. When she saw him, she ran to the bench and sat down next to him, putting a palm tenderly to his brutalized face. It looked as though the ruffians had had another go at him since they first discovered him in the dungeons. His right eye was swollen shut, his lower lip split in two places, a mottled bruise on his neck, as though brutish fingers had wrapped themselves around it.

			“Blessed Belu, Chalca, look what they’ve done to you!”

			Chalca gave her a weak smile, still charming, but winced with the effort. “Afraid I made no friends in that terrible place, Agnes Manteo. Thank you for rescuing me from it.”

			Agnes directed the novice to escort Chalca to a priest, to tend his injuries. “Once you’re healed up, we’ll settle you in your own room, with a proper bed and food to eat. Gods! Was it the jailer? Or the fucking clergy of Tolwe?”

			“Oh, the jailer was gruff, but dutiful. The priests of Tolwe sought to secure my repentance before I left their care.” He touched his cheek. The beginnings of a beard poked through the remains of days-old cosmetics. “Sweet mercy of Lalu,” he said with a chuckle, “I’m sure I look frightful. If I don’t get myself a razor soon, I’ll look like your brooding brother Kennah.”

			Agnes smiled and kissed Chalca on the cheek, then waved them on when she heard her name called. It was the back-door clerk, coming through a nearby doorway, wiping something on his hands with a rag so filthy it seemed unsuited for the task. He was a sour man—Ashter was his name—with pinched features and a permanent expression of exasperation. But the look on his face carried an additional emotion: fear. “Miss Manteo,” he began, his voice grating and nasal, “I have the other half of your…delivery in here, and palace men in need of a signature.”

			There was a large warehouse at the rear of the Citadel, divided into many sections by low walls. It was all overseen by Ashter, a Syraeic League washout who had taken up the post after many years under his predecessor. Housed in the one he led her to were crates and animal cages. It stank like a barnyard. A few head of beef cattle were lowing mournfully, as though they knew their destination was the kitchens. There were delicate, beautiful birds in ornate brass enclosures, imported from the east through Warwede’s stealthy black markets, the clandestine funnel for goods from Azkaya. And she spied a lion, stalking its pen, having sailed across the sea from hidden Aericum. But the most exotic creature there was Qeelb, the broken sorcerer. He stood between two wary palace guards, clad in a ragged hooded cloak his jailers must have provided. His face and the tell-tale shattered black jewel set in his forehead were covered by the shabby cowl, and in addition to the sorcerous restraints of plates and wires on his hands, both wrists and ankles bore heavy black manacles.

			The skittish guards stood up straighter and gripped their polearms more tightly at her approach. Neither was older than she was. Agnes had the sense that they were saddled with a task more senior men had gladly passed on. The taller of the two, with close-cropped hair and buck teeth, tilted his head back to assume an air of authority that was as false as a courtier’s compliment. “We seek Manteo. Can you direct us to him?”

			“I am Agnes Manteo, sir,” she answered. “And you can release this man and the other who came with you to me.”

			The two exchanged looks. “We were told to deliver the prisoners to Auric Manteo,” said the other man, whose eyes wandered from her face to her chest. “If you’d just run along and fetch him for us—”

			The man’s lecherous scrutiny annoyed her. She reached up and gave him a smack on his cheek, hard enough to leave the skin stinging red. “Hey! Agnes Manteo here, sir, and I said I’ll take delivery of former prisoners Chalca and Qeelb. Now give me your fucking paper to sign and the keys to these bonds, you stupid twat.”

			The taller one’s hand shot out with a key on a ring while the other sputtered like a child caught misbehaving. Agnes stared back at him, her lips a straight line. After a moment, he held out a slip of paper. Ashter, who had been standing behind her the whole time, handed her a quill already dipped in ink. She scratched her name at the bottom of the paper and handed it back to the man, her handprint still livid on his cheek. She snatched the key from the other. Agnes looked up at Qeelb. Then she took hold of his hand and led him from the warehouse like a little boy. She was unnerved by the coldness of the so-called witch-braces encasing the hand she held, as well as his childlike compliance. She glanced at the face beneath the hood, catching hints of Qeelb’s haunted, pale gray eyes and the cracked opal, muted by shadow. Her discomfort soon led her to break the silence.

			“I’ll take you to a priest of Belu first, sir,” she said, striving for casual confidence in her tone. “Tolwe’s acolytes have practiced their sacraments on you even more than poor Chalca.”

			“No,” he said, his first word to her.

			Agnes stopped and looked at him, letting go of his metal-clad hand. He dutifully stopped with her. It didn’t feel like defiance. “No? Have you not been abused?”

			“Oh, this body has been brutalized, yes. But I will not avail myself of heavenly aid.”

			“Why not?”

			“If I understand our charge, Agnes, if I may call you that, we are deputed to kill a great god. Do you think that his divine siblings will have nothing to say about it? I would think calling on the gods would be a delicate matter for us, now and in the future.”

			A chill raced up Agnes’s spine. Perhaps for the first time she realized the irreligious import of their duty. Qeelb was considerably taller than her, and from her vantage she now could see how badly his face was bruised. While she pitied his injuries, his deep-set eyes and gauntness gave him an otherworldly aura, one she found disconcerting. She spoke again to dispel her anxiety. “Will you not call on Belu’s bounty at all?”

			“In extremis, perhaps. But the contusions and cuts on my body will heal in their own time. They won’t kill me. However, I would like you to remove these manacles, and bring me to a sorcerer, to deal with the braces.” He held up his hands, presenting the chains to her as a penitent might before a sin eater. She hesitated, feeling a twinge of apprehension. A slight smile touched his cracked lips. “You liberated me from the dungeons, Agnes. I am your ally. I promise I will do nothing to harm you or our allies.”

			Agnes grimaced, embarrassed by her uncertainty. She crouched on the ground and used the key given her by the palace guard, undoing the manacles around his ankles, then disposed of those on his wrists. He massaged and flexed his wrists, wincing and closing his eyes for a moment. He smiled at her again and touched her cheek with one of his chilly, witch-braced hands; she willed herself not to flinch.

			“Better,” he said. “And now, that sorcerer, perhaps?”

			“They’re in short supply here since the plague last year. We can seek out Helmacht. But first, let’s settle you in a room, where you can rest, and have a decent meal.”

			For a moment it looked as though the gaunt and abused man would argue with her, but then he nodded. “Very well, Agnes,” he said, gesturing with his metal-encased hands that produced a discordant jingle, like a set of chimes. “I am in your hands.” 

			[image: Image]

			After finding a room and a meal for the broken sorcerer, Agnes sought out Lictor Rae. She was in her own cubicle, abed, weak, and unwell again. The woman looked every year of her age, with dark circles beneath her eyes, their sclera yellowed, skin slack and pale. Dead before the year is out, thought Agnes, angry at herself for its ugliness. But a realistic prediction.

			“We have our dungeon recruits in residence, Lictor,” she said, resisting an urge to make some solicitous comment about the old woman’s health. “Both have a cubicle and are being fed, though the sorcerer…he won’t allow a priest to heal his injuries.”

			Rae frowned and coughed. “Did he say why?”

			“He believes we should exercise caution availing ourselves of divine aid while we’re on a mission to murder a god.”

			Rae coughed again and spat the mucus produced into a tin cup on the nightstand beside her bed. “Well, that makes a certain sense, I suppose.”

			Agnes shifted uncomfortably, tugging at a lock of her hair. “They’ve got braces on his hands, Lictor. To prevent him employing sorcery. He’s asking that I take him to one of our sorcerers to remove them.”

			Rae gave her a weak smile, noting her discomfort. “He’s not much use to your expedition if he can’t cast spells, Peregrine.”

			“No.”

			“But it worries you.”

			“He’s broken. We don’t know fully what that does to a sorcerer. They’re bound for a reason, after all.”

			“To prevent unchecked use of their abilities, yes. You think he’d turn on you?”

			“He assured me he was our ally, because we liberated him from the dungeons. And he seems keen on the expedition’s goal.” Agnes sat down on a chair near Rae’s bed. She decided in that moment she had to unburden herself. “All of this frightens me. The Aerican, the malice of Timilis and his devotees, the supernatural portents around every corner…”

			“Your Aunt Lenda…”

			“Yes!” she cried, tears bursting forth. “All good gods, Lictor Rae, it’s a goddamned nightmare!”

			“I know, dear, I know. But waking nightmares are a feature of our province. To date, you’ve acquitted yourself well: in Busker ruins, and in the way you conducted yourself during the plague last year. You are our most promising agent in a generation: quick-witted, brave, with a bit more wisdom than many your age. I’ve laid a terrible burden on you, but you understand why it had to be you and not your father.”

			“Gods, yes. It would destroy him.” She wiped her tears with the sleeve of her tunic, feeling like a child.

			“Perhaps. But you didn’t have to carry it alone. You made that choice. I’m sorry, but she wants to speak with you again.”

			It was as though a cold, dead hand wrapped itself around her heart.

			“Helmacht is with her. He can remove the braces from your broken sorcerer. And Lenda can tell you what she needs to tell you. You remember the way to the chamber below?”

			Agnes spoke slowly. “Lictor Rae…”

			“Your godmother has offered us much assistance, not only with your father’s tumultu and deciphering Higher Djao. She has made predictions—poor Ruben’s death, for instance—and provided other bits of direction and advice. She has yet to steer us wrong. Both she and Helmacht are expecting you.”

			Agnes buried her face in her hands, weeping. Then the lictor’s bony hand was on her head, smoothing her hair, like her mother did after she had had a bad dream. She found it soothing, and it calmed her tears. Part of her wanted to be the little girl, to flee from these responsibilities. But she couldn’t, she knew that. What she and her father were being asked to do would change the very course of history. If they succeeded.
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			Agnes fetched Qeelb from his cubicle, where he was finishing up a bowl of beef stew provided by the kitchens, slurping up the last bit of gravy with enthusiasm. She led him wordlessly down into the lower levels of the Citadel, remembering the way as though she had made the journey many times before. When they reached the door, the gaunt man caught his breath and grabbed Agnes’s arm, a look of apprehension on his face.

			“Necromancy,” he said. “Dark necromancy.”

			She gave him a simple nod. “Yes.”

			“I didn’t think you Syraeics consorted with such magicks. It’s a…risky thing, you know.”

			“It’s something my father brought back from the Barrowlands…someone, I should say. It’s easier to show you rather than explain.” But she wasn’t sure if that was true, even as she spoke the words. She wondered if some cruel part of her wanted someone else ambushed by the horror, as she was. The impulse brought her a measure of shame, but not enough to enlighten him much further. “It’s…shocking stuff.”

			“Agnes,” said the man, his lips pursing as though he tasted something sour, “all I witnessed in the east…the Azkayans do more than dabble in necromancy. It walks the city streets and swims on the air. I am beyond shock, I’m afraid.”

			“Well, I guess we’ll see, then,” she replied. She rapped on the door, knuckles brushing the Middle Djao drawn there in glowing alchemist’s chalk.

			“Who is that?” came a male voice from inside, followed by muffled conversation. “Agnes? You bring the sorcerer with you?”

			“I have,” answered Agnes.

			She heard the man mutter an incantation from within, then the sound of a lock being undone. The door opened a crack and Helmacht peered out, first spying Agnes. Then his gaze landed on Qeelb behind her. “No one else is with you?” he whispered.

			Agnes shook her head and the sorcerer opened the door wider, motioning them both in. She hesitated.

			“In, quickly!” Helmacht commanded.

			She may not have managed, she realized, had Qeelb not put a brace-clad hand on her shoulder and gently urged her forward. She walked over the threshold, eyes on the floor.

			“Dark necromancy, indeed,” said Qeelb in a voice of preternatural calm.

			“Greetings, goddaughter,” said Lenda, her words pleasant and welcoming.

			“Hello, godmother,” she replied mechanically, eyes still on the ancient tiles.

			“While Helmacht removes our new friend’s braces,” said Lenda, “let’s you and I chat for a bit.”

			Helmacht offered Agnes a chair next to the table where her godmother’s head rested. She nodded absent thanks and sat, not hearing Helmacht introduce himself to Qeelb and take him to a far corner of the chamber. Lenda was quiet for a time, but Agnes kept her eyes on her hands, resting in her lap like a girl receiving a reprimand.

			“I know it’s hard, Agnes,” said Lenda at last, “but you need to look at me, dear.”

			Agnes tried to swallow, but her mouth was dry as a desert. She summoned the will to tilt her head up, fixing her eyes on those of her impossible godmother. The hair was matted, sticky with blood, which also stained teeth and cheeks, black and red gore like a second skin, everywhere. Where neck had been separated from the body, the skin was torn and ragged, its edges curling up. A small pool of some terrible nameless liquid puddled about it. Something fluttered within Agnes, like a bedsheet in a breeze, hung outside on the line to dry. She imagined it was her sanity, or maybe just her ability to control her emotions, and she knew she needed to find a way to grab hold of it and hold tight, or it would blow away, forever lost. Say something! Ask a question!

			“Are you really my godmother? Or has some Netherworld spirit taken up residence in you?”

			“I cannot remember not being your godmother, Agnes sweetheart,” replied the head that wore Lenda’s crooked smile. “I know that I love you, that I want what’s best for you.”

			“And you think bearing witness to this horror is what’s best for me?”

			“Things are as they are. I did not choose to become what I am.”

			“Who made you this way?”

			The severed head closed its eyes and seemed to breathe in, though there were no lungs that needed filling up. “I don’t know.”

			“How long have you been this way?”

			“Since your father and I were in the Barrowlands, in that Djao tomb.”

			“He thought he imagined you speaking to him, that he had gone mad for a time. He said you tried to talk him into staying in the tomb as the entry stone was closing.”

			“I don’t remember doing such a thing.” Her godmother seemed sincere, her look one of concern—if a gore-caked, disembodied head could be said to show such emotion.

			Agnes paused, trying to find her beloved godmother there, amid this dreadful scene. She concentrated on the eyes, milky, a barely discernable blue lingering there; but it evaded her: she could only feel revulsion. She flinched when she felt a hand on her shoulder. It was Helmacht, making an awkward attempt at comfort.

			“What is your purpose then, severed head?” asked Qeelb.

			Those milky eyes shifted to Qeelb, standing a few feet behind Helmacht, massaging his now-liberated hands, the witch-braces gone. The head smiled then, baring teeth stained forever red. “Oh, it seems someone has broken you, boy.”

			Agnes watched the gaunt sorcerer’s countenance darken ominously. “I am no boy, whatever you are,” he said with a growl. “You would do well to remember that.”

			This seemed to give the head pause. She pursed her lips and closed her cloudy eyes, for which Agnes was grateful. “I meant no offense,’ said her godmother’s head, voice a penitent whisper, eyes still shut. “I only do what I can to offer aid, to light the path before you. You would do well to remember that, Aemalin Velish.”

			He recoiled a step at that, as though a torch had been waved in his face, and his hands, still bearing marks of the witch-braces, stopped their self-soothing rub. “You pry into minds, then,” he murmured, some of his conviction fled. “That is no great feat. But if you looked deeper, you would know that I no longer own that name. I am now Qeelb.”

			“That is no name,” retorted the head, “it is a function. ‘Weapon’ in the Azkay tongue. They made a tool of you and you have embraced that dehumanization.”

			“As have you, undead thing,” Qeelb shot back.

			Undead thing, Agnes thought, chilled by its aptness.

			The head of Lenda Hathspry looked upon the broken sorcerer with its sightless eyes, perhaps some amusement there. It responded then in a voice all peace and reason. “I will not joust with you anymore. If you hadn’t an important role to play in this little affair, I would give you a kiss to remember me by. Instead, I will speak with my goddaughter, as I intended, before I go away. And worry not. Those eyes of yours won’t see me again, Weapon.” The milky blue gaze turned to Agnes, the lips smiling. “First, Weapon is capable of terrible things, Agnes sweetheart, but they are terrible things you will require. You contend with a living god. Remember that when this instrument of destruction acts. As for this place you are going, dear, Gnexes…take very special notice of the idols of Pember the Far-Seeing, unless you wish to wander forever. And when the time finally comes for you to strike—strike true.”

			The eyes closed, the jaw went slack. Agnes’s heart raced at those last words. Strike true. They echoed in her mind, carrying with them some dreadful import that filled her with more fear than had the animated head itself. Helmacht stepped forward now and touched the forehead gingerly.

			“It is dormant again,” he whispered, wonder in his tone. “When this last happened, it was silent for months.”

			“I think it spoke as many words as it wished,” said Qeelb, stepping toward the door to the chamber. “But I don’t think it will stay quiet forever. We should go, young Agnes. You must sleep.”

			“How can I sleep after this?”

			“I can offer you a simple cantrip for the purpose,” Qeelb answered, flexing the fingers on his left hand, then his right. And as they left the room and her godmother’s head behind, the broken sorcerer spoke again. “That…thing, it’s an abomination, yes. But it speaks the truth. Remember what it said to you. And I will, too.”
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			Agnes wasn’t quite sure why she trusted Qeelb, but he was true to his word. The broken sorcerer put two fingers to Agnes’s forehead when she lay down on her bed, and the next moment she was fast asleep. She dreamed of a cold, dark place, wind howling through stony catacombs, the flame of her torch casting frantic light as it danced fitfully, near to guttering. She walked down a twisting, rough-hewn corridor, her passage guided by a hopping carpet of toads.

			“This way, this way!” said her Aunt Lenda’s voice.

			A loud bang echoed, once, twice, a third and fourth time; perspiration on the walls dripped down with the reverberations. She cradled the severed head of her godmother in her arms, gently, like a sleeping baby. Its eyes and mouth closed, she began picking at the bits of black gore that clung to forehead and cheeks. When that mouth broke open in a bloody, toothy, lopsided smile, and the eyelids fluttered up, she dropped it. It rolled across the rocky floor of the place, causing toads to scatter. It came to rest against a cave wall, staring up at her.

			“No time for childish fears,” said the head of Godmother Lenda, grinning.

			The bang again, louder, more insistent. Agnes turned to look behind her, where the sound seemed to originate. Another bang, this one making the very ground shake. Then Lenda’s voice in her right ear, an intimate whisper.

			“It’s time to answer the door.”

			A further loud bang woke Agnes from her dream. There was a commotion in the halls. She threw her blankets aside and reached for her rapier, drawing it and stepping from her bed in a single, fluid motion. When she opened the door of her room, she found several novices and instructors flowing down the hall, wielding weapons and bearing shields. She grabbed the nightshirt of a frantic initiate with the splash of a purple birthmark on her face, holding an axe too big for her.

			“What is it?”

			“A mob!” she answered, eyes wide with fear or excitement. “They’re at the doors of the Citadel, trying to batter them down!”
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			Siege

			The nightmare was grotesque and vivid, a diabolical mixture of cruel novelty and the dreadfully familiar. Auric revisited his flight from that hungry temple ruin in the Barrowlands—what had lurked in those ruins had gleefully consumed the lives and bodies of his closest Syraeic colleagues: Meric, Brenten, Ursula, and Lenda. In the dream he stumbled again through rugged hills of thick, sickly green grass, clutching a broken sword in one white-knuckled fist, holding in the other a severed human head by its gore-soiled hair. Those years ago, when they had rescued him, he was talking to that head, as though they conversed, coaxing from it dark, unknowable secrets in clandestine whispers. It had been Lenda’s brutalized head he carried with him in that wasted land, but in the dream, it was the head of his daughter, Agnes. Not the Agnes of today, grown brave and strong and in no need of his fatherly protection, but Agnes as a freckle-faced little girl.

			The head of Agnes wailed, it pleaded for him to save her. And it pleaded with him: to cut down her mother, who dangled from a noose tied around her neck; to roll away the jagged stone that lay atop her brother Tomas’s broken body. Auric lumbered forward, screaming for her to shut up, longing to cast the chattering, abominable head from him. But when he tried, Agnes’s girlish soprano would weep and beg him, “Papa! Papa, please! Don’t leave me here in this awful place!”

			He was readying to hurl a curse at Agnes’s head, vowing that he would cast her into the deepest of the Yellow Hells, when he tripped in a hidden hole and pitched forward, falling, falling. It was that fall into a yawning black pit—a pit that transformed itself into the mouth of the Aching God—that startled him awake at last, sweaty, in a tangle of sheets. He reached instinctively for the sheathed Djao blade that he habitually propped against the night table in his cubicle, but it wasn’t there. A fresh surge of terror invaded his heart like a sudden conflagration. He reached about in the dark, windowless space of the room, knocking over an unlit oil lamp, a pair of books borrowed from one of the libraries. Stolen? Stolen! Someone had snatched the priceless weapon right from under his nose, hurried it away to the hidden markets in the bowels of the city that trafficked in such things. It would end up hanging above the mantle of some soft, pampered aristocrat with a surfeit of coin, mounted there as though it was nothing but a pretty, jeweled ornament. In the darkness he banged into a chair, then slammed against a wall, pivoting away to catch his balance. Near the door now, he yanked it open to let in light from the hall.

			This illumination revealed that his Djao weapon lay beside the bed; while he slept it had simply tipped over and fallen to the floor. There were no thieves wandering the halls of the Citadel, absconding with precious artifacts like his sword. It was sheathed in the leather scabbard he had made for it in Daurhim. He scurried to the weapon, scooping it off the stone floor with both hands as though it was an infant fallen from her crib. With his fingers wrapped around the hilt, his anxiety receded. It was as though a prowling beast had decided to skulk off in search of easier prey.

			Auric was unsure how long he stood there, patting the scabbard as though comforting the weapon it cradled, as one would a frightened child. As he recognized the idiocy of the gesture, a wave of embarrassment washed over him. He felt exposed with his door open to the hall, though no one passed by. If someone had, what would they see? A foolish, aging man, spooked by phantoms, clinging to an old weapon for security. He tossed the sheathed blade onto his bed, affecting a casual air he didn’t feel. He knew as he did it that it was to reassure himself, a demonstration of nonchalance. But he couldn’t pretend that he hadn’t just panicked at the thought of being parted from the Djao artifact. Auric felt profoundly alone in that moment, wishing for the counsel of Belech Potts, retired legionary of uncommon wisdom and compassion.

			But Belech Potts lay cold in a sepulcher beneath Dyrekeep in Daurhim, dead this past year. Auric picked up the lamp from the floor, inspected it: it was undamaged by the fall. He lit it and set it back down on the side table, then closed the door to his cubicle gently, deliberately. He sat on the edge of his bed, running a hand through his graying hair. He took a few long, deep breaths, shook his head. Sleep would evade him now.

			He retrieved one of the slim volumes from the floor, a decrepit thing with a scuffed cover of faded brown leather. It was a tedious history of the mountainous earldom of Ironwound. The librarian who had given it to him reported there was a brief passage regarding the cave-temple of Pember at Gnexes. The book lacked index or table of contents, so he leafed through it passively, skimming paragraphs for the tell-tale excerpt. Pallas Rae had set a pair of her young antiquarians to searching the libraries and archives for information on their objective. It was they who would discover whatever knowledge the Syraeic League’s archives held. He gave up finding the passage after twenty fruitless minutes of browsing, setting the thin book down on his nightstand.

			Auric was exhausted after returning from the palace and lay down not long after unenthusiastic bites of a dinner. He was awoken by loud conversation and laughter passing by his door then. He decided that it wasn’t so late as to warrant courtesy from the Citadel’s other residents—it must be before midnight. Hannah would be asleep by now back in cozy Daurhim, spent from the day’s demands of governing the town and its surrounding lands. She was a deep sleeper, so deep he had joked she would slumber through the sound of Marcator’s trumpet. Even when sleep evaded him, he would lie there untroubled against the warmth of her body, the gentle rhythm of her breathing, the flutter of her eyes beneath their lids, the pulse in her temple. But Lady Hannah and little Daurhim might as well lie across the Azkayan Sea now. Indeed, the distance from that comforting place felt even greater.

			At last Auric surrendered to his sleeplessness. He stood and belted on his weapon, then snatched the book from his bed table and the other still on the floor. He would make his way to the cavernous main library, a short way from his private room at the north end of the Citadel complex. Perhaps Rae’s researchers had gleaned something of value by now. He passed a fanciful antique water clock on the way, a relic of the League’s long history. He was right about the time; it was only quarter of ten.

			A sprawling cathedral to the knowledge of the world, the main library never closed. Every hour of the day or night found members of the League exploiting its priceless inventory. But this deep in the evening, Auric joined no more than a dozen other solitary Syraeics, perusing the stacks by candlelight, oil lamp, or glow-rod. None of those patrons spared him more than a glance, their noses returning quickly to books and scrolls and volumes on shelves. He considered searching the catalogues for more histories himself but decided it best to locate Rae’s antiquarians instead.

			Gleaning their identities was a simple thing: two robed women chattering to each other over a stack of scrolls and opened books. He walked over to their table and introduced himself. The two looked up from their conversation with a kind of wonder, as though he were a character out of a story book. After a beat, they introduced themselves as Arbena and Sulo. They might have been sisters, bony and thin, pale complexions, deep, dark circles beneath eyes that had lost many hours of sleep to study. He held out the two tomes he had borrowed at the librarian’s direction, but the brown-eyed one, Sulo, waved them off.

			“Minor works,” she said in her surprisingly girlish voice, “by authors given to flights of fancy. I trust the sources we’ve dug from the stacks here.” She patted a small tower of tomes with a lanky hand.

			“Risbo can still yield some useful tidbits, sister,” countered Arbena, her mature tone standing in stark contrast to Sulo’s. “Remember that passage on the succession in Greater Marcien, during the Three Song War? You wouldn’t have uncovered the name of the king’s niece who died in childbirth without it.”

			“Fair enough,” replied Sulo, pulling at her lower lip and nodding. “But I don’t think it makes up for the debacle that’s his account of the Battle of Corwen’s Dell, or his description of King Butilo’s shield bearer at—”

			“Sisters,” Auric interrupted. “As interesting as these Busker facts are, I’m wondering if you might share with me what you’ve gathered so far regarding Gnexes. Sleep has eluded me and I’m hungry for enlightenment.”

			Arbena, whose rather prominent overbite gave her an affable appearance, smiled and nodded, while Sulo wore a severe, thin-lipped frown. “Of course, Sir Auric,” Arbena answered. She reached for a paper on which she had scribbled notes and toppled Sulo’s tower in the process. “Much about the site, including its age, is something of a mystery, as you know. The Cult of Pember laid claim to it when Constans the Bull came upon it in 122. You may know he was eventually made first Earl of Ironwound by King Eduard the First only two years later, after killing his rival, Willem Forsu, grandnephew of the Duke of Marburand, also named Willem. He was the second Duke Willem. To this day the ’Burandi aristocrats rotate through the same four or five names for their male offspring.”

			“Six,” corrected Sulo, fastidiously straightening the mess her sister had made. “Reginald is only slightly less common than the others you’re thinking of.”

			Auric nodded and gave her an indulgent smile. It was always thus with antiquarians. Unimportant minutiae and observations littered their reports. One needed patience to arrive at the needed information.

			Arbena looked like she was about to argue with Sulo’s assertion but seemed to catch Auric’s look of pained tolerance. “That is beside the point for now. Sir Auric, forgive us. The place is described as a collection of natural caves and caverns, quite beautiful apparently, along with manmade carvings and side chambers hewn from the very rock. There are some features reminiscent of the Buskers, but others that suggest a pedigree of unknown origin.”

			“It’s not certain,” offered Sulo, “but use of the caves as a place of worship may actually predate the Buskers. There are signs that portions are dedicated to their god of fire and the forge, but Parma believes the Buskers appropriated the site from the cult of some god of the underworld venerated by another people.”

			“Parma?”

			“An historian,” answered Arbena with grinning overbite. “Native of Maurwy, Warwede. Died in 554, during the plague that ravaged the eastern empire that year. Wrote seven volumes on the history of the mountain earldoms. A bit dry, but excellent sourcing.”

			“I see.”

			“Whatever the more ancient history of Gnexes,” continued Sulo, “the Cult of Pember has denied us the privilege of exploring its depths. You do understand it is the aspect of Pember as god of divination and prophecy that is venerated there. The god’s more festive and theatrical elements have nothing to do with the place.”

			“It is the Kingdom of the Toad,” said Arbena, affecting a comically ominous tone and fluttering her fingers.

			“I’m afraid I miss your meaning, Miss Arbena,” said Auric. He felt a tickle of annoyance.

			“Ah! Apologies,” said Arbena. “When one speaks of Pember, one is most likely referring to their province as the god of the arts, at least in the more popular understanding of the god: at once male and female and neither, their symbol a lyre, celebrating painting, sculpture, theater, music—”

			“But there is a small subsect of the god,” Sulo said, putting a quieting hand on her sister’s shoulder, “devoted to scrying the future. Most of us Syraeics have no truck with that, of course. We’re forever looking into the past, eh? The symbol of that sect is the toad.”

			Auric nodded, taking a seat and crossing his arms over his chest, settling in for the long haul. He had nothing to do with the god himself, in any of his or her varied aspects: he wasn’t an artist or performer, and he had no interest in astrology or divination. His former colleague Ursula had often consulted an augur before they undertook expeditions, inquiring about what hour of the day was most auspicious for them to set off, or which way to go with this or that decision regarding their preparations. Auric had allowed her to indulge this eccentricity, so long as it didn’t interfere with their greater goals. He smiled, thinking of the clever, able woman. He pictured her face, with its forever pinched and quizzical expression—as though she was always on the verge of asking a question. The smile vanished when he imagined her as he had seen her at the last, standing before him with her entrails cascading down from a terrible rent in her abdomen, like bloody drapery. His hand went to Szaa’da’shaela’s pommel for reassurance.

			“Gnexes is a site of pilgrimage now,” said Arbena, picking up the thread, “for those wishing to query holy augurs of the god, or the Videna herself, the chief priest and highest oracle of the sect. That’s her title: the Videna. One needs a great deal of coin to secure an audience with her, somewhere deep within the cavern complex.”

			“The throne,” said Auric, excited. “We were told that our objective lies beyond the throne of this oracle. What’s required to reach it and explore deeper?”

			Arbena and Sulo both frowned and exchanged glances. It was Sulo who spoke, brows knitted. “We’re still seeking that information, but no one is permitted beyond the throne but the Videna herself, Sir Auric. It is a sacred place where she is said to commune with the god.”

			“And no one knows what lies beyond?”

			“No,” the two said in unison.

			A loud slam reverberated about the great library: someone—a sweaty novice, breathing heavily, a look of consternation on his face—had crashed through the doors of the cavernous chamber. His dramatic entrance earned him hisses and scowls from the library’s late-night patrons, but he shouted out, undeterred by their disapproval.

			“An attack! They’re attacking the Citadel!”

			Auric shot up from his seat and hurried over to the boy. “Who’s attacking the Citadel?”

			The lad shook his head. “Dunno, sir! We’ve barricaded the doors and the lictor’s ordered all to arm themselves and report to the Grand Hall to repulse them!”

			An assault on the Citadel? Auric had sensed the seething unease in the city, a nameless unrest floating in the air, but it had seemed aimless, amorphous, not directed at anyone or anything, least of all the Syraeic League. The Citadel had come under attack in the past, during times of famine or unrest, but not in living memory. 

			The antiquarians forgotten, Auric left the library and headed for the Grand Entry Hall, a hand on Szaa’da’shaela, humming at his hip.
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			The original structure that came to be known as the Citadel was a tower, a scant ninety feet across and six stories tall. Over the centuries, however, the League added to it, buying up properties that surrounded their headquarters and expanding outward, like some living thing. Sprawling and far larger than it had once been, the complex was encircled by the Grand Entry Hall, like two embracing, covetous arms. Auric ran down the hall now, a few others running with him. Those they passed asked what the commotion was about. He alerted them to the threat, but never slackened his pace.

			Frescoes of Syraeic luminaries decorated the walls, notables from the League’s long history. Auric ran by them without recognition, until he came upon a portrait of especial significance. Though he did little more than glance at it, its impact was profound. Some inferior artist had restored the damage done to it, replacing the forms of Ariellum Brisk, Galadayem Pela, and Cosus of Mourcort. Gower Morz’s eyes had been repaired as well. But the crimson slashes across the hearts of Wallach Bessemer and Quintus Valec remained, an appropriate stain on their cursed memories.

			Or a warning, thought Auric. A warning that we all are capable of cowardice and sin.

			When he reached the end of the Grand Hall, he found about two or three dozen novices there, crowded close to the broad oak doors of the Citadel’s main entrance. Among them were a few more seasoned Syraeics—their instructors, Auric assumed. Some had familiar faces, but he knew none by name. He realized then that he had never inquired about how many brothers and sisters succumbed to the plague that had decimated the League last year. How many of his colleagues lay entombed beneath the Citadel or ensconced in funerary urns? His eyes at last found a face, someone he had known during his career: a swordsman named Beckerlin. A self-important fellow, he recalled, very sure of himself, an upturned nose announcing his low opinion of those around him. But now, Auric saw, he was garbed in the robe of a lictor.

			A loud crash reverberated along the hall. The doors of the Citadel, barred by a great oak beam, shuddered. Whoever was outside tonight was using a battering ram.

			Auric approached Beckerlin, who ordered novices here and there with tasks in the Citadel’s defense. His head swiveled around when Auric tapped him on the shoulder, and the arrogance in the man fled for a moment when he saw who summoned his attention. It was as though he had seen a ghost. It didn’t take long for the arrogance to return. “Manteo! Word was about you were wandering our halls again.”

			“Lomas,” Auric said, responding with the man’s given name rather than his rank. It was a petty thing to deny him the title, but Auric was irked that Lictor Beckerlin had failed to do him the courtesy of acknowledging his knighthood. And since when have you given a good goddamn about that? “Do you have any idea what this is about?”

			“Not exactly, no,” Beckerlin answered sourly, with a slight curl of his lip. “It’s a big mob of Boudun malcontents, baying for our blood.”

			Auric’s own petty-mindedness embarrassed him as he realized he was pleased the man seemed to have noticed his slight. He had to work to keep an equally petty, satisfied smile from his lips. “You’ve sent out observers through the back doors to spy on this mob?”

			“Better than that,” said Beckerlin, the smile Auric had suppressed appearing on the man’s face as he gestured with a thumb to the east wall. “My scout is on the roof.” A ladder stood beneath one of the windows high on the wall, the glass propped open. A lad was stationed at the ladder’s summit, his head poking out of the opening.

			“Just the one with his head a target, or did you manage to get someone on the roof?”

			“Not just anyone, Manteo. Your daughter Agnes is up there now, relaying what she sees to Whelan on the ladder. It was a narrow squeeze and there isn’t much purchase to access the roof from there, but the girl insisted she could manage.”

			Auric’s heart skipped a beat as another violent blow resounded against the doors, punctuated by an alarming report of cracking wood. Auric frowned. “She’s on the roof?”

			“My eyes and ears, Manteo. A brave and clever one, that daughter of yours, and limber. Surprised she managed to get up there without falling to her death.”

			Auric turned and shouted to the novice atop the ladder. “What does she see, Whelan?”

			The sandy-haired lad looked down when his named was called. “Saint Faebiana! I think they’ve torn down Saint Faebiana from Martyr’s Square! They’re using her to batter the doors!”

			The statue the boy spoke of was a ten-foot-tall effigy of weathered hardwood, blackened by age and exposure. It was nearly five hundred years old. Auric’s mind reeled at the impiety of the act, and the violence necessary to bring it down from its pedestal. Just what was fueling the mob’s fury, and why was it directed here? “How many are they? Are they armed? Have you identified a ringleader?”

			“At least a hundred, maybe more, with clubs and knives and the like. Don’t think they’ve got a leader. By their shouts, I’d say they want us all dead!” The young man’s voice teetered between youthful excitement and terror.

			“Can you make out what they’re saying? What’s their grievance?”

			“Agnes says it’s something about us ‘sharing the wealth,’” he replied.

			Many of the common folk assumed that the Citadel housed great vaults brimming with coin and jewels. In times of scarcity or famine, angry wags would say the Syraeic League hoarded foodstuffs, feasting on rich fare denied the starving poor outside its walls. But right now, there was no threat of famine—as far as Auric knew, the city’s silos were full. It had to be the rumor of glittering treasure. But what had stirred so large a gathering of people willing to do violence to steal the imagined hoard?

			Another crash against the wood, and a vertical crack yawned in the oak beam that braced the Citadel’s tall doors. Auric looked around at the novices, bearing short swords and shields, a few clad in old leather cuirasses borrowed from the practice yard rather than the armory. The instructors amongst them preached courage. “Keep your wits about you,” said a stout woman his own age, clapping both shoulders of a worried-looking youth with her palms. The lad wore a breastplate a size too large.

			Yet another crash and the doors and beam bowed in farther, threatening to burst open into the hall. Only a few more such blows from the mob’s horizontal saint were required to breach the Citadel, Auric surmised. More novices and instructors were in the hall now, but far fewer than the hostiles on the other side of those doors.

			“Divide into groups of six!” shouted Beckerlin, drawing his own short sword from its scabbard. “Form a wall, do your best to disarm them. Remember that they’re citizens of the empire, whatever madness has gripped them tonight!” His next command was drowned out by bloodcurdling, angry cries from outside that preceded another violent blow to the doors. Auric heard shouts now, hysterical accusations of murder, perversion, theft. Had the esteem of the League fallen so low in the past year? And Agnes was out in this. Pray all good gods she’s safe on the roof.

			He made to draw Szaa’da’shaela from its sheath but stopped when four inches of the blade were revealed. He couldn’t use a longsword in these close quarters! He wouldn’t have room to swing the elegant weapon! As likely as not, he’d skewer a novice. And given the blade’s unnatural properties, its uncanny ability to slice through whatever it struck…he needed a mundane weapon with a shorter blade.

			Another blow and three planks of the door cracked, bringing more shouts and curses from the besiegers without. Auric’s eyes landed on a novice nearby who hadn’t joined a sextet. Bee-stung lips quivered and the short sword in his pale-fingered grasp trembled. The boy was a washout for certain. He put a steadying hand on the lad’s shoulder, eliciting a spastic recoil, then held him more forcefully and took the weapon from his hand. The young man surrendered it without protest.

			“Son, I want you to head to the main library and barricade the doors from the inside. If this mob gets past us, they’ll search for riches they won’t find. I wouldn’t put it past them to burn our books out of spite, and we can’t have that, eh?” Auric grinned and slapped the lad on the back.

			“Y-yes, sir!” squeaked the youth. He headed down the broad corridor with great speed, soon taking a wrong turn that would land him in the kitchens. Washout for certain, thought Auric, providing any of us survive.

			Auric slapped the flat of the blade against his palm just as Saint Faebiana’s head slammed again into the Citadel’s doors. The sword was a simple, well-kept weapon; it would serve his purpose. He wasn’t sure what was coming through those doors, but he wondered how well this collection of students and their teachers would fare against its boiling wrath.

			The next impact cracked the oak beam nearly in two and the doors bowed ominously, a hateful roar of elation coming from the mob. The wooden head of the saint, chipped and scarred from brutal use, poked through the gap between the doors to force the opening wider. In seconds, the beam cracked in half. The saint and the ruined wood of the doors, which had stood for hundreds of years, spilled inward and scattered on the floor of polished stone. The attackers flooded through the breach with cries of triumph and rage.

			Swinging their clubs, daggers, and improvised weapons, the ferocious mob collided with the clustered novices and their instructors nearest the doors, pushing them back or knocking them down as they surged forward. Bludgeons and knives connected with bone and flesh, doing their cruel work. One thing was quickly plain to Auric: if they were to survive, there would be no honoring Beckerlin’s admirable admonition to disarm the attackers. Auric saw a fellow wielding a butcher’s knife ready to fall on an adolescent Syraeic girl prone on the floor, her shield having skittered across the stone. He shot forward and caught the man in the chest with the point of his blade, which provoked puzzlement on his furious face before he fell to the ground, dead.

			The girl, still clad in a nightshirt, strawberry locks falling past her ears, was up in a flash, a short sword in her grasp. “Stand with me, lass, back to back!” shouted Auric. “And drive the pointy end of that thing in any breast that isn’t a Syraeic one!”

			She was a tall young woman, taller than him, and grinned wide, revealing a gap-toothed smile. The splash of freckles on her pale cheeks reminded him of Agnes. Wordlessly she obeyed, stepping behind him. He felt her backside against his, more reassuring now than any armor might have proved. “What’s your name?” he asked.

			“Beela!” she replied. “Beela Wynther, of Sethwick!”

			“Well, stay close, Beela Wynther of Sethwick, and you and I will teach these uninvited guests some manners!”

			Auric barely managed to parry a clumsy blow from a swarthy man in fish-stinking homespun who was swinging a chair leg as a cudgel. His quick riposte caught the man in the throat. The attacker dropped the chair leg and stumbled backwards, gurgling, fingers pressing futilely to the wound. Auric felt the girl shift with him as he faced another attacker, an elderly woman with unkempt white hair and a wild look in her eyes. He fended off the surprisingly powerful blows of a rolling pin with the sword, once, twice, a third time. He nearly laughed: why was this grandmother, who should be at home in bed, trying to brain him with an implement from her kitchen? When she swung it again, he caught it with his hand, the rolling pin still dusty with flour. He wrenched it from her gnarled hand. 

			Disarmed, she yelled at him, spraying him with spittle. “Bloody Syraeic bugger! Raped my granddaughter, you did!” She launched herself at him, fingernails scratching his cheeks, drawing blood. He was forced back a step before his dancing partner Beela steadied him. With a sick feeling in his gut, he drove an elbow into the old woman’s toothless mouth. This bought him only the briefest respite before her now-bloodied nails sought out his eyes. He kicked out, catching the woman in her chest, imagining he heard feeble ribs crack.

			What in the Yellow Hells is going on?

			Before he could ponder the question further, two more assailants, one with a head wound that bled down his forehead, advanced on him with drunken leers. As he warded off their blows—one brandished a club while the other swung an unlit brass lantern—Auric noted that both sported obvious erections, straining at the front of their pants. He ducked a swing of the lantern at his forehead, stabbing out with his sword to impale the wielder in the gut. He withdrew the blade from that wound, and lunged up, piercing the man with the club in the armpit. The lout howled and dropped his weapon.

			Auric heard Beela cry out behind him. Glancing over his shoulder he spied her attacker, a middle-aged dockworker with heavily muscled arms and an unshaven square chin like the prow of a ship. He had cut the young Syraeic across her cheek with the pocket knife he clutched in his meaty fist. Before Auric could come to her aid, she arrested the man’s next attack by bringing the edge of her blade up into the flesh of his unprotected forearm and driving her bony knee up into his stomach. Auric marveled at the girl’s prowess. A gifted fighter, this one! Survive this and your academics, lass, and you’ll make a fine field agent.

			A rough fist struck him in the jaw as he turned back around, making it sing with pain. The woman who came at him looked like a hundred other tavern girls: a plain blouse and skirt, blond tresses bound atop her head, arms made strong from carrying platters laden with tankards of ale and plates of food. But it was the venom in her eyes, the gritted teeth, arched brows, and flushed skin, that gave him pause. It was a look one saved for the author of all suffering and pain. Auric wasn’t sure he had ever witnessed a look of such supreme hate, let alone been its target.

			“What’s this about?” he shouted, blocking a second blow with the crossguard of his sword. “What has the League done to you?”

			“League?” she spat, taking another swing that he avoided with a jerk of his head. “I only know that you’re here, Papa. It’s time you paid for what you did to Darla!”

			The woman wasn’t much younger than him. “I am not your father, ma’am!” He blocked another punch with his forearm, wincing as the blow connected. “You are mistaken, perhaps under the influence of an enchantment! My name is Auric Manteo, and I am an agent of the Syraeic League!”

			The woman brought a foot up into his groin with brutal force, the pain making him cry out and drop to one knee. “I see through this mask you wear, Papa! Your own daughter! You may as well have held the knife that she stuck in her belly! To cut out what you put there!” Another punch to his jaw, knocking him off balance and to the ground. He struggled to regain his feet, a hand on his testicles, throbbing in agony.

			Beela was by his side now, shouting, trying to help him stand. But the incensed woman, Darla’s vengeful sister, kicked up at Auric’s Syraeic sister, the toe of her boot catching Beela in the stomach. Beela lost hold of her blade and it clattered to the stone floor as she doubled over. The woman’s angry eyes lit on the weapon and she lunged for it, as though Beela had discarded a golden treasure. Auric, overcome by a sudden weakness in his limbs, as though drugged, made to stand again on his own. In that instant, he took in the battle about him. Syraeic novices and the few veterans among them made a valiant effort, but the frenzied fury of these invaders was overwhelming them. Six-person clusters were broken into smaller groupings now, two or three fighting back to back as one assailant after another attacked with whatever weapon they had in hand. He heard curses, accusations, wild screams of outrage, intoxicated laughter. And still more pushed their way into the Grand Hall through the breached doors, virtuous wrath, lustful leers, or avaricious grins animating every face.

			Before him now stood the tavern woman, holding Beela’s sword above her head like a holy avenger out of myth. She wore a humorless smile, broad, certain in her righteousness; the despoiler of her beloved sister would receive justice now, delivered by her own hand. If he didn’t know the truth, were he not the innocent target of her vengeance, Auric would cheer for her to strike: Now! Put that bloody bastard to the sword! He had no desire to die, but he couldn’t muster the strength to stand. Szaa’da’shaela vibrated manically at his hip. It seemed certain that, at last, Darla would be avenged.

			But the sword did not descend, and the smile left the woman’s face, replaced by wide-eyed horror. Cracks formed in her flesh, like a mud puddle dried by the sun; then the skin of her cheeks parted, exposing the blood and muscle beneath. And she screamed. Her skin peeled back—it was as though she was being flayed before him by an unseen, sharp-clawed demon who tore broad strips of flesh from her skull and let them drop to the floor with a nauseating wet plop when they came free from her head. Auric felt his gorge rise. A deafening crescendo of tortured shrieks and bellows arose from the attackers in the hall as each was slowly, methodically scourged and scoured of skin by some invisible force.

			The nightmare seemed to go on for an eternity, but in fact it was over in less than a minute. In that time the Grand Entry Hall of the Citadel was transformed into an enormous abattoir. The surviving novices and their instructors were rooted where they stood or had fallen, horrified by the bloody slaughter surrounding them, the butchered remains of their assailants lying in steaming crimson heaps.

			“It couldn’t be helped,” said the quavering voice of a man behind him.

			Auric turned and saw him standing there: Qeelb, the broken sorcerer, no longer restrained by his witch-braces. A curl of smoke rose from the cracked black gemstone set in his forehead and his hands trembled. Dark, haunted eyes met Auric’s, eyelids fluttering. Qeelb was exhausted. Exhausted by the unspeakable necromancy he had just unleashed.
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			Rooftop

			It was not until the mob had breached the doors of the Citadel that it dawned on Agnes she didn’t know how she would get down from the roof. Getting up there had been a dicey affair, involving dangling from the stone gutter and swinging herself back and forth until she caught a crouching gargoyle spout with a leg, praying all the while the fringe of the broiling mob at the south face of the building wouldn’t notice her. She would make a juicy target for improvised missiles, and the thirty-foot drop to the cobblestones below wouldn’t be kind. She surveyed the rooftop terrain in the moonlight, a confused hodge-podge of architectural styles that told the tale of the sprawling complex’s slow expansion over the centuries. She decided to give up on descending the outer walls—they were an imposing edifice all the way around without dependable purchase. She decided that the warehouse at the rear of the complex, where she had received Chalca and Qeelb, was her best bet: it had a gently sloping roof that would offer a fifteen-foot drop, less if any carts were gathered there. That would place her furthest from the mob’s assault, but it couldn’t be helped.

			Agnes traversed the rooftop as quickly as she could, alternately cursing her pace as too reckless or too cautious between dangerous slips and a nagging awareness that dozens of deranged invaders were wreaking havoc in the Grand Entry Hall. She was convinced that this unprovoked attack on the Syraeic League was orchestrated by the malice of Timilis, or his accursed clergy. She observed strange behavior in the crowd below, reminding her of the assault in the alley, when she was nearly raped by two ensorcelled workmen. She shivered with revulsion at the memory of it.

			Was her father part of the Citadel’s defense? She picked up speed across a gently sloping roof tiled with slate, arms out to keep her balance. A second later she was sliding down the stone shingles, having slipped on a slick patch lost in the gloom of a chimney shadow. Her feet skidded on the tiles, desperate for purchase, her fingers clawing for something to grab hold of. Her salvation came in the form of a soot-stained chimney pipe perilously close to the roof’s edge; she managed to grab it with both hands. Her feet dangled over the rain gutter in the cool night air. A pause there for a moment, two deep breaths, before slowly pulling herself up and using the iron pipe to stand. 

			She closed her eyes and breathed a sigh of gratitude when at last she reached the flat surface past the slate shingles. When she opened them again, an incongruous cluster of treetops presented themselves, poking above the masonry: the Orchard! It was a smallish courtyard with three stout apple trees favored by novices spared duties on weekends. She approached the edge and peered over; the courtyard below was hidden by the leafy canopy of a treetop. A hoped-for fat branch she could shimmy across from the roof did not present itself. The warehouses would be another ten minutes at least. Climbing down here would save her twice as much time when doubling back.

			Agnes retreated from the courtyard’s edge to give herself room for a running leap. What she was doing was supremely foolish; she knew that at every footfall of her run. But her literal and figurative leap of faith toward what she judged was the center of the tree’s mass filled her with giddy exhilaration as she flew through the night air. Giddiness quickly vanished as she penetrated the canopy of leaves, branches poking, swatting, and scratching at her as she fell. A thicker limb pitched her forward when her shins struck it painfully, and it was only by lucky chance that she managed to catch another with her right hand to break her fall to the ground. She was bleeding from several cuts when she landed, and knew her body would be a map of ugly bruises come morning. She patted the grassy courtyard floor with a lacerated palm and grateful heart.

			Agnes made to run, but instead hobbled sadly, shins throbbing, while dozens of other cuts and bruises screamed for her attention. The maze-like halls of the Citadel were empty now; certainly all able-bodied Syraeics had made their way to the Grand Hall to defend the League. An image leapt to her mind, of the Grand Hall crowded with pairs of combatants, facing off against one another. She reached for the rapier sheathed at her hip and felt an icy stab at her heart when she realized it was gone.

			Damn!

			She noted then the tear in her pants and the absence of her belt from which the rapier hung: she must have lost the sword in her descent through the tree branches. She looked about frantically for something to employ as a weapon. A heavy brass candlestick sitting on a hall table presented itself. She blew out the burning wick and dropped the candle to the floor, feeling the weight of the metal in her grip. Better than nothing. But she felt a proper fool.

			At last she reached the Grand Hall and picked up her pace, despite the pain. Sounds of a furious fight echoed down the broad corridor. She forced herself to ignore the fresco portraits that lined the walls; she never failed to get lost a bit in daydreaming when she walked this place, wondering if she, too, would one day find her likeness painted on the walls with other luminaries. Such conceits seemed vapid and childish now. The very survival of the League was at stake. The symphony of battle grew louder.

			And then a hideous cacophony of screams came at her like a hungry flash fire, raising the hairs on the back of her neck. She picked up speed, willing herself to bear the throbbing pain in her legs, the sting of the cuts on her face and hands, the dull aches of bruised flesh. As she came around a curve, he appeared: a man bathed in blood from head to foot, the whites of his wide eyes two punctuation marks of horror. He staggered forward, his steps jerky and halting, his arms stiff at his sides, a gore-drenched short sword in his hand. Agnes stopped when she reached him.

			“Are you injured?”

			His wide eyes looked at her without any sign he recognized her as a fellow member of the human race. He was young, that much she could tell, and he wore an old leather cuirass from the practice yard—he was a Syraeic novice for certain, though she didn’t know his name. He muttered something.

			“What? What did you say, brother?”

			“N-not my b-blood.”

			Agnes became aware of the unnatural silence—no cries, no clash of swords on shields, nothing. She dropped the brass candlestick and wrested the bloody short sword from the lad’s grasp and continued down the hall, sickened by both the weapon’s sticky pommel and the ominous quiet. When she finally came upon the site of the battle, she stopped in her tracks, bringing a hand up to her gaping mouth. It was a scene from some mad slaughterhouse: bloody, unrecognizable carcasses lying scattered around the Grand Hall, glistening crimson. Injured brothers and sisters of the League were interspersed throughout the carnage, some standing motionless, others sitting on the blood-slick floor. When she saw her father sitting by two others, her heart sang and she ran to him.

			“Papa! Are you hurt? What happened here?”

			For a moment it was as though he didn’t know who she was. She held her breath, wondering if he had once again lost his reason. But then recognition lit up in his eyes and he embraced her. “Agnes! What happened to you?”

			Agnes shook her head. “Nothing. I let a tree break my fall. What happened here?”

			“Qeelb,” he answered, glancing over at a robed figure sitting nearby, head bowed. “Qeelb happened. He came upon the fight, saw it was going badly for us…and acted.”

			“He did all this?”

			“With a flick of the wrist, I imagine.”

			Agnes turned to look at the broken sorcerer, motionless on the floor. He was slouched over, his back to her. As if aware of her scrutiny, his head turned slowly. “If you had any understanding of what was required to achieve this effect, you wouldn’t speak so. It cost me far more than you can possibly imagine.”

			“Not as steep a price as these poor sods paid, surely,” said her father, waving a casual hand at the dead about him, shorn of skin.

			“Debatable,” said the sorcerer, and turned his head back around.

			“We can’t take him to Gnexes,” her father whispered, gently touching a scratch across her cheek. “And we need to get those goddamned braces back on him. Now.”

			But the face of her godmother’s disembodied head swam into Agnes’s mind’s eye, along with part of her admonition: Qeelb was capable of terrible things, terrible things they would require. She took her father’s face in her hands.

			“Father, he must accompany us. This is the kind of might we need if we are to face off against a god. What he did here was hideous, but without him, would the Syraeics have prevailed?”

			Auric frowned sourly. “No.”

			“I don’t know why, but I trust him. He is our ally, and the Aerican put him into our hands for a purpose.”

			Her father stared at her; she could see his fatigue…and something else she couldn’t name. He pursed his lips. “A purpose like this? I don’t approve of his methods.”

			“Papa…”

			“But you’re right. No telling what Timilis will lay in our path. The truth is, we need to get the hell out of Boudun and on our way. I don’t know what the fallout will be from this…horror show. And the longer we linger, the more the Cult of Timilis resident in the city can work its mischief against us.”

			Agnes’s heart fluttered. “This siege feels like the men who attacked me when I ran after the woman who stabbed Kennah. The people who attacked us had a similar enchantment upon them.”

			“Yes. A grandmother with a rolling pin accused me of raping her granddaughter, and another woman thought I was the father who had despoiled her sister. Well, they’re all dead now. Perhaps we should lay the blame at the great god’s feet. I fear this is just the beginning of the casualty list.”

			Auric made to stand, and Agnes noticed a tall young novice at her father’s side, bending over to assist him. She was lanky and fair-skinned, a nasty cut across her left cheek, with curly red hair and more freckles than Agnes had herself. “Beela, is it?” she inquired.

			The girl’s face brightened with the recognition. “Yes, Miss Manteo. Beela Wynther, of Sethwick. I’ve seen you in the practice yard. I’m in the Winter Novitiate.”

			“She’d be a fine one to take under your wing, Agnes,” said her father, managing a smile. “She has your grit and instincts in a fight.” The girl looked to the ground to hide a broad grin. Agnes gave the girl a perfunctory smile. The last thing she wanted now was a novice tagging along like a puppy.

			Other survivors were stirring now, attending wounded comrades or surveying the bloody tableau. Agnes noticed Lictor Beckerlin then, gingerly touching a nasty contusion on his head. She grabbed her father’s hand. “We need to get Qeelb out of here, Father, to Lictor Rae. Lictor Beckerlin will make things more difficult if we linger.”

			Auric glanced at the lictor, moving slowly, and nodded. Agnes let Beela help her father and went to the sorcerer, still sitting on the stone floor. She roused him with as much deference as she could muster. “Qeelb, we have to leave. Now.” He looked up at her and she froze: his eyes were full black. It was as though she stared deep into a well of poison.
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			When they arrived, Pallas Rae was propped up in her bed, eyes closed, looking as feeble and frail as Agnes had ever seen her. Her father delivered a report of the siege and their necromantic salvation. The lictor’s aged face showed no signs of emotion; Agnes wondered if she had even heard it. Then came the lictor’s questions, to the point, stated in Rae’s hoarse voice of weary calm. She listened to the answers with a grimace and a nod.

			“You must leave Boudun as soon as possible and head to Ironwound and the Oracle. The palace is sending a package in the morning, including royal script for expenses. You’ll also have a naval vessel at your disposal. The Blue Cathedral is resisting the request for Sira Edjani. I’m afraid Archbishop Hanadis is unhappy the queen hasn’t seen fit to explain the nature of the expedition to her. She came to me, tried to wheedle it out. It seemed unwise to reveal the truth to her, and that may have cost us some chits with the Blue Cathedral. Regardless, I believe Miss Edjani will be here in the morning; the clergy like to make gestures of independence, but the throne will crack the whip in this case and Belu’s best will fall into line.”

			Agnes recalled the queen’s feral red eyes in that moment.

			“I’ll have someone fetch Kennah from the shrine in whose care you left him, Sir Auric,” Rae continued, opening her eyes now and looking at Agnes’s father. “Any convalescing he still requires can be conducted en route.” The last word of her sentence was punctuated by a coughing fit. Agnes moved to her bedside and poured Rae a cup of water from a pitcher on her night table. The lictor waved it off with a wrinkled, bony hand.

			“I spoke with the antiquarians you threw onto Gnexes earlier tonight,” said Agnes’s father when the lictor had recovered. “We were interrupted by the siege, so I’m not sure how much more they might know, but what they did tell me is rather threadbare. Though I count myself better informed as to the fate of a Warwedi historian of the empire’s sixth century.”

			Wiping spittle from her chin, Rae smiled weakly. “Arbena and Sulo have the disease common to their kind. I find them by turns delightful and tedious. But they’re two of our finest. What we have in our libraries will be in their report, no matter how much sleep and missed meals it costs them. It will be ready for you tomorrow as well.”

			Auric nodded. “Our route?” he asked.

			“The most direct would have you sail to Aelbrinth,” answered Rae, “and ride through Marburand’s southeastern hills into Ironwound. However, I would suggest you avoid the direct route. Word from our sources in the duchy suggests Duke Willem is up to seditious games these days. I fear the queen’s script and letter of imprimatur may not be honored as it should be. I suggest you sail to Ralsea, and from there charter transportation up the Ironbell. You can purchase mounts in Ironwound itself and follow mining camp trails through the mountains to Gnexes, rather than the main highway.”

			Agnes was ready to ask more questions, but her father seemed satisfied with the lictor’s pronouncement and was prepared to move on. “There is another matter,” he said, gesturing over his shoulder at the door to Rae’s quarters. Standing there, his face hidden by the shadow of his robe’s cowl, was Qeelb.

			Rae frowned and closed her eyes again, letting out a long, ragged sigh. “Your charge from Geneviva is ill-omened and impious,” she said, touching the knuckle of her forefinger to her lips in a perfunctory gesture of loyalty to the crown. “And I’d lay a great wager that this attack on the Citadel was orchestrated by the Church of Timilis, if not by the great god himself. You’ll need mighty assistance, no?”

			“Agnes said the same,” said her father, nodding. “But in all honesty, I fear that power.”

			“You should,” said the broken sorcerer. “It is terrible. But I swear that everything I do will be in service to the expedition. I will do nothing to deliberately harm my allies.”

			“Deliberately,” echoed Auric. “Meaning?”

			“I try to be exact in my language,” Qeelb responded. “I don’t always know what I’ll draw forth when I call upon the power, and such elements can be…unpredictable. But know this: I would throw myself in harm’s way rather than see what I’ve conjured injure an ally. I swear.”

			“Upon what is your oath sworn?” Auric queried.

			The sorcerer was quiet for a moment. Agnes could see his thin, bloodless lips tense. “Alas, I have nothing I believe in, no deity at least, upon whom I can lay my oath. I spent decades imprisoned, formless, then four years back in this vessel, serving as an instrument of death for one Azkayan sea captain after another—all of it against my will. I now enter into this enterprise with you of my own free will, out of gratitude for my release, and glad to fight alongside those I may one day call friends. And I believe your cause is righteous.”

			“Do you?” said Rae from her sickbed. “Murdering a god?”

			“It isn’t murder, ma’am,” came the answer. “It’s justice.”
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			Agnes returned to the Orchard to retrieve her rapier. Sure enough, there it lay with belt and sheath among a litter of leaves and smaller branches brought down by her descent from the roof. She looked up and smiled at how far the roof seemed, feeling not a little pleased with herself for her foolhardy leap. A knife of pain from her brutalized shins wiped the grin away.

			She returned to her quarters, feeling exhausted and exhilarated both, wondering if she would be able to sleep. When she arrived there, she found Chalca sitting on her bed.

			“Sweet Lalu’s mercy, girl, you look a right mess.”

			“It’s been a rough night,” she answered, attempting a levity she didn’t feel. Chalca’s wounds had been healed by a priest, and he had washed off the days-old cosmetics. Agnes realized this was the first time she had seen him plain. He was a beautiful man, with kind eyes, high cheekbones, and soft black hair pulled back in a ponytail. He had a feminine grace about him that was soothing, safe. He held out his arms, like a welcoming mother. Agnes sat down next to him and let him embrace her.

			They laid down on the bed together and Agnes told him her story. He was a gifted listener. He asked few questions, stroked her hair, pulling out a stray twig or bit of leaf now and again. And before she knew it, she had fallen asleep.
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			Acorns

			Though the old man was in the adjacent room, he still bore witness to the countess’s private ritual in her chamber. In his mind’s eye, he saw Ilanda Padivale kneel naked before a makeshift shrine to Chaeres, hands outstretched in supplication, as though ready to catch blessings from the heavens. The altar top was lacquered ash carved with religious sigils. Upon it sat a fired red-clay plate. Lying on the plate were three baked acorns, corn silk braided with sprigs of thyme, a cake of honey-infused tallow, and a muddy brown jar, plugged with cork stopper and wax. Eyes closed, she spoke her prayer aloud.

			“O beneficent Chaeres, Mother of the Fields, who makes the crops grow, who provides sustenance to the people of Hanifax. I beg thee, make fruitful my womb, so that I might honor thy admonition to people the earth, and provide an heir for my noble husband and partner. Protect and nurture that child with thy abiding grace, until the time comes for his arrival. I ask these things, O Bountiful Mother of Childbirth and the Harvest, with the sacrifice thou dost require.”

			Ilanda Padivale picked up the muddy brown jar, which contained some of the flow of her most recent menses, nearly a month past and mixed with wine, and poured it upon the lacquered wood of the altar, smearing it with her palm until it covered its entire surface save where the clay plate rested. She touched a bloody finger to her forehead, then selected an acorn from the plate. She peeled it carefully, and smeared the nut with the blood surrounding the plate. She held the acorn in cupped hands as she continued the liturgy.

			“By this mingling of thy symbol of fertility, and mine own lifeblood, symbol of my fertility, I swear my eternal love and devotion to thee, Mother of Mothers, Fecund Queen of the Soil and everything that is green and grows.” White teeth bit into the pale yellow meat of the nut. The old man knew it was bitter with tannins and the coppery taste of her blood, but the countess hid well any sign that she found the taste unpleasant. She chewed it slowly and swallowed it, then repeated the act with the second and third of the acorns. When she swallowed the last, she pressed her blood-smeared hand to her face and abased herself on the floor of the chamber. Face pressed into the cold stone, she whispered the final words of the prayer.

			“Bless me, by thy mercy, by thy great bounty, O Beneficent Chaeres.”

			After a few silent moments, the ritual complete, she picked herself up from the floor, dusted off her knees, and called for her maidservants, Baea and Ruby. They arrived from another side chamber to attend her.

			The old man rose then from the footstool he sat upon. The boy Ghallo, nodding off on the stool next to him, was startled awake by his movement, and roused himself awkwardly. “Has she summoned us?” he squeaked.

			“In a short while, Ghallo. As soon as she has her undergarments on.”

			The boy’s face went crimson at the mention of Ilanda’s undergarments. Ghallo had regarded the countess with a kind of religious awe from the moment he met her. At his first private opportunity with the old man after they had arrived at the palace, the boy started chattering about her as though in an ecstatic trance.

			“She looks like I figure a goddess would!” he whispered with reverence at the end of his first worshipful paean to her.

			“Yes, she is a very beautiful and comely woman, Ghallo,” the old man had said. “And that is where the regard of many ends. Most think her a silly, pretty ornament of the court, the queen’s plaything, an expensive, but useless, porcelain doll. Our hostess has cultivated this image to throw off intriguers who swarm the capital like flies on a rotting carcass. She is much more than that. Some will discover this too late, to their detriment. We must assist her in keeping her secrets, and provide counsel others cannot.”

			“‘Counsel?’”

			“Advice, direction. She has many things to do and needs people she can trust.”

			“Well,” said Ghallo, fists clenched, “she sure can trust me!”

			The boy’s earnestness warmed the old man’s heart. Ghallo would fling himself into the maw of the Yellow Hells for this woman if she required it, and happily. May she inspire others to such loyalty, and be worthy of it, he thought.

			The summons came twenty minutes later. Ruby opened the door with her plain, welcoming smile, and admitted them to Ilanda’s private rooms. “Good morning, Countess,” the old man intoned. He noted that the makeshift altar was gone, the blood washed from her hands and face.

			“Good morning, sir,” she answered, arms in the air as Baea tightened an ivory corset around her torso. Her waist cinched in, her bosom swelled. Ghallo’s face glowed as though he bore witness to a singular miracle. “I received an alarming briefing from my spymaster in the wee hours of the morning,” she said as Baea applied copious white powder to her face. “Duke Willem of Marburand amasses a private army in contravention of the Ducal Compact. He’s conscripting rather brazenly, training the bulk of them in the countryside east of Ensele, though others are in smaller camps across the duchy, including a light cavalry division just south of Ruly. Needless to say, the mounted contingent is the greatest immediate concern to my liege lord in Caird.”

			“It is a distraction, Countess.”

			Ilanda frowned at him, an expression she never permitted herself outside the rooms they occupied. “Distraction, sir? A cavalry division belonging to Harkeny’s age-old rival, less than a week’s march through easy country to our southeastern cities? What lofty realms you must hail from, if such a naked threat seems a distraction. Willem’s acting more the monarch than the queen’s designated satrap, and one eager to expand his territory.”

			“This duke of yours senses the decay.”

			“Bah! He is not my duke. And he has three spies to every one of mine in the capital, though a blind man can sense the decay.” Her nostrils flared. “Or smell it. The stink of it pollutes the very heavens.”

			“Willem believes he can assert his independence from the Crown. He most certainly has designs on his neighbors in the future, but he will consolidate his hold on his own people first.”

			Ilanda’s eyebrows perked up. “How do you…” But she shook her head and smiled, sending little clouds of powder dancing in the air about her. “I should know better than to question your information, whatever your mystical sources are. And again, you have my gratitude, sir.”

			The old man smiled and gave her a slight bow. Two days ago he had warned of a poison plot against her: a gift of candied apricots from an “anonymous admirer.” It was an appeal to Ilanda’s sweet tooth, foiled by his intervention. The old man laid the blame at the door of the aged and grasping Countess of Falmuthe, who resented Ilanda’s beauty and favor with the queen. Ilanda had sent the sweets to her, with a note stating that she thought them better suited for her. At first, Ilanda dismissed it as a petty act by a vindictive aristocrat whose star was setting, but the old man assured her it was part of a greater intrigue: he knew not where the center of the spider’s web lay, but the aging countess hadn’t acted on her own. The old man’s intervention had cemented Ilanda’s trust, though she was wily enough to know there was information he held back. Still, the old man was impressed that this countess was wise enough not to ask what was hidden. For now. Soon that would change.

			“Duke Orin fears Marburand’s encroachment, always,” Ilanda resumed. “My husband, on the other hand, believes that Willem appreciates Harkeny as a buffer between himelf and the Korsa nomads and will leave us largely unmolested for this reason. Lawrence will be pleased to know his judgment is in accord with your own.”

			Alas, your husband was mistaken. He is dead, Ilanda Padivale, thought the old man. Sweet Lawrence was murdered by Willem’s agents last night. A necromantic spirit entered him as he slept and crushed his lungs. Willem’s sorcerers prevent the sad news from arriving in the capital for political advantage. I will not tell you now either, if only to provide you a few more days of merciful ignorance.

			The countess set aside her concerns about Marburand’s maneuvers and returned to the old man’s point. “If the duke is a distraction, from what does he distract?”

			Before answering, the old man paused. He needed to evaluate—again—the degree to which he should share his prescient visions with this woman, how much she could bear. This would be complicated in a few days when news of Lawrence Padivale’s murder reached her. So much would ride on her cunning and quick action, and require a certain ruthlessness. Could she summon the steel? It wouldn’t do to have her mind cluttered with things that would only agitate. He decided to direct her thoughts elsewhere.

			“The poisons hatching forth here in the capital must be your focus. Indeed, some have already bubbled up. The attack on the Citadel is only the first of the calamities you must endure.”

			“You suggested that Sir Auric and his expedition were the target of that assault. They departed two days ago. Why would the Trickster’s cult stir up more mayhem if their target sails to the east?”

			“That attack was not merely directed at Sir Auric and the League. Timilis, now and forever, thrives on chaos. He consumes it like a glutton does a buffet. Just as he orchestrated your queen’s current monstrous condition for the purpose of fomenting civil disarray, he has further turmoil to unleash. Think of the god as a destructive child. He is never as happy as when he brings something magnificent crashing down.”

			Ilanda’s finely trimmed eyebrows arched and she halted Ruby from pinning up her coal-dark hair. “You believe the god wishes to bring Hanifax down? The entire empire?”

			“He would see it shattered into little warring pieces and sup off the subsequent bloodletting and suffering. Agnes must not fail at her charge—”

			“Agnes?”

			The old man cursed his slip, but ignored the interruption. “If the expedition fails, things will be infinitely worse, making today’s disorder seem a dream of heaven. But even if it succeeds, dissolution of the empire may be inevitable. What happens with the succession will determine all.”

			“Geneviva hasn’t yet revealed the successor she named to the Priest of Chapters,” said the countess, eyes going wide. “No one else knows who will take the place of poor Kedrech.” She kissed two fingers and touched them to her forehead and lips in a silent prayer. “Who is next in line hasn’t truly mattered in a century. Everyone assumes the queen will rule for another hundred years—or forever.”

			Ilanda sat so that Baea could fit a fanciful white wig woven with tiny sapphires to her head. “Gods know who she will name,” she continued, looking at the manicured hands in her lap. “Her direct descendants, surviving members of the Reges family…it’s a spent force—reckless libertines, hopeless drunkards, and emotionally unstable wisps. Living in the shadow of this queen takes a toll on more delicate psyches, I’m afraid.”

			“Yes,” said the old man, smoothing a wrinkle on his lily-white robe, “Geneviva’s descendant generations are ill-suited for the demands of this monarchy. Of course, many among the aristocracy with even a drop of royal blood might think themselves worthy of elevation.”

			Ilanda looked up from her nails and met the old man’s eyes. “What a little fool I am!” she exclaimed. “The infighting will be—”

			“Potentially catastrophic. But of course, no one believes such a thing to be a remote possibility, and certainly nobody covets the post of crown prince now. Geneviva has reigned for one hundred and eighteen years. But you, Ilanda Padivale, you know otherwise, and must use that advantage to prepare.”

			“Prepare? How on earth do I prepare for that?”

			“Be ready. Recruit your own loyal swords here in Boudun, call in favors, judge what alliances might hold firm in such circumstances. You must be ready to do what is required to see to it the best claimant to the throne is crowned. Hanifax and all its people depend upon it.”

			The countess considered this for a moment, a knuckle to her full, unpainted lips, her expression somber. The old man watched as the realization struck her. Her dark eyes met his, probing, so skilled at reading others, but not him. She tilted her head back and, looking down her upturned nose, made a statement.

			“You know who Geneviva will name.”

			The old man didn’t answer her. He didn’t need to.

			“Is he someone whom I should support? Will I need to help maneuver a worthier claimant to the throne?”

			“When the moment arrives, Ilanda Padivale, you will know whom to back and what to do. Whoever is named to succeed Geneviva, that person will be in immediate peril and in need of allies.”

			The countess allowed just a little bit of exasperation to show on her face. She was not a woman accustomed to being outmatched. He looked in her eyes, big, deep blue, and saw the little girl she once was: vulnerability mixed with rare intelligence and a sturdy will. He knew that a part of her was terrified by this future he illuminated. He decided that to provide the strength she needed now, he had to do something terribly cruel. It would be a sin, he knew, though not his greatest. He resolved to do this thing now, silently begging forgiveness before the act.

			The old man stepped forward and put one wrinkled palm, the color of dark caramel, to the countess’s powdered cheek. The other he placed upon her womb, just below the corset’s constriction. Ruby and Baea gasped as one, but made no move to intervene. The boy Ghallo stood gawping at his master, as though he had just mounted a cathedral altar and fondled a holy relic. After a start, Ilanda herself relaxed, and tears formed in her eyes.

			“From a tiny acorn grows the mighty oak. Bless you, Ilanda Padivale. Much will be required of you in the coming days. I pray the Creative Spirit of the Universe makes certain you are equal to the task.”
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			Ralsea

			A windowpane shattered with a sudden loud report, sending shards of glass across the commodore’s mahogany desk. Apparently imperturbable, he carefully and calmly dusted off glittering bits from the papers Auric had given him. He scrutinized those papers through an oversized gold-hooped monocle secreted in a breast pocket. 

			“Lalu’s silken garters, Sir Auric!” he exclaimed after a few moments. “You certainly appear to have the queen’s favor. Any assistance I can provide is yours, of course.”

			Amalard was the commodore’s name, and he was an affable, heavy-set fellow, increasingly so judging by the straining of gold buttons on his Royal Navy uniform. He had small blue eyes and a round nose, with curly blond locks going to gray, and an elaborate beard and moustache.

			“Recommendation of an inn and where we might hire transport up the Ironbell would be an excellent start, Commodore,” responded Auric, raising his voice over the angry shouts of the crowd rumbling outside on the Ralsea promenade.

			“You don’t seem too concerned about that mob outside your doors, sir,” Agnes observed, eyeing warily the irate crowd of locals through the broken window.

			“Oh, that? Gods be good, lass, if I were to get my cravat in a twist every time the Karnesi rabble got into a snit—Lords of Perdition, I wouldn’t sleep a wink. No, this is just an average weekday in the duchy’s lively capital.”

			“What’s it about, then?” queried Sira, standing next to Kennah. The bearded swordsman towered over the petite priest.

			“New royal tax on fish, quarter penny to the pound, approved by parliament last night.”

			“This parliament has to approve taxes the queen levies?” asked an incredulous Kennah, wincing. Despite the ministrations he received at the shrine in whose care Auric had left him, and those of Sira on their five-day sea journey, his wound still troubled him.

			“I know, Sir Kennah,” Amalard responded, this time making the man wince with the use of his new title. “It’s hard for you native ’Faxers to understand the ways of the Karnes. Indeed, I hail from Tamden myself, in Bannerbraeke. Though I’ve commanded the Royal Navy post here for over three years, I still find myself surprised by some new republican nonsense now and again. Understand that the parliament always approves the queen’s laws and levies; it’s just a formality, really. But if the citizens get up in arms enough, poor beleaguered Duchess Violetta relents and pays the taxes out of her own purse.”

			“That’s no way to run an empire,” grumbled Kennah, leaning on the commodore’s desk, a grimace on his face. Auric worried that the man might not be able to fight if it came to it, unless Sira could affect better healing.

			“Oh, don’t let any of the Ralseans hear you say that, my good man, or you’ll have to answer with your fists. Or worse, have an endless argument on your hands!” Amalard’s capacious moustache smiled and he gestured for Kennah to take a seat. Kennah demurred, holding up a shaking hand.

			“The only Karnesi I ever knew would argue with a wooden post if another opponent failed to materialize,” came a lyrical tenor over Auric’s shoulder. It was Chalca, made up with cosmetics like a lady of the court. The actor had weathered jeers and catcalls from sailors aboard their Royal Navy transport from Boudun. Agnes, whom Auric noted had developed an affinity for the man, had defended Chalca when Auric had approached her. Could she persuade the actor to refrain from making himself up, if only to prevent hostilities?

			“He is who he is, father, and I find that refreshing. I see no reason why he should change in order to make you feel more comfortable.”

			“Not for me, Agnes,” he stammered. “These Royal Navy types—”

			“Oh, don’t shift blame to the sailors, Father. Have the courage to claim ownership of your prejudices.”

			Nonsense, he thought. What had he ever cared for what another man did in the dark, so long as his partner consented? Hadn’t a number of his Syraeic colleagues indulged in homosexual relations? Hadn’t he treated them with respect and affection like the rest? The difference, he decided, was the way this actor paraded his nonconformity. He was like a member of a marching band who clanged cymbals together out of rhythm with the rest.

			But Auric noted that the commodore seemed less distraught by Chalca’s appearance than he was himself, nodding at the man’s wry comment. “Indeed!” he laughed. “And arguing with a Karnesi is akin to arguing with a chattering monkey: you can’t help but fail to persuade him, and he makes a terrible racket!”

			It was then that Amalard caught sight of the man standing behind Chalca. The broken sorcerer Qeelb hovered there, like a harbinger of doom. His shattered black jewel was hidden by a false bandage wrapped around his head, the disguise of his true nature made more believable by an unshaven face still covered with scabs and bruises left by the attentions of Tolwe’s clergy.

			“Gods be good, man! What happened to you?”

			Qeelb said nothing.

			“Should I fetch you one of Belu’s acolytes, or perhaps our medicus?”

			“That won’t be necessary,” the sorcerer responded in a low mumble.

			“Won’t be necessary?” sputtered Amalard, stroking his voluminous moustache. “You look like Marcator himself kicked you down a mountainside!”

			“I will heal in time, sir.”

			“As you wish,” he scowled. “Is it some sort of religious prohibition?”

			“You could say that,” answered Qeelb.

			“An inn then, Commodore Amalard?” asked Auric.

			“Ah! Siren’s Song is a fine one, just off the promenade, though a bit pricey.” He waved the papers Auric had given him. “And I’d recommend you not use this royal script with the innkeeper, or any other Ralsea merchants if you can help it, sir. Coin will avoid any ugliness.”

			“Is the queen’s promise without value here?” Kennah was indignant, a hand to his gut.

			“Oh, certainly the banks will honor the debt, but they’ll shave off a service fee, meaning that anything you purchase with queen’s script is provided at an unwilling discount by the proprietor. We do our best not to deliberately rile the natives, Sir Kennah. Makes our days far more peaceful.”

			As if on cue, there was a loud bang against the wall of the commodore’s office as several sailors forming a cordon around the building were shoved against it by the grumbling mob. Amalard looked over his shoulder at the sound, but only shook his head, smiling.

			“And transport?” Auric asked.

			“Check with the merchant houses at the northernmost extreme of the promenade. That’s where the best river transport companies have their warehouses. A barge up the Ironbell is your best bet. They’re all piloted by water witches. Get you where you’re going as quickly as lovesick Jack Nightingale delivering a rose. I’d recommend Pergola Mercantile or Oglewhim and Sons. Sampson Freight is worth a try if those two don’t pan out. Now where did you say you were headed?”

			“Up the Ironbell,” Auric answered carefully. “I’m afraid the queen requires that we keep confidence on this expedition, Commodore.”

			Amalard gave Auric a broad smile, puffing out his hirsute jowls. “Of course, and long may she reign. I’m not one to stick my nose where it doesn’t belong. If there’s any other way I can be of help to you, Sir Auric, please don’t hesitate to ask. I rarely leave my office before seven in the evening. Some of my men will escort you through the malcontents to Siren’s Song, if that’s your choice.”
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			The city of Ralsea was fortunate in its location, sitting at the southern edge of the broad delta of the Ironbell River. Its fingers touched every copper penny of commerce flowing down the great waterway: metals and gems worked in the mines of the mountain earldoms, limestone and marble from quarries scattered among the hills, crops raised in the rich alluvial soil of the river delta and the fertile country to the north, and goods produced by the artisans of Marburand and the Karnes alike. Long piers and imposing warehouses lined the seafront, bustling with activity in the late morning, both commercial and political.

			Their walk to the inn from the Royal Navy outpost was a contentious one, with pike-armed sailors muscling their way through irritated protestors, then through the heavy traffic of those going about their daily business. Auric endured an occasional elbow or growl, as well as slurs unique to the Karnesi, reserved for outsiders: gold-buckle, serf, and Auric’s favorite, Sir Bow-and-Scrape. A number of pamphleteers were scattered among the pedestrians and street merchants, trying to raise ire about a bevy of local causes. Auric sympathized with Kennah’s earlier observation. This is no way to run an empire.

			The Siren’s Song, a three-story inn and tavern of painted local limestone, was an upscale affair, with a large common room decorated with nautical themes, and several private chambers for rent off the main chamber. Several of its late-morning patrons were easily identified as Royal Navy officers, a few of them already tippling a tankard, Auric noted with a frown. The innkeep was a remarkably fat man by the name of Soflin, red-faced and full of extravagant good cheer. 

			“A private suite of rooms to rent for the night? Why of course, my good sir, and what excellent judgment you demonstrate by coming to my humble establishment, the finest in Ralsea! All your needs can be met here: food, entertainment in the evening, a soft bed, and warm company if you require it.” He was all winks and nudges, like a player in a stage farce. Auric paid half the bill in advance at the proprietor’s suggestion, using his own purse as the commodore had advised. The silver and copper coins vanished into the man’s apron pocket as though they had never existed.

			Whether or not the buxom young woman who showed them to their rooms was indeed Soflin’s daughter as he announced, she made it extraordinarily clear that she was the “warm company” to which he had alluded. Auric was just as clear that those extra services would not be required, though he could see Kennah thinking otherwise. She made no secret she thought the two coppers Auric offered her as gratuity for her time were less than adequate. She scowled at him but gave an unsubtle wag of her tongue to Kennah. Auric grumbled under his breath. Agnes shot him a look suggesting that she thought him a prig.

			Their suite was a generous one, with a small central room for gathering and five private sleeping quarters adjacent. Agnes offered that she and Chalca would double up so that the others might have their own rooms. Auric suppressed the look of disapproval that made a brief appearance on his face. He entered his own room and laid his rucksack on the bed, then removed the belt that held his scabbard, laying Szaa’da’shaela down with a kind of reverence and care that felt silly after he had done it. He thought then on the look Agnes had given him. She had given similar sour and contemptuous looks, albeit for different reasons, to the captain of the Royal Navy vessel that ferried them across the Cradle and into the Bay of Ulsea. The ship was called the Sister Courage and the captain was a young aristocrat named Gorsey. He was a supercilious fellow—fourth son of some petty baronet—who clearly resented transporting them, a duty apparently beneath him. His disdain had no doubt grown after Agnes rebuffed his boorish advances. When she told Auric of the man’s attempts to grope her, laughing through her report, he made noises about giving the man a thump. Agnes was far more offended by this than the captain’s uninvited hands on her breasts.

			“Father!” she hissed, her face reddening. “I’m not some helpless maiden in need of your gallant intervention! You’d best start thinking of me as a Syraeic sister and not your darling baby girl, or we’ll do more than quarrel!”

			She was right, of course. Would his feathers have been so ruffled had some pinching bastard done the same to Lenda back in the day? Hah! Lenda would have handed the prick his severed fingers one at a time. He recalled the transcript Pallas Rae had given him to read in the Too-Tall Library. Agnes was as capable as any Syraeic woman—or man—of handling herself. He would need to make an effort to check his fatherly impulses on this expedition. As if to punctuate the thought, Szaa’da’shaela vibrated visibly, ruffling the blanket on which it rested.
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			“Ever been to the Karnes, Sir Auric?” asked Kennah, holding a hand to his gut when all but Qeelb sat in the central lounge upon which their rooms emptied.

			“I have, Sir Kennah,” he responded. Auric wondered if he would ever stop enjoying the look of discomfort on the man’s face whenever that title was employed. It was like the one he had worn when he was first anointed. “Never this far north, though. Never further north than the Lahosa River, in fact. It’s mostly the more remote south country that hosts the unexplored Busker ruins. This half of the duchy was tapped out three hundred years ago.”

			“Perhaps you can help us make sense of the duchy’s government, then,” said Sira with her crooked smile. “Kennah here insists that the Karnesi have no truck with the nobility at all, save for their duchess.”

			Auric returned Sira’s smile, but he was still unsettled by their conversation the day they had sailed out of Boudun Harbor. The two had a private moment in the too-small room Gorsey had given them aboard Sister Courage, and it was then he explained the goal of their mission. While the priest of Belu had no love for Timilis or his cult, she was still deeply devout, and their charge disturbed her greatly.

			“It’s true you’ve already killed a god, Sir Auric,” she had said in response to his justifications, her eyes reddened with tears. “But Timilis is an elevated god of our own pantheon, not some demonic remnant of the Djao. Does the queen not ask us to commit an act of terrible sacrilege? Even a sin eater couldn’t swallow something so foul.”

			Those words had haunted him for the past five days as they skirted the storms of the Cradle and slipped into the calmer waters of the Bay of Ulsea. Even a sin eater couldn’t swallow something so foul. Was he putting his soul in jeopardy, and the souls of the rest of them, including his daughter? He had asked Szaa’da’shaela that question when he was alone on deck later that first night, but the bejeweled blade hadn’t uttered a word.

			“Alas, Sir Kennah, it’s more complicated than that,” Auric answered when his mind returned from its wandering. “That parliament Commodore Amalard mentioned, it sits here in Ralsea, comprised of representatives elected from each Karne republic—all of them quasi-independent. The Duke of the Karnes—Duchess now—commands the duchy’s military and presides over parliament. She must win the parliament’s approval for her own and the queen’s taxes, levies, and laws, though I understand she has considerable means of influence. And the counts and barons and the like are advised and restrained by elected town councils in every city and settlement across the duchy, like the duchess and her parliament in miniature.”

			“What a bloody confusion,” said Kennah, his words reflected in the grimace he wore.

			Auric smiled at the younger man. “You heard Amalard. The Karnesi don’t mind it. They prefer it. Indeed, they guard their rights and prerogatives jealously and won’t countenance a man who’d argue otherwise.”

			“Look at this,” said Agnes, holding up a handbill she had accepted from one of the pamphleteers they had passed on their way from the Royal Navy post. Bold letters proclaimed BEWARE MARBURAND! “Seems the locals fear their neighbor as much as any encroachment by the Crown. This essay claims that ’Burandi agents were behind a fire that burned down a local newspaper a week ago. It’s a confused thing. Calls on the Ralsea people to defend Duchess Violetta and their liberty from ‘enemies of the republic.’ The Karnes is a duchy made up of these republics. The pamphlet speaks as though the duchy is a republic itself. They didn’t vote for the duchess or her ancestors, did they?”

			“I don’t know, daughter,” Auric answered, immediately regretting addressing her in that manner. “The bulk of my knowledge of the region is a good millennium and a half out of date, back when it was a dozen Busker princedoms.”

			“Wasn’t the Sour Note Rebellion fomented in this area?” asked Kennah.

			“I think so,” Auric answered, reaching for an almond from a bowl on their table.

			Agnes groaned. “Ugh! The Theocracy of Harmony! Memorizing those damned religious texts were the most dreadful days of my novitiate.”

			A toothy smile appeared from Kennah’s beard. “Was ol’ Magnus Plank still teaching Busker theology when you came through, Peregrine?” He hunched his shoulders and narrowed his eyes to slits, speaking in a funereal dirge. “‘Fifteen sacred relics did the Busker lords of the Kingdom of Lucia venerate in their dark, stony temples, carved from the living rock of the hillside.’ Hah! I can’t do the old man justice. Ruben, though, Ruben had the man down exact.”

			Agnes laughed. “You do a fair version, Kennah! Though you’d need to have some of the morning’s breakfast left in your beard to capture him perfectly.”

			Auric smiled. Plank taught that subject during his novitiate, before either Kennah or Agnes were born. He was dead now, surely, carried away by the plague last year if not by old age or some malady. Auric wondered at how quickly his thoughts took a morbid turn these days. He was older than the others in the room, it was true, but he was no infirm ancient, ready for the grave. He was only fifty-one, for Belu’s sake, blessed with good health, active, his mind sharp. But he felt every one of those years in that moment, acutely aware of so many of his contemporaries buried in the ground or interred in an urn. None of your old friends remain, Auric Manteo, he thought to himself. Only you.

			Had he outstayed his welcome, not on the earth, but in taking on this role as a Syraeic? It was true he had been called back again, out of cozy Daurhim and Hannah’s embrace. But maybe what was needed were the talents of younger men. Men whose thoughts were less apt to linger on death. 

			And women, he thought, looking at his daughter with a burst of fondness. She was a beauty. Save for her nose and those obstinate freckles, she looked so much like her mother, Auric feared he might weep. Dead five years now, Marta. Are you singing in Belu’s Blue Heaven, sweetheart? Have you forgiven me my neglect?

			Auric excused himself from the others and went to his room. He took the time to study the report on Gnexes written by the antiquarians, to see if there was something of importance he had overlooked. It yielded no more information than it had the first six times he had read it. Apparently, pedantic Arbena and Sulo had found little more of use than what they had told him the night of the assault on the Citadel.

			“Sir Auric.”

			Qeelb’s voice jolted him from the thin sheaf of papers. The sorcerer stood in the doorway of his room, leaning against the wall as though it propped him up. His dark eyes, watery and deep-set, looked as though they were trying to fix themselves on Auric, but not succeeding.

			“Yes, Qeelb?”

			“I would speak with you, sir. In private.”

			Auric found the request unsettling, but he managed a nod and gestured for the man to take a seat at the bedside desk. A sudden hush replaced the amiable conversation of the others in their common room. The bruised sorcerer stepped in, closed the door, and sat in the chair Auric had indicated. Auric sat on the edge of his bed, attentive. The sorcerer was quiet for a moment, staring at his fingers in his lap, their flesh still bearing the marks of the witch-braces he had worn in the queen’s dungeons. Just as Auric thought the man might have changed his mind, he spoke.

			“What I did at your Citadel,” he began.

			Another pause.

			“Yes?”

			“It was not what I…chose to do, Sir Auric.”

			“Not what you chose?”

			“Strictly speaking, no. I was readying a sleep spell, one that would incapacitate everyone in the hall. But I felt a presence at the back of my…” He grimaced as though in pain, tapping on the shattered black gem beneath the bandage wrapped around his head. He closed his eyes and let out a long, slow breath. “It is impossible to explain sorcery to one who is not initiated into its labyrinthine logic, its demands of…well, best not to try. When the Azkayans broke my binding jewel, well…” He stopped again, looking up at the ceiling, exasperation on his wounded features.

			Auric tried to come to the man’s aid. “You are struggling to find words—”

			“The language. It’s like trying to speak words that cannot be translated from one language to another. Concepts that are too foreign for you to…comprehend. When the Azkayans did what they did to me, it broke restraints placed there by the College of Sorcerers, meant to prevent those inducted into our arts from employing their skills selfishly, in ways against the interests of the Crown.”

			“Yes. Every Syraeic understands this.”

			“Have you ever seen a sorcerer acting in defense of the crown? What they are capable of?”

			Auric thought back a year, to the wooden planks of the deck of the Duke Yaryx, slick with blood. “I witnessed a woman no bigger than my daughter slay a dozen pirates all at once with smoky black spirits summoned from the Netherworld, and then saw her sink their warship single-handedly.”

			“A Royal Navy vessel? Attacked by pirates? Those circumstances would suffice—an attack on the Royal Navy is an attack on the queen’s person. The woman…she had a black jewel in her forehead like mine?”

			“Yes. Her name was Del Ogara.”

			“Well, Sister Del would tell you now of what I speak. She did not choose the form. It chose her. She acted only as a conduit of power. That is what the practice of sorcery is, Sir Auric. The sorcerer serves to conduct power through her person. When it is small, restrained by our binding, we are better able to control and shape the form that power takes, whether we summon an otherworldly creature, or effect some spell, like the sleep spell I attempted at the Citadel. But when the restraint is broken—broken, mind you, not removed—the result is less predictable, wild. Captured western sorcerers like myself, aboard Azkayan warships or serving in their armies, are herded and directed by someone called a said-min kassir: it means ‘master of the broken.’ He, sometimes she, is a sorcerer of little personal talent. A said-min kassir would need to concentrate every fiber of his being to light a candle with sorcery. His many years of study are devoted instead to controlling the output of broken sorcerers. He shapes and directs that output…brings it to heel.”

			Auric’s gut growled as the realization struck him. “But now…”

			“Now I have no said-min kassir.”

			“What does this mean, then, Qeelb?” said Auric after a quiet moment. “For you? For your role in our endeavor? That perhaps whatever power chooses you as its conduit may not be to our benefit?”

			“No.” He closed his eyes, pinched the bridge of his nose. For a moment, Auric thought the man might cry. But then he spoke again. “Choose…is not the right word. And to suggest that I as the caller of the power play no role in what comes through the opening I create, that is not accurate either. My will affects what is drawn to the breach.”

			“Qeelb, I am not sure what it is you want me to understand.”

			Qeelb rubbed his hands together, massaged the metal-formed dimples and creases in his fingers and palms. “Sir Auric, what I allowed through the breach at the Citadel was terrible, but it was necessary. No Syraeics were physically harmed, though I think you know no one left that hall unmarked by what they witnessed.”

			Auric swallowed hard, nodded.

			“I knew the form the power would take, seconds before it came. And I allowed that power through the opening I had effected. Your Citadel was saved, though a price was paid by all present. In the future, should something I deem too destructive come toward an opening I have made…I will do all I can to block its path. To the best of my ability, and at the cost of my life, if necessary.”

			The man was trying to reassure him, Auric realized. He looked into the man’s dark, wounded eyes, blue and sick yellow bruising about the flesh of the eye sockets, an angry black scab across his upper left cheek. He thought then of Agnes’s words. I don’t know why, but I trust him. It seemed a mad thing, to trust this broken, dangerous man. But it was a mad expedition he headed. He needed to trust these five souls with him: his daughter, the painted actor, even this scarred husk sitting across from him. He had no doubt that in the coming days, many of those he would encounter would be far more deserving of mistrust.

			Qeelb fingered a piece of jewelry that had slipped from Auric’s pack, sitting on the desk. He recognized it: an ivory cameo of Lady Hannah salvaged from the ruin of his manse. He had wrapped it in a cloth and brought it with him as an afterthought just before leaving Daurhim. He had forgotten it was there.

			“Jasmine,” said the sorcerer, softly.

			“Jasmine, you say?”

			He didn’t answer for a moment, staring at the cameo with what looked like painful longing. “Jasmine. A girl I knew in Aelbrinth, before I entered the Spire. A girl I loved. She would be a very old woman now, if she still lives.”

			“Perhaps you could find out. After all this, when we return.”

			Qeelb looked from the cameo to Auric, his eyes far away. “I think not. I chose the Spire over her. ‘Sorcery or love,’ my preceptor said to me. ‘You cannot have both.’ How could someone ask a fourteen-year-old boy to make that sort of choice, Sir Auric? Youth is sweet, but we lack the wisdom to truly savor it, eh? And before we know it, the sourness of the world poisons our palates.”

			The man looked again at the ivory cameo, smiled sadly, and put it back on the desk with a kind of reverence. He stood, kissing two fingers as he did, and touched them to the bauble, a sad smile on his cracked lips. He turned for the door then. 

			“Goodnight, Sir Auric. Sleep well.”

			When Qeelb had closed the door again, tiredness washed over Auric. He picked up the cameo and looked at it, admiring Hannah’s handsome silhouette. He wondered then how she was, if she missed him, or if the duties of her rank occupied her mind. He wondered how Hanouer fared with Pala in the ground. He wondered about Daurhim, if the madness in the capital was reaching its fingers westward towards the little town.

			Sweet Belu, he prayed, closing his eyes, protect her and her people. Shield them from the darkness. Let it pass Daurhim by.

			Auric opened his eyes and squeezed the ivory cameo in his palm. He set it again on the desk and laid down on his bed. “Goodnight, Hannah,” he said. “Goodnight, Jasmine. May all those we love sleep safely.”
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			Aretha Dell

			Agnes leaned on the starboard railing, staring at the hypnotic frenzy of elementals stirring the waters around the barge. For a time, the labors of the extraplanar beings seemed playful, vibrant, bursting with joy. Then she sensed blind animal fury. There had to be a hundred of them propelling the flat-bottomed vessel along the Ironbell. She tried to count their forms, but just as a single entity nearly defined itself in the white foam—an elegant horse, a sinuous eel, a gliding hawk—it was lost in the chaotic churning of the waters.

			The name of their transport was the Aretha Dell, and it was crewed by a dozen deckhands, making the rounds of the crates stacked from stem to stern, seeing to it all was secure. Walking along the port and starboard rails were a pair of water witches, corralling and cajoling the elementals summoned to marshal the barge north, against the river’s current. Qeelb had educated Agnes, unable to conceal his contempt.

			“Water witches are, as a rule, washouts from the Spire in Aelbrinth: failed aquamancers, good for nothing but calling up water elementals for such mundane service. If they can’t secure employment on the rivers, they’ll wander from hamlet to hamlet, watering crops during dry spells or locating likely places for a farmer to dig a new well. It’s a dull business for someone who’s been initiated into the arcane mysteries. Teased with the power they might harness, only to find at last that they lack the talent to progress further. Very bitter fellows as a result.”

			Bitter seemed the perfect term to describe the two who prowled the rails now. A man and woman, wizened, sour-faced, whose manner and appearance were so alike Agnes suspected they were siblings. Co-captains of the barge, they barked and growled at the deckhands and ignored their six unwanted passengers. The Syraeic expedition had been forced upon them by their paymasters at Oglewhim and Sons, back in Ralsea. The merchant company owned the barge and the two of them, a deckhand had informed her. They apparently lost their own barge to bandits a year before and were forced to contract with Oglewhim out of desperation. Agnes didn’t envy the deckhands’ fate either, subservient to the surly moods of two grizzled, scowling taskmasters.

			The Ironbell River itself was as much as a half-mile wide in some spots, quick-flowing from its chilly source in the distant peaks of the Ironspur Mountains, that impenetrable range that separated the east of the empire from the Azkayan satrapies beyond.  Traffic was heavy in both directions, with many other barges and smaller vessels making the journey to or from the north. The Aretha Dell carried crates of wine from the vineyards that dotted the rolling rocky hills of Bannerbraeke. Their cargo was destined for the Marburand river town of Balowy, not even half the way to the capital of Ironwound, their journey’s eventual end. Agnes had witnessed the Oglewhim clerk explain the assignment to them dockside.

			“We travel the river empty-handed from Balowy all the way to Ironwound,” hissed the female water witch, “then sit at the docks ‘til this lot finishes their chores and ferry ‘em back? What a waste! What a bloody waste! On the River Rat we wouldn’t have taken tagalongs unless we were packed to the gunnels with cargo all the way.”

			The River Rat was apparently their lost barge.

			“Well,” answered the clerk, a pinch-faced man with a collection of warts on his chin, “why don’t you ask the eels along the way if they’ll give you your Rat back, eh?”

			The woman had sneered and flexed a finger at the clerk. He began coughing and sputtering, a summoned mouthful of water spilling down his shirt front. 

			“How far to Balowy?” Agnes asked her father when he and Sira joined her at the railing.

			“I don’t know the distance,” he answered. “Only that we should be there by late afternoon tomorrow. That’s what Yarbo says, at least.”

			“Yarbo?”

			“Our male water witch. Cantankerous fellow.”

			“Qeelb informs me it’s the nature of their lot,” said Agnes, just as she thought she caught the shape of a human face forming in the bubbling white foam.

			“One would think this fine weather would cheer them,” commented Sira, shielding her eyes with a hand as she looked up at the rich blue sky, cottony wisps of cloud and sunlight above. “It’s a lovely day.”

			Agnes regarded the summer sky briefly and nodded, but her attention returned to the frothing waters beneath them. Sira smiled at her and walked away, towards the barge’s aft. Agnes admitted to herself that she found the cleric’s unfailingly sunny disposition cloying, though it was possible that the woman’s deferential treatment of her father might explain her emotions. Sira had been with him always since leaving the Siren’s Song, the two in quiet conversation for much of that time, conversation that seemed to trail off whenever she approached. They had a bond, of course, from their ordeal in the Barrowlands last year. Was Agnes jealous of that bond?

			We didn’t reconcile so much as I laid down my anger, she thought, mind going back to those months immediately after her mother’s suicide. It had shaken her. For a time, she blamed herself for following her father into the League rather than seeking a husband, starting a family. Her father was grim, distant. He had shed no tears when they buried her. If her Aunt Lenda hadn’t been there, crying, Agnes might not have allowed herself to weep either. Afterwards, she returned to her training, her father to his League duties. He served as an occasional diplomat for a while, a senior field agent with a knack for gently but effectively pushing aside roadblocks to the League’s business imposed by officious bureaucrats and self-important nobles. He even lectured at the Citadel twice with Agnes herself in the crowded hall of eager students. But soon he and his Syraeic colleagues were taking mission after mission in the Barrowlands, without rest. She saw him rarely. It was after about a year at that manic pace before he emerged from a Djao ruin northeast of Serekirk—she had forgotten the subterranean deathtrap’s name. He was sole survivor of the expedition, bearing with him the head of his closest Syraeic companion, her beloved godmother, Lenda Hathspry.

			He arrived back at the Citadel emotionally shattered. For a time, there was whispered talk that her father would end up committed to Saint Kenther, the asylum-hospital island where the League sent those of its number whose minds were broken. He took to drinking, holed up in a Citadel cubicle, chasing away well-meaning priests and old colleagues with profane rebukes. He allowed her to see him only once during that awful sojourn from the world, and what she witnessed shook her to the core: her loving father, a brave, intelligent, resourceful man, well respected in the League, sought after for his insight and experience, reduced to a red-eyed wreck with the stink of alcohol oozing from every pore. He had been her idol; she had beamed with pride when preceptors identified her as Auric Manteo’s daughter. Now, this…ruin.

			He refused her entry after that disturbing encounter. At last, six months or more later, he came upon her in a courtyard, sparring with a classmate. He was gaunt, but sober and clean-shaven, and announced that he was resigning his commission with the League and retiring to the little town of Daurhim in the country. He had bought a small manse there. He left Agnes the family’s Boudun cottage and a more than adequate portion of the wealth he had accumulated over the length of his career. She was shocked by what seemed like his surrender, but also relieved that at least he seemed cured of the wild despair that had so pitilessly ravaged him.

			Agnes completed her novitiate training and turned eighteen later that year. She began receiving field assignments, all of them in the Busker sites that littered the Duchies of Bannerbraeke and the Karnes. Life in the field was every bit as exciting as she had imagined when she was a young girl. One of her early forays was into an untouched crypt-complex of a minor Busker named Hanisham the Tin-Eared; she had written her father in Daurhim, recounting the adventure in breathless prose, craving his praise for what she had accomplished, for her daring and bravery. Instead she received a long harangue scolding her for rashness, for her failure to take the threats she faced with the seriousness and sobriety they deserved. He addressed her as “my girl,” an endearment that felt anything but endearing. 

			She lashed out at his stern letter with a poisoned response. He had apologized, and the two of them corresponded for a time, at least until she discovered that he had been using his influence to retard her career, keeping her from choice but dangerous assignments for which she was qualified. He was seeking to protect her from harm, yes. But she was no longer his little girl, who needed someone to shield her from risk. Indeed, it was as though he had abandoned her after Mama’s death. Now he wanted to keep her safe, after his retreat from the world? She had poured all her anger and resentment into a final letter. Had her words been a toxin, the letter’s contents would have felled every beast in the queen’s menagerie. She remembered blaming her mother’s suicide on him and asking that he remove himself entirely from her life. The memory shamed her now, stinging as she recalled the venom in the words she had penned. He had his own pain, she knew now. But still, in that pain he had forgotten his girl.

			“Any idea how long we’ll be on the river?” asked Kennah, coming up beside her.

			His approach caught her unawares. “No idea, Sir Kennah,” she replied.

			“Don’t do that,” he grunted.

			“Do what?”

			“The ‘sir’ business. It feels…” His words trailed off with a sigh. He leaned on the railing. The wood creaked as it accepted his weight.

			“You’ll need to get used to it, brother. Having that ‘sir’ before your name will open doors in your career, and with bureaucrats.”

			“Yes, yes,” he said, impatient. “But not you, Peregrine. When you say it…well, it feels like a joke.”

			“It isn’t meant as one,” she offered lamely. “Not really.”

			After a few moments of silence, he spoke again. “It feels wrong.”

			“What do you mean by wrong? Because it was bestowed by our mad queen?”

			“That it was bestowed at all. I’m Sir Kennah, and poor Ruben is on a shelf in Mictilin’s cellar. If either of us ever deserved to earn a title one day, it was him. He was the finest friend a fellow ever had.”

			Agnes reached up and gave his meaty bicep a squeeze. “You’re a good fellow, too, Kennah Rolenwy. If you haven’t earned the title yet, I’m confident you’ll earn it in time. And Ruben will look down and laugh with joy.”

			Kennah closed his eyes tightly and pinched the bridge of his nose, squeezing away tears. He nodded, looking like he wanted to say something, but instead he gave her a short smile and walked away.

			We all carry our pain, Agnes mused, watching the big man disappear behind some crates stacked to the fore. Some are defined by it; others…well, maybe we’ll grow wiser. 

			And what is your pain, Agnes? said a thought in her head. Does it define you?

			“Out of the way, freckles!” shouted the female water witch, giving Agnes a sour little shove as she walked along the rail, snapping her fingers over the side at the elementals stirring the water white. The woman mumbled phrases Agnes couldn’t make out, but she knew them to be Middle Djao, the language of sorcery. She recalled Qeelb’s characterization of the woman’s kind.

			Agnes came back to the rail and looked down again at the elementals, speeding them up the river. She prayed those words—very bitter—would never come to describe her.
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			Gallows

			Until he stepped on the weathered, waterlogged planks of the docks at Balowy, Auric had never set foot in Marburand. He had known many Syraeics who hailed from the duchy, most of them fine people, but his reflexive distaste at the mention of the place had never waned; apparently his small-town prejudice against the cosmopolitan cities of Hanifax extended to its richest dependency as well. It surprised him that such sentiments still lingered, despite all his travels.

			The female water witch—she had never introduced herself, nor had Auric bothered asking her name—tended the barge while Yarbo went in search of the ’Burandi merchant company that had contracted with Oglewhim for their cargo. He returned half an hour later, his scowling, unshaven face pregnant with curses.

			“Bloody ’Burandi bastard! Says we’re tenth in line! Tenth! We’ll be waiting past midnight to offload!”

			“Aeeiie!” screeched the female water witch. “You whiskered old fool! Did you show ‘im the contract? ‘Goods received immediately upon arrival’ is what it says!”

			“O’ course I did, you poxy hag! You think a contract’s imbued with magic powers? I showed it to ’im and he told me for all he cared I could dip my wick in a hole while I wait!”

			The woman cackled—it was an unpleasant thing. “That shriveled old pod? Dormant! Extinct! Never to rise again! Not if Babaloc hisself came up from the deep to fellate ya!” Yarbo’s response to her insult was a fulsome expectoration onto the already sodden planks of the dock. He shoved an unlucky deckhand out of his way and headed back for the barge’s tiny cabin. Auric was caught now by the woman’s milky left eye, and he wished Yarbo was still there to soak up her venom.

			“We’ll be here for the night, then?” he queried.

			“At least,” she grumbled. “You and your lot can spend the night under your lean-tos or pay for beds ashore. I care not. Just be here by break o’ dawn or we’ll consider our contract void and head this barge back to Ralsea. In fact, I’d much prefer that than headin’ empty to Ironwound.” And with that, she made her way toward the rear cabin, no doubt to resume her eternal squabbling with her co-captain.

			Chalca was beside him then, watching the woman shimmy her way between stacked crates of wine. “By Pember’s prick, I could compose an entire opera of those two old wretches bickering.”

			“I suspect it would end with a murder,” said Agnes, coming up from behind.

			“Oh, a murder or two, I should think,” said the actor. “Our audience would demand it.”

			“Much pain in that sad pair,” observed Sira, joining their conversation.

			“Oh, Sister Sira, you’re too kind,” said Chalca with a sigh. “We all harbor our own pain. Most just let it out in ways less operatic than our gracious hosts. Personally, I try my best not to contaminate others with my sorrow. While those two screech and howl at one another, the rest of us are struck by little flecks of their poison.”

			Auric was struck by the man’s ability to turn a phrase. “Blessed of Pember,” they called themselves. Perhaps they were.

			“I wouldn’t mind a few hours off this beast,” Kennah commented, tugging on his beard. The broken sorcerer, always the last to arrive, stood behind him. The others nodded their agreement.

			“All right,” said Auric, clapping his hands together. “Let’s get ourselves a decent meal, then we can decide if we want to sleep ashore as well.”
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			They had their dinner in a tavern called Maud’s Bounteous Table, which lived up to its name. They feasted on roast chicken and potatoes, rich gravy and greens, and hearty buttered bread, fresh from the oven. The red-haired serving girl who filled their tankards informed Auric that Maud had been dead for nearly two hundred years, and that the establishment was now in the hands of a distant relation who had moved to Balowy from Bennybrooke, halfway across the duchy. “But Cousin Bhertoc’s Bounteous Table ain’t got th’ same ring, ‘as it?”

			His dining companions’ tankards were topped off with the tavern’s heavily-spiced mead. “Made from th’ fermented honey of Harkeny bees, fierce an’ wild as th’ Korsa who live up that way.” Auric shook off the woman’s fourth attempt to pour him a cup, insisting again that he would do fine with water.

			“You may pour Sir Kennah another brimming tankard full, my crimson lass,” drawled Kennah, too loud, scraps of chicken and grease in his beard. It was his fifth, and the man’s unfocused gaze and employment of his new title left Auric in no doubt of the beverage’s potency. Agnes herself, normally abstemious, was emptying her second mug; Chalca was tipsy, his mascara smeared, and even Sira had a broad, inebriated smile across her face.

			“Would you please provide me with a bill, madam?” Auric asked. But the woman didn’t hear him, laughing as Kennah put an arm around her waist and steered her into his lap. A splash of mead sloshed over the lip of her serving pitcher, wetting Auric’s tunic. A surge of anger rose in him and the Djao blade tingled at his hip, as if sharing his outrage. He was about to speak when a heavy hand landed on his forearm. It was Qeelb, the other sober member of their party. Auric was repulsed by the indentations left by the witch-braces in the flesh of his hand but checked his impulse to recoil at the man’s touch. Auric recalled again, not for the first time, what the sorcerer had done back in the Grand Hall of the Citadel.

			“Allow them their revelries, Sir Auric,” said Qeelb, his deep, unsettling eyes focused on him. “They’ll have little to laugh about soon enough.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Only that what lies ahead will provide plenty of opportunity for grim resolve.”

			“You’re an odd one to preach levity.”

			Qeelb allowed himself the slightest smile, then pulled his hand back from Auric’s arm. “A fair statement. Nonetheless, I say we sleep here tonight. I think it will rain, and our lean-tos on the barge won’t provide adequate shelter.”

			“You predict the weather? Another gift of yours?”

			“No more than any other man. The clouds behind us, to the east, they looked fat and dark. And better these companions of ours have a roof over their heads instead of stumbling back through unfamiliar streets to the docks, in the rain.”

			“Very well. Provided cousin Bhertoc will accept the queen’s script. I fear the bill here may outweigh my purse.”

			A man burst through the door from the street, shouting something Auric couldn’t make out over the din of the crowded common room. He was a swarthy, pock-marked man with long graying sideburns and a curled moustache. A few heads turned his way and he yelled again, jerking his head and gesturing at the door through which he had appeared. Auric thought he made out a name and a word: Jonah and hang. More conversations stopped until at last the man’s announcement could be heard clearly.

			“Constable caught Jonah an’ the others! They’re gonna hang ‘em—right now—in Vellessey Square!”

			In seconds, half of Maud’s patrons were out the door. And before he could do anything to prevent it, Auric’s intoxicated companions had joined them.
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			The fringes of Vellessey Square, only a few blocks from Maud’s, were ringed by weathered marble statues of Marburand luminaries, pompous sentinels Auric didn’t bother to identify. Rather than those antique effigies, the focal point of the broad space was the permanent gallows, raised ten feet and at the center of the square, generous enough to accommodate a dozen condemned and those responsible for seeing sentences discharged. Only three stood now with nooses around their necks and hands tied behind their backs, along with a black-robed priest of Marcator and two men in breastplates and conical helms, swords at their hips. A sizable crowd already surrounded the sturdy wooden structure, illuminated by lampposts lit in the late afternoon by public alchemists. Auric was having difficulty judging the mood of the people; were they angry, or anxious for gruesome entertainment?

			One of the martial figures atop the gallows stepped forward to a chorus of guffaws and sneers from the crowd below. He was a stuffy looking fellow with a prominent chin and a bright blue plume sprouting from the top of his helmet. He was doing a poor job concealing his unhappiness at the crowd’s derision. He attempted to marshal his dignity, nostrils flaring as he drew in a deep breath and unfurled a scroll before him. The people gathered in the square fell silent for his declaration, but as soon as he started to speak, they roared with raucous chatter and laughter. The man frowned in a way that exaggerated his already protuberant chin. It was a sadly comical thing, making him look like a pouting little boy. He waited for the din to die down again, but as soon as it had, and he attempted to recite the words on the page before him, their mocking hubbub erupted anew.

			“Who is that poor fellow?” Auric asked a squat local woman standing near him.

			“Poor, eh?” replied the woman, who spat on the ground in response to Auric’s assessment. “Arguably the stupidest man in Balowy—Constable Begwin. He’s represented the law for the past six months—badly. We call him ‘Constable Bog-Wit’ round here. Silly sod. Thinks more of himself than he should since Count Rogaugh planted that plume on his head. No worries. We take the piss out of him when we can. This’ll be a real treat.”

			The priest of Marcator, a scowl on his face, stepped forward and lifted the symbol of his office before the unruly crowd: a black rod shot through with veins of silver. The gesture silenced the mockery in a few moments. The priest said something to Begwin then, who held up his scroll again and read its contents in a quavering, reedy voice.

			“For unlawful speech, inciting servile insurrection, and troubling the count’s peace, Jonah Hurley, Scal Mogg, and Ahayla Upson are sentenced to die, under the authority granted our noble count by Her Majesty, Queen Geneviva the First, beloved sovereign of Hanifax and all its lands and dependencies. They shall be hung by the neck until they draw breath no longer. May mighty Marcator bless our empress and her lawfully designated executors!”

			“Who wrote down those big words for ya?” came a shout from the crowd

			“Yeah!” shouted another. “Tell us what ‘servile’ means, Bog-Wit!” Begwin’s incensed response was drowned out by hoots and peals of laughter from the citizenry surrounding the gallows.

			The priest, brandishing his rod like a weapon and flapping his black robe like a crow’s wings, stepped to the fore again, his face alive with righteous indignation. “You mock this sacred execution of the law, citizens?” His voice had a rumbling authority lacking in the outmatched constable’s address. “I will endow every reprobate here with a Burden of Expiation if you do not give this man and his office the respect and deference it is due! He is the chosen constable of Count Rogaugh, himself the overseer of this city, anointed by Duke Willem, and he the anointed satrap of Geneviva herself, ordained by Blessed Marcator!”

			“Laying it on a bit thick,” slurred Chalca, standing behind Auric. “He has stage presence, I’ll grant him that. Next he’ll be quoting—”

			“‘Know thy station,’ intoned the priest gravely, “‘O Ye people of the earth, for the gods do bear witness to all thy sins and shall hold thee to account on the day of thy judgment!’”

			“Book of Marcator’s Glory, chapter forty-seven, verses one and two!”

			The cry came from the noosed fellow flanked by his condemned cohorts. Auric took real notice of him for the first time. He had a plain, masculine face, graying stubble sprouting from his chin and cheeks, a bald pate and smudge of a nose broken more than once. He had the look of a laborer, hardworking, honest. His countenance was one you would expect in a shop foreman, able to corral colleagues through the respect he had earned.

			The black-robed priest pointed his rod at the man with sudden fury. If it had been a lance, he would have run him through. “And what would you know of Holy Scripture, Jonah Hurley? You shall meet Marcator at his scales sooner than any other here! You stand condemned for your defiance of the god’s just laws and will pay defiance’s price in short order!”

			“Wave your wand at me all you like, priest,” spat the condemned man. “The day’s comin’ when someone is likely to shove that thing up your puckered ass!”

			There was a collective gasp from the crowd at the man’s blasphemy. Auric noticed an inebriated Kennah beside him step forward. He put a restraining hand on Kennah’s muscled arm as he reached for his blade. At that same instant, the priest of Marcator wheeled around and struck Jonah Hurley full force in the mouth with the black rod; an alarming crack carried to those gathered below. Jonah Hurley spilled back, falling onto the wooden platform, the slack of the noose rope falling with him. The crowd went silent.

			The last light of the setting sun was lost in the dark clouds that had gathered in the sky. Auric felt a few drops of the rain prophesied by Qeelb strike his face. The mood of the crowd was darkening as well, and Szaa’da’shaela tingled at his side, as if to warn him of the shift. The condemned man took a few moments before he stirred, then struggled to right himself, finding it difficult with hands tied behind him. At last the other man in breastplate assisted him, lifting him from the planks of the gallows with a firm but diffident hand.

			Jonah Hurley’s head was bowed when he stood again, but at last he looked up slowly, a bloody smear around his mouth, his lips split. He spat at the priest, saliva mixed with blood. And then he smiled, a red thing, revealing a jagged row of broken teeth. The priest pointed his rod at the man and said something Auric couldn’t hear; if the gesture and words were meant to cow the man, they didn’t succeed. Jonah Hurley muttered something back at the priest, who blanched and took a step back, perilously close to the edge of the platform. Then the cleric pointed a fist at the man, forefinger and pinky extended, a superstitious gesture of the peasantry, warding off the Evil Eye. Whether he intended to or not, the priest had just revealed his less than exalted origins. He gathered up his black robes so as not to trip on them, then turned to descend the steps of the gallows. The crowd glowered at him but didn’t dare lay profane hands on a priest; they parted and allowed him to slip through their numbers, toward the looming cathedral tower of his god poking above the rooftops to the west.

			Begwin, the overmatched constable, looked lost at that moment, his religious authority having fled the scene. The other martial figure on the platform whispered something in his ear. Begwin nodded, then walked over to the lever at the far end of the platform: the lever that would remove the planks beneath the three condemned prisoners.

			“Last words!” shouted the squat woman whom Auric had spoken to earlier. “You owe ‘em last words, Bog-Wit!” There was an angry susurrus of assent across the crowd at the woman’s admonition, and Begwin walked back over to the three noosed figures. He said something to the other condemned man on the platform—Scal Mogg, a thin fellow who looked about Agnes’s age. He shook his head and the constable went to the woman. She wore a patterned red and blue kerchief on her head and was clad in the simple garb of a shopkeeper. Her right eye and lip were swollen—she had apparently not gone quietly when they had come to arrest her.

			“My name is Ahayla Upson,” she shouted in a soprano, her eyes fierce and defiant. “My husband’s name is Jayma Upson, and he’s dead or dyin’ in Duke Willem’s dungeons! I go to my grave sure that I’m dyin’ for right, an’ content knowin’ my girls and my boy are safe across the river. Shouldn’t matter which side o’ the Ironbell you live on, bein’ safe or bein’ free.” Her good eye welled up with tears and she grimaced. She had said her piece.

			The constable looked at Jonah Hurley now, nodded.

			“I don’t need your leave to speak, you bloody ‘risto tool,” Hurley began, his scowl made more potent by bloodied mouth and broken teeth. He turned from the constable to focus his address on the rapt crowd gathered around the gallows. “Many of you here know me. I’ve spoke my mind free since the day I was named, an’ never needed no man’s permission! You all know what I’m wantin’ to say, heard me say it b’fore, but I’ll say it again all the same: we ought to hang every bloody ‘risto from Balowy to Kenkaid, an’ rid ourselves of their blight, like they done across the river! Rogaugh wouldn’t’ve had good Jayma Upson clapped in irons and dragged off to Bennybrooke, eh? For hidin’ his son from his bloody conscripters. Some of you’ve had sons stolen, eh? Does the bloody duke own your children?”

			“No!” came a few shouts from the crowd.

			“We want no part in bloody Willem’s schemin’,” Hurley continued. “Don’t wanna fight in his gods-cursed army! We want t’live free, like they do across the river! Our own Karne of Balowy! An’ Aelbrinth, Denshaw, an’ Paukeely! An’ the rest! Death to every bleedin’ ‘risto across Marburand and the whole bleedin’ empire!”

			A roar went up from many in the crowd, though not all. Auric wished there was some way to make a quiet exit from this volatile scene. His eyes scanned the crowd, searching for his Syraeic companions. Kennah was still beside him, Chalca next to him. There was a tickle of panic, worry for Agnes and Sira, but he found both hidden by Kennah’s bulk. All of them were transfixed by the spectacle. Auric wasn’t sure if Qeelb had accompanied them from the tavern. He cursed himself for failing to drag the lot of them back as soon as he located them earlier in the square.

			Constable Begwin tried to fit a hood made of sackcloth over Ahayla Upson’s head, but she jerked away from it. “No masks!” she croaked, emotion surging up in her. “We won’t hide our faces to spare you!”

			“Let our faces haunt your dreams!” said Jonah Hurley.

			The constable, all frown and protruding chin, stared at Hurley. The other lawman whispered something in Begwin’s ear, and he nodded, blue plume bobbing stupidly. Begwin’s colleague removed his helm, then walked over to the fateful lever. After a pause, but without ceremony, he yanked it down. The floor dropped out from under the feet of the three noosed prisoners, and they jerked and danced obscenely, eyes bulging, tongues protruding, the hideous performance lasting longer than anyone wanted. Finally, their futile struggles ceased, and there was no more movement from the bodies save for the strangely peaceful swaying, back and forth in the heavy night air.

			The ominous clouds overhead chose that moment to open themselves up, and rain fell upon both the living and the dead.
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			River Eels

			Jerking spasmodically at the end of knotted ropes, the three hanged revolutionaries danced with reddened faces before Agnes’s mind’s eye and prevented sleep the first night back on the river. She lay wide awake in the cool summer air, beneath her lean-to. Chalca was next to her snoring peacefully, and the sounds of the elementals propelling them up the Ironbell River were little more than watery whispers.

			She thought back on that night. The downpour seemed to extinguish the fury in the crowd ignited by the condemned man’s speech, but they still made their way back to Maud’s Bounteous Table furtively, harried by her father, who played stern nursemaid to them all. She didn’t like being drunk, the loss of control, of her judgment. “What’s a ‘risto?’” she remembered asking Chalca, soaked head to toe and trotting beside her.

			“Aristocrat, Agnes. For god’s sake, how can you be so thick? What else could it mean?”

			She felt a fresh fool again, remembering his biting retort. A light rain pattered now on the canvas tarp overhead. The moon was waxing, a silvery fingernail behind thin midnight clouds. Lanterns hanging in the bow, at the tiller, and tiny cabin aft provided little illumination around her lean-to. She could barely make out the shore beyond the portside railing, rugged hills they had been moving past all that day. With its Ralsea cargo offloaded in Balowy, the elementals drove the barge up the Ironbell at a speed that matched her own sense of urgency to reach their destination. Of course, no speed was sufficient to match the water witches’ desire to be rid of their passengers.

			“Are you awake, Chalca?” she whispered.

			A pause. “I am now.”

			“It’s raining again.”

			He sighed. “What’s troubling you?”

			Agnes stopped to think before she answered, realizing that she was troubled by a dozen or more things in addition to the hanged would-be revolutionaries rotting now in paupers’ graves many miles downriver. She was reminded of the young bandit she and Kennah had hanged on their way to Daurhim, the near rape in a Boudun alley, the bloody carnage in the Citadel’s Grand Hall courtesy of their broken sorcerer Qeelb, and the disturbing words of the Aerican. What was it he had called her? Saint to be?

			And then there was her godmother—or what remained of her godmother—hidden away in the cellars of the Citadel. Lenda’s disembodied head hovered before her mind’s eye now, sitting on its pedestal, fresh gore painting the torn flesh as though separated from its shoulders that very day. She so wished to unburden herself of that dreadful secret, but Chalca wasn’t the one with whom she could share it. She had considered speaking with Qeelb, but something kept her from broaching the subject. She believed the strange man was committed to their mission and would do nothing to harm them deliberately. But she feared him. And according to the sorcerer, she was right to do so.

			At last she settled on a small subject with Chalca, so much safer than her other concerns. But as soon as the words came out of her mouth, she felt like an idiot. “I’m afraid Papa still thinks of me as his daughter. Rather than a colleague, I mean.”

			“You are his daughter, Agnes. Pember’s frilly gown, you just called him ‘Papa.’”

			“Gah! I know.”

			“Other than him getting his codpiece in a knot about the way that ill-mannered captain aboard Sister Courage treated you, I think he’s done an admirable job of it. Don’t you?”

			“Job of what?”

			“Gods, Agnes! Where’s your head? Treating you like a big girl.”

			If bringing up this subject was to deflect Chalca, it was failing miserably. She couldn’t even focus her mind on the topic; not with Lenda’s milky eyes staring at her. The words bubbled up in her.

			“Everything’s a fucking horror,” she said, feeling a bit of the tension in her let loose when she spoke. “The hanging in Balowy was just the latest. Something’s wrong, Chalca. Something’s wrong with the world.”

			The actor was silent. He knew she had more to say.

			“There’re things I can’t tell you about…secrets I promised to keep.” She fought back tears. Her eyes had adjusted to the dark and she could see the dim outlines of the rocky hills they sailed past, remote areas of Marburand too rugged for agriculture and lacking anything that would draw the shovels and pickaxes of miners. They had passed a few more riverside towns along the way: Bromley and Susa on the Marburand shore, Helenas, Messing, and Kirdic in the Karnes. One wouldn’t be able to tell them apart from the water, whether each was under the jurisdiction of the nobility or another petty republic. Her mind echoed again with the words of the revolutionary.

			“So, should we hang all the nobles?” she asked.

			Chalca chuckled. “Most people are just trying to survive, Agnes. If I was living in a fine manse, eating rich food, with servants to wipe my ass, I imagine I’d think our system of government a splendid one. If I was living in a ditch, routinely beaten and robbed by the agents of wealthier men, well, I might think hanging a baron or two a grand way to spend an afternoon.”

			“But you’re not living in a ditch.”

			“No, Agnes, I’m not. I was born in one though, a right and proper Aulkirk ditch. My mother was a whore—she was driven to that line of work, if that matters to you.”

			Agnes didn’t speak, toying with his curls instead, waiting for him to speak again. Her patience was rewarded after a few quiet moments. “The farm where her family lived and worked the land for generations got caught up in the middle of a dispute between two barons. One sued the other over who my mother’s family owed fealty, to which one they should be paying taxes and the lord’s allotment of crops. The baron who lost in court thought himself cheated, so he hired an itinerant druid to poison their wells. My grandparents and momma’s grandparents grew sick and died. Her two brothers as well.”

			“I’m sorry, Chalca.”

			“Don’t be,” he said, his words casual. “Everything turned out fine. I was told the baron who had it done was forced to pay a fine.” He sniffed. “I never knew them anyway, the ones who died. And if it hadn’t happened, I would have ended up a country bumpkin, shucking corn all my life. Can you imagine that, Agnes?”

			Agnes smiled. “No, Chalca, I can’t.”

			“My mother made the journey to Aulkirk, tried to find work. In the end, she had to turn to whoring. When one of my mother’s customers impregnated her, the owner of the brothel turned her out on the streets. She plied her trade in the alleys of Southend. It’s a grim neighborhood in Aulkirk, if you haven’t been there.”

			Agnes hadn’t been to Aulkirk, but she could imagine it. Every sizable city in the empire had such districts. She put a hand on Chalca’s shoulder.

			“She died when I was five,” he continued, staring out into the darkness. “She caught the laughing sickness, lingered at a shrine to Belu for four months. They couldn’t help her. A troupe of acrobats took me on from there. I was a quick study, but changed hands a number of times. A young boy is a valuable commodity on the circuit.”

			“Commodity? Slavery is—”

			“Illegal, yes. Nevertheless, I was bought and sold half a dozen times until I managed to run off with Kellian’s troupe.”

			“The Blessed of Pember. Kellian is the one who was ill?”

			“The same. He died later that morning, a couple hours after you headed off to Boudun. He was near seventy-five. A lovely man. A gifted man. He’d had a good run.”

			Agnes tilted her head into Chalca’s shoulder and hugged herself against him. After a few moments, she spoke. “So, you still haven’t answered me about hanging aristocrats.”

			“I’ve had two lovers with noble blood. Both were sweet boys. A few ‘ristos have gotten rough with me. There are some who are kind, some who deserve hanging. Or at least a good kick in the balls. But you could say that about just about anyone, no? Honestly, I’d like to spend more time in the Karnes to know how those republics of theirs work before I got up to tying nooses.”

			There was a splash to port. Agnes turned her head, looking at the shadowy silhouettes of the hills on the shore. Then something closer, something that looked like a human figure, skulking past in the darkness. She reached for her rapier and put a hand to Chalca’s mouth.

			“Something’s amiss,” she whispered to him. “Get your weapon.”

			Chalca shifted silently on his pallet and she caught a glint of feeble moonlight off the polished metal of a dagger. Agnes wrapped her fingers around her weapon’s grip and drew it noiselessly from its leather sheath, eyes still trained on the space where the crouching figure had moved past. There were no more suspicious sounds. The midnight labor of water elementals was all she could hear.

			Then a silhouette: a figure, hunched over, with a curved blade raised perpendicular to the body. Agnes shifted to her knees, then readied herself to leap at the intruder, for it had to be an intruder. Didn’t it? A tiny, nagging doubt made her hesitate. If she launched herself at the figure, she must strike to kill—it would be folly to attempt to disarm him in the dark. If she missed her chance she was just as likely to find his steel in her gut. She felt a squeeze on her right shoulder and Chalca whispered: “Strike true.” It was enough.

			Agnes leapt up at the figure, feeling the point of her blade meet small resistance before piercing what felt like padded armor, then flesh, a sharp hiss of pain escaping the intruder’s lips. The force of her attack drove him backward, slamming him against the barge’s port railing, but he managed to get a hand up. His palm was rough like a sailor’s and he dragged nails across her face, drawing blood. Then his fingers found her throat. Both Agnes and the intruder were down on the deck then, his frantic fingers closing around her windpipe. The panic as her air was cut off enabled her to slam a forearm into his face, and she pushed her blade in deeper. The intruder gurgled and spat; his blood and spit sprayed on her cheek and mouth—she had gotten him in the lung. She twisted the rapier and his fingers loosened, allowing her to draw in a great gulp of air.

			“Eels!” came a cry from the fore.

			And then from the aft, “River eels!”

			Agnes pushed herself up from her target, drawing the blade out as she rose. Chalca was next to her, a hand on her shoulder. “I can barely see a thing,” he said.

			She looked aft, at the lanterns that hung by the tiny cabin and the tiller, and saw them both wink out, one after another. Agnes reached for her pack and rummaged through it for the alchemist glowrods she had there. It didn’t make sense. Their attackers had lost the element of surprise, so why snuff out the lights? Everyone would be equally blind in the darkness. Her fingers located the cluster of rods, bound together with twine. She pulled out two, cracked one to life and handed the other to Chalca, whose face was lit by her glowrod’s chemical radiance.

			“Agnes!” she heard her father cry to her left.

			“Here, Father!”

			Her father’s ghostly form solidified as he approached them, the glowrod casting a faint green tint on his features. He brandished the Djao blade. Its inset gems flared, and the blade itself shimmered, as though it were its own light source.

			“Aft!” he shouted at her. “Kennah and Qeelb have headed to the bow. Sira with them.”

			Agnes turned in the direction her father commanded, holding her glowrod before her to light their way. As she started aft, she glanced at Chalca, who had traded the dagger he had pulled out beneath their lean-to for the short sword from the Citadel armory her father had insisted he carry. The instant she turned back, a menacing figure sprang from the darkness: a wild-haired, wide-eyed man, a foot-long curved blade in his right hand, a small battered buckler clenched in his left. Agnes brought up her rapier just in time to counter his attack. The blades’ steely voices screeched along one another’s lengths until silenced at the crossguards. Agnes tried to bring a knee into her assailant’s groin, but before she connected, his buckler crashed into the side of her head, sending her against the port rail. A starburst of pain erupted before her eyes.

			The attacker descended on her as she skidded down the barge’s rail and landed on her backside. She raised her sword to ward off a slash intended for her neck, but she knew she was too slow—it was as though her arm dragged a great weight with it. But Chalca sent her enemy’s attack off-target with an awkward swipe of his own sword, catching her assailant in the cheek with his fist rather than the edge of the weapon. The wild-eyed man swung his buckler again and struck Chalca above his right eye as Agnes reached back for the rail to pull herself up. A steel-gray length of a sword sprouted from her attacker’s mouth, accompanied by a bloody splash of gore.

			In the next moment her father was picking her up from the deck, the blade of Szaa’da’shaela slick with the intruder’s lifeblood. “Are you all right?” he shouted. 

			Agnes nodded, though the scene before her was still swimming. Chalca appeared again, his right eye swelling already from the blow he had received. Auric glanced at the actor, who nodded so that Auric needn’t ask him the same question.

			“Stay close by me, lass,” said her father, a look on his face containing both worry and determination. “And guard yourself.” He turned back toward the barge’s aft, which was still swathed in darkness. Agnes, grimacing with embarrassment, staggered after him. She realized this was the first her father had seen of her in a real fight. Did he think her a neophyte in the practice yard? She ignored the throb in her temple and held her glowrod high to light her father’s way as best she could from behind.

			Agnes saw her father bring his weapon around in a wide swing before the two men coming at him were fully illuminated. Her glowrod’s light just touched the faces of those mace-wielding intruders as the great arc of the Djao blade cut through both as though flesh and bone posed no serious challenge to the antique weapon’s keen edge. She and Chalca passed by the remains of the two men lying on the deck, in four separate pieces. Her father advanced before them, as though he didn’t need her light. She called after him.

			“Papa! Wait!” He continued to race forward, showing no sign that he had heard her.

			Another intruder presented himself, a big brute with dark tattoos on his face so that it seemed a great predatory bird was ready to descend on her father, gripping a cudgel in his meaty hands. Auric ran straight at the towering man. Agnes was appalled by her father’s reckless attack and cried out: it was as though he advanced on a straw-stuffed practice dummy rather than a heavily muscled adversary ready to stave in his skull with a single blow. The big man swung his cudgel to deflect the careless piercing attack of her father’s sword, but instead the blade cut the club in two. The point of Szaa’da’shaela caught the hulking fellow in the chest, passing through the man’s breastbone as though he was that straw-stuffed dummy back in the Citadel practice yard. Her father’s momentum drove the blade right through the man, dead where he stood.

			Part of Agnes’s mind told her that she should be elated by the lethal potency of her father’s Djao weapon: nothing could stand before him so long as he wielded the ancient thing. But instead, a sick, greasy horror climbed up her throat, threatening to send the contents of her stomach spraying out onto the deck of the barge.

			An assailant screaming his attack from starboard startled Agnes from her revulsion. He was a toothless fellow with patchy hair and a grotesque, yawning eye socket, made menacing by its emptiness. She easily parried his lunging, inartful attack and brought her blade up into his throat, then Chalca’s steel took him in the gut.

			Agnes caught sight of the sickened wonder in Chalca’s eyes as he withdrew the blade sunk in their attacker’s belly. But it wasn’t the wet sound the dead man’s insides made as he pulled the sword from the wound that so disturbed him. “What in the living fuck is that thing your father fights with?”

			“It’s Djao,” she answered simply, turning herself back in the direction she had last seen her father. “An artifact recovered from the Barrowlands.”

			The actor’s voice trembled. “Gods save us from that unholy thing.”

			Which gods? thought Agnes as she leapt over another eviscerated corpse left in her father’s wake. The impious nature of their mission filled her awareness in that moment. Indeed, the task that lay ahead seemed somehow synchronous with the terrible weapon her father gripped with both hands. She watched him swing it again at another unfortunate boarder, who fell before him like a stalk of wheat before a scythe. She thought on Chalca’s words: unholy thing. Their aptness in that moment brought sudden tears to her eyes, which she shed with an angry shake of her head.

			They were near the cabin of the water witches now. Yarbo struck a man in the head with the pommel of his sword, over and over, the man’s skull banging against the cabin wall repeatedly until he fell insensible to the deck. “Bloody river eel!” he screamed, giving the prone man a vicious kick to the ribs. Agnes saw then that one of the deckhands lay next to him, his shirt red with blood, three terrible punctures in the cloth from some attacker’s blade. Next to him, another body, with one milky eye staring up at the night sky, unseeing. The female water witch was dead.

			Near the cabin, Agnes’s father had driven three other intruders toward the port railing. They backed away, terror in their eyes, slack jawed in the green-hued light of the glowrod. One dropped the cutlass he wielded and held his hands up in surrender. Her father and Szaa’da’shaela ignored his attempt at submission: the rune-etched steel of the Djao blade severed his hands at the wrist and took off the top of his skull with a casual swipe. Another intruder’s retreat backward was so quick that he slammed into the railing and spilled over the side with an unceremonious splash. The third man dropped to his knees, tossing his curved blade so that it went skittering across the deck.

			“Your prisoner!” he yelled, spittle spraying from his quivering lips.

			Agnes stood near her father now, aghast at the bloodlust in his eyes. She had witnessed Syraeic colleagues in such a bloody martial trance before, fighting evil dead things stirred up in a Busker tomb, but never in a fight against flesh-and-blood men, and never on the face of her own father. She reached out a hand to touch his right arm, an attempt to restrain him from killing the now helpless wretch cowering before him on the deck. Her father swung around at her and she saw the supernaturally sharp edge of Szaa’da’shaela swing with him.

			And then she was stumbling back, a wet warmth washing down her legs. A coldness came next, as though something important was being sucked from her. Agnes dropped her glowrod and fell back, her rapier slipping from her fingers. She sat on the slick deck, dazed. For a moment she wasn’t certain if she was still there on the barge, until the feel of the wet wooden boards of the deck on her palm convinced her. She looked down—her lap was a crimson ruin. Spilling from a long rent in her white cotton shirt was what looked like a disordered coil of bloody sausages.

			And Agnes thought: those are my insides.

			It seemed strange to her that such a thought held no urgency, no alarm. Instead she was enveloped by a casual tranquility. She made a single attempt to push her intestines back inside her body, but they spilled back out again. Her eyelids fluttered. She was very tired. She wanted to sleep, if only for a few moments. Someone was beside her now, speaking words into her ear, but it sounded as though they came from a distance, the speaker at the bottom of a deep well. Or perhaps she was the one in the well. She sensed several people gathered near her now, felt their concern. One of them was her father.

			She said, “Don’t worry, Papa,” and tried to smile.

			And then Agnes Manteo collapsed to the blood-soaked deck of the Aretha Dell.
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			A Fever in Ironwound

			The nightmare was precisely cruel. He was in the niche-lined chamber in the Barrowlands, where Meric and Ursula had been killed by the hungry corpses they had awoken. Meric’s headless body stumbled about, hands probing the air around him as though trying to locate what had been torn from his shoulders. Ursula stood with her abdomen ripped open, entrails hanging down obscenely, but then he saw it wasn’t Ursula—it was Agnes, eyes wide and pleading, her trembling lips forming a single word, over and over: Papa, Papa, Papa.

			Auric went to her, weeping, fell on his knees before her, trying vainly, frantically to stuff the gore dangling from the terrible rent in her flesh back into her body. Then a hand on his shoulder. He turned around and found Belech standing behind him, skin deathly white save for the great mottled bruises around his neck where the Aching God’s tentacled horror had throttled the life out of him. The old soldier’s bloodless lips formed his name—Auric—and Auric cried out, “What? What, Belech? What?”

			And then the man said, Lady Hannah will be angry.

			With that simple statement he was startled awake, in an unfamiliar room with cold stone walls. But then Agnes appeared from the shadows, pale and haggard, her grievous wound gaping bloody before him. And she whispered, Papa, Papa, you’ve killed me.
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			Auric’s heart threatened to burst forth from his chest, pounding against his breastbone like an insistent visitor at the door. His hands reached next to his bed, attempting to locate the jeweled hilt of Szaa’da’shaela, but it wasn’t there. He stumbled from beneath his blankets, seeking the weapon, banging into a desk and chair near the canopied bed. On his hands and knees now, he crawled across the floor to the Djao blade. He had set it against a bureau on the other side of the room, not wanting the weapon near him after what it had done to his daughter three nights before.

			What we did, Auric Manteo, said Szaa’da shaela, correcting him.

			“What we did,” Auric echoed when he discovered the sheathed sword, embracing it with both arms like a lost brother found.

			She mends, the sword continued. Sira attends her, controls the fever. We have not lost her. Auric wept, sitting on the floor in the darkened bedchamber, back against the bureau, holding Szaa’da’shaela to him as if for comfort. She is precious, to you and to me both, Auric. Soon she’ll be well enough to accompany us to the Oracle at Gnexes. We will confront Timilis there. He was the author of the attack that night. He drove the river bandits to assault us as they did. We will make him pay.

			Vengeance. He had seen others in his day consumed by the pursuit of it. Some were destroyed by it before carrying out that vengeance. Others found their revenge, and to a man, were left empty husks afterwards. Was that what drove him now? The hunt for revenge on this god for the pain he had caused him? And not just the grievous injury caused Agnes, but the death of Del Ogara last year in the Barrowlands and the gruesome deaths at the Citadel just before they left.

			Justice, Auric, answered Szaa’da’shaela. It is justice we seek, and not just for the wrongs Timilis has done to you and those you love. He has caused untold suffering throughout the ages, fed from it. We serve Justice, you and I, and Justice has a very long memory.

			Auric closed his eyes tightly, his lips a thin, straight line. He thought back to that terrible night on the Aretha Dell, remembered the fighting frenzy that had possessed him: bright exhilaration, shining like the sun, a holy certainty that he was invincible; he cut down one river bandit after another as though they were helpless children rather than armed boarders with murder on their minds. Then, in the midst of his blood-spattered trance, a hand on his arm, to impede him in his righteous reaping of damned souls. Who dared do such a thing? Who would stand before the might he wielded?

			Agnes. Agnes would. Her belly was opened the instant he swung around, before he could utter the indignant rebuke on his lips: Let no man bar my path! He had never experienced anything like it, that divine fury. Perhaps it was the same as the force that enveloped priests of Vanic when they called out to be imbued by the god’s power. It was only a few heartbeats before the frenzy vanished, but it seemed an eternity. He felt horror and shame anew, the same as when he truly saw his daughter, mortally wounded. And by my hand, he thought, a sickness in his gut.

			No, Auric, said Szaa’da’shaela, the masculine voice in his mind firm. It was an accident.

			“I am absolved of this dreadful act?” he responded, angry. 

			You did not wish her harm, Auric, no more than I did. In the midst of a fight, comrades are sometimes injured without intent. Intent matters, surely. We are responsible, but you did not try to murder your daughter.

			“That strikes me as rather sorry absolution. And yet I do not think I deserve even that.”

			Your shame serves no purpose for us, Auric. We are at war. Terrible accidents occur in wartime. We must learn from our errors and move forward.

			“And what should I learn from this, Djao thing?”

			Szaa’da’shaela was silent. Auric held the weapon before him, gripping the sheath midway down the length of the blade, shaking it as though he chastised a comrade. “No quick answers for me now? What should I learn? That my cohorts can’t trust me in a fight? That I’ll just as likely gut one of them as I would an enemy? Including my only daughter?”

			You are being fatuous.

			“Fatuous?” he erupted, casting the weapon and its scabbard across the stone floor of the bedchamber, where it skidded until it struck the nightstand beside his bed. “My daughter is in the next room, fighting off a fever of infection, a scar across her belly the length of her forearm! Tell me, O wise weapon of the Djao, what for fuck’s sake should I learn from nearly cutting my Agnes in half?”

			For several minutes there was silence, in the room and in his head. His eyes had adjusted to the darkness—he could make out a faint glint of the fat emerald set in the ancient blade’s hilt. But just as he started feeling he was mad, that he only imagined this conversation with the sword, it spoke again.

			Caution. We must learn caution.

			“We?”

			Yes, we, Auric Manteo, both of us. I, too, can be carried off by the joy of battle. We must guard against indulging ourselves too deeply in its degenerate pleasures. It is a hazard for the truly righteous.

			At first Auric was disgusted by the suggestion he would derive any pleasure from killing. Then he thought on it, with as clear a mind as he could muster. He hung his head, sitting against the bureau in the darkened room, as tears welled up in his eyes.

			[image: Image]

			The city of Ironwound, capital of the earldom, seemed carved from the mountains that filled its northeastern horizon. In fact, nearly every structure in the city was made of stone—granite, basalt, gneiss, slate—all mined from the surrounding rocky foothills of the Ironspur Range. The riverside docks of Ironwound, outfitted with a veritable forest of cranes and lifts, were endlessly loading cargos of ore onto hungry barges, much of it iron, some of it copper, tin, zinc, lead, even precious metals. The wealth of the earldom came from the bounty provided by the mountains.

			The city planners called its neighborhoods tiers, with those of higher elevation boasting greater prestige and wealth. Auric hadn’t worried about expense, waving his queen’s script in the face of the innkeeper where they were now lodged. He wanted to make sure Agnes was comfortable and would want for nothing while she convalesced. Saint Tayma’s Aerie, it was called, with artfully carved balconies that looked down on the lower tiers as much as a hundred and fifty feet below. Auric was standing on the balcony of his own room later that morning when Sira came to report on his daughter.

			“She’s on the mend, Sir Auric,” she said. It was not lost on him that her words echoed those spoken by Szaa’da’shaela earlier, in the dark hour before dawn.

			“And the fever?” he asked, leaning on the stone balustrade, staring at the slate rooftops below.

			“Better.”

			“Why is it taking so long?”

			Sira frowned. “I’m not sure. I don’t know if wounds caused by your blade resist Belu’s bounty, or if another force intervenes. 

			“When will we be able to continue on our way?”

			Sira removed her priestly cap and took a seat on a bench of carved granite, its legs mimicking those of a lion. “Three days, probably four. Provided we get a wagon for her when we head north. And how are you?”

			Auric’s upper lip curled and he touched a hand to it, as though it was a stray hair that needed smoothing. There was stubble there—he hadn’t shaved since Agnes’s wounding—but he also noticed that his hand trembled. Uncertain if Sira had observed this, he put both of his hands in the pockets of his trousers and turned around.

			“Well. The beds here are soft as any I’ve slept in.”

			Auric saw the pity in Sira’s lopsided smile. He waited for her to say something, all the while fighting to hide his agitation. But the priest only ran a hand through her mousy brown hair. “Yes, they’re very fine.”

			A bell resounded from below, a rich tone climbing up the tiers of the city like a runner ascending a hillside. A flurry of white birds sprang from the bell tower, circling the sonorous echo before it at last fell silent after the tenth chime. Auric watched the members of that flock resume their perches within the tower until all vanished from sight.

			“Where is your sword?” asked Sira.

			A trembling hand shot to his hip. Szaa’da’shaela was still lying on the floor where he had thrown it. He wondered then at his anxiety. He had not been troubled unduly by that emotion, he realized, if the Djao blade was beside him. But the foreboding that crept into his heart was interrupted by a knock on his bedchamber door.

			He walked to the door and cracked it open, expecting Kennah with a report of the transportation arrangements he had made. Auric had assigned him to secure a wagon for Agnes to lie in, mounts for the wagon and for those who would be riding, in addition to the necessary gear. He didn’t want to be away from Agnes for long and thought it was time for the big man to serve as target for disgruntled merchant grumbling when shown the queen’s script.

			But instead a housemaid stood there, a little woman with olive skin, her dark blond locks hidden by a green patterned kerchief she wore. “Your pard’n, milord,” she began, tapping a knuckle to her forehead in salute. “But y’have visitors downstairs.”

			“Visitors?”

			The woman nodded slowly. She had an unease in her eyes that felt contagious. “Yessir. Priests, sir.”

			“Priests? What priests wish to see me?”

			And now the woman looked genuinely frightened. “The bishop, sir. Of Timilis.”
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			Saint Tayma’s Aerie did not have a common room, per se. Instead, there was a series of connected chambers that could each accommodate a dozen or more revelers. Every room was named for a species of bird. The housemaid led Auric and Sira, who insisted on accompanying him, through one chamber after another, taxidermied specimens of their namesakes mounted on the stone walls. As they neared the final chamber an unpleasant odor assailed Auric’s nostrils: the pungent stink of rotten eggs. The housemaid stopped in the penultimate room, and from the next chamber came a pair of twins, barely three feet tall, legs and arms stunted, wearing clothing made of patchwork rags, along with incongruous conical hats in rich fabric of shimmering gold.

			“You come for an audience with the Most Reverend Bishop?” asked one with a theatrical sweep of his hands, his voice surprisingly rich and deep.

			Auric hesitated a bit before answering. “We were told he wished to see us. We did not request an audience.”

			The other little man smiled. “Then you are doubly blessed.” Both gestured to the door in unison, an invitation for them to enter. Auric gave Sira a sour glance. She signaled her assent with a shrug and tilt of her head.

			The smell of rotten eggs grew stronger. The chamber beyond was adorned with taxidermied mountain bluebirds, plumage vivid, posed on lacquered branches that seemed to sprout from the walls. Sitting in front of the only table in the room was their visitor. He wore the capacious vestments of a priest of Timilis, made of burgundy velvet, dusted with a yellow powder. His sacerdotal hat was shaped like a pyramid and tilted forward at a jaunty angle, beaded lengths dangling from its four corners. The man was exceptionally pale, with a devilish black moustache and forked beard, like an actor made up to perform the villain. A few tongues of his oiled, coal-black hair protruded from beneath his hat, plastered to his forehead, and the same yellowy powder on his robes surrounded his mouth as well. He sat with his legs spread wide, a black gloved hand on each knee. Another stunted figure in patchwork clothing attended him, a pair of tiny cymbals on thumb and forefinger of both hands. An ingratiating smile appeared on the cleric’s lips as Auric and Sira crossed the threshold of his makeshift audience chamber. 

			“Vilmoch Derra, Sir Auric Manteo,” he began with a bob of his chin, voice as oily as his hair. “I am bishop of Timilis in Ironwound. Thank you for seeing me.”

			Auric sucked at his teeth, said nothing.

			“Thank you, Bobo, Paolo,” said Derra. “Please see that we are not interrupted.” He waved a gloved hand in dismissal, and their two escorts walked out, closing the door behind them.

			“What is it you wish to speak with me about, priest?”

			Derra frowned, raising his eyebrows. “So hostile already? My, my, Sir Auric, I have done nothing to warrant your animosity, have I?”

			“Your vestments alone earn our scorn, sir,” said Sira.

			“Ah, blessed of Belu, you’re always adorned in frightful hues of pastel righteousness, are you not? Blameless and ready to pass judgment on others. I assume you are the priest of the Blue Mother assigned to Sir Auric’s little expedition. Our spies in Boudun weren’t certain, but they believed you are the same who accompanied him to the Barrowlands last year. Sira Edjani is your name?”

			“Of the Blue Cathedral,” she answered. Auric thought how queer it was to hear Sira’s voice so absent of its gentle kindness.

			“Well, I bear neither of you ill will and only wish to converse. Won’t you take a seat? Almer, if you would.” The little man struck his cymbals together and waddled over to a pair of high-backed wooden chairs against the far wall. He dragged one across the stone floor with deliberately slow steps, the wooden legs screeching loudly along the slate floor all the way. He then repeated this performance with the other chair, so that two sat opposite the burgundy-robed priest. With an exaggerated smile, Almer mimed Auric and Sira walking to the chairs with his fingers, then clapped his buttocks with both hands.

			“We’ll stand, Bishop,” said Auric. “I don’t think our visit will last long.” Almer threw up his hands and exhaled grandly, then took plodding steps, cymbals tinging with each footfall, until he stood again at the priest’s side. 

			“Very well,” said Derra, with the look of one trying his best not to take offense. “I really do wonder that you have had any success in this life, Sir Auric, if you always announce your emotions so nakedly. One would think subtlety a requisite quality for one who has dealings with the queen’s court and other institutions of importance.”

			“Somehow I’ve managed.” Auric resisted the urge to ask about the cult’s spies, how their movements were tracked here to Ironwound, what they knew of the expedition’s purpose. The dark-eyed priest, with his knowing smile and villain’s beard, invited Auric’s antagonism; it almost demanded it.

			“Apparently. At any rate, what we saw in some rather unpleasant goat entrails yesterday morning encouraged me to pursue this meeting.”

			“Your counterpart in Serekirk last year informed me that you lot don’t waste your time digging through the guts of animals to glean the future.”

			“Oh, my philosophy differs,” the priest said, pursing his lips. “Like all Timilis’s chosen, I delight in surprises, but I still do my best to keep ahead of events when I can. And you see, there is a fever in Ironwound.”

			The word caused Auric’s heart to skip a beat. Was he referring to Agnes’s fever? Again, he resisted the urge to ask the priest questions. The cleric seemed to give Auric a few moments to take the bait before continuing.

			“It is not the fever that usually afflicts the people of this city. Gold, silver, precious gems. Fortune seekers from all over the empire come to Ironwound to pursue golden dreams of wealth, to pan the cold mountain streams for specie. Would-be prospectors flock to the earldom for that purpose, and all pass through the Cathedral of Timilis, pursuing blessings, for luck in their endeavors. Oh, humankind—it is a glorious cornucopia of folly, is it not, Sir Auric? Well, we are very well acquainted with that fever. But you, sir, bring another kind of fever with you. It is an infection. A contagion.”

			Why were the cleric’s words so distressing? Auric loathed cat-and-mouse games, but was uncertain who now played the predator and who the prey. He felt naked without the Djao blade at his hip. “What is it you want me to say, Bishop? Is there a point to your fever metaphor?”

			“I’m not sure it’s a metaphor. You carry something with you, sir. An epidemic.”

			“None of my people are diseased, sir. I assure you.”

			“There are diseases of the body, and there are diseases of the mind—and soul, Auric Manteo.” The priest matched his gloved fingertips to one another before him and tilted his head, the entire gesture unnatural. “It is the latter you carry with you. A spiritual infection. A wise medicus quarantines the infected. If a farmer finds one of his cattle with signs of the pox, he does more than that. For the good of the herd.”

			There was no mistaking the priest’s meaning. “You are suggesting that we need to be disposed of and thrown on the pyre, Bishop Derra?”

			“That was exactly my first conclusion, Sir Auric, yes. For the good of the church and the good of the empire.”

			“And since when does the clergy of Timilis concern itself with the welfare of anyone but themselves?” whispered Sira, though Auric sensed unease in her words. The bishop smiled, showing perfect white teeth.

			“It may surprise you that I had to remind myself of that, Miss Edjani. Before considering my duties to my patron god, I ordered your deaths.”

			Auric gripped the back of the chair Almer had set for him.

			“Oh, please,” said the priest. He waved a hand and furrowed his brow beneath the brim of his pyramidal hat, sending its dangling beads swaying. “You have the look on your face of a boy told for the first time that the Fairy Queen of Summer is just a story! If my order stood, you’d be on a slab at Mictilin’s temple, not having a conversation with me. Unmerciful Fates, are you not a man of the world?”

			“Some don’t think murder so simple a thing,” Sira said sourly.

			“Gods, what could be simpler? A drop of poison, a blade slipped between ribs, a garrote round the throat. Baking a loaf of bread demands more planning, Sister Sira.”

			“I am not your sister.”

			Derra rolled his eyes. “Again! The centuries-old argument! When the gods revealed themselves to King Coryth the Revelator, was not my lord Timilis among them? Do we not serve the same pantheon, Miss Edjani?”

			“You think you serve the pantheon?” Sira scoffed.

			“Of course! I play my role, you play yours. We are both ecclesiasts, with our rituals and liturgies. Do you think I cover myself in sulfur powder for the joy of it?”

			At least the stink is explained, thought Auric.

			“It is my penance, for taking so rash an action as ordering you killed before contemplating what my Lord of Laughter desired. The Great God Timilis does not wish you harmed, apparently. Indeed, I am to speed you on your way.”

			“What?”

			“Yes!” Derra exclaimed, pointing at Auric. “That is the same face I made when the god spoke to me! It was a delicious surprise, believe me! But vexing as well. I can’t work out what you seek to accomplish, but whatever it is, you serve as agents of chaos, and my lord delights in that above all things.”

			Derra rose slowly from his seat, and Auric was shocked to see that he was an exceptionally short man, no more than five feet tall—his voluminous robes had exaggerated his size. He reached into a hidden pocket and pulled out something small and brown. With a smile, he flicked it into the air with a thumb and it landed on the floor before them. It was a dingy copper penny and it danced for a few moments before coming to rest on the dark gray slate.

			“This is your gift to us?” asked Auric. The priest sat back down.

			“Oh, it is much more than it seems, agent of chaos. Have your sorcerer confirm this, the one who calls himself Qeelb. Yes, we know all about him as well. Little is hidden from us, save the purpose of your expedition. Really, you must tell me, Sir Auric. I cannot untangle the riddle and I fear it may drive me mad.”

			Auric stared at the coin on the floor, his mind racing. It was plain the bishop knew many things he shouldn’t. It was folly to take what the man said at face value, but Auric knew he didn’t have the sort of devious mind to wrestle with someone like the bishop. It was no great leap to assume that the cult of Timilis would have his expedition followed, so at last he decided to give the bishop the cover story Pallas Rae had suggested before they set off from the Citadel. He looked the cleric directly in the eye.

			“Very well, Bishop Derra. I will tell you this and no more. We head for the Great Oracle of Pember at Gnexes, there to seek guidance for the Syraeic League. As I’m sure you know, our numbers were devastated by the plague last year. We need aid to interpret certain portents and test the wisdom of possible directions we may take for our future.”

			Derra frowned at Auric, then looked down to the coin lying on the stone floor. It vibrated, gently at first, then with greater agitation. It emitted a bright metallic chime and was still. The bishop’s eyes went from the coin to Auric: the cleric wore a grin of satisfaction. “An excellent demonstration of my gift’s efficacy, Sir Auric. It informs me that you have told me a lie, or a half-truth of sorts, which is, of course, the most effective kind of lie. See you now that my gift is no small thing?” Almer rang his little cymbals.

			Derra stood up again, using his black-gloved hands to wipe the sulfur residue from his mouth and moustache. “Well, I will trouble you no longer, Sir Auric. I have done my duty and wish to be rid of this goddamned powder polluting my vestments. Fuck my penance. I can bear the stink no longer.” He bowed formally, then made a circle in the air with his finger, once, twice, three times. “Blessings of wonder and surprise upon you. Good day, Sir Auric, Sister Sira. And say hello to that pretty daughter of yours, Saint Agnes the Slain.”

			And with that, the diminutive Bishop of Timilis in Ironwound strode out of the room, Almer in his gold cap and patchwork clothing trailing behind him, sounding a playful chime of cymbals with every step the priest took.
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			The Convalescent

			Agnes was troubled by fevered dreams. She knew that she faded in and out of the real world but couldn’t be certain which was which. It seemed Sira Edjani was her constant companion in both. The passage of time was impossible to judge. She spent what felt like an eternity lying on the waterlogged deck of a ship at sea, or perhaps it was the river barge, sometimes staring up at the sky, sometimes at a canvas tarp. She had visitors: Kennah, Chalca, her father, her mother, brother Tomas, Belech Potts, a man she had never met before, but whose praises Auric sang endlessly. All were worried for her, fussing over her, like she was some helpless little girl. There were times when she traversed a series of caves, leering skulls looking down on her from rough-carved niches, torchlight dancing with shadows on the walls. And toads everywhere—some clinging to the walls, others hopping across the floor in a great amphibian carpet. And then she was being carried up a mountain, all slate gray and cold, but the mountain had doors and staircases and windows and balconies. They carried her to the clouds and rested her body on one them, soft and welcoming and warm. 

			The first moment she was truly aware she no longer dreamed, Agnes found herself lying in a luxurious canopied feather bed, a velvety eiderdown blanket pulled up to her chin. Sira sat in a chair next to the bed, head bowed, eyes closed, lips moving in silent prayer. Agnes watched the cleric for several minutes, not wanting to interrupt her devotions, whatever or whoever they might be for. Finally, she found the voice to speak.

			“Where am I, Sira?” Her throat was raspy and dry.

			The priest, startled, looked up from her prayers and smiled a crooked smile, face brightening. “Praise our Blue Mother, Agnes Manteo wakes!” she sang. “You’re in a room at Saint Tayma’s Aerie, Agnes, in the city of Ironwound. This is the morning of our third day here.”

			“What…the last I remember, we were aboard the Aretha Dell.”

			“Yes. We were—”

			“Attacked!” Agnes exclaimed, her memory returning. “Someone shouted ‘eels!’”

			“River eels,” Sira explained. “It’s what they call the bandits who raid the barges at some bends of the Ironbell. You were wounded. Badly.”

			At those words, spoken as calmly as the rest, a strange solemnity fell over the priest. Agnes became aware of a dull ache pulsating between her gut and her groin; it flared suddenly into something unbearable, and she cried out. Sira put a warm hand to her forehead, beaded with sweat, and started a new prayer. In seconds, the pain receded, until it was again no more than a dull ache. Sira offered a ceramic cup of chilled water. It felt like heaven going down her throat.

			“Can I see the wound?” she asked as Sira set the cup down on a nightstand.

			The priest smiled. “Belu has been good to you, Agnes, but it is still healing.”

			“I want to see it.”

			“Very well.” Sira pulled back the covers and Agnes found herself naked beneath them. Birdsong wafted in from the window, along with a cool breeze that brought goosebumps to her flesh. Sira helped her sit up a bit in bed. She looked down her body, past the curve of her breasts, her belly, and then saw it. A livid scar running about two inches above the dark mound of pubic hair. The scar was an angry purple, six or seven inches across. There was a tightness in her chest, a catch in her throat. This cut had been terrible, deep. She was looking upon what should have been a mortal wound.

			“I’m lucky to be alive,” she said, her voice breathy.

			“Belu is good,” said Sira, patting Agnes’s forehead with a damp cloth. The priest set the cloth down in a bowl and pulled the blanket back up over Agnes before she noticed she was getting cold. But wasn’t it the height of summer?

			“Why do I feel so cold?”

			“A fever, Agnes. It’s much better than it was, but it hasn’t yet left you.”

			“How did I—”

			“Qeelb and Kennah were mopping up our assailants in the bow. I happened upon your end of the battle just in time to call upon our Blue Mother for aid.”

			“No. The wound. Who…cut me?”

			“You don’t remember,” said Sira, a statement more than a question.

			“It’s foggy.”

			There was a knock on the door moments before it opened. Her father appeared in the doorway and his eyes went wide when he saw her.

			“Agnes!”

			“Yes, Father, I’m fine.” She made to sit up straighter in bed, winced at a knife of pain from her wound. He ran to her bedside and embraced her.

			“Thank all good gods, Agnes!” he said, tears in his eyes. “We’ll release a flock of consecrated doves at the Festival of the Mother this fall, to show our gratitude!”

			“Better to spend that money on fencing lessons for me,” she joked. “Maybe we won’t have to trouble the Blue Mother so if I improve my technique.”

			Auric stepped back from the bed, the back of his hand against his mouth, as though someone had struck him.

			“Agnes was just asking how she was wounded, Sir Auric,” said Sira, putting a gentling hand on her father’s arm. “She doesn’t recall all the details of the river eel attack.”

			Her father cleared his throat, coughed. “Agnes…”

			And then images flooded her mind: her father, wielding the Djao blade, cutting down uninvited boarders in a manic, bloodletting ballet of death. Beheading, disemboweling, cutting full-grown men in half. It had terrified her, his bloodlust, the way he ignored their pathetic attempts to surrender. She remembered her attempt to restrain him, to keep him from committing naked murder, and then…

			“Agnes, I beg you…forgive me.”

			She looked at her father’s haggard face, gray stubble, dark circles underneath his eyes. She noticed that his right hand trembled, reached down to his hip. The sword that had a name, Szaa’da’shaela, it wasn’t there. Her father looked so old in that moment—and fragile—teetering on a precipice. She was reminded of his drunken convalescence at the Citadel after Lenda and the rest were killed in the Barrowlands, how close he came to a sojourn on Saint Kenther. She felt pity now, a witness to his remorse. But there was anger, too. At his dependence—it was there, a part of him. She couldn’t say where the insight came from, but she felt it with iron certainty. Before she could stop herself, she said a word aloud.

			“Weakness.”

			“Agnes,” began Sira, imposing herself between her and her father.

			“Don’t, Sira!” she said, sharp and sour. “That Djao blade, Papa. It preys on your weakness, your brokenness. You must be rid of it.”

			Auric’s mouth dropped open and his brow furrowed.

			“Agnes,” said Sira, trying again to intervene, “the sword is the only thing we have to accomplish our purpose. Without it—”

			“I will wield it,” she said, surprising herself along with her father and the priest.

			“No!” shouted Auric. He pointed a shaking finger at her. “It is my sword, Agnes, not yours! I bear the burden. And it aids me, it conquers this quaking, this brokenness you speak of. Without it we are lost.” Agnes watched him catch himself and with obvious effort, his expression softened, and he held a hand to his heart. “But…when it is…accomplished, I promise you I will put the weapon down and not pick it up again. I swear, on the memory of your mother and Tomas.”

			His burden? Was it that word? Was it because her father had invoked her dead mother and brother? She could see his unease, a kind of wildness dancing just behind his eyes. He tried to hide it from her, but it was there. Something was telling her to let this go, but the anger swelled in her breast and she couldn’t stop the words from spilling out of her mouth.

			“You think you carry a burden, Father?” she asked with an icy calmness. “The burden I carry would break you into little pieces! Don’t lecture me about burdens.”

			She imagined Lenda’s severed head smiling back at her, milky eyes closed, shaking back and forth as if disappointed in her. Her face burned with shame and she averted her eyes from her father, staring instead at the eiderdown blanket.

			“What burden is that, Agnes?” said her father, his tone conciliatory rather than the anger she expected. “Is it the thing you and Pallas Rae hide from me? There’s no reason you should have to bear it alone.”

			Agnes was readying a retort when another excruciating lance of pain exploded below her abdomen and she was crying out. Sira pushed Auric aside and had her warm hand again on Agnes’s forehead, muttering some sacred litany to dispel the pain. It seemed forever before the agony retreated, like a venomous spider withdrawing into a cave, waiting for another opportunity to pounce.

			“Sir Auric,” said Sira, her voice gentle but firm, “Agnes needs her rest. Perhaps there are some other matters you can attend.”

			Agnes saw the sorrow on her father’s face, the look of a man who had failed at some important task. He nodded, offered a weak smile. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. Rest now, listen to Sira. We can talk about this later.”

			He kissed her on her forehead, damp with sweat, and left the room, closing the door quietly behind him.    

			Sira mopped up the sweat on Agnes’s brow, then held her chin with slender fingers and smiled at her. It was then that she saw how like her godmother Sira was, especially that cock-eyed smile of hers. But somehow it didn’t conjure up the images of horror from the Citadel’s basements. The young priest was no older than Agnes, maybe younger, but for some reason the kindly gesture didn’t feel condescending. The priest exuded a compassion that was uncommon, even in Belu’s clergy. It was difficult to resent the cleric’s attentions.

			“Perhaps you should unburden yourself, Agnes. To another, without the same vulnerabilities as your father. I realize that we don’t know one another well, but I hope to be your friend.”

			Agnes winced at a brief stab of pain. Sira’s hand went from her chin to the wound, whispering an incantation of relief. She could admit to herself that a part of her resented the closeness this priest had with her father, understandable given their travails last year in the Barrowlands. She and Sira were of an age. Did she fear Sira would steal his fatherly affections from her? Foolish, she thought, closing her eyes and letting out a weary exhalation. The priest was right: she did need to rest. But the need to unburden herself was more urgent, as much as her body needed to heal. She paused a further moment before starting her story of the thing lurking in the basements of the Citadel. The young priest of Belu with the mousy brown hair sat on the side of her bed, regarding Agnes with solemn eyes, all attentiveness.
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			Agnes was strong enough the next day to spend most of the late morning and afternoon on the lovely balcony attached to her room. Its walls and balustrade were festooned with rich green vines featuring fragrant white blooms, clinging to the stone, and there was a stunning view of the slate-covered rooftops of the lower tiers of Ironwound. Bell towers of the many cathedrals and temples rang out their songs, mixing with those of flocks of birds that flitted from rooftop to rooftop. A delightful summer day, with its light breeze and cloudless azure sky. It was the perfect setting for blissful repose.

			Shortly after the noon hour, she received two visitors. Chalca and Kennah, whom Agnes had taken to calling the Oil-and-Water Twins, seemed able to exchange nothing but symphonies of antagonism. Chalca’s digs were clever, with just the right amount of vulgarity to prick Kennah’s surprisingly fastidious piety. Kennah’s jabs all centered on Chalca’s elegance and femininity, which the actor did not find offensive in the least.

			“Sir Kennah”—Chalca enunciated the Syraeic’s newly awarded title and name in his polished, exacting thespian’s tenor—“I really am shocked at how uneasy you are made by my presence. It’s almost as though there is something within that you toil against. Is there a tickle in your heart? Do your loins stir unbidden when I am near?”

			Kennah scowled, the expression priceless. “You dream such foul things, molly boy!”

			Agnes felt some guilt that she found her Syraeic brother’s discomfort endlessly entertaining, especially because he was so ill-suited for this form of combat. During their poorly matched exchanges, Kennah’s hand was always on his hip near his sword, as though he wished their confrontation were a martial one. On occasion, Agnes would chime in as well. It was really unforgiveable, the poor sod.

			“Ye gods, boys! Perhaps you two should kiss at last, or more, to break the tension. Your disharmony surely impedes my recovery.” On the contrary, their comic clashes were just what the medicus prescribed. Chalca appeared to understand that. Kennah did not. He seemed to feel every ivory barb the actor flung at him.

			“You take the molly’s side, sister? That’s unkind.”

			Agnes gave the barrel-chested man a small smile and winked at him. “Oh, Kennah, I love you dearly and would be at your side at the blackened gates of the Yellow Hells, sword in hand. But gods, you make yourself a fat, hulking target in this arena.” Chalca laughed, Kennah frowned.

			“Do you think you would giggle all the way down if I chucked you over this balcony, Chalca?” growled Kennah.

			That was the signal: as soon as Kennah was reduced to threatening violence, the entertainment was at an end. Agnes bowed her head and looked up at the man, holding out her hand to him from the reclining couch the inn’s proprietor had brought up for her. Kennah pouted for a moment, like a little boy, then relented and came to her. She held his big hand in hers and gave it a kiss. He melted a little.

			Gods, men like Kennah can be such children, she thought. So easily hurt, so easily appeased. There were many like him in the League, though she rarely employed her charms in this way; it seemed unfair, especially since she was capable of winning them over with her martial prowess and courage instead. She didn’t relish manipulating others and felt not a little shame that she had played the big man with Chalca. One big, dumb mouse versus two cats was not a fair contest.

			“It’s a glorious day,” said Chalca, leaning on the balcony. He drew in a great breath of mountain air, standing before the vista of Ironwound’s tiered slopes beneath them. “That breeze feels something like heaven.”

			“It is nice,” added Kennah. 

			Harmony achieved, at last. So easy, thought Agnes.

			“Sister Sira tells us that you can ride in a wagon tomorrow,” said Chalca. “Our friend Kennah here has secured a cozy conveyance for you.”

			“We’ll make it comfortable for you. I bought some thick blankets to make the ride…comfortable.”

			“Thank you, Kennah. But I do hope we won’t need it for long. I’d like to make most of the journey riding. I may grow soft if you pamper me too long.”

			“Bah!” scoffed Kennah. “You’re a tough one, Peregrine.”

			Agnes smiled. And that, she thought, is perhaps the finest compliment I can ever have from a man like him.

			All signs of the earlier acrimony had vanished. Kennah took a seat on a carved stone bench and leaned against the wall of Saint Tayma’s Aerie, eyes closed. Agnes turned to Chalca, the mountain breeze teasing at his hair, a gentle smile on his lips. There was a sudden rustle of leaves, the clinging vines shifting on the balustrade near Chalca. Agnes assumed it was the breeze that stirred them.

			With abrupt alarm, the actor’s eyes widened and he jerked backward, as though someone had waved a torch in his face. Agnes sat up a bit, wincing at the pain of her wound as she did so. “Pember’s prick!” exclaimed Chalca.

			A bony hand appeared on the balcony rail, clutching with desperate strength, then another, and the head of a man, gaunt, wild-eyed, long brown hair a tangle of knots, poked up. He hauled himself up, grunting with effort, flinging a leg over the side of the balcony. Before Kennah could stir himself from his respite, the uninvited stranger was over the railing and stood on the balcony with them. 

			The man was tall, but stooped, his age impossible to determine. His flesh was tanned, nut brown, as though he lived baking beneath the noonday sun. He wore tattered rags, and Agnes could see his ribs poking through: an emaciated, wiry fellow—gods knew how he had the strength to climb to their perch.

			The man looked at Chalca, then Kennah, who finally leapt to his feet and reached for his sword. The man’s intense eyes caught Agnes’s and a thrill of anxiety rippled through her body; he seemed to light up, lifting his hands into the air, calling out in a hoarse, trembling voice. “Behold! Comes the Bearer of the Blade, who shall see the Age of Prophecy’s extinction!”

			Kennah stepped forward, imposing himself between the wild man and Agnes, blocking the intruder from her sight. “Back the fuck up!” he barked, sword at the ready.

			“You, her brave right hand!” the man continued. His words had the cadence of an ecstatic preacher, consumed by holy zeal. “Fear not, noble soul, I come bearing wisdom, and a gift!”

			Chalca leaned out over the balcony, looking down. “Where in blazes did you climb from?” asked the actor, still staring below. “It’s at least a fifty-foot drop to the next tier, you mad bastard!”

			“My gift!” cried the man. “My gift protected my ascent, gave me wings to reach the blessed heights! I come with a gift, for Agnes Manteo, saint to be!”

			“Move out of the way, Kennah,” Agnes commanded, heart caught in her throat. The big man turned to look at her, incredulity on his face.

			“He’s a fucking lunatic, Peregrine!” he said in an urgent whisper.

			Agnes sat up, ignoring the pain the movement released, and gave Kennah a shove with her palm. “Move, Kennah. Let me look this man in the face.” 

			Reluctantly, her Syraeic brother obeyed, but pointed his sword tip at the man. “No funny moves, you filthy bugger,” he grumbled.

			The man bowed to Kennah, a strangely formal thing, given his disheveled appearance, the dirt on his face and hands, his ragged attire. On a few occasions Agnes had seen his like in the streets of Boudun: wild hermits who lived in the inhospitable hinterlands at the far corners of the empire, religious devotees of one strange splinter sect or another, come to the capital to preach repentance or doom or both to city folk. Their wildness and fervor had always repelled her—their stinking rags, their righteous certainty, the way they pointed their long, jagged nails and proclaimed lamentations for humanity.

			His attention turned from Kennah back to Agnes, his haggard face alive with a sort of ecstasy, as though he stood before a golden reliquary holding a martyr’s bones. Agnes noticed for the first time that a basket hung around his neck and shoulder from a leather strap, droplets of water escaping the weave, once, twice. He patted a grubby hand on the basket lid, then opened it, reaching in with both hands.

			“Watch it!” said Kennah sharply, extending the point of the sword an inch further.

			Hands still in the basket, the haggard man’s expression turned solemn. “I would do nothing to harm the saint, O bearded giant. It is my gift. I must present it to her.” He turned back to the basket, and from it drew an enormous river carp, great mouth gasping, gills flaring, desperate for air. He took a step forward and lay the fish on the slate-gray stone before Agnes’s couch, then fell on his knees before her. Kennah had the edge of his blade against the man’s throat in an instant. She looked down at the carp, gaping mouth opening and closing. Crawling from the mouth came a small green toad. It hopped at Agnes in a great leap and landed on her wound. She jerked in surprise and was rewarded with a thunderbolt of pain. The amphibian’s throat expanded, receded, over and over. Gods be good, was it staring at her?

			“Blessed art thou, Agnes of the Blade, for thou shalt usher in the New Age!” The haggard mystic bowed then, and Kennah had to yank his sword away to keep the man from inadvertently opening his neck on the sharp steel.

			Chalca stepped forward until he stood in front of the man who supplicated himself before Agnes. He reached down and took the man’s chin in hand, and with the finger of the other hand tried to rub off what looked like a smudge of dirt at the corner of his eye. The disheveled man looked in Chalca’s eyes and smiled a mad smile. Chalca stepped back, as though repulsed by the man’s manic grin.

			“One last sacrament, Agnes of the Blade,” he said, crawling back, still on his knees, “and the ritual is complete.” He rose up against the stone balustrade, straightening his back so that he stood tall, and held his arms out wide. “I do this in devotion to my patron, blessings upon the name.”

			“Timilis,” said Agnes, as though it was a curse.

			“No,” said Chalca. “That mark by his eye is a tattoo of a toad. He’s a devotee of Pember, god of prophecy.”

			“Aye, bless him or her, whoever they choose to be,” said the man, arms as wide as his beatific smile. “The sacrament now, at last. A blood sacrifice, to Pember, so that you may have clear vision on thy journey.”

			A thousand questions flooded Agnes’s mind, but she couldn’t speak a word. In an instant, without ceremony, the man pitched himself over the balcony. The toad followed him, leaping from Agnes’s belly over the ivy-covered stone. Before the mystic struck the slate-tiled roof of a building below, he was able to scream out his final prayer three times: “Saint to be! Saint to be! Saint to be!”
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			Pilgrims’ Progress

			The highway heading into the mountains northeast of Ironwound was the finest road Auric had ever seen: even, well-maintained, broad. Qeelb pointed out the marks of sorcerous engineering along the way: in many places the road plunged through rock cut by something greater than human labor. Traffic headed toward the earldom’s capital carried all manner of ore, precious metals, and gemstones, excavated from the mines scattered throughout the mountainous region. The drovers took no special precautions to guard their cargo, which struck Auric as odd until one of the teamsters explained that the penalty for theft on the mountain highway was drawing and quartering. This apparently served as an effective deterrent for brigands. Those wagons headed north with Auric and his companions were laden with foodstuffs and other goods needed in the mining towns that supported the industry of extracting treasure from the mountains. The Syraeic party passed through a dozen small towns with names meant to conjure dreams of abundance: Richpeak, Plenty, Golden Lode. Each settlement seemed like the last, bustling with taverns, boarding houses, brothels, and stores supplying mining equipment. Something about the atmosphere of those towns—he couldn’t say what it was—drained Auric’s spirit.

			Evenings in the mountains were too chilly to sleep out under the stars, even at the height of summer, so they stayed at inns along the way. In one town they slept at a brothel called Bella’s Garters; it had spare rooms for them when the local inn had none. When Auric presented the madam—presumably Bella herself—with queen’s script rather than coin to settle their bill the following morning, she pitched a magnificent fit that set his teeth on edge. Kennah had apparently availed himself of the establishment’s courtesans, and only after the big man emptied his own purse into the madam’s hands would she allow them to leave.

			Agnes was growing stronger, able to sit up on her own and walk short distances without too much discomfort by the end of the first day of their trek. Auric prevented her from leaving the wagon on the second and third days, but by the fourth there was nothing he could do to prevent her from riding her own mount. Sira assured him that her healing was near complete and that the exercise would do her good. Begrudgingly, Auric surrendered to the priest’s reassurances and Agnes’s will. 

			The final mining town along the highway’s path was called Farwind Vein. It supported a few extraction houses mining tin, as well as a disorderly flock of solitary gold prospectors panning the nearby mountain streams. There was an inn, however, different from the rest they had passed along the way. Its name—Wisdom’s Repose—called it out as much as its somber and simple décor. The inn was a starting point for those making pilgrimage to the Oracle at Gnexes. The common room was as quiet as a chapel, its patrons refraining from conversation, silently eating stew out of wooden bowls.

			The innkeeper was a thin, gray-haired woman full of nervous energy, flitting from one task to the next like an especially agitated hummingbird. Nonetheless, she had a kindly demeanor and was happy to answer Auric’s questions, as long as she could continue with her seemingly endless responsibilities.

			“The road to Gnexes is much narrower and less well maintained than the mountain highway, sirrah,” she said as she wiped down her stone-topped bar counter with a wet cloth. “Most pilgrims make the journey on foot, but there’s no proscription against riding, and the road is wide enough for your wagon, though you’ll need to practice patience when you come upon travelers headed from the oracle.”

			“Patience?”

			“Well, deciding who moves aside for whom. A trip to Gnexes affects some people deeply. They come down from the mountain consumed by a religious fervor or prophetic message they feel compelled to share. They might expect you to stop and hear what they have to share. With a wagon you’ll have difficulty simply squeezing past and riding on. Are you sure you’ll need it?”

			“No,” Auric answered, “but I’d like to have it with us in case we might on our return.” The woman looked puzzled, but didn’t inquire further. The truth was, if any of them were wounded or worse, he wanted the wagon with them. It was a luxury the Barrowlands didn’t permit; he would take advantage of it now. “How long a journey should we expect?”

			“Two days, with a serious pace and barring unforeseen complications.”

			“And where do pilgrims sleep on the cold nights?”

			“There are roadside shelters, low stone walls with canvas roofs, like a legionary’s tent. Some have stoves in them for heat, some don’t. Expect to pay a few coppers to the shady attendants.”

			“Who are these ‘shady attendants?’”

			“Failed priests of Pember, those who lost the Second Sight, one way or another. Sad and bitter folk. Give them your offering and speak with them as little as you can. They’ll offer to read your palm, or invoke a blessing for you, at a price. Both are worth less than a fart in the wind.”

			Auric found himself grinning at the woman’s mild vulgarity. She seemed so proper. Or perhaps it was just the solemnity of her inn. Either way, Auric made sure to pay her with coin from his purse rather than using queen’s script, which he assumed would be as unwelcome here as it had been every step of their journey. He was rewarded by the woman’s own smile as she pocketed his coins, an expression that exposed the young girl within. It also revealed her resemblance to Lady Hannah. Auric thought on his lover, trying to imagine her running an inn, and smiled wistfully.

			“Blessings on your pilgrimage, sirrah,” said the innkeeper in parting. “I pray it bears the fruit for which you hope.”

			And Szaa’da’shaela purred at his side.
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			The road to Gnexes was the product of no sorcerer’s labor: it wound around, following the terrain, narrowing and widening without warning, and featured dips and potholes aplenty. At points the path was precarious. The wagon did complicate their journey, slowing them down when those coming from the oracle needed to pass. There were few places on the road with room for either party of travelers to move aside. There was no choice but to squeeze past one another, or backtrack until they came upon a section wide enough to allow people to continue their journey.

			With the sun setting, they came upon a larger clearing featuring a longhouse, just as the innkeep at Wisdom’s Repose had described it: low stone walls with canvas pitched to form a slanting roof. There were three attendants at the shelter. Auric approached the nearest one, a sour-looking fellow with sparse gray hair and stubble on his pock-marked face, clad in dark gray robes.

			“We require shelter for the night, sir,” he began, tipping his riding cap as a courtesy. “Do you have room in your shelter for six of us?”

			Close up now, Auric could see a faded tattoo on the right side of his face of a bloated toad, its mouth open for a thunderous croak. The grizzled man looked to Auric from beneath heavy brows and spat out phlegm he loudly gathered from the back of his throat. “Aye, pilgrim, if pilgrim you be.”

			When the man spoke, Auric noted a droop on the tattooed side of his face: the after-effects of a stroke suffered. “Yes, we are pilgrims, sir, bound for Gnexes, seeking Pember’s wisdom.”

			“A crown a head,” he grumbled, looking over Auric’s shoulder at the rest of his comrades. “There’s space, but ya’ll hafta supply yer own bedrolls. This ain’t a fancy inn. Don’t expect room service, or someone sent up to warm yer bed.”

			The man made Auric’s skin crawl, though he had trouble saying exactly why that was. He reached in his purse and retrieved six silver coins. “Of course. We’re grateful for a place to rest ourselves, and pray.”

			Eyeing Auric’s purse, the man perked up a bit. “An’ another half-crown a head for coals, for the stove. Gets mighty chilly this close t’the clouds at night.” Without comment, Auric handed over another three coins. The man gave him a smile with half of his face and gestured to the longhouse. “Go on in, then. Find yerselves a spot. Early enough in th’ evenin’ to get closer to a stove. You can tie your horses up around back. An’ leave th’ wagon where ‘tis.” He tipped a knuckle to his forehead and sauntered off, dragging his left foot.

			“He seemed nice,” observed Chalca, sidling up to Auric. 

			Auric chuckled. “My silver brightened him up quickly. Our hostess at Wisdom’s Repose told me that these shelters are tended by failed priests of Pember. Bitter folk who’ll try to wheedle coin from you for worthless horoscopes and such.”

			“Charlatans, then,” said the actor. “I know them well. Magicians, mentalists, tricksters of all sorts cross the paths of honest theater troupes, Sir Auric. I caught enough of their patter to know a faker when I see one. I suppose people headed to the oracle are hungry for knowledge of the future. It’s natural that fakers would prey on that vulnerability. Disgusting.” 

			“Quite a rarified attitude for someone who isn’t above lifting a man’s purse,” said Auric.

			Chalca smiled. “Oh, Kennah begs for such treatment, Sir Auric, you must admit. Honestly, it’s a useful skill to possess. When wealthy patrons fail to honor the contract they’ve signed, it’s important to have alternate means to see the terms fulfilled. I’m not a common thief.”

			“An uncommon one then.”

			The pretty man rolled his eyes. “Really, Sir Auric. I would hope you were a bit more evolved in your attitudes. You invited me along on this expedition for those very skills, did you not?”

			Auric smiled. “Aye. Though ‘invited’ is an odd choice of word.”

			Chalca returned his smile and massaged his wrists; the marks of the manacles he had worn in the queen’s dungeons had all but faded. “Of course it was an invitation! And vastly preferable to the alternative Her Majesty’s justice had on offer. I thank you again, sir, and hope I prove my usefulness to you.”

			“You already have, lad.” Auric gave in to an urge then, to ask something of the man while they were alone. He spoke in a quieter voice. “Keep an eye out for Agnes, would you?”

			Chalca frowned and nodded. Auric had trouble reading the emotion. “I do for all my friends, Sir Auric, but Agnes is a big girl, you know.”

			Auric bit back an angry retort as the attendant approached again, wearing his unnerving half smile. He held in one hand a basket of coals and in the other something covered with a soiled, careworn cloth. Auric turned his attention from the actor to the unpleasant man.

			“A proposition for ya, sirrah,” the man began, setting down the black coals and unwrapping what turned out to be a deck of cards. A mere ghost of the gilding on their edges remained, and the back of the top card featured a grimy, wart-covered toad. “A reading, sirrah, from the Deck of the Far-Seein’ Eye, by one of the anointed o’ Pember. All for a small contribution to the church. No pilgrim should enter Gnexes without a good sense o’ what the future holds, eh?”

			“No, thank you,” Auric replied, still feeling his irritation with Chalca. Of course he knew Agnes was a grown woman! He only asked that Chalca make it his duty to have her back when Auric couldn’t do so himself. How was that an unusual request?

			“Oh, sirrah, really, a reading is necessary! For only a single sovereign ya’ll be warned o’ pitfalls that lie in yer path. Let me light the way for ya!”

			“I said no, quite clearly, sir! I have no need of claptrap from a defrocked priest.”

			The attendant’s feigned affability vanished, replaced by a feral half-sneer. He began wrapping his deck again in its soiled cloth. “Ya look down yer nose at me, sirrah. That’s fine. I’ll take my wisdom elsewheres then. Pearls a’fore swine!” He pointed a crooked, quivering finger at Auric’s face. “But here’s a bit o’ wisdom fer free, high an’ mighty lord: the road t’ Gnexes’s is fraught with dangers, and the caves has swallowed up their fair share o’ arrogant ’ristos and sword swingers thinkin’ their shit smelled o’ perfume.”

			With a final hateful scowl, the man kicked over the basket of fresh coals and stomped off.

			“You did not make a friend there, Sir Auric,” offered Chalca.

			“Shut up, lad,” he answered.
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			They had half of the shelter, thirty feet wide and twice as long, nearly to themselves. Another cluster of pilgrims, clad in the robes of penitents, were gathered at the other end of the building. Auric and his companions ate a meal from the supplies they had secured in Farwind Vein. Chalca provided entertainment with stories of his adventures with the theater troupe, with lusty Scylla at his side. Auric found it hard to stay angry with the lad, with his wry wit and flair for the dramatic tale. Agnes was withdrawn with Auric, had been since Farwind. He gave her the distance she required. He had learned that this was the way to handle her pique, though he had to fight his natural inclination to explain himself, to try to work it out. He spoke briefly with Sira after dinner.

			“Something troubles me,” Sira had said to him. “The healing of both Kennah and Agnes seems complete, but some discomfort remains. And the effort of assuaging their suffering, it has taken more out of me. I worry that it might be our impious task. Perhaps a sign Belu does not fully countenance our mission.”

			Auric hadn’t responded to the priest, just nodded thoughtfully. Soon she was reassuring him, as she always did. But she also seemed slightly distracted, her attention darting back to Agnes and Kennah, who were laying out their bedrolls a few feet away. The priest worried over them both.

			Auric positioned his own bedroll on the side of the stove away from the rest of his people. He wanted some privacy, in case Szaa’da’shaela spoke to him. The Djao blade hadn’t communicated since Ironwound, and for some reason he craved its counsel. He lay awake long after the others slept, the sword lying at his side in its leather sheath, silent. He fondled the coin the bishop had given him in Ironwound, wondered how it could be employed to his advantage. It was like any other penny now, and he felt a bit foolish, returning it to a pocket.

			Just past midnight, he gave up trying to ignore the urging of his bladder. But just as he made to get up, the metal edge of a blade pressed against his throat and he heard a voice in his ear.

			“It pays t’keep a knife sharp,” whispered the voice. It was the attendant whose offer he had spurned. “Like mine here. I could drag it ‘cross yer throat in a flash, an’ ya could do naught but gurgle and spit while yer blood seeped out on th’ground. So, keep yer mouth shut an’ listen t’this d’frocked priest, Auric Manteo. Yeah, I know yer name. Still have some o’ the Second Sight, enough t’know you an’ yours is trouble. Big trouble.”

			Szaa’da’shaela trembled next to him, but Auric didn’t dare reach for the blade, let alone unsheathe it. Was this how his life ended? Throat cut by some petty ex-priest he had carelessly offended? It was a joke that would surely please Timilis.

			“Ya seek to de-throne Pember,” continued the man, “to topple them from their perch in the high heavens.”

			“I assure you,” Auric said in a quiet, even tone, “we wish no harm to Pember or his cult. We are merely pilgrims—” The knife’s edge biting into his skin silenced him.

			“Ya can’t lie to the Second Sight, sirrah! I had a dream las’ night, drippin’ with prophecy it was, the kind high speakers and deacons have. Six souls, faces hidden from me, but I knew it was you, the second I laid eyes on ya. Ya walked up the road to the oracle an’ entered the mountain, an’ you went down to its roots, an’ ya pulled the whole bloody mountain down! It came tumblin’ down, crushed everyone in its path. An’ the rock and dust blotted out th’sun.”

			The tickle of a bloody tear from the shallow cut in his neck stayed Auric’s tongue.

			“I ain’t decided if I’m gonna kill ya, Auric Manteo,” the attendant said, his breath warm and wet in Auric’s ear. “Part o’ me says, ‘No. Let it happen. Bring down the whole fuckin’ mountain, on all our heads.’ I’m ready t’meet Marcator, an’ spit in his smug face, goddammit! Maybe I should let you do whatever it is yer plannin’ t’do. Might be ya don’t mean to make it all happen, but I’ll dance a jig when it does, when everythin’ falls apart. Life’s played enough cruel jokes on me, but maybe it’s okay if I’m in on the last big one. Yer here t’murder prophecy, Manteo. Yeah, to murder it! Should I let it happen? Let the whole bloody earth burn to cinders? Or should I just go ahead and slit your high an’ mighty throat right now?”

			Auric tensed when the knife’s edge bit deeper into his neck. Then the steel backed away at the sound of a familiar tenor.

			“You’re a bitter old fraud, aren’t you?” said Chalca, who Auric realized had his own knife to the defrocked priest’s neck. “I had you marked as a vindictive cunt the moment I set eyes on you. I’ve seen plenty of your type in my day and I won’t lose a wink of sleep to end your miserable days. But I fear your blood will stain Sir Auric’s bedroll. So why don’t you drop that blade and skulk off somewhere to suck at whatever rancorous teat nourishes you in the night?”

			The man exhaled and dropped his knife, slipping away into the darkness. Auric put a hand to the nick on his neck. 

			“Has he cut you badly, Sir Auric?” asked Chalca, a hand on his shoulder.

			“It’s superficial,” he responded. “No more than an inch across. I thank you for your intervention. That might have been the end of my journey.”

			“No,” said the actor, wiping his dagger on a cloth he retrieved from a pocket. “His type likes to frighten people. It’s a common enough trait in con men—they’re bullies, which means they’re cowards at heart. I doubt we’ll see him again. Best we get some sleep.” 

			Chalca returned to his bedroll opposite their stove, where the coals the defrocked priest had sold them glowed red. It brought to mind what the man had said to Auric: Let the whole bloody earth burn to cinders! That failed seer thought they journeyed to Gnexes in order to somehow bring harm to Pember, a lesser god of the pantheon. Perhaps he still possessed the Second Sight but misinterpreted the signs. They were on their way to kill a god, but a god greater than Pember. Mountains falling, fires that consumed the earth. What would they unleash upon the world if they succeeded? 
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			A Ravenous Hunger

			The number of events the old man needed to witness through sorcerous means was multiplying by the day, some of them occurring simultaneously. The most recent was last night’s meeting of the Ecumenical Council, during which the assembly had confronted the Church of Timilis over the assault on the Citadel. The cult’s representative—Peflin Orba by name, a tall man with a crooked back that made him look like a bent, emaciated tree—had responded with their faith’s usual glibness.

			“Where is your evidence that shows us culpable?” Orba asked in a reedy voice, feigned affront seeming to dangle from him like the beads of his pyramidal hat of burgundy. “If you have it, why do you not present it for all to see? No, brothers and sisters, we shall not serve as whipping boy for the act of every malcontent or each public scuffle that disrupts your strange need for perfect order. Though the Lord delights in surprises and monkeyshines, humanity is capable of stirring up its own chaos free from divine intervention.”

			There was a rumble of outrage from the gathered delegates, all clad in the vestments of their respective deities. A bishop of Marcator in coal-black robes, waving a rod of black and silver, began quoting from scripture in stentorian tones. Orba crossed his eyes and held out both arms, as though submitting for comic crucifixion, drawing more howls of protest. The presiding delegate, a white-haired priest of Chaeres in green robes, banged her gavel to quiet the restless flock of priests. “The delegate from the Cult of Timilis has the floor, brothers and sisters! Please comport yourselves with the dignity this council requires!”

			“I thank you, sister,” said Orba with mock gravity. He gave a dramatic bow to her chair and held the awkward posture, his bony fingers scraping the floor. After a pause that lasted a few seconds longer than was proper, he shot up and held out his arms again, fingers splayed. “Persecute us no longer! We are all siblings, devoted to the pantheon, watched over by our wise and benevolent gods. Look elsewhere for an explanation of the disorder and let us worship the Lord of Laughter as befits his lofty rank.”

			The assembly descended into shouts and insults and petty bickering, all of it clearly pleasing a gloating Peflin Orba. Ush’oul appreciated how well it mirrored the chaos that was unfolding faster than he had anticipated; he sensed collapse and wildness everywhere—it was in the air around him, and it found expression in the increasing lawlessness on the streets of Boudun. What physical evidence there was that the cult was behind the disorder had conveniently disappeared. Auguries and bloody rituals conducted by priests of Tolwe to suss out the truth yielded nothing of use for either the Ecumenical Council or the city watch.

			The old man sighed. For the first time, he was uncertain. Perhaps, he thought, I have miscalculated. Perhaps this aged body cannot see me through the work that remains. But he must complete his task. For ten thousand years he had wandered the earth, hopping from body to body, gathering wisdom, waiting for the opportunity to see justice done. Please, Creative Spirit of the Universe, he prayed, allow me to accomplish what I must in this form.

			But of course he would do whatever was necessary. Should this body fail him…well, he had a solution, though it pained him to think upon it. Simply pray that the Creative Spirit will let that cup pass from you, he thought.

			The old man stood now beside Countess Ilanda Padivale in the queen’s bedchamber, hidden from all present but the countess herself by a simple spell of concealment. The Grand Chamberlain, Ulwen, sensed his presence, but he was too distracted by the deterioration in the queen’s appearance to do a proper search. Bless the Universal Spirit of Creation for that—this vessel couldn’t last much longer, and every exercise of sorcery, no matter how small, abridged what time he had left in the body. The boy, Ghallo, who was almost always nearby, waited in the quarters they shared in the countess’s suite of rooms. The old man sensed the lad’s unease, even from here.

			“Ilanda, darling,” sang the queen, flesh worn away almost completely from the right side of her face, exposing the yellowed bone beneath, “Forgive us, but we wonder if we have taxed you too hard.”

			Ilanda gave the queen her most enchanting smile, an act of enormous will, given the queen’s malodorous, hideous presence. “Why do you say so, Majesty? Time spent with you is always a delight.”

			The queen batted at Ilanda with an antique fan, green and gold like the colors of the banner of Hanifax. A black claw traced the fan’s lacquered wood. “Those are bags under your eyes, dear.” She held up her fan. “No! Do not deny it! We can see through the cosmetics you wear. Your maidservants are not to blame; as you know, we are quite perceptive. You do not get enough sleep.”

			“You are so perceptive, Majesty! It’s a foolish girl who tries to sneak something past your notice. But it has nothing to do with the time you require of me. I have simply had difficulty sleeping of late. Do not trouble yourself, Your Majesty, I beg you.”

			The queen smiled, or affected what would be considered a smile were it not for her rot-blackened teeth—it looked like the mouth of a particularly uninviting cave, the entrance trimmed with jagged and sooty stalagmites and stalactites. “Darling girl, nothing concerns us more than your welfare. You are precious to us. We will have the court alchemists concoct a potent sleeping draught for you.”

			The old man saw that the queen’s regard for the countess in that moment was more akin to a tavern patron’s regard for a cut of meat displayed by the chef before it was laid on the grill. There was something even more troubling about Imperatrix Hanifaxa this morning, he decided. Something that felt more predatory…ravenous. He wondered if he should probe that something further, but he would need to tune out this vapid banter, and one never knew when some bit of consequence would be tossed in with the queen’s usual inanity. This was the first time anyone other than the old man himself detected the strain in the countess. So much time spent with her monstrous monarch, intelligence reports from Harkeny’s spy network hinting at great things afoot in the duchies. And yet, still no word of her husband’s death. Marburand must be employing sorcerers of considerable skill to have kept the news hidden for this long. Soon, thought the old man. Soon you will know, Ilanda Padivale. Will the weight of it break you? I must see that it doesn’t. You have an important role to play in the coming events and must survive the first waves of chaos. Again, whatever the price. Another thought that gave him pause. Will its bitterness poison you, young countess? That would upset matters as well. Careless, stupid of me not to have considered that possibility. How can this be remedied?

			The old man determined that he must carefully conserve what strength this body had left in it. No more scrying on the machinations of this or that player in the game. No, he would have to rely on what he could glean in person, and that which presented itself unbidden. Soon this body would be nothing more than a dried-out husk, buried or cremated, whatever these people thought proper for an old Aerican man with no place nor relations in Boudun. The thought of it was like a warm blanket on a chilly day. Ah! To finally rest, after long, wandering millennia. O Universal Spirit of Creation, let it be soon!

			The old man was so lost in his thoughts that he missed the queen’s sudden lunge at the countess, black claws sinking into the white flesh of the young woman’s shoulder, blooming crimson, her jagged teeth within an inch of the pulsing jugular in Ilanda’s slender neck. The old man called on the nearest power, speaking the appropriate formula in the abstruse tongue of sorcery, and allowed it to flow through him. The queen’s corpse-like form, engulfed by an iridescent light, went stiff, save for her greedy jaws, snapping, so dangerously close to the countess’s tender flesh. The momentum of her sudden attack carried both her and Ilanda to the ground. The countess tried to push the queen’s rigid body from her, but cried out: the razor-sharp claws were dug deeply into the meat of her shoulder.

			The Grand Chamberlain let out a curse of surprise: the old man’s spell of concealment shattered the moment he unleashed power to halt Geneviva’s attack. The Aerican went to the countess’s side, tried to pull her out from beneath the queen’s stiff form, but it was as though her claws were barbed. Ulwen was beside him then, and the two of them gingerly worked the queen’s black nails from Ilanda’s lacerated flesh one at a time. Tears streamed from the corners of the countess’s eyes, but she managed to keep from crying out.

			“How long ago did you escape the dungeons, sir?” hissed Ulwen as the two managed to work the jagged nail of Geneviva’s ring finger from the countess’s shoulder.

			“Nine days, Grand Chamberlain,” he answered in his calm baritone. “But I was released. I did not escape.”

			“On whose authority?”

			“Why, the queen’s, Grand Chamberlain. Who else would dare override your order?”

			“And you have skulked around the palace since then?”

			“Aye, more or less. I assure you, I am here to aid your people.”

			When the last claw was removed, the two men dragged Ilanda from beneath the queen and her still-snapping jaws, flecks of spittle flying from that hungry orifice. The countess lost consciousness as blood pulsed from the terrible wound, pooling onto the floor and soaking into a fine green and gold rug depicting the griffon rampant. Ulwen started to put pressure on the torn flesh, but the old man moved his hand away.

			“She’ll bleed to death, by Marcator’s oath!” spat the Grand Chamberlain.

			“Yes, so I will heal it.”

			“You’re no priest!” shouted Ulwen, appalled. “Healing comes from intercession of the gods! Sorcery cannot repair mangled flesh!”

			“It can and will,” he answered and pressed a palm to the bloody mess that was the countess’s shoulder. He held up his other hand, exposing the arrowhead-shaped scar on the palm, and whispered the words, pulling power from its distant source, channeling it into the injury. He sensed the necromantic poisons in the wound. It seemed the queen’s claws did more than tear flesh. There was great, malevolent power behind them. The old man had to suppress his gorge with the foulness of it. As the healing energy worked its way through him to the damage done, leeching out the poisons and expelling them into the ether, the old man prayed to the Spirit of Creation.

			O thou great ingenious force that called the universe into being, let me be an agent of healing, let this fine woman live. Let her live to fulfill her purpose, to bear the burdens which only she can bear. Do not abandon these people now, Creative Spirit. I cry out for mercy!

			Did his words reach the ears of Divinity? The old man didn’t know. He had never heard God answer him. Sometimes he could sense a presence, as though some awesome intellect focused itself on him, if only for a fleeting moment. Regardless, the countess’s flesh knitted itself together, blood vessels were repaired, lacerations sewn back together as though those malicious claws had never pierced her skin. When it was done, the only evidence of the attack, save the blood-soaked rug and her torn dress, were five blemishes on the countess’s skin where the nails had gone in.

			The Grand Chamberlain’s jaw dropped when he saw the perfection of the old man’s healing. He stood and took two steps back. “What are you?” he asked in a low voice.

			The old man sat on the ground, cradling the countess in his lap. He looked up at Ulwen and smiled his broad, bright smile.

			“I was Benesh-Enoah once, then Leneh-Virgah, later Telsa, later still Socono, Falnic, and Wajid. Now I am Ush’oul, The Betrayer. I earned that name because I betrayed my own kind, choosing to aid humanity, so that they might throw off their shackles. My work is not complete, and the outcome is no certain thing. Can I count on you to join the side of humankind, Ulwen of Raelben, son of a carpenter, grandson of a carpenter?”

			“I have sworn my fealty to the throne of Hanifax,” the man answered, solemn and wary.

			“In this case, Ulwen of Raelben, serving one does not preclude serving the other. We must hold the kingdom together while Auric and Agnes Manteo do what they must.”

			“And what must I do now?”

			“Take the orb I gave you to reach the queen imprisoned in that feral husk. Use it to put her to sleep. You know the spells. They’re simple cantrips, yes, but the orb will amplify their power. The paralysis I have affected will wear off within the hour, but she will sleep for the remainder of the day and wake tomorrow with no recollection of these events. From now on you must do what is necessary to monitor the queen’s newfound appetites. She must be fed human blood, daily, at least a dozen drams. Mix it in her wine, bake it into her bread. It may be enough to suppress the unnatural hunger. For a while at least.”

			The Grand Chamberlain nodded, reaching into his robe and extracting the glass orb, golden flecks shimmering within it. “I’ll do as you say. But don’t hide your presence from me again. Was the countess—”

			“Yes. It was her belief we should enlighten you. She kept my presence a secret at my request. I hope you will not think less of her for it.”

			The Grand Chamberlain looked at the countess, eyes fluttering beneath her eyelids, her bosom rising and falling slowly. “I thought we trusted one another,” he said.

			“And she does, my friend. She’s kept nothing else from you; that I promise.” The Grand Chamberlain nodded, then carefully lifted the queen’s skeletal form from the floor—jaws still opening and closing, biting at the air—and laid her on her bed. The old man stood and lifted Ilanda, to carry her to her own suite of rooms.

			Perhaps he believed that lie, thought the old man. Perhaps he did not. Regardless, that one bears watching.
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			When the old man reached the countess’s rooms, not far from the queen’s suite, he was greeted by her faithful maidservants, Baea and Ruby, who put hands to their mouths to stifle cries and rushed to their mistress’s side. He reassured them that the countess would be fine, despite her torn, bloodstained gown. Ghallo was there as well, wide-eyed with horror that his holy icon had been injured. After she was laid safe in her bed, still unconscious, the old man insisted to Ghallo that the two of them leave the countess with her maids. If allowed to, he was sure the boy would sleep at the foot of her bed like a faithful hound. 

			“What happened to her, sir?” The lad was close to tears.

			The old man felt the great strain of what he had done, the price for calling on the power to save Ilanda Padivale from the fate of the crown prince, now lying in the Reges family sepulcher. Too much, he thought. This body has reached its limit. And too soon. Far too soon. Still, I must do what must be done. Creative Spirit, forgive me.

			“The queen happened to her, my son. If I had not been there, your monarch would have eaten her.”

			The tears Ghallo had been holding at bay burst forth. “We have to leave! We have to take her from this terrible place, sir!”

			“We cannot, my son. She needs to be here. There are things which only she can accomplish. Her alone. And it is our duty—yours and mine—to protect her.”

			The boy’s lips were a thin, straight line of determination. “What, sir? What can I do to help the countess? I’ll do anything I can to keep her safe.”

			The old man smiled sadly. Yes, you will, my son. The moment you laid eyes on her, you became hers. It will make what I must do less painful, though only a little. You require only a tiny nudge. Bless this good boy, O Universal Spirit of Creation.

			“I believe you, Ghallo. You and I will keep her safe. But first, I must tell you another tale.”

			The lad wiped his nose on one sleeve, dried his tears with the other. The gestures made him look younger than he was. “A story? What’s it about?”

			“Sacrifice, Ghallo. The story I have to tell you is about great sacrifice.”
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			Candle

			The last stretch of the road before they reached Gnexes followed a fast-flowing stream and was flanked by great white aspens and rugged cottonwoods, so thick it was an easy thing to forget they were in the mountains. Agnes rode a dappled mare, doing her best to ignore the ache in her gut, glad to be up and about again. She was glad to be out of the back of the wagon, no longer lying there like a coddled thing. 

			Her father had been taciturn and irritable the whole day, from the moment they woke in the longhouse shelter until now, riding in the lead, a few paces ahead of the rest of them. His behavior was beginning to concern her. For one, she thought she caught him talking to himself a few times, then wondered if it was the sword with whom he conversed.

			And are you certain the blade really speaks to him?

			The thought came out of nowhere, and it disturbed her. There was no question the bejeweled weapon had great sorcerous power; she had borne intimate witness to that fact. But where had she ever read of talking swords other than fairy tales, even if those were fairy tales of the Djao? If the weapon did not speak, the only explanation that made any sense was that her father was mad. She couldn’t imagine a reason for him to lie about such a thing, and wouldn’t the truth-speaker at the inquiry last year have detected such an outrageous falsehood anyway?

			She thought again on the months immediately following the deaths of her father’s Syraeic colleagues, more than four years ago now, on that fateful expedition that ended with Auric emerging from the Barrowlands with her godmother’s head under his arm. Pallas Rae had allowed her to examine the transcripts of the subsequent inquiry. She recalled every gruesome detail. Even at a remove, the story filled her with horror. What would an experience like that do to a person’s mind? Her father had drowned his memories in liquor for several months afterwards; she remembered fearing he would kill himself that way and leave her all alone.

			All alone, she thought again, the threat of tears rising in her. She had felt an orphan in many ways even after he had finished his drunken mourning and resigned his commission with the League. With him retired to the country, who had she to seek for parental counsel or comfort? And then Agnes recalled the letter he had written to her from Daurhim, suggesting she take up a post training initiates rather than becoming a field agent. The memory of it flooded her with anger anew. Frowning, she looked over at Chalca, riding a chocolate-brown gelding beside her. He smiled back with furrowed brow.

			“What is it, Agnes?”

			“I don’t know. Shitty thoughts.”

			“About what?”

			Agnes grimaced and gestured to her father riding ahead of them. Chalca let out a long breath, but he said nothing, his attention turning back to the rise of the road.

			She sensed Chalca was growing weary of her irritable melancholy. She couldn’t blame him, though his frustration made her feel even more alone. She looked behind her, received a lopsided smile from Sira and a grim nod from Qeelb—it seemed everything the man did had an air of grimness about it. Kennah, bringing up their rear, conversed with a white-haired pilgrim clad in a breastplate in need of polish with a sword at his side, riding a dirty white mare.

			She turned back around as she reached the rise and was surprised by what was revealed: a gathering of pilgrims before a stone bridge across a great gap between rocky escarpments. It was at least two hundred feet from one end to the other and twice as wide as the road. Most stunning, Agnes couldn’t imagine how the thing had been built, or what supported the gray stone span.

			“More sorcery,” commented Qeelb as he caught up to her. “A showy thing. Far easier to divert the road around this gap rather than erect this monstrosity.”

			“Regardless,” said Chalca, “it doesn’t look like anyone’s crossing it.”

			It was true. No one walked across the bridge. Instead, several dozen pilgrims in parties of varying size seemed to have made camp on the near side. Some were on foot, others were mounted. Midday meals were cooking over fires, and milling among them were solitary hawkers vending their wares—charms, frog pendants, hand-held stone idols of Pember of the Watchful Eye. 

			Agnes’s father paused only for a few moments before spurring on his fat horse Glutton toward the congregation of pilgrims and peddlers. His approach was immediately clocked by a pair of the peddlers, who made a beeline towards him through the throng.

			“A tiger eye agate is a must when you petition the All-Seeing, noble lord,” said a squat, white-haired old woman in voluminous skirts. “It shows a right and proper respect for the What-Might-Be!” She waved a small polished brown sphere hung on a dull gray chain before him, as though performing hypnosis.

			“If that’s a tiger eye agate, I’m the grand padishah of Azkaya,” Agnes observed as her mount sidled up beside Glutton and her father.

			The woman scowled at her, jerking the pendant back as though Agnes had spat upon it. “And what would you know of gemstones, girl,” the old woman barked back, “with nary a hair on your cooze?” She turned and walked away to the sound of Chalca’s hearty laughter.

			“Making friends already, I see,” the actor said as he climbed down from his mount. Agnes, making an obscene gesture at him, couldn’t help but smile. Qeelb, Kennah, and Sira soon joined them.

			“What’s this logjam, then?” asked Kennah, stroking his beard as though he groomed a family pet.

			“Only at night,” came a voice from the crowd, the accent strange.

			Agnes and her companions turned to the sound. From between two run-down carriages came a tall, swarthy man in flowing ochre robes, a gold-braided turban on his head. He wore a curved blade at his hip and he had a thick black beard to rival Kennah’s, save that it was oiled. Agnes could smell its perfume from her saddle. Beside the man was a little boy wearing matching robes and sword.

			“Watch this man,” said Qeelb in an emotionless voice. “He has the eastern stink about him.”

			The man held out his hands, showing the backs of them, then his empty palms, frowning. “I come with information, as a friend. Such words are unkind.”

			“Your countrymen have proven my contempt and suspicion warranted,” Qeelb answered.

			“An Azkayan?” Agnes asked in wonder.

			“I am fortunate to be of that people,” replied the man, smiling. “Kassam ibn Daoud, of Jiddha, on a journey of discovery. Not so different from you, ayeh? Gnexes draws pilgrims from far and wide. Why, I once met a man on the oracle’s road who hailed from the distant kingdom of Aklan, across the Great Eastern Ocean. In the remote east, their skins have a golden hue, with eyes shaped like almonds—a beautiful people.”

			“You are an Azkayan,” said Auric, a statement rather than Agnes’s question. “Do you not have seers and oracles of your own? You seek enlightenment in the lands of your enemy?”

			“The Oracle at Gnexes is peerless, ayeh?” he responded, brow furrowed as though Auric’s comment had hurt him. “And you are not my enemy, nor I yours, and Azkaya is not presently at war with Hanifax. Regardless of what ambitions our rulers may pursue, I have lived my life so that I might make friends rather than enemies.”

			“That would make you a rare Azkayan in my experience,” said Qeelb, drawing up to Agnes with his black mount. “Azkaya was not at war with Hanifax when one of its navy sank my ship and clapped me in irons.”

			“I’m sorry for your misfortune, sirrah,” the Azkayan said, touching two fingers to his forehead. “But it appears you won your freedom, for which I rejoice.”

			“I did,” said Qeelb, his voice cold. He lifted the bandage from his forehead, briefly flashing the shattered opal in his forehead. “But not before spending many years imprisoned on a shelf, within a sorcerer’s soul jar. After that, I was four years aboard an Azkay warship, serving as an unwilling instrument of murder. Would you like to know how I escaped hell?”

			Kassam looked up at Qeelb, and Agnes watched recognition strike him; he froze where he was, save for the protective hand he put down to halt the boy. “You killed your said-min kassir, sirrah,” he said in a breathy whisper, the air of affability gone.

			“I broke my bonds, sheddiq,” said Qeelb with an unsettling grin. “I was forced to make a blood pact with a rogue djinn. My said-min kassir I strangled with his own entrails. No cruel Azkay taskmaster holds my leash any longer.”

			“I celebrate your freedom with you, sheddiq, truly,” said the now-wary man, blanching, making a strange flourish with one hand while still sheltering the boy with the other. “I pray you do not hold my son or me responsible for the grievous sins of necromancer satraps or sea captains.”

			“You said you come with information for us,” said Agnes to neutralize the tension.

			“Of course, yes. I make it a custom to aid others as I was once aided. Crossing the Bridge of Bats is permitted after sundown only. We all of us wait for the sun to set behind the western horizon. In the meantime, I recommend that you secure a Candle for yourself.”

			“We bring alchemical light with us, Azkayan,” growled Kennah, riding up next to Qeelb, a hand on his sword hilt.

			“Ah! You misunderstand me, ayeh? You must hire a guide, for the caves of the oracle. They are called Candles. Not true priests of your god Pember, but mystics who possess a touch of the Second Sight.”

			“And this is absolutely necessary?” asked Agnes’s father.

			“Unless you merely wish to make an offering at the entrance and have one of the lesser priests perform a simple divination. But who would take the trouble of this trip unless they sought something greater? Such illumination can only be found deeper in the temple-caves, and for that you will require a Candle. A Candle knows the rituals necessary and can warn of pitfalls that lie in the way of your goal.” The tall man repeated his odd flourish and bowed. “This is all I have to share, sirrah. Forgive me, but my son and I will return now to our own party.”

			“Where will we find these Candles, Kassam, sir?” Agnes called after him as he turned to walk back into the crowd. The man kept walking, but the boy turned around and pointed to a cluster of cottonwoods and flowering bushes west of the pilgrim crowd. Then he ran to catch up with his father.

			“Have you ever met an Azkayan before, Father?” Agnes asked, forgetting the resentment that simmered in her for the moment.

			“I saw a few paraded in the streets of Mache, before you were born. Captives. It’s a rare thing, but when an Azkay privateer gets caught wandering too close to the Warwede coast, the survivors are hung in city squares to great fanfare. No one hates the Azkayans quite like the Warwedi, as close as they are to their westernmost satrapies.”

			Sira had already checked out the cottonwoods and was trotting her horse back to them. “There’s a path through the trees, though it looks made for foot traffic.”

			“Well,” said Auric, swinging himself down from Glutton. “Sira and I will seek out one of these Candles. Agnes, see to our horses and organize a camp. Evening is still several hours off.”

			Agnes resisted the sarcastic remark that came to mind. Instead, she said, “I would like to accompany you and Sira, Sir Auric. If you don’t mind. Kennah can mind our horses, can’t you, Kennah, dear?” Kennah grunted his assent. Her father stared at her for a moment, then nodded, bidding her join them with a gesture. Agnes dismounted and handed the reins of her mare to Chalca. He took them and smiled.

			“Seems Father responds well when you address him in that manner, sheddiq,” he whispered, doing a fair copy of the Azkayan’s accent. “Perhaps it’s wise to stow ‘Papa’ for now, ayeh?”
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			The path Sira had discovered twisted and turned on itself in the dense wood. Little bells dangled from branches that grew across the path like restraining arms—one couldn’t move through without sending those bells chiming. At last the path emerged into a clearing by a rocky hillside. Perched on that hillside were fifty or more small domed huts made of mortared stones, clinging to the sloping earth like lumps of porridge. Wisps of smoke escaped from several, suggesting residents within beside cookfires. A dozen elaborate totems poked out of the ground at odd angles, carved tree trunks depicting toad faces, tendrils of smoke, and disembodied eyes, intertwined with one another. An eerie quiet hung over the place.

			“Not terribly inviting if they intend on selling services,” said Auric after a moment in the silence. “The bells along the path had to alert them that potential employers were on their way.”

			His statement seemed to summon one hut’s denizen, midway up the hillside. He was a bent old man, sparse white hair on a pallid scalp, leaning on a walking stick of gnarled wood. “The bells alone did not announce your approach, seeker,” he said in a deep voice that commanded attention. “Your arrival I forecast weeks ago. I am here, to serve as Candle for your enlightenment. My name is Huor.” He wore a dark gray robe, flecked with starlight points of silver that winked in the afternoon sun.

			“Consider your options, sirrah,” came a melodious voice from another hut. The heavyset woman who emerged, voluminous dark blond hair tangled and wild, was clad in ragged animal skins and walked with great, plodding steps. As she approached, Agnes’s attention was drawn to a lurid tattoo on her forehead of an unnerving, lidless eye. “I am Ona, of the Unblinking Eye. Huor may have predicted your arrival, but he does not represent your best choice if you wish to delve deep into Pember’s gloomy, dangerous caverns.”

			“Dangerous?” asked Sira. “Is it not a temple, like any other?”

			“There are dangers for those who lack gifted illumination,” answered Huor, reaching up to tug on Ona’s animal skins. “Consider mine the brightest, given the many, many years I have served pilgrims to Gnexes.”

			“It is true that Huor is very old, my friends, even infirm,” said Ona, picking up the thread. “But know that not all wisdom arrives with age. Some are blessed with a well of foreknowledge from which they may draw. I am one such person.”

			“Yes, yes, Ona has much wisdom for one so limited in experience,” was Huor’s retort. “But to be brutally honest, more youthful Candles may leap before looking. One dismisses the wisdom of years at one’s own peril.”

			Agnes had expected some very formal process in selecting a guide, perhaps occult ritual, rather than thinly veiled bickering. She saw irritation creeping into her father’s eyes as the two faced one another down, knew he would bring a proverbial sword down to cut the knot. She had a better idea.

			“We’ve been told that Candles are mystics, touched by Pember and gifted with the Second Sight,” she began, putting on her best look of girlish wonder. “Could each of you demonstrate that gift, to help us make our decision wisely?”

			A condescending smile spread across the woman’s face and she put three fingers on Agnes’s forehead, as though bestowing a blessing on a child. “Oh, lovely girl, the gift is not some tool wielded at will like a hammer. Rather, Pember’s insight descends like a butterfly, landing where it will to—”

			“You hail from Boudun,” interrupted the old man, stepping between Agnes and Ona, holding a hand to his forehead. “You are on a mission of discovery. But you three are but a fraction of your party. There are two…no! Three more who wait at the Bridge of Bats.”

			“Really, Huor?” said Ona, a sour note in the melody of her voice. “Two of them wear armor with the Syraeic sigil bright white on the pectoral. You think that somehow qualifies as divination, do you?”

			“The two of you armored!” shouted Huor. “Father and daughter! She has followed in your footsteps, has she not, sirrah?”

			“Now you’re embarrassing yourself.” Ona gave the old man a shove. “By the bleeding knees of Saint Esha, all but the blind can see the resemblance.” She turned to Agnes’s father to make her case. “Sirrah, I will not insult you with petty tricks. Huor, as much experience as he has, is past his prime. If you plan more than making offerings with the underpriests in the vestibule cavern, you need someone capable of the challenges, and who possesses the third eye.”

			A laugh came from up the slope of huts. Leaning casually against one of the furthest stone hovels was a young man in simple homespun, thick blond hair to his shoulders, a wry grin on his youthful face. Agnes had seen hundreds like him presenting at the doors to the Citadel, eager to join a novitiate, cocky and silver-tongued. They were turned away by the preceptors better than nine times out of ten. “Find your career in the alleys, running crooked dice games!” was a common repulse from a preceptor’s mouth.

			“Third eyes! Second Sight!” shouted the young man. “I’ve got more of the foresight in the tip of my prick than you two old frauds do in your entire bodies!”

			“Crawl back in your hut, boy!” growled Huor, waving an arm at him dismissively.

			“We spotted them first!” cried Ona.

			The young man shook his head and trotted down the hillside, quick and sure-footed. When he came close to them, Huor and Ona scowling, Agnes was struck by his vibrant blue eyes. He was otherwise unremarkable: a plain but apparently affable young fellow, more of less her own age.

			“You look a bit young for a mystic, lad,” said Agnes’s father, the condescension in his voice grating on her. “I take it you offer yourself as a Candle as well?”

			“I do, sirrah,” he answered. “And I’m older than I look. But then, one thing Ona said is true: age doesn’t guarantee wisdom, Huor being a potent example.”

			The old man gritted his teeth and his grip tightened on his walking staff. “I ought to beat the balls off you, you cheeky little shit!”

			“Easy, Huor,” he answered. “You’ll get your piles in an uproar.”

			Agnes put a hand to her mouth to stifle a laugh. Despite his brashness and bravado, she found herself liking this fellow. “What’s your name, Sir Mystic?”

			“Call me Bocca, milady,” he said with his sardonic smile. “It means ‘mouth’ in an old Busker dialect. Seems my mother had a touch of the Second Sight herself, naming me so, eh?”

			“Indeed.”

			“You want to go deep into the caves? I’ve been to the foot of the Videna’s throne twice.”

			“Bollocks!” sneered Ona.

			“Kissed the heel of her right foot on the second trip, I did.” Bocca folded his arms, tilted his head at Ona as a challenge.

			“Only those Pember has truly anointed pass that far into Gnexes,” Huor said. “And then only once or twice in a lifetime of serving as Candle. You call me fraud, Bocca, you insufferable wise-ass? I call you liar. You haven’t a prophetic hair on your thick head. Just a slick tongue and sly wink. I’ll petition the guild to throw you from the Bridge of Bats as a faker and disturber of the peace!”

			“Lad,” said Agnes’s father, putting a hand on Bocca’s shoulder to draw his attention from a fuming Huor. “Is there any way you can demonstrate your suitability beyond clever words? That show you to be a true mystic?”

			Bocca turned to Auric, the slowness of that turn underlining a change in the man’s demeanor. The smile was gone; he was all seriousness now. “I can, sir.” His voice was little more than a whisper. “And my demonstration starts with the stink of piss.”

			Auric’s hand on Bocca’s shoulder gripped the young man’s tunic, balling it up in a fist and pulling the man forward so that their noses were nearly touching. “Fucking explain yourself, lad,” said Agnes’s father, his tone dangerous. “Quickly.”

			“Pescham, a little fart of a hamlet off the Wooly Coast. Drunken father had you pouring buckets of piss in the early morning, when he wasn’t sleeping one off, or beating you about the head and shoulders. A thousand unpleasant odors—the sweat of those tending the vats, the stench of rotted meat still clinging to animal skins. No matter how far you come from that place, in miles or in years, there’s still part of you that can’t entirely escape the pungent stink of piss. Oh, but you’re a long way from Pescham now, Auric Manteo…farther than you’ve ever been.”

			Auric released Bocca’s tunic, still angry, his jaw trembling. Her father rarely spoke of his childhood home, or of the father he had escaped. Part of Agnes was stunned by Bocca’s accuracy, but part of her was offended, witnessing the man shoving her father’s lowly origins in his face like that.

			“Do you think that was funny, sir?” asked Sira in a flat voice.

			“I am not laughing, Sira Edjani,” answered Bocca, still meeting Auric’s eye. “And I’m not here to poke and prod. You wish to see the Videna herself, do you not? Well, I am ready and able to guide you there. Indeed, you won’t complete the journey without me.” He turned to Agnes, those bright blue eyes immobilizing her. “You know that now, don’t you, Agnes?”

			“Bloody hells,” she muttered, feeling a stab of pain where Szaa’da’shaela had laid her open. Somehow she did know that. She was certain that this brash young man was the one whom they needed for the task. Only Bocca could guide them. She would bet her life on it.
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			Ussi’s Price

			The Bridge of Bats lived up to its name. As the sun set, turning the western sky a silky red-gold, an enormous flock of the flying black creatures began orbiting the span in a hypnotic corkscrew, from one end to the other. They seemed undeterred by the torches that lit the way, passing within inches of their fitful flames.

			“A simple charm, really,” Qeelb observed, speaking up to make himself heard above the chittering and squeaking. “Practiced on a rather grand scale, I’ll admit. Ten thousand or more bats, probably. Meant to awe those of us crossing over, I assume.”

			“You have it there, sirrah,” said Bocca, who had chosen to walk next to Auric mounted on Glutton rather than ride one of the spare horses. “Much of what you’ll see is for shock and to put people off their ease. Trust me. I’ll tell you what flashy or grim productions should be taken seriously.”

			Auric still had his misgivings about the blond-haired man, their hired “Candle.” But Agnes said she felt it in her gut, and had made such a persuasive, passionate case for him, he decided to trust her instincts. Sira was persuaded by Agnes’s words as well. And Szaa’da’shaela? The Djao blade had purred at his hip like a kneading kitten throughout Agnes’s soliloquy, all but announcing its enthusiastic approval.

			“What lies ahead, then?” asked Agnes, her words tinged with wary appreciation for the winged tunnel through which they moved.

			“More of the road, Miss Agnes,” said Bocca, a casual hand on Glutton’s flank. “About a mile. Then we’ll come upon the flagellants and finally reach the Cusp. It’s there you’ll need to pay Ussi’s price before continuing on to the caves.”

			“Ussi’s price?” Chalca spat the words out like a mouthful of spoiled milk.

			“Ussi’s sacrament. Each of you will need to avail yourselves of a sin eater. You can’t enter the caves unless you’ve been cleansed.”

			“Fuck.” Chalca’s single word summed up Auric’s feelings as well. The last time he had been in the presence of one of Ussi’s loathsome priests was last year in the Barrowlands, though it wasn’t to unburden his own soul. He hadn’t gone to a sin eater for himself in…what, five years? Immediately after his wife’s death. Racked with guilt, blaming himself for her suicide, feeling utterly lost, he made his way to the permanently dilapidated temple of Ussi in Boudun. Had he even thought of that shit-smeared sin eater’s words since then?

			Go away, Auric Manteo. You have greater crimes to commit before parading your filth before Ussi.

			He shuddered at the memory. Was it just a jaded dismissal from a priest, hungering to consume less pedestrian confessions of guilt? Did he crave garish tales of debauchery? Wanton slaughter? Perversion? He remembered feeling furious at the time, threatening to make a complaint to the cult’s hierarchy. The dirty man, reeking like a rotting carcass, nodded and smiled, showing teeth stained dark brown. “We all do as we must,” was his cryptic reply.

			“You’re certain we need to do that?” asked Kennah as they reached the far side of the bridge. “The sin eater, I mean.”

			“The Gatekeeper of the Gnexes will know if you’ve failed to cleanse your soul, Sir Kennah,” Bocca answered without turning back to the big man, bringing up the rear of their party. “They can sniff out unconfessed sin better than a hound can a roasted pig. So unless you want to give yourself a hundred stripes with the flagellants, I’d soldier up and spill your shame to a sin eater. It won’t be so bad. Time you let go of all that business about Ruben anyway, eh?”

			Another shocking demonstration of the young man’s oracular acumen. Unnerving. No one to Auric’s knowledge had said a word to Bocca about Kennah’s dead Syraeic brother. Auric glanced back at the big man, who frowned mightily and tugged at his beard rather than answer their Candle’s casual invocation of his deceased comrade’s name. Perhaps he was considering whether letting his own blood was preferable to confession.

			The flagellants announced themselves before they came into view with a chorus of whip strokes connecting with bare flesh. The grotesque scene presented itself as Auric reached the crest of the hill, punctuated by another choir of leather striking skin, all of it illuminated by firelight: about a dozen men and women, on their knees and stripped to the waist, bringing hand-held scourges made of leather strips with bits of metal woven in down on their own bloody backs. They surrounded a statue of a nude, emaciated woman, also on her knees, holding her arms up to the heavens.

			“Tears of Lalu,” Kennah muttered.

			The concrete slab around the statue was dotted with bits of jagged stone and glass jutting up. The flagellants’ knees were being brutalized while they scourged themselves. Tears coursed down Sira’s pale cheeks as she stared at the spectacle, shaking her head. “I’m unfamiliar with this practice, either in Ussi’s cult or that of Pember,” she said. 

			“What is this…ritual?” asked Agnes.

			“The practice of a splinter sect of Ussi,” answered Bocca, his expression tart. “Ona mentioned it earlier. The skinny lass at the center of all that bloodshed is Saint Esha Penitent. She preached the shedding of blood and mortification of the flesh for the remission of sins. Shepherd girl, lived about a hundred and fifty years ago, in eastern Marburand. Martyred eventually, of course. You wouldn’t think such an unpleasant exercise would catch on, but it did for a time, mostly here in the east. The sect and saint have been suppressed by Ussi’s clergy—it’s considered a heretical doctrine. But out here on the fringes of the empire…well, we’re more tolerant. And besides, Ussi’s priests don’t lose much coin to those opting for Saint Esha.”

			Flecks of blood dotted Bocca’s face, flung inadvertently from a devotee’s scourge, though their Candle didn’t seem to notice it. Kennah’s leg was splashed as well, but when he reached for a rag to wipe it away, disgusted, Bocca put a restraining hand on his arm.

			“No, Sir Kennah, let it be. It’s thought to be a great blessing to be baptized with a flagellant’s blood. Things may go easier for you with your sin eater if you let it lie there.” He let go of the big man’s arm. Kennah frowned but put his rag away. “Anyway,” Bocca continued, “some believe that submitting to the lash promises greater insight in the caves. Myself? Well, as long as I live, I’ll be forever amazed at the lengths some human beings will go to curry the favor of their gods.”

			Szaa’da’shaela trembled in its scabbard. Auric put a hand to its hilt, as if to calm a skittish mount.
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			Past the flagellants, they reached a rim of rock mortared in place in sloppy, rustic fashion. Bocca identified it as the Cusp. It was a cliffside respite before a broad ascending path. There was a corral for horses at the foot of the ascent and places to park wagons and carriages. Bocca instructed the Syraeic party to dismount and take with them what they would want in the caves.

			“What’s to keep thieves from stealing our horses and gear if we leave them here?” asked Kennah, holding his mount’s reins warily.

			“Fear of gruesome heavenly retribution,” said Bocca with a smile.

			“A jest?” asked Chalca.

			“It is not, sirrah. Stealing pilgrims’ belongings might hamper business. The cult of Pember considers fleecing pilgrims its sole province and guards it jealously.”

			“So, this is all a great charade, then?” said Agnes, an edge in her voice. “A game to part people from their money?”

			Bocca put a hand on Agnes’s cheek, a gesture of tender condescension that rankled Auric. “Some of it. A lot of it. Not all of it. There’s real power here, make no mistake. But fleecing you, alas, is a part of the sacrament.”

			Auric’s mind went back to the conversation he had had with Bocca about his fee. “I see no reason to haggle with you. When all of this is at an end, Sir Auric of Pescham, you’ll pay me what you think my services are worth. I expect not a copper more, or less.”

			He had marveled at the man’s easy-going attitude about his payment. “I haven’t met many who would provide service without fixing a fee. And collecting at least a portion before delivery.”

			“What can I say? You have an honest face, Sir Auric.”

			An honest face. A peasant’s face, like the lad’s. Auric inspected the stubble on his own cheeks with a hand as he noticed an incline to the right of the ascending path, hugging the mountainside around a corner. “What’s this then?” he asked their Candle.

			“The way to Ussi’s Crag. You’ll all head down there and meet with the sin eaters. Then in the morning we’ll climb the ascending road up to Gnexes.”

			“Where will we sleep?”

			“Oh, there will be no sleep,” replied Bocca, wearing a look that suggested he thought Auric should know better. “You’ll all be with the sin eaters for many hours.”

			Auric looked at his comrades, gathered around him and Bocca now. Who of them would need hours with a sin eater to unburden? Sira? Laughable. The woman was as near a saint as anyone he had ever met. Agnes? What could she have to confess for hours? Qeelb, perhaps; gods knew what that man had done while he was enslaved. Kennah had some ghosts to exorcise, Bocca had hinted at that. Chalca? Well, petty theft hardly seemed enough to consume an entire night.

			And what about you, Auric Manteo? he thought. What would he confess? He wasn’t certain. When he groveled before that Boudun sin eater after Marta’s suicide, he had simply poured out the story of finding her, hanging from an oak beam in the fruit cellar of their cottage, after returning from two or three days of business at the Citadel. How long had her strangled corpse hung there, alone, among the cobwebs and jars of tomatoes and pickled beets?

			“Well, let’s get this religious nonsense done with,” said Qeelb, breaking Auric from his morbid reverie. “I won’t be satisfied unless I make mine spit back up some of what I feed him.” He started down the narrow path, steadying himself with a hand on the stone face to the left, leery of the edge that yawned out into emptiness.

			“Do be careful,” said Bocca. “More than one pilgrim has lost his footing and taken flight into Mictilin’s Parlor.”

			Qeelb looked back at the man over his shoulder and smiled humorlessly. Kennah followed the sorcerer, along with Agnes and Chalca, making slow, cautious progress until all of them disappeared around the turn. Auric turned to Sira, who looked paler than usual, her lips a straight line.

			“What’s the matter?” he asked her.

			“I’m a bit…well, heights make me uneasy. Since the pit, beneath Saint Besh.”

			“I’ll walk with you, Sira,” said Auric, taking her hand. Was this the first time he had offered aid to the earnest priest, rather than the reverse? He looked back at Bocca as they neared the steep incline. He stood, arms folded, the rakish grin on his face. “Aren’t you coming with us, Bocca? I’d assume you’d need confession as well.”

			The young man waved and shook his head. “Ah! No, Sir Auric of Pescham. Ussi and I…well, we have an understanding.”
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			An unholy stench foretold their destination just as the narrow path turned the corner of the mountain, leading to a long plateau paved with worn slate tiles. The stink was a mixture of unwashed bodies, excrement, and rot. The face of the mountain was pocked with dark openings, none more than three feet high: all would need to bow to enter one these confessional hovels. Each entryway had an iron sconce for a torch, but only about ten of the dozens had lit torches hung in them.

			“I assume the ones that are lit are open for business,” offered Chalca without enthusiasm.

			There was a nasty itch in Auric’s gut. The open mouths of the cliffside filled him with loathing. It wasn’t just the terrible stink they disgorged, but the inevitable unpleasantness that lay waiting within. Without a word, Qeelb marched toward the nearest opening, its torch’s fire guttering and going out as he entered. Agnes looked back at Auric, some apprehension on her freckled face. That, combined with Qeelb’s bold disregard, reminded him of his responsibilities. 

			“Let’s all wait here after finishing with our individual ordeals,” he said with a casualness he didn’t feel. “We’ll ascend the incline together when we’ve all done our duty.” Then he picked another torchlit opening, crouched, and entered.

			[image: Image]

			The ceiling of the tunnel remained low and he moved forward with a palm against both smooth rock walls, a greasy film coating them. The tunnel led to an ill-lit cave, no more than thirty feet across, the reek of shit and sweat intensified. There was a rickety wooden chair against one cave wall and the floor was littered with bones. Gruesome sculptures of twine, twig, and bone hung from the ceiling, which was hidden in cobwebs and shadow. A rag-clad figure with his back to Auric knelt on the dirt floor of the cave, engaged in some unseen task.

			“Please take a seat,” said the sin eater in a strangely soft tenor. “I’ll be with you in a moment. Apologies for the smell.” Surprised at that last bit, Auric obeyed, sitting down on the rickety chair, though he had to adjust his Djao blade when it scraped in the dirt. The chair’s legs were uneven, so it canted at an odd, uncomfortable angle.

			“So,” Auric began awkwardly, “how do I do this?”

			“In a moment,” the man responded, voice calm and patient. 

			Auric’s eyes fixed on one dangling totem: the jawbone of a horse, teeth intact, tufts of grass and clusters of bird bones suspended from it in orderly rows, swaying slightly in the dim cave. Then another, comprised of a trio of dog skulls and sprigs of dried berries, this one motionless. He spotted a third, which made his heart flutter.

			“They’re meant to be evocative,” said the man, turning around to face Auric at last. He had a careworn face, dark creases in his flesh from a lifetime without bathing; eyes that were mournful, but somehow kind. He was filthy, like all of his kind, his ragged vestments infested with vermin, his hair unwashed and matted. He surveyed Auric with a small frown, from head to toe, then nodded. “Which of these icons most captures your notice?”

			Auric grimaced and pointed at the one that had unsettled him. “That one. With the infant’s skull, lacking a jaw.”

			“And twigs from an aspen. Though you can’t tell. The filth in this place long ago stained its white bark the color of dirt. Yes, that’s a disturbing one for many. Why does it draw your attention?”

			“It makes me think of life cut short,” said Auric before the thought was fully formed in his mind. “How sad it is, that some should die before they’ve truly lived.”

			The sin eater nodded, scratching at the lice in his hair. “Yes. I call it The Unkind Grave. Do you come to speak to me of lives cut short then, sir?”

			“I don’t know what I need to tell you. I was told I needed to speak with one of you before entering the caves of Gnexes.”

			“It is required, yes. But I think of it as a blessing, sir…what is your name?”

			“You don’t know it? Seems many I’ve never met of late already do.”

			“I know you’re a Syraeic, from your cuirass. But I cannot practice my sacrament without a name. Please be so kind as to introduce yourself.”

			“Auric Manteo. Late of Daurhim and Boudun.”

			“And?”

			“And what?” 

			The sin eater put his chin to his chest and looked up at Auric from beneath his brows. 

			“Pescham,” added Auric.

			The sin eater nodded vigorously, sitting on his haunches on the refuse-strewn dirt floor. “Honesty, and completeness, are virtues here in my cave, Auric of Pescham. If you wish to benefit from this sacrament, both are required.”

			Anger rose in Auric. This man was not like the sin eaters he had met, who seemed to revel in their polluted presence and the charge of their office. Somehow, this one’s even temper and easy tone amidst the squalor was more disquieting. He checked a dozen caustic responses, at last settling on a question. “How does one choose to become a sin eater?”

			The filthy man didn’t speak for a moment, considering Auric’s words. “One doesn’t make such a choice, Auric of Pescham. He has it thrust upon him. Ussi gave me the scent for sin when I was a young boy. I could smell lies and the bad behavior of my playmates and caregivers, even when I hadn’t witnessed them. It was pungent. I complained of the odors to my mother, who had our house medicus examine me.”

			“House medicus? You’re an aristocrat?”

			“I was born an aristocrat, Auric of Pescham. I am one no longer. My grandfather was the Count of Dyerwy, and my father after him, I assume. I was about six when news of my gift reached the nostrils of the priests of Ussi. I was whisked away from our comfortable, perfumed manor and into their malodorous ranks. I haven’t seen the light of the sun in thirty-nine years.”

			“What is your name?”

			“Sin eater. I have no other name. I’ve had no other name since the god chose me. But enough of my history. What is it you consider your greatest sin?”

			Auric grimaced, looking at his feet and the detritus surrounding him. “I am responsible for the deaths of my dearest comrades. To avoid my own grief, I pushed them too hard, until at last they were torn apart by the dead in a Barrowlands ruin. I barely survived myself. They found me wandering in the wilderness, carrying the head of my closest Syraeic sister. Lenda Hathspry. Apothecary’s daughter from Leatham.”

			“Life cut short,” said the sin eater, adding, “in a way.”

			“What do you mean, ‘in a way?’”

			“It’s unimportant. Forgive me. Can you tell me of other lives you helped to cut short?”

			Auric felt dizzy, his gorge rising in his throat. He spewed forth the contents of his stomach onto the already disgusting floor of the sin eater’s cave. The ragged priest stood and mopped up the vomit with a large soiled cloth he retrieved from behind him. Tossing the cloth in a corner, he sat back again on his haunches with a long exhalation. “The others,” he said.

			“My wife.”

			“Yes?”

			Auric coughed, suppressed another eruption of vomit. “My son before her.”

			“It’s as if you tied Marta’s noose?” the sin eater asked. “As if you sprung the trap that crushed Tomas?”

			He could see. The priest could see it all. Why should it call these emotions forth, simply speaking their names? Tears fell down Auric’s cheeks. “I might as well have. I filled his head with tales of high adventure, filled his sister’s head with the same. And Marta…”

			“Yes, Marta. Enough with this nonsense you think is your greatest sin, Auric of Pescham. We come to the real jewel in your crown of transgression. What did you do to Marta?”

			“I tried to be a kind husband.”

			“You didn’t beat her? Didn’t bring disease to her from the beds of other women? Provided shelter and food? Perhaps we should petition the queen for a parade in your honor.”

			“Fuck you.”

			“I don’t think so. Let me rephrase my question: how did you fail her as a husband?”

			“I failed…”

			The sin eater sat up on his haunches, put a hand to his ear as if to hear Auric more clearly. “Yes? Failed how?”

			“To comfort her.”

			“Weak words, Auric!” the sin eater shouted with sudden righteous fury. “Stop pussyfooting around the truth of it!”

			“I failed to meet her in her grief. I fled from it. I…” Auric was close to choking on the words in his mouth, along with the overpowering stink all around him.

			“By Ussi’s malodorous breath,” shouted the sin eater, “don’t stop now!”

			Auric found himself sobbing, the back of his hand against his mouth, as though he could keep his guilt and the words from bursting forth. He put his other hand to Szaa’da’shaela’s hilt, as though he might find comfort there, but all he touched was cold, lifeless metal.  

			“I…abandoned her.”

			The sin eater’s voice was soft now, comforting. “You left her behind, a fallen comrade. You feared your own grief would consume you; you couldn’t bear hers as well. But she’s not the only one you failed.”

			Auric had thought it before, fleetingly, never long enough to elicit real emotion. But he thought on it now. The truth of it hit him with a perfect diamond’s clarity. But still, he tried to resist it.

			“Agnes? She was deep in her novitiate! Her studies buoyed her, her own classmates and comrades! You don’t understand the comradery of the League. We become more than family. We—”

			The sin eater interrupted him, though his voice was gentle. “I don’t give a fig for the comradery of the League. She was your daughter. And you chose to abandon her as well. Why?”

			Auric didn’t answer. The sin eater asked again, more insistent. “Why?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“That’s your greatest sin, right there, Auric of Pescham. Cowardice. You chose to hide from your own grief, first by busying yourself with the League’s business, neglecting lonely Marta. When she fell to your cowardice, you avoided the pain by rushing from one Djao ruin to another, putting your beloved comrades at risk. You abandoned your only surviving child to people who were no more than strangers to her. When Lenda and the rest were slaughtered, you hid in a bottle for a time, then in retreat from the world. All of it so that you wouldn’t have to face your failure, and the pain in which you had a hand. Coward.”

			Szaa’da’shaela trembled at his hip, though Auric couldn’t read what its trembling conveyed. He leaned forward as anger washed over him, holding out a shaking fist at the sin eater, his teeth gritted. It was too much for the rickety chair. A leg snapped and pitched him into the dirt.

			The terror gripped him then, his whole body shaking, the fear coursing through his veins with cold omnipotence. Where was his sword? Where was Szaa’da’shaela? His hand went to his hip, for the reassuring touch of its jeweled hilt, but it was gone. He gave in to the panic then, scrabbling in the dirt and filth, a scream gathering in his throat. 

			And then the sin eater was standing over him. Auric, his belly in the dirt, tilted his head up and saw the rag-clad priest before him, Szaa’da’shaela in its sheath held in his shit-stained hands.

			“Give me back my sword!” Auric cried, his voice throaty and desperate.

			“Not yet,” said the sin eater, taking a step back.

			A rage enveloped Auric then. He swung a hand out, trying to grab hold of the priest’s ankle, but missed as the sin eater took another step back. The desire to strangle the sin eater, to wrap his fingers around his throat and throttle him until his face turned purple, burned in his chest. But instead he shouted, “Give it back, thief!”

			“You think this weapon gives you courage, Auric of Pescham? It uses you for its own aims. You are not its wielder; you are its instrument. This sword wields you!”

			“The nightmares, the shaking of my hands—Szaa’da’shaela has freed me of them. And it has served my purposes, allowed me to—”

			“Kill a god,” said the sin eater, his tone sober.

			“Yes. Should I confess that, too?”

			And then the sin eater surprised Auric. He held the weapon by its sheathed blade and presented it to him, hilt forward on his ragged forearm. “That was no sin, sir. It was a service to humanity. As is the next task you are to perform.”

			Auric managed to rise to his knees, brushing the dirt from his cheek with a shirt sleeve. He reached out and took the sword from the priest. The sin eater was again sitting back on his haunches, a queer mixture of filth and calm.

			“My cowardice…”

			“It’s not the trembling of your hands, the nightmares that plague your sleep, Auric of Pescham. It is the way you recoil from pain. That is the demon that bests your resolve.”

			“I should wallow, then, in my suffering? How is that different from the flagellants we passed, tearing their own flesh, bringing more pain into the world than already exists?”

			“Don’t wallow,” said the priest, revealing brown teeth as his lips pulled back from them. “Respect it, learn from it.”

			“The same old bromide,” spat Auric, disgusted. “Our suffering is sent by the gods to test and temper us.”

			The sin eater clucked his tongue. “Huh. The gods. Auric, my friend and brother, we don’t grow because of pain. We grow in spite of it. We learn from our failures, we atone for our sins, we strive to leave a better world for our children. Our children.”

			Auric sat back, gutted. “Agnes.”

			“Yes. Agnes. Perhaps some lives are cut short, because that is all the time allotted them—the gods cut the skein of our years as we are formed in our mothers’ wombs. Perhaps the length of our lives is determined by chance, the collision of a million choices made by ourselves and others. I don’t know. Nor does any man or woman who would call themselves wise. Show care, my friend, for those choices you make, and how they might sever the life threads of those we hate, or disdain, as well as those whom we love.”

			The two of them sat in a long, malodorous silence, bone and twine icons hanging overhead. Auric thought on the sin eater’s words. They were at once comforting and disturbing.

			“You’re a queer sort of sin eater, aren’t you?” he said.

			“Aye. And you’re not the first to say so.”

			“Agnes,” said Auric again.

			“Agnes,” echoed the sin eater. “The others you have failed are all dead. She lives. How will you atone for the injury you have done her?”

			Auric hesitated. “I don’t know.”

			“No, you don’t. But you will, when the time comes. You will find a way to atone for the wrong you have done to her.”

			The sin eater’s words hung in the stinking air. After what seemed an eternity, Auric asked another question, even though he thought he knew its answer. “Are we finished here?”

			“No,” answered the ragged priest, a little sad. “It is early, and we still have much to speak of, you and I.” He reached a broken-nailed hand into a pocket of his foul vestments and pulled out a small leather bag. He shook it, and the contents within rattled. It was the distinctive rattle of bones.

		

	
		
			31
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			Incense

			The sun was rising when the sin eater finally released her from his squalid cave, buttoning up the filthy hood he wore so that he wouldn’t witness the morning rays that reached their fingers down the entry tunnel. Agnes blinked in the light of that bright, cloudless day. Having never before submitted to that unpleasant ritual, she doubted she would ever do so again; not if she had a say. There was no relief. She did not feel unburdened. Rather, it was as though she was covered with a sick residue. Her eyes red from crying half the night, she stretched at the precipice and took in a deep breath, trying to shake off the ordeal. So much cryptic talk from the sin eater about Raimund—hinting, sly suggestions, leading…where? Meaning what?

			When she turned back to the cliff face, she witnessed Kennah come crawling out of an opening as though a hungry demon snapped at his heels. He stopped and sat back on his haunches, looking down at the worn slate tiles. Then he yelled up at the sky, an anguished bellow that broke her heart. She went to him, put a hand on his shoulder for comfort. He jerked away, surprised. When he saw it was her, he hung his head and let Agnes hug him to her, only a bit taller than him now, though she was standing and he was on his knees. His words were muffled, spoken as they were into the hardened leather breast of her cuirass.

			“I failed Ruben, more than once. And I’ll never make it up to him.”

			“That’s nonsense, Kennah,” she answered, cradling him against her armored chest. “You couldn’t stop that arrow, couldn’t have taken it yourself. Ruben wouldn’t—”

			Kennah jerked away from her roughly, making the scar from her father’s sword burn like an angry torch. “No! No, you don’t understand! It’s…” He trailed off, embracing her again, weeping into her cuirass.

			“What, Kennah? What?”

			He mumbled something, weeping like a child.

			“Kennah,” Agnes said in soothing tones, stroking his tangled black hair. “I can’t understand what you’re—”

			“…since we were boys!” were the words Agnes heard as he pulled away again from her, eliciting more burning from the fresh scar made by Szaa’da’shaela. His eyes were bloodshot and heavy from tears and lack of sleep. He looked exhausted, perhaps frightened. She decided she needed to give him some sort of comfort.

			“Later, Kennah. When all this is over. You and I will talk about whatever this is. Sin eaters know things they shouldn’t, fuck with your head. I’m sure Ruben—”

			“No, Peregrine!” he wept. “I was too much a coward to say it while he was alive!” 

			To say what? she wondered. Again he buried his face in the leather of her armor and she embraced him, letting the big man sob against her. A few moments later, Sira came out from another cliffside tunnel, a little dazed. Kennah caught Agnes’s gaze and stood quickly, wiping tears from his face and clearing his throat with a manly rumble. He put a hand on Agnes’s shoulder, again the big, burly swordsman.

			“When this is all done with, Peregrine,” he whispered to her. “We’ll work it out then.” He then walked over to Sira, affecting a casual air, asking how she fared.

			How silly men are, thought Agnes. How much like confused, frightened little boys.
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			Within the hour, all five Syraeics had emerged from sin eater hovels in the mountainside. Agnes’s father was the last to rejoin them, looking shaken. He embraced her for a long while, until at last it grew awkward and Agnes broke his grip, patting him on the chest like an over enthusiastic dog. He looked at her strangely. “What is it, Father?”

			He smiled at her, stroked her cheek with the back of his hand. “I’m proud of what you’ve made of yourself, Agnes. You’ve grown into a fine woman and a skilled Syraeic. Your mother and your Aunt Lenda would both be pleased.”

			The compliment should have warmed her heart. Instead, at the mention of her godmother, she felt a cold chill. She thanked him, muttered something about always wanting to make him proud, and looked to the ground, lost in an uneasy mix of emotion. 

			When they ascended the final approach to the caves of Gnexes, Bocca led them, the only member of the procession who looked rested that morning. Agnes was surprised by what she saw when they reached the summit: an enormous cave mouth, forty feet high and twice as broad, most of it bricked over with rough mountain stones in a hundred shades of black, white, and brown. A great portcullis barred the opening, an archway twenty feet high. Three solemn priests hovered nearby, sunken-eyed, heads shorn of all hair, expressionless, eyes bulging. They reminded Agnes of a trio of frogs. They were clad in shapeless gray robes that gave no hint of gender.

			At least thirty other pilgrims had made the ascent that morning. Agnes and her companions stood at the periphery of the crowd. Bocca addressed the Syraeics, though it was clear he was mostly talking to her father. “Many have said of me that I have a silver tongue. I confess it’s true. However, our best chance of reaching the Videna is by an application of gold.”

			Auric grimaced and reached for his purse. “How much will this require?”

			“All of it,” grinned Bocca.

			“All of it?”

			“Aye. I have to talk them into conducting a ritual done but once a month, and it has already happened, not twelve days ago. My silver tongue and a fat bag of coins will persuade them to overlook the impropriety of conducting the ceremony so soon.” Her father made to speak again, but Bocca held up a hand. “Don’t worry about money for your return journey, Sir Auric of Pescham. It is needed now.”

			“We have the queen’s script when we head back for Boudun,” offered Sira, laying a hand on Auric’s arm. His expression sour, he turned the purse over to Bocca. The blond-haired man weighed the leather bag in his hand, bobbed his head from side to side, and then nodded.  

			“I suppose I’ll need to lay the silver on thickly.” And with that, Bocca pushed his way through the crowd to the sunken-eyed priests, whose expressions changed not at all as he reached them. A casual hand on his hip, he began talking to the tallest of the three clerics. Some amiable banter to weasel our way to the front of the line? wondered Agnes. What sort of ritual would this be? At last, one of the shorter priests took the proffered bag of coins and walked to the closed portcullis, shouting something Agnes couldn’t make out. Bocca nodded with enthusiasm and put a friendly hand on the tall priest’s gray-robed arm. The priest—him or her; Agnes couldn’t decide on the cleric’s sex—shook his or her head and waved Bocca away. Their Candle turned back around with a shrug and rejoined them.

			“Good news and bad,” he said with a grin. “Kendas of the Puckered Asshole is chief gatekeeper this morning. Ye gods! If that man’s sphincter was any tighter he could manufacture diamonds out of coal. Well, we’ll have to wait through the full, tiresome display before the ritual that matters. I must stay here, where we stand. I hope you enjoy the smell of incense. You’re in for a lot of it.”

			“And I thought that silver tongue of yours opened all doors,” commented Chalca.

			“Some holes,” answered Bocca, holding up his clenched hand, “would resist the very fist of God.”

			Agnes laughed at the man’s reckless irreverence. She imagined Raimund blanching at such talk. Raimund. Before meeting with the loathsome sin eater she hadn’t thought of her lover in days. Indeed, she hadn’t even said goodbye to him before leaving Boudun. What did it mean? Was she bored with him? Was his kindness, the gentle lovemaking, his attentive ear, were they not enough for her? Was there something she needed the soft-spoken priest couldn’t provide? She tried to imagine Raimund with them now, instead of Sira. Impossible. She only saw him lying next to her in bed, asleep, or clad in his ceremonial vestments in the apse of the Blue Cathedral. Not here, not in the field.

			The rituals of which Bocca spoke began soon after his exchange with the priests. White smoke started to emerge from the darkness, escaping between beams of the portcullis. First it was only a few feathery wisps, but soon vast clouds blew out, like the exhalations of some great beast. The Syraeics were far enough back to avoid the smoke, but the smell of it tickled at Agnes’s nostrils, flowery and cloying.

			“Blessed Belu,” said Chalca, covering his nose with the fold of his elbow. “I think I might prefer the stink of the sin eater to that obnoxious fragrance.”

			“Better get used to it, lad,” said Bocca. “This is only the beginning of that scent.”

			Agnes smiled at their Candle’s use of the term “lad.” If she had to guess, Chalca was a few years older than Bocca. The man didn’t lack for confidence, and Agnes’s faith in their guide was undeterred: she was still certain they needed his aid. At the same time, she wondered how he drummed up any business here. She guessed that most pilgrims would be put off by his humor, impious demeanor, and his occasional unnerving demonstration of the Second Sight. Agnes herself found his wry manner a relief. She’d had her fill of ominous portents already. Bocca’s style dismissed some of the tension she had been feeling ever since Pallas Rae had sent her to fetch her father in Daurhim.

			The last murky cloud of smoke escaped the cave. On its heels came a long, low drone, a basso voice, singing a single profound, endless note. It was joined by another, then a third, deepening the effect. The hairs stood up on the back of Agnes’s neck, the sound rumbling in her chest. Tenors merged with the chorus, their note in harmony with the original voices. Then came a piercing, dissonant choir of high ululations that set Agnes’s teeth on edge. The cacophony went on for what seemed an eternity, strangely threatening, insinuating mystery and wonder just beyond the heavy gate of wood and iron. And when Agnes thought she could take the sonorous assault no longer, it ceased, as though she had gone deaf.

			After several minutes of silence came the sounds of gears turning, wood creaking, rope straining, metal scraping metal, all of it echoing off a cathedral-like ceiling of stone. The great portcullis began retreating behind the bricks that formed the archway. When it was done, the sharp iron-shod points at the ends of its vertical beams dipped below the archway’s upper rim, like a row of ready teeth.

			From that dark mouth came more hairless, sexless priests, the hems of their gray robes hanging so low it created the illusion of each cleric floating off the ground. The crowd of pilgrims surged forward, and Agnes made to move with them, but Bocca held up an arm. A second later, the crowd stopped at the abrupt sounding of a gong, rumbling like a peal of thunder. From between two priests came the taller one, whom Bocca had called Kendas: face gaunt, eyes deep in the sockets of his or her skull. Arms outstretched, the cleric spoke in a voice that mesmerized: high, penetrating, yet fragile. Agnes found herself spellbound, along with the other pilgrims gathered before the mouth of the cave.

			“O you who present yourselves to our Lord and Lady Pember, God in the Weave, Omnipresent, Omniscient, the Far Seer who guides our steps, who pulls back the Curtain of Mystery, who makes the blind to see! Abase yourselves, pilgrims to Gnexes, before the god who stands above and beyond the Winding Threads of Time!”

			Slowly, one at a time, then as a mass, the pilgrims went to their knees. Bocca motioned for Agnes and her companions to do the same, and they did so together. The chief priest was flanked now by acolytes in pale green robes, wearing head coverings that mimicked a frog’s gaping mouth. One carried a round wicker basket filled with balls of thread, the other a brass censor hung on a chain, from which tendrils of incense smoke drifted. The chief cleric made strange gestures over the basket and muttered a prayer. 

			“Get ready,” whispered Bocca.

			Several priests positioned themselves around the gathering, milling in amongst the pilgrims. The green-robed acolyte who bore the broad, bowl-like basket stepped forward, expressionless. Agnes couldn’t be sure if he or she was a prematurely wrinkled child or an ancient, body hidden in shapeless robes and shorn of all hair. Then the acolyte opened his or her mouth and out came an ear-piercing scream from which Agnes’s heart recoiled. The priestling heaved the basket in the air, launching the balls of thread into the crowd: reds, greens, grays, yellows, blues, and more, trailing elongated tails as they began unraveling.

			Agnes watched it all as though she was a spectator, distant. She witnessed every unraveling ball, hovering in the air as though all the world had slowed to a crawl. Pilgrims reached for the spinning spheres, snatching them out of the air, crying out with glee. Some balls were caught, some bounced out of eager hands, struck the ground and rolled to the mingling priests, who gathered the strays and rejoined their peers at the cave mouth. Agnes’s eyes fixed on the last, a fat ball of coal-black thread, flying over the heads of the pilgrims gathered close by the entrance. She shoved Bocca and Kennah both aside and leapt for it, feeling a kind of desperate elation, an urgent desire to catch that ball before it struck the profaning ground. Both feet off the ground, her fingers closed on the thread—it was warm, as though imbued with life. She came down and stumbled into a few unhappy pilgrims but managed to keep a tight hold of the thread. She held it to her bosom like a precious treasure.

			“What’s this about, then?” asked Kennah. “Some sort of game?”

			“Of a kind,” said Bocca.

			Agnes met her father’s eyes. She knew she was beaming with childlike pride and couldn’t say why. She felt like a little girl in that moment, her smile wide, witnessing the delight on her father’s face. She looked at the ball of thread now with surprise, as though it was a butterfly that had chosen to land there unbidden.

			“Does anyone bear the crimson?” shouted the chief priest.

			“Indeed, I do!” came a shout. It was Kassam, the Azkayan they had met the day before. He was dressed in lily-white robes today, his head bare, and he held aloft a ball of bright red thread in his hand. He strode forward, accompanied by his son, again in matching robes, and three women, their faces veiled by woven nets of coins. Kassam presented himself to the chief priest, who questioned him, the last whispered in the Azkayan’s ear. The cleric then did the same for the boy and the three veiled women, and then all five passed through the archway into the cavern beyond, hidden in shadow.

			“Does anyone bear the golden?” the tall priest cried.

			And so it continued, green, azure, ochre, lavender, until at last, the somber-faced cleric called out for the black.

			“Aye!” shouted Bocca in response, holding up Agnes’s hand that clutched the thread.

			The chief cleric, still expressionless, nodded and held up an open hand. “Come then, blessed of Pember.”

			Bocca turned to the Syraeics and smiled broadly. He jerked a thumb at the mouth of the cave and turned to push his way through the crowd, apparently assuming the Syraeics would follow. After a moment, Kennah, Chalca, and Sira set off in his wake, but Agnes stood rooted to the spot, holding her ball of black thread. Auric put his hand on the small of her back and gave her a push. “Agnes?” he said, spurring her on. She looked up at him.

			“This feels like a dream,” she said softly, and started after the others. Her father kept close to her; she could sense his concern. Then she detected it: the vibration of the Djao sword, Szaa’da’shaela—it trembled in its scabbard.

			“Papa,” she said as they made their way through the pilgrims, forgetting her own prohibition against the endearment, “is the sword speaking to you now?”

			“No, child,” he answered, removing his hand from her back and shifting away so that she could no longer feel the blade quake. But Agnes thought she heard a low hum, coming from the sword itself, and the hairs on the back of her neck stood up.
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			Each member of the party, save their Candle, was interrogated by the chief priest before being allowed to enter the bricked cavern. What is your name? What do you seek? Who is your patron? Have you unburdened your soul? Do you carry any holy relics on your person? Agnes’s answers were like the rest of her party, maintaining the fiction they had concocted: that they were deputed by the Syraeic League to inquire as to the organization’s future after last year’s devastation. For all their supposed prescience, the cleric didn’t appear to doubt her story. Agnes had not heard the last question when it was asked of the others, as the priest whispered it into their ears. When it was her turn, the chief priest looked at her long and hard, a cloud of uncertainty briefly crossing his or her brow. At last the cleric bent down and spoke in her ear.

			“Do you swear, Agnes Manteo, by the roots of the mountain and the dome of the sky, and by all good gods witnessing your passage, that you will not cause the shedding of human blood while you are in these most sacred caves?”

			Agnes hesitated, not knowing why. This earned her a sharp look from the chief priest. A murmur of breath touched her other ear—a lurking Bocca—of course you do.

			Finally, she spoke the words. “I swear it.”

			“You may enter, Agnes Manteo,” the tall priest said, looking down his or her nose. “And may Enlightenment find you open and willing.”

			Agnes passed through the archway, under the suspended teeth of the portcullis, and entered a cavern lit by dozens of lamps hung from iron hooks fixed in the rocky walls. The little flames cast shadows about the otherworldly place, the cloying scent of incense everywhere. Looking down on them from niches and ledges in the walls were hundreds of skeletons and mummified bodies, posed as if alive, many of them wearing a variety of clothing suggesting different eras, professions, and stations held in life. Some seemed to mock the living below with their broad, toothy grins. Two mummified figures, clad in gray robes like those of the priests outside, held a dark banner between them. Woven in the cloth in silvery thread was a phrase in an old Busker dialect. It took Agnes a few minutes to do the translation: Behold the Future of Us, Everyone. Nearby on a shelf of rock sat a neat row of skulls. Agnes imagined them laughing.

			The other pilgrims who had entered before them stood in their respective groups, accompanied by their own Candles, in quiet, excited conversation with one another or examining the morbid observers ensconced in the walls above. Kassam the Azkayan was on one knee, speaking to his son and pointing at one mummified form after another. The boy, his face serious, nodded and said a few words to his father.

			Her own father was the last to join them, a hand on the hilt of his Djao sword, his eyes full of worry. Agnes was about to take him aside, to ask him what troubled him, but Bocca clapped his hands for their attention. It echoed about the cavern like birds flitting from branch to branch in a tree. Bocca held up Agnes’s hand that still grasped the black thread ball tightly.

			“This, my friends, is our key.” He snatched the ball from her, and she stifled her protest, though it was as if he was stealing something precious and hard-won from her. “This will determine how deep we will penetrate. But first we must walk the Way of Worry.” He began unspooling the thread, then stepped up to Sira and wound it around her right wrist several times, then did the same with Chalca, Kennah, Qeelb, her father, and finally herself, so that they were each connected by a single strand. “It is an easy thing to get lost on the way,” he said, holding the undiminished spool in his hand. “The thread will bind you together.”

			“How’s this supposed to keep us together?” asked Kennah, holding up his wrist wrapped with thread. “One good tug will snap it.”

			Bocca looked up at the big man, smiled, and sawed at a length of the thread with a knife that appeared in his hand. The blade failed to cut the strand. “This is the Thread of Years, Sir Kennah,” their Candle said. “Duly blessed and ensorcelled. You can’t sever it or even take it from your wrists if you wished to. Those pilgrims who failed to catch a ball of it will go no further than this cavern, receiving dull divinations from these sour underpriests. We walk the Way of Worry, there.” He pointed to a tunnel penetrating the cavern wall about fifty feet to the west. Wispy curls of white smoke escaped from its shadows, like beckoning fingers. 

			“Because Agnes caught a ball of thread, we’re going to see this Videna?” asked Kennah.

			“Oh, there’s no guarantee,” Bocca replied, serious now. “You’ll need to navigate the caves to reach her—and it is a her, make no mistake. Some of you may not succeed. And some may wish they hadn’t.”

			“We’re not paying you for agitating riddles, sir,” her father growled, snatching the partially unraveled black ball of thread from Bocca. “What must we do now, and what purpose does this token serve?”

			Agnes looked at the ball of thread her father held. She felt a possessiveness, a desire to have it back in her hand. But she bit her lip and resisted the urge to nab it from her father’s grip. 

			Bocca gave her father an ingratiating smile and put a hand to his heart. “Forgive me, Sir Auric, but I’m not permitted to tell you what lies along the way. It’s part of the sacrament that you should enter unawares. In truth, my using the thread to bind you together as I have is stretching the rules as it is, though any Candle worth his salt would do it for his charges. Walk into the tunnel. And guard yourselves.”

			“I had to pledge not to shed human blood here,” said Chalca, worrying the pommel of his sheathed sword. “Will we have to defend ourselves?”

			“Only from the truth,” he answered, then held up his hands in sardonic apology to Auric.

			Tightness built in Agnes’s chest, fear or anticipation or both, she wasn’t sure. All she knew for certain was that she couldn’t stand in that place any longer, being scrutinized by the dead perched everywhere around her. “Fuck it!” she shouted, drawing the attention of her companions and not a few pilgrims. “Sira, it seems Bocca has put you in our lead, but if you don’t mind, we can turn ourselves round and I’ll serve as our vanguard. Any objections?”

			“Agnes,” said her father, and she could hear a mix of worry and disapproval in his tone. 

			Agnes’s ire rose, but she bit her tongue, pausing before she spoke. “Sira or I must lead,” she said, holding up her thread-bound wrist. “Bocca saw to that. Better a trained swordswoman at our lead, don’t you think, Sir Auric?”

			Her father tried briefly to unwind the thread from his wrist, but it was soon apparent it was a hopeless tangle. He put a hand on Szaa’da’shaela’s pommel and started to say something, then seemed to think better of it. “Very well,” he said, voice deliberately calm. “Lead the way, Agnes. On your guard, as he said.”

			Sira glanced at the tunnel, then to Agnes’s father, then to Agnes, her face somber. She held up her free hand and spoke. “Belu’s blessings on us all, then. Whatever lies ahead, may our merciful Blue Mother watch over our endeavor.”

			“Amen!” said Bocca, emphatic.
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			The tunnel was narrow, requiring them to enter in single file. It had been cut into the rock and polished to a startling shine, but still bore the marks of tools left by miners. Agnes asked Bocca about using their glowrods, but their Candle told her they wouldn’t be necessary. The light was dim, from wherever it came, but it was enough to navigate the hall. The tendrils of smoke—more of the sickly-sweet incense—grew thicker. Before long she could no longer see the floor of the tunnel. The shimmering white cloud of the stuff hovered around her ankles for a time, then came up to her waist.

			“I don’t like this,” she said softly to herself.

			“You aren’t meant to like it,” she heard Bocca say from behind her. “The way is winding, but the surface is flat and free of physical obstacles. Worry not.”

			It made her think on what the man had said before. “Is this the Way of Worry?” she asked.

			“It might be,” he replied.

			It was at that moment she felt lightheaded and stopped. She closed her eyes and put her free hand against the wall of the tunnel to steady herself, feeling the polished grooves left by whomever had dug this corridor from the rock, however many centuries ago. She could smell the sweat of those laborers, toiling in darkness, sensed their despair. They would die here; they knew it. Her fingers inched along the surface. It was as though she touched their names: Cono, Dessi, Moltu. Dead twenty centuries. Had they looked down on her in the entry cavern? Did she glean contempt or pity from those eyeless sockets, staring at her from their ancient niches?

			The desperation, it was as though she drowned in it. She cried out, pushed herself against the rough-hewn wall now, both palms on the cold stone. “Papa!”

			No answer. The entire tunnel was filled with the mist of incense smoke now. She checked her thread-bound wrist with her free hand—the thread was gone. Her companions were gone. She was alone. She was alone in this place. She turned, slammed her back against the wall, put a hand to her heart, the other feeling brick behind her.

			“I’d rather get hold o’ you and them dugs, sister,” said a sweaty voice in her ear.

			“Dugs,” said another.

			The alley. The near-rape. The two men were pressing against her, breath stinking of kyfe-laced tobacco. She reached for her rapier, sheathed at her side.

			“You promised, Agnes,” said the tall one, roughly kneading her breast, as though she no longer wore her hardened leather cuirass. “You promised you wouldn’t shed no human blood here. Dip my wick, I will. Won’t stop me this time.”

			Agnes tried to bring a knee up into a groin, but meaty hands restrained her leg. “She’s a strong one, she is,” said the other man. “But she can’t cut my dick off here. Not in here.”

			Illusion, she thought. This is a hallucination. It isn’t real.

			“Real enough,” said the tall one, pushing his body against her. She was trapped, smothered. She struggled to breathe.

			Fear, she heard the voice of her preceptor tell her, a thousand years ago, a thousand miles away, in the practice yard of the Citadel. Fear is a natural thing when confronted with some of the horrors you’ll see—if you make it clear of my practice yard, that is. Fear is natural, and fear is fuel. It’s fuel for flight, yes, the animal impulse to flee, of self-preservation. But it can also fuel fight. Know the difference, my young, eager novitiate. Know when it’s time to fight and know when it’s time to flee. 

			Agnes steadied her mind, willed her fear to transform to anger; it pushed away the hungry, probing hands, the stinking breath, the stupid lust and desire to dominate. Her assailants were nothing more than smoke, dissipating, mingling with the incense that filled the air. 

			Her heart still pounding, she took in deep, slow breaths to calm it, willing its furor to leave her as the apparitions had. A rush of bravado filled her heart. “Well, that was easy enough,” she said to the mist.

			“Oh, not that easy,” came the voice of her godmother.

			Agnes swung around and found a headless body standing there, flesh ripped and bloody where a head should be, Syraeic cuirass torn, brutalized, and spattered with gore. One hand gripped a disembodied head by its short hair, holding it forth like a horrific lantern. The other hand reached out and grabbed Agnes by the wrist roughly, jerking her from her perch against the wall.

			“Come,” said Lenda’s head, swinging back and forth as they walked down the smoky corridor. “No time to waste here.”

			“I killed that man,” said Agnes, stumbling as she struggled to match the relentless pace of Lenda’s headless body.

			“Who?”

			“The butcher. Back in the alley. In Boudun.”

			“You mean the rapist? Good.”

			“He was ensorcelled. It was an enchantment placed on him. It wasn’t his fault.”

			“Said every rapist since the dawn of time,” she retorted. “Don’t mourn that prickless bastard, Agnes darling. Sorcery can’t make us act against our nature any more than liquor can. It only plays on urges and impulses that lurk beneath.”

			There was a cynicism in her voice, a toxin. So unlike her sweet, glorious Aunt Lenda, Syraeic swordswoman, role model. “You never spoke this way to me in life, Auntie.”

			“Had no need to, did I? Your mother and father kept you safe, until you could keep yourself safe. Believe me when I say the world would be a far better place if half the men in it were dealt with thusly.”

			“Dead, or emasculated?” Agnes asked, feeling a kind of giddy madness threatening to bubble up in her.

			“Equally viable options.”

			Agnes lost her footing as the tunnel took a sudden turn and descended. Lenda’s hand steadied her. “Where are the others?”

			“On their own paths,” Lenda answered.

			“Are you really here, or do I hallucinate you as well?” asked Agnes.

			Lenda’s body stopped abruptly and Agnes collided with it. Her godmother turned and slapped Agnes across the face with her free hand. With the other, she thrust her head forward so that their noses touched. “Stop asking stupid questions, girl.”

			They walked for what seemed hours, the path taking unexpected twists and turns, ascending for a while, then descending, the smoky incense obscuring all but the way directly in front of them. She saw hinted threats in the fumes, never clear enough to name, but lurking with menace. After a long while in silence, but with the sting of Lenda’s slap on her cheek pulsing still, Agnes spoke again.

			“Why do they call this the Way of Worry? And why are you here now?”

			“The incense contains a drug, an ancient alchemical formula, augmented by sorcery. It elicits existential fears. All very meaningful and symbolic in such a place. And I’m here to guide you, because you never would have made it on your own.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“You don’t need to,” said Lenda’s head, bobbing in front of them, voice filled with impatience. “Being alone, Agnes. There are far worse fates, and more permanent ones. When my mother died and left me alone, I walked from Leatham to Boudun, presented myself at the steps of the Citadel. Alone every inch of the way. I made some friends of the other assistants, then met your father, who showed me how to use a sword. I didn’t stay alone forever. I had friends, lovers along the way. But I died alone. We all do, Agnes. One way or another, we die alone.”

			“Abandoned.” The word escaped Agnes’s lips and hung in the air.

			“Sometimes,” Lenda answered, gentler this time. “But often it’s just the absence of others fallen into their own solitude. People get lost in the self. It’s what happened to your mother and your father, after Tomas was killed. They should have sought out one another. But when we get lost in ourselves, we forget one another. It’s the human condition, Agnes. We lose each other because we choose ourselves.”

			“I…I don’t—”

			“Understand,” Lenda interrupted. “No. You’re too young to understand. Too alive. It’s the sort of wisdom usually reserved for the dead.”

			“This feels important. It feels like something I should understand, Aunt Lenda.”

			“Yes. You or your father. One of you must understand. Because the fate of the world rests on a sacrifice of self.”

			And then Agnes was alone again, standing in another domed cavern alight with phosphorescent lichen clinging to its walls. Dozens of tunnels met in this place. From one emerged her father, stumbling in with Szaa’da’shaela drawn. From another came Qeelb, covered in cobwebs that he frantically pulled from his face and hands. Kennah, Chalca, and finally Sira arrived, everyone looking shaken and dazed, as though abruptly woken from nightmares.

			Agnes looked for traces of the thread that had bound them together. There were red creases on her wrist, she could see them on Sira’s and Chalca’s as well, but the strands were all gone.

			Chalca held his head in his hands, reeling from whatever he had just experienced with an exclamation of, “The fuck…” Kennah closed his eyes, tried to take long, slow breaths. Sira pinched the bridge of her nose and began muttering a litany that Agnes found familiar but couldn’t name.

			Her father looked at Agnes, relief in his eyes. He sheathed the Djao blade. “Agnes,” he said, “I’m sorry.”

			“Sorry for wha—”

			Bocca clapped his hands in the domed cave. He stood by one of the numberless tunnels. “Huzzah and salutations! All of you made it here in one piece, more or less—eh, Sir Auric?” The look her father gave the man threatened murder. Bocca seemed not to notice or care. “Excellent! Well, let’s be on our way, then! We’re nearly there.”

			Their Candle turned down the tunnel and disappeared into the darkness. Her father, standing next to her now, put a hand on Agnes’s cheek. “Who struck you, daughter?” he asked.

			“No one,” she answered. “I was alone.”
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			Raiment of God

			The stairs carved into the stone were made for legs longer than hers. Agnes took them with caution, one after another, descending deeper into the mountain. She was in the middle of the pack now, with her father directly ahead, Kennah behind her. Betwixt two knights of the realm, she thought wryly. You are safe, little girl.

			They arrived in a rectangular space, excavated by sorcery according to Qeelb. It was bare, save for a form of decoration or writing etched into the walls. Agnes examined a bit of the carving closest to her, but it bore no resemblance to any Busker script she had seen before, nor did it look like anything she knew of the Djao. It had a wandering, fluid feel, making it hard to tell where one symbol ended and another began.

			“It bears a resemblance to Azkayan calligraphy,” said Qeelb, tracing a curling glyph with a finger. “Perhaps an ancient version of their script.”

			“You’re saying the Azkayans made this place?” asked Kennah.

			“I’m saying there are similarities, Sir Kennah. The Azkayans’ myths and legends tell of great mystics and heroes who traveled round the world and back, thousands of years ago. I don’t know how much truth those stories contain. One of their tales holds that the islands of Hanifax are a lost colony of Azkaya. It’s the theological basis of their attempts to conquer you.”

			“You no longer consider yourself a ‘Faxer, then?” said Kennah, affronted.

			“Bloody Yellow Hells, lad, this body doesn’t feel like the one I was born in. I was poured into it after spending untold years stored in a jar like flour on a baker’s shelf. The body was warehoused in some alchemical soup. Who knows what I am?”

			“Not terribly important just now,” said Bocca. “The master weaver will be here soon enough, and we’ll be on our way.”

			Her father looked weary. With his hands on his hips, he asked, “The weaver?” 

			“It’s what the thread is for, Sir Auric,” Bocca chimed, patting him on the shoulder as though he was a little slow. “Now, I understand that this isn’t the type of expedition you’re used to. You know fuck all about the place. Those Syraeic antiquarians weren’t much help, were they? So, you’ll just need to trust me. I’ve gotten you this far, have I not?”

			Her father stared at the man, saying nothing, one hand on the hilt of Szaa’da’shaela. It occurred to Agnes again that he was conversing with the sword, or the sword with him. Could she hear that little hum? Did the blade tremble?

			Then there was a door where none had been, made of dark iron, opening wide into the hewn chamber with an ominous metallic creak. An old woman appeared, in dun-colored robes, bent over and leaning on a cane. Behind her came two more elderly women. Agnes gasped. All three wore soiled bandages wrapped around their heads, bloody where their eyes would be. There was a palpable malevolence in the air, as though it were a foul smell in Agnes’s nostrils

			“Pilgrims?” asked the first in grandmotherly voice, tapping her cane on the stone floor. “What have you brought for us today?”

			“Crimson!” said one of the women behind her, voice deep and hoarse. “For Lord Nightwing’s war banner!”

			“Veridian,” offered the other, patting her wrinkled hands together with glee. “We can do justice to the Field of Lamentations, for the Harlot’s Tale. I’d wager on it!”

			“I’m afraid you’d lose that wager, good sister,” said Bocca, holding up their ball of thread. “Black. Dark as a moonless midnight.”

			“The shogun’s honor guard wears black lacquered armor,” said the one who called for crimson, beaming a toothless grin. “We could finish the Battle of the Cherry Blossoms, finally. Sister Needle will have to relinquish her crown at last!”

			“Oh, no, no. Brother Hem will want to fill in his behemoth, for the Lady in the Deep,” Veridian responded.

			“We will vote on it, sisters,” said the woman with the cane, holding out a greedy, impatient hand. “Give me the spool, pilgrim, now, and you can be on your way.”

			“And what way is that?” asked Bocca, holding the ball of thread behind his back. “Would you have us wandering in the dark to find some stray diviner, drunk on sacramental wine?”

			The old woman scowled and lifted a bandage, as if peeking out from under a blindfold, but what was revealed was a bloody, empty socket, gore staining her cheeks. “Bah! Bocca of the Sharp Tongue, eh? I thought I recognized the voice. You think the Videna has forgotten your last visit? Hand over the black and I’ll let you leave with that tongue of yours still attached.”

			Bocca laughed as she reached out at him blindly, fingers grasping. “Oh, you hurt me, Grandmother Weaver! I believe the Videna has enjoyed our little debates, more than any chat with you. She won the first encounter, I the second, though it made her sour, I’ll admit. Best of three then, eh? Let us in, grandmother. I’m asking courteously.”

			The old woman bared her teeth, like a snarling animal. “The black, you impertinent cur! Hand it over, as a reverent Candle should!” She lurched towards him, but Bocca simply stepped to the side. She let out a hiss and a curse. “Pember blind you twice, Bocca, I can smell you! Why can’t I see you?”

			“Perhaps Pember has blinded you twice, grandmother,” Bocca answered, no longer smiling. “For your unkindness to me, touched as I’ve been by that entity.” The old woman grimaced, putting gnarled fingers to the bloody patches on her bandages.

			“I call you impious!” she cried, as though choking back tears. Some of the malevolence seemed to leave the room, like air from a deflating Revival balloon. “I call you unkind! To treat the Weavers of God’s Raiment with such contempt! You should be hurled from the Cusp for such talk!”

			“You want the black, grandmother,” said Bocca, his voice gone cold and mercenary. “I think it’s worth my charges finding their way to the Videna herself. Walk us through your workshop and we’ll be on our way, to her. You can be about your endless, absurd task.”

			That seemed to wound the old women even more deeply. Though Bocca was working for them, doing what he thought he must to get them to this Videna, something about his exchange with the old women seemed wrong. Agnes was afraid of the woman when she entered the chamber. Now pity crept in, the same one would have for a once-proud beast that had lost its teeth and claws.

			The worry lines bunched and un-bunched on the old woman’s face, one hand kneading the other that rested on her cane. At last she agreed. “For the black,” she said, the master weaver’s effort to wring the emotion from her voice plain. “But mark my words, Bocca, whose true name I will root out like a hog uncovers a truffle: I will not permit you to come this way again. Before that the Videna will have you hurled off the Cusp. And I will bear witness to your broken body on the rocks below.”

			“If believing so helps you sleep tonight, grandmother,” Bocca answered, and one would be forgiven for almost believing compassion informed his response. “I may very well be dead before you pass the Final Veil. We shall see. But for now, here is your black.” 

			Bocca stepped up and placed the ball of thread in the master weaver’s hand. She sniffed at it, nostrils flaring, then nodded and handed it to Crimson behind her. “You, who are guided by this Candle,” said the old woman, talking around Bocca as though he no longer stood there. “You may meet the Videna, but she may not be pleased to see you with this rodent as your guide. Not all prophecy is happy. Have a care for whom you consort with, pilgrim. Spirits of the Netherworld can assume a pleasing shape.”

			With that, she and her blinded sisters turned back and closed the iron door behind them. Agnes didn’t see it happen, but suddenly the iron door was no more, and the wall was again a tangle of frilly, indecipherable script.

			“Where has the door gone, Bocca?” asked Kennah. 

			Agnes was sick to her stomach, uneasy, as if she were a girl who had spoken aloud during a ritual that demanded silence. “What have you done to us? And what are you?”

			Bocca held up a finger. “I’ve worked a minor miracle for you, that’s what,” he said. “And I’m your bloody Candle.” As he spoke his last word, an opening appeared in the wall, ten feet away; a passage. No door this time, and the sound of conversation came from within. “Onward, intrepid Syraeics!” Bocca sang. “We near our goal.”

			The cocky man entered the dark corridor. Without looking to her companions, or even worrying whether they would come after her, Agnes followed in the wake of their impious Candle, not sure if she was ready for what lay ahead, but weary of waiting.
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			The corridor was dark and narrow. Agnes walked with palms on opposite walls, trusting that Bocca was ahead. The hall started to turn to the left, and kept turning, in a spiral, like a snail’s shell. She tried to picture the map of the place in her mind as she walked, but it was nonsense. The corridor seemed to fold in on itself, to twist in impossible ways. As she navigated the tunnel, she heard bits and pieces of a conversation, or many conversations, she couldn’t be sure which.

			…but after all that, his wife remained barren, and the dukes fell to bickering over which would succeed him to the throne…

			…and the grain silo, along with all contained within it, burned to the ground. Oh! How many would go hungry that winter? Alas…

			…the negotiations collapsed, all because of a single jewel, inadvertently dropped down a sewer grate. A little sapphire and silver cost the lives of hundreds. If only…

			…because of…

			…and then…

			Alas…

			Alas…

			Alas…

			Agnes couldn’t be sure when she first caught sight of the cloth. It trailed on the floor, a tapestry of wondrous craftsmanship, scenes woven into it of every description: farmers sowing seeds and harvesting crops, armored riders galloping across a field, mourners interring their dead, fishermen casting nets, a woman cutting the throat of another, men erecting a mighty tower, a cluster of tonsured monks at prayer, an old man ailing on his sick bed, on and on and on. It was endless. And the blinded women and men who created it, who were creating it, chattered without pausing for breath, though it seemed not one of them listened to another.

			Agnes saw Bocca walking in front of her, paying the blinded artisans sitting on stools to their left no heed, ignoring the wonderful, never-ending tapestry they fashioned. It seemed a sin to ignore the tapestry’s elegant, rolling perfection. She reached out and grabbed him by the shoulder.

			“What is all this, Bocca? How can you pretend this isn’t happening? It’s brilliant!”

			He stopped for a moment, his smile one of weary indulgence. The man was annoyed with her. “Brilliant—and pointless. They knit the Raiment of God, or so they believe. One day, God him or herself will come back to the world. They record the history of all humankind, from beginning to end, so that this god might peruse it. To see what we’ve been up to since he left, I suppose.”

			“For Pember? They believe Pember will come to earth?”

			“Pember?” said Bocca with a scowl, starting to walk again. “Oh, hell no. A great god. One greater than all of your gods. A god without name. So they weave this endless cloak, have for hundreds of years. No idea how big the thing is.”

			Agnes followed behind him. She was overwhelmed by the idea. She didn’t understand it, didn’t know if she could believe it, but she sensed the enormity of it. “It’s…wonderful.” 

			“You think so?” marveled Bocca, looking back at her with brow furrowed, lips sour. 

			“Is it true?”

			“What?”

			“That a god—”

			“How the fuck should I know? Yes? No? Maybe this creator god will arrive on earth, having forgotten his clothes, and appreciate the gesture. It will give him something to do, I suppose. All that history to read. Frankly, I think he’ll grow tired of the same stories over and over, the same follies, from one people to another, thinking they’re unique, and yet they are all the same.” 

			“You’re young for a misanthrope. Why does it make you angry?” asked Agnes, tears in her eyes, overcome by the boundless work of art they marched past, the explosion of color, the rich narratives.

			“I told you I’m older than I look. And it doesn’t make me angry, Agnes. I once would have laughed at it, found it endlessly amusing. Hundreds of priests, over hundreds of years, weaving an enormous garment for a god no one has ever met. But now?” He spat on the stony floor. “I’m disgusted by the waste. Of effort, of time. They have so little of it on this earth, and they spend it here in the dark. What these people do here makes about as much difference in eternity as some nameless adolescent boy spilling his seed into his bedsheets. Perhaps it feels good, but it’s over in an instant, and then there’s the mess to clean up.”

			Agnes slapped Bocca on his back, hard. He didn’t seem to feel it. “How can you be so immune to the beauty of this thing, no matter how absurd it may be? Humankind is capable of great beauty, you know! That’s not nothing!”

			With his back to her, Bocca shook his head slowly. “Beauty withers and dies, Agnes Manteo. It dies on the vine, it’s consumed by fire, it’s smashed to bits, or it rots in the grave. I’m tired. Very, very tired. Of all of it. And yet here we are now. At your destination.”

			The weavers, with their bloody bandages and endless garment, were gone. Agnes and her Syraeic companions stood now in an oval chamber hung with tapestries, gold, green, black, and crimson. Bocca stood, extending a hand to a figure sitting on an oversized throne of polished black marble.

			“The Videna,” he announced, bowing to the Syraeics and then to the throne. “Great and Supreme Oracle of Gnexes, the one hundred and seventy-seventh to wear the guise.”

			The woman was naked, hairless and slender, her flesh frightfully pale, her hands resting on the cold stone arms of her huge regal seat. Her face was hidden by a mask of hammered gold depicting a toad, tongue protruding, heavy-lidded eyes, stylized rays of sun emanating from it like the points of a crown. There were no slits for her to peer through, no opening through which to speak. But she did speak, in a lovely, trilling alto that made Agnes’s skin grow warm at the sound of it.

			“I see you, agents of the Syraeic League, come before me with this serpent that crawls upon its belly. And though he be a clever serpent, I have grown tired of him and his little forked tongue. Ask your questions of me, and I shall answer them true. But then the man you call Bocca must die. You will split him open before me, from crown to crotch, with that Djao thing at your father’s hip, Agnes Manteo.”
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			Throne of the Oracle

			Though Szaa’da’shaela parted the smoky incense, making a way for Auric down the winding corridor of rough-hewn stone, he still coughed and choked at the intense odor. The thread that had been wrapped around his wrist was gone, as were his Syraeic companions. He called out for Agnes, who had been ahead of him, then Sira and Bocca, who had been behind. No one answered. He continued forward, feeling uneasy, lightheaded, the tunnel seeming to wrap around itself in violation of physical laws. Auric stopped several times to lean against the stone, to catch his breath, hoping for a gulp of clear air, but always drawing in more of the cloying scent.

			Then the visions began again.

			He was no longer in the tunnel. He stood again on the sodden deck of the Aretha Dell, Agnes lying prone before him, laid open by Szaa’da’shaela, by his careless reflex, a violent rebuke to her restraining touch. He went down to one knee, steam rising from the rent in her flesh, rising into the damp night air. Where was Sira? Why was she not speeding to his daughter’s aid as she had that night? He shouted for her, tried to make himself heard over the sounds of the river that filled his ears. Papa, Papa, Papa, Agnes moaned. With his free hand he reached down to the terrible wound, as though he could bind it with a touch. But her body vanished, only to appear again ten feet further down the hewn corridor, this time gore spewing forth from the rent in her flesh like a gruesome fountain. He stood, feeling anger at the sorcery, hallucinations, whatever deceived him. He moved down the passage, doing his best to ignore the bloody spectacle he staggered past, even as he felt the wet red spray on his face. He had a vague awareness of the weavers and their endless tapestry to his left, sensing more than seeing them, utterly absorbed in their task, oblivious to Auric as he willed himself forward. Then he came upon bits and pieces: a severed finger, the tip of an ear, a foot still in its boot. Though there was nothing really to identify her, he knew those pieces of flesh belonged to Agnes. He knew it was cruel hallucination, but still he was sobbing as he plunged on. Slowly, he lost momentum. Auric wasn’t sure he could penetrate this obscene gauntlet further.

			And then someone took his hand. 

			It was a woman’s hand, gentle, graceful, though not soft; it was the hand of a woman who knew how to swing a sword. Lenda. Lenda guided him forward now, leading him past the carnage. He choked on tears and incense smoke, faltered, but she fortified him, gave him the strength he needed to push on through.

			“I wish you hadn’t died, Lenda,” he said. She squeezed his hand as a reply. “Will you stay with me now?”

			“Always,” she said, but her answer was muffled. It seemed to come from further ahead than it should. He looked up, strained to see through the smoke, and found that a headless body led him, bloody ruin of neck and bone atop its shoulders. He let go of the hand and recoiled, but it was gone. He stood in the tunnel, free of incense now, a light just up ahead. He heard voices: Bocca, Agnes. Auric returned Szaa’da’shaela to its scabbard and headed for the sounds.

			The two of them stood before an outsized throne of darkest marble, upon which sat a naked woman, a crowned toad mask of hammered gold hiding her face. There was no doubt in Auric’s mind they had reached the Videna. It was she who was speaking now, and the first words he heard were, “You will split him open before me, from crown to crotch, with that Djao thing at your father’s hip, Agnes Manteo.” 

			Agnes turned around and saw him. The look on her face, a blend of fear, fury, and surprise, set his own heart to racing. “I’ll not be your carnifex, Videna,” she said, defiant, “no matter how this man has provoked you!”

			Auric couldn’t be sure if it was a trick of the light, but the mouth of the Videna’s golden metallic mouth seemed to curl into a hint of a smile. “‘Man?’ You believe you walk with a man? I think him sorcerer, Agnes Manteo, weaving spells just as the priests do thread in the caves through which you passed. Do as I say, girl. Spill him before me, a sacrifice to my Lord and Lady Pember and the hungry earth. In this way you will purchase the prophecy you seek.”

			Auric found his voice. “A human sacrifice? Are we no better than the Korsa, then? Savages who’d cut a man’s throat for bloodthirsty demons?”

			The golden toad mask, flames from the torches that lit the natural domed chamber flickering in its eyes, tilted to Auric. There was a shiver in his heart when those shining orbs landed upon him. “And what is it the carnifexes of Marcator do, Auric Manteo, when they carry out the sentence of death on the condemned? Who do you think that blood nourishes? You are mistaken if you believe Justice has no thirst to slake.”

			“Your theology is strange,” said Sira, standing beside Auric now, her mousy brown hair plastered to her forehead, slick with sweat. “I read no such foul doctrine in all my studies.”

			“Sira Edjani,” said the Videna, voice cold and confident, “do you think all mysteries are revealed to every simpering acolyte of Belu? Much is hidden from sight. I possess wisdom secreted far from the feeble understanding of humankind. The blood of the living, animal and man alike, greases the gears of the universe. Pain fuels the great machine. This is truth.”

			“Nevertheless,” said Bocca, voice leached of its customary irreverence. “You must answer their questions, Videna, regardless of your hatred for me.” Did Auric sense fear now, Bocca’s caustic humor fled?

			“Must I, slippery thing?” the Videna retorted. “Yes, I must. But do not bother me with the questions you Syraeics have prepared. They are false and not what you really wish to know. Did you think your deceit would fool me, who has looked through the eyes of a god? Who has beheld the thread of time from above? I will sing for you a prophecy, yes. But then you will do as I ask and gut this serpent that walks like a man. Quill!”

			The last word she shouted so that it reverberated off an icy white dome of rock above them, glowing in the torchlight. From behind the throne came a naked, filthy man. He was skinny, malnourished, his flaccid member dangling between bowed legs. An oversized representation of a frog’s head of baked red clay sat on his shoulders, and he pushed before him a small wheeled cart, upon which sat a fat tome, lying open. Like the Videna, there were no holes for eyes in the man’s clay helmet. Auric couldn’t understand how the fellow could see where he was going. But there was something wrong about him, his movements; his limbs jerked, blurred, seemed to be in two places at once. Auric found he had trouble focusing directly on him. 

			When the strange man and his cart reached the throne, he stopped. Auric could see his deformities now: his limbs were malformed, he hadn’t a full complement of fingers on either hand. With more weird, half-witnessed movements he picked up a black-feathered quill with the three fingers on his misshapen right hand and dipped the tip in crimson ink.

			“Verses,” said the Videna as she removed her golden mask, her gestures slow, graceful, and deliberate. “I speak verses that shall be recorded here, as all prophecies spoken in this sacred space through the years have been recorded. Pember guide my tongue.” Her head was shorn of all hair, her eyebrows included, giving her an alien appearance. Her lips were thin and cruel, stained red, though Auric couldn’t tell if it was cosmetics or blood that made them so. She set the golden mask on the arm of her throne. Her eyes were big and dark, the pupils dialated so large only a sliver of the green irises remained. She blinked twice, then closed them.

			The cave was entirely silent for a moment, though Auric thought he heard wind blowing behind the towering throne. Szaa’da’shaela trembled and spoke to him in a whisper: Listen, listen…

			The Videna’s stained lips turned down in an exaggerated frown, and she stuck out her tongue—it was unnaturally long, so long that its tip finally touched the end of her chin: her face was now a fleshy twin of the toad mask sitting beside her. She let out a high-pitched, dissonant howl that summoned gooseflesh on Auric’s arms. Then she opened her eyes, and he watched them roll back in their sockets so only the whites showed. Her terrible howl ceased, and she didn’t so much speak as croak her words in a throat-rending drone.

			“Know now that Pember speaks through me! These are not my words, but the very words of the god! All of these words are true or one day will be!”

			She stood abruptly, back arched, arms outstretched to the dome of the cave, pelvis thrust forward as though offering her womb to the stones. She opened wide her crimson-stained lips, and another voice emerged from her mouth, as though the speaker sat at the back of her throat. The voice was high and sing-song, as though she was a child reciting a favorite nursery rhyme. As her prophecy emerged, the naked man beside the throne began scribbling away in the book before him, his movements distorted. 

			Seek ye the Trickster in his guise

			To bring about great fraud’s demise

			Unchain the world from promise kept

			O martyr’s tears, all vainly wept!

			Then trespass ye, first stumbling stone

			At weapon’s whim, and his alone

			Thou steely Djao, with blooming bud

			Next sheath’d in Syraeic blood

			There is no child, ‘tis but a ruse!

			To slip the bond of lion’s noose

			The way then opened, opened wide

			Come taste the soured milk inside

			Thou island in the Cradle deep

			Thou hast grown fat at poisoned teat

			Before thy final, joyless verse

			O Coryth’s bride must sicken worse

			The Videna released a bloodcurdling scream and collapsed onto her cold black throne, chest heaving as she drew in great gulps of air. The sounds of choking came from the clay toad helm of the naked man—he shuddered and staggered away from the book on its cart, vomit dripping from the edges of the clay collar down his quivering shoulders and chest. The words spoken seemed a coy riddle to Auric, but they carried with them a dreadful, ominous power. Szaa’da’shaela, still trembling at his side, seemed to grow cold. Auric hoped for a word from the blade. But it stayed silent, vibrating at his hip.

			“Belu wept,” said Chalca. Auric turned and found the actor, Kennah, and the broken sorcerer Qeelb standing behind him and Sira. With great effort, the Videna reached for the golden mask on the arm of the throne. She strained to lift it, as though it was impossibly heavy now, and placed it again over her head. Then she sat back against the marble back, bare chest rising and falling, legs spread wide exposing her sex.

			“Agnes Manteo,” intoned the Videna, lifting a shaking hand and pointing a finger at Auric’s daughter. “Do this thing I ask. Now. Take your father’s sword and gut this serpent. Spread his blood and organs about my sacred cave. Do this or none of you—none of you—will leave Gnexes alive.”

			“She will not!” said Auric, drawing Szaa’da’shaela himself. “Nor will any of us! We won’t kill someone who has only served our purpose. And if you really are gifted with visions of the future, you should know our goal lies beyond here.”

			The Videna chuckled, a tinny thing behind the gleaming toad mask. “Beyond here? For you, there is no ‘beyond here.’ You shall go no further.”

			Auric heard the wind again, watched the lower edges of the colored tapestries hanging on the walls tremble like laundry drying on a line. “Behind your throne, Videna. We would go there. Our goal lies somewhere beyond you.”

			“What?” shouted Bocca, incredulous.

			The Videna’s golden mask lurched forward, tilted to the left, and then the right, a queer predator sizing up smaller prey that had puffed out its chest. “Arrogant mortal man,” she said, “the most sacred space of Gnexes lies there, my holy sanctum. None have entered save those consecrated to my Lord and Lady Pember. No one else passes beyond this throne but me.”

			“I’m sorry, priest,” Auric replied, taking a step forward. “We act on the orders of the queen. My companions and I will enter your sanctum. We are told who we seek is there. I beg your pardon for this intrusion, but it can’t be helped.”

			The Videna’s fingers gripped the arms of the throne. She seemed to grow in stature, to fill the oversized seat. She leaned her golden head down and spoke in an icy, hateful voice. “If you approach my throne, Auric Manteo, all of you will perish. Do not test me.”

			Auric’s hand tightened on the hilt of Szaa’da’shaela and he took in a deep breath. Kennah stood beside him now, his sword drawn as well. Agnes had unsheathed her rapier, too, and it filled Auric’s heart with pride. He let out a slow exhalation. “We act only as Queen Geneviva commands.”

			Before Auric could take another step, the thin, naked man left his book and cart, shimmied on his knobby knees and bowed legs until he stood facing the throne. He drew in a deep breath, his ribs poking through his skin. Then he brought the clay toad helm he wore down against the marble with terrible force, a crack echoing in the cave. He did it a second time and the frog’s head broke into dozens of pieces that fell to the floor. His back to them, he pressed his palms against the throne to steady himself. Then he turned to face them. He was a survivor of terrible burns, the heat having taken away his lips, his ears, his eyelids. A long tongue emerged from his mouth and licked his lipless flesh.

			“Perhaps Quill,” said the Videna, “can free you from your folly.”

			Kennah stepped forward, pointing the tip of his sword at the scarred and skinny man. “Sir,” he said, his deep voice serious. “I have no wish to harm you, but you and your mistress must step aside.”

			“You took an oath,” said the Videna, slapping the arms of the throne with the palms of her hands to punctuate her words. “A sacred oath not to shed human blood in this place, didn’t you? The gods hate a liar, Sir Kennah Rolenwy. But then, you are a teller of lies, are you not?”

			The words seemed to freeze Kennah in place. Auric’s mind whirled. He had taken no such oath. Agnes had reported the oath the tall priest at the portcullis had demanded of her. Kennah acknowledged he had been asked to swear to the same. The others had nodded. At the time, Szaa’da’shaela trembled, as if to seal Auric’s lips. He had kept the words the priest had whispered in his ear from them, a serious sin for a Syraeic. Rather than speak the truth, he had made some comment about hoping they would have no need to draw their weapons in this place. Now, it was as though Auric heard the tall priest’s whispered words anew: “You may shed blood here but once, Auric Manteo. Make certain that when you do, it is dear.”

			“Sir Auric…I have no wish to add ‘oath breaker’ to my list of sins,” Kennah said to him softly, the point of his blade drooping a bit. The young swordsman was asking for guidance. Auric hesitated, trying to make sense of what the tall priest had said to him, the Videna’s prophetic verses, and the aim of their mission. Did Timilis truly lie somewhere beyond the Videna’s throne? What blasphemy was he being asked to commit in the name of his mad, ravenous queen?

			The burned man reached out and gripped the blade of Kennah’s sword, his speed that of a striking cobra. Kennah pulled it back reflexively, but the man hung on. Kennah looked again to Auric. The man let go of the blade then and held up a shifting bloody hand before them. Then he smeared it over the flame-scarred flesh of his face.

			“I think we can say Quill was to blame for the spilling of blood for now, Sir Kennah,” said the Videna, golden mask seeming to smile again. “But the next time? Perhaps you should be called Sir Kennah Oathbreaker. How would dead Ruben like that, gnashing his teeth behind the Final Veil?”

			Kennah growled something that rumbled in his throat, but Auric couldn’t make out the words. Szaa’da’shaela trembled and spoke to him. It is time for a bluff, Auric, it said. And the best bluffs are built on a truth.

			Auric stepped up next to Kennah and held Szaa’da’shaela’s wicked point at the throat of the burned man. “I took no such oath, Videna,” he said. “The priest at the entrance made me swear something else.”

			“Indeed?” responded the Videna. “A surprise, then! It is rare that I am surprised, and rare that one is permitted entry without swearing that oath. But know this, reluctant Syraeic: whatever oath you have taken will prove far more onerous to honor. But you will find that out, soon enough. Quill?”

			In a blur, the burned man darted under the point of the Djao blade and leapt at him, touching Auric’s cheek with the three misshapen fingers left on his hand. That touch brought Auric to his knees as he was overcome by a wave of sickness. The contents of his stomach came up into his throat and spewed forth from his mouth and nostrils. He spilled forward, but caught himself with his left hand, retching more, gagging, tasting both bile and blood. An instant later, Quill touched Kennah, and the big man was violently ill as well, vomit dripping from his black beard.

			Agnes danced away from the burned man’s touch with a feline grace that reminded Auric of Lenda, slapping at the man’s naked hindquarters with the flat of her blade. Quill cried out, his hands going to the long red welt that popped up on his flesh. Then Chalca was beside her. He had taken his scabbard from his belt and used the sheathed sword to push away the burned man, who wept tears like a child from his lidless eyes. Agnes followed Chalca’s example, sheathing her weapon and removing the scabbard from her waist. The two of them imposed themselves between the burned man and the rest of the party, using their sheathed weapons to hold his strangely shifting form at bay.

			Sira was at Auric’s side now, one hand on his cheek and another over his stomach, whispering a fervent prayer. To his relief, the nausea receded, and he was able to sit back on the stone floor of the cave. Sira moved next to Kennah. Auric wiped the vomit from his mouth and chin before at last speaking to the Videna.

			“This little trick won’t stop us, priest. We outnumber you. Sooner or later we’ll give this man of yours a knock on the head and be on our way.”

			“Oh, do you think me defenseless?” said the Videna. “You do not understand my vocation, it seems. Time is a flame, Auric Manteo, a remorseless flame. It burns, it consumes all it touches. And its fire is always hungry, never sated. And this means I have powers at my disposal, less gentle than Quill’s touch. I can call that fire, and worse. I can call Time’s flame and maybe then it will be you who skitters about naked and malformed, writing verses for me in my book.” She snapped her fingers and a ball of fire, white hot, appeared in her hand. It shifted and blurred there, like the movements of the burned man. “I shall baptize you, sir, and my baptism will burn your folly and flesh away. No man threatens a Videna in her most sacred space.”

			The Videna drew back her hand, readying to launch the searing flames at him. In that instant, Auric’s nausea returned and his vision became hazy. Then it seemed as though he floated above the scene, outside of time: he witnessed his first steps into the domed cave, minutes before, witnessed the Videna’s prophecy, the confrontation. Then he moved past that present and saw the fire as it left her hand, a holy projectile, hurtling through the air to catch him in the chest. It burned away his Syraeic cuirass, his hair, outer layers of skin. The stink of cooking flesh—his flesh—filled the air, and the fire engulfed him, unquenchable, his pain unspeakable…

			But that didn’t happen. Instead, the Videna’s arm halted mid-throw, as though restrained by an invisible hand. She let out a cry of rage, but that too was halted, choked off in her throat. Auric watched then as bone-white patches crept up her skin. There was a high-pitched whine and the sound of stones grinding against one another as the powdery whiteness spread across her flesh. It was happening to the burned man, too, his red, scarred skin going stiff and ashy gray. The white shifting fire the Videna held burned for a few more moments in the profound silence of the cave, then flickered and winked out, a twirling wisp of smoke curling from her petrified fingers.

			“Stone,” said Sira, her voice catching in her throat. “They’ve turned to stone.”

			It was true. The Videna was one with her throne now, though the toad mask remained as golden as ever. The burned man too was a grim statue, rooted to the floor of the cave, like a humanoid stalagmite.

			“I swore not to shed human blood,” said Qeelb, clapping the powdery residue of his sorcery from his palms. “And I take my oaths seriously.”

		

	
		
			34
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			Holy Sanctum

			Bocca, it seemed, was a changed man. Gone was the bravado, the wry humor, the arrogance, the cocky certainty. His brow was furrowed with worry, he paced the domed cave, and the words he spoke dripped with panic.

			“Shit, shit, shit! What have you done? What have you fucking done? You’ve murdered the high priest of Gnexes, Pember’s own anointed! Bloody Saint Esha, we’re all hopelessly fucked!”

			“Is it fair to assume you won’t be accompanying us any further?” asked Qeelb, casual and calm next to Bocca’s hysteria.

			“You!” shouted the man, pointing a quaking finger at the broken sorcerer. “What kind of abomination are you? No bound sorcerer can do what you just did! And no! Fuck no! I’ll not take one step further with you bloody lot! You heard what the Videna said! No one but those consecrated to Pember can pass the throne! If I had known what you intended—”

			“I preferred him cocky,” Qeelb commented to no one in particular. “No cutting comments of our private pain for us now, Candle Bocca? Well, look on the bright side, lad. At least now you needn’t worry about Master Weaver’s threat of having the Videna throw you off the Cusp.”

			“The Cusp!” barked Bocca with a laugh. “Being hurled from the Cusp would be heaven compared to what’s in store for me now! They crucify for this sort of thing, you know! They’ll crucify all of us!”

			Agnes wished she could share the broken sorcerer’s sardonic calm. But Bocca’s panic unsettled her even more than the sacrilegious act that had removed this obstacle from their path. She felt like a naïve girl. How had she thought they were going to get past the Videna? With courtesy? Clever rhetoric?

			“You know nothing of what lies beyond the throne, then?” her father asked, still a funny shade of pale from the effects of the burned man’s touch.

			Bocca sat down on the ground and put his head in his hands. “No,” he muttered. “No one does. Even the Second Sight can’t penetrate that place.”

			“Well,” said Auric to the group, sheathing his Djao blade. “We’re on our own. Time we took a look at this special place, eh?”

			It felt wrong. Agnes pursed her lips, ready to say so out loud, but something stopped her. Everything about what they were doing felt wrong. Their charge was to kill a great god of the pantheon. It would be so much easier if she had the broken sorcerer’s apparent atheism, or if she could somehow surrender to her duty, even embrace it, as it seemed her father had. Qeelb’s next words made her wonder if the man had read her mind.

			“Yes, Sir Auric! Let’s get on with our blasphemous pursuit!”

			That summoned Bocca from his morose withdrawal. “A pox on you and your pursuit!” He stood, turning back to the tunnel from which they had emerged, back to the weavers and their endless tapestry. His last words echoed about the cave as his form disappeared into the darkness of the corridor. “If I see you again, may it be my death!”
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			Auric directed his Syraeic companions to check their gear and ready for whatever lay ahead. Agnes did as instructed, though there was little she carried save for her weapon, rations, and waterskin. She checked the buckles and straps of her leather armor, cuirass, greaves, vambraces, and pauldron, made adjustments as needed. Then she checked Chalca’s as well.

			“I’ve worn all of this before, Agnes,” he said, like a boy bristling at his mother’s intrusive fussing.

			“If I had a copper piece for every actor I saw on stage swinging his wooden sword like a club and wearing his costume armor incorrectly,” she said, tightening a strap on a leather vambrace, “I could retire to a manor home on my own island. Shut up and let me take care of you.”

			Chalca submitted to her worried attentions. As she inspected his gear, she saw her father in conversation with Sira and Qeelb from the corner of her eye, the broken sorcerer distracted, straining his neck to look around the petrified Videna and her throne. Agnes patted Chalca on the back and walked over to them, catching the last bit of what Sira was saying.

			“…so I see no reason why I shouldn’t call Belu’s blessing down on our endeavor. Timilis has broken faith with Hanifax. Our contract with the god is null and void, in my opinion.”

			It surprised Agnes that Sira, who seemed so pious and proper and endlessly cheerful, would make so radical a statement. But it rang true. Wasn’t he the author of the turmoil in Boudun, the unrest they witnessed everywhere they went? She and the rest of them hadn’t embraced this endeavor just on the mad queen’s command. Timilis and the chaos his clergy fomented had to be stopped. She thought on that: she was part of an effort to kill a living god and bring down his church. Who was mad? The queen who ordered the insanity, or those who agreed to carry it out?

			Agnes gave into her urge and marched toward the Videna and her throne, imagining the eyes of the golden toad mask atop the stony figure following her movements. Behind was another tapestry covering the wall, this one deep green in color with a pattern of frogs in gold thread. A carpet of frogs, she thought. The bottom of the tapestry stirred, suggesting a space beyond it. Agnes pulled the cloth aside.

			Torches on the walls lit the roughly egg-shaped space, which had been hewn from the rock of the mountain, roughly thirty feet wide and twenty deep. Its stone floor was polished to a sheen that showed off the grain of the rock in the dancing torchlight. At the center of the chamber was a marble table, masterfully carved with motifs of the swamp: crawling vines, insects, serpents, and the ever-present toads. Green priestly vestments embroidered with golden thread lay on the table, along with a pair of snow-white silk gloves. Several tapestries in shades of green and brown with gold woven into the thread were hung on the walls, and the scent of floral perfume tried but failed to mask a fetid stink like marsh water. Agnes’s father, at her shoulder now, startled her with words in her ear.

			“You shouldn’t be taking steps forward on your own, Agnes,” he said, parental disapproval in his whisper. “It’s a rule every first-form Syraeic novice knows.”

			He was right, of course, which only made her angrier. She gave him a curt nod and took a step back. She held out a hand as if to say, Of course. You first, Sir Auric. He grimaced at the gesture, which she already regretted, but he answered her mock invitation by stepping into the space cautiously. Agnes followed, the rest of their companions coming behind them.

			Her father went first to the stone table and casually inspected the vestments draped there. “Presumably the Videna’s,” he said, letting an embroidered sleeve drop back on the marble.

			“No obvious exit here,” Kennah observed, looking behind a deep brown tapestry covered with gold-thread fireflies. “Nothing here. Rough rock, bearing miner’s marks—ancient ones, but I think the place was excavated with man-made tools.”

			“Check the rest of the tapestries,” Auric commanded. “In pairs. Employ appropriate caution, please.” Agnes’s father was joined by Sira, Qeelb went to Chalca, whose curiosity had already got the better of him, and Kennah walked over to Agnes, who went down on a knee, inspecting the army of swamp creatures parading the carved marble.

			“See anything interesting?” asked the bearded man, towering over her.

			Interesting wasn’t the right word. What she saw was amazingly lifelike, as though the marble was really formed of petrified swamp creatures, like the Videna and her throne outside. She ran a finger along a sinuous serpent winding in and out of a cluster of vines, each scale separate and distinct. The detail disturbed her, as did the way the amphibians, insects, and snakes crowded in: they swarmed the altar—for that was what the marble table seemed to her—they swarmed it with a sickening fecundity. She stroked the head of a fat, warty toad and rubbed her fingers together as if to dispel a slimy feel she only imagined.

			“This is disgusting,” she said, standing up and wiping both hands on her trousers.

			“Never known you to be squeamish, Peregrine,” said Kennah. “Nature is nature.”

			“That’s just it, you dolt,” she said, giving him a bit of a shove. “It feels un-natural. Like they’re all being called here by something. Like—”

			“Flies on a corpse,” Kennah said, frowning, staring now at the carving. “Yes, I see what you mean.” He felt the smooth surface of the altar top with the palm of his hand, stopping abruptly when his pinky grazed the hem of the priest’s vestments. He moved the priestly garment aside, staring down at the altar top. 

			Agnes saw it, too: fine scratches in the otherwise polished surface. She crouched down and touched them with her own fingers; feeling them; they were nothing more than careless imperfections to a casual eye, but she looked closer. Torchlight flickered. The marks practically leapt out at her.

			“Old Busker,” she muttered.

			“What?” Kennah nudged her aside to look more closely, and after a moment said, “I’ll be damned if you aren’t right.”

			Agnes spoke the words aloud: “Eya quiata tedigi cordu dei.” 

			Without hesitation, Kennah translated: “For I have touched the heart of God.”

			“Belu save us!”

			The cry came from Chalca, who stood across the chamber with Qeelb, inspecting whatever they’d discovered behind a rich green tapestry. Kennah went to them first and Agnes followed, sparing the top of the altar another glance as she walked away from it, watching the marks in its surface quickly vanish. Her father got to the actor and sorcerer first and whistled. It was an exceptionally rare thing for Auric Manteo to whistle in wonder. As Agnes arrived, Qeelb reached up and yanked down the tapestry, revealing the source of her father’s admiration. 

			It was a glorious sculpture of metal rods, gears, and strangely shaped pieces; gold, nickel, silver, copper, platinum, and bronze, embedded with dozens of tiny polished gemstones. The focal point of the piece was a foggy sphere of glass the size of an apple, mounted in six finger-like bronze clasps. The rock of the wall seemed to crowd in on the artwork, covering its edges, as though the lovely work, individual pieces delicate, had started sinking in mud that had in the end hardened.

			“How did the artisan achieve this effect?” asked Sira, touching a knot of stone that impinged on a trio of intersecting gears. “It’s as though the rock grew over it.”

			That was a more apt description, Agnes decided. She peered at the larger pieces, mostly gears decorated with fine gems. She searched for marks, etchings in the metal like those they had found on the altar. But she could only see her own reflection in their polished faces. 

			“Check the remaining tapestries,” said her father, leaving the fantastic conglomeration. “Let’s make sure there aren’t any other means of egress from this place. We need to move deeper into the caves.”

			Agnes tore herself away with reluctance and joined the others peeking behind the remaining tapestries. Nothing but dull rock faces hidden by the others. Qeelb and Chalca both stayed with their find, inspecting it further.

			“There’s a smell of sorcery about it,” Qeelb said after several minutes, “though I can’t discern the specific schools. An amalgam of several, I think. The sour stink of divination dominates, though.” He reached out and touched a jeweled golden gear, then yanked his hand back as though it were hot to the touch. “And necromancy.”

			“Feel that,” said Chalca, holding a palm out before the thing. Agnes followed suit. A small breeze played at her hand. 

			“It’s a doorway,” she whispered. “It must be some sort of door.” 

			“Vanic shit!” Kennah exclaimed. “I think you’ve sussed it, Peregrine!”

			Behind them, from the altar, came what sounded like wind chimes. Agnes turned and saw Sira standing there, holding an iron ring from which dangled six rods of different metals, different lengths, about half the width of a pinky. “I found this in one of the vestment gloves,” said the priest. 

			Auric reached out to accept Sira’s discovery. He looked at the rods briefly, then over at the cluster of metal and jewels on the wall. 

			A giddy flutter teased Agnes’s heart, the excitement of discovery. “The six rods correspond to the six types of metals in the sculpture. Right?”

			Auric named them. “Gold, silver, bronze, copper, platinum, and nickel. Yes. With odd notches in them.”

			“A puzzle? Or are they simple keys?” wondered Agnes.

			Auric tossed the ring and its rods to Qeelb, who caught them and inspected each with his fingertips, one at a time. “Abjuration magic,” he said after a moment. “Some kind of keys, I’d wager. Though they look more like—”

			“A thief’s set of lockpicks,” interrupted Chalca, taking the ring from Qeelb.

			Auric nodded. “This is the sort of thing a versatilis should manage. Do you think you’re up to it, lad?”

			Chalca looked back at the sculpture imbedded in the stone. He rubbed his hands together and smiled. “It reminds me of the contraptions backstage at some of the more prosperous theaters, for changing scenery and trappings. I see spots where these tools might fit—holes in the gears and gaps in the metal. Let me give this a try.”

			“Sir Auric,” Kennah said, objecting. “It might be trapped. Are we sure this is something Chalca should be doing?”

			Agnes sensed Kennah’s concern, the kind of concern one expressed for a Syraeic companion. It pleased her to see that his attitude toward the actor may have shifted. Did it have something to do with the scene outside the caves of the sin eaters? Then she found herself also worrying if Chalca could detect a trap like a true versatilis. Before Auric could answer Kennah’s question, Chalca responded.

			“Your concern for my safety is touching, dear,” he said in his gentle tenor. “But I’ve had to disarm…uh, impediments before. The aristocracy are really quite paranoid about their belongings sometimes.”

			A small smile appeared from Kennah’s beard. “Bloody thief.”

			“When one is in the theater, one must practice all manner of arts in order to survive, Sir Kennah,” Chalca answered, returning the swordsman’s smile. “Now bugger off. Everyone except Qeelb. I can’t work with you lot looking over my shoulder.”

			Shooed away, Agnes remembered the Busker words etched in the altar and got her father’s attention, walking him over to their find. He crouched down and felt the words with the tips of his fingers, as she had.

			“Any idea what it means?” asked Agnes. Her father shook his head.

			“A number of the cults refer to touching the heart of their god through higher sacraments,” offered Sira, who had joined them. “I don’t know of anything in Pember’s liturgy to that effect, though I’m no expert.”

			“And here,” she heard Chalca say, followed by the sounds of metallic clicks, chimes, and the whirring of gears. Agnes turned to see dozens of the individual pieces of the sculpture move as one, out from the wall, so that they formed an oddly shaped panel. A few small bits of rock broke away and fell to the floor. She hurried over for a closer look.

			The movement of the pieces, far more intricate than any device or contraption she had ever seen, had created a hollow in the sculpture about the size of a cabbage, revealing more gears and rods and strangely shaped pieces. She peered into the space that was created, and her heart leapt.

			“I can see through now, to the other side!” she said, fighting to contain her excitement. “There’s another lit space beyond.”

			“What did you do, Chalca?” asked her father, peering into the cavity with Agnes.

			“Well, where to begin was a conundrum. It seemed foolish to just start fiddling with the tools in random holes. I ran through the tools and saw that there were five larger gears, made of gold, platinum, silver, nickel, and copper. Each of those gears had holes and gaps where I might tease the mechanism within. But before I began, I thought about the bronze pick. That’s when I realized that of the five it’s the only alloy, it’s not a basic metal.”

			“Clever lad,” said Auric. “Go on.”

			“Well, all of these gemstones set in the gears and rods. Which of them isn’t a gem?”

			Agnes looked at the foggy glass orb. It stared back at her, as though scrutinizing her. Qeelb tapped on it at the center.

			“There was a hole in the glass,” said the sorcerer, picking up the narrative. “It was hidden by a simple spell, so I didn’t notice it at first. I removed the enchantment. The hole fit the bronze rod perfectly. He inserted it, and when he turned it like a key…well, you see the result.”

			Kennah shifted Agnes aside to look in the hollow. “Well, do we find a way to tear through the metal that remains? I don’t know if we can make an opening large enough for us to fit through.”

			Agnes brought her palm down on Kennah’s back, the affectionate slap echoing across the chamber. “You great oaf!” she laughed. “There are five picks left! Surely there’s a way to get the rest of this cluster of metal out of our way.”

			Kennah frowned and tugged at his beard.

			“Well, lad,” said Auric to Chalca, holding a hand out to the stone-embedded metal, “have at it.”

			Agnes and the rest backed away again so as not to crowd Chalca and Qeelb. She watched with growing anticipation as he worked the copper tool in the gaps of the corresponding gear, his delicate movements a perfect match of any Syraeic versatilis picking a lock. Finally, a reverberating click rewarded his labor. Dozens of metal pieces around the copper gear splayed out from the wall like the petals of a flower, spreading and reconfiguring. In seconds, the lower quarter of the sculpture had spilled out onto the floor, forming what looked like four segmented table legs. Agnes crouched down to peer into the larger hollow that was created. She felt a thrill.

			“Yes! Definitely a chamber beyond!” She got up and dusted herself off as Chalca began working the nickel pick as he had the copper, in one of the holes in the nickel gear. Very soon he found an insertion point surrounded by four tiny rubies that elicited the tell-tale click. With a jerk, the clouded glass orb emerged from the wall, held in what looked like a six-fingered mechanical arm. Agnes couldn’t shake the sensation that it was staring at them.

			“Well, that’s disconcerting,” said Chalca.

			Qeelb examined the orb, feeling it with the tips of his fingers, his movements slow, sensual. “Divination,” he said at last. “For a certainty.”

			Agnes’s father put the back of his hand to his mouth and grew pale, as though he was about to be sick. “What is it, Pa—Sir Auric?” asked Agnes, catching herself.

			He hesitated, but spoke, keeping his hand against his lips. “I don’t know why, but I’m reminded of the Besh Relic.”

			Agnes’s heart went cold.

			“Besh Relic?” asked Qeelb.

			Agnes explained. “It was a Djao artifact that caused a plague at the Citadel last year. It’s how my father came to slay the thing that called itself the Aching God. He was sent to the Barrowlands to return the relic to where it was found.” She turned to her father, concerned by his obvious dismay, and allowed herself the endearment. “How do you mean, Papa?”

			He answered, his eyes still fixed on the glass sphere. “The Aching God saw through the relic; it’s how that being struck people down. Part of the containment spells the League sorcerers employed essentially blinded it—the relic, I mean.”

			Agnes’s mind flashed back to the Golden Egg and her role in seeing it constructed.

			“A scrying device of some kind?” asked Qeelb, still looking at the glass sphere. “Possibly. But for whom?”

			“Timilis?” whispered Sira. Agnes’s stomach did a flip.

			“The sculpture has been here thousands of years, embedded in rock,” said Kennah, skeptical.

			“The god didn’t have to make it to use it, Sir Kennah,” Qeelb responded, performing a few weird gestures over the orb. “But I don’t see how that prevents us from proceeding. Which pick do we try next?”

			Auric, his face still pale, agreed. Silver, gold, then platinum, Chalca’s dexterous manipulations each yielding ever more extravagant displays of metal pieces peeling away from the wall, bits of rock crumbling and falling to the floor. With the platinum tool the remaining rods, gears, and assorted bits folded away to reveal an opening to the next chamber. The sculpture itself was now completely detached from the wall: a roughly oval table, balanced delicately on eight pointed legs, four to a side, the glass orb mounted on its arm at the center, staring up at the ceiling now.

			“Balls of the war god!” marveled Kennah with a boyish grin. “That was quite a production, eh?”

			Agnes’s father walked to one side of the opening created by the sculpture’s absence, which was about seven feet wide and five feet high. He peered cautiously at the space beyond. Agnes followed his gaze. A fading idol stared back at them: an anthropomorphic frog, crouching, about four feet tall, standing on bowed, spindly legs, its mouth agape, and a great lolling tongue hanging down to its waist. After sparing her a glance, her father bent down, lifted a foot over the lip of the opening and stepped through. 

			“There’re ten or more of them,” he said.

			The question ten or more what? was on the tip of her tongue when from behind them came the sound of whirring gears and the clicking of metal against metal. Agnes turned, reaching reflexively for her rapier. The orb of the sculpture was now looking directly at them, and a cluster of long segmented arms, each tipped with a shimmering blade, sprouted from the thing’s curved back.

			Chalca stood frozen before it. Mechanical arms flashed out, slicing the actor’s flesh in half a dozen places, blood spilling from awful wounds. Kennah lurched forward and knocked Chalca aside to safety, his own weapon drawn, hacking at the thing’s appendages, doing his best to ward off its razor-sharp claws. It looked like a nightmare arachnid now, prancing about on its eight legs, swinging its numerous bladed limbs, each functioning with seeming independence, seeking weakness in its opponent. Kennah parried and attacked with a fury but was soon bleeding from a dozen small cuts in his exposed flesh.

			Agnes leapt into the fray with her rapier drawn as Sira rushed to Chalca, who had collapsed to the ground, a bleeding mess. Half of the thing’s weaponized arms turned to face Agnes, and she found all her energy and focus was required to parry its sinister thrusts and slices. She felt flashes of hot pain as a gleaming claw opened the back of her sword-wielding hand, while another grazed her cheek. She looked for an opening but couldn’t find it. Even if I could, she thought frantically, what would I strike at?

			Out of the corner of her eye she saw Qeelb begin a series of complex gestures, along with words of tongue-twisting Middle Djao: he readied some powerful spell to contain this metal beast! But the arm holding the glass orb turned toward the broken sorcerer, and a bright beam flashed from it, emitting a sound like crackling fire. Qeelb cried out as he staggered backwards, his sorcerous motions arrested, his hands shooting up to cover his eyes.

			Agnes’s father joined the fray, bringing Szaa’da’shaela around with a great swing. Agnes expected the Djao blade to cut through the beast’s appendages as though they were daisy stems, but instead there was a symphony of screeching metal on metal and a shower of sparks. Each of the affected limbs returned to the fight. The bladed appendages were divided into three clusters now to face Kennah, Auric, Agnes.

			Now that she was no longer parrying half of the intricate construct’s attacks, some of Agnes’s desperation receded, and she could see herself making a counterattack. But where? It wasn’t a flesh-and-blood creature, with vital organs to pierce. Then her eyes settled on the glass orb. There! The instant she had a clear shot, she swung at the sphere, but caught the end of the mechanical arm that held it instead. Agnes cursed, but the construct’s reaction was telling: the arm grasping the orb arched back, moving out of reach of her rapier.

			“Father! Kennah!” she shouted. “The orb! Blind the fucker!”

			As if choreographed in advance, the sword-wielding trio took up positions around the metal beast, drawing its lethal appendages in three different directions. It was her father who got behind it, and with a risky swing, opening himself to a flurry of slices at the pectorals of his hardened leather cuirass, he struck the foggy orb. As the rune-etched blade connected with the glass, it exploded in a blast of white shards. 

			Agnes jerked back and shielded her eyes as bits of tiny glass slivers bit into her face and hands. Kennah also managed to guard his eyes. Auric was not so lucky—he stumbled back with a curse, free hand reaching up to his eyes. Agnes resisted the urge to run to him. The metal beast crouched, swinging madly with its sightless bladed tentacles. She parried a few wild swipes of its keen knives. Even Szaa’da’shaela couldn’t severe those appendages, she realized. She scanned the thing’s body, an amalgam of metals: gears, rods, wheels, spools, pistons, jewels. Did it have a heart? A vulnerable spot she could skewer?

			She spied a knot of interlocked gears peeking from beneath two plates of copper on the beast’s back, just a few inches away from its sprouting bladed appendages and now-eyeless arm. She parried several more blind slashes, the metallic chime of ting ting ting sounding in her ears as her rapier clashed with the creature’s knives. Her heart pounding, she spied her opening. She held her breath and let instinct guide the thrust: her rapier flew through the waving metal limbs, and with uncanny precision, the tip of her blade sank into the narrow gap between copper plates. There was an unholy squeal of metal and something powerful grabbed hold of her blade, yanked it from her grasp and deeper into the slit. The beast’s knives parted skin on the left side of her neck as she leapt away from the thing, her sword stuck fast in the beast’s back. The steel of the blade bent and curled, chewed up in the mechanical guardian’s sorcerously fueled gears. It shuddered, and a stink of burning oil filled the air, smoke escaping from the shuddering beast.

			“Vanic’s balls, Peregrine!” shouted Kennah, joy in his deep baritone, broad white smile beaming through his thick black beard. “You fucked it up good!”

			The construct flailed. Agnes, a hand on her neck to staunch the flow of blood, had to duck so that a flurry of the bladed appendages didn’t take off her head. Finally, with one last mighty shudder, a cacophony of grinding gears and twisting metal, the beast collapsed onto its belly with a loud crash and was still.

			Agnes’s father laughed in triumph, face bloody from shards of glass. Agnes felt her smile stretch so wide she feared her face would break. She reached to pull her ruined rapier from the beast’s back, only the pommel and three inches of blade showing, but it was stuck fast. “Since you don’t know how to use it, Kennah, looks like I’ll need to borrow your sword!” she chided, looking up at her Syraeic brother standing on the other side of the wrecked hulk lying between them.

			Kennah’s smile was gone. It was at that moment Agnes noticed the pulsing stream of blood coursing from the deep slash across his neck. He reached up to the mortal wound, red-stained fingers quivering. 

			“Always thought you were a fine swordsman, Peregrine,” he managed to say before collapsing to the ground.
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			Kingdom of the Toad

			Chalca sat propped up against the wall, eyes closed, deathly pale from blood loss, but alive, thanks to Sira’s devout ministrations. The priest tended to Agnes now, a gentle hand laid on the gashes on the side of her neck and the back of her right hand. There was a tingling warmth as divine power mended her flesh, but inside, Agnes was numb. She sat next to Kennah’s body. He lay on his back, lifeless eyes staring up at the ceiling of the Videna’s sanctum, lips parted slightly, as though he might speak.

			She had lost comrades before, of course. In the Busker ruins she had explored as part of a Syraeic expedition; Ruben on the road to Daurhim, though it seemed a thousand years ago. But this man’s death felt different to her somehow, though she couldn’t suss out why. She absently combed his shaggy black beard with the fingers of her left hand, only peripherally aware of the hum of Sira’s healing prayers. It was only when they stopped that her mind returned to the chamber, from wandering in the memories of the brief time she had known Kennah.

			“Sir Kennah,” she said aloud, correcting herself.

			Sira patted her cheek, a gesture that felt condescending and brought a frown to her face. “We’ll bury him at the Citadel when we return,” said her father, whom Sira tended next. He had suffered a number of superficial cuts from the metal beast, but the shards of glass from the exploded orb had wreaked the most damage, peppering his face with tiny crystal daggers. “He was a fine Syraeic, Agnes. And a good man.”

			“He was a boy,” she said, angry. “He was a boy still, in many ways. All men are, in my opinion.” Her father looked at her strangely, but she ignored him, closing Kennah’s eyes with a sweep of her now-healed sword hand, a pink scar across the skin. She stood up and walked to Qeelb, who sat with his head in his hands near the opening created by the construct. Her fingers went to the other fresh scar on her neck. It was more than two inches long and had bled copiously, staining her cuirass and the shirt she wore beneath it. It was lucky chance the beast’s blade hadn’t hit her carotid, as it had Kennah’s. It might be her lying there dead instead.

			Instead. The word echoed in her mind. Kennah had saved her back in Boudun, took a knife that was meant for her, wielded by Timilis’s braided highway warden. Was the construct’s blade that spilled Kennah’s lifeblood meant for her neck as well? Had it slain him instead? Why did his death feel like a sacrifice, a price paid for her own survival? She couldn’t say where the thought came from, but it was tenacious. It felt like ugly truth.

			“How are you, Qeelb?” she asked the broken sorcerer, who nursed his head in his hands still.

			“Shaken,” he said hoarsely. “And made less useful to our endeavor, I fear.” He looked up at her then and she recoiled. His eye sockets were empty, what was left of their contents dried on his cheeks. She made to fetch Sira, but Qeelb put a staying hand on her vambraced forearm. “There’s nothing to be done, Agnes, nothing to heal. The construct’s sorcery melted my eyes.”

			“The pain—”

			“Is but a weak shadow of what the Azkayans did to me. I can bear it. While I am not entirely useless, I can be of no assistance in a fight. For this I apologize.” He laughed then and spoke more quietly. “Did not the severed head in the basement of your Citadel say I would never lay eyes on it again?”

			Agnes felt tears sting, looking at the ruin of the man before her. He looked so tired, weary in body and soul. Grizzled, unshaven face, now more the unkempt beginnings of a beard than mere stubble, gaunt flesh, the shattered opal in his forehead, his liquified eyes. He took this newest agony with a casual air, as though it was a small thing. Agnes wondered at what those eyes must have seen in their time.

			“How fare the others?” he asked, as though his own woe wasn’t worth further discussion.

			“Kennah is dead, Chalca lives, though I think he is too frail from loss of blood to go on.”

			“You cannot wait,” the sorcerer said, empty sockets staring off into space. “I feel as though precious grains tumble down an hourglass.”

			Agnes sensed it, too. An urgency. She squeezed the man’s shoulder and went to her father, healed and with Sira as she tended again to Chalca. She apprised Auric of Qeelb’s gruesome handicap and shared their sense of urgency. Her father nodded, then touched the hilt of Szaa’da’shaela, nodded again.

			“The blade concurs,” he said, as though it didn’t sound slightly mad. “Let’s at least see what waits for us in the chamber beyond.”

			Agnes accompanied her father through the opening and faced the idol. The hues on its stone visage had flaked and faded so that she could hardly name the colors that once painted it. She made out the thing’s pupils, looking as one to the right. She followed their gaze to a wide hall heading deeper into the mountain, cut from the rock. There were several more idols, some crumbling, some toppled over. Her father’s comment before the battle about there being ten or more of them made sense now.

			“Do we go on, then?” Agnes asked her father. “You and I alone?”

			He paused, as if considering her question. Then she realized that he and the sword were conversing, his hand gripping the pommel. She looked down at the sheathed weapon with wary regard. “What’s it saying?”

			“That we should bring Sira along,” he answered, turning back toward the Videna’s holy sanctum. “Sira! Make our comrades comfortable and then join us. We must be about our duty.” The priest looked up from Chalca, worry on her face.

			“Don’t mind me,” said Chalca weakly, a slight smile on his lips. “Though I’ve just been diced like a tomato, Sister Sira is a fine healer. I’ll be well in time. Maybe I’ll join you later. In the meantime, take this.” He held out his short sword, drooping in his grasp.

			Agnes’s heart swelled at his smile and she went to retrieve the proffered blade. “Good, then,” she said, bending over to kiss him on the top of his head. “Try not to get in any trouble while I’m away, brother. Sing some songs for Qeelb, keep a strong heart.” 

			Sira gave her a lopsided grin, though Agnes could see the strain in the priest’s visage as she joined her and Auric in the newfound chamber. Her father stood facing the statue-lined corridor, hands on his hips. Whether lost in thought or speaking with the Djao blade, she didn’t know. He shook his head at last and spoke. 

			“Let’s make our way, then,” he said. And the three of them started down corridor, frog idols watching them with their ancient, faded eyes.
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			The hall narrowed after seventy feet and the idols grew sparser. Fiery torches in wall sconces, lit by the gods knew whom, illuminated the way. Sagging white cobwebs draped the statues and rough walls like ghostly tapestries. The stink of the swamp grew stronger, a squalid odor that had no more place in a high mountain cave than did these toad effigies. Agnes put the back of her newly scarred hand to her nostrils to spare herself the stench, if only for a moment.

			“Why frogs?” she asked aloud.

			“Indeed,” said her father. “Seems a far cry from the comely Pember of festivals and painters and stage plays. Whether male or female, always represented as beautiful. Do you understand this aspect of the god, Sira?”

			“Very little,” she answered as they passed another faded idol to their right, its eyes straining in the direction they walked. “It seems as though it was borrowed from an obscure Sea Lord cult, from around the Urwyd Swamplands. A godling called Pegwir. The toad was sacred to the cult, a special avatar of the god. He was the patron of sea witches, who were known to spout abstruse prophecy.”

			“Are you saying divinities borrow guises from one another?” asked Agnes, a little surprised by the notion.

			“Well, the cults certainly do. They adapt older beliefs and integrate them with the new,” Sira responded, looking thoughtful. “Not everything is perfectly inspired by the divine. The priesthoods are always doing more than a little guessing at the will of their patrons. We trust that our faith and devotion make us right more often than not. If we find we’re mistaken, we repent and make amends. If it seems important. If it’s become a part of the canon, well, tradition can be durable, especially in the churches.”

			“So, the gods are inscrutable?”

			“Not inscrutable,” she answered. “But more opaque in their communication with us than the clergy is wont to admit. I recall a passage from Saint Alewa’s Second Epistle to the Petitioners: ‘For now we listen with ears imperfect; we see with eyes clouded by mortal concern. But one day, beyond the Veil, all shall be made plain. Until then, may the gods guide thy steps.’”

			“And this accounts for the dubious utility of divination as a guide,” said Auric. “Whatever its source, it still passes through flawed human beings. I know not who lights the path for us, but I think the Videna’s prophetic verse was about as useful to our purpose as these sightless statues of Pember the Far-Seeing.”

			Agnes stopped as something nudged at her mind—words spoken to her in the bowels of the Citadel by her godmother’s severed head: Take special notice of the idols of Pember the Far-Seeing. She turned to face a statue on the left wall, decapitated, its head resting at its feet. Her father and Sira stopped with her as she inspected the idol, examining the barely discernable pigments, admiring the skill of the long-dead artisans who had crafted it unknown centuries ago. Though she tried, she could find nothing that seemed worthy of special notice.

			“What is it, Agnes?”

			Agnes barely caught herself from sharing that Lenda had instructed her to pay close attention to these idols. “A hunch,” she said at last, lamely. But her father seemed satisfied, and they resumed their trek.

			After a hundred feet the corridor widened again until it intersected with another domed cavern, the ceiling a dangling forest of stalactites. A veritable army of the toad-idols crowded in, not just against the walls, but across the center of the cave, facing every direction. Those they had passed in the tunnel were uniform in size. These varied wildly. Agnes couldn’t walk with her arms outstretched without touching a statue with both hands.

			“Belu protect us,” said Sira. “Where to now?”

			Agnes looked at the priest, who was scanning the walls of the cavern. There were countless tunnels heading off from the cave, each like the other. A wave of fatigue washed over her, contemplating trying one way, following a winding tunnel until it petered out, sinking deeper into the mountain, only to turn back around to retrace their steps to this cave and try another. She would be an old woman before they found where they were going.

			“Strange,” said her father. She turned to him. He was kneeling before a statue, examining its feet. “I think these idols are one with the floor of the cave. Perhaps they were carved from stalagmites that were once rooted here.”

			Agnes faced the idol closest to her. Only a few remnants of pigment clung to it; the whites of its eyes, a bit of red on its dangling tongue. A prayer came to her own tongue, a queer thing. Her mother had been a devotee of Lalu, but never pushed Agnes to venerate the goddess. Her father met his religious obligations, but no more. Agnes herself had followed her father in that. She might utter a quick prayer to Vanic before a fight, sacrifice to Belu at the Blue Cathedral on high holy days. But she was no zealot. Somehow, though, a prayer felt right to her, and she spoke it aloud.

			“Pember, Far-Seer, guide my steps.”

			She caught sight of another idol, the eyes of which looked away from her, to the left, as though embarrassed by her sudden devotion. She followed its gaze. Another idol, this one boasting more remaining paint than the others. It stared straight ahead. She looked from statue to statue, following where the eyes of each idol eternally directed its attention. Pember, Far-Seer, guide my steps. 

			“The eyes,” said Agnes to her father and Sira. “The eyes are all leading us in the same direction.”

			She walked through the stone sentinels, following the path created by their painted gazes, directing her as sure as an arrow’s flight to a single tunnel heading down into darkness. There was nothing about it that suggested it was any different than the others, save for the ancient attention of the toad idols. 

			“Here,” she proclaimed, pointing a finger like a prophetic herald. “This is the way.”

			Her father’s smile grew as he nodded. “Well done, Syraeic sister,” he said, putting a hand on her shoulder like a comrade. “Well done.”
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			The smell of marshland grew more intense as they followed the winding tunnel. Sira gagged for a moment. “Oh Belu, that’s foul,” she said, wiping tears from the corners of her eyes.

			Agnes sensed the way sloped down slightly, moving them deeper into the earth. Each of them had cracked an alchemist’s glowrod—no anonymously lit torches shed light for them this way. The tunnel was a natural one, narrowing, widening, making them crouch low to progress at some points along their walk, or lose the ceiling in the darkness above. They walked this way for a mile or more. Her father led the trio, Agnes brought up the rear, Sira walked between them. After a very long while, Auric stopped them.

			“Hide your alchemy,” he whispered. Agnes slipped her glowrod up the vambrace on her right forearm, Sira in her tunic. After a moment he said, “There’s light up ahead. Ready yourselves.”

			Agnes didn’t have to draw her sword—she wielded it already, as her scabbard wouldn’t accommodate Chalca’s short sword. It was less graceful than her thin-bladed rapier, stuck forever now in the metal guts of the construct she had destroyed. Part of her wished she had taken poor Kennah’s broad sword instead, to honor her fallen brother, but she would have been thrown off by its weight. Better she had the actor’s blade in her hand. It didn’t have a rapier’s reach or elegance, but it wasn’t much heavier.

			The tunnel arrived at a threadbare curtain of gauzy material, the veil hung on a brass rod set in the rock of the walls. Her father moved it aside, revealing another excavated chamber, roughly oval and bare, save for a hole about five feet wide in the floor at its center. Before the hole, which seemed to glow with fire, was the corpse of a strange, naked creature: it looked like a sick amalgam of frog and man, skin of mottled yellows and greens, moist, its belly bloated, rising from it a reek of decaying vegetation and disgusting, luxuriant blooms of algae. It was sexless and had scrawny limbs, its fingers and toes webbed. A long pink tongue hung from its mouth. Bruising about the neck told a tale of strangulation.

			Standing over the amphibian cadaver was a man Agnes recognized, wearing a boyish smile, blond hair down to his shoulders. He wiped mucus from his hands—hands that had so recently been wrapped around the skinny neck of the toad-thing.

			“Welcome, pilgrims!” Bocca said with a cheerful grin. “If I’m being honest, I’ll admit that I wondered for a time if you would find your way!”
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			Behold a God

			Here, said the sword, tingling in Auric’s hand. Here, now. The blade’s voice in Auric’s mind seemed to have lost its tranquility. He sensed Szaa’da’shaela’s enthusiasm. As it trembled in his hand, his own mouth filled with saliva, as though presented with the aroma of one of Pala’s plump roast chickens.

			The presence of Bocca, their hired Candle, who had fled in horror and disgust at what Qeelb had done to the Videna, felt like a joke, a comical scene in a stage farce. How was he here? Then a sickening wave of recognition washed over Auric, fear mingling with revulsion. It must be. 

			“Timilis,” he said.

			Yes, said Szaa’da’shaela, shuddering with pleasure in his hand.

			The blond-haired man—though no man—made a theatrical gesture with his hands, again evoking the stage. “In the flesh,” the god answered, “or someone’s, anyway. My own rotted away ages ago. At any rate, you’ve arrived, Auric Manteo. At last.”

			It felt like a cheat. What had he expected to feel, standing before a great god? Auric wasn’t sure. Overawed by that being’s majesty? Repulsed by a vile creature that reflected its malign and mercurial soul, something hideous like the avatar they found of the Aching God? Instead, Auric was annoyed and decidedly unimpressed with this divinity.

			“Forgive me,” said Timilis, looking down at himself as though reading Auric’s thoughts. “After all the drama leading up to this, I really should have prepared a more remarkable climax for you, eh?” The leg of the prone frog-thing twitched, causing Auric and Agnes to step back, swords at the ready. Timilis smiled and gave the corpse a casual kick. “Say hello to the one you knew as Pember, mortals. Aesha-Laalac it was once called.”

			“That is the god Pember?” asked Agnes, incredulous. “You killed Pember?”

			“Yes, Agnes! And in his or her place of power, too. That should impress you! Though I’ll admit, the form Pember preferred to take—oooof—it lets the air out of that celebratory balloon. I never understood the affinity for toads, of all creatures. Of course, Pember was a lesser power compared to me, forced to sup on the ready tears of painters and poets. As a greater god in the pantheon, I have had much richer fare on which to feast. And I have you and Hanifax to thank for that felicity.”

			“We do not venerate you, trickster,” said Sira, standing with Auric and Agnes flanking her. He hadn’t heard such contempt in her voice since they had questioned Wallach Bessemer in his quarters at Saint Besh. That seemed a long time ago now.

			“Few do willingly, little priest Sira,” he said, smiling in a friendly way, apparently taking no offense. “But I require no formal sacrifice. I am nourished by human error and folly, and God forgive me, I eat well.”

			God forgive me. What a strange thing for a divine being to say, thought Auric. Who was this…person before him?

			It is Timilis, whispered Szaa’da’shaela, its voice eager. One of the Besh’oul. Cruel trickster, drinker of human hopes. Do not think for a moment that anyone else stands before you, Auric Manteo. He must die.

			“Listen to the Ush’oul, Auric,” Timilis said, his smile all condescension. “How bloody-minded he has become. He wants nothing more than to taste my flesh. Well, soon enough I’ll oblige him.”

			“What?”

			The look on the god’s face grew serious, though he chose to seat himself on the swollen belly of Pember. He cupped his hands and bowed his head, shaking it from side to side. “Fifteen thousand,” he began. “Fifteen thousand years since I emerged from my birth mother, wailing, the both of us. I still remember her exhausted face, red and streaked with tears from the effort of bringing me into the world, her first and only child. Shan’a’shen was her name. Isn’t that lovely? Isn’t that a lovely name? She’s long dead, millennia dead, from loss of blood and infection, taken less than a day after I was born. My lips never tasted my mother’s milk, you know. None of us did, of course, the Besh’oul. It’s one of the things that mark us.” He looked up at Auric then, his smile sad. Was that a tear at the corner of his eye?

			“The scripture says you were born in a fiery furnace belonging to a great Djao demon lord, rescued by the god Marcator, no less,” said Sira. Auric had trouble understanding the intent of her statement. It seemed almost comically pedantic.

			“The scripture says much that is twaddle, Sira Edjani. Eighty to ninety percent of it is pure hogwash.”

			“You sound like Bocca again,” offered Agnes, arms crossed over her cuirass. “Rather than a god.”

			The blond being grinned. “Well, what does a god sound like, Agnes, dear? Have you heard one speak before?”

			“No,” she answered, looking down her nose at him, defiant. “Have you?”

			Her irreverence didn’t feel out of place here, Auric thought. But Timilis’s answer was like a slap in the face.

			“Not that I know of. Though I’ve heard many claim as much.”

			“Are you a god?” asked Auric, breathless.

			“I was born a mortal man, like you. I am no longer a mortal man, like you or any other. Agnes could drive that sharpened steel she borrowed from the actor through my heart and it would no more wound me than would a passing breeze. Does that make me a god? What is a god, truly? I can certainly perform wonders, miracles that would have throngs swooning in adoration or cowering in fear, following me to the ends of the earth. Is a man a god to the ants he treads upon without noticing? Know this: I am a sorcerer, Auric Manteo. A mighty one, by any reckoning, made immortal by great magics. Perhaps that makes me a god of sorts, but not in the sense that you mean the word.”

			Sira grabbed hold of Auric’s sleeve. “Lies!” she hissed.

			Timilis looked at her, amused. “Kind and devout Sira Edjani, this is hard for you, I know. But I assure you, I am the most honest member of Hanifax’s pantheon. I’ll speak no lies in this sacred place. Enlighten them, Ush’oul.”

			He speaks the truth, said the sword to Auric.

			“You are no god,” said Auric, a quiver in his voice. “And yet you have a priesthood, temples, a place of honor in the religious councils of the empire. You knew we were coming here. You know why we came here. This is no more than a game to you. You allowed us to take on the queen’s burden, to make this journey. You reveled in our pain, mocking us, knowing all along we would fail.”

			“Oh, on the contrary,” said Timilis, eyes wide with sincerity, “I fervently pray for your success!” The being let Auric and his companions dangle there for a moment, dumbfounded, before continuing. “Your mission is my mission, Auric Manteo. I set you on this path, long before you stumbled into the prison of Aelishim. It was I who put the instrument of my release in your hand. You think it was happy accident that madman turned over so precious a family heirloom? You never would have slain Gaha’laat without it.”

			“I do not know who—”

			Timilis was impatient now. “Don’t be thick, Auric. Gaha’laat. The one you called the Aching God. The sword was sleeping, as we all had for millennia. I had to wake it, and that required the blood of a true sorcerer. It is almost ready now.”

			“Ready for what?”

			Timilis closed his eyes and shook his head, exasperation on his plain features. He let out a long sigh.  “How many times must I tell you? I am weary of this existence. I have seen all I wish to see. I’ve danced on the surface of the sun, rode a comet. I’ve swum in shimmering lakes of molten silver, spoken to the hidden, secret spirits of time and space, witnessed the weave of the universe in infinitesimal detail. And now, after all of it, I am bored. There are no true surprises left in creation for me. I’m weary! After two hundred or more human lifetimes, Auric Manteo, I wish to die.”
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			Time seemed to stand still in that place. Auric felt the beating of his own heart, counted his breaths. He looked to Sira, her normally serene features clouded with confusion and fear. And Agnes, lovely Agnes, with Marta’s face, save for his nose, and the freckles which were entirely her own. Her eyes were fixed on the being who had called himself Bocca, but was Timilis, had always been Timilis, from the moment they met him on the road to Gnexes.

			Szaa’da’shaela had grown quiet, though it continued to tremble, perhaps in anticipation. Auric sensed its desire to kill and found that desire infectious. Would it be as simple as that, then? Drive the Djao blade, which Timilis named the instrument of his release, into the false god’s heart? Szaa’da’shaela had contradicted nothing Timilis had said. Maybe it really was that simple.

			“Alas,” said Timilis, reading Auric’s thoughts and breaking the silence in the chamber, “not that simple. The sword is not yet potent enough to end this existence of mine. It requires what all great magics require.”

			“Blood,” said Agnes.

			Blood, echoed Szaa’da’shaela in Auric’s mind.

			“All of this is a great spell that I’ve wrought. It’s why your journey to me here was so fraught with death and suffering, Auric Manteo. I was weaving great magics, you see, enough to penetrate the protective sorceries that have allowed me to survive fifteen millennia. Each death—Ursula, Meric, Brenten, Del Ogara, Gnaeus, Belech—”

			“My mother,” interrupted Agnes, “my brother.”

			“Oh yes, them, too. Those pirates on the Corsair’s Run, the townsfolk of Boudun whom your broken sorcerer skinned alive, the bandits on the river, the Videna and her mutilated creature, Kennah and Ruben both. Yellow Hells! Even that dog of yours provided sweet grist for the mill of my grand design. All were necessary sacrifices, fueling this greatest of sorceries. The victims of Geneviva’s insane whims, the chaos that descends upon your empire, all of it needed for my purpose.”

			“Needed, you say,” said Auric, who knew that he should be filled with fury at these revelations, but instead felt nauseous and emotionally numb. “Why do you require all this suffering? It’s not to make me worthy of killing you, is it?

			Timilis rested his hands on his knees, shifted on the corpse’s belly, and stared at the ceiling. “I suppose I must tell it all,” he muttered to himself.

			“Yes,” said Agnes, her jaw tight. Auric sensed her barely suppressed rage.

			It’s what I should be feeling right now, he thought.

			“Power, you see, comes from what we call the Kah.”

			“And what is Kah?” Agnes asked.

			“Ahhhhh, now that, Agnes Manteo,” he said, pointing a bobbing finger at her, “is a very good question. A piece of it lies deep in the earth, here below us, at the bottom of this glowing hole. More bits are buried across what you call the Barrowlands, and in other parts of the world. It is the font of life, it makes this globe spin on its axis, keeps it floating round the sun. There are theories, but many contend that the Kah is, in fact, pieces of God’s heart.”

			“You speak of God now?” spat Sira with a sneer.

			“It sounds more like a fairy tale,” said Agnes. Timilis seemed undeterred by their disdain.

			“Whoever—or whatever—created all that there is. Some call it the Universal Spirit of Creation. It may not be an individual, as you understand it. But we can call it God, certainly. Whoever or whatever formed this world, who floated the continents and made the green growing things upon them…well, buried deep in his or her creation—let’s call her a ‘she,’ to spare me the tedium of pronouns—she left us bits of her heart, beating. Faintly, yes, but still imbued with power—the power of creation. True sorcerers like myself, not the whispers you call sorcerers, we can sense and draw on that power, can shape and control it. The very power of creation! You can hardly imagine it, mortals! It exhilarates! It terrifies! It is intoxicating. But to access the greatest heights of power, more is required, you see. The Kah, God’s heart, must be fed to keep it beating, and to make it beat strongly. That is where you come in.”

			“This is perverse,” said Sira. “You mean to shake our faith in the gods. I know. I have felt the love and power of—”

			“Of Belu?” Timilis shouted, impatient, sardonic.

			“Of Belu,” she answered. And Auric was alarmed, for he heard hate in her voice. He heard the gentle voice of Sira Edjani moving perilously close to murder.

			“More on that later, priest of Belu,” said Timilis, still amused. “We sorcerers can sense the Kah, locate and tap into it, but it must be beating strong and proud to yield its greatest power. Only one thing makes that happen.”

			“And what would that be?” asked Auric.

			“Human suffering, Auric Manteo. It makes God’s heart sing.”

			“You thrive on human suffering?” growled Agnes, her face reddening, white-knuckled fist clenching the grip of the short sword she held. “You sound no better than the Djao and the demon-gods they worshiped!”

			Timilis let out a great laugh. It was cruel and without humor. “The Djao? The Djao? We are the Djao, foolish little girl!”

			All of them were struck mute. It was as though Auric’s heart stopped beating in his chest.

			“The looks on your faces,” Timilis said, shaking his head. “It’s always the same with you mortals when given true clarity. ‘Take it back! Please, take it back! Make us ignorant again!’ We Djao were the natural aristocracy of our people, mighty sorcerers who divined how power could be drawn from the Kah. We called ourselves the Besh’oul, the Learned Ones. With our power, we ruled over the people for five thousand years. We didn’t shrink from wisdom. We consumed it, no matter its form. Whatever black bile was vomited back from the depths of the cosmos, we swallowed it, greedily, and let it add to our knowledge and power. The word on our lips was always more, more, more! With the great potency we gained, we became explorers. We traveled about the wide universe of creation, to strange worlds beyond number. We met beings whose existence you could scarcely comprehend, witnessed mysteries and wonders a mortal heart could never contain! To do the things we Besh’oul dared, well, it required much from the Kah. Our subject peoples, we forced them to build what you thought our temples. In truth, they were manufactories, with agony the only product. We called up an industry of suffering, to enflame God’s heart. It was necessary, so that we might cross frontiers unimagined. Oh, the heights of glory we achieved!”

			The blond-haired being, still looking like nothing more than a cocky young man, closed his eyes and hugged himself, practically glowing with his recollections. For a moment, Auric thought the being might cry.

			“But then,” Timilis began again, his voice cold now, “some of our number, our own kind, began questioning the morality of our magnificent enterprise. The Betrayers. The Ush’oul.”

			Szaa’da’shaela trembled in Auric’s hand. He looked at the blade as if for the first time.

			“Led by a sorcerer—Benesh-Enoah his name—they aided our subject peoples. They allowed themselves to be fashioned into weapons of great power, power enough to contend with the immortals we had become. The people rose up, and many of the Besh’oul were overthrown. Those who could not be slain, they caged. Like Aelishim, the one you woke, who ate your friends, Auric Manteo. Or Gaha’laat, your Aching God. Many were trapped in terrible prisons. Only a handful of us remained. They left us no choice. We called up an unspeakable necromantic power, and we laid waste to the people and their Ush’oul accomplices. Millions died. That effort was nearly the end of us as well. We survivors needed rest, thousands of years of rest, hidden away in the wasteland we had created. Until…”

			“Coryth Angana,” whispered Agnes.

			“Blessed Coryth,” smiled Timilis. “Your first king and Revelator. It was Bae’u’loh who conceived our scheme, who drew him to us. ‘Let us represent ourselves as beneficent gods, requiring sacrifice,’ she proposed. ‘Let them fuel the Kah through their devotion to us. Each of us will sup at the bounty of our domains.’”

			Auric’s stomach churned, as though it was about to surrender its contents. Szaa’da’shaela tingled in his hand, and a cold chill ran up his arm from its pommel. Timilis went on with his story.

			“And then Memno, husband to Bae’u’loh, he said, ‘I will be the god of the law, and every sentence carried out, every prisoner’s cry, will feed my power.’ The others made their claims: one of us would be the war god, another the god of hammer and anvil. Each of them claimed a sphere of influence they believed would yield bountiful harvests of pain. Perhaps least among the survivors, I chose last. But I was patient, because I knew humanity best, better certainly than my sorcerer siblings. ‘I will take folly,’ I said when my turn finally came. ‘I lay claim to the fruits of human frailty.’ They laughed at me, every one of them. What sustenance could I draw from that? Memno mocked me. ‘Thin gruel! A minor god you will be, despised, reviled,’ he said. And he was right, for a time. But I knew. If one draws nourishment from human folly, one will never go hungry.”

			There was a flicker of shadow and light from the hole at the center of the chamber, as though a fire burning deep in the earth reached up toward them. Auric’s heart was beating in his ears like a drum now, Szaa’da’shaela humming so that he could see the blade vibrate in his grasp. After a few more moments of silence, Sira spoke.

			“And the one who concocted your plan…”

			“Bae’u’loh.”

			“What dominion did she claim?”

			Timilis smiled, and his smile was hard, cruel. “Bae’u’loh, she said, ‘I will be the god of healing, and I will suckle at every illness and injury they suffer.’”

			Sira cried out, a terrible, raw thing. Then she wept like a child, abandoned and bereft. Agnes went to her and the two embraced. For a long while Timilis closed his eyes, his countenance beatific. It was as though he basked in Sira’s grief, as though it gave off rays like the summer sun. Auric stared at this false god, at a loss for words. But their unkind host wasn’t finished. He had more words for them. 

			“I set you on this journey, Auric Manteo. I made it your destiny: to slay not one god, but two. And you will do as I wish, you will grant me release. As soon as the Ush’oul you wield, which tingles with anticipation even now, is truly ready. But first, one more sacrifice is required, and it must be dear.”

			Auric felt a cold shiver at the sound of that word, dear. Sira was no longer weeping. Agnes, too, was focused on Timilis, great sorcerer and false god. It was as though all of them knew what he would ask now. Timilis shifted himself on the belly of Pember’s corpse, looking down for a moment at his palm, a white, V-shaped scar marring the pale flesh. Then he looked up at Auric and spoke.

			“You will take the last of the Ush’oul, the sword that calls itself Szaa’da’shaela, and you will make it ready with a great sacrifice, so that it possesses the power to release me from my interminable existence. And you will do all I ask, or I will make this world of yours and all the people in it burn in slow agony. The horrors I’ll unleash will make what pain you’ve suffered thus far seem a fond and pleasant memory. Now, do as I say. Take your sword, Auric Manteo, and give me the lifeblood of your only surviving child.” 
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			Saint Agnes of the Blade

			Anger erupted from within Auric Manteo like a geyser, bursting forth with a growl of rage as he hurled himself at a smiling Timilis, letting Szaa’da’shaela clatter to the floor of the chamber with a metallic clang. But it was as though he had thrown himself at a pillar of stone. He slammed his fists into that face, wrapped his fingers around his throat to squeeze the breath out of him. Timilis seemed no more troubled by Auric’s attempts at violence than he would by the buzzing of a gnat.

			At last, his strength spent, Auric fell to the ground, grasping the waiting hilt of Szaa’da’shaela with his right hand. He stared at Timilis, who smiled back at him, shaking his head. “And they say I’m theatrical.”

			“Is it true?” Auric asked Szaa’da’shaela aloud.

			It is, Auric Manteo. I haven’t enough strength to slay him yet.

			Auric tested the truth of it. He drove the point of the blade into Timilis’s gut. The sorcerer didn’t flinch, merely pulled the blade from his flesh. His tunic had been pierced, but the skin revealed was pristine. Auric spoke again to the sword.

			“And did you know this all along?”

			There was a pause, silence in the chamber and in his head. Finally, the blade replied to him. I…knew it was a possibility. I couldn’t know for certain until he revealed himself. I didn’t think it wise to trouble you with this detail until—

			“Until he asked for the life of my daughter.”

			Szaa’da’shaela was silent.

			“Come now, Auric,” said Timilis, as though comforting a friend. “All great tales of heroes speak of terrible prices paid.” Timilis patted the corpse on which he sat as he spoke. “And besides, I have it on good authority that dear Agnes here will be named a saint after all this.”

			“Why don’t you just drop whatever armor protects you?” Sira asked, her voice tired and brittle. “Open yourself to the strength the sword has now.”

			“‘Armor’ is an inaccurate metaphor, little priest of a false god,” he said, turning to her with his maddening smile. “I can no more remove my immortality than you can your own skin. It is an inseparable part of me, imbuing every cell of my being. No, greater sorcery is required to pierce its magic. And for that, like all great magicks, we need blood, precious blood.”

			“Why did you kill Pember?” asked Agnes, as though the blood he spoke of wasn’t her own.

			“I lied to Pember at first, convinced him that this was a great ruse to harvest some truly sweet pain. I told our expired frog-god here that I would share it if I was allowed the use of this place. But Pember divined my purpose in the end, and foresaw potential consequences for us gods, rather dire ones. Slow to see through my deception, though, for a god of divination.”

			“What are these…consequences?” Agnes asked. Her voice sounded empty. Auric’s heart ached, watching his daughter stare off unseeing into space.

			“That killing a ‘great god,’ even if that god is a sham, may trouble the order of things. It may cause…theological problems, and…complications. Pember feared it may upset the pantheon’s cozy arrangement with your people.”

			“Our sacred compact is no more than a ‘cozy arrangement’?” Sira asked.

			“We made a contract with Coryth Angana. ‘Worship us, and we shall give you the world.’ Did we not hold up our end of the bargain? At the time, your empire was a collection of petty, bickering city-states, murdering one another for scraps in the rubble left by the fall of the Busker Kings. For nearly a thousand years! Not a bit of progress in all that time. Just plague and famine and betrayal and rape and murder, bah! What a fucking hash humanity had made of the world! You have us to thank for pulling you from the muck.”

			“I won’t do it,” said Auric.

			You must, said Szaa’da’shaela.

			“You must,” echoed Timilis. “Would you take responsibility for the havoc I’ll wreak if you don’t? The chaos you’ve seen ‘til now is but a pale reflection of—”

			“Save your threats. What you ask is impossible…monstrous.”

			“Monstrous? Humans sacrifice their children every day! To ambition, to ego, to greed. It’s as commonplace as dandelion blooms in a field of summer grass. And it will not be without benefits, a consolation of sorts. As I’ve said, Agnes will be elevated to sainthood, Auric Manteo. Pember foresaw it! Imagine it: your daughter, venerated by the people of Hanifax centuries from now for her sacrifice, ridding the world of an evil, capricious god, sparing it untold calamity! ‘Savior,’ they’ll call her!”

			“Saint Agnes of the Blade,” said Agnes, her voice far away, hollow.

			Timilis held a hand out to her and smiled indulgently. “Just so.”

			“Fuck you.”

			Timilis let out another long, slow breath and stood, wiping from the seat of his trousers whatever they had picked up from Pember’s slimy cadaver. He walked to Auric and reached down, offering a hand. Auric ignored it, staring back with every ounce of hatred he felt. Timilis withdrew his hand and closed his eyes, shaking his head slowly.

			“It is a difficult thing, I admit,” he said at last, strolling over to Agnes. He took some of her hair in his hand and began stroking it. Agnes looked at him with a dull sort of hate, a faint echo of Auric’s own. But she did nothing to resist the sorcerer’s touch. “She is a lovely thing,” the sorcerer continued, “though a bit too martial for my tastes. Quite accomplished for her age. A father could be proud.”

			“I am proud,” Auric rumbled.

			“And you wanted to keep her safe, too. At least after Marta and Tomas passed beyond the Final Veil. The irony is, of course, delicious, I must admit. How it will send God’s heart to giddy quivering!” He held the lock of Agnes’s hair to his nostrils and breathed in, as though he drew in the scent of a flower.

			Auric, said Szaa’da’shaela, firm, insistent, listen to me. We must kill this creature. He is a plague on humanity, like all of them—a fomenter of endless suffering. The price is high, I know, but it is necessary. We must let Agnes be a martyr. Her pain will be over in a moment. Her blood is precious to you, yes; that’s what gives it value and power. But you must weigh it against the holocaust this creature will unleash if you do not end him, here, today—now.

			“Her young life,” said Auric. “Snuffed out.”

			She will be remembered through the ages for what she did, I promise you. Saint Agnes of the Blade, already foretold. Remember Geneviva, rotting, crimson-eyed, ready to sink her teeth into human flesh? What catastrophes will this queen unleash on the aristocracy, on the common folk of Hanifax? Tens of thousands will die, perhaps more! What this creature says is true. He will stop at nothing to achieve his ends. He will murder the world and make you watch all of it. Agnes will die all the same, horribly—

			“Shut up, goddammit!”

			“The Ush’oul is right, Auric,” said Timilis, letting go of Agnes’s hair. “You might spare yourself the duty of dispatching her by your own hand, only to bear witness to some other far more terrible end, and very soon. I’ll see to that. Or surrender to this duty, Auric Manteo. The sword needs a sacrifice of precious blood. Here is precious blood. Save the empire, with a single stroke! The fate of the Cradle Sea rests in your hands!”

			How many people lived in the lands that rimmed the Cradle Sea? Eighteen million? Twenty? A proper census hadn’t been conducted in nearly a century. Whatever the number, Auric could scarce imagine all those who would be touched by his choices here. As a Syraeic field agent, he was used to the lives of his companions hanging in the balance of decisions he made. But the sheer scale of this squeezed his heart, sending his mind spinning.

			He looked at Agnes, still staring at Timilis, her beautiful face severe, defiant. His heart swelled at the courage that emanated from her. What a fine Syraeic she was! Someone he would be happy to call friend, colleague. His child. His only living child. He thought on Tomas, years in the grave. Always more cautious than Agnes, who was younger than him; that girl had been bold from the moment she could walk. Strange that he should be the one to perish during his first foray into some insignificant Busker ruin, the name of which Auric couldn’t even remember in that moment.

			Now Agnes was here, standing before him, his flesh and blood, all that was left of it, of Marta. How could he snuff out a life so promising, a life so dear? How could his heart survive such a cataclysm? Could he imagine himself, back in Daurhim, in Hannah’s bed, contented, living to old age? Gods—Hannah! It was her intuition that he shouldn’t leave her again. How was it he hadn’t thought of her in days? His life was sweet with her, was it not? Free of the sort of worries a Syraeic agent faced, let alone the horror before him, this impossible choice. Did he deserve a contented retirement, when so many others lay in their graves? Marta, Tomas, Belech, Lenda…many, many more he had known, good people. And then he remembered the words of the sin eater. You will find a way to atone for the wrong you have done to her.

			When the time comes…

			Auric noticed Agnes’s hand on his forearm. He wasn’t sure how long it had been there, nor how long she had been talking to him, but at last he heard her speak.

			“Papa,” she said. “We have no choice.”

			No choice, repeated Szaa’da’shaela.

			No choice. Precious life, precious blood. All life is precious, no? He repeated the words in his mind, considering. He asked Szaa’da’shaela if what he contemplated would be enough. After a pause, the blade answered him, its masculine voice somber and so much like his own. It will be enough.

			Auric turned to Agnes and took her hands, though she kept hold of her short sword with an iron grip. He looked into her eyes, dark like her mother’s. He counted freckles dusting her nose and cheeks for a moment, then smiled.

			“It’s all right, Father,” she said, handing her sword to Sira. “This duty is thrust upon you. You must obey. In this way, we both save the world. It will be but a moment’s pain for me and I’ll be free, joining Mama and Tomas, beyond the Final Veil. Do it, and know that I am proud to be a Syraeic, and your daughter.”

			Tears fell from her eyes, and Auric wept as well. He nodded slowly, having made his decision. He embraced Agnes tightly, a farewell, kissed her on her forehead. She undid the straps of her cuirass and removed it, setting it on the ground. She looked so small, standing there in her blood-stained shirt. Her lips quivered then. She turned to Sira. “To what gods do I pray now, Sira?” she asked.

			“I don’t know,” said Sira, her face wet with her own tears. “But I will say a prayer, nonetheless, on the chance that some beneficent god listens.”

			Agnes turned back to Auric. He could see her willing herself to stop crying. She pulled her shirt down at the collar, to expose the flesh above her heart. “Strike true, Father,” she said. “I love you.”

			“And I you, daughter. How proud I am of you and what you have become.”

			Those were the last words Auric Manteo spoke. Before Agnes or Sira could stop him, he turned the Djao blade Szaa’da’shaela about and drove its gleaming steel point through his heart.
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			Godslayer

			It was strange how quickly Agnes resigned herself to it, the fact that she had to die. A sudden peace engulfed her. Not a warm, comforting thing—it was a calm, clear-headed awareness of her mortality, of her thread coming to an end. There were many things she would never do, she realized, things she would never have. It saddened her. She had no wish to die, but flailing against it seemed silly, futile. Death was no ravenous beast she could answer with her sword. It was a time, and a place, and a purpose. She would face it with dignity.

			But now she sat next to her father’s corpse, in the blood that pooled around him. He lay on his side, the Djao blade still embedded in his chest. The ancient steel had penetrated his hardened leather cuirass as though it were nothing more than a single sheet of vellum. The weapon had pierced the white symbol of the Syraeic League on the pectoral, cutting it in half. Sira knelt on the other side of Auric, weeping, both of her hands clasping his arm. Agnes looked at her father’s dark eyes, still open, seeming to stare at the toad-thing that had been the false god Pember. She reached down and closed those eyelids gently, and combed a lock of hair, black dusted with gray, from his brow. She wanted to weep, but tears wouldn’t come.

			You’re really alone now, Agnes, she thought. Father, mother, brother, all dead. Looking at his face again, serene now, as though he slept, she could sense the warmth fleeing his flesh. You’ve left me, Papa. Left me with this task unfinished and in my hands.

			“A small gift from your father to me, Agnes Manteo,” she heard Timilis say, the sound of his voice unwelcome. “I didn’t see that coming. I do appreciate even small surprises.”

			Agnes looked up at the blond-haired immortal. He no longer wore the cocky grin, but she read no sympathy on his features either. That brought a wave of anger that shook her from the peculiar emotional limbo in which she floated. She looked to the sword, Szaa’da’shaela, protruding from her father’s heart, at the blood-stained rent in his leather armor. She examined the emeralds set in the metal, the exotic filigree work and complex etchings. Her fingers found the weapon’s grip and wrapped around it. She rested her left hand on her father’s bloody cuirass and pulled, doing her best to ignore the sloppy, wet noise as she backed the blade out from the lethal wound it had made. Then she stood, tearing her eyes from her father to the false god before her.

			Hello, Agnes Manteo, said the sword in her mind, a mature, almost musical, feminine voice that carried with it a power and serenity she found soothing. I am sorry. We shall mourn together, you and me.

			“Was his life enough, then?” she asked aloud.

			Oh, yes. Yes, it was.

			She was surprised when she felt the weapon’s weight in her hand. By its dimensions it was closer to a longsword than a rapier—she could certainly use it two-handed—but it was so much lighter. She gave it an experimental swipe before her. Drops of her father’s blood sprayed across the room as the blade made a swoosh, cutting the air in two. It was a shockingly elegant weapon, giving her a much longer reach than did her rapier. She untucked the end of her shirt from her trousers and used it to clean the blade of her father’s blood. It was as though the intricate sigils in the steel appeared to her for the first time, bursting with meaning and power.

			“May I ask you a question, Timilis?” said Agnes, looking down the length of the blade, admiring its steely perfection.

			“You may,” answered Timilis.

			“My godmother…”

			“Ah,” he said, grinning. “I was that necromancy’s author, too. Yes, it is your beloved godmother. However, the sorcery employed to sustain her existence, to speak without lungs, required exposure to certain…well, shadowy secrets. It changes a person. That knowledge can’t help pushing out more pleasant qualities to make room for itself.”

			“So, is it or is it not Lenda?” asked Sira.

			Agnes ignored the priest, looking down at the toes of her boots now, stained with her father’s blood. “Make room for what?” she asked.

			Timilis pursed his lips, paused before speaking. “It’s hard to explain to one uninitiated. The darkness. Let’s call it Midnight’s Wisdom.”

			Agnes looked up at Timilis, who smiled back at her. “You’re ready, then?”

			“I’m ready, Saint Agnes. The blade must pierce my heart.”

			“Are there crimes you wish to confess before I do this thing?” she asked, flexing the fingers on her right hand, testing her hold on the Djao blade’s grip.

			Timilis laughed loudly and clapped his hands. “Ha! So you offer yourself as my sin eater, Agnes Manteo?”

			“Of a sort. There will be no absolution at the end.”

			“Absolution? For what? I am guilty of curiosity. Of boldness. Of courage few men possess, to look full into the inky blackness of the void and face whatever dark wisdom hides there. My conscience records no other sins.”

			Agnes stared back at him, her heart bubbling like a cauldron.

			“Do I disappoint you?” Timilis asked, all smiling indulgence again. “I am not a mortal man, who concerns himself with such trifles.”

			Agnes looked at the immortal’s eyes, a rich, deep blue. Could she see thousands of years of wisdom swimming in those eyes? No. She did not. She clucked her tongue. “I do wonder how anyone could have mistaken you for a deity, for anything but what you are: a thief and a cheat. And a sadist.”

			Timilis’s smile soured, his brow furrowed. “If you are trying to provoke me, girl, you won’t succeed. As I’ve said, I need neither your approval nor your absolution. In truth, it is I who am disappointed. A pity you cannot appreciate the privilege you’re given. To dispatch an immortal being past the Final Veil.”

			“It feels more akin to lancing a boil. Or excising a poisoned growth.”

			The flesh of the immortal’s face bloomed red. There was a sneer in his words now. “No mere man who has not tasted the power I possess can judge me, girl. Were it in your hands, Saint Agnes of the Blade, you would succumb to its allure as well. All who taste it become gluttons, and no price is too high. It’s only fear and narrow-mindedness that halts the inquisitive heart. Morality has no meaning in this context.”

			“The Ush’oul,” said Sira, coming to Agnes’s side now. “They decided the price was too high. They rediscovered their humanity.”

			“The Ush’oul? Ha! They were all of them despots as well! They rediscovered their humanity after five thousand years dining on human pain, knowing all along what it was that fed and empowered them. The very fat cannibal develops a conscience about cannibalism. How touching! How noble. The Ush’oul were all hypocrites. Each last one, including the one Agnes wields now. I own the choices I’ve made through the millennia. I have no regrets and shed not a tear for those who enabled my journey through their suffering. I’ve walked a thousand worlds, heard the symphony of the cosmos, played with the building blocks of creation! Why should I regret the price that purchased these countless wonders no mortal could possibly fathom?”

			“No confession, then?” asked Agnes, her air casual as she held Szaa’da’shaela’s shimmering runes aloft.

			“The universe keeps no tally of transgressions,” the immortal continued, hands on his hips. “If there is an intelligence behind creation, it is indifferent, with no more interest in our choices than for which direction a dung beetle scampers.”

			“Then human existence is an empty thing.” said Sira. “Love, loyalty, kindness and compassion, nobility of purpose, they have no meaning?” Agnes wasn’t sure if Sira voiced her own newborn bitterness or challenged Timilis.

			“You may construct whatever meaning you like out of your life, sad and disillusioned little priest. I care not.”

			“So,” inquired Agnes, “Szaa’da’shaela must penetrate your heart? That is what will release you from this world?”

			“Just so,” he said, tearing his shirt so that the pale, hairless flesh of his bare chest was exposed. He pointed to where his heart lay with a finger. “Here.”

			“And will you feel pain?”

			The immortal’s eyes narrowed. “I can still cause immeasurable harm, Agnes Manteo. I need but speak the word to call that harm into being. Do not toy with me.”

			“Of course. Do you have any final words, immortal Timilis?”

			Timilis smiled broadly. “Aye. Something witty, to be preserved, something by which I might be remembered. I—”

			Before he could utter another syllable, Agnes brought Szaa’da’shaela about in a wide arc. The blade bit into the false god’s neck, passing through flesh and bone with ease. An exhilaration of energy crawled up her arm from the hilt of the weapon as the severed head spun into the air, end over end, above an erupting fountain of blood. The head struck the rough-hewn chamber wall, sounding like a ripe gourd as it tumbled, coming to rest beside Pember’s glistening corpse. The headless body staggered, waving its arms about, seeking what it had lost.

			Agnes knelt beside the head, which stared back at her, eyes blinking, mouth working, unable to make a sound. “Speak the word, Timilis, Lord of Laughter,” she said with a cruel smile. “Or do you require breath and vocal cords? This is not like what you did to my Aunt Lenda, is it? Where is your power now? Your sorcery?” The eyes fluttered, the mouth opened and closed like a fish gasping at the bottom of a boat. “Do you feel the pain of your wound? If you do, it isn’t a fraction of what you deserve.”

			Sira put a hand to Agnes’s shoulder. Agnes shrugged it off as she stood. She gave the head a savage kick with the toe of her boot so that it struck the far wall and rolled to the edge of the pit at the center of the domed chamber. Its eyes stared over the edge, blinking in horror.

			Do this thing, said Szaa’da’shaela. Do it now. And strike true.

			Strike true, Agnes thought, remembering her godmother’s words in the bowels of the Citadel. Agnes went to the body, which had wandered over to the entry tunnel, still standing, still flailing helplessly. With her left hand she grabbed it by the bloody skin of its neck.

			“No sin eater needed,” she said, jerking the headless thing around to face her. “For the millions whose pain you harvested over the centuries, for my mother, my brother…for Ruben and Kennah, for my Aunt Lenda.”

			Agnes walked the body to the edge of the pit, its arms bobbing out as though reaching for balance. She poked the point of the Djao blade into its belly and looked over at Timilis’s head, poised precariously at the pit’s far side, wild eyes glaring back at her.

			“And for my father, who was a far better and braver man than you.”

			She jammed Szaa’da’shaela’s razor-sharp point in and thrust the blade upward with all her strength, penetrating the chest cavity. She shifted the steel left and right, until at last she found the still-beating heart. Blood pulsed from the wound, bathing her hand in a red gush, and the body convulsed. For a few moments it was as though the two of them were joined in an obscene dance. Another thrilling, electric sensation danced up her sword arm. Finally, the body inhabited by Timilis collapsed to the ground, lifeless. She wanted to kick it then, over and over, until she heard ribs crack. But instead, she crouched down to use the false god’s shirt to clean the blood from the blade and her hand.

			Agnes stood back and looked down at the headless corpse. She turned to the severed head, resting uneasily at the pit’s precipice. Its eyes were still wide with horror, the mouth still forming soundless words. She walked over to it. The mouth gaped; the eyes pleaded. Agnes nudged it with the toe of her boot so that the sorcerer’s head went over the side. Sira joined her, wrapping an arm around her waist, like a sister.

			There was a flicker from the pit, but she could see nothing below save darkness. Is this a fitting punishment, then? she wondered. A silent and impotent eternity with the supposed heart of God? Agnes tried to fathom the countless crimes this immortal sorcerer had committed. Victims without number. Had she avenged them?

			It is a start, whispered Szaa’da’shaela.
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			Long May She Reign

			Ilanda Padivale, Countess of Beyenfort, chief agent of the Duke of Harkeny in Boudun, and favorite plaything of the queen, stood on a low stool in her undergarments, arms straight up in the air, while Baea and Ruby went through the elaborate ballet of fastening a dizzying array of intricate, finely made clothing. All of this was done in silence. Tears coursed down her cheeks, marring the painstakingly applied cosmetics Baea had fretted over for an hour. She had decided to allow herself a few more minutes of weeping before she turned to cold, hard analysis of the circumstances. The circumstances overwhelmed her.

			In one of her upraised hands, Ilanda held two scraps of vellum with delicate care, as though they were precious relics in need of preservation. The first informed her that her beloved husband, Lawrence Padivale, Count of Beyenfort, was dead, slain by foul necromancy. His Uncle Symon had assumed authority for the time being, already dispatching a request to the Cult of Tolwe in Caird to send inquisitors for a formal investigation. The second scrap informed her that her father, Count of Sallymont, was dead as well, and that her brother Rolphe was raised up to take his place. The family medicus had concluded that her father’s heart had given out, though he was a healthy and vigorous man at fifty-five. There were no signs of sorcery. Nonetheless, Tolwe’s clergy had been summoned to Sallyforth Hall as well, to make certain of the truth.

			Marburand, she thought. Duke Willem’s spies and courtiers here in Boudun have divined that now is the time to act, that the queen’s attention and authority are slipping enough for him to indulge his regional appetites. Sweet Lawrence’s death is meant to unsettle Beyenfort and direct all Harkeny’s attention to the northern frontier. As chief bulwark against the Korsa, her adopted home city must never be distracted from its eternal duty. Symon is hot-headed, she mused, willing herself to stop crying in that moment. Lawrence wisely ignored his uncle’s impulses to strike out at the slights and provocations offered by Willem and his nobles. Now the man has nothing stopping him from giving his angry urges license. He will lash out. Recklessly. Foolishly.

			Ilanda wanted to flee the capital, take a ship with wind demons screaming in its sails back to the dukedom and ride for Beyenfort, where she could take the reins of government. That was her right as her husband’s wife, after all, at least until Duke Orin judged otherwise. The seat of Beyenfort and the Padivale line, it must be preserved, she thought. Ilanda closed her eyes. She allowed the hand that held the letters to slip down to touch her womb. Please, oh please, gentle Chaeres, make it so.

			Her monthly flow was late, but only by a few days. She had been with Lawrence recently enough that there was a chance. Maybe. Maybe she was pregnant. Perhaps a piece of her lover, friend, and husband remained through their union, a growing life within her. Please, loving Chaeres, may I be fruitful, as you make the earth fruitful!

			The wagging tongues in Boudun had long theorized that Lawrence Padivale was a homosexual. Had he even bedded the spoiled, empty-headed aristocrat whom he married, the one who had somehow captivated their mad queen with her pretty face and silly banter? They had been married long enough to have had three children. And yet not a single pregnancy? It shamed Ilanda that she preferred that gossip to the other: Ilanda Padivale nee Sallymont, despite her pleasing face, the generous curve of her hips, that lavish bosom, well, she’s barren. Unable to fulfill the most basic duty of an aristocratic woman: to provide an heir. Even with entreaties to Chaeres! Why, she’s no more useful than a pretty piece of jewelry, is she? A lovely ornament, a bauble, good for nothing but display.

			Ilanda’s face flushed. She was so weary of the masquerade, of playing the pretty fool. The old man, the Aerican who called himself Ush’oul, his promise that she didn’t have to play that game much longer made her heart soar when first she heard it. Blessed gods of Hanifax, make it happen soon!

			Prayers. How much of her time was consumed with petitioning one deity or another for mercy, guidance, wisdom, for blessings? Did they listen? Her father had always told her to follow the forms, to make obeisance as she should, show proper respect for the clergy, perform the rituals and sacrifices expected of the pantheon. But always, always—she could even hear him say it now—count on your own industry and intelligence and those of your trusted people.

			The Aerican. She trusted him. He had provided sage counsel, helped to untangle some confusing reports provided by her spy network. If he didn’t know the persons of the court—and their personalities—he was at least a remarkable student of human nature. Priceless. He had looked unwell the past few days, his brown complexion ashy, a weariness in his eyes. She had told him to rest himself, take care. He had waved off the attentions of a medicus and declined her offer to summon a priest from the Blue Cathedral.

			“I am old,” he had said. “There is little that can be done to remedy that, Countess.”

			“Fetch him for me, Ruby, dear,” Ilanda charged her maidservant when the last ribbon had been tied to her dress. “The Aerican.”

			Ilanda sat at her dressing table and allowed Baea to repair the damage to the cosmetics her tears had wrought. She had recently adopted a style Ush’oul said was worn by both the men and women of a great Aerican nation: a thick black outline of the eyes with a cosmetic called kohl, obtained through the illicit and expensive Azkayan markets. As Baea put on the finishing touches, there was a knock at the outer door of her suite of rooms. Baea returned a moment later, alarm on her plain, honest face.

			“You’ve been summoned to the queen’s bedchamber, milady!”

			A familiar thrill of dread pulsed in Ilanda’s chest, the same every time she was called to the queen’s side. Lately it had been a rare morning when she wasn’t summoned to attend Her Majesty, who grew increasingly erratic, increasingly monstrous. There was an ache where Geneviva’s black claws had bitten into her flesh. Though the wounds no longer troubled her, the discoloration had to be hidden by cosmetics. Her pain had resisted the prayers of Belu’s anointed, and the efforts of three different palace medicae. It was only the old man who provided relief. He denied being a priest of any kind. But how was it he could channel divine healing when the Blue Mother’s own could not?

			Ilanda sensed Baea’s nervous energy as she followed her to the suite’s outer door, fussing and primping at details of her mistress’s sumptuous costume. Ilanda finally shooed her maidservant away with an affectionate smile and a wave of the fan Baea handed her. She willed her heart to stop beating so quickly, taking deep breaths as she made the short walk to Geneviva’s chambers. She feared going there without the old man’s company. What madness would be born there today? Who would suffer her capricious wrath? Would today be the day Ilanda’s carefully choreographed performance failed?

			The palace guards at the outer door of the queen’s bedchamber, soiled blindfolds covering their eyes, struck their halberds on the marble floor at Ilanda’s approach. After all this time, the guards’ awareness of their surroundings, despite the cloth wrapped around their heads, still unnerved her. One of them reached for the polished brass door handle and opened the door wide for her. She took one last deep breath and walked through.

			No number of perfumed candles and incense could mask the stench of death in the humid room. It was almost overpowering; a stink she would never grow used to, no matter how many years she served the queen. She expected to find Geneviva being dressed by terrified maidservants, attended by various functionaries. Instead, officials were gathered around the queen’s canopied bed, solemn. Lady Courlan was the first to spy Ilanda and beckoned her forward with a white-gloved hand. When she reached the attendant throng, the others standing there shifted so that she too could stand with them.

			Lying in Geneviva’s plush bed, made up with sumptuous linens, comforters stuffed with goose down, was a desiccated cadaver dressed in the queen’s silken nightclothes. The flesh looked dry, brittle, and more had worn away to reveal the bones beneath. Closed eyelids hid sunken sockets. The triumphant stink of corruption made Ilanda want to scream; she had to purse her lips tightly and hold her breath to keep from allowing it to escape her. This was a corpse, and not a fresh one. She was about to whisper a question to Lady Courlan, standing next to her, when the corpse spoke.

			“Ilanda, child? You are here with us?”

			Ilanda forced a smile, gripped her folded fan with both hands to hide their trembling. “I am, my queen. I pray I did not keep you waiting long.”

			“Her Majesty just called for you, Countess.” Ilanda saw Ulwen now, on the other side of the bed, the crystal orb given him by the old man in his hands; it seemed to her that he held the artifact as he did for the same reason she clutched her fan.

			“Ilanda,” rasped the queen again, reaching up with a black-clawed hand more bone than flesh now, bits flaking off as she did so.

			With only a moment’s hesitation, Ilanda leaned in over the bed and took the decrepit thing. It felt shockingly cold as its bony digits grasped her own. She swallowed hard so as not to cry out in pain, but the queen’s grip was weak. “I am here, Highness.”

			“It seems our expedition,” she began, fighting for breath to speak, “has achieved the ends we desired.”

			“What expedition is this?” asked a man at the foot of the bed. Ilanda saw that it was Father Elberlin of the Privy Council. He was not a man who appreciated being left in the dark.

			When Ilanda looked back to the queen, her eyelids had retracted, revealing feral crimson irises. She bared her blackened teeth in a bestial sort of sneer. “Ebberin, you will know of our plans when it suits us. Don’t think your black robe and Marcator’s sigil tattooed on your self-important arse gains you unfettered access to our secrets.”

			The priest’s grimace showed both pique and fear. He smoothed his graying beard with a shaking hand. “Forgive my presumption, Your Majesty.”

			The effort of scolding Elberlin seemed to drain the queen, whose eyelids fluttered shut again, and the grip on Ilanda’s hand weakened further. The others standing on her side of the bed allowed Ilanda to get closer to the queen, so that she no longer had to lean over to keep hold of Geneviva’s hand. It looked as though the queen might speak again, but Elberlin spoke instead.

			“Your Highness, I must raise a matter that is…unseemly: the succession. We have not yet consecrated with a public ceremony the successor you named in Marcator’s fane. Only the Priest of Chapters has heard you name him. Will you reveal him to us now, so that we may support your—”

			“That Priest of Chapters,” said Geneviva with sudden force, “he covets your post, Ebberin. You’ll keep a close eye on that one, if you are wise.”

			Is this the true Geneviva? wondered Ilanda. The one trapped in this corpse? The one Ulwen’s magic bauble revealed? If so, did she name her successor? Or did the monster? It was a thought that hadn’t occurred to her before and it filled her with a new dread.

			The queen’s eyes opened again, and her clawed fingers tightened on Ilanda’s hand, a painful, vise-like grip that nearly brought tears to her eyes. “Promise me,” she whispered.

			“Anything, Majesty,” Ilanda answered.

			“Closer,” said the talking skull atop the queen’s shoulders.

			Ilanda leaned in again, bending over the prone cadaver that still drew breath. Her ear hovered an inch above the queen’s blackened teeth, the smell of the grave wafting from them. She remembered the sight of those same rotted gravestones chewing the bleeding flesh of her great grandson and heir, chewing meat that had once been the crown prince.

			“The new…monarch,” said the queen in her ear, the words breathy, weak. “You must…respect our decision…all your intelligence, your…wiles…s-serpents and spiders and…s-s-sycophants…plotting. Help Hanifax…”

			Ilanda’s heart raced, the stink of decay strong in her nostrils. She suppressed her gorge. “Yes, Geneviva,” she said softly, so that only the queen could hear her, for it seemed the true woman was speaking to her now. “I will support your choice, with all my ability. Whoever shall be king of Hanifax, I will aid his government.”

			For a long moment, Ilanda thought it was over, that Geneviva Reges was at last truly dead. But the cadaverous hand tightened painfully on her own, and the queen whispered another word, a haunted gust of wind in her ear. “You.”

			Ilanda’s breath caught in her chest. “Your Majesty? I—”

			“You,” repeated the dead woman. “You are my successor, Ilanda dear. Be worthy of the crown, as I think you are.”

			A long, ragged breath escaped the queen’s desiccated lips, and the light drained from her crimson eyes. The claws holding Ilanda’s hand went limp. Ilanda stood upright again and looked at the crumbling, lifeless thing lying on rich bedsheets. After one hundred and forty-two years on this earth, a hundred and eighteen of them as queen, Geneviva the First, Imperatrix Hanifaxa, Scourge of the Azkayans, was dead.

			You. The word echoed in her head. Ilanda, Queen of Hanifax.
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			Ilanda had to speak with the Aerican. She had to return to her private suite. But first, Ulwen and Elberlin interrogated her: what had the queen whispered to her? What were her final words?

			Ilanda hesitated. She knew not why. “She wanted my promise that I would support her choice of a successor.”

			“Did she say who it is?” asked the priest of Marcator.

			“No.” A lie. Perhaps a foolish one. She wasn’t ready for the world to know.

			“Drop the charade, Elberlin,” hissed Ulwen. “Don’t pretend you haven’t peeked at the scrolls.”

			Elberlin’s mouth dropped open, genuinely appalled, it seemed, that the Grand Chamberlain would think him capable of such an act. “The scrolls are sacred, Ulwen! I can’t speak for the other cults, but we anointed of Marcator take our oaths seriously! What of the Royal College of Sorcerers? Do you keep to your pledges?”

			“Watch how you speak to me, priest!” Ulwen shouted, tapping on the peridot set in his forehead. “We are bound to serve the empire by oaths more potent than any words muttered by your black-robed breed!”

			Ilanda excused herself before the two Privy Council members came to blows. She returned to her suite of rooms as if in a dream. The Aerican’s counsel, she needed it. No one alive had ever seen a day when Geneviva Reges was not unquestioned sovereign of Hanifax. Why had Ilanda been chosen? And was it the wise Geneviva, hidden beneath the travesty, who had chosen her? Would she have pledged her fidelity if she had known she was next in line? Ilanda remembered the Aerican’s words: whoever was named Geneviva’s successor would find themselves in immediate peril.

			Ruby was at the door when Ilanda arrived, eyes red-rimmed from crying. She thought nothing of it at first, assuming Ruby, too, had been weeping for Lawrence and her father. But then she caught sight of the boy, Ghallo, at the center of her sitting room. It didn’t seem proper, seeing him without the old man, whom he attended like a faithful hound. The boy had been enamored with her from the beginning, and she had been kind to him, not wanting to abuse his childlike devotion. But something was different about him now. What was it? The adoration is gone, she realized.

			“Good morning, Ghallo,” she said, putting on a welcoming smile. “But where is your master? I would speak with him.”

			“I must tell you most sadly, Countess, that my master did not wake this morning. He has gone on past the Final Veil.”

			“Oh!” she exclaimed, holding the folded fan to her brow, her heart sinking. “I am sorry, Ghallo! He was dear to us both.”

			A great clutch of deaths! she thought, hiding her despair from the boy. Lawrence, Father, and now the Aerican. The Aerican’s aid taken from me, when it is most needed! Sweet Chaeres, what a loss! She realized only then that she hadn’t included the queen’s demise. It seemed more the lifting of a curse than a death to her. But now, oh! What will I do now? Without the old man’s counsel?

			The boy nodded, then spoke again, as though he discerned Ilanda’s unspoken thoughts. “I must tell you a strange thing, Countess. Last night, before falling to sleep forever, my master passed his wisdom on to me. As hard as it might be to believe, I will serve you in the capacity he did, always. I pledge myself to you and your cause.”

			If the boy had said something like this before, she would have found it charming, touched his cheek affectionately. Fah, you sweet thing! Fetch me a cup of wine, child! But now, with the flood of events—dreadful news from Harkeny, the passing of the queen, her impending elevation, and now the boy’s strange demeanor—she felt off balance, overwhelmed. Perhaps the boy was in shock. Then she noticed blood drip from the child’s clenched fist.

			“Ghallo! Are you injured?”

			The boy looked to his hand, opening the palm. “Yes,” he said, almost absently. “I dropped a pitcher when I found my master was dead, and cut myself as I picked up the shattered pieces.” Ruby went to him with a wet cloth to clean the wound. It was shaped like a letter V, an arrowhead pointing up the length of his arm.

			“We’ll summon a priest of Belu to tend that,” said Ilanda, snapping her fingers for Baea. “A cut that deep is likely to leave a scar.”
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			The Waters of the Ironbell

			The Aretha Dell glided along the waters of the Ironbell, spurred on now by its natural current leading to the sea, rather than the frothing labor of water elementals. Agnes stood apart from Qeelb and Sira, both lost in their own brooding thoughts, and the deckhands who milled about the barge in the course of their duties seemed to know better than to approach her now. She leaned on the starboard rail, eyes fixed on the slowly passing foliage of the rolling green Marburand shoreline, but not seeing it. Instead, her mind was a maelstrom of grief and fury. Her father’s body, wrapped tightly in linens and scented with aromatic spices by a priest of Mictilin for the journey, lay aft, beneath the lean-to near the one she shared with Chalca, who was fast asleep, still weak from his ordeal. She tried to think on a practical matter: whether she would see her father buried at the Citadel, as befitted a Syraeic agent, or deliver him to Lady Hannah in little Daurhim. The baroness would want him to take up residence in the family crypt of the Dyres, alongside her man Belech. But try as she might, Agnes’s thoughts kept returning to the glowing coal of hate that nestled in her heart, fiery and unquenchable. And along with that fury was a deep sense of isolation. She felt abandoned, utterly alone in the world. She touched the jeweled pommel of Szaa’da’shaela. Somehow, the gesture reassured her.

			You are right to be angry, Agnes, said the sword, the feminine voice in her head soothing and gentle. But you are not alone. I am with you.

			“You’re cold comfort, I’m afraid,” she said aloud with a smirk, earning an awkward glance from a deckhand nearby coiling rope around his forearm. “And I fear our conversations may drive others away.”

			Yes, others will not understand. That is one burden we carry, among others. But we will carry them together.

			“Others? We carry others?”

			Timilis is not the sole source of your grief. That sin has many authors. All of Hanifax has reason to cry out for liberation.

			“What do you mean?” she asked, a wariness rising in her.

			I mean that Timilis is but one, the sword replied, its tone infinitely reasonable. And the Besh’oul did not visit pain and suffering on you alone, but upon countless millions living about the lands of the Cradle. Not just now—far, far into past centuries, and further. What will you do about that, after you have interred your father at the Citadel?

			A tingle danced from the sword up her arm, like an electrical charge. Agnes wasn’t sure what disconcerted her more—Szaa’da’shaela’s prophetic certainty she would see her father buried at the Citadel, or the suggestion that she bore additional responsibility in all this. Her hand slipped off the weapon’s antique hilt and she massaged her still-tingling palm with the other.

			Agnes, said the blade, more gently, more reassuring, understand that I will never lie to you. I am yours now to wield. But I have a single, sacred purpose. It is one I cannot fulfill without your heart’s commitment and your hand’s consent. You know that this business…it is not finished. You must be a breaker of idols. You must tear down the icons. Tear down the entire façade, stone by stone.

			“How in hell do I do that? Announce in Boudun’s central market that our gods are frauds and con artists, feeding off our suffering? I’d be branded a heretic. They’d pelt me with trash and suspend me in a gibbet in Marcator’s bell tower.”

			There is something much more direct you could do to resolve the matter.

			“What? Go to the clergy? ‘The gods you serve are thugs and charlatans. Please set aside your lifetime of devotion and dismantle their temples and shrines, if you wouldn’t mind.’”

			Agnes. You needn’t convince everyone. Your task is perhaps too obvious and too terrible for your heart to conceive just now.

			A cold needle tickled cruelly at Agnes’s heart, and her hand drifted, almost involuntarily, back to Szaa’da’shaela’s pommel. Her fingers wrapped around the grip, and she drew two inches of the blade from its scabbard. Her entire being was engulfed in a warm glow.

			You have already slain one false god, Agnes Manteo.

			“A sorcerer, who summoned us, who wanted to die,” she answered, voice trembling.

			Yes, but with his blood, we have gained many things. I am truly awake now, imbued with great power. I can hide us from them. They won’t see our approach. We’ll catch them unawares in their lair.

			“And kill them all,” she said, as though speaking the refrain in some mad liturgy.

			Yes, Agnes, we will kill them all. And have our vengeance.

			A quick thrill, icy, strangely euphoric, crawled from the sword’s pommel, up her arm and into her chest. Her heart raced. The weapon’s last word—vengeance—it was a rich breath of oxygen on the living coal of anger burning in her breast. Its heat swelled and engulfed her with a sense of terrible strength and purpose. But after a few glorious moments of iron certainty, slivers of doubt crept in.

			“Where do they hide? And who will aid us?”

			It did not answer. The antique weapon Agnes gripped so tightly was nothing more than forged steel now. She looked around her. The deckhand with his rope was still nearby. He didn’t look at her directly, eyes cast down, but she sensed his wary attention.

			Wary of the madwoman talking to her sword, she thought.

			Her sword. Was she claiming ownership? Ownership of its burdens along with its powers? Maybe, yes. But could she say she owned it, if it truly was a living thing, an ancient Djao sorcerer transformed into a weapon? Not like Qeelb had been transformed into a weapon. Something quite literal. She couldn’t own the blade. But she could befriend it. Allies, then. Perhaps companions. She closed her eyes and let out a long, slow breath to steady her pulse, galloping wildly in her veins. When she opened her eyelids, nothing had changed: the shoreline still slid by with lazy ease, and the barge drifted down the Ironbell toward the sea. But she was calmer now. A tender breeze, warmed by the afternoon sun, played with her unbound hair, and the tang of the river tickled at her nostrils. She smiled. Then another question occurred to her, more frightening than the others. She bowed her head and whispered it to Szaa’da’shaela, the two of them in private conspiracy.

			“What becomes of our world if we succeed?”

			But the sword remained silent. Agnes Manteo stood alone again at the rail of a flat-bottomed cargo barge while the swift waters of the Ironbell carried her back home and into the dark and secret future.
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