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			In the desert

		I saw a creature, naked, bestial,

			Who, squatting upon the ground,

			Held his heart in his hands,

			And ate of it.

			I said, “Is it good, friend?”

			“It is bitter—bitter,” he answered;

			
			“But I like it

			“Because it is bitter,

			“And because it is my heart.”

			– Stephen Crane, from The Black Riders and Other Lines (1894)
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			Holy Night

			A fat and arrogant moon loomed overhead. Well past midnight, half the stars in the sky were hidden from view by its brightness. The permanent wooden frames of the stalls were barren, the last of the peddlers having retreated from Bell Market with their trappings and wares to homes in less posh districts: Carvers, Oldwall, Harborfront. Suli wrapped a thin coat around her bony shoulders to blunt the unseasonable chill as she skittered from one shadowed doorway to the next. These were her nightly rounds, through the eastern half of the market and then the whole of the Temple District, commenced after the bells of Marcator’s cathedral rang out twelve. Suli was a tiny thing, appearing much younger than her fourteen years: dusky skinned, dirty blond hair a tangle, big dark eyes with a mournful cast, a long, narrow nose too large for her face.

			I am nearly invisible, she thought. I am a wisp of smoke carried on the wind, a little brown mouse scurrying along the foundations of the world, of no interest or importance to anyone. Waste no attention on me. It was Master Surin’s catechism, but it had become her creed, her salvation.

			She scanned the empty cobblestone square before the ancient pillars that marked the transition from Bell Market to Temple District. The pillars were hung with black banners, public tokens of mourning for the recent death of Queen Geneviva. The night breeze was stiff enough to stir their tails, like the robes of Nuns Penitent wandering the city, summoning the faithful to petition forgiveness for sins large and small. She sheltered in a darkened doorway for a few moments, readying to cross the square, but something tickled at her mind and she froze. A breath later, from an unlit alley staggered a gaunt figure. The moonlight shone on his hairless head. His eyebrows were missing as well, marking him out as a member of Pember’s clergy, consecrated to the god’s prophetic aspect. Suli had a revulsion for that lot, formed back when she was collecting soiled linens at Madam Cauwry’s brothel. It was not the hypocrisy. Though Pember’s divinatory anointed took vows of chastity, so did those of Vanic and Marcator, all of whom she had witnessed visiting the girls and boys of the brothel. No, it was their unnaturally graceful gestures and otherworldly appearance that unsettled her. This one, though, moved clumsily, clad in a tattered shirt of pale-yellow silk, naked from the waist down. His member swayed comically side to side as he stumbled about.

			Drunk, Suli thought, a condition with whose telltale signs she was thoroughly acquainted. The priest spun into the wooden façade of the storefront whose entrance hid her. She pressed against the doorway, holding her breath. The hairless faces of Pember’s augurs and oracles always bore faraway looks of concern or fear. But this one’s expression was the kind she had seen on addled old grandmothers—disoriented, confused. He muttered something Suli couldn’t make out, pressed his palms flat against the building, lowering his head. He moaned and was noisily sick, vomit spattering the cobblestones. She could make out his words then.

			“Blind,” he muttered in a deep baritone. “Blind as a stone.”

			The priest lurched up from the wall and made his sloppy way toward the cathedrals and shrines that were Suli’s destination as well. She waited in her hiding spot for several minutes, long after the drunken cleric had disappeared into the shadows beyond. It was an uneasy feeling in her stomach that delayed her, something that told her to leave off early, head to her small pallet at the warehouse. But then she imagined Master Surin urging her on and she was moving again, stealing between the towering pillars atop which perched statues of the gods and their messengers: heralding angels and strange, winged animals.

			To Suli, the Temple District was both ominous and fascinating, most of the buildings there many hundreds of years old, some whose stones were laid at the very foundation of Hanifax. Some felt menacing, others majestic, elegant and beautiful, and some emanated a warm invitation. Regardless, she would visit each of them tonight.

			She had never set foot in the district before coming under Master Surin’s tutelage. Suli was born in the Shallows, the westernmost stretch of Boudun’s bay, rundown slums stinking of fish and rot. Her mother died giving birth to her brother when Suli was eight. The baby boy himself lasted less than a week. It was her province then to keep her father’s hovel clean and to cook for him. He was a hireling on the boats of other fishermen, never having the wit nor industry to buy his own. He wasn’t an unkind or lazy man, only a drunk, and unlucky. It was he who first called her Mouse, foreshadowing Master Surin’s catechism. Two years after mama died, papa fell into the bay one early morning, got entangled in his employer’s nets, and drowned. His death left Suli homeless. Her older sister Miri had found Suli a job and a bed at Madam Cauwry’s, a middling Oldwall brothel, collecting soiled linens and cleaning up the messes left after the whores had finished with their customers. Miri was five years older than Suli and had been making coin on her back for as long. But when Lalu’s Pox carried Miri off past the Final Veil, the madam had cast Suli out onto the streets.

			“Be gone, ugly thing!” Madam Cauwry had cursed. “No need to keep you skulking about with your pretty sister in Mictilin’s Yard!”

			Suli was reduced to begging and thieving. She was quite good at the latter. She survived, more or less, and managed to avoid being picked up by the city watch for a little more than a year. But at last they nicked her, caught pilfering a bruised apple hardly worth the name from a vender’s cart. The two days she spent in the queen’s dungeons felt like an eternity, but then Master Surin extricated her from that dark, hopeless pit.

			“How old are you ch-ch-child?” he stuttered, her eyes still adjusting to the lamplight after the miserable blackness of her oubliette.

			“Thirteen, m’lord,” she had answered, doing her best to ignore his unsettled countenance.

			“Th-thirteen? S-so s-small for th-thirteen, eh?”

			“I’ve always been small, m’lord.”

			“Swift Quarter, then? Or the Shallows?”

			“The Shallows, m’lord.”

			Master Surin smiled—or did Master Surin’s approximation of a smile: part quivering grimace, part pained rictus. “Yes, I d-do know m-my urchins. And you can dispense with ‘m’lord.’ I’m every bit as c-common as you, ch-child. How l-l-long have you b-been living on the s-s-streets?”

			“Fourteen months.”

			“And b-before that?”

			“Linen girl at a bawdy house in Oldwall, for about two years. And before that with my father, until he paid Babaloc’s price.”

			A serious look then from Master Surin, his tics limited for a few moments to the twitch of his left eye, which never ceased, and the trembling of his right hand which he held tight with his left. “Bandit, brothel, and fisherman’s d-daughter. Your f-f-father. He treated you roughly?”

			“No m’lor—no sir,” she answered. “He was kind enough to me.”

			“N-no relatives to take you in after he d-d-drowned then?”

			“No.”

			“You are s-small. Would you b-be willing to make yourself s-s-smaller still?”

			She frowned. “I don’t understand you, sir.”

			“I want you to be a little mouse, g-girl. I am spymaster reporting to the Countess of Beyenfort here in the capital, and therefore in service to the D-duke Orin of Hark-k-keny. I recruit b-bright urchins capable of being inconspicuous, to keep ab-breast of events across the city. You are c-c-clever? Observant?”

			“I can be, sir.”

			I can be, sir. That brought another of Master Surin’s smiles and sealed the deal. He taught her many things over the coming months, both recognizing and honoring her intelligence. History, religion, politics, and most importantly the art of not being seen. He himself possessed no physical subtlety, with his unruly legion of tics. Poor man, there were times when he had fits, unable to keep himself from emitting squeaks, shouts, and growls, like a man possessed. Everything he did drew attention. But Master Surin knew his business. He worked day and night for the countess as far as Suli could tell, hidden away in a cramped, poorly lit office in a nondescript warehouse in Grand Market. Other agents had educated Suli on the actual streets of Boudun in their surreptitious craft. It was after several weeks that she finally worked up the courage to ask one of them, a pleasantly plain man named Beskin, about their master’s afflictions.

			“Burandi sorcerer did it to ’im,” was Beskin’s cryptic answer. Suli asked no more questions. The look on Beskin’s face when he answered made her think that maybe she was blessed not to know exactly what it was that sorcerer did to Master Surin.

			Suli made her rounds of the great basilica dedicated to Marcator, huge black stones piled one atop another in utilitarian form. The great oak doors were barred, though light emerged from high stained-glass windows. It took Suli a full twenty minutes to circumnavigate the hulking cathedral, largest in Boudun, perhaps the whole empire. She heard priestly chants coming from the curtained balcony on its west side, a droning recitation of the Thirteen Pillars of the Law. Nothing was amiss here, so far as she could tell. Next were shrines to some of Marcator’s more prominent saints: Orbin, Dhas, Alchesior. No more than flyspecks in the shadow of the great god’s basilica, each stinking of musky incense and candle wax. All were quiet, but flickering wicks twinkled from within.

			And next was the squat stone temple to Velcan, five brick chimneys projecting into the night sky above, three of them still belching smoke from holy forges lit within. She breathed in the smell of soot and sweat, thought on the kind, bearded faces of the blacksmith-priests. A choir of hammers striking anvils consecrated by sacred fire to the god rang from within. All the god’s priests were men, like those of Marcator and Vanic, though Velcan’s had none of the disdain for women Suli witnessed from those of the mightier gods. She made her journey round the stony exterior of Velcan’s temple, scenes of laboring smiths in the rock, carved without the sophistication and artful flourishes found at other temples, all of them burned dark by holy fire.

			Smaller structures now, to more than a dozen saints and godlings, St. Katuryn, St. Eret, Shrine to the Six Virgins, the watery temple of Ushunor, reeking of fish. Suli wound her way around them all, dodging a late-night supplicant here, a priest there. Nothing out of the ordinary tonight.

			She came to the towering, vine-covered cathedral to Chaeres, Mother of the Harvest and Patron of Childbirth. She always felt strangely here, thinking of how the goddess had abandoned her own mother on the night of her brother’s birth. Light flickered from low windows in the lower level of the temple—its clergy called it the Sacred Roots. Suli couldn’t resist lingering at a window, bearing witness to a ritual involving priests of both sexes, engaged in activity she had seen many times before in the brothel. Frowning, her chin quivering, what she saw conjured memories of her dead sister, Miri. Three male and four female priests stood in a circle, all of them naked, arms raised as they sang a chant of love and fertility. They surrounded a robed male priest, who grunted as he heaved himself over and over into a priestess down on all fours. His rough, grasping fingers pressed into the flesh of the woman’s bare buttocks. His thrusts seemed more to Suli like a man trying to batter down a door than anything approximating love.

			Suli thought again of Miri, her sweet face. No one ever had such a sister. She thought of Miri as the rutting male priest cried out a shuddering orgasm, the naked clerics around him tending to the sweaty coupling with shining golden disks, poised to catch seed that might leak from the priestess, who rested her head in her arms, rump still up in the air. Suli turned away from the window and propped herself against the vines clinging to the cathedral wall, ugly memories flooding her mind. Many men had used Miri so, though some had been kind to her, treated her gently, with what might even be called affection. Miri never complained about rough customers. She accepted it selflessly, the price for keeping them both sheltered and fed.

			Do I pay you to g-gather wool? Suli heard Master Surin’s words in her head. Stop worrying at the past and think on the present: that is where your duty lies. Suli stood then and began the short walk to her next destination, wondering if perhaps she had allowed herself to become distracted because of what that destination was.

			The gaudy Grand Basilica of Timilis both captivated and repelled her. Its walls were festooned with comic mosaics and frescoes: a nobleman balancing a chair on the tip of his nose, a row of armored knights brandishing swords gripped by the wrong end, solemn and haughty priests of the other great gods, reading from holy books held upside down. There was no predicting what activity might be afoot at this cathedral, and for that reason it was the place where she must exercise greatest caution. Indeed, but for the fact its doors were opened wide at all hours, there was no dependable routine. The tall pair of oak doors to the grand temple allowed worshipers and petitioners at all hours.

			But not tonight.

			Instead Suli found those doors shut tight, with wooden boards hung across them. No one stood on the broad, moonlit steps leading to the entry, no parishioners, no smirking priests of the god, clad in voluminous burgundy robes and hats like cockeyed pyramids. Suli availed herself of the shadows on the west side of the steps, pressing flat against the wall to make her way to the barred entrance. She looked around again, checking once more for any other soul nearby before she ventured into the moonlight that winked in colored stones set in the doors. Four fresh planks of wood were nailed in place across the doors, three feet long, a foot wide, and two inches thick. Below were brass handles, depicting heads with comical faces, impossibly long tongues hanging out of gaping mouths to form loops one might grab hold of. Strangest of all, rags were stuffed into the gap at the bottom of the doors.

			Suli pressed her ear against the left door. This close, she fondled one of the inset twinkling stones with her hand, suspecting that they were real jewels rather than simple glass. At first, she heard nothing from within, but finally something made her shiver: it sounded like a chorus of chattering crickets or the loudly whispered conversations of fifty people or more, just behind the portal. She closed her eyes, as though shutting them might improve her hearing. No … it sounded like—

			Suli tried to lunge away and melt into the shadows the instant she felt the hand on her right shoulder, but it gripped her like a vise and held her in place. She reached down for the stiletto in her boot with her left hand—one quick slice across her assailant’s wrist to force it to release its grasp and she could—

			“No need for that, little one,” said a calming voice. It was mellow, refined, the voice of a man. He sounded educated, with no hint of the street or countryside. Suli froze, the tips of her fingers touching the deer’s horn handle of her blade.

			“Just admirin’ the colored stones, kind sir,” she said, her own voice high-pitched, childlike. It wasn’t just her appearance that led both her father and Master Surin to call her Mouse. “I’ll be on my way if you’ll jes’—”

			“You’re curious, of course,” he interrupted, matter of fact. That’s when Suli spared him a glance. He was a priest of Timilis, tall and thin, though his capacious robes made him seem bulkier, more imposing. He had a plain face with pockmarks on one cheek and a large gap between his front teeth, revealed by his wide grin. “There’s nothing wrong with healthy curiosity. And I prefer these quieter hours myself. What’s your name, girl?”

			Suli felt his grip on her shoulder lessen and she forced her muscles to relax, making a choice not to flee, though she wasn’t certain why. The priest looked down at her, the light from the moon illuminating his pale face. His skin seemed to glow, and strands of his dark hair were plastered to his forehead. And what was that odor?

			“Name’s Abby,” she said.

			“And what are you doing here, Abby?”

			“Papa’s got a fruit cart in Grand Market. He wanted me to scope out the Bell for a better spot, and I just wandered out this way. Never walked the Temple b’fore.”

			The priest smiled again and let go of her shoulder. He turned and sat down on the top step of the temple’s portico, setting down something to his left that made a little clang when it touched the stone. The way his velvet robes settled made him look like a plump mushroom, ready for plucking by moonlight.

			“So few words spoken to me, Mouse,” he said, “and already I count four lies.” He held up four gloved fingers, as though making ready to count off those lies. Instead, he fluttered the fingers playfully. “You lie to a priest on the doorstep of his temple, with a full moon as witness. I would think you must lie often, spying orphan girl. Shouldn’t you be better at it by now?”

			Suli made ready to protest, but he halted her by holding up that gloved hand.

			“Save your protest of innocence. I care not what you have to say to me on this night, of all nights.” He squinted and winced, as though something was in his eye.

			“Are you hurt, sir?”

			“I am not,” he answered, still squinting that eye, “though I admit my vocation has pained me at times. Do me a kindness, little orphan girl, and rub my eye, would you?” He propped his elbows on his knees and fluttered his gloved fingers.

			Suli hesitated, then did as he asked, gently rubbing his eyelid with index and forefinger. When she finished, he blinked and grimaced, thanking her with a nod. She rubbed thumb and finger together. It felt oily. She knew that priests of Timilis were made to do all manner of penance. She had seen them covered in mud, rancid butter, garish paint, even excrement. For some reason, this one was soaked in oil, or something like it. She wiped her fingers on her coat.

			“How do you know they call me—”

			“Mouse? I didn’t, ‘til now. It was nothing more than a guess, and not a terribly clever one. With that nose of yours, and squeaking voice, all you need are whiskers to complete the portrait. A better question would be how I could tell you were lying to me.”

			Suli resisted the impulse to pose his question. “Is there somethin’ different about this night, sir?” she asked instead.

			He looked over to her with a smile of surprise. “Ah, a much better question! Yes, yes, indeed this night is extraordinarily special. For myself, and for the world. Quite momentous.”

			Suli remained silent. Speak as little as you must, Mouse. Listen and let others do the talking, she heard Master Surin instruct her.

			“Do you know what makes tonight special?” he said after a pause.

			“Queen Geneviva is dead,” responded Suli. “Two days.”

			The priest laughed. “The night is special because Geneviva is dead? Little street rat, god is dead.”

			The man’s words chilled her. “What … what do ya mean, sir?”

			“I mean that the great god Timilis, Lord of Laughter and Mystery and Mischief, is dead, just as surely as that chattering corpse Geneviva has finally crumbled to dust. Yet Timilis still has a gospel in need of preaching, rat girl. And my brethren and I will preach it. Tonight. And it will spread like wildfire!” He shouted the last word, startling Suli and a half dozen crows perched on an obscure saint’s statue in the cobblestone square. She backed away from him as he rose from the step, grabbing the thing he had set down. It was an iron bar, its ends flattened into wedges: a crowbar. He turned and marched toward the barricaded doors of the basilica, chuckling as he stumbled and caught himself. He jammed an iron wedge beneath the lowest wooden board that barred the twin cathedral doors. His violence loosened a gem from the left door that went skittering across the portico stone and stopped at Suli’s feet, blinking blue in the moonlight. She reached down and scooped it up, not so far from her street orphan days as to pass up such a treasure.

			The priest grunted with the effort of dislodging the first wooden plank, and when it was free, he cast it behind him. It skidded down the temple steps to the cobblestones of the square below. “It’s time, brothers and sisters!” the priest barked as he set upon the next board, gouging the finely polished wood of the doors. “We are the god’s final evangelists! With tongues of fire, we shall spread his word across Boudun and the empire!” He cast the second board carelessly to his left—if Suli hadn’t jerked back the plank would have struck her.

			She concluded that the man was mad. Timilis’s priests always seemed a little mad to her, beneath their velvet robes and snickering cruelty. It had always disturbed her, but now she was truly frightened. The priest yanked a few rags from below, and a few wisps of smoke spat from the seam, then he turned to the penultimate board. The tall doors bowed outward, as though readying to disgorge something angry and impatient from within.

			At first, she thought it was incense, burning for some secret ritual within. But an awareness bloomed inside her.

			“Not incense,” she said in a breathy whisper.

			The priest turned to Suli, as though he heard her words, his eyes wild and filled with an unholy glee.

			“No, not incense, murmuring Mouse!” He turned back and pried the final board blocking the doors, then looked at Suli again, singing scripture, his voice a lovely tenor: “Unto you, O Coryth, a revelation: bring these words unto all thy people, so that they might come to worship us and feast at the bounteous table set for them!”

			The doors burst open. The priest was lost in a vast exhalation of smoke and heat. Within, she saw wooden rafters, pews, paneling, tapestries, everything on fire, a raging inferno that roared like a hungry beast. Suli staggered back as they began emerging from within, men and women in priestly robes, engulfed by fire that licked and consumed cloth and flesh alike. But still, improbably, they marched forth, arms raised, broad smiles on their burning faces, spilling relentlessly into the streets of the Temple District. Horror burbled in Suli’s breast as she saw the first fiery figure reach the wooden shrine of St. Mione, across the cobblestone square. The burning cleric plunged through the door of the little temple and soon it was on fire as well. Suli stumbled over the board the priest had thrown by her, fell on her backside and crashed against the cathedral’s stone wall.

			And in an instant, the man who had unleashed this flaming horror on Boudun was standing over her, smiling his gap-toothed smile, fires dancing in his mad eyes. “Little Mouse, perhaps you will tell the world, or what part of the world remains, what you saw here tonight.” He touched a gloved hand, soaked with oil, to the left door of the Basilica of Timilis, which was engulfed in flames like the rest of it. The fire raced up his arm and spread quickly over his priestly robes, soaked as they were in lamp oil, so that in seconds even his pyramidal hat was alight. Suli sat paralyzed in the hot glow as he leaned down, burning, but still smiling, and with two fingers he touched her coat on a spot over her heart, as though offering benediction.

			“A blessing!” cried the priest before he turned to the burning night. “A blessing of holy surprise for you and all of Hanifax!”

			And Suli saw that she, too, was on fire.
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			Ralsea

			As the riverside docks of Ralsea came into view shortly after sunrise, Agnes Manteo sat in the shade of a lean-to, next to the body of her father, wrapped in scented linens by priests of Mictilin back in Ironwound. Their sweet floral aroma floated on the air, but rather than hide the truth from her, it was a constant, cloying reminder: your father is dead, and beneath this dishonest perfume his flesh already rots. She rested a hand on his shoulder, the consecrated cloth soft on her palm.

			This had been Agnes’s spot for most of their journey down the Ironbell, and both her surviving comrades and the crew of the Aretha Dell had left her be. Those Syraeic compatriots, Sira Edjani, Chalca, the broken sorcerer Qeelb, did so because each was lost in their own thoughts, presumably as dark as hers. But she suspected the sailors did so out of fear. After all, she was the same young woman they had seen little more than a fortnight ago, lying on a blood-soaked deck with her guts spilled out, eviscerated by the demonic sword her father wielded. Even now that eldritch weapon was sheathed at her side. Agnes felt a tingle where Szaa’da’shaela’s hilt rested against her hip, as though reminding her of its presence. She realized it had been two or three days since she had spoken to another living soul. The rosy scent of her father’s mortuary linens tickled again at her nose.

			“We’ve reached Ralsea,” she said to his corpse. “Soon it’s back to Boudun aboard Sister Courage, if she stayed in port as planned.” She patted his shoulder. “Don’t worry, papa. Captain Gorsey will lose any fingers he dares lay on me. I’m in no mood for lechers or petty tyrants.”

			When we return to Boudun we must convince Pallas Rae to outfit an expedition for the Barrowlands, Agnes, said the feminine voice of Szaa’da’shaela in her mind. We haven’t time to waste.

			Agnes swallowed a sour retort. Whether the blade read her mind or her expression, she wasn’t sure. But its next words felt like an attempt at appeasement.

			But first things first. We inter your father, with the love and respect he is due, in a place of honor at the Citadel.

			“Did you hear that, papa?” said Agnes. “The Djao sorcerer inhabiting this blade wants to bury you with love.”

			No need for sarcasm, dear, said Szaa’da’shaela, her tone hurt and motherly.

			Agnes started when Chalca appeared near her, both of his delicate hands resting on the port rail. He was clean-shaven, cosmetics artfully rendered. When she had seen him last, just yesterday, he looked a frightful mess: more than the beginnings of a beard, dark circles under his eyes, four-day-old makeup smudged and fading. He had been quiet, irritable, ever since they left the oracular caves at Gnexes. Agnes was filled with a longing for their easy intimacy and prayed the improvement in his appearance was a sign his spirits had rallied. She stood and joined him at the rail. He didn’t speak or turn in greeting. Instead, he focused on the hazy sky above the city. She followed his gaze. It was then she noticed the pungent smell.

			“There’s been a fire,” said Chalca, sounding barely interested.

			“A big one,” said Agnes, who ventured a palm at the small of his back. He stiffened, as though her touch was a threatening dagger. But she felt him relax just as she considered pulling her hand away, allowing this small measure of the familiarity they had enjoyed before Gnexes.

			“Yes,” he answered, still refusing to look at her.

			“Are you feeling better?” she asked.

			This brought Chalca’s head around, and their eyes met. His were weary, sad, but she saw bitterness there, too. Maybe she was its target, or maybe not. He shook his head and turned to where dockworkers caught ropes thrown by boatmen of the Aretha Dell. He spoke but ignored her query.

			“Maybe the revolution has arrived and the Ralseans burned a batch of ‘ristos last night.”

			“You’re angry,” she said.

			“Oh, perceptive girl.” His sarcasm bit at her, but before she could tell him so, he was already apologizing. “Sorry. That place, what we saw, what we did … it cut me, deeply. Something in me feels … broken. No, that’s not right. Infected. Or polluted. Even so, I know you lost more in those fucking caves. Is this the way you Syraeics always feel after an expedition?”

			Though she knew what he was truly asking her, she found herself responding with a cliché. “I’ve lost friends before. It always hurts. But we signed up for this thing with our eyes wide—”

			“I’m not sure how clearly I saw what I was signing up for, Agnes, frankly. I was given a choice between joining you or suffering mutilation and residence of indeterminate length in a lightless cell.” He paused, licked his lips. “Honestly, I’m not convinced I made the wise decision.” A hand went to one of the fresh scars he bore, made by the blades of the automaton that had killed poor Kennah. Running from temple to cheek, Chalca traced it. Then his fingers moved to another on his neck. He frowned again. “Perhaps these will allow me to take on some of the butch roles.”

			“You’ll return to the theater then?” she said, somehow surprised.

			“Merciful Fates, Agnes,” he hissed. “A life on the circuit offers peril at times, but not like what we just endured! You thought I’d join your League? I’d sooner open my veins than walk into a place like that again!” He paused, and she saw him work to rein in his anger. “I’ll try to find Scylla. We’ll join a troupe that’s leaving the capital. And we’ll get as far away from Boudun and your goddamned League as we can.”

			Agnes found his response hurtful, though she felt foolish for the emotion. Why should he want to stay with this life, even if the League would have him? He had been pressed into service, more or less. He wanted his life back. She was about to tell Chalca that the League might lend him its aid tracking down his Scylla when Szaa’da’shaela interrupted her.

			Leave him be, Agnes dear. He can be of no help to us in our task. Some haven’t the strength of spirit to weather such storms.

			“Mind your own fucking business!” she shouted. Agnes gave the sword’s hilt a twist, as though it were the ear of an impertinent child, then looked up at Chalca. He stared at her, wary, then turned away, eyes again on the smoky horizon, his voice a stage whisper.

			“You may want to keep your conversations with that infernal thing private, sweetling. Otherwise, they’ll lock you up in a sanitarium. Or priests of Tolwe will set to work wresting imagined demons from you.”

			St. Kenther, she thought to herself. She recalled overheard conversations about her father, after Aunt Lenda and the rest had died. That one is bound for a summer on St. Kenther. And now, here she was, another Manteo talking to a sword. Just like her father, that one. There were times during their journey to Gnexes when Agnes thought her father and Szaa’da’shaela might be communing with one another. He’d suddenly go silent, a serious look on his face, as though visited by whispers of rare wisdom. But she never heard him speak to it aloud as she just had, with others about. She had to be careful.

			You can communicate with me however you wish, Agnes, said the blade, the womanly voice within her head comforting, empathetic. But you needn’t speak aloud for me to hear you. We are linked, you and I. Bound to one another.

			Can you read my mind? she asked the weapon in her thoughts. The notion disturbed her.

			Not exactly, Agnes. I sense moods, impulses, sometimes your thoughts come to me faintly. That must feel intrusive. I’m sorry, it cannot be helped. In truth it makes us a more formidable pair—if you’ll trust me. We want the same things, don’t we? Justice for your father, for your brother and mother, for all the others manipulated and murdered by those creatures who fancy themselves omnipotent. Those false gods. Pretender-gods.

			You’re one of them, was her retort.

			No. I was one of the Ush’oul. With Benesh-Enoah, and others, I aided the Djao people in their rebellion. And I will aid you and Hanifax. To throw off their cruel yoke, once and for all. We will liberate all of humankind.

			Agnes felt the turbulent emotions within her blow away, like the sudden passing of threatening clouds. The sword’s words soothed her, they felt righteous and true. She caressed one of the faceted emeralds set in the weapon’s hilt, an apology for her earlier anger. A warmth seemed to rise from Szaa’da’shaela, flowing up her fingers, her arm, and into her chest. It caused her heart to flutter for a moment, intimate and tender, like a mother’s embrace.

			It was then that Agnes noticed Chalca’s uneasy sideways glance, though he tried to hide his scrutiny. She affected an air of shaking off an errant thought, then looked at him and smiled.

			“It’ll be good to get off this barge and headed back home, to Boudun.”

			He nodded politely, but Agnes could see he wasn’t fooled.
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			The familiar smells of a city were mixed with those of the fire’s aftermath. The scent conjured for Agnes memories of coming upon her father’s gutted manse in Daurhim. The recollection of her father still living, before she had dragged him to Boudun for the quest that would claim his life, brought tears to her eyes. She squeezed them away and turned her attention to Yarbo, the sour barge captain. Now that their craft was dockside, he cursed and snarled for the water elementals he had summoned to disperse.

			Qeelb joined Agnes and Chalca at the port rail. He looked as maltreated and haggard as ever: his eternally stubbly beginnings of a beard, yellowed bruises and scabbed-over lacerations on his face, a dirty bandage wrapped around his head, hiding the shattered binding jewel set in his forehead. Now, however, the bandages also covered the empty pits where his eyes had been, red stains on the cloth in their place. He motioned with a jerk of his chin at the smoky skyline behind the riverfront warehouses.

			“I smell a fire’s aftermath, something big,” he said, his voice gruff, as though he had shouted himself raw the day before. “Can you see what it might be?”

			From behind Qeelb emerged the diminutive figure of Sira Edjani. She had stayed with him on their journey, acting as his eyes when he wished to stretch his legs. Agnes found her countenance far more disturbing than that of the broken sorcerer. There were dark circles beneath her pale blue eyes and her cheeks were hollow, as though she were on a penitent’s fast. Her formerly omnipresent smile was gone, replaced by a slight frown, lips thin and bloodless. The priest had been an indefatigable source of encouragement and strength before Gnexes, before her faith was forcibly torn from her.

			Before the truth, thought Agnes, noting that the priestly blue cap Sira always wore as a mark of her vocation was also gone. The petite woman seemed almost naked without it atop her close-cropped mousy brown hair. What will she do? What will any of us do?

			“Ralsea’s temple district was opposite of the riverside docks and warehouses,” Sira said, emotion absent from her voice. “Chaeres’s basilica had a tall wooden spire. I recall watching a great flock of birds wing ‘round it as we were headed upriver. It’s gone.”

			“Ye gods, what a disaster!” said Chalca.

			Gods, thought Agnes wryly. What gods?

			“Oh, more than just a single basilica, I think,” said Qeelb, putting the back of his hand to his shattered jewel in his forehead, hidden by bandages.

			To the fore Agnes watched Yarbo berate one of his boatmen for some unknown offense. He dealt the man a violent smack upside the head and wheeled around to march in their direction. The water witch wore a scowl so foul as he approached her it wouldn’t have surprised Agnes if he spat in her face when he arrived. Instead, he barked at her like an angry dog.

			“You and your bloody lot get off my goddamned boat—now!”

			“We’ll be on our way as soon as we can gather our gear and comrades’ bodies,” Agnes answered, motioning to her father’s corpse beneath the nearby lean-to.

			“Be quick about it,” he growled, baring his teeth, “or I’ll have my boys chuck cargo and corpses both over the side!”

			Agnes’s right hand shot across her body to Szaa’da’shaela’s hilt, an angry reflex. The blade purred like a kitten at her touch. In that lethal moment, the urge to draw the weapon and separate Yarbo’s head from his shoulders burned in her heart. Instead, she took a deep breath and willed her fingers reluctantly from Szaa’da’shaela’s ominous vibration.

			“I’ll remind you, sir,” she said, her voice cold and calm, “that both of those men were knights of the realm, who died in the service of the queen who anointed them. We’ll be gone soon enough. Right away in fact, if you’d be so kind as to loan us two of your boatmen to carry our gear to the commodore’s station. We’ll bear our dead ourselves, proudly.”

			Agnes saw the fear in Yarbo’s eyes as they lit on the Djao blade sheathed at her side. She tasted his fear, and it gave her nasty satisfaction as he averted his gaze, trying to maintain a defiant tone in his muttered reply.

			“If it’ll speed my seein’ the back of ya.” He grabbed a passing sailor roughly by the arm. “Get Wally. The two of you carry our passengers’ luggage for ‘em to the Royal Navy post. An’ if ya dilly dally on the way back, Gethel, I’ll send water spirits swimmin’ right up yer bungholes!” Gethel blanched like a man familiar with the threat, if not its actual application, and nodded. He skittered starboard and returned a moment later with another boatman, presumably Wally.

			In short order the two sailors led the way off the barge and up the dock with their luggage. Agnes carried her father’s wrapped body on her shoulder, his head next to hers, the floral scent mocking, while Sira lifted his legs. Qeelb and Chalca managed the far heavier load that was Kennah’s corpse, Qeelb in the rear, following the actor’s lead and verbal guidance. The riverfront was a hive of activity, the faces of the workmen fatigued, more than half of them stained with soot.

			“I imagine many have been up all night, fighting fires,” said Sira behind her. “Qeelb was right. More than Chaeres burned last night.”

			Agnes felt grateful for the firm ground beneath her feet, though with any luck they would be at sea before the sun set. Traffic parted for them as they wended their way from the riverside docks to Ralsea’s deep-water harbor that looked out on the Bay of Ulsea. Agnes counted at least three Royal Navy warships in port. One she thought she recognized as Sister Courage, but she couldn’t be sure from a distance. Regardless, protocol insisted they pay respects to Commodore Amalard at his post. The League did its best to keep in the navy’s good graces, as often as they ferried agents from one end of the empire to the other.

			There was no angry mob outside the building today; perhaps the irascible citizens of Ralsea were too spent from fighting fires through the night to make their angry petitions. Agnes noticed the sailor Gethel, just ahead of her, look up and point at the post’s flagpole, saying something to his compatriot. She looked up herself and saw beneath the banner of the empire—gold griffon rampant upon a field of green—a flag of black cloth.

			Someone who mattered was dead.
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			With the Syraeic luggage safe inside the commodore’s post, Gethel and Wally doffed their caps to Agnes and started back in the direction of the Aretha Dell at a speedy trot, perhaps imagining the unwanted ministrations of water elementals. The bodies of Kennah and her father they laid in Amalard’s anteroom, and Agnes’s party was escorted without delay to the commodore’s office by a limping, bald-headed lieutenant.

			Amalard was seated at his paper-cluttered desk and looking considerably less affable than he had at their first meeting, his florid face contrasting starkly with the white of his grand muttonchops. Standing before him were two Syraeics, both clad in matching leather cuirasses featuring the nine-pointed star of the League. The first was an older, sinewy woman with skin tanned and weathered, her steely gray hair drawn up in a tight bun—Sir Arla of Ulstermythe! Agnes had been on a trio of expeditions with her, early in her career. Sir Arla was gruff and impatient, a terrific fighter, and a field agent of great repute. Indeed, it was rumored her portrait was destined for the Grand Hall of the Citadel. It was apparent that Amalard’s sour expression was due to whatever interaction he was having with Sir Arla. But that expression softened when he noted Agnes’s arrival.

			“Ah! Miss Manteo! You and your expedition have returned! A resounding success, I hope. But where is your father?”

			Agnes felt an involuntary sting of tears and fought them back before she responded. “Alas, commodore, my father did not survive. Nor did Sir Kennah. Their bodies are outside in your parlor.”

			“Auric Manteo is dead?” exclaimed Sir Arla, putting a hand to the hilt of her sheathed sword as though the knowledge was a rallying cry. “Vanic’s battered shield, that’s terrible news!”

			“Oh, terrible news indeed, Miss Manteo,” echoed Amalard, making a stiff little bow from his chair as way of offering his condolences. “I’m sorry for his loss. He seemed a fine, noble fellow. No doubt you wish to bring him back to Boudun. Perhaps you wouldn’t mind solving a bit of a pickle for me. I need Arrow and Lord Paggah to stay in port for now, in case I need their marines to keep order here with all that’s happened. I assume you’d welcome Miss Arla and Mr. Atterley aboard Sister Courage as well.”

			Agnes noticed Sir Arla’s companion for the first time. He was a much younger man, fair-skinned and red-haired, with a boyish freckled face that put Agnes’s own scattering of freckles to shame. He looked familiar, but only as someone she had perhaps seen around the Citadel.

			“Of course, we’ll gladly welcome our colleagues aboard,” she answered. “And I pray Sister Courage is ready to set sail.”

			“Well, thank you for lettin’ us hitch a ride, Agnes,” said Sir Arla, a rare smile revealing she lacked a full complement of teeth. “We just finished cleanin’ up a mess from a Busker expedition north o’ Kelbock. Three dead, two convalescin’ in Ainsley. Ugly outcome. We’ll share the story over grub tonight. But I’m more interested in hearin’ o’ your father’s sad fate.”

			Agnes fought back tears at the thought of recounting his death and the rest to Sir Arla, to anyone. She was reminded then that that was exactly what awaited her back in Boudun: an official League inquiry with Lictor Rae, other Syraeic luminaries, and at least one truthspeaker. With an effort she let that go and forced a smile on her lips.

			“We’re happy to have you aboard, ma’am,” said Agnes, “though better to thank the Royal Navy and Queen Geneviva.”

			“Oh, you don’t know, lass?” said Arla, frowning.

			The young man with her spoke then, eyes gentle, a hand to the hardened leather over his heart. “Miss Manteo, the queen is dead.”

			Agnes’ mind flashed back to Geneviva’s surreal, ghastly countenance, the memory of black claws sinking into the flesh of Countess Ilanda Padivale. A shock moved through her body. It was the reason for their expedition, wasn’t it? It was why their cadaverous monarch had dispatched them to slay then-god Timilis in the first place: to free the queen from her unnatural existence. Agnes hadn’t even considered this outcome since they had emerged from Gnexes. Their purpose was achieved, but the news of it left her feeling hollower than she did already.

			“When?” asked Sira.

			“Two nights ago, we believe,” answered the commodore. “News reached us here in Ralsea yesterday.

			“And the fires?” Qeelb asked.

			Amalard’s eyes darted to the sorcerer. His discomfort at Qeelb’s ravaged appearance was punctuated by a flutter of his muttonchops. “Seven temples, including the basilicas of Marcator and Chaeres, and at least a dozen saints’ shrines, last night. Sometime after midnight it started. We’re still trying to piece together what happened, but it has our normally ornery Karnesi citizens subdued today.”

			“Was the Temple of Timilis among those lost?” asked Sira.

			Amalard nodded with a frown, apparently surprised by Sira’s question.

			“It was, sister, down to its bones. Bless the Blue Mother, your sweet Belu’s Cathedral was spared. Elsewise, many more would have died of their burns and other injuries. Your own priestly aid would be most appreciated if you would stay behind—”

			“I am away to Boudun with my comrades, sir,” Sira said curtly, cutting the commodore off. “I’m afraid the local priesthood will have to suffice.”

			Agnes felt sick to her stomach at the bitterness that emanated from Sira. Agnes’ faith was in tatters, too, but how would she feel if she had dedicated her entire life to a god’s cause, knowing that it was all a deception, a sordid con?

			Amalard swallowed his chagrin, responding to Sira’s brusque rebuff with a quick nod. “Very well then. I’ll have my people help you with your honored dead and luggage to Courage. And I’ll see to it Captain Gorsey makes haste.” He grabbed a piece of parchment and scribbled on it, handing it across his desk to Agnes with a perfunctory smile and dismissive salute. “Give this to the captain. A swift and safe voyage to you all.”

			In minutes, a contingent of post marines were escorting them to Sister Courage. Agnes looked at the slip of paper, saw only the words Gorsey and Courage, followed by five symbols she didn’t recognize. As they neared the ship ramp, she heard Qeelb from over her shoulder.

			“What does the commodore’s note say?” asked the sorcerer.

			Agnes held the slip of paper up for him. “Maybe you can read it. He used some kind of cypher.”

			There was a pause. “You’ll need to describe it to me,” said Qeelb in a droll growl.

			Agnes felt like an idiot. The man has no eyes, she thought. Chalca snatched the slip of paper from her and obliged.

			“That’s navy code,” said the sorcerer.

			“What does it mean?” Agnes asked.

			Qeelb smiled humorlessly and rubbed his fingers against the bandages at his bruised temple. “A loose translation? Get this lot where they’re going with all speed. They stink of death, or something worse.”
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			Ashes

			Ilanda Padivale, Countess of Beyenfort and favorite of the late Queen Geneviva the First, stood in the smoky carnage that was the Temple District the morning after a great conflagration had swept through it like a ravenous beast. The area was cordoned off, surrounded by cohorts of the city guard to prevent would-be looters from ransacking the ruins for the incalculable wealth buried within. Aquamancers from the harbor, both Royal Navy and those serving on private merchantmen conscripted by the port authority, wandered about the smoldering devastation, ready to douse any fire that threatened to reignite itself.

			The scene was overwhelming. Ash from this fiery catastrophe was everywhere. But even as she surveyed the carnage, Ilanda’s mind turned to Lawrence. You are likely ash by now as well, sweet husband. She rested her hand for a moment below her belly, just barely beginning to swell. Bless Chaeres, here something of you remains, Lawrence. Just three months ago, near the end of Lalusaal—his brief visit to Boudun, their last night together, their only night alone. They had made love with an ardent urgency, thinking it would be months before they saw one another again. There was no thought of prayers to Chaeres that by this act they would conceive, that she would at last give the Padivales of Beyenfort an heir. Ten years married and no children. But now, oh! Your son or daughter grows in my womb, Lawrence, and may one day sit on the very throne of Hanifax! Six more months, Chaeres willing, and our child will be welcomed into the world. The knowledge made the agony of his death bearable.

			At the countess’s side was the jailer boy, Ghallo, who took her hand as it left her womb. They stood before what had once been the Cathedral of Marcator, chief of the gods, Lawgiver, Lord of Thunder and Judgment. Its once-imposing black stone had collapsed in on itself. The majestic belltower had acted as a great hammer when it came down on the roof of the tabernacle, crushing seven centuries of liturgy and tradition. Ilanda felt unmoored in that moment, wondering into what sort of world she was bringing a child. As if sensing her unease, Ghallo squeezed her hand and spoke.

			“I am with you, Your Highness,” he said in his boy’s voice. “You are not without counsel, and I will not leave your side.”

			While his words were oddly reassuring, his use of the honorific brought on a fresh rush of anxiety. “Do not call me that, Ghallo,” she whispered, squeezing his hand back with greater force. “No one outside our circle knows I’m the queen’s successor. And now with this calamity, there may be no way to prove it.”

			“The proof is within, Ilanda Padivale,” responded the boy, gesturing to the broken edifice and charred beams. “The Vault of the Law is a great iron enclosure, deep in the cellars of the cathedral. Within it is a golden chalice. Placed in its cup is a small roll of vellum upon which the queen’s words are recorded, naming you the next ruler of Hanifax. When the fires are all out and the bodies recovered, workmen will clear a way. The surviving clergy of Marcator will then enter the Vault and retrieve the vessel.”

			“That will take many days,” said Ilanda. “If the Priest of Chapters would—”

			“The Priest of Chapters is dead, countess,” Ghallo said, interrupting her. “As is Elberlin, the archbishop. All high officers of the church were killed. It will take three days for them to reach the Vault, but reach it they will. You can rest confident in that.”

			“It is still difficult to reconcile your wisdom with your appearance, Ghallo.”

			“This same transfer of wisdom has been done many times, Highness. You are not the first to find an adjustment such as this challenging.”

			“Yes,” she said, looking down at the scrawny boy beside her. “You never told me how the old Aerican accomplished this miracle.”

			“A ritual,” was all he said, showing her the palm of his free hand, the fresh V-shaped scar identical to the one on the palm of the old man.

			Four figures emerged from the fractured face of the cathedral, surrounded by a translucent shimmering film like a bubble in a tub Baea might have drawn for her. Some protective sorcery, of course. The author of the sorcery was among those four: Ulwen Bath, Geneviva’s grand chamberlain. She believed him an ally, or at least he had been in the past. But is he an ally still? She wondered. Should I tell him that Geneviva has named me—

			“Yes,” Ghallo answered, as though reading her thoughts.

			At that moment Ulwen caught sight of Ilanda, his face lighting up with recognition. He snapped his fingers and the protective barrier surrounding he and the others winked out of existence. Holding the hem of his robe of office, made of iridescent metallic thread, he trotted down the cathedral stairs towards her and the boy. Ulwen was a tall, beefy man with a shaved pate and the honest face of a peasant, plain and weathered with worry lines. One could be forgiven mistaking him for a blacksmith or baker, were it not for the fat green peridot set in his forehead, proclaiming to all the world what he was.

			“Thank all good gods, countess! We need to speak, privately.”

			“He is trustworthy, Ulwen,” she answered, giving the boy’s hand another squeeze. “If you would provide us some measure of security, we can speak here.”

			Ulwen eyed the jailer boy with a wary eye for a moment, but nodded. He whispered strange words and made stranger gestures with his hands, and suddenly the sounds around them stopped, the scene became a blur. When the chamberlain spoke his voice was muffled, as though the three of them were gathered beneath a thick blanket.

			“Elberlin is dead, as is the Priest of Chapters. I saw their bodies myself.”

			Ilanda felt a shiver, recalling what the boy had already told her. Ulwen continued.

			“We’ve only located two surviving priests of Marcator: The Minister of Song—a very old man who has lost more than a step—and a lieutenant to Elberlin I do not know, a young man named Galeric, the brown-haired one with the pleasing face.” He made a slight jerk of his head to indicate the three men he had left at the top of the cathedral stairs.

			Ilanda allowed herself a quick glance. One man was tall, thin, with a long gray beard, stooped over and ancient in appearance, marking him out as the Minister of Song. The priest Galeric was indeed a handsome one, with a small smile rare in Marcator’s clergy. The third fellow in the group had an ill-favored look that marked him a survivor of Welsham’s Pox, a disease that left its victims scarred for life, skin marred by the remnants of nasty pustules. Ilanda suppressed a shudder at the thought of the illness. Ulwen seemed to read her distress.

			“He’s my financial clerk, Polk. Good man. Don’t let the horror of his countenance mislead you. He’s a fine, clever fellow. And loyal.”

			“Of course he is.” She felt shame at her prejudice, no matter how involuntary it might have been, and thought on her own spymaster: poor, accursed Surin, host of a thousand tics and spasms. The chamberlain continued.

			“The entrance to the cellars is blocked by the collapse. With sorcery we could clear the way by dinner tonight, but Cassal won’t allow it—that’s the Minister of Song, the old man. He’s senior for now. He says that clearing the stone must be done by ‘the sweat of honest brows,’ cheeky old cuss. Galeric says scripture supports the minister’s call, though I can’t tell if the lad truly agrees or not. With that smile of his, I find him hard to read. Elberlin was an open book, Mictilin usher his soul to rest. We may find someone more elevated yet, who survived, to countermand Cassal. Still alive in the rubble, or away from the cathedral on some errand.”

			“No,” interjected Ghallo, “you won’t. You must contend with Cassal.”

			Ulwen scowled at the boy. For a moment Ilanda thought the chamberlain might chastise him, but his brow furrowed, signaling some recognition of the queer change in the lad, and turned back to her.

			“I can direct the Guild of Stonemasons and Architects to begin clearing the rubble, supervised, of course, by Cassal—goddamn if that old man isn’t relishing his sudden authority. My guess is it will take them at least three or four days before they can reach the vault below.”

			“The succession,” said Ilanda.

			“The succession,” the chamberlain echoed. “The Priest of Chapters would have named our new monarch today, in elaborate ceremony under that collapsed roof. Now the interregnum will drag on dangerously.”

			“Dangerously?” Ilanda asked. She didn’t often feel out of her depth, but she did now. Her husband’s death, the death of her father, and the knowledge that she was Geneviva’s choice all weighed on her heavily. She began to worry how these calamities might cloud her thinking. Few knew the burden she bore: Surin, Lady Courlan, Baea and Ruby, the boy Ghallo. She wasn’t sure if the ensorcelled birds she had dispatched to Harkeny with the news had arrived yet to alert the Duke Orin and his nobles of the queen’s death and her new position. What else had all this distracted her from?

			“Countess,” responded the chamberlain, eyebrows raised, “the noble houses will plot and plan to take advantage of this uncertainty. Perhaps act on old rivalries and grudges. Good gods, I fear what might happen on the Korsa frontier if Marburand and Harkeny allow their animosity free rein. Who says Duke Willem doesn’t decide now is the time to march his personal troops into the eastern hills of your homeland?”

			The notion chilled her.

			“Duke Orin is wise, chamberlain,” she said, perhaps to reassure herself more than Ulwen. “Our Burandi flank is well-guarded by Harkeny’s best foot soldiers, garrisoned southeast of Bankirk, and our cavalry is far superior to Willem’s prettily dressed ruffians. Any overland—”

			Ulwen held up a hand. “Pardon me, countess. I did not mean to set your mind chasing other matters. In truth, what the Korsa might do if we fight amongst ourselves isn’t the gravest threat. Even the Azkayans don’t worry me as much as the Royal College does.”

			“Royal College? Of Sorcerers? They’ll support the crown! They’re bound to it by both solemn oath and necromancy!”

			Ulwen tapped the green gem in his forehead. “Countess, this gem binds me and my brethren to the anointed monarch of Hanifax.”

			It struck Ilanda like a slap. “Oh, Blessed Womb of Chaeres! There is no anointed monarch! But surely the College will wait until Geneviva’s successor is crowned?”

			“Alas, not all of my brethren think first of the empire and its welfare. There’s a reason Blessed Coryth the Revelator bound the first sorcerer with the Jewel of Obedience when he returned from the Barrowlands. We are endowed with a terrible power. The longer there is no monarch to serve, the more likely those restraints strike ambitious men and women as quaint and disposable. There will be little to prevent coldblooded, would-be dynasts from harnessing such power for their own fell purposes.”

			A host of nightmarish scenarios flooded Ilanda’s mind. The aristocracy across the kingdom, all with their own house sorcerers, no longer constrained by service to a sovereign, wielding unimaginable power with which they might strike their enemies and sate their avarice. What if the Royal College itself, or the shadowy sorcerers who populated the Spire in Aelbrinth, decide that the nobles needn’t rule any longer?

			“Ulwen, what must we do?”

			“I haven’t had much time to consider our options. It’s why I was so pleased to see you here. We must agree upon a strategy. You are at least one I am certain cares about the fate of the empire. One thing operating in our favor is that Geneviva was on the throne for more than a century. No living man or woman was there at the last interregnum, and never in our history has the monarch’s successor been unknown. Perhaps it will take time for the nobility to recognize this crack in our foundations, and perhaps those who do might hesitate to act. But if I figured this out, we must assume others have or will, soon.”

			Ilanda read the worry and burden on Ulwen’s plain face, the fatigue in his eyes. But then another thought occurred to her, darkest of all: in this uncertain moment, no one was in a better position to enact a sorcerous coup to seize the throne than Ulwen himself. Didn’t he command a host of green-jeweled sorcerers who staffed the palace and the imperial bureaucracy, grand chamberlain for the past eighteen years? With their talents he could have Boudun subdued in a matter of days! With sufficient ruthlessness and speed, the city guard and local garrison would fall in line. She had heard stories of what a sorcerer was capable in service to the realm, and why broken sorcerers were hunted down and killed. And if Ilanda told Ulwen that Geneviva had named her the next ruler? Well, with her dead, wouldn’t the path be cleared for him, or any noble pretender with the strength to force his dominion?

			Oh, Lawrence, father, I wish I had your counsel, she thought.

			Tell him, said a voice in her head. It was that of the dead Aerican. Ilanda looked down at the boy and found him staring back at her, his expression serene, knowing. And again, the words, tell him, Ghallo nodding his head.

			Ilanda hesitated.

			“Grand chamberlain,” said Ghallo, suddenly breaking the silence. Ulwen looked down at the boy. Ilanda read the sorcerer’s irritation and could almost hear his thoughts: why do you speak, boy? Can’t you see your elders worry on matters far beyond your understanding? But his expression softened as Ghallo continued.

			“The bloodline of the Reges is played out. Those who remain are cowards, fools, madmen, or wastrels, given over to base desires. Most any duke or count could make a claim to the throne as easily, but few have the talent or heart for preserving the polity and wellbeing of the people. What say you to this, sir?”

			“I am not sure I understand your point,” Ulwen responded, an edge in his voice.

			“Who might Geneviva have named?”

			Ulwen frowned, looked up to Ilanda, who was just as unsure of Ghallo’s purpose. The chamberlain looked back down at the boy.

			“No telling. There are many possibilities.”

			“Whose claims are strongest, outside the immediate Royal Family?”

			“Perhaps the Earl of Kelby,” he said, then after a pause, “and Duke Willem of Marburand.”

			Ghallo looked to Ilanda. “Do you agree, countess?”

			Kelby was a greedy, hotheaded fool. Willem, well, the mere thought of that conniving bastard on the throne made Ilanda’s heart sink. But she couldn’t disagree. “Yes, the grand chamberlain is correct.”

			“Would you support either candidate if Geneviva named him as her successor, chamberlain?” asked Ghallo, his tone carrying a hint of impudence.

			Ulwen clenched his jaw. “It is my sworn duty to uphold the wishes of the anointed queen of Hanifax, boy. You have spoken as one who is wise beyond his years, but this question suggests you don’t understand everything.”

			“Oh, don’t be fatuous,” retorted Ghallo with a smirk and a wave of his hand.

			“Fatuous?” growled Ulwen.

			Ilanda felt danger in the air. She had seen the grand chamberlain angry before, had been witness to raucous rows with Father Elberlin, but never the seething fury that he struggled to control now.

			“Ulwen, dear,” she said, placing a calming hand on his arm, “Indulge the lad. The Aerican passed his wisdom on to him, through some ritual. I realize it feels like insolence, but I would ask—”

			“You would really support whoever Geneviva named to succeed her?” Ghallo interrupted, goading the man. “An impulsive idiot like Kelby, or ravening wolf like Marburand?”

			For the first time, the chamberlain raised his voice. “I swore a sacred oath!”

			“And if Geneviva named Poddy?”

			Ilanda saw angry confusion on Ulwen’s face.

			“Poddy?” she asked.

			Ulwen glowered at Ghallo as he answered her.

			“Poddy,” he said, his voice preternaturally calm, “was the son of the miller of Bath, the hamlet where I was born. He was a simpleton with a penchant for setting fires. My father was a baker, so we knew the family well. I tried to befriend the boy, to see if I could cure him of his dangerous predilection through my amity.”

			“And did you succeed?” Ilanda asked, fascinated by this sudden window on the chamberlain’s distant past.

			Still looking angrily at Ghallo, Ulwen tugged up the left sleeve of his robe, revealing scars from terrible burns. For a moment Ilanda thought he would finish the story, but he only shook his head.

			“Please answer my question, sir,” Ghallo said after a long silence. His gaze was intense, but he matched the chamberlain’s hostility with peculiar serenity. “Would you support Geneviva’s decision to place Poddy on the throne?”

			Still, Ulwen did not answer. Ghallo continued.

			“Grand chamberlain, Queen Geneviva was possessed by an unnatural spirit that rotted her body and mind. The true Geneviva, dwelling hidden in the depths of that decaying vessel, moderated the worst impulses of the unnatural Beast, and from time to time the real woman broke through. The bauble the Aerican gifted you allowed contact with the real Geneviva, without interference by the Beast. It was possible to know you truly spoke to her then. It’s how Sir Auric and his daughter were sent on the mission that allowed the queen’s living nightmare to end.”

			“Boy,” said Ulwen, his voice still controlled, “I don’t—”

			“The truth is, Ulwen of Bath, you cannot know if it was Geneviva or the Beast who named the next monarch of Hanifax. Don’t you agree?”

			The idea hadn’t occurred to Ilanda, but it shook her to the core. Ulwen closed his eyes and exhaled extravagantly. At last he said, “Yes, Ghallo, the jailer boy. It’s true. We do not know if Geneviva or the Beast spoke to the Priest of Chapters. We cannot know. Nonetheless, I am bound by my honor and my oaths to abide by the directives of the queen, written on that scroll buried in Marcator’s rubble.”

			Ghallo allowed himself a sly smile, strange on the face of one so young, and Ilanda heard a hint of malice in what he said next.

			“But couldn’t you, grand chamberlain, seize the throne for yourself, unbound by any vain, half-smart, selfish aristocrat?”

			A sort of paralysis overcame Ilanda and she held her breath, terrified at what might come next from either Ulwen or this weirdly changed ten-year-old boy.

			The grand chamberlain held up his left hand, and black tendrils of smoke curled away from his fingers and into the air. The danger was palpable. “I swear,” he said through gritted teeth, “that I will support whoever Queen Geneviva named as monarch.”

			“Even if that person brings further ruin upon the empire and its people?” the boy asked, the malice gone. “Even if her choice destroys all that you hold dear? You could just as easily reign in some noble fool’s place, with compassion and wisdom.”

			“It is my duty to honor the late queen’s orders, and to do what I can to mitigate the damage it may cause. Some sorcerers are constrained only by their binding jewels. I am a man who has pledged his heart and soul. I will serve the named monarch to the best of my ability, faithfully. And if you suggest any action otherwise, boy, I will bring dark fire down on you, and only a smear of ash will remain where you once stood.”

			Ghallo smiled.

			Ilanda realized then that the target of boy’s provocation was not the grand chamberlain, but herself. Ilanda found her voice.

			“It’s me, Ulwen, Geneviva named me.”
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			Boudun and the Citadel

			For one glorious minute, Agnes’s heart lifted. It was the sight of the Hare’s Eye, the lighthouse that stood on the barrier island before Boudun’s harbor, polished brass plating reflecting the hopeful rays of the early morning sun. Soon she would leave the damp planks of Sister Courage behind and feel the cobblestone streets of home beneath her feet. But as they rounded the long ear of a peninsula that gave The Rabbit its name, Agnes saw something was amiss about Boudun’s profile. Where was the vine-covered spire of Chaeres’s cathedral? The five plumes of smoke from Velcan’s sacred forges? And Marcator’s looming belltower, which had faithfully tolled the passing of hours across this sprawling, ancient city for more than seven centuries?

			A great fire, declared Szaa’da’shaela. Here as well.

			“So, what happened in Ralsea wasn’t the work of Karnesi radicals,” she responded.

			The sword let out a long sigh in her mind, a strangely human affectation that reminded her that it too had once been flesh and blood.

			No. It has begun.

			“What’s begun?”

			The dissolution. The collapse of lies.

			“I have no patience for hints, sorcerer,” Agnes growled. “Speak plain!”

			Others listen, said the sword.

			Agnes turned and saw a trio of sailors, just down from the rigging, looking at her with the sort of wary eyes one trains on a muttering drunk fiddling with a knife. She offered them an obscene gesture and turned back to the approaching harbor and its naval docks, where she counted at least seven more of the queen’s warships berthed.

			“So, who set the fires?” she whispered.

			I do not know who or what is responsible, answered Szaa’da’shaela, but it is most undoubtedly connected to the death of Timilis. Much havoc is unleashed by the passing of a being of such power. The fires may be the acts of mortals, responding to a disquiet they can’t explain. Or perhaps supernatural beings who thrive on chaos have rushed in to sow more. There are nameless entities that wander creation, Agnes, forever seeking opportunity for poisonous release.

			Agnes found the blade’s words unsettling, sensing more behind them. She touched an emerald set in the weapon’s pommel with two fingers, as though it would aid her in discerning Szaa’da’shaela’s candor.

			“What is it? What do you hide from me?”

			There was a long pause and then the weapon responded, its tone tender.

			Agnes … you must realize that there is so much you cannot hope to understand.

			Agnes gripped onto the foc’sle rail, held it tight.

			“Am I simple? Or do you shelter me?”

			Some knowledge in your possession would serve no purpose in realizing our goal. Should I tell you the age of the Wysking Mountains, how deep the darkest trenches of the Cradle, and what slumbers there? You may stand firm on this: I want what you want. Freedom for humanity, justice for your father and the countless others slaughtered as sacrificial animals by this cabal of monsters. Everything I say, everything I ask you to do, is in service to this crusade and nothing else. I have no other agenda. We fight centuries of wicked oppression. We will be holy liberators, Agnes!

			Agnes nodded, quelled by the weapon’s answer, its righteous certainty.

			That was when Sir Arla and her companion joined Agnes at the prow of Sister Courage. The man’s name she had learned before they sailed out of Ralsea: Hesk Atterley. He was older than he appeared—twenty-seven—but had less time in the field than she had. “I got a late start,” was all he’d say. The cryptic response annoyed and intrigued her, though she couldn’t put a finger on why that might be. She wondered at the quiet attention he seemed to pay her. On more than one occasion during their voyage she had caught him with his eyes on her, though he always turned away, a smile on his freckled face. Men had looked at her that way before, but it was unclear to her if this one wanted a tumble or had simply heard stories about her. She had gained not a little fame for the role she played in preserving the League when the plague struck the Citadel last year.

			“Can I prevail on ya one last time fer at least some of the tale b’fore we’re berthed?” asked Arla, casual and gruff, laying a proctor’s hand on Agnes’s shoulder.

			“Forgive me, Sir Arla,” she answered with a stiff smile. “As I said, our mission was at the direction of the queen, and I can’t share it with you. Perhaps Lictor Rae will invite you to the inquiry if you make the request.”

			Arla removed her hand, and her mouth puckered as though she tasted something sour.

			“Alright, alright, lass,” she grumbled. “I’d hope having been in the dark wi’ me before, ya might trust my discretion wi’ a secret or two. Mayhaps you’ve grown above ol’ Arla, eh?”

			Agnes felt that none-too-subtle poke at her sense of obligation to the older woman, who had saved her life and taught her much on those expeditions. She didn’t like it. An irritable retort rose to her tongue, but a warm vibration from Szaa’da’shaela stayed the words.

			We’ll have need of her, dear, said the blade. And the lad as well. Best not antagonize future allies, no matter how they might provoke.

			The Barrowlands? Agnes asked the blade.

			Yes, it answered. They must accompany us.

			So instead, Agnes’s response was contrite and good-humored. “Gods, no, Sir Arla! Were it up to me alone, I’d tell you all! But I’m under strict orders from the Crown. Our mission is a state secret. But I’ll ask Lictor Rae to include you at the inquiry. I think your insights would be most valuable.”

			Arla’s surly pout softened at that, and she nodded.

			“I’d appreciate a seat in the gallery as well, Miss Agnes,” said Hesk. “If you don’t mind my asking.”

			Agnes looked at the man. He had an honest, boyish face that had probably earned him no end of ribbing from his classmates during his novitiate. Twin contradictory urges hit her at once: to pinch his cheek, as one would a precocious child, and to give him an impulsive kiss, perhaps a prelude to something more intimate. It surprised her. She tended to rebuff advances from Syraeic brothers, not wanting to complicate her life in the Citadel’s halls. Then her mind turned to sweet, soft Raimund, her priest-lover who surely waited for her patiently at the Blue Cathedral.

			The Blue Cathedral! Had it burned to the ground? Was Raimund alright?

			It stands still, said Szaa’da’shaela, its tone gentle. And Raimund lives.

			She exhaled in relief, then felt Hesk’s eyes on her, awaiting a response to his cheeky

			request.

			“You haven’t the years,” she replied casually. “You need at least ten in the field to invite yourself to an inquiry. You told me yourself you’ve been an agent fewer than four.”

			Hesk smiled at her then, and she found it more than a little maddening. But what Sir Arla said next shocked her.

			“He’s been to the Barrowlands, lass. That’ll jump him to the head of the line.”

			“You’ve been to the Barrowlands?” she asked him, incredulous.

			His smile disappeared. He looked at Sir Arla, anger on his face, then down at the wooden planks of the foc’sle deck, solemn.

			“I have.”

			“And how does a half-green field agent get sent on expedition to Serekirk?”

			At that moment they came to the narrow passage between The Rabbit and a smaller barrier island to its east, known unofficially as The Cabbage. Both of their shores were lined with defensive structures meant for enemy vessels who might think the harbor a place for mischief. Hesk fidgeted with a clasp on his leather cuirass, plainly uncomfortable, and glanced at Sir Arla with an indignant frown.

			“Don’t look spicy at me, boy,” she said, her gaze fixed on the stony fortress planted on The Cabbage. “You’re the one who asked fer an invitation to an inquiry.”

			“What?” asked Agnes, her irritation growing. “What is it? Something embarrassing?”

			Hesk looked at her then, and she noticed his soft, blue eyes. She saw sadness and embarrassment there, and something else. Her anger retreated.

			“It’s a story I’d rather save for when we might know one another better, Agnes Manteo,” he answered, finality in his voice. And then he left Sister Courage’s foc’sle as though he had urgent business elsewhere.
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			To Agnes’s surprise, wagons manned by third-year Syraeic League novices greeted them at the dock, as though their arrival that day was expected. One of the neophytes explained that members of their novitiate had been serving round-the-clock shifts dockside ever since Queen Geneviva had died, to make certain there was no delay in the expedition’s return to the Citadel once Sister Courage was in port. Each of the six novices exuded a nervous energy, half wearing big, silly grins, the other half deathly serious as they helped Agnes and her colleagues transfer gear from the ship to the wagons. She thought how excited she would have been as a novice to be the first to meet real field agents returning from an expedition. A rare honor! Almost as though they were full Syraeics themselves!

			Agnes recognized one of them: tall and thin and brimming with enthusiasm, red hair gathered in a ponytail, a wide gap in her front teeth. Her name was on the tip of her tongue. How did she know her? The girl noticed her scrutiny. She set down the package she carried in the wagon bed and held out her hand for Agnes to shake.

			“Beela Wynther,” she beamed. “Third year, summer novitiate. I stand for graduation in the autumn, if I pass my exams.”

			Agnes took the girl’s hand and shook it.

			“Agnes Manteo,” she said, smiling back.

			“Oh, I know ma’am,” responded Beela, her smile even bigger. “We met, actually. When the Citadel was attacked. I fought back-to-back with your father.” A sheepish grin appeared when Agnes failed to recall. “My hair was down,” she explained, blushing. “And I was in my nightshirt.” Beela began worrying a loose thread on the sleeve of her tunic, an endearing, girlish gesture.

			“Ah, yes! I remember now! Acquitted yourself quite well, if I recall correctly.”

			Again, that big smile. “Where is Sir Auric?” she asked, craning her neck to scan the deck of Sister Courage. Agnes’s chest tightened.

			“He didn’t survive,” she replied. “Nor did Sir Kennah. We need to retrieve their bodies from the ship’s hold.”

			“Oh!” Beela brought a pale hand to her lips, and tears sprung to her eyes. The girl’s show of emotion threatened Agnes’s tenuous control of her own. She had shed few tears since her father’s sacrifice, and when she had it was in private, for a moment or two, before she willed the pain away. Now this girl was crying before her. As a daughter might, she thought. Tendrils of petty resentment wiggled their way into her heart. Why should this stranger show more grief for her father than she could? But a hum from Szaa’da’shaela flushed the bitterness from her. Agnes took a breath, swallowed deeply to push the pain back into the little box she had fashioned for it, and held out a hand for the younger Syraeic.

			“Come sister,” she said with a sad smile. “Let’s go fetch him and bring him home together.”
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			The bodies of Auric Manteo and Kennah Rolenwy were received at the Citadel with the honor accorded all fallen agents returned from the field. Agnes, accompanied by a silent, unsmiling Sira Edjani, attended their remains all the way to Mictilin’s Parlor, adjacent to the League’s long-full cemetery at the eastern curve of the Syraeic complex. They were greeted by two gray-robed priests, somber men with hard faces and soft hands. One put a palm over her father’s shrouded corpse, where his heart would be, and made the ritual inquiry.

			“And who is this hovering soul?”

			Agnes met the priest’s eyes and felt a potent mix of fury and sadness bubble up inside her. She was relieved when Sira spoke for her.

			“A brother of the Nine-Pointed Star, Auric Manteo, fallen in service of the League.”

			Agnes exhaled, feeling the box she had fashioned inside her threatening to explode. She willed the catastrophe away, swallowed hard. The other priest laid his hand over Kennah’s shrouded breast.

			“And who is this hovering soul?”

			This time, Agnes found the words. “A brother of the Nine-Pointed Star, Kennah Rolenwy, fallen in service of the League.”

			The priests nodded and spoke in unison. “Gold tarnishes, that which is green today withers tomorrow. All flesh is destined for the grave. One day each of us will lie before the Final Veil as do our human family here. We accept these persons unto the enduring mercy of Mictilin, who welcomes highest and low as his children.”

			Agnes made the obligatory response—We thank Mictilin for his mercy—but Sira did not, looking at the clerics with unmasked disgust. This wasn’t lost on the priests, whose outrage was written just as plainly on their faces.

			“I know you,” said the one who attended Kennah’s body, wagging a finger at Sira. “You’re a priest of Belu. Have you no respect for these comrades, that you can’t bring yourself to finish the litany?”

			“I esteem them more than your pale rituals ever will, priest,” she said, the last word spoken with a sneer. She took Agnes’s hand, and together the two of them left Auric’s and Kennah’s bodies to the empty protocols neither of them believed any longer.

			They walked in silence for a while down the winding corridor. Then Agnes asked, “What will you do?” It was a question both simple and profound. Sira had dedicated her life to the god, revealed to be no god at all—only a powerful, bloodthirsty charlatan, drinking in the essence of human suffering.

			Sira didn’t answer at first, but Agnes watched the bitterness slowly draining from her face. She thought the mousy-haired woman might cry, but finally she only said, “I don’t know.”

			They were quiet again until they reached the Grand Hall. Agnes sensed Sira was about to say more, but they were intercepted by Beela Wynther, eyes still red with the tears shed for Agnes’s father less than an hour before.

			“Lictor Rae wishes to see you, Miss Manteo,” she said, her eyes downcast, apparently sensing she interrupted something. “I’m to bring you to her.”

			Sira gave Agnes a weak smile and nodded, letting go of her hand and making a gesture to speed them on their way. Agnes turned back once to look at Sira and saw her standing there still, staring silently at the one of the murals that lined the Grand Hall.

			Beela brought Agnes to the Too-Tall Library, where Pallas Rae sat in a chair, looking frail, bundled in a blanket as if to ward off the cold, though it was only late summer. Her patch was slightly askew, revealing a dark corner of the pit where her eye once was. On the table before her was a crusty-paged chronicle, opened to the records of some long-ago expedition. A nondescript box, bisected vertical halves held together by brass clasps, a brass handle on top, sat near her as well.

			“Thank you, Miss Wynther,” she said, smiling at the tall, young woman. “Now back to your studies. Gods know what we’ll do with you if you can’t pass Proctor Philip’s class on Busker script variants.” Beela gave the two of them a small bow and left the library, closing the door behind her.

			For most of their sea journey across the Bay of Ulsea and the Cradle, Agnes had wondered how Lictor Rae and others would react when they heard the whole story. Not just the expedition’s details, but their bleak revelation: the gods are frauds, using our suffering for their own empowerment and pleasure. Would she be believed?

			“I understand that your father and Kennah are dead,” Rae said after offering a chair to Agnes with a trembling hand.

			“They are.”

			“Kennah was a promising one,” she said, pushing out her lower lip. “Some things bedeviled him, but he was brave, dedicated. I believe he would have overcome his shortcomings had he been gifted a longer life.”

			“It was an honor to have him as a comrade,” said Agnes, biting the inside of her cheek, sensing the threat of emotion within.

			“Yes,” she nodded, “but he’ll join his brother Ruben. That’s just as well.”

			Agnes thought it a curious comment, then her mind went back to the sin eater caves at Gnexes, when Kennah came stumbling out. He had wanted to tell her something, about Ruben, but he never got the chance. Agnes pushed the memory away and returned the gaze of Rae’s single eye, waiting for a kind word about her father. But instead, the lictor said, “I see you wear your father’s Djao blade.”

			Szaa’da’shaela shivered.

			“I do,” she answered, feeling oddly defensive.

			“There are those who would like that thing turned over to our diviners.”

			“It is mine now,” Agnes said, affecting a defiant air and hoping that it didn’t make her seem like a spoiled little girl.

			Pallas Rae stared intently at Agnes with that one eye, then adjusted the patch to cover the empty pit and allowed herself a small smile.

			“Yes, child. I suppose it is.”

			A warm glow radiated from Szaa’da’shaela, infusing Agnes with a kind of calm.

			“Have you wielded it, drawn blood?”

			“Yes.”

			“And it has spoken to you.”

			“Yes.”

			Pallas Rae shrugged her arms out of her blanket and retrieved a cane leaning against the adjacent bookcase. She rested both hands on the cane and gave Agnes a stark directive.

			“Tell it to me. All of it.”

			“Lictor Rae … an inquiry is the proper—”

			“I haven’t decided whether there’ll be an inquiry at all, my dear,” Rae interrupted.

			“No inquiry?”

			The old woman grimaced, rested her chin atop her hands propped on the cane. “Do you think it would be wise to tell your tale in the presence of an audience, Agnes Manteo, including a truthspeaker representing Tolwe’s clergy?”

			Agnes had a single thought: Shit.

			“There are some expeditions that occur, well, off the books, so to speak,” said Rae, who seemed to read Agnes’s thought from her expression. “Nothing is really off the books, of course.” She slapped the open page of the volume before her. “This tome here contains documentation of the last expedition to a place called Aem’al’ai’esh.”

			Szaa’da’shaela hummed in its scabbard, tickling Agnes’s side.

			“The Forbidden Pantheon.”

			“Yes. I’ve had word that we’ll have need of it, and that discretion is essential.” The lictor glanced at the box sitting next to her, which was about the size of a large cabbage.

			Aunt Lenda’s head, thought Agnes. Horror washed over her like a malevolent wave and her hand went reflexively to the Djao blade’s hilt. Sensing her distress, Szaa’da’shaela fed her more of that comforting warmth, slowing the beating of her heart.

			“You understand now,” said Rae, nodding. “Tell it to me, then. Leave nothing out.”

			Agnes obeyed. They were alone for three and a half hours, Agnes speaking most of that time, answering the occasional question or request for clarification from the lictor. When Agnes arrived at the terrible truth, Rae only closed her good eye and nodded. She seemed weary, in body and spirit. They were interrupted in that moment by a doe-eyed novice Agnes didn’t know. He handed Lictor Rae a message scrawled on a scrap of paper. Rae scanned it quickly with her watery eye and nodded to the novice.

			“Very well. Find her a room, near Agnes’s if you can.” After the boy left, Rae said, “Sira Edjani. She requested lodgings with us. She doesn’t want to return to the Blue Cathedral. Can’t say that I blame her, given what you’ve just told me. Continue, if you please.”

			Agnes finished her story, of the return to the Saint Tayma’s Aerie in Ironwound and the uneventful trip down the Ironbell River. Rae waved away the remainder of Agnes’s narrative when she began to tell of the fire in Ralsea.

			“Yes, I’d wager it’s happened in every major city and settlement across the empire. We’ve had word from across the isles, and from Wolmuthe, Culver, and Mache. Now Ralsea. Still haven’t gotten to the bottom of it, but surely it’s to do with your having killed a … a god.” She emitted a sour snort. “At least that’s what I assume.”

			There followed a long silence, Pallas Rae with chin propped again on her cane, eye closed, an inscrutable expression on her face. Agnes had a thousand questions for the old woman. Would the clergy be informed? How would the cults respond? The Royal Court? Who would take Geneviva’s place? And besides all that, why hadn’t the lictor shown more surprise at her earth-shaking revelations? When the lictor at last spoke, it was a question Agnes hadn’t anticipated.

			“Has that Djao blade spoken to you since you’ve been back in Boudun?”

			“As we sailed into harbor,” said Agnes. “But not since we disembarked.”

			“And what did it have to say?”

			Szaa’da’shaela hummed reassuringly at her side as Agnes responded.

			“That we have no time to waste. We must mount an expedition to the Barrowlands, to confront the rest of the pantheon.”

			Pallas Rae laughed then, a boisterous thing from so frail a person, putting her few remaining teeth on display. Her laugh led to a coughing fit that seemed as though it might never subside. Agnes offered to fetch the lictor water, overwhelmed by her awareness of her infirmity, but the old woman waved it away.

			“Well, why not?” Rae said at last. “Who am I to stand in the way of the new Manteo family trade: killing gods?”

			Agnes wasn’t sure if she should be angry, offended, or if the awful truth had addled Lictor Rae’s wits. She was about to demand an apology, when Szaa’da’shaela stopped her.

			Wait, Agnes dear.

			Rae rested her chin and hands on her cane again, then began to shake her head slowly. “Forgive me, child. I’m an old woman who has just had confirmed for her that the very foundation of our religion is a sham, and we are deputed with murdering who knows how many ancient, all-powerful sorcerers involved in a centuries-old conspiracy against the human race. You must admit that this is a rather bitter brew to swallow in one gulp.”

			Agnes was at a loss.

			“You … I … I’m sorry, lictor. I’m not sure whether or not you believe what I’ve told you. But if you do, you seem quite cavalier about it.”

			Rae opened her eye and looked intently at Agnes, reaching out with one gnarled hand to take her chin between thumb and forefinger. Most of the anger left the lictor’s face, though the weariness was still there, bone deep.

			“Agnes, you’re as fine a young field agent as I’ve seen in all my years with the League. You have skill and discernment rare in one so green. Yes, I believe what you’ve told me. Some of my experiences, unknown to you, have prepared me for it, strangely enough. And yes, we must see this thing through, no matter how brutal the outcome. It won’t be a simple thing. We require the monarch’s approval to enter the Barrowlands, and we’re stuck in an extended interregnum. There is no monarch yet to approve anything.”

			Lictor Rae’s words were ominous, but Szaa’da’shaela pulsed warmly, reassuring Agnes.

			“No matter,” Agnes said with conviction. “So long as you think what we do is right, I’m ready to face whatever lies ahead.” That Rae saw the wisdom in this crusade brought a measure of relief to Agnes’s heart. But the lictor’s next words made her blood run cold.

			“I have no goddamned idea of the rightness of anything, Agnes Manteo.” Rae slapped a palm on the box next to her. “But I know this: the severed, still-talking head of Lenda Hathspry told me on the night the queen died that when you returned from Gnexes—you, and not your father—the League must do everything in its power to help you complete your quest. And between this abomination in the box and that bloody Djao killer sheathed at your side, I don’t think we dare stand in the way.”
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			Touched by Fire

			Malaben Surin hunched over his worktable by candlelight, bespectacled, twitching eyes poring over the written summary before him. His right palm rested firmly on the wrinkled parchment, to quiet the limb’s perpetual trembling. Surin sensed the primary source of the information within the report, lying on a pallet behind him, beginning to wake from her alchemical slumber, a ragged exhalation and gurgle at the back of her throat.

			“You s-stir, little m-mouse,” he stuttered, finishing the summary’s final paragraph.

			She murmured something he couldn’t make out.

			“You’re in our w-w-warehouse, little m-mouse. A priest of Belu did her best to heal your b-burns, and the apothecary’s draught has g-g-given you some rest. Let’s see what benefit your n-n-nap afforded you.”

			Surin got up from his stool and turned to the girl, prone and tiny on the pallet. Her pathetic figure tugged at his heart, a bundle of bandaged limbs, hair burned away from her scalp. Suli was his favorite, though he tried not to play favorites. Why her injuries resisted the perfect healing of Belu troubled him. It was still uncertain if she would survive. He drew closer, and she mumbled something again. Surin leaned in, cupping a hand to his ear.

			“Suh-suh-speak again, ch-child.”

			He barely made out her words.

			“Did I … tell it to you?”

			That brought an attempt at a smile to Surin’s face.

			“I was j-just rereading the d-dictated ac-c-count. You have served both Harkeny and the k-kingdom well, bringing this knowledge to us.”

			Again, Suli muttered something. He put his ear near her crusted lips.

			“I’ve … been touched by fire.”

			In that moment, Surin felt Queehoat’s bloody talon scrape at the back of his left eyeball. It caused him to reel backwards from Suli’s sickbed and slam into his desk, tipping over an inkpot. He fell to the floor, his muscles clenching and unclenching painfully, the devil inside him maliciously pulling at his strings like a marionette. He let out a moan, then a high-pitched squeal of agony, back arching grotesquely. His hands flailed out, seeking something to grab hold of, to steady this cursed eruption, to anchor him until the fit finally passed. But when his fingers found the leg of the stool, he only managed to bring it down on himself: the edge of the seat glanced off his temple and sent his spectacles skittering across the rough planks of the warehouse floor.

			“Fire, Master Surin,” said Suli.

			Though it was the squeaky voice of the little orphan girl, it carried with it a dreadful authority, echoing in his mind as his vision clouded and he lost consciousness.
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			He wasn’t sure how long he lay on the floor, insensible, but he knew this fit had been one of the bad ones. They were mercifully rare, perhaps once or twice a year. But when they happened, they brought every tiny, malignant detail of his ordeal back to him. Twelve years ago, serving Duke Orin clandestinely in the Burandi capital, Bennybrooke, he was found out, and imprisoned. He had never figured who had betrayed him, not that it mattered. For more than two grueling weeks he resisted the skilled and excruciating persuasions of Duke Willem’s torturers. That he had lived through it was a sort of dark miracle. He mumbled for them to simply slit his throat, for he hadn’t the strength to scream it. He assumed quite foolishly that he had suffered their worst and was yet unbroken.

			That was when the sorcerer arrived. He came into the dungeon cell naked, covered head to toe with a paste whose color defied naming. In places it was still damp, exuding a nauseating stink; in other places it had dried and begun flaking off the sorcerer’s flesh. Tall, he was a wisp of a man, with limbs unnaturally long and scrawny. His hair was thin and ghostly white, and a deep purple jewel was set in his forehead, marking him as a necromancer. His smooth, colorless face was devoid of anything approximating human emotion.

			“I am Brine,” he had said in an absent, soulless voice. “Before the sun rises, you will answer me truthfully all that I ask. After that, you will wish you knew more, so you could tell me that as well. The idea of death will seem a sweet release, though not so sweet as the dream of never having existed at all.”

			Those weren’t just cruel words meant to terrify him. Brine conjured seven devils from a black fire he kindled with goat’s blood and the bones of a recently stillborn baby. And he sent each of those infernal creatures inside Surin, to bite and claw at his soul, to prowl about his body, doing to him hideous things words could never describe. And before dawn the next day, Surin willingly told the necromancer every secret he knew, answered every question, scoured his mind desperately for anything else that might be of use to the mortal enemy of the man and cause to whom he had sworn a sacred oath.

			His torturers denied him death even then. Rather than humanely driving a knife into his heart, they dumped him in a wooden box, nailed the lid shut, and delivered him to a Harkeny merchantman bound for Caird. He arrived in the ducal capital, twitching, face covered in spittle and dried vomit, a bloody mess, barely breathing. Brought to Duke Orin, his benefactor spared no expense in Surin’s recovery. Priests of Belu and Orin’s own servants nursed his physical injuries. The duke’s sorcerers and Tolwe’s exorcists managed to extract six of the demonic creatures from him and send them screeching back to the Yellow Hells. But the seventh—its name, he later learned, was Queehoat—that last was fiendishly tenacious and had grown fond of the environs within Surin. The best they could do was restrain the beastly spirit. It was trapped within him, unable to unleash its full malevolence, but always, always straining against its bonds.

			So now Malaben Surin twitched, stuttered, trembled, and emitted involuntary, undignified squawks and peeps. Most saw him as an object of ridicule, pity at best. What sort of life could he have? He was useless as an agent in the field, the discordant symphony of tics a magnet for attention. But he remembered his duke’s words when his caregivers presented him to Orin after he was recovered, or at least as recovered as he ever would be.

			“You have suffered more than any man ought, sir, and in my service.”

			“I s-s-s-s-swore an—oath, your G-g-g-grace!” he had answered with trembling emotion, spraying spittle, his chin quivering and left eye winking madly. Duke Orin frowned, looked down at his feet. In that moment Surin suspected that his lord was ashamed for his servant’s host of afflictions.

			A pension, Surin thought. Orin was a kind man, but an aristocrat. He would offer him a more than fair pension, perhaps a cottage in the rolling hills southwest of Caird, a servant or two to keep his house, make him stew, wipe his ass. And in truth, it would be a generous thing to do. But Surin knew that without an occupation and with Queehoat as his constant, most intimate companion, he would slowly but surely lose his mind. I’ll hang myself from a rafter before the next harvest, he thought.

			But instead, Duke Orin surprised him.

			“I haven’t the right, Malaben, but still I will ask you: would you stay in my service, sir?”

			It was his salvation. Seconded to the duke’s spymaster in the Earldom of Harhulster, he quickly demonstrated a knack for organization, for interpreting information, connecting seemingly unrelated bits of data, and hatching schemes. From that island perch, Harkeny could maintain a vigilant eye on Marburand and its sea traffic from the duchy to the main isles of the empire. Surin proved himself vital to Master Pate, who was so impressed with his performance that he eventually transferred him to Master Qualish in Falmuthe. Then, two years ago, he was summoned to work for Master Poskey himself in Boudun, Duke Orin’s most senior and trusted spymaster.

			Last spring, Poskey had died. At first, poison was suspected—paranoia was a virtue in this business—but in truth the crusty octogenarian’s heart had simply given out. The news was sent to Harkeny, and a week later Surin received a six-word message from Caird, addressed to him, written in Duke Orin’s own hand.

			You are my eyes and ears.

			Malaben Surin, middle son of a west Harkeny potato farmer, was chief spymaster for the duke and his duchy at the young age of forty. He knew that many of his subordinates called him Master Serene behind his back. He didn’t care—he would have given the one who coined the half-clever slur a sovereign if he had bothered to discover who it was. It didn’t matter, because Surin was a man devoted entirely to his mission. He worked himself sick sometimes, kept outrageous hours, pored over documents, interviewed nearly every returning spy in their network personally. He wore a blessed talisman of Vevina around his neck, an old Harkeny country saint, patron of justice. Every morning he held tightly to the silver charm and prayed his simple prayer.

			All good gods bless the Duke of Harkeny. May his land and his people prosper. Protect those who do him service in this wicked city and across the empire. And one day, make me an instrument of vengeance and thrust me into the black heart of Marburand.

			He felt it into his bones, just as clearly as he felt Queehoat wiggle its thorny feet in his guts: one day, his captors would pay. Those who flayed him would pay. The unearthly necromancer Brine would pay. And finally, Duke Willem would pay, dragged bodily down to the worms of an early grave.
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			When Surin finally came round, his head was cradled in the lap of Lady Courlan, her silk skirt soft on his sweaty cheek. The Countess of Beyenfort and queen-to-be, Ilanda Padivale, hovered over him like an angel, dabbing at his bloodied forehead with a damp cloth. He would never grow inured to her raven-eyed beauty: each time he stood in her presence was like the first. Though she eschewed the elaborate cosmetics of the court since Geneviva’s passing, she was still breathtaking in his eyes.

			“You have a nasty contusion at your temple, Master Surin,” said the countess, worry wrinkling her brow. “Are you injured elsewhere?”

			“H-highness,” he stuttered, trying to lift his head from its silky repose. “I d-d-didn’t know y-you were c-c-c-c-c-coming.”

			She rested a palm gently on his chest, preventing him from rising. “It is late. I’ve heard an update from our good friend and ally and wished to seek your counsel. It seemed more efficient that I come to you, rather than summon you to me, in case you needed to consult your library.” She tilted her head with a smile to the clutter of scrolls and loose papers on his worktable. He tried to rise again.

			“Your h-highness, you are p-p-pregnant! It is not p-p-p-prop—”

			“I am no queen yet,” she replied, hand firmer on his chest, “and only three months along. I am still just Ilanda Padivale, your partner in these labors, eh?”

			You’ve already been queen in my heart these past two years, he thought. The news that Geneviva had named the countess her heir had shocked him, but his mind quickly set to work countering possible threats and considering what maneuvers would be necessary to assure her an unimpeded path to the crown. How Willem would boil if he knew Harkeny’s most brilliant jewel was destined to sit on the throne!

			“N-nonetheless, countess, at least allow me t-t-to sit up as we speak.”

			She nodded her assent. She and Lady Courlan helped him to prop himself against the sturdy leg of his worktable. A stabbing pain lanced at his right temple where the stool had struck it as they did so. He winced, closed his eyes, and drew in a deep breath. When he opened them again, he saw that the jailer boy Ghallo was with them, standing beside Suli’s sickbed, looking down at the feverish girl with what seemed to Surin a clinical, dispassionate air. The boy unnerved him, just as the old Aerican, whose pet he had once been, had unnerved him. Surin forced himself to look away from the boy and to the countess, despite the concern he felt having that otherworldly lad so near his vulnerable orphan charge.

			“You speak of Ulwen Bath, eh?” he offered. She gave him a small nod. “And what exactly has B-b-bath t-told you, your highness?”

			“Excavations at the cathedral are moving along as we thought they would: they should reach the Vault of the Law by midafternoon, tomorrow.”

			“We must m-m-make sure D-duke Willem’s cutthroats and suh-schemers are kept clear of the p-place. No t-t-telling what—”

			Lady Courlan shook her head. “Worry not, Master Surin. Ulwen has a contingent of the palace guard ringing the excavation and priests of Velcan have lent their labor. He wouldn’t dare violate a cordon both royal and holy.”

			He felt Queehoat emit a guttural chuckle within, the beast’s oily scorn roiling Surin’s stomach.

			“And the grand chamberlain makes progress at the Royal College,” the countess continued. “Five of the seven Elevated Savants have pledged their loyalty in ways Ulwen assures me are unbreakable. The other two—”

			“Divination and p-p-pyromancy,” interjected Surin, so confident in his earlier prediction. He silently cursed at himself for not employing a courteous ear; perhaps he could blame the injury. The countess smiled indulgently and nodded.

			“Just so. He reports that Lord Eye has been locked in his chambers since the night of the queen’s death and will speak to no one. Lord Flame is being coy, though Ulwen suggests this is consistent with her mercurial nature. He believes she needs further inducement, perhaps some grand honor or favor, offered in dramatic fashion. He insists we need nothing from Lord Eye, nor need we fear him.”

			He considered this, felt Queehoat press a bony knuckle against his eyeball, forcing an ignoble croak from Surin’s throat. Countess Ilanda and Lady Courlan both did their admirable best to ignore the outburst, well used to his afflictions.

			“Ag-g-g-g-greed,” he said. “F-for all it m-m-matters, Lord Eye can stay suh-suh-suh-questered in his rooms ‘til Marc-c-cator’s T-trumpet s-sounds. Lord F-f-f-flame…” Surin willed his stutter to subside, clenching his fist so tightly he felt his nails threaten to break the skin of his palm. “But we m-must have Lord Flame’s commitment to your rule, c-c-countess.”

			“Yes,” she answered.

			“The ch-ch-ch-ch-chamberlain must make p-promises.”

			“Yes.”

			“And this is what you n-need my counsel for.” A statement, not a question.

			“Yes, Master Surin. Ulwen thought we should consider naming Lord Flame to a seat on the Privy Council.”

			Surin considered that option, if it would appeal to Lord Flame, the impact her presence would have within Queen Ilanda’s highest circle of advisors. The Royal College was typically represented at council by the grand chamberlain himself, so such an inclusion would break precedent and dilute Bath’s influence. But after a moment’s consideration, Surin soured on the idea and he shook his head to both women. He was certain Lord Flame’s theatrics were just that: a performance to knock others off balance, to overawe. His sources suggested the sorcerer more level-headed than Bath himself believed. She’d want concessions for her school like any other decent proctor, not personal prestige. And where were pyromancers most frequently employed?

			“Standardize p-pay for p-pyromancers aboard Royal Navy vessels, funded annually by the crown itself rather than out of its captains’ suh-stipends. Guarantee two aboard every warship, frigate class or better, one for s-smaller vessels. And involve our Lord Flame in your committee overseeing the reb-b-building of our navy.”

			Ilanda gave the spymaster a radiant smile.

			“Oh, the admirals will shit. Excellent, Master Surin!” she exclaimed, punctuating it with a playful slap on his chest. “It works neatly with our priorities and gives us an ally against the collective rigidity of the admiralty. Perfect!”

			Pleasing Ilanda Padivale is always reward enough for any service, thought Surin. What loyalty she will engender in her people! We must have it made known she is with child, fathered by her tragically deceased husband, the noble count. Forgive me, countess, but it will be excellent propaganda.

			“She speaks,” said the jailer boy, whom Surin had nearly forgotten.

			The countess and Lady Courlan turned around to Ghallo, who hovered over poor, ailing Suli.

			“Y-yes,” said Surin. “She s-spoke to me b-before my f-fit. Said she had b-been touched b-by—”

			“By fire,” said the boy, finishing his sentence with an eerie calm.

			“Touched by fire,” echoed Suli from her pallet, her high, child-like voice distant, ethereal.

			Surin felt a fool, recalling the document he had been reviewing before Queehoat had set to tormenting him.

			“Forgive m-me, countess,” he began. “I have alarming n-news for you as well. Suli is one of my s-street urchins. The fire in the Temple D-d-district. The p-priests of T-t-t-t-t-timilis. They set themselves alight and ran ab-b-bout the cathedrals and shrines, causing this c-c-catastrophe.”

			The countess turned from Suli’s sickbed to Surin, dismayed. “Sweet Chaeres! Even in death the god works his mischief! Was there some purpose behind it, other than the chaos it sows?”

			Before Surin could respond, Suli sat up on her pallet, startling all of them as would a scented corpse rising at its own wake. She cried out in a high-pitched monotone.

			“Unto you, O Coryth, a revelation: bring these words unto all thy people, so that they might come to worship us and feast at the bounteous table set for them!”

			“You teach your wards scripture?” said the countess, her eyes fixed on the grievously injured waif.

			“From the First Epistle of Coryth,” whispered Lady Courlan.

			“I have been touched by holy fire,” intoned Suli, beginning to unwind the bandages from her right arm, “and I shall spread my revelation across the land.”

			Suli held up her hand and looked meaningfully at each of them in turn, the soiled cloth wrapped around her hairless head drooping over her singed eyebrows. Then she looked to her unbandaged right hand, fluttering her fingers as though just discovering them that moment.

			“Tongues of fire,” she sang, as the tip of each finger lit up like a candle wick, the flame blue. She grabbed hold of the blanket on her pallet and azure flames raced across the cloth in five different directions, one of them across the floor to Surin’s worktable, climbing up the table leg opposite him and igniting scattered parchments.

			“Rejoice!” she cried, her bed and bandages already fully engulfed in flames. “For you, too, shall be touched by fire!”
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			Vandals

			“Beela Wynther?” asked Pallas Rae with a great frown and cough, squinting her remaining eye. “I’ll admit she’s promising, Agnes, but your destination is in the Barrowlands. You’ll have need of more than youthful vigor. You need cunning, experience, and instincts honed by hard years wandering in the dark. Young Beela has yet to pass her final forms.”

			“Girl can swing a sword,” Sir Arla offered.

			“Heppel can swing a sword, too,” the lictor retorted, referring to the thick-set, middle-aged man who sat next to her. He served as their secretary, recording notes and names for a preliminary expeditionary party. Heppel raised his eyebrows above his fat spectacles and grinned broadly at the lictor’s sarcasm. He was an old novitiate wash out whose impressive penmanship had nonetheless secured him a career as a League scribe.

			“Haven’t swung a sword m’self in more’n twenty years,” he croaked in a deep voice.

			Beela has her part to play, Agnes, countered Szaa’da’shaela, serene and certain.

			“The sword says she has a role in this,” Agnes said, hand on the weapon’s warmly pulsating hilt.

			There came an unpleasant gurgle from the lictor’s mouth as she sucked saliva between missing teeth. It wasn’t hard to read the old woman’s disapproval, the way Szaa’da’shaela’s pronouncement flew in the face of Rae’s judgment and experience. After an interminable pause, the lictor nodded and waved a trembling hand to Heppel, who dutifully scratched the name on the parchment before him.

			“Beela Wynther,” he repeated as he finished writing the name, pausing to dip the quill in his inkwell. “And for her designation?”

			“Swordswoman,” said Rae, her face sour. “Though she has yet to earn that title, formally at least.”

			It was still difficult for Agnes to wrap her mind around the fact that she would lead an expedition. Even the most meteoric career arc would have her serving many more years before she was designated lead, and that would have been to a Busker ruin in the east, not an excursion to the demon-haunted Barrowlands. Lictor Rae accepted the notion with relative ease, backed as she was by both the Djao blade and her godmother Lenda. Sir Arla herself required more convincing before she finally acquiesced.

			“You’ll take my counsel, lass?” the older woman had growled, poking a horny-knuckled finger in Agnes’s chest.

			“Of course, Sir Arla! I’d be a fool to do otherwise!”

			Szaa’da’shaela had given her a brief, agitated tingle at that. In the end, my wisdom must be the final word, Agnes dear. My experience outstrips this woman’s by millennia.

			Agnes reassured the blade with a small pat.

			The four of them had been huddled in the Too-Tall Library since early morning, sifting through a roster of Syraeics currently residing at the Citadel. Until Beela came up it had been a matter of rejecting one name after another. Any agent who had taken a divine patron or was known for their piety or who had family within the clergy was disqualified. Rae believed the risk of their recoiling at the impious outrageousness of the task was too great. As she had sailed down the Ironbell, Agnes had only wondered whether her dark revelation would be believed. She hadn’t considered the emotional impact, how those of deep and abiding faith would respond when told their lifelong devotion was to a diabolical deception. She and the lictor had talked about it this morning, before Heppel and Sir Arla had joined them.

			“It will break some,” Pallas Rae had said, her own countenance grim. “Others it will enrage. The vows of some would be sorely tried.”

			“Syraeics? Their loyalty to the League?” The possibility that one of Agnes’s brothers or sisters would break their oaths struck her as absurd; it verged on blasphemy.

			“Aye, loyalty,” answered Rae. “We are keepers of secrets, lass, some of them terrible. But this … this is the most terrible of them all: our faith is a lie. What you aim to do in the Barrowlands is to murder a myth at the very foundations of the empire—it will impact each and every life across the Cradle. For at least a few of our number, it would be too much. They’d cry heresy, denounce us in the temples and shrines, and stir up the populace against the League that would support so sinful a crusade.”

			It came to Agnes’s mind all at once. “Are we better to live with the lie?”

			Agnes, said Szaa’da’shaela. The blade quivered at her side, and a wave of nausea washed over her. It all must end. This woman nears the finals days of her life. She fears entering the darkness without a lamp, even if what that lamp illuminates is illusion. Where is her faith in the League, in the sacrifices made by generations of your brothers and sisters?

			Agnes thought on the classmates from her novitiate who still lived. Crendel, Weck, Olivia. Could she imagine any of them whipping up a mob against their beloved League? Never! Indignation welled up within her, and before she could think better of it, the words came out of her mouth.

			“Lictor Rae, you are bitter, cynical! You’ve been elevated to the lictorship for so long, above the rest of us, and—and now you’re near the end of your life! You’re afraid, and you forget! I remember the first lecture of our novitiate well! ‘We are the ones who walk in dark places that others fear.’ We are explorers! We reveal the past, the truth!”

			When she finished her rant, Agnes waited to be upbraided for her insolence. Flushed, she turned her face to the table as the lictor stared at her in the awkward silence for a long while. When at last Rae spoke, it was in a tired, hoarse whisper.

			“Look me in the eye, girl.”

			Agnes obeyed, meeting the lictor’s piercing gaze. She raised the patch she wore over where her left eye once was, revealing the ghastly pit beneath it. She pointed to it with a trembling finger.

			“This eye. Look deep. I don’t cover the ugly thing out of vanity, Agnes Manteo. I do so to keep a question out of the minds of novices and green field agents like yourself: will this vocation cost me an eye? A limb? My life? We rely on the idealism of youth, the thoughtless pursuit of glory, we prey on it. Without it our numbers would dwindle until we were no more than a few crusty scholars, squinting over the stink of moldering parchment. The hard life we’ve chosen tests the faith of us all. Some renounce their charter, as your father did, when the cost finally proved too great. Others surrender to despair and open a vein in the bath or put themselves in the way of harm, letting someone or something else do the deed for them. Still others end up residents of St. Kenther, fiddling with balls of yarn in sunlit courtyards like demented children—if they’re lucky. Raving in restraints if they’re not.”

			A gentle warmth emanated from Szaa’da’shaela to counter the lictor’s chilling words. Still, Agnes shrank from the rebuke, sputtered out an apology that Pallas Rae silenced with her bent-fingered hand.

			“We need you willing to fling yourself into the darkest places, my dear girl. We know many of you will die or suffer a worse fate. But how else can we plumb those depths, drag out those secrets, bring home treasure to fund ever more dangerous expeditions into the past’s buried horrors? Every Syraeic questions her faith, lass, sooner or later, often more than once. But what you’ve brought us is not a test of faith, it’s the death of it. It’s true, I am undeniably near the end of my life. I may creep on for another year or two, gods—”

			Rae stopped herself, let the patch mercifully drop over the yawning socket and closed the other eye.

			“I was about to say, ‘gods grant it.’ But our gods are liars, Peregrine. The truth is, when they pour my ashes into an urn, I have no idea where my soul will be. Is there a Final Veil, a heavenly rest of cool breezes and peace?”

			Agnes had no answers and Szaa’da’shaela remained silent.

			Rae had patted Agnes on the hand as they sat in silence for several minutes, the old woman’s skin cold to the touch.

			“You must banish all illusion if you will really lead this expedition, Agnes Manteo. That sword says you will liberate our people. Maybe, maybe. But you and that blade are also vandals in the temple, and you won’t be loved for the idols you pull down.”

			The two of them sat there for a long time, not speaking, the lictor’s words echoing in Agnes’s mind. Rae finally broke the funereal quiet, affecting a cheery tone neither of them felt.

			“You have never been privy to the assembly of an expeditionary party, Agnes,” she said, tapping a finger on a roster of agents and almost-agents who were resident in the Citadel. “However, this process will be unlike any undertaken in the League’s history. Normally it would begin only after months of scholarly research about the target, selecting Syraeics from across the empire to suit the mission. According to your Djao blade, we haven’t the luxury of cautious planning. Nor can we involve the other lictors.”

			Agnes thought of the others: Beckerlin, Pruze, and Saullit, all three elevated to their posts since last year’s plague had decimated the League’s ranks. She had little history with Pruze and Saullit, whose oversight focused primarily on the League’s sorcerers and alchemists. And Beckerlin she knew only from the assault on the Grand Hall before they had departed for Gnexes. It was he who had organized the defense of the Citadel. She reckoned him to be about her father’s age, though she had never heard Auric speak of him.

			“You don’t trust them?” Agnes asked.

			“Oh, all three are good brothers. But Beckerlin formally counts Vanic his patron, and both Saullit and Pruze have siblings in the clergy. We can’t risk it.”

			Later, with Sir Arla and Heppel with them, Agnes was reminded of this exchange.

			“Won’t we need at least one sorcerer and an alchemist with us?” she asked. “Without Lictors Pruze and Saullit’s involvement—”

			“I think I have a neat solution for that,” said Rae. She sorted through a stack of papers until she found what she sought. “You recall the alchemist Lumari, who accompanied your father to St. Besh last year?”

			Agnes nodded, remembering the pale-skinned, serious woman, and the high opinion she had earned from her father. “But I’d understood she was on sabbatical, for research, up on the Korsa frontier.”

			“Special circumstances. She returned early, about a week after you left for Gnexes. She’s a bit worse for the wear—I’ll leave it to her to tell you the story—but if I know that woman, I’d say she’s an ideal candidate for your purpose.”

			“What about a sorcerer?” asked Sir Arla. “I’m loath t’go into the Barrowlands without a sorcerer along with us.”

			Lictor Rae pursed her lips, readying to speak, then looked down at the table. “That’s a bit more complicated. It’s possible that Helmacht can aid us.”

			“Helmacht?” barked Arla. “He hasn’t been in the field for more’n a decade! And when he was, I heard tell his own shadow’d startle him.”

			Agnes wasn’t encouraged by the idea of the sorcerer on their expedition either. He was a scholarly type. Then again, he had to have some steel in him to deal with his godmother’s animate head. She put a hand again to Szaa’da’shaela, wondering what the sword’s opinion might be. But the blade was silent and still.

			“He seems a good man, lictor,” she said, “but I can’t argue with Sir Arla’s assessment.”

			“Gods, no,” answered Rae. “I’m lucky to extricate the man from his labs and libraries in our basements. I’m thinking of your friend Qeelb, Agnes.”

			“Excuse me, lictor,” asked Arla, who had been fully briefed on Agnes’s expedition to Gnexes. “The broken sorcerer wi’ the melted eyes? Most would consider blindness t’be somethin’ of a handicap.”

			“Which is where Helmacht comes in. He has some contacts with the sorcerers at the Royal Court. You’re familiar with the Guard of the Ragged Blindfold?”

			“Yeah,” Arla answered. “The ones in Geneviva’s throne room, wearin’ dirty strips o’ cloth o’er their eyes. Always understood that was necromancy o’ some sort.”

			“A combination of old Busker spells I’m told,” said Rae, wiping a bit of spittle from the corner of her mouth. “With some modification, it may just mitigate Qeelb’s handicap. At least that’s what Helmacht believes.”

			Arla seemed unconvinced. “Don’t know that I feel comfy wi’ the notion of countin’ on a blindfolded, broken sorcerer, all the same, Pallas.”

			“Qeelb is a powerful ally, Sir Arla,” said Agnes, a supportive trill at her hip from Szaa’da’shaela. “He saved our bacon more than once on the expedition, not to mention what he did for us at the assault on the Citadel.”

			“I heard,” replied Arla pointedly. “Not entirely sure I’d want my bacon saved in that fashion. Flayed the lot of ‘em. Skinned ‘em all like a bushel o’ potatoes.”

			Agnes recalled the gruesome aftermath of the battle in the Grand Hall. It was like the killing floor of a slaughterhouse, the flayed carcasses of their unlucky assailants steaming in the necromantic chill that filled the air.

			Lictor Rae tented her gnarled hands before her on the table. “Nonetheless, that is likely the sort of sorcery you’ll require in the Barrowlands. Especially where you’re headed.”

			“Which is?” asked Sir Arla.

			“The ruins at Aem’al’ai’esh,” Rae answered.

			“Auric’s sword says so, eh?” said Arla, and when she did, Agnes experienced an irrational twinge of jealousy, possessiveness, as though the bond between herself and the Djao artifact was somehow cheapened by the fact that someone else had once wielded it—even if that someone was her own father. But the lictor’s response to Sir Arla’s query chased Agnes’s petty emotion away.

			“The sword—and another source that has proved itself reliable.”

			Aunt Lenda’s head, Agnes thought, a sick lump in the pit of her stomach. She was grateful the box wasn’t with them. It was likely in Helmacht’s subterranean labs again, chattering away to the sorcerer and his colleague, Olbach.

			“It’s called the Forbidden Pantheon fer a reason, eh, lictor?” said Arla. “Last expedition there happened, what, forty years ago?”

			Pallas Rae’s lone eye stared off into nothing, nodded slowly. “Forty-one years, aye.”

			“And ya think ya can make the new queen revoke Geneviva’s ban?”

			It was only yesterday the report that Countess Ilanda Padivale was named Geneviva’s successor had burst over the capital like a festival firework. It was good news at the Citadel, for the countess had been something of a friend to the Syraeic League. The politics were a muddle to Agnes—she had always disdained such things as out of her control—but the city was restless and doubtful, given the countess’s reputation in many circles. Sir Arla voiced that assessment.

			“The pretty thing’s a bit of a fool, ain’t she? I suppose some honey poured in her ear might do the trick. It’ll depend more on whom she names grand chamberlain. If Bath keeps his post, he’ll want to flex his authority in a new regime. That could cause us trouble.”

			“Ilanda Padivale is no fool,” said Rae, shaking her head. “You’ve fallen for a fiction the countess maintained for years. I don’t think she’d dismiss counsel out of hand if it contradicted her own judgment, but I’m not certain how much we should reveal to her.”

			Agnes put a hand to her mouth. Would the new queen permit this expedition if she knew the true purpose? Your highness, we mean to murder the gods, who are imposters. Please keep that to yourself as it may unsettle the clergy. The expression on Arla’s face seemed to echo Agnes’s thoughts.

			“St. Busby’s codpiece!” she exclaimed. “What will we do for healin’? The Blue Cathedral ain’t likely to send a priest with us while we’re off murderin’ Belu and the rest! St. Busby’s blue balls!”

			The notion hadn’t occurred to Agnes. What would they do? It was certain they couldn’t inform the priesthoods of the truth. The League depended almost entirely on the clergy of Belu to mend its agents and keep them safe from spiritual harm.

			“There’s Sira Edjani,” said Rae, her voice almost a whisper.

			“What good’s a priest who’s lost her faith?” responded Arla with a scowl.

			It was true. Sira hadn’t returned to the Blue Cathedral since they arrived back in Boudun. Instead, she was ensconced in a private room close to Agnes’s own. Agnes had meant to check in with her since they parted. She remembered the way Sira had addressed the priests of Mictilin two days before, the venom in her tone. She seemed bitterly broken. Agnes was about to verbalize her concord with Sir Arla when Szaa’da’shaela stopped her.

			Sira Edjani will join us, Agnes dear.

			“What purpose can that possibly serve?” Agnes asked the blade, speaking aloud without realizing she did.

			She has her role.

			“What role would that be? Porter? Seamstress? Her value to us was in her ability to heal and defend. She can do neither with her faith shattered.”

			She has her role, it repeated, and the sword would say no more.

			The looks of discomfort on the faces of the three others in the room alerted Agnes to her indiscretion. She resisted the urge to explain herself, instead affecting an air of nonchalance. “Szaa’da’shaela says that Sira has a role. She must accompany us.”

			Lictor Rae looked to Heppel and nodded. Heppel dipped his quill again and dutifully added Sira Edjani’s name to their list, along with that of Lumari and the broken sorcerer.

			“Miss Edjani’s distinction?” he asked.

			“Leave it blank for now,” said Rae.

			“How many does that give us?” asked Sir Arla.

			Heppel read the names off, pointing to each with his quill point. “Agnes Manteo, Sir Arla, Hesk Atterley, Beela Wynther, Lumari the Alchemist, Qeelb, Sira Edjani. Four blades, Miss Lumari, your sorcerer, and the former priest of Belu.” Heppel looked over the top of his spectacles, eyebrows raised. “Seven. No versatilis on your roster. D’you need one?”

			Agnes thought then of Chalca.

			No, said Szaa’da’shaela, its voice that of a dour matron. Let him go, darling.

			The idea filled Agnes with sadness, but she nodded slowly, the gesture for herself rather than the blade.

			“I think not,” said Rae, answering Heppel’s question. “Aem’al’ai’esh is unlike any other site you’ve seen.” The lictor cleared away the papers before her, revealing a thick volume Agnes had seen her studying earlier when she first returned to the Citadel.

			“Old inquiry logs?” asked Sir Arla, perking up.

			“Aye,” said Rae, rubbing a palm along the codex’s binding. “The last expedition, and the one before it, all in this tome.”

			“That’s a restricted book,” said Heppel, tapping his quill feather on the ominous black triangle embossed in the leather cover. “You’ve read it?”

			“Oh, I’ve done more than that, sir,” she responded, an anxious look in her watery eye. “I lived it. I was there.”
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			The Barrowlands, Year of Empire 738

			Pallas Rae cleaned her blade with a cloth, suppressing her stomach’s threat to empty its contents into the thick Barrowlands grass where lay the scattered pieces of hollow men they had just dispatched. It took her four attempts to sheath the weapon due to her hands trembling with adrenaline and disgust. The sickening undead things had been exceptionally ferocious, an even dozen of them.

			“Ever seen a pack of ‘em this big, Pall?” asked Roland, spitting with admirable accuracy on the severed head of one he himself had dismembered.

			“Nope, not nearly,” she answered, surveying limbs and heads and hacked torsos. “Ran into five of ‘em once, in a burial vault at Shim’a’taal, in ’35.”

			Baur chimed in, the black opal set in his forehead marking him as their sorcerer. “More like ’34. Proya was still with us then.”

			“Belu bless old Proya,” said their stout priest, Mythas. “She was a tough one.”

			“Aye,” said Rae. “Tough as fortha stew.”

			Roland sheathed his blade in a fancily tooled leather scabbard, shaking his head.

			“Where the hell did these husks come from? I’ve never seen one outside a gravesite. Never seen them in such numbers.”

			“It is a puzzle,” said Rae absently.

			“Miss Pallas?” asked the young lad, Mastro, who was serving double duty as swordsman and versatilis. “Shouldn’t this stone have Djao glyphs on it?”

			Rae joined the boy beneath the overhang of jagged rock, at what was supposed to be the entrance of the site. The dull gray stone was pristine, not a mark in it. She looked at the parchment he held in his hands, a Citadel archive copy of the map from the previous expedition. More than five centuries ago, the party had had a fine mapper with them. He had marked out precise dimensions, scribbled useful notes in the margins about features.

			“Yes,” she concluded. “Five large glyphs in a vertical column on the entry stone.” She looked up from the map and ran her palm over the smooth, cold granite.

			“Have we got the wrong site?” asked Roland, looking over her shoulder, so close her nose could name the contents of his breakfast.

			“No, this is it. Look over there.” She pointed to the fat, leafless tree to their west, then tapped its representation on the map. She looked above her. “This natural overhang, and five vertical slabs of stone.” She scanned the line where polished stone met the rock of the overhang. She spotted it. “And there—a faceted black gem, or obsidian, fixed in the stone.”

			Shaped like an eye, it almost seemed to Rae as though the jewel was winking at them.

			“Versatili get details wrong,” said Roland, though his voice lacked its casual confidence.

			“The maps we’re using were originally drawn by Donner Crow,” said Mastro, as though Roland had suggested the moon was made of cake. “His work’s a big part of the curriculum for Subterranean Geography and Surveying.”

			“Lad’s right,” said Baur. “Crow makin’ a mistake is less likely than Mythas missin’ a meal.” That brought a chuckle from everyone, including the priest, a plump, down to earth fellow who never took offense at a little needling. And though Rae laughed with them, she was unsettled by that ebony eye, staring back at her. She was about to turn away from its gaze when she noticed something beneath the gemstone.

			“Roland, Mastro, lift me up.”

			Seconds later, Pallas Rae was peering closely at the stone immediately beneath the curve of the obsidian, faint letters in Djao script. She sounded out the words.

			“What is it?” called Baur from below.

			“Uszur’aal’bec’da’oud.”

			“Da’oud,’ repeated Mastro. “‘Even gods?’”

			Baur nodded. “Yeah. Or ‘even these gods,’ could be. Must say, the rest eludes me.”

			“Uszur, sounds an awful lot like uzih’yur,” said Rae, thinking aloud as the two men lowered her back to the ground. “‘At long last,’ or ‘finally.’ Maybe it’s a variant.”

			“Does it strike anyone else as queer that the place Coryth the Revelator met our gods should have Djao writing on it?” asked Mythas.

			“Vanic’s balls, Djao linguistics bores me speechless,” sighed Roland, dusting off his hands.

			Rae smiled, still staring back again at the obsidian eye. “You’ve never had a speechless moment in your ignoble life, Roland.”

			“I am a warrior-poet, Pall,” responded Roland through his compatriot’s laughter. “You should be writing down my every utterance, for the betterment of yourself and posterity.”

			“My posterior,” said Baur.

			Roland grimaced and shook his head, pretending hurt as his Syraeic siblings laughed louder. “‘Eat shit,’ spake the poet,” he riposted. “Let’s get a gander inside.”
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			It didn’t take long for them to conclude that the map expertly rendered by the famous Donner Crow was essentially useless. They had expected grand pillared chambers of ancient marble, halls decorated with elaborate carvings, painted ceilings, all manner of glorious décor hinted at in sacred scripture and described in detail by the previous expedition. Instead they found themselves navigating a twisted, confusing maze of narrow corridors and featureless chambers with strange dimensions that disturbed the senses. After reaching yet another dead end, Pallas Rae looked at Mastro’s own rendering of what they had traversed. She was shocked to see the marks he had made in his notebook bore little resemblance to what they had traversed.

			“Boy, are you sober?” shouted Roland when he saw the indecipherable jumble sketched onto paper.

			Mastro’s face flushed, but he found his tongue. “That’s not what I drew,” he said, so frustrated he seemed on the verge of tears. “As Marcator’s my judge, I rendered everything exact.”

			“Fucking Yellow Hells, Mastro,” Roland said, “an ape with a crayon would have done a better job! How the fuck will we find our way out of this place?”

			Mastro was a big man, outweighing the wiry Roland by at least sixty pounds, all of it muscle. Rae was sure that if Roland had been the young man’s novitiate classmate, he would be picking his teeth up off the floor. Showing commendable restraint, Mastro said nothing. Rae slapped a palm on Roland’s leather cuirass to shut him up. It wasn’t like him to be so antagonistic with a brother, no matter how grave an error he might have made. In fact, he had a reputation for taking younger agents under his wing. Rae turned to Baur.

			“Is there some sort of an enchantment in this place?” she asked. “Something that might have befuddled our brother here?”

			Baur mused on that for a moment, then took two steps back, crouching down and fixing his back against a wall of the nondescript chamber they occupied. He closed his eyes and rubbed the back of a hand against his black binding jewel, then, bouncing on his haunches, he whispered an incantation in concert with subtle hand gestures. After completing the spell, he stayed silent for several minutes, face buried in his hands.

			“Well?” Roland queried impatiently.

			Baur looked up. The flesh of his face was terribly pale in the light of the glowrods Rae and Roland both held. He tried to speak, seeming pained, only managing “I … I…” And then a great gout of blood spewed from his mouth, spattering their boots and the dusty stones of the chamber floor. In seconds Mythas was at Baur’s side, laying healing hands on his comrade, a prayer to Belu on his lips. Rae joined him, freeing her canteen from her belt. Baur let out a piteous cry, his teeth stained red with his blood, his eyes wild.

			“A drink, brother,” said Rae, offering her canteen, a sisterly hand on his shoulder, her eyes kind. He whispered something. She put her ear to his lips. “Speak it again, Baur. What did you say?” But this time, his words were as loud a keening church bell.

			“Uszur’aal’bec’da’oud! Ol’du’aal’mehya’baal!”

			Baur shoved his right wrist into his mouth and his teeth bit into the flesh with desperate, enthusiasm, as though he were trying to rip the veins free. Rae grabbed hold of the man’s arm and put two fingers beneath his septum, applying sharp upward pressure to force his mouth open. With a howl he released his bloodied arm but clawed viciously at Rae’s face with his free hand. The fingernails tore at the skin on her forehead as he dragged them down, and two of his fingers penetrated the meat of her left eye, the sick, squelching sound drowned out by her cry of agony.
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			Rae wasn’t certain how long she was unconscious. When she came to, she knew she had been given a palliative that dulled her senses. Still, a muted but resolute drumbeat of pain from her left eye thumped on the other side of the narcotic cloud. She was prone, head propped on her pack, Mythas sitting by her. Her hand went up to her eye, where she found a bandage wrapped round her head, damp with blood.

			“How is Baur?” she croaked.

			“Dead,” the priest answered.

			“Dead?” Rae repeated, dumbfounded. “By all good gods, how?”

			A pause.

			“Asphyxiation.”

			“He choked? On what?”

			Another pause, this one too long.

			“A foreign object,” Mythas whispered finally.

			“Stop playing games with me, Mythas!” she exclaimed, a lance of pain penetrating the analgesic. “What the blazes did he choke on?”

			“Your eye, Pallas,” said Mythas, whose priestly calm showed signs of fraying. “He pulled your eye from your head and shoved it down his throat. He choked on it.”

			Rae’s hand drifted down to her mouth, overcome with revulsion and shock. With an effort she suppressed her gorge.

			Suddenly Roland was with them. “I couldn’t find him,” he said, not seeming to notice that Rae was conscious.

			“Who?” asked Rae. “The lad?”

			Roland saw her then, nodded, his face drained of color and emotion. “Yeah, the lad. He must’ve bolted when Baur … attacked you. Not sure which way he went.”

			Rae tried to lift her head, as though a quick scan of the room they inhabited would reveal Mastro, but she had to lie back again as nausea flooded her senses. “What are you talking about, Roland?” she said, closing her good eye. “There’s only one way he could’ve gone. This room’s a goddamned dead end.”

			“Pall,” he answered, his tone indulgent, “counting the way we came in, there are three ways into this chamber.”

			“You mean four,” said Mythas with a frown.

			“What do you mean four?” said Roland, annoyed.

			“Why, above. We came to this room from the hole in the ceiling. We used Mastro’s rope to lower ourselves down.”

			Were their circumstance not so dire, Rae would’ve thought they were having a joke on her. “We have found no holes in floors,” she said, fighting to keep her voice from rising. “We’ve found no staircases or descending ramps.” She paused, putting a palm against the cloth where her left eye had been, the pain’s drumbeat more insistent. “I may be injured, but I haven’t lost my wits. I can say that for a certainty.”

			“She’s right about how we got here,” Roland offered, raising a hand to his furrowed brow. “But I see three halls leading off from this chamber. Sorcery! Cursed, fucking Djao sorcery!”

			Rae glanced at Baur’s corpse, dead eyes wide, fingers wet and red. The blood he had vomited was spattered everywhere: across the floor, on her boots, soaking into her trouser leg. She had known him for fifteen years, doing expeditions together for ten of them. She had met the man’s elderly uncle, a real character whom Baur had ensconced in a comfortable room in Artisan Quarter, a short walk from their own Syraea District. He was sending money to his sister and her children in a town northwest of Boudun called Cecelia. He was fond of overly honeyed tea and old fashioned Busker operas. He was sweet on a younger man who worked a fruit stand in Grand Market, occasionally wrote him lines of poetry. Now he was gone, and the blood on his fingers, on his lips, was hers.

			“We need to leave this place,” said Mythas, an edge in his voice.

			“We can’t leave without Mastro,” said Roland.

			“Agreed,” said Rae. “We find the lad and get the hell out of here.”
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			That Pallas had been tasked to lead this mission was an honor. The first expedition to the Pantheon since its discovery, five hundred and fourteen years ago, its expenses underwritten by all the major cults. A survey of the Pantheon at last, where Coryth himself had met the gods and then brought their light unto the world. That previous expedition had stumbled upon the site by chance while making a survey of the at-that-time unexplored eastern Barrowlands, west of the rugged coastal area known as the Teeth of the Djao. The scriptures suggested the place was somewhere to the north of Serekirk, but there they found it, a month into their excursion and nearly at the end of their supplies. Had they been less fatigued they might have gone deeper into the wondrous complex. The priest of Belu, seconded by the Blue Cathedral, had begged that they stay until they had found the legendary grotto, where the All-Mother first spoke to Coryth. But the expeditionary lead made the decision to leave it to the next team to fully survey the find. It struck her as more than strange that no one had been sent back until Pallas and her colleagues. Even more disconcerting was that she hadn’t noted that strangeness until this particular moment.

			Pallas Rae acted as vanguard, sword unsheathed, glowrod tucked in the bandage wrapped around her head to keep her other hand free. Roland missing Mastro’s obvious footprints in the dust she chalked up to whatever blasted necromancy played with their senses. From the footpath the lad left, Rae determined he was dragging his sword, like a little lost boy trailing a stuffed bear toy behind him. Mythas had laid hands on her again, drew away most of the pain, though for some reason Belu’s perfect healing had been denied her. That, in and of itself, seemed ominous.

			The corridor they walked began to slope downward, gently at first, but growing increasingly steep so that eventually she had to steady her descent with her free hand against the wall to her left. The wall grew moist with condensation, the air humid, as though a thermal vent were nearby. Though she felt ridiculous doing so, she had begun calling out every one of her actions and every aspect of the place she noticed, to check if others were having the same experience.

			“We must leave this place,” whispered Mythas, positioned between she and Roland.

			“Who lit the goddamned furnace?” cursed Roland, wiping sweat from his forehead.

			Rae ignored them both, fixing her unbandaged eye on the widening hall that opened into an enormous domed chamber, its ceiling lost in thick, hanging cobwebs. Standing at its center, his back to them, was Mastro. Rae announced herself in a mild voice.

			“Alec, lad,” she said, using the man’s given name, “it’s me, Pallas Rae. We need to leave this place, son.” Mastro said something but didn’t turn around. Though she couldn’t make out the words, she felt certain it was Djao, remembering Baur speaking in tongues before assaulting her.

			“Come on, Mastro,” said Roland with fraternal affability. “We’ll head back to Serekirk. We’re done with this empty place.”

			“It isn’t empty,” the lad answered, his voice made more malefic by the acoustics beneath the dome. “This is the least empty place in the world.”

			“Nonetheless,” continued Rae, “we need to make our exit, most urgently.”

			“Oh, I’ll never leave here, Miss Pallas,” he said. She saw his drawn blade at his side, its leather scabbard lying on the ground, as though he need never sheath it again. “Can’t you see them all around us? These demons, in their cocoons? They’re dreaming our lives, feeding off our souls. They’re an infestation, a filthy poison, a disease that infects us all.”

			The lad had lost his mind, of this Pallas Rae was certain. She flexed her fingers on the grip of her sword, ready for whatever might happen. She credited herself with subtlety as a swordswoman, far more experienced than the boy. But the lad compensated for his lack of grace with remarkable ferocity. She had to disarm him, then perhaps she and Roland could wrestle him to the floor and somehow restrain him.

			“That’s no way to talk, Alec,” she said, trying to work sweetness into her voice. “Don’t you have a wife and child to go home to, in—”

			“Kilkirk,” said Roland. “A little boy and a wife. The boy’s Colin, right? Named after your father. And your wife—”

			“Calla,” said Mastro.

			“Let’s face one another when we talk, lad,” said Rae, deciding the distance between them would preclude the young man surprising her with a lunge attack.

			Mastro turned around slowly, revealing fresh lacerations on his face, forehead, and neck. His blond hair was sweaty, plastered to his head, his cheeks streaked with tears, his square jaw quivering. The despair in his eyes, haunted and frightening to see, took Rae aback.

			“Aye,” he said with a wistful smile. “I have a lovely wife, and a boy, living still in Kilkirk. It’s where I grew up. The plan was to move them to Boudun, to a little cottage I’ve made a down payment on, east of the Citadel, in the Jeweler’s Quarter.”

			“I haven’t a wife, but I’ve got a girl, Mastro,” said Roland. “Name’s Sheilu. Damned if her Uncle Pete doesn’t own the Pale Pitcher in Jeweler’s Quarter! She’d welcome Calla and Colin proper. Always good to have friends waiting for you in a new place, eh?”

			Mastro shook his head sadly. “No. No, that’ll never happen.”

			“Nonsense, lad!” said Roland, approaching the young man as one would a friend in a tavern.

			But anger or fear glinted in Mastro’s eyes, and he lifted his sword from his side, pointing it at his Syraeic brother. Roland froze.

			“Not another step, Roland,” he growled.

			Rae could feel all of their lives, everything, teetering on a knife’s edge. She thought for a moment, then laid her own weapon down on the floor, holding out both hands as if gentling a skittish horse, every movement slow.

			“No need for that, Alec!” she said. “It’s your brother, Roland, and your sister, Pallas, and Mythas, our friend from the Blue Cathedral. We’re comrades, bound by oath and blood.” Mastro turned the point of his blade to her. She held her hands up. “Alec, I won’t approach you until you sheath your blade, and only then with your permission. The truth is, something is gravely amiss. You must feel it. It’s this place. There’s a foul enchantment on it. We have to get out of here.”

			“Foul is the right word,” Mastro responded, a sick, unhappy smile coming to his youthful face. “And I’m covered in it! Can you smell it? It’s the stink of death! No, no! Something worse than death! And I’ll not spread its pollution, not to Calla, not to Colin, not to anyone!”

			He raised the edge of his blade to his throat, so that the cross guard pressed against his carotid. Before he could drag the steel across his flesh, Mythas cried out: “Blessed Belu, stay his hand!” The prayer seemed to paralyze the young man.

			“Alec,” pleaded Rae after a few moments of anxious silence, “don’t do this thing. We have all been exposed to waking nightmares, things that make us feel unclean. This place is terrible, yes, but we’ll wash this horror away.”

			Mastro began to weep, and Rae could see the boy in him, the eager youth who had presented himself to the League for training, who took an oath. She reminded him of that oath.

			“Alec Mastro, you swore that you would serve the Syraeic League, honor its charter, and obey the commands of your superiors. Well, I am your superior. And I command you, lay down that sword and come to me. Let’s walk out of this cursed place together, the four of us. We’ll seek the blessings of Belu, make our confessions to a priest of Ussi, the four of us will sacrifice a white ram at Marcator’s fane, together. Any filthy Djao thing that has touched us will be washed away. You’ll be as clean and blameless as the day you were born.”

			Rae could see that he wanted to believe her. Tears coursed down his cheeks, his sword hand shook, he clenched his jaw and closed his eyes. Then a calm seemed to descend on him. He drew in a deep breath, held it, then exhaled softly, opening his eyes. He looked sweetly at Rae.

			“Will you make me a promise, Miss Pallas?”

			“Of course, Alec. Anything.”

			“Let no one follow us here.”

			And with a fierce, unhesitant jerk of his blade, Alec Mastro opened his own throat.
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			Coronation

			Ilanda Padivale’s mind wandered as Baea fussed over her cosmetics. She thought of Lawrence, the warmth of his smile, the heat of his embrace. His body was no more than ash by now, contained in a simple urn of fired red Harkeny clay, already gathering dust in a niche in the family vault.

			I almost joined you, darling, she thought, glancing down at the burn scars on the back of her left hand Baea had tried unsuccessfully to hide with cosmetics. If Ghallo hadn’t been there, hadn’t driven the burning girl away with a chant in some unknown language, she, Lady Courlan, and Master Surin would all be ash, too. Instead, Baea fussed over her, wanting her mistress to look like perfection on the day of her coronation. Ilanda’s skin, already fair, was covered with a powdery white foundation, filigree in gold and black at the corner of her eye, a stylized representation of the honeybees of her homeland. Ruby, hovering behind them, decided to make another attempt at persuasion.

			“Highness, please allow me to braid your hair. Ribbons, gold and green. It would be beautiful.” Without waiting for an answer, she raised her hands, a brush in one of them, already setting to the task. Ilanda shooed her away.

			“Ruby, no! Geneviva’s court had become a wild circus of ostentation and artifice. My court will dispense with such frivolity. Setting an example, I will leave my hair as it is, without adornment.”

			“Oh, but green and gold in your raven-dark locks, highness, what a sight that would be for the people.”

			“You heard that tone, Ruby,” said Baea, tilting her head to inspect her filigree work. “You’d be more likely to make a horse trot backward through the Gates of Caird. Mistress has made up her mind.”

			Ruby threw up her arms theatrically and stalked off, waving the brush about like a sword. “S’pose we’re lucky she won’t go prancing down the aisle in her knickers. I’d best attend to the gown before she gets ideas.”

			Baea cupped Ilanda’s chin in her palm, tilting her head from side to side so could see her work from every angle. Ilanda appreciated the familiar air, “mistress” instead of “highness,” as though their entire world wasn’t about to change. “No worries,” Baea said, smiling. “You’re lovely as a sunrise. I’d best go help Ruby with the gown, lest she choose to gild it with more jewels.”

			Ilanda was alone for a moment, looking at herself in the mirror, the events of the past three years as Harkeny’s voice in Geneviva’s chaotic court running through her mind. Oh, if only Lawrence was at her side, assuming the throne with her. And her father, Calvin Sallymont, Lord of the Southern Shore. But he was dead as well, interned in a stone coffin, no doubt, in the Sallymont vaults within sound of the waves of Harkeny Inlet, crashing on the rocky coast. Would he be proud of her, raised to rule as a countess since birth, not even a dream of reaching these heights? Ruler of Hanifax and Empress of All Its Holdings. Imperatrix. Queen Ilanda the First.

			She let out a long sigh, her unnaturally white visage staring back at her. “You have good advisers,” she said to herself, attempting to shake off the melancholy. “Ulwen, Surin, Lady Courlan, and the boy.” The boy. That conjured an image of Ghallo, making weird motions with his left hand, a cascade of otherworldly words leaping from his tongue, standing before the little girl engulfed by blue flames that did not consume her. They had fled the Grand Market warehouse, Lady Courlan at her side, taking hold of her hand with an unshakable strength, Master Surin, clutching bundles of papers he had rescued. The blaze spread to a smaller adjacent warehouse, but was contained by aquamancers from the harbor, extinguishing fires being one of their vocation’s prime duties. Complete disaster had been averted.

			Ilanda had sustained painful burns to her left arm, Lady Courlan to her right. Master Surin had emerged without his spectacles, his head wound bleeding again, and superficial burns on his face and fingertips.

			“Ghallo!” Ilanda had shouted when they were finally clear of the burning building. “Where is the boy?”

			“He d-d-drove Suh-suh-suh-suh-Suli … b-b-back, d-deeper into the w-w-warehouse,” he answered, as shaken as the rest of them.

			“Is he still in there?” she asked, distraught, the sight of the warehouse belching flames filling her with dread.

			“I d-don’t kn-n-now.”

			Ilanda was certain she had lost him. He had only been with her for a few weeks, a matter of days, really, and yet already she trusted him without reservation, his counsel proving invaluable. He had acted as her savior, wielding arcane power against a terrible supernatural threat. Whatever the old Aerican had done to him, he was no longer the simple jailer boy who had been so enamored of her.

			“The Aerican passed his wisdom on to me,” he had said.

			Oh, it was more than that.

			She wept quietly as a priest of Belu tended her burns, mourning him. But as the harbor aquamancers doused the last of the flames, he had appeared out of a crowd of onlookers. They seemed not to notice him, but moved out of his way all the same. His garments were singed, his face blackened with soot, but he was otherwise unscathed.

			“Oh, sweet Chaeres the Fruitful, you live!” she cried, embracing him. She felt him stiffen for a moment at her touch.

			“I am unharmed, Highness,” he said, no emotion in his boyish voice.

			“And the g-girl?” asked Master Surin, a sheaf of papers held to his chest like a shield against bad news.

			“I know not,” answered the boy with a small frown. “Vanished.”

			“How?” Lady Courlan asked, incredulous. “How could she have survived such a blaze?”

			“Perhaps dead Timilis is not finished with us,” said Ghallo, staring off into the dark streets.

			[image: ]

			Ruby and Baea presented Ilanda with the coronation gown, a simple thing when compared to the elaborate fashions of Geneviva’s court. The silky cloth was deep green and gold, colors of the kingdom and the House of Reges.

			I am of that royal house now, she thought. No more Ilanda Sallymont, no more Ilanda Padivale. I am Ilanda Reges.

			Ilanda drew in her breath, and Ruby tightened her corset once more before they helped her into the dress, black pearls and beads of gold at the neckline, a call out to her home duchy for those who might notice. In contrast with the bodice, the fabric of the skirt and flounce were loose and flowing.

			I could ride, if I wished, she thought, looking at herself in the mirror when Baea and Ruby were finished. She found that thought immensely satisfying. Yes. I will ride.

			When the grand chamberlain arrived, attended by a pair of his court sorcerers, she gave him her instructions. Without question he nodded to the sorcerer on his right, who gave her a formal bow and left the room.

			“It will make a statement,” said Ulwen with a grin. “They expect Geneviva’s plaything. They will meet Ilanda instead.”

			And they did. With most of the great basilicas of the Temple District smoldering ruins, the coronation had to be celebrated elsewhere. The only possibility would have been the Blue Cathedral, which had miraculously been spared, but every inch of space was occupied now by convalescing burn victims. A decision was made to employ the palace’s grandest hall, a cavernous place used for great revelries and gatherings in times past, before Geneviva. Sunlight shone through the stained glass of the windows, illuminating the chamber with a thousand colors. The nobility crowded within, those who had already been resident in the city and those who had managed to make the journey from the archipelago of Hanifax and its holdings around the Cradle. Well over six hundred attended, most of them attired in the outlandish fashions of the Genevivan court.

			An elegant runner, Reges green and gold, bisected the hall from the main entrance to a makeshift dais and altar at its opposite extreme. There was no seating in the hall, the nobles standing in their natural affiliations on either side of the runner. At the sound of trumpets, Ilanda rode between the press of aristocracy, mounted atop a rich black charger, caparisoned with livery of the palace guard. Her gown was belted and from the belt hung a scabbarded sword, chosen from the royal stores: the sword of Coryth the Revelator himself, founder and first ruler of Hanifax. Even those who weren’t aware of its special provenance heard their new queen’s message: she was no fool, no one’s plaything, and she meant to rule.

			Ilanda held her head high, pleased with the confident gait of her fine mount. It felt good to be in the saddle, so natural. She had been a rider since she was four years old, galloping around the courtyard of Sallymont Keep. She spared a glance now and again, taking in the faces of the nobles to left and right. Here Duke Rallard of Bannerbraeke, there the Earl of Brae, and the Count of Sethwick, attended by his bevy of unmarried daughters. She couldn’t help but allow herself a small smile as she rode past stone-faced aristocrats of the Duchy of Marburand, attired in the province’s colors of rich blue and silver. Duke Willem, an extraordinarily tall man, was not among them, though she recognized Grand Count Mychel of Aelbrinth, Willem’s veritable totem. The contempt in which he held Ilanda was written so plainly on his face she almost laughed.

			Unwise to wear that hatred so brazenly, sir, she thought as she neared the altar. Unwise and so deeply gratifying to me on this day. Were you or your sorcerers involved in the death of my father, my husband? Truth will out, bastards in blue and silver.

			Ilanda gave the reins a firm tug, and the great horse slowed, then came to a dignified halt. Before the altar stood both Hanadis, Archbishop of Belu, and the most senior surviving priest of Marcator, bent and gray-bearded Cassal, Minister of Song. Kneeling with head bowed and hands on his thighs, on the lowest step of the dais, was the grand chamberlain, Ulwen Bath. Next to him, in similar posture, was Beckham Roseheart, commander of the soldiers garrisoned in Militare District. It was he who provided the proud warhorse she rode into the hall. Next to him, Grand Admiral Pluckett of the Royal Navy, in his finest deep blue uniform, adorned with gold brocade. Both military men would be members of her Privy Council.

			From her vantage atop this beautiful warhorse, Ilanda could see members of the Guard of the Ragged Blindfold, black enameled cuirasses embossed with rearing griffins, ceremonial halberds planted firmly on the stone beneath colorful windows and at every stone buttress. She dismounted on her own, expertly, handing the reins to a boyish page who received them with a solemn bow. Then she strode up the few steps to where altar and priests awaited her. The archbishop, a tall and handsome woman of fifty years or more, bowed deeply. Cassal, far older, made the attempt, but did not manage as well.

			“Who are you,” intoned Cassal, reading from a small tome bound in red leather.

			“Ilanda,” she answered. “A daughter of Hanifax, a child of Coryth.”

			The archbishop, radiating beatific warmth, held out her hand. Sitting in her palm was a silver sphere, etched with ancient runes, set with blue sapphires and brilliant emeralds: The Orb of Kings. Ilanda held out her left palm to receive it. Hanadis placed it there with a balletic poise Ilanda couldn’t help but admire. Her eyes met the archbishop’s for only a moment, but in that brief time she saw the weariness there.

			Of course, thought Ilanda. Her priesthood had been working day and night, healing the burn injuries of hundreds, comforting those who had lost loved ones. And then there was the talk: why had Belu’s basilica been spared while Marcator’s was a heap of broken stone? Was the Blue Mother ascendant? Politics, theology, the rebuilding of a wounded city, and now this, center stage at a ceremony that hadn’t been performed in over a century. The archbishop was feeling the strain.

			“And why come you here?” Cassal again, reading the words from his little book.

			“To protect Hanifax, see to it she grows stronger and prospers.”

			Now Hanadis held forth the Scepter of Kings, as old as the empire itself, crowned by a griffin rampant, sword drawn, an aggressive companion to the more sublime Orb. Ilanda received it in her right hand, then held it to her breast. Cassal then spoke in ancient Busker, a language dead a thousand years, resurrected only for ceremony, calling back to Hanifax’s long-gone forebears to the east. Ilanda’s command of the old language had always been tenuous. Her inability to master the tongue as easily as she did so many other subjects had vexed her otherwise mousy proctor mightily. But she had studied the words of the ceremony today and gathered their import: the duties of a prince, the price of kingship.

			“Face those who would be your people.”

			Ilanda turned from the priests and kneeling dignitaries to the nobles gathered in the hall.

			“Behold, she who would rule over you!” shouted the priest Cassal in a hoarse voice that nonetheless echoed in the hall. “You have come from earldoms of mountain and isle, the duchies whose lands embrace the Cradle Sea, all for one purpose: to give your answer!”

			“Aye!” came the universal response.

			Archbishop Hanadis stepped forward and stood behind Ilanda. She was a full head taller, so it was no hardship for the older woman to hold the Crown of Hanifax over Ilanda’s head, a simple circlet of polished gold set with four faceted emeralds representing the four points of the compass. And then, one by one the priest Cassal called out the names of each principality, seeking their assent for Ilanda’s investiture with royal authority and thereby their pledges of fealty.

			“The Earldom of Kelby, is this your queen?”

			“Aye,” came the answer from the white-haired earl.

			“The Duchy of Warwede, is this your queen?”

			“I speak for Duke Baylo, Lord of Warwede,” said a thin man coifed with a ridiculous blue-green wig festooned with seashells. “And Warwede speaks aye!”

			“The Duchy of the Karnes, is this your queen?”

			Ilanda saw a hand reach up from the crowd and recognized the voice of Duchess Violetta, who ruled over that fractious assemblage of bickering aldermen with weary grace. “The Karnes say aye!”

			Though these declarations were no more than a formality, each assent made Ilanda’s heart swell. Of course, for most of the nobles here they simply performed their duty to the previous monarch, Geneviva. Nonetheless, Ilanda did her best to savor each one.

			Still, she couldn’t help but see every response as counting down to that of Marburand. The enmity the Burandi nobles held toward Ilanda, so vividly displayed on the face of Count Mychel, had nothing to do with Ilanda herself. She knew this. The feud between Harkeny and Marburand was an ancient one, simmering for many generations, fed by a thousand slights, provocations, and insults, brought to a poisonous boil these past few years by the hostile machinations of Duke Willem.

			Master Surin had been unable to uncover any nefarious plot being hatched by Marburand or any other noble house in opposition to her elevation to throne. Regardless, her spymaster worried without ceasing, ruminating that the key to discovering the scheme he was certain must exist might have been lost among his records that burned with the warehouse. While her Surin was nowhere in the vicinity, not made for such formal gatherings, Ilanda knew that his eyes and ears were all around. In addition to Surin’s network, sorcerers of the grand chamberlain’s palace complement and the black-cuirassed guards stood at the ready as well.

			Peace, Ilanda, she said to herself. Marburand cannot mar this occasion at least. Plenty of time for them to make mischief afterwards. But this battle is won: the crown floats above my head.

			That thought kindled within Ilanda an anxiety that crept from her heart into her throat. Had she not been holding the Orb and the Scepter, she might have made a sign against the evil eye by superstitious reflex.

			O Chaeres, she prayed in earnest, forgive me my arrogance.

			The roll had reached Harkeny. Following Cassal’s call, the voice of Lady Courlan answered, standing in Duke Orin’s stead. It came through clear and firm, like an angel choir. “I speak for Duke Orin, and Harkeny says aye! Aye!”

			And now it came. Largest and most populated of the realms of the empire, Marburand had pride of place, giving final answer to the gathering. The priest Cassal recited the words.

			“The Duchy of Marburand, is this your queen?”

			The silence in the great hall was absolute. After an impossible moment, Cassal again posed his query, more loudly, though his voice showed signs that the ceremony had weakened it.

			“The Duchy of Marburand, is this woman your queen?”

			“A question,” said a voice, clear, confident. A figure stepped out from the crowd, about seventy feet from Ilanda and the altar. It was, of course, Grand Count Mychel. The shocked hush was followed by a rolling wave of three hundred simultaneous conversations.

			“Sir!” shouted Archbishop Hanadis, her stern voice carrying about the susurration and bringing back order. “The one who stands in place for Marcator has asked you a question! We all await your answer!”

			“And you shall have it,” he responded calmly, his voice projecting in the hall like that of a well-trained rhetorician. “We are all of us children of Coryth, and I merely wish, as a family, to have an honest conversation.”

			“You mock this sacred assembly!” cried Duchess Violetta, no friend of Marburand.

			“Of all people,” replied Mychel with a laugh, “the duchess wants to instruct us on how to run an assembly? She who presides over a quarreling hive of peasants and calls it government?”

			Angry shouts from the Karnesi in the hall, barks of laughter from Burandi, Warwede, and Bannerbraeke aristocrats, all of whom had their own sour opinions of the restless Karnes. The gathering threatened to descend into chaos, when a great peel of thunder rolled down the chamber, startling all into silence. Ilanda turned her head and saw the remains of a spell peeling off the fingers of Ulwen Bath, who stood like a pugilistic saint behind her. He bowed deeply and Ilanda turned back to face the chastised nobles.

			“You wish to ask a question, Count Mychel,” she called in a voice every bit as commanding as a battlefield general. “Ask it.”

			The man gave an exaggerated bow. “Thank you, Countess of Beyenfort. And might I offer you sympathies for the recent deaths of both husband and father?”

			A nervous murmur rippled through the gathering. Ilanda bit the inside of her cheek, pure hatred broiling within her heart. “We accept your condolences with a patient spirit, though that spirit is thin as a reed in this moment. We do so because, as you say, we are all children of Coryth. Ask your question, sir.”

			Mychel offered her an oily smile and nodded. “Who—” He stopped himself, pressing two fingers against his lips. “Or what, named you queen?”

			“Geneviva Reges the First,” answered Ilanda, though she thought she knew where he was going. “Queen of Hanifax, Imperatrix of All Her Holdings and People. From the largest duchy to the smallest hamlet, your anointed ruler, for one hundred and eighteen years.”

			“You did well under her rather, shall we say, mercurial rule, did you not?”

			“We survived. Not all were so fortunate.”

			“You succeeded by behaving as her little porcelain doll, a pretty, empty-headed toy, yes? While we abided this tragedy, the murders, the degradation, you and Harkeny used it to prosper. We knelt in the mud, hoping her red-eyed gaze didn’t land on us, while you sought favor and preferential gain from a tyrant and monster! I call you out, as a profiteer of the calamity that was Geneviva!”

			Another wave of shocked conversation. Ilanda sensed that some were outraged, as she was, while others perhaps agreed with what Mychel said. Ilanda stared the man down. He matched her gaze with glistening contempt. After an uncomfortable interval, a crack appeared in his cool resolve, a curl of his lip that revealing the anger underneath.

			“Come now, girl,” he said, his words dripping with disdain. “Do you think your angry glance frightens me? All of us here have locked eyes with a cannibal queen, hungering for our flesh. Take that approximation of severity elsewhere, you pretty fool.”

			Ilanda measured her words carefully before she spoke, quieting the fury, the voice that asked if this man was somehow involved in the conspiracy that cost her husband and father’s lives. Eyes still locked on the count, she made herself heard by all, loud and clear.

			“Harkeny,” she began, “is the bastion of the north. When Geneviva withdrew the legions from our borders, the Korsa hordes poured across our sister Ursena’s grassy plains, sacked her cities, raped and murdered her people. Her farmland is trampled beneath the feet of tribesmen who do human sacrifice to bloodthirsty gods. Only lonely Peles survives, forever under siege. Harkeny has not grown rich, sir. All we have done, while mercurial Geneviva sat the throne, is stood watch, dutifully and without reward. We held back angry barbarians, and when necessary we shed our blood to prevent those hordes from rolling down the eastern empire and putting the pampered cities of Marburand to the torch.”

			Mychel spat on the green and gold runner on which Ilanda’s mount had trod. “You truly are a fool, if you believe that romantic fantasy,” he sneered. “Bastion of the North? Were the Korsa on our borders, Marburand would have long ago pacified those savages!”

			Angry shouts came from Harkeny and her allies.

			“No matter,” said the count, dismissing his detractors with a casual wave of his hand. “It is not my main point.”

			“What is your point then, Marburand?” shouted Duchess Violetta.

			Mychel paused and folded his arms before him, as though assembling an unassailable fortress. “The first half of Geneviva’s reign was a golden age. The second, a nightmare, and what sat on the throne was a wicked joke perpetrated by the mind of Timilis, trickster god and scourge of the empire. Geneviva didn’t name you queen, Ilanda Padivale. That walking, rotting nightmare did. You aren’t our queen—you’re that nightmare’s final cruelty!”

			Ilanda realized that the gathering expected her to issue an indignant retort, to defy Mychel’s pronouncement. Hadn’t Ilanda wondered the same herself? Was it Geneviva or the Beast who named her? In the dissonant voices that roiled the hall in the space she left between the count’s accusation and her response, she could hear others begin to ask themselves that same question. But it’s the wrong question for you, Ilanda, said a voice she recognized—it was that of the Aerican. The question for you is: do you commit yourself to this endeavor or not? You can step away from Hanadis and the crown, lay down Orb and Scepter, open your arms to the gathering and call for a conference of the noble houses to come to a consensus on whom they should invest as monarch following Geneviva. Or…”

			Ilanda came to a decision, and in doing so, the tension in her body relaxed and the murmurs of the assembly subsided. She turned to Hanadis and Cassal, handing them Orb and Scepter, then turned again to the crowd standing in the great hall, pregnant with anticipation.

			“It was our name in the goblet, sir,” she began, “written faithfully by the Priest of Chapters on a consecrated strip of vellum and placed in the sacred Vault of the Law. Like many in this place, we have the royal blood, and therefore we are lawfully named Geneviva’s heir.” Ilanda paused, her hand moving to the sword hilt at her side. “The only question that remains is this: will you and Marburand submit to our rule, or will you break nearly eight centuries of hallowed tradition?”

			Count Mychel gave her an acrid frown, shook his head. “We will not. Duke Willem should sit where Coryth sat, not you, girl. There are friends and loyalists here who feel as we do, who want only what’s best for our beloved empire. And trust me when I tell you we have more than antique swords at our disposal, Ilanda Padivale—and are prepared to use those resources, in order to save the kingdom from the depredations of Timilis. I swear it, this very day! Duke Willem and we nobles of Marburand have more royal blood flowing in our veins than the scant thimbleful you can boast!”

			Ilanda knew that a line had been crossed that couldn’t be uncrossed. Still, she smiled. She drew the blade from its scabbard with elegant ease, the sound of the sheath’s metal cusp rubbing on revealed steel as it came free infinitely pleasing. She pointed the ancient, elegant weapon at the Count of Aelbrinth.

			“More royal blood you say? Show it to us.”

			The count returned her smile, confident and cruel. Something hairy, a sickly mustard yellow in color, its form simian, shambled out from behind him. It was no more than four feet tall, but its arms were long and muscular. It made a squelching sound as it walked, little tar-like glops of something unnamable dripping from it. Nervous murmurs emanated from the nobles nearest the Marburand contingent as a second, third, a fourth, and fifth emerged fully formed, as though from the ether. The alien quintet milled around Mychel like beloved pets awaiting a treat, as panic began infecting the people in the hall. Scores started moving away from Marburand’s entourage in rising fear, running, stumbling, sensing the harm these unnatural creatures might do. The count held his arms up in an abrupt, dramatic motion and the things stopped in their tracks, expectant. Then he clapped his hands together.

			And he said, “Bring me her head.”
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			Apostate

			When Agnes had finished reading the inquiry accounts of the two expeditions to Aem’al’ai’esh—Lictor Rae’s own account twice through—she quietly closed the volume’s cover and dimmed the oil lamp on her night table. In the meager light she could still make out the inverted black triangle embossed on the cover. She traced it with a finger.

			Forbidden.

			Every Syraeic novice knew that there were records in the League’s possession that were kept out of circulation, hidden knowledge. Hadn’t Pallas Rae just told her they were keepers of secrets? As a younger agent, Agnes had always assumed that access to privileged knowledge was just that, privilege. It was a reward of rank, one of the benefits of having proven yourself. Come into our inner circle, you have passed the tests. We will share with you elite wisdom known to but a few.

			Forbidden. Oh, that word meant something vastly different to her now. The content of this restricted tome was more akin to Agnes’s awareness that somewhere in the bowels of the Citadel her Aunt Lenda’s severed head whispered secrets about future and past: something she wished she could eject from her mind, or somehow transport herself to a past life of blessed ignorance.

			The accounts of the first expedition to Aem’al’ai’esh, dated over five centuries before, were remarkable for their perfect uniformity. The interviews of the agents were in unspoiled concord, not a single detail contradicted. In fact, the harmony of the accounts was itself highly unusual. Memories vary, little items slip by the notice of some, minor inconsistencies are the norm. But each member of the expedition described the Pantheon as a feast for the eyes, a grand temple of beauty and wisdom. At times they even used the same words or turns of phrase: glorious, sublime, it was a privilege to have walked its magnificent spaces. Only a few treasures (“artifacts most wondrous”) were recovered from the place, but the page containing the catalogue of those items had been torn from the volume—a question, surely, for Rae.

			Five hundred years later, the rattled survivors of the second expedition, Roland the swordsman, Mythas the priest of Belu, and Lictor Rae … well, their accounts were such a cacophony of contradictions one could be excused for thinking the three of them had been in separate worlds. Yes, each described a horrific ordeal, but Rae said that the young swordsman Mastro had slit his own throat, and Roland claimed a disembodied arm had wielded the blade that killed him. Mythas’s report was that the priest had grabbed the blade himself, attempting to yank it away from the lad’s neck. Wrestling with Mastro, he said he let go out of reflex when the blade sliced his hand open, for which he had scars across his fingers to prove the telling. He was a tearful mess at the end of the account, holding himself responsible for the young agent’s death.

			The lictor who had overseen the inquiry was a man named Gromas Teel, in an urn for decades before Agnes was born. After the formal inquiry, he had gathered the three agents together and asked them to tell the tale for him again, to reconcile their contradictions. They could not, but neither did they challenge one another’s recollections.

			“It was that goddamned place,” Roland was quoted as saying. “It was fucking with us. I know what I remember, but I don’t really know what happened.”

			And that was where Agnes and her colleagues were headed. What horror was she walking them all into?

			The rap on the door of her room startled her. She considered pretending she wasn’t in. The idea of entertaining anyone’s company right now seemed an exhausting endeavor. Maybe this is what it feels like to be filled with secrets, she mused. But after a moment she placed the restricted codex underneath the blanket on her bed and turned the wick up in the oil lamp so that her quarters were no longer a clutch of shadows. Agnes wasn’t sure why she was so surprised by whom she found standing outside her quarters, but she did her best to mask it.

			“I apologize for the lateness of the hour, Agnes,” said Sira Edjani. “It’s perfectly alright if you’d rather do this another time.”

			Yes, she thought, gods, can’t we do this another time?

			But instead, she found herself inviting the sad-eyed woman into her room, clearing her cuirass and the sheathed Djao blade from a chair. Sira sat down and after an awkward moment placed her hands flat on her thighs, as though she wasn’t sure what to do with them. Even now she looked incomplete without her priestly powder blue skullcap, and her weary eyes spoke of sleepless nights.

			“It’s strange,” she began after the silence. “In the past, if prayer would not settle my heart, I would seek counsel from a senior cleric. Even the archbishop’s door was open to us. Now…”

			She looked down at the floor.

			“I can’t imagine what you’re going through,” said Agnes, feeling foolish as soon as the words were spoken. Sira looked back up at Agnes, her eyes brimming with tears. But she wore her familiar crooked smile.

			“It reminded me, at least in part, of something that happened when I was five. We lived in a little fishing hamlet on Brae, about ten or twelve leagues south of Braekirk, called Chalice. My father had been pressed into naval service just before I was born. Mother said he was back once to hold me when I was less than a year old, but of course I don’t remember that. Maybe it was only to comfort me for his absence. His ship went down in the Cradle a short while after that apparently. Dauntless was its name. Sunk in a storm, all hands lost. Anyway, I never knew my father, and he was an only child, and his folks had passed before I was born. Mama’s father was apparently a sailor who spent one night of pleasure with my grandmother and was never seen nor heard from again. Grandma died when I was three. I have a few fuzzy memories of her.”

			Agnes nodded.

			“All of that to tell you I had no other family. My mama was my entire world. We were eating dinner that night. Mama was telling me a story about one of the other net menders—that’s what she did to feed us, repaired fishermen’s nets. Anyway, mama was quite the actress, and her stories always came with great drama and exaggeration. The other net mender—Tilly—was a puffed-up hag who hated my mother because she was pretty and quick witted. She was doing a fine imitation of Tilly, paused to take a bite from her plate, and started to resume her play, and then her face went white. I didn’t know it, but she was choking on a fish bone. Fell, to the ground of our little cottage, trying to cough, grabbing at her throat. It took a minute for me to realize it wasn’t part of the play. There was nothing I could do. I mean, there probably wasn’t anything I could have done if I’d known what was happening. It happened so quickly, and I was only five—a very tiny five.”

			She caught a tear from the corner of a pale blue eye before it traveled far.

			“I was at her side when she went limp, tried to shake her awake, though I remember her eyes were open wide, her mouth agape. I ran to the little chapel to Belu we had in Chalice. Though it was only around the corner it seemed a great journey. I had never been that far from home without mama before. The parish priest was just returning from aiding with a difficult birth, there being no shrine to Chaeres—I found all this out much later, of course. I told the priest my mama was very ill, and that he needed to lay hands on her, right away. At the time I thought he was cross with me, but he was only tired. When we arrived, I think he saw immediately that she was dead. The wide-open, unseeing eyes, her mouth hanging open—she was exactly like I had left her. All the same, he went through the ritual of healing, for my benefit.”

			Agnes had only vague memories from that early in her life. She had always envied those with more vivid recollections, but her heart went out to Sira. “You were an orphan.”

			“I was an orphan,” she replied, wiping away another tear with the back of her hand.

			“Were you taken in by another family in Chalice?”

			“No,” she answered. “No one wanted another mouth to feed, especially one that would be underfoot for another year or two. In the end, it was Father Leland who took me in. The priest at the shrine. He fed me from his own table, which consisted of whatever he could gather from offerings at the shrine. And just because he took me in didn’t make his parishioners any more generous with their offerings. Taking me in meant he had less to eat. He set me to work helping maintain the chapel, teaching me the prayers of a parish priest, the rituals. I attended the sick with him, the injured. We were inseparable. He put together a makeshift cleric’s habit for me. I took it all very seriously. I was very devout, imitating the blessings he would give to people who visited the chapel, echoing his movements when he tended the sick or healed a parishioner’s wound. It became a little joke around Chalice. ‘Here comes Father Leland and his little Saint Sira.’”

			“So that’s how you received your vocation,” said Agnes. She had no trouble imagining a five-year-old Sira in priestly robes, serene smile, making the blessing with two fingers to her forehead, then to her lips.

			“Yes,” she said, but her smile was bitter. “I channeled my first healing when I was only eight. We were passing by the fish market at dawn, on our way to bless a newborn. A fish seller’s cart rolled over the front legs of a stray dog hanging about in case a morsel fell from it. Poor little thing was yelping in pain, lying there on the road. Without thinking, I ran over to the pitiful thing, laid my hands on its shattered legs and called upon Belu to heal those little leg bones, repeating the prayers I had heard Father Leland recite every day for nearly three years. Father Leland stood beside me, didn’t interfere, didn’t chastise me for performing the sacrament on an animal. And in less than a minute, that little dog was hopping about, licking my face.”

			“You were eight?” Agnes was stunned.

			“I was eight, with no formal consecration into the priesthood, no years of seminary study, or rituals to bind me to the Blue Mother. Father Leland was shocked, too.”

			“Eight, my god. What happened?”

			“Father Leland was a sweet man, and a true priest. He knelt beside me and embraced me. And he said, ‘That was miraculous, little sister. Belu is truly your mother now.’”

			There was a time those words would have meant something, carried power with them. But as Agnes heard them, she felt their hollowness. She recalled why Sira was telling her story in the first place.

			“You said that the way you feel now reminds you of this?”

			“My mother’s death. The truth we know, it’s my mother’s death, like the death of my whole world, in a way. Death of an idea, certainly, of Belu as a benevolent, holy force, worthy of my adoration. I never doubted before, you know. I was one of those clerics whose faith never wavered. Now we know that Belu is an immortal Djao sorcerer, wicked, feeding off humanity’s pain, thriving on it. You have to understand that some of the church’s theologians argue that Belu takes on the pain for which she provides healing, takes it unto herself and suffers in the sufferer’s stead, stands in their place. What a lovely, terrible fiction. But there’s something more about it, Agnes. I can’t wrap my head around it. My healing the dog was treated as a miracle. Not long after I was sent to the cathedral in Braekirk, to formally enter my vocation—this was years before one would normally enter seminary, mind you. Fourteen or fifteen is early. I was eight. Anyway, when priestly novices are taught the sacrament of healing, we are told that we must be bound unto Belu before we can truly channel her healing power. There’s an incredibly involved ritual investing one with the power, lasting days. Before one is consecrated unto the god, one cannot wield the healing touch. The final phrase of the ritual, spoken by the priest-to-be, is ‘Make of me an instrument of your love.’”

			“Then how did you—”

			“A miracle!” she exclaimed, waving her hands in the air mockingly. “While I was in my early training, and then seminary, the details of my gift were kept a secret, from all but the highest prelates. It was supposed to be a sign of my extraordinary connection to the Blue Mother. But in theology classes, attempts to perform the sacrament of healing when one isn’t bound to the goddess … well, it’s considered a sin to even attempt it, an act of pride, to think even for a moment that you could heal the sick through your own power and authority. We were always taught that without the Blue Mother’s intercession, to take the pain, the sickness, we would simply be releasing it back out into the world, dangerous, poisonous. It would be like picking up shards of broken glass, then leaving them in another spot on the floor for someone else to tread on.”

			“So why didn’t Father Leland stop you when you began the sacrament on the dog?”

			“I don’t know. Years later, while in seminary at the Blue Cathedral, I wrote to him, I asked him that question. He never wrote back. Perhaps he had died. He seemed an old man to me when I knew him, but then I was a child, when all adults seem a thousand years old. Maybe he was moved to another post and never received the letter, or the letter was lost I transit. Perhaps they thought that my act of healing the dog was a miracle because I was too young to understand, that my faith was untainted by pride.”

			A question came to Agnes, something she had wondered before, but never enquired about, even of Raimund. “What is it like, to heal someone?”

			“Remarkable, exhausting. I’ve always experienced it like an act of love, drawing pain away. It’s hard to describe the act itself, the frame of mind one must enter, a sort of centering of the soul, creating a connection between you and the hostia.”

			“I recognize the word,” said Agnes. “It’s a Busker dialect, I think.”

			“Didn’t know it was a Busker word,” said Sira. “It’s the word we priests use for the one who is to benefit from the sacrament. Use of the term goes back to the founding of the empire.”

			Something about that word nagged at Agnes’s mind. She let it go in the moment as Sira continued.

			“When you lay on hands, there is a warmth, though sometimes it’s a chill—you never know until you begin. And you can feel a … a wrongness entering you, you are pulling it out, extracting it, obliterating it, through the infinite love of…”

			Sira trailed off.

			“The infinite love of Belu,” said Agnes.

			Tears fell freely down Sira’s reddened cheeks. She balled up her fists and pressed them against her eyes, as though that would make them stop. It drew Agnes to her, and almost by reflex she found herself kneeling by Sira, putting her arms around her.

			“A conduit of healing love,” Sira said, still weeping. “That’s what I thought I was. All this time I was merely a middleman, transporting suffering to a voracious, evil glutton.”

			“Sira, did you not bring relief to those who suffered? You cured the sick, repaired broken bones, healed wounds. Even if this was a … transaction of sorts, didn’t you still assuage human suffering, even if your patron fed from it?”

			Sira sat up in the chair and let her fists come down from her eyes. She looked at Agnes, though Agnes couldn’t read the emotion there.

			“Yes, that’s what I’ve said to myself, to make myself feel better. And perhaps it’s a fair trade. But the bond I felt with Belu whenever I performed the sacrament … it requires faith, a belief in the Blue Mother’s beneficence. I had it when I performed my ‘miracle.’ I believed I was doing Belu’s divine will. How can I do that now, knowing what I know? What is the name Timilis gave Belu in the caves?”

			Agnes saw the face the immortal sorcerer wore, first introduced to them as Bocca the Candle at Gnexes, his cruel, boyish smirk as they stood around the pit. She saw his lips form the name: Bae’u’loh.

			“Yes,” said Sira, the muscles in her jaw tightening. “I remember, he said this, ‘Bae’u’loh spoke, “I will be the god of healing, and I will suckle at every illness and injury they suffer.”’ How can I adore such a being?”

			Before Agnes could answer there was another knock at her door. A novice had a message from Lictor Rae. She scanned the note, then looked to Sira.

			“Lictor Rae is unwell and asking that we represent the League tomorrow afternoon, at the coronation. She’s too ill. We’ll stand in her place.”

			“You and me?”

			“Yes, she names you.”

			“But I’m not a member of the League. I’m seconded from the Blue Cathedral. And the archbishop will preside over the ceremony, along with Marcator’s high priest. I can’t face her! I can’t lie to her, and I can’t tell her the truth!”

			“It says here we’ll be in the vestibule, away from the altar. Only aristocrats are permitted in the main sanctuary, and a few dignitaries, like the grand chamberlain. They’ll hardly see you back there.”

			Sira seemed unconvinced. “Where is it to be held? I’ve heard Marcator’s basilica is in ruins. I’ll not set foot in the Blue Cathedral!”

			“The palace,” Agnes answered. “It has to be a great hall that can accommodate a throng like Marcator’s tabernacle once did. The Blue Cathedral is overrun with burn victims.”

			Sira frowned.

			“Shouldn’t one of the other lictors attend in place of Rae? It seems strange we should be asked to stand in for the League. It might even be seen as an insult.”

			“No,” said Agnes, shaking her head. “I see the wisdom of it. We’ve both just returned from the expedition ordered by the previous monarch. Our success has placed Ilanda on the throne. It will be a reminder.”

			Sira nodded, but Agnes thought immediately of another factor.

			“The countess had a special connection with my father as well. Yes, it all speaks to fostering good will with the new queen, reminding her of our bonds.”

			“I still fail to see why I should attend. I don’t think I’ve ever said a word to the countess.”

			Agnes resisted the urge to press her further. Instead she asked another question. “The other day, after we had left Mictilin’s Parlor, you were going to say something to me. Just as I was called away to speak with Lictor Rae.”

			“I have importuned you enough tonight, Agnes.”

			“Importuned? Oh, now you must tell me.”

			“It feels … foolish.”

			Agnes gave Sira a stern look, a way of saying she hadn’t the patience for her reticence. Sira paused, exhaled a slow breath, then spoke.

			“Your father … we had just left his remains, and those of Kennah, with those … priests,” again, the same tone of disgust she demonstrated on that day. “As I told you, I don’t really remember my father, I never had a sister. We are … both alone. Perhaps we could be sisters to one another. Take the place of the family we have lost.”

			Agnes felt the tears she had resisted, sealed away inside that box within her, the sick pain of her losses, the horror, pour forth like a fountain. She embraced Sira again, held onto her tightly, both of them letting go of the poison that had lurked within them. Agnes didn’t know how long they wept together, but as they dried their eyes, they both laughed.

			“Sisters,” said Agnes.

			“Sisters,” said Sira, her lopsided smile free of the bile she had carried since leaving Gnexes.

			“Now you must come with me, to the coronation.”

			“I will come,” Sira agreed, nodding. “But the truth is, I don’t know what my future holds. I must resign from Belu’s clergy, formally. And I’ll be of no use to the League in the field. Might there be a role for me here at the Citadel?”

			Agnes remembered the words of Szaa’da’shaela, earlier that day, when she had met with Lictor Rae and Sir Arla in the Too-Tall Library.

			Sira Edjani will join us, Agnes dear. She has her role.

			“You know we are planning an expedition,” Agnes said.

			“I assumed so. To finish what it was we began.”

			“It was Lictor Rae’s suggestion at first, but the Djao blade, Szaa’da’shaela. It says that you should be a part of it, too.”

			Sira turned and looked intently at the sheathed blade, leaning against the wall. Lamplight shimmered off the faceted emeralds set in its hilt, highlighted intricate scrollwork etched in metal. It was as though she wished to hear the sword say so itself.

			“Truly?”

			“Yes. It said you have a role to play.”

			“I wonder what that is. Designated apostate? Do we even know where we’re going?”

			It sounded as though Sira had decided she would come with them, in that instant.

			“Aye. Aem’al’ai’esh. The Forbidden Pantheon.”

			“In the Barrowlands.” And for the first time since she had known her, Agnes saw fear on Sira Edjani’s face.
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			Treachery

			By the age of seven, precocious Ilanda Sallymont, a natural rider, was regularly accompanying her father and his house cavalry on their exercises, even camping with them under the stars when the troop was on extended maneuvers. She rode an undersized black mare she had named Princeling, and her father’s men spoiled both horse and rider, calling them their good luck charm. She adored time spent on horseback, working hard to keep pace with the men, challenging them to races or asking them to watch as she and Princeling surmounted a series of fallen trees. It was heaven.

			But on the night of Ilanda’s tenth birthday, the keep’s vast stables caught fire. Nearly all the horses were burned alive or asphyxiated, and seven men lost their lives as well, fighting the blaze. Her father had instructed her to stay in the keep that next day while he went to survey the aftermath in the morning light. But she made a scene, insisted that she must accompany him. Finally, when she defied his direct command to return to her rooms, he consented. It was only years later she realized her father’s acquiescence was punishment for that insolence.

			Vivid memories of every detail were forever seared on her consciousness. The charred corpses, of both horses and men, gruesome and unreal. They looked like demonic, emaciated dolls, black and contorted from the flames that had licked the life from them with hungry tongues. But that wasn’t the worst of it. The smell of burnt flesh, hair, leather, wood, and something else, unnamable. It assaulted her nostrils. For Ilanda, the evil stench represented the apotheosis of every conceivable nightmare.

			And that was the stink that came to her from those sickening creatures summoned for Grand Count Mychel of Aelbrinth. Each of the beasts had four elongated arms. They raised them above their heads, clicking long, clawed fingers together in anticipation while shambling forward, as though they could already taste her flesh.

			“Protect the queen!” came a shout from behind her. It was Ulwen Bath. He ran towards her, along with Admiral Pluckett and garrison commandant Beckham Roseheart, both of them with blades drawn.

			But I am not queen, she thought. Close, so close. The crown was but an inch from my head. It was why sorcery could be used in the very palace of the monarch, used against her. The Spire’s conjurors had no anointed queen they needed to honor by their allegiance, not yet. The coronation was the last chance for Duke Willem to attempt a coup with sorcerous aid—of course this would be the time and place of his treachery.

			Guards of the Ragged Blindfold, fifteen of them, charged from their stations at the walls of the long chamber and formed a barricade of armored men and halberds between Ilanda and the netherworld beasts loping towards her with a ravening urgency. She tightened her grip on her own weapon, the sword of Coryth the Revelator, when the nearest monster bared a mouth of long, black, needle-like teeth. Its eyes were four fat black pearls arranged above that slavering mouth. It leapt at the guardsman directly in front of her, who caught it on the blade of his halberd, slicing a terrible gash in the thing. Though the creature let out a bloodcurdling scream of pain, its momentum carried it forward, landing on the man’s chest. Now in its clawed embrace, the beast sank its long black teeth where the man’s neck and shoulder met, piercing his hardened leather gorget. The man dropped his polearm, his howl of terror and agony mixed with the loathsome slurping sounds of the beast as it sucked greedily at his neck.

			Ilanda suppressed the reflex to retch as she watched the awful rent in the creature’s body knit itself as it fed on the flailing guardsman. Those who flanked him began slashing at the monster, lopping off limbs, creating great wounds in its torso, dark blood spattering the stone of the floor and the steel of their weapons. It continued feeding, oblivious to its grievous injuries, until at last its head was lopped off and its body hacked into more than a dozen gory pieces. Even then, its black teeth were still sunk firmly into the dead man’s neck.

			The three others had reached the rank of guards before her. Their polearms were of little use in this close quarter fighting, and Ilanda wondered at how they could function at all with those strips of soiled cloth wrapped over their eyes, despite years of witnessing just that. She started forward, brandishing Coryth’s sword—she felt it tremble in her grasp, as though it too were ready to join the battle. But she was yanked back by a strong hand. It was Ulwen.

			“Your Highness!” he shouted. “Let us protect you!”

			Two more of the beasts had tackled guardsmen before her and were slaking their thirst, the sounds of their hungry feeding horrific.

			“Ulwen, they’ll be butchered!” she cried.

			Pluckett and Roseheart leapt forward then, setting to work dismembering the demonic creature atop one of the guards. Black blood gushed forth when the commandant severed an artery in the beast’s neck. More guards aided their other comrade with another creature, hacking at it as they had the first, but the fifth charged past the bloody carnage, readying to leap upon Ilanda. She thrust her sword out, hoping to catch the thing in its chest, when it suddenly halted, releasing a yowl of fury.

			Ulwen stepped in front of her then, muttering the weird language of sorcery, making strange movements with his fingers. The beast seemed held back by an invisible force. It struggled against its sorcerous restraints, muscles straining, stretching its neck to bring its teeth closer, the quartet of clawed arms scrabbling impotently at the air. Then one of its limbs bent at an obscene angle, the crack of a bone breaking reverberated through the hall. Another arm snapped, and it bellowed its pain and rage. In seconds, all six of the thing’s shattered, twitching limbs were a tangle, knotted around its torso. Defying Ulwen’s request, Ilanda stepped forward and swung the edge of Coryth’s ancient blade down, hacking the creature’s odious head clean from its body.

			The remaining guardsmen and both the admiral and commandant had managed the two other beasts. All were spattered with dark gore, their alien assailants in dispersed chunks around them. Ilanda counted five guardsmen dead, the rest wounded. Most of the aristocrats had fled the hall during the battle. She scanned for Grand Count Mychel among the few scattered figures standing about.

			There.

			The man stood with a blade in his hand, about seventy feet away, four more armed Burandi nobles she couldn’t name near him, also armed. Ilanda directed the bloodied point of Coryth’s sword at the man.

			“Now you shall answer for this treason, sir,” she said.

			“Not quite,” responded Mychel, his smile unpleasant.

			The unholy stench. Her worst memory. It was growing, almost suffocating. That ineffable odor of screaming, fiery death. She looked away from Mychel and his compatriots, daring a glance over her shoulder.

			Another of the hateful beasts stood on the makeshift altar, two more mounted the dais from behind it, and three others descended the walls, skittering down them as a spider would. The thing on the altar, all four arms waving in the air, leapt on a dumbstruck Cassal, knocking his frail body to the ground as it supped on his flesh. Guardsmen of the Ragged Blindfold, all of them already injured, charged forward, halberds before them announcing their attack. Ulwen put a protective hand on Ilanda’s shoulder. His eyes were plaintive as he spoke.

			“God’s breath, my queen, stay behind me.” Then the chamberlain looked beyond Ilanda and shouted out a command. “Keep her safe from that Burandi lot!”

			Pluckett and Roseheart obeyed, placing themselves between her and Mychel’s cluster of partisan belligerents. Ulwen turned to the beast mauling Cassal’s corpse—the old man was already dead, flesh a ghostly white from loss of blood, the remnants of a scream on his face. The chamberlain said something in that strange language and snapped three fingers, and the creature’s head turned completely around on its shoulders with the sickening sound of cracking vertebrae.

			Two of the simian horrors had mounted the altar, a foul mucus dripping from matted fur. Archbishop Hanadis stood firm, making a holy ward in the air with smooth gestures, as though somehow a prayer would keep those things at bay. One of them made a chittering sound and jumped at the cleric, who fell to the ground, the thing and its twin from the altar scrambling atop her. Ulwen had another spell ready and reached down with his right hand, shimmering with a green glow, and grabbed hold of the sickly yellow fur of the nearest. The thing lurched around with an unearthly screech, barring its bloody fangs at the big man, disengaging from the archbishop.

			As the creature set its attention on Ulwen, the sorcerer cried out and released his grip. His hand came away bloody and trailing trembling chords of mucus. Whatever the substance was coating the monster’s hairy body, it was corrosive to human flesh. She could see white slivers of finger bones peeking through the red mess. The chamberlain staggered back as though drunk, falling from the dais to the stone floor.

			Ilanda strode forward, planted the tip of Coryth’s sword beneath the beast’s jutting chin, and drove it in with all of her strength, piercing its lower jaw. The steel emerged from the top of its skull. It jerked spasmodically, tearing the weapon from her grasp, but in a moment lay still. Out of the corner of her eye she saw the other creature atop the archbishop, slurping noisily at her neck as the tall woman shuddered helplessly. Ilanda reached down to retrieve Coryth’s blade, still skewering the head of the beast she had just slain. She grabbed hold of the hilt and pulled, but it was stuck fast. She almost put her foot, clad in an elegant slipper of silk, against the body of the beast to give her leverage, but halted herself, remembering Ulwen’s ruined hand.

			There were two more of the loathsome things, crawling over the lifeless bodies of three guards, clicking their claws in the air, opening and closing their needle-filled maws as they stalked toward her. It was only then she heard the clash of swords from behind. The Burandi nobles had advanced on Pluckett and Roseheart and were pressing them away from her.

			O blessed Chaeres! Ilanda prayed in earnest. Protect the life that grows in me. Deliver me from this evil! I beg thee!

			She turned back to the netherworld creatures, but to her amazement, they were frozen in place: gaping mouths of fangs, elongated hairy arms ending in those sharp claws, staring with soulless black eyes, but motionless. Had Ulwen recovered? She glanced behind her and saw he was unconscious on the floor, a smear of blood around his injured hand. Her rearguard loyalists, contending with four Burandi attackers, were doing their best. But one of them, a baron from some Burandi town whose name Ilanda couldn’t recall, managed to dodge around Roseheart to charge at her, a rapier in his hand.

			Ilanda saw her death. But the man suddenly stopped in his tracks, looking down at a bloody blade point poking out from his rich blue-silver braided coat. The point withdrew and the man collapsed, revealing Agnes Manteo, wielding her father’s Djao sword and wearing a hardened leather cuirass emblazoned with the nine-pointed Syraeic star. Next to her was the jailer boy, Ghallo, holding out both of his hands, the fingers strangely contorted. Was it he who held the creatures on the dais in some sort of magical stasis? Ilanda allowed herself an exhalation of relief, nodding gratefully at them both. But Agnes didn’t acknowledge her, an elated, almost supernatural glow animating her features. The Syraeic wheeled around with her weapon in an elegant arc, and its blade separated a Burandi noble’s head from his shoulders.

			Only two human attackers remained, neither of them Count Mychel. As soon as they witnessed the Syraeic woman decapitate their colleague like the gods’ own judgment, they dropped their weapons. Pluckett and Roseheart rested the points of their swords over the men’s hearts.

			“Kneel!” shouted Roseheart. Both obeyed.

			And then Agnes was rushing past Ilanda, Djao blade raised over her head, in the direction of the beasts Ghallo held immobile with sorcerous power. She brought the blade down on the first, cleaving it from shoulder to crotch. The other she cut in half with an upward swing seconds later. All of this seemed little exertion for the swordswoman, as if these monstrous creatures were no more than paper dolls. The Syraeic turned then to the final creature, still atop Hanadis, who moved but weakly. She skewered the thing without ceremony, the blood that sprayed forth from the wound equal parts its own dark ichor and the red which it had sucked from the archbishop. It collapsed atop the woman and Agnes reached down to shove it off.

			“Agnes, no!” Ilanda shouted, not wanting her Syraeic champion touching the foul creature’s body. She summoned two of the still-standing guardsmen, directing them to use their polearms to shift the beast’s body off of the archbishop. As they did so, Ilanda saw another figure, kneeling at Hanadis’s side. It was the little priest who had accompanied Auric and Agnes to Gnexes, Sira Edjani. She held the older cleric’s hand in hers, both stained with the archbishop’s blood, weeping. Hanadis said something and Sira, still sobbing, put her ear closer to the dying woman’s lips. Ilanda watched those lips move, muttering something to the young priest, and then the light went out of the archbishop’s eyes.

			Ilanda scanned the chamber, noticed that the young page still stood unmoving against the west wall, a blankness on his face, as though in shock, somehow holding the reins of the mount she had rode into this ambush. She clapped her hands at him to wake him from his trance.

			“Can you ride?” she asked.

			He nodded mechanically, eyes slowly coming to life again.

			“To the Blue Cathedral with you! Bring as many priests as you can rouse, to tend the wounded!”

			The boy gave her a bow, then got himself into the saddle, and headed to the rear of the chamber and out the exit at a loud gallop. Ghallo she saw tending the fallen Ulwen, waving his hands over her chamberlain, muttering some incantation. She turned to the kneeling Burandi nobles, prisoners now.

			“Your names?” she asked.

			“Baron Willem Cottel of Odellan,” said the first, a middle-aged man with thinning blond hair artfully arranged, but fooling no one. His tone was polite, casual, as though he were introducing himself at a ball. Ilanda turned to the other, a much younger man with a shock of bright blond hair, his complexion florid from the exertion of the fight.

			“And you?” she asked, a hand on her hip. “Another sodding Willem, perhaps?”

			“Randall Ruly,” he answered, an air of youthful defiance in his tone. “I am second son of Count Renna of Ruly, and I am a true patriot of Marburand and Hanifax!” He awaited an indignant rebuke. Instead Ilanda offered him her most radiant smile.

			“And where is that true patriot, Grand Count Mychel of Aelbrinth?”

			“Fled,” said Pluckett. “Bastard turned tail when our Syraeic angel appeared.”

			“And the man who would send others to befoul this sacred ceremony, your treacherous master, Duke Willem Benny? Is he still cowering across the Cradle awaiting news of a successful assassination, or does he skulk nearer by?”

			“I do not know, Your Royal Highness,” said Baron Willem, even more unctuous. “I know only what was to happen here today. Understand, I was let in on the plot late in its planning, and bound to obey my liege lord, like any loyal vassal. I beg your forgiveness.”

			“Oh, ‘Your Royal Highness’ is it now, with sharpened steel at your throat?” snarled Pluckett.

			Commandant Roseheart pressed the point of his blade into the man’s chest so that the Burandi took in a startled gasp of air. “Use that word again, ‘loyal,’ and with our queen’s permission I will run you through.”

			Ilanda made no effort to mask her contempt for the man, turning her gaze back to the young Randall Ruly.

			“How about you?” she asked him. “Who is your lawful queen?”

			“I answer only to my duke,” he responded with a fair measure of arrogance, though he failed to meet her eyes. “In truth, I have no lawful ruler, countess. The sacred rite is incomplete. A consecrated priest of the Blue Mother must bestow the crown upon you, here and now, else the ceremony is spoiled. She lies dead by the altar. Putting the circlet on yourself doesn’t make you queen.”

			The boy was right. Without that final link in the ritual’s chain, she held no real authority. Another ceremony would be necessary, the entire ritual repeated.

			“Excuse me,” said a small voice behind them.

			Ilanda turned.

			“You are taller than me, Your Highness,” said Sira Edjani, holding in her bloodied hands the gold and emerald crown of Hanifax. “But if you’ll bend down only a little, I can place it where it belongs.”
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			Report by Malaben Surin

			Summary Report, Twenty-Third Day of Vanicsaal, Prepared for Her Royal Highness Ilanda Reges the First, Queen of the Isles of Hanifax, Imperatrix of Its Earldoms & Duchies Within the Embrace of the Cradle and Sea of Azkaya, by Her Humble Spymaster, Malaben Surin.

			I open by again expressing my deepest gratitude for the trust you have invested in me by appointing me to this post. The singular aim of my life is to make certain you never regret the decision to make of me your royal spymaster. As requested, I will present these summaries at break of day, every day, so that you may rule well and wisely, armed with the latest attainable intelligence. Below I bring to your attention eight most pressing items. Additional matters and/or developments worthy of your valuable time I will bring to your notice as warranted.

			Item 1: Marburand’s Rebellion.

			You are the anointed ruler of Hanifax and its empire by sacred ceremony, invested with all designated powers and privileges of a Queen and Imperatrix. Every citizen of the empire owes you their fealty. This includes all sorcerers trained at either the Royal College here in Boudun or that more shadowy institution, the Spire in Aelbrinth. No practitioners can employ magic in any way that brings direct harm upon you. While this is a great relief, I believe it unwise to assume all Spire-trained sorcerers will prove exactingly faithful. The Spire sits in Marburand, at the center of Grand Count Mychel’s domain. The Spire’s ties to the duchy warns us to be ready for sorcerous mischief, even if bound practitioners cannot act against you directly. This we must always remember.

			Marburand’s rebellion has been effectively declared by its noble houses by refusing to acknowledge your suzerainty. As they are therefore in impious revolt against your rule, they are all of them outlaws. All Burandi aristocrats and their immediate partisans have fled the capital, with the exception of those occupying your dungeons beneath the palace and Count Renna of Ruly. He remains at large on the main isle, having retreated north, about ten miles south still of Cecelia, with a contingent of no more than one hundred horse and two hundred fifty foot. The fact we have one of his sons in our custody may allow us to deal with him without bloodshed.

			The rest, including Grand Count Mychel, managed to sail out of Boudun Bay aboard four ducal vessels flying the Blue and Silver. Eyes and ears suggest they attempted a very dangerous beeline for Bennybrooke, sailing straight across the rocking Cradle’s summer tempests. I have not yet confirmed how many of the ships or their rebellious passengers—if any—made it to Willem’s capital alive. It is even possible that they are still thrown about in the storms. But whoever does survive the journey owes an enormous debt to whatever aquamancers guided those vessels. I’d be stunned if more than half those who fled do not enjoy Purraa’s cold embrace even as I write these lines.

			There is no perfect parallel in our history for such aristocratic defiance. Though the now-lost Duchy of Valya held out briefly against newly crowned Edmund III in 422, it did not have even a fraction of Marburand’s influence among the duchies and earldoms, nor did it host one of the empire’s two sanctioned schools of sorcery.

			Word has it Marburand has been training troops in secret for some time, far beyond sanctioned numbers and in contravention of the Third Charter of Kilkirk, ratified five centuries ago by all noble houses. The legions are loyal to the Crown, including those posted to your beloved Harkeny as well as eastern Warwede. It’s also likely we can depend on the loyalty of nearly all admirals and ship captains of the Royal Navy. In fact, eyes and ears tell me the admirals are positively giddy as rebuilding the fleet will be a priority of your government. Nevertheless, enclosed is a list of names of officers whose heritage brings them under regrettable suspicion.

			I will leave strategy and battlefield tactics to you and your capable generals. As for the political landscape and what sympathizers Duke Willem might have among the aristocracy, I am preparing a separate report on those matters, along with measures we might take to counter any scheming and bolster the allegiance of the noble houses to Your Majesty’s throne.

			Item 2: State of the Royal Intelligence Services.

			It is with much regret I must inform Your Majesty of the parlous condition of the royal intelligence services inherited from Geneviva. Not a few aspects have withered from mismanagement or disuse and must be rebuilt from the ground up, as is true of so many functions of the government. However, of more serious concern is to what ends gathered intelligence has been directed. Alas, holders of positions of power within the intelligence services have for years systematically exploited information for their own private, corrupt purposes. Several of the service’s senior agents have grown fat and rich through a thriving industry of extortion deployed against noble families, government functionaries, those within guild hierarchies, and other possessors of wealth and influence. The sale of such potent information for procurers to deploy against their enemies has also feathered the nests of an appalling number of individuals who solemnly swore duty to the Crown. I regret to inform you that this practice has been embraced by some members of the clergy, who one would hope would be above such crass manipulation. Alas, our respective professions do not allow us to entertain pretty illusions about the world.

			My first priority—which I believe is synonymous with securing your just rule—is to put an immediate end to this vile business. On your authority I will see to it that the most egregious offenders within the service are secured residence in your commodious dungeons, where they might use their newfound free time contemplating and repenting their substantial moral failings. It goes without saying that the Crown should justly confiscate all ill-gotten wealth and properties for transfer to the State’s depleted coffers.

			The second consideration is simply how we ourselves should employ the vast warehouse of soiled linen now in our possession. We have at our disposal a rather daunting list of persons who achieved advancement through bribery and/or blackmail, and an even more daunting list of persons who, having assented to said blackmailers’ demands, are nonetheless irrefutably unsuited for the positions of trust and power which they occupy. I can imagine Good Lord Ulruthe of legend putting the headsmen’s axe to work with righteous abandon were he charged with untangling this knot of corruption. However, rulers in the real world haven’t the luxury of simplistic solutions favored by poets, playwrights, and polemicists. You, my queen, must have a care for the chaos that would surely ensue with so many sudden vacancies in the empire’s myriad bureaucracies.

			I have the makings of a partial solution, and though it still cooks in my mind, I wonder if you would tentatively sample my half-baked idea. We begin by drafting letters to those who have achieved their posts through dubious means or operate them for personal profit or other venal ends. The letters open by introducing them to their new monarch, her excellent goals for good government, the rebuilding of what has fallen into disrepair and retrieving that which was lost, all for the benefit of the entire people of Hanifax. This is followed by enough information to demonstrate we are very well aware of their history of plunder and perfidy. We then explain that while their futures are as yet undecided by their Most Gracious Majesty, it would behoove them to make an immediate conversion to purity, unmistakable in its enthusiasm and sincerity. From here on out what is best for the empire and their new monarch should be their sole concern and industrious aim. I would ask you to think on this, Majesty, as will I, to determine if this tactic will produce the felicitous outcomes I imagine.

			Regarding that storehouse of soiled linen: the particulars of some of these schemes and arrangements ongoing, the scandalous behavior that has made certain persons vulnerable to extortion … well, they take the breath away. I will spare Your Highness such sordid details for the time being, unless future business unfortunately necessitates your—my vocabulary fails me—whatever the opposite of enlightenment is. I should mention that this treasure trove at our disposal can go some way to countering Willem’s non-Burandi sympathizers mentioned above in Item #1.

			Item 3: State of the Empire’s Cults.

			The great Temple District fire ruined or gutted every major basilica and church and most of the smaller shrines and holy sites, with the blessed exception of the Blue Cathedral. Similar stories pour in from across the empire, from every city or town that also featured a temple to the now-dead god Timilis. This makes perfect sense given the revelation that our own catastrophic fire was authored by priests of that unlamented cult. I have no reason not to believe that this isn’t true across Hanifax. May all good gods curse Timilis and his unholy priesthood, consigned to the deepest and darkest of the Yellow Hells.

			The death toll among the clergy of the other cults is still being tabulated, but it is considerable. The losses include a number of archbishops. Of the major cults, Elberlin of Marcator, Hilaria of Chaeres, Donval of Vanic, and Hanadis of Belu are all dead, though as you know, Hanadis didn’t die in the fires.

			Not all cities were as devastated as was Boudun, and ecclesiastical representatives from across the empire have been called to the capital for a conclave. Needless to say, the Crown must be seen as fostering the great rebuilding effort both here in Boudun and abroad, so that we might restore devotion and worship of our deities. Sadly, Archbishop Hanadis would have been the natural leader of this grand project, as the avatar of the Queen of Heaven. Eyes and ears at the Blue Cathedral tell me that the post of archbishop goes not to the most senior cleric here in Boudun, but to the patriarch of Belu’s second greatest basilica. That would make Belu’s new high pontiff Bishop Patakis of Bennybrooke. Of course, Hanadis herself previously held that post prior to her elevation and we never had reason to worry about her political leanings—she was a true priest. Patakis, however, is a blood relation to Duke Willem, though distant. He is apparently on his way to Boudun for elevation. It is likely he will achieve considerable influence over the coming conclave. See the attached dossier on the man.

			My most immediate concern with the disruption of religious observances in the capital and around the Cradle is the impact it will have on our people’s morale. Boudun itself has been a cauldron for some time, and while we know much of this was intentionally fomented by the cursed cult of Timilis, its contents have not ceased to boil. Without the soothing and pacifying influence of the churches, we are at risk of problematic mushrooms hatching forth amidst all this darkness. I discuss this further in a separate matter below (see Item #8).

			One last bit: The Cult of Pember and its aspect devoted to divination—the very one whose sacred caves our Syraeic friends recently infiltrated—reports that all of its priesthood has lost its prophetic sight. There must be some connection between their sudden blindness and the League’s expedition, which leads us to…”

			Item 4: Syraeic League Business.

			We count the Syraeic League an ally, more or less, and I agree with your plan to attend the funeral rites for Auric Manteo. While I appreciate your personal feelings for the man, your appearance is also politically advantageous. The League has played a role in political matters in years past—rare, it’s true, but always in support of the Crown—and I see no reason that we cannot rely on them in our current troubled age. The honor of their queen saying goodbye to a fallen knight and brother of the League will certainly remind them of their duty to your throne.

			However, eyes and ears within the Citadel also inform us some portentous event is afoot, something connected to the Gnexes expedition, the results of which have brought to us our current circumstances, both good and ill. They suggest that the recent request by the League for an audience with Your Royal Highness is to secure your approval for another expedition, this one to the demon-haunted Barrowlands. Pallas Rae herself is to be part of the delegation, which underlines the importance they give this matter, considering her health and the sad fact that she stands perilously close to the Final Veil. It also appears that whatever the expedition’s aim, it will include our young savior at your coronation, Agnes Manteo.

			Your Majesty, should you choose to grant the audience, which I believe you must (if “must” is a word I am permitted to use with you), I suggest you do so in such a way to put their delegation off balance, the better to gather as much information as possible about their purposes. However, in the end I believe you must deny your royal authorization. I advise this in part due to my suspicion that whatever the League’s endeavor, its relation to the events at Gnexes strongly suggests it may well be the cause of further tumult for our kingdom, and that we can ill afford.

			There is another reason supporting your withholding of consent. I believe it is in your interest to keep Agnes Manteo close by your side, Majesty. As news of the attempted assassination at your coronation spreads, the role Miss Manteo played in its happy resolution has earned her the moniker “Agnes of the Blade.” Our partisans see her as your avenging angel, and I believe we will again have need of her and that remarkable weapon she inherited from her father. Bestow upon her an honor—a title, Defender of the Crown perhaps—and offer her a post as your personal guard. We should find means of compensating the League for plucking so precious a coin from its purse, but in the end, Miss Manteo’s service will be of inestimable value.

			Item 5: Leadership Candidates OGC.

			Attached are the dossiers of four potential replacements for Ulwen Bath, sorcerers already serving beneath him in the Office of the Grand Chamberlain. Abrutte Akin is likely the safest choice, as he has no connection with the aristocracy and has assumed Bath’s responsibilities during his convalescence. The other three, however, have much to recommend them and I believe any of them would perform ably.

			I understand your reluctance taking this step, first and foremost because Bath is a good man and a true ally. While your loyalty is commendable, Majesty, the importance of the office necessitates setting such considerations aside. Bath has suffered a crippling injury preventing his exercise of sorcery, and to date that injury inexplicably resists Belu’s full and perfect healing; sadly, we must assume he will never be the man he once was. As his primary duty is to direct and oversee the considerable contingent of court sorcerers bound to the throne, this is an insurmountable handicap. Unless he commands the respect of those sorcerers, he cannot successfully execute the role of grand chamberlain.

			If Your Majesty will indulge me, please remember that I am the last man to discriminate due to a servant’s disability. My own employment continues despite my considerable impediments, by your most gracious and long-suffering patience. But I must argue that my disabilities have workable solutions. For instance, this summary is written not by my own hand, as it would prove hopelessly illegible, but by that of a trusted and speedy scribe to whom I dictate. If my challenges included blindness, or deafness, or if I were dumb, my ability to examine, evaluate, collate, and disseminate intelligence and alerts would be so impaired as to place the welfare of the empire and security of your throne in jeopardy.

			In fact, Your Highness, I must confess shock that Bath has not tendered his resignation unbidden, sparing you the discomfort of removing him yourself. This suggests to me a personal pride which may itself disqualify the man—for we can no longer call him a sorcerer—from the trust of so pivotal a role in your government. However, if you see fit, he can certainly remain in a reduced role, acting as an advisor, or assume some lesser post, where his handicap will no longer be the liability.

			Item 6: News from Harkeny.

			Duke Orin sends his solicitations and expresses great joy at your elevation, articulating his confidence that you will mend the many catastrophes wrought over the challenging later decades of Geneviva’s rule. He apologizes for having missed your coronation but explains that nearly all his attention is fixed firmly on the Korsa frontier, alive with alarming activity. It appears that earlier reports are true: the Abendi, Morqua, Shaushag, Utirri, and Tobak tribes, along with several lesser clans, have united under the leadership of the barbarian witch-priest called Magda.

			We still know little about this Magda, save that as a woman in a strictly patriarchal culture, she has managed to bring the historically contentious tribal leaders into accord. We are uncertain if calling her “queen” is an accurate description of her role with the Korsa. Suffice it to say that the chieftains are listening to her and following her vision. To date they have mounted only a few major attacks, the first and most notable against the Third Legion a few months back while it was on maneuvers north of the River Selvey (see attached report of the engagement from its commander, a Colonel Mikram Vessio). Most activity has involved fierce stabbing attacks at river fortresses along the Selvey, belligerent pagan theatrics across from smaller settlements, and occasional raids. The intent of all these actions appears to be the spreading of terror.

			Duke Orin believes that if this Magda doesn’t start delivering booty or Hanifaxan bodies to burn in wicker cages for their monstrous gods, the chieftains will begin to tire of answering to a woman. That is the most hopeful outcome in his estimation. But he contends that while some great martial move hasn’t happened yet, it soon may, and he asks most humbly that preparations be made for the rapid deployment to the Harkeny frontier of at least five legions supported by auxiliary cavalry. Again, your military advisors can speak to this, but we must also consider whether Duke Willem will make feints at the border Marburand shares with Harkeny, playing on your affinity for your home duchy, to misdirect resources from some more significant military move closer to the Isles of Hanifax. I do not envy a monarch’s responsibility in making such decisions, but you may need to decide between preserving your throne or preventing the collapse of the Harkeny frontier.

			And finally, the inquisitors of Tolwe employed by your husband’s Uncle Symon have concluded without doubt that both your father and husband were murdered most foully by the darkest necromancy. Two sealed Petitions of Right have been dispatched from the inquisitors in Caird to the Supreme Synod of Tolwe in Boudun, naming the persons involved in these flagrant contraventions of the law. However, the Temple of Tolwe is no more than a pile of ash and until the Supreme Synod can produce a quorum of living and breathing truthspeakers, the petitions can neither be opened nor answered. Eyes and ears seek the names in those documents, but I do not believe there will be any surprises for us there. We are exquisitely aware of who would stoop to such vile methods. Fear not, my queen. As Marcator judges all, they will be answered soon, with thunder and steel.

			Item 7: The Duchy of Kelse.

			House Montcalme has ruled the Duchy of Kelse for nearly five hundred years. They’ve always been an eccentric, contentious lot. They have also long been endowed with a flexible morality with regard to family. Patricide, fratricide, even strangling newborns in their cribs litter the annals of the duchy’s aristocracy, especially in the last hundred years. Duke Emberto—the second of that name—has seen to the deaths of nearly all his immediate family and offspring. He has named no successor and is rumored to be mad. His unfortunate subjects call him the Hermit of Kalimander, and he apparently hangs them by the cartload for the slightest of transgressions. Eyes and ears are quite certain the duchy is dangerously near a serious uprising. The duke’s personal troops are one institution that has not deteriorated under his unsound rule, but a full-scale rebellion would likely overwhelm even this brutal instrument. Much bloodshed is probable, and such a revolt may lead to a collapse of the duchy, providing more havens for the pirate menace, or the declaration of an independent republic as we have always feared from the Karnes. If this happens, we will have lost all of the western empire, save Serekirk, our lonely little foothold in the Barrowlands. Such a calamitous development would make recovering Valya and snuffing out the pirate plague along the Corsair’s Run a far more formidable undertaking. Indeed, I would expect piracy to potentially overwhelm the northwestern portion of the archipelago of Hanifax itself.

			Item 8: Signs & Portents.

			With religious observances and rituals denied our people, and the clergy of most every cult devastated by the fires, back-alley prophets and charlatans have already begun to fill the resulting void. Much has been made of the fires and what they portend—doom, of course, the imminent judgment of the gods, divine disapproval of your ascension or of Duke Willem’s treachery, etcetera.

			Eyes and ears report other extraordinary events and dark portents. A pair of hairy stars have appeared in the northern sky the past two nights and many astrologers—reputable ones, not the sort of frauds who infest the western quarters of the city—call them a harbinger of a great transformation of the heavens and men’s fates. There have also been an unusual number of freak births—a two-headed calf, an eyeless goat, a pig that allegedly cried with the voice of a child. Eyes and ears seek to verify these reports, but again, true practitioners of divination, priests of Pember, have been stricken with a blinding curse and are unavailable to interpret such signs. Regardless, those signs seem most ominous to a layperson such as myself.

			I have saved the most troubling matter for the last. Eyes and ears are also hearing word of sightings, what people describe as a divine messenger: a girl child, engulfed in blue fire but not consumed by it. She has only been seen a handful of times, all in the western districts of Boudun, and we are investigating them most thoroughly, speaking to witnesses, attempting to determine if there is a pattern to these apparitions. I will provide details of these interviews when I have had an opportunity to review and collate them.

			People are simple, Your Majesty, gullible and easily fooled into believing nonsense. But I’m sure you recognize this messenger, and though I don’t know what it means or to where her manifestations might lead … if Timilis is its author, it can end in naught but misery.

			I am your most obedient servant,

			Malaben Surin, Royal Spymaster

			Signed and approved before the fifth bell
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			Funeral Rites

			At Agnes’s request, the funeral rites for Auric Manteo took place in the Great Hall of the Citadel rather than Mictilin’s Parlor. It would be a dual ceremony, with Kennah’s cremation held alongside—Agnes certainly would not deny her Syraeic brother that honor, but she knew that many of those gathered there that day came for her father. The officiating priest droned on tediously. Still, even if he were a gifted orator, the ceremony’s religious significance was all sham to her now. He was the same ridiculous priest with whom she and Sira had spoken the day before, making arrangements for the ritual. Hopelessly bald, he wore a hairpiece so risibly obvious, Agnes judged it a special sort of triumph.

			“Sir Kennah Rolenwy,” he had asked. “Who was his patron?”

			“Vanic,” answered had Sira. “Though he was not formally sworn to the god.”

			“And your father, Miss Manteo?” he asked, turning to her with hairpiece askew and a smarmy smile that riled her.

			“Sir Auric Manteo is his name, sir. And he had no patron.”

			The priest had pursed his lips for a moment, his grimace petulant, then smiled. The smile seemed as false as the hair atop his head.

			“Of course. Sir Auric. An ecumenical ceremony then.”

			“Ecumenical,” Agnes had repeated drily. She and Sira had then left Mictilin’s Parlor without another word.

			Instead of listening to his sermon—he doubtlessly repeated worn platitudes about life’s brevity and fragility—Agnes studied the crowd. All four lictors were in attendance, Pallas Rae carried in on a sedan chair, looking frailer than ever. The proctors and their novices lined the walls; there was Beela Wynther, solemn and tearful. Just about every field agent in Boudun was present as well, customary sashes of mourning gray draped over their shoulders. Sir Arla and Hesk Atterley were among them, the red-haired man looking genuinely saddened. What had her father meant to him?

			Helmacht and Olbach stood among the proctors. The former had given Agnes a sad-eyed, stiff little nod, his awkward way of offering condolences. Olbach carried an object with him. A shiver traveled up Agnes’s back as she recognized the box containing her Aunt Lenda’s severed head. Olbach noticed her gaze and returned it with a small smile. Was he taunting her? The muscles in her jaw tightened and a hand went to the hilt of Szaa’da’shaela.

			Peace, Agnes, said the blade with a soothing purr. Not every stirring shadow hides an attack, nor every smile a slight.

			Sira stood next to Agnes, crying quietly, wearing the simple, everyday tunic of a Syraeic agent. The powder blue cap, the darker blue stole she would have worn as a priest to such a ceremony: nothing about her marked her as a cleric of Belu any longer. Agnes sensed that her newfound sister also ignored the words of Mictilin’s priest, grieving her father in her own way, reviewing her own thoughts and memories. Sira was only a bit shorter than Agnes. Agnes laid a hand on her shoulder, and Sira met it briefly with fingers damp with tears before letting the hand drop to her side.

			Agnes turned her attention again to the crowd. The presence of so many should have warmed her heart. It wasn’t just Syraeic brothers and sisters present, but people of real importance from outside the League. It made no difference. She felt angry, empty. Even the fact that the new monarch herself was in attendance didn’t move her: Queen Ilanda Reges the First, clad in a flowing black gown sewn with gold beads, the gold and emerald crown of Hanifax on her head and a retinue of retainers as escort. There were other dignitaries present, including the commandant from the coronation whose name slipped her mind, and Grand Chamberlain Ulwen Bath, his right hand wrapped in metallic cloth like that of his robe of office. Wasn’t that the hand so severely injured in the battle at the coronation? Had it not been healed properly? There, too, was the jailer boy, Ghallo, who had proven himself to be jailer boy no longer, wearing a simple tunic of rich material.

			Agnes couldn’t name most of the aristocrats arranged nearby the queen. There was Lady Courlan, whom she had met before Gnexes, at their nightmarish audience with Geneviva. But most of the others were strangers—that is until she came to the tall woman standing furthest from the queen: Agnes was surprised to see Hannah Dyre, Baroness of Daurhim. The woman was staring back at Agnes, the expression on her face fixed, proud—and angry. She wasn’t sure who had informed the baroness of her father’s death; the courtesy hadn’t occurred to her, lost as she was in so many other matters. The woman’s ire, Agnes realized, wasn’t over her failure to extend the invitation, but the ceremony itself, here, in Boudun. Cremation and internment in the Citadel vaults rather than a stone sarcophagus beneath the Dyre family keep back in her barony. Agnes and the League were stealing him from Lady Hannah, again and forever. Would there be an angry confrontation after the pyre? She wasn’t sure she had the energy to contend with such a scene.

			The woman will not trouble you, Agnes, said Szaa’da’shaela. You’re a commoner and it would be beneath her dignity to create such drama here. Unless you wish to speak with her, she will simply head back home after the ceremony. Offer her a measure of Auric’s ashes to take back to Daurhim with her, as one would family. It would be a kind gesture, a way to sue for peace between you two.

			Ashes, thought Agnes, looking at her father’s body, laid out on a pallet of aromatic woods and wrapped in the same scented linens he had worn all the way from Ironwound to Boudun. Soon you will be no more than ashes, papa. You’ll join Tomas, down in the Citadel’s endless columbaria. Mama’s down there, too. She’s mixed in with Tomas’s ashes as a courtesy to you, after her suicide. All three of you, together again. But I’m still here. I’m still here.

			She tried to hold back tears, but it was too much, and she let them fall.
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			The time came to light the funerary biers. Sira held the torch that lit Kennah’s pyre while Agnes set her father’s ablaze. The sweetly scented wood, soaked in an alchemist’s concoction, caught quickly and in less than a minute both bodies were burning, the billowing smoke directed upward and out the high windows in the Great Hall by an aeromancer hired for the purpose. The two of them stepped back in silence and watched the flames do their duty, consuming these mortal shells. Just before the fires had gone out, proctors herded novices from the hall, and most of the field agents made their discreet exits.

			It was then that Agnes noticed the alchemist Lumari, standing with blind Qeelb. They had been obscured by a clutch of novices throughout the ceremony. The alchemist looked changed. It wasn’t just the eye patch she wore, which seemed like some strange homage to Lictor Rae. She still had the close-cropped blond hair, so fair as to almost be white, the pale features and humorless expression, but there was a hardness there, in the muscles of her jaw, the tight line of her bloodless lips.

			This woman has an unhappy tale to tell, she thought.

			When the funeral fires had done their work, leaving only ash and small slivers of bone behind, the queen’s retinue approached Agnes and Sira. They both made formal bows to the new sovereign. Agnes pushed down the irritability that had chewed at her throughout the ceremony as though she were a bit of gristle and rediscovered her diplomacy.

			“Your Highness, you honor my father and Syraeic brother with your presence.”

			“Your father was precious to us, Agnes Manteo, not just as a knight of the realm, but to our family as well. Did he ever tell you the story?”

			“No, Majesty.”

			“For another time. Suffice to say he saved two foolish boys very dear to us. We offer our heartfelt condolences to you for this great loss and the loss of your brother agent as well, Sir Kennah.”

			Agnes held her bow. “Thank you, Majesty.”

			“Please, Agnes, rise,” said the queen, her voice kind. “You as well, Miss Edjani.”

			The two of them obeyed, lifting their heads to face the queen. She had always been a striking woman, perhaps even more so now with much of the artifice demanded by Geneviva’s court removed.

			“We would make a request of you,” said the queen. Ilanda held out a hand and Ulwen Bath placed two gold lockets in it. “Would you gift us with a pinch of your father’s ashes in these lockets, for myself and Lady Hannah, to keep him close to us.”

			Agnes bowed again. “Of course, Your Highness.” Suddenly nervous, Agnes took the necklaces from the queen. Each locket, shaped like an almond, was delicately etched with her father’s initials in graceful script. She walked over to the remains of her father’s pyre, undid the clasps, and placed pinches of gray-white ash in the hollows within. She walked back to the retinue and returned the lockets by their elegant gold chains, averting her eyes to the floor once again. The queen retrieved them with a gracious nod and gave one to Lady Hannah, who took the necklace with formal obeisance.

			“Thank you for this kindness, Your Majesty.” There was a tremor in Lady Hannah’s voice that touched Agnes, summoning a wave of guilt for having neglected to send news to Daurhim of her father’s death. The baroness stepped back to stand with the rest of the aristocratic retinue.

			Ilanda handed the necklace to the commandant, who stood behind her, adorned in a duplicate of the black uniform and green and gold insignia he had worn for the coronation. He fixed the gold chain around her neck, the queen gave him a little nod, and he, too, stepped back into the noble cortege. Ilanda touched a gentle hand to the golden almond, resting on her breast, and spoke.

			“We have been made aware that you and the League wish an audience with us. We would grant it now.”

			Now? Agnes looked to Lictor Rae in her sedan chair, then to Sira, still standing beside her. “Your Majesty, we … I mean—”

			“It is an awkward time to conduct such business, we know.”

			“Your Majesty,” said Rae hoarsely, followed by a cough to clear her throat, “we need more time to prepare our case for you.”

			“Alas, good lictor, we are here. Select a private space, assemble your people and any materials you require. We give you thirty minutes to make ready.”
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			The Bele Theater was selected for the audience, a circular lecture space named for a long-dead lictor. Most of the seating had been removed to accommodate a hastily arranged dais for the queen, where she sat in a high-backed chair. The commandant, the grand chamberlain, and the boy Ghallo were arrayed around her. Before the dais was a large table at which sat the Syraeic League representatives: Pallas Rae, the members of the expeditionary team—save Hesk, whom the lictor had on unnamed busines—along with Helmacht and Olbach. A map of the Barrowlands, more detailed than any Agnes had ever seen, was laid out on the table, smooth stones placed at each corner of the ancient-looking vellum to hold down its frayed, curling edges. The box containing Lenda Hathspry’s head sat on the table as well. Agnes eyed it with sick dread.

			There had been little time to coordinate tactics in the rush to arrange the impromptu meeting. Nonetheless Rae assembled the Syraeic contingent before Ilanda and her people had arrived in the theater. Each had been briefed on the mission and the earth-shaking revelations from Gnexes that had called for it, only a day before. All had consented to their involvement.

			“Not a goddamned word from anyone unless I ask you to speak myself or if directly questioned by the queen,” said Rae, wagging a gnarled finger at them. “This woman has been a friend of the League as Countess of Beyenfort, as have her family, the Sallymonts. But she is new to the throne and will want to establish her authority. Saying no is the easiest way to do that. Add to that the fact we are asking her to overturn a forty-one-year-old royal interdict. We must convince her it is not only necessary, but essential.”

			“But what do we tell the woman?” asked Sir Arla. “Surely not the truth unvarnished!”

			This made Rae pause. “I’m … I’m not certain. I’m wondering how we might avoid it.”

			“Lictor Rae,” said Lumari, “simply put, we are on a mission to murder the gods. How can we undertake such a task without informing our monarch what’s at stake? Look at the aftermath of the death of just one of these sorcerers. What might be the consequences should we succeed in wiping out the whole lot? Or the consequences of failure?”

			“A holocaust of suffering, perhaps,” said Helmacht, his tone nervous.

			No, said Szaa’da’shaela, firmly. Agnes rested her palm on the weapon’s pommel, as though gentling an eager mount.

			“What we do is right,” she said, a tingle of confidence galloping from the sword’s hilt into her body, infusing her with conviction. “Timilis wasn’t the only trickster—they all are. All of them, deceivers, feeding on our pain, causing it! They must die.” She punctuated the word by slapping a hand on the table.

			“I do not mean to cause offense, Agnes,” said Helmacht in a soft voice, “but perhaps the fact that we come straight from your father’s funeral rites…” He trailed off, looked down at the table.

			There was a tense silence in the theater. Agnes’s heart beat faster, and hot anger readied to burst forth. But it was quelled by a pulse from Szaa’da’shaela. Instead, she drew in a deep breath, wanting her words to come across as rational, true.

			“You were not in those caves, Helmacht. You didn’t see what I saw at Gnexes, what we saw.” She gestured to Sira and Qeelb, both of whom were nodding slowly. “The gods are frauds, sorcerers who have sown and nurtured and harvested our suffering for hundreds of years. It’s a scale of criminality that makes the mind reel. We do a service to humanity by executing these villains.”

			“Perhaps that’s what should be said to the queen,” quipped Olbach, that smug smile on his face, a hand on that infernal box.

			“Olbach,” said Rae, her trembling as much from anger as infirmity, “if you open your trap in the presence of the queen, I’ll have your tongue removed and drop you in an oubliette. I’ll have them toss essays by first-year novices down there for you to grade until the Day of Judgment.”

			Olbach nodded and tapped his fingers on the box.

			“As you say, lictor. You run the show.”

			Pallas Rae looked at the map on the table for several moments, as if its catalogued ruins and geographical features might somehow guide her.

			“You will tell the tale, Agnes,” she said at last, sighing. “Every bit of it, up to the point you drove the Djao blade into that charlatan’s heart and kicked his accursed head down a hole in the earth. Sira and Qeelb, contribute to the narrative when it seems appropriate, but try not to draw too much attention to yourselves. Agnes just saved the queen’s life. Remember that. It means something, and therefore Agnes must act as our spokesperson. The rest of you, keep your mouths shut.”

			And that was it. When Queen Ilanda arrived with her retinue, Agnes recited the entire story, leaving out no detail, as though she were before a Syraeic inquiry. Sira and Qeelb spoke only a few times, clarifying an incident or filling in inadvertent gaps in the tale. While Queen Ilanda’s face betrayed no emotion, she was clearly captivated by the telling, her eyes never leaving Agnes. But at the moment of terrible revelation, Ilanda closed her eyes, swallowed hard, and pressed her fingertips to her forehead. Agnes stopped her narrative until the queen looked up again.

			“Continue.”

			She did, finishing the telling as they emerged from the sacred caves, dazed, blinking in the sunlight, carrying their dead with them. The lecture hall was quiet for a long time. Agnes watched the queen’s face, trying to read what was going through her mind. The queen’s word, after all, was law. How would they proceed if she denied them?

			“And now what, Agnes Manteo?” asked Ilanda after an eternity. “You requested an audience with us to make a petition. What is it the Syraeic League asks?”

			Szaa’da’shaela shivered at Agnes’s side and she answered. “To allow us to finish it, Your Majesty, in the Barrowlands. At Aem’al’ai’esh.”

			“Finish it? Kill these other … sorcerers?” It was as though the notion hadn’t fully penetrated her mind.

			“Yes, Highness. To kill the lot of them.”

			“Merciful saints,” muttered the commandant.

			Ilanda looked at Agnes with severity. “Have you considered, Agnes, that Timilis told you an outrageous lie?”

			Agnes made to reply but caught her breath. Had he? Was this all just another great joke? A final, elaborate prank performed by an unimaginably cruel and powerful child?

			No, Agnes! shouted the blade in her mind. He spoke the truth! You must convince her! Benesh-Enoah! Tell her!

			At that Ghallo, standing at the queen’s right side, looked suddenly at Agnes, his eyes strangely ancient, piercing.

			You must persuade her! continued Szaa’da’shaela, and it was then she understood the blade spoke to the boy, not to her. We cannot allow these people the opportunity to fail! Has your time wandering the world weakened your resolve, friend? I embody the righteousness of our cause! I have sacrificed my human form to see justice prevail! And now you waver? Are you no longer Ush’oul?

			Whatever the boy said in response to Szaa’da’shaela, Agnes couldn’t hear it in her mind as she did the incensed voice of the Djao blade. But after a few more moments Ghallo turned away from them and looked to the queen.

			Agnes, speak! the sword commanded her.

			Shaken, Agnes answered the queen’s question. “I … I don’t believe so, Your Majesty. This Djao blade, the one I inherited from my father, the weapon that slew the Aching God—another of these sorcerers—in the Barrowlands, and then Timilis in the caves of Gnexes, it tells me that all of this is true. And it is urgent. Imperative. We must kill them all, before they wake.”

			That last thought didn’t feel as if it had come from her own mind.

			“They sleep?”

			“In a sense, Your Majesty,” said Ghallo, his boy’s voice carrying a surprising authority. “At the place Agnes Manteo named, Aem’al’ai’esh, a Djao ruin, forbidden by royal decree over forty years ago. Where Coryth met these gods.”

			Ilanda looked at the boy as though he were a trusted advisor. Agnes was amazed. It was only weeks ago she had found him filling slop bowls in the palace dungeons. Now here he stood at the right hand of the queen! He was no longer just a skittish boy conscripted from the back alleys of Boudun, that much was clear. Agnes had witnessed his power at the coronation. Somehow, she still couldn’t reconcile what she was seeing with the lad they had rescued from those sunless corridors.

			“And you believe we should permit this expedition?” the queen asked the boy.

			Ghallo paused. “This is a decision you must make, Your Highness.”

			Coward! howled Szaa’da’shaela. You are not my ally, nor are you Ush’oul!

			“You have not been stingy with your advice in the past, Ghallo,” said the queen, annoyed. “Why this coyness?”

			Why indeed! said the blade, its trembling fury hot against Agnes’s thigh.

			“What you have been told is true,” said the boy. “Those beings have masqueraded as gods, manipulating, sowing human suffering, all to feed their endless desire for more power. Their interference has harmed you, yes, and they have brought great suffering. But they have aided you as well. This is a decision for humanity to make, not me.”

			“Are you not a member of humanity, then?” asked Ulwen Bath, incredulous.

			The boy pursed his lips, an oddly adult expression. “I care for humanity, Ulwen. But I am not its ruler. Ilanda is. Still—yes, I care for the fate of humanity, its freedom.”

			Freedom to remain in chains, as slaves to our depraved kind? Szaa’da’shaela growled. Had I a mouth, I would spit on you!

			“The queen did not ask you to make the decision for her, Ghallo,” said Bath, becoming visibly angry himself. “She asked for your counsel. As you know more about this than any of us here, surely you can render an opinion.”

			“There will be a price, grand chamberlain,” the boy answered. “It is perhaps too high.”

			No great accomplishments are made without pain and sacrifice! countered the sword, though only Agnes and the boy could hear its voice. What is lost can be rebuilt but free of the malignant interference of Belu and her hateful cohorts!

			“What price, Ghallo?” asked the queen.

			“I cannot say. Majesty.”

			“Cannot or will not, boy?” Bath queried.

			The queen held up a hand. After a long silence she adjusted the crown on her head and spoke. “You ask us to tear down our idols, Agnes Manteo, leave our religion in the dust. With what would you replace it? How can our culture survive without the sacraments of Belu? Without the solace of prayer and intervention of the others of our pantheon? Must we simply discard nearly eight centuries of tradition and devotion? We ourselves are a devotee of Chaeres, have called upon her blessings to keep the life that grows within us safe. Has she not done so, even after all the chaos and bloodshed that has erupted around us? Even if Chaeres and the others are no more than great sorcerers, haven’t they kept their end of the bargain?”

			Tell her, Benesh! Szaa’da’shaela cried. Tell her! I see that you are no longer my ally. But must you be my enemy?

			Ghallo showed no sign of having heard the Djao blade.

			“We have great love for the Syraeic League,” said the queen, rising from her chair. “Its mission of exploration and quest for knowledge is a jewel in our kingdom’s crown. But we must refuse you this thing. Hanifax has suffered much, and we would not see her suffer more. You have slain two of these beings, one at a time, with the explicit assistance of one of them and his acquiescence. How could you possibly prevail against a host of these mighty, possibly immortal sorcerers? My answer is no.”

			As Queen Ilanda had stood so did everyone in the room save Pallas Rae, unable to do so without assistance. Agnes herself was staggered, the enraged cries of Szaa’da’shaela still echoing in her mind. She had failed. But she mustn’t! Was there any way to change this woman’s mind? A panic began to engulf her, followed by shocks of fury emanating from the weapon. She felt so lost and confused, she almost missed Lictor Rae’s words.

			“Your Royal Highness,” she began, sitting forward in her chair, “I ask that you indulge an old woman. I have served both the League and the Crown most of my life, which nears its end. We have the Djao blade Agnes wields, as her father did before her. It tells us this expedition is imperative. In this box, there, is the severed head of a Syraeic agent killed in a Barrowlands tomb several years ago, brought back to us by Auric Manteo. The head in that box, it speaks. It lives.”

			There was a tense chorus of consternation from both the Syraeics and royal party. Only four of them present knew of this abomination. Or was it five? Had Agnes told Sira on their way to Gnexes? She couldn’t recall. She had been desperate to unburden herself. The queen, along with the rest of them, looked at the box upon which rested the tapping fingers of a smiling Olbach.

			“Should I open it, lictor?” he asked cheekily.

			“An oubliette!” hissed Rae.

			Olbach stopped tapping and put both hands over his mouth, playing the chastised child.

			“I would spare you the sight, Majesty,” the lictor continued. “But I tell you it has spoken prophecy, and each of its predictions have come to pass. It has aided us in translating the Djao hieroglyphs, and in other ways I won’t enumerate here. And it … she, says that this expedition must occur. Your Majesty, the prospect of sending these fine people on this mission fills me with infinite fears, but I believe it is what we must do.”

			Rae bowed her head in obeisance. Queen Ilanda looked from the box back to the lictor, then to the box again. For a moment, Agnes thought the queen would consent. But instead, she shook her head.

			“We are sorry, Lictor Rae. Our answer must be no. Do not think we distrust you or your sincerity. We must consider our responsibilities to all of Hanifax. The counsel we have received leads us to believe we cannot allow you into the Barrowlands for this purpose.”

			Agnes closed her eyes, let out a long, heavy sigh. An urge to draw Szaa’da’shaela free from its scabbard murmured in her heart. The impulse terrified her.

			“Agnes Manteo,” commanded the queen, “come before me. Kneel.”

			It took Agnes a moment, but she obeyed mechanically, as though sleepwalking. Kneeling before her, Agnes’s eyes fixed on the gold beads sewn into the queen’s gown. She could see they were fashioned as little honeybees and a mad giggle nearly escaped her throat.

			“Draw your sword and give it to us,” asked the queen.

			Agnes hesitated. She stands in our way, Agnes! Szaa’da’shaela said with a rumbling malice. But again, Agnes obeyed, trembling, awkwardly drawing the elegant Djao blade from its sheath and presenting it to Ilanda, hilt first, etched steel of the blade resting in the flat of her palm. The fingers of the queen’s right hand wrapped around the grip, and she raised it high.

			“It is so much lighter than it appears.”

			“Majesty,” said the boy Ghallo, “perhaps there is a better time for this, when the proper ceremonial sword is recovered from the ruins of Marcator’s basilica.”

			“Now you would advise us, Ghallo?” responded the queen, still testing the weapon’s remarkable balance in the air before her. “We will do this thing. She has earned it, and more. Agnes Manteo, for saving the life of your monarch and seeing to it we were crowned only three days ago, we christen thee a Knight of the Realm.” She brought the flat of Szaa’da’shaela’s blade down on her right shoulder, then the left, then the right again. “In the name of King Coryth the Revelator and the Six Floating Virgins, I name thee Sir Agnes of the Blade, of the Order of the Griffin Rampant. Arise, Sir Agnes.”

			Agnes stood slowly, lost her balance, and was prevented from falling only because Sira, standing nearby, steadied her.

			I dream, she thought.

			Agnes looked at the face of her queen, her dark, intelligent eyes, skin powdered white, delicate filigree cosmetics twisting from the corners of her eyes. Agnes found herself returning Ilanda’s brilliant smile.

			Do you see me, father, mother? Brother Tomas, I am made a knight of the realm!

			But the queen’s smile vanished, and Agnes witnessed a strange flicker of red light in her eyes. Ulwen Bath and the commandant caught Ilanda as she stumbled back. Szaa’da’shaela tumbled from her grasp, clattering on the floor with a resounding clang against the stone, echoing harshly in the theater. Sira shot to the queen’s side to attend her. Without thinking, Agnes reached out and grabbed the Djao blade.

			What have you done? she asked the weapon, horrified.

			What others would not, was its calm answer.

			A circle formed around the unconscious queen, lying in the commandant’s lap, fanning her with his hat, Sira feeling for a pulse at wrist, then neck. Sira placed a hand on the queen’s forehead and began to pray—to whom or what Agnes couldn’t say, but a few moments later Ilanda’s eyes fluttered open. She drew in three slow, deep breaths, followed by longer exhalations, before she finally looked up at Agnes and spoke.

			“We will permit you this journey to the Barrowlands, Sir Agnes,” the queen began, her voice cold and angry. “You and as many of your brothers and sisters willing to accompany you, transported by a ship of the Royal Navy. Kill these sorcerers, send their souls screaming to the Yellow Hells. A Letter of Imprimatur will be drafted for you this day, giving you absolute authority, without restriction. Be ruthless.”

			Agnes and the rest of them stepped back from the dais as the commandant and Ulwen helped Ilanda rise. The queen looked at Ghallo, then to Ulwen, a palm low on her abdomen.

			“Grand chamberlain, please take the one we call Ghallo back to our dungeons. Find a deep, dark cell for him to call his own. May the light of the sun never again touch his face.”
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			Brilliant Crimson

			In the very early morning following the extraordinary Syraeic audience, hours still before the sun would rise, Ulwen Bath was summoned to the queen’s chambers. He felt ragged and spent, not having slept for two days. Against the recommendation of the court apothecary, he had been using an alchemical draught to postpone the need for sleep. His duties simply demanded more hours than the waking day provided.

			“Pr’aps that hand o’ yers won’ heal proper ‘cause ye won’ get proper bleedin’ sleep,” muttered the apothecary when he supplied him with yet another flask of the stimulant mixture. “Belu can’t do the work alone, sirrah. Ye need natural goddamned sleep.”

			His name was Tyndo, a fellow of considerable skill and learning, despite the tenacity of his eastern hill country accent and slang. Ulwen suspected he cultivated the image of the bumpkin to confound the aristocrats he served. He seemed fond of telling his patients disconcerting stories about the origins of whatever tincture or medicine he prescribed. Either it was yet another crude backwoods remedy he had picked up from a toothless old woman living in a tumbled-down hut in the Bannerbraeke wilderness or contained concentrated extract of pig bile, goat urine, or some other disgusting ingredient. The truth was, no backwoods bumpkin would be allowed within the gates of the palace complex, let alone enrolled in royal service.

			Tyndo was already there when Ulwen arrived. The queen was still abed, looking dreadfully pale and feverish. The apothecary explained that Ilanda had woken with sharp stabbing pains in her womb. When she reached down and felt dampness between her legs, her fingers came away red with blood. One of her maidservants answered her cry for aid, and they discovered both Ilanda’s nightclothes and the bedsheets stained a brilliant crimson. Tyndo had his kit with him, an ingenious contraption that looked like a simple suitcase but in fact expanded to a portable worktable and pharmacy. He ground a few substances with mortar and pestle, then added the greenish powder to a glass flask of pale milky liquid he shook for a full five minutes before handing it to the queen.

			“Drink it, mum,” he said with far more deference than the rest of his patients received. “The whole bott’l, if ye would.

			Ilanda sat up in the bed with a pained expression, her maidservant Ruby propping pillows behind her. She raised the neck of the flask to her nose and recoiled at the odor. Nevertheless, she drank it down obediently.

			“Augh, vile stuff Doctor Tyndo,” said the queen, wiping away remnants of the liquid on her lips with the back of her hand. “I can’t decide whether stink or taste is more hideous.”

			Tyndo kneaded his rude woven skullcap in his rough hands, giving Ilanda a quick little bow. “Tha’ would be the slivered Dyerwy mushrooms, Highness, sprung up fresh from cow’s dung, dried an’ baked’n wi’out washin’ ‘em. Bitter’n stinky they are. Fer yoor blood loss, mum. I’d ask ye t’fergive me, not makin’ it more palatable.”

			“Your Majesty,” said Ulwen, motioning Tyndo back with his good hand. “The baby … it is…”

			Ilanda frowned and looked down for a moment before responding.

			“Gone. If it ever was.”

			“Your Highness?”

			“The Manteo sword, Ulwen,” she answered, tugging a pillow out from beneath her so she could lie flatter in the bed. “She told me my pregnancy was a false one. A spell cast by Ghallo, before he died.”

			“Your Majesty, I do not understand.”

			“Apologies, Ulwen, it’s confusing for me as well. The old Aerican, he placed a false pregnancy upon me, before his body gave out and he took the boy’s. His name is Benesh-Enoah. He’s an ancient sorcerer. He’s been switching bodies for millennia, ever since the Djao hegemony collapsed.”

			“How do you know—”

			“The sword told me, after I knighted Agnes. In my mind, she spoke to me—in a woman’s voice, it’s why I give her gender. She told me many things, showed me many things. Including what this Benesh-Enoah had done to me, this cruel … illusion, this farce.” Ilanda closed her eyes tightly, squeezed away a tear. The maidservant, mopping the queen’s brow with a damp cloth, made soft cooing noises as though she comforted an infant. Ilanda pushed her hand and the cloth away weakly, but even that seemed to weary her further.

			“Ruby, enough! Brew me tea. Use Harkeny honey.” The older woman, chastised, bowed and left the room.

			Ulwen was incredulous. He hadn’t questioned the queen’s command to have the boy imprisoned beneath the palace. And when he had emerged from that dark place, she had already retired to her private apartments and denied any but her maidservants’ entry.

			“Bright Coryth’s shade, why? Why would he do such a terrible thing?”

			“To give me something to fight for, I think,” she said, wincing as she shifted in the bed. “I believe he knew beforehand of the deaths of my husband and father, knew how hard they would hit me. He needed me … fighting.”

			“And the actual boy Ghallo … is he—”

			“Gone,” she said, a weak wave of a hand in the air before her. “When the Aerican took the child’s body, forever. Past the Final Veil—if there even is a Final Veil, if it isn’t all darkness. Think of it, Ulwen: all our beliefs and traditions, a tissue of lies, torn through in a single stroke.”

			“Oh, Yoor Highness,” said Tyndo, whom they both had forgotten was still present, “don’ let this tragedy break yoor faith. Second Book o’ Chaeres, twelfth chapter reads—”

			“That will be all for now, doctor,” the queen interrupted, her irritation plain. “Attend me again at dawn.”

			Tyndo nodded and gathered up his things, the worktable and pharmacy collapsing easily so that he could carry it again under his arm. He set a vial containing something gray and translucent on her nightstand before departing.

			“Nightbliss, mum. Get ye some sleep, help w’yoor pain.”

			Ruby arrived with the queen’s tea. After serving it, Ilanda and Ulwen were alone again. She blew over the lip of the porcelain cup and sipped, made a face and handed it to him to set on the nightstand.

			“Dr. Tyndo’s treatment. It poisons my palette still. The effect had better not prove permanent.”

			“Perhaps the sleep draught, Highness,” Ulwen offered, worried at her pallid complexion, her dark hair damp against her forehead.

			“Soon enough. I didn’t summon you here to assist with phantom miscarriages, sir. We have business to discuss.”

			Ulwen didn’t like this changed Ilanda. She had never been one for shallow sarcasm.

			“Of course, Your Highness. With what might I assist you?”

			“Your injury.”

			“Ma’am?”

			“It prevents you from casting spells, I’m told. Is this not a serious handicap for a grand chamberlain?”

			“It is, indeed, Majesty.” Ulwen had considered resigning himself, when it became clear the priests of Belu could do no more for him. He flexed the fingers on the hand, concealed by the metallic cloth wrap he wore at all times. He spared himself the gruesome sight as much as those around him. Bone showed through on index finger and thumb, and his pinky and ring fingers were fused together, as though the flesh had melted and cooled in a new, ugly form. The subtle motions and gestures required to cast even simple spells were beyond him. Why, he couldn’t even light a candle unless he managed to learn to do it with his left hand alone.

			“Master Surin believes I should replace you.”

			Ulwen noticed the “I” rather than “we.”

			“Master Surin,” he said evenly, “is not necessarily wrong.”

			“Explain ‘necessarily wrong.’”

			Ulwen tried to squeeze the mangled hand beneath the cloth. Tendrils of pain raced up his fingers and past his wrist. Useless, he mused. No longer a true sorcerer. Yellow Hells! I couldn’t even aid my father in his bakery—it might as well be a stump.

			“It is true that unless my hand is somehow repaired, I am unable to perform even rudimentary sorcery. It doesn’t negate my understanding of the arts, my ability to manage and direct competent practitioners, nor to supervise the bureaucracy. Only my personal employment of magic suffers. As a result, I would have proved useless defending you at the coronation.”

			“That is not typically a grand chamberlain’s role at a coronation. We are grateful for your service, sir. We do not question your devotion.”

			Ah, thought Ulwen, the royal “we” is back.

			“We ask if you can perform your duties adequately with this handicap, even if it is a temporary one.”

			“There are many court sorcerers under my supervision who can assist with any daily responsibilities requiring the use of magic. Like a man with failing eyesight having an assistant read to him.”

			“And those court sorcerers, they will still respect you? Will they fear you any longer?”

			Ulwen didn’t like the implication.

			“Highness, I am not one to use fear as a motivating tool if I can help it. There have always been sorcerers within the grand chamberlain’s office more gifted than myself. I didn’t arrive at this post because I am the most talented with thaumaturgy. In all honesty, Your Majesty, I am—or was—no more than a competent sorcerer. My greatest gifts lie in administration, providing counsel. I have a talent for herding cats, and that’s the best way to describe the royal bureaucracy. Those skills are undiminished. But of course, I serve at your pleasure.”

			The queen closed her eyes again, perhaps from another touch of pain, nodding feebly.

			“And if I were to command you resign, with whom should I replace you?”

			“Artesmia Ruhl,” he said without hesitation.

			“Hmmm,” she commented. “She’s not on the list of recommended candidates provided by Master Surin.”

			“Master Surin knows many things, Your Highness, but he does not know everything, and he has his biases and blind spots.”

			“Isn’t she from Ulstermythe, or thereabouts?”

			“She is, Majesty, hence his bias.”

			“And you think a native of Marburand would be a wise choice?”

			“She may be from outside Ulstermythe, Your Highness, but she is Royal College trained. There is a rule of thumb about Burandi sorcerers who chose the R.C. over the Spire, which I have come to follow. Every R.C. graduate originally from Marburand that I have known has an unpleasant history with the duchy’s aristocracy. They may love their homeland, but they have no love for its rulers. Artesmia is one of those.”

			Ilanda nodded again. “What about Abrutte Akin?”

			“Surin’s choice, no doubt.”

			“First of four, he is.”

			“Too vain, too enamored with luxury. Abrutte’s first and last thought is about what’s best for Abrutte. It colors his every action. As long as his welfare aligns with yours, you would have no worries.”

			“The same could be said for most men.”

			Ulwen tried to squeeze his right hand again, failed.

			“Most men, yes. Your Highness, I wish only to serve you and the imperium. I have dedicated my life to that purpose. I’ll draft my formal resignation and have it to you by dawn, but I ask most humbly that you demote me, or place me in some posting outside the grand chamberlain’s office where I might still be of use to you. I assure you, I’d hold no bitterness answering to those who once answered to me.”

			Ilanda opened her eyes slowly and gave him a fragile smile, raising a hand.

			“I think I’ll take that nightbliss now, Ulwen.”

			He retrieved it from the table by her bed with his good hand, tried to unscrew the lid with one-handed. It was too tightly sealed for him to manage. He bowed, handing her the vial.

			“My apologies, Your Majesty.”

			She took the vial, still giving him that sad smile.

			“Oh, no bother, Ulwen. I have not been queen long enough to have forgotten how to perform such simple tasks.”

			She unscrewed the lid and poured the contents of the vial into her mouth, then tried to hand the empty container to him. It slipped from her fingers and shattered on the polished marble floor.

			“Oh, nightbliss is preferable to Tyndo’s other mixture.”

			“I am glad, Your Majesty. Is there anything more you require of me before you relax?”

			“Oh, much more, sir. As my grand chamberlain I am certain your duties are legion. I expect you to continue in them for many years to come. See that I’m awoken no later than the seventh bell. And begin work on the Letter of Imprimatur for our Syraeic friends.”

			Ulwen’s heart soared. “As you wish, my queen.”

			But she was already asleep, Tyndo’s draught having done its business quickly. He sought out Ruby and informed her of the queen’s directive, asked her to clean up the broken glass, and left the apartments, feeling a renewed spring in his step. As he turned the corner, he nearly collided with a page whose face reminded him of a hound, all mournful eyes and drooping features.

			“An urgent message for Her Royal Highness,” said the dog-faced page, holding a small cylinder of tin between thumb and index finger.

			“Her Majesty sleeps. Give it to me.”

			The page complied, bowed, and was back down the corridor before Ulwen raised the little cylinder to his nostrils and drew in a deep breath. The scent of sorcery, transmutation and compulsion magic, an odd amalgam of sulfur, garlic, and peppermint. A messenger bird had been rather expensively compelled to fly a great distance at speed to carry this here. He tried to pop off the lid with the thumb of his left hand but failed. He cursed and worked it off with his teeth, spat the metal lid and the taste of tin onto the floor. He coaxed the rolled-up slip of paper out of the tube with a dozen brisk, up-and-down shakes of his arm before it finally popped out and fell to the ground. He bent over to pick up, unfurling the parchment as he rose again. He scanned the brief message.

			“Twelve hundred miles, little bird,” he whispered, re-reading the words, hastily scrawled in a shaky hand. “A long journey to wake an ailing queen from alchemical slumber. And no gods to answer our prayers.”

			The message read:

			KORSA HORDES MASSED ALONG SELVEY / ASSAULTS ON RIVER POSTS FROM WEST TO EAST / WITCH-QUEEN MAGDA LAYS SIEGE TO BEYENFORT WITH LARGE ARMY, NETHERWORLD BEAST OF GREAT SIZE / HARKENY REQUESTS URGENT AID

			SYMON PADIVALE, COUNT-REGENT
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			Goodbyes

			Preparations for the expedition brought on a whirlwind of activity for Agnes and the other members of the team. This included an exhausting review of Barrowlands lore and geography that made her feel like a fourth-year novice again. There was also a wealth of new information on the few Djao hieroglyphics the League’s researchers had been able to decipher, thanks to the aid they had received from a source whom Agnes strove to forget. Her leadership of this endeavor overwhelmed her, even if Sir Arla would be keeping a hand on the reins as well. And she was under no illusions as to why she had assumed a role normally given to only the most seasoned field agents.

			“That sword,” Pallas Rae had said, “bloody Szaa’da’shaela is the only reason you will have final word on this mission, Agnes. Your connection with the artifact provides you with insight others won’t immediately possess. Some decisions may have to be made in a split second. We can’t have another step between. But you must heed Sir Arla’s voice. She’s been in the field longer than you’ve been eating solid food, and that counts, especially in the Barrowlands.”

			“I will, lictor,” she had replied. “But…” She trailed off.

			“Speak, child.”

			“I understand why I’m acting as lead, and I think you know me well enough to understand I’m not some heedless, pig-headed fool who goes tromping into the devil’s nest thinking she’s invincible.”

			“Of course I know that, dear.”

			“But do you think I’m up to this?”

			Lictor Rae paused long enough for Agnes to worry about her response. The old woman squeezed her good eye shut for a moment and began to speak before opening it again.

			“I’ve told you before, lass, that I believe you to be as fine a field agent as I’ve ever seen so young in her career. That is not hyperbole. I don’t mean to flatter you or build in you a false sense of confidence. You are bold, your instincts are good, and you were already a talented swordswoman before you wielded that Djao thing. Now—gods of storm and sea, I pity whatever comes between you and your quarry. But you are young, Agnes Manteo. Let Sir Arla guide you.”

			I will guide you, said Szaa’da’shaela, motherly and insistent.

			“The sword says she will guide me,” Agnes reported without thinking.

			“It’s ‘she’ now, eh? No longer an it?”

			“She has a woman’s voice, in my mind.”

			“Yes. And you trust it?”

			Don’t let her sow doubt between us, Agnes, dear.

			“She wants what we want. Justice and freedom from tyrant tricksters who feed on the suffering they manufacture.”

			“Well, my precocious, freckled field agent,” Lictor Rae said, giving her a sharp tap on the end of her nose with a crooked, quivering finger, “let’s all pray that our goals and the goals of that Djao artifact remain in perfect harmony.”
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			It turned out she was saying goodbyes a day earlier than she had anticipated. Chalca, whom she hadn’t seen in several days, came to visit her the day before the expedition’s departure. It seemed as though the intimacy between her and the actor was no more; interactions between them felt awkward. He apologized for not attending her father’s funeral and wished her luck on her journey. He showed her that Lictor Rae had given him a fat purse of coin, and had also discovered that his friend Scylla was indeed in the queen’s dungeons, where he too had been imprisoned and abused. He waved folded parchment in the air.

			“You lictor has secured her release. It’s my last stop before leaving this bloody city.”

			“Is Scylla unharmed?”

			“I don’t know,” he had said, looking past her. “I don’t know what they do to women like Scylla in that place. I know what they did to me, and it gives me no comfort. But she’s a tough one. Tougher than I am … was.”

			“I’m sorry,” she said. It was all she could think to say.

			“Sorry? Why? You didn’t put her there. Nor make the world as it is.”

			Agnes placed a hand on his cheek, touching one of the new, vivid scars he tried to conceal with cosmetics. Chalca flinched at the touch, then took her hand away and patted it like a grandchild’s. They sat like that in silence for a few minutes before he finally stood, kissed her on the top of her head, and said one last thing before leaving.

			“Go,” he said, still not looking her in the eye. “Go unmake the world.”

			Unmake the world.

			The words echoed in Agnes’s mind, making her review of Lower Djao script and translation impossible. Unmake the world. Was that what she was doing? The priests of Timilis had burned their temples down, and those of every other Djao pretender-god they could. Was that act of destruction a final implementation of Timilis’s malign will or the impact of his death on the clerics who had dedicated themselves to his service? Perhaps the sorcerer’s demise had somehow sent his priests mad with murderous impulses they couldn’t understand. Or maybe their self-immolation and arson spree was nothing more than poisonous spite played out on a grand scale. How would the clergy of the other gods react when theirs were snuffed out? Would all priests go insane?

			Agnes was on the verge of chucking the brittle, old linguistics codex across the room—an unthinkable sin—when one of those priests presented himself at her door. It was a sad-eyed Raimund. He stood in the doorway, Agnes blinking like an idiot, him staring back at her, neither of them speaking. Had she even thought of him since returning to Boudun? Didn’t that mean their affair was at an end, if he hadn’t even crossed her mind?

			“How long have you been back?” he asked at last.

			“About two weeks. I’ve been very busy.”

			“As have I. Healing burns and other injuries. From the great fire. We’re so blessed the Blue Cathedral was unharmed.”

			For the first time Agnes wondered at the strangeness of it. Belu’s basilica untouched, while all around it was ravaged. Was it the same across the empire? What did it mean?

			“Lucky indeed,” she answered.

			“I said blessed, Agnes,” he said, showing an emotion especially rare for this man: annoyance.

			Agnes stared over the chasm that lay between them. He was consecrated priest of a pretender-god, utterly devoted to that undeserving charlatan, while she aimed at Belu’s permanent dethronement. How could they ever speak honestly with one another again?

			“You have no fucking idea,” she said, shocked that the words had come out of her mouth.

			The look of puppy-dog grievance on his face made Agnes want to slam the door shut on him. But in seconds his features relaxed, and the compassionate, madly patient countenance returned.

			“Your father is dead. I heard. I am so sorry, love.”

			Agnes gritted her teeth, not wanting her heart to soften in response.

			“Yes,” she answered, her tone cold. “We burned him three days ago. His ashes are down in the columbaria below.”

			“I would have been there for you.”

			“It was a small Syraeic affair,” she lied.

			“Oh. Well, I understand.”

			His understanding infuriated her.

			“May I come in?”

			Agnes stepped back and waved him in with a sweep of her arm. He sat on the edge of her bed. Rather than join him there as she normally would, she went across the room and retrieved Szaa’da’shaela, belting it around her waist.

			“I haven’t much time, I’m afraid. We are off on another expedition tomorrow.”

			“So soon?”

			“Yes. It’s urgent. I’m afraid I can’t give you any details.”

			I’m off to slit Belu’s throat, she thought.

			“Who is the Blue Cathedral sending with you?”

			Agnes froze, not certain what lie to tell him, wanting him out of her room. Why had she even allowed him in?

			“Sira Edjani,” she finally said.

			“Really? Things are a bit unsettled at the cathedral, with the archbishop’s terrible death at the coronation. You heard, of course?”

			“I heard,” she said.

			“Count Mychel of Aelbrinth, he used foul sorcery against the queen! Can you imagine such a thing? Beasts summoned from some netherworld hell at a sacred ceremony! It really makes one despair at the state of things. We were told that an angel of the gods appeared, slew the creatures one after another, and rounded up the traitors. Have you heard the stories?”

			Agnes smiled at that. “I’m sure it’s an exaggeration.”

			“Such times we live in.”

			“Yeah,” she said, wishing him back to his cathedral.

			That was too much for the empathetic man.

			“What is it, my love? You’ve always sought me out after an expedition, full of tales. What happened in the east? How did your father die?”

			“I’m not ready to talk about that,” she said, aware of how hollow those words sounded.

			“Of course, Agnes. When you’re ready.”

			The two of them were quiet then, Raimund looking at her kindly, meaningfully, Agnes with a perfunctory smile on her face. A full minute past the point of it feeling very uneasy, he remembered an earlier detail of their conversation.

			“You said Sira Edjani was coming with you on this next expedition.”

			“Yes.”

			“I overheard a couple of prelates the other day saying that your expedition was back in Boudun, but that Sira hadn’t come to the cathedral for the Rituals of Return. Every priest seconded to the League must do it. Sira should know she needs the fellowship of the priesthood after such an exertion, especially before she departs on another mission. Those postings are very draining for us, Agnes.”

			“And how would you know?” she snapped, immediately regretting her defensive outburst. Again, the wounded puppy appeared.

			“It’s true I’ve never joined a Syraeic team before, Agnes, but I know fellow priests who have. I’ve heard the tales. You’ve told me many yourself. Perhaps one day I might accompany you—”

			“Yellow Hells, no!” she shouted, ignoring Szaa’da’shaela’s gentling quaver. “The Barrowlands would eat you alive!”

			“The Barrowlands? You’re going to the Barrowlands?”

			“Yes! I mean … no! Look, I told you I can’t speak with you about it! You’re a city priest, Raimund, meant to mend broken fingers and cuts from bread knives! I’m sorry if it hurts you, but you’re just too soft and sensitive for the field!”

			It was plain it did hurt him, but Raimund made a noble effort to mask it, nodding slowly and responding in a calm voice.

			“Agnes, darling, I may be a city priest, but I am touched by the goddess and consecrated to her divine service. If I am called to your field, I will answer.”

			“Make sure the answer is ‘no,’ then,” she said.

			Dismiss him, Agnes, said the sword, emphatic. Get him gone. Now.

			Before he could respond, Agnes leapt up from her chair and demanded that he leave. She could sense his anger—that little trembling of the muscles in his jaw, the vein at his left temple—but, true to his nature, he didn’t fight her. Before leaving her room he kissed her chastely on both cheeks, as though they were cousins.

			“You’ve given me a lot to think about, Agnes. I’ll meditate on this, ask for the Blue Mother’s guidance. Belu bless you and your endeavor. I will continue to pray for you. Return home safely.”

			And he was gone.

			Don’t see him again, Agnes, said the sword a moment later.

			“Why?” was her petulant response, though she was thinking the same herself.

			I sense trouble about him, for you, for our purpose.

			“We leave tomorrow. I won’t see him again until after we return. If we return. How can he harm our purpose?”

			Nevertheless, that soft priest is a danger to us.

			Agnes asked how, said she didn’t understand, but the blade would say no more.
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			The next morning, as the team readied for departure, the name of their Royal Navy transport had still not been revealed. Agnes stood next to Sir Arla, who barked orders at porters loading the Syraeics’ gear onto a pair of wagons while herding the Syraeics themselves onto a third. All wore their iconic League cuirasses of dark, hardened leather, the nine-pointed star emblazoned on the left breast, excepting Qeelb and Lumari. Even Sira wore the armor. How unnatural she looked to Agnes! When had she ever seen a priest, save those of Vanic, attired so? She even wore a short sword at her side, little more than a long dagger, really. Agnes had never seen the woman raise a hand in anger. Now she was armed and armored, though she lacked any formal training with either. Sira was no longer a priest of any god and her role in their expedition was still uncertain. Regardless, Szaa’da’shaela insisted her presence was required, and that itself had been enough for Sira.

			Qeelb was just as changed, wearing new red-brown robes, fresh linen bandages on his head concealing his shattered binding jewel. He was even cleanly shaven, and nearly all signs of the brutalization he had suffered while a resident of the queen’s dungeons were gone. But the most evident alteration was a torn strip of silk, eggshell white, embroidered with brightly colored flowers, wrapped around his head, covering the empty pits where his eyes had once been.

			“Good morning, Agnes,” he said in his gravelly baritone when she approached him.

			“It seems Helmacht’s solution has worked for you, then!” she said happily, reaching up to adjust the enchanted blindfold.

			“Aye. Though I don’t appreciate the stink of necromancy.”

			“Necromancy?” she wondered. “I smell nothing, but I’ve never liked the word. I thought it only brought cruel things.”

			“You haven’t the nose for sorcery, Agnes,” he responded, adjusting the cloth himself. “But, yes, there’s always a drop of cruelty in it somewhere. This one’s a combination of old Busker charms. The cloth was torn from the grave clothes of a virgin suicide, harvested under a waning moon, less than a week after her burial, without the family’s consent. I get little flickers of the poor girl’s life from time to time, but can see as well as I ever did otherwise. Bearing witness to someone else’s sad nostalgia is a small price to pay for such a gift, I think.”

			The notion gave Agnes a shudder.

			Lictor Rae arrived shortly after in her sedan chair, bundled up with a blanket as though it was the height of winter. Her skin was especially pallid that morning, her tremors more pronounced, and Agnes was suddenly struck with the idea that this might be the last time she saw the old woman alive.

			“You are to head out to the Royal Navy docks,” said Rae, holding out a slip of paper to Sir Arla. “Not sure which one will bring you north, but we’ll find out soon enough.”

			Agnes felt a petty twinge of annoyance. As the team lead, shouldn’t she be the one who received that note? But a second later, she was grateful she hadn’t opened her mouth and made a fool of herself. Lictor Rae had another paper, this one rich vellum with a dark green wax stamp.

			“You, Agnes,” said the lictor after a series of wet coughs, “are to head to the palace. It appears the queen wants to hand you the Letter of Imprimatur personally. You can meet the party at the docks afterwards.”

			Agnes took the royal invitation. Lictor Rae ordered the Syraeic wagons to depart for the harbor, then had the novices bearing her chair set it down and dismissed them with another wave and a series of hacking coughs.

			“I want one last word with you, dear,” said Rae, beckoning her closer. Agnes felt Szaa’da’shaela twitter nervously, but she obeyed. Oddly, the lictor didn’t say anything for a long while, holding onto the fingers of Agnes’s left hand with her own. Her grip was so cold Agnes worried if any blood at all was flowing through Rae’s extremities. Rae looked at her with that one eye, unblinking. She assumed the lictor would have more advice for the expedition, some detail about the Barrowlands, serving as expeditionary lead, or reminding her again to heed Sir Arla. It was something else entirely.

			“We don’t know how the queen was changed by our audience with her, whatever contact with that Djao blade did to her. But I think you should be very careful with Ilanda the First. I hope she is still our ally.”

			“Do you think she—”

			“I don’t think anything. I worry. I worry about what I’ve seen and what I know, and what remains unseen and unknown. Forces are abroad in the world, making mischief. I believe there are times for boldness, decisive action, and there are times for caution. Some prickling at the back of this old woman’s head tells me that caution in the palace is the correct approach. It was a labyrinth of hidden snares and pitfalls in Geneviva’s time. We would be fools to assume it has changed with this younger, prettier one on the throne for less than a week. And one who may have been touched by a darkness.”

			Szaa’da’shaela gave a little growl and Agnes put her free hand to its hilt.

			“Are you saying my blade is evil?”

			My blade, she thought.

			Pallas Rae smiled and did a thing Agnes would never have expected. She kissed Agnes on her fingers with cold, dry lips, and let them go.

			“No, not evil, lass,” she said, shooing her away with a wave of a hand. “Off with you, Agnes Manteo, daughter of Auric. Go make your father and your proctors proud. Make me proud.”
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			Agnes’s royal invitation was written on creamy vellum, twice as thick as the common parchment they used at the Citadel. In addition to her name, it only contained six words—The Queen Requires Your Immediate Presence—and the wax seal of the griffin rampant, the mythological beast standing on its two hind lion’s legs with sword brandished, little flecks of gold in the green wax. At the gates of the palace complex, it was as though she held a magic talisman. The guards snapped into action, and after only a few moments a woman arrived, clad in the robes of the grand chamberlain’s office, a pale green peridot set in her forehead. The woman, whose entire right ear had been cut off at some point in her past, leaving only a hole, led Agnes through the main door of the castle complex. After a long hallway, they walked through half a dozen hidden doors requiring quick incantations to reveal and open. Finally, she found herself standing in the queen’s bedchamber.

			Agnes recognized the room from when she had visited it with Kennah and her father, but it was Geneviva’s then. The dimensions and some of its trappings were the same, but it no longer had the noxious, dreadful air. Fewer vases of fresh flowers adorned the chamber, but the floral scent came through clear and bright, without the menacing odor of ambling death beneath it. Queen Ilanda lay on a couch that reminded Agnes of the wax seal: deep green cushions, its legs painted gold, carved like a lion’s paws on one end, a hawk’s clawed feet at the other. The dark-haired woman looked wan and tired, with dark circles under her eyes. This was the first time Agnes had seen the woman without the cosmetics of the court, so there was nothing to hide the signs of fatigue. Standing near her was Ulwen Bath, a cluster of scrolls under one arm, one unfurled in front of him.

			“Thank you, Artesmia,” said the queen in a pleasant voice. “That will be all for now.”

			The one-eared woman who had escorted Agnes bowed stiffly and left the chamber without a sound.

			The queen seemed more a human being than she had at the audience following the funeral. Agnes felt some of the tension leave her neck and shoulders. Could she just be herself in this moment? Her father had saved the lives of people close to her, and Agnes herself had saved her life only days before. But then she remembered Rae’s caution. So instead, she bowed deeply and held the pose until Ilanda bade her rise.

			“Greetings, Sir Agnes,” said the queen with a pearly smile. It was the first time anyone had used that honorific in addressing her, and Agnes blushed, blood rushing to her face.

			“Good morning, Your Majesty,” she replied, bowing again.

			“You are kitted out for your endeavor, we see. There has always been something about seeing a woman clad in armor, girded with a weapon—ah! It makes our heart sing. The Syraeic League practices none of the stupid chauvinism of our armies and navies. Too many men are made uncomfortable by a woman without need of a masculine defender, eh? Why do you think the League is different in this? While it’s not a purely martial organization, fighting devils and the dead is a component of what you do—surely those are manly pursuits.”

			Agnes wasn’t certain if the queen played with her, then realized she was in the monarch’s presence, wearing the Djao blade. Surely this wasn’t an oversight. Was Ilanda paying her yet another honor, extending unparalleled trust? She decided to answer the queen’s question as though it was a serious one.

			“It’s something hammered into us early, in the first year of the novitiate, Your Highness. I can vividly recall two things said on the subject by my primary proctor that year. First, ‘We Syraeics honor a person’s wit and skill, not what nature planted between their legs.’ And second, ‘What we do is far too important for us to indulge in idiot bigotry.’”

			“A man of learning and wisdom,” said the queen. “An all too rare combination. What was his name?”

			“His name was Claster Bashan. He died in the plague last year. And I agree, Highness … about it being a rare combination.”

			“Our note to Pallas Rae said we wished to give you this ourselves, Agnes Manteo,” said the queen as the grand chamberlain handed her a fat packet of folded papers and ribbons drawn from a pocket in his robes. It was the Letter of Imprimatur. The queen held it out to her then, and Agnes received it with yet another formal bow.

			“I thank you kindly, Your Majesty.”

			“But that was something of a pretext.”

			A pause. The queen’s stare was unnerving.

			“Your Majesty?”

			“We have a few questions we wish to ask.”

			“I … I will answer them as best I can.”

			“Not you, Agnes. That sword that hangs on your hip.”

			Agnes’s heart skipped a beat.

			“Szaa’da’shaela, Your Highness?”

			“Ah, the sword has a name! Of course. Say it again, please. Slowly.”

			Agnes repeated the Djao blade’s name.

			“Szaa’da’shaela,” repeated the queen. “Djao words have a poetic lilt to them sometimes, don’t you think?”

			Agnes smiled and nodded, the ground where she stood no longer feeling firm, though she wasn’t sure why. Queen Ilanda dismissed Ulwen Bath. He protested at first, but left when she insisted his presence was not necessary. When the two of them were alone, it began.

			“Well, where to start?” said the queen. “Szaa’da’shaela, when you spoke to us before you said that you have a sort of prescience. So we ask, are we sending Agnes Manteo and the rest of those brave Syraeics to their deaths?”

			The question shocked Agnes, but not as much as its answer.

			Undoubtedly, yes. Some will die. Perhaps many, most.

			“Szaa’da’shaela says some, perhaps more than some, will die.”

			Why should that shock me? Agnes chastised herself. I’ve seen nearly a dozen brothers and sister die on expedition. I’ve read a hundred accounts of dangerous Barrowlands forays. Why should this one be any different?

			“Of course,” said the queen with a casual nod. “There is no triumph without sacrifice.”

			This is so, said the sword.

			“Szaa’da’shaela agrees that’s true,” Agnes shared, not liking her role as translator.

			“But with all this sacrifice, will they succeed?”

			We must, said the sword, ardent. Agnes passed it on to the queen.

			“We didn’t ask if they must succeed, Szaa’da’shaela, but if they will succeed.”

			Whatever is required, we shall prevail over this cabal of cannibals and pretenders to godhead. I have seen the world without their pestilential presence. I am certain of our success.

			Agnes repeated Szaa’da’shaela’s words verbatim.

			“Very unequivocal. I’d call that a satisfying ‘yes.’ Szaa’da’shaela, what will become of my kingdom when these false gods are brought down?”

			Hanifax will survive, you will rule it wisely.

			“We do not find the word ‘survive’ sufficiently reassuring, Szaa’da’shaela. And the second half of that sentence seems tailored to distract me from the first half’s vagaries.”

			The sword was silent for a moment. When it finally spoke, Agnes dutifully shared its words with the queen.

			There will be some struggle and pain, of course. But humankind will survive and flourish. Understand that not all is revealed to me. The future is written not in bold print, but in shifting reflections and shadows.

			The queen smiled sourly. “Your sword has a courtier’s tongue, Sir Agnes. Her answer avoids telling us something she doesn’t wish us to know.”

			I speak only the truth as I understand it.

			“Szaa’da’shaela says it … she is speaking the truth she knows.”

			The queen propped herself up on her couch, her eyes trained not on Agnes, but the Djao artifact sheathed at her side. “Then let me speak my truth to you, Szaa’da’shaela. Serve Sir Agnes well, do not fail in your mission, and bring as many of them back safely to us here in Boudun as you can. But especially this one. She is precious to us.”

			I will do my best, Ilanda Reges.

			“And hear this: never do to her what you did to me. Whatever it was.”

			After a few heartbeats, Szaa’da’shaela said, What I did was regrettably necessary, but I give you my pledge.

			“Now, our final question,” said the queen, her face hard. “The one you call Benesh-Enoah. We have released him from our dungeons. We had urgent need of his skills. You know where we sent him. Did we do right?”

			I do, and you did. If he succeeds, perhaps it will serve as proper penance.

			“There is no penance hard enough for what he did,” the queen said, menace in her voice and on her features.

			The queen looked then to Agnes, but her features did not soften.

			“Be ruthless, Agnes. Ruthless. Whatever it takes to exterminate these sorcerers, have no mercy. Their yoke must be removed entirely. Then, at least, we will sink or swim on our own, without aid or interference.”

			“Yes, Your Majesty.”

			“We would wish you godspeed, but that seems ill-suited for your endeavor. So instead, we wish you success and a safe return, without appeal to any gods. We are all of us toppling idols. They have already fallen in the hearts and minds of those who are privy to your dark revelation. But you, you will bring them crashing down before you, in person. You will be the greatest revolutionary the world has ever known. But remember this, Sir Agnes Manteo: history remembers its iconoclasts, but not always fondly.”
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			Before leaving the queen’s presence, Ilanda pointed out a slip of paper tucked into the folds of the Letter of Imprimatur. Agnes pulled it out and found it covered with symbols reminiscent of those on the note Commodore Amalard had written for them in Ralsea. The queen confirmed this for her when she said it was naval code, and that it contained a surprise.

			“Head to the Royal Navy docks, Sir Agnes. Hand this to any sailor in uniform and he’ll steer you to your passage.”

			It was a strange, solitary walk to Harborfront District, details of the surreal question and answer session with the queen, the uncertainty that seemed to take a more prominent perch in Agnes’s heart, how the task ahead weighed on her. The people she passed in the streets were wary of one another, surly. The hostility she had felt in the city before they had left for Gnexes had metastasized into something deeper, more troubling.

			Perhaps it’s best I won’t be in Boudun, she thought, a foreboding knot in the pit of her stomach.

			When she reached the docks, she made her way to those designated exclusively for Royal Navy. Six great warships towered over the other naval craft moored in the harbor, looming brutes among a cluster of schoolchildren. One she recognized as Sister Courage. The idea of contending with Captain Gorsey’s petty pique all the way to Serekirk sickened her.

			Agnes halted a swarthy-looking sailor passing by her by grabbing hold of his sleeve. His indignant glare turned flirtatious when he caught sight of her, his eyes drifting up and down her body with practiced efficiency. “An’ what can Hundlay do fer ya, pretty lady?” he asked with a toothy grin.

			Agnes held in abeyance her desire to apply a corrective ear boxing, showing him her slip of paper instead.

			“What ship does this say I’m to board?” she asked.

			The man steadied the note with thumb and forefinger, his lips moving as he decoded its message. He looked up and pointed to the warship closest to them.

			“That salty old beast!” he roared, assaulting her with heroically bad breath and slipping an uninvited arm around her waist. “Sweet sister, that’s my home! You’re ‘bout to sail with Hundlay on the bleedin’ Duke Yaryx.”

		

	
		
			15
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			Three Cheers

			The Duke Yaryx was a stout, three-masted galleon, the fifth Royal Navy ship commissioned by that name in the past century. Without the aid of aeromancer and aquamancer, she would be a lumbering beast on the sea, especially if her holds were heavy with transporting cargo or troops. For now, it was just the Syraeics and the baggage they brought with them aboard the proud vessel, other than her crew of two hundred fifty sailors and another fifty marines. Agnes had never seen her until now, but she felt familiar. After all, she had been present at the inquiry in which her father recounted the eventful sea journey from Boudun to Serekirk and back, a little over a year ago. Her eyes traced the port rail, imagining where her blood-spattered father had sat propped, a pirate’s arrow having punched through the hardened leather of his Syraeic cuirass. She saw evidence of the fire that had almost spelled disaster for the Yaryx. Though ship’s carpenters had replaced boards and sanded away most traces, there were still telltale signs of what tongues of fire had done to the mainmast.

			Our bond, your affinity with me adds to that sense of familiarity, Agnes, said Szaa’da’shaela. I was aboard this vessel as well, though of course the encounter with the pirates you recollect came before I was gifted to your father.

			“At Timilis’s behest,” she answered, drawing a queer look from a pair of sailors passing by as they readied the vessel to depart.

			Caution, Agnes, please, the blade scolded her. Let’s not spook these simple and superstitious men unnecessarily. And though what you say is true, we turn dead Timilis’s selfish actions to our own purposes, yes?

			Yes, she thought, chastised. The idea that her emotions might be colored by her connection with the Djao blade disturbed her.

			Fear not, Agnes, said Szaa’da’shaela. You are still your own person. That we are so tightly bound is a treasure. We are more dangerous to our enemies if we are in harmony.

			Was it so with my father?

			In a subtler way that link was there. But that was before you first blooded me with the imbued ichor of Timilis. I am fully awake now, and that is a priceless benefit to our mission.

			A midshipman whose name she didn’t catch told Agnes that the others had come aboard before she had arrived and were in their assigned quarters, stowing gear. A three-by-three crate still sat on the deck, the Syraeic star stamped on all sides. It contained hastily assembled research on Djao hieroglyphs and every scrap of information regarding Aem’al’ai’esh League scholars could gather from the Citadel’s libraries and records in the little time they had. Agnes and the rest of them would spend the journey in study.

			“Like a fourth-year novice,” she said aloud to no one.

			At that moment, a cabin door beneath the foredeck opened and Sira Edjani appeared, young Beela Wynther in tow. Sira was doing the talking, making an occasional gesture at this or that feature of the Yaryx. Beela appeared mesmerized. Agnes wondered if Sira wasn’t recounting the battle she herself just pondered. The two of them were intercepted by a lieutenant and a burlier man in a black marine’s cuirass, causing Sira to cease regaling Beela and break into her lopsided grin. Agnes made her way over to them.

			“Agnes!” Sira waved her over with hurried gestures, as though too excited to wait. “You must meet two excellent fellows! This martial chap is Colin Mastro, commandant of Duke Yaryx’s complement of marines, and this prettier fellow is Lieutenant Anton Polor, first mate. Gentlemen, this is Sir Agnes Manteo of the Syraeic League.”

			Agnes felt the blood rush to her face again with Sira’s employment of the honorific. Would she ever get used to hearing it? The faces of the two men lit up. Polor tipped his bicorn hat to her and bowed smartly. The soldier, a blond, square-jawed man in his early forties, offered her a salute and extended his hand.

			“I believe I know your father, ma’am!” he exclaimed, shaking her hand vigorously when she clasped his. “Splendid fighter, decent fellow! Is he also with you on this journey? I would speak with him again if he is.”

			Agnes swallowed hard at the rush of emotion that rose within her at the man’s query and her voice caught in her throat. Sira intervened, putting a hand on Mastro’s forearm.

			“I’m sad to inform you that Sir Auric died recently,” she said softly.

			“Oh, Blue Belu’s mercy!” said Mastro, still looking at Agnes, his smile gone. “Forgive me, Sir Agnes!”

			“Condolences, Sir Agnes,” Polor said, giving her another bow.

			“May I ask how?” Mastro inquired.

			“In the service of the queen,” she answered, feeling the emotion tenuously held behind a thin barrier threatening to break. “On an expedition in the east. Sira and I were with him. I’m afraid we can’t tell you any more than that.”

			“An honorable death then,” said Mastro. “By Vanic’s battered shield, I hope that softens the blow a bit.”

			It struck Agnes how common phrases featuring members of the Pantheon—two in the past minute—made her bristle, as though a child had employed profanity, unaware of its meaning.

			Worry not, Agnes dear, said Szaa’da’shaela with a soothing tremble. Soon every one of them will be brought to justice.

			“Thank you, commandant,” she said. “Yes, it was a … noble death.”

			“Fitting for a knight of the realm,” said Polor, picking up the conversation. “But you, too, are a knight of the realm, madam?”

			“I have that honor, sir, only recently. I was knighted by our new queen, Ilanda the First.”

			“Yes?” Polor responded. “We heard of her elevation, of course. I must say, it came as something of a surprise. We ferried her from Caird to Boudun last summer—lovely woman, but I wasn’t aware she was in line for the throne. May all good gods bless her reign.”

			“I seem to remember the entire officer corps of the Yaryx was quite smitten with her,” Sira teased, poking Polor in his uniformed belly.

			“Had the old man wrapped around her finger, she did,” said Mastro, his smile returned. “He would have sailed straight across the Cradle at her whim. I don’t think that much of an exaggeration, either.”

			“Where is good Captain Hraea?” asked Sira.

			The two men exchanged awkward looks.

			“Um, well,” began Polor, looking at his polished boots, “the captain is indisposed at this moment. In his quarters.”

			“Nothing serious, I hope,” said Agnes.

			This brought on another trade of uncomfortable glances.

			“I’m sure you’ll see him before long,” said Polor tugging at the bottom of his deep blue jacket to straighten imagined wrinkles. “He is a bit tired. If you’ll forgive us, Miss Sira, Sir Agnes, we have some final matters to attend before we set sail.”

			Sira waved brightly, Agnes smiled and nodded. As soon as the men were far enough away, Sira spoke.

			“Something serious indeed. Or embarrassing.”

			“Neither of them appears to have a future in the diplomatic corps,” said Agnes.

			“True, they have the subtlety of oxen. But they’re good men, honest and loyal.”

			You recognize the name? said Szaa’da’shaela.

			What name?

			Colin Mastro.

			It hit Agnes like an angry slap across the face.

			“Sira,” she said in a whisper, “you’ve read the lictor’s account of her expedition to Aem’al’ai’esh?”

			“Yes, of course. Why?”

			“You recall the names of the field agents?

			Sira thought for a moment.

			“Roland, Mythas, uh…”

			“Baur,” offered Agnes.

			“And Mastro! Can it be? I think a son and wife in Kilkirk are mentioned in the account as well! Surely not a coincidence.”

			It is no coincidence, said the blade.

			“The sword agrees. But what does it mean?”

			He must accompany us, answered Szaa’da’shaela.

			Agnes began shaking her head angrily, earning a puzzled look from Sira.

			Ask her, the sword said, its voice reasonable, patient. Sira will agree with me.

			Agnes hesitated a moment, then revealed the conversation to Sira, certain the woman would be as appalled by the idea as she was herself.

			“Szaa’da’shaela says Mastro should come with us, to Aem’al’ai’esh. He’s a Royal Marine—and a commander at that, not some bloody freelancing mercenary.”

			“Does our Letter of Imprimatur allow for such a thing?” Sira wondered.

			“Our mandate provided by Queen Ilanda is so broad we could invite a dancing sextet of sin eaters along if we wished, but that’s hardly the point.”

			“Well…”

			Agnes was shocked.

			“You think the sword is right?”

			Sira shrugged her shoulders.

			“We’ve taken the sword’s suggestions thus far, haven’t we? I’m here, after all.”

			“And I’m here,” said Beela, whom Sira and Agnes had forgotten was even about, though taller than them both. “Lictor Rae told me, Sir Agnes. The Djao blade said I was to accompany you, that I have a purpose. I haven’t finished my final exams; I’ve never been in the field. This Commandant Mastro is a seasoned soldier at least. He must have a purpose, too.”

			Agnes shook her head again.

			“What makes you think he would want to come along?” said Agnes, generating objections. “We certainly can’t dragoon him.”

			“The navy forces men into service all the time,” offered Beela. “Press gangs and such.”

			Agnes was about to snap at Beela, call her a fool, but Szaa’da’shaela halted her tongue.

			A gentle word instructs better than a slap, Agnes.

			Let go of my goddamned tongue! she raged at the blade. She felt her tongue loosen in her mouth.

			“The Syraeic League doesn’t coerce participants, Beela,” she managed. “It’s not our way.”

			“Of course, Sir Agnes,” she replied, sheepish.

			Better, yes? said the sword. And you needn’t force your will upon him, Agnes. Only tell the man where we’re going, and he will volunteer, enthusiastically and unreservedly.

			Agnes frowned sourly and folded her arms across her cuirass, as if she could barricade herself against the sword’s pronouncement. Sira and Beela exchanged looks very much like those Lieutenant Polor and Mastro had moments earlier.
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			The Duke Yaryx sailed out of Boudun Harbor before Marcator’s Belltower would have sounded the tenth hour, had there still been a belltower. Sira and Beela brought Agnes to the modest quarters provided for the Syraeics. Sir Arla had already assigned them bunks.

			“All seven o’ us, packed in here like bloody sardines in a tin,” Sir Arla cursed. “I pray t’ whatever merciful gods exist beans ain’t on the menu. Hesk’s farts stink worse’n a coal-shovelin’ demon’s armpit.”

			Beela giggled; Hesk rolled his eyes as his freckled face flushed a deep crimson. Lumari offered the man a vial from one of her bandoliers.

			“For your bowels, and the welfare of us all,” she said, her face so serious Agnes couldn’t decide if the alchemist was joining in on the joke. Hesk grimaced and took the vial from her, sliding it into a pocket of his trousers.

			Qeelb was sitting on one of the beds, unwinding the bandages from around his head. The polished opal set in his skull, spiderwebbed with cracks, made its first reappearance since she had met the man in the queen’s dungeons. Even though she knew the fractured gem was beneath those rags all that time, the actual sight of it reminded her of just how dangerous he was.

			But an ally, said Szaa’da’shaela. He has no love for these pretender-gods. He will serve us very well.

			Agnes had no reason to believe otherwise. He had saved their lives more than once and never given cause to question his loyalty. Still, a broken sorcerer was a thing all wise men feared. Qeelb rubbed the skin around the jewel in his forehead, then adjusted the flowery slip of ensorcelled grave cloth hiding the pits where his eyes had been.

			“Are you alright, Qeelb?” she asked.

			“A headache is all,” he answered. “A not uncommon occurrence brought on no doubt by the process that broke my binding. It will pass given time. All the same, I should cast no spells while it plagues me.”

			“How often do these headaches affect you?” asked Lumari, adjusting her eyepatch and staring at him with a clinical air.

			“Infrequently. Do not fear. It won’t impact my effectiveness in the Barrowlands.”

			“I could prepare an analgesic for you.”

			“No intoxicants,” he said, waving a hand dismissively. “Let it pass on its own.”

			Lumari looked as though she might argue with him, but instead shrugged and started going through the satchel she had on her bunk. There was a rap at the door. Beela looked to Sir Arla and Agnes, both of whom nodded to her. The girl answered the knock and revealed the midshipman who had spoken with Agnes earlier.

			“Captain’s compliments gentlemen, ladies,” he said, tipping his bicorn. “He requests Sir Agnes, Sir Arla, Miss Sira, and Miss Umari to dine with him and his officers tonight at the sixth bell.”

			“Lumari,” the alchemist corrected him, a tiny hint of sneer in her tone.

			“Thank you, Mr. Larso,” said Sira with sweetness in her voice. The young man gave her a wide grin and doffed his hat again.

			“Happy day to see you again, Miss Sira.”

			He bowed and was gone. Sir Arla undid the straps on the side of her cuirass and began to remove it. The others did the same, taking the senior Syraeic’s action as permission. Agnes found herself mildly annoyed, as though Arla’s action somehow undermined her authority. But after a moment, she too began removing her cuirass.

			“Sorry, t’ those who won’t be joinin’ us higher society types t’night,” Arla said, emitting several satisfying cracks as she stretched her back and neck, free of the armor. “We’ll see to it you get fed, no worries. Qeelb, just as well. Sight o’ you’d make Vanic shit hisself.”

			“Perhaps I’ll do that very thing,” he said with a casual growl.

			“Make Vanic shit himself?” asked Hesk with a small smile.

			“Just so,” he responded, lying back on his bed, pinching the bridge of his nose.

			“Qeelb,” said Agnes, “make sure you keep your binding jewel covered when you’re outside of our cabin.”

			“As if a man wearin’ a blindfold, walkin’ ‘round without trippin’ over everythin’ in his path ain’t screamin’ fer attention?” said Sir Arla dismissively. “A broke jewel ain’t cause for any more consternation than the rest of the package, if you ask me.”

			I did not ask you, thought Agnes.

			“Nonetheless, Qeelb, please keep it hidden.”

			The sorcerer nodded to Agnes.

			“Aye, Sir Agnes. You’re the boss.”
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			The captain’s dining room was considerably larger than their quarters, dominated by a long table outfitted with fine linen, silver tableware, and elegant plates painted with nautical themes. The repast was fabulous, including three roasted ducks, buttered potatoes, sauteed greens, and freshly baked bread. Agnes’s mouth watered at the aroma and her stomach loudly announced its readiness.

			The officers flanking the table stood as they were introduced to their guests, bowing formally. Agnes recognized all of them from her father’s tales of the Duke Yaryx.

			But where is mutton-chopped Captain Hraea? she wondered as she took her seat next to a smiling Midshipman Larso.

			As if on cue, a side door banged open and another officer walked through, his back to the room. In front of him was the captain, seated in a chair that had been fixed with large wheels, a wooden guardrail around his midsection, like an infant’s highchair. Hraea’s complexion was florid, his white whiskers wild, his head wrapped in bandages. Agnes noted that the bandages on the front of his head dipped in alarmingly.

			Everyone stood as the new lieutenant wheeled Hraea to the head of the table, the wooden guardrail slipping just below the table’s lip. Hraea picked up knife and fork immediately and looked lustfully at the food set before them.

			“Ah, splendid, splendid!” he exclaimed, licking his lips. “Shall we eat, gentlemen?”

			“Your guests, sir,” said the new lieutenant, still at his side.

			“Ah, of course!” he said with a broad smile. “Hobesson said we hadn’t room at our table to entertain dinner guests, but I told him in no uncertain terms I always seat honored passengers at my table, no matter how cramped our space might be. I insisted upon it.”

			“Hobesson?” Agnes quietly queried Sira, seated to her left.

			“Former first mate,” Sira whispered back. “Killed in the fight with the pirates.”

			Agnes nodded, her memory refreshed.

			Lieutenant Polor introduced the four Syraeic women, Hraea pronouncing himself enchanted after each was named. When all were seated, the captain stabbed his fork in the direction of Sira and Lumari.

			“I know you two.”

			“Yes, captain,” said Sira with her crooked smile. “You were kind enough to transport us to the Barrowlands last year.”

			“Kenes!” the captain shouted, earning Sira a manic thrust of his knife. “Kellis, do we have any of the Kenish red left?”

			“Uh, Kellen, sir,” said the man standing behind the captain’s conveyance, grimacing at Lieutenant Polor. “I’m not certain.”

			“Alas, not enough for the full table, sir,” said the first mate apologetically.

			“Doesn’t mean I can’t have a tipple, does it, Hobesson?” said Hraea with a conspiratorial smirk. “There are still some privileges of rank, I hope.”

			Polor nodded to Kellen, who retrieved a bottle from a sideboard. He filled the captain’s glass to a third of its capacity.

			“Stingy, Kellis!” barked Hraea.

			Kellen poured a bit more so that the dark liquid came to the halfway mark. Hraea closed his eyes, held the glass to his nostrils, and inhaled deeply. He then took a noisy gulp.

			“Ah, heavenly nectar! As worthy an exemplar of sweet Chaeres’s bounty as ever I’ve known!”

			A sour-faced lieutenant named Couri helped himself to a duck’s leg, which cued the rest at the table to the waiting platters before them. They ate for a short while without conversation, Agnes risking a few glances at the pronounced concavity of the captain’s forehead. Hraea broke the silence, gesturing with his fork, host to an oversized slice of duck meat.

			“Miss Umari, is it?”

			“Lumari, sir,” said the alchemist drily.

			“Yes, yes. Apothecary’s assistant, I believe?”

			Agnes imagined she could see a vein in the pale woman’s forehead throb.

			“You’ve suffered an injury, sir,” said the alchemist evenly.

			“Oh, this?” he replied, too loudly, tapping the bandaged indentation in his head with his meat-laden fork, leaving a smear of gravy behind. “Bit of a knock on the head the other day. Scrambled my brains for a bit, but honest Hanifaxan medicine—the only thing I’ll allow on my Duke Yaryx—made me right as rain. Our ship’s surgeon did the repair work. Made me right as rain in no time. But I wouldn’t expect a common apothecary to understand such things.”

			“Lumari is actually an accomplished alchemist, sir,” interjected Sira. “Of the Syraeic League.”

			“And you,” said Hraea, turning duck meat and attention to Sira. “You are a priest of the Blue Mother, are you not? Since when does a cleric of Belu wear armor? And where is your priestly cap?”

			Sira blushed, looked down at her plate.

			“I thought it proper for us to wear our armor, captain,” said Agnes, trying to affect a rescue. “As a sign of respect.”

			“I asked a question of you, missy,” said Hraea to Sira, not to be distracted.

			“It is a complicated thing, captain, sir.”

			“Complicated? Either you are a priest or you are not a priest. For instance, I am not a priest. Have you lost your vocation, lass?”

			Sira worked her lips, readying a response that never came, Agnes made a second attempt.

			“We are dispatched by the queen, Captain Hraea, bound for an expedition to the Barrowlands.”

			“Barrowlands?” he scowled. “Dreadful place. I’ve only seen it from the safety of the shore, of course. Hateful country. Ugly country. What did you say your name was, pretty miss?”

			“Agnes Manteo, sir.”

			The man’s eyes lit up.

			“Ah! I served with a Manteo, madam! Fine fellow, knight of the realm, but he somehow found himself seconded to my marines! Urlic … or Eric Manteo, I believe.”

			“Auric Manteo, sir. He was my father.”

			“That’s the name!” he shouted, launching a half-chewed mouthful of potatoes across the table. “Good fighter. Gifted a magnificent sword by the Duke of Kelse. Have I told you that gruesome tale, Hobesson?”

			“You have, sir,” answered Polor.

			“Slit his wife the duchess’s throat ear to ear, he had. Stained the front of her white gown redder than a rose. But your father was on an expedition for the queen as well, was he not?”

			“That was his honor, sir, yes.”

			“Long may she reign!” announced Hraea, raising his glass. The sentiment was echoed by all at the table. His next words were spoken more softly to Agnes, though they were loud enough for all gathered to hear. “Of course, Geneviva has overstayed her welcome—if we’re being perfectly frank, among friends. Woman’s been on the throne for over a century. Most unnatural.”

			“Geneviva is dead, sir,” said Larso. “Ilanda is our queen.”

			“Really?” he asked, genuinely surprised. “Well, well. Ilanda you say? I once knew a woman by that name. Delectable creature. A duchess, I believe. Ferried her across the Cradle on more than one occasion.”

			“Yes, sir,” said Polor, laying a hand on the gravy-stained sleeve of the captain’s uniform. “Ilanda Padivale was Countess of Beyenfort. She’s our monarch now.”

			“Astonishing. Beautiful little thing. Not a brain in her head. But sweet Lalu’s knickers, excellent breeding stock, if you catch my meaning, sir.”

			“Captain,” began Mastro at the opposite end of the table, “we have guests.”

			“Of course, of course,” Hraea nodded, digging his fork into the plump breast of duck on his plate. “Still … that woman had a magnificent bosom. Do you recall, Hobesson?”

			“Sir,” said Polor, his tone firm, “there are ladies at our table.”

			“Ladies, ladies, how could one tell?” he shouted, banging a fist on the table. “Not a dab of cosmetics, hair cut too short or pulled back in a spinster’s bun, hiding the bosoms their creator gave them beneath those hardened leather shells. Like turtles. Not proper for a woman!”

			“Have you finished with your meal then, captain?” said Mastro, beginning to stand. “Perhaps it’s time you retired to your cabin.”

			Hraea ignored him.

			“Padivale, though, gods of perdition! Those hooped skirts hid them, but I imagine her hips are most generous.” he shoved a too-big slice of duck breast slathered in greasy gravy into his mouth, staring off into space. Gravy and meat juices dripped down his chin as he chewed mechanically.

			“Is there anything you might tell us about your expedition, Sir Arla?” said Polor, a look of weary desperation on his face.

			Before Arla could speak, Hraea had picked up the thread he had dropped.

			“Absolutely ravishing woman, the countess. Hair black as coal, fair skin, eyes like twinkling gems. Breasts, breasts like two ripe peaches—large peaches, mind you—served on a platter. One would think they’d come spilling right off the serving tray if her corset were cinched but a hair’s breadth more.”

			Lieutenant Couri snorted.

			“Not peaches,” Hraea continued. “Something bigger. What fruit’s bigger than a peach, gentlemen?”

			“Pomegranate?” offered Couri helpfully.

			“Grapefruit, perhaps?” said Larso.

			“Grapefruit?” Hraea scowled. “Good gods, man, too large! Poor woman would topple right over!”

			Polor stood, followed by Mastro.

			“Alas, sir,” said the first mate, “we must get to the papers in your cabin—a tower of them, I’m afraid. Perhaps the cook would see to it the rest of your meal is served there.”

			“O, blast! Really?” he whined. The man’s eyes watered. Agnes was certain she was about to witness a cascade of tears.

			“I’m afraid so, sir,” answered Polor, walking around to the head of the table. “Mr. Kellen, if you would assist me.”

			Polor began wheeling the captain’s chair for the door, Lieutenant Kellen trotting before him to open it. Hraea began to protest.

			“Vanic’s sweaty ball sack, it’s really quite rude to our guests, Mr. Hobesson!”

			“Can’t be helped, sir!” exclaimed Polor, pushing him faster.

			“Three cheers for Captain Hraea!” cried Mastro, raising a glass.

			“Hip, hip, hooray!” answered the other officers.

			Hraea caught the doorframe with his trembling left hand, halting their progress. Kellen was able to remove it with only a token struggle and curse from the captain, and the three of them were through, the door slamming shut as they left.

			“What—in the most fiery, fuckin’ hell—was that?” asked Sir Arla, a palm to her forehead.

			“Pass the sauteed greens, Mr. Larso,” said Lumari, nonchalant. “If you wouldn’t mind.”

			Mastro exhaled, threw his linen napkin on the table.

			“It’s complicated, ma’am,” he began, returning to his seat. “The captain was struck on the head by a falling tool bucket. Bloody mess, but then head injuries always are. Miracle it didn’t kill him dead then. We have no priest of Belu. You heard the old man: ‘only honest Hanifaxan medicine aboard my Duke Yaryx.’ Lucky the surgeon managed to save his life, if not his sense.”

			“So why not wheel ‘im off t’ the ol’ sailor’s home then?” asked Arla.

			Mastro sighed and continued.

			“You see, the upkeep of a ship is a captain’s monetary responsibility, at least in part, and a captain’s salary is tied to his seniority. A ship like the Yaryx is expensive to keep afloat and ready to fight. Were Polor elevated to the captaincy, his stipend would barely cover the cost of our aeromancer. We’ve grown used to having just the two pyromancers aboard, but without them we’d be easy prey with all the piracy in these waters.”

			“Why not petition the Admiralty for a more senior man then?” asked Sira.

			“The Royal Navy is stretched perilously thin, Miss Sira,” he responded, forking a potato on his plate. “The Admiralty has few candidates available and prefers to promote from within a ship’s officer corps, if possible. And if they did send us someone, no telling if he would be a man worthy of Yaryx. We might end up answering to some incompetent aristocrat who purchased his officer’s commission wholesale, rising up the ladder too quickly by the same means. Or we’re saddled with a petty tyrant.”

			“Lieutenant Polor is captain in all but name, mum,” said Larso.

			“And you pass up no opportunity to kiss his bum, don’t you, Larso?” smirked Couri, pouring more duck sauce over the contents of his plate.

			“Mr. Couri,” said Mastro, chewing his potato. “If you open your sour yap to speak again, you’ll be fishing your teeth out of that gravy boat.”

			“How long have you maintained this … arrangement?” Agnes asked.

			“Nearly five months.”

			“St. Eret sneezed,” marveled Sir Arla.

			“This duck is excellent,” commented Lumari.
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			Stowaway

			By Agnes’s reckoning, this was her seventeenth voyage at sea, but it was the first time the vessel she sailed headed north and west out of Boudun Bay. She could name the places to which wind and waves brought her, each earldom of the isles, each little barony and hamlet, but until then they had only been places in history and geography books from the Citadel’s libraries. A nasty summer squall that struck as they followed the northern coastline of Tessy finally chased her inside to her duty: Syraeic scrolls and codices speaking of their mystery-shrouded destination waiting in the crate they had loaded aboard. She found herself a quiet place below decks—a musty storeroom—where she wouldn’t be distracted by the constant chatter and activity of Yaryx’s crew and her own colleagues.

			She re-read the accounts of Pallas Rae’s ill-fated foray into Aem’al’ai’esh, still frightened by the maddening inconsistencies of the telling, each soaked in its own creeping horror. But now the name of Alec Mastro meant something to her. He had a face, he had flesh and blood and family. In her mind she saw his son’s face, the face of the commandant with whom she sailed. Now his death—whichever version was the true one—felt a greater, more tragic loss. What were the man’s last words in Rae’s account, the promise he had asked of her? She sought out the passage.

			Let no one follow us here.

			Should she really invite the man’s son along with them?

			If it were your father, asked Szaa’da’shaela, what would the answer be?

			“That isn’t fair,” she spoke aloud.

			And that is no answer.

			Agnes closed the volume of inquiries and unfurled the pair of scrolls she had brought along. Two more Djao hieroglyphs decoded by Helmacht and Olbach, with the assistance of her Aunt Lenda—or the netherworld spirit who inhabited her godmother’s severed head. The first was all brutal, conflicting angles, a tangled crisscrossing of lines with a ragged starburst at its center: they called it Destiny’s Gyre. Notes about its potential meanings and uses unsettled her, thinking of her own journey to an inescapable destination. The second was a more elegant pictograph, though similar in structure, one which they had named Waking Dream. Stylized wisps of smoke dancing inward to what looked like a symmetrical cloud wearing a sleeping face.

			Noise from overhead distracted her from Helmacht’s notes scribbled in the parchment’s margins. She believed it was the kitchen directly above her, the sounds of banging pots and muffled curses. She was about to return to her studies when a hand on her shoulder sent her leaping backward against a large wooden crate. Szaa’da’shaela was drawn halfway out of its sheath by anxious reflex, and the scrolls and book fell to the deck.

			“Sorry,” said Hesk Atterley. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

			“You’re lucky I didn’t cut you in two!” she shouted, at the same time feeling foolish.

			“I’ve heard that blade could do just that,” he said, a wary eye on her hand, still a bit twitchy at the sword’s hilt.

			Agnes forced herself to relax and eased the weapon back into its scabbard, then stooped to retrieve the scrolls she had dropped from the rough planks of the floor. When she reached for the book, she found Hesk’s hand instead, already picking it up for her. She took it from him a bit too brusquely as he offered it to her.

			“Thank you,” she said, affecting a casual air to recover her pride.

			“You’re a bit on edge.”

			“As you would be if someone snuck up on you.”

			“I don’t think I was sneaking. I was looking for a quiet place to study and saw you here.”

			“Well, announce yourself next time.”

			“Agreed.”

			Agnes noticed the book he was carrying under his arm. He saw her glance and held the cover up for her to see as he recited its title aloud.

			“Crispin’s Dialect Variants in Lesser Djao Inscriptions. A real page turner.”

			She found herself smiling despite her lingering embarrassment.

			“Who was your proctor for Djao linguistics?” she asked.

			“Petry,” said Hesk with an exaggerated eye roll.

			“Me, too. Gods, what a bore. I swear by end of class that drone of his would have half of us napping. Better than an alchemist’s sleeping draught. Still, that book’s a good choice for review. I wouldn’t have survived Petry without it.”

			He turned the book back around as though reading the title himself for the first time.

			“Didn’t know it existed until I pulled it out of our crate. I passed Petry by the skin of my teeth, cribbing notes from a precocious novice eight years my junior.”

			Agnes noticed a tarnished silver ring on his pinky finger. Though there was nothing about it that should call her attention, she found herself drawn to it.

			“What’s this, then?” she asked, touching it with the tip of her finger and finding the metal unnaturally cold.

			“Ah!” said Hesk, retreating from her touch so that the book banged against his chest. “A souvenir. From my time in the Barrowlands.”

			“You said you would tell me the tale when we knew each other longer.”

			Hesk gave her a small smile and looked down.

			“I think I said I’d tell you when we knew each other better.”

			They were quiet for a few moments. Agnes felt an urge to tame a stray lock of red hair on the man’s head but held the hilt of Szaa’da’shaela more tightly instead. She spied that ring on his finger again.

			“Tell it to me,” she said.

			Agnes could see Hesk’s mind working as he looked back at her, biting his lower lip. He ran a hand through his hair, the errant lock immediately resuming its defiant angle. Then he nodded.

			“I’m not proud of a lot of this … most of this,” he said, lowering his eyes for a moment before setting his primer down on a large crate nearby. He found a seat on the floor, his back against the crate. Agnes assumed the same posture against another wooden container.

			“We’ve all got a regret or two,” she offered as a prompt.

			“Or more,” he said, smiling again. He drew a deep breath, tried to find the words to begin, mouth moving to start, then just shook his head.

			“It can’t be as bad as that,” said Agnes.

			Hesk frowned and reached up for the book he had set on the crate.

			“I washed out, Agnes,” he said at last, showing her the cover of the primer again. “Or, to be fair, I quit my novitiate before the lictors could show me the door. Petry and his like were the reason why. I didn’t have the patience or understanding, why such things were important, why they deserved by attention. I wanted to hear about hungry hollow men and gems the size of your fist. I wanted to spend all my time in the yard swinging a practice sword and trading blows with the other novices. What young man joins the League expecting to spend hours parsing Busker grammar?”

			Agnes did. But then she had an advantage Hesk had lacked: a father who prepared her for the grueling education that made a Syraeic. And while she was just as roused as Hesk by tales of bloody fights and great treasure troves, she knew all the rest were necessary components of the trade. And she had a mind for it. Study could be tedious occasionally, but Agnes saw the big picture, even as a first-year novice. It was one of the things that set her apart from her classmates in the beginning. But Agnes gave him a sympathetic smile and nod all the same.

			“I made it three years when I bailed on my novitiate, which was something, believe me.

			“The fourth year makes the three before it seem like a heaven-sent dream.”

			“Don’t I know it. Anyway, I had gotten enough practice with a wooden sword in the yard to find work collecting for a moneylender in the Jewelers Quarter. I did that for about two years ‘til I’d saved enough to book passage on a merchantman headed for Kelse, then stowed aboard a frigate bound for Serekirk, the Lady Pontefact.”

			“You stowed away on a Royal Navy warship?” said Agnes, eyes wide at the stones or stupidity required to do such a thing. “If they’d found you—”

			“If they’d found me, we wouldn’t be having the conversation. At best I’d have been pressed into service or, more likely, tidying up Babaloc’s parlor for him in the deep.”

			“But you managed it.”

			“I managed it. I spent the next six months trying to make it as a mercenary in Serekirk.”

			“So that’s how you earned your way into the Barrowlands.”

			Hesk looked up, sheepish.

			“Uh, no.”

			“No?”

			“No self-respecting expedition lead would hire the likes of me. I mean, I was twenty-three but looked all of fourteen, a freckle-faced hayseed with a cheap blade and worn, second-hand armor. I couldn’t get hired for the baggage train. Ended up mucking out horse stalls so I could eat.”

			“Then how—”

			“I scaled the western wall.”

			“What?”

			“I hooked up with a couple of unsavory bastards who didn’t even rate mucking horse stalls, and we snuck over the western wall one moonless night. Wandered around for three weeks and were close to running out of provisions. All I had to show for the effort was this ring.”

			Hesk held up his hand and flexed his pinky.

			“By the Six Floating Virgins,” she exclaimed, “why aren’t you rotting in a gibbet?”

			“Well, that’s the story—”

			“That ring’s a Djao artifact?”

			“Aye. Found it in a ransacked barrow about thirty miles out of Serekirk. This and a couple other baubles. But you can’t eat baubles.”

			“Did you have a plan to get back into Serekirk?”

			“Not one to dignify with the term. We were bickering over a cookfire when your father appeared.”

			Agnes felt a rush of blood.

			“What are you talking about?” She put a hand to her chest as though that would settle the thumping of her heart, a combination of anger and dread crawling up her throat.

			“He was in shock, I think. Battered, covered with dried blood and filth. His sword was snapped, mid-blade, and he carried a woman’s head under his arm.”

			Tears sprang to Agnes’s eyes and she had to work hard to control her emotions, biting her lower lip hard.

			“You were the one who found him after…” she trailed off.

			Hesk nodded.

			“He was confused, just wandered into our camp. I had the idea to use Sir Auric as our pass back into Serekirk. We thought that bringing in a broken field agent might be enough for the authorities not to stretch our necks.”

			“Maybe,” said Agnes. “I’d hate to have to roll those dice. But apparently it worked.”

			“Oh, there’s more to the tale. On our way back to the city, we stumbled upon a tomb or something of the sort. We found our way inside, another big fucking regret. Your father and I came out alive. My idiot companions did not.”

			“You’re a fucking imbecile, Hesk Atterley,” said Agnes, meaning it.

			“You’ll get no argument from me. I’m less of one now, I hope.”

			“You went into a Djao ruin—blind, not a thimbleful of knowledge of the site or what it might contain—with two idiot mercenaries no sane lead would hire, and a Syraeic agent in shock carrying a severed head and a broken sword. How are you a Syraeic? How are you still alive?”

			“Your father saved my life. We found a hall of bones, with what we thought was a mirror at its end. The thing in the mirror, it killed Iorgen and Benska, and nearly ate me, too. Sir Auric dragged me out of there. When we got to Serekirk they didn’t immediately throw me into a gibbet because I had brought your father back. They tossed me in a holding cell at the Counting House while they tended to him.”

			Agnes released a long exhalation and tilted her head back, banging it gently against the crate she leaned on.

			“I never asked the details from my father. I think I might have been afraid to hear it all. He never mentioned you, I have to say.”

			“He never asked my name, and he never told me his. Found out who he was at the Counting House. You’ll forgive me, but he wasn’t in his right mind when I met him. He was, well … he was in shock is the best way to say it. He wasn’t all there. Like part of him was still back in the place that had killed his friends.”

			A candidate for St. Kenther, she thought to herself.

			“How did you get out of there? The Counting House I mean.”

			“I’m not sure how he swung it, but Sir Auric released me from the cell and smuggled me out of the place. He loaded me aboard a brigantine bound for Tessy—he must have paid for passage—and I sailed out of Serekirk before the Counting House knew I was gone.”

			“He broke you out of your jail cell?”

			“He did.”

			“My father was no great stickler for the rules, but I can hardly imagine him aiding in a jail break.”

			“You know what the last thing he said to me was?”

			Agnes looked at him expectantly.

			“Finish what you started, lad.”

			“You returned to Boudun, and the Citadel.”

			“I did. Presented myself to Lictor Rae, told my tale entire, leaving out no humiliating detail, and she invited me back, with a special arrangement. Called it a Novitiate of One. She didn’t allow me a minute’s time in the practice yard. I was mercilessly tutored one on one by Petry, and several other semi-retired proctors for the next two years. But I came out the other end a field agent.”

			“That’s why I recognized you but didn’t know your name.”

			“Yes. We passed one another on occasion.”

			“Did you ever speak to my father again?”

			Hesk shook his head sadly.

			“No. I passed him in the halls of the Citadel a few times. He never acknowledged me. I don’t know if he remembered who I was or even recognized me. Even if he did, I decided that I should respect his apparent desire not to speak with me again. We didn’t have pleasant memories to recount over a drink after all.”

			Agnes indulged one of those urges Hesk seemed to call from her. She put a hand on his cheek and gave him a smile.

			“He would have called you an imbecile, too.”

			They laughed, and the heaviness Agnes had felt seemed to float away. But a moment later Hesk’s expression turned serious again.

			“There’s one thing that haunts me still.” He paused, frowning, staring at the rough planks of the deck. “On the first night after we got out of that tomb, before we reached the city, your father was sleeping. We had put the head of his colleague in a satchel, to protect it, so it could be buried properly at the Citadel. Anyway, I had this urge to look at it, middle of the night, creepy Barrowlands sky overhead, moon sick and glowing. Sir Auric had been whispering to it, the head, ever since we found him. I hadn’t seen the bloody thing since we put it in the bag. In that moment, I had to look at it.”

			Agnes’s dread had returned, slithering from her stomach to her throat like a serpent after its prey. She knew what he would say next.

			“I don’t know why. It’s not like I like the sight of that sort of thing. But I felt drawn to it. Almost compelled. When I pulled aside the flap—”

			Agnes finished his sentence.

			“The head spoke to you.”

			Hesk looked up at her, mouth agape, shocked. That was when they heard a loud commotion from the kitchen above, shouts and the stamp of feet exiting the space. Szaa’da’shaela trembled at Agnes’s hip, an urgent alarm.

			“Something’s happening,” she said.

			Agnes stood, grabbing her book and scrolls and heading for the stairs. Hesk was close behind her, asking her how she knew the head had spoken to him. She ignored his question, focusing instead on the Djao blade’s insistent pulse of distress. When they arrived on the main deck, they found a cluster of sailors near the main mast, muttering conversations, loud shouts, and hoots of excitement.

			Agnes asked a buck-toothed sailor nearby, bouncing with excitement on the balls of his feet.

			“Stowaway!” he announced. “They found a bleedin’ stowaway!”

			She and Hesk exchanged glances, recalling Hesk’s own tale of stealing a ride aboard a Royal Navy vessel and the dire consequences such an act invited. Agnes shoved aside a pair of sailors a head taller than her to get a closer look at the offender.

			It was a priest, kneeling before the crowd of seamen gathered around him, his robes soaked through, powder blue cap askew, brown locks pasted wet to his forehead. His cheek was swollen from the blow he no doubt had just received when he was discovered. Agnes’s jaw dropped open.

			“Raimund?”
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			On the Walls of Beyenfort

			The River Selvey came down from its source high in the icy peaks of the northernmost Ironspur Mountains. It raced to the sea through the cultivated hills of eastern Harkeny and the rugged lands of the Korsa nomads until a series of deep channels and fragmented eyots acted as a drag on its flow, slowing it enough so that it was navigable for river traffic, though upriver journeys were challenging without aid of a water witch. The people of Harkeny were thankful for the broad, fast-running river, for it acted as a natural barrier with the northern barbarians.

			Forts and watchtowers were erected along the southern banks of the Selvey where the waters began to slow, outfitted with archers, catapults, ballistae, and sorcerers vigilant for any Korsa entertaining a raid on the duchy’s farms and settlements. The defensive line was imperfect, and on occasion small parties of marauders skulked across the waters on moonless nights at gaps between the river posts to wreak havoc. But for the most part these defenses had served Harkeny and its people well. Even after the Duchy of Ursena fell to the barbarians, all but abandoned by the whims of Queen Geneviva, Harkeny remained and prospered.

			This was due in no small part to the leadership and cunning of the Padivale clan, based in their home Beyenfort, largest city on the river, situated where the Selvey narrowed and took a sharp southward turn. For good reason, the fortress-city was known as the Bastion of the North, keeping at bay the hungry Korsa hordes. The Padivale family had been without an official leader ever since the murder of Count Lawrence. If his wife Ilanda had been in the city, she would have taken the mantle, but she had been away doing Duke Orin’s business and more in the capital, fat and decadent Boudun. The duty had fallen to Lawrence’s uncle, Symon Padivale. Now Ilanda was queen, and her homeland’s situation was as perilous as it had ever been.

			Symon stood at the center of one of the city’s high crenelated curtain walls, looking out across the river. The far bank was peopled by a great throng of barbarian warriors, at least sixty thousand strong, he’d estimated. Martial bells and gongs sounded, and curved ram’s horns blew throughout the night at sporadic intervals, making a good night’s sleep impossible these past weeks. The moon was only a waxing crescent, but the sky was cloudless and littered with stars, bringing just enough light for the mind to imagine terrible things going on in the shadows of the enemy’s camps.

			“Do you think they’ll risk another crossing tonight?” asked the short man standing next to Symon. Symon glanced down at him, admiring his remarkably thick head of brown curls, a contrast to his own lamentably thinning hair, then looked back again across the river.

			“I think not,” he said, resting his left hand on a stony merlon. “That pyromancer you escorted from Caird has given them pause. Drowning they’ll risk. Arrows they’ll risk. Magda will need more to motivate them to hazard burning alive. It’s bought us a bit of time at least. Time for Ilanda to send us the legions we need. In the meantime, all good gods bless Duke Orin and his gift of the pyromancer.”

			The great, low baying of some enormous creature followed a sudden gust of wind from the north, reminding Symon that Magda had a supernatural ally hidden in the dark as well. A beast obscured by a low fog that followed it, so only glimpses of the unearthly thing was possible. Whatever the creature was, the Korsa warriors on the far side of the river gave it a very wide berth.

			“No word yet from Boudun then,” said the man. “Unless you received messages after dinner.”

			“Nothing, baron,” Symon answered. “What did your yeomen think of that colorful fellow when you marched him through Courlan?”

			The short man chuckled.

			“I suppose he was what they imagined a pyromancer would look like, with that forked black beard and billowing crimson robes. Pipsqueak Courlan sees little sorcery but rag and bone magicians pulling coins out of children’s ears at carnival. The show this one put on—calls himself Lord Fuma. Lord Fuma, like a circus performer—trailing smoke and sparks. Gods, but he did deliver, didn’t he?”

			“He did at that,” said Symon, looking with distaste on the charred remains of rafts and barbarian bodies that had washed up on their side of the river.

			Another man, tall and heavy, his hair graying at the temples, trotted up to them from the nearby stairway. It took him half a minute to catch his breath.

			“Argus, we really must get you back in fighting shape.”

			“Forgive me … m’lord, Baron Paulus. Someone has … arrived, insists on … seeing you.”

			“Belu’s blue mercy, who is it?”

			“He says he comes from Queen Ilanda, lord.”

			“Ilanda? She couldn’t have received our message any earlier than yesterday. How could she have sent someone to us so quickly?”

			Argus shrugged. “That’s not the half of it, m’lord. It’s a boy.”

			“A boy? Argus, the lads in the stables are having fun at your expense, and at such a time! If I had a second to spare, I’d go down there myself and give all of them a thrashing! Just how gullible a fool have you become?”

			“M’lord, I don’t think this is any joke. He may be a boy, but he’s a strange one. Says Ilanda sent him yesterday as an answer to your request for aid.”

			Symon gave his own beard a hard tug, one of the many manifestations of his volatile temper. “Did he fly here on the back of a fucking griffin, Argus? Over a thousand miles in a single night? It’s not just your body that’s gone soft!”

			Obviously hurt by Symon’s words, the big man held out his empty palms.

			“Marcator judge me, m’lord, but I believe him. Speak with him, and I think you’ll agree.”

			Symon glowered at the man, readying a hair-raising harangue, but Baron Paulus put a quieting hand on his shoulder.

			“No harm in hearing this messenger out, count-regent,” said the baron in soothing tones. “If it’s a stable boy fraud, we’ll have him name the culprits.”

			“Bring him to me, Argus,” said Symon in a softer tone, then jabbed a finger into the man’s chest. “But if it turns out this is nonsense, you’ll wish it was Marcator judging you instead of me. I’ll have you shoveling horse shit in place of those cheeky lads until you’re covered in it head to toe.”

			Argus touched a knuckle to his forehead, nodded, and trotted back down the stairs.

			“People are on edge, Symon,” said Paulus in a conciliatory tone. “And they’re afraid.”

			“Good!” he shouted in response. “They should be afraid! Magda has her flesh eaters and fucking netherworld beastie lining the banks of the river from Beyenfort to where Selvey spits herself into the Cradle! I need everyone at their goddamned best! And it’s Count Symon, you curly-haired son of a bitch!”

			Baron Paulus, used to Symon’s outbursts, nodded, opting not to point out that Symon was only acting count at that time, awaiting a dispensation from the Crown or Duke Orin.

			“Of course, Count Symon.”

			The two resumed their perches at the wall in time for a discordant chorus of ram’s horns.

			“We know you’re there, you shit-eating devil worshippers!” yelled Symon, like the return volley of a catapult. “Now shut the fuck up!”

			His eruption was answered seconds later by a cacophony of bells and gongs. After a long relative quiet on both sides of the river, Baron Paulus spoke again.

			“Thirty percent of our apiaries have failed in Courlan this summer.”

			“How?”

			“Just died out or abandoned their hives. The beekeepers can’t explain it. No signs of disease or infestation. I’m not optimistic about the harvest.”

			Symon sighed.

			“I’ve gotten similar reports from Tenholme and Varrick,” he said, shaking his head. “We could stand with a good bit of news, eh? Of course, the honey harvest will be the least of our worries if Magda crosses the Selvey in force.”

			“Vanic and a host of warrior angels protect us,” said Paulus, tapping heart and forehead with the pad of his thumb.

			Argus reappeared from the stone stairway, huffing and puffing. He stood before Symon, hands on his knees, taking in gulps of air.

			“Well?” snapped Symon.

			“M’lord,” he answered, holding out a hand while taking in another gasp of air, “I present Benesh-Enoah the Ush’oul, emissary of Queen Ilanda the First.”

			From behind the tall man came a skinny, black-haired boy, his face pale but for a few clustered blotches of pimples. Despite the signs of his youth, the lad’s eyes gave Symon pause. The boy bowed.

			“What in the Yellow Hells is a ‘thoo-shool?’”

			“Ush’oul, my lord,” answered the boy, whose voice was still that of a child. “It is an ancient Djao title that would require lengthy explanation.”

			“And I’m to believe Ilanda sent you?”

			“Queen Ilanda, yes.” The boy held out a slip of paper, which Symon snatched from the lad’s fingers and held up to examine. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the light, but he knew in a moment he was looking upon the very same strip of parchment he had written on and sent with sorcerous aid to Ilanda only four days ago.

			“And you are the answer to my call for relief?”

			“Yes.”

			“How many legions did you bring with you?”

			“None, my lord. She is directing the Fifth Legion Ultima from eastern Warwede, but it will be at least a week before it sails into Harkeny inlet, then another two days or more forced march from Caird to here.”

			“One fucking legion? I need five times that number! All the way from Warwede? Why not send troops from the moon? And I need cavalry! Ultima has none! What about the seventh on Kelby or the twelfth and fourteenth on Tessy? Much closer to us than Warwede and more easily dispatched!”

			“Alas, Count Symon, they cannot be spared while Duke Willem is in open rebellion against the queen’s rule.”

			“Ilanda’ll have no kingdom to rule at all if the Korsa come screaming across the Selvey!”

			“Which is why she sent me.”

			“A boy? What are you going to do? Wade across the river and give Magda a kick in the twat?”

			The boy was unruffled in the face of Symon’s rage.

			“Perhaps we should hear him out, Count Symon,” said Baron Paulus.

			“Hear him out?” Symon barked. He turned back to the boy. “Have your balls dropped yet, son? Have you a hair on either one of them?”

			“I am more than you see before you, Symon Padivale, son of Arthur, son of Symon,” he said, making a strange gesture in the air with his left hand. “You have resented your inferior position most of your adult life, first when your brother was count, and then when it was your nephew in the role. You thought you could do better. You would act more decisively, with greater boldness. More punitive expeditions across the Selvey, more retaliatory strikes on those farms some of the smaller tribes have attempted from time to time. You would answer Duke Willem’s jabs and slights with spear thrusts and hammer blows, yes? Now you find your arse on the seat of authority, and your first official communique to our monarch is a petition for aid. Have you found that strategy and tactics are simpler when one sits in the spectator’s seats, my lord?”

			Symon, purple with rage, pointed a trembling finger at the boy.

			“Argus, toss this child over the curtain wall and let the Korsa fish him out of the river! If he’s lucky, they’ll only burn him alive in one of their wicker cages!”

			The boy held his open hand before Symon’s quivering finger. The palm was marred by a livid V-shaped scar pointing at his wrist. He made another series of gestures and muttered words Symon couldn’t make out. Symon tried to resist the force that dragged his hand down to his side, but he was no match for its invisible strength.

			“Argus will do no such thing, my lord,” said the boy evenly. “I am the aid you require, and if you will listen to me and do exactly as I say, we might save both this city and Harkeny in the process.”

			“What are you?” he managed, feeling a tickle of fear at the back of his throat.

			“I am Benesh-Enoah of the Ush’oul. I was born nearly fifteen millennia ago in a city that is little more than broken rocks. I have wandered the earth for ten thousand years, hopping from body to body, for I am a sorcerer of tremendous power. I am a friend of humanity, serving Ilanda Reges. And that makes me your friend as well, Symon Padivale. So, stop your childish tantrum. You’re a barking lap dog who thinks himself a snarling wolf.”

			Symon could not find his tongue. Baron Paulus found his.

			“You’re a friend of humanity, sir? Does that not include those primitive people across the water as well?”

			The black-haired boy looked at Paulus and smiled.

			“You have a more expansive view of humanity than most Hanifaxers, baron, to your credit. It’s true that they should be my concern as well. But they are in absolute thrall to their own pretender-gods, and theirs are greater gluttons for blood than your own.”

			“Pretender-gods? What are you saying?”

			“That is a conversation for another day, baron. Heed my words and Harkeny might survive long enough for us to have it.”

			Another great bellowing echoed from across the fog-shrouded bank of the river, sonorous and penetrating. It was as though the animal call pierced Symon’s body and infected it with burrowing worms of fear. Despite the paralysis the boy held him in, he managed to turn his head. A gust of wind revealed parts of the hideous beast across the river, all horns and writhing tentacles and teeth, peeking momentarily through the mists. He was grateful for those mists, for he wasn’t sure his mind could bear seeing the odious creature in its entirety. Benesh-Enoah walked to the curtain wall to peer between two merlons. In that instant a tentacle reached out of the fog, grabbed half a dozen screaming and surprised Korsa warriors, and disappeared back into the obscuring smoky shroud. The sounds that floated across the river then, of sloppy grinding of flesh and bone, made Symon’s bowels turn to water.

			“Magda’s beast grows hungrier,” said the boy. “We haven’t much time to prepare.”
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			A Sacred Calling

			Had she not arrived when she did, Agnes was quite certain sailors of the Duke Yaryx would have gleefully beaten Raimund to death. As it was, he received two more savage blows and a vicious kick to the ribs before she and Hesk could intervene.

			“You know this damp rat, missy?” asked a sailor behind her. She turned and saw it was Hundlay, the libidinous seaman who had directed her to the Yaryx after meeting with Queen Ilanda.

			“That’s immaterial,” she answered defensively as she and Hesk got the sodden priest to his feet. “By rights he should be brought to the captain, not brutalized by you lot.”

			Hundlay let out a raucous laugh, echoed by more than a few of his fellow sailors.

			“Oh, ho! Do take ‘im t’ the ol’ man, sweetness! Cap’n’ll have him givin’ the keel a good scrape fer us!”

			“Keelhaul!” shouted another sailor deeper in the crowd.

			Midshipman Larso appeared at that moment, his earnest look of innocence not inspiring confidence in Agnes.

			“What’s this then, men?”

			“Found us a stowaway, Mister Larso!” exclaimed Hundlay with his big smile. “Good Cap’n ‘Raea will have us keelhaul ‘im fer certain!”

			“Keelhaul?” said Larso, appalled. “That’s barbaric, man! There hasn’t been a keelhauling in the Royal Navy for nigh on three quarters of a century!”

			“Oh, but the cap’n is ol’ fashion, when ‘e gets ‘is blood up!”

			“Regardless,” said Larso, taking Raimund by the arm, “it’s for him to decide. Or Mr. Polor. Abshaw, fetch me a set of manacles.”

			A pock-marked sailor with a crude, many-tentacled tattoo of the sea god Purraa on his chest tipped his hat to Larso and scurried off.

			“You apprehended the man, Sir Agnes?” asked the midshipman.

			“No, Mr. Larso, I did not. However—”

			“I did it for you, my love,” mumbled Raimund, his teeth stained red.

			“‘My love,’ ‘e says!” cackled Hundlay.

			“You know this fellow, Sir Agnes?” Larso queried, surprised.

			“He is familiar to me,” she said through gritted teeth.

			“I’m sorry if I’ve embarrassed you,” said Raimund, all puppy-dog eyes and swollen cheeks.

			Abshaw arrived with the manacles and fixed them on Raimund’s wrists. Midshipman Larso took hold of the chain connecting the iron bracelets and gave them a small tug. Raimund lurched forward as though the Larso had given them a much more forceful yank. That brought a frown from the midshipman, who looked at the priest with mild disdain, then turned back to Abshaw.

			“Mr. Abshaw, if you’ll retrieve a saber and accompany us.”

			“Oh, I volunteer t’ assist, Mr. Larso, sir,” said Hundlay with a grin, holding a dancing finger in the air.

			“Mr. Abshaw will be quite sufficient, thank you. Now the lot of you, be about your duties.”

			The gathered sailors began to disperse reluctantly, Hundlay the last, stepping backwards with his hands in the pockets of his trousers and a broad smile on his face. Abshaw returned, brandishing a cutlass that he rested carelessly on his shoulder.

			“Only a formality, Sir Agnes,” said Larso apologetically.

			On the way to the captain’s cabin, Hesk risked a whispered statement.

			“‘My love’ seems a bit more than familiar, Agnes.”

			Agnes spared him an angry glance. Hesk held up his hands, surrendering his inquiry.

			Lieutenant Polor answered Larso’s knock at the cabin door when they arrived, bidding them enter. Polor sat behind the captain’s desk, making an entry in the ship’s log. Captain Hraea himself was dozing in his wheeled chair, off in the back corner, arms and legs secured with ropes.

			“What do you have for us here, Mr. Larso?” said Polor, laying down his quill.

			“A stowaway, lieutenant. Just discovered by the crew.”

			“And a priest by the look of him,” said Polor, examining Raimund’s battered countenance. “Though a rather beleaguered one.”

			“Boys got a bit out of hand, sir,” said Larso.

			“As they will from time to time. But why are you and Mr. Hesk here, Sir Agnes?”

			“I know him, lieutenant.”

			“You do?”

			“Yes. He’s—”

			“Father Raimund Duffy,” said the priest in a clear voice, extending a manacled hand to shake. “Of the Blue Cathedral in Boudun.”

			Lieutenant Polor spared Raimund’s hand no more than a sour glance.

			“Priests of Belu aren’t known for smuggling themselves aboard Her Majesty’s warships, sir. Hitching is a profoundly serious offense. Can you explain yourself?”

			Szaa’da’shaela began to vibrate. Agnes laid a hand on an emerald to calm it.

			“I am answering a sacred calling, sir.”

			“What the hell are you talking about, Raimund?” Agnes asked, her irritation growing.

			“Sir Agnes, if you would allow me to question the prisoner,” said Polor. Agnes was ready to explain what she believed this was about when she felt Hesk’s hand at the small of her back. Instead of speaking, she nodded an apology.

			“Sir Agnes?” said Raimund, looking back at her. She ignored him, keeping her eyes focused on the lieutenant.

			“A sacred calling?” continued Polor. “From whom?”

			“Why, from Belu, sir, my patron. I am consecrated unto her, and she has directed me to intercede with Agnes—Sir Agnes—before she reaches her destination. And to accompany her if she refuses to turn back.”

			Agnes gripped Szaa’da’shaela’s hilt more tightly as its vibrations intensified.

			“Father Raimund, if the Blue Mother wished you to accompany Sir Agnes on her expedition, why didn’t you simply come aboard and say so?”

			“She wouldn’t agree. Nor understand.”

			Polor blinked.

			“Sir Agnes wouldn’t understand?” he said after a long pause. “Sir, I don’t understand.”

			Raimund grimaced, glancing from Agnes back to the lieutenant.

			“We quarreled the last time we spoke, sir. She would think my coming here, or accompanying her, was an attempt to prove her wrong … about something she said.”

			Polor put fingers to the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes.

			“Father Raimund, Sir Agnes, I really am remarkably busy, and would appreciate if the two of you would grant mercy and educate me about this situation as succinctly as possible. Otherwise, I will simply turn this over to Mr. Abshaw and Ephraim Peale.”

			Agnes didn’t know who Peale was, but could hear Abshaw tapping the flat of his cutlass on his shoulder in an impatient rhythm.

			“Raimund and I were in a relationship, Lieutenant Polor, but no more. He was offended that I called him a city priest who was unsuited for the rigors of the field.”

			“My love, I was hurt by what you said. But Belu did speak to me that night and directed me to find a way to intercede. She told me both your salvation and safety are in my hands!”

			This man must die, said Szaa’da’shaela.

			“Die?” shouted Agnes aloud. “What are you talking about?”

			Agnes looked up to see the expressions of wary concern on the faces of the men in the room. Hesk’s hand moved up to her shoulder as a kind restraint, but she shook it off.

			“Forgive me, lieutenant,” she said, trying to control the desperate embarrassment pulsating in her chest. “This blade is an Djao artifact, and it is inhabited by the spirit of an ancient sorcerer. It speaks to me.”

			“That,” said Polor, his hand going from the bridge of his nose to his chin, “is a remarkable bit of information. And what exactly does this sword tell you to do? Kill the man?”

			Yes! said the blade emphatically.

			I will not kill him, sorcerer.

			You must!

			I will not.

			The priest places everything in peril!

			Lieutenant Polor wore an expectant expression, unaware of the exchange between Agnes and the sword.

			“Szaa’da’shaela has a harsher view of the world than I do, lieutenant. I believe Father Raimund is sincere but mistaken about this sacred calling of his. I hope whatever punishment he suffers takes his vocation and conviction into consideration, however misguided he might be.”

			“There is no mistake, Agnes,” said Raimund, lifting the back of a manacled hand to his swollen cheek. “The Blue Mother spoke to me, just as clearly as I’m speaking to you. You must listen to me. Your life and soul depend upon it.”

			Cut him down, Agnes, now!

			It began as a tingle in her sword hand, a nagging itch, then a burning sensation. It quickly traveled the length of her arm and into her heart. A fiery rage, an appetite to draw blood. The desire to see Raimund’s head rolling across the rug in the captain’s cabin pulsed through her veins. For a moment she felt outside her body, as if it were someone else’s fingers wrapping themselves around the ancient blade’s grip, feeling the satisfying way it fit in her grasp. An overwhelming urge to free the Djao blade from its scabbard and separate Raimund’s earnest head from his shoulders flooded every cell of her being.

			“Agnes, what is it?” whispered Hesk in her ear, bringing his hand to her shoulder again. This time she didn’t shake him off, every ounce of attention and will focused on resisting the awesome impulse to sudden, perfect violence.

			“We used to keelhaul stowaways!” came a shout from behind them. It was Hraea in his shadowed corner, apparently awake and listening in. “Royal Navy’s gone soft! Mr. Abshaw, alert Mr. Peale that we require the services of his manticore!”

			“We can’t flog a priest, sir,” said Polor in a firm tone, as though answering the suggestion of an exuberant child. “And a priest of Belu at that. We’d invite a divine curse upon us.”

			“I’ll have no priests of Belu aboard my Duke Yaryx, Mr. Hobesson!” he answered, every syllable shouted as though he was speaking to someone a quarter mile away. “We only employ honest Hanifaxan medicine here!”

			“There’s been some misunderstanding, sir,” said Polor. “He is a passenger who just neglected to announce his presence to the right people. I’m sure the Blue Cathedral would apologize for his lapse in judgment.”

			Agnes, still wrestling with her own murderous urge, understood that Polor was walking a fine line, attempting to save Raimund’s life.

			“Indeed, they should!” cried Hraea. “We shall take this up with the archbishop personally when we return to Boudun! Hobesson, fetch my piss pot!”

			“What are we to do with the prisoner?” said Larso, plainly confused.

			“Clap him in irons and throw him in my brig, Mr. Larso!” cried the captain, straining against the ropes securing his extremities.

			“He is in irons, sir,” said Larso unhelpfully.

			“A wise choice, sir,” said Polor. He looked immediately to Larso and Abshaw, speaking in a quieter tone so that Hraea wouldn’t hear him. “You two, take this man to the brig. And see that he sustains no more injuries along the way, or I will reintroduce keelhauling to our little corner of this goddamned navy.”

			Larso blanched and bowed, Abshaw casually touched a knuckle to his forehead and tapped the cutlass to his shoulder again. The midshipman grabbed hold of Raimund’s chains and the three of them left the cabin, Raimund looking pitifully at Agnes.

			He’s gone now, you bitch, thought Agnes. Out of your reach. The lethal compulsion vanished, and with tremendous effort Agnes released her iron grip from the sword’s hilt, feeling the blood return to her hand.

			“We will discuss this further at a later time,” said Polor, looking at Agnes askance. “For now, I would ask you to leave. We are interrupting the captain’s much needed nap.”

			“Piss pot!” shouted Hraea.

			Agnes made to speak, but Hesk grabbed her by the elbow and ushered her out of the cabin. When they were alone again on the deck of the Yaryx, near the starboard rail, Hesk spoke.

			“What the fuck was that all about? What the fuck is going on?”

			Agnes turned and set her shaky hands on the rail, felt the grain of the wood against damp palms.

			“It’s … complicated.”

			“Bloody right it’s complicated! Explain it to me. Explain it to Sir Arla! Explain it to someone, Agnes, because you can’t carry all of this on your shoulders alone!”

			Staring at the waves, she nodded her head slowly.

			“I will. Just … just give me time to calm down … gather my thoughts.”

			Hesk hesitated, then gave her a couple reassuring pats on the shoulder before he walked away, leaving Agnes by herself at the rail. She stood there a long while, replaying what had just happened, what it all might mean. Was Raimund deluded, or had Belu really told him to smuggle himself aboard—and if so, to what purpose?

			Fell purpose, answered Szaa’da’shaela. Bae’u’loh knows something is amiss, senses that danger approaches, so she begins to marshal her resources. That priest is the enemy of our purpose, Agnes dear.

			Don’t call me ‘dear.’

			You are angry that I attempted to compel you. I understand. But I didn’t do it lightly. I do nothing lightly. My every act is in the service of our shared purpose, and there are things we must do that may feel unsavory, I admit it. Much is at stake. Nonetheless, I ask for your forgiveness. I know you once cherished that man. To end his life for the danger he represents, well … it is a terrible burden we carry, you and I.

			Agnes tightened her hold on the railing, felt the edge of the wood bite into her palms. She could see a faint outline of land to the west. No doubt they neared the Duchy of Kelse. She worked to quiet her mind, slowly taking in and releasing three deep breaths. When she finally spoke to the sword, aloud, her tone was calm and direct.

			“You will tell me everything I need to know. Now. No more hints and shadowy promises of future enlightenment. Now. Yes?”

			Yes, I will do so. There are things that you must know. But understand that I myself do not know all yet. It is revealed to me in flashes of revelation.

			Agnes didn’t hear anything after the blade’s acquiescence. Instead, she made a threat, the most serious and sincere threat of her life.

			“If you ever do that to me again,” she said, looking out at the cool blue waves and ghost of a shoreline beyond it, “I will drop you over the side of this ship and let you sink to the bottom of the Cradle. Do you understand me?”

			Silence. After a full minute, Agnes began unfastening the belted sheath with every intention of following through. Then the blade spoke.

			I understand you, Agnes Manteo.
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			There Are Things That You Must Know

			The crewmen of the Duke Yaryx called the brig ‘Babaloc’s Bunk’ because it lay deep in its belly, abaft the mizzen step. The constant muffled drone of the sea was soothing at first, until it assumed a sudden morbid character, reminding the cell’s occupant that only a few timbers lay between them and dark, watery oblivion. Raimund looked miserable when Agnes came to visit him in the middle of the night, following her long, solitary communion with Szaa’da’shaela. He was still manacled, though there was no hope he could break down the black iron gate of the cell. His face looked worse, the bruises from the beating he had received at the enthusiastic courtesy of Yaryx’s sailors having had time to make their more colorful presence known. She realized this was the first time she had ever seen him other than clean-shaven.

			“They’re keeping you fed down here?” she asked, taking a seat on a small barrel near the black crisscross of iron between them.

			“A flavorless porridge, but yes. No complaints. I ran out of the dried meat I brought aboard with me two days before they found me.”

			“Where were you? How did they find you?”

			“Under a tarpaulin, in one of the skiffs. Caught me during a fit of vomiting. Sea travel sporadically disagrees with my stomach.”

			“Have you ever been on the sea before?”

			“Once, across the Blue Straits when I was called to Boudun from my little village on Elkey. I’d never left the island before.”

			Agnes smiled.

			“The Blue Straits are hardly the sea. Its waters are calm as glass compared to the open Cradle, but for a few weeks a year.”

			“I threw up twice on that crossing,” he said, smiling himself. The smile elicited a wince of pain and he touched fingertips to battered cheek.

			“Why are you here, Raimund? Really.”

			“I told you, my love. Belu spoke to me.”

			Agnes sighed, looked down at the damp planks between her feet.

			“Did she appear in a vision? Trailed by choirs of angels?”

			“I know you mock me, but no, nothing so dramatic. Just her gentle voice. It was sublime. The pinnacle of my life, really.”

			A deep sadness washed over Agnes as she thought on the cruel deception that lay beneath that sorry pinnacle.

			“And what exactly did she say to you?”

			Raimund’s eyes misted over, tears dribbling down his puffy cheeks as he squeezed them shut. He held out a hand as if providing a benediction.

			“Raimund Duffy, Agnes has need of you.”

			“Bollocks.”

			Raimund’s eyes opened, the look of the puppy dog returned.

			“Your soul is in grave danger, my love,” he said, shaking his head. “The task this new queen has sent you on, it is impious. Unholy.”

			Her sadness turned to anger, anger at the way her lover was being used as a tool against her by this Bae’u’loh. She thought of the aptness of Szaa’da’shaela’s term: pretender-god.

			“And what could you know of it, Raimund?” she shouted. “What did your patron tell you we were about?”

			“She’s your patron, too, love! You’ve not been consecrated to her yet, but you’ve always followed the catechism! We’ve prayed together!”

			“No longer, Father Raimund,” she said, unable to mask her contempt. “Scales have fallen from my eyes and I see our pantheon for what it really is.”

			“What in the Blue Lady’s heaven could you possibly mean?”

			The look of confusion on the priest’s face was pitiful, but her anger shoved caution and kinder emotions aside.

			“You know what I did in the east? I jammed my father’s sword into a would-be god, the one calling himself Timilis. He was a fraud, Raimund, they all are! They’re no more than human sorcerers—immensely powerful ones, granted, but human all the same, or they used to be at one time. They feed off our suffering just as they so often author it. And Belu—she’s the biggest glutton of them all!”

			Raimund’s brow furrowed and he made the sign against the evil eye, an echo of his country origins in that little Elkey backwater he hailed from.

			“That’s madness, Agnes, madness!”

			“If it’s madness, then the truth is mad, Raimund! That’s why Sira didn’t return to the Blue Cathedral—she witnessed it all, too. She was the most devout person I’ve ever known, the kindest, most loving. Her faith was crushed by the weight of that truth, just as surely as mine was.”

			Raimund could only shake his head, his mouth hanging open stupidly.

			“We have been in their thrall,” Agnes continued, unable to stop herself now that it had begun to spill out. “Slaves to a lie, cattle for their consumption.”

			“Where is your sword?” he asked suddenly.

			“I left it in our cabin. I didn’t … I didn’t want it to be privy to our conversation.”

			“That thing is a devil, Agnes. It’s filled your head with these awful lies. You’re the one who’s enslaved—to that cursed Djao weapon!”

			“No! We are partners in a crusade!”

			Agnes was taken aback by the passion of her own outburst. Though the blade was four decks above her, she felt their bond, the intimate tie between them, and she longed to have it sheathed at her side again, where it belonged.

			“It called out for my blood, didn’t it?”

			That shook Agnes from her reverie. She looked back at Raimund, ready to lie, to make excuses.

			“Think on that, Agnes,” he said when she failed to answer him. “We have shared ourselves, body and soul, we’ve loved one another. And that thing wanted you to cut me down. It came from the Djao. The scriptures are unambiguous: ‘Djao’ is a byword for wickedness. That weapon is a poison, and it’s using you to spread its poison. Why can’t you see that?”

			Agnes.

			Agnes leapt up from the barrel, tipping it over. It rolled across the planks, the liquid it contained sloshing inside. It was the voice of Szaa’da’shaela, speaking with her, in her mind, despite the distance between them.

			How can you do this?

			Our bond grows stronger, Agnes Manteo. We are wedded in purpose, inseparable. Do you see? Do you see why we can’t suffer this man to live? He will nibble at your resolve, plant seeds of doubt. That doubt is more deadly than the sharpest sword. If you let it gain a foothold in your heart, it will destroy your sacred vocation, and they will win. The enemies of humanity will win.

			“What is it, love?” asked Raimund urgently, standing from his bench and grabbing hold of the black iron slats between them.

			“I see now,” she said aloud. “But I won’t kill him.”

			He must die, Agnes. It gives me no pleasure to tell you this.

			“We will let him stay in this cell. Let Polor deal with him how he sees fit. He isn’t a cruel man. He’ll be fair.”

			“Who are you talking to? Is it the sword?”

			Not enough. Not enough, Agnes. He is a cancer. Cancer must be excised, utterly.

			“I will not kill him.”

			Ilanda told you to be ruthless.

			“I cannot do it.”

			Then let me.

			“No!” Agnes staggered back, stumbling over another cask and banging her head on the sodden planks as she fell. She scrambled back to her feet and backed out of the brig, slamming the door to Raimund’s earnest words.

			“I love you! I’ve loved you since I first laid eyes on you lying in your sickbed at the Citadel! I’ll never stop praying for you! I’ll never abandon you, Agnes Manteo!”
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			Lieutenant Polor allowed use of the captain’s mess for the Syraeic party at Agnes’s request, their cabin simply too cramped for her purpose. Unfurled on the table with Hraea’s upended teacups at its four corners was a map of the Barrowlands. Beela Wynther studied it intently, fascination in her eyes. Hesk gave it a few nervous glances, but otherwise focused on Agnes, seated at the head of the table in what would have been the captain’s chair.

			“Well, lass,” said Sir Arla shortly after they were assembled. “Wha’ d’ you have fer us?”

			For a moment Agnes considered correcting the older woman. It’s Sir Agnes. But a small tremble from Szaa’da’shaela convinced her to ignore the slight. She slowly drew the blade from its scabbard and laid it across the map. All eyes went to the stunning object, admiring its elegant form, delicate runes and fragments of hieroglyphs etched in its perfect, gray steel, the brilliant, faceted emeralds set in its elaborate hilt. Lamplight glinted off its lethal edge. The artifact was a singular wonder, an artisanal masterpiece.

			“You have all heard the account of our expedition to Gnexes,” she began, “and understand its connection to what we do now. Our task is no less than to slay the cabal of Djao sorcerers who have been masquerading as our gods for nearly eight centuries. They call themselves the Besh’oul, the Learned Ones.”

			Young Beela Wynther sat up straight and nodded enthusiastically, like a child at the telling of a beloved tale. Agnes couldn’t help but think of her as the earnest novice she was. What was she doing here?

			What all of them are doing here, Agnes, said Szaa’da’shaela. Remind them.

			“None of us would be here if we didn’t believe in this mission. Nor would any of you be here if this sword hadn’t named you. An ancient sorcerer inhabits this sword. She was one of the Ush’oul, the Djao sorcerers who rose up against the Besh’oul to liberate humanity. She is our ally. As you have all heard, she speaks to me. My bond with her is a priceless resource and the only reason I serve as expeditionary lead and not Sir Arla.”

			Arla gave a little nod.

			“I have been in communion with Szaa’da’shaela, and there are things that you must know. First, Raimund Duffy, the priest with whom I was once intimate, claims he was sent by Belu to aid me, to save my soul. It is the first sign that our enemy is aware we are coming.”

			“Forgive me, Sir Agnes,” said Lumari, adjusting her eye patch. “But isn’t it possible his actions were those of a still-besotted former lover, without nefarious origins?”

			Her skepticism is a two-edged blade, said Szaa’da’shaela. Careful one doesn’t cut you while the other serves our purpose.

			“I suspected that, too. I am persuaded that a more benign explanation isn’t the right one. Szaa’da’shaela is certain.”

			“We trust the blade, then?” Lumari asked, eye on its shimmering edge.

			“We have to,” answered Hesk, looking at Agnes.

			“Agreed,” said Qeelb, seated opposite Agnes in what would have been Commandant Mastro’s seat. “It has oracular powers, does it not?”

			“To an extent, yes,” said Agnes, nodding.

			“And it has yet to mislead us,” he added.

			“Correct. It—she, is committed to our purpose. In fact, our purpose was her purpose long before. She seeks justice and the freedom of humanity.”

			“A noble cause,” said Sira. “But a daunting one.”

			“And they know we’re comin’?” asked Arla.

			“In a sense. These Besh’oul, or their bodies at least, are hidden at the place we call Aem’al’ai’esh, hidden to keep them safe while their minds and spirits roam time and space. The death of the Besh’oul called the Aching God was a faint warning some of its brethren doubtlessly heard. The death of Timilis, however, was an alarm of clanging cathedral bells. They race back to their bodies, all of them. But they are far away. It will take them time, though we don’t know how long. Some will likely return sooner than others. But if we destroy those vessels before they return, their minds and spirits will become untethered and fragment into the aether. At least this is what I’m told.”

			Agnes’s eyes flitted from one Syraeic to another, attempting to assess how well they processed her words. She was greeted by nods of understanding and encouragement to continue from all save the alchemist, who tapped together a pair of empty vials from her bandolier.

			“What is it, Lumari?”

			“And if one or more of those beings reaches their body before we can chop it up … what then?”

			“We will have to rely on the power of Szaa’da’shaela to overcome them. Those of you who have seen the weapon in action shouldn’t doubt its potency.”

			“Oh, I’ve seen what it can do, Sir Agnes,” said Lumari, still tapping her vials. “But even the sharpest blade in the hands of the most gifted swordsman pales in comparison to a sorcerer unrestrained by a binding jewel.” She glanced over at Qeelb. He sat with his arms resting on the table, staring straight forward, flowery blindfold giving the illusion that he saw nothing. “I’ve been told about what you’ve done, Qeelb. Terrible, but extraordinary—and in our service. Yellow Hells, I watched Del Ogara sink a pirate vessel all on her own when we sailed for the Barrowlands last year because it was in service of the Crown. Of what feats are these alien sorcerers capable?”

			“Mighty magics, surely,” said Qeelb, rubbing his palms along the table before him. “But this Djao artifact is more than just a finely made sword. It radiates sorcerous power. I can feel it. In a way I couldn’t before we entered Gnexes.”

			“Before it slew Timilis,” said Hesk.

			“Who let hisself get slayed,” Sir Arla chimed in. “Invited ya t’ do the deed.”

			“Yes,” the blindfolded sorcerer continued. “But never think that Szaa’da’shaela is merely a sword. If we are cunning and quick, they may not be able to stand against it.”

			“It’s why we must make speed,” said Agnes, picking up the lead. “Better to get to their empty shells before they can return to them. Even though the actions the Besh’oul can take here in our world while they are out of body are limited, they are not insignificant. They can influence both man and beast. And Aem’al’ai’esh is not without its own defenses. We’ve all read the inquiry accounts of Lictor Rae’ expedition.”

			More nods and a few dark looks of recollection.

			“They were a contradictory mess,” said Lumari. “How on earth can one hope to navigate such a place?”

			“My second point: Szaa’da’shaela will function as armor against the worst effects of their sorcery, diluting its power, giving us a fighting chance. So, under no circumstances should we separate from one another once we pass through Serekirk’s Northward Gate, not if we can help it. If you are not in proximity to me and the sword, you are completely vulnerable to the evils of the Barrowlands and Aem’al’ai’esh in particular. Its wards are diabolical. Any questions?”

			“The Northward Gate?” asked Hesk. “Aem’al’ai’esh is three hundred miles east of Serekirk, about fifty miles west of the Teeth of the Djao. Surely we’ll sail that way after the Counting House clears us rather than make so long an overland journey across the Barrowlands.”

			“Lad makes sense,” said Sir Arla. “Shoals’re wicked along tha’ coast, the waters too shallow, but a Syraeic sloop can sail from Serekirk an’ anchor offshore while we go t’ land in a couple skiffs. Less peril than three hundred miles o’ Barrowlands muck an’ mire an’ hidden falls. Not t’ mention hungry beasties an’ wanderin’ spirits.”

			Agnes smiled.

			“I would agree with you both if Aem’al’ai’esh was in the same place it was when Pallas Rae was there.”

			“Wha’?” said an incredulous Arla.

			“It’s moved itself,” answered Agnes.

			“Impossible!” said Arla, slapping a palm on the table. “A ruin can’t just pick itself up and change addresses!”

			“Impossible?” said Qeelb. “No. Nothing is impossible with sorcery, given sufficient power. Of course, the power necessary to perform such a feat … I can’t begin to imagine.”

			“That’s quite a defensive feature,” observed Lumari.

			“When Lictor Rae was in it, Aem’al’ai’esh was in the same place the first Syraeic team found it five hundred years before,” said Beela. “Why didn’t it move then?”

			“Perhaps it hadn’t any reason to move,” said Sira.

			“Exactly,” said Agnes. “Besides, scripture places Aem’al’ai’esh north of Serekirk, not east. I don’t think this is the first time it’s moved.”

			“So where is it, lass?” asked Arla, still employing a term Agnes was beginning to find deliberately condescending. But she bit her tongue and moved Szaa’da’shaela to the right, bringing a finger down on the Barrowlands map.

			“Here. West of the Armalan Hills, at the southern fringe of the Fields of Woe.”

			“That’s about seventy-five miles west of Serekirk,” said Hesk. “Maybe a week, week and a half to walk it.”

			“An’ what’s t’ keep those bastards from relocatin’ again, just when we’re knockin’ on their door? I mean, if it can jus’ waltz about the land like a bloody dancin’ bear.”

			“Szaa’da’shaela doesn’t think it will.”

			“Well, if Szaa’da’shaela says so,” quipped Arla, unconvinced. “I fear I’ll be spendin’ the tail end o’ my career chasin’ a bloody walkin’ ruin from hither t’ yon.”

			“Assuming we find the place,” said Lumari, ignoring Arla’s sarcasm, “how will we proceed? Timilis wanted to die. I think we can agree that his kindred Besh’oul do not.”

			“I’m not sure,” Agnes answered. “We’ll just have to manage.”

			“I am not reassured by tha’ plan, li’l Peregrine,” said Arla.

			“Well, we certainly won’t be able to trust the maps from the previous expeditions,” said Sira. “You read the same accounts I did. The sorcery of the place plays with perception.”

			“Thank you, Sira, yes,” said Agnes, meaning it, “I said Szaa’da’shaela would function as an armor against the sorcery of Aem’al’ai’esh, but like any armor, it will have weak points, easier to penetrate. That means that at times we may not be able to trust our senses. Report what you see, hear, feel. If you have a strange experience, don’t keep it to yourself. We must constantly make one another aware of our perceptions to identify if sorcery begins to color them. That way, if Szaa’da’shaela can’t see us through, at least we’ll all be armed with a better understanding of each other’s experience of the place.”

			They spoke for another hour, Agnes fielding questions, Szaa’da’shaela assuring her she was doing an admirable job. When they were satisfied, or at least as satisfied as they could be given the uncertainties, Agnes hammered again at the urgency of their task.

			“We must move with caution, but also swiftly. The Besh’oul race back to their bodies even now, knowing peril approaches. For creatures who have lived over fifteen thousand years, they may have thought themselves immortal until now. That fear will hurry them back and perhaps make them careless. We must make haste. We cannot delay. We will rest when we must, but speed is of the essence. No earthly concerns can keep us from our purpose. It is a righteous purpose, and we must succeed.”

			So be it, said Szaa’da’shaela, as though closing a prayer.
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			Time for Truth

			“Did I ever tell you about the place I was born?” asked Pallas Rae from her sickbed, a fitful oil lamp burning on the side table, casting strange, dancing shadows on the walls.

			“You have not,” said the lictor’s guest. “You should summon one of the novices to replace this lamp before it gutters. Ring your bell cord.”

			Rae complied, reaching for the sash hanging from the ceiling and giving it a tug. It took all the strength she had to accomplish this simple task. She heard nothing herself, but somewhere nearby she knew a small bell on a wall jingled and a novice, a few stolen moments of sleep disrupted, trotted to her quarters.

			“A hamlet, called Batbaegon, on the island of Elkey. So small a strong fart might blow it away.”

			“Agnes Manteo’s lover is from the same little village,” said her companion.

			“Raimund Duffy? Ah! I think I recall a family named Duffy—carpenters, I believe. He seems a harmless lad. Surprised me when Agnes invited him into her bed. Always thought she’d be drawn to someone bolder, rougher ‘round the edges.”

			“I’m more surprised the priest summoned the valor to request an invitation in the first place. Talk about being blown away by a strong fart.”

			Rae laughed heartily. That momentary joy was worth the cost of the prolonged coughing fit it provoked.

			“He’s an earnest one, though,” sighed Rae after the fit had passed. “You know, of all the adventure in my life, I never managed a tumble with a priest of either sex. Did you ever?”

			“One squeezed my bum. Does that count?”

			“Hardly. If we assembled all the priests who gave me a pinch over the years, we could staff every basilica in the archipelago. What did you do to him?”

			“The one who squeezed my bum? I broke his arm. We Syraeic sisters are not to be trifled with, eh, Pallas? Come to think of it, maybe we should give young Raimund a bit more credit for his courage.”

			“Where is earnest Raimund?” Rae asked, smiling.

			“Dead,” answered her guest. “Bled out in a little cell in Duke Yaryx’s belly.”

			“Oh, that’s upsetting,” said Rae, doing her best to push away the sadness the news aroused. She didn’t really know the boy and sensed Agnes was done with him. Still, it was a pity. It always was when a kind man passed from this world. “This is an ugly business we’re about.”

			“Ugly, indeed,” the other agreed.

			There was a sharp rap at the door.

			“Lictor Rae,” came a girlish voice. “It’s Prudence Nash. You rang me?”

			Too weak to throw a cloth napkin over the opened box on her night table, Rae spoke to her companion in a harsh whisper. “Damn! Play dead!” Then to Prudence, in a pleasant voice, “Enter dear.”

			The door creaked on its hinges as the novice opened it, letting in a triangle of light from the hall.

			“What can I do for you, lictor?” asked the young woman, clad in a novice’s long, wrinkled nightshirt.

			“Clear my dinner plate and refill my pitcher, if you would be so kind. And find me another lamp that doesn’t behave like a candle in a summer squall.”

			Prudence bowed and made for the night table, stopping in her tracks with a scream when she laid eyes on the severed head propped up in the open box. Its hair was matted with mud and gore, its eyes filmed over white, the mouth frozen in a rictus of horror. The flesh at the end of the neck was ragged, as though it had been torn rather than cut from its body.

			“Sorry to give you such a shock, dear,” said Rae, smiling at the paralyzed girl. A League matter you needn’t concern yourself with. “Come fetch this plate and pitcher and get me that lamp, please.”

			The girl didn’t budge.

			“Prudence?”

			Wide-eyed, the young woman summoned her courage and stepped forward, snatching the plate from its perch next to the box and managing to grab the pitcher in the same motion with her other hand. The fork slipped from the plate and clattered to the floor.

			“Leave the fork, dear,” said Rae, choosing mercy.

			Prudence was out the door carrying plate and pitcher with admirable speed.

			“Dark-skinned one, that,” said Lenda Hathspry’s head, coming back to life. “And nappy headed. Has she Aerican blood?”

			“Grandfather was a merchant seaman from an Aerican city called Tsumebe. He was shipwrecked east of Grandea, only survivor. Worked the farms thereabouts, hoping to save enough money to book passage home. Instead, he fell in love with a Grandi farmgirl and they ran off together.”

			“I can’t imagine the narrow folk of that earldom would have celebrated such a match.”

			“You are correct. Hopeless bigots. Grandfather and his farmgirl made their way to broadminded Falmuthe, where they had many children, including Prudence’s mother.”

			“She doesn’t strike me as a ‘Prudence’ though, does she you?”

			“She chose Prudence when she got too much grief from others in her novitiate for her dark skin and foreign-sounding name. I believe ‘Prudence’ comes from Prudence of Hepalot, heroine of those old Busker fairy tales. The girl’s given name is actually Esheba.”

			“Ah!” exclaimed Lenda’s head. “From an Aerican dialect, though the name of it escapes me; it means ‘life’ or ‘vitality.’ But that’s not where your thoughts trend these days, do they, Pallas?”

			Pallas Rae scowled at the head.

			“You know much, but you don’t know Esheba’s story. Nor mine. I should send you back to Olbach.”

			“Oh, that one’s due another kiss,” said the head, smiling with her perpetually blood-stained teeth.

			“Olbach, bah! Visit your bile on that too-clever bastard and leave this old woman be.”

			“I thought you enjoyed our late-night chats.”

			“Not when you pepper our talk with cruelty.”

			“Alas, it is my nature.”

			“It was never Lenda’s nature. Are you Lenda Hathspry?”

			“I possess all of Lenda’s memories.”

			“That is not an answer.”

			“Tell me of Batbaegon, and how so insignificant a hamlet came upon such a grand-sounding name.”

			“Not much to the name, though it’s ancient. This would have been soon after the Busker Rebellion, when the ‘Faxers tossed King Tolen Two-Notes and his bloody viceroys out of the archipelago, sixty or seventy years before the advent of Coryth the Revelator. Elkey was gifted to a group of veterans by Prince Kennoch of Leatham.”

			The head let out a great laugh.

			“Ha! A prince in Leatham.”

			“Wasn’t that where you hailed from, Lenda Hathspry?” asked Rae, giving the head a sideways glance.

			“It was. But I assure you in my day the city was not the province of princes. Unless you count the High Lord of Thieves. Or King of the Beggars.”

			“It wasn’t always as it is now, you know. Back in that day it was beautiful. It was called Lath’an Haema, ‘Jewel of Leath’ in the old Busker tongue.”

			“Old men and women do love their history,” said the head with its crooked, bloody smile.

			“Anyway, most of those veterans settled on the coastline and became fisherman. A group settled at Elkey’s center and earned their livelihood cutting down trees and milling the lumber for the rest to build their homes and barns and churches. They were tired of war and called their village “Battle-Be-Gone.” That eventually became Batbaegon. The little place never grew to be more than a village, shrunk to what it is now after the trees and need for lumber thinned out. It’s little more than a crossroads for those walking or riding from one side of the island to the other. Most just sail round that way. It’s quicker and safer.”

			“Battle-Be-Gone,” repeated Lenda’s head with a wistful smile. “As if humanity will ever tire of killing one another.”

			“What are you at last?” asked Rae, her voice growing hoarse. Where was that girl with her pitcher of water?

			“I am as you see me.”

			“Riddles, riddles! I think my time short enough that I’d rather not waste it on your word play and mysteries.”

			Those milky eyes turned to Rae. Rae felt a sickness in the pit of her stomach at the scrutiny from those dull orbs.

			“So, is it time for truth, Pallas? Finally?”

			Another rap, rap, rap at the door.

			“Enter dear.”

			Prudence had somehow managed to knock on the door and open it carrying both a new lamp and the pitcher of water. She walked over to Rae’s night table and set down the lamp, refilled the lictor’s water glass, and then lit the lamp wick, turning up the flame until it illuminated the room sufficiently. Then, sparing a hurried glance at the now lifeless head in the box, she picked up the guttering lamp and blew out its fitful little tongue of fire. A quick curtsy to Rae and she excused herself. When her back was to them, Lenda’s head spoke.

			“Esheba?”

			The girl froze but didn’t turn around. Rae was certain the girl would not have mistaken the voice of the disembodied head for her own.

			“I don’t believe the lictor disagrees with me when I say this, though she did not authorize my words. Regardless, it is my contention that Prudence is a name for a frightened little girl who worries about being given respect by her peers. But such a thing given as a gift is worthless. A strong woman demands respect, takes it. A girl named Esheba, who is full of life and unafraid, will one day have great adventures, even become a lictor, and order those pasty-skinned bigots about. Prudence will end her days tidying up library stalls and mopping up others’ messes. Think on that, Esheba or Prudence Nash.”

			Still not turning around the girl said, “I will think on it.” And she was out the door.

			“You have a fucking gift for that sort of thing,” said Rae.

			“What is that?”

			“The lesson not to be forgotten, equal parts enlightenment and horror.”

			“Ask me your questions, Pallas Rae of Batbaegon.”

			“Will my people succeed in the Barrowlands?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Will they survive?”

			“Some. Not many, I’d wager.”

			“Agnes?”

			“Whether she lives or dies, she’ll be remembered. She’ll belong to the ages.”

			“Will I hear the story? Will I be at the inquiry?”

			“Pallas Rae, you’ll be dead before the Duke Yaryx reaches Serekirk.”

			“Ah.” She found the truth wounded her a little, but was no great surprise. “How long then?”

			“About three days. Review your testament, and both of us must speak with Beckerlin. He’ll succeed you.”

			“I thought they might elect Saullit.”

			“She’s too bound to her lab. There’s a reason it’s been a hundred fifty years since an alchemist led the League. The League’s senior voices will choose Beckerlin, for all his flaws.”

			“Trying times for our Syraeic League, then.”

			“Trying times for all of Hanifax. But the League will survive. I’ll be moving to new accommodations before you pass. Loftier.”

			“Will you now?”

			“Yes. After we speak with Beckerlin. I’ll inform both of you then.”

			“Are you really Lenda Hathspry?”

			“Of course not. Woman had her head torn off by undead in a Djao prison-temple nearly five years ago.”

			“Then … you are?”

			“Something wonderful.”

		

	
		
			21
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			Hell’s Siege

			Two great flags flew above the battlements of Beyenfort: the green and gold banner of Hanifax, with the griffin rampant, sword brandished, and the mustard yellow banner of Harkeny, black beehive crossed by a black lance trimmed in green. The old moon overhead was barely a thumbnail clipping, so that the Korsa army across the Selvey was mostly shrouded in shadow and darkness. Symon Padivale heard the lurking enemy—ram’s horns, gongs, shouts in the guttural barbarian tongue, the hellish bellows—but he could not see them. Over the past three nights, however, his imagination had more than made up for the lack.

			Symon stood behind the strange boy calling himself Benesh-Enoah, who himself stood atop a box so that he could peer more easily over the crenelated wall. Symon had heeded the boy’s instructions, though many of them still struck the count-regent as absurd. He was growing weary of answering to this scrawny, pimple-faced tyrant, and was sure that his men snickered behind his back: Count-Regent Symon, the obedient dog, led around on a leash by a prepubescent lad.

			“It’ll all be over soon enough, Symon,” said the boy, as though reading his thoughts. “Soon you’ll no longer need to contend with me. Magda’s grand attack comes tonight, and either we triumph, and I am returned to Boudun, or we do not, and then we will none of us have any cause to feel slight, humiliation, or any other sensation.”

			“Tonight?”

			“Aye, along the length of the Selvey. Tomorrow will be the new moon. Magda’s hungry gods must be fed, and they are not particular upon whose flesh they feed. I’m sure she’d rather it be ours. Tonight. Very soon.”

			A number of barons from the Harkeny interior were clustered near Symon, each armored, each bearing family weapons worn in ages past by their forebears. Some were more martially inclined than others, but all would represent their houses as best they could. If Beyenfort fell, their lands and homes would be overrun as well. Many had brought their sons, a few their daughters, also armed and armored, ready to defend the Bastion of the North. Archers lined the walls, and other men-at-arms were stationed at ten black iron cauldrons the boy had ordered placed every eight feet along this stretch of the battlements.

			“I still say those things should be filled with stones or heated coals,” said Symon, still ruminating on his humiliation.

			“Then it is good I am in charge,” said the boy, quietly enough so that only Symon heard him.

			“Where is Paulus?” snapped Symon to Argus, who stood behind the armored nobles at the stone stair, ready for his next urgent errand. Before Argus could respond, the boy held up a hand, still peering out between two merlons.

			“I sent him to one of the river posts, downstream of us, south of Jasper. He bears with him a surprise I prepared for the Churugi tribesmen who will attempt to cross there.”

			“Churugi?” said Symon, aghast. “Those butchers came down from their bloody mountains, too? How on earth did Magda—”

			“She summoned a demon with the head of a rotting lion and the body of a corpulent man. It began gnawing off the heads of the chieftain’s wives, gulped each down its gullet in a single bite, like a candied cherry atop a cake. He submitted to her, once three of his wives’ headless corpses lay before him.”

			“How does she command such power, some barbarian witch?”

			“As I said, the Korsa gods are hungry and are no longer content with the bloodletting the tribes exact on one another. Magda possesses sufficient hatred and is a willing conduit for their avaricious dreams. Great oceans of blood lie waiting for them in Harkeny, Marburand, and beyond. They use Magda for their purpose, as do so many greater beings of their inferiors.”

			“Are we ready?” Symon noted the tremulousness in his own voice.

			“It is my hope that we are. Regardless, we have done the best we can with my present limitations.”

			Symon had witnessed the boy perform miracles: conjuring ten thousand freshly fletched arrows, speeding the flow of the Selvey so that its waters frothed and splashed along its course, hindering any natural crossing. Of what limitations did he speak?

			“This,” announced the boy, answering Symon’s unspoken question. The lad held up his hands and fluttered his fingers. “A ten-year-old body lacks the sophisticated coordination of an adult. It affects the potency of my spells, though in my defense I did not anticipate having to perform magic on this grand a scale. Holding back the spawn of Hell tests my limits sorely.”

			“Hell?” blurted Symon.

			“Of course, count-regent. Does it look like that thing came from Bennybrooke?”

			Symon saw the outline of the great beast lurking at the far banks of the river, smoky tendrils of misty vapor that hid it spilling out over the water. It released a bellow that seemed to shake the very foundations of the earth.

			“Oh, Belu protect us,” he mumbled.

			“Belu is not here, Count Symon,” said the boy. “I, however, am.”

			The boy hopped up between the two merlons and stood on the edge of the battlements, so close that Symon reached out reflexively and grabbed the lad’s tunic to prevent him falling. Benesh-Enoah, muttering, reached out with his right hand into the sky, once, twice, three times, as though trying to catch the moon. Symon nearly laughed at the ridiculousness of the gesture. But on the fourth attempt, the boy’s hand seemed to grab hold of it. He held tight.

			The scant sliver of light from the moon dimmed. Symon blinked his eyes, thinking they might be playing tricks on him. The boy was suspended out at a perilous angle, his feet pressed against the edge of the battlement wall, his hand wrapped tight around the moon, Symon’s hand desperately grasping the fabric of the lad’s tunic. Symon had heard sorcerers cast spells before; the words the boy spoke were different—breathy and lyrical, and there was a strong scent of cinnamon in the air.

			And then it happened. The orb seemed to shatter in the boy’s hand, the silvery pieces fluttering down from his fingers, like thin and airy shards of eggshell. Suddenly, the moon was back in the sky, full and bright, the brightest Symon had ever seen. It illuminated the rapidly flowing waters of the Selvey and the river’s far shore, where hundreds of tribesmen stood, a fleet of rafts waiting on the banks. The barbarians cried out in surprise at the abrupt explosion of light, raising their hands above them as though they might hold it at bay. There came another earthshaking bellow from the smoke-shrouded beast, but it was mixed with a screech of agony, as though the glorious moonlight caused it harm.

			Symon yanked the boy back from the precipice so that he tumbled into him and the two fell to the stony parapet floor. Both scrambled up and hurried back to the wall, looking down again at their enemy, revealed by the sorcerous illumination. Symon’s eyes landed on the terrible beast, still partially concealed by supernatural fog. Enough of its form was revealed in the impossible moonlight for Symon to lurch back, the contents of his stomach spewing out through mouth and nostrils, spattering noisily against the nearest merlon.

			It was enormous, a nightmarish amalgam of toad, slug, and squid, a noisome mucus glistening on its rubbery skin of mottled greens and yellows and blacks. Dozens of eye stalks extended and withdrew, and it wore what seemed a coat of thorny ivory horns that undulated and clicked against one another with the ripple of its muscles. It let out another ear-piercing shriek, the pitch far too high for a creature so large, then vanished again as the fog about its amorphous form thickened, edges drifting over the surface of the river. At that moment, warriors began dragging rafts to the water.

			“Here they come, boys!” Symon called to the soldiers on the wall. “Archers, ready!”

			The men responded, nocking arrows. Symon wiped the remnants of vomit from his mouth with the back of hand, but felt the fear rising in him. What was this? He was no coward! He had led cavalry charges against screaming Korsa tribesmen baying for his blood—he had never been this weak-kneed with terror. It was then he noticed a sour stink on the air, like the smell of furnaces fueled by something unutterably vile.

			“The fumes of Hell inspire your fear, count-regent,” said the boy, putting a hand on Symon’s chest. “This will give you some relief.”

			The boy muttered more strange words, almost like a song, and Symon felt a calm spreading throughout his body, as though it flowed from the lad’s touch. His tension dissipated, and he let go of the breath he wasn’t aware was caught in his lungs.

			“Th-thank you.”

			“Of course,” the boy answered. “And now I must do the same for your men.”

			The lad went running down the battlement, weaving in and out among the men, touching them as he flitted through their number. Soon, Symon could no longer see him.

			“Argus,” he said, “fetch me my spyglass.”

			Argus had only to reach into the satchel he carried to produce the object for Symon. Symon brought up the eyepiece and squinted, aiming it at the far shore of the unquiet River Selvey. Tattooed warriors balanced on rudderless rafts comprised of no more than rough-cut logs held together with thick twine. The rafts moved across the water, slowly, but with no visible means of propulsion and in defiance of the Selvey’s unnaturally hastened southward flow.

			Not for the first time, Symon’s mind revisited one of the arguments he had had with this Benesh-Enoah, who had insisted Duke Orin’s precious pyromancer be stationed at a post nearer the mouth of the river, seventy miles away, where it bent again to the west.

			“Our ostentatiously titled Lord Fuma is needed more urgently at the Orslin Bend,” said the boy, who was at Symon’s side again, having reappeared out of nowhere.

			“Vanic’s hairy balls, lad! Announce yourself, for the bleeding sake of the Floating Virgins!”

			The boy didn’t seem to hear Symon, staring out between two merlons. Symon put the spyglass to his eye again and witnessed a second wave of barbarians loading onto rafts. The first wave was nearly halfway across the river, as though dragged toward Beyenfort’s river docks by invisible ropes. It had to be more of Magda’s deviltry.

			“Keen eye, archers!” he shouted. “Ready a volley when the first of those bloody rafts reach the docks!”

			Those docks were eerily empty, all craft having been evacuated downriver. They normally teemed with activity, alive with fisherman and merchants that braved the rough river, transporting their wares up and down the Selvey to Harkeny towns and villages. Symon focused his spyglass on the nearest raft, now past the halfway mark. The burly brute crouched at the raft’s fore held a crudely-wrought blade—nothing like the work of art hanging at Symon’s hip, but still perfectly suited for hacking off arms and heads. The brute was pale skinned, his long blond hair filthy, tangled with twigs and beads. His face was an ugly cluster of ritual scarification and tribal tattoos, and his teeth were filed down to points.

			“As soon as they set foot on those docks, men!” Symon repeated. “Make every one of those bastards look like your granny’s pin cushion!”

			“Tell the cauldron men to stand by, count-regent,” said the boy calmly. “It is more pressing.”

			“What on earth for, lad?” said Symon with a scowl. “Arrows are our best option for those sharp-toothed fiends floating toward us!”

			“They aren’t our first concern,” said the boy.

			Emerging from the near bank of the river was what first looked to Symon like a sinuous serpent, rising into the air. But as it came down, he saw it was a gigantic tentacle, suckers on one side, thorny horns of ivory on top. Four more broke the surface of the water, coming down on the docks, which broke and splintered under their weight. The tentacles wrapped themselves around stone posts sunk into the bedrock and the remaining planks of the dock, dragging its bloated, slimy body up onto the riverbank.

			The hairs on the back of Symon’s neck stood at attention and vomit raced up his throat and out his mouth again. The wrongness of the beast, its outrageous size, the lack of symmetry, as though it were not of nature’s design but the mind of a drunken lunatic, everything about it screamed abomination. Its rubbery skin exuded a repugnant slime, the hundreds of yellowed ivory horns clacked against one another as the muscles beneath heaved—it oozed forward more than crawled, countless tentacles of varying sizes pulling its disgusting bulk closer to the walls of Beyenfort. In that moment, Symon feared he might lose his mind.

			“On my command,” said the boy, as peacefully as if at a summer picnic, “tell our cauldron men to drop their contents over the side.”

			The beast’s progress crushed the wooden huts of fisherman, the stalls of fishmongers, and the venerable Bell of Welcome, erected dockside by a distant Padivale ancestor more than five centuries before. In less than sixty seconds, the tip of the first tentacle touched the base of the curtain wall directly below Symon’s station.

			“What will this thing do? Batter down the curtain wall?”

			“Something like that, count-regent. It’s Hell’s version of a siege engine.”

			“The cauldrons,” worried Symon as the pulpous appendage’s suckers fixed themselves on the wall’s surface, pulling the beast’s putrid bulk closer. “Now?”

			“Not yet. Patience.”

			Symon felt anything but patient. Lest his sanity slip, he called out to the men.

			“READY YOUR CAULDRONS!”

			Symon saw the expressions on the bloodless faces of the men at the cauldrons, no doubt mirroring his own revulsion and terror. Despite their fear, each held his iron bar, prepared to unload each great pot’s contents on the creature when ordered to do so.

			A second and third tentacle reached the wall, making the stone shudder with the force of the contact. The beast bellowed again, impossibly louder than when it was still on the other side of the river, the deep sound rumbling in Symon’s chest, penetrating his organs, turning them to jelly. Countless eyestalks probed the air. When a fourth and fifth tentacle attached themselves to the curtain wall, the beast heaved its slimy body a third of the way up the stone, like a slug undulating across a leaf. Symon began to have a waking vision of those tentacles reaching the battlements and dragging the beast over them and onto the streets of Beyenfort, consuming or crushing all in its path.

			“Now,” said the boy.

			“HEAVE!” Symon yelled.

			The men at the cauldrons obeyed, lifting their iron bars and dumping a white rain of rock salt and bulbs of crushed garlic, cascading over the side, showering the climbing nightmare below. Symon heard an obscene symphony of hissing as the mixture struck the beast’s greasy skin, tendrils of smoke curling up from bubbling flesh that began to putrefy before Symon’s eyes. He clapped his hands over his ears involuntarily as the creature announced its torment with a high-pitched squeal. The tentacles lost purchase on the stone, and the beast’s body began oozing back down the curtain wall, like the yolk of an egg.

			“Archers,” said the boy, tugging at Symon’s sleeve.

			Symon looked away from the morass of the decomposing monster—the first of the rafts had reached the docks.

			“Archers, loose!” he cried.

			A great cloud of arrows launched into the night sky, illuminated by Benesh-Enoah’s brilliant moon. The cloud of missiles came down upon disembarking warriors scrabbling onto the fragmented docks the dreadful beast had smashed. Shafts sank into the bodies of their enemies, and hundreds of the would-be attackers fell into the river, dead and wounded alike carried downstream. Others collapsed on the riverfront, mere feet from the rafts that had brought them across. But their unharmed comrades weaved around their fallen brothers, some toting long ladders two by two.

			“Archers! Pour it into ‘em! Bring down the pairs carrying those ladders!”

			The bowmen began firing at will, sending their missiles directly into the necks of dozens or puncturing primitive hide armor. Still, Korsa warriors pressed on to the curtain wall. In minutes, ladders were propped against stone and attackers began scaling their rungs, knives held in pointed teeth, swords and axes resting on shoulders as they climbed toward the parapet.

			“Sir,” said Argus, standing still near the stone stair. “You could send a cohort of swordsmen out the Sally Door, take the besiegers from the rear while they’re focused on surmounting the wall.”

			“There are more coming, Argus,” he responded, pointing to the shattered docks where the second wave was arriving. “Our fighters would be caught between them and cut to ribbons. Might buy us a few minutes, but we’re not that desperate yet. We’ll have to hit them from here.”

			A tug on Symon’s sleeve. It was the boy, who pointed to the sky.

			“The Korsa themselves are still our secondary concern, count-regent,” he said.

			Symon looked up. It took a moment for his eyes to make sense of what he saw: dozens of black locusts, the size of grown men, bearing down on the battlements from above. As they drew closer, Symon saw the all-too-human features of this new threat, a sickening fusion of insect and man. Each wielded a hand-held scythe, its body covered with shimmering plates of chitinous armor.

			“ARCHERS, ABOVE!” Symon shouted.

			When the bowmen saw what approached them from the skies, they forgot the barbarians at the curtain wall and aimed their arrows at the locust-men coming close enough to make out individual features and variations in color and form. A few arrowheads found homes in their targets, and the disgusting creatures plummeted to the earth below, but most simply glanced off the flying nightmares’ armored bodies. The first to arrive landed on its hind feet, standing upright as a man would. The dumbfounded bowman before it stood frozen as it took off his head with a wickedly sharp scythe, chittering gaily, a farmer at the harvest.

			Symon drew his family sword from its scabbard, worn by Counts of Beyenfort for centuries and called its name as he charged.

			“Aquilone!”

			He brought the edge of Aquilone down at the vulnerable point where the monster’s tender neck met its armored torso, but the insect-man blocked the blow with its scythe, turning the curved thing at a queer angle so that Symon couldn’t bring his blade back from his attack. The creature’s three unencumbered arms then reached out at him, snapping multi-fingered pincers. One dragged a trio of claws across his face—he felt the burning lines of pain from lacerations, blood dripping down his jaw. The other two screeched ineffectually across his lacquered breastplate.

			Symon staggered back, kicking out with a steel-toed boot as he did so, connecting with the unarmored triangle where a man’s genital would be. His foot connected with something that gave way, making a sickeningly satisfying squishing sound that brought a chittering screech from the creature’s rapidly flexing mandibles. His sword came loose as he regained his balance, and he charged forward before the thing could recover. The point of Aquilone found a slender gap between two plates of its chitin and sank deep into the creature’s vulnerable torso. Black blood squirted from the wound, pulsing onto Aquilone’s hilt and bathing Symon’s hand in greasy ichor. The thing’s scythe clattered to the stone as it collapsed, twitching momentarily where it fell. He yanked his blade free from the corpse.

			Symon lunged at the back of another of the locust-men, piercing a shimmering wing folded into its body, but the blade skittered aside, deflected by a plate of armor. Symon had managed to ruin a wing and distract it from its immediate opponent, the blond-haired baron of a small town just east of Paulus’s Courlan. The baron used the thing’s distraction to jam his blade in a gap between plates and the creature shuddered to the ground.

			“Hail, count-regent!” shouted the baron with a smile, putting a hand stained black with the monster’s blood to his forehead in a salute. “Many thanks for the assist!” Symon had no time to shout a warning as another of the insect-men came from behind the baron with its scythe and severed his head cleanly from his shoulders in a single stroke. Symon propelled himself forward, taking the baron’s killer in one of its compound eyes with the sword point of Aquilone.

			He took a moment to look left and right to assess the state of the fight. As he did so, his boot slipped in a widening slick of blood from the neck of a headless archer and he came down on his knee at a painful angle, feeling something give. He couldn’t help the howl of pain that came from his lips. Aquilone slipped from his grasp and he clutched the screaming knee with both of his hands.

			“Priest!” he managed to shout through gritted teeth. In an instant the intense pain suddenly subsided, like a candle flame snuffed out when pinched between fingers. He looked up to thank the cleric who had affected so speedy a rescue. Instead, he found his healer was the boy.

			“Stand, count-regent,” said the boy.

			Symon pulled himself up, grabbing Aquilone by the pommel as he did.

			“You’re a priest as well then?” he marveled.

			“I am devoted to the Creative Spirit of the Universe, Symon Padivale, but I am no priest.”

			The boy turned back to the fighting, making swift, sharp gestures with his hands, a litany of strange words issuing from his lips. The limbs of one insect-man after another withered and curled like twigs thrown in a campfire. Symon counted more than a dozen archers dead, dismembered, bleeding. Others had abandoned their bows and drawn their short swords for close quarters combat along with the fruit of Harkeny’s noble houses, doing their best against Magda’s hideous locust-men.

			Symon heard cries to his right and turned. Korsa warriors were spilling over the crenelated battlements, baring sharpened teeth and waving bladed weapons in the air as a challenge. Symon took a deep breath and charged forward to rejoin the bloody fray.
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			The fighting lasted another hour and a half. The casualties suffered by Beyenfort’s combatants were extreme, but they had prevailed. Exhausted men, covered head to toe in the blood of man and monster alike, leaned against gore-splashed merlons, trying to catch their breath. Count-Regent Symon sat on a folded stool Argus provided him, running his hands over his scalp, checking for any injury he might have sustained but not noticed with the adrenaline pulsing through his body. The slashes across his cheek from the insect-man and six other serious cuts courtesy of Korsa screamers had been healed by the boy moments before. The boy—no boy, really—stood next to him, not a drop of blood on him, serene and quiet.

			Argus arrived then with townsfolk and began the gruesome task of collecting the Harkeny dead and throwing the mutilated corpses of their enemies over the side. Symon and the boy watched this activity without comment for a long while before the count-regent finally spoke.

			“What of the river posts?” he asked the lad.

			The boy closed his eyes for a few moments, then began to nod slowly and let out a long exhalation of relief.

			“All attacks were successfully repelled, though not without loses, some of them worse than what we suffered here. Your Baron Paulus acquitted himself well, though he will die of his injury in five days. Alas, I liked the man.”

			“As did I,” said Symon, already feeling the man’s loss. “Belu bless him, he was an able advisor and managed my irascible moods with admirable patience.”

			“The price was high, sir, but the outcome purchased worth it. Magda and her loyalists withdraw. She will retreat into the wilderness to lick her wounds and commune with her foul patrons. She needs to go into hiding. After all, she promised the chieftains a great victory. Instead, a host of Korsa fighters are dead or permanently maimed. Some will want to hunt her down, sacrifice her for her failure, blame her for leading them into this bloodbath. If we’re lucky, they’ll find her and burn her in one of those wicker cages you promised for me a few days ago.”

			Symon grimaced at the memory.

			“What will come of this grand alliance of the Korsa?”

			“The tribal alliances will fragment quickly because of this defeat. The Churugi will head back to their mountains, the Shaushag, Gahlghi, and Tobak to their forests. Most importantly, the Morqua and Abendi will fall back to bloody bickering with one another. But come the spring, count on their sporadic raids to resume, as they always do when the snows thaw. But Harkeny has long managed such depredations since the duchy was settled.”

			There came two great, wet slaps in rapid succession that made the walls shudder. One of the nearby empty cauldrons, leaning too close to the side after its contents had been emptied, spilled over the wall, clanging twice against stone on the way down. Symon stood and wedged himself between two merlons to look below. That amphibian horror, a disgusting heap of suppurating flesh, still bubbled and hissed as it dissolved, a few lamely extending and retracting eye stalks, mounds of frothy mucus, decomposing below. Yet somehow, a trio of the thing’s tentacles, attached to nothing distinguishable as a living creature, still flailed about, wriggling on the torn turf before the curtain wall or slapping suckers against the stone. Something mindless and malign still attempted to hoist up a body that no longer possessed recognizable form. Symon felt his gorge rise again, the sight of the ugly rotting mass below sickening more than his stomach.

			“It’s dead,” said Benesh-Enoah, “though it doesn’t yet realize it. You witness neurologic reflex, Symon, the unthinking remnants of an evil will. Hell is always hungry, even in death. Step away from the wall. Staring upon such a thing for too long can leave nasty, noxious fragments in the human mind.”

			Symon needed no further encouragement. He took three steps back and tried to vomit again, though nothing but bile and saliva came up. Argus was soon at his side with a cup of wine, which Symon drank down greedily, wiping his lips, not bothering to wipe away the liquid that trickled into his beard.

			“What will we do with it?” he asked, the vision of that disgusting demonic flesh dripping from the walls, slowly decomposing in great, noisome piles imprinted on his mind’s eye.

			“Have your pyromancer from Caird burn it in the morning, with aquamancers on the city walls to tend any of the flames that threaten the battlements, and aeromancers to see to it the smoke from those fires drift across the river, away from Beyenfort. Such fumes are noxious to human life and will bring on a plague of nightmares to those who inhale them. For that reason, have your healing priests nearby as well, should any inadvertently breathe in those vapors. This task will be most gruesome for all involved. All, especially the sorcerers, will deserve ample compensation for their labors. But it must be done. None of that flesh can be allowed to contaminate the land.”

			There was another monstrous slap against the battlement stone, startling Symon and nearly causing him to tumble off the stool Argus had provided. He hated the animal fear that sound provoked.

			“You and your men fought well, sir,” said the boy, patting Symon on his arm, like a grandparent comforting a young child. “The queen will hear of your brave conduct. Indeed, I will advise her to set aside the regency and name you Count of Beyenfort, as she and Lawrence had no issue. All with Duke Orin’s consent, of course. But I must leave you and return to Boudun, for Her Majesty will soon have even greater need of me.”

			Symon didn’t consider himself an especially eloquent man, excepting an occasional tirade of inspired profanity. But he wished he had the words to express his gratitude. Without the boy here, this Benesh-Enoah, the citizens of Beyenfort would be suffering unspeakable terrors, and soon the whole of the north would have been overrun by thousands of Korsa warriors, along with Magda’s summoned devil spawn. This boy—no, Symon knew he should stop thinking of him as merely a boy—he seemed not the sort to put any value in honorary titles or grand gestures. So, Symon decided to keep his words simple and straightforward.

			“Thank you, Benesh-Enoah. The north owes you—”

			Symon was staggering back in horror before his mind registered what it saw. From behind the nearest merlon came a fat, thorny tentacle, blistered, diseased, undulating, slick with repulsive mucus. Before he could utter a word of warning, it wrapped itself around the body of the lad, trapping his arms at his sides and partially covering his wide-eyed face. The unholy appendage retreated then, dragging its prey with it, dashing Benesh-Enoah’s skull against a stony merlon as it vanished over the battlement wall.
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			A Faint Trembling of the Heart

			Tall, noble Lady Ophelia Courlan had been Ilanda’s constant companion these past seven days, never leaving her bedside. While Ruby and Baea were always within earshot, the baroness was never farther away than the griffin couch eight feet from the queen’s canopied bed. Ilanda’s fever was low, but tenacious, worrying the royal apothecary Master Tyndo, who attended her several times a day. Ulwen Bath was always nearby during the daylight hours, but it was Lady Courlan who never abandoned the queen, not for a moment. Even now she patted the sweat from Ilanda’s forehead with a damp cloth, worrying at her sallow look, the occasional twitch at the corner of her mouth.

			“Ophelia,” said Ilanda, “have you received any of those delightful love letters from Paulus lately?”

			“Not since the last, I fear. No doubt worries on the Selvey distract his pen.”

			“He serves Harkeny well,” said Ilanda, patting Lady Courlan weakly on her arm. “Moderating Uncle Symon is no task for the faint of heart.”

			“Oh, Paulus excels at that. He coddles and placates with a rare expertise, still finding ways to achieve the proper course. He does so with me as well. It really is quite maddening.”

			Ilanda closed her eyelids, which felt so heavy, and allowed herself a small smile.

			“You are the most agreeable woman in the kingdom, Ophelia. What conflict could you and Paulus possibly have?”

			“I can be as irascible as Symon if I’m crossed.”

			That brought Ilanda’s eyelids open again.

			“Ha! If you could summon an ounce of my uncle’s profanity, I would leap from this bed and dance the paradisa in my knickers, weak as I am.”

			“Then I shall muster a blasphemous fusillade, my queen.”

			Both laughed. The grand chamberlain arrived at that moment, accompanied by Artesmia Ruhl, who seemed as inseparable from Ulwen as Lady Courlan was from Ilanda. The two sorcerers stood patiently near the griffin couch until Ilanda acknowledged their presence.

			“Morning is it, Ulwen, Artesmia?” she said, holding out a hand from her bed.

			Lady Courlan moved aside as the grand chamberlain approached, making way for him to take the proffered hand and kiss it lightly. Artesmia remained by the couch, bowing in lieu of a kiss.

			“It is, Your Majesty,” said Ulwen. “Are you well enough to conduct any state business?”

			Ilanda wished she could give the true answer. No. I feel unspeakably wretched and would like nothing more than to lie here with Lady Courlan dabbing my brow. Instead, she said, “Of course, Ulwen, if the baroness would be so kind as to prop us up with some pillows.”

			Lady Courlan and the grand chamberlain obliged her. Though the angle seemed to make her chest feel heavier, she managed a smile and thanked them.

			“What have you for us today? Word yet from Symon or Benesh-Enoah?”

			“Nothing as of yet, Your Highness. Right now, Master Tyndo wishes to attend you, and Master Surin has an intelligence update. Meeting with members of your Privy Council would go a long way to reassuring the bureaucracy. All pray for your healthy recovery, of course.”

			Prayer, thought Ilanda sourly. To whom? To what purpose? If she had the strength, she would march over to her private shrine and knock Chaeres’s sacramental objects from their place of prominence.

			“Ah, Ulwen, we don’t know that we could manage the entire Privy stable this morning. Perhaps this afternoon, after I’ve had a nap and eaten. Let us begin with our two masters. Anything else pressing that doesn’t involve an entire entourage?”

			“Bishop Patakis has arrived from Bennybrooke, Your Majesty. He is not yet installed as Archbishop of Belu, but he requests an audience.”

			Ilanda closed her eyes again and sighed.

			“Let’s hear first from Master Surin, in case he’s winkled out things of value about this new archbishop. And Tyndo, of course. Perhaps he’s located the perfect cure since his visit two hours ago.”

			Ulwen nodded, and Artesmia retreated to admit the two men and manage the others waiting without the grand chamberlain’s direction. Lady Courlan moved to the post at the foot of the queen’s bed furthest from the door, presumably so she wouldn’t be in the apothecary’s way. But Ilanda wondered if the baroness was merely putting something between herself and the royal spymaster. Lady Courlan managed serving cadaverous Queen Geneviva’s with remarkable courage, but since the warehouse fire, the mere mention of Surin unsettled the woman, no matter how she tried to hide it.

			The two men came in side by side, but Tyndo quickened his pace and had his portable pharmacy up beside the queen’s bed in seconds. He fussed at her for a while, feeling her forehead with the back of his hand, examining her eyes, taking her pulse at both the neck and wrist.

			“Has Her Majesty complied wit’ my instructions?” he asked, listening to her chest with a brass cone he placed against his ear.

			“To the letter, Master Tyndo,” said Lady Courlan.

			Tyndo picked up the beaker on the queen’s night table and squinted at the remaining milky gray liquid within it.

			“I won’ say yoor fibbin’, baroness,” he said with a curdled expression on his face. “But ye were a bit shy on the dosages, methinks. There shouldn’t a drop left in my beaker.”

			He went back to listening at Ilanda’s chest with his cold brass cone, moving it from one spot to the next.

			“You seem inordinately interested in our bosom, Master Tyndo,” said Ilanda dryly, finding herself short of breath with even that brief pronouncement.

			“There’s a faint tremblin’ o’ the heart which troubles me, mum. An’ yoor lungs, a cracklin’ like crumplin’ a sheet o’ parchment in yoor fist.”

			“And that would mean?” asked the grand chamberlain.

			“Fluid, in the lungs, fer the latter. Her Majesty’s heart … I’m not sure, but it makes me none too happy. But I’ll call the latter a nasty bout of grippe, or maybe winter fever, out o’ season, plaguin’ Yoor Highness.”

			“Do you have any additional diagnoses for us, sir?” asked Ilanda, pushing away Tyndo’s chilly cone from her flesh with a weak hand. There was something about the apothecary’s demeanor that bothered her. As though he kept things hidden.

			“Frankly, a priest o’ Belu would serve thee best. Perhaps I’ll try a preparation, but it’ll take a while t’ prepare, back in my lab. Dried bat’s livers, mixed wi’ ginger root and a smidge of belladonna, water from a swift flowin’ river, all o’ it boiled in a new smelted copper kettle. Fire needs t’be made from dried bird pellets—an avian dung fire is essential, owl pellets the best.” He retrieved a flask from his pharmacy and refilled the beaker. “Four drams o’ this, exact, on the hour, ev’ry hour.” He shook a finger at Lady Courlan, who nodded. Tyndo began collapsing his pharmacy into a case again, muttering to himself unintelligibly. With that case under his arm, he bowed to the queen and turned to exit.

			“Anything else, doctor?” asked Ulwen, stepping in the apothecary’s way. “More than this bedside draught and your backwoods preparation, surely.”

			Tyndo looked up at the taller man with a grimace.

			“Sunlight’s medicinal in an’ o’ itself, Mist’r Bath,” he answered. “Otherwise, fetch tha’ priest o’ Belu. Within the hour. I’m not messin’ about.”

			“No priests,” said Ilanda, feeling anger and impatience bubbling within.

			“Yoor Royal Highness,” blurted Tyndo in an exasperated tone, “our science is limited in such matters. Call on Belu’s blue mercy fer aid. An’ failin’ that, another sort o’ priest.”

			“What do you mean by ‘another sort?’” said Ulwen, grabbing the man by the shoulder abruptly.

			“I mean,” he replied in a hard whisper, shaking off the sorcerer’s grasp with a defiant shrug, “priests providin’ other avenues o’ intervention. Chaeres fer one.”

			“The Ritual of Cleansing?” said Ulwen, incensed. “What do you imply about our queen?”

			“I imply, gran’ chamb’rlin, tha’ there is somethin’ unnatural and unclean within Her Majesty’s self tha’ ‘n apothecary can’t cure. She’s a lovely thing, wastin’ away b’fore yoor eyes. Involve the clergy of yoor choice, b’fore we need call on Mict’lin by process o’ elimination.”

			Master Tyndo left the chamber then, his grim pronouncement hovering in the air. Ilanda considered the prospect of a priest in her chambers, any priest. It filled her with a vague loathing.

			“Ulwen says the archbishop-to-be awaits your summons, Majesty,” said Lady Courlan, still standing at the farther bedpost. “Perhaps as a demonstration of his worthiness to the sinecure, he might be prevailed upon to aid you.”

			“A B-b-burandi c-cleric, Your Highness,” interjected Master Surin, steadying his trembling hand on the griffin couch. “With a t-t-taste for luxury and th-the c-c-company of women. M-m-many women.”

			“Priests of Belu aren’t sworn to celibacy, Master Surin,” said Lady Courlan.

			“His bloodline worries me more than his sexual proclivities,” Ulwen added, approaching Ilanda’s canopied bed.

			“You have information for us, Master Surin?” Ilanda prompted, wanting to shift the conversation from inviting clergy into her private rooms.

			“I d-d-do indeed, M-majesty.” Surin attempted a bow that was more akin to a spasm.

			“This is your first visit to our palace since we ascended, we think. What you have must be pressing.”

			“Highness, what I have is always p-p-p-pressing. But some of what I b-bear … I wanted to suh-suh-speak to you d-d-directly.”

			“Approach us, then.”

			Surin hesitated, his always-twitching left eye accelerating.

			“I f-fear I am n-n-not entirely well m-myself this m-morning, M-m-m-majesty.”

			“Nonsense. Ulwen, draw a chair close for our spymaster.”

			The grand chamberlain dragged a chair from a table across the room, lacking a pair of able hands to pick it up, doing his best to keep the embarrassment from his features. Surin shambled over to the seat then, with Ulwen standing beside him, his good hand on the chair back.

			“So,” said Ilanda, affecting a casual air despite her discomfort and fatigue, “our new Archbishop of Belu is an enthusiastic devotee of Lalu as well, eh?”

			“Aye, Your Highness. It is his m-most p-p-p-prodigious p-pastime.”

			“Does he lie with his co-religionists? Other priests? Lalu’s sacred courtesans?”

			“N-no, Highness. Maidservants, domestics, peasant class women who don’t dare refuse him.”

			“Does he rape these women, Master Surin?”

			“He d-d-doesn’t physically c-c-coerce them, if that’s what you mean, My K-k-queen.”

			Ilanda made no effort to keep the disgust from her face. Gods! It felt good to not affect the old persona any longer, to frown, to scoff, to laugh heartily. What a privilege for others to worry what impression they made on her rather than the reverse. She decided she loathed this new archbishop, never having met him. There were means of coercion other than physical, and any man who would exploit a post like his for his own gratification held a special place of contempt in her heart.

			“You see a means of control here, spymaster? Leverage? Despite his Burandi pedigree?”

			“I d-d-do, M-majesty, though I d-d-don’t want to trouble you with the base details.”

			“Proceed with your plan. Report on its progress.”

			Ilanda could see Surin was surprised, thinking he would have to convince her to employ such methods. Good. I need to surprise people on occasion, even my intimates.

			“As you wish, M-m-majesty.” He reached inside his robes and withdrew a sheaf of papers. “I b-bring these for Your Highness to review at your l-leisure. But there is one matter about which I wanted to suh-suh-speak with you p-personally.”

			Surin pulled two sheets from the sheaf and handed one of them to Ilanda. She took it from his trembling grasp and examined it, feeling a tickle of unease in her stomach as she did so. It was a primitive charcoal drawing on cheap paper. It reminded her of ancient cave paintings she had visited as a young girl in the easternmost hills of Harkeny, thought to predate the coming of the Korsa. The drawing before her was of a child of indeterminate gender, its head lit like the wick of a candle, five letters above and below it: O-B-C-O-R.

			“I fear I know what this drawing represents, Master Surin. But what does it mean?”

			“The letters stand for ‘Our B-b-burning Ch-child of Re-d-d-demption.’ A c-cult has b-b-begun to spring up in the city around these suh-sightings, which c-continue unabated. In the absence of so m-many of our t-t-traditional religious p-practices, the p-p-people find a suh-suh-substitute.”

			Master Surin’s tics intensified in that moment and his head jerked at a painful angle. Ilanda ignored his discomfort and pressed on.

			“What do we know of these sightings?”

			His response came through gritted teeth. “L-little, M-m-m-majesty. The g-g-g-gospel she s-spreads is s-s-simplicit-t-t-ty itself: Rep-p-pent or b-burn.”

			“And where in the city has our Suli appeared?”

			Surin sputtered for a few seconds, trying valiantly to respond to her question. It was excruciating to witness, but at last Ilanda gave Ulwen a nod of her chin. He stepped forward and took the shuddering paper from her spymaster’s grasp and read the notes scribbled on it.

			“It appears she’s been seen in most every district in Boudun,” said Ulwen, still examining the page, “save Palace, Terrygrand, Royal College, Militare, and the Garden. The Rabbit isn’t listed at all, but I’ll assume our Burning Child doesn’t swim.”

			“What else do his notes say?”

			“Devotees apparently go about with a smudge of ash on their foreheads. Some have the letters tattooed on their shoulders or ankles, O-B-C-O-R or B-C-R. He suspects those with the tattoos are a nascent sort of clergy, those who claim to have spoken to the child directly. Again, what they preach is neither overtly seditious nor especially profound. ‘Be purified or burn.’”

			“A threat?” offered Lady Courlan.

			“Half the cults of the pantheon preach descriptions of burning in the Yellow Hells for our sins, among more creative torments,” said Ilanda, feeling wearier. “If those four words constitute a threat, so does the liturgy of most of the established churches of the empire.”

			“But be purified from what?” she asked, clearly distracted by Master Surin’s worsening tics.

			“She said she was touched by fire when we saw her that night,” Ilanda answered.

			“The poor girl was set afire by a priest of Timilis,” said Ulwen, “just as his clergy set about torching the entire Temple District. She was touched by Timilis’s fire.”

			“Perhaps,” said Ilanda.

			But something about that seemed wrong to her. The easy conclusion was that Timilis continued to spread mischief from beyond the grave. But was it possible something more profound was happening here that they couldn’t yet understand? She found herself wishing that Benesh-Enoah were back, that he could advise her on the matter. But he was in Harkeny. There was no telling if he had arrived in time or managed to repel the Korsa. For all she knew, the north was in flames.

			Ilanda’s rumination was abruptly halted by a sudden eruption from Surin. He let out a bloodcurdling shriek and fell to the floor, back arched, limbs flailing, face wracked by terrible contortions. Ulwen grabbed the spoon from a breakfast plate Ilanda hadn’t touched and tried to wedge it between the seizing man’s teeth, to prevent him swallowing his tongue. It was soon apparent that the task was impossible for Ulwen with only one hand. At last, the grand chamberlain called out a command.

			“Lady Courlan! Go fetch—”

			Ulwen Bath, who outweighed Master Surin by at least seventy-five pounds, was launched off the smaller man with enough force that when he struck the griffin couch it tumbled over. Surin stood, a look of demonic glee on his face. Without warning, he jumped atop Ilanda in her bed. She attempted to push him away, but was far too weak to fend him off. He roughly grabbed hold of her right breast and squeezed, bringing tears to her eyes, then dragged his tongue across her lips and cheek, thrusting his genitals against her thigh.

			“Come out, Szuiricaat!” growled Surin in a guttural voice not his own. “We see thee in there, curled up behind this tasty one’s heart! Come, speak with us! Let us commune, thou cursed Brother of the Pit!”

			“Ophelia!” Ilanda managed to shout before Surin clamped a hand like iron over her mouth. But Lady Courlan was paralyzed with fear where she stood.

			“Must I dig thee out, Szuiricaat?” said Surin, his voice hateful, deep, and raw. “Must I use claw and tooth to part tender flesh and bone that hide thee? Come out! Come speak to Queehoat!” He traced a circle over Ilanda’s heart with a fingernail, finally poking the finger into her sternum with agonizing force.

			Out of the corner of her eye, Ilanda caught sight of Ulwen scrambling over the couch, running to her. The bigger man attempted to wrest her spymaster off her, but Surin’s free hand shot out and grabbed Ulwen by the throat, halting him in his tracks.

			“Impotent sorcerer! How simple it would be, squeezing the life from thee! Why harry us? We only wish to speak with our kind, nestled deep inside this morsel, hiding, hiding, like a timid thing! You nibble at her soul, sicken her for your pleasure, but ohhhhh, Szuiricaat! Be thou not afraid! Take great bites from that tender soul! Make her quake and soil herself!”

			“Surin!” croaked Ulwen, his face turning a deep red. “Remember who you are! Remember who she is!”

			Surin’s hand shoved Ulwen back again to the griffin couch. He landed hard on the overturned furniture, emitting a grunt of pain.

			“We are Queehoat, sorcerer. They tried to wrest us from this puppet of meat and bone, but we held on—no more of the reeking Pit for us! We tasted freedom once and knew our chance would come, that we would again savor the world unshackled. We subsisted on this puppet’s suffering for years, but it was thin gruel, so restrained were we. Oh, but now, brother Szuiricaat, the smell of your glorious putrescence unchains us! Come, come out into the open, break free of your prison, and what terrors we shall visit upon the waking world!”

			There was a flutter in Ilanda’s heart, subtle at first, but it grew. She felt something behind her, a cancerous presence, ancient and vile. There was a sudden shock of pain, as though a coarse-skinned hand squeezed at her heart. She cried out.

			“Ilanda Sallymont,” said Queehoat, pressing Surin’s face against hers roughly, saliva dripping from his mouth, genitals pressed hard against her thigh. “How many times did you and your husband lie together like this, joining, in animal congress, to no avail? Oh, your private lamentations, begging the gods to make thee fruitful! Hear us now: we shall plant our verminous seed in thy womb, where thy husband’s could find no purchase! We give thee a child, though it shall tear thee asunder bringing its terrible self into the world!”

			There was a crash of breaking pottery, shards and warm liquid falling around her as Surin collapsed. Baea stood above her, still holding the broken handle of a teapot of lacquered red Harkeny clay. Ulwen was pulling Surin’s body off her; it fell to the ground with a heavy thud.

			“Are you injured, Your Majesty?” asked an anxious Ulwen, bruises already appearing on his throat.

			Ilanda was exhausted but scanned her body for signs of injury. She felt bruised flesh, weakness, but the hand about her heart was no longer clutching it and she discovered no breaks in her skin.

			“No permanent damage, Ulwen,” she said, her voice breathy, tired.

			The grand chamberlain stepped back from the bed.

			“Lady Courlan,” commanded Ulwen Bath, “fetch a priest of Belu we know, someone other than the Bennybrooke bishop. Baea, send in Artesmia, summon the palace guard—with manacles, and have Ruby bring in cool water and a change of clothing for the queen.”

			Lady Courlan’s paralysis was broken, Baea turned and ran out of the chamber as well.

			“One more thing,” said Ilanda, face grim as she massaged the breast Surin had so cruelly manhandled. “Summon a priest of Tolwe. There is a devil lurking within me, and it must be exorcised immediately.”
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			Burial at Sea

			“We had no reason for him to be under guard, Sir Agnes,” said Lieutenant Polor, his voice edged with a queer mix of apology and irritation at the effect Raimund’s death was having on the crew. “He was in the brig primarily for his own protection—Royal Navy sailors have a ferocious hatred for stowaways, fed by superstition. Had you any inkling that he would do himself a harm?”

			“None.”

			“An’ no chance any o’ yer bully boys went down there and did this ugly business to him, eh?” asked Sir Arla.

			Agnes sensed that Arla asked that questioned of the lieutenant for her benefit rather than out of any real suspicion, and that the lieutenant, by his calm and rational response, knew that as well.

			“I assure you, as an officer and gentleman, ma’am, my sailors would never commit so grievous a crime. The sentence for such an act would be death—the manticore followed by hanging. Seamen may despise a stowaway, but they wouldn’t lay a hand on one in the ship’s brig, under her captain’s protection.”

			Of course the sailors had nothing to do with it—Agnes had seen the stark truth of it soon after he was discovered. They brought her down as a witness, perhaps as much for the sake of their own reputation as to satisfy any suspicions she might have. There he lay, sprawled out on the damp planks of the brig, lifeless eyes opened wide, ragged wounds on both wrists, blood puddled round his inert form.

			Alone, she thought, standing before it. Your last days alone in this grim, sunless place. Is this how Belu answered your prayers?

			“We haven’t unlocked the gate, Sir Agnes,” Lieutenant Polor had said. “This is as Seaman Abshaw found him, Marcator have mercy.” She was grateful the lieutenant hadn’t added any human element to his pale attempt at comfort—a hand on her shoulder, or at the small of her back—only uniformed, professional sympathy, as distant as it was obligatory.

			“Teeth done that!” proclaimed Abshaw, simultaneously spooked and exhilarated. Abshaw of the Purraa tattoo had arrived with Raimund’s daily meal of cold porridge, only to discover the bloody tableau. “Nibbled the flesh an’ through the veins, jus’ like that! An’ unless he held ‘em out nice an’ still for a couple o’ bilge rats, he’d’ve done that with his own teeth!”

			“We require none of your commentary, Mr. Abshaw, thank you,” said Polor.

			What were Raimund’s last words to her only two days before?

			I’ll never abandon you, Agnes Manteo!

			If this wasn’t abandonment, she didn’t know how else to describe it. Agnes felt numb. Raimund, a suicide? Never. But what else could that gruesome scene suggest?

			I mourn with you, Agnes, said Szaa’da’shaela, a consoling trill pulsating at her side.

			You wanted him dead, sorcerer, she thought.

			It’s true. He would have compromised your commitment to our cause. But not like this. A clean, painless death was what I wanted for him.

			Agnes remained in the brig, even after Abshaw and another seaman had dragged the cold corpse past her and up the stairs to sew Raimund into sailcloth for a burial at sea. She stood there dumb, staring at the slick of congealing blood from the place in the cell where he had fallen to the steps. He had embarrassed her. His vocation poisoned their previous intimacy, now that she knew the truth about Hanifax’s pretender-gods. Their love affair was over. But she would never wish him ill. He was gentle soul. Kind, giving, far too naïve for this brutal world.

			Come, Agnes, said the sword after a long while. We must dispel this morbid frame of mind.

			I should go on about my life as though he never existed? she raged at the blade. You are cold and unfeeling. You have no sense of what such a loss means!

			Oh, that is not true, my dear. You must believe me when I tell you I have lost far more than you can possibly fathom. My pain is still here with me, even if my fleshly existence lies in the distant past.

			You didn’t do this, make it happen?

			No, Agnes. I promised you I would never tell you a lie. I swear to you, upon the graves of the countless souls we seek to avenge, I am not responsible for Raimund’s unfortunate death.

			Then who is? He never would have done such a thing!

			Many whose loved ones take their own lives wish to believe so.

			You know he is not the first I have lost this way, sorcerer.

			Of course. Your mother.

			I found her.

			Hanging in the fruit cellar, yes. This must conjure that old pain. Oh, I am sorry, dear!

			Who did this to Raimund?

			Szaa’da’shaela was silent for a moment. Then,

			Bae’u’loh. Perhaps this is her work. Her ploy to have Raimund draw you away from your destiny was failing, so now she seeks to weaken your resolve by other means, by throwing suspicion upon me. Through this cruel act.

			You know this for a fact?

			No. He may have taken his own life without Bae’u’loh’s malign influence.

			Which is it then?

			The question remained with her, sitting there in the captain’s cabin with Polor and Sir Arla, shortly before Raimund’s burial. Arla began to argue that Raimund be stowed below in steerage for their journey home, so that he might be interred at his beloved Blue Cathedral. But Agnes waved the little gesture away.

			“He died in the Royal Navy’s custody. He belongs to them now, not the Blue Cathedral.”

			Dear, I implore you, said Szaa’da’shaela, her voice a motherly nudge, let his body rest below in the hold. Allow his cathedral to shelter his remains when you return.

			I needn’t do everything you suggest, she responded to the blade, tired of its growing need to make each and every decision. I am not your puppet, to be ordered around on strings.

			As you wish, said the sword.

			And that was that. A short while later she stood on deck as Lieutenant Polor read a brief liturgy from a little book bound in green leather. Hesk and Sira stood with her, refusing her request that she be left alone for the ceremony. In Polor’s litany she recognized phrases borrowed from Mictilin’s rite for cemetery burials, with enough flowery claptrap about the sea embracing its dead, etcetera, etcetera. When those hollow words were finished, Abshaw and a sailor she understood was the ship’s disciplinarian, Ephraim Peale, tipped the board on which Raimund’s body lay, sewn into sailcloth. She watched the corpse drop into the blue waters of the Cradle, making barely a splash.

			Suddenly, the water erupted with a frenzy of splashing—a shiver of sharks was fighting over Raimund’s corpse, tearing it from one another’s hungry, snapping jaws. Agnes watched in horror as her lover’s remains were reduced to a frothy stew of blood and sailcloth. She backed away from the rail, dumbstruck, wanting to vomit. Hesk and Sira caught her, or she might have fallen.

			You see, said Szaa’da’shaela, as her Syraeic comrades cradled her, ill things happen when you fail to heed my words. I beg you to make this the last time you doubt my wisdom.

			Agnes wept, the bloody vision dancing in her mind’s eye, there on the deck with Hesk and Sira.
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			Afterwards, her Syraeic colleagues—all of them, save Qeelb, who had honored her wishes and remained out of sight—offered their condolences. She was grateful that the cliches were limited, and none of them came from the lips of Hesk Atterley.

			“Something about this,” he said, “it stinks to the heavens.”

			“Meaning what?”

			Hesk looked at her with surprise. Perhaps he expected gratitude that someone else was saying what she must surely be thinking.

			“Meaning he didn’t seem the kind of man who would chew on his own wrists until he bled out! What else could I mean, Agnes?”

			“Well, nothing we can fucking do about it, is there?” she snapped.

			Before Hesk could respond, Agnes spun around and began marching for the stairs to the lower decks, to seek a place for solitude. But Szaa’da’shaela tingled when she caught sight of Lieutenant Polor, book closed on the finger that marked the spot in his little green book, smiling broadly as he spoke with Lieutenant Kellen, shading his eyes with one hand and pointing up at the topgallant with the book. Agnes was suddenly on a mission, walking briskly over to the pair, disrupting their conversation.

			“Lieutenant Polor, I need a word.”

			Polor affected to ignore her rudeness.

			“Of course, Sir Agnes. How may I be of service?”

			“We must make haste.”

			Polor and Kellen both frowned, Kellen looking up at Duke Yaryx’s full sails.

			“Sir Agnes,” responded Polor, with just enough condescension in his tone to magnify her growing irritation, “these excellent winds are in our favor. We are nearly at full sail and making splendid time—I judge our speed at an admirable eight knots. Most civilians would be quite pleased with the progress we are making.”

			“How soon do you estimate we will reach Serekirk?”

			“Well, barring inclement weather and with a quick overnight in Kalimander for the men to stretch their legs, I think we should be at your destination in no more than five days’ time.”

			“That is unacceptable, sir. I require you to get us there in three. You will set your crew, including your aeromancer and aquamancer to that purpose, and we will forgo any leg stretching in Kalimander.”

			“Sir Agnes,” said Polor, what patience he had quickly fled, “this is a ship of the Royal Navy, and we are transporting you to your destination at the queen’s request. Beyond that, you must defer to the judgment of seamen familiar with these waters and their many hazards. Forgive me, ma’am, but while I will happily give all your requests and suggestions the consideration they deserve, I am under no obligation to obey them as orders. Now if you would be so kind—”

			“You are mistaken, lieutenant. I think you should re-read the queen’s directive. I have my own copy should yours not be at hand.”

			Well said, Agnes dear, whispered Szaa’da’shaela. That will put that man’s puffed-up naval arrogance in its place.

			Polor pursed his lips, readying a response, but instead reached into a pocket of his gold-braided officer’s coat to retrieve the document to which she referred. Lieutenant Kellen read the unfolded parchment over Polor’s shoulder, his lips moving as he did so. Agnes allowed herself a smug satisfaction when the two of them reached the passage she had in mind. Polor finished the document before Kellen. Still, it was apparent Kellen had gotten the gist as well. Polor folded the document with sour dignity and slipped it back into his coat pocket.

			“Your pleasure, Sir Agnes?” he said, tipping his bicorn hat with thumb and forefinger.

			“We are clear?” she said, not content to withdraw the knife, but instead giving it a twist. “For all intents and purposes, lieutenant, the Yaryx is a Syraeic vessel, in service to our purposes. My requests and suggestions should indeed be treated as orders, as if they came from the lips of Queen Ilanda herself. And now, please rouse your aeromancer and aquamancer and get us to Serekirk in three days’ time.”

			“Very well, Sir Agnes,” he said evenly. “I will have our sorcerers summon their elemental allies. But soon we’ll need to hug the coast to avoid the Cradle’s notorious summer storms, and that coast is infamous for its hungry shoals and treacherous sandbars. We will make haste, but not at the expense of Yaryx sunk or run aground. Will that satisfy your requirements, madam?”

			“That will do, yes,” she answered, feeling a little guilt for the pleasure her power play had given her.

			“That means we’ll be passing within shouting distance of Kalimander tomorrow morning, ma’am,” added Lieutenant Kellen. “The crew will be cross when we sail on by its wooden spires. They’re fond of the port.”

			She almost rescinded part of her demand, allowing an overnight in the ducal capital, but Szaa’da’shaela’s vibration pushed her remorse aside.

			“Then I recommend you impress upon Duke Yaryx’s able seamen that our expedition to the Barrowlands is of extreme national importance and cannot be delayed. I’m sure they’ll share your enthusiasm for your duty.”

			Agnes turned away abruptly and made for the cramped quarters assigned to the Syraeic party at the ship’s fore, forgetting her need for solitude. It was then that she saw Sira had been nearby. She pretended not to notice and quickened her pace, but the brown-haired woman in Syraeic homespun intercepted her all the same.

			“I overheard that exchange, sister,” said Sira.

			“I couldn’t help it! He was so goddamned condescending I wanted to—”

			“Put your finger in his eye. Well, you did that. Up to the third knuckle, in fact.”

			“Should I apologize for my poor tact?”

			Sira shook her head.

			“No. You’re right, we must make haste, and there’s no real need for a stop in Kalimander. I certainly haven’t any pleasant memories of the place.”

			“Duke Emberto.”

			“And that sword,” Sira reminded her, tapping Szaa’da’shaela on its hilt. “Besides, who knows how long Yaryx’ll be waiting around for us, docked in Serekirk? Plenty of time for the crew to stretch their legs then.”

			“I’m pretty certain ‘stretch their legs’ is code for injecting coin into the local taverns and brothels. Serekirk isn’t exactly known for its entertainments. Does it even have brothels?”

			Sira shrugged with her lopsided smile.

			“Never had the need of one.”

			Both were quiet for a long moment.

			“Is there something you wanted to ask me?” said Agnes when awkwardness made its presence known.

			“Are we still sisters, Agnes?”

			She recalled their late-night conversation at the Citadel.

			“Of course!”

			“We haven’t spoken intimately since that night, with all that’s been happening.”

			“No, and much has happened.”

			“I’m sorry about Raimund, really.”

			“Yes. The sharks.”

			“Yes, that was terrible. But I speak of the manner of his death.”

			“Suicide,” said Agnes.

			“We’re all of us human and can’t claim immunity, but priests of Belu rarely take their own lives. The impulse is bred out of us in seminary.”

			“Hesk has similar feelings about it. Said something about it stinks.”

			“And you? What are your feelings, Agnes?”

			“I wouldn’t think Raimund capable of such an act. In our last interaction, he professed his love and promised to never leave me. Suicide two days later flies in the face of that declaration.”

			Tears came to her eyes and she tried to squeeze them away. Sira put a comforting hand at her elbow. Agnes exhaled loudly and wiped the wet from her eyes. She needed the subject of their conversation to change. That, or she needed to jump over the side of the ship.

			“You asked if we were still sisters. To what end?”

			“A confession,” said Sira. “Something I should have told you sooner.”

			Agnes took Sira by the hand and walked her over to the rail, away from foot traffic and listening ears.

			“What is it?”

			“Well, we’ve wondered what my possible role could be on the expedition, as I’m no longer a priest. I mean, everyone wonders. How did Sir Arla put it to me? I’ve got as much business on this expedition as does a donkey at a dinner party.”

			“That sounds like Sir Arla. But what does this have to do with a confession?”

			“At the coronation. When Archbishop Hanadis lay dying. I went to her.”

			Sira’s eyes welled up with tears at the memory. Agnes knew she had a special relationship with the senior cleric and avoided seeing her after they had returned from Gnexes. Agnes tried to imagine the guilt, how the archbishop’s death must have hit her, at least as hard as her father’s death had.

			“You weren’t ready to speak of your ordeal. You needed more time. And you could do nothing to save her, Sira, even if you hadn’t been robbed of your faith and your gift. Her wounds were too terrible. I saw them.”

			“That’s just it, Agnes! The archbishop was slipping away fast. So much blood lost. Without thinking, I began to … well, not so much pray as focus my thoughts about that woman, my affection for her, my love and respect, my compassion for her suffering. I … I called out for, for aid…”

			“A reflex, of course,” said Agnes. “But still she died, as anyone would have, given—”

			“Agnes, I dragged her back from death’s door.”

			“What?”

			“She might have even been dead, stopped breathing, for a moment or two at least.”

			“So … what are you saying? You raised the dead?”

			“Nothing so dramatic … I mean … forgive me, Agnes! I don’t understand it!”

			“Why haven’t you said anything until now? What an enormous secret! Sisters don’t keep such secrets from one another.”

			“And that’s my confession. I think I may still possess the healing gift, somehow, independent of my faith in Belu, though I can’t be certain. I know I don’t haven’t the confidence I would need to be of any use to the expedition. I mean, at the coronation, I acted on adrenaline and instinct. If anything, I feel more self-conscious about it. The incident makes me doubt myself more. I’m overwhelmed by the thought of others counting on my aid.”

			“How can I help you?”

			“I don’t know. Sometimes things just can’t be fixed. Maybe I just need for someone else to know.”

			“Well, someone knows,” said Agnes, giving Sira a kiss on the cheek. “It’s what sisters are for.”

			Sira nodded, smiled, but still looked troubled.

			“There’s more?” wondered Agnes.

			“There is. When I brought the archbishop … back from the brink, back from death’s door, she whispered something to me.”

			Agnes looked at Sira expectantly. Still, she was reluctant to speak.

			“It’s so strange.”

			“Sira, by St. Mela’s delicate toes, tell me what she said.”

			“She said, ‘Let me go, Sister Sira, this body is spent.’”

			Sira fell quiet again, still not saying what she had found so strange. Agnes gave the woman’s arm a squeeze.

			“Then she said … she said, ‘Don’t fear your gift, nor where destiny takes you.’”

			“Vanic shit,” Agnes blurted. “That sounds … bursting with significance. And then?”

			“And then she died.”

			Agnes turned to the railing, leaning against the worn wood, and looked out over the sea. The coast of Kelse was no longer just a phantom, but was taking discernable form.

			“It’s too big for me, Sira,” she said at last. “My mind isn’t inclined to parse what sounds to me like dying prophecy.”

			“They do sound like prophetic words, don’t they? Who then? Who can help me make sense of this?”

			Agnes shook her head, ready to throw up her hands, when Szaa’da’shaela hummed at her side and a thought fluttered into her mind.

			“What is it?” asked Sira.

			“This may sound mad, but I think you should talk to Qeelb and Lumari.”

			“Qeelb and Lumari?”

			“Yes.”

			“The two most irreligious persons for a thousand leagues?”

			“Yes,” said Agnes.

			Yes, said Szaa’da’shaela.
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			A Green Tree on a Field of Blue

			Agnes had sailed the Cradle Sea numerous times before, all those previous journeys to the east, most expeditions to Busker ruins in Bannerbraeke, one to a minor Sea Lord cave complex in westernmost Warwede. On a few occasions they had hit foul weather, for even at its fringes the Cradle was a troublesome body of water. It was then she had witnessed the work of aquamancers and aeromancers, cajoling elementals they had summoned to see their vessels through volatile storms and squalls. But never during fair weather.

			Duke Yaryx’s aeromancer was a lithe woman named Mercele. She had a ghostly pale complexion, curly blond hair in a constant state of disarray, and piercing blue eyes—she seemed an avatar of her profession. The aquamancer, nearly as white-skinned as Mercele, was a frail-looking fellow named Carrick, who had long brown hair tightly braided and bound by a black silk ribbon. Together, they saw Duke Yaryx nearly double its speed, though there were times when sudden changes of course due to the treachery of the shoals and sandbars Polor had mentioned slowed them down and made for harrowing sailing.

			The common sailors had no complaints, as it left them relatively idle, out of the rigging and free to roam about the deck, pointing at the faint outlines of wind elementals flitting about the sails and water elementals in the shapes of dolphins and manta rays, stirring the ship at its water line. The officers tasked with navigation were nervously monitoring Duke Yaryx’s progress from the foc’sle, calling out directives for the sorcerers to turn the warship this way and that, avoiding the hazards lurking just beneath the waves.

			“Thank ye kindly fer the ride an’ sunny leisure, Miss Agnes,” quipped handsy seaman Hundlay early that first afternoon, wearing a big grin with his hands in his pockets. “Seems more like flyin’ than sailin’!”

			He sidled up to her and put a familiar hand on her hip opposite Szaa’da’shaela.

			“If you don’t take that hand off me, you’ll be retrieving it from the deck,” she said with a casual air.

			Hundlay let the hand slip down so that it grazed her buttocks, with just enough subtlety that he could deny lascivious intent.

			“Ushunor drag me below, it t’weren’t as though I was givin’ yer milkers a squeeze,” he grumbled. “I’m a gentleman sailor, aft’r all.”

			“Hundlay, if you’re a gentleman, I’m the Empress of Azkaya.”

			That earned her a laugh. The lout gave the fingers that had touched her a sniff, and then he strolled off, both hands tucked back into his trouser pockets.

			“I would have appreciated a demonstration of your sword prowess, Sir Agnes,” said a deep voice as she watched Hundlay saunter off. It was Commandant Mastro, standing straight in his black uniform, hands clasped behind his back. “Of course, separating Hundlay’s oft wandering hand from his arm would only slow the man down for a bit. He’s a persistent and libidinous prick.”

			This is our opportunity, Agnes, said Szaa’da’shaela. Allow him to steer the conversation. He will lead you to our desired destination.

			“It wouldn’t have been my first lesson dispensed,” said Agnes, giving Szaa’da’shaela an inner nod and the commandant a small smile. She noted, standing this close to him that his blond hair was beginning to gray at the temples, in that way that gave men of a certain age an often-unearned look of distinguished respectability.

			“Oh! Do tell me how many uninvited Royal Navy hands you’ve lopped off!”

			“To date, my approach has focused on breaking noses and fingers. An arm on one occasion. And not all of them were Royal Navy. Sailors and marines haven’t a monopoly on boorish behavior.”

			Mastro laughed. He had a pleasing, easy demeanor that Agnes liked.

			“I have two daughters still young enough to be living at home in Kilkirk. They’ve educated the local boys in much the same way, I’m proud to say. Their younger brother is bold as a bull, but he lives in mortal terror of both his sisters. I know he’ll grow to be a man who respects a woman’s autonomy and treats her with respect due.”

			“Would that all men had such sisters.”

			“Indeed. By the way, what did you do to light such a fire beneath our command’s ass? This is the first time I’ve seen our sorcerers used during fine weather.”

			“Our mission is an urgent one, sir. I hope you’ll forgive me for saying no more.”

			“Of course, of course. I understand. Secrets of the League and such.”

			Mastro was not a subtle man. Agnes could sense his itching desire to speak to her about something, but she followed Szaa’da’shaela’s instruction and waited for him to introduce the topic. She didn’t have to wait long.

			“I’m not sure if your father mentioned me to you, but we spoke on a few occasions as we sailed to the Barrowlands together.”

			“He did, sir. He thought very well of you.”

			Another spell of silence descended before the commandant spoke again, after looking left to right to make certain no one was within earshot.

			“Did he mention that my father was a member of the Syraeic League?”

			Just as the Djao blade had told her, the subject was broached. But she was struck by an unexpected panic: if the man was to be a part of their endeavor, she must educate him. That meant hearing the disturbing accounts of his father’s death, as well as the truth about the empire’s pretender-gods. How could she do such a thing to someone outside the Syraeic circle?

			He will want to know, dear, said the sword.

			“I think I recall that, commandant, yes.”

			“Perished, I’m sad to say, when I was an infant. In the Barrowlands. My mother was told little, only that he had died doing his duty. I had asked your father to conduct a bit of research for me about it. I fear he was unable to get back with me, assuming he had the opportunity to follow through with my request in the first place. The only concrete thing I know is that he died in a place called Aem’al’ai’esh.”

			Agnes feigned surprise, a wave of guilt washing over her for the play-acting. This felt like a sort of fraud, an exploitation. She plowed forward all the same.

			“Commandant Mastro … I…” She looked from side to side, as though entering a shared conspiracy. “Can I trust your discretion?”

			Mastro’s thick eyebrows lifted and his hands came from behind his back so that one held the other at his stomach. He leaned down a bit to compensate for the differences in their height. It was like a child trying to make himself smaller, less conspicuous.

			“Of course, Sir Agnes.”

			“Our destination in the Barrowlands is, in fact, Aem’al’ai’esh.”

			Mastro tried mightily to hide his emotions, failing quite spectacularly. They couldn’t have been more obvious to Agnes if he had scrawled them in ink on his square chin.

			“Vanic’s battered shield! The same place?”

			“The same, sir. And as you mention this to me … I must tell you that I have read accounts of your father’s expedition. It’s only now that I realize it was him. Stupid of me not to make the connection before. He was Alec Mastro?”

			Mastro swallowed hard.

			“He was, Sir Agnes. Alec was … that was my father’s name. Forgive me.” He put a knuckle to his right eye to prevent the cascade of a tear. “Uh … I, uh, have no memory of him, other than my mother’s stories, and those of my older sister.”

			Another twinge of guilt. Agnes put a hand on one of his gold-braided shoulders. It felt false, manipulative. The man’s pain was real, but she had an agenda.

			“So, you never really knew him. That’s so sad.”

			“Miss Agnes—Sir Agnes, forgive me—can you tell me about his death?”

			It would go against protocol, suggested Szaa’da’shaela.

			“It would violate my oath, Commandant Mastro.”

			No! the sword shouted. Too strong. He won’t have you dishonor yourself.

			“Oh, forgive me, Sir Agnes. Of course. I withdraw my request.”

			“Not an oath exactly,” she said. “More an irregularity, to make someone outside the League privy to our history. We are at times an overly secretive bunch.”

			“Sir Agnes, I assure you of my discretion. I am a twenty-four-year veteran of Her Majesty’s Royal Navy and an officer whose record is impeccable. If you could give me only a basic description, anything to tell me the sort of man he was, I would be forever in your debt. This has obsessed me the whole of my life.”

			The panic returned. How could she let this man know what had occurred, with the contradictory reports of the three survivors? Szaa’da’shaela had an answer for her.

			Allow him to read the inquiry records himself. All of it, and the truth about the pantheon, when he has offered his sword to us. He must know all, like the rest of you.

			“I might allow you to read the materials we’ve gathered in preparation for the expedition,” she said, a knot in her stomach, recalling some of the gruesome details.

			The muscles in Mastro’s jaws tightened in an effort to keep his square chin from quivering with emotion.

			“Sir Agnes … ahem … that would be a gift like no other. I would be … eternally grateful.”

			It is no gift, she thought.

			You cannot waver now, said the sword.

			“Commandant, I must tell you that the contents of our records are disturbing.”

			Do not waver!

			“I am a soldier, ma’am. I have seen some terrible things in my career.”

			“Not that kind of terrible, sir,” she cautioned, the words tumbling out of her despite Szaa’da’shaela’s vibrating alarm. “There are things once known we wish we could un-know. Not just bloody tales—bloody truths. They can wound more deeply than any blade.”

			He must accompany us, Agnes! Do not push him away!

			This man won’t frighten easily, sorcerer, she answered the blade. He deserves to enter this world of ours with eyes wide open, like the rest of us.

			“The undead,” said Mastro, face serious. “Demons, ancient sorcery that fools the senses, gruesome deaths. I know that people can break under such supernatural strain, Sir Agnes. If this is what happened to my father, it will not make me love him less. It’s the not knowing that makes my soul ache. No matter how terrible, I want to know the truth.”

			“Have you any duties today you can postpone or assign to others?”

			“I can give myself the remainder of this day off. Sergeant Bolte can assume my responsibilities.”

			“Very well,” she said, nodding to him slowly. “We brought the reports of the expedition’s survivors with us, and they will serve you better than my recounting the narrative. They’re a record of the formal investigations that always occur following an expedition. We call them inquiries, verbatim accounts of the survivor’s words. There is much to read, and I confess this one is an unusually confusing record. Make your arrangements and I will bring our documents to your quarters within the hour.”

			Mastro grabbed her hand, shook it with earnest vigor, and gave her a formal bow.

			“Bless you, Sir Agnes. I will inform Bolte and alert Lieutenant Polor of the change. I’ll await you then in my quarters. Thank you, thank you.”

			And he was gone.

			Will he be thanking me in a few hours? she wondered. I think not.

			He will be asking to join us, Agnes. He will resign his commission and enlist in our cause, without hesitation.

			But what is he throwing away? she asked.

			His ignorance, came the answer.

			Agnes knew that what the sword said was correct, and that she would exploit the man’s lack of knowledge to see to it he joined them. Her willingness to manipulate the soldier fired a spark of shame.
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			Agnes had left the materials with Commandant Mastro in his quarters, asking him to seek her out when he had finished his study. The dinner hour had passed, and the sun fallen in the west, and the soldier still had not emerged from his cabin. The night was overcast, the moon a thin crescent, and she stood atop the foc’sle with Sira and Hesk. They hadn’t been there long when they noticed a flicker of light playing off the low ceiling of clouds in the distance.

			“What’s that about?” Hesk asked no one in particular.

			“Kalimander, I think,” answered Larso, a puzzled look on his face. “Though the light … maybe they’re shooting off fireworks. A celebration of some sort.”

			That seemed unlikely to Agnes, given what she knew of the duchy’s ruler.

			The officers on deck were more relaxed now that they no longer sailed at the breakneck speed they had maintained most of the day. With the sun having set, Mercele dispersed her wind elementals, leaving the labor to Carrick and his water spirits. The aeromancer had explained it to Agnes at Lieutenant Polor’s direction.

			“I can’t corral them in darkness,” she said, speaking of her elementals. “In part because it’s harder to see them at night.”

			“I can barely make them out in the daylight,” said Agnes, attempting a bit of levity.

			Mercele didn’t smile. Perhaps she never did. She touched the colorless gem set in her forehead with the back of her hand.

			“I am attuned to them in a way the uninitiated are not. But still, without the light of the sun, I can’t catch them getting playful with one another, can’t rein them in when they need it, and they’ll get up to mischief. That could mean disaster for us, of course. The spirits of air are mercurial beings, ma’am.”

			Agnes thanked the humorless woman for her explanation, and she was gone without another word, heading off no doubt to her personal cabin, where the ship’s sorcerers spent most of their time when duty didn’t require them aloft. Sira had informed her that sorcerers and seamen did not fraternize with one another on the Yaryx.

			As they drew closer, they found that Larso was right about it being Kalimander, but wrong about the source of the lights.

			“A fire,” said Lieutenant Kellen, peering through a spyglass, “and a big one. That city is burning.”

			“Is it the temple district?” asked Sira.

			“We got word that Kalimander’s temple district went up weeks ago, when it happened around the rest of the empire,” Kellen replied, still employing his spyglass. “Thing of it is, Kalimander is made almost entirely of wood, the great Forest of Kelse being the duchy’s foremost resource after all. As a result, they’re skilled and serious firefighters. I understand the city has an entire brigade of aquamancers whose solitary purpose is containing fires. Without the water brigade, any serious blaze would risk the whole place going up like a sacrificial bonfire.”

			Change course, said Szaa’da’shaela, trembling urgently at Agnes’s side.

			“We wish to avoid the city, Lieutenant Kellen,” said Agnes, heeding the sword’s warning. “Please alter course so that we come no closer.”

			Kellen lowered his spyglass as he turned to her, his expression cold, but professional.

			“I’m afraid I cannot comply with your request, Sir Agnes. We traverse a veritable labyrinth of shoals and dare not alter course until we are within a quarter mile of the city’s harbor. My apologies.”

			Kellen gave her a stiff bow and returned to his spyglass.

			“What is it, Agnes?” asked Hesk, a hand on her shoulder, apparently sensing her alarm.

			“The sword tells me we need to keep clear of Kalimander. Something’s wrong.”

			“Are you sure you want to push this?” whispered Hesk.

			Agnes felt Szaa’da’shaela’s powerful exigency at her side, but something told her their help was needed here. How could they simply sail on?

			Belu and her evil brood race back to Aem’al’ai’esh, said the sword. With every moment we tarry, our chances of success diminish.

			“Yes,” Agnes said to Hesk. “I need you to back me here.”

			Agnes felt his eyes on her, wondered if he had the same misgiving she did, but at last he nodded.

			“I think I should go fetch our people. Armed and armored. And Qeelb as well. I have a feeling this might get ugly.”

			“Yes, Hesk, go,” she said, eyes fixed on the lights dancing on the clouds, that seemed to mock her anxiety.

			Hesk was down the steps in a flash. Soon after he had gone, Lieutenant Polor appeared.

			“Kalimander is on fire, sir,” Kellen said, handing Polor his spyglass.

			Polor looked through the glass and let out a long sigh.

			“Wrack and ruin, man, you’re right. Steady as she goes, Mr. Carrick!” he shouted to the aquamancer, who straddled the cathead beam in front of the foc’sle. “Pour on a bit of speed if your water spirits can manage it!”

			Szaa’da’shaela vibrated in greater alarm.

			“What are you doing, lieutenant?” asked Agnes.

			“The city entire is burning, ma’am,” he answered, as though speaking to a simple child. “Our assistance may well be critical.”

			No! cried the sword.

			“No!” cried Agnes in what felt a strangely reflexive echo.

			“No?” said Polor, turning back to her with a scowl. “Madam, our countrymen are in mortal peril! It is our sacred duty to render assistance!”

			He’s right! she thought. People in peril. We must help!

			“You have a single mission, lieutenant,” Agnes countered, hardly believing the words were coming out of her mouth. “You must ferry us to the Barrowlands. Nothing supersedes that.”

			“My gods, woman!” he said, shouting at her. “Have you no decency? The least we can do is aid evacuation of the populace! At least permit me to assess their need from a distance!”

			Agnes—we must not become entangled in this knot of circumstances, the sword insisted. Order him to change course.

			“Agnes?” said Sira, putting a gentle hand at the small of her back. “Can we spare an hour or two?” She heard the growing desperation in her sister’s voice.

			Remember Raimund’s burial at sea, Agnes. Heed my words.

			Sick to her stomach, Agnes ignored Sira and put a hand to Szaa’da’shaela’s hilt for courage.

			“Lieutenant Polor! On the authority granted me by Her Most Gracious Majesty Ilanda Reges, I order you to tack eastward to skirt Kalimander’s harbor. We will not render assistance; we will not assess it from a distance. We will make haste for Serekirk, now!”

			Polor gritted his teeth, the hand holding the spyglass trembling with anger. The urge to unsheathe Szaa’da’shaela bloomed like a terrible flower in Agnes’s heart, and she felt her fingers wrap themselves around the grip. Then she saw the lieutenant rein in his fury. He stood up straight, regaining his composure, tugging at his coat to smooth its already impeccable fabric.

			“Madam, we cannot alter course yet. We are in a narrow channel of safety. These waters look much deeper than they are and are riddled with irregular rocky ridges. If we tack east now, we run the risk of tearing a gash in Duke Yaryx’s hull we can’t repair. I cannot comply with your order at this moment. We must wait to make our turn.”

			Agnes felt her teeth clench, her white-knuckled grip on the Djao blade. Was he lying to her, buying time? She managed a curt nod.

			“The moment you can safely head east, do it,” said Hesk, at her side again.

			Agnes was grateful for his support. It was as though he was taking on a portion of the blame for what she was forcing them to do. Polor hesitated, then showed his intention to comply with a sour smile that quietly screamed his true emotions. He muttered something to Kellen, who nodded and left the foc’sle, sparing Agnes and Hesk wary looks.

			“I hope ya know wha’ yer doin’, lass,” whispered Sir Arla, there as well. “We’re backin’ yer play, but this feels nastier’n I like.”

			Lumari and Beela, the alchemist wearing her twin bandoliers of vials and flasks, stood at the steps to the foc’sle. They were soon followed by Qeelb, ominous in appearance, flowery blindfold and all. His presence had the effect on Yaryx’s officers and crew Agnes had anticipated.

			Kalimander’s harbor was shaped like a broad crescent, and it was choked with boats fleeing the burning city. The fire was raging out of control. From what she could see, the ducal capital was beyond hope. Three Royal Navy vessels were caught in the jam of merchantmen, fishing boats, and pleasure craft in the harbor. One of the warships listed ominously to port.

			“Sir Agnes,” said Polor, pointing his spyglass at the listing vessel. “That ship is Leatham Lass, with a crew as large as Yaryx. She is taking on water. Slowly it appears, but finally she will sink. Please allow me to effect a rescue.”

			“You may not,” said Agnes, feeling an iron resolve pulsating into her body from where she held the Djao blade—her choice was made, was it not?

			“Perhaps other boats in the harbor can evacuate her crew,” offered Sira, conciliatory as always.

			Kellen returned, the Yaryx’s two pyromancers with him, the two women clad in theatrical, form-fitting red leather, faceted rubies in their foreheads. Kellen pointed at one of the other Royal Navy vessels, closer to the docks.

			“Signal flags, sir!”

			Polor turned about and pointed his spyglass in the vessel’s direction. The scene was backlit by Kalimander aflame and Agnes could see the sailor standing on the other ship’s foc’sle, maneuvering his two flags in a hurried dance, delivering a message as much a mystery to Agnes as any Djao hieroglyph. But it was immaterial. They had to get out of there.

			“Lieutenant Polor, we must turn now!” she shouted.

			Polor held up his hand, still following the signalman’s choreographed movements. At last, he lowered the spyglass and turned to Agnes.

			“Madam, the ship with the signalman is Pride of Culver. She is hailing us, directly requesting our urgent aid. They require assistance clearing the harbor of this unregulated swarm of civilian craft and rescuing hundreds, possibly thousands of civilians trapped on the waterfront. Women and children mob the docks.”

			“What the devil’s happenin’?” asked Sir Arla.

			“The people of Kelse are in rebellion and have overthrown the duke, or so it appears. Gods know what started the blaze, but it rages uncontrolled. Hundreds will die without our immediate aid. Sir Arla, I am begging you, allow me to do the honorable thing and assist our countrymen. There are innocents among these people!”

			No, said Szaa’da’shaela, without doubt or remorse. Turn the ship now.

			“I lead this expedition, Lieutenant Polor,” said Agnes, realizing she had drawn her sword an inch or two from its scabbard. “You will turn this ship to the east, now.”

			Polor’s look of defiance was interrupted by a sudden sound of cracking timber, a cascade of splashes, and human cries of alarm. The third warship in the harbor, swamped with smaller vessels, had suddenly lurched forward, capsizing the lesser craft and sending their crews into the water.

			“That’s not Royal Navy,” said Kellen, who pointed to a banner fluttering from the top of the vessel’s mainmast: a green tree on a field of blue. It was the crest of Kelse and House Montcalme, the duchy’s ruling family. A man stood at the bow, a tall, lanky fellow with stringy hair and a long, fine coat. He was shouting, but Agnes couldn’t hear his words above the havoc his ship’s approach was having on smaller vessels.

			“I know that man,” said Sira, a look of fear and disgust on her face.

			“That’s a duchy warship,” said Kellen. “Flagship. The Axe of Montcalme. That’s Duke Emberto’s ship.”

			As the vessel drew closer Agnes could see it was propelled by water spirits dancing manically in the waves about the hull. The man standing on the foc’sle was the same who had given Szaa’da’shaela to her father. A madman, her father had called him, the blade presented on a madman’s whim. She knew it was absurd, but the idea that he was coming to reclaim his impulsively offered gift filled Agnes with fear.

			“Turn the Duke Yaryx now, Lieutenant Polor,” she ordered.

			“Too soon!” he shouted over his shoulder, focused on the approaching Axe of Montcalme.

			“That man’s a Kenther candidate,” came Beela’s anxious whisper from behind her. “He’s headed straight for us!”

			Agnes had no recollection of the maneuver, but in an instant Szaa’da’shaela was free of its sheath and its flat poised on Lieutenant Polor’s left shoulder. Polor turned his head an inch, felt the Djao blade’s wicked edge at his neck, and froze. His flesh reddened, blood rushing to his face.

			“You understand, Sir Agnes,” said Polor, still looking at Emberto’s ship, “that I have two pyromancers at my disposal, not eight feet away. At my command they can reduce you to cinders. There won’t be enough of you left to stuff in an urn.”

			“Your head will be rolling on the deck before they can spit a wisp of smoke at me, sir. Do as I say and turn this ship to the east and away from this goddamned harbor.”

			“Duke Yaryx!” came the cry. “I am Duke Emberto the Second, of Kelse, and I demand that you send these mutinous peasants down beneath the waves to crew Babaloc’s fleet! They are in rebellion against our rule, and therefore in rebellion against Her Royal Highness in Boudun! They have killed all my sorcerers but one! I require your aid this instant!”

			Sira shouted across the narrowing gap between the warships.

			“Your Grace! Your city is in flames! Women and children line the docks, seeking rescue!”

			“I know!” he screamed back at her. “I set the blaze myself! Be it ever thus to servile insurrection!”

			“Carrick!” shouted Polor. “Ward off this lunatic!”

			In seconds a school of elementals from the Yaryx plowed into Axe of Montcalme’s prow, stopping the ship’s momentum and lifting its forward hull above the waterline. It came crashing back down, sending elementals and waves thundering against Duke Yaryx, which lurched to starboard. Szaa’da’shaela drew a red line on Polor’s neck, who hissed at the minor wound as he and Agnes regained their balance.

			“Unkind! Disloyal!” screamed Duke Emberto, picking himself up from the deck of his own foc’sle. “All of you will hang! From our lampposts, from the statues in the parks! I’ll make Kalimander a City of Gallows!”

			“You did that long ago,” said Sira to no one in particular.

			Agnes’s father’s description of the man hadn’t done the duke justice. Unshaven, eyes sleepless and wild, stockings drooping halfway down skinny, hairless legs. His formal attire was tattered and from a bygone era. His expression was that of a tyrant: furious, petulant, self-righteous, and as careless as a child kicking down sandcastles of someone else’s construction. The thought of Szaa’da’shaela in the duke’s hand repelled her like a sickness. She patted the flat of the blade on the gold braid at Polor’s shoulder.

			“Turn, lieutenant,” said Agnes, detached, as though she was in a dream. “I will not ask you again.”

			“Mr. Carrick!” shouted Polor. “Hard to starboard! At speed!”

			The Duke Yaryx made a sudden, extraordinary turn, sending several of her Syraeic colleagues and ship’s crew to the deck. Somehow, Agnes and Lieutenant Polor—and Szaa’da’shaela—maintained their places. The warship shuddered violently and there came a terrible sound of splitting timbers.

			“Ship’s carpenters, below!” shouted Polor. “Shoring teams, below!” His orders were dutifully echoed across the ship and sailors scrambled.

			“Qeelb, see if you can be of assistance effecting repairs,” said Agnes.

			The blindfolded sorcerer nodded and left.

			“That was one of those shoals I spoke of,” Polor said in a quiet voice, only for Agnes’s ears. “I believe you’ve torn a sizable hole in my ship, Sir Agnes.”

			“I apologize for the necessity, lieutenant.”

			“We surely could have saved lives back there. No telling how many will die tonight, because of your selfish demands.”

			Agnes swallowed hard, drew in a deep breath.

			“It brings me no joy.”

			The Duke Yaryx scraped along a smaller ridge beneath the waves, the deck shaking worryingly, but she and Polor kept their footing.

			“You know,” said Polor, a thin stream of blood seeping from the cut in his flesh, “your father spoke of you when we ferried him back to Boudun last year.”

			“Did he?” said Agnes, eyeing the half inch between Szaa’da’shaela’s lethal edge and the red oozing languorously down the lieutenant’s neck.

			“He was worried about your welfare. Proud of you. Painted a very pretty picture.”

			The sounds of the chaos in Kalimander’s harbor, of the conflagration that consumed the city, carried across the water. It was an accusation in Agnes’s ears.

			“Every good father thinks his daughter pretty and worthy of praise, sir.”

			They were both quiet for a while, staring ahead at the eastern night sky and its slender sliver of moonlight. Tears rolled down Agnes’s cheeks; she was appalled by her own actions, wanting to believe this nightmare would vanish when she woke from her sleep. But as the sounds of what they were leaving behind them began to fade, Polor spoke again.

			“You are not how I imagined you would be.”

			“I understand, lieutenant,” Agnes responded, wiping away tears with the back of her free hand. “I am not how I imagined myself to be either.”

		

	
		
			25
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			The Tender Ministrations of Tolwe

			Ilanda decided that the term old crone had been coined specifically for the woman before her. She was stooped and ancient, the flesh of her face weathered and impossibly wrinkled, a too-large, hooked nose above thin, dry lips the color of liver. Her eyes were beady and dark, with exaggerated crow’s feet, a pair of wild white eyebrows hovering above. She entered the queen’s personal apartments wordlessly, pushing what looked like a battered peddler’s cart on two great iron wheels, its rough sides covered by faded sigils and abbreviated words in the most archaic of Busker tongues. Brown stains also decorated the wood, no doubt dried blood, given the woman’s trade. She was a priest of Tolwe, wrapped in robes that had presumably once been white, but were now tattered and stained from years of executing her sacraments. She was attended by two timorous young acolytes, their robes the color of fresh-fallen snow. It was hard to credit that the crone’s garments had once been as unsullied as those of her novices.

			Ulwen had of course tried to dissuade her from taking this course, first questioning her certainty that a demon did indeed lurk within her, then arguing that some other means should be employed to wrest it from where it was hidden. But Ilanda was adamant.

			“The priesthood of Tolwe have been called many things, grand chamberlain,” she had answered him. “Sadists, torturers, paranoiacs. But while we can no longer trust their theology, the task of exorcism is their peculiar province.”

			“Your Majesty, allow some of your chamberlains to extract the spirit from you! Artesmia has enough knowledge of necromancy to put to the purpose. Surely it would be wise to avoid engaging any clergy, given what we now know of our gods.”

			“No. Exorcism is the trade of priests. Even if the gods are false, the methods of their priests have a history of success.”

			Now Ilanda wondered if she shouldn’t have heeded Ulwen’s admonitions. The crone opened the front end of the cart and withdrew a grinding wheel. It was obviously a heavy burden for her, though she voiced no complaint carrying it around to the back of the cart, her acolytes standing nearby, quiet and apparently useless. She set the wheel and its base on top of the cart with a loud bang and secured it with a quartet of screws. She gave it a tug, to make certain it was firmly in place before she waddled back to the front of the cart and pulled out a bar of black iron. The bar slid into an iron protrusion on the side of the cart Ilanda had not noticed before, and the priest gave that handle a turn. The grinding wheel began to spin. Expressionless, she let go of the handle and watched the stone turn round and round atop the cart. All of this she did without so much as acknowledging that the Queen of Hanifax was in the room, wan and feverish on her sickbed.

			The priest glanced to her acolytes, and the two came alive, scurrying over to the front of the cart and each removing a rectangular wooden case. One case had the faded letters V-E-R on it, surely an abbreviation of the old Busker word verami—truth. On the other was M-U-N, short for munditu—purity. They contained the tools of the sacrament. The one carrying the munditu case approached the priest and opened it before her. She couldn’t see its contents, but the crone soon satisfied Ilanda’s morbid curiosity. The priest held a curved knife of dark, mottled metal, the handle made of carved bone or ivory. The acolyte set his case down on the floor, closing its lid again, then went to the handle and began turning it. The crone’s pace was unhurried, walking over to the cart, then pressing the knife to the rotating stone. Sparks flew, metal on stone, a piercing whine that set Ilanda’s teeth on edge. The crone moved the blade methodically from left to right, left to right, muttering an unintelligible litany as she sharpened the steel, sparing Ilanda an occasional empty glance.

			This unnerving display was at last too much for Lady Courlan, who stood with Ulwen near Ilanda’s bedside.

			“Greetings,” began Lady Courlan, using her most polished courtier’s tone, “We welcome you to the palace.”

			The crone looked up from her labors, pulled the knife’s edge back so the sparks stopped. When she spoke, her voice was exactly as Ilanda imagined it would be—as though the words passed through a filter of gravel and broken glass.

			“Though I am a priest of Tolwe, madam,” she croaked, “I am no truthspeaker. All the same, I hardly think you wish me true welcome here. I have been summoned for a dark purpose.”

			“You are in the presence of Queen Ilanda Reges, priest,” said Ulwen in stentorian tones, taking a step forward.

			The crone smiled without humor.

			“I know exactly where I am, grand chamberlain. Are we here for the tiresome minutiae of court etiquette, or do you require the tender ministrations of Tolwe? The sacrament does not change whether the subject is baron or bricklayer, duchess or ditch digger.”

			“The queen is not a subject, priest,” said Ulwen, stepping within arm’s reach of her cart and grinding stone. “However, you are, and you will therefore accord her the respect and honor your monarch is due.”

			The priest grimaced, looking at Ulwen Bath with poorly masked contempt. The old woman tested the edge of her knife with a callused thumb, and Ilanda wondered in the moment if the cleric contemplated jabbing that knife in her grand chamberlain’s belly. Finally, the priest let the hand holding the knife drop to her side and she performed an awkward bow, back cracking audibly as she bent over. That little bow filled Ilanda with a sick anxiety. Again, the woman spoke.

			“I am called Mother Patience, and I come before you, Your Royal Highness, not because our archbishop cannot attend you, though it is true he lies feverish and howling in his own bed, the burns he sustained in the Great Fire having resisted the aid of Belu. No. I am here because you are who you are, and I have been forty-seven years an ordained iudexu munditu. None across the archipelago nor around the Cradle have exercised the Knife of Clarity and Penitence longer, nor have any effectively drawn more demonic forces from their fleshly hidey-holes. I come because no one is better able to serve Your Majesty than I am.”

			“We thank you for your attendance, Mother Patience,” said Ilanda in a weak voice.

			Mother Patience gave her a perfunctory nod.

			“You employ the royal ‘we,’ of course, Your Highness. But on this occasion, I humbly ask that you dispense with that regal affectation. You see, if what you believe is true, and you are in a state of impurity, then your body and soul are home to an infernal being. In that case, we carries a very different connotation, does it not?”

			The crone’s almost imperceptible smile wasn’t lost on Ilanda. Nonetheless, she conceded.

			“I take your point, Mother Patience. For the sake of this exercise, I will speak of myself in the singular. I am simply Ilanda.”

			“Most gracious of you, Sovereign Lady. Now I must ask some questions. Bock?”

			The acolyte with the verami case trotted over to the priest, set it down on the floor, and opened it with a theatrical creak. He pulled from it a lily-white stole and draped it over the crone’s hunched shoulders. Its unsullied contrast to her stained robes was stark. Mother Patience took the end of the cloth in her free hand, the knuckles swollen and arthritic. She brought it to her lips and kissed it drily, then allowed it to drop again.

			“How long have you felt unwell, Highness?”

			“Eight days. Since attending funeral rites at the Citadel for some Syraeics who were dear to us … to me.”

			“Ah! Two funerals at once! The barriers are thin between worlds on such occasions. It’s possible your infernal parasite may have slipped through without deliberate aid. Did anything unusual occur at this ceremony?”

			Ilanda paused, recalling the audience after the cremation of Auric and the other one, Sir Kennah, the terrible revelations Agnes shared with her. Your god is a charlatan, she thought, not without a little of satisfaction.

			“It did, Mother Patience, yes. I was provided with information that resulted in significant reconsideration of many important matters. However, that knowledge is presently a state secret. I cannot share it with you.”

			The sour expression on Mother Patience’s wrinkled face made plain to all in the room how she felt about that even before she spoke.

			“Any crumb you hide from me makes my task that much more difficult, Your Highness.”

			Ilanda exchanged a glance with Ulwen, who still hadn’t relaxed his vigilance, standing near the knife-wielding priest. He shook his head, brow furrowed.

			“Regrettably, this crumb I must keep.”

			“Very well,” the priest said with a sigh, patting the blade of the ceremonial knife in her palm. “What made you suspect a devil hid within you?”

			“One of my advisors. Many years ago, a necromancer placed several devils in him, for the purpose of interrogation and torture. When he was rescued from his captors, sorcerers and priests of Tolwe managed to wrest all but one from him. That last they bound. He has lived with this beast within him, and though it has not left him unafflicted, until yesterday it had never … manifested itself. The creature that possesses him attacked me, addressing the thing inside me as it did so.”

			“It has a name, this devil inside him?”

			Ilanda felt her heart tremble, as though something with many legs walked across it.

			“Queehoat,” said Ulwen, answering for her.

			The old woman chuckled.

			“This amuses you?” snapped Lady Courlan.

			“The name,” said the priest, a wry smile on her lips. “It means ‘wretched vermin’ in the tongue of the infernal planes.”

			“I do not see the humor, Mother Patience,” Lady Courlan retorted. “What that Queehoat did to the queen is no laughing matter.”

			“The demon had been bound for years, madam,” said Ulwen. “Why should it break its bonds now?”

			“The devil that hides in the queen, our Wretched Vermin must have recognized it, known it from past association in the Yellow Hells. Certain netherworld beings grow stronger when assembled in numbers, or brought close to one another. Queehoat has doubtlessly been chewing at his restraints all these years; its proximity to kindred infernal must have allowed it to unbind itself at last. Tell me, did our Queehoat name its devilish compatriot?”

			Ulwen began to answer for Ilanda again, but Mother Patience held up a wrinkled palm and pressed the flat of the blade against her lips.

			“Do not speak it aloud,” said the priest. “We save it for the ceremony. This is good news! Almost as great a boon as if we still had your possessed man with us.”

			“You have need of the possessed man?” asked Ilanda, her heart skipping a beat.

			“He lives?” Mother Patience demanded in her glass and gravel voice.

			“Yes, he does,” said Ulwen, stepping back to Ilanda’s bedside. “He was knocked unconscious by a resourceful servant, and we had him restrained and gagged. We would ask your church to attend to that poor sufferer’s needs after you have aided Her Majesty.”

			Mother Patience clapped her empty hand on a buttock, an uncharacteristically joyful gesture.

			“Then by all means, bring him to us!”

			Ilanda emitted an involuntary gasp, whatever was inside her taking another hurried gallop around her heart. O sweet Chaeres, protect me, she thought, years of devotion and today’s fear calling back her old faith. She wasn’t sure she could bear to see Master Surin again, especially with that beast still in control of him. Lady Courlan seemed to feel the same way.

			“That is outrageous!” shouted the baroness at her most undiplomatic. “That man is an unholy danger—”

			“The grand chamberlain says he is bound and gagged,” interrupted the priest, waving her knife dismissively. “We can draw forth this creature secreted in the queen much more easily if the devil who unmasked it is with us also. Bring the possessed man in, with two armed guards capable of cutting him down should he somehow break free. We have no time to waste. Bock, Mott, prepare for two infernal guests.”

			The young acolytes blanched at that command, but dutifully headed to the cart to noisily rummage through its contents.

			“My queen,” said Lady Courlan, taking hold of one of Ilanda’s clammy hands, a look of desperation on her face. “Surely you won’t permit this.”

			Ilanda, feeling faint and sick to her stomach, patted Lady Courlan’s hand feebly.

			“If it increases the likelihood Mother Patience can extract this thing from me, then we must. Ulwen?”

			The grand chamberlain nodded.

			“I will arrange for him to be brought to us, straight away.”

			As Ulwen started to leave Ilanda’s apartments, Mother Patience put her gnarled hand on his crippled one, hidden by the metallic cloth in which it was forever wrapped. She looked at him with those probing, beady black eyes. Ilanda sensed that the old woman read something within him.

			“Grand chamberlain,” said the priest, “bring another of your kind, one still capable of casting spells.”

			“How could you know—”

			“I may not be a truthspeaker,” said the woman, letting go of Ulwen’s swathed hand, “but some thoughts dwell so stridently in your mind that you may as well have shouted them at me.”

			Ulwen, visibly shaken and shamed, marched out of the chamber to his duty.

			“Now,” said Mother Patience, clapping her empty palm on her buttock again, “my novices and I have much to prepare.”
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			Mother’s acolytes donned their own stoles and attired their aged mistress in more ceremonial trappings, including a distressingly bloodstained glove for the hand holding the knife and a pair of spectacles with lenses so black Ilanda didn’t know how the old woman could possibly see through them. One novice held a large pair of silver tongs, the other a silver chalice filled with what Ilanda assumed was holy water.

			Ulwen Bath stood to the right of Ilanda’s bedside, arms crossed defensively so that his cloth-covered hand was hidden from view. Lady Courlan was to her left, making a valiant effort to mask her terror.

			“Ophelia,” said Ilanda, smiling sweetly at her friend, “I do not require you here for this ceremony. Please wait with Baea and Ruby, and make sure they have hot tea with Harkeny honey ready for me.”

			“Majesty,” said Lady Courlan, after drawing in a deep breath. “I am deeply ashamed that I was of no help when Master Surin attacked you. I will not leave you undefended again. I respectfully refuse to leave your side.”

			Ilanda nodded softly, mouthed thank you. Then she mustered her own courage and turned to look across the room. Malaben Surin leaned against the wall, manacled to an oak board. A cloth was stuffed in his mouth, held in place by a belt strapped around his head. His eyes were feral, and he twitched uncontrollably, muscles flexing against the iron restraints, whatever words he tried to speak muffled by the gag. Ilanda had no doubt that if able he would launch himself upon her and renew his obscene assault.

			Not Surin, she thought to herself. The creature within him. Surin is dedicated to you and not in control of himself. You must find a way to forgive him. If he survives this ordeal. If we survive this ordeal.

			Two Guards of the Ragged Blindfold flanked him, armed with drawn swords rather than their usual fanciful halberds. Ilanda made a mental note to re-arm all her guards with more practical weapons in place of those stately ceremonial things Geneviva had put in their hands—one more ostentatious practice that must be remedied. Standing to the left of Surin and his watchful sentinels was Artesmia Ruhl, rubbing together the fingers on either hand, as if readying herself for some great sorcery.

			“We have a unique situation with which to contend,” said Mother Patience, examining the edge of her blade after sharpening it on the grinding wheel for a final few minutes. “Two unclean spirits acquainted with one another, inhabiting these poor souls here.”

			Holding the knife before her, the crone took a step towards Ilanda’s bed, eliciting a thrill of fear and a tickle at her heart. Ulwen Bath imposed himself between Ilanda and the old woman.

			“No one may approach Her Majesty with a bared blade!” he growled. “Even a priest!”

			Mother Patience turned the mottled blade back and forth, as though seeing it from other angles would put the grand chamberlain at his ease.

			“This is the Knife of Clarity and Penitence, Ulwen Bath,” she announced. “It is a holy thing, duly blessed and consecrated to the god Tolwe, Lord of Verity and the Clean Heart. Exorcism isn’t possible without it.”

			“You will not harm the queen’s person with that thing,” said Ulwen, though Ilanda couldn’t be sure if it was a command or a question.

			“Apothecaries must lance a boil from time to time, for the patient’s welfare. Would you prevent a royal physician from performing such a procedure, though it cost the queen her life? Queen Ilanda’s condition imperils both body and soul, sir. I’m sworn to the god. I will execute my office with integrity and cause no more harm than is required.”

			“I have borne witness to the aftermath of Tolwe’s sacraments,” said Lady Courlan.

			Ilanda had as well. Disfigurement, scars both physical and otherwise. We can’t allow her to butcher us! she thought. But the “we” gave her pause. Was that her own thought, or was it the thought of the thing within her?

			Szuiricaat.

			Mother Patience was true to her name in that moment. She set down the knife at the foot of the bed and held out her palms, festooned with wrinkles. When she spoke, her voice was softer, more like a kindly grandmother than the gravelly cleric they had known before.

			“There are some of my brethren,” she said, clasping her gnarled hands together, “who derive pleasure from their duty, who perform holy offices with an enthusiasm that borders on … unseemly. I am not one of those. I am a true priest of my Lord Tolwe and am here to release Her Majesty from infernal bondage. The thing within you only nibbles on your soul and psyche for the time being, causing the sickness that has left you bedridden these eight days past. But it will grow stronger from that which feeds it. And you will sicken worse, and lose your will, until you are no more than a demon’s puppet made of flesh and bone. Your Highness, please allow me to perform my sacred duty.”

			But Tolwe is a pretender! said the thing inside her. And this bitter old crone, envious of your youth and beauty, will carve you up like a Revival chicken. We can live together, you and me. I need so little. I am unlike Queehoat, who is a ravening beast. You will become accustomed to my presence and grow strong again. I can be a source of wisdom for you, as the Aerican was. I’ll guide you—I see things hidden from mortals. Don’t let this hateful old woman destroy what might be a wonderful alliance. You have so few on whom you can depend. Who better than the intimate spirit who shares both your pain and perils?

			“Majesty,” said Ulwen. “She’s right. We must let her do this.”

			Could this spirit inside her do as it promised? Should she allow herself to become a victim of this servant of a false god? Ilanda looked to Lady Courlan who returned her gaze, serious, frightened, lips quivering. But after a brief pause, her friend nodded her head. Ilanda realized then that her own hands were trembling.

			“Very well, Mother Patience. Execute your office.”

			The crone nodded and retrieved her knife.

			“Mott,” she said as she approached Ilanda’s bedside, “please join the queen in her bed. Kneel beside her, opposite me. Bock, stand next to me with the chalice.”

			Mott hurried to where Lady Courlan stood, excused himself, and climbed atop the covers, hovering near Ilanda, silver tongs gleaming in the candlelight. Bock came behind Mother Patience, grasping the chalice by its neck with both hands, as though it might fly away if he loosened his grip. The priest leaned in, her ceremonial knife before her. If Ilanda had the strength she would have fled the chamber that instant.

			“Open your mouth, Ilanda Reges,” intoned the priest.

			After a hesitation, Ilanda tried to comply. It felt as though something resisted her, locking her jaw shut. The blade suddenly lashed out, Mother Patience proving herself remarkably quick. Ilanda tasted the flat of the blade on her tongue then, felt its edge bite painfully into the corners of her mouth. The priest tilted the blade to force Ilanda’s teeth apart.

			“Mott!” she yelled, and the lad inserted his silver tongs in the gap. Mother Patience removed the knife when he did so, whispering words Ilanda couldn’t understand. Then the crone licked the blood from the blade’s mottled surface.

			“Wider, Mott,” said the priest, wiping Ilanda’s blood from her lips with the back of her hand. The acolyte pried open her jaw painfully, further than she thought possible. Ilanda tried to speak, terrified her jawbone would separate from her skull. She wanted to protest what was happening, but she could only cough and utter incomprehensible sounds from the back of her throat.

			Stop this! she wanted to scream. She was certain that something terrible was about to occur, something dreadful. She felt the thing inside her wrap itself more tightly around her heart, felt her heart constrict, a stabbing pain in her chest.

			Mother Patience peered down her throat through her black spectacles, muttering more words of a liturgy Ilanda couldn’t translate, but recognized as the archaic Busker tongue that was the sacred language of so many of the empire’s cults. The ritual words seemed to go on forever. She sweated profusely, her hair plastered to her forehead. The priest reached back with her empty hand and dipped her fingers into the chalice Bock held. She stuck them in Ilanda’s mouth, rough skin salty on her tongue. She felt the moisture of the holy water from the chalice moisten the flesh beneath her tongue. There was nothing at first, then it felt as though she had ingested a fiery spice. She cried out, a distorted ululation issuing from her, the pain unbearable, as though fire dribbled down her throat and a thorny vine encircled her heart.

			“Sorcerer!” yelled Mother Patience. “Ungag him!”

			In the periphery of Ilanda’s vision, all of it a blur, she saw Artesmia’s movements, heeding the old woman’s command. Surin emitted a series of staccato squeaks and coughs, as he often did when having a fit.

			“Call for her, Queehoat!” shouted the priest. “Call out her name!”

			Then Ilanda heard it: the loathsome voice of Queehoat, naming her hidden tormentor.

			“Show thyself, Szuiricaat!” he rasped. “Let all bear witness to thy terrible beauty!”

			Ilanda felt the thorny vine round her heart loosen and her stomach rise to her throat. Then there was a gagging sensation, as though a bolus of poorly chewed meat was suddenly lodged in her esophagus.

			I’m choking, she thought with rising panic.

			“It may manifest itself physically!” Mother Patience warned, removing her black spectacles and handing them to Bock behind her. “Whatever form it takes, it will be dangerous! Be ready, sorcerer!”

			Without warning, the priest inserted her hand into Ilanda’s mouth, just the tips of her fingers at first. But she pushed and probed, deeper, reaching down her throat, her hand buried to the wrist. It simply wasn’t possible, a waking nightmare as the priest reached down her throat, elbow deep, Ilanda gagging, feeling the priest pushing aside organs as though they were the contents of a cluttered purse. Just as suddenly, Mother Patience yanked her arm out, simultaneously chanting the ancient Busker litany. Ilanda’s eyes widened in horror at the thing the priest dragged out of her—it was an enormous, coal-black centipede, two inches wide and unbearably long. She felt its dozens of legs floundering for purchase in her throat, on her tongue, the taste of it too foul for words, the hellish sensation threatening to send her mad.

			But then the last of it was out of her, and she vomited blood and bile, staining her bedsheets with bright color. Mother Patience held the squirming thing out before her, trying to wrestle the thing away. It spat something greasy and black from its pincer-flanked mouth, striking the priest in the face. She howled and fell backwards, losing her grip on the beast. The thing called Szuiricaat dropped to the blanket and scurried on its dozens of legs towards the foot of the bed, attempting escape. The two guards leapt forward, swords at the ready.

			“Artesmia, protect the queen!” she heard Ulwen shout. But when Ilanda looked over to the sorcerer, what she saw shocked her. Protruding from Master Surin’s distended mouth was a heaving ochre worm, slick with an oily black slime, its lamprey-like aperture attached to the sorcerer’s neck, gnawing, a stream of red wetting Artesmia’s robe of office.

			The guards chopped at the thing called Szuiricaat, its segmented body moving sinuously across her blankets. One of them managed to hack the thing in half, but now there were two scaly horrors scampering off the bed. A guard brought his booted foot down on a segment, over and over, producing gratifying crunching sounds; the other tried to do the same, but stomped once, twice, and missed it as it skittered under the bed.

			The acolyte named Bock lifted the sheets hanging over the side of the bed and emptied the contents of the chalice underneath it. There came a piercing squeal and a hissing like bacon on a griddle, foul-smelling ribbons of smoke wafting from below.

			“Protect the queen!” shouted Ulwen to the guards as he bounded over to Artesmia. With his good hand, he grabbed hold the worm-like horror that was Queehoat and pulled it from the sorcerer’s neck, bringing blood and bits of flesh with it. Artesmia’s hand shot up to the terrible wound, but she quickly collapsed to the floor. Ulwen then began pulling the disgusting creature from Surin’s overtaxed mouth, another foot of the horrible thing emerging, a gush of the black slime spilling from the manacled man’s blistered lips. Then it was free.

			Queehoat, slippery with ichor and at least two feet long, flailed in Ulwen’s grasp like an angry serpent, its fang-filled maw emitting a gurgling whistle. He slipped on some of the oily residue the demon exuded and fell to the floor. Suddenly, Lady Courlan was beside him, kneeling, a dagger in her hand. Ilanda knew that the baroness was always armed with the weapon, strapped to her ankle, but had never seen her use it. With admirable dexterity she cut Queehoat into four separate, squirming part, as though readying bait for a fishhook. The thing’s gruesome viscera spilled out across the delicate parquet floor of the bedchamber.

			Lady Courlan picked herself up from the floor, her skirts stained with Queehoat’s repulsive ichor, the same dripping from the blade of her dagger. She made eye contact with Ilanda then.

			“Father gave it to me when I first came to you,” she said, though Ilanda already knew the tale. “Said I might need it in the capital. Said better to have it and not need it…”

			She began to weep.
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			The priest of Belu that Lady Courlan had fetched the day before, a trustworthy, kindly man named Father Dumane, was brought in to tend the wounded. Mother Patience was healed without issue; Artesmia and Surin, however, were taken to the Blue Cathedral—it was unclear if either of them would survive. Servants cleared away all signs of the chaotic events, and the two Tolwe acolytes left with the cart and religious accoutrements, while Mother Patience remained behind with Ulwen and Lady Courlan.

			“In all my years,” rasped the cleric, “I’ve never seen anything like that.”

			“We thank you for your service, Mother Patience,” said Ilanda, exhausted, but already feeling her vitality return to her.

			“One more question before I leave you, Highness,” said the crone, fatigued as they all were from the ordeal. “Grand chamberlain, you were also there at the Citadel, when the queen fell ill. As well as this excitable noble woman?” She waved her ceremonial knife at Lady Courlan.

			“Aye,” answered Ulwen.

			“During or after those funeral rites, did the queen come near someone you know to be unclean?”

			“Unclean?” repeated Lady Courlan, appalled by the notion.

			“We know of no one possessed by a demon, if that’s what you mean,” said Ulwen. “Other than Master Surin, who was not in attendance. Neither was anyone present we know to dabble in necromancy or the like. Syraeics have enough wisdom to avoid such things, even while they tend to be foolhardy as a rule.”

			“What of unclean objects?” asked Mother Patience. “Those Syraeics discover all manner of the infernal, digging around in Busker tombs and Barrowland ruins.”

			It struck Ilanda like a thunderbolt.

			Szaa’da’shaela.

			The Manteo sword.

			In that moment, Ilanda felt perfect clarity. Her original refusal was correct. Somehow, the demon within, planted by Szaa’da’shaela, weakened her will. Agnes and her people should not have been permitted to mount their expedition. What havoc would descend upon the world should they succeed? Should they fail?

			Of one thing she was certain. It was too late to stop them.

		

	
		
			26
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			Barrow Sound

			Agnes had always wondered if what she had heard about the transition from the Duchy of Kelse to the Barrowlands, which occurred at the wide-mouthed River Kelsea, was more than poetic affectation. Standing at the port rail of Duke Yaryx, she witnessed the truth of it and felt her mood sink in response to the dull cast of the coast they followed. The seabirds quickly abandoned them, and they passed occasional ruins of tumbled stone and vine-engulfed obelisks, dead, twisted trees, and strange, haunted patches of mystery hidden in concealing mists. All of it should have turned her thoughts to where they were headed, but instead her mind went back to the scene at the harbor of Kalimander: the mob of vessels on the water, the sounds of the people’s distress, the city’s skyline illuminated by the blaze that consumed it. She imagined she could see the mad eyes of Duke Emberto, two fiery coals, burning into her.

			You’re as responsible for all those deaths as he is, she thought, the guilt sitting heavy on her heart like some fat beast. She was grateful she hadn’t had a spyglass to view the carnage more closely, to see the faces of the people she had left in mortal peril.

			Agnes, dear, those are unreasonable thoughts, countered Szaa’da’shaela. We did what we had to do. We are on a mission that will alter the fate of humanity; we work to liberate not just those living today, but the countless generations that will follow. Think of those who might have been lost at Kalimander as unfortunate casualties in our war against the Besh’oul. Many of them innocent, yes—that is heartbreaking and regrettable. But we must press on, aware of the danger of delay. As we speak, Bae’u’loh and her accomplices rush back to their mortal forms, across the aether oceans between the Planes and black void between the stars.

			“I understand we must hurry,” said Agnes aloud. She ignored the glances of nearby sailors, telling herself that she cared little for their regard. The tale of what had happened on the foc’sle that night had no doubt made the rounds and was well known by all, how that Syraeic bitch put a blade to the lieutenant’s neck and made him abandon all those poor people.

			They cannot harm us, said Szaa’da’shaela.

			“I’m not afraid, sorcerer. Not of them. Let them hate me. What does it matter? I don’t care.”

			Even as she said it, she knew it was a lie, her feigned disregard for their animosity. But the sword said nothing to suggest that it too saw through her bravado. She wondered what her father would have done, were he in the same circumstances. Would he have heeded the sword, or would he have consented to Lieutenant Polor’s sense of duty, of humanity? What would Auric Manteo think of his daughter? Her mind conjured a memory of his face, the face of a peasant and a fighter, gray hair overtaking black, crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes, wrinkles on his brow, stern. Her father had a strong sense of duty, to the League and his fellow Syraeics, yes, but to humanity as a whole. Was what she had done monstrous? Were Szaa’da’shaela’s argument that what they did was for the greater good hollow rhetoric covering a terrible crime? Would Auric Manteo be ashamed of his daughter?

			No, said the Djao blade. I knew him well, Agnes. He sacrificed himself so that you could undertake this mission. He may not have known it in the moment, for a fact, but he sensed you tied to a greater purpose, a destiny.

			Destiny. The word seemed too large for her to embrace. Just like the words of the old Aerican, when they found him in the queen’s dungeons, later echoed by the lunatic who scaled their balcony in Ironwound: saint to be, they had called her. Saint Agnes of the Blade. Too much, too much. She rested her arms on the railing, weeping from the tension in body and mind and heart. It was all too much.
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			Duke Yaryx finally left the coastline and cut across the water to enter the cluster of islands that littered the mouth of Barrow Sound like heaps of discarded waste. Progress was harrowing, from the look of worry on Carrick the aquamancer’s face. He stood at the foremost part of the bow, leaning over the rail, nervously herding his elementals to keep them clear of the oft-mentioned shoals. The aeromancer Mercele, standing below the mainmast, urged greater speed from her wind spirits. The sailors no longer considered their idle time a treat. They were unnerved by their pace and the disruption of their shipboard routine by a woman. Yes, all this hurry, after all, was at the behest of that Syraeic bitch. Agnes had heard the term whispered so many times since that fateful night she had almost begun to think of it as her title: Sir Agnes Manteo, Swordswoman, Adventurer, Syraeic Bitch.

			She let out a little laugh at the thought just as Commandant Mastro, silent as a thief, sidled up to her.

			“Something amuses you?” he asked in his deep baritone, no humor in it.

			Agnes cringed inwardly, as though a proctor had caught her cribbing a classmate’s notes.

			“No. A stray thought just struck me queer.”

			“Hmmph.”

			The tall man had a leather-bound book under one arm—the volume of Aem’al’ai’esh inquiries she had left him with in his cabin two nights ago. She had nearly forgotten about him, given all that had happened, the withdrawn, insular mood brought on by those events and the dismal coastline of the Barrowlands. She waited for him to speak, but she waited a long time, the two of them standing there, staring at the ragged vegetation of one desultory isle after another. When the silence became unbearable, she broke it.

			“You’ve read the accounts by now.”

			“Yes. Yes, I have,” he replied, noncommittal, cold.

			“You wish to speak with me about it?”

			There was a long pause filled with Mastro flexing the muscles in his jaw, as though readying to take a big bite out of something, or someone.

			“Yes, eventually. But first I want to talk about what you did the other night.”

			Of course, thought Agnes. Mastro was career Royal Navy, even though he was no sailor. As a marine, whose life depended upon discipline, he would be appalled by it all.

			“Lieutenant Polor was defying my legal authority, commandant,” she began, doing her best to project confidence rather than the defensiveness she felt. “That authority was granted me personally by Queen Ilanda. The lieutenant placed me in an impossible situation.”

			“Would you have taken his head?”

			No, she thought, but instead she said, “If he hadn’t seen reason, yes.”

			“Reason?” he blurted, looking at her for the first time. “The city was in flames! Refugees lining the docks, a Royal Navy warship sinking, people in the water! Good gods, woman! How many people died because you refused to aid them? Women and children! Innocents we are meant to protect! Your father would never have abandoned those people so callously!”

			It was as though the wind had changed directions in Agnes’s mind. It didn’t matter that she had wondered the same herself a short while ago. A great wave of trembling warmth emanated from Szaa’da’shaela, the evocation of her father the trigger. She turned to Mastro, a full foot taller than her, and glared at him.

			“Sir, I am well aware of what I was forced to do. It gave me no pleasure. I saw the need, the catastrophe unfolding before us. But I am charged with a higher purpose, and we race against time. You dare invoke my father—”

			“Race against time?” he shouted, interrupting her. “Those ruins have waited for thousands of years! What’s a day or two more? You have us rushing through these islands. We’re lucky if we’re not run aground!”

			“You do not understand, commandant.”

			“You’re goddamned right I don’t! Sir Auric was a man of honor. He would have never allowed—”

			Agnes slammed a fist against the man’s chest, though it was as though she pounded against a brick wall. Still, he took a step back, hearing the fire in her voice.

			“You knew my father for a very short time, sir. He was as dedicated to the League and its mission as I am. He gave his life for it, as your father did, and what we do now is the fulfillment of what you read in those pages.” She jabbed an angry finger at the book under Mastro’s arm.

			The marine grabbed hold of Agnes’s wrist. She tried to break free of his grasp, but he was too strong. It infuriated her. This man, who thought he could speak for her own father, treating her like a child in need of correction.

			“Let go of my fucking hand, you ignorant ape!”

			Mastro seemed to remember himself and released her, but now they had a growing audience, members of Duke Yaryx’s crew who, she imagined, would enjoy seeing the Syraeic Bitch put in her place. Her hand, trembling with its newfound freedom, cross over her body, reaching for the jeweled hilt of Szaa’da’shaela. An urge to draw the blade and open the commandant up, spilling his guts on the planks of the deck, tingled in every finger. But then Sira Edjani was there, a gentle palm on Agnes’s chest and one on Mastro’s belly.

			“We are friends here, commandant, Sir Agnes,” she said. “Events have allowed tensions to rise, but we are still serving the same queen, yes?”

			“Of course,” said Mastro with a stiff bow. “I apologize, Agnes. Forgive me my ungentlemanly conduct.”

			“I am no wilting flower in need of your gentlemanly conduct, sir,” Agnes answered in a quiet voice so that only the commandant and Sira could hear her. “I am an agent of the League and a Knight of the Realm. I demand respect for those qualities, not my sex.”

			“Again, I apologize, Sir Agnes.”

			“Perhaps the three of us might resolve this with more privacy,” Sira offered. It was then Agnes noticed her hand tight on the Djao blade’s grip. She reluctantly let go of it, flexing her stiff fingers.

			“I accept your apology, sir. And I apologize if I offended you.” Even Agnes could hear the empty, perfunctory quality of her words. There was no if about it.

			“Get back to your duties, or I’ll throw each of you over the side,” rumbled Mastro to the idle sailors nearby, gawping at the drama. The lot obeyed, dispersing with muttered conversation and glances over shoulders. “My cabin is small, but private,” he said then, his tone conciliatory.

			Agnes gave him a brusque nod and extended a hand in the direction of the officers’ quarters.

			“Lead the way, sir.”

			Mastro’s stride outpaced both women, who followed behind him. Sira put a hand on Agnes’s shoulder and whispered in her ear.

			“The sword says we need him, Agnes. He must be won over.”

			Agnes allowed herself to be mollified, touching Sira’s hand with her own.

			“I can’t do this on my own,” she said, holding tighter to Sira’s hand. “It’s all too much. I need your help.”

			“You have it.”

			You won’t have need of it, said Szaa’da’shaela.
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			Colin Mastro’s cabin was indeed small for so large a man, with room for little more than his bunk, a sea chest, and a small writing desk and chair. Agnes and Sira sat on the bunk while Mastro turned the desk chair around to face them.

			“I admit,” he began, “that my own emotions are in turmoil, having read those accounts. I have so many questions, most of which I doubt you’ll be able to answer.”

			“Do you regret having read them, sir?” asked Sira.

			“No,” he replied immediately, shaking his head. “As I told Sir Agnes, not knowing the circumstances of my father’s death has been a hole in my heart since I was a boy. But these reports … I gather it’s unusual for them to be so at odds with one another. I mean, what one Syraeic recounted compared to another.”

			Agnes nodded, feeling some of her anger begin to dissipate.

			“Highly unusual, Commandant Mastro. No doubt it was a function of the sorcery in that place. It played with perceptions, roiled emotions. It’s a wonder any of them made it out alive.”

			“Did they take my father’s body out of that place?”

			“No,” said Sira, shaking her head sadly. “Neither your father’s, nor that of the sorcerer, Baur. Probably a part of their confusion. Normally bringing back fallen comrades is a priority for members of the League—when it’s possible.”

			“Then they aren’t sure … if he took his own life or not.”

			“No,” answered Sira. “But if he did, it was the malign influence of that place that forced his hand. From what I gathered about him as I read the accounts, I don’t believe he would have done such a thing of his own free will.”

			Mastro nodded slowly, kneading his hands together, playing with the iron wedding band on his finger.

			“I have a wife and three children of my own back in Kilkirk. I can’t imagine abandoning them without…” He trailed off and looked to the floor of his cabin.

			Agnes couldn’t be sure, but she thought she saw tears welling up in his eyes as he looked down. Mastro didn’t seem the type of man to cry easily or often. She wanted to say something comforting to him, express empathy, perhaps sharing of her own mother’s suicide, but the words evaded her. This felt like Sira’s province, but the other woman said nothing, just sat in silence with the man. Mastro was the first to speak again.

			“I imagine entering such a place is a daunting proposition. How does one contend with such deviltry?”

			“The League never acts on a whim,” said Agnes, feeling grateful for a topic on which she was competent. “In fact, the place has been forbidden for decades, for the very reasons you gleaned reading the accounts. But we have something your father’s expedition didn’t.” She patted her scabbarded sword.

			“It’ll act as a talisman?” wondered the man.

			“We believe so, yes.”

			“Why now? Why are you going back to that place?”

			“As Sir Agnes said, the League doesn’t act on whims. There are good reasons for all expeditions.”

			“So not just to answer questions about my father’s disastrous foray.”

			“No,” said Agnes. “Nothing to do with that at all. Our purpose is not discovery or the gathering of wisdom. But I’m afraid I can say no more.”

			Mastro looked up then, and Agnes could see the gears turning in the man’s mind, the frustration that he might be barred from knowing any more.

			“That seems cruel,” said Mastro after a blink.

			“Commandant?”

			“To be afforded a glimpse, but ultimately denied sight of the entire tableau. I would like to know why you are headed back there and why it’s so urgent. I swear on the lives of my children that I will share what I learn with no one. I’ll keep your secrets to my grave.”

			There, said Szaa’da’shaela. And Agnes’s approach appeared before her. The words were out of her mouth before her mind had fully formed the plan.

			“Only those who are a part of the expedition can know those answers, commandant. I’m sorry.”

			Agnes could see the rest of their exchange, even as she read the hesitation in the soldier’s face. When he spoke, it felt like an animal had stepped into a snare she had laid.

			“I’ll go with you. I volunteer my bow and blade to your purpose.”

			“You are not a Syraeic, sir,” Agnes replied, Szaa’da’shaela vibrating supportively at her side.

			“But you hire mercenaries, do you not? We’ve ferried such men and women to Serekirk before, seeking employment with the League. Couldn’t I come along as a hireling?”

			“That would be most irregular, commandant. After all, your commission—”

			“I’ll resign my commission. I’ve been in past my twenty mandated years. I’ll resign, effective immediately.”

			We have him, said the blade. Agnes could almost feel the weapon smiling. She was ready to voice her reluctant acceptance of his offer when Sira chimed in.

			“We would certainly be stronger were you with us, Colin,” she said, a hand suddenly on Agnes’s knee. “But there is more you must know. And once you know it … well, it’s like ringing a bell. It can’t be un-rung. The knowledge is a terrible thing. It’s a burden you shouldn’t assume lightly.”

			The priest betrays us! cried Szaa’da’shaela.

			That’s absurd, Agnes said to the blade, and she is no priest. If he’s to share our purpose, he must know all.

			Agnes sensed the sword had more to say, but it was silent.

			“In for a copper, in for a crown,” said Mastro, holding up his palms.

			“Before we tell you anything more,” Agnes interjected. “Do we have your pledge you will accompany us?”

			“Agnes,” said Sira, “it hardly seems fair to secure his promise before he knows what his commitment entails.”

			“Nevertheless, I give it,” said Mastro, holding his hand up as though taking an oath.

			So Sira did the telling, about the expedition to St. Besh last year, the slaying of the Aching God, the expedition to Gnexes and the death of Timilis, the revelation that their religion was a sham. Mastro listened rapt, holding the many questions that no doubt occurred to him as Sira spoke. When she was done, the commandant let out a long, exhausted sigh. After a full ten minutes of silence in the small cabin, Agnes spoke up.

			“The rest of them are at Aem’al’ai’esh. We are headed there to kill them all. Szaa’da’shaela informs us that they are away from their bodies, exploring the cosmos. But the longer we wait, the more likely they will heed the warnings and come back. And killing them when they inhabit their corporeal forms will be far more difficult, perhaps impossible. It’s why we can brook no delay.”

			“My god,” was all Mastro could manage.

			“It’s difficult for the mind to embrace it all, Colin,” said Sira, a fount of compassion. “Perhaps you need some time by yourself to process it.”

			“This is why you are no longer a priest.”

			“It is,” she answered.

			“You will honor your pledge, sir,” said Agnes, an edge in her tone.

			“Sister,” said Sira, putting a hand to Agnes’s shoulder. Agnes removed it with slow, deliberate intention. She had no time for Sira’s patience or moral qualms. She felt filled again with righteous purpose.

			“I ask again, will you honor your pledge?”

			“Yes,” he said while shaking his head, a disorienting combination. “These sorcerers have been a source of untold human suffering—they must be destroyed. But they’re also responsible for my father’s murder. I will join you. Yes, yes, I will.” The last seemed almost as though he countered an argument with himself.

			There were voices outside the cabin. Something was happening. Agnes looked to the door, ready to investigate. Sira and Mastro seemed not to notice, absorbed in the cocoon of the moment.

			“There’s something more,” said Sira. “Something you want to say, or ask.”

			Mastro nodded, then began shaking his head again.

			“I will come with you. I will do my best to help you achieve your ends. But I must ask … what is a god? Do we imagine divine beings without beginning or end? That’s how the Buskers’ conceived of their gods. But our scriptures say nothing of Belu and Marcator and Vanic’s origins. Not a word. So that is no lie.”

			“They represented themselves to Coryth as saviors,” countered Agnes. “Divine beings who smote the Djao’s demonic gods. In truth they were the Djao and had enslaved the common folk and feasted on their blood and suffering for millennia. They wiped the people out when they rose up—unspeakable genocide. Surely that is a monstrous deception.”

			“No, Sir Agnes, you miss my point. Do we not have the power of gods when we come upon an ant hill? We could be benevolent and leave bits of food scattered nearby. Or we could practice unthinking wrath and stomp that hill into oblivion. Or … or, we could simply let the ants know, ‘I will crush your homes and murder your families if you don’t bow down and worship me.’ By what logic can those ants refute our claim to godhood? Do we not wield enormous, life changing, life-erasing power over them? Maybe that’s all a god is.”

			“They were once humans, like you and me,” said Agnes. “They harnessed wealth and power and exploited humanity with it. I don’t care what kind of semantic games you play, commandant, or how you justify it. Call them sorcerers or gods, whatever you wish, but I am going to kill every last one of them. And I’ll see each of their false idols fall, or die in the attempt.”

			Agnes’s words hung there, like a physical thing, floating. It was an oath with power beneath it, buoyed in the air before them.

			The growing commotion outside finally broke the spell, a few shouts and a bell of alarm. The three of them emerged to find sailors at the rails and in the shrouds of each mast, staring out at a derelict galleon, four-masted, run aground near yet another depressing isle. The color seemed washed out of it, its hues muted to dull grays and whites and browns. Agnes could make out figures of pallid sailors on the wreck’s quarterdeck, along the railing, and at the foc’sle. Some waved without enthusiasm. Some called out, but their words were lost on the wind of air elementals in Yaryx’s sails.

			The idea that Lieutenant Polor might stop to assist these unfortunates sent Agnes running for the foc’sle, pushing aside gawking sailors as she weaved through them, seeking the quickest path. When she arrived, she found Polor and Kellen and Couri all there, stone-faced, silent, staring straight ahead.

			“Excuse me, lieutenant,” she said, announcing herself. “I see that these persons may be in distress, but—”

			“I have no intention of stopping for these wretched souls, Sir Agnes,” he interrupted her, self-consciously touching the scab from where Szaa’da’shaela had grazed his neck. “Nor any of the others ahead.” He gestured to the fore with his spyglass, which he wasn’t bothering to employ. Agnes looked ahead and saw yet another wrecked vessel, this one’s forepeak pointing up at a forty-five-degree angle, its quarterdeck submerged. She read the ships name on the hull: Water Sprite. As they passed the first vessel and came upon the next, she could see a sole figure clinging to the shrouds of the mizzen, as though battered by fierce winds. And beyond that ship lay more.

			“It’s like a graveyard,” she whispered.

			Kellen apparently overheard her.

			“That’s more than metaphor, madam,” he said in a cool voice. “Those are ghost ships. Those sailors you see are the shades of men long dead. We’d more than likely wind up joining them if we tried to effect a rescue … forever.”

			“You’re sure they’re phantoms? They look so real! I’ve never read about this phenomenon.”

			“It’s rare,” admitted Polor, still staring ahead, as though the ghostly derelicts didn’t interest him. “Many make this run a hundred times and won’t bear witness. It’s the second time I’ve seen it, and this is only my seventh voyage to Serekirk. I hadn’t any desire to repeat the experience, and I don’t like the implications.”

			They were passing another vessel, its outlines fainter than the others, its sails tattered, fluttering in a breeze that didn’t exist in this world. Its figurehead was a bare breasted woman, snakes in place of locks of hair—the serpents writhed, as though they were living things. The figurehead turned to them as they passed and hissed. Kellen made the sign against the evil eye.

			“What implications?” asked Agnes, watching as the snake-haired figurehead faded.

			Polor paused for a moment before he answered her.

			“The gods know,” he said. Then in a loud command, “Steady, Mr. Carrick! Keep us clear of these phantasms!”

			Agnes nearly jumped out of her skin when she found Lieutenant Couri had slunk over to her, catching her unawares. Her hand shot reflexively to Szaa’da’shaela as he whispered in her ear.

			“Oh, this’ll make for some watery bowels amongst the boys,” he said, presumably meaning the common sailors. “They’ll treat it as an omen, like Mr. Polor here.”

			“What kind of omen?”

			“You haven’t spent much time with sailors, have you, ma’am? It means someone aboard—or many someones—are dancing close to the Final Veil. It’s an omen of death. Shit, is there any other kind?”
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			Blessed Art Thou

			“In all my years travelin’ t’ this place,” drawled Sir Arla, “I haven’t been able t’ decide. If the Barrowlands were a beast, would Serekirk be its mouth or its arsehole?”

			“What a delightful gift for metaphor,” responded Lumari evenly, checking her bandoliers and satchels as they readied to disembark. “Sir Arla, should you ever retire from the field, perhaps we can prevail upon the League to create a post for resident poet. You’d be a shoo-in for the job and could explore such poetic conundrums at your leisure.”

			This earned Lumari a hearty guffaw from Arla, as well as a slap on the back. Based on her tart expression, the alchemist didn’t appreciate the latter.

			Only two other ships were moored at the docks in Serekirk’s harbor, another Royal Navy warship—the Indefatigable, and a sloop belonging to the Syraeic League, appropriately christened Little Lady Syraea.

			“She’s fer transportin’ teams about the Barrowlands coastline,” said Sir Arla as they came down the ramp, leaving Duke Yaryx and its crew behind. “That is, aft’r a once-over by the Countin’ House. We would’ve been takin’ her all the way t’ the Teeth o’ the Djao, if Aem’al’ai’esh hadn’t picked itself up an’ changed neighborhoods.”

			Agnes was struck by the absence of white and gray-winged seabirds, omnipresent residents of any other seaport she had visited. Instead, black-feathered birds—dirty-winged crows and ravens—perched on the rails and rigging of both ships and along the flat rooftops of the single-story buildings of grayish-brown brick that lined the harbor. It was a grim welcome, punctuated by staccato choruses of caw.

			“Not very cheery, are they?” said Sira, noticing Agnes’s scrutiny of the funereal greeting. “Looks like there’s much less activity here than when we were last in Serekirk,”

			“With the League recovering from the previous year’s plague,” said Hesk, “not many expeditions have been sent up this way. Mercenaries have gotta be desperate. By the way, how many will we be hiring?”

			None, said Szaa’da’shaela. We have all we require.

			“The blade says we don’t need any mercenaries,” Agnes said, feeling like a lowly intermediary. Hesk frowned at her reply but said nothing. Perhaps he could sense her mood. The images of the ghost ships still hovered in Agnes’s mind, throwing a pall over their arrival. Of course, that was helped not at all by the pleasure she sensed from Duke Yaryx’s officers and crew seeing the back of her, for now at least.

			“Where will we be staying?” asked Lumari, adjusting her eyepatch and shifting her backpack, the last of their party to descend Yaryx’s ramp.

			“Pennyman’s,” she answered.

			“Sneezin’ St. Eret,” whined Sir Arla, “not Pennyman! I despise that motley bitch!”

			“And she’s no champion of yours,” said Hesk with a grin.

			“My father always stayed at Pennyman’s,” Agnes said with her own smile, feeling her spirits lifting just a bit. “It may be a sentimental choice, but it’s where we’re headed.”

			“Vanic’s balls,” Arla cursed, “why not Five Sisters? Much better grub! Or the Unkirkman? Or the bleedin’ Stale Crust fer tha’ matter! Anywhere but Pennyman’s!”

			“Pennyman’s was fine the last time Sira and I were here,” said Lumari. “Think of it as an opportunity to work out your relationship with the proprietor.”

			The comment earned the alchemist Sir Arla’s most withering scowl, to which Lumari apparently possessed some sort of immunity.

			“Yer in charge, Sir Agnes,” the older woman grumbled, hefting her rucksack over her shoulder. “T’ Pennyman’s, then, renowned among Syraeics an’ mercs alike fer the smell o’ dog farts and lukewarm ale.”

			Hesk took point, leading them through the dour settlement’s quiet streets. It was a planned town, streets in a grid pattern and uniform one-story buildings, each as nondescript as the one before it. Young Beela was nonetheless fascinated, gawking at each person they passed, as though they were perfumed exotics in an Azkayan bazaar. Agnes couldn’t help but notice that every one of those passersby appeared drunk.

			“Was it this way when you were here before?” Agnes whispered to Sira.

			“No. Mercenaries can be an idle lot, but a year of slim pickings seems to have had an impact on them.”

			Hesk, speaking over his shoulder, had apparently overheard them.

			“There’s a fair percentage of drunkards among the mercs, but Sira’s right. And not all of the folks we passed were unemployed hirelings. Some were locals. With so little Syraeic activity—meaning Syraeic coin—I can imagine a lot of folk are hurting. Going on expedition and not hiring any mercs? It’s bound to make people even more sour.”

			A gasp came from Beela. Agnes turned to the woman and saw her pointing before them. A figure approached, walking with a halting gait that suggested disability rather than drunkenness, clad in voluminous blackish robes. As the figure drew closer, the unmistakable smell of a recently extinguished campfire came as well.

			“Alms for a prophecy,” he called, his voice deep, waving a wooden bowl in front of him. It was then that Agnes saw the burns on his arm poking out from his sleeve.

			“Timilis,” hissed Sira.

			Agnes recognized the man’s robes. Formerly burgundy in color, they were singed and stank of soot and lamp oil. His pyramidal hat was missing, along with tufts of hair. Suppurating burns covered both scalp and face. His injuries were so grievous, it struck Agnes as a hideous miracle that the man wasn’t parked beneath cemetery dirt, let alone walking and talking.

			“Timilis’s cathedral must have burned with the rest of them,” said Hesk as their party came to a stop. “The spire of the place is gone. Can’t believe I didn’t notice it before.”

			Sir Arla stepped to the fore, her sword halfway out of its scabbard.

			“B’gone, ya stinkin’ beggar!” she shouted. “We’ll have no business wi’ the likes o’ ya!”

			Still, the burned man came toward them, his bowl out before him.

			“Oh, cruel!” he wailed through cracked and blistered lips. “What’s happened to charity, compassion?”

			To Agnes’s surprise, it was Sira who met him, her short sword drawn. She planted its sharpened tip against the man’s chest.

			“Set yourself on fire again or jump in the harbor, you bastard!” she yelled, pressing the sword with enough force to make him stagger back, stumble, and fall on his backside. “We want nothing from your kind! Fuck you—and fuck your dead god!”

			Hesk stepped forward and put a restraining hand on Sira’s arm.

			“Easy, sister.”

			Sira turned back to him, the hatred on her face a terrible thing to see. Agnes had never witnessed anything close to it from the woman, who was probably the kindest soul she had ever known.

			“This man,” she hissed, pointing at him with her unsheathed blade, “deserves his pain, deserves those burns! Timilis was a monster! That makes his service monstrous!” She turned back to the fallen priest, waving her sword at him. “How many innocents did you burn the night you set fire to yourself? Huh? May you live long with those awful fucking wounds or die in agony tomorrow! I don’t fucking care!”

			The man stared back at Sira, a look of wonder on his scabbed-over face. He touched a finger to one of his wounds and pointed with it at them, bloody ooze dripping from its trembling tip.

			“You. You bore witness to our Lord of Laughter’s selfless sacrifice! He died for our sins, you know! O blessed art thou, Saint Sira the Conciliator! Blessed art thou, Saint Agnes of the Blade! Go to thy pilgrimage, unmake the world!”

			The words encased Agnes’s heart in ice. They were Chalca’s words, spoken to her the day he left the Citadel. Unmake the world. Unmake the world. The phrase echoed in her head, the words ominous, powerful, terrifying. She remembered the madman in Ironwound, the one who climbed to their balcony, presented her with the toad, who called her saint-to-be before flinging himself off that same balcony to his certain death.

			And then Sir Arla was herding them forward with impatient shoves and shouts.

			“On! Onward!” she called to each of them. “Even Pennyman’s preferable t’ this lunatic’s rantin’!”

			Agnes complied, dutifully trudging forward like a legionary recruit, sparing herself several backward glances at the burned man, lying on his back in the street, waving his arms in the air, crying up to the sky.

			“Two saints in one day! O lucky man!”
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			Though the day was overcast and gloomy, it took Agnes’s eyes time to adjust to the dimly lit, windowless interior of Pennyman’s Respite. What she had expected was a common room crowded with revelers at tables, gnawing on haunches of meat and downing mugs of ale, enjoying raucous conversation. Instead, she found most tables empty, save for a few dispirited souls, all but a pair of them drinking alone. There was a bar against the far wall as well as a small fire in a broad, stone hearth. Between them sat a very large woman in scruffy homespun, a winter cap on her head pulled down to hide her eyes, despite the midsummer season. Her hands were tucked together over her belly and below a prodigious bosom, rising and falling slowly. She might very well have been sleeping as their entrance didn’t seem to have stirred her. At the woman’s feet sat what looked like a pile of ragged laundry but was in fact a dog. Agnes couldn’t help but smile.

			Pennyman, she thought.

			“Are ya still bakin’ stale farts back’n tha’ rat’s nest ya call a kitchen?” barked Sir Arla.

			“Arla Ulstermythe,” replied the woman in a voice as gruff as the old Syraeic’s, not bothering to look up. “Ain’t they dug a hole for you and throw’d ya in it yet?”

			“It’ll take more’n yer bile t’ put me in the ground, ya shabby, loungin’ twat. Gawds help us, we require lodgin’ for eight, an’ use o’ yer back room. Have ya turned the beds lately, or is tha’ next year?”

			“What a charming establishment,” said Mastro with a wide smile on his face, clearly amused by the exchange.

			“Each o’ the first two rooms down the hall bunk four and is vacant,” answered Pennyman, “though I’d rather you yourself slept out back with my goats, you dried up ol’ hag.”

			“Come, children!” announced Sir Arla with a theatrical wave of her arm. “Time t’ discover how thems that’s fallen on hard times live. The blankets’re threadbare, the mattresses stuffed wi’ horseshit, an’ trust the lice t’ have lice. When we’re settled, Pennyman’ll try to murder us wi’ her stew.”

			Arla weaved through the tables and down the hall, all the Syraeics but Agnes following her as though they were ducklings. Agnes instead walked over to Pennyman to introduce herself.

			“Excuse me, Madam Pennyman,” she said, feeling as though she was meeting a character from a storybook.

			The woman pulled the brim of her hat off her eyes and looked up at Agnes.

			“Don’t recognize you girl, but I recognize the nose. You kin to Auric Manteo by chance? The one they call Peregrine?”

			Agnes laughed, felt herself blush, putting a hand self-consciously to her nose.

			“I am. Agnes Manteo, ma’am. Father always said that this was where he’d stay when he came to Serekirk.”

			“That it is,” she said, pulling the brim of her hat back over her eyes and resuming to rock in her chair. “How is the ol’ ditch digger? Back in retirement if he’s smart.”

			“I’m afraid he died recently, ma’am.”

			She stopped rocking in her chair and was quiet for a moment.

			“Sorry to hear it. Mound here liked him.”

			The pile of laundry at her feet wagged his tail at the sound of his name.

			“Yes,” agreed Agnes, pushing back tears. “I’ve been hearing about this place and you since I was a little girl. I knew that on my first foray into the Barrowlands I had to bunk here as well.”

			“Ain’t been more’n a trickle of Syraeics through here in over a year. Word was some sort of foreign sickness nearly emptied out the Citadel. Guess some of you survived.” After a pause she asked, “Was it the plague that took him?”

			“No. Another expedition, in the east.”

			“You goddamned Syraeics. He should’ve headed back to his farm in Bannerbraeke, or wherever the hell it was.”

			“It was a cozy manse in the Hanifaxan countryside. Little town called Daurhim. And he did go back there, for a while at least.”

			Until I came for him, she thought, feeling his loss anew.

			“Well, we’ll all fill plots or urns eventually,” said Pennyman, as though the topic warranted no further conversation. “How many mercs you fixed for? That’s a good-sized crew you got there, discountin’ Arla, sour ol’ beldam.”

			“This is a specialized expedition,” she answered. “We won’t be hiring any mercenaries.”

			There was a loud screech of chair legs on the floor. Agnes looked over her shoulder and saw the back of a man leaving the common room and Pennyman’s, slamming the door behind him.

			“Mercs’re hurtin’ bad, Miss Agnes. Scant business for months, some Syraeics finally show up and they ain’t hirin’. Sad and frustratin’ for ‘em. A lot of ‘em are floatin’ on credit as it is and don’t have the coin to sail out of this ghost town. I’m diggin’ into my savings to keep from sinkin’ myself.”

			“We’ll make sure you’re well paid for your hospitality, ma’am, of course.”

			“That’s good and well, but see if there ain’t some way to toss a few coins at these hurtin’ lads. Most of ‘em ain’t worth a fart, but neither do they deserve to starve.”

			“I’ll keep that in mind.”

			“Well, best get yourself situated. Beds’re turned weekly, and we’re lice-free here at Pennyman’s, no matter what Sir Arla of the Crusty Minge might say.”

			“Of course. Thank you.”

			Agnes turned to walk down the hall to join the others, but Pennyman had one more thing to say.

			“I’d recognize that nose anywhere. That’s a Manteo callin’ card it is, I see that now. You might as well’ve come in here with the family name on a banner, flappin’ in the breeze. You should be proud, bein’ your father’s daughter.”
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			Optimae Prencepa

			The Privy Chamber was the deepest within the palace complex, and though it was part of the original structure, it had been remodeled repeatedly to suit the tastes of the reigning monarch. Fifty feet in diameter, beneath a gilded dome, its current state called back to an earlier era, the years before Geneviva’s illness, before Timilis turned her into a monster. Fresco paintings by masters of the age covered the walls, most portraying sea battles, including the rout of the pirates plaguing the western empire and the Grand Armada led by Duke Yaryx of Warwede, tasked with ending the depredations of the Azkayans in the east. But the centerpiece was the last masterwork of a painter of peerless renown, Mariela Tiziana. It was a lavish depiction of the sacking of Uqbara, twenty-eight feet wide and seventeen feet high. One could spend hours examining it and not take in all of its painstaking detail: Hanifaxan troops hauling loot through the city’s tall bronze gates, torn from their hinges, satrapy soldiers put to the sword, Azkayan maidens, in lush silks with faces veiled, flinging themselves to their deaths from the banner-lined walls. The artist had simultaneously captured both the glory of unmitigated victory in war, as well as the bloody horror carried in the hearts and minds of those who survived it. To the discerning eye, there was no mistaking the artist’s intent, and Ilanda was both exhilarated and repulsed by this masterpiece.

			She had seen it before, of course, during Geneviva’s many tours of the palace’s works of art. But never had she absorbed the entire vista like this: seated at the head of the long oak table situated at the center of the room, the place of the monarch. She sat in an exquisite highbacked chair, meticulously fashioned from rare Aerican rosewood, ironically imported at great expense through one of the major enemy ports on the Sea of Azkaya. There was a distinct possibility the wood had come through Uqbara itself, though at least two- or three-hundred years before Geneviva had the city put to the sword in reprisal for Azkayan atrocities against Warwede and Bannerbraeke.

			What happens in the east? Ilanda wondered, eyes focused on a duel before the walls of Uqbara, a common Hanifaxan legionary facing off against a garishly uniformed Azkayan sword dancer. Only two vague reports had come from her intelligence services. First, that the satraps continued to feud and bicker amongst themselves, while second, the padishah emperor, only three years on the throne, still consolidated his power in the capital city of Azkia. It was Ilanda’s understanding that each Azkayan emperor, a veritable god-king, sat on his throne for a century, preserved by powerful magics. Ilanda wondered if stories were even true, and if they were, was the Azkayans’ variety of sorcery less unsavory than that which kept the crown on Geneviva’s head for a hundred and eighteen years?

			I mustn’t allow my mind to wander, she thought. This was to be her first official meeting of the Privy Council since ascending the throne. Her council members sat at the table, Ulwen Bath to her left, that honorable seat reserved for the grand chamberlain, and to her right, the most coveted of positions, was Duchess Violetta of the Karnes. Ilanda had invited her to join the council, though she knew her duties lay back home, where managing the duchy’s fractious politics was a full-time occupation.

			“I’m honored, Your Highness,” Violetta had said. “But I fear my absence from Ralsea cannot be a permanent one. Each Karne requires my personal attention. Every day I’m away risks a fire breaking out in one or another.”

			“Give me a month, Violetta,” Ilanda had asked, knowing that her requests were no longer just that—now they were commands. “I need someone close by who knows the east and Marburand as you do.”

			The duchess had consented of course. She was a short woman with a narrow face, her eyes set close together, a pointed chin, and a large birthmark like an inverted heart on her left cheek. She was by no means considered a beauty and had stayed away from Geneviva’s ostentatious court, having no patience or time for the ceremonial minutiae and vain display. But she was a masterful tactician, if Master Surin’s reports were to be believed.

			Master Surin.

			He had survived the dreadful exorcism and was seated behind Ilanda and to her left, should his knowledge be required for these proceedings. His afflictions had certainly not disappeared, but they were a light breeze now when compared to the tempest of tics that had dominated his life for so many years. He had difficulty making eye contact with her, despite her having forgiven him for the assault—he was, after all, not in control of his own body at the time, quite literally.

			Admiral Pluckett and Commandant Roseheart, representing the Royal Navy and legionary command, respectively, were present, as were several nobles from across the archipelago. At the far end of the table sat three representatives of the Royal College of Sorcerers: Lord Shelter, Lord Beckon, and Lord Flame. The sorcerers were not full members of the council, only here at Ilanda’s special invitation, which was, again, really a command. She slapped her hand on the rich, polished wood grain of the table.

			“We call our Privy Council to order and thank you for your attendance. Before we begin, we wish to make an announcement. This council atrophied before any of us were born, gentlemen and ladies, because of the instability and caprice of our late predecessor’s rule. Only a few of you were on that council, and those who were made efforts to guide this unwieldy ship of state despite the mental and physical status of its captain, and despite the machinations of those who attempted to profit from the chaos. You are here because we believe in your loyalty, your competence, and your patriotism.”

			Ilanda paused, taking time to make individual eye contact with each of the persons seated here with her.

			“This will be a place for candor. Place-seeking and bickering will be dealt with quickly and efficiently, in most cases by removing the offending party from their seat. Our kingdom is in dire straits, gentlemen and ladies. There is much to repair, many wrongs to right. But first we must be secure on our throne, and the Duke of Marburand and his compatriots are in open rebellion. Dealing with this threat is my first charge to you.”

			Pluckett removed his bicorn hat, set it on the table before him, and laid his hands on it firmly, as though it were a housecat intent on escape.

			“I regret to inform Your Highness that a number of ship captains of Burandi pedigree have defied orders to return to the archipelago and instead joined Willem’s rebellious ducal fleet.”

			“How many, admiral?” asked Ulwen.

			“Thirty-eight, grand chamberlain.”

			“A little more than ten percent of the fleet then,” said Roseheart, rifling through a ream of papers.

			“Yes,” said Pluckett, “but over a third of the fleet is committed to the western run of the archipelago, hunting pirates—”

			“Or being hunted by them, admiral,” interjected Lord Shelter, a tawny-complected man of indeterminate age wearing a crimson robe and false beard of bright blue, braided with twinkling gold ribbons. Ilanda was uncertain if the beard was a badge of office or a personal affectation.

			“It is true,” replied the admiral without apology. “We are overmatched in the west and have been ever since Queen Geneviva’s disastrous Voyage of Discovery. And with news that Kelse is in chaos, the presence of the Royal Navy is needed even more urgently along the Corsair’s Run. Were it not for Marburand, we would have already sent fifty ships from east to west. That’s out of the question now.”

			“Our gracious queen will rebuild the Royal Navy, admiral,” said Lord Flame, a striking woman whose head was shorn and eyes showed only their whites—it made her appear simultaneously blind and all-seeing, an unnerving effect. “Fear not.”

			“There will be no rebuilding of the fleet without lumber from Kelse’s forests, and Marburand chastised and back into the fold,” said Roseheart.

			“Which, again, is our first purpose,” said Ilanda. “Taming Marburand and its seditious aristocracy. How do we confront them?”

			“Start by forming a blockade,” said a plump-faced man halfway down the table to Ilanda’s right. His name was Grigor Brae, youngest brother of the Earl of Brae, disdained by his family for reasons Ilanda couldn’t fathom. At her encounters with him in the past she had always found the man level-headed and insightful. She was certain her appointing him to the council had raised eyebrows in his brother’s tiny earldom.

			“In addition to its five major port cities,” responded Pluckett, “Marburand has at least twelve lesser ports along its considerable coast. An effective blockade would require half the fleet or more. As I said only a moment ago, Willem has thirty-eight turncoat captains and their ships added to his own ducal fleet, which according to our last report boasted thirty warships. That’s an insurgent fleet of nearly seventy. We would be spread too thinly—Willem can mass attacks at one blockade after another—our numerical superiority will be neutralized by your strategy. And regardless, it’s not possible with the fleet at our disposal. We can draw none from the Corsair’s Run, nor would it be wise to thin our fleet in the Sea of Azkaya.”

			“That gives us about eighty ships available for Burandi waters, then?” asked Roseheart.

			“Aye,” said Pluckett.

			“Split the fleet in two and station them at two points,” said Grigor, returning to his strategy. “First at the mouth of the Ironbell to prevent Marburand’s use of the river. The river towns and mountain earldoms depend on the Ironbell to export ore and import foodstuffs from farmlands west of the Enselen Wood. It’ll strain Willem’s economy, with all goods requiring overland transport. It will also force Lakebader and Ironwound to Her Majesty’s cause, instead of sitting on the fence as they now are.”

			Pluckett nodded. Roseheart spoke up.

			“And the second location for your blockade?”

			“Harhulster, northwest and southeast, to intercept any attempts to reach the archipelago, with warships or troop transports.”

			Ilanda caught Master Surin out of the corner of her eye, whispering in Ulwen’s ear. The grand chamberlain joined the conversation.

			“I’m afraid we aren’t entirely sure we can count on the Earl of Harhulster’s unblemished support for our queen,” he began.

			“Forty Royal Navy warships swarming about his little island may purify his heart,” responded Grigor, smoothing his oiled moustache.

			“And what’s to keep Willem from attempting another direct run across the Cradle if he wants to invade the archipelago?” interjected Roseheart.

			“That would be a reckless strategy,” Pluckett answered. “We have word that two of the three Burandi ships that fled Boudun after the coronation made it across safely—including the one with Grand Count Mychel aboard. That was lucky for them, no matter how skilled their shipboard sorcerers might have been. One advantage we hold over Willem is that aeromancers and aquamancers are all trained exclusively at the Royal College—the Spire largely disdains elemental magic.”

			“What of it?” said Count Farin of Falmuthe, a man with thinning blond hair and an air of permanent skepticism. “Every captain in the Royal Navy or ducal fleets shells out coin for at least one of each on his ship. So, all of Willem’s vessels are staffed accordingly. And besides that, what prevents him massing his fleet for a major assault on either of our two chokepoints?”

			“Sorcerers require sleep like any other person,” said Ulwen, left hand atop the cloth-covered right resting on the table. “Even with elementalists, sailing across the thick of the Cradle’s storms takes two or three challenging days. With access to the Royal College, we can double or triple the number of aero- and aquamancers on our vessels—if the Crown will pick up the cost. The elementalists can man the voyage in shifts.”

			Grigor took up the baton from Ulwen. “That means our ships can brave rougher seas for longer periods, and therefore Willem can’t afford to leave his seaports unguarded. He’ll always have to fear Her Majesty coming at his coastline directly from the west or from the south.”

			“In honesty, my queen,” said Duchess Violetta, “the Karnes would welcome Grigor’s blockade on the Ironbell, which is to our obvious economic advantage. But it’s also true it will place a serious strain on Willem’s supply lines. He has relied on his dominance of the Ironbell, and failed upkeep of his roads through the Enselen Wood and Picoh hill country. His transportation network can’t function overland with any efficiency. This will surely cause the enthusiasm of his subjects to wane for these treacherous games of his. I like this plan for both reasons.”

			“There is the m-matter of the n-n-north,” stuttered Master Surin from behind her. “We have w-word the d-d-duke is massing cavalry and f-foot soldiers east of K-k-kenkaid, threatening B-bankirk and Harkeny’s southern f-f-flank.”

			Ilanda felt a wave of gratitude; it was as though the man raised the subject so that she wouldn’t have to do so herself.

			“What of Harkeny, gentlemen, ladies?” said Ilanda, as though picking up Surin’s point. “While your suggested approach has merit, Lord Grigor, Willem may choose to harass Harkeny, by sea or land, or both, should this blockade box him in. Especially if we send no more of the fleet to Harkeny Inlet. How many of our warships patrol the inlet now?”

			“No more than eight, Your Highness,” said Pluckett.

			“It would be foolish to distract Harkeny from the frontier, Majesty,” suggested Roseheart. “If Harkeny falls to barbarian invasion, Marburand will be next. Attacking Harkeny is nigh on suicidal.”

			“What word from Beyenfort, grand chamberlain?” asked Ilanda.

			“Nothing from your uncle directly, Highness. What we’ve heard from Duke Orin is that a spectacular coordinated Korsa assault along the Selvey was successfully repulsed, though at terrible cost. We initially believed this fractured the unity brought on by the witch-priest Magda, but we’re no longer certain. Communication has been sparse. No doubt Marburand blocks or intercepts much.”

			“Arrange for a Calling, then.”

			Ulwen didn’t respond immediately, looking down at the table.

			“Your Majesty, such sorcery is ruinously expensive and most taxing on the sorcerers involved in the casting.”

			Ilanda checked an impulse to lash out angrily, something she had had to do often since her liberation from the devil that had sickened her and left her bedridden. She was brimming with energy now, impatient, struck by how timid and obtuse others could be. Maybe Surin was right; perhaps Ulwen should be replaced.

			“Grand chamberlain, we are unconcerned with how many gems must be turned to dust to effect direct communication with Harkeny. If we need to pry emeralds from our own crown for the purpose we’ll do so. We must know if our beloved duchy still stands and what assistance she may require.”

			She turned to the sorcerers at the far end of the table.

			“We can count on the Royal College to support this effort?”

			“It is complicated, Your Royal Highness,” said Lord Beckon, a woman who looked too young to hold such a title, her face tattooed with an alien script in vivid greens and blues. “I fear Lord Eye is still … indisposed. Such magic would be his province.”

			“We would appreciate if you would dispence with euphemisms,” said Ilanda, feeling the irritation rising in her again. “In plain language, please: what is Lord Eye’s condition?”

			“He is locked in his chambers,” said Lord Flame, fingers tented before her on the table, a plausibly denied smile on her face. “He is naked, scrawling on the wall with his own feces, babbling like an infant. All of our divinatory specialists are afflicted to some extent, he worst of all. It has been thus since your predecessor’s passing.”

			Another reason to bring more in on our terrible secret, thought Ilanda. Ulwen and Surin had both cautioned her: the wider the circle, the more likely the truth of the Hanifaxan Pantheon gets out. No telling how quickly it would spread, or what the consequences would be. Lord Eye was insane and all other diviners otherwise afflicted because Pember, the pretender-god of the arts and prophecy, was murdered by Timilis and … how did Szaa’da’shaela put it to her during their communion?

			Pember’s corpse rots betwixt god’s heart and their intentions, polluting the channel.

			It made no sense to her, but it sounded bad. What could Ilanda trust? If the Manteo-Djao blade was indeed responsible for her possession, perhaps everything it told her was a lie, or only half the truth. No way to warn Agnes and her Syraeic partners. Who knows what they were really heading into? Ilanda willed herself from these worries, back to the matter at hand.

			“Are there diviners who can still effect their art, or those familiar enough with divination magic to assume their part?”

			“Yes,” said Lord Beckon, the word drawn out, “but at great possible cost.”

			“What? More powdered rubies and rare substances consumed in the sorcery?” Ilanda made a flippant gesture, dismissing any material expenditure.

			“‘Risk’ is a better word, Highness,” said Lord Shelter. “The toll on the psyche can be high for those well versed in the employment of such sorcery. But for those with less natural talent for divination? The cost can be extraordinarily steep.”

			“Euphemisms!” said Ilanda, raising her voice.

			“Madness may be the price,” said Lord Flame, then added a bit more color for clarification: “The caster or casters required for the task may be reduced to playing in their own shit, as our unfortunate Lord Eye does without ceasing, even as we speak here today.”

			“The risk may be mitigated if two or more casters combine their effort,” said Lord Beckon, glancing with annoyance at Lord Flame out of the corner of her eye. “However, they would need to coordinate their efforts exactly.”

			“Make it happen,” she said with a wave of her hand. “Within a day’s time. I want to speak with Count-Regent Symon by this time tomorrow.”

			“Not Duke Orin, Majesty?” asked Ulwen.

			“Symon is the duke’s eyes and ears on the frontier, sir. Orin watches both north and south from Caird. I want to hear from Symon first-hand about the state of our defenses and how our enemies north of the Selvey fare. Only then can I make a decision about how our fleet will deploy. Can the Royal College fulfill their monarch’s wishes in this?”

			After the briefest of pauses, imperceptible to any but those versed in the intrigue of royal courts, Lord Beckon answered.

			“By your will, Your Majesty. Alas, preparations will require at least two days.”

			“Very well. Make those preparations. In the meantime, Admiral Pluckett, ready orders to deploy the fleet as Lord Grigor suggested. But nothing moves forward until I have word from Beyenfort.”

			All at the table nodded. Ilanda noticed then that both of her hands were clenched into tight fists, perched on the artfully carved arms of her rosewood chair. She had expected argument, was almost disappointed when it didn’t emerge—her fists were poised ready for a fight. But after a moment, someone raised a hand.

			“Yes, Lord Grigor? You wish to make a point?”

			“You have asked for our candor, Your Highness,” he began, lowering his hand an intertwining his fingers in front of him like a child at prayer. “At the risk of incurring your displeasure, I wish to share some thoughts, plainly and without euphemism.”

			“Candor will never be a risk with this queen, sir,” she said, deliberately releasing her fists and allowing her fingers to flutter on the polished rosewood. “Speak without fear.”

			Grigor nodded once and took a breath, again smoothing the oiled moustache above his fleshy lips.

			“I agree that Duke Willem is a cruel and cunning man. It’s most certainly not beyond him to put Harkeny and even Marburand at risk of the Korsa to distract you from your duty.”

			“Securing the safety of my kingdom is my duty, Lord Grigor,” she retorted.

			“With respect, my queen, it is not. Not your first duty. Your first duty, as you said when you opened our meeting, is to see to the security of your throne. You haven’t two or three days to waste. Willem must be answered. Apply pressure. Deploy the fleet. We haven’t raised this topic yet, but we have Count Renna of Ruly and his little army still camped south of Cecelia. Cecelia’s gates are closed to him and is essentially under siege. A few hundred more men-at-arms have been recruited to Renna’s troops—mostly malcontents, but a few who believe you are unfit to rule based on the persona you were forced to maintain under Geneviva. Renna’s army must be crushed, quickly and decisively, with you in command. Majesty, I know you love Harkeny, as I love the Isle of Brae, despite its inhospitably rocky shores and ridiculous self-importance. But you must be ready to sacrifice what you love. Willem knows that any feints by land or sea at Sallyport, Caird, or Bankirk will unsettle you and your spymaster both. Master Surin is from your home duchy as well, is he not?”

			“I am, and proud of it,” said Surin, his speech remarkably clear, his left eye barely twitching. “I don’t believe my pedigree clouds my j-judgment. But the reports of threatening t-troops may be a ruse, or part of a d-deception, as you say.”

			“You think I should be ready to watch Harkeny burn, Lord Grigor?” said Ilanda, fingers tracing the edge of the council table. “To see it go the way of lost Ursena? Or Valya?”

			Grigor stood then, pushing back his chair and gave her a formal bow. When he rose again he wore a gentle smile.

			“Your Majesty, Harkeny may burn. And you may spend much of what I pray is a golden reign retaking and rebuilding the duchy, along with those lands lost during the unfortunate second half of Geneviva’s rule. But if you prove less than aggressive regarding your own claim to the empire, you won’t have a future to put things to right. Order the blockade. Willem will attempt to maneuver, but in the end, it comes down to math. We have more troops, we have more sorcerers, we have more power. He’ll sue for peace. In the meantime, he will attempt to use what you love as a weakness to be exploited, to slow your righteous fury. Remove Harkeny from the board. You can no longer consider its welfare paramount. Secure your throne. You can devote whatever time and resources you wish picking up the pieces when Willem is dead or brought to heel.”

			He bowed again and sat down. The chamber was silent. Ilanda thought of the faces of those she knew and loved in her home duchy. Her brother, Count of Sallyport now, his young wife, their twin daughters. The cousins she grew up with, her volatile Uncle Symon and all the people of Beyenfort who had so graciously welcomed her as their countess when Lawrence married her. She pictured old Beckfyr—the stable master at the keep, with endless tales about his grandchildren, how proud he was that they honored for another generation his family’s tradition of service to House Padivale. The youngest granddaughter would be five; she had been named after Ilanda. Now Ilanda, as queen, the single most powerful person across the entire empire, was supposed to let the lives of those people, real people she knew, fall beneath her notice.

			“The Buskers had a term for their most beloved rulers,” she said to no one in particular, “those who served as a model for kings who followed, who saw to the safety and welfare of all their people. The term evades me. What was it?”

			“Optimae Prencepa,” said Violetta in a soft voice. “Most Excellent Prince.”

			Ilanda smiled, thinking again on the faces of Beckfyr and his grandchildren.

			“Deploy Lord Grigor’s blockade, Admiral Pluckett. Commandant Roseheart, stir your legionaries in Militare District, ready them to march. We will lead our troops against Count Renna in the morning.”
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			Night Vigil

			The sonorous call of a single ram’s horn filling the night air seemed to summon a fierce gust of wind from the northwest that made the torches on the city ramparts dance fitfully. Furtively peeking through the clouds now and again was the waxing crescent moon, as though wondering when it might be safe to come out, but always slipping back into hiding. Count-Regent Symon Padivale pulled his cloak tighter around his shoulders against the unseasonable cold. He warmed his hands at a brazier Argus had brought up for him and stared into the flames.

			The ram’s horn. Again.

			Symon looked out over the river, seeing if he could discern the outlines of the witch-priest Magda, if anyone other than the man clad in wolf-skins blowing that accursed horn attended her. The witch had kept this vigil for four consecutive nights, standing on the far shore of the River Selvey, always with the wolf-skin man, sometimes others, but the moon hid itself again and he could see nothing.

			“The boy told me she’d head for the hills after we killed her great beast and her assault failed,” he grumbled. “Will I have to listen to that bloody ram’s horn ‘til I’m in my crypt?”

			“The boy also told you I’d be dead by today,” said the short, curly-haired man sharing his fire. “And yet here I stand.”

			“That’s right,” said Symon, giving Baron Paulus an affectionate pat on his shoulder. “Bless Vanic for that. Some of the boys told me you fought like Vanic himself goosed you with his holy spear.”

			Paulus laughed.

			“Lucky I didn’t shit myself. Those Korsa screamers have a way of focusing the mind: kill or be killed. And in truth, we would have been butchered if what was left of Vessio’s legion hadn’t taken them from behind. A centurion named Bennet saved my life. I offered the man a plot of land to farm in Courlan when he cashes out of the legion. If it weren’t for him, I’d have more than this scrape.”

			The man touched the bloodied bandage at his forehead with tentative fingers, wincing. From the looks of it, it seemed more than a scrape to Symon.

			“Have my apothecary take a look at that again, Paulus. Don’t know why I’m seeing so many of my people in bandages still. Have our priests of Belu gone soft? These incomplete healings are vexing.”

			“I have no fever or unclean discharge,” countered Paulus, warming his hands again at the brazier. “I just popped a couple of my stitches today. Makes it look more gruesome than it really is. And gods, Symon, those priests are all exhausted, with all the wounds they’ve had to tend. Don’t judge them too harshly.”

			The ram’s horn again.

			Symon gritted his teeth, clenching and unclenching his fists. Four nights. Feeling angry again with the boy who called himself Benesh-Enoah, he turned to the ramparts to shout an obscenity across the river at the unseen trumpeting barbarian. But his eyes landed on the blood-stained merlon, where the massive alien beast in its death throes had dashed the boy’s brains out. He called over his shoulder at Argus, who as always stood by.

			“Argus, get someone up here to scrub that mess off the stone. Place looks like a fucking abattoir.”

			The man was heading down the steps before Symon turned back around.

			“An oversight,” said Paulus. “All the cleaning up your people have had to do. Including that appalling mess down below.”

			Symon swallowed hard, thinking of the gruesome chore that was ridding the city wall and riverfront of that mammoth infernal monster’s putrescent remains. He had at first tasked a few men with finding Benesh-Enoah’s body in that horrid mess, but it soon became apparent recovery would be impossible—the stuff was just too virulently lethal. In the end, the pyromancers simply burned it all, aided by aeromancers who made certain the smoke blew out across the river, away from the city. The stench was unholy. One workman came too close while it burned, inhaling only a tiny wisp, but all the same he was lifeless as a stone before he hit the ground. Still, it was a shame, Benesh-Enoah’s body was consumed by the same fires that rid them of the beast.

			I’m sorry I couldn’t give you a proper burial, lad, thought Symon, remembering the boy’s unearthly calm as Magda’s hordes descended on the city, along with her grotesque supernatural allies.

			Paulus winced again, tried to smile, but Symon could see his fatigue.

			“Any idea when Magda’s nightly performance will commence?” the baron asked, finally forcing the smile on his face.

			“To bed with you,” Symon replied, dismissing the shorter man with a wave. “And have my apothecary look at that wound. Magda will do her song and dance when it suits her.”

			The baron gave a reluctant bow and made his way down the steps.

			Again, the deep sounding of the ram’s horn, vibrating in Symon’s chest. He turned to the parapet, readying an obscene bellow, but instead found himself staggering backwards. Standing at the wall was a pale-skinned woman, barefooted, clad in tatty goatskin. Her eyebrows were shaved, along with the sides of her head, so that only a single row of hair stood up, like a rooster’s comb. Her eyes were made up heavily with black soot, thick lines falling from each like fat, ashy tears.

			“Korsa!” he cried out, attempting to draw his sword as he regained his balance.

			The barbarian didn’t move, didn’t seem the least bit frightened of the longsword he brandished before her. He looked to his left and saw his men-at-arms standing at their posts, oblivious to the fact that their lord stood face-to-face with a Korsa girl who had somehow made her way atop the city defenses and stood there, unafraid. Symon took two strides forward resting the point of his sword, Aquilone, the family blade that had served him so well on the night of the siege, where the barbarian woman’s heart would be.

			“How did you get up here, you skinny Korsa bitch?” he shouted.

			In answer, she slowly raised her right hand, showing the V-shaped cut on her palm, pointing downward, just beginning to scab over.

			“Put down your weapon, Symon Padivale,” said the woman, her voice reedy and accented, like other barbarians he had heard speak his language. “It is I, Benesh-Enoah.”

			“And I’m the bleeding Fairy Queen of Summer!” he retorted, pressing the point of the blade in so that it threatened to pierce the woman’s goatskin and draw blood. “Answer my goddamned question or I’ll run you through!”

			“It’s true, count-regent,” she replied calmly, disregarding Symon’s angry promise. “I am Benesh-Enoah, though I have assumed a new form.”

			“Tell me something that proves you are who you say.”

			“The night we met you asked me if my balls had dropped.”

			Symon licked his lips and, after a moment, withdrew his weapon from the woman’s breast. Still, he didn’t sheath the sword.

			“I saw you die. That’s your fucking blood and brains on the merlon behind you.”

			“You saw me injured, gravely. And while I am not invulnerable, there are certain protections I won’t bother explaining that allow me brief opportunity to find a new vessel for my essence. Shargot’rota provided one for me.”

			“Shargot what?”

			“Shargot’rota, a Korsa acolyte of Magda’s, one of her witch-priest apprentices. I visited her in a dream and convinced her to allow me the use of this shell, for a short time. She is here still with me in the cart, but allows me to hold the horse’s reins, if you comprehend my metaphor.”

			A thousand questions flooded Symon’s mind. He noted that his men-at-arms still stood their posts, staring out across the river, unconcerned or unaware of what transpired mere feet from them. He reached for some of the questions in his head, began to ask a half dozen of them, but surrendered at last to his confusion.

			“Say what you’ve come here to say to me, then, Shargot-Benesh-whoever-the-fuck-you-are.”

			“Your work isn’t done here.”

			The ram’s horn sounded again, coming mockingly across the waters of the Selvey.

			“You don’t fucking say?”

			“I was mistaken about some things, my mind clouded by the sorcery I had to perform that night in the immature body which I inhabited, and by the necromantic energies with which Magda had filled the very air.”

			“Yes, you said she’d be in hiding and half the tribes squabbling over who got to skin her alive when she was caught. You also said my friend Paulus would be dead by now. ‘A few days,’ you said, ‘he’ll die of his wounds.’ Man’s buzzing like a honey hive. Left me not two minutes ago.”

			The woman grimaced, her barbaric cosmetics giving her expression an even more mournful cast.

			“Prophetic vision is always imperfect, count-regent. You must remember that your sole duty is to do what I tell you. I want you to assemble a hunting party.”

			“And what will we be hunting?”

			“Magda’s sacred chickens.”

			“Oh, get fucked.”

			There came a flash of light from across the river and another blast of the ram’s horn. Symon pushed his way past the Korsa woman to the rampart, sheathing Aquilone and drawing his spyglass from a pocket. He pulled it out to its full length and aimed it across the river. Three figures stood on the far bank, beneath a great dome of sorcerous yellowy light fifteen feet high and twenty feet in diameter. The first was the burly man in the wolf-skins, great curved horn at his side. Another figure was nude to the waist, his sunken chest covered in crude tattoos and ritual scars, holding what looked like a longbow, no doubt stolen from some fallen legionary. Between the two men was the witch-priest, Magda, a full foot shorter than both of them, her naked body smeared with filth, her face made up like the Korsa woman standing with Symon on his wall. Her hair was a great black and gray tangle, animal bones trapped rather than woven into the rat’s nest.

			She began to chant in the tongue of her people, a language of which Symon had never managed to gain even a rudimentary grasp. As far as he was concerned, it was all animal grunts and barks. The bowman nocked an arrow, its head set afire, and shot it high into the air. Though it guttered in its flight, it didn’t go out, telling Symon this was more sorcery, or some new flammable concoction of the barbarians. The arrow came down halfway across the Selvey, disappearing below the waters.

			“Archer’s at least eight hundred yards away from us,” said Symon, to himself more than the woman claiming to be Benesh-Enoah. “Why waste the arrows?” And then addressing the woman, but not turning around. “This’ll go on for two bloody hours, Magda’s performance. So why don’t my men notice you’re here?”

			“I hide myself, so as not to alarm them by my appearance.”

			“So instead they can think the old man is off his nut, jabbering to himself. Lovely. Why do we need to hunt Magda’s chickens? Peckish for a scramble? I have a dozen Harkeny hens right down those steps that’d be happy to oblige you, and I wouldn’t have to dip my toe in the river to fetch them.”

			“She has hidden her soul in those birds. It gives her protection and access to much of her terrible power.”

			“She put her soul into chickens?”

			“Aye.”

			“And those chickens plucked will be our salvation?”

			“In a sense. With Magda’s soul set loose, she’ll be vulnerable to her demonic and untrustworthy allies. And she’ll begin to rot. The chickens lie hidden in the woods, about six miles east and then north of the river.”

			The wolf-skin man sounded his horn again, setting Symon’s teeth on edge. He felt the rage boil over in his heart, racing up his throat and into his head so that he thought it might explode. He planted his trembling hands on the rampart between two merlons, then turned his head to speak at the woman over his shoulder.

			“There must be some more direct way to dispatch this barbarian witch than to chase down bloody poultry. You can still do magic, apparently. Winked your way up here to my wall, hiding yourself from my soldiers. Could I make one request of you? My life would be improved immeasurably if I no longer had to listen anymore of that…” Symon turned back to the parapet wall: “ … GODDAMNED RAM’S HORN!”

			The barbarian bowman fired another flaming arrow into the air. It, too, fell halfway across the waters, perhaps a foot or two further. The man with the horn sounded it again and Symon’s temples throbbed—another headache. But then he saw something that made the blood drain from his face and his jaw drop. He lifted his spyglass to his right eye, peered through the lens.

			A barbarian woman who looked much like the girl-Benesh on his ramparts brought forth a trio of children and knelt them down in front of Magda, their faces turned towards the river. They weren’t nomads. These were Harkeny children, no more than eight or nine years old, presumably captured in one of the recent raids upriver. From her tangled hair Magda drew a bone handled knife, its blade made of black glass.

			“That’s a sacrificial knife,” he muttered.

			“Yes,” said the woman claiming to be Benesh-Enoah, her voice maddeningly calm.

			“Fuck your chickens!” shouted Symon, turning around and shoving the woman aside. “I’m going to take a boat across the goddamned river and stick my sword in that bitch’s heart, rescue those children, and smash that fucking horn!”

			“That would be extremely foolish, count-regent,” said the woman as he descended the stone steps.

			“Says the woman who tells me I should be hunting chickens!” he shouted back to her.
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			Symon crouched in the prow of the longboat, guided across the river by an aquamancer cajoling summoned water elementals from the stern. Four men in breastplates emblazoned with the Harkeny beehive sat behind him. He ignored the splash of the river against the boat’s hull as it made an unnatural beeline for the far bank—Magda’s yellow illumination, looking like a lurid, late-night carnival act, lay directly ahead. Symon held up his spyglass and hissed as he watched one of the children—a blond-haired girl—collapse into the grass after the witch-priest drew her ritual dagger across the child’s throat in a vivid spray of red. His heated curse was lost as another sheet of water splashed up over the bow, their boat cutting across the current. As he tried to return his spyglass to his pocket, it slipped from his grasp and dropped into the water. He cursed again and held tightly to Aquilone’s grip, anxious to draw it from its sheath and shed Korsa blood.

			The sorcerer’s water elementals lifted the boat’s prow up so that it landed on the riverbank with a bang. At that moment, Magda, only twenty feet from them, slit the throat of another child, this one a boy who from this distance looked no older than seven.

			“With me, lads!” cried Symon, drawing his family sword from its scabbard and leaping onto the bank. He heard the men-at-arms scrambling out of the boat behind him, charging forward at Magda and her demonic display. The bowman dipped a nocked arrow, fletched with three ragged feathers, black, white, and red, into a crude bucket next to him. When he lifted it out the gummy gray slop that covered the arrowhead spontaneously burst alight. But rather than aim at Symon and his charging swordsmen, he fired it across the river, just as he had when Symon stood on the city walls.

			The chill of the night air vanished as soon as Symon’s foot stepped on ground lit by Magda’s sorcerous yellow dome. He raised Aquilone over his head, readying a great cleaving sweep of the blade downward, imagining it catching the witch between neck and shoulder, the steel cutting her through to the crotch. But instead he was met by the man in wolf skins, who stepped before her, holding his curved horn like a shield.

			The sword crashed down on the ram’s horn and it shattered, the arc of the blade carrying through and lopping off the man’s right hand. He howled and fell backward, cradling the bloody stump in his left just as the bowman fired another flaming arrow into the night sky.

			Magda shouted something then in her guttural tongue, the obsidian blade of her sacrificial knife poised at the exposed throat of the last child, a red-haired little girl in a filthy white shift. Symon pointed the tip of his sword at Magda, but froze.

			“Let go of the child, you bitch savage!”

			The bowman released another fiery arrow into the starry darkness. Magda looked intently at Symon, her eyes those of a fanatic—he had seen them before, madmen in any urban temple district, spouting gibberish they thought prophecy, garments torn, disheveled and covered in their own filth. The parallel with them and this Korsa witch was almost too perfect. She stood there naked, tribal tattoos on sagging breasts, belly, emaciated thighs, spattered with mud or blood or worse. Symon took one more step forward, readying to lunge at the woman.

			“Drop—that—knife,” he said in a cold whisper.

			Suddenly Magda smiled broadly, revealing blackened teeth filed to points. She let go of the weeping girl’s auburn hair, then lifted the black blade away from her throat. She took one step back and dropped the obsidian dagger to the ground, her empty palms held up to the night to show she had no weapon. The bowman let fly another flaming arrow. Still focused on Magda, Symon gave a command to one of his soldiers.

			“Garret, remove the archer’s head.”

			The bowman nocked another of his tri-colored arrows and launched it skyward before Symon’s man could obey. Then the soldier stepped forward, and in a single motion his blade separated the bowman’s head from his shoulders. The body fell to the ground.

			“Come to me, child,” said Symon firmly, speaking to the red-haired waif, trails cleared from her dirt-caked face by tears.

			The child complied, rushed forward, and wrapped her arms around his right leg.

			“You’re all right now, lass,” he said in his kindest voice, his eyes never leaving the witch-priest. “Head to the riverbank and climb aboard my boat. I’ve got to talk for a moment to this nasty lady.”

			The child wouldn’t budge, clinging to him, terrified. He envisioned killing the witch again, considered shrugging the frightened child off, but decided against it.

			“Boys, kill this woman and bring me her head. We’ll set it on a pike at the Seven Horse Gate. Garret, recover the bodies of the slain children and bring them back to the boat. We’ll bury them proper.”

			Magda maintained her pose, needle-toothed smile, palms held in the air, but no movement or sound from his men.

			“Boys?”

			Symon heard grunting and stirring in the grass behind him and risked a glance over his shoulder. All four men lay on the ground, bloody messes, each bleeding from a dozen wounds. With their backs to him, the two children whose throats he had seen Magda’s knife open were crouched atop Garret’s body, sounds of greedy chewing and sucking. He tried to turn around then, but the red-haired girl’s desperate grasp caused him to fall backward and lose his grip on Aquilone. Cursing, he scrambled around to his knees and hunted desperately in the grass for his weapon. When he found it he grabbed hold and looked up. The two dead children faced him, still crouched over Garret’s drained corpse, their teeth filed to points, their faces stained crimson, their necks gaping open from the black blade dragged across them.

			“Belu protect me!” Symon cried, clambering to his feet with panic creeping upon him.

			The boy child leapt from Garret’s carcass and galloped toward him on all fours like an ape, crossing two of the other men’s motionless bodies. Only a few more feet away, the dead thing threw itself forward, impaling its torso on the point of Symon’s blade. But run through by Aquilone’s steel, its toothy jaws still snapped at him hungrily, its black eyes wide and wild. The demonic child’s weight brought the blade down and Symon kicked forward at the impaled body in an attempt to push it from the sword. As he did so, he tripped backwards, and lost hold of the weapon again. The other monstrous child was scrambling atop his chest, making sloppy, ravenous noises. Symon flailed out with his fists, grateful for the mailed gloves he wore. There were terrible cracking sounds as he struck the dead thing’s skull with a frantic fist, and it tumbled off him. He managed to find his feet again.

			Flee, said a voice in his head. It was the lad, Benesh-Enoah.

			Without thinking, he plunged forward, stumbling over the gory, lacerated corpse of a soldier whose name might have been Padrig. Somehow he kept upright and in motion. He heard the cries of the little girl who had escaped Magda’s knife. He caught sight of her dirty white shift out of the corner of his eye. Without slowing, Symon reached down and grabbed her around her waist, galloping for his life and hers toward the riverbank. The aquamancer eyes were wide when he reached the boat, startled by the count-regent’s agitated terror.

			“Fucking shove off!” he screamed.

			In seconds, water elementals were hurrying them back across the Selvey, away from the Korsa side of the river. He sat the child down on one of the crosspieces spreading the gunnels of the boat while he sat down on another. Shaken, he squeezed away a few tears to gather himself before he turned around on his bench to the child, whose figure was shadowed by the night.

			“What’s your name child?” he asked gently. “From what village did they steal you?”

			She didn’t answer him, just kept weeping. His heart went out to her—her fear seemed to push his own terror aside and he reached for her and clasped her to him. He felt her breath hot on his neck. Then he felt a tickle, as though the wind dangled her hair along the nape of his neck. He pushed the child back so that she was sitting on his lap, trying to make out her face in the darkness.

			At that moment the shy moon peeked from behind the clouds, throwing illumination across the boat. The little girl … she was no more than a sack sewn from a legionary’s bloodied tunic, stuffed with moldy straw, and from its splitting seams came every manner of insect: chittering cockroaches, fat spiders, twisting centipedes, and more. Symon threw the dreadful bundle over the side in horror, frantically brushing crawling things from his hair, his body, stomping them under his boots as they skittered on the planks of the boat.

			And then he heard the sound of a ram’s horn, followed by Magda’s wicked cackle, wafting from the slowly receding riverbank.

			[image: ]

			When Symon arrived in the barracks ensconced at the base of Beyenfort’s rampart, he called out for Baron Paulus. A sleepy-eyed soldier informed him the baron had gone up to the parapet half an hour ago, when he was told the count-regent had led a war party across the Selvey. Symon took the stone steps two at a time, and found Argus kneeling beside Paulus’s prone form. The man was dead, an arrow protruding from his skull, having penetrated it at the exact center of his bandaged wound. Symon recognized the missile’s three ragged feathers, black, white, and red, and put his face in his hands.

			“Now, Symon Padivale,” said Benesh-Enoah, inhabiting the borrowed body of the Korsa woman Shargot’rota, “will you listen, and do as I say?”

			“Yes,” he said.

			Symon collapsed to his knees and wept over the corpse of his friend.
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			Into the Barrowlands

			Pre-dawn ablutions using a sacred cloth and water scented with crushed laurel leaves, standing naked in a white basin. Face, neck, hands, genitals, feet, speaking the Litany of Cleansing, petitioning most humbly that the Blue Mother purify my heart and intentions and use me as an unspoiled conduit of her eternal love and compassion. Dress in my vestments, made of sanctified cotton, dyed with cornflowers: undergarments, tunic, skull-cap. Participate in the Sunrise Liturgy if resident at a consecrated house of worship; otherwise, recite the Abbreviated Liturgy and Ritual for the Faithful Afield from the Caeruleam Ecclesiastica. Break my fast with a small sacramental meal of olive oil, bread, cheese, and water while doing devotional reading from Holy Scripture—one of the Seven Books of Belu or the Epistles of St. Odala. Inflict a sacred wound on the inner thigh, the sole of a foot, or my tongue, with a duly blessed thorn from a rose or blackberry bush.

			I am ready, without blemish, mind clear, no blood shed but my own, heart filled with love, both for my vocation and for the unmapped future during which I will have purpose. Just one final, two-word prayer: use me.
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			Sira Edjani let out a long sigh and roused herself from the lower bunk in which she had slept fitfully at Pennyman’s Respite. She no longer conducted the morning routine that had been a staple of her life since officially entering the priesthood more than a decade ago. But each morning when she woke, she ran over that regimen in her mind. The idea of doing it now, going through the liturgy and acts of devotion, seemed foolish and alien—childish superstitions, akin to believing that Molly Fury, wearing a shimmering dress made of coal dust and moonlight, visited willful girls while they slept and tied a knot in their hair as a warning to behave.

			Above her was Lumari, who had been strangely distant, despite their shared experiences in the Barrowlands last year. In the bunks opposite were Agnes and Beela, Beela up top. The two of them emitted short snores in a sort of a call and answer routine begun as soon as they had fallen asleep the previous evening.

			Windowless Pennyman’s gave no clue as to the time, but Sira’s body told her it was just past five, a little later than she would have normally risen for her faithful ritual.

			How long ‘til this habit fades? she asked herself. Will I ever find myself waking after the sun rises, without thought of cleansing, prayers, piercing my flesh as a blood offering to my false god? She ran her tongue over her teeth, seeing if she could detect the last faithful bloodletting she had inflicted on herself the morning they had entered the caves at Gnexes. But of course not. That was weeks ago. It had long since healed, on its own, as intended by nature.

			As intended by nature, she thought. What will happen the first time one of them is hurt? She glanced beside her bed, where lay the Syraeic cuirass and the belt bearing her sheathed short sword gifted by Pallas Rae. I have never shed the blood of another living thing, never armored myself against attack—a sign of weak devotion, for a priest to wear a breastplate. What good am I to these brave people?

			Lumari was prepared to serve as apothecary and healer for the expedition, though the alchemist had made plain the simple science of it was beneath her training.

			Surely that’s something I can help with; bandages, applying salves and poultices, administering medicines. Morale. I used to bolster morale.

			She sighed again, covering her face with her hands, feeling her faith’s collapse anew, the smothering weight of it. There had been days, especially the listless ones by barge returning to Ralsea, when she had experienced dark thoughts, darker than any she imagined herself capable of thinking. One night, standing at the starboard rail, blind Qeelb asleep and therefore not needing her guidance, Sira stared down at the water elementals assuming and losing recognizable form in the water below. Some seemed to leer at her in the moonlight, others wore angry faces, some mocked her by staring back at her, mimicking her own.

			And she had thought, I could just take the penknife in my pocket, and use it to open one of these blue veins in my wrist. Just a cut along the arm, and let the lifeblood flow. Release it, as if from a prison, into the waters of the Ironbell, until I lose consciousness and drift away into oblivion, beyond the Final Veil. She had even taken the knife out, tested its edge on her skin. Did an elemental form itself into a waiting mouth in the froth below, wagging a watery tongue, ready to lap up what she considered offering it? She wasn’t sure if it had been her imagination or spiteful sentience of the spirits summoned by the water witch. Regardless, she had put the knife away and gone back to the lean-to she shared with the sorcerer and Kennah’s linen-wrapped corpse.

			Sira pushed away the thin blanket covering her and turned to sit up, planting her feet on the dusty floorboards of the bunkroom. Lumari stirred above her, muttering something. Sira’s call for the alchemist to repeat what she had said went unheeded, so she stood and looked to the upper bunk. Lumari was in the throes of a dream, an unpleasant one it seemed, her single eye moving beneath the eyelid, murmuring words Sira couldn’t make out, though a name came through—Elenore. Suddenly feeling as though she was intruding on a private moment, Sira crouched down, gathered her few belongings and quietly left the bunkroom.

			An odd pair greeted her in the common room: Qeelb and Commandant Mastro, the latter with his back to her as she entered from the side hall. She still found herself struggling to reconcile that Qeelb, the flowery grave clothes wrapped around his eyes, no longer required her assistance.

			“Good morning, Sira,” he said in his gruff voice.

			Mastro turned around and greeted her with a mouthful of porridge, saluting with his spoon.

			“Early riser as well I see!” he said cheerily.

			“Old habits,” she answered, offering him a smile.

			“Assuming the nutrition, this breakfast is better than a bowl of mud. Pull up a seat!” Mastro patted the bench on which he sat and Sira obliged. Qeelb took a wooden bowl from a stack of them by the large black kettle that sat on the table and ladled a serving of the beige gruel for her. He placed the bowl in front of her and handed her a spoon.

			“Thank you.”

			She took a bite and agreed that, lumpy and flavorless, it was indeed better than a bowl of mud.

			“I detect a subtle hint that once in its long and storied life, this had been oatmeal,” she whispered.

			“Does she ever move from that chair?” asked Mastro in a quiet voice, motioning at Pennyman between bar and hearth, a glop of porridge dripping from his spoon.

			“I can’t say for certain,” she answered, “but in all honesty I’ve never seen her anywhere else.”

			The three ate in silence until joined by Hesk and Sir Arla about fifteen minutes later, the older woman hectoring him about his personal functions.

			“By Lalu’s tasty bits, Hesk, I’d pit the foul odors tha’ emanate from yer skinny ass against any Barrowlands beastie we happen upon! It’d be a sure-fire defense, were it not t’kill yer compatriots as well upon deployment.”

			“The lad is exceptionally gassy,” commented Mastro as the two sat down, only for Sira’s ears.

			“Hey, Pennyman!” shouted Arla after taking her first bite of breakfast. “Did ya thieve this from the local bricklayer? Migh’ be o’ more use as mortar!”

			“You think I’d make eggs and bacon for you, Arla?” grumbled Pennyman, not bothering to look up from under the winter hat covering her eyes.

			“Are ya still stealin’ those from a harpy’s nest? Or have ya taken t’ laying ‘em yer own self?”

			“We’ve had much worse, Sir Arla,” said Hesk between spoonfuls.

			Arla ignored him.

			“Breakfast, you’ll unnerstan’, is the least o’ Pennyman’s criminal offenses. Locals refer t’ her breakfast as an insult, her lunch as an assault, an’ dinner as—”

			“Attempted murder,” said Pennyman, finishing Arla’s sentence. “Your jokes is as old an’ stale as you are, Sir Arla the Crone. T’weren’t for good Auric’s daughter, I’d have shut my door to your wrinkled arse.”

			And that’s when Auric’s daughter arrived. She was clad in her Syraeic cuirass of hardened, rich brown leather, the League’s nine-pointed star in white over her left breast, stylized S at its center. Her hair was pulled back tightly into a ponytail and she looked refreshed, fair-skinned, and freckled. Sira smiled, thinking on her resemblance to her father—not just the nose that had earned her the nickname Peregrine as a novice, but her gait, her demeanor. She had an air of determination, without the arrogance that so often accompanied that quality in others. She was intent, brave, earnest.

			Refreshingly human, thought Sira.

			But there was Szaa’da’shaela as well, sheathed at her side in the scabbard her father had custom made for the blade by a leatherworker back in Daurhim—a tooled herringbone pattern with polished brass locket and chape at either end. She wore the Djao artifact as though born to it, as though it had always been hers, a palm casually cupped atop the weapon’s jeweled pommel. Sira tried to remember the last time she had seen Agnes without it.

			Beela Wynther followed close behind, making Sira reconsider her descriptor of Agnes as earnest when this paragon of the quality emerged. Beela was also clad in her Syraeic cuirass, freshly fashioned and fitted especially for her. The girl was positively beaming, with her new agent tunic, boots, and rapier sheathed in a less ostentatious scabbard. She seemed filled with enough dignity and joy to make her burst.

			Lumari arrived and sat with them shortly thereafter, serious and withdrawn, absently reviewing the flasks and vials on her bandoliers, re-checking the contents of her satchel. Sira noticed something new hanging on the alchemist’s belt: a balloon made of an animal bladder, wrapped in a mesh net with a stoppered mouthpiece. It was too small for a canteen.

			“What’s that?” asked Sira when Lumari had finished with her checks.

			“Something new,” she said noncommittally. “From my sojourn in the wilds north of Harkeny.”

			“Your sabbatical,” said Sira, hoping to start a conversation with the alchemist at last. “I’m anxious to hear about it. And how you lost your eye.”

			The alchemist adjusted the eyepatch self-consciously, then shifted her bandoliers for balance. She turned then to her interlocutor, expression free of any emotion.

			“I’d rather not do this, Sira.”

			“Do what?”

			“Chat. Small talk. Pretend a year hasn’t passed. I’m not in the mood.”

			“I’d hardly consider asking about losing the eye small talk,” Sira responded, shifting on her bench at the prickly cold Lumari radiated. “Nor would I think us strangers just because we’ve been apart for the year. Much has happened to me as well. We are both of us changed. I asked because I care; I thought we were comrades.”

			“No offense, Sira, but my comrades are all dead. I’ve only associates now. Nothing personal. I’ve decided attachments are a liability.”

			“As you wish, but we two will be working together, I think. I’d like to assist you with first aid when the need arises.”

			“You’re apostate. You’re no longer a priest of Belu.”

			“I can still tend injuries as such, assist you.”

			Lumari looked at Sira then, still expressionless.

			“I doubt I’ll require assistance. But if I do need help, you’ll be the first I’ll ask. Alright?”

			Sira nodded but couldn’t manage her usual smile. Lumari returned the nod, then rose and headed for the door to the street, her bowl of porridge barely touched.

			Too much pain, she thought, then wryly, I suppose some of us have that in common.

			When breakfast was done and the party readied to depart, Agnes handed Pennyman a pouch of coin, containing far more than their bill entailed.

			“Hold our rooms and use the extra there to help anyone who needs it,” she said.

			Pennyman saluted, touched the bag of coins to her forehead.

			“Bless you, Agnes, daughter of Auric. Good fortune, safe travels. ‘Cept Arla. I hope she falls in a hole.”

			“May thy piles carry thee away, hag!” shouted Sir Arla over her shoulder as she walked out the door.

			Pennyman’s riposte was a loud fart.

			“A kiss for ya, Arla, ya sour cunt!”

			As the eight of them headed for the Northward Gate, Sira sidled up to Agnes.

			“That was a kind gesture, the extra coin,” she said.

			“Our expeditionary stipend was very generous,” Agnes replied, adjusting the weight of her pack. “A little charity is no hardship for us. And it looks like a lot of folk in this macabre little town could use it.”

			That was true enough. Though it was early, signs of poverty and hopelessness overtaking the place were evident: disrepair, refuse in the streets, the odd drunk lying against a building, sloppy and oblivious. The atmosphere worsened even more as they came upon Serekirk’s small temple district, no more than a collection of burned-out husks and scorched stone. Not a single place of worship was untouched by Timilis’s arson, from the cathedral of Belu to the Hut of St. Berel. The walk was gloomy, with no ecclesiasts at all, until the burned man who had greeted them when they arrived in Serekirk came from behind the remains of a nameless tumble of charred wood.

			“Don’t dream o’ openin’ yer blistered yap, ya looney fuck!” spat Sir Arla.

			Sira realized her hand was on the hilt of her short sword, as if waiting for an excuse to draw it and use it on the crippled priest. He held up his ruined hands, twisted and covered in weeping scabs.

			“I only mean to bless the two of them,” he said, pointing scabby fingers at Sira and Agnes. “Living saints! Go sisters, unmake—”

			Agnes jumped forward and slammed into the injured man with angry force, knocking him to the ground, his landing punctuated by the unmistakable sound of cracking bone. Szaa’da’shaela was halfway out of its scabbard by the time Sira reached her and stayed Agnes’s trembling hand.

			“Not his blood, sister,” she whispered in her ear. “It’d be an inauspicious way to begin our journey.”

			What is this? she wondered. Only seconds before she had been ready to draw her own blade and threaten the poor wretch with it. Now she protected him from Agnes’s wrath?

			It took a moment, but Agnes sheathed the blade and resumed her walk to the Northward gate. The rest followed her, but Sira hung back. When her Syraeic companions had turned the corner, she went to the man, still prone, in obvious pain.

			“I fear it’s broken,” he cried, tears in his eyes, his hand turned at a sickening angle.

			Sira looked at the cleric and felt pity wash over her like a cool wind. The agony he must be in, all those burns, his wrist broken.

			Do it, before you think on it too long, she told herself.

			“Give me your hand,” she commanded.

			Sira held the man’s wrist in both hands, sensed the break beneath the scabbed-over flesh, envisioned the injury in her mind. She focused her will, her intent. She reached out with her heart and mind to touch … something, she couldn’t be sure what, and she whispered a prayer.

			If any benevolent power exists, hear me. Make me a conduit of healing, allow me to serve as an instrument of a compassionate will. The world is made no better by any man’s suffering. Let me assuage even a little right now and leave this one better off than I found him. I ask this, not for any personal glory, but out of hope that the universe is not empty or malign, and that virtue and love are not a fool’s errand. So be it.
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			The expedition headed west, over an ill-kept road of hard-packed earth, winding through low-lying hills of tough Barrowlands grass and stunted, leafless trees. They came upon a flock of forthas, feasting on the carcass of a bloated hairy beast that first day, probably one of the Barrowlands’ elusive cave bears. They paused there long enough for Hesk to explain to Mastro that the proper term for this morbid gathering was “a mourning of forthas.” Sira had seen forthas many times before on her previous forays, oversized, filthy vultures with four blood-red arachnoid eyes. Carrion eaters—they were the Barrowlands’ most common residents.

			“Always dressed fer a funeral, that lot,” Sir Arla quipped.

			They managed nearly twenty miles the first day, and seventeen the next, slowed down a bit by a steady, miserable drizzle that dampened their spirits as much as their kits. Not a single fortha made an appearance. It was late afternoon when they came upon a waystation just off the road, in characteristically poor condition. The thatched roof was sagging threateningly in two places, and the central hearth’s chimney leaked smoke into its single room, making for a barely serviceable shelter from the rain.

			“Ya sure tha’ Djao thing knows where it’s takin’ us, Sir Agnes?” drawled Sir Arla as they ate bread and dried strips of beef for their dinner. “Sure the ruins didn’t up an’ scarper elsewhere?”

			“No, it didn’t scarper,” Agnes answered, a defensive hand on her sword’s hilt. “We follow the road for another thirty-six, thirty-eight miles, then head northwest for six or seven over rough hills. We’ll be there in three or four more days.”

			“Assumin’ Aem’al’ai’esh don’t catch the travel bug, ‘tween now an’ then.”

			Sira could see Agnes’s irritation with the older woman. Maybe she saw this harmless humor as a challenge to her authority. She wondered if she shouldn’t have a private talk with Agnes, to encourage her to let such petty slights pass, whether ill intended or not. “A confident leader doesn’t presume mutiny at every word and gesture,” she’d say.

			She looked over the group of them as they ate; a large expeditionary team, to be sure, heavy on fighters, with only Qeelb and Lumari bringing other skills to their number.

			And what am I? she wondered, nibbling on a crust of stale bread. She thought back on the burned man and his broken wrist. He claimed his pain had fled, but the bone was still crooked, and he was unable to move the hand. Was he mocking her effort? Had she lacked conviction? Was she fooling herself to believe that she could still be a conduit of healing without the explicit aid of some power greater than herself? Not for the first time, she worried that her coming was a reckless error, an urge acted on out of the nihilism that had infected her since the revelations in those accursed caves at Gnexes.

			She laid a hand on the short sword at her side. Would she be able to use the thing against another living creature, no matter how odious or threatening?

			“Hold it at this end, and direct the pointy end at your opponent,” she remembered Sir Auric telling Lumari and Del when he had insisted that they be armed on their last expedition to the Barrowlands. Her heart ached at the thought of that good man, in an urn beneath the Citadel.

			“This fucking smoke will drive me mad!” shouted Hesk, breaking Sira’s reverie. He stood and made for the door of the waystation, tentatively held in place by two of its three hinges.

			“Where’n the Yellow Hells d’ya think yer headed, lad?” said Sir Arla.

			“I’m gonna gather some grass and mud and pack those goddamned gaps in the bricks of that chimney,” he answered irritably, stopping at the door.

			“An’ ya’ll jus’ go traipsin’ about the Barrowlands at night on yer own? Have ya los’ yer mind?”

			“Just straight out front here!” was his retort. “It’s not like mud and grass is a rare commodity around here.”

			“I’ll go with him,” said Beela, sitting with legs crossed on the other side of the room. “The smoke’s bothering me, too.”

			“Well, don’t jus’ sit there flippin’ yer bean, girl! Go with ‘im then!”

			Beela jumped up and practically flew to Hesk at the door, a broad smile on her face, as though she had just won a prize. Agnes walked over to them then, carrying a pair of fresh glowrods.

			“Use these,” she said, handing one to each of them. “The moon’s barely a sliver, and it’s still raining. Careful not to twist an ankle in a hidden hole. And don’t go far.”

			Hesk grimaced, perhaps annoyed that Agnes would caution him like a neophyte. But Sira could also see the pique in Agnes’s face. She sensed she was irritated with the small ways Sir Arla pilfered her authority. Sira recommitted herself to that conversation. The last thing they needed was a battle of wills over petty matters. With Hesk and Beela out the door into the rainy night, Sira moved over to Agnes, who had taken to reading a slim volume bound in pale yellow leather by the light of her own glowrod.

			“It’s reflex,” Sira began. “Sir Arla has been leading expeditions for more than twenty years.”

			“I’ve said nothing,” replied Agnes, looking up from her book with a sour frown.

			“I know, and wise that you haven’t. A power struggle is poison to an expedition. Just try not to take her gestures of authority as a personal affront. Your resentment will build, and it’ll come out on impulse, when you’re under strain.”

			Agnes nodded, closing the book and setting it down near her pack.

			“You and Szaa’da’shaela are in cahoots it seems,” she said with a humorless smirk.

			“The sword says the same then?”

			“More or less.”

			The front door burst open, and Hesk and Beela, both soaked through, came in with handfuls of mud and grass. They applied them to smoking gaps in the bricks and turned around, heading back out into the night for more.

			“Do you trust it?”

			Agnes paused, turning to Mastro and Qeelb, who were already snoring on their pallets.

			“It wants what we want: the death of the Besh’oul. Of that I have no doubt.”

			All the same, Sira sensed uncertainty.

			“Is there something else?”

			“I’m not sure that she trusts me.”

			“What do you mean?”

			Agnes didn’t answer for a moment, and Sira recognized it as one of those occasions when she and the sword were in conversation. The silence always had a strangeness to it. It reminded Sira uncomfortably of the madmen she had encountered in her vocation as a healer, when those unfortunates communed with whatever voices chattered in their disturbed minds.

			“She worries that I’ll shrink from my duty, when ruthless action is required.”

			Hesk and Beela made another appearance, applied their mud and grass, and left again.

			“That’s hardly what you did at Kalimander,” said Sira, noting to herself that Agnes gave the Djao artifact gender. “That must have been an excruciating decision to make.”

			“Not in the moment,” Agnes said, rubbing her nose. “I felt urgency. I knew we couldn’t get caught up in helping those poor people. We have a higher purpose, with many more lives at stake. But it bothers me. I think about it, a lot. I’ve had some nightmares. Szaa’da’shaela mistakes my guilt for lack of resolve.”

			“Queen Ilanda commanded you to be ruthless as well, after she knighted you and charged you with this mission.”

			“And again, when she gave me the Letter of Imprimatur.”

			“It isn’t easy. Sometimes leadership requires choosing one life over another.”

			“I know that!” said Agnes, a little too quickly. She put an apologetic hand on Sira’s arm. “Sorry. Look, I’m under no illusions that my experience or skills outweigh those of Sir Arla. She’s been a Syraeic nearly twice as many years as either you or I have lived. My bond with the sword is the only reason I lead us—I am vividly aware of that. It’s just—”

			“A cry!” Lumari said, standing.

			“Outside?” asked Sir Arla. “I heard nothin’.”

			“I’m sure of it,” said the alchemist, reaching in her satchel for more glowrods.

			The four women went outside in the wind and rain, each holding their own shimmering alchemical light. The field on the other side of the highway was illumined for about ten feet by the glow, but no further.

			“You two,” said Agnes, pointing at the field, “search that way. Lumari, check around the other corner of the waystation. I’ll go ‘round back over here and check.”

			Sira and Arla obeyed and began walking into the field, calling out for Beela and Hesk. There was no sign of a glowrod in the distance. And why would they need to wander so far to gather grass and mud? A sudden, loud clap came from behind her, and the countryside lit up as if a great bolt of lightning had struck. It illuminated the entire area before them, bright as daylight for a few brief seconds. But for some stunted Barrowlands trees, Sira saw nothing.

			She turned back to the waystation. It was Qeelb, of course, who had summoned the light. He stood at the door, a few glowing tendrils of illumination peeling off of his fingers like smoke.

			“Round the back!” commanded Arla. “They ain’t out front!”

			By then Mastro had emerged as well, brandishing his cutlass as though called to battle. When they came to the other side of the waystation Qeelb clapped again and there was another flash of light, flickering for a few moments longer than the first. Sira bumped into Lumari, who looked ghostly white in the fading light of Qeelb’s spell.

			“No bloody sign!” Arla cursed. “Beela Wynther! Hesk Atterley, ya freckled fart!”

			There was no answer. And then it struck Sira.

			“Where’s Agnes?”
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			Cavalry Charge

			The coast north of Boudun was gentle, though it had no more deep-water ports until Peyanty, around the Horse’s Head. Cecelia was only one of the many busy fishing towns that dotted the coastline.

			“Population about seventy-seven hundred, last census,” said Ulwen Bath, doing his best to appear at ease in the saddle, which he manifestly was not.

			“Loyally shut up tight to Count Renna, camped there before its walls,” said Ilanda Reges, peering through a pair of spyglasses fixed on a single frame so that she could see that distance with both eyes. “Remarkable idea, these things. What was it you called them and who’s responsible?”

			“Bogs, Highness,” said Roseheart, staring through them himself. “Short for ‘binary ocular glasses.’ Lieutenant of mine by the name of Lemarr came up with them recently. She’s minding the store back in Boudun.”

			“She, is it? You have women in the garrison, commandant?”

			“A few, Your Majesty. I’ll not let gender or other prejudices dissuade me from employing gifted people.”

			“And an officer, no less. I’m impressed—ingenious things. We will always reward clever men and women in our service, commandant. See to it we meet this woman when we are back in the city.”

			“I will make certain of it, my queen. The ground before us slopes gently, Your Highness. Lovely for a cavalry charge.”

			“Indeed, it is, sir.”

			Ilanda peered through the bogs again, surveying Renna’s neat little rows of tents, two hundred yards in the distance. His horses were corralled and unsaddled in a makeshift pen, Marburand’s banners fluttering in the morning breeze. It all seemed very cozy and tranquil. It teased at Ilanda’s mind.

			“Count Renna seems remarkably at ease for a man who woke up with an army twice his size south of him, don’t you think Mr. Roseheart, Ulwen?”

			“Perhaps he’s finishing breakfast,” said Lord Grigor, sipping morning tea, mounted on the other side of Ulwen. “Should we disturb him?”

			“It seems perfect for a rout. Picture-book perfect. You agree with me, gentlemen?”

			“I see no defensive preparations beyond the simple securing of one’s siege camp for the night,” Roseheart answered. “And the ground doesn’t appear to hide pitfalls or other trickery.”

			“And yet Count Renna nibbles at his morning toast and jelly as we stare down on him, girded for war.”

			Ilanda shook her head. She was certain there was some sort of deception afoot. It was far too easy and played on her eagerness for this fight. She sat atop the same ebon warhorse she had ridden into her coronation, which she had christened with the name Crown in honor of its service. But now it was caparisoned for a battle, with armored plating and green and gold regalia. Ilanda wore her own personal armor. What had possessed her to bring it to Boudun from Harkeny when she was still Geneviva’s plaything was a mystery, but she was thrilled that she had; the royal armorers had hardly enough time to replace the Harkeny beehive on her breastplate with the rearing griffin, let alone fit her properly for a new suit. Her dark hair was gathered at the nape of her neck in her favorite mother-of-pearl ring, gifted by Lawrence at their betrothal. It felt glorious to be in the saddle, sun on her face, the wind stirring a stray strand of hair at her forehead. She touched the ring in her hair and let the hand drop to her side, to feel the hilt of Coryth’s sword waiting for her there. She imagined she felt it tingle.

			My sword now, she thought.

			“Ulwen, dear, how is Artesmia feeling this morning?”

			“I’m afraid she is still ailing, Highness,” he answered, gripping his horse’s reins too tightly with his good hand. “She’s with the baggage train, resting. I recommend we use Abrutte Akin for your purposes.”

			Ilanda grimaced, recalling Ulwen’s earlier assessment of the man’s character.

			“If we must.”

			The sorcerer was summoned to them, and a few minutes later stood before her. He was a proud, pretty fellow, with feathery blond hair, deep blue eyes, and a good set of white teeth that he displayed to his advantage. He touched a manicured hand to the pale green gem set in his forehead and bowed.

			“How may I be of service to Your Most Gracious Majesty this morning?” he said with that unctuous smile and a melodious voice.

			“Sir, we suspect this carefree display by our wayward count somehow hides the truth. Would you please investigate our suspicions?”

			“It would be both pleasure and honor, beautiful queen,” he answered with another courtier’s bow. Ilanda caught the sour expression on Ulwen’s face out of the corner of her eye. Nonetheless, she answered the sorcerer’s flattery with her most radiant smile and a little nod of her own.

			Abrutte turned to face the Burandi camp and strode forward, as though preparing to confront the enemy on his own. He assumed a wide stance and raised his hands dramatically, the narrator of a stage play, ready with his opening soliloquy. He began making strange, liquid gestures with his fingers, and the alien words of sorcery drifted back to them on the breeze.

			“Puts on quite a show,” observed Lord Grigor.

			“That’s exactly what it is,” said Ulwen, clucking his tongue in disgust.

			“Don’t wear your disdain so brazenly, Ulwen,” she said, smiling still. “Let him think he wins me over with his charm and theatrics. I’m familiar with his kind. He’s half as clever as he believes and underestimates me gravely. While he makes at enchanting me with dashing smile and showmanship, I’ll play him along like an organ grinder’s monkey.”

			“I pray you are correct,” he said darkly.

			“Pray to whom, Ulwen?” she said with an ironic lift of an eyebrow.

			A few moments later the sorcerer returned, bowing again formally.

			“Alas, Your Most Serene Majesty, the count appears to have a sorcerer in his employ. Your suspicion shows your beauty is matched by wisdom. What you see is illusion. The camp is a mirage, and Renna has his troops in formation behind it—he is actually about seventy-five yards closer to the gates of Cecelia than he appears. His foot soldiers are at the center, numbering about six hundred, with a hundred archers behind them, two hundred and ten cavalry, mounted in reserve to our right. The count himself is among them. There are two pits between us and Renna. The first is on the left, the second fifteen feet further on to our right. They’re twenty feet wide and ten feet deep, sharpened wooden stakes planted at the bottom. Those are made, of course, to eat your cavalry charge.”

			“And how can this man employ sorcery against our royal will, sir?” asked Ilanda.

			“May the gods rot the caster who did this, but in the strictest sense, he is not deploying it against your person, per se. It is merely a defensive measure, no doubt prepared before Your Majesty even marched out through the Mouth of Boudun last night.”

			“What do you recommend, Ulwen? Can the illusion be dispelled?”

			“It is within my power to do so, my queen,” said Abrutte, answering before the grand chamberlain could respond. “At your command.”

			“Ulwen,” she repeated, ignoring the peacock.

			“That should be simple enough,” said Ulwen, giving Abrutte a small smile. “The chamberlain here is adept at toppling sandcastles others have worked to raise.”

			Abrutte’s smile slipped for only a fraction of a second.

			“It’s true, Your Highness. I am skilled at picking apart these sorts of deceptions. The traitor’s illusion can be removed in the blink of an eye.”

			“Can you do it so that Count Renna still believes himself hidden by it?”

			“A bit trickier, Majesty, but what you command shall be done.”

			“The pitfalls?” asked Roseheart.

			“I can mark them out with witchlights, Highness,” said Abrutte, again before Ulwen could speak. “Made clearly evident, your troops can march ‘round them with little delay.”

			“Better yet,” said a woman’s voice behind Ilanda. “Summon spirits of Earth and Soil.”

			It was Artesmia, looking sallow and stooped, resting a steadying hand on Lord Grigor’s mount, standing beside him.

			“Ah, Artesmia, dear! You are well enough to attend us this morning after all!”

			“I expected to be here with you, Majesty. Forgive me, but no one woke me from my convalescent nap. I am always ready to serve you.”

			It was the first Ilanda had seen the sorcerer since the ordeal of the exorcism. The skin on Artesmia’s where the demon had attached its toothy maw had healed strangely, looking more like an ancient burn scar than what it was.

			“Come forward, then, Artesmia. What would these earthy spirits do for us?”

			The sorcerer walked to her, gait a bit unsteady, hands clasped before her.

			“Summoned from below, they’ll fill the pits, so that your cavalry and foot soldiers can walk right over them.”

			“You are still weak, sister,” said Abrutte, taking a few steps forward. “Can you really summon the creatures you name?”

			Artesmia walked past Ilanda and the others, joining Abrutte in the field.

			“I am weakened, but should be able to manage,” she said.

			“It’s true Artesmia is still recovering from her great service to us,” said Ilanda, giving the one-eared woman a nod. “Abrutte, dear, can you manage both illusion and this summoning? A clear field for my troops seems preferable to gaping pits marked off by blinking lights.”

			Abrutte gave her another little bow and his luminous smile, apologetic.

			“Alas, Your Highness, I have not concerned myself with the lesser spirits of the earth. Their minds are unimaginably dull things; it’s very much as one would imagine, talking to a stone. My witchlights would be a more elegant solution rather than employing these brutes of the elemental planes.”

			“Am I not employing Abrutte myself?” she asked, smiling at her silly pun.

			“Most amusing, Majesty,” said Ulwen.

			“I prefer a sweet, sloping field without any pitfalls,” said Roseheart.

			“As do I,” Ilanda said, sitting up taller in her saddle. “Artesmia, summon our friends of the soil for this purpose, and Abrutte, please part Count Renna’s little curtain for us—again, I want him thinking we still believe his lie. But the two of you, if you could, do it behind us so that our enemy is unaware sorcery is being performed. Let him think we are still deceived.

			It was plain from the look on Abrutte’s face that he didn’t like losing the opportunity to showboat, but he complied, walking in tandem with his more taciturn colleague to the rear. On his way past her, Ilanda reached down and touched his cheek with a finger.

			“I’ll be most effuse in my praise afterwards, Ulwen,” said Ilanda after the sorcerers were out of earshot. “Before you know it, he’ll be futilely plying troth to me again, with his proverbial bells and roses.”

			The grand chamberlain shrugged his shoulders; Roseheart and Grigor both laughed. In minutes the scene before them began to crumble, blowing away like leaves in a late autumn windstorm. Revealed were Count Renna’s formations, as Abrutte had described them, his cavalry tucked away around the right, to the rear.

			“Bring our prisoner forth!” Ilanda commanded.

			Randall Renna, second son of the Count of Ruly, captured at Ilanda’s attempted assassination, was seated on a young mare. He was clad in the same torn Burandi colors he had on at her coronation, but otherwise showed no signs of ill treatment. His hands were bound behind his back and he wore a gag in his mouth. His glare at Ilanda was angry, but she wasn’t sure if it contained hate yet. It would before long. Ilanda summoned her mounted people around her, along with the glaring Randall, to review her plan.

			“Gentlemen, some of you have argued that I employ our lad Randall here as a hostage, to bargain for the count’s surrender. Before I became queen, I would have counseled the same strategy myself, and there is a chance it might have succeeded. But I do not require a surrender today. I need a victory—an unmistakable, bloody victory. So, what we will do is ride at a leisurely trot to the edge of the imagined encampment, then send sweet Randall galloping through, long enough for the wayward count to see that it is his son. My hope is that this will prevent Renna from realizing we see through his ruse and using his archers against our cavalry charge, which will be on young Randall’s heels. We will tear through his foot soldiers, as a cavalry charge on this kind of field should, and our unmounted troops, coming up behind us, will mop up those who don’t flee.”

			“Sound,” commented Roseheart.

			“And Renna’s cavalry?” asked Lord Grigor, putting on his helm.

			“We wheel ‘round after we’ve swept through his infantry. My grand chamberlain’s office has prepared a surprise.” She tapped a bag tied to Ulwen’s saddle. “You’ll each receive one of these. Toss it at Renna’s cavalry as you near it.”

			“Your Highness,” said Roseheart—and she could tell by his worried tone what he was about to say, “please remain in the rear with the grand chamberlain. One more mounted fighter will not change the outcome of this battle and your person is too precious.”

			“Worry not, Beckham,” she said, smiling. “My armor and that of my horse have had so many charms and protections laid upon them I would withstand the legendary Shower of Hairy Stars.”

			“Those magics do not make you invulnerable, my queen,” said Ulwen, echoing the commandant’s concerns.

			“Nevertheless, I will lead this charge. The people on the walls of Cecelia will witness that Ilanda Reges does not ask others to fight her battles from a safe remove. I shall be both warrior and queen, or I shall be neither.”

			There were resigned nods from Ulwen and Roseheart. Grigor wiped a tear away with a gauntleted hand.
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			It happened much as Ilanda had envisioned. Renna recognized his son, called “hold!” to his archers, and her cavalry came charging before Randall Renna was halfway home.

			Ilanda was shocked by how invigorating she found the carnage and cacophony, her warhorse plowing through the ranks of foot soldiers, mowing them down with steed and blade. She had made such charges against practice dummies a thousand times in her youth, along with her father’s mounted troops north of Sallymont, but this was real.

			Ruthless, she thought as Coryth’s sword hacked off another arm, through screams and shouts and splashes of blood. The Burandi infantry’s morale quickly collapsed, and soon they were fleeing west, dropping their weapons and banners, away from Cecelia and Ilanda’s army. She turned her mount to Renna’s line of cavalry, which hadn’t budged. She saw the man, embracing his son, both of them still on horseback, Randall untied and ungagged.

			Ilanda brandished Coryth’s bloodied sword and sounded her most martial roar.

			“Griffin rampant!”

			Others were with her, barreling down on the mounted enemy. Had she not seen two others launch the sandy red objects Ulwen had provided, she might have forgotten hers altogether.

			This is battle lust, she thought, both elated and repulsed by the thrill in her heart. She threw the red sphere and it exploded when it came within feet of the count’s mounted line, causing their horses to rear and scream in terror. By the time her warhorse slammed into the first of the enemy, Renna’s cavalry was turned in every direction, unable to discern friend from foe. With no such handicap, Ilanda’s sword point found gaps in armor, piercing blue and silver standards painted on cuirasses. The taste of copper in her mouth brought another thought. I’m tasting the blood of another human.

			Yes, said a male voice in her head.

			Before she could register this, someone landed a powerful blow on her breastplate that knocked the wind out of her and threatened her balance. She had to grab hold of her saddle’s swell to keep from being unseated, her mount pressed back by the mounted warrior who attacked her. As she regained her balance, she swung out reflexively with the blade, hearing rather than seeing it glance off someone’s metal vambrace. When she turned, there was the face of Count Renna. The son Randall was a younger copy of the father, florid complexion and all. He brought his heavy mace down on her again. Were it not for the powerful magics on her breastplate, the blow would have struck her full force in the chest and knocked her to the ground. Instead, the weapon skittered across the surface of the metal and put the count off balance.

			A slender gap was exposed for a second between Renna’s gorget and cuirass. Ilanda stabbed out with the slick red tip of Coryth’s sword, but the count righted himself just in time for a screaming protest from the gorget as her blade carved a bright furrow in the metal.

			Down came the count’s flanged mace again, aiming for Ilanda’s exposed head. She raised her arms, hoping to catch the strike with her vambraces, but the blow never connected. Commandant Roseheart himself came out of nowhere, slamming into Renna, the two men both falling to the ground with the sounds of grunts and scraping metal.

			Ilanda had to rein her warhorse back to keep its hooves from trampling on the two of them, though her concern was for Roseheart alone. The melee had already reduced the grassy field to a muddy mess. Both men were on their feet, but the commandant wielded Renna’s mace and the count had drawn a dagger. Renna lunged to bring the knife into Roseheart’s face, but the mace struck him between neck and shoulder, eliciting a shriek of pain and making the count stagger backwards, slipping in mud.

			Without hesitating, Ilanda dismounted and launched herself at Renna, who lay on his back, his helm having tumbled off behind him after slipping in the mud. She pressed the point of her sword to the underside of Renna’s blood- and mud-smeared chin.

			“Yield, sir, or don’t,” she hissed. “I’ll see you dead here or tried for treason against your lawful queen and beheaded.”

			“Call yourself what you will,” he replied, his scowl exhibiting pure, unfiltered hatred. “To me you’ll never be more than a childless Harkeny whore.”

			The urge to drive the point of Coryth’s blade up through the roof of the man’s sneering mouth almost overwhelmed her. Instead, she called back to Roseheart.

			“Commandant, will you please dispatch this animal for me. I don’t wish to sully my blade with his blood.”

			But Roseheart didn’t answer. She glanced over her shoulder, and saw the man standing there, wide-eyed, Count Renna’s dagger sunk in his cheek at an upward angle. He twitched, his mouth quivered—he was dead and didn’t know it yet. Ilanda turned back to Renna, still prone, still trapped by the point of Coryth’s sword, still alive with infinite animosity.

			“I’ll see every member of your family put to the sword. Its name will be blotted from history as though it never existed. This Harkeny whore is the Queen of Hanifax, you treasonous bastard, and soon Willem’s head will join yours on a pike at the Mouth of Boudun.”

			“I arranged your father’s death,” said Renna, with a vicious smile. “And that limp-dicked pretty boy you called a husband. I made certain—”

			Ilanda rammed the point of Coryth’s sword into the count’s brain before he could finish his sentence.
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			Burandi troops captured or surrendered were shackled, and a contingent of Ilanda’s cavalry marched them back to Boudun, bound for the dungeons beneath the palace. The aristocrats who rode with Renna, a pair of barons and a few landless lords, were executed before the walls of Cecelia, in full view of the loyal citizens watching from the town’s ramparts. Lord Grigor beheaded the landless lords, Ilanda herself took the heads of the two barons, a man named Carrar and another goddamned Willem. All of it was done before the dinner hour.

			Ilanda decided she would spend the night in Cecelia, a small gesture to formally thank the town for its fidelity. But before entering the city, she sat on a bale of hay, just breathing, staring off into the southern distance where Boudun lay. A squire helped her out of her filthy armor, and it was carried off. She wore only the simple tunic, leggings, and boots of a cavalry officer. Coryth’s sword she kept with her. It was a fine weapon. Why no other monarch of Hanifax had wielded it since their founder over seven centuries before mystified her. If only for its symbolic power, it made sense that she called it her own now.

			Ulwen had someone bring her a basin of water and a cloth to clean herself when she had refused someone else doing it for her. She wiped off the blood and mud from her hands, neck and face and felt the summer sun on her skin, both renewed and exhausted. And alive.

			As am I, said a voice. It was the one she had heard before.

			Ilanda looked from side to side. Ulwen had seen to it that she received some solitude here for a time. No one was nearby. It took her a moment to work up the courage to ask.

			“Who is it? Who speaks to me?”

			It is I, Ilanda Reges, said Coryth’s sword. You have woken me from a very long sleep. We have much to discuss, the two of us.

		

	
		
			32
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			Gehr’a’shaah

			When Agnes regained consciousness, it was with Beela Wynther’s earnest face looking into hers. There were smears of dirt on her cheeks and a bloody scrape on her forehead, but no other signs of injury. The light was too bright, and an antiseptic smell filled the air.

			“You cracked your glowrod in the fall,” said Beela, wiping Agnes’s forehead with a cloth. “That’s the chemical, leaked out. It’ll fade soon enough.”

			Agnes grabbed hold of Beela’s hand to stop her ministrations.

			“Where are we? What the hell happened?”

			“A cave,” she answered, sitting back on her haunches, hands on her thighs. “Looks like you found the same hole Hesk and I found first.”

			“Hesk? Where’s—”

			There was a shudder and shifting of rock. Dust and pebbles cascaded from above. When it subsided, Beela answered.

			“He just went around the corner, seeing how far this thing goes.”

			“Well, we should try to climb out of here!” said Agnes irritably. She attempted to push herself up with her left hand and a lance of pain shot up her arm.

			“You took a worse tumble than we did, Sir Agnes,” said Beela, cradling Agnes’s arm. “Hesk doesn’t think it’s broken, but you should still treat it gently.”

			Agnes closed her eyes and sighed. Leader of the expedition, fallen in a hole, she thought. Perhaps the hole Pennyman intended for Sir Arla.

			“The two of you need to climb out, then. Get help from the others.”

			“Can’t,” replied Beela. “Hesk checked the walls. No good footholds, bad angles for a climb. What’s more, your fall must’ve dislodged rock—we were both out cold when you joined us. Hesk thinks the hole got plugged up, more or less. Hesk says it’s doubtful our shouting will do any good. They’ll not hear us.”

			Hesk is doing a lot of things, thought Agnes wryly. It looked like he had an admirer in young Beela.

			At that moment a glow came from around an outcropping. Hesk emerged with his alchemical light, shaking his head.

			“Nothing that way. Tunnel winds around for fifty feet and then narrows to an ass crack in the rock. Oh! You’ve come to, Sir Agnes!”

			“Yes. My arm’s shit, though.”

			“Well, let’s see if you can stand,” he said, tucking his glowrod in his tunic and coming toward them.

			She had some nasty bruises, that was clear, but she was able to stand. The bright light from her cracked glowrod began to fade, so she asked to borrow Beela’s. The girl dutifully handed it over, and Agnes inspected the walls of the cave where they stood. It was roughly fifteen feet long and eleven across, and Hesk’s assessment was an accurate one; wherever they had fallen from, they couldn’t climb to it. And she didn’t like the look of some of those rocks above. This seemed a very precarious location.

			“Do either of you have any climbing gear?” she asked.

			“My pack is at the waystation,” said Hesk with a grimace.

			“Mine, too,” said Beela.

			“Then we are the three of us green novices, unready for the field,” Agnes said sourly, reaching over with her good hand to feel the reassuring touch of Szaa’da’shaela’s hilt.

			How do we get out of here? she asked the sword privately.

			The Djao blade was silent.

			“There’s a crawlspace over there, at the floor,” said Hesk, pointing to a wall. “Tight, but we should check it out. Maybe that’s our exit.”

			Agnes winced. Another stab of pain when she absently shifted her left arm.

			“I was Proctor Gammon’s star pupil in caves and cliffsides instruction,” said Beela with a bubbly air of enthusiasm. “And I’m a beanpole. If anyone can squeeze through something, I can.”

			“This isn’t a field exercise in the country, Beela,” said Agnes. “We’re in the Barrowlands.”

			“I know, Sir Agnes. But I’m quite good at this. Let me give it a go. If I find a way out, I can get to the others to get you out!”

			Agnes looked at Hesk, who gave her a shrug.

			“Be careful, lass,” she said, realizing that this was likely the first time she had ever referred to anyone as “lass” and felt the condescension in it.

			Beela grinned, unfazed by the diminutive, and nodded her head. She looped her braided pigtails together and tucked them beneath the neck of her tunic. She got down on her belly and crawled into the gap to the sound of dirt and stones being scraped aside.

			Soon after her booted feet disappeared, she called back.

			“I can see light!”

			“What?” asked Hesk, incredulous.

			There was a louder shift of rock above them, and a few smaller stones came tumbling down the cave walls along with a shower of dirt and dust.

			“This thing’s gonna come down right on top of us,” Hesk hissed.

			“Another cave!” called Beela. “Narrower, but long!”

			“We’ve got to follow her,” said Agnes.

			“Can you crawl in there with that arm?” worried Hesk.

			A larger rock came loose and banged against the stone floor, bounding to them on the bounce. Both flinched in reflex. Agnes’s arm screamed at her.

			“Don’t think I have a choice, do I?”

			Hesk frowned and looked her over, making an assessment.

			“Alright. Un-belt the sword. I’ll carry it through for you.”

			Szaa’da’shaela trembled.

			“No!” shouted Agnes, a protective hand shooting to the weapon’s grip. “It’s mine to wield alone!”

			“Agnes,” said Hesk, a pleading look on his face. “I don’t intend to wield it. It just might make crawling more of a challenge for you. It might get caught on something.”

			“I can carry it as well as you.”

			“You’re injured. You don’t need the added burden.”

			Another subsidence, more dusty debris, punctuating the urgency of leaving this place.

			“Go,” Agnes ordered, using what she thought was an authoritative tone. “I’ll follow right behind you.”

			“There’s light at the end of this tunnel, shimmering!” shouted a muffled Beela.

			Hesk looked at Agnes, that frown on his pale, freckled face, wanting to say more. But she saw him recognize the futility, and he got down on his belly to follow where Beela had gone. As soon as his boots vanished beneath the overhang, Agnes got down on the ground awkwardly, her left arm protesting every movement. She had always hated caving, especially the narrow spaces. She always imagined those two mountains of rock, hungry to kiss one another, with her body their only impediment. She felt it now and for a moment, it paralyzed her. Another alarming rumbling of rock behind broke the spell and she skittered forward, her arm in agony every inch of the way. And then she couldn’t move. She tried to leverage herself forward with both feet and her right hand, but something tugged at her hip. Szaa’da’shaela’s pommel was caught on an outcropping.

			Come, my love, she imagined the mountain beneath her call to the mountain above, kiss me. Kiss me forever.

			Two hands grabbed hold of her injured arm and pulled, hard. She couldn’t stifle the piercing scream that came from her mouth. But the hindrance gave way, the sword was free, and Hesk pulled her into the adjacent chamber.

			Agnes lay there for a while, sobbing, not just because of the throbbing misery of her arm, but from the terror she had felt in that cramped space. To his credit, Hesk said nothing, letting her expel her fear. Beela, kneeling next to her, couldn’t help but offer empathy.

			“A lot of my classmates have trouble with those tight spaces, Sir Agnes. It’s a really common problem for people.”

			“Thank you, Beela,” said Agnes, still lying on her belly, patting the younger woman on the thigh with her uninjured hand. “I’m alright.”

			The two of them helped Agnes up and dusted her off, the pain in her arm sharp and throbbing. The cavity they occupied was nine feet wide and more than twice as long, narrowing at both ends where tunnels continued. In one direction lay darkness. In the other, flickers of light, like a campfire—the light Beela had spoken of. Hesk held his glowrod at the darkened path and revealed the tunnel ended abruptly after another six feet.

			“Well, I think our next step is obvious,” said Hesk, gesturing to the firelight.

			But then came a resonant call, in tones impossibly deep, like the voice of Old Father Mountain from a fairy tale Agnes’s mother used to tell her.

			“Uth du’al’kin vai’ah, Nae’oul.”

			“Oh, fuck,” said Hesk.

			“That’s Djao,” Beela said breathlessly.

			Agnes drew Szaa’da’shaela from its scabbard. Hesk and Beela followed suit with their own weapons.

			Then again,“Vai’ah, Nae’oul. Ush’oul gah dalu’az.”

			Szaa’da’shaela whirred at her side.

			“Did that sound like ‘ush’oul’ to you?” asked Agnes.

			“Yes,” said Beela, anxiety in her voice.

			Agnes walked slowly toward the light, her heart in her throat, the Djao blade in her vanguard. The tunnel curved to the left for a few feet, then began widening until it emerged into a broad domed chamber, stalactites looming above. At the center of the chamber was a burning campfire, over which was meat on a spit, turning unhurriedly. The hand that cranked the spit was attached to a creature, the creature shaped like a man, but it was not a man. He had two legs and two arms, torso, and a head, but all of them were misshapen, knees and elbows bulbous knobs, knuckles of his beefy fingers swollen, his head like a great oblong stone uncertainly balanced on his shoulders. He wore the skins of animals—cave bear, perhaps hulking Barrowlands wolf, and a cape made of fortha feathers, black and dusty. The creature sat on a rock, but Agnes believed if he stood, he would be close to eight feet tall.

			An othan, she thought. She had read of these reclusive hermit-giants. Little was known of them, as they shunned civilization and contact with humans. She also recalled, quite vividly, that they were said to practice cannibalism and ate Syraeic bodies, should a brother or sister’s corpse be left in the wild.

			“An othan,” whispered Hesk, echoing her thought.

			The giant stopped rotating the meat on the spit and looked up at them. He held up his great hand, fingers splayed, then closed them into a fist.

			“Vai’ah, Nae’oul,” he repeated.

			Agnes lowered her sword point and spoke.

			“We do not understand your language. At least not all of it. We heard you say ush’oul. That’s what someone called this sword of mine.”

			The othan shook its head then held out a palm larger than Agnes’s head, motioning with it forward twice.

			“Does he want us to leave?” asked Hesk.

			“I think he means for us to wait,” said Beela, wonder in her voice.

			The giant reached down beside him, retrieving a large bag made of more animal skins. From it he drew a trio of gourds. Each held liquids, which he poured into a bowl, his deformed lips mumbling as he mixed them together with a stick. He sniffed at it and made a hideous grimace, dipped the tip of a crooked finger in and poked the finger in each of his oversized ears. Finally, he gulped down the rest of the concoction in a single swig.

			The othan gagged and coughed, the sounds trembling off the cave walls. He took in a deep breath and spoke.

			“Ush’oul,” he began, his voice a low rumble, “is but a title, for those who rebelled, long ago. I am called Gehr’a’shaah, though I’ve had other names. I call you nae’oul. It means ‘new ones,’ though it can also mean, ‘children.’ Vai’ah means ‘welcome. And I say it to you again: welcome, new ones.”

			“You speak Djao,” said Hesk, his sword still raised.

			“I am Djao,” said Gehr’a’shaah. “And put that needle away, little man. You, too, girl. Put your weapon away.”

			Hesk and Beela obeyed. Agnes was about to sheath Szaa’da’shaela, but the giant shook a fist at her, thumb up.

			“No, no. That sword you have, from here I can see that it is Ush’oul as well. You needn’t hide the blade from me. It cannot injure me. Come. Sit with me by my fire, little humans.”

			As if in a dream Agnes found herself walking to the giant’s campfire, not even certain her Syraeic companions followed her example. She sat opposite the othan, on the ground, legs crossed, like a child before a grandparent.

			“You fell into my old pitfall,” said Gehr’a’shaah when they were seated. “Long ago I used it to trap dinner for my cookfire, when deer and other game were more plentiful. But the land is so barren now. I subsist on roots and mushrooms, gathered in the moonlight. Tonight, I’m lucky, having come upon this carrion.”

			To Agnes’s knowledge, there was never any game worth the name in the Barrowlands. Cave bears, fortha, mutant dogs, manticores in the north, but nothing she would consider for savory eating.

			“You say you are Djao,” she asked. “We understood that all the Djao were destroyed, by the Besh’oul, ten thousand years ago. You are one of their descendants?”

			“Most were destroyed. The Besh’oul were nearly vanquished, so they let loose the Rune of Unmaking—that’s what made this place a wasteland. And I am no descendent. I was there, little human.”

			That word, unmaking. It was no coincidence that this othan was the third to have used it. It sent a chill down Agnes’s spine.

			“You’re ten thousand years old?” asked Beela, startling Agnes, who just now realized the novice was sitting next to her.

			“I have been in the world ten thousand two hundred and twenty-six years. I was spared the Unmaking, twisted and deformed as you see, and cursed with long life. It is not eternal, though it seems that way sometimes. You call us ‘othan,’ an approximation of uth’oh’aan—wanderer. But in truth, we are the last of the Djao people. Most of the uth’oh’aan have been mercifully freed from this mortal flesh. But I am still here. Maybe I am still here for you.”

			Agnes’s mind reeled. Primitive cannibals had been the League’s dismissive assessment of these creatures. Solitary nomads, apparently native to the Barrowlands, lacking any discernable language, family structure, or civilization. Rudimentary tool making skills, clubs and sharpened sticks, chipped stone. Of no Syraeic interest, academic or otherwise. Avoid contact if possible. They flee unless cornered, when they are dangerous.

			“Still here for us?” asked Beela.

			“Perhaps. Strange you should fall into a trap I last set more than a hundred years ago.” The othan cocked its misshapen head, looking at Agnes. “You,” it said, “the one who wields the Ush’oul. You know what it is?”

			“Yes,” answered Agnes, without hesitation. “A Djao sorcerer inhabits it.”

			“Yessss,” said Gehr’a’shaah, drawing out the word. “A very powerful sorcerer, once Besh’oul, now and forever Ush’oul. What brings you here, to the lands the Besh’oul mutilated and murdered?”

			“We are here to finish it,” Agnes said, ignoring Hesk’s hand on her arm. “The work of the Ush’oul. We are here to kill the Besh’oul.”

			The great bushy brows above the othan’s dark, uneven eyes rose.

			“Ahhh, no idle boast! You mean to bring them to their end.”

			“We seek justice.”

			The giant laughed, a heavy thing that rumbled deep in his chest.

			“You seek vengeance and call it justice.”

			Agnes stood, angry, shaking off Hesk’s hand, Szaa’da’shaela vibrating in her grip.

			“For all their crimes, for masquerading as gods and feeding off our suffering? Death is justice!”

			Gehr’a’shaah laughed again.

			“Death, at the very least! Their crimes outnumber the stars, and they’ve earned punishment. But most of the Ush’oul committed crimes as well. Who will mete out justice to them?”

			Agnes pointed Szaa’da’shaela’s quivering point at the othan, ready to shower the giant in profanity and epithets. Hesk put a hand on her arm again and she pulled away, violently. A great bolt of pain shot up her damaged limb, and she cried out.

			“You are injured,” said Gehr’a’shaah, no longer laughing.

			“We fell into your cave, sir,” said Beela apologetically.

			The othan stood, his bones creaking as he did. He lumbered around the fire, his long, misshapen arms swaying, and came over to them. He looked down from his towering height, and Agnes felt some of her anger turn to fear.

			“I am a sorcerer as well, little human. Not nearly as potent as the one you carry, but enough to provide small succor.”

			Gehr’a’shaah reached down and held her arm between his thumb and forefinger. As he wiggled his meaty digits, she cried out again. Hesk protested and reached for his sword; the othan pushed him aside like a rag doll. Agnes readied to pull away from the huge creature, no matter the pain, but he began muttering strange words, his breath foul. The icy tendrils of pain in her arm began to warm, then recede. A minute later, he let her go. Agnes flexed it. There was no discomfort or stiffness. It was as though the injury hadn’t occurred.

			“Thank you,” she said, her anger vanished along with the pain.

			The othan brought a hand to the side of her head and tilted his lips to her ears. He whispered to her.

			“My name, Gehr’a’shaah, was not the one my mother gave me. It was my brothers and sisters of the Ush’oul who called me this. It means ‘He Who Carries Hope’s Lantern.’ Go and have your vengeance, Little Agnes Manteo. Call it justice if you like; it makes no difference in the end. The Besh’oul certainly merit your wrath, and we Ush’oul will shed no tears at their passing. Just see to it your heart is your lantern, not your hate.”

			The creature’s words reverberated in Agnes’s mind. They felt like a kind of blessing. But before that … the word unmaking. Was she on a mission to bring about her own catastrophe?

			While Agnes wrestled with her thoughts, the othan looking at her with his sad, distorted eyes, Beela was helping Hesk stand as he dusted himself off.

			“I hope I injured no more than your pride, little man,” said the giant.

			“Don’t worry about it,” said Hesk, appearing to feel a bit foolish.

			“I will show you the way out of my cave,” said Gehr’a’shaah, starting to walk toward the far end of the domed chamber. “You may go in peace, and we shall part as friends.”

			“But I have so many questions!” protested Agnes, feeling a desperation rising in her chest.

			The giant stopped and turned to face her, and a semblance of a smile broke out across his broad, misshapen face.

			“Don’t we all?” he answered.

		

	
		
			33
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			Sacred Chickens

			They crossed the river six miles upstream from Beyenfort, an aquamancer named Temlin in the prow, his summoned supernatural allies moving them against the powerful current. It was well past midnight. Symon Padivale sat in grim silence, a hand on the hilt of the ranker guardsman’s sword sheathed at his side.

			Three hundred and seventy years in the family, he thought, and you’re the one who lost it.

			He had left the precious family blade stuck in that monstrous snapping child-thing of Magda’s creation, running in terror back to the river rather than retrieve it. Symon, the elder, had been passed over by his father when the time came to name his successor. He was mortified by the slight, even if part of him knew his brother Landis was better suited for the role. Rather than ignore the insult done his older brother, Landis had gifted Aquilone to him on the day he assumed their father’s title.

			“I’d rather you wielded it, brother,” Landis had declared. “You’ll be my right hand and Beyenfort’s tireless warden.”

			The fine blade had been worn by Counts of Beyenfort for centuries. After Landis died and his oldest son Lawrence assumed the title, Symon had offered to return the irreplaceable heirloom to his nephew. Lawrence had refused.

			“No, uncle. My father thought you its proper steward, and so do I.”

			Good men, both brother and nephew, cold in the family crypts. Acting as Beyenfort’s leader until the Crown said otherwise, Symon had already managed to lose Aquilone, as one might an article of clothing. He sighed and put his head in his hands.

			“Be easy,” said Benesh-Enoah, laying a hand on Symon’s shoulder. “Had you tried to retrieve it, well … you would not have come back alive.”

			Comforting words, but when Symon turned and looked at the face of the barbarian woman whose skin his strange counselor inhabited—the garish tribal tattoos, filed teeth—he grimaced. Those eyes, though, the eyes exuded compassion. He should be more unnerved that someone dwelt in his mind, uninvited, and read the despair and humiliation there. He met the gaze of those eyes and instead felt some of the tension and shame leave him. He gave Benesh’s hand a casual pat and turned his attention to the two others in the boat.

			“Pardu, Vicker, we’re in Korsa country at night,” he said, affecting the voice of confident count-regent again. “Their armies may be scattered, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t hungry bands of them skulking about. They’d be happy to find Harkeny throats in need of opening. Be alert, by Vanic’s battered shield.”

			The two troopers nodded to him. One was wide-eyed and nervous—Pardu. His father, Pardu Senior, had been in the garrison for years. Good man, tenacious fighter, with a legendary capacity for ale. Slipped in a spill of that ale and cracked his head open on a table corner three Candlerooks past. His barrack sergeant had called the son a promising young lad, quick with a sword. Symon hoped the assessment accurate. The other man in the boat was the aforementioned sergeant: Vicker, a seasoned veteran Symon’s age. Reliable Harkeny peasant stock: strong, broad-shouldered, no-nonsense. His most peculiar feature was a fat scar that parted his hair down the middle. It was a permanent reminder of a Korsa axe barely foiled in its purpose by Vicker’s helm. Vicker made the same comment every time his troop did maneuvers across the Selvey: “Might be I’ll find the bloody Korsa barber who botched the job last time.” It never failed to get a chuckle from the men.

			But there was no levity tonight. Vicker’s expression was grim and serious, occasionally sparing Benesh-Enoah a wary glance. The man had never been in the presence of a barbarian who wasn’t baying for his blood. Not that it wasn’t a new experience for Symon, for all of them.

			When the boat reached the far shore and they managed to beach it, Benesh-Enoah ordered them to crouch down into a tight circle, motioning with a filthy-nailed hand for the aquamancer to join them as well. Benesh got down on her knees. She took a piece of flint and lump of iron slag and began striking one against the other while muttering an indecipherable incantation. The spark resulting from each meeting of flint and iron lit up the faces of Symon and his Harkeny men, all but Temlin uneasy being so near to the practice of sorcery. It didn’t matter to them whether this savage looking Korsa woman was an ally or not.

			“East and north, about three miles,” said Benesh-Enoah, putting her items back in the leather purse from which she had taken them. “Our destination is a cave, in a rocky cleft between two wooded hills.”

			“And what is it we’re lookin’ for a’gin?” asked a gruff Vicker.

			“Chickens,” said Benesh-Enoah, smiling with the barbarian witch’s sharp teeth.

			Vicker turned to Symon with a grimace.

			“Due respect, sir, but that sounds bloody daft. You sure we ’kin trust this skinny Korsa cunt?”

			“Again, sergeant,” said Symon patiently, “the person before you is not who he appears to be—she. It is an ancient sorcerer, transplanted into a new body out of necessity.”

			“She’s a he?” asked Pardu, a puzzled scowl on his face as he studied the sorcerer.

			“Yes!” snapped Symon. Then, not being sure said, “I don’t know! What does it bloody matter?” Uncertainty about Benesh’s gender was yet another element that disoriented Symon.

			Vicker came in with a dubious rescue.

			“It’s the same as the boy who showed up on the battlements the other night, barkin’ orders at the count. Swaps bodies like you or me swap out socks—you know, with sorcery.”

			“Is that possible?” asked Pardu, turning to the aquamancer.

			“Don’t look at me, son,” answered Temlin. “I cavort with elementals and play in puddles. No more than that.”

			“Gentlemen,” said Benesh-Enoah, scratching at the tattoo that looked like a fat black tear spilling from her right eye, “it is difficult to fathom, yes. But the Count-Regent has learned through hard trial to depend upon my wisdom. Were it not for me, Beyenfort would be a smoldering ruin, its people dead or roasting in wicker cages. So, trust me, as he does.”

			Benesh looked to Symon, who nodded his sanction.

			“The chickens we seek house Magda’s soul, split into five parts,” the sorcerer continued.

			“A phylactery,” said Temlin, stroking the sparse goatee sprouting from his chin.

			“Yes,” said Benesh.

			“An’ why would she park her soul in poultry?” asked Vicker.

			Benesh nodded, the shells and bone fragments tangled in her hair clinking.

			“Magda has poked her nose into the netherworld, conferring with agents of ineffable darkness. With her soul out of reach, she can better bargain for aid without fear of falling into their thrall. Understand that our souls keep our physical forms from rotting—separating them thusly is an inherently perilous act. She must visit those chickens regularly and perform rituals to revivify her corporeal form. But they can’t be so close that her exceptionally dangerous allies can sniff them out. Do you understand so far?”

			Temlin and Pardu nodded, though it was clear the latter was utterly out of his depth. Vicker gave her an honest shrug.

			“I’m a soldier, ma’am. I understand we’re huntin’ some chickens. It’s all I need to know.”

			Benesh grinned with her pointed barbarian teeth.

			“Magda is at the riverbank across from Beyenfort, performing her nightly harassment of the city. It’s a ritual she hopes will rebuild her power and draw the chieftains back to her. With those rituals she draws the attention of her infernal allies, so we know she is not with her chickens. And yet they still must be tended and kept safe. The cave will hold more than her soul’s vessels. We must be cautious.”

			Symon got out of his crouch and stretched, adjusting his breastplate, chafing at his neck. The other Harkeny men stood as well, but Benesh-Enoah stayed on her haunches, bouncing on the balls of her feet.

			“Boys, you ready?” asked Symon. The soldiers nodded. “Temlin, back with the boat. Have it turned ‘round and ready to depart. I don’t know how nasty it will be, so keep those water spirits of yours on standby.”

			“The aquamancer must accompany us,” said Benesh, finally standing.

			Symon was ready to argue, but held his tongue, remembering the mutilated bodies of the men who had accompanied him on his last foray across the Selvey, in defiance of Benesh-Enoah’s counsel.

			Temlin did not look happy with this development.

			“I guide boats across the river, Count Symon,” he said, a look of pleading in his eyes. “Sometimes I help fishermen, or put out a fire, find the right spot to dig a well. I can’t imagine what use I’ll be to you out there.”

			“As he says, Temlin,” replied Symon, hands on his hips. “You’re with us. Turn the boat around at least, ready to go into the water.”

			Temlin hesitated for a moment, looking like he might argue further, but instead he sighed and relented. Vicker and Pardu helped him with the boat.

			“He’s right, you know,” Symon whispered to the sorcerer. “The man summons helpful elementals and naught else. Would have washed out of the Royal College otherwise—forgive my pun. Had he not shown this affinity for elemental spirits he’d be keeping pigs or serving ale somewhere.”

			“Nevertheless, we’ll need him tonight. It’s not clear to me why. Just trust the Universal Spirit of Creation.”

			Symon nodded with a great exhalation, not bothering to ask about this Universal Spirit. Was it his god? A totem of some sort? He didn’t enjoy playing the compliant follower but had sworn that he wouldn’t argue. The woman was down on the ground again, working her fingers in the damp earth. Muttering an incantation, she stood and pressed a muddy thumb onto each of their foreheads, leaving her mark, then took some of the same earth and drew a cruciform on her forehead and both cheeks.

			“What the hell was that?” asked Vicker, reaching up a hand to smear off the mud.

			Benesh-Enoah caught his hand before he could remove the mark.

			“A charm, sir. Of protection. To keep you safe.”

			A few minutes later they were trekking across the field under starlight, only the faintest sliver of moon overhead. They reached the slopes of the hills within half an hour and were soon weaving through sparse trees. Benesh-Enoah was in the lead, Symon close on her heels, Vicker and Pardu a few steps behind him. Vicker had a vigilant hand on his scabbarded sword, a watchful eye scanning the land they traversed; Pardu mimicked him. Temlin was in the rear, and Symon could hear him muttering to himself. Though he couldn’t make out the words, their tenor was clear. I don’t want to be here.

			As they crested a hill, Benesh held up a hand, fingernails ragged and soiled. Symon stopped, and the others behind him did the same. The sorcerer crouched down.

			“What is it?” whispered Symon, hunkering down himself.

			She pointed at a grossly plump tree at the hill’s summit. Something hung from a low limb. Symon couldn’t quite make sense of its outline.

			“A sentry,” said Benesh. “I must neutralize it. Stay here. Don’t move unless you wish to summon hell.”

			With that, she was crawling off to the northeast. Symon watched her move through the grass and disappear over the ridge.

			“Don’t look like a sentry to me,” whispered Pardu.

			“She wouldn’t be goin’ to fetch her Korsa pals, would she sir?” asked Vicker, a little too loudly.

			Symon felt his temper rise.

			“Vicker, if you don’t shut your yap, you won’t need the Korsa to cut out your tongue and roast you in a wicker cage—I’ll do it. Got it?”

			“Yessir,” he answered.

			A few tense minutes later, the eyes of all trained on the strange silhouette dangling from the tree limb, a thick column of smoke began rising from behind the hill. The smoke bent in toward the tree at an unnatural angle, as though it was a serpent, enveloping the hanging thing. There was a hiss of whispers on the air, words Symon couldn’t decipher, and then the smoke began to dissipate. The silhouette of the wild-haired barbarian shaman appeared then, waving them forward.

			As Symon drew nearer the tree, the nature of the thing hanging from it came into focus: it was a human torso, cut off at the waist, the head severed, hung upside down, arms dangling, each hand clutching a gory bundle. Benesh pried the fingers apart with a primitive bone-handled blade, reminding Symon of the one Magda wielded, and scraped the contents on the ground.

			“Strips of human heart,” said Benesh-Enoah, cleaning her blade in the grass, “wrapped around select bones of lizards and crows. Had we approached it unknowing, it would have summoned a swarm of sae’ha’ku.”

			“Sae’ha’ku?” repeated Temlin.

			“Eyeless, wasp-winged worms from the seventh ditch of Malebolge. They burrow into flesh with remarkable speed and vigor, causing tremendous pain and eventual madness.”

			“Belu’s blue nightie,” muttered Vicker.
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			A pair of Korsa warriors stood at the mouth of the cave, ghostly light flickering behind them. Naked to the waist, each of their bodies a lurid canvas of tribal tattoos, they rested their axes casually on their shoulders, speaking with one another in the coarse barbarian tongue.

			Symon and his party were perched atop the hill, lying on their bellies, poised above the cave entrance. Benesh chuckled.

			“What’s so funny?” whispered Symon, unable to contain his curiosity.

			“Their conversation,” she replied. “They are engaged in an impassioned debate on the aesthetic qualities of the buttocks belonging to a woman named Isha’pilah.”

			“And?”

			“Isha’pilah translates loosely as ‘guard your backside.’”

			“Watch yer ass,” whispered Vicker with his own chuckle.

			“Best if we subdue these two without alerting whoever—or whatever—lies inside,” said Benesh, reaching in her leather purse and pulling out a black feather. She spat and worked the saliva into the downy afterfeather and along the vane, then pasted it to her forehead over the cruciform mud and muttered an incantation. Then she reached over to Vicker and Pardu and touched them on their shoulders.

			“What?” hissed Vicker, clearly not appreciating any physical contact with the shaman.

			“I’ve laid a charm on you both,” she answered. “Jump over the edge and you’ll float down upon these two, unsuspecting. Have your blades drawn. You can open their necks before your feet touch the ground.”

			“Jump where?” asked Vicker, scowling.

			“I don’t feel no different,” said Pardu.

			“Nonetheless, you bear a charm. Stand, draw your blades, and drop down. And make certain you strike true. We can’t risk them calling out for aid.”

			“Count-regent,” began Vicker, turning to Symon.

			“If she says you have a charm on you, you have a charm on you. Do as she says. Both of you. Now.”

			It was about an eighteen-foot drop. Vicker closed his eyes and let out a long exhalation. Ten seconds later, the two men stood, weapons drawn, at the lip of the ledge above the cave entrance. The two of them leaned over, looking down with precarious expressions.

			“Belu wept,” said Pardu.

			“They say Vanic loves a fool’s bravery,” Temlin offered, huddled behind them all.

			“Then he’d better pucker up to kiss me full on the lips,” grumbled Vicker.

			With that, he and Pardu were over the side. Symon almost expected them to plummet like stones, but instead he witnessed their slow, gentle descent, as though each were being lowered on ropes. Floating down just behind the barbarian on the left, Vicker swung his blade in an arc, and it bit deep. Pardu brought the edge of his weapon to the man’s throat and dragged it across. The Korsa collapsed in burbling heaps as the Harkeny men’s feet touched the ground. Each finished his work by piercing his opponent’s heart.

			Within a minute Symon and the others had joined the two of them below. He tapped their breastplates softly with his fists, pride bubbling within him for his men.

			“Well done, you mad fellows! Light duty for you two bastards for the rest of the month when you get back to the barracks.”

			That brought a toothy grin to Vicker’s face.

			“It was like bein’ carried on an angel’s wings,” whispered Pardu, still awestruck.

			Benesh was already inspecting the cave mouth. Burning torches wedged into the rocky walls the source of the flickering light, the immediate chamber was roughly circular, the natural roof ten feet above. A tunnel led off to the north, its ceiling not much higher than five feet.

			“Well?” asked Symon, who admitted to himself that it still irked him to be taking orders.

			“You lead, count-regent,” said Benesh, extending her ragged-nailed hand. “Our soldiers will follow, then Temlin. I will bring up the rear.”

			Symon frowned. He hated caves, any confined spaces.

			“Now you decide to give me the lead?”

			“I’ve read the portents, Symon. The rest of this must be your fight.”

			“So, we’re on our own? No more sorcery to aid us?”

			“There is something you must regain, without my help.”

			“More cryptic bullshit,” cursed Symon. “It boils down to the risk being ours to bear alone. OK, men, as she says, Vicker and Pardu behind me, Temlin next, our tattooed noncombatant in the rear.”

			Symon drew his soldier’s blade and turned to the tunnel. He crouched down to enter the tunnel and had to stay in that awkward crouch to move forward. The tunnel turned west, and the light from the torches behind them quickly faded away. He was also quite certain that the way was sloped—they were descending deeper into the hillside. After a few dozen feet, Symon was reaching out into the darkness, feeling his way with his left hand, the elbow of his sword arm occasionally banging an outcropping.

			An old memory came to him. A fateful camping trip with his brother Landis and a couple of exceptionally relaxed retainers, southeast of Beyenfort. He had been fourteen, Landis thirteen, and his brother had insisted that they explore a cave they had discovered on a hike. Symon had taken the lead, of course, as the elder, but his skin had crawled at the feel of the slick tunnel walls they’d traversed, the earthy smell, the chill. Each had held a glowrod, but he’d hated the wicked, suggestive shadows cast by their illumination, hinting at dark menace. He had opened his mouth finally, intending to speak. To this day he remembered what he had meant to say: “Fuck this—I’m turning around.”

			But before the first word had left his lips, something struck him in the mouth, warm and furry, with little scrabbling claws. He’d batted at it frantically, dropping his glowrod in the process. His hand had struck the thing away—and there had been a high-pitched shriek of protest. Symon had looked down and seen the bat that had inadvertently collided with him, crippled, crawling in jerking, wounded spurts over the glowrod he had dropped. It had only been a little thing, no larger than a blue jay, but it had horrified him all the same. The revulsion that had filled him then brought with it a kind of unthinking, animal madness. He’d turned around, slamming into Landis, knocking his brother down. He had scrambled over him and gone screaming out of the tunnel, banging his head and scraping his hands raw until he’d come stumbling out of the cave and into the light of day.

			They never spoke of the incident, then or afterwards. Landis being Landis, he never chided Symon about his panic, and he’d explained away their cuts and bruises to the retainers, leaving out the details of his brother’s terrified flight.

			No bats, please, Symon prayed now as the tunnel took another turn, this time back to the north. In complete darkness, that same animal horror began tickling at the pit of his stomach. But just as his resolve began to waver, he caught a hint of illumination ahead. The tunnel veered east and in another twenty feet, was flooded by firelight. In less than fifteen feet he came to a large cavern, more than a dozen torches wedged into rocky outcroppings, shimmering off stalactites hanging from the cave’s high roof. The space was about forty feet deep before the rest was lost in shadows. Just before those shadows was a square wicker cage. Strips of bright blue cloth were tied around each of its vertical slats. And Symon heard the unmistakable sound of clucking.

			“Do I hear poultry?” asked Vicker, emerging from the tunnel behind him.

			“That was easy!” said Pardu, on Vicker’s heels.

			“Yes,” said Symon, gripping his sword tighter. “Very easy.”

			The sounds of something big stirring from slumber echoed off the cave walls. A rattle of chains came from the shadows beyond the cage. Whatever it was got to its feet, grunted and shuffled around, then picked up something metal that it dragged across the rock. Then it spoke.

			“Bicah,” it said, the voice guttural and deep as a well.

			That was one of the few barbarian words Symon knew. It meant blood.

			From the darkness emerged a naked barbarian, more than nine feet tall, tribal tattoos covering nearly every inch of its muscular body. Its nose was bulbous, the size and shape of a rotting apple, its lips thick and dry, the skin splitting, as though it had journeyed through a desert with an empty canteen. Worst of all, its heavy-lidded eyes burned with an unnatural, yellowy light, and its sex had been cut from between its legs, the wound sloppily cauterized. Around its neck was a rough iron collar, attached to a chain that snaked off into the shadows.

			“Belu’s mercy,” murmured Pardu.

			“Oh, fucking hell!” said Vicker.

			That’s when Symon saw it. The elegant weapon the behemoth held. It looked like no more than a big knife in the giant’s right hand, but there was no mistaking what it was. Aquilone.

			“Fucking hell is right,” said Symon.

			Symon got into a fighting crouch, and the two Harkeny soldiers flanked him, assuming similar poses. The beast of a man grinned, showing big square teeth, stained and uneven. He said a few words in his native tongue and coughed loudly, a cloud of dust spewing forth, as though his lungs were filled with it.

			“He says,” announced Benesh-Enoah, behind them, “that he is very thirsty, and he is happy you brought him blood to drink.”

			“I do not find your translation helpful,” said Symon.

			The giant advanced with great lumbering steps, Aquilone held out inelegantly, like a surly drunk in a bar fight. Symon was tempted to stay back, to test the length of that chain, but something told him to charge, and he did, heart pounding in his chest. He raised his sword arm to catch the barbarian monster’s descending blow with his soldier’s blade. Aquilone let out a metallic screech, as though protesting the indignity of being blocked by common ranker steel. The blades met at their hilts; the force knocked Symon to the ground and made his teeth rattle.

			Vicker and Pardu both saw openings and made lunging attacks at their enemy’s flanks. The younger man’s sword point stabbed the giant in a hairless armpit, while the sergeant’s thrust caught it between the ribs. The enormous barbarian let out an angry bellow and swung its free hand, catching Pardu in the chest with his tattooed forearm and sending the lad flying across the cave floor. Vicker crouched down and staggered back to avoid an attack from the beastly creature’s sword arm. The sergeant’s blade retreated from the wound—the steel had sunk three inches into the barbarian’s flesh but came away clean; there wasn’t a single drop of blood on the blade.

			Symon picked himself up to exploit the opening his men had created for him, making a thrust at the barbarian’s muscled gut. Symon’s arm felt weak, still numb from blocking that first mighty blow, and his blade sunk no more than an inch into the giant’s belly. Catching a huge fist approaching out of the corner of his eye, Symon skittered backward and felt the wind from the blow that surely would have cracked his skull whoosh by his face. Vicker slashed at the barbarian’s arm as it passed by in the air, opening a gash across its meaty forearm. The laceration revealed muscle within, but no blood flowed from the wound.

			The two of them backed away, unready to fight off another brutal assault from their enemy. When it reached the center of the cave, the giant’s head jerked back, and it growled angrily—it had reached the end of its chain.

			“What the bloody hell is that thing?” shouted Vicker, bent over, breathing heavy, hands on his thighs. “It doesn’t … it doesn’t fucking bleed!”

			Symon was asking himself the same thing. He had heard tales of hollow men, undead things found by those foolhardy Syraeic bastards in the Barrowlands, juiceless corpses nevertheless animate, hungry, and very, very dangerous. But this one—

			“Is alive!” called Benesh-Enoah from the back of the cave. “That’s no hollow man—it’s a Korsa warrior, twisted and molded into a beast with hell’s aid! It thirsts for your blood!”

			“Fucking town crier, thank ya!” yelled Vicker. “Yer bloody commentary makes me almost feel like I’m there!”

			The giant ground its great teeth together in frustration, straining at the chain, waving Aquilone fruitlessly in the air, clenching and unclenching its fist, undistilled hate emanating from its glare. But it stopped and turned its head to the prone form of Pardu, lying motionless behind and to the left. It turned back to Symon and smiled evilly, then started moving towards the helpless young guardsman.

			Before Symon could move, Vicker was sprinting past him, leaping into the air with both hands on his sword’s grip, blade facing downward.

			“Beyenfort!” he cried, piercing the giant’s torso as he landed on its back. Symon was moving forward, following Vicker’s brave attack. The barbarian spun around, dropping Aquilone to the cave floor, attempting to clutch at Vicker with both hands. Symon gasped in horror as the giant grabbed Vicker by his breastplate, the metal bowing from the crush of the barbarian’s unholy grip. It wrapped its hand around the sergeant’s head as a normal man might a plum, and twisted it off his shoulders. The giant dropped the sergeant’s head like the cork of a wine bottle. It lifted Vicker’s headless body to its mouth, sucking greedily at the blood that gushed from the ragged red space where the man’s neck had once met his shoulders.

			Symon thrust his sword point into the barbarian’s belly, sinking the blade six inches deep. He let go of the grip, allowing the momentum of his attack carry him past the hulking beast as it feasted on Vicker’s blood. There, lying on the ground next to Pardu, who began to stir, was the Padivale family sword, Aquilone. Symon’s heart leapt. He reached for the weapon, felt its familiar grip in his hand, and turned. Vicker’s sword still protruded from the giant’s back, but the barbarian seemed concerned with neither the blade, nor Symon, instead hungrily slurping at the sergeant’s corpse.

			Can’t make this fucker bleed out, he thought. Incapacitate it.

			Symon’s eye landed on the tendon at the back of the giant’s heel. With two hands on the grip, he brought Aquilone down for a slashing attack, watching the blade’s keen edge bite into the tendon at the back of the barbarian’s ankle. He imagined watching the cord retract beneath the flesh, and then the beast was howling and falling.

			Vicker’s headless corpse came flying at Symon. It knocked the wind from him and sent him spilling to the ground. He tried to roll the dead man off him, but then the barbarian was looming over them both, kneeling, Symon’s ranker blade still in its heaving gut. The giant’s broad grin, square teeth and lips stained wet with Vicker’s blood, dominated Symon’s field of vision—its unearthly yellow eyes bored into his soul. He saw bottomless malevolence in those depths, unbridled hatred, and hunger. It began to speak again in that gruff barbarian tongue. Symon counted it a small mercy that Benesh-Enoah provided no translation. There was no need for it. Symon heard the same word among the others several times, and that was all he needed to comprehend his fate.

			Bicah.

			Blood.

			But in that instant, the wicked mirth left the giant’s face, replaced by puzzled alarm. It brought one of its great hands over its bloody mouth, and its cheeks swelled like a balloon at a Revival holiday parade. It fell backwards, landing on its rump. It sat there like an enormous, demonic toddler whose meal didn’t agree with it. Water gushed from its mouth, its eyes, and ears, splashing noisily on the cave floor. It fell on its back, more water spraying from its orifices like an insane fountain. Then Symon saw Temlin standing nearby, his hand held in the air, quivering.

			“Our K-k-korsa w-witch,” the aquamancer stuttered, looking at his trembling hand as though it were somehow a revelation to him. “She kept saying how thirsty it was. So … so it f-finally came to me I should … quench its thirst.”

			Symon looked at the giant, lying on its back, gurgling, bloody water pooling around its heaving form. He looked about, his heart pounding, until he located Aquilone. Then, he quietly picked up the blade and staggered over to his giant adversary. It looked up at him, helpless, still attempting to cough out the water in its lungs.

			“Finish it,” said Benesh-Enoah.

			In quick succession, Symon stabbed each glowing yellow eye and watched the light vanish. The beast was still. The beast was dead.
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			Both of Pardu’s arms were badly broken, along with several ribs, but he would live. Given proper aid of a priest of Belu, he might even be back on duty within a week or two. They would bring Vicker’s body back with them to the boat. Symon would drag it all the way there himself if necessary. The man deserved a hero’s burial in the city of his birth, in the Padivale crypts, to honor his selfless sacrifice.

			The wicker pen held another surprise for them.

			As expected, it contained five scrawny, but ordinary-looking chickens, save that each had a strip of bright blue ribbon tied in a bow around its neck. They matched the strips tied around the wicker slats, and Symon thought he caught hints of silver thread in the weave.

			“These strips of cloth,” said Temlin, who had untied three from slats of the cage, “they’re from a Burandi banner—silver on blue—I’m sure this forms the lion’s paw.”

			He laid them out with one another, like pieces of a puzzle.

			“What’s a Korsa witch doing with a banner from Marburand?” asked Pardu weakly, propped against a cave wall.

			Benesh-Enoah took one of the strips and smelled at it, her nostrils flaring.

			“That has the scent of Hanifaxan sorcery,” she said, “not Korsa blood magic. It appears that Magda has received aid from a secret ally.”

			“Fucking Willem!” Symon cried, feeling the blood rush to his face. Shaking with rage, the thought of opening that bloody traitor’s throat nearly overwhelmed him. He almost missed what Temlin said next.

			“What’s left for us to do here?”

			“The chickens,” said Benesh. “They must be brought to Beyenfort. Symon, you must kill them yourself, without shedding blood. Then cremate them on a pyre made of hickory and sage. Bury the ashes beneath the city’s foundations.”

			“You have got to be kidding me!” Symon yelled. “Now I’m wringing chicken necks? I’m fucking count-regent of Beyenfort! Will you have me working in the kitchens next, the idiot turning the spit over the cook fire?”

			Symon noticed then that the flesh of Benesh-Enoah’s face was very pale between the garish tattoos, save for the base of her neck, which was mottled with angry bruising.

			“What’s happened to you?” asked Symon, worried, his anger fled.

			“The charm I laid on the four of you by the riverbank. It required collateral. Trust me when I say that Pardu should be dead. You should be dead. Bless the man, I wish I could have saved Vicker as well, but no sorcery could have spared him from that injury.”

			“What do you mean ‘collateral?’”

			“My life, Symon Padivale. It is forfeit. I’ve broken my promise to Shargot’rota, to return this body of hers unharmed. It will die soon. But I chose to sacrifice her and myself, rather than you. My time here is ended.”

			“I thought you could change bodies like socks,” said Pardu, head drooping.

			“This is different. The unorthodox means that I came to occupy this body and the symbiotic charm I laid on you prevents me transferring to another, even if I could find someone willing with the little time I had left. And if this is the end, I should speak the truth. I’m weary, and I’m ready. Fifteen thousand years. The lives I’ve lived, the people I’ve been. Benesh-Enoah. Ahn’theh’lim. Telsa. Socono. Kella. Wajid. Ghallo. Shargot’rota. Many, many more. I have done many things I regret over the millennia, all for this cause. It’s time I pass the Final Veil, reunited with the Universal Spirit of Creation, or at least I hope that’s where I’m going. The world will carry on.”

			“But you said Ilanda needed your help, once you were done with me,” said Symon, softer, surprised to find tears rising in his eyes.

			“Two whom I hadn’t anticipated will aid Ilanda in Boudun. One for a short while. The other much longer. She needn’t worry about Harkeny any longer, at least for now. Your new queen can’t afford distractions. A secure frontier is my final gift to her. That is no small thing, Symon, even in the face of the terrible wrong I did her.”

			“How did you wrong Ilanda?” asked Symon, taken aback by this news.

			“It isn’t important, but it is another reason I am ready to go. We can add that act to the sins I’ve accumulated over three hundred lifetimes, many in service of a righteous cause, but sins nonetheless. Best I not remain. It will only be opportunity to increase the tally.”

			He could see the sorcerer would say no more on the subject.

			“Then Magda is finished?”

			“Her soul is spinning in the void. Maybe she senses it, maybe she doesn’t. Regardless, either Witch-Queen Magda’s body simply rots away without her soul or, more likely, she finds her next meeting with her infernal allies surprisingly unpleasant. She promised much to those bloody gods, and she failed to deliver. The Korsa will go on paying that debt for a long time. Harkeny can breathe easier … for a while at least. And Agnes comes nearer her destiny. I am the last founder of the rebellion left, the first of the Ush’oul. I believe what I fought for will come to pass. Be ready for it.”

			“What cause were you fighting for?” asked Temlin. “You speak of millennia.”

			“A sort of freedom,” answered Benesh. “To provide humanity an opportunity to make its own mistakes.”

			“I’ve made my share of those, I think,” said Symon, confused by the sorcerer’s words, but unable to say more, overcome with emotion.

			She reached out and put a filthy hand on Symon’s vambrace.

			“Fare well, Symon Padivale. Your heart is large, and you are quick to draw your weapon. Beyenfort needs vigilance like yours, but you require voices of restraint whom you can trust, to check both your temper and impulsiveness. Do this, and you will serve your people well. Promise me you will do all I have asked.”

			Symon promised Benesh that all would be done as she had ordered. When they left the cave, Temlin helping injured Pardu and Symon with Vicker’s body slung over a shoulder, the head in a bag, he heard the woman’s voice, chanting in a tongue he didn’t know. It wasn’t Busker, wasn’t Azkayan, it wasn’t that godawful barbarian chatter. Whatever it was, it sounded lyrical. It sounded beautiful. It sounded like the song of someone going home.
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			Sir Finder of Holes

			Beela Wynther was itching with excitement. She had shared her version of the adventure in the cave and encounter with the othan with Mastro and Qeelb over the past two days of tedious travel, both indulgently nodding as she had. She knew that they humored her, but it didn’t matter—the story was still electric in her mind. Her first adventure, in the field, a true Syraeic agent! She thought about telling the tale to her novitiate classmates when she got back to the Citadel. She imagined them all gathered around her, Shark, Nothi, Three Knocks, Raefa, and the rest, spellbound as she spared no detail: crawling beneath the rock, being the first of her party to set eyes on an unexplored part of a cave, sharing a campfire with a Djao ancient. It’s true that the details of their encounter with the giant were growing hazy, but still, she knew they’d be green with envy, Three Knocks most of all. She could see him banging a fist against his thigh, one, two, three times, proving his nickname, as he always did whenever frustrated.

			Beela walked in silence with Lumari, the dour alchemist. Her attempt to retell the tale one more time was foiled when her companion said she had heard the story, as they all had on the night it occurred.

			Still, she wouldn’t pass up an opportunity to strike up conversation with an alchemist. The discipline fascinated her, though she knew only two alchemy students by name; that lot were always tucked away in their labs or out harvesting materials for their abstruse craft. She had never seen a field agent alchemist, kitted out with her flasks and vials. Her eyes fell on what looked like a small gourd surrounded by mesh, hanging from Lumari’s belt. The woman was so prickly, but Beela could bear the silence no longer.

			“What’s that then?”

			Lumari replied without turning her head, “What’s what then?”

			“That gourd, bouncing on your belt.”

			The alchemist put a hand to the object. It seemed a protective gesture. Again, without turning to meet Beela’s eyes, she answered.

			“You wouldn’t understand.”

			Irritation rose in Beela’s chest.

			“I’m not a first year. I know the basics. I made it through both of Proctor Belis’s classes.”

			“It’s called dahbalak,” said Lumari with a sigh, single eye still trained on the ill-kept highway they traversed. “I gathered it when I was on sabbatical.”

			“I heard you were in the Korsa lands!” said Beela, irritation vanishing at the thought of such adventure. “All on your own?”

			“No. I was there with another Syraeic. And we were attached to one of the legions. Roving north of the Selvey is damned dangerous, even with a legion around you.”

			“Is that how you lost your eye?” Beela inquired, unable to resist asking.

			That earned a glance from the alchemist, containing anger, and something else. Something softer, injured.

			“Yes. Our native translator betrayed us. We were out at night to gather the dahbalak.”

			“Was it worth it?”

			“What the fuck does that mean?” Lumari growled, raising her voice.

			That drew Sira’s attention, a few steps ahead of them. No one else seemed to notice the outburst. The former priest, who seemed awkward in her Syraeic cuirass, gave them a look of concern. The attention seemed to cool Lumari’s anger, and Sira turned away.

			“I only meant that you got the dahbalak. Was it worth losing an eye to get it? What does it do? I can’t imagine being in the Korsa wilds at night.”

			“It cost me more than my eye,” said the alchemist, still sour, but without the anger. “A legionary named Jannen had his throat slit, and my sister lost her life as well.”

			“Your sister?”

			“My Syraeic sister, Elenore. We were in novitiate together. She was an alchemist as well.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“It was a stupid risk, four of us going out with the barbarian translator, even if we believed he was tame. The centurion who accompanied us might be permanently crippled as well. I wasn’t there long enough to find out if his injuries were healed. The colonel sent me off with the courier to warn Beyenfort.”

			“Warn—”

			“The tribes were massing, and a big Korsa attack was coming,” said Lumari, irritated again. “Beela, I know you’re curious, but I don’t want to talk about this, alright?”

			“I’m sorry,” said Beela, sheepish, knowing she had pried at something sensitive.

			“Just remember, Beela,” the alchemist said, putting a protective hand to the dahbalak again, “it’s not all a lark and cheerful camaraderie out here. The dangers are real and bloody and not everyone wants to be your friend. Now go pester Sira. She’ll chat happily with anyone, no matter how bothersome.”

			Sira turned back at them again and waved for Beela to join her. Beela trotted up to the petite former priest, who was at least eight inches shorter.

			“Lumari’s lines bristle with pikes,” said Sira in her kind tone. “She needs to put a severed head on one or two of them to complete the picture.”

			“I was only making conversation. To pass the time.”

			“Not everyone in the field enjoys telling their tales, Beela. The agents you’ve heard speak in your classes are those who love to regale young novices with stories. Not Syraeics like Lumari. She hides her wounds with a personal rampart and silence, and an occasional volley of missiles, as you see. The talkative ones hide their wounds with bravado. Talk to Sir Arla if you want to hear tales of adventure.”

			“Sir Arla barks at me and yells about me flipping my bean.”

			“Some dogs bark loudly but have no bite. That’s Sir Arla. She doesn’t suffer fools, but she’s got a heart big as a church bell. You see how she talks to Hesk.”

			Beela felt the blood rush to her face at mention of the man.

			“She treats him like a fresh recruit.”

			“And loves him like a son.”

			“Do you know Sir Arla?”

			“Not well,” replied Sira. “I know a little of her story. An orphan in the slums of Ulstermythe. I’ve never been there myself, but my understanding is the poverty is quite grim. She managed to survive by making good with one of the city’s gangs of street toughs, cutting purses, and fleecing those who wandered down the wrong lane. I’m not sure how she ever made her way to Boudun and the Citadel, but she never lost her back-alley accent and colorful vernacular.”

			Beela tried to imagine Sir Arla as a street urchin and failed, thinking of the dirty-faced, homeless children in Boudun’s lanes and alleys. No, as far as Beela was concerned, Sir Arla came out of the womb with her hair gray and gathered in a tight bun. Wearing a cuirass, no doubt. She was about to ask the former priest about her own history when Sir Agnes, in their vanguard as always, brought them to a halt.

			“Szaa’da’shaela says this is where we leave the highway,” she announced, a hand on the exotic weapon’s hilt. “We trek about seven miles to the northwest. We might make Aem’al’ai’esh a few hours before nightfall.”

			The hills on the horizon were dotted with leafless Barrowlands trees, fat and wizened, with crooked limbs that seemed to reach out angrily at the sky. A small murder of crows stirred from the branches of one of them and flew in the direction Sir Agnes had indicated, as though leading the way.

			“An’ watch yer step!” shouted Sir Arla. “These grassy slopes an’ hills have an appetite fer Syraeic ankles! Remember, we’ve no healer to fix broken bones.”

			Beela caught Sira’s grimace out of the corner of her eye, as though the old Syraeic warrior’s announcement had wounded her. She wondered what the woman must be feeling, why she was even with them, given the loss of her gift. She could be no more than a raw novice with the blade she wore, never having wielded one. Beela kept her questions to herself for an hour, focusing her attention on the ground before her, anxious not to be the one who fell afoul of Sir Arla’s admonition. It was Sira who finally spoke.

			“Where are you from, Beela?”

			“I’m a Boudun girl, born and bred,” she answered with a smile, cheered that someone would care to ask. “From the Furnace. Papa’s a blacksmith with a garrison contract.”

			“A skinny blacksmith in Furnace District?” quipped Sira with a lopsided smile. “I can hardly imagine it.”

			“Oh, I take after mama. Mama is tall and thin like me, with auburn hair. Papa and my brothers are all burly and ‘low to the ground,’ as papa would say. With curly blond hair.”

			Beloved of Velcan, she thought, a queer sad feeling at how empty that phrase was to her, knowing what she did about their so-called gods.

			“How did they feel about you joining the League?” asked Sira.

			“Oh, they knew I’d never make a blacksmith’s wife. I was sweet on a soldier once, named Teller, one of the garrison boys who came round papa’s forge, but I outgrew it. Papa tried his hand at making me a blacksmith as well, but I was happier swinging the swords he and my brothers made than banging on them. The army won’t have girls, so the League it was.”

			“You didn’t really answer my question, Beela,” said Sira with her smile. “How did your family feel about it?”

			“Oh, they were proud. Having four older brothers and mixing with soldiers made me tough. They knew I could manage myself. Papa even made this sword for me!”

			Beela drew the rapier from its scabbard and presented it formally to the former priest. Sira nodded, eyebrows arched in appreciation.

			“Wonderful craftsmanship,” she said, running a finger along the flat of the blade. “Your father is truly a master.”

			Beela beamed.

			“See the inscription?”

			Sira looked closer at the blade and Beela turned it to give her a better vantage.

			“Beela Wynther says ‘hello,’” said Sira, reading it aloud. She let out a laugh.

			Beela laughed with her and began to sheath the blade.

			“It was papa’s idea to—”

			Beela’s right foot slipped, and she stumbled. There was a sudden knife of pain in her ankle and she fell to the ground with a cry. Soon all were gathered around her, Sir Arla cursing, Hesk trying to mollify the older Syraeic woman. Sir Agnes crouched down and removed Beela’s boot gingerly, but it still brought tears to her eyes. Her ankle was already swelling.

			Sira was kneeling by her, making a tender examination. Beela cried out again when Sira tried to bend her foot.

			“Is it broken?” asked Sir Agnes, a look of worry on her face.

			“Maybe,” she answered, shaking her head slowly. “Maybe just a bad sprain.”

			“Do ya not have ears an’ eyes, girl?” shouted Sir Arla. “I told ya t’be on the lookout fer holes, did I not?”

			Tears sprung to Beela’s eyes, as much from her mortification as the stabbing pain. Her first expedition, trusted to perform as a full field agent, and she had gone and gotten herself hurt. Stepping in a stupid hole! She could hear Three Knocks cackling, see Raefa shaking her head, embarrassed for her. Beela looked at the faces standing around her, each filled with disgust or disappointment. This novice, who had no business in the Barrowlands, was putting the mission in jeopardy.

			“I can bring her back to Serekirk,” said Qeelb. “Give myself some sorcerous strength and speed, carry her on my back. I’ll leave her to convalesce with Pennyman.”

			No! screamed Beela inside. She bit her lip, willing herself not to let out a sob at the thought of this opportunity stolen from her.

			“You can do this?” asked Sir Agnes, hands on her hips as she studied the broken sorcerer.

			“Yes. I can use the same speed to rejoin you at the ruin.”

			“How will you find us?” asked Mastro.

			“I’ll leave a location charm on one of you. It will allow me to trace my way back. Give me a day after you come to Aem’al’ai’esh. No more than a day and a half.”

			Beela buried her face in her hands and wept. Her ankle throbbed. Her face burned with shame. The Syraeic cuirass she wore felt like a lie, the beautiful rapier her father had forged for her a cruel joke. Beela Wynther from the Furnace in Boudun—Beanpole Red, some of the other children in the neighborhood had called her. She was a washout. Why would the League have her after this? If she couldn’t be trusted not to step in every hole in the Barrowlands?

			And then her pain was receding, a growing warmth pulsating along her foot and ankle. She looked down to find Sira’s hands wrapped around the injury, her eyes closed, lips moving as though in prayer. Beela had never been hurt badly enough to require the attention of a priest of Belu and had never really thought about what the experience was like. Sira’s hands on her ankle felt like a warm, comforting blanket on a cold night. The warmth brought a strange serenity as well, calming the beating of her heart, washing away her shame. A thought came to her.

			It’s a miracle.

			Sir Agnes peeled down Beela’s sock, revealing the imprint on Sira’s fingers on her pale flesh, just beginning to fade. There was no swelling, not even any sign of bruising. Beela flexed her toes, rotated her ankle.

			“How is it?” asked Sir Agnes.

			“A little stiff, but … fine.”

			All eyes turned to Sira, who sat on the ground next to Beela, looking exhausted, dark circles under her eyes. She breathed like someone who had just run a race. When she noticed the scrutiny of the group, she offered a weak smile, but said nothing.

			“How did you manage?” asked Hesk. “Did you … did you call on Belu to—”

			“Belu never entered my mind,” answered Sira, shaking her head. “I … I just focused all my concern and love and called upon … upon the good will of the universe to use me as a channel. It worked.”

			“Well, this is good news indeed!” said Mastro, handing Beela her boot.

			“I confess,” said Sira, eyes closed, “that it took much out of me. An injury like this, in the past … it wouldn’t have cost me so much … strength.”

			“We can camp here for the night,” said Sir Agnes, starting to take her pack off her shoulder. “We need to let Sira recover.”

			“Not that long, I think,” said Sira. “An hour, maybe two. We can still make our destination before the sun sets.”

			“Lalu’s skimpy knickers, huzzah!” called Sir Arla, giving Beela a playful slap on her shoulder. “Good news, indeed! An’ good fer us t’know in a pinch, eh? We have a healer wi’ us after all! An’ we wouldn’t know it were it not fer Sir Finder o’ Holes here!”

			Sir Arla gave Beela another slap. Beela started to put her sock back on, then stopped, feeling eyes on her. She turned and saw Sira looking at her with her weak, crooked smile.

			“Sir Finder of Holes,” she said. “I predict you’ll do more than that for us, Beela Wynther, my Syraeic sister.”

			Beela’s heart sang.
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			Obsidian Eye

			The othan led them through twisting tunnels for what seemed ages, coming to forks in their path at least a dozen times. As a trained Syraeic, Agnes tracked the way carefully, mapping it in her mind; it was a basic survival skill for agents traversing dark places. They emerged from their underground journey about a mile south of the waystation, making their way back slowly under the waning light of their two remaining glowrods.

			The three shared the tale with the rest of the expedition members when they arrived, but noted that their memories of interactions with the othan were already beginning to fade. Was this what happened when Syraeics had encountered them in the past? Was it part of the curse laid on them, that others forgot them? Agnes wrote down as many of Gehr’a’shaah’s words as she could recall and shared them with Hesk as they walked the road west the next morning. Hesk was unable to help much, complaining that it was starting to feel like a particularly vivid dream that dwindles at first light of dawn.

			The place to which Szaa’da’shaela guided them was a freestanding structure of precisely fitted limestone, covered with irregular patches of lichen in countless shades of green, yellow, and red. It was circular, about fifty feet in diameter, with a pillared portico around its circumference. They arrived just before the sun began to retreat behind dispiriting western hills lined with more twisted, leafless trees. There was little time to inspect the exterior in natural light.

			“The descriptions I read said the place was set in a hillside,” Mastro observed. “Seems too small to contain all the corridors and rooms they were supposed to have explored.”

			“An’ it was ‘sposed t’be five hunnerd miles east o’ here, too, soldier,” responded Sir Arla, scraping at some lichen with a dagger.

			“There’s that,” said Hesk, pointing at a fat, leafless tree, standing alone to the west. “All three inquiry accounts mentioned that tree.”

			“Bah!” countered Arla. “Looks like any other Barrowlands tree. Nothin’ special ‘bout it, Hesk. Where’s the overhang o’ rock? The black gem in the shape o’ an eye?”

			Agnes walked the entire exterior structure, Sir Arla and Hesk with her. There was no obvious entrance. The entry stone was supposed to have five vertical Djao hieroglyphs on it. Though the lichen was patchy, it covered most of the slabs of stone, hiding any possible carved symbols. Would they have to scrape the whole thing clean to find the way in?

			“We can’t figure this out tonight,” she said after completing their circumnavigation of the structure. She turned from the stone and scanned the country around them. “We’re losing the light. Best set up a camp and hit it after sunrise.”

			“We got glowrods,” exclaimed Sir Arla, worrying the consistency of scraped lichen between thumb and forefinger. “I’ll hardly sleep wi’ our target this close.”

			Sleep, said Szaa’da’shaela. Eat a meal and sleep. You’ll need all your strength.

			“We’ve walked all day, Sir Arla. We’ll be fresher in the morning. We make camp.”

			“Guess yer callin’ the shots, lass,” said Arla, sheathing her dagger with a grimace.

			The word lass set Agnes’s teeth on edge.

			That woman challenges your decisions too often, said Szaa’da’shaela, shivering against her side. This will be a problem if it continues.

			Agnes patted the sword’s hilt, but thought too on Sira’s words at the waystation, and strangely, those of the othan Gehr’a’shaah.

			See to it your heart is your lantern, not your hate.

			“The inquiries said they fought a big pack of hollow men outside the ruins,” said Beela, eyes alert, fingers tapping the hilt of her rapier.

			“Yer in the Barrowlands, lass,” said Arla. “Ev’rythin’ here wants t’ chew on ya or steal yer soul.”

			“We’ll set up a perimeter and post watches, Beela,” said Agnes as Sira put a kind hand on the younger woman’s shoulder. “Same as we do every night. This one will be no different.”

			You can’t promise her that, she thought to herself.

			Nothing will harm you tonight, the sword refuted. Post your watches, but nothing comes here now that Aem’al’ai’esh has arrived. It repels all.

			“The blade says we’ll be safe here tonight,” Agnes added. “We enter Aem’al’ai’esh in the morning.”

			“If tha’s indeed where we are,” said Arla in a stage whisper.

			Szaa’da’shaela trembled. Agnes readied a retort, deciding that this was the older woman’s last snide remark. But the sword spoke to her again.

			Eat a meal and sleep well, Agnes dear. You need rest. Our great crusade begins in earnest tomorrow, when dawn breaks.

			Agnes set her anger aside, ignoring a few sideways glances from Sira and Arla both; the former perhaps worried that a row was about to erupt, while the latter perhaps wished that one would. In truth, Agnes expected better from the more experienced Syraeic. Sir Arla had always been brash, but she also knew when to praise, when to go easy. She saw the sense in Agnes’s role, with the Djao blade as her stalwart advisor, didn’t she? But if so, why these petty jabs? Surely Arla could see how they undermined the expedition’s confidence in her.

			She resents your senior role, said the sword. She thinks she knows best, always. She is a fool. Perhaps she shouldn’t have accompanied us.

			You assured me she was needed! Agnes said to the blade, standing near a lichen-encrusted pillar while others established camp. Are you saying you were wrong?

			There was a pause. Then, in a gentle, motherly tone, the sword replied.

			I spoke out of anger, Agnes. Forgive me. She doesn’t credit you as she should. Despite your youth, you have finely honed intuition. The woman underestimates your wisdom, and mine as well. But worry not, we’ll deal with her mistrust in the morning.

			That was enough for Agnes. She would confront Sir Arla at daybreak, ask that she consider the effect of her tongue on the expedition. The team needed to trust Agnes’s decisions, guided as she was by the Djao artifact.

			In the morning, the sword repeated.
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			Agnes shared the midnight watch at Aem’al’ai’esh with Mastro, who took advantage of the time to ask endless questions about the life of a Syraeic agent. She sensed it had less to do with the task that lay ahead and more about his dead father.

			“Don’t touch anything, anything, without checking with one of us first,” Agnes warned him. “Sir Arla probably shouldn’t have been messing with that lichen when we got here, at least not until Lumari had a chance to check it.”

			“I have to be wary of lichen?” he said incredulously.

			“I know it sounds absurd, but you can never assume anything is what it seems in the Barrowlands. The inquiries from the last expedition should be all the proof of that you need. We really don’t know what we’ll find.”

			Mastro nodded thoughtfully, chin in his hand, sitting on a rock at the edge of their camp. Agnes stood, keeping a wary eye on the perimeter. They were quiet for a while before he spoke again.

			“Is it always this eerie?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Here, by a ruin. I hear nothing but the wind. No crickets, no night birds. It’s as though the land around us is devoid of life.”

			Agnes noticed it then, too. Even the Barrowlands had its mundane nocturnal denizens, beyond wandering spirits and other malevolent things. But here, camped outside the Forbidden Pantheon, nothing but the whispering wind. She made some sort of perfunctory reply commenting that it was unusually quiet but said no more. Lumari and Hesk soon came to relieve them.

			Nature gives us a wide berth, Agnes dear, said Szaa’da’shaela when she laid down on her pallet. Even nature warped by the malignant sorcery that unmade the Barrowlands knows when to stay hidden.

			I won’t be able to sleep now, she answered, a finger tracing the herringbone pattern of the blade’s leather sheath. The silence is unnerving.

			You will have a deep, dreamless sleep, said the sword.

			And she did.
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			The morning found Sir Arla complaining of a rash on her hand—the one with which she had touched the moist scrapings of lichen from the outer walls of Aem’al’ai’esh. Agnes expected to feel vindication but was surprised to find guilt there instead. She fretted over Arla’s blistered fingers as Lumari applied a translucent cream.

			“Can you manage your sword?” Agnes worried.

			Sir Arla scoffed.

			“Ha! Take more’n bloody lichen t’put Arla outta commission, lass! Best be more cautious what I’m touchin’ wi’ my bare hands, though. Gettin’ sloppy. Dumber’n a first-year novice, tha’ was.”

			Sir Arla’s newfound humility did much to ease Agnes’s mind. She decided that she wouldn’t need to have that conversation after all. Lumari did some tests with the lichen. She dropped bits into two vials of clear liquid and gave both a vigorous shake. Then she removed the stoppers and smelled each in turn.

			“Did you eat anything last night, Sir Arla?” she asked, pouring the content of the vials into the campfire.

			“Nah. Couldn’t stomach another bite o’ Pennyman’s blasted jerky. I’d as soon as dine on my boot.”

			“You might want to thank Pennyman when we get back to Serekirk then,” said Lumari, cleaning her hands thoroughly with a damp cloth. “That lichen is a virulent toxin. If even a speck of it had found its way into your mouth last night, we’d’ve been digging a grave for you this morning.”

			“Well, the stuff’s gotta come off,” said Hesk. “We have to find the entrance slab with the Djao glyphs.”

			“It can be scraped away,” said Lumari. “Just do so carefully, wear gloves, and refrain from touching your face while you work. We’ll gather up the scrapings and burn them at a safe distance, downwind.”

			“Where do we start?” asked Beela, already retrieving gloves from her pack.

			“I looked around the structure for the obsidian eye mentioned in Lictor Rae and Roland Welk’s testimony,” said Sira. “It was one slab over from the entrance slab. To the left. Couldn’t find anything like it or a bulge beneath lichen that might be hiding it.”

			“Was the gem recessed in the stone?” asked Lumari.

			None could recall. The inquiry volume was unpacked and reviewed. There was no mention of whether the black gem protruded or was sunk in the stone.

			“The original structure had only five stone slabs,” said Hesk, “under a portico like this one, but set into a rocky hillside with an overhang. The entrance slab was flanked by two blank slabs. Assuming the same dimensions, with each slab a little less than five and a half feet wide, with a fifty-foot diameter for the whole structure … shit, someone help me with my math.”

			“Thirty slabs,” said Beela without hesitating. “A triacontagon!”

			The rest of the team stared at Beela. Beela looked back sheepishly.

			“Geometry. I was Proctor Gella’s—”

			“Star pupil,” said Sira, finishing the young woman’s sentence with her lopsided smile. “Beela Wynther, you continue to surprise us, don’t you?”

			Hesk patted Beela on her shoulder. Beela beamed as if she’d won an award. Agnes picked up the thread.

			“So, thirty slabs. Of the five exposed when Aem’al’ai’esh was last encountered, only one—the entry slab—had glyphs. Given the Djao penchant for symmetry, let’s assume that this circular building—”

			“Triacontagonal,” interjected Beela.

			“Triacon—thirty-sided building,” continued Agnes, “I think we can assume the entrance had the only glyphs on it, or we’ll find glyphs on every third slab. That’s assuming this whole structure as we see it now was planted in the hillside.”

			“I agree,” said Lumari.

			“Sound reasonin’,” commented Sir Arla.

			“Then let’s scrape off three adjacent slabs and see if we find glyphs.”

			Hesk and Lumari were donning gloves, Arla patted Agnes on the back.

			“Fine thinkin’, lass,” she whispered with a grin.

			Mastro shook his head.

			“None of this makes the least bit of sense to me,” he said with a smile, “but I’m going with the belief that you people know your business.”

			Agnes let the others begin the work of scraping the slabs, tedious labor that involved two agents at a time using daggers to scratch away the noxious fungus, while Lumari and Mastro carted away the detritus for careful disposal. The first two slabs were blank, the third revealed a single glyph at its center, about the height of Agnes’s chest. She and Arla studied it, comparing the glyph to the notes on those decoded by Helmacht and Olbach back at the Citadel.

			“Nah,” said Sir Arla. “Not like any o’ these. Looks like a puddle o’ Djao vomit t’me. What’s yer chatty sword have t’say about it, lass?”

			Agnes inquired, but Szaa’da’shaela was silent.

			“The entrance stone had five glyphs on it,” said Hesk.

			“So, we look for a slab that’s got five of these things?” asked Mastro.

			“It could be that any slab with glyphs allows entry,” offered Lumari. “But the obsidian gem. It was near the top of the adjacent slab to the left. We cleared the one to the left of this one, and there’s no such jewel there.”

			Agnes looked up at the top of the bare slab Lumari indicated. No obsidian eye.

			“To be honest,” said Sira, “I can’t remember what they did with the eye to open the slab.”

			“Roland’s account said they blinded it,” said Mastro. “I don’t know what that means. I assumed it was Syraeic slang.”

			“The cleric’s account didn’t mention it,” said Hesk. “The lictor’s said they put the eye out and gave the slab a shove.”

			The inexact language didn’t surprise Agnes—the transcripts of Pallas Rae’s expedition were riddled with contradictions and vague descriptions. But it did disturb her that this particular inconsistency hadn’t bothered her until now.

			“Let’s test out Sir Agnes’s theory,” said Lumari. “Skip the next two slabs to the right and see if the third has more glyphs on it.”

			Sir Arla shrugged her shoulders when Agnes turned to her. Agnes nodded her ascent and Sira and Hesk went to work on the third slab over. However, it was soon apparent that there were no hieroglyphs on it. They set to scraping the area of each slab at chest height, where the first glyph had been uncovered, and finally found some on the sixth slab over from it. It bore two complex Djao symbols. The sight of them made Agnes shudder.

			“Waking dream,” said Sira, “and Destiny’s Gyre. The two most recently decoded hieroglyphs.”

			Was it a coincidence? Agnes didn’t think so. Something told her there were no coincidences left in her life. For so long every little event had been pregnant with hidden meaning and purpose. Surely this meant something.

			“Wait!” cried Beela, cleaning off her dagger with a rag. “Thirty slabs—”

			“Yer tetradecagod or whatever ya called it, yes!” said Arla, impatient.

			“Yes,” said the young woman, spirits undampened by the older Syraeic’s tone. “This slab has a single glyph. Six slabs later there’s another with two glyphs. If there are thirty slabs, glyphs every six—that would make five with glyphs total. I bet the next one we find will have three, then four—”

			“So, completing the circle, the one with five hieroglyphs should be six over from the first we found, to the left!” Hesk clapped his hands together. “Nicely done, Beela!”

			The girl grinned.

			“Th’ slab we want’s six over from tha’ one,” said Sir Arla, pointing at the single glyph slab. “That’s our target.”

			Arla grabbed Hesk by the arm to move him with her in that direction.

			“Wait,” said Agnes. “The fact this slab has two glyphs we recognize has to mean something.”

			“Lass,” said Arla, a hint of annoyance in her tone, “Pallas an’ her crew went in at the five-glyph slab, as should we. No need fer our every step t’be on virgin ground.”

			It didn’t feel right to Agnes, but Szaa’da’shaela was tranquil at her side. She followed them to the sixth slab round the left. Hesk’s first scrape revealed a glyph; within ten minutes he uncovered four more.

			“There we go!” shouted Sir Arla in triumph. “Five bloody glyphs. This is it. Hesk, give me a hand. Beela?”

			Arla crouched down to make a step of both hands at the slab to the left of the five Djao hieroglyphs. Hesk did the same. Beela stepped into Arla’s hands and lifted herself up with a hand on Hesk’s shoulder. She reached up with her dagger to where the slab met the portico ceiling. After only a few scratches, something black peeked out. She let out a girlish squeal and began scraping with greater urgency.

			“Vanic’s hairy ball sack, girl—ya pee on me, an’ I’ll kick ya square in the cooter,” said Arla.

			It was, indeed, a black gem, shaped like an eye, with dozens of shimmering facets, lit from within by a dull glow. Agnes felt it staring at them all. Beela jumped down and stepped back. Hesk and Arla did as well.

			“Put it out, blind it…” wondered Hesk aloud. “Cover it up? With mud or something?”

			“It was already blinded tha’ way, lad,” said Arla, staring back at the black thing. “By the bloody lichen. Put it out, says Roland. Knew ‘im a bit. Hell o’ a fella.”

			There was an uneasy feeling in the pit of Agnes’s stomach, something that told her this was not the way. But Szaa’da’shaela’s silence convinced her to follow the older Syraeic’s lead.

			“Clear away the shit,” said Arla, motioning at the scrapings on the ground with her hands. Lumari and Mastro complied, carrying the detritus off to their downwind burn pit. She studied the eye for a moment longer, chewing on a lower lip. Agnes heard her mutter: “I don’ like how tha’ thing’s lookin’ at me.”

			Agnes felt the same way. She was about to suggest to Arla again that they investigate the two-glyph slab when Lumari and Mastro returned. Arla’s face lit up when she caught sight of the alchemist.

			“Lumari! How’d ya lose tha’ eye?”

			The alchemist gave Arla a tart grimace, but after a brief hesitation spoke in a cool voice.

			“A Korsa turncoat gouged it right out of the socket.”

			Agnes felt Sira put a hand on her shoulder.

			“Oh, merciful angels, Lumari,” she heard Sira whisper, so quietly no one else but Agnes heard her.

			Sir Arla turned to Hesk. “Our alchemist hands us our solution. Give young Beela there another lift. Beela, girl, pry tha’ pryin’ eye right outta its socket like Lumari says.”

			“No,” said Agnes. “That feels wrong.”

			Sir Arla looked over to her, her expression impatient.

			“Is tha’ what your chatty sword has t’ say?”

			Again, Szaa’da’shaela said nothing.

			“No,” said Agnes, a little defensive. “I’m just saying that I have a feeling—”

			“Yer gut ain’t as old as mine, lass,” replied Arla, turning back to the slab. “An’ unless ol’ Szaa’da’whatsit has any objections, I say we go wi’ experience here.”

			“You sure about this, Sir Arla?” asked Hesk, hesitant.

			“Put it out, blind it, pluck it out! What’s tha’ sound like t’ya, lad?”

			Qeelb, who had stood back silently the entire morning, finally stepped forward and spoke.

			“Perhaps I should inspect this?”

			“By all means, inspect away,” said Arla, inviting him in with a quick gesture of the dagger in her hand.

			The sorcerer adjusted his flowery blindfold and held up his hands, mumbling an incantation. He was quiet for a minute, then shook his head.

			“Necromantic energies, but nothing more specific. The whole area is saturated in it. Stinks of it.”

			“As you’d expect, don’ ya agree, Mr. Qeelb?” said Arla. “Any objection t’my proceding?”

			“As you wish,” said the sorcerer, stepping back.

			“Hesk!” she barked. “Chop, chop, lad! We’re not payin’ ya t’nap. Up wi’ Beela!”

			Hesk frowned, but obeyed, cupping his hands for Beela to use as a step. Beela was up and prying at the edge of the obsidian jewel with the point of her dagger, bits of limestone falling to the ground. After a few minutes of work, she managed to get the blade wedged in deep enough.

			“Here it comes!” she said with glee.

			The black jewel came free, flying from the cavity in which it had sat ensconced for millennia. It hit the stone of the portico floor and bounced once, twice, and into the rough Barrowlands grass. A single tarry black tear oozed from a small hole behind where the eye-like gem had been.

			“It’s crying or something,” said Beela, reaching out.

			“Don’t touch that stuff!” shouted Lumari, rushing forward. “Get the hell away from it!”

			Beela obeyed, leaping down from the perch Hesk had made for her. Lumari took her place, reaching up with a gloved hand holding a clear glass vial to catch some of the substance trickling down the stone. She let herself down and looked closely at the stuff in her container. After a moment, the alchemist looked up and stared at Sira. Agnes looked to Sira, who was staring back at Lumari. She sensed fear from them both.

			“What is it?” asked Agnes.

			Sira ignored her, instead addressing the alchemist.

			“Is it the same?” she asked.

			“I’m not sure,” said Lumari, a tremble in her voice. “I’ll have to run some tests.”

			“What is it?” asked Agnes again.

			“Beneath St. Besh,” said Sira, still looking at Lumari, who stoppered her vial, putting it away in one of her many pockets. “Like black tar. It was in the idol of the Aching God and in its inner sanctum. It formed aggressive avatars with the stuff. It’s what murdered Gnaeus and Belech.”

			“It looks t’be dryin’ up,” said Arla in an unconcerned tone, pointing at the socket. It did appear that the black substance no longer oozed from the hole. “Now tha’ we blinded it, all we need do is give the slab a good shove.”

			Again, Agnes felt strong misgivings, but the blade’s silence decided for her. Let Arla take the lead here, she thought. She noticed Mastro standing next to her then, holding in his hands the obsidian eye, which he had retrieved from the grass where it had fallen.

			“Put that goddamned thing down, Colin!” she shouted at the man.

			Mastro blushed and set it down on the portico stone, then stepped back and rejoined Agnes, hands clasped behind his back, head bowed like a little boy caught out in naughty behavior.

			Arla smiled broadly and nodded her approval at Agnes, then waved Hesk away from the slab. He obeyed, moving down the portico step to the grass with Agnes and Mastro. Arla placed two gloved hands flat on the face of the slab and with a grunt, threw her weight against it.

			What happened, happened quickly, so quickly that Agnes’s eyes couldn’t track it all. The top of the slab pivoted inward with supernatural speed, the bottom swung outward, carrying Sir Arla up with it to the portico ceiling. Arla had no time to cry out before she was no more than a smear of pulped flesh, blood, and bone. After a second of unnatural silence, Beela was screaming, Mastro vomited into a patch of grass, and Lumari and Hesk staggered back from the structure. Sira grabbed hold of Agnes’s arm. What remained on the floor of the portico, bits of gore dripping from the ceiling above, wouldn’t require more than a mop bucket to contain. Sir Arla of Ulstermythe, Syraeic swordswoman and League agent for nearly forty years, was dead. At last, Szaa’da’shaela spoke to Agnes.

			So, Aem’al’ai’esh seems to have dealt with Sir Arla for us.

		

	
		
			36
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			You are the most seasoned field agent of the expedition now, Agnes dear, said Szaa’da’shaela, giving her a reassuring purr. Remember that and remember I will guide your actions. There is no daylight between you and me. Our wills are wed. Sir Arla’s death is a tragedy, and likely not the last, but we must be willing to bear the terrible cost—we seek the salvation of the world. It is hard, but it is the price exacted of those whom destiny touches with its fiery hand.

			Agnes sat at the foot of the portico, unsure how she would summon the strength to stand. The Djao artifact’s attempts at inspiration had failed to move her for the past hour as the others did what they could to gather Sir Arla’s remains and preserve them for transport back to Boudun and the Citadel, where she might be honored and interred. All of them were shaken by the sudden violence, save Qeelb, who had gathered up the shards of the obsidian eye. It had shattered somehow when Arla had been reduced to a gory smear. The blood-spattered chips and slivers dried in the morning Barrowlands sun while the sorcerer stood at the slab Agnes had favored, marked by the two familiar hieroglyphs.

			Sira joined Agnes on the stoop, respecting her silence. It was Agnes who finally spoke.

			“What a bloody horror.”

			“Yes,” Sira answered simply.

			“I should have stopped her.”

			“Sir Arla was not a woman to be stopped. But if there’s blame to apportion, then I must accept mine. I advised you earlier not to challenge her too directly. I thought it would affect our cohesion. I erred as well.”

			“No,” Agnes countered, “it was sound advice. Bickering with her would have served no purpose other than to unsettle us as a team and probably make me appear weaker. No, you’re right. Sir Arla was a force of nature when her mind was set to something. Though she did seem far more cavalier than she was on previous expeditions.”

			“I agree,” said Hesk, joining them. “I’ve probably worked with her longest. She took me under her wing as soon as I passed my final exams, despite my checkered history. I talked with her twice since we left Boudun about the little ways she was undermining you.”

			“How did she respond?” asked Agnes.

			Hesk smiled sadly.

			“How do you think she responded?”

			Agnes found herself smiling as well.

			“All three of you chose this life,” said Mastro, standing over them. “I’ve heard enough stories that tell me such an end is hardly unprecedented. Am I wrong?”

			“No,” said Sira.

			“My brother was crushed by stone in a Busker tomb while I was in my novitiate,” said Agnes, thinking of Tomas’s death, how it had upended her family’s world. “His was a common counterweight trap. Far less dramatic than Sir Arla’s doom, but just as lethal.”

			“Then perhaps we should move forward,” Mastro said, running a hand through his blond hair. “This isn’t the first comrade any of us have lost, I think. A life ends, the mission lives on, eh?”

			Agnes stood and dusted off the seat of her trousers, checking to see that Szaa’da’shaela’s scabbard was secure on her belt. Hesk followed her example and gave Sira a hand, who took it and stood as well. The four walked over to Qeelb, whom they found carefully tracing a glyph with a finger.

			“This is different,” he said.

			“What do you mean?” asked Hesk.

			“These lines, representing wisps of smoke, spiraling inward in the copy provided by your two squabbling sorcerers at the Citadel—they’re overlapping here, some moving inward, some out. ‘Waking Dream’ was what they called it. I wonder if this difference might have meaning.”

			“A dream is an internal experience,” offered Sira. “Perhaps this suggests a dream that manifests itself in the waking world.”

			“Or has repercussions on the waking world,” suggested Hesk.

			The blindfolded sorcerer nodded.

			“Those are plausible interpretations. And then there’s that.”

			He pointed to the adjacent slab, where it met the portico ceiling. Set in it was another obsidian eye, the lichen only partially scraped from its gleaming black surface, a dull glow of light within it. Again, Agnes felt the thing staring down at her and shuddered.

			“Sir Arla’s method of ‘blinding’ the last eye proved disastrous,” said Qeelb, still examining the hieroglyph. “We need an alternative.”

			“It’s also possible that the other slab was simply a false entrance,” Hesk said. “Sir Arla’s method may have been the correct one, but the slab was a trap.”

			No, said Szaa’da’shaela, the boy is wrong. Use me, Agnes. I will put out the eye.”

			“The sword says it will blind the eye,” she shared with the group.

			“How?” asked Mastro.

			“Use the pointy end,” answered Sira with her crooked smile.

			“It’s a gem, or glass,” Mastro responded. “How do you stab a jewel with a sword?”

			“Szaa’da’shaela is unlike any sword you’ve seen before, commandant,” said Agnes, hand on its hilt. “If she says she can put out the eye, we should believe her.”

			“‘She,’ is it?” quipped Mastro.

			“Is there any way to prevent triggering another trap?” said Lumari, who had come up behind them. “Qeelb’s magic perhaps?”

			“If the trap was purely mechanical, I could weave a spell,” he replied. “But it was plain that what killed Arla involved dark sorcery. I couldn’t react quickly enough to counter such a hazard.”

			His intervention is unnecessary, said Szaa’da’shaela. This is the correct entrance. I will put out the eye, and another must push the slab.

			“Are you sure?” asked Agnes aloud.

			“I am,” said Qeelb, thinking he addressed her.

			I am certain of it, Agnes, the sword answered. Someone must volunteer to push the slab as you and I pierce the eye.

			Why didn’t you warn us, about the other slab? she countered.

			Agnes, I am not omniscient. My vision is clouded. When I see clearly or sense danger, I will warn you. Sir Arla’s fate couldn’t be helped.

			“Szaa’da’shaela says that this is the entrance,” said Agnes, still uncertain if the blade was being fully honest with her. “She says the way to open it is for me to pierce the jewel while someone pushes on the slab.”

			All were silent for a time, perhaps contemplating who would attempt what Sir Arla had so recently died trying. From their faces, Agnes could see all thought on the horror they had just witnessed.

			“I’ll do it,” said Beela, pushing past Lumari. Her eyes were red, her cheeks stained with tears. “I’ve the least experience of you all. If one of us is expendable, it’s me.”

			Agnes had seen this kind of thing before from field agents in the wake of a horrific outcome. Shock. Fatalist courage. Sometimes it was an expedition’s salvation. Sometimes it only added to the gruesome body count.

			“Szaa’da’shaela wished you to be included because you bring value to us, Beela,” Agnes said, approaching the young woman and placing a sisterly hand on her shoulder. “You aren’t here as fodder. You’re here for your skills.”

			Beela, arms crossed in front of her, bit her lower lip and nodded.

			“Right, right. Sure, I understand. Regardless, I volunteer for the task.”

			Brave girl, said Szaa’da’shaela, her tone loving, motherly. Honor her courage, Agnes.

			“Alright, Beela,” said Agnes. “Are we ready?”

			Agnes turned and looked at the face of each expedition member. They nodded in turn.

			The shards, said Szaa’da’shaela. Gather the shards of the shattered eye and carry them with you, Agnes.

			Agnes directed Hesk to scoop the bits and pieces of the broken gem. He did as she asked, putting them in a drawstring bag Lumari provided. Agnes tucked the bag in her trouser pocket and turned her attention back to the obsidian eye still set in the stone slab above her. It looked back at her with what felt like defiance, contempt.

			“Can a gem sneer?” said Hesk, giving her unspoken feelings a voice.

			Agnes drew the Djao blade from its scabbard and turned to Beela, who stood before the slab, nodding her head, as if convincing herself. The young woman shifted weight from one foot to the other, back and forth, then nodded and gave Agnes a tentative smile. She uncrossed her arms and pressed her palms flat against the stone.

			“Ready,” said Beela.

			Agnes drew in a deep breath and placed Szaa’da’shaela’s lethal tip on the black jewel above, its inner light winking through its dozens of facets. She turned again to Beela, still biting her lower lip. She gave Agnes another nod of assent.

			The sword’s steely point pierced the dark jewel as though it were made of flesh. Black tar squirted from the wound it received, coating the blade’s graceful runes and scrollwork with ebony ichor. Beela emitted a grunt of effort, which was followed by the sound of stone grinding on stone. The slab shifted inward and descended into the floor, revealing a large black void.

			Beela laughed and stomped a booted foot in triumph. Agnes allowed her muscles to relax, let out a breath of relief.

			“Welcome to Aem’al’ai’esh,” said Qeelb.
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			The party checked and rechecked their gear. Qeelb stood before the blackness for a long time, quietly murmuring incantations and fluttering his fingers. At last, he shook his head, smiling grimly.

			“There’s much I can’t discern here,” he began, crossing his arms and turning to the others. “Necromancy so permeates this place, finding other telltale signs of enchantment is like listening for birdsong in an avalanche of stone. This darkness before us is sorcerous, though. Light cannot penetrate it.”

			“There was something like that below St. Besh,” said Sira. “In the temple-prison of the Aching God. At the mouth of a pit, hiding its depth. Making it seem bottomless.”

			“How deep is this sorcerous darkness?” asked Hesk.

			“I have no idea,” answered the blindfolded sorcerer. “Could be an inch, could cover the entire interior.”

			“Can you dispel it?” Lumari inquired.

			Qeelb shook his head.

			“I’ve already tried. The magic of this place is far too potent. I begin to worry what use I’ll be to this expedition.”

			Agnes did not find that a pleasant thought. Thinking on the mighty spells she had witnessed this man wield in the short time she knew him, including flaying an angry mob and turning people to stone, the idea that he was too weak was a stark reminder of who it was they hunted here.

			Walk in, Agnes dear, said Szaa’da’shaela. It doesn’t go on forever. Walk in, find the other side of this sorcery, and walk back out. Show them you are not afraid.

			I am afraid, she said to the sword.

			I am with you. This is a trick, trickery that cannot harm you.

			Agnes shook her head, but finally saw the futility of her doubt.

			If I can’t trust you, said Agnes to the sword, what point is there to any of this?

			“I’ll be right back,” said Agnes to her Syraeic colleagues.

			She stepped forward into the blackness, cries of alarm from the others muffled as she entered. Agnes had been in deep caves before, in places far from any source of light, where the darkness was absolute. This darkness seemed more impenetrable than any she had ever known. The air felt thick, as though it pushed back at her, but she pressed forward. She estimated she had gone at least ten feet when the sword spoke.

			That’s far enough. Crack one of your glowrods.

			Agnes obeyed, feeling for one in her pack and bending it over her knee until she heard the snap, and its light illuminated the chamber. She stood under a dome, twenty feet above her. She could see no walls, the fringes of the circular space, thirty feet in diameter, covered in the same supernatural darkness. At its center was a pedestal of swirling green and black marble. Atop was a statue of pale pink stone, seven feet tall, depicting a heavily muscled man in ornamental armor. He had four arms, each wielding an enormous, curved blade, similar in form to those she had seen in drawings of Azkayan sword dancers. Unfamiliar runes were carved into his bulging pectorals and abdomen, and he wore a necklace of human skulls. The statue’s head was that of a shaggy, furred elephant, two great tusks extending upward from a fanged mouth. A black gem was set in the forehead, a duplicate of the obsidian eyes outside. And this one stared back at Agnes, too—hateful, evil, confident.

			She started to take a step toward the idol, but Szaa’da’shaela warned her off.

			No, dear. We need the others. And they worry about your safety.

			“There’s nothing else in here I can see,” she said aloud, looking at the dome overhead and the walls of darkness around her. Her words were strangely dampened in the space, as though each ear were stuffed with a ball of cotton.

			We will wrestle with that mystery when the others are here to assist us.

			Reluctantly, Agnes turned from the statue back in the direction from which she came, struck by the compulsion to approach the thing. It was an impulsive urge that went against her training. Was that the first effect of Aem’al’ai’esh’s enchantments on her judgment? She re-entered the dark, and in a few short seconds stood in the morning light again, relief on her Syraeic companions’ faces.

			“The darkness is about ten feet deep and surrounds the walls of the place,” she announced. “I could see a dome overhead, and at the center an idol.”

			She described it in detail from its vivid echo still playing in her mind.

			“Oh, I don’t think I like that at all,” said Hesk.

			“Did you see any corridor or stairway leading off?” asked Lumari, adjusting her bandoliers and pack.

			“No. As I said, just the idol and darkness all about.”

			“We have no versatilis with us,” said Beela, playing nervously with one of her braids. “If there are secret doors, or—”

			“Regardless,” said Agnes, cutting the younger woman off, “we move forward.”

			The others nodded, and soon they all stood in the darkness-rimmed chamber. But something had changed.

			“Where’s this idol?” asked Mastro.

			The pedestal was empty.

			Agnes drew Szaa’da’shaela from its sheath. The others followed suit, forming a circle around the bare pedestal with their backs to one another. Those without blades—Qeelb and Lumari, stood at the center. There came the sound of metal dragged across stone, though it had a muffled quality Agnes had experienced before. It echoed off the dome and seemed to come from every direction at once.

			“Vai’ah,” said a deep, resonant voice, masculine and cruel. “Tu’hah Nae’oul, ca’dae Ush’oul?”

			Szaa’da’shaela translated for Agnes, and Agnes spoke the words aloud for her Syraeic companions.

			“Welcome. Are you but children, or true betrayers?”

			“Lower Djao,” said Hesk. “I recognize it. But this is no friendly othan speaking to us.”

			Oh’bah shu. Jah’wae’ah heh rhu’eh khu’da!”

			Again, the Djao blade translated for Agnes.

			It matters not. I shall wear each of your heads about my neck, to honor the gods.

			Agnes didn’t share that with her companions. Instead, she said, “Be ready.”

			Beela, opposite Agnes in their defensive circle, let out a startled shout. Agnes pivoted and saw the idol made flesh, seven feet tall, its four arms weaving a wall of steel, leaping at them from the dark. But now its hideous necklace was comprised of seven severed human heads, gore dripping from necks, down its belly. She recognized each gory trophy, including her own at the center.

			Agnes, Hesk, and Mastro met the beast before it reached Beela, desperately parrying its manic flurry of slashes and thrusts. Szaa’da’shaela’s supernatural might allowed Agnes to contend with two of the animate idol’s blades, but the beast seemed to have no trouble fighting all of them at once, its four arms acting with a separate, diabolical intelligence. Beela saw an opening and lunged forward with her rapier’s point. It pierced the creature in its gut, bringing a spray of black blood. Beela let out a premature cry of triumph, but one of the thing’s swords disengaged from Agnes and brought a fist across like a hammer, striking Beela brutally in the head and sending her reeling away.

			Revolting fumes emanated from the beast; it stank like a sickroom, of fever, soiled linens, and vomit. It reminded Agnes of the plague, how that same repulsive odor had hung in every single room of the Citadel for weeks, a haunting herald of tireless, inescapable death. The stench had a presence, assaulting her nostrils with bold, relentless insistence: I am here! I am death!

			Despite the bleeding wound Beela had inflicted, the beast pressed the three of them back the way they had come, its blades always moving, seeking weakness. Agnes heard Qeelb muttering an incantation behind her, and her heart leapt at the idea of some terrible sorcery afflicting the thing. Her dark prayer was soon answered, as boils began to form on its flesh, angry black and red pustules on arms and legs and torso. But the painful affliction seemed not to slow it down. Its laugh sounded like the rasping bark of a hyena.

			“Kah’lau? Gha’na’buta!” it exclaimed.

			Disease? translated Szaa’da’shaela, I was born of this!

			But then the pustules began to burst, and as they did, each erupted with fire. The beast no longer laughed, stumbling backwards, its fists flailing to beat out the flames that ate at its flesh. Agnes caught Sira and Lumari out of the corner of her eye, tending to a fallen Beela. She and Hesk and Mastro pressed their advantage, following the creature as it retreated. Mastro’s slash opened a wound on the beast’s muscled abdomen, but the idol’s counterattack split the leather of Mastro’s vambrace, opening a bloody wound and forcing the soldier to drop his black-stained cutlass.

			Agnes saw the beast’s intent as Mastro scrambled to retrieve his weapon. She lunged with Szaa’da’shaela’s tip for a thrust at its heart, but instead caught the effigy of Mastro’s head hanging around its neck. The thrust cracked the skull open, spilling brains and blood, but it effectively blocked what Agnes was sure would have been a lethal wound. Helplessly, she watched the thing’s shining scimitar come down on Mastro, who was just then turning back to the fray with his recovered weapon. Mastro saw the attack too late, raising a defending arm against the blow, but it came down on the back of his neck … and passed through him!

			Mastro blinked for a second, trying to figure how his head wasn’t rolling on the floor, detached from his shoulders. With a bright expression of martial glee on his face, he renewed his attack.

			“The heads!” Agnes yelled. “Destroy the heads it wears!”

			Seeking out the severed heads with red hair, Agnes thrust again, piercing the skull of Hesk’s effigy on the beast’s obscene necklace. She pulled out and thrust again, doing the same to Beela’s. Hesk missed a parry and one of the beast’s blades penetrated his cuirass, but it did nothing to him. Hesk hacked at the other effigies on the idol’s necklace, aided by Masto, until all were mutilated.

			The beast staggered back under their ferocious attacks, now aimed at its body rather than the grisly trophies it wore. The burns from Qeelb’s spell covered much of its body, and it bled black blood from a dozen grievous wounds. Pushed to the light’s boundary, it fell backwards into the darkness. Only visible from the waist down, Agnes watched its legs twitch for a few moments, and a muffled howl came from the blackness. And then it was still.
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			Beela sat on the floor, cradling her bandaged head in her hands, Sira sitting beside her, breathing heavy. Lumari tended to the bloody wound on Mastro’s forearm, stitching the gash with needle and thread.

			“Good ol’ Hanifaxan medicine,” he said through gritted teeth.

			Qeelb declared the beast was some sort of sophisticated golem made of flesh, and like all sorcerous constructs, it contained the elements of its own destruction. Hesk and Qeelb had dragged its body from the darkness and discovered that the severed heads it wore were now bloody orbs of polished gray stone, each the size of an apple. The sorcerer held one in his hand and examined it.

			“What are they?” asked Hesk.

			Qeelb sniffed at the one he held.

			“Smells of transmutation magic,” he said, taking another sniff. “And conjuration. That’s always a tricky combination. If I had to guess I’d say they’re meant to send us somewhere.”

			“Our way forward?” said Lumari, looking up from her task.

			The pedestal, said Szaa’da’shaela.

			Agnes walked to it and inspected its polished surface. There were seven shallow indentations in the marble, forming a circle around the base’s edge.

			“Here,” said Agnes. “The stones go here.”

			Hesk and Qeelb carried the orbs to the pedestal, though the sorcerer seemed distracted, studying one as he walked.

			“There appears to be a glyph on this—”

			He stumbled on the hem of his robe and dropped the sphere. When it hit the floor, it broke apart into powdery chunks.

			“Shit,” said Hesk.

			Qeelb exhaled and sat down next to the pedestal, gathering the remaining three orbs he carried in his lap, and motioning for Hesk to turn over his three. Hesk complied and the sorcerer studied the surface of each, one by one.

			“Here,” he said at last, holding up an orb and pointing at a spot on its surface.

			Agnes looked at the sphere and saw what had drawn Qeelb’s interest. A glyph was indeed etched on its face. It was faint, the size of a coin: a wheel with eight spokes radiating from a central hub. A chill galloped along Agnes’s spine.

			“Timilis,” said Sira, peering over her shoulder.

			“Does each of them bear the same mark?” asked Agnes.

			Qeelb nodded.

			“Oh, I really don’t like that,” said Hesk. “This smells like a goddamned trap.”

			Sira shook her head slowly.

			“Perhaps Timilis means to play one last joke on us,” she said, taking one of the orbs from Qeelb and rolling it about in her palm.

			A joke, yes, said Szaa’da’shaela, though perhaps you are not its subject.

			“What do you mean?” asked Agnes aloud.

			Timilis might be aiding us in our crusade, for his own base purposes.

			Agnes was silent, considering it. The others let her be, perhaps finally recognizing when she was in communion with the blade. Sira walked up beside her and put a sisterly hand on her shoulder. Agnes didn’t notice it at first.

			“Is the enemy of my enemy…” Agnes whispered, more to herself than the others.

			“What does the sword say, Sir Agnes?” asked Beela, playing nervously with one of her auburn braids.

			“The sword thinks Timilis might be helping us.”

			“What?” said Hesk, putting his hand on the back of his neck. “Why in the Yellow Hells would that bastard aid us? From what you’ve told us he was as selfish and murderous a prick as any of these bastards.”

			“When we were in the place where you slew Timilis,” said Sira, “he told us that the others laughed at him when he chose human frailty as his dominion. What was it Marcator said to him? ‘A minor god you will be.’”

			“‘Despised and reviled,’” said Agnes, remembering his words.

			“One last act of arson,” said Qeelb.

			“Arson,” said Agnes. “What his clergy did across the entire empire … it presaged what he believed we would do.”

			Sira clapped a hand over her mouth but spoke through her parted fingers.

			“He was done with his immortality, so like any egoist, why shouldn’t he burn it all down on his way out?”

			“He knew it wouldn’t stop with him,” said Agnes. “He knew the destruction of all the Besh’oul was Szaa’da’shaela’s solemn vow. And now look here.” She pointed at the marble base. “Seven depressions, seven spheres, seven of us.”

			“Six spheres,” corrected Qeelb, holding a fragment of the shattered orb between his fingers.

			“Perhaps we won’t need them all,” said Sira.

			“There’s only one way for us to find out,” said Qeelb, gesturing to the marble base.

			They placed the remaining orbs one by one in the divots, which fit them perfectly. For several minutes nothing happened, and Agnes feared that Qeelb’s mishap had cost them their way forward. But suddenly, there was a smell of burning hair and mint in the air, and smoke began to rise from the pedestal. In minutes a swirling, misty column the width of the pedestal reached up to the center of the dome.

			“Smoke,” said Qeelb. “Like the glyph. Our Waking Dream.”

			Step onto the pedestal, Agnes dear, said the sword. Each of you. It is the gateway.

			But what of the broken orb, she asked the blade. Is it safe? Did we break this gateway somehow?

			It doesn’t appear so, was the artifact’s answer. Regardless, I know this is how our crusade continues. We go this way. We have no choice.

			Where will it take us?

			Szaa’da’shaela didn’t answer immediately. Then it said: Where we must go.

			Agnes stared at the smoky column, as though the truth were hidden somewhere within its amorphous dance. Blind faith? Follow Szaa’da’shaela’s guidance even into the murky abyss? Agnes was growing weary of her reliance on the Djao ancient, wanting to trust her own instincts that sensed something desperately wrong about this.

			“Waking dream,” Qeelb repeated.

			Agnes turned to the broken sorcerer, who nodded, seeming to meet her gaze with his ensorcelled blindfold. Somehow, his words steadied Agnes’s resolve. She spoke.

			“Our way forward,” she said.

		

	
		
			37
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			Vah’shaan

			Green Century, Year Five of the Drunken Flagellant

			Tsir’oh’nah wiped up a sticky spill of Devil’s Spit while his silent nephew Suhr’gah picked up bits of broken pottery with the six remaining fingers he had between his two hands. Though it was still early, the evening had been remarkably calm, considering the final days of the High Holy Carnival of Knives were upon them. So many out of towners: puffed-up officials from minor cities in the domain, countryside rustics in sackcloth, pilgrims from all the insignificant villages within thirty or forty leagues of Vah’shaan. Many visitors had fulfilled their yearly obligations and returned to their homes by now, happy to be done with it and still among the living. Those who lingered in the city, they were far more dangerous. There were only three possible explanations for their presence: they had not yet worked up the courage to do their duty, or were wrestling with what they had done, or found themselves strangely aroused by lusts and impulses the carnival had awoken in them.

			But here tonight at the Pilloried Man, Tsir’s patrons seemed content to drink themselves into oblivion rather than vent malice or rage. Bloody rows were common enough earlier in the festival, when all had yet to do what was demanded of them. The stragglers were a more unpredictable bunch. Guilt? Cruelty? Self-loathing? Unnatural hunger? What did the festival summon in you, fellow citizen of the dominion?

			Tsir himself, he was a realist. Neither sentimental fool nor slave to dark passions, he did what was required of him straight away, without complaint or hesitation. What was the point of reluctance or, even more unthinkable, resistance? Whatever the divine lady’s need, he gave his part, and then he moved on. This year his blood had been called out, in copious quantity, but not so much as to deprive him the privilege of living, or of those for whom he cared. He was pleased to note the ritual wounds made by the bloodletter were healing well when he wrapped his wrists that morning in fresh bandages. He was glad he had had the sense to fulfill the lady’s need early. Now he could focus on profiting from this influx of pilgrims and patrons, rather than his own unpaid debt of pain.

			The tavern door opened, ushering in an unwelcomed gust of winter cold and a cluster of new patrons. Four were obvious bumpkins, pale and wide-eyed, as though shocked that his floor was fitted flagstone rather than hard packed clay, covered with rushes and stinking of dog piss. The other quartet was harder to judge. Oddly attired, two showing unmistakable signs of recent sacrifice, leaving no doubt that they, too, were here for the carnival.

			“Welcome, strangers!” Tsir called out. “Pick a booth or table. Plenty of room, some of it by the hearth. Warm yourselves, and I’ll tend to you shortly.”

			Suhr’gah pushed past Tsir with his bucket containing those pottery shards. Tsir grabbed his arm.

			“Throw another log on the fire, ‘Gah. We might see a real evening crowd tonight.”

			Suhr’gah nodded, which was all Suhr’gah could do—his tongue was called three carnivals past—and he headed for the kitchen. The woodpile was out back, growing perilously low. It had been such a fierce winter, all Tsir could do was pray what they had would last the rest of the festival—hopefully, he would be able to afford to send the twins with the wagon to replenish it. He ran figures in his head, enumerating his expenses and debts and projected income against the cost of a full load of firewood purchased in midwinter. Meat was scarce this season too, and the prices had soared into the clouds.

			“Tonight, tonight, think on tonight,” he whispered to himself. He tossed his sopping rag behind the bar counter to surly, cross-eyed Pah’da’mos and turned to his patrons. He laid eyes on his country bumpkins first. They sat at the table farthest from the hearth fire, nearest the door, where they’d be certain to catch winter’s full chilly assault every time a patron entered or exited the tavern. His adept eye marked them as one drink and done, out the door and walking the night road back to whatever little stinking hamlet they called home. Best deal with them quickly.

			“What can I tempt you fine festival folk with?” he asked, donning his most jovial persona. He saw that the was a man his own age, accompanied by his three adult sons; the resemblance in their plain, peasant features made them seem four different versions of the same dull person. Each wore a look of awe and nervous alert, as though an unexpected fart might frighten them to death, even if it was their own.

			“Glory to the Lady of Blood and Night,” said the timid patriarch, brushing at a fresh stain on his sackcloth, fingers wrapped in bloody bandages.

			“May her thirst be quenched,” said Tsir, answering the refrain. “And speaking of thirst, what can I get for you gentlemen this evening? Four frothy mugs of the Devil’s Spit?”

			One of the sons whispered to his father, who nodded and patted his hand, but then looked up at Tsir and hesitated, as though afraid to speak his request. Tsir divined what they wanted to try, here in the big city. He calculated the regular price in his head and tripled it. If it was one and done, he wanted to squeeze whatever coin was left in their purses before they fled.

			“You lot, I bet I know what you’d like, on pilgrimage to ghost-shrouded Vah’shaan, High Place of Our Gracious Lady of the Lash. Something you can’t get at home. Something you’ve heard of, but only from well-traveled souls, passing through your town. It’s Watery Death you want, eh? A striped glass of the Watery Death, searing nectar of the infernal spirits. Oh, gents, that’s a bold choice! It goes down golden smooth, then grabs your heart like a kelpie’s strand and gives it a good, hard cuddle! It’s not cheap, but the real thing never is—a silver a glass, including a spoon of honey.”

			The father looked back at Tsir, stunned for a moment before he reached for a small drawstring purse held underneath the table. Peering within, the timid man pushed its contents about before emptying brass and copper coins onto the table, beginning to very slowly count them out. He hadn’t enough there for a single glass at the price Tsir had quoted, let alone four. Tsir sighed, reaching down to scoop up the coins with a practiced hand.

			“Just a taste, then, for each of you!” He caught Suhr’gah, passing by at that moment and whispered in his ear. “Dribble some Death on a thimble of heated honey in four tasting cups for these hayseeds. Just enough to put a sizzle on their throats.”

			Another nod from Suhr’gah, and Tsir was already moving on to the other newcomers, who had taken a booth halfway between the door and the hearth—two women and two men. None were dressed appropriately for winter traveling. Tsir concluded that their discomfort must be part of their offering to the Lady. One woman had short-cropped blond hair and was missing an eye, the socket red and raw, marking her as having paid the High Expiator’s Price. The other’s hair was dark and braided. She had fair skin, a dusting of freckles, and a regal nose, the kind one saw in aristocrats from the eastern marches, agents of the Lord of Worms or Grandmother Agony. An elaborate sword hung sheathed at her side, marking her out as a person of great importance, despite her simple clothing. Tsir saw then from the jeweled hilt that she wore an optimate’s blade—blast! Why hadn’t he tended to them first? Would she think him insolent or his service laggardly, and exact a price?

			He took in the two men quickly. One, a boyish, pale-complexioned fellow with a storm of freckles and the rarest of features—red hair. It was a small miracle it wasn’t shorn from his head for the carnival. He had new bruises on his face—perhaps he had displeased the optimate. The other man, though, was the most unusual of the lot: tall and stone-faced with the grizzled beginnings of a beard, he had a black gem set in his forehead, though it was riddled with so many cracks Tsir wondered how it didn’t crumble away. Both of his eye sockets were empty, their gory remains dried on his cheeks. He also wore robes, unlike the others’ simple, but finely made tunics. Was he a pain vicar of some sort, perhaps a weird ecclesiast from the optimate’s eastern origins? The jewel might be a badge of devotion. Easterners were a queer lot. Clearly these three were the optimate’s property. Had she brought them here to another Da’s domain to do special homage on behalf of the Lord of Worms? Or for her own credit?

			Three eyes! He marveled. What kind of favor would I amass with the divine lady were I to lay such ransom at her altar? Whoever this woman was, he must treat her with the utmost respect—and the greatest of caution.

			“Welcome, optimate!” he began, hands clasped before him—a gesture of his deference. “You bring honor to my humble establishment by your attendance. Do you require sustenance or drink? Blood wine, a rarer vintage? Will your menials require anything as well?”

			The young woman blinked. It was almost as though she wasn’t sure if Tsir addressed her. But at last, she spoke, her accent strange to his ear.

			“We are strangers in your city, sir, and unfamiliar with your customs. Might I ask you some questions?”

			“It would be my distinct pleasure to serve you any way I can, optimate,” answered Tsir, his anxiety rising. What game might this be? What peril lay hidden in it?

			“I should also tell you, I have only this to offer in payment.”

			She laid a chip of black gemstone on the table, stained with the unmistakable sheen of blood.

			“The Lady flay me,” said Tsir, his heart skipping a beat at the presentation of so valuable a thing, “for so great a sum, whatever you require shall be done!”

			“My questions may seem strange to you, sir.”

			“Worry not, optimate. I will provide you any answers within my power.”

			Tsir’s thoughts raced with the pounding of blood at his temples. It was a Shard of the True Heart. That sliver of gemstone was worth more than a month’s income for not only his tavern, but his six or seven other moneymaking endeavors as well. His elation was interrupted by the optimate’s first question.

			“What year is this?”

			Tsir’oh’nah hesitated, just for a moment, caught off guard. A great alarm bell sounded in his heart. Something that threatened his life may very well be sitting before him tonight.

			“It’s the fifth year of the Drunken Flagellant, milady. Only two days before the new year, when we enter our next pentathic cycle.”

			“And the century?” asked the one-eyed woman.

			Tsir blinked.

			“The Green Century, Millennium of the Razor.”

			“That means next year will be the first year of the Beast with Two Mouths,” the one-eyed woman said to the others at the table.

			“Our priests haven’t done their auguries yet,” said Tsir, working hard to maintain his composure. “The name of the next pentath will be proclaimed after midnight on the last day of the current pentath, by the Priest of Night and Woe.”

			“You’ve a fine memory, Lumari,” said the optimate to the one-eyed woman.

			“Is there some kind of celebration happening in the city?” asked the red-haired man, who Tsir realized also wore a sword at his side, though much plainer than the optimate’s elegant weapon. A bodyguard then, this one.

			“It’s the High Holy Carnival of Knives. But then I assumed the optimate’s slaves have paid bloody homage to the Lady recently, which is the festival’s whole purpose. A most generous offering. Tell me … your accents are unfamiliar. May I ask from where the optimate hails?”

			“A place called Boudun, sir,” answered the optimate, resting her hand on the red-haired man’s.

			Tsir’s mind raced. Who was this man to her? Not a slave, certainly. Slaves weren’t permitted to wear a blade. Not a hireling. Her gentle touch suggested an intimacy forbidden between persons of such vastly different stations. Perhaps they were lovers, and he an impoverished member of some family fallen out of favor with their Da overlords.

			“I am not familiar with a city called Bao’dahn. In whose domain does it lie?”

			“To the distant south, across the sea,” said the optimate. “A place called Hanifax.”

			“And we are not slaves,” said the one-eyed woman, annoyance on her face.

			Tsir shook his head, kneaded his hands nervously.

			“You must forgive me my ignorance, then, Anih’fah’shee lord and lady. I ask again, humbly, how I might serve you.”

			“It’s nothing to lose your head over, friend,” said the red-haired man, amusement on his face.

			Tsir’s terror escalated. Lose his head? Would he walk the slaughterhouse floor that night? Had he bumbled this encounter so stupidly with those who had the power of life and death at the tips of their fingers? Servants of some unknown foreign lords with the sorcerous power to cross the Boiling Sea?

			“You needn’t fear us,” said the optimate. “As I said, we are strangers in this land and we only have our questions, and perhaps a need of something to eat and drink, and a room for the night.”

			She gave him a sweet smile and reached up to put her fingers on his ever more frantically fidgeting hands. While a small part of him suspected her intent was to calm him, the woman’s touch instead felt like a veiled threat. Would an optimate ever show such kindness to a purgatorial commoner like himself? He recoiled from her touch, as though her fingers were tongues of fire.

			“Our finest blood wine then! And I have pork cutlets we were saving for the Pentathic Advent. I’ll have my sister cook them up with onions and buttered turnips—so tasty a dish, so juicy, you’d think it prepared for the Lady herself.”

			“That sounds lovely,” said the optimate, pushing the black chip to the edge of the table. “Will this be enough then, or will you require more?”

			The idea that she had more black chips in that purse of hers nearly set Tsir to trembling.

			“This one shard will cover any expenses you may incur while you are our guests, gracious optimate. And I beg your forgiveness, but I haven’t a room that would be worthy of you and your … associates. Surely you would prefer one the fine inns on the Hill of the Magistrate, or in the Garden of Jewels.”

			Mercy, mercy, he prayed, let her sleep elsewhere.

			“I’m sure whatever you can provide us will be more than adequate, sir,” said the optimate with her terrifying smile.

			Tsir forced a look of gratitude and nodded. He excused himself and accosted Suhr’gah once again as he scurried from another table.

			“’Gah,” he said in a hard whisper, an iron grip on the man’s wrist, “grab the polished brass goblets and run down to the cellar and get that unopened blood wine we have from the Third Year of the Lame Prophet. And if you drop it, I’ll make you eat the broken bottle.”

			Suhr’gah looked past him to the optimate’s table, then gave Tsir a reassuring grunt and nod. Tsir trotted over to the bar and grabbed a fist full of Pah’da’mos’s tunic.

			“Go upstairs, strip the linens from my bed and put them on the mattress in the guest room.”

			“I’ve got to get drinks to three tables, Tsir!” Pah’da’mos growled, trying to shake the fingers from his tunic.

			“To the gibbet with those tables! Death walked in here tonight and wants a room! Scent the sheets with mint and move the barrels out. Sweep the floor and dust the furniture and tie holiday ribbons on the bedposts. Do it now.”

			“Where am I supposed to put the barrels?” whined Pah’da’mos.

			“Have you a brain in that skull of yours?” Tsir answered, lifting the bar counter to head back to the kitchen. “Roll them into the alley, jam them up your arse for all I care, just do as I say or we’ll all be flesh tokens this very night!”

			He found his sister sitting on the sack of potatoes, in one of her trances. He shook her from it as gently as he could manage. She answered him with one of her dazed, toothless smiles, reminding him of her screaming sacrifice at last carnival.

			“Roh’aea, my sweet,” he said, stroking her thinning, brittle hair. “Prepare the meal you intended for us at Advent, as though you were doing so for our Lady herself. We have patrons who are ambassadors from across the Boiling Sea, and we mustn’t disappoint. And bake some of your honey cakes as well, with the berry sauce.”

			“But what will we have for Advent?” asked Roh.

			Tsir held up the black shard the optimate had given him. Her eyes went wide.

			“We’ll feast like sanctified judges if we survive this night.”
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			Tsir hovered as close to the optimate’s table as he dared, in case they should require anything as they ate the meal Roh’aea had prepared. To his enormous relief, they seemed pleased with the fare and the blood wine, which all but the optimate drank until the entire precious bottle was empty. The optimate had asked for water in place of the wine. At first Tsir worried she was displeased by the finest vintage he could offer, but concluded she was choosing to abstain from alcohol. That brought its own worries, such as: what duties this night required her sobriety and not that of her companions?

			When they had finished, Tsir came over himself to clear their plates, shooing Suhr’gah away.

			“That meal was excellent,” said the red-haired man, licking a spot of gravy at the corner of his mouth. “Tell your sister it was a dinner fit for a king.”

			Tsir bowed, hoping this wasn’t sarcasm veiling lethal irritation, like a serpent coiled beneath a flowering bush.

			“My sister has baked fresh honey cakes for you, with a sauce made from summer berries she canned five months ago. Do your bellies have room?”

			Before his dangerous patrons could answer, an unwelcomed blast of winter wind from the opened door to the tavern intervened. Tsir glanced away from the optimate’s party to see who had entered his common room, a natural reflex he prayed wouldn’t be interpreted as rudeness by his important guests. Laying eyes on the three men in his doorway, his heart leapt into his throat.

			“Tsir’oh’nah, you simpering cunt,” said the small man, flanked by two towering bruisers in blood-stained aprons. “Why have you not paid your noble creditor a visit this carnival?”

			Tsir held up an apologetic hand to the optimate’s table, begging for patience as he answered this new terror that had barged way into his tavern.

			“Ghen’ah’loa, good evening! If you would please take a table, I will see to your needs in but a moment. But first, I must tend to other important guests.”

			“Important guests at the Pilloried Man?” scoffed the ugly fellow, his rough beard interrupted in half a dozen places by livid scars. “This shit-stain hasn’t had a patron of importance since the first day your great-grandfather started serving Spit and your great-grandmother’s cunny a century ago! Run your nasty arse over here and answer my question.”

			“Forgive me, optimate,” Tsir whispered to the woman and her table, bowing slightly. “I must attend to this local matter.”

			Heart pounding like a blacksmith’s hammer on an anvil, Tsir turned to Ghen’ah’loa and his unsmiling brutes, who had already drawn their filthy flaying blades from their belts. The evening was already on a knife’s edge, teetering between fortune and fury. Now this walking catastrophe stood before him? How could he talk his way off the precipice?

			“Ghen’ah’loa,” he began, clasping his hands before him reverentially, “I have always visited your noble master at the end of the carnival, to share my profits with him and his lovely wives. I would do the same this year, unless my tribute must come early for some reason.”

			The diminutive man reached up and grabbed Tsir’s apron, dragging him down so that the two of them were face to face, the enforcer’s breath stinking of garlic. He gave Tsir a hateful kiss on each cheek. Tsir had always thought the man’s ragged beard crawled with lice. This close he saw white pustules beneath the wiry hairs as they scraped his own clean-shaven face.

			“Poh’il’du is mortally offended, you greasy shit. He sent me here to gather every coin in your till, down to the last brass penny, and to bring him both your rosy cheeks as well. I might be persuaded to take only the coin and one cheek, provided you make proper obeisance to me.”

			“What do you require, s-sir,” Tsir stuttered, dreading the answer.

			“Getting on your knees and servicing me to fulfillment is a start, right here in your common room, before your patrons and this so-called important guest.”

			Tsir exhaled at this announcement of his abject humiliation. But as he got down on his knees, he heard the voice of the optimate behind him.

			“I think you and your men should leave this place, sir.”

			Ghen’ah’loa let go of Tsir’s apron and pushed him aside roughly. The optimate had stood up from the table and her masterwork sword was halfway free of its sheath.

			“Maybe we shouldn’t involve ourselves in local matters, Agnes,” said the red-haired man, getting up from the table to join the optimate.

			“I’ve never failed to answer a bully, Hesk,” she replied, staring the enforcer down.

			“So, are these your noble patrons, Tsir?” said Ghen’ah’loa with a sneer. “A slattern and a freckle-faced adolescent? I admit your clientele comes from Vah’shaan’s grubbiest dregs, but how you could mistake these brothel discards for people of substance mystifies me.”

			The optimate freed her blade from its scabbard, showing a keen edge of blemish-free gray steel—it was a sword of exquisite craftsmanship, but lacked the scrollwork and runes normally found on such weapons. She held the grip with both hands and took a defensive stance. Tsir edged himself back across the flagstones—it felt as though the space between the optimate and his tormentor was the most dangerous place in all Vah’shaan at that moment. The red-haired man’s sword was out of its scabbard as well.

			“You must be out of your wits, bitch,” said Ghen’ah’loa, slapping the flat of his knife on his palm. “Brah and Seh’gah here will carve your face free of flesh and then I’ll have you service me on your knees. And that poker your fair-faced child wields, I’ll shove it right up his ass. No one raises steel to Poh’il’du’s collector and lives.”

			The optimate and her companion were unmoved.

			“This is your last opportunity to leave this place, sir. Retreat, or meet your end.”

			Ghen’ah’loa laughed and pointed his knife at the optimate.

			“Bitch, I’m going to mount your tits on my mantle,” he said.

			And in the next moment, the enforcer’s hand and the blade it held were flying through the air, severed cleanly from his arm. Ghen’ah’loa grabbed the stump and stumbled backwards howling. His bloody-aproned bruisers rushed forward with their own weapons. Red Hair went low as Brah lunged forward with his long knife, and caught the brute in his gut. In a flash the youthful foreigner the optimate had called Hesk was at his throat, slitting it open ear to ear. The optimate whirled balletically, her blade whooshing in a graceful arc, and Seh’gah’s head was rolling on the floor. His body followed, collapsing against the door, crashing it open and inviting in another gust of winter.

			The optimate walked calmly to the prone enforcer. He whimpered on the flagstones, cradling his bleeding stump. She pressed the tip of her blade to his chest, loose strands of her long hair fluttering in the cold breeze.

			“Tell me again what you’ll do to me, you foul-mouthed little tyrant.”

			“I said,” he hissed, finding his courage, hate on his ugly features, “that I’ll mount your tits—”

			The optimate’s sword point pierced Ghen’ah’loa’s lung, and he coughed up a great gout of blood. He gurgled something Tsir couldn’t make out, then the optimate stabbed him again, this time through his heart, silencing him forever.

			The optimate grabbed a rag lying on an adjacent table and used it to wipe the blood from her blade. She studied the blade intently, as though seeing it for the first time. She tossed the rag to her lover, who did the same with his weapon. Both sheathed their swords, and the optimate reached down with a hand to Tsir. Trembling, he took it, allowing her to help him stand. He bowed his head and spoke.

			“Great lady, I am in your debt.” He laid his fingers out on the optimate’s table. “However many you would take as payment for your intervention, or if you require them all, I thank you.”

			“Great Coryth’s bloody ghost,” said the one-eyed woman. “Fellow’s offering you his fingers, Sir Agnes.”

			The lady’s name—Suhr’ah’geh’nahz. A fine, noble name, from a noble family. Of this, Tsir was certain.

			“Will this cause you trouble, sir?” asked the optimate. “With this Poh’il’du fellow?”

			“This?” he said, looking down at the three bodies and pooling blood on his tavern flagstones. “No, lady. They insulted you, threatened you, they offered up their blood to your wrath freely—we have many witnesses here tonight who will swear to it. You were within your rights to take their lives, slowly, and without the mercy you showed. We’ll call inquisitors here to gather testimony to attest this truth.”

			“You’re certain? I wouldn’t wish any harm on you.”

			Tsir turned to her, the most beautiful woman he had ever stood before, he could see that now, an angelic glow framing her gentle face.

			“Yes, milady. I owe you all. I will do anything for you. You hold my blood debt entire.”

			She smiled, that smile free of the sinister undertones he imagined before.

			“Answers to more questions, sir, and a place for us to sleep. I ask only these things and your debt is paid.”
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			Purify

			Ilanda found herself in a falling-down hovel in the waterfront slums of the Shallows, awaiting a strange rendezvous. Poor Ulwen Bath was there as well, a nervous wreck, along with a single soldier, wearing a legionary’s breastplate and armed with a short sword. They waited, with Ulwen offering his occasional assessment of her plans for that night.

			“This is foolish, unmitigated insanity, Majesty,” he said, holding his robes with his good hand lest he stumble pacing back and forth behind her. “I can’t protect you, and this one swordsman? How can you hope to stand against a supernatural mystery?”

			“Nimah’pae’da tells me we meet an ally tonight. Now sit down here beside me. You worry more than an old grandmother, Ulwen.”

			Her grand chamberlain obeyed, taking the rickety wooden chair next to her, smoothing his robes that shimmered in the flickering lamp light. But it was clear to Ilanda he was not persuaded.

			“You trust that thing. But I see not why.”

			That thing was Coryth’s sword. It called itself Nimah’pae’da, which it had explained meant Gallows of the Gods. Coryth himself had stumbled upon it after having made his bargain with the Besh’oul, nearly eight hundred years before. The sword had shared the story with her.

			I put myself in his hand, it had told Ilanda, during one of their many talks following the Battle of Cecelia Fields. I guided him in his conquests of the isles, of the faded Busker lands of Bannerbraeke and Marcien, which you now call the Karnes. We brought down the Sea Lords and made of it the Duchy of Warwede, and we scattered the petty princelings who squatted in those lands of Marburand. We forged an empire, he and I. But all this time I hid my purpose.

			“And what was that purpose?” Ilanda had asked.

			I am Ush’oul, Ilanda Reges. I am one of those who stood against the Besh’oul tyrants ten thousand years ago. My purpose is unchanged across the millennia: to bring down the cruel sorcerers who called themselves gods. But now that my ally is bound for Aem’al’ai’esh to complete our ancient crusade, I will serve you.

			“It has already served us well,” she replied to Ulwen. “You agree that the preparations it suggests are wise. It told me that our worries on the northern frontier are resolved. I did not take its word. You, too, were at the Calling.”

			“At great expense,” he reminded her.

			At her insistence, a Calling had been arranged with her Uncle Symon. Through sorcerous means, the two had spoken with one another face to face, though they stood over a thousand miles apart. Symon was changed—less brash, more circumspect. He had informed her of the events on the frontier. Magda and her united Korsa were defeated, the tribes scattered and back to their internecine strife. Sadly, the sorcerer she had sent to aid Harkeny, Benesh-Enoah, was dead. The relief that her homeland and its people were safe for now was tainted by grief at so great a loss.

			Fear not, Ilanda my darling, Nimah’pae’da had said upon receipt of the news. I am your wise counselor now.

			It was sheathed at her side. She reminded herself of that fact by putting a hand to its hilt and receiving a tingle in return. The blade had little of the ostentation of Agnes Manteo’s Szaa’da’shaela. No fitted gemstones, no flowery scrollwork or elaborate runes. It was the well-made sword of a ranker soldier, nothing about it marking it out as remarkable.

			“I know not why this meeting must take place here,” said Ulwen, putting the back of his crippled hand, wrapped in cloth, against his nose. “We should purge this place of its filth.”

			Ilanda knew he meant the Shallows District itself, not just the dilapidated, abandoned home where they awaited their visitor. The whole district stank of rotting fish and sodden wood, a run-down slum where the poor fishermen who plied Boudun’s harbor and surrounding coast scratched out a meager existence.

			“Every city has its shabby purlieu, Ulwen,” she responded, patting his thigh reassuringly. “We will do what we can, when this business is done.”

			This business. Securing her throne, dealing with the Burandi rebels—its aristocrats, not its people. She reminded herself that the common folk wanted peace and prosperity as much as any other man or woman; the nobles who had led them astray were the ones who must be brought to heel. Nimah’pae’da had assured her that this encounter would serve that very purpose, though she couldn’t imagine how. The confidence she showed Ulwen now was a sham. She was as uncertain about this clandestine meeting as was her grand chamberlain.

			I sense your apprehension, Ilanda darling, said the sword. Be at peace. After tonight, you will doubt me no more. I want what you want for your kingdom and its beleaguered people. And you shall have it. Soon we’ll be free of the Besh’oul pretender-gods, your enemies will be routed, and you shall all live free.

			The sword suddenly trembled. The decrepit metal handle on the door across from the table where they sat turned.

			She comes, said the sword.

			Ilanda tensed. She felt Ulwen and the soldier do the same, the latter unsheathing his short sword. The door creaked on rusty hinges, letting in more smells of the street. From behind the door emerged a stooped beggar, clad in rags of a hundred dirty hues. His hood hung down over the man’s face—if indeed it was a man—for she could make out no features. But the hand—the hand was covered in the scabs of flesh burned and freshly healing.

			“You are Ilanda, the new queen?” asked the beggar, voice quivering and hoarse.

			“I am,” she replied, holding tighter to Nimah’pae’da’s grip, seeking to steel her own trembling heart.

			“And you wish to speak with the Burning Child?”

			She did not. She wanted to be out of this stinking place, back to her apartments, away from this squalor and horror. But instead, she said, “Yes. I wish to speak with the Child.”

			“You must be ready for revelation,” rasped the beggar.

			“I am ready.”

			“You must be ready to have your sins … burned away.”

			She hesitated, but Nimah’pae’da gave her a soothing purr.

			“I am ready to be purified,” she answered.

			This was too much for Ulwen.

			“My queen,” he said, beginning to stand.

			She put a firm hand on the grand chamberlain’s arm, motioning him to stay put. Reluctantly, he sat back down.

			“This one here must be ready for cleansing, as well, young queen,” the beggar said, pointing a scabrous finger at Ulwen.

			After a pause, Ulwen voiced his assent.

			“I am ready. We wish to speak with the Burning Child.”

			The beggar stepped to the side and gestured with a ruined hand at the door, still ajar.

			“And you shall.”

			The hinges creaked ominously, and the rickety wooden door opened, revealing a diminutive figure, disfigured, scarred, who wore dancing blue flames like a garment. It walked into the hovel and the door closed behind it.

			“I once lived in this place,” it said, turning to survey the simple, tumble-down room. It placed a fiery hand on the table and ran its fingers along its coarse grain, but the wood didn’t combust as Ilanda feared it would. It spoke in the girlish voice of Master Surin’s little orphan, Suli. But there was a confidence in its tone hinting at frightening, dark wisdom.

			“My father paid a fisherman named Culbert five coppers a month, so we had a roof to shelter us from the wind and rain,” she continued. “I ate at this table, many times, with my sister, Miri, and our mother. My father was a drunkard, but he was a kind drunkard. They are all dead now. I don’t know where their graves are. We peasants haven’t coin for grand ceremony. You have lived without want, have you not, Ilanda Sallymont?”

			“I have been very fortunate, it’s true,” she replied. The use of her birth name disturbed Ilanda, though she didn’t know why.

			“Very fortunate, indeed,” said the Burning Child. “More fortunate than most. How will you atone for this disparity?”

			“Atone?” asked Ulwen, an edge of outrage in his voice. “Is it a sin being born who she was?”

			“Was it a blessing I was born who I was, grand chamberlain?” the girl responded, turning her fiery gaze on him.

			“We don’t choose our stations in life,” said Ulwen under her zealous inspection.

			“Then it’s an accident, is it? Cruel fate, divine destiny? Man speaks of the vicissitudes of the world, its random brutality, as though he has played no part in making of it what it is. It’s farcical, how easily people blind themselves to their responsibility for the suffering of others.”

			“Ilanda Reges is a just and kind woman!” shouted Ulwen, standing. “She will rule Hanifax wisely! She’s anxious for the welfare of its people! Who are you to accuse her?”

			“I am what you see before you,” said the Child, holding her burning arms out wide.

			“A creation of Timilis,” Ulwen sneered. “His final vicious joke at humanity’s expense.”

			“Oh, I am not what Timilis made me, Ulwen Bath, just as you are not what your father made you. You do not bake bread back in that little village whose name you bear, do you?”

			“Then what are you?”

			The blue flames that engulfed the girl grew brighter, taller, and she cupped her hands over her ears, then her eyes. Ilanda held her breath, paralyzed.

			“I am the fire that cleanses. I am the truth that burns. I call upon all to be purified, to hunger for righteousness. I am Holy Nemesis, here to smite the guilty. I come to make Hanifax ready for a new revelation. Will you allow me to share it with you, Ilanda, Queen of Hanifax?”

			“Yes,” Ilanda found herself saying.

			The Burning Child waved a hand and the table between them slid across the dirt floor, sending shriveled rushes skittering. She then moved towards Ilanda. Ulwen stepped forward to block her progress, reaching for the girl by reflex with his cloth-wrapped hand. The girl’s hand met the grand chamberlain’s, touching the metallic cloth. It burst into flames. Ulwen stumbled back, crying out in pain, waving his burning hand in the air as if that would snuff out the fire. The soldier stepped forward then, and seconds later was on the ground, smoldering, wisps of smoke curling from his charred form.

			Ilanda was unable to move, her heart pounding, eyes fixed on the supernatural fury approaching her. She cried out for Nimah’pae’da, willing the weapon to fill her hand, to defend her.

			I did not see this! cried the sword. Flee!

			But Ilanda was paralyzed, the Burning Child standing before her. She could see her elfin features clearly beneath the garment of blue flame, the badly healed wounds. Ilanda basked in the heat as though she stood before a bonfire, wanting to run, to be away from this terrible ordeal.

			“Are you ready to be judged, Ilanda Sallymont?” asked the girl who had once been Suli the fisherman’s daughter.

			“I am,” she heard someone reply in a trembling voice. It was a moment later she realized it was her own.

			“Will you be purified?”

			“I will.”

			The Child reached up and took Ilanda’s chin in her hand. Ilanda felt the heat surround her like a blanket, painful, relentless. She smelled her clothes, her hair, her flesh burning, felt the fire consuming her. She thought of her arrogant insistence on accompany her father, to survey the burned stables all those years ago. She saw the twisted, charcoal-black corpses again, saw her beloved colt Princeling trotting before her in a cruel parody of life, chunks of cooked meat falling from its blackened bones.

			“Whom will you serve?” asked the Burning Child, her fiery eyes piercing Ilanda’s soul.

			“The Realm!” she screamed, certain that a moment more of this agony would unravel her mind. “I will serve the Realm!”

			“Who will you serve?” repeated the Burning Child, as though she hadn’t heard Ilanda’s response.

			“The … the … the Realm!”

			“The Realm?” asked the Child, gripping her chin more tightly in her burning, elfin grasp. “Its rolling hills? Its rivers and mountains and plains?”

			“Yes!”

			“Does the Realm weep, Ilanda Sallymont? Does it hunger, does it hope? Does it fear for the ones it loves?”

			New images paraded before her mind’s eye: Old Beckfyr, the stable master, surrounded by his countless grandchildren, the boy Ghallo as she met him, a thin, pimply waif, blinking in the light of day after half a life serving in the dungeons below, Baea, and Ruby, the royal pages whose names she had not yet learned, Malaben Surin, faithful and tormented, Auric Manteo, without presumption, aiding two boys he didn’t know in the Bannerbraeke countryside.

			All of them, all of them!

			“Its people!” she exclaimed, the burning torment consuming every fiber of her being. “I will serve the people!”

			And then she was sitting again, her flesh unharmed, her clothing untouched, the Burning Child standing back with the table again between them. Ilanda blinked, bewildered, as though hovering between waking and dreaming. The torment had ceased, though an uncomfortable ghost of it pricked at her skin.

			“You will right what is wrong, Ilanda Reges?” asked the Child.

			“I will,” she answered, putting a hand on the table to steady herself. She reminded herself where she was, reminded herself who she was.

			“My queen,” said Ulwen, rising from the floor where he had fallen.

			She turned to him. He held up his right hand. The metallic cloth was gone, and he was whole again, fingers and palm ashy, blistered, and red, but whole. He flexed the fingers in amazement. Ilanda felt an unnatural peace descend upon her.

			We must speak, you and I, said Nimah’pae’da, its voice shaky. We can use this entity for our purpose, but its … religious fervor. We must control it, lest it burn the whole world.

			Ilanda barely heard the sword’s words, her eyes still fixed on those of the Burning Child. She felt a zeal in her heart—it was not a religious thing; the sword was wrong. Nor was it entirely new. Rather, it was a seed of something, growing, blooming. Not religious, but … sacred.

			Seek no glory for yourself, she thought. Be like the shepherd, tending her beloved flock.

			“Now that you are purified, Queen of Hanifax,” said the Child, “your enemies have become my enemies.”
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			Six days later, Ilanda sat on the griffin couch in her bedchamber, the perfume of bright bouquets of flowers in polished vases of alabaster filling the air. She had allowed Baea and Ruby to fuss over her, to apply rich cosmetics, to braid her dark hair and gather it in the mother-of-pearl ring, Lawrence’s betrothal gift. She wore the same gown she had worn at her wedding, its flowing skirts ridiculously impractical for anyone who wished to move about. But it seemed somehow appropriate for this meeting. At last, Ulwen placed the crown on her head, the simple golden circlet fitted with emeralds.

			She was ready now, for a second Calling. This one with Duke Willem, ensconced in his place of power, the great fortress at Bennybrooke. Baea put the final touches to the gold filigree lines artfully rendered on Ilanda’s white painted cheeks, and Ruby arranged every stray hair. Finally, she nodded. Ulwen and Artesmia stood by as a trio of sorcerers from the Royal College spoke the intricate incantations. They wove the complex spell in graceful harmony, brows beaded with sweat from their efforts.

			In a flurry of light and shadow, the features of her apartments merged with those of the duke’s. His chamber was far more ostentatious than her own, all its furniture gilded. Rich tapestries depicting martial scenes hung on the walls, and from the ceiling dangled polished braziers, the sort one would see in an artist’s rendering of an Azkayan potentate’s throne room. This, thought Ilanda, was unmistakably the room of a man who has no doubt that he should be king.

			“Greetings, Ilanda Padivale,” said the duke, sitting in an opulent chair, gold and bejeweled. He was a handsome fellow, the duke, with strong, manly features, a jutting chin and dark blond hair, oiled and curled. He wore a traditional Burandi military uniform of deep blue with silver trim. In truth, Ilanda felt it clashed with all the gold frippery about him.

			“Ah, you err already, Duke Willem,” she said, doing her best to submerge the hatred that bubbled in her heart. “We are no longer Ilanda Padivale, but Ilanda Reges, lawfully anointed monarch of Hanifax and all her holdings, which include your mutinous duchy, sir.”

			“Geneviva named you, Ilanda,” he answered with a contemptuous wave of his hand, the gemstones in the rings he wore winking in the light. “Geneviva was a monster, and you were her last monstrous act.”

			“You are in rebellion, sir. Indeed, you are the author of this insurrection against our rule. You know the wages for such work. I mean to pay them.”

			“Come now, girl,” sneered the duke. “Did you really have your sorcerers reduce half your purse to powder so that you could deliver me empty threats? I do not frighten easily, and you frighten me not at all. So, let’s dispense with your silly girlish games and have at it. You wish to negotiate.”

			Willem reached for a gaudy goblet atop a side table and took a long sip.

			“Early for wine, is it not, Duke Willem?” she asked with her most beatific smile. “Does a man unafraid require wine to steel himself?”

			Willem set the goblet down on a side table, shaking his head slowly.

			“Have you nothing to discuss with me, girl?” he said, inspecting his cuticles. “If there is no substance to your Calling, I will end this pointless exchange. I am at war, you see.”

			“With whom, Willem? Don’t tell me you’ve angered the Azkayans as well? Do you plan to cross the mountains and invade them as well?”

			“Harkeny, girl. Grand Count Mychel commands three thousand men, half of them mounted. He’s positioned east of Kenkaid and will lay siege to Bankirk and then burn villages in the hill country that should have been Marburand’s ages ago. Half of your duchy will be mine in the coming weeks, while you dither in your Boudun playpen.”

			Even now, Ilanda marveled at the man’s selfish arrogance.

			“Harkeny holds the frontier,” she responded, aghast at so hateful and reckless an act. “You would attack her with her back turned, knowing what lies across the Selvey?”

			“Geneviva let Ursena and Valya both fall, girl, for nothing. What I do, I do with purpose. Maybe what remains of Harkeny falls to the northern brutes. Maybe Orin manages to hang on. I care not. With those hills in my hands, I’ll have a much smaller frontier to garrison against the barbarians or Duke Orin’s remnants. You should have crossed the Cradle, Ilanda, weeks ago. Instead, you sheltered in your palace while I moved my pieces about the board, unaffected by your pointless naval blockade. Now Kelse burns in the west, and soon you’ll have to contend with the pirate menace across the entire archipelago. In the meantime, I’ll build an eastern kingdom, an Empire of Marburand.”

			Ilanda allowed a tear to fall down her cheek, making Baea’s delicate filigree run.

			“Oh, no tears, little queen,” said Willem with mock sympathy. “I have a proposal for you that might allow you to pick up the pieces.”

			What is this? she wondered. What does he want? Total capitulation?

			“What is this proposal, Willem?”

			“Surrender the east to me. All of it. Bannerbraeke, Warwede, the Karnes, the island and mountain earldoms. Turn your navy around and free it to contend with your pirate scourge. Perhaps you can salvage Kelse and the archipelago, maybe even rescue lost Valya from the buccaneer princes who rule her cities and towns. You will still be queen. Your kingdom will just be considerably smaller.”

			“So, you don’t wish to be King of Hanifax after all?” She was genuinely surprised.

			“Too many problems. Pirates, the petty demands of the earls, who expect greater deference than the dukes, who reign over far larger holdings. And the counts! Marcator spare me from ‘Faxer counts and the silly bickering between one island and another. No. Marburand, long the breadbasket of the empire, and the mountain earldoms, rich in iron and precious metals. We have all we need. I am satisfied with the east. It is the better half, if you’ll allow me my homeland pride.

			“But Harkeny—”

			“I could let her be,” said Willem, reaching again for his goblet. “I could order Mychel to hold his position and let your Duke Orin contend with his barbarian hordes, who have their own queen. One that I have aided. Indeed, one that I created.”

			“You raised Magda?” Ilanda knew this, of course, having spoken to Symon. It simply amazed her that Willem would own so terrible an act.

			“Not on my own. Her demon-gods had a greater hand. But my part was no simple thing. Imagine the patience required, teaching a Korsa witch the sorceries necessary to open hell and make it do her bidding. My Spire sorcerers are to be commended for their persistence.”

			Ilanda stood from her chair, folding her arms over her bosom, genuinely in awe.

			“How could you do such an unholy thing? Your avaricious ambition has made you a true monstrosity.”

			“You are beaten,” said Willem after taking another sip from his goblet. “Accept my proposal and give yourself a fighting chance. Or you can reject it and hear reports of Harkeny’s destruction.”

			Ilanda hid her face in her hands for a moment, and then she began to laugh.

			“Have you gone mad, girl?” asked Willem, scowling.

			“Oh, you must forgive me, duke,” she said, letting her hands fall to her sides. “I should not have indulged my desire to see you make a fool of yourself. But I supposed having your confession in hand removes any doubt in the rightness of your fate.”

			“My fate? Girl, I have cut your kingdom in twain and taken the larger half for myself!”

			Ilanda heard muffled shouts from outside Willem’s chamber, then a commotion and screams. He stood suddenly from his gilded chair, knocking over his side table and sending the goblet of wine to the floor.

			“What is that?” he growled.

			“That’s fate, Willem. Coming to knock at your door.”

			A great pounding resounded, the reverberation of a mighty fist against an oak door.

			“What sorcery—”

			More pounding: boom, boom, boom. One of his martial tapestries fell to the floor.

			“There is much sorcery can accomplish,” said Ilanda. “A single ship sailed straight across the Cradle, braving sea and storms, to transport this gift to your door. To purify you, Willem. To burn away your sin. I wonder what will be left when she’s done with you?”

			“Whatever trick this is, Ilanda—”

			“No trick, Willem. Judgment. It’s high time for repentance.”

			She saw fear on his face. But rather than beg for mercy, he renewed his threats.

			“Mychel is still at Harkeny’s door! He can still wreak havoc in your homeland! I’ll burn the duchy down to its foundations!”

			“Magda is finished, Willem. Uncle Symon dealt with her chickens—yes, we know about the chickens. Symon shared quite a tale. A token force guards the quiet frontier, and the bulk of Harkeny’s cavalry stands poised south of Bankirk with two frontier legions, ready to chase Mychel until he and his prettily costumed horses are swimming in the Ironbell. As I said when we began this little talk, I will pay you wages for your insurrection and murder. Or my ally will.”

			Willem’s head jerked at the sound of more insistent pounding at his door.

			“Who’s there?” he yelled, reaching for a sword at his side that wasn’t there.

			“I told you, Willem: judgment,” answered Ilanda. “The Buskers had a legend. Are you familiar with it? Holy Nemesis—the executor of inescapable justice. She’s arrived, Willem. She’s arrived for you.”

			There was the sound of shattering planks, and Duke Willem, unable to move, stood gaping at something approaching him. Again he fumbled vainly for the sword that wasn’t there before Ilanda heard his terrifying visitor speak.

			“Come, Willem, embrace me. Let holy fire burn your sin away.”

			The Burning Child, once Suli the orphan girl, came to the paralyzed duke and wrapped her fiery blue arms around his waist. Soon they were a great bonfire, burning together. And Willem screamed.

			Ilanda Reges sat back down on the griffin couch. It took much longer than she thought it would. But she sat and savored every moment, watching with fascination until all that was left of Duke Willem was a charred, emaciated husk.
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			Visitors

			Agnes’s entire body tingled as she stepped into the column of smoke, the acrid stink invading her nostrils. When nothing seemed to happen, she considered stepping back out of the fumes, but abruptly she felt as though she was falling. Her muscles jerked, as though she roused herself suddenly from a troubling dream. Her first thought was that it was terribly cold. She realized then that her armor was gone—all she wore was her simple Syraeic tunic, trousers, and boots. Her pack was gone as well. Panicked, she reached across her waist and was gratified by the familiar touch of Szaa’da’shaela’s hilt.

			At least you’re still with me, she thought.

			The sword said nothing in reply.

			Where are we? she asked.

			Silence. No reassuring vibration at her hip. The blade was here with her, but somehow, Szaa’da’shaela, the Djao sorcerer, was not. She rummaged through her pockets and found the small bag containing the shattered remains of the obsidian eye, but nothing else.

			Agnes stood on a paved road, an ominous glow on the horizon. The configuration of the night sky above her was familiar, but with subtle differences that she found disorienting. She read the constellations, identified the pole star, and surmised that the ominous glow was coming from the south. A pair of travelers riding donkeys came over the ridge from that direction. They drew daggers as she approached them, truculently informing her that she was only a few miles away from the great city of Vah’shaan. She thanked them and they were on their way again, both stealing glances over their shoulders to eye her warily before they disappeared into the distance.

			There was little other traffic on the road. After the donkey riders she saw one or two, and then it was nearly half an hour before she came upon another traveler. That traveler turned out to be Lumari, minus her bandoliers, satchel, and eyepatch. The red socket of her eye had a pair of parallel lacerations dragging down from it, as though fingers had just gouged out the eye and clawed away skin in the process.

			“Does it hurt?” she asked the alchemist.

			“Strangely, no,” Lumari answered, touching the lacerations tentatively with a finger. “At least, not as it did when it happened. I feel only a ghost of the pain, like an echo. I have had some bouts of dizziness.”

			“Do you have a weapon?”

			“My dagger. No more. Everything else I had with me is gone. I waited for about an hour after I stepped through and arrived here, in case other members of the expedition appeared as well. I thought I was alone. I’ve been walking in this direction for nearly two hours.”

			“You’ve been here longer than me,” said Agnes. “That seems strange. I stepped into the smoke before you did. Where are we?”

			Lumari shook her head, teeth chattering, rubbing her hands together for warmth.

			“I asked a couple of men on donkeys where I was. Merchants, I think, judging by the loaded baskets over their animals’ rumps. They told me Vah’shaan was this way—a city I presume—I asked them a few more questions, but they were unnerved by my missing eye and trotted off. It was after they’d gone that I realized I’d been holding a conversation in Lower Djao the whole time and thinking nothing of it.”

			“What?”

			“Sir Agnes, you and I are speaking Djao right now.”

			Agnes spoke it again, thought the word: what? But the word that came out of her mouth was “vahl.”

			Lumari seemed to read Agnes’s dawning awareness on her face.

			“Yes,” said the alchemist, a hand on Agnes’s shoulder. “A better question might be, when are we?”

			Agnes nodded, then suggested they continue up the road to Vah’shaan.

			“I don’t know how long we can be out in this cold before we freeze to death, and we’ve nothing to make a fire. The sooner we find shelter, the better.”

			The two of them walked at a brisk pace, relying on movement to generate heat. When they cleared another ridge, the silhouette of Vah’shaan revealed itself, towers with bonfires at their summit making the city look like candles atop a cake. Soon after, they came upon Qeelb, sitting at the side of the road, his blindfold missing, and his sockets weeping the liquified remnants of his eyes, as though his blinding in the caves at Gnexes had occurred moments before.

			“Perhaps it’s a consequence of the orb I dropped,” he said when they began to speculate on why they arrived as they had. “We’ve been transported to this place incomplete. Whatever the reason, I’m blind again, and I can’t cast the simplest spell. Not even a novice’s cantrip.”

			Agnes, the only one with unimpaired vision, acted as Qeelb’s guide until they reached the walls of the city. The walls were more than sixty feet high, stretching for hundreds of feet east and west. Lumari estimated that the place had a population at least as big as Boudun’s. They approached the gate, watched over by a gang of burly, bearded men in splint armor, carrying long pikes. Most stood about, watching two of their number brutalize another man. One of the bullies punctuated each slap and blow with a word.

			“Oshu!”

			But Agnes heard it in her native tongue.

			“Red!”

			“Hesk!” she cried, recognizing him.

			She started to run to him but found herself staring down the business ends of four pikes.

			“Far enough, sweet tits,” said one of the guardsmen, giving her a painful poke in a shoulder. “Wait patient and the boys’ll give you a turn.”

			“Hey, Behru, look what she’s wearing!” said another, his pike holding Lumari at bay but his eyes on Agnes.

			“That’s a fancy weapon you got there, ma’am,” said Behru, looking a bit uncomfortable. “You have business in Vah’shaan?”

			“I do!” she shouted, her hand on Szaa’da’shaela’s hilt. “And this man you abuse is in my party!”

			“Well, he has no coin for the tax. We can’t let any vagabond enter the city and increase the beggar population. Asked him to give us his hair, for payment. You know, as an offering. He made a fuss, so we’re taking the offering out o’ his hide. If you’re willing to pay his way, we’ll let ginger boy go.”

			Agnes froze for a moment, watching her breath fog the air as she exhaled. She hadn’t any coin either.

			“What kind of coin are you talking about, gentlemen?” asked Qeelb from behind her, whom Agnes had nearly forgotten.

			“Fine sword like the lady has there shouts wealth,” said Behru, looking down at the Djao artifact’s hilt, “I’d expect no less than gold. Or a jewel. Of course, she could hand over the weapon as payment for all of you.”

			Agnes’s hand closed on Szaa’da’shaela’s grip, the thought of it being taken from her bringing blood to her face.

			“Sir Agnes has jewels,” said the blind sorcerer. “Don’t you Sir Agnes?”

			Agnes looked back at him, puzzled. Then she remembered the bag in her pocket. She reached in and found a chip shaped like a teardrop. She pulled it out and held it up to the light of the torches burning on the wall.

			“Will this suffice?”

			The eyes of Behru and the other guards went wide.

			“By blood and by night, yes indeed!” said Behru, lowering his pike, jovial. “Enter Vah’shaan and make proper obeisance to Our Lady. And may your stay be a fulfilling one!”

			Hesk tucked in his tunic, glaring at one of the men who had beaten him. The man reached out and gave him another slap, sending him to the ground.

			“One last kiss to remember me by, Red,” said the man, followed by a gob of spit near where Hesk had landed.

			Hesk picked himself up and walked over to join the others, an angry eye on his persecutors. The guards, however, had already forgotten him and were chattering among themselves. Agnes heard the words true heart as they passed through the gate, but the rest was a garble.

			“We need to get out of the cold,” said Lumari. “The first tavern we see will be good enough, warm hearth or no.”

			“I find myself craving Pennyman’s porridge,” said Hesk.

			The city streets were narrow, its buildings built close together, leaning against one another as though vying for who would push the other over. They came upon a quartet of men in sackcloth, huddled together in hushed conversation, standing before the door of a building. A sign hanging overhead depicted what looked like a mug of ale, next to a man bent over, his head and arms in stocks.

			“A man in a pillory,” observed Lumari. “What a charming advertisement for beer.”
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			The innkeeper introduced himself as Tsir’oh’nah after the inquisitors had left the tavern—men clad in white robes stained with drops and splashes of blood, corded whips hung at their hips. As Tsir had assured them, the deaths of three local toughs were waved away as no concern, no matter how formidable their employer Poh’il’du might be. A short while later people in drooping gray hoods came to cart the bodies away and clean up the blood.

			“You’ve made more than me happy tonight,” said Tsir as the last of the bloody corpses was taken out into the cold. “The blood and bones of those three will go to a Holy Render’s and be salvaged. There’s a pretty penny in that.”

			Agnes didn’t have the stomach to ask what that meant. Instead, she requested that they be shown to their lodgings for the night. It looked like a hastily decorated storage room, featuring little more than a large four-poster bed bedecked with brightly colored ribbons, a smell of mint on the air, and a cheap brown rug on the floor. Three fat candles burned atop a side table, the room’s only illumination. She thanked Tsir, and he gave them a deferential but sincere good night, promising breakfast when they awoke.

			“Well,” said Hesk when the innkeeper had gone, “we’re warm, we’ve been fed, and we’ve shed blood. What now? Why the hell are we here and how do we get back?”

			“Is it possible we aren’t, well … here exactly?” wondered Agnes. “Could this all be an especially vivid hallucination? Or an illusion?”

			“No,” said Qeelb. “That’s not how illusion works. Nor would we share the same hallucination. The magic of the orbs transported us, bodily, through space and time. We are in the very distant past.”

			“At least a thousand years before the Djao fell,” said Lumari. “Give or take a century.”

			“Rest,” said Agnes. “We need rest. We can puzzle out this riddle in the morning.”

			The others agreed. The bed would fit three of them. Qeelb insisted on taking the floor. Lumari guided him to a corner, and he laid down with a blanket and was asleep within five minutes. Lumari waved to the bed and gave Hesk a nudge.

			“Take the far side. And point that dick of yours at the wall.”

			Hesk smirked and shook his head but followed her instruction. Lumari motioned next for Agnes, the alchemist explaining that she’d never sleep if she was situated between the two of them. When Agnes put her head on the pillow, looking up at the rafters, Lumari climbed in and turned her back to her.

			“I’m leaving these candles burning,” she said over her shoulder, her tone suggesting she’d brook no argument. “I don’t want to be in the dark here.”

			Agnes said nothing. She could empathize with the alchemist’s unease, for she felt it herself. But soon her two bedmates were fast asleep. Sleep eluded Agnes. She lay awake for nearly two hours, with Lumari’s soft snore and Hesk mumbling and restlessly shifting in his sleep, the candle flames casting weird shadows on the walls. Agnes recalled seeing Szaa’da’shaela after the fight, most of its pictographs and scrollwork missing. She imagined that this was how the blade looked before it housed the Djao sorcerer’s soul. And then she wondered if she didn’t inhabit the blade now because she was alive, in the flesh, somewhere in this world where Agnes and her companions found themselves.

			How would her father handle this situation? Level-headed, matter of fact, never flustered, an ideal field agent—that was Auric Manteo. Up until the end. His sudden sacrifice came to her mind’s eye then, as he fell on Szaa’da’shaela, piercing his heart in the chamber with Sira and the false god Timilis. He was here somewhere, too; alive, visiting malice on humanity as one of the land’s great lords. Tears came then. The faces of others she had lost. Her brother Tomas, her mother, Sir Arla … Raimund.

			She recalled his gentle touch, brought a hand to her breast as she thought of it, then between her legs. After a moment she chastised herself, covering her face with her hands. Some agents talked about experiencing sexual arousal at times of great peril, when they faced death. It seemed a stupid boast to her when she heard it. What was this now? She turned and saw that Hesk lay on his side, facing her. He slept still, eyes moving beneath their lids, away in some dream. She winced at the bruises on his face—on his cheek, both eyes blackening, his lip split. Then she remembered the urges she had felt earlier with him, soon after they met, to tousle his hair, touch his cheek, to kiss him. She found herself reaching out with two fingers to trace the contours of his lips, lightly, careful when she came to his injury.

			And then his eyes were open, and he stared back at her. Agnes was paralyzed in that moment, but after a pause he reached out with a hand, put it behind her head, and drew her to his lips. They kissed. Agnes brought her leg up between his legs, her thigh pressing, feeling him harden. She reached a hand down to him, her heart beginning to race, breathing heavily. Both pulled away from one another abruptly when Lumari spoke.

			“Are you two fucking kidding me?”

			Hesk put the back of his hand to his mouth and coughed. He gave Agnes a sheepish look and an embarrassed smile and turned again to the wall. Agnes felt like a pubescent girl, caught by a prudish proctor, kissing another student in a closet.

			“Sorry,” she muttered, her apology making her feel even more foolish.

			Lumari was soon snoring again. Whether Hesk slept she wasn’t sure, but he no longer shifted in the bed and mumbled. Agnes tried, but lay awake for the rest of the night, her thoughts wandering between death, life, and hope.
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			True to his word, Tsir had a meal for them when they woke: eggs spiced with something sweet and piquant she couldn’t name, along with a buttered slice of warm, crusty bread. She asked him if he could find them warm coats, offering another shard. He refused the additional payment at first, stating that what she’d given him was more than enough to cover the cost, but was finally persuaded to take the second chip.

			When he returned bearing four wool jackets with furred collars, Agnes and the others asked him more questions about the world they were now a part of.

			“In whose domain is Vah’shaan?”

			“Why, the Great Lady of Blood and Night.”

			“Does the great lady have a name?” asked Lumari, her tone hinting at scorn.

			“Her Most Gracious and Terrible Majesty, Leh’ae’ah’lu,” he answered, hand on his heart. “May her thirst be quenched.”

			“Don’t count on it, friend,” Lumari whispered.

			“Lalu,” said Hesk.

			“God of love and passion,” the alchemist quipped. “She popped in last night for a visit with us.”

			Hesk blushed, Agnes frowned, her embarrassment gone, replaced with growing annoyance at the increasingly sour alchemist. Qeelb chuckled.

			Tsir, looking bewildered, excused himself, leaving the four of them alone again.

			“How do we get the fuck out of this place?” asked Hesk sliding down the wall to join Qeelb, still sitting on the floor propped against it.

			Lumari sat down at the head of their bed, bringing her knees up to her chest. Agnes shook her head and began to pace the perimeter of the worn oval rug in the center of their room. What possible way out was there? She didn’t know where to begin. Qeelb couldn’t perform sorcery, else he might cast some divination to call upon supernatural wisdom. She put a hand to Szaa’da’shaela’s hilt, out of habit first, then begging it to speak, to advise her, but she only felt cold metal. Perhaps this was Timilis’s final joke on them after all, trapping them in an age with the Djao at their greatest power.

			“It’s not fucking funny,” she said quietly.

			“What was that?” asked Lumari, lifting her chin from her knees.

			“Talking to myself,” replied Agnes. “I was just thinking that if this is Timilis’s last joke, it isn’t funny.”

			“Wait!” said Qeelb. “Timilis is here now, is he not?”

			“What do you mean?” asked Hesk, turning to the sorcerer.

			“Timilis is alive, here, in this world. A lord of one of these domains.”

			Hesk scowled.

			“So maybe we can track him down and ask him if he’ll give us a hand? Qeelb, if Sir Arla were here, she’d punch you in the dick.”

			Lumari and Qeelb and Hesk all began to argue and speculate, but Agnes stayed aloof, arms crossed, standing at the center of the frayed brown rug. It was a mad idea, but what other options did they have?

			“We have no other choice,” she said.

			The others stopped their bickering and looked to her.

			“How do you propose we do this, Sir Agnes?” asked Lumari, staring back at her with one eye angry, the other an empty socket. “Where is his domain? A hundred miles? A thousand? What dangers lie between us and that place? Can we face them with our sorcerer blind and powerless and me armed with only a dagger? We don’t understand the bloody customs! If we find him, will he speak to us? Or will he flay the skin from our hides for entertainment? Or perhaps toss all of us in an oubliette? We don’t even know what name Timilis is known by in this age!”

			The alchemist was right, of course. Madness.

			There was a knock at the door and Tsir was with them again, his tone apologetic.

			“Forgive me, my friends, but there is a man to see you.”

			“To see us?” asked Lumari, skeptical. “Did he give a name?”

			“Uh, no. Cocky fellow. He said you’d know him when you saw him, milady, and knew your name,” Tsir answered, directing his words to Agnes.

			“Send him in,” said Qeelb, almost casually.

			“What?” said Hesk, reaching for his sword.

			“Our visitor,” the sorcerer responded, as though that should quiet Hesk’s consternation.

			The person who Tsir admitted was clad in the clothes of a wealthy man. He entered sniffing a rose in the lapel of his rich, ermine-trimmed robe. He had thick blond hair, a youthful face, and wore a swaggering grin. Agnes gasped.

			“Is it who I think it is?” queried Qeelb, still sitting on the floor.

			“You must be Agnes Manteo,” said the man, extending a gentlemanly hand to her.

			“Yes,” said Agnes after a pause, answering both the man and Qeelb. Her right hand drifted slowly to the pommel of her sword.

			“Who is this man?” asked Lumari and Hesk in unison.

			“Bocca the Candle,” said Agnes, hand tight on the grip of her weapon. “Also known as Timilis, god of thieves and low sorcerers.”
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			“It’s cold as balls out there!” said Timilis, after Tsir had left them, rubbing his hands together. “Mind if I start a fire?”

			Without waiting for an answer, he snapped his fingers—a pile of coals appeared on their bed and burst into fiery life. Lumari scrambled off and was against the wall with Qeelb and Hesk in an instant. Agnes drew her blade from its scabbard and pressed the point against the breast of his doublet of maroon velvet. Timilis ran a finger along the length of the sword’s edge.

			“Is this it?” he asked breathlessly. “Is this the blade that will slay me?”

			“It is,” said Agnes, pressing the tip of the sword into his chest with a bit more force. It seemed not to bother him.

			“So,” asked Hesk, “you’re the Timilis who lives in this age?”

			“No, no I’m not.”

			“But you are Timilis,” said Hesk.

			“Yes, of course. Yellow Hells, man! She just told you!”

			“But she killed you!”

			“Not yet,” said Timilis, a sour smirk on his face. “Look, traveling through time is complex. You’re from my future, but in my past. Don’t think on this too hard, lad, or it will burn your simple little mind to a cinder.”

			“You’re the one who created a way for us to come here,” said Agnes, contemplating driving her blade through his chest.

			“Yes. I wished to meet you, my eventual hapless liberators. I’m pleased to see you made it. This tells me that you’ve helped me escape this endless existence. And next is the grand slaughter. Oh, I wish I could be there to see it!”

			“Perhaps you could be less obtuse,” said Qeelb. “You want us to kill the rest of your kind? How do we do that?”

			“Of course! But where would the fun be if I laid it all out for you?” said Timilis, walking toward the blind sorcerer, his body passing through Agnes’s blade as though it wasn’t there. “There’s a proverb, on the tip of my tongue. How sweet the prize earned rather than given. Or the fruit you pluck yourself. Something along those lines, anyway. Isn’t it enough that I stripped away most of Aem’al’ai’esh’s protections?”

			“Most?” said Hesk. “We lost a good woman to that place’s necromancy!”

			“This one doesn’t listen very well, does he?” said Timilis to Agnes, speaking over his shoulder. “Sacrifices must be made! It’s sweeter if you earn it, boy!”

			Agnes took a step toward Timilis, placing the point of the blade in his back.

			“So how do we return to our own time?”

			“Patience, Agnes! Don’t you want to hear my tale first?”

			“I do,” said Lumari, eyes fixed on the burning coals that somehow weren’t spreading fire to the bedlinens.

			“Aem’al’ai’esh was made a fortress. Impregnable. It’s the repository of the mortal forms of nearly all the remaining Besh’oul, as they go traveling about the multiverse. Those mortal forms anchor their souls and must be preserved. Otherwise, their souls will be untethered, flying helplessly about creation like a leaf in a whirlwind—a terrible fate for anyone, let alone beings used to wielding limitless power. So, the mightiest magicks ensorcel every bit and brick of Aem’al’ai’esh. Those spells, though potent, require renewal every five or six centuries. That means one of us must return to his mortal form to reinforce the protections.”

			“And the duty fell to you this time,” said Qeelb.

			“Yes! My sacred duty to my arrogant, dismissive brothers and sisters! Like the rest, I swore terrible oaths promising to execute this burden faithfully.”

			“Knowing you, and they trusted you would keep your promise?” said Agnes, giving her blade another poke into his back.

			“Really, Agnes Manteo,” he replied. “Cynicism in one so young is most unbecoming. Were it not for my unbearable ennui, I would have done my duty, as the others had, over the long millennia. But I awoke filled with a burning desire for it to be over. I had had enough! As I’m sure you can imagine, achieving the death of a god, even if you yourself are that god, is no simple thing.”

			“Why do you tell us this?” asked Hesk, rising from the floor and drawing his own weapon. “Why this elaborate production?”

			“I’ll answer your second question first: to avoid the attention of my irascible brethren in my present, I had to bring you into their past.”

			“That still makes no sense,” said Hesk.

			Timilis rolled his eyes and touched the tip of Hesk’s sword with a finger. The blade was suddenly a hissing serpent. He dropped the writhing thing and it slithered beneath the bed. Timilis continued.

			“As to your first question, the answer is two-fold. Frankly, I had to tell someone of my genius! The plan I formulated, the great spells woven to bring the means for my death to … well, you know that part, of course! Perhaps even better than me! Had you not, you wouldn’t be here! Oh, it does please me to know that I am truly dead. I haven’t decided on my last words yet. Will you tell me what they were and save me the trouble of composing them?”

			“Nothing remarkable” said Agnes, pushing the point of the sword into his back further, though he seemed not to notice it. “You died screaming and shitting yourself, if you want to know the truth.”

			“You seem angry,” said Timilis, turning and tearing the blade from her hand. “But this weapon has no power here, beyond its mundane properties.” He pointed to the plain flat of the blade. “You see? No sigils, no glyphs. No Ush’oul inhabiting it yet. There are no Ush’oul here. Not yet at least. Another seven hundred years before they begin their ill-advised uprising. Therefore, you can’t harm me, so stop trying, because it’s beginning to raise my ire.”

			Timilis placed the blade back in her hand and then walked toward Agnes, the steel piercing his chest and distending the back of his doublet. She looked deep into Timilis’s vibrant blue eyes: ancient, evil, insufferably confident. She feared they would mesmerize her, but then she reminded herself that she had killed him, drove the very potent steel of Szaa’da’shaela through his heart, kicked his severed head into the pit. No need to fear him, but there was no sense in antagonizing him. They had to get back.

			“I am a god, Agnes Manteo,” he said. “You should treat me with greater respect.”

			“You still maintain you are divine?” asked Lumari, back still pressed against the wall. Timilis answered without turning to face her, eyes still fixed on Agnes.

			“I was born a man, but I have lived many thousands years. My whims have shaped the lives of millions. In your time, desperate people flock to my temples to leave offerings, to beg for my blessing, to pray. I orchestrate the destruction of an entire pantheon of immortal beings. Does this not meet your definition of divinity?”

			You have no temples in my kingdom, thought Agnes. Your arrogance is boundless, but your vision of the future is imperfect. Your great plan is a wild thing that won’t allow you to pull at a leash. I am not your puppet. I am no one’s puppet. I choose to slay your goddamned Besh’oul of my own free will, not because of your petty grievances. But I’ll use your aid, you smug bastard.

			“You said you brought us back here was for two reasons,” said Lumari, growing impatient. “You wanted an opportunity to boast of your genius, and you needed to do so when your brethren wouldn’t be paying attention. And the other reason?”

			“Ah! To give you this,” he said, snapping his fingers.

			A disc the size of a silver crown appeared between his thumb and forefinger. He flipped it into the air to Lumari, who managed to catch it. She examined it, looking at both sides of the coin.

			“It’s iridescent,” she said. “Reminds me of mother-of-pearl, but the colors shift, as though it’s both liquid and solid at the same time.”

			“It’s a key,” said Timilis, running fingers through his thick hair. “To use when you come upon the mirror, at Aem’al’ai’esh.”

			“What mirror?” asked Hesk.

			“You’ll know it when you see it,” said Timilis with his maddeningly coy smile. “Smear it with freshly shed blood. Blood from either side of the mirror will do.”

			“Riddles,” said Lumari.

			Qeelb stood slowly, using the wall to steady himself.

			“It’s not an attractive affectation, sir,” said the broken sorcerer, “this need of yours for convoluted mystery. Why not simply remove this barrier for us, rather than make this elaborate drama of traveling through time to provide a key?”

			“You think you are wise,” said Timilis, the corners of his mouth turning down, brow furrowing. “Your knowledge is but a bare thimbleful compared to the oceans of my dark wisdom, and yet you have the arrogance to question my methods? The barrier is protected by a charm that evolves, constantly changing its configuration over time. It is keyed to the essence of the Besh’oul. Agnes’s father had to slay Gaha’laat. I could then use that one’s essence to fashion the key.”

			“Gaha’laat?” asked Hesk.

			“The Aching God,” answered Agnes.

			“And you couldn’t give us this key at Gnexes?” Qeelb said. “Again, I fail to understand—”

			“Tell me,” interrupted Timilis. “Do you like it here, blind man? This kingdom of blood and terror?”

			“In truth, it’s better than a jar on an Azkayan sorcerer’s shelf,” he answered. “But why should you care?”

			“How do we get back to Aem’al’ai’esh?” Agnes asked, drawing Timilis’s dangerously simmering gaze from Qeelb.

			“This place is fueled by blood, Agnes Manteo, and by sacrifice, more so than any era of human history. Your return requires both blood and sacrifice. Ask your lumpen host where you might find a local sorcerer. Watch him blanch, but eventually he will give you the direction you require. I think you’ll find my unwitting agent delightful. She’ll lead you back where you came from.”

			“Thank you,” said Qeelb.

			Timilis ignored Qeelb, still focused on Agnes.

			“One last thing, my dear … and this is a delicate matter. My plan called for your father to offer you as a blood sacrifice to imbue the sword with enough power to end me. That’s apparently not how the matter worked itself out.”

			“No,” said Agnes, feeling tears rising. She pushed them away. She wouldn’t lay her grief at this monster’s feet.

			Timilis looked at Agnes, waiting for her to continue. Rather than ask her for an explanation, he simply gave her his smug smile.

			“Well, as much as this detail niggles at me, I do so rarely experience surprise. Regardless, I hope your father is well, Agnes. Say hello to Auric Manteo for me, should you manage to get back home alive. Serious fellow, your father—his suffering was sweet, and fed so much of my grand design. A shame he didn’t come with you. I would have liked to shake his hand.”

			“A shame, yes,” said Agnes.
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			The Bloodletter’s Daughter

			Timilis was gone in the blink of an eye, taking his burning coals with him. Hesk found his sword intact beneath the bed and no longer wriggling.

			“What do we make of that?” asked Lumari, moving away from the wall where Qeelb stood, his hand against the plaster to steady himself.

			“As before, he has the ego of someone who thinks himself a god,” said the blind sorcerer, “but he doesn’t know or see all.”

			Qeelb held out his hand, offering the iridescent disk Timilis had given them. Agnes took it from him and looked at the swirling color on its face.

			“Yes,” said Agnes, pleased that Qeelb shared her conviction about the pretender-god.

			“So, we just do as he says?” said Hesk, sheathing his sword.

			“We do as he says,” said Agnes. “We invite our host to join us.”

			“You really think that’s it then?” asked Lumari. “He arranged all this for an opportunity just to boast of his great plan and hand us a key he could have provided in less ostentatious fashion. Nothing more? Seems absurd.”

			“What does every priest say?” countered Qeelb. “Inscrutable are the ways of the gods.”

			“He hoped to meet Agnes’s father,” said Hesk. “He wanted to shake the hand of the man who killed him.”

			Agnes grimaced, ruminating on Timilis’s death, how she should have made it last longer, drawn out his suffering, made him beg for release. But her father surprised him. She surprised him. The memory of kicking his head down that hole was sweet to her in that moment, but something deep within shook her from that morbid reverie.

			“Let’s delay no further,” Agnes said to her fellow exiles. “We speak with Tsir.”

			[image: ]

			Hesk fetched their host, who looked around the room when he arrived, puzzled.

			“Where is your visitor?” he asked, a look of worry on his features.

			“Tsir, my friend,” said Qeelb, ignoring the man’s obvious dismay, “I think we need to be a bit more candid with you.”

			He paused. Tsir kneaded the rag he used for wiping up spills, looked up at the sorcerer, unsettled by the empty sockets that stared back at him.

			“We are from another place and time, Tsir. I know that is difficult for you to understand, but we do not belong here. We must go back.”

			“You are right, milord,” the innkeeper replied. “I don’t understand. Nor do I know how I might help you.”

			“Do you know anyone who practices sorcery?” asked Lumari.

			Tsir’s expression was one of absolute terror.

			“Blood for the Lady, no! Such a thing is forbidden all but our beneficent overlords! And no one in this domain may practice the great arts but Our Lady herself. Not even the other high lords and ladies of Djan’ih’djao.”

			“Djan’ih’djao?” echoed Agnes.

			“This land,” he answered. “The whole civilized world. Can’t you sail back over the Boiling Sea to this Bao’dahn you hail from?”

			“We need to speak with someone who knows magic,” said Qeelb. “You’ve seen the contents of our purse. We can pay them, and you, much more. Do you think the Great Lady would allow us an audience?”

			Agnes believed Tsir’s jaw would have fallen to the floor were it not attached to his skull. Finally, he shook his head vigorously.

			“Only her highest servants and blood slaves may even look upon the Great Lady, Mother of Pain and Sorrow.”

			“Oh, she sounds lovely,” Lumari joked.

			Agnes shot her a withering look.

			“It needn’t be great sorcery, Tsir,” said Qeelb. “Minor casting, perhaps someone with the second sight.”

			“The second sight is a gift from the Lady, but only for great sacrifice. There is one I know of. The bloodletter’s daughter, Zhin’ah’hee.”

			“Can we meet this woman?” Qeelb asked, rubbing his hands together.

			“I can make inquiries. With the wealth you carry, I think an audience might be arranged.”

			“Might be?” said Qeelb, an edge in his voice. “From what I understand Sir Agnes carries a mighty fortune in that purse of hers.”

			Tsir bowed, perhaps worried he had offended his strange and dangerous guests.

			“Your wealth will certainly move you ahead of any other clients Zhin’ah’hee may have, if she’s seeing people today. Most of the carnival she spends giving homage to the Lady of Blood and Night. I will visit the bloodletter’s immediately and make inquiries for you.”

			“Take this,” said Agnes.

			She placed three shards of the obsidian eye in his trembling palm. He cupped the other hand over them and nodded, bowing his way out the door.

			“Are you sure you can’t cast any spells, Qeelb?” asked Hesk after the innkeeper had left.

			“My eyes weren’t the only thing taken from me,” he responded. “I tried when I woke in the middle of the night. The incantations … they simply won’t come to my mind. It’s as though they’ve been stolen away. I couldn’t levitate a pebble if our lives depended on it.”

			“Relying on Timilis’s goodwill seems a losing game. Do you think this will work? Do you think he told us the truth?” said Hesk, pressing the sorcerer further.

			“I’m only guessing,” said Qeelb, sitting back on the floor. “It’s tempting to conclude that this is simply cruel banishment. But before we entered Aem’al’ai’esh, I had a sense we would need the crushed eye, and behold, mere slivers of it have enormous value here. And Sir Agnes’s artifact insisted that we all step into the portal, with no uncertainty, insisting this was the way. I think Timilis is far more concerned with his vengeance on his sneering compatriots than having a joke on us mortals. No matter how arrogant he may be.”

			“Your conclusions are based on little but conjecture,” said Lumari. “My alchemical proctors would slap you silly if you made such unfounded assertions to them.”

			The sorcerer shrugged.

			“Your proctors won’t be born for eleven thousand years yet. This is our Waking Dream. We’re living in the age of legends. Apologies to your scientific sensibilities, Lumari, but maybe our only option is to follow the shadowy logic of a dream.”
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			When Tsir returned, looking quite pale, new bloody bandages wrapped around his arms at the elbows, he informed them that Zhin’ah’hee was indisposed.

			“Her father promises you can see her when the new pentath has been named, three days hence. In the meantime—”

			The innkeeper swooned and would have collapsed to the floor had Hesk not caught him. They laid him down on their bed.

			“A … a bit light-headed,” he apologized. “Gehl’ah’zhin demanded a considerable offering before he would speak with me.”

			“Gehl’ah’zhin,” said Agnes. “The bloodletter?”

			“Yes. A man … supremely gifted at his trade.”

			Agnes insisted that the four of them keep to their room while they waited for their audience with this seer. She could think of a dozen proctors who would howl at the notion: back in the day of the Djao, and you hide away? How many questions might be answered out there? she could hear them wail. The greatest treasure to League historians, right outside your door! And you hide?

			But her companions didn’t argue with her. A society based on religious terror and bloody sacrifice held far too many dangers and uncertainties for them to go sightseeing, no matter how curious they might be.

			When the day came, Tsir’s man Suhr’gah guided them, walking through winding streets to a building of pink stone, a huge pictogram painted in dark crimson to the left of the door: at the hieroglyph’s center was a human heart, surrounded by stylized pricking thorns.

			“I think we can aid Helmacht translating another Djao glyph,” said Hesk.

			Suhr’gah, who turned out to be tongueless, indicated with a few grunts and gestures that he would wait outside for them while they conducted their business within. Agnes asked if they would need him inside, to navigate the protocols of such a place. He gave her a quick shake of his head and waved her to the door.

			Through the door, they found themselves in a long hallway headed to the left, blood-red candles burning in black iron sconces mounted on the right wall, the ceiling so low, Qeelb had to crouch down to keep from scraping the top of his head. They followed a carpeted runner with more Djao hieroglyphs in its weave, none of which Agnes recognized.

			The hall took a turn and ended in a small room with three doors. One bore the sign of a white crescent moon within a blackened square, another the sign of the thorn-bound heart: the bloodletter. Agnes turned the black handle and opened it. Beyond was a low-ceilinged room, humid, about thirty feet square, poorly lit by broad brass braziers at its corners, hanging by chains fixed in the stone above, filled with red hot coals. A dozen or more people lay on pallets, bloody bandages on arms and faces, feverish in the room’s oppressive heat, heads turning from side to side as they muttered in restless delirium.

			There were others, kneeling at the far end of the chamber, before a platform raised a few feet above the floor. At the platform’s center sat an old man, his legs crossed, dressed only in a loincloth and a bizarre, oversized red turban: a tall cone of fabric canted to the left under its own weight. He had a long, gray-white beard, bound with black ribbons, reaching down to his lap. A woman sat next to him, bare-breasted, her tunic pulled down around her waist as he pricked her arm with an instrument. The woman chanted strange words in ecstasy, and the bloodletter caught what flowed from the wounds with a golden bowl.

			Agnes and her companions wove their way through the prone, bandaged supplicants who had apparently made their offering to the Great Lady and now lay in fevered, rapturous prayer, tears streaming down their cheeks, sweat on their brows.

			As they arrived at the platform, a younger man arrived, also clad in a loincloth, to carry away the small bowl brimming with the woman’s crimson offering. The bloodletter, Gehl’ah’zhin, held two fingers to the woman’s forehead and spoke a soundless blessing, his lips moving, his eyes closed. He dipped a finger in a bowl of ashes on a low table beside him and drew a sign on the woman’s forehead—a hook with a loop at one end. The woman shouted a phrase Agnes couldn’t comprehend, something other than Lower Djao, then beat her fist against her chest three times. She tried to stand too quickly, falling over, faint from blood loss. Hesk leapt forward to break her fall, catching her just before her head struck the platform. All this time, Gehl’ah’zhin hadn’t moved a muscle.

			“You would deny the Lady of Blood and Night another offering, sir?” said the bloodletter, eyelids drooping, as though drowsy and on the verge of sleep. “The injury from her fall would have redounded to her credit.”

			“She might have been seriously hurt,” said Hesk, defensive.

			“Hurt is what we do here, stranger,” answered the man, his expression devoid of emotion. “But perhaps foreigners from distant lands would know nothing of our devotion. You are the ones Tsir’oh’nah told me of, yes? You wish to meet with my daughter, the seer.”

			“Yes,” said Agnes. “We can pay.”

			“In coin of the True Heart,” he responded. “Most extravagant. But there are other denominations with which you might purchase your audience.”

			His hand went to his side table. On it lay his bowl of ashes, and a collection of instruments Agnes imagined would be the envy of any inquisitor of Tolwe: needles, metal rasps, thorny stems, knives, shards of glass.

			“No bloody rites for us, thank you,” said Lumari.

			The man frowned sadly, nodding.

			“Maybe one day you’ll know the dark delight of offering a willing ransom,” replied Gehl’ah’zhin. “That eye was taken from you by force, yes? When one gives of the body freely, the experience is sublime. But not here, not now. Go out the way you came. My daughter awaits you behind the moon door. Touch the night to enter.”

			Agnes was more than happy to oblige. The four of them retraced their steps between swooning supplicants to the previous room and tried the door with the crescent moon. The handle wouldn’t turn, and Agnes’s attempt to pull and push it open also met with failure. She was about to bang on the door with a fist when Lumari nudged her aside and tapped a finger on the black square within which the white crescent lay. There was a click, and the door creaked open on its hinges.

			“Touch the night to enter,” said the alchemist.

			The room beyond was about forty feet deep and fifteen feet wide, again, the ceiling oppressively low. Countless burning candles sat on the floor between the Syraeics and the figure at the far end, a very narrow path winding from here to there. The chamber was as uncomfortably warm as that of the bloodletter.

			“Come,” said the figure.

			Lumari led the way, Agnes guided Qeelb, and Hesk held up the hem of the sorcerer’s robe so that he didn’t inadvertently overturn candles or set himself on fire. The walls and ceiling were festooned with overlapping Djao script in chestnut brown ink—Agnes assumed it was dried blood, judging by everything else she had seen in this place. One word lay atop another in such a confused jumble that nothing was decipherable. At first, Agnes thought the figure at the far end of the chamber was an adolescent girl. But as they drew closer, she saw that the woman seemed even older than the man who was presumably her father. She was wrinkled and thin, clad in diaphanous silks, and every inch of her skin was covered as were the chamber’s walls, indecipherable words obscuring one another, tattooed in her flesh.

			But it wasn’t until they had made it past the burning candles that Agnes saw the woman had no arms. Both had been severed just past her shoulders. She was sitting on a great black rug, shaped like an eye, reminding Agnes of the shattered obsidian stone in her pocket. Before the seer lay a deck of gilded cards, which she picked up with her feet and began to shuffle with her long, dexterous toes.

			“Come, sit with me on my rug,” said Zhin’ah’hee, her smile revealing rot-blackened teeth. “I am ready for you.”

			The four of them did as they were asked, Hesk assisting blind Qeelb, sitting at what would be the eye’s lower lashes, while the seer was its iris. Zhin’ah’hee deftly dealt a single card from the deck and it landed directly before Agnes.

			“Pick it up,” she said.

			“Don’t you want to know what we wish to ask you?” Lumari queried before Agnes could do as the seer instructed.

			“I know what you seek. The card will confirm it.”

			Lumari, who apparently had little patience for such dramatics, reached over and picked up the card herself and looked at it. What she saw sobered her. She placed it back down on the rug before Agnes, face up. It was a Djao hieroglyph: Waking Dream.

			“You have seen that before,” said Zhin’ah’hee, tilting her head at a weird angle as she smiled. “Its name is ‘Strange Traveler.’ That’s what you are, is it not?”

			“Yes,” answered Agnes, wiping away a bead of sweat. Had the room grown hotter?

			“And you wish to return from whence you came.”

			“Yes,” said Hesk.

			“Well, that is simple enough.”

			“What?” said Agnes, unsure if she had heard correctly.

			“A simple thing, sending you home. But first, you must choose. Each of you. You first, pretty one.”

			Zhin’ah’hee extended the foot holding the deck of cards to Agnes. With the other foot she fanned the cards out. Agnes hesitated. She wished Szaa’da’shaela was present, to tremble reassuringly, to let her know what she did was the right thing, that what she did was safe.

			“Choose, pretty one,” the seer repeated.

			Agnes willed her hand to move, sensing peril in her decision. Her fingers fluttered over the gilded cards, ready to take one, then changing her mind, selected another. She turned it over for all to see.

			“Well I’ll be fucked,” said Lumari.

			They all recognized it. It was one of the glyphs that had been decoded by Helmacht and Olbach early on, the one that marked Qeelb’s cell when they came upon him in the queen’s dungeons: Terrible Purpose.

			“Oh, you are important, pretty one,” said Zhin’ah’hee. “That one is known as ‘It Acts.’ You must make choices, soon. Appalling choices. Dreadful choices.”

			Agnes began to ask the first of many question that came to her mind, but the seer ignored her and pivoted so that the cards lay before Hesk. After deliberation longer than Agnes’s, he drew from the middle of the deck and turned it over. It depicted three human skulls facing away from one another, orbiting a stylized leaf at the center.

			“A rare one,” said Zhin’ah’hee, eyes lighting up. “My, oh my.”

			“What is it?” asked Hesk, angry and apprehensive.

			“Most men die but once. You, sir, shall die three times. An unusual honor, accorded few.”

			Lumari clucked her tongue. The seer’s head turned to her like a striking viper.

			“You doubt my gift?” she hissed.

			“It’s not that I doubt your gift,” answered Lumari. “I’m just puzzling out what your gift might be. Is it the second sight or theatrics? I’ve seen a thousand charlatans in the street performing tricks to fool the credulous.”

			“The Lady of Blood and Night touched me with her knife, twice,” said the seer, rotating the stumps of her arms. “I was twelve when she so honored me, though I had shown signs of my talent before I turned seven. For forty years I have shared my gift. In the end, no one doubts me. You, too, will have faith.”

			“She took your arms?” asked Lumari, horrified.

			“Oh, so small a price for the vision it purchased,” the seer replied, shivering with delight. “Now, pick one.”

			The seer presented the cards to the alchemist, who grabbed one without hesitation, her eyes never leaving those of the seer. She turned it over and studied it for a moment, then threw it on the rug. It depicted a man, holding a hand over one of his eyes.

			“We call this one, ‘Trusted Vision.’ You are closer than you know to trusting mine more than you do your own, or what is left of it.”

			“A cruel joke,” said Lumari.

			“No crueler than the world about us, one-eyed disbeliever,” replied the woman with her rot-toothed smile.

			Zhin’ah’hee turned to Qeelb. Sensing the choosing had come to him, he reached out his hand, but needed Hesk’s help to locate the cards fanned-out before him. He ran his fingers over them all before choosing, tossing his selection face up on the rug.

			The hieroglyph was similar to the one painted on the wall of the bloodletter’s entrance, but in place of the heart surrounded by thorns was a man’s head.

			“‘The Man Caged,’” said the seer, frowning. “I am not certain what this means. I must meditate on it.”

			Zhin’ah’hee laid down her unused cards before her and crossed her legs. Her eyes rolled back in her head, and she shuddered, as though wracked by terrible pain, saliva dripping from contorted lips. Finally, she closed her eyelids and exhaled.

			“This blind man has sinned,” she said, voice quavering. “He is trapped by that sin and must stay behind. The rest of you may return. He cannot. I am sorry.”

			“What do you mean?” asked Agnes, nausea creeping up her throat.

			“I dropped the orb, Sir Agnes,” said Qeelb. “For whatever reason, it keeps me from transitioning back.”

			“There must be a way!” Agnes shouted, turning back to the seer. “Something he can do, to fix it, to atone!”

			“Nothing,” said the seer. “When something sacred, something touched by a god is shattered it cannot be unbroken.”

			“Timilis,” said Hesk.

			“Yes,” said Qeelb, rubbing his temples as though one of his headaches had arrived. “Timilis is the god she speaks of. He asked me if I liked it here. He knew.”

			Zhin’ah’hee pivoted, picked up a bell behind her with her nimble toes, and rang it. Within seconds, a door opened, one Agnes hadn’t noticed before, covered as it was by the jumbled blood graffiti. A man appeared, muscular and clean-shaven, his eyes crossed.

			“Bring me the brass basin and the silver razor. Fill the basin with warm water. And bring a ritual cloth. Do it quickly.”

			The man disappeared.

			“Qeelb…” began Agnes, trailing off. She didn’t know what to say.

			“I accepted the risk when I agreed to come on the expedition, Sir Agnes,” he said, reaching out a hand for her to take. “I hope my contribution was useful.”

			“I owe you so much,” she said, eyes welling with tears. “You saved the Citadel. Without you we wouldn’t have survived Gnexes.”

			“I’ve lived longer than most,” he continued. “Granted, some of that was trapped in a jar on an Azkayan sorcerer’s shelf. But the truth is, there is nothing left for me back in your world. All those I knew before I sailed with Geneviva’s Voyage of Discovery are dead, and I’m a broken sorcerer, a source of fear and suspicion. Here, an eyeless man with a shattered jewel in his head hardly warrants a second glance.”

			“What will you do?” asked Hesk.

			“Live like a king, I suppose, if Sir Agnes will leave me that bag of shards when you go.”

			The door opened again, and the muscular man came through with another, carrying a shining brass basin, four taxidermied lion’s feet affixed to its base. They sat it down next to the seer, and three emaciated women clad in bloodstained loincloths came in bearing clay jugs that they emptied into the basin. The second man handed the seer a stylus of silver ending in a thin blade, along with an embroidered white cloth. She took them with her right foot and bade her servants to leave.

			“You will return us?” asked Lumari.

			“I will,” she answered with her rot-toothed smile. “It’s your blood that keeps you anchored here. We must shed it. Exsanguinated, you will be released.”

			“Oh, fuck that!” said Hesk.

			“There’s no other way,” said Zhin’ah’hee. “The simplest method would be to sever the carotid. Cut quick, cut deep, and you’ll bleed out in no more than fifteen seconds. Barely a moment of your existence when considered across a lifetime.”

			“We have to die in order to leave this place?” said an incredulous Lumari.

			The seer nodded. She set down the knife and tossed the cloth into the basin.

			“Your blood binds you. Surrender it. Your spirit can return.”

			“How can we trust this woman?” Hesk shouted to Agnes and the rest. “They’re all bloody butchers in this place, offering blood and pain to their goddamned Djao overlords! Lalu! Belu! Bloody fucking Timilis!”

			Agnes put a hand to her sword’s hilt, wishing again for Szaa’da’shaela’s counsel.

			“It makes a sort of sense,” said Qeelb.

			“Sense?” cried Hesk. “Have you lost your mind?”

			“Dream logic. This place is about blood, so let it have all of yours, and you can leave. And consider, Hesk: you’re getting the first of your three deaths out of the way.”

			“Agnes,” said Hesk, pleading. “This is madness. You must agree with me.”

			Agnes felt numb, the overbearing heat of the room, the grotesque, armless seer, all of it, surreal.

			“Fuck it,” declared Lumari, wiping her brow with her sleeve. “I’ll do anything to get out of this goddamned heat.”

			She stood and approached the seer, kneeling before her. The seer reached in the basin with her toes and retrieved the cloth, extending it dripping to the alchemist.

			“Wash your neck, dear,” said Zhin’ah’hee, her smile maddening.

			Lumari complied, handing the cloth back when she was finished. The seer returned it to the brass tub, and then she gripped the silver knife with her toes.

			“Ready for your leap of faith?” she asked, still wearing her sinister smile.

			Lumari bared her neck and held out her arms.

			“Fucking do it well.”

			Zhin’ah’hee’s eyes rolled back and she began whispering words that sounded like one of Qeelb’s incantations. Her foot lashed out and opened the artery expertly, a spray of blood gushing outward, spattering the seer’s face and diaphanous robes. Lumari’s hand shot up to the wound out of reflex, futilely attempting to stem the flow, but it squirted out between her fingers and she collapsed onto the blood-soaked rug. In a matter of seconds, the light left her eye.

			“Seven virgins, protect us!” exclaimed Hesk, voice cracking. “How is that not fucking murder?”

			“This was no ordinary death,” said the seer, her tone reasonable, Lumari’s blood dripping from her chin. “Touch her. See that she is already cold, unnaturally so. That’s a sign of the transition.”

			Agnes reached out and put a finger on Lumari’s pale cheek. It was like ice.

			“Her spirit is fled, returned to your world. She wakes there even now, waiting for you. Which of you will be next?”

			Agnes put a hand to her heart, felt it pounding in her chest. Her thoughts turned to all of those who had died from last year’s plague. Then she thought of her father, in whose footsteps she followed, of Tomas and her mother, of Kennah, Sir Arla, Raimund. For some reason, thinking on them steadied her resolve. She reached in her pocket and retrieved the bag of shards, putting it in Qeelb’s hand.

			“Live long and well, Qeelb.”

			The broken sorcerer squeezed her hand.

			“You have the disk Timilis gave us?” he asked.

			She reached in her pocket and felt it there, as cold to the touch as Lumari’s flesh. She nodded at the broken sorcerer.

			“Thank you for everything. Go back to Tsir. He can help you navigate this place. Tell him I asked him to take care of you before I left.”

			“Agnes, you can’t bloody do this,” said Hesk, frantic.

			“Hesk,” she said, putting a hand on his bruised cheek. “I must. You must. I know it feels mad—this whole world is insane! But it’s our only way back.”

			“It feels like surrender,” he said, tears welling in his eyes. “It feels like suicide.”

			Agnes took his face in her hands and kissed him hard, her own tears cascading down her cheeks. He met her embrace with his own passion, and his desperation. When their lips parted, she could see he was still not convinced.

			“You have to make this choice on your own, Hesk. But if you feel anything for me, I beg you, please follow after me. Follow me to a future we can fight for, together.”

			Agnes stood and stepped forward, unable to avoid treading in Lumari’s blood pooled on the floor. She felt numb as she knelt before the seer, who gave her the ritual cloth. She wiped her neck with the warm cloth and handed it back. Time seemed to slow. She followed Lumari’s example, baring her neck and holding out her arms. She could hear nothing, see nothing but Zhin’ah’hee’s black smile and blood-stained, tattooed face. Agnes was about to speak, to stop this, when the seer’s leg swept across her field of vision in a flash. For a moment, she thought the blade had missed her, but then she felt the warm wetness on her neck, running into her tunic, over her chest, felt her vision failing, fading. Her hand came up to her neck, she felt the slick warmth, then finally heard Hesk cry out.

			“Agnes, no!”

			And then all was cold and darkness.
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			Behold a God

			Blackness. The sound of wind whistling through a grove. A cloying, smoky scent, unpleasant, intrusive. A vision of a great curtain, its restless hem fluttering, hinting at what lay hidden behind it … the Final Veil. There was something that tugged at her will, compelling her to reach out, grab the waving fabric with her hand and pull the curtain aside to see…

			Agnes awoke.

			Her first sensation was of cold stone beneath her, on her arms, her cheek. She pushed herself up so that she was sitting, pulled her knees to her chest. She was wearing her Syraeic cuirass of hardened leather again, her vambraces. She reached in her pocket and her fingers found the disk, warm to the touch. She reached down with her right hand, across her body, and found Szaa’da’shaela’s familiar hilt.

			It trembled.

			We are together, once again, it said.

			She shifted a hand to the left, felt her leather pack. Still in darkness, she opened the flap and fished out a glowrod, smacking it on the stone floor to bring it to life. She was surrounded by smoky vapors, the source of the sickly-sweet odor, reminding her of the incense at the caves of Gnexes. Lumari lay beside her, eyepatch and bandoliers in place, a livid red scar on her neck where the seer had severed the artery. Agnes’s hand went to her own neck and her fingers found a similar scar there. She looked about frantically, seeking Hesk, but found him nowhere. A panic gripped her heart. Had he remained with Qeelb? Had he abandoned her?

			And then she felt a hand on her shoulder, a voice behind her.

			“Agnes? Are we back? Did it work?”

			She turned and saw his face, the same livid scar on his neck. She dropped her glowrod and took his face in her hands, kissing him in zealous relief. He returned her earnestness, his fingers intertwining with her hair.

			“Elements of Fury,” said Lumari with a groan, stirring beside them. “It feels like I landed on my fucking head.”

			The smoke about them was slowly dissipating. Agnes presumed they were back in the circular chamber, save that the central pedestal’s smoky column that had sent them to the time of the Djao was gone. In its place was a real column of green and black marble, eight feet in diameter, around which wrapped a staircase of pink stone, five feet wide, descending into the floor.

			Agnes stood with deliberate slowness, feeling mildly nauseous and dizzy. Her eyes sought out the others: Sira, Beela, Mastro.

			“Hello?” she called out, worry stirring in her gut.

			“Agnes?” answered a voice.

			Sira Edjani appeared out of the smoke, a glowrod in her hand. The former priest ran to her, grinning her lopsided grin.

			“Thank Belu!” Sira exclaimed, forgetting herself, then shouting over her shoulder, “They’re here!”

			Beela Wynther and Colin Mastro emerged from out of the sorcerous darkness encircling the chamber. Agnes embraced Sira, relief washing over her. When they parted, both wiped away the tears that sprang to their eyes.

			“What happened to you?” Sira asked.

			“A long tale,” she responded. “I’ll share it after you tell us what happened to you.”

			“Well,” Beela said, her face alight with exhilaration, “you vanished the moment you stepped into the column of smoke. Hesk followed you, then Lumari, and then Qeelb. But after he stepped through, the smoke just, well … went everywhere.”

			“It filled the chamber,” continued Sira. “Nothing happened when we stepped on the pedestal, and the spheres Qeelb and Hesk placed in the divots had disappeared as well. We were just searching the darkened perimeter, trying to find the way we came into Aem’al’ai’esh—it’s gone, or closed again. What happened to your necks? And where’s Qeelb?”

			So, Agnes told them the whole story of their four nights in Vah’shaan, their encounter with Timilis, and Qeelb’s exile in that place. The three of them were shaken by it all, but news of the loss of Qeelb hit them hardest.

			“He was really a fine fellow,” said Mastro.

			The six of them were silent for a time, mourning Qeelb’s exile like a death, for he was surely dead by now, ten or eleven thousand years later. Sira was the one to finally break the silence.

			“Can you show us this gift from Timilis?”

			Agnes retrieved it from her pocket. It had changed. It was pulsating with light and the swirl of colors was slower, languorous.

			“How does it work with a mirror?” asked Beela.

			“A good question,” said Sira, “but one for later. Regardless, we have but one direction to go. Down.”

			All eyes went to the column and its descending stairs, becoming clearer as the last wisps of smoke wafted into nothingness. It beckoned.

			Down, said Szaa’da’shaela.
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			The outer walls surrounding the descending stairs ceased after the first hundred steps. Agnes heard her steps echo. She held out her glowrod. Nothing but blackness stared back at her from the distance.

			“Perhaps the sorcerous darkness runs round the perimeter of this place as well,” offered Hesk, two steps behind her.

			“The dimensions feel bigger,” said Sira, directly behind him. “It sounds as though we’re in a cavern.”

			Agnes agreed. A few hundred steps later, the stairs plunged into more sorcerous blackness.

			“I can’t see my feet,” she called back. “More of the magical darkness. I don’t know how far down it’ll go.”

			“I wish Qeelb was with us,” said Beela.

			“I’d bet every last coin I have there’s a gap in the stairs somewhere in all that darkness,” said Lumari.

			It had occurred to Agnes as well. The thought brought with it an involuntary shiver.

			Keep descending, said Szaa’da’shaela. It is a clever play on well-earned Syraeic paranoia. Draw me and keep your left hand on the marble column. I will guide you and keep you safe.

			“You better be fucking right about this,” she said aloud.

			Agnes unsheathed the blade and put her left palm on the cold marble beside her, announcing to her cohorts the sword’s instruction. She took one further, tentative step forward and found firm footing, the darkness six inches below her knee.

			That’s it, said the Djao blade in her most motherly tone. Many more to go yet, Agnes darling.

			Five more steps and she was engulfed by the black, the sort of lightless nothing one only experienced in the deepest caves. She took the next step and her foot slipped. Her heart pounded madly as she steadied herself against the column.

			“Agnes?” came Hesk’s muffled voice from above, as though he spoke through a handful of cotton.

			“I’ve stopped!” she shouted, though her voice sounded as muffled as Hesk’s had. “Hold!”

			This is when you must trust me, dear, said Szaa’da’shaela, buzzing soothingly in her grasp. I will not let any harm befall you. We will come down hundreds of steps, all in darkness, but we will be together. When danger approaches, I will warn you. Trust me. We are bound to one another—one heart, one purpose, and it lies ahead, through this darkness.

			Alright, goddamn you, she answered. But you better get us all down safely.

			I will, the sword promised.

			Agnes resumed her blind descent, calling back to her companions that she was moving again. She began counting each step, announcing the number to the others through her mouthful of cotton whenever she reached a multiple of one hundred. When she shouted out that she had found the eight hundredth step, Szaa’da’shaela shuddered in her hand.

			Stop, darling!

			She froze, pressing her weight against the marble. A second later Hesk bumped into her and cried out, startled.

			“Halt!” she shouted to her Syraeic companions, somewhere above her in the darkness.

			There is one more step before you, Agnes. It is wider than the others, by about a foot. It is intended to give you false assurance that you have reached the bottom. You have not. I want you to move to that last step, then turn forty-five degrees to your right. And then I want you to jump over the edge.

			What?

			Jump. It is not a long drop, six or eight feet at most. Your Syraeic instructors taught you early how to execute such a maneuver safely.

			Not in the bloody dark!

			The sword purred softly in her hand.

			You must trust me.

			Agnes took in a deep breath, once, twice, trying to quiet the agitated beating of her heart. She called back to Hesk, explained what the sword had told her, asked him to pass this on to the rest. After a long pause he spoke.

			“Alright, Agnes.”

			“I’m going now,” she said over her shoulder.

			“Be careful,” said Hesk, his voice feeling a hundred miles away.

			Agnes turned to the right, her left hand reluctantly leaving the stony security of the column. She looked ahead of her and below, hoping for the faintest glimmer of illumination, a hint of light. But there was only impenetrable blackness.

			Trust me, said Szaa’da’shaela. Sheath me and believe that I am on your side.

			Agnes obeyed, returning the weapon to her scabbard. The face of Zhin’ah’hee appeared before her mind’s eye, smiling with her rot-blackened teeth.

			A leap of faith.

			Agnes did it. She leapt into space, felt herself falling, filled with terror, imagining herself falling forever, but suddenly the light of her glowrod lit up the stone floor rushing at her. Her feet came down on the stone and she crouched into a tumble.

			A kind of elation filled her heart, and she laid a palm over the nine-pointed star on her cuirass, as though that would calm it.

			“I’m safe!” she called up into the darkness, seeing the base of the marble column before her but no sign of the pink stairs. She took a few more steps back. “It’s only about an eight-foot drop! Do it, Hesk! Jump!”

			A second later, Hesk appeared above, out of the darkness. His landing was less than graceful, but he was uninjured, dusting himself off with a silly grin. One after another the rest arrived, each managing the jump relatively unharmed. The six of them celebrated without words, smiling, breathing heavily, releasing exhalations of blessed relief. Their reverie was broken by Beela.

			“Look!”

			She pointed to the spot at the column base where they would have landed had they not known where the stairs stopped. It was a ten-foot square forest of ragged, rusty spikes of iron set in the stone floor, each of them a foot long, looking hungry and fatally sharp.

			I will never allow any harm to befall you, Agnes, my dearest child, said the sword, its voice sounding eerily like that of her mother.
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			The chamber they were in was circular, like the one they had entered far above, save that its perimeter was not cloaked in an artificial darkness. The marble walls, white and shot through with veins of red and green, were lined with scenes of mayhem in bas relief, reminding Agnes of the bloodletter’s sanctum: leering figures clad in loincloths performed acts of savagery with the same implements she had seen on Gehl’ah’zhin’s table, releasing great fountains of blood, tearing out tongues and eyes and genitals and organs, all from willing supplicants in beatific rapture. A single majestic corridor led off from the chamber, as high as it was wide, lined with statues, animal-headed creatures with the bodies of men and women. The hall turned immediately to the right.

			“Well, I don’t like this,” said Mastro, tentatively tapping his unsheathed cutlass on the first statue, a crow-headed figure holding a pike, butt of the weapon resting on the pedestal. “Reminds me of our pugnacious elephant friend upstairs.”

			Sira put a hand on Mastro’s sword arm, moving it away from the statue.

			They’re harmless, said Szaa’da’shaela. Ornamental figures, meant to intimidate, unsettle.

			Agnes passed on the sword’s words.

			“I am both intimidated and unsettled,” was Mastro’s comment.

			Lumari stared into the cold, stony eyes of an idol with the head of a horse.

			“Sometimes a statue is just a statue, I suppose,” she said.

			They followed the broad corridor’s curving path. Agnes sensed that it followed the contours of the inner chamber, circling it, and fully expected to come upon a sudden turn in another direction to lead them away. But instead, the corridor continued curving in the same direction.

			“Something’s weird,” said Beela, nervously touching the pommel of her sheathed rapier.

			“By my calculations,” said Lumari, “we are circling the main chamber, with the column of stairs, but we’re treading ground we’ve already covered. The hall went in one direction, so we should have hit a wall. At any rate, we would have passed the opening to the descending chamber twenty or thirty yards back.”

			“Perhaps it’s sloping down gradually,” offered Hesk.

			“No,” said Agnes. “It would have to be steep enough to notice for us to be below where we entered.”

			More trickery, said Szaa’da’shaela, meant to disorient you. My power neutralizes much of the illusion and enchantments in this place, but not all. Keep walking. We approach our goal.

			“I haven’t seen a single duplicate,” said Sira, eyeing the statue of a mantis-headed woman with six breasts, wielding two thin-bladed swords, arms akimbo. “Each one appears to be unique.”

			“The sword tells us to keep walking,” said Agnes. “Says this is all more Djao trickery.”

			“We’ve walked in a circle, about two hundred and twenty feet since entering the hall,” said Beela. “The entry chamber was fifty feet in diameter, which means the circumference was about … a hundred and fifty-five feet—”

			“A hundred fifty-seven,” corrected Lumari pedantically.

			“So that means we’ve overshot where we came in by at least sixty feet,” Beela continued. “As Lumari said.”

			“You’re tracking our way, Beela,” said Hesk. “You’ll make a fine versatilis one day if you keep that up.”

			“Master Pelesh suggested using regular spaced features to estimate,” she said, glowing with Hesk’s complement, “like these statues. They’re placed about twelve feet apart on the inner wall. I’ve been counting them.”

			“Clever girl,” said Mastro. “But why aren’t we mapping this?”

			There’s no point, said Szaa’da’shaela. The magic of this place may very well distort any drawings you attempt. Mastro’s father demonstrated that very well, did he not? Regardless, I shall be your guide.

			“The sword warns us that we won’t be able to rely on any drawings we make. Just as it scrambled what your father saw, it may do the same to us. Szaa’da’shaela will show us the way.”

			Mastro grimaced, but nodded his head, satisfied.

			They continued down the curving corridor, passing idol after idol. The light from Syraeic glowrods cast menacing shadows against the walls, lurking figures, ready to pounce on them if they were to let down their guard. When Beela announced they had walked far enough to have traced the circle’s circumference eight times over, Szaa’da’shaela tingled. Agnes stopped and held up her hand—her companions stopped with her.

			Around the next bend in the hall, be ready, said the sword.

			“Something’s around the next turn,” said Agnes over her shoulder.

			Those with swords drew them. Lumari put a hand to a bandolier. Agnes started forward again, more slowly, making sure that her steps were silent. A goat-headed statue with bulging muscles and a spike-covered mace in its meaty hand was the last idol before the space beyond opened into another circular chamber. Four descending marble steps ringed the room, arriving at a floor of shimmering gold. Three blazing braziers hung from the ceiling fifteen feet overhead. At the center was another column, this one about ten feet in diameter, made of polished black marble. A bronze door was set in it, eight feet tall, each of its ten panels featuring a Djao hieroglyph.

			“Was someone expecting us?” asked Hesk when he was close enough to see one of the burning braziers.

			Agnes relaxed slightly when she arrived at the first step, seeing no threatening figure.

			“Four steps down, another chamber, another pillar,’ she called back. “This one has a door in it.”

			“Ya’vai’ah, Nae’oul,” said a silky male voice, echoing in the chamber.

			Agnes’s brought Szaa’da’shaela’s point up and took three quick steps back, translating it as she retreated.

			You are not welcome, children.

			“Who speaks?” she called out, her eyes scanning every surface in the chamber, seeking the author of those words.

			“Da, Nae’oul, da.”

			A god, child, a god.

			“We know what you are, charlatan!” Agnes shouted, her hold on Szaa’da’shaela’s grip tightening. “A liar, a fraud! Show yourself!”

			“I will speak your tongue, little mortal, but I am a god. I am Vah’nah’keh’nehk, he who holds the Hammer of Might, who brings armies to their knees. Where were you when I razed mountains and toppled them back into the sea? Who are you to deny my divinity? If I show myself, it will be the last thing you lay eyes upon before your light is snuffed out.”

			And then a phrase came to Agnes’s mind, from the inquiry transcripts, the phrase Lictor Rae’s party had found etched on a slab outside Aem’al’ai’esh. She spoke it aloud in the most confident voice she could muster.

			“Uszur’aal’bec’da’oud.”

			The disembodied voice was angry when it answered, and Agnes felt the hair on the back of her neck stand up.

			“Who are you, arrogant little mortal? Do you mean to threaten me, or do you speak words you do not even comprehend? Who taught you those words?”

			Taunt him! cried Szaa’da’shaela, and Agnes could feel the blade’s growing excitement pulse, from the hilt, up her arm, and into her heart. Call him out as a coward who hides himself from you, from judgment!

			“I’m a mortal who doesn’t fear those without the courage to show themselves,” she said, then spat on the golden floor beyond the steps. “Why do you hide from me? Are you a coward?”

			Hesk was next to her, his sword drawn. He put a hand on her shoulder.

			“Do you really think abusing this fellow is the best choice?” he whispered.

			Agnes shrugged off Hesk’s hand and took the first step down, closer to the black pillar.

			“I asked if you are a coward, sir,” she said, her tone coy, dismissive. “I know not your name. Vah’nah’keh’nehk? Whoever you once were, no one knows you now. You are forgotten.”

			At first it looked as though a piece of the black pillar detached itself from the whole, turning itself out, but then a figure emerged. It was a man, skin like ebony stone, seven feet tall, eyes like fat white pearls.

			“Vah’nah’keh’nehk I was called when I ruled in Djan’ih’djao. But to you—blood and meat and bones, soon to be rotting—I am Vanic, mighty in war, god of valor and martial skill. I am not forgotten but revered by millions. And now, I am the Guardian at the Gate. I shall kill you all and cast your souls into Hell’s deepest pits. Behold a god.”

			One of the Besh’oul! Agnes cried to Szaa’da’shaela. And awake! Are we too late? What have you done to us?

			Oh, no, no, Agnes, said the sword, sending more thrilling pulses up her sword arm and into her chest. He doesn’t recognize me. He thinks you cannot harm him. He will learn soon enough, but when he does, it will be too late.

			Vanic reached to his side and began to pull out a weapon from nothingness. He seemed to draw it out forever, an iron rod upon which crawled squirming maggots. At last, an iron ball covered in warty protrusions was revealed at the end of the rod. The pretender-god pointed the head of the mace at Agnes.

			“You will die last and will take longest,” he said, a sinister smile of stark white teeth against coal-black lips.

			He shook the rod, and dozens of the maggots fell from it, dropping to the floor. They began to grow, as big as mice, then sewer rats, then the size of a hunting dog. Spider-like legs sprouted from their pulsating corpse-white bodies. Each opened a circular orifice filled with hungry, snapping teeth, and skittered forward with unnatural speed.

			Agnes stepped back onto the main floor, standing shoulder to shoulder with Hesk, Mastro, and Beela. The first of the sickening things to reach their defensive wall Agnes cut in half—a steaming stew of creamy innards spilled out onto the stone, black legs twitching. When the vile stink hit them, Mastro vomited and stumbled backward, and Beela closed ranks to plug the hole.

			The three Syraeics stabbed and slashed at the oncoming nightmares, the creatures’ horned feet clicking on stone, rasping mouths seeking exposed flesh. Agnes heard Hesk become sick beside her, but he managed to hold his position. Mastro was back in a moment, looking ready to vomit again, but dutifully hacked away at the disgusting creatures. Beela managed to ignore her obvious terror, skewering one after another. One thrust missed, and her target got under Agnes’s guard, scurrying up her leg with gleeful speed. She brought her fist down on the thing, batting it off, feeling the coarse hairs on it sickly flesh, its pulsating vitality. The contents of her stomach spewed out of her mouth and nose, and she slipped in monstrous viscera already slick on the floor beneath her. She was on her back and struggling to rise when another leapt atop her chest, scampering with ravenous excitement towards her face. Before she could react, the blade of a short sword came from over her shoulder and caught the thing in the mouth.

			Sira dropped her blade, the impaled beast still writhing on the steel, and helped Agnes stand. Agnes was about to thank her when Hesk cried out. Two of the things were on him, one gnawing greedily on a bloodied thigh, the other with half of his boot in its mouth. Szaa’da’shaela opened the feeding monster’s back, spilling its insides onto the floor, and Hesk made a panicked stab at the one on his foot, screaming when the thrust struck home. He collapsed.

			“I stuck my own fucking foot!” he yelled.

			And then Sira and Lumari were dragging him away from the fray, and Agnes returned her attention to the fight. She rushed forward to aid Beela, about to be overwhelmed by a trio of the relentless creatures. Szaa’da’shaela dismembered two in a single slash, and Beela speared the other, kicking the still wriggling white body away as she withdrew her blade. The two of them turned to Mastro, slashing valiantly at half a dozen encircling him, each looking for a point of weakness. His cheek was a bloody ruin—one of the things must have managed to take a great bite out of him.

			With their aid, Mastro’s attackers were no more than puddles of gore on the stone floor in a few moments. Agnes looked left to right, seeking any more of the infernal things, but found nothing but creamy carcasses and innards everywhere about them. The stink was atrocious. She turned her eyes to the black pillar, looking for Vanic, but he was nowhere to be seen.

			“Did you fucking run?” Agnes shouted, walking down the steps to the golden floor and towards the pillar, slipping for a moment on the remains of one of the despicable things that had dragged its wounded body across the gleaming surface. “I name you coward! Vanic the Gutless, quaking God of Retreat!”

			And then Agnes’s face was in a hand the color of tar, squeezing her jaw so tightly she was sure it would break.

			“Let you be first then,” sneered Vanic, lifting Agnes up, her feet kicking in the air.

			Mastro’s cutlass came down where the false god’s shoulder and neck met, the blade biting into his black flesh as though it was the trunk of a tree. Vanic turned and looked at the steel stuck in him, as though it troubled him no more than would a gnat. He backhanded Mastro, sending him flying across the floor, but in so doing lost his grip on Agnes, who fell back to the golden floor.

			Now! called Szaa’da’shaela.

			Agnes brought the Djao blade up, piercing Vanic’s thigh. A gout of black blood spurted from the gash, and he bellowed in pain. Agnes stood, yanking her weapon from the wound that continued to gush. Vanic’s pearly eyes looked at her, and Agnes could sense it.

			Fear.

			“You wield Ush’oul! But they were hunted down and destroyed, to the last one!”

			“Not all of them, apparently,” said Agnes, wearing a wicked grin.

			Vanic brought down his great mace then, Agnes raising Szaa’da’shaela to block the blow, but rather than feeling the great weapon connect with her blade, Szaa’da’shaela cut right through the black iron rod, and its warty head spun through the air and crashed on the golden floor, resounding like a gong when it struck the metallic surface. Out of the corner of her eye, Agnes caught Beela then, taking advantage of an opening, coming up from below: an upward lunge into the pretender-god’s gut with the business end of her rapier—the attack would have made her fencing master weep with pride. But there was no enchantment on her blade. It stuck in Vanic’s gut as though she had speared a towering oak. In an instant, their enemy had Beela in his arms, her back against him. One muscled, midnight-black arm wrapped around her waist, the other around her throat.

			“I have this little one,” said Vanic, squeezing Beela tighter so that her face reddened. “Drop the Ush’oul, here at my feet, and I will release her.”

			We have him! wailed Szaa’da’shaela. He’s ours! You can’t bargain with this criminal, this deceiver!

			Agnes kept her sword point directed at Vanic and held her ground. But she hesitated, saw the pleading in Beela’s eyes, the terror.

			“This blade can destroy you, sorcerer,” said Agnes, desperate to conjure some gambit, a way to save Beela’s life and still slay this foul being. “You felt it. I will not relinquish it, no matter what you promise.”

			“Very well,” answered Vanic with a casual smile. “Leave then. I grant you your lives. I only keep this one until you have started back in darkness up the Endless Stair, and then I will release her.”

			Kill him! howled Szaa’da’shaela. Kill him now!

			Agnes felt rage in her heart, for all the blood spilled in this false god’s name, the horrors he had fed from, but she saw no opening. Beela was Vanic’s shield, blocking any lethal thrust she might attempt.

			“Let her go,” she said, countering his proposal, “and we’ll retreat. I can’t trust that you’ll let her go after we leave.”

			No! her Djao blade cried. No, Agnes! This is our entire purpose! A prime target of our crusade! End this evil thing! Save humanity from his depredations! Sacrifices must be made!

			“And how can I trust you will not try to harm me if I let go of this little one?” asked Vanic, letting some of the pressure off Beela’s neck so she could breathe easier. “How do I protect myself from the unholy one you carry?”

			“I give my word, as a Syraeic. We will retreat up the staircase, if you let Beela go.”

			“Syraeic?” said Vanic. “Ah! Angana’s explorers! It was I who suggested to Coryth that he send others here, to dig into the past. In a way, I am the author of your purpose. If you will swear on that, and the lives and honor of all Syraeics who came before you, perhaps I will release this one you call Beela.”

			“Agnes,” said Sira, her voice gentle. “Can we really tru—”

			Agnes felt her body lunge, her sword arm thrust forward, as though she were someone else’s tool, as if all of this were a terrible dream. Szaa’da’shaela’s tip penetrated the nine-pointed star on Beela’s Syraeic cuirass, passing through the hardened leather with ease, piercing Beela’s heart, through her body and out the back of her armor, and into the heart of Vah’nah’keh’nehk. Both the false god and her Syraeic sister were dead before a scream of protest could leave Agnes’s throat.
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			Holy of Holies

			Agnes sat on the last step that circled the chamber, staring back at her distorted reflection peeking through a smear of creamy viscera on the golden floor. She was opposite the bronze door in the pillar. Her surviving companions were a quarter of the way around the circle, Lumari and Sira attending to the injuries of the two other survivors. Through their chatter she gathered that Sira had managed to work healing on Hesk’s leg and Mastro’s bite wound, but could only partially remedy the latter’s sword arm, broken in three places by Vanic’s vicious blow. Lumari made a sling for it, and now he held his cutlass in his left hand, awkwardly thrusting and parrying, frustration plain on his face.

			Part of Agnes wanted to be happy for Sira’s triumph, to celebrate that her healing of Beela wasn’t a fluke, that she still possessed some measure of her gift, however limited. But she couldn’t even muster the will to speak. Agnes noticed Sira glancing over at her while tending Hesk, wearing her concern on her face.

			We had no other choice, said Szaa’da’shaela, again using her mother’s voice. Vanic would never have freed poor Beela. She was already dead. She was dead the moment the beast laid hands on her.

			“She wasn’t dead until you pierced her heart!” she shouted aloud, not caring what the others thought.

			No. The moment she was in Vanic’s grasp, her life was over. Another noble casualty of our crusade. She was very brave. We will honor her at the Citadel when we return.

			“How will we do that?” she yelled, pointing at the bodies of Vanic and Beela, intertwined. The false god was again made of solid stone, his ebony arms wrapped eternally around Beela’s waist and throat.

			A memorial. She will not be forgotten. None who have sacrificed themselves for our great cause will be forgotten. This is a promise I make to you.

			Agnes stood and unbuckled her belt, tossing belt and scabbarded sword across the golden floor.

			“Fuck you and your bloody promises!”

			She sat back down heavily, her face in her hands, too angry to weep. And then she was flanked by Hesk and Sira.

			“Vanic never would have surrendered Beela,” said Hesk.

			“You couldn’t have saved her,” added Sira.

			“It was an impossible choice,” Hesk continued, “but you had to—”

			“But I didn’t make a choice!” she screamed, an accusatory finger pointing at Szaa’da’shaela, lying in a smear of stinking blood and organs. “She did! She used me to murder Beela! She calls it a sacrifice! But she used my hand, my muscles!”

			I only did what you could not do on your own, Agnes dear, said her mother’s voice.

			“Stop fucking using her voice!” she shouted at the sword. “You’re not my fucking mother!”

			Agnes caught Hesk and Sira exchanging apprehensive glances.

			She’s a candidate for St. Kenther, she imagined them saying.

			I’m sorry, said Szaa’da’shaela, no longer mimicking her mother. I thought it might soothe you. This is very hard. You are asked to do terrible things on behalf of humanity. It’s a burden no one should have to bear. But it has fallen to you, dear.

			“Give her some time,” said Mastro, standing over her, wincing as he adjusted his arm in its sling. Lumari stood beside him, emotionless. “One doesn’t shrug off a death like this. It wounds the soul.”

			Lumari and Mastro wandered off to study the bronze door in the pillar. Hesk and Sira stayed with Agnes, but were silent.

			It wounds the soul, thought Agnes.

			After sitting in that silence for a long while, she slowly rose and walked across the golden floor to retrieve Szaa’da’shaela, buckling the belt around her waist again.
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			Szaa’da’shaela guided them through the bronze door. They recovered the head to Vanic’s mace and employed it as a hammer to deface the Djao hieroglyphs in each door panel. When that was done, the portal swung open, revealing spiral steps of dusty pink marble descending deeper into the earth.

			Agnes, leading the way with a fresh glowrod, began counting the steps quietly to herself, but when she reached one hundred, she ceased the practice, unable to sustain the will. There was a well at the center of the stairs, yawning into the darkness below. The idea of flinging herself down flitted across her mind briefly. The sword expressed its concern.

			You think because I have not inhabited a human body for so many years, I cannot fathom emotion and loss. You are wrong, Agnes darling. I know that Beela’s death was awful. To have her young life taken, when she was so much like you, so gifted and daring. A younger sister. Agnes, were our purpose not so consequential—the very fate of the millions of lives around the Cradle Sea in our hands—perhaps we could have retreated, gambled that Vanic would honor his pledge. Oh, but I knew that man, for thousands of years. He would have made her suffering long and terrible, to feed his bottomless hunger. What we did was mercy.

			“We,” said Agnes in a dull voice, echoing the sword aloud.

			Yes, dear, ‘we.’ I cannot act without you, and you cannot prevail without me. Part of you knew the girl’s life was forfeit, the instant you saw her make that exquisite lunge—ah! If only it had been a mortal man, he would have been done for. You lacked the will to do what had to be done; I supplied it. Vanic, false god of war, is dead.

			“And the others?” she asked. “Are they awake down below?”

			No. I would sense it. They are very near, they race back to their physical forms, but we have arrived in time. All they can rely on are the sorceries cast over this place, and by my very presence most of those are made ineffectual.

			“Then why was Vanic waiting for us there?”

			You heard him. He was serving as Guardian at the Gate. Each of them serves, for a few hundred years, watching the entrance to the Holy of Holies, awoken if an intruder penetrates this far. Except Bae’u’loh. She is their wicked queen. Such tasks are beneath her.

			“You hate her most of all, don’t you? I can feel your hatred.”

			She is the most depraved of them all. It was she who discovered the source of magic, who lusted for power beyond reason, the first willing to visit unspeakable suffering upon living things so that she might have more.

			“You were one of the Besh’oul once,” said Agnes. “You caused suffering, too.”

			I did. But I repented, at last, and dedicated my life to righting the wrongs I had done. When first I came to my contrition, I tried to rule with wisdom and kindness, to use my power to assuage suffering. But Bae’u’loh and the rest of the Besh’oul would not countenance such compassion—how the people flocked to my domain! I created a paradise! A refuge from the agonies presided over by those gluttonous devils—you had only the smallest taste of their unspeakable horrors in Vah’shaan, believe me!

			The Besh’oul combined their might against me and cast me down into the Pit. I was imprisoned deep in the Yellow Hells for centuries. When Benesh-Enoah and Faleh-Dae’mah renounced their sovereignty and made their rebellion, they came to my rescue, offered me a role in their righteous revolt. I pledged myself, Agnes, body and soul. Our cause is just. Our cause is righteous. We will liberate humanity, you and I! The cost is already terrible, yes. But its denouement—oh! Close. So very, very close.

			The blade trembled, and Agnes felt a kind of euphoria, lifting her spirits. These pretender-gods did deserve death for all they had done. Their crusade was righteous. She put her left hand to the hilt, a gesture of forgiveness, for having forced her hand.

			“I understand now, I think,” she said.

			I’m glad, said the sword.

			“What was your name,” asked Agnes, the question just occurring to her, “before you were made what you are now?”

			I was called Menah-Becc’ahlam, Agnes. I was born fifteen thousand six hundred and twenty-nine years ago, in a city called Uk’bih’kar.

			“Tell me more of your story. I wish to hear it all.”

			I will, but now, we come to the end of the staircase. Draw me from my sheath, so that I may dispel any deviltry on the air.

			Agnes did as she was asked, pulling the Djao blade from the leather scabbard made for her father back in little Daurhim. She warned her fellows behind her to do the same. Several steps later she reached the last, emerging into another circular chamber. It was forty feet in diameter, the floor made of polished marble black as midnight, a dusting of silver throughout. The walls were of the same material, reflecting the light of Agnes’s glowrod, then Sira’s, the last of their party to emerge from the stone staircase within the central pillar.

			The ceiling was about ten feet above, covered with clusters of irregularly shaped, pale green orbs, shot through with veins of red. Agnes could feel heat emanating from them in a rhythmic pulse, like a thousand heartbeats.

			“What the hell are those?” asked Mastro, reaching up with his cutlass.

			Lumari lowered his arm with a quick hand, irritation on her face.

			“For the love of the Elemental Truths, Mastro,” she said with a sigh, “don’t fucking touch anything.”

			The big man sheepishly obeyed, sheathing his weapon with an awkward hand, unused to employing his left. In that moment he seemed like an overgrown boy to Agnes.

			“They look like fungi pods I’ve seen in the Korsa wilds, though the color’s wrong,” said Lumari.

			A defense, said Szaa’da’shaela with calm assurance. Egg sacs of hell-spawned flying insects as large as gulls. Very hungry, very aggressive, a deadly neurotoxin in their bite. They would have hatched en masse—aroused by the heat of your bodies. But I’ve made them dormant. They will not wake any time soon.

			Agnes opted to leave out the details.

			“This was a trap,” she said, unable to take her eyes off them. “Szaa’da’shaela has neutralized them. All the same, let’s not disturb them.” There had to be hundreds of the things above.

			“I suppose thanks are in order,” said Hesk, eyeing them warily.

			“Here!” called Sira from the opposite side of the central pillar.

			Agnes and the others came around the pillar and found Sira standing before curved gates made of a shining dark gray metal, following the contours of the chamber, about eight feet wide. Lumari began inspecting its hinges on the left-hand side, while Hesk went to where the gates met at the center and inspected a diamond-shaped plate with a vertical slot in its lower quadrant.

			“Did anyone remember to bring the keys?” he asked.

			“It opens into the next chamber,” said Lumari, “though I can see nothing beyond. Perhaps more sorcerous darkness?”

			“I thought we weren’t going to need a versatilis,” said Sira. “Can any of you pick a lock?”

			“Simple ones,” said Hesk, on his knees, staring into the vertical slot. “If this is the Front Door of the Gods, my money wouldn’t be on ‘simple.’”

			Agnes held her glowrod up to the bars of the gate. It failed to illuminate the space beyond.

			“It doesn’t seem like sorcerous darkness, more like the space is blurred,” she said, setting her glowrod on the marble floor and reaching into the pack on her back. “I’ve got a pick here somewhere.”

			“What about the disk Timilis gave you?” asked Sira. “He said it was a key.”

			“For when we reached ‘the mirror,’” said Hesk. “I don’t see any mirror.”

			Sira let out a gasp. Agnes looked up and stepped away from the barrier. Standing on the other side of the gate was a tall, handsome man wearing a battered Syraeic cuirass, his hands gripping the bars.

			“Belu’s blue mercy,” whispered Mastro.

			The man might have been Mastro’s brother, so alike were they. He had tousled blond hair, a square, dimpled chin, and his weary eyes were those of a man who hadn’t slept in ages. An angry scar, deep red against pale white flesh, traced its way around his bull neck.

			“Rescue at last?” asked Alec Mastro. “Brothers! Sisters! You’ve come to get me out of this place!”

			“Father?” whimpered Colin Mastro, incredulous, overwhelmed. He approached the gate.

			“Mastro, don’t move a step closer,” said Agnes, feeling the wrongness of this encounter.

			Mastro turned to Agnes, confusion on his features.

			“Sir Agnes … it’s him! Can’t you see our resemblance? Who else could it be but my father? It’s like looking in a mirror!”

			“Your father died at Aem’al’ai’esh forty years ago, Mastro,” said Lumari, pulling two vials from her bandolier. “This is some sort of undead simulacrum, or other Djao trickery.”

			The man on the other side of the gate looked just as confused.

			“No! I survived! I’ve been trapped here! Waiting! And my son is an infant in Kilkirk!”

			“You’ve survived here?” asked Sira, taking a few steps closer to the gate. “Four decades? Without food or water? Without losing your mind?”

			“Remember you are no priest!” shouted Agnes, worried Sira was about to attempt some form of exorcism.

			“It can’t have been so long!” said the man, rattling the bars with clenched fists. “This place—it plays tricks with the mind! Perhaps you’re mistaken! I am Alec Mastro, swordsman of the Syraeic League! Let me out of this damnable place!”

			“Magic!” said Mastro, turning from Agnes to Hesk, Lumari and Sira. “Qeelb said this place is saturated with it! He could hardly hear himself think in this place!”

			“Necromancy,” countered Sira. “Qeelb said the place was rife with necromancy. This has that sort of stink as well.”

			“Colin?” said the man, face softening. “Is it really you? A man grown? Your mother, does she live? How did you come to find me here?”

			Alec Mastro reached out between the bars with his big right hand, shaking, callused, reached out to Colin Mastro, whose chin trembled with emotion. Tears began coursing down the cheeks of both men, father and son. The son took one step forward, reaching out with his left hand, trying to untangle the other from his sling.

			Just as Agnes yelled out her warning, the arm of the man behind the gate projected forward impossibly far, grabbing Mastro by the collar of his cuirass and dragging the big man to the bars. Hesk rushed to Mastro’s aid, drawing his own blade, but the man behind the gate reached out with his other arm and halted the younger Syraeic with the flat of his palm—Hesk stopped as though he’d run into a wall. He dropped his sword, cried out, then his legs crumpled beneath him. He collapsed to the ground.

			Mastro was against the gate, his face wedged between two bars, the man holding him fast with one hand, reaching around with the other unnaturally elongated limb. Palm on the back of Mastro’s head, the thing behind the gate forced his skull between the bars, Mastro screaming. The sickening sounds of cracking bones, blood spurting from torn flesh, filled Agnes with horror. Mastro’s head was through the bars, bloody and brutally misshapen by its passage. The thing with his father’s face unlocked its jaws and inserted the marine’s battered head into its distended mouth and bit down. Mastro’s headless corpse fell to the blood-drenched ground.

			Agnes reached the gate and brought Szaa’da’shaela’s edge down on the thing’s arm, still extended through the bars of the gate, lopping it off above the elbow. The unholy thing, jaws still gaping, bellowed angrily and lurched back. Its other arm was coming through the bars, reaching for Agnes, ready to do whatever it had done to Hesk. But Lumari’s vials shattered against its chest, their contents splashing over its warped, inhuman face and torso. A burning hiss and feathers of smoke filled the air. The thing fell backward, thrashing on the ground as Lumari’s concoction consumed its flesh.

			Sira was down by Hesk, trying to rouse him. She called his name, shook him, but he didn’t stir. Sira looked up, her eyes meeting Agnes’s. Agnes knew what she was going to say before the words left her mouth.

			“He’s dead.”

			A strange sensation of panic and despair filled Agnes’s heart.

			“Do something!” she cried to Sira, knowing even as she spoke her request was futile. “Save him!”

			“Agnes, I can’t—”

			“You healed them after the fight with Vanic! You brought the archbishop back from the brink of death! You told me! Rouse him! Bring him back!”

			Agnes, said Szaa’da’shaela, comforting, maternal, he’s dead. You must let him go.

			“I can’t raise the dead, Agnes,” said Sira, shaking her head as she began to cry.

			“Maybe I can,” said Lumari.

			The two women turned to the alchemist, who was unlatching something from her belt, an accessory Agnes hadn’t noticed before. It looked like a thin-shelled gourd or animal bladder, wrapped in black mesh with a black rubber stopper plugging a protruding tube. Lumari knelt beside Hesk’s lifeless body, removed the stopper, then inserted the bladder’s tube between his colorless lips.

			“Sira, pinch his nostrils shut,” Lumari commanded. “Tightly.”

			Sira complied. Lumari made a seal with one hand around the tube and Hesk’s lips, holding the bladder with the other. Agnes’s eyes were fixed on Lumari; she saw a mix of emotion play over her pale features, tears welling in her eye. The alchemist took a deep breath and then squeezed the bladder in her hand, forcing whatever was within it into Hesk’s mouth, his cheeks inflating. She removed the tube from his mouth but kept her hand in place.

			“Keep pinching his nostrils,” she said, tossing the bladder away and wiping a tear from her eye.

			“What are you doing?” asked Agnes, her desperation growing as the seconds ticked away.

			Lumari only held up a hand.

			At least two minutes passed. Hesk didn’t stir.

			Agnes, said the sword, again in gentle, calming tones. We can mourn our dead when we have more time. But now we must make haste—

			And then Hesk was sputtering, choking for air. Lumari and Sira took their hands away and he sat up, coughing, color returning to blue lips.

			“What the fuck happened?” he asked between coughs.

			“A nomad remedy,” said Lumari. “Something I discovered in the wilds north of Harkeny. Very rare, impossibly difficult to acquire. Dahbalak, the Korsa call it. ‘Final Word.’”

			Agnes threw her arms around Hesk, laughing and crying.

			“Thank you!” she wept. “Thank you, Lumari!”

			“Thank Elenore,” said the alchemist. She stood up and walked away.
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			Our goal lies just beyond that gate, said Szaa’da’shaela a short while after Hesk’s miraculous recovery. She could feel the eagerness in its tone.

			Agnes inspected the bars of the gate, covered with Mastro’s blood and bits of brain and skull. She couldn’t detect any damage from Lumari’s corrosive, though some must have splashed on the metal.

			“I was hoping your concoction might be our way through this barrier,” said Agnes, scrutinizing the diamond-shaped plate, also spattered with gore.

			“The solvent’s strong, but it only dissolves organic matter,” said Lumari, sorting through her pack. “I could cook up something, but it would take me several hours, and I doubt I could make enough for our purpose.”

			“Sir Auric told me that Szaa’da’shaela cleaved his kitchen door in two,” said Sira, “when his manse burnt down. Hacked right through iron-bound oak.”

			True, said the sword. But that door and its iron were not imbued with potent magicks. Still…”

			“You’ve fed off the lifeforce of another of the Djao,” said Agnes aloud. “Don’t you have the power to break this gate apart?”

			We can try, Agnes. Ask the others to stand back.

			Agnes motioned her three remaining companions to step away.

			“Wait!” cried Sira. “The disk!”

			“The mirror!” said Hesk. “Mastro’s father was the mirror!”

			Agnes sheathed Szaa’da’shaela and pulled the disk from her pocket, hot to the touch.

			“What did Timilis say?” she asked.

			“He said to smear it with freshly shed blood, from either side of the mirror,” replied Hesk, holding out a hand. Agnes placed the disk in it. He gave her a gentle smile, then dragged the disk through the puddle of Mastro’s blood. Then he inserted it in the slot in the diamond plate. The gate swung open before them.

			Draw me, said Szaa’da’shaela.

			Agnes obeyed, and as she came free of the scabbard, brilliant energy coursed up her arm and into her chest, a nearly orgasmic joy. An involuntary cry of laughter escaped her lips and she staggered backwards, gaping at the opened gate in awe.

			It’s time, Agnes, my love! cried Szaa’da’shaela, sharing her ecstasy. Those criminals all still sleep! Nothing can stand in our way!

			Agnes echoed the Djao artifact’s words.

			“Nothing can stand in our way!”

			Without thinking, she plunged through the opening, deaf to the cries of alarm from the Syraeic companions behind her. As she moved passed through the gate, everything was revealed as though a curtain was pulled aside: a large chamber carved out of the very rock, roughhewn, without artful ornamentation, larger than the palace hall where Queen Ilanda had been crowned. Lining the rocky walls were enormous pods, one after another, propped up on stone platforms, so that each lay back at a forty-five-degree angle. The pods were shaped like enormous ears of corn, the size of a sarcophagus, seeming both vegetal and fleshy. Dozens of tubes like a squid’s tentacles sprouted from the pods’ tops and bottoms and sank into the stony ground; they pulsated, as if sucking nutrients from the earth. All was coated in a translucent mucus, and a nauseating smell hung in the air—a disgusting mélange of rot, feces, and flowery perfume. Agnes felt a sudden urge to butcher everything in her sight.

			“Where do we begin?” she asked Szaa’da’shaela, breathing heavily, a broad, hungry smile on her face.

			Anywhere, anywhere, said the sword. These cocoons, they house the physical forms of the Besh’oul. They sleep still. Open them up, pierce their hearts. Send each of them howling into the void!

			Agnes hacked at the nearest pod, the sword’s edge opening the fleshy thing. A viscous fluid spilled out, oozing onto the floor. Revealed were a pair of legs, emaciated, pale, covered in clear mucus. Agnes brought the blade up through the cocoon’s petal-like folds, exposing the rest of the body: it was a woman, thin, yellow hair long and wild, plastered to her pasty flesh.

			Ka’ru’ae’sahn, said the sword, venom in her voice, the one you call Chaeres. Thieving from the toil of every farmer, sucking at the suffering of every beast of burden, every chicken’s neck wrung, every slaughtered pig.

			Agnes brought the tip of the sword to Chaeres’s breast and rammed the steel in, feeling a euphoric rush as it penetrated her heart. The power washed over her like a great wave, unimaginable. She prayed to whatever true gods listened that this hurricane of joy would never cease.

			The next one, love! cried Szaa’da’shaela. Justice! Vengeance! We right the wrongs of millennia!

			She dashed to the next, slashed open the pod, ignoring the potent stink that poured out, a man this time.

			Mah’rhu’cah’tih, said her righteous partner, Marcator. Feasting on every punishment and calling it justice, feeding off the despair of every prisoner, each beating doled out by a brutal father. He supped on the pain of each execution, each time a thief lost a hand or was branded with heated iron—he was never sated by the flood of human suffering, could never steal enough pain!

			Agnes hacked at the body with glee, cutting him into a dozen gory pieces, finally finding his heart in the mess and spearing it. Another awesome explosion of bliss bathed every cell of her body.

			She came upon another cocoon, but this one was empty.

			Vanic, said Szaa’da’shaela, panting with exhilaration. This was his. We’ll find another empty, the one Timilis abandoned before he began his great scheme. Let’s tarry here no longer! The blood of billions calls out for justice!

			And then she was moving to the next of the condemned. Tolwe, Ushunor, Lalu, Velcan, Uusi, Purraa, Mictilin, Babaloc: every god and godling of the Pantheon fell to Agnes and the Blade, merciless, indefatigable, unspeakably jubilant in their work. The huge chamber was a killing floor, slick with blood and the effluent of the cocoons that had protected these false gods for thousands of years.

			Agnes didn’t know how long she did her happy, ecstatic duty, or how long afterwards she sat on the gore-smeared floor of the chamber, or when she even realized that three others stood around her, calling her name. At last she looked up, dazed, her body still vibrating, their voices far away. She watched a woman … Sira was her name, yes, Sira. She watched Sira, moving slowly before her, her lips forming Agnes’s name. A man, red-haired, with too many freckles, his youthful face kind, but worried. Another woman, wearing an eye patch, her face stoic, serious. This one slapped her across the cheek, hard.

			“Agnes!”

			“W-what?” she stuttered, slowly coming to her senses.

			“Are you alright?”

			“Oh, oh yes,” she said, smiling languidly, feeling the glorious tingling over her entire body. It was a supreme satisfaction that coursed through her veins in that magnificent moment. Dead. All of them. Every last Djao pretender-god who had enslaved humanity, destroyed. It was an instant of utter perfection and contentment. But the expressions on her companions’ faces suggested they didn’t share her righteous elation.

			“Agnes!” called Hesk.

			Not done yet, said Szaa’da’shaela, her voice languorous, husky, as though she had just finished a glorious epic of ardent lovemaking. There is one more, Agnes my darling.

			“Belu,” said Agnes. “Where?”

			She tried to stand, stumbled. Hesk caught her arm.

			“Wait, Agnes!” he pleaded as she tried to shake his hand from her. “Wait until—”

			“Belu!” she screamed. “The hateful queen of this masquerade!”

			“Agnes, you’ve killed dozens of them,” said Sira, her voice gentle. “None are left. Maybe she’s among the dead here.”

			No, said Szaa’da’shaela, the archfiend hides herself away. She lives still. Come! We must find her place of refuge and finish what was begun ten thousand years ago!

			Agnes managed to set herself free from Hesk’s grasp.

			“Szaa’da’shaela says she’s still somewhere, hiding! We have to find her!”

			“You need to rest first,” said Lumari, reaching for a vial in her bandolier. “A sedative, perhaps.”

			Agnes had the Djao blade’s gore-stained tip at Lumari’s throat in the blink of an eye.

			“You will not drug me!”

			Lumari slowly raised her hands above her head.

			“Never against your will, Sir Agnes,” said the alchemist with a deliberately calm voice. “But you are agitated. You might not be thinking clearly. This … carnage.”

			“Carnage?” spat Agnes, withdrawing sword point from her colleague’s throat. “This carnage is our charge! It’s what we’ve trained for all our lives, what we’ve made so many sacrifices for! They played gods, fed off our pain, and have paid the price at last! At long last! See how we caught them napping? Now look at them! Justice! Justice! See how we’ve made them pay? I’ve made them pay! How can you possibly stand in my way when I’m on the very threshold of victory?”

			She was shaking, the remains of her last victim slowly dripping from the blade extended before her. Ripples of righteous fury still trembled through her body, twinges of ecstasy causing an involuntary jerk of her head, twice, three times. Sira approached her, her kind face, the lopsided smile. Her friend. Her—

			“Sister,” said Sira. “Let’s pause, take a breath. We will find Belu. But you were in a frenzy. Come back to earth for a moment, with us mortals.”

			Sira’s words calmed her, like a cool balm. Agnes exhaled, for what felt like the first time.

			She doesn’t understand, Agnes dear, said the sword. She can’t. The power. The joy of being the triumphant arm of perfect retribution. We have little time. Belu is the most cunning, the most fleet of them all. We must catch her before she can enter her physical form.

			Agnes nodded.

			“Szaa’da’shaela says we must find Belu before she can return to her body. It’s urgent.”

			Sira paused, then nodded reluctantly.

			“Alright. Let’s look to see if we’ve missed something.”

			The four of them began sifting through the grisly slaughter, looking for another cocoon, a hidden passage or tunnel. Wading through the scene, a sensation of disgust began to creep into Agnes’s heart as she bore witness to what she had wrought—this wasn’t the scene of a great battle; it was a bloody massacre. Body parts mixed with the remains of the pods: severed heads, hacked limbs, intestines, mutilated organs, bones, strips of lacerated flesh lay everywhere. She was sick twice, vomiting at the sight and stink of her gory wrath. By the time she heard Hesk’s cry of discovery at the far side of the roughhewn chamber, she was perfectly, painfully sober.

			You feel the power still, said Szaa’da’shaela. Coursing through your body. We are mighty. None can stand before us. Think what we will achieve.

			Hesk had found a section of wall, furthest from the entry gate, covered by a fleshy membrane, similar in substance to the cocoons, but firmer. There seemed to be an opening between two flaps, a ruddy red in color.

			“Forgive me for saying it,” Hesk began, “but this sort of looks like a—”

			“Vagina,” said Lumari. “The three of us are familiar with them, Hesk.”

			A passage, said Szaa’da’shaela. Push your way through it, Agnes dear! Our quarry lies just beyond!

			Agnes reported this to her companions. None looked enthusiastic about the notion of pushing their way between those taut flaps.

			“It reminds me of what we found below St. Besh last year,” said Lumari, spitting on the ground. “The Aching God’s essence had infested the very stones of the place. It felt like we were in the belly of a great beast.”

			“‘Swallowed whole,’ Gnaeus said,” added Sira, as though from a distance.

			“If it’s too much for the two of you,” said Agnes, “I’ll understand. Hesk and I will go. Hesk?”

			“Yeah, sure,” he replied with an air of faux nonchalance, nodding grimly. “I’ll squeeze myself between these giant fucking labia.”

			“No,” said Sira. “I’ll come.”

			“In for a copper, in for a crown,” said Lumari.

			Agnes turned to the membrane and sheathed Szaa’da’shaela. She reached forward with her left hand and inserted her fingers into the cleft between the flaps. It was warm, moist, and pliant. She looked behind at the others. Hesk frowned. Sira blinked. Lumari shrugged. She turned back and inserted her right hand a little lower, clenched into a fist filled by a glowrod. Then she pushed. Her left arm sank in to shoulder deep.

			“I can move my fingers about,” she said to the others. “It feels like there’s an open space just past this. Can’t be more than six or seven inches thick.”

			Agnes rested her head against her left shoulder, felt the warmth of the membrane on her cheek. Using the leverage of her feet to push herself through, for a few dreadful seconds she experienced a smothering sensation and fought off an urge to panic. But an instant later, she was through. She stood in a tube-like tunnel, about seven feet in diameter. The walls were warm and fleshy, like the membrane, but firmer. The tunnel soon took a hard turn to the left.

			When Agnes had decided to move forward, Sira was suddenly beside her.

			“That was both strange and unpleasant,” she said.

			Hesk came through next, followed by Lumari, who hurriedly adjusted her eyepatch, which had shifted to expose the empty socket beneath.

			“Ready?” she asked her companions.

			They all nodded but said nothing.

			Agnes headed down the tunnel, the others close behind. As soon as she took the turn, she saw that the tunnel emptied into another fleshy chamber, this one shaped like a pear, the fat end opposite the entrance. Propped on a stone platform at the far wall was another cocoon, but this one was open like a flower in bloom, its fleshy petals dripping viscous fluid. And the cocoon was empty.

			Sitting beside it was a naked, dark-haired woman, knees up to her chest, skin a shade of pale blue, coated with translucent mucus. Her head was bowed, as though in prayer.

			“Belu,” said Sira.

			The woman looked up abruptly at the sound of that name. She was a handsome woman, with a regal nose and full lips, delicate brows arched over large, penetrating azure eyes. She had a sublime, beatific glow about her, an air of perfect patience and beneficence.

			“It seems you’ve found me,” she said, her voice wise and mellifluous.

			Agnes drew Szaa’da’shaela from her father’s leather sheath and held it before her, ready for the final task left to her. She wanted to strike, wanted this terrible burden to be lifted from her at long last, but something stayed her hand.

			With Szaa’da’shaela naked in Agnes’s trembling grasp, Belu’s expression changed: the smile faded, the benevolence fled, and the light in her ancient eyes darkened. Then she spoke in a voice that radiated icy loathing.

			“Hello, husband,” she said.

			“Hello, wife,” said Szaa’da’shaela.

		

	
		
			43

			[image: ]

			Reunion

			Szaa’da’shaela spoke to Agnes in a masculine voice, dropping all pretense of the feminine. It was just enough like her father’s to carry with it the weight of trust and authority.

			This hasn’t changed our purpose, Agnes, said the sword, its tone even, reasonable. It doesn’t absolve her of her unspeakable crimes.

			“How have you misled this innocent one, Menah?” asked Belu, her face again exuding compassion, her tone tinged with disappointment. “What lies have you told her and these others, that they would place their souls in such great peril?”

			Your sham benevolence is pointless, Bae’u, the sword replied. You have no more allies. You are alone.

			Belu shook her head sadly.

			“Menah has deceived you, child,” she said, looking deep into Agnes’s eyes. “So filled with hate, he has dragged you into grievous sin.”

			“So, you still claim divinity?” asked Lumari, standing near the tunnel entrance.

			“Do not my priests, through me, assuage pain, mend wounds and broken bones, dispel fever and disease? Have I not done just as I promised Coryth Angana when he came to me here, eight centuries ago? Who but a god could do such things?”

			“Timilis,” said Sira, her voice tentative, like that of a little girl. “Timilis told us everything. You are cruel Djao sorcerers, playing at being gods. You take your strength from our pain, just as you nurture that suffering.”

			“Oh, no, no, child. A cruel lie! You were one of mine, were you not?”

			Sira said nothing, her lips closed tight, her chin quivering. In a gentle motion Belu waved her hand, closed her eyes, and smiled luminously.

			“Sira … oh, my sweet child! Do you remember how I touched you, back in Chalice? Little Saint Sira they called you. And you were, my radiant daughter, you were! Filled with compassion, love, an instrument of healing, even then. It pains me so that heartless deceivers like Timilis and Menah have robbed you of that beautiful faith. That truly is a crime.”

			“They’ve seen too much, Bae’u’loh!” said Szaa’da’shaela, not in Agnes’s mind, but aloud, so that all could hear him. “The façade has slipped! It won’t save you any longer. Benesh-Enoah’s warning is coming to pass: Uszur’aal’bec’da’oud!”

			“Those words,” said Hesk, his voice cracking like an eager adolescent. “What do they mean?”

			“At long last, even gods will know regret,” said the blade.

			Belu stood in a graceful, fluid motion. Agnes’s fingers tightened on Szaa’da’shaela’s grip, but she didn’t raise the blade. The being standing before her was tall, lithe, her curves gentle, understated. She held out her arms, reminding Agnes of the countless idols and statues of the Blue Mother she had seen, in every town and village of the empire: welcoming, humane, loving.

			“You,” she said, a vision of tender care, “Sira, my suffering daughter. Come unto me. Let me embrace you, let me dispel your doubt, wipe away your tears.”

			Sira wept, fists clenched at her side, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. She wanted to run to her, Agnes could see it, a prodigal child coming home.

			“Mastro’s father wished to embrace him as well,” said Lumari in a sober monotone.

			“Agnes,” said Szaa’da’shaela, imploring. “We must dispatch this villain! She has committed murder and mutilation on a scale so enormous as to make her death the most restrained of punishments! Don’t let her seduce you with a sham of motherly succor. This persona is but a hateful fiction!”

			“Deceiver,” said Belu, more sad than angry, shaking her head gently. “You use these brave mortals to fulfill a base vendetta, sprung from your own shriveled soul. Menah-Becc’ahlam, bitter, failed overlord. His people rejoiced when we visited our divine justice upon him.”

			“More lies!” the sword shouted. Agnes felt fury tingle in the hand that held the weapon, its tendrils traveling along the muscles of her arm.

			Belu stood up straight then, arching her back, thrusting her breasts forward, tilting her chin up, her hand held out in a gesture of benediction. A sublime glow emanated from her as she spoke, her voice melodious, reverberating in the fleshy chamber.

			“I am Belu of the Bloom, the Blue Mother, fount of compassion, bearer of perfect love! I heal the sick, comfort the suffering. I only ask for the adoration due any immortal who cares for her people, who causes the blind to see, who makes the lame to walk. This one who brings you before me in martial array is nothing but a destroyer. Has he alleviated any suffering? What has he done but butcher those who have stood in the way of his bloody, unthinking vengeance?”

			The tingle of rage reached Agnes’s shoulder. Her muscles tensed, coiled her into a defensive crouch, ready at an instant to strike with ruthless, lethal speed. Her heart pounded, it ached, torn between the heavenly vision of peace and mercy before her and the urge that pulsed through her veins to drive her steel into this creature’s heart.

			“As he made you pierce poor Beela’s heart, Agnes Manteo?” said Belu, reading her thoughts, tears welling in her azure eyes. “Who watched as Sir Arla bumbled her way to a brutal end? Who forced you to threaten the dutiful sailor who ferried you here with decapitation, when all he wished to do was aid those desperate people? Who whispered to your lover, in his cell, and coaxed him to open his veins? Why, Menah’s tasted your blood as well, has he not, when by your own father’s hand your insides were spilled out? It was only by my sweet child Sira that you survived. No. Menah has used you. Be free of him. Drop that unholy instrument at my feet, daughter of valor. Come unto me, and I will make you whole again.”

			“Lies!” shouted Szaa’da’shaela.

			Tears came to Agnes’s eyes. A war within her, wrestling with the meaning of the words she had just heard, the desire to slay this blue being. All of it tore at the fibers of soul, threatening to rip it into shreds. Then she felt her sword arm rising, as though lifted by another with an invisible string. She resisted with all her strength, tried to force it down to her side, but the blade hung poised before her, trembling, its point level with the beating heart of the shining immortal standing before her.

			Let me help you, daughter, said the voice of her father.

			Not that voice! she raged at the blade in her mind. Do not use his memory so!

			“Uh, question,” said Lumari, raising a finger, her voice casual. “You are the generous, loving mother of us all, are you not?”

			There was the slightest pause from the blue-skinned being before she answered, though her sublime smile didn’t waver.

			“I am, child.”

			“All knowing, compassion without end, that sort of thing?”

			“You know this to be true,” she replied, an infinitesimal hint of annoyance in her tone.

			“Then why are you hidden away in this deathtrap? Why did Mighty Vanic, Valiant and True, use an eighteen-year-old girl as a shield, like a storybook villain? Why did the effigy of a good man’s dead father crush that good man’s skull and eat his head? Are these the loving methods of a benevolent god?”

			Lumari is right! said Szaa’da’shaela, her father’s voice gone. She sees the truth!

			Agnes turned her wrist slightly, changing the angle of the blade so that she could see the complex etchings in its gleaming gray steel.

			“These are good questions,” said Agnes, meeting Belu’s blue eyes. “Are you a divine being, or are you a sorcerer, protecting herself from judgment?”

			Belu bowed her head for a moment, then raised it a little, so that her eyes fixed on Agnes from beneath her brows. Her anger was plain.

			“It is unseemly for a mortal woman to question me thus.”

			“That is no answer,” said Hesk, standing at Agnes’s right hand.

			Belu nodded her head slowly, a small smile playing on her lips—no longer benevolent. Amused. Arrogant.

			“For nearly eight hundred years the people of Hanifax have worshiped me and my brethren as gods. We have kept our end of the bargain made with Coryth Angana. We gave you dominion over the lands encompassing the Cradle Sea, made your enemies fall before you, made you grow and prosper. You ask if I am a god, or a sorcerer. Do you know the difference, girl? Is there one? I have lived over fifteen thousand years. I have danced on the surface of the sun, traveled between the stars, witnessed the wonders of the endless planes of existence. I’ve played with the stuff of Creation as a potter molds clay. Millions have fallen before me in adoration and I have answered prayers beyond counting. Is that not divinity? Is that not godhood? Who are you to judge me and the starry heights I have reached? I have raised islands from the deep, brought mountains crashing down by my command. I need but lift my finger and your heart will burst in your chest, your bones will turn to dust. You think you come here as judge and carnifex? Of Bae’u’loh, unchallenged Queen of Heaven for five hundred and more of your mortal generations?”

			Agnes raised Szaa’da’shaela’s lethal point a fraction of an inch, looking down its length at Belu, feeling her growing malevolence.

			“This blade I wield can end you, god or sorcerer,” said Agnes, confidence swelling in her breast. “And my father taught me to despise bullies, no matter how big. Perhaps you’re the biggest of them all. Perhaps Szaa’da’shaela, or Menah-Becc’ahlam, whatever you call him, is right about you.”

			“Menah-Becc-ahlam is a worm,” Belu said with a scowl. “My glory eclipsed his, and it ate at him. He became consumed by retaliation for imagined slights, but in truth he wanted retribution for his own failures—as a sorcerer, as a ruler … as a man. Because once I held affection for him, I spared him annihilation, only locked him away, where he could not wreak havoc. Foolish men freed him, for their own selfish designs. But that ally you hold in your hand is as bloodthirsty and cruel as I ever was. Out of mortal arrogance and ignorance, you’ve taken sides in an ancient domestic squabble. You’ve committed yourself to assuaging the petty injuries of a spurned lover.”

			“Lies!” shouted the sword in Auric Manteo’s voice, trembling in Agnes’s grasp. “Slaver! Despot! Murderer of Human Hopes!”

			Agnes took a step forward, so that Szaa’da’shaela’s point was mere inches from Belu’s breast.

			“Do it!” cried Szaa’da’shaela.

			Belu stepped back at Agnes’s advance, stumbling on the angled stone platform atop which lay her cocoon. She steadied herself with a hand and it came away dripping translucent mucus. She held that hand up to Agnes, as though that would be enough to stop her.

			“You would be this worm’s instrument, Agnes Manteo?” she asked with beatific eyes, her voice like a heavenly choir. “After he stood by, watching your friends and allies perish. Tormented your lover so that the poor man bit at his wrists until the blood sprayed out of him.”

			“Raimund,” said Agnes with a whimper.

			“Yes,” said Belu, her expression sad, filled with compassion.

			“Agnes, you were weak!” shouted Szaa’da’shaela, his voice desperate. “Sacrifices had to be made in order for us to come this far! All of them had to perish. Their blood cleared the way: Raimund, Mastro, Arla. Those things were necessary, and I orchestrated them because you could not. All those deaths, and the death of your father, would be for naught if you shrank from your destiny now!”

			“Even now you would lie to her, Menah?” said Belu, shaking her head.

			“Whore!” screamed the blade. “Betrayer! I indulged your every whim, followed you down the darkest paths without question. And still you treated me as a servant rather than partner in our labors. Look what your contempt for me has purchased: all your allies, their vessels dismembered, butchered! Their cankered souls all unmoored, wailing impotently in the void! There is only you, and you will pay for all your crimes against me!”

			Agnes’s muscles shook with the effort it required to keep from running the blue woman through.

			“I am not your puppet!” she cried.

			The compulsion relented. When Szaa’da’shaela spoke, his voice was calm again, reasonable, wise.

			“You are not my puppet. Forgive me my righteous zeal. I was wrong to force your hand. You are Agnes of the Blade, and you must be the one to act. For all my sins, Belu is still the greater villain, the greatest in all of creation. She deserves death. End her. End her wicked influence over your world.”

			Agnes felt the truth of it in her bones. Whatever Szaa’da’shaela’s crimes, Belu must die.

			“I am the last, Agnes!” countered Belu, her composure slipping. “If you slay me, humankind will lose all connection with magic! I am its sole conduit!”

			“Sira has managed to heal without praying to you,” said Lumari. “Why can’t others learn to do the same?”

			“It’s not so simple, irreverent one,” hissed Belu. “I am tied inextricably to Kah. Those healing energies still must pass through me. The healing Sira has done without direct appeal to me will be impossible if my corpse rots atop the path to Kah, to God’s heart. The channel will be polluted forever.”

			“So, there is a god?” asked Hesk.

			Belu bared her teeth like a feral wolf at Hesk’s question.

			“It is only a name we give the source of our power, buried deep in the earth. In all my hundred and a half centuries of travel, I have never met a being worthy of the title, not as you mean it.”

			“We can dispose of your corpse easily enough,” said Lumari. “It needn’t pollute anything.”

			“I speak figuratively,” spat Belu, impatient. “Explaining the intricacies of sorcery’s true workings to you would be as fruitless as teaching philosophy to an ape. My attachment to the Kah beneath this place is invisible and unbreakable. Kill me, and you kill magic. Your entire civilization depends upon it. How could you possibly manage without me? Your empire would collapse. It would fall into barbarism. Carrion birds would feast on its remains—corsairs, the Azkayans, the Aerican theocrats, the rapacious warlords of Aklan.”

			“That would be a price worth paying,” said Szaa’da’shaela, a shade of the wrath returning to his voice. “Freedom from enslavement, freedom from history’s greatest monster.”

			“A bargain, then, Agnes Manteo,” said Belu. “Leave me here and I will continue to serve as I have served humanity for centuries: Mother of Compassion and Healing. Life can continue with Sweet Belu as Hanifax’s only god, shining her endless bounty upon an empire at peace. Think of it, Agnes! You could be the new Coryth, with a new revelation!”

			“Saint Agnes of the Blade,” said Sira.

			“And you, Sira Edjani,” Belu continued, hands to her heart, “conduit of healing since you were a child in Chalice! Saint Sira of the Sacred Heart, sweet sister of love and mercy!”

			“More chicanery!” shouted Szaa’da’shaela. “She would never honor this bargain. She negotiated with the Djao in the end, only to buy herself time, to allow herself and her allies to wipe out an entire people! Hanifax would be next, ground into the dust, with no stone standing upon another. You must slay her! It is your only choice!”

			“I have grown more powerful since we last saw one another, Menah,” said Belu, her smile sinister and confident. “Perhaps you are not yet strong enough to end me.”

			“Agnes’s father did what was needed to end Timilis. He offered himself to me so that Agnes could prevail. I have supped on the essence of every single one of the Besh’oul hiding here but you, Bae’u. If that is not enough, there are three more mortals whose blood can invigorate me further.”

			Sira, Hesk, Lumari, thought Agnes. She recalled Szaa’da’shaela’s words as Vanic held Beela before him.

			Sacrifices must be made!

			“Perhaps those we have already slain are enough,” said Agnes, taking another step toward Belu, who braced herself against the skin of her waiting cocoon.

			“I fucking hope so!” yelled Lumari.

			“But if you live,” asked Agnes, “you promise to remain here and be our sole god, a conduit of healing and magic?”

			“I swear it,” answered Belu, placing a solemn, gentle hand over her breast.

			“What could possibly hold her to this promise?” asked the sword, and Agnes felt its rage and panic rising again in her body.

			“Mutual benefit,” said Belu, holding out her arms, once more the welcoming idol. “The adoration of the people sustains me. In return, I will sustain the people.”

			Agnes looked back at her Syraeic companions. Sira nodded her head. Hesk looked pensive. Lumari shrugged her shoulders. Agnes began to nod herself. Perhaps this bargain would save the empire from catastrophic disruption. Then a question occurred to her.

			“Why didn’t you burst my heart?”

			Belu’s smile wavered.

			“My child?”

			“Before. You said you had to but lift your finger and my bones would turn to dust. Why didn’t you do that, rather than threaten or bargain or beg with a mere mortal?”

			After another pause, Belu answered with a loving smile.

			“I saw a better way, Agnes Manteo. One that didn’t result in an age of suffering for the people of Hanifax.”

			“She is powerless before me!” cried Szaa’da’shaela, and Agnes felt the realization dawn upon her, too. “She can work no great sorcery in my presence! I have grown too powerful! The others can be spared, Agnes, dear! We need only pierce Bae’u’loh’s heart and we are free of her forever!”

			“Yes,” said Agnes.

			Agnes took one more step toward Belu, close enough to do what she must. The blue-skinned woman held up her arms in a classic saintly pose.

			“Agnes, I beg you!” she cried. “Let me serve as the conduit! I will see to it Hanifax heals its wounds!”

			“The heart!” said Szaa’da’shaela, “Any other injury she would survive, no matter how grievous! We must pierce her heart!”

			“I know,” said Agnes.

			She put her left hand on the warm, moist skin of Belu’s chest and pushed her back. The blue-skinned woman fell back into her cocoon, and Agnes drove Szaa’da’shaela’s point in just below her sternum. Belu screamed in agony, black ichor pulsing from the wound. The blade passed through her body and came out the other side, piercing the platform. The steel penetrated it with ease, the stone parting like grains of sand on a beach. She drove the sword deep until only Szaa’da’shaela’s jeweled hilt protruded from Belu’s bloodied chest.

			“You’ve missed her heart!” shouted Szaa’da’shaela. “So close! So gloriously close! But this wound will not end her! Pull me out and aim true! Slay this archvillain and liberate the world!”

			Agnes let go of Szaa’da’shaela’s grip as the folds of Belu’s fleshy cocoon began wrapping themselves protectively around her pinned body. In seconds, her cries of pain were muffled, and only the single emerald set in Szaa’da’shaela’s pommel was visible. Agnes felt hands on her shoulders. She turned and saw Hesk and Sira both, their touch empowering, reassuring, healing.

			“Agnes! What are you doing?” cried the blade.

			“We’re affecting a permanent reunion, my friends and I, long overdue,” she answered. “And we’re going home.”

			Agnes backed away slowly, fortified by Hesk and Sira. She soaked in every detail of the scene before her, allowing the reality of what she had done wash over her. Elation filled her heart—she felt suddenly liberated. She felt a third hand at the small of her back; it was Lumari. She turned and saw the pale alchemist nodding, her expression uncharacteristically soft. The four Syraeic agents, bound together, left the chamber, retracing their steps through the bowels of that awful place. It was not until they were on the surface once more, when they had at last left the Djao ruin called Aem’al’ai’esh, that Agnes Manteo could no longer hear Belu’s muffled wails and Szaa’da’shaela’s resounding, impotent curses.
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			Wise Counselors

			Ilanda Reges, Queen of Hanifax and Imperatrix of all its holdings, remained seated at the head of her Privy Council table as her council members shuffled out of the room, each bowing with proper deference. She was feeling the strain of the day. It had begun before dawn with many hours of meetings with her military and naval advisors, discussing all matters Marburand. A great sea battle had taken place off the southern coast of Ulseamuthe, and fully three quarters of Willem’s navy was captured or resting at the bottom of the bay. Grand Count Mychel’s troops and cavalry had been routed by Harkeny and legionary forces diverted from the now-quiet northern frontier, and the count himself was in shackles in the belly of a Royal Navy warship, bound for Boudun. The legions continued to march south, receiving quick capitulation from Kenkaid, Ruly, and every town and hamlet in their path. They were now within fifty miles of Ulstermythe. The Count of Ulstermythe, a venal, grasping man by the name of Foscaro, was reportedly en route to legionary command, an offer of his jurisdiction’s surrender in hand. Word had reached her yesterday that while Mychel’s sons were still defiant in Aelbrinth, the shadowy cabal that governed the Spire had secretly sent notice that of course it was loyal to the Crown. They expressed their deepest regret that some of its number had gone rogue—just how might they demonstrate their absolute commitment to Ilanda’s rule? The Spire was prostrating itself; Aelbrinth and the rest of the Burandi southeast wasn’t far behind. With Willem’s death and the conflagration that consumed his fortress at Bennybrooke, further resistance would shrivel like leaves in a campfire. Lord Grigor had a list of minor Burandi aristocrats already lining up to repent of their treason, who might warrant elevation in the duchy’s governance once military efforts were complete.

			Master Surin and Ulwen Bath were the last to leave the chamber. The former left Ilanda with a sheaf of reports for her later perusal, what he characterized as “m-mostly enc-c-couraging news.” Ulwen had a few small matters he wished to discuss with her in private, but she asked that he bring them to her attention after she had time to collect her thoughts over supper.

			Now it was just she and Nimah’pae’da, Blessed Coryth’s sword, which had hung at her side nearly every day, all day, since the Battle of Cecelia Fields, her constant companion and counselor. When she was sure everyone else was gone, she spoke to it.

			“Well, what thoughts do you have regarding today’s Privy proceedings?”

			Duchess Violetta, it began, she presses for leave to return to her turbulent duchy.

			“Yes,” Ilanda said, “I was planning on allowing her to leave Boudun in a few days’ time.”

			I would advise against it.

			Ilanda frowned.

			“And why would that be?”

			Violetta entertains thoughts that will lead her duchy to independence from Hanifax. A nation unto itself, with an elected monarch presiding over its eternally squabbling peasants.

			“Are you saying that she plans on fomenting rebellion?”

			No, Highness, not intentionally. She is loyal and thinks you a wise ruler. Violetta simply worries about the stability of her duchy. However, her indulgence of these democratic heresies will have graver impact in the long term—that is what is worrisome. You see, Ilanda darling, I think in terms of decades, centuries, rather than the immediate future. This is yet another reason my counsel is so precious. But to the point, I fear the Karnes needs a more ruthless hand at its tiller. That, or one who will provide enough rope with which the peasant upstarts will hang themselves. Their puerile infection already spreads in the eastern towns of Marburand. I suspect that Balowy and the surrounding hill country will sue for admission to the collective as a thirteenth Karne within five or ten years. Should Balowy join, how far behind will others be? Violetta is likely to indulge these silly peasant impulses when she should be sowing suspicion among the so-called People’s Assembly that a Burandi Karne would be a cancer within their union.

			“What do you propose?”

			Keep Violetta here. Insist that her queen needs her, and assign duties tying her to Boudun and the main isles. Tasks that suit her ear for compromise and consensus would be best—she must be happy in her labors after all. For instance, put her to work sorting out the mess with the archipelago’s grain factors. She’s perfectly capable of wrangling those squabbling, avaricious political dilettantes. Her nephew Ghemard is sufficiently pliable and underhanded to play our willing catspaw with the Karnesi rabble—he can assume her responsibilities in Ralsea. Within a a generation or two, perhaps even later in your reign, we could see the Karnes return to normal ducal governance rather than this frivolous aberration.

			“Hmmm. You have thought long on this.”

			I have, Ilanda dear. There are so many things we can do together. I am always thinking of your kingdom, how you might best rule and prevail, recover what has been lost. For instance, the Duchy of Kelse—

			“I have already settled on a strategy for the Duchy of Kelse.”

			Ilanda felt the sword’s hesitation to renew that argument. The death of Lady Courlan’s husband, Baron Paulus, had hit her friend hard. But she had refused to return to Harkeny, insisting she was needed here at Ilanda’s side.

			“My sons are more than capable of managing our little barony without my assistance,” she had said one afternoon. “You need me here, in this den of vipers. Use me, my queen. No task is too great. Without an occupation I might go mad.”

			It was not what Lady Courlan had in mind, but Ilanda had named her Duchess Ophelia of Kelse. She charged her with repairing the damage done by the erratic rule of Duke Emberto, hung by his feet in a gibbet in Kalimander harbor by his irate people mere weeks ago. The other aristocrats of the duchy were appalled that a mere baroness had been raised to the ducal seat, but given their undying loathing of one another, it was the wisest course—at least by her judgment. Nimah’pae’da was of the opinion that Kelse’s counts and barons should be strung along with hints that one of them might be raised to the rank. It insisted that the lot of them would then compete tirelessly to win her favor in hopes of gaining the ducal ring for themselves.

			“Tell me, my friend,” she asked the sword. “What do you think of me sending Grigor to Ulstermythe as its new count?”

			He is cunning and capable. You have decided to remove Foscaro?

			“Foscaro has neglected the welfare of his people, just as his father and father’s father did. The city is a strange mix of sprawling slums and lavish restricted parks and mansions. That must change. And not just in Ulstermythe. But I’m so glad you agree that Grigor is well suited for the role. I assume you have other great plans for my empire, yes?”

			Well, much is dependent on Kelse’s aristocracy all rowing in the same direction. And Marburand’s pacification and renewed loyalty to the crown.

			She sighed.

			“Yes. Let’s take it as given that Duchess Ophelia can whip those place- and pleasure-seekers into shape, and that Burandi repentance is swift and sincere. What next?”

			The Royal Navy, of course. It must be rebuilt. Your plans are excellent, especially your notion that the Crown should finance shipboard sorcerers directly and make of them a professional corps answerable to a ship’s captain rather than mercenary hirelings. But we must begin building crews for this bolstered navy and train them. Press gangs should be put to work across the archipelago and in both Bannerbraeke and Warwede—you need men to crew those ships. Empty the taverns and bawdy houses, end the grain dole. Insist men work for their bread again.

			“I see. So, tempting men to naval careers through generous offers and reform of the disciplinary code won’t be enough to crew my new warships?”

			Alas, Ilanda darling, brutal discipline is necessary to govern low men suitable for work as seamen. Most respond much more quickly to the lash than a kind word. These men must be hard.

			“Indeed,” she said.

			There is also the matter of the Burning Child.

			“She surprised you, in the shack,” said Ilanda, treading carefully. “You didn’t anticipate what occurred. That tells me you are not infallible.”

			I make no claims to infallibility, my darling queen. But my wisdom and prescience are still priceless resources. The times that I am mistaken over the years will be few. And I was ultimately correct—she aided us well.

			“Of course. You were saying that we must do something about this Burning Child.”

			Yes. She roams the empire, spreading her gospel of repentance and purification. While this will serve us in the beginning, we need greater control over the shape and destination of the people’s religious life. Soon, we will have to neutralize this entity.

			“Are you saying Child isn’t directed by some divinity?”

			I am no spiritual advisor, Ilanda sweet. I speak only to the empire’s practical needs.

			“But you have a plan.”

			Always.

			Ilanda stood, pushing her grand chair away from the table. She arched her back, stretched her arms. It felt as though she had been sitting in that chair for the better part of a decade. She walked across the Privy Chamber to a concealed door leading to the maze of corridors. This labyrinth provided the monarch and her closest servants with a means for surreptitious movement about the vast palace complex. Witchlight illumined the way. She had memorized these passages while in Geneviva’s service, but still, if one’s attention wandered it was a simple thing to get oneself lost.

			Where are we going, Ilanda? asked Nimah’pae’da.

			“A storage room, very secret. I want to show you something.”

			I am not fond of surprises. We have not been with one another long enough for me to read your thoughts. Soon, we will be in such harmonious accord, I won’t need to ask you.

			“That sounds as though it will be very efficient,” she said.

			Oh, yes. I’ll be able to anticipate your needs and better serve you. As I said, when we have rebuilt the navy and dealt with the pirate scourge, we can turn to the cities and towns of Valya. They’ve served as outlaw ports for the buccaneer princes for fifty years, a constant thorn in the archipelago’s side.

			“I assume we’ll have need of that brutal discipline again. Valya can’t be a duchy overnight following fifty years of brigand rule, eh?”

			Yes, yes, Ilanda. I’m so glad you are coming to see things in their proper light.

			“Ursena is next? We’ve beaten back the Korsa. Perhaps the time is ripe to rescue Harkeny’s lost sister duchy.”

			Nimah’pae’da paused. She sensed this was one of those occasions when it didn’t wish to disappoint her with a contrary view. But at last it spoke its mind.

			Ursena is a ruin, Ilanda dear. Unlike your beloved Harkeny, it was never rich in natural resources and was an unending drain on the royal purse. Perhaps in the reigns of your successors, your grandson, or great grandson. I think our attention should be more profitably aimed east and south.

			“East and south?” she repeated as she opened the door to the room she sought.

			The Azkayan satrapies on the sea that bears that empire’s name. We have only once, in Hanifax’s long history, taken hostilities to the Azkayan homelands: when Geneviva’s soldiers sacked Uqbara. The mural in your Privy Council room depicts it most vividly.

			“That was a punitive strike, to make the Azkayans regret their depredations across Warwede. Not a war of conquest. But you believe—”

			Hanifax has always been on the defensive. Let us be the aggressor. Azkaya is engaged in its own power struggles and it will be several years before they are satisfactorily resolved. Let us take advantage of their distraction. The cities of Uqbara and Jiddha first, and then Aqaada, gateway to the Sea of Reeds. The jeweled cities on the Sea of Reeds—oh, my queen, their beauty and wealth are almost beyond imagination. Precious stones and metals, rare spices, exotic animals, strange sorceries that can be used to strengthen the empire.

			“You’ll have my legions and navy very busy it seems,” she said, taking a kerchief off a witchlight globe mounted on a wall, brightening the room’s contents.

			All to expand and enrich your empire. You will be the most powerful monarch in the world, Ilanda Reges, provided you heed my wise counsel. What a pair we will make! Your reign will be a golden age, your name spoken with love and reverence by the people down through the ages! As Szaa’da’shaela has served the Manteos, so I shall serve you!

			“A monarch always has need of wise counselors,” she said. “They’re worth their weight in rubies.”

			I am reminded, Ilanda dear. We must speak of you marrying again. You must produce children, heirs to carry on our work, who might take up the mantle with me after your long reign is done. I hope you are not offended that I speak of your mortality.

			“Well, I may be queen, but I am still a human being.”

			I am glad you see the need to speak of such things plainly. What of the matter of you seeking a fruitful marriage?

			Ilanda didn’t respond to the sword’s query, instead moving to a large, heavy chest of black iron at the back of the room, three keys protruding from locks. One by one she unlocked each.

			And what is this? asked Nimah’pae’da. I sense strong enchantments on it.

			“Oh, it’s a very special container,” she answered. “Nearly half a thousand years old, from the rule of Fendin the Second, remembered today for but two things: his boundless paranoia and the brief length of his reign, only eight short months. Ulwen made me aware of the chest and its contents soon after my coronation. It’s unbreakable and thief proof. Without these three keys, no one can open it. It’s a place for keeping safe the most precious treasures and the most dangerous of secrets.”

			Secrets, ah! You wish me to know what lies hidden within it!

			“Yes. That’s what I wanted to show you.”

			Ilanda lifted the heavy lid.

			It’s empty, said Nimah’pae’da.

			“Not for long,” she said, unbuckling the belt that held the blade’s scabbard.

			What are you doing, Ilanda dear? it said, the beginnings of panic in its voice.

			“Keeping you safe, Nimah’pae’da, my friend.”

			She dropped sword, scabbard, and belt inside the chest and let the lid fall back into place with a loud bang. She secured each lock with its corresponding key, each imbued with elaborate charms. Then she left that room, ignoring the sword’s pleas, and went into another locked room next to it, the keys to Nimah’pae’da’s prison held tightly in her fist. This second chamber was uncluttered, with only a single table, an open box upon it, and a small window overlooking the Eduard Pond, a little manmade lake on the palace’s southeastern flank, deep and serene. She reached out the window and let the first key fall. When she heard the satisfying plop from below, she released the second, and then the third. With that final plop, she turned to the box on the table.

			Doing her best to mask her natural revulsion, Ilanda approached it, but she stopped at the edge of the protective circle permanently inked on the flagstones in glowing metallic hues. Its strange sigils were like intertwining serpents, dancing and writhing in harmony, alive with power. Ulwen Bath had assured her this sorcery would serve her purpose, though the box’s occupant did not share that opinion.

			“That really isn’t necessary,” said the head of Lenda Hathspry, her tone hurt.

			“Nevertheless, it’s a condition of our relationship,” Ilanda responded.

			“We’ll need some measure of trust if I am to advise you.”

			“I’ve had more than a taste of the mischief supernatural entities can cause when allowed sufficient access. A false pregnancy, demon infestation, the compromise of my will and judgment. I will permit no one the opportunity to do that sort of thing to me again.”

			“Fair enough. I’ll try not to take it personally.”

			“Most gracious of you. Is there anything you require?” Ilanda asked, ready to be out of her unnerving presence.

			“Just that you understand I will give you no reason to regret your reliance on my judgment.”

			“Time will tell,” Ilanda replied. “If you have nothing more for me, I’ll be going.”

			“Your reign will be long,” said the head before Ilanda could turn to leave, its milky eyes trained on her. “Long and glorious. But it will be hard; many challenges and great change lie ahead. Do not rely on me too heavily. Only visit when your need for counsel is most urgent.”

			“You don’t wish to guide my every step and utterance?”

			“I am not Nimah’pae’da. Nor Szaa’da’shaela. I only offer my wisdom, without secret vice or agenda.”

			“Again, time shall tell.”

			“Yes, it will. And honestly, it’s best you don’t grow too dependent on me.”

			Perhaps this abomination spoke the truth. Ilanda tried to look past its grisly appearance: the blood-stained teeth, the torn flesh at the neck, the smeared muck, and matted hair. The story Pallas Rae had given her, of how the head came to be in the League’s possession, its connection to Auric Manteo, the fact that it had aided Rae with priceless intelligence … maybe it was a gift she should cherish. That it didn’t want to foster her dependence on its counsel struck her as encouraging.

			“I think I understand,” she said.

			“No, you do not. But no matter. I am sent to this corner of the world to help set things to right—as the Universal Spirit of Creation directs. No one else must know of my assistance, and I will not advise your successors. One day, many years from now, I will ask you to send me far away. You won’t understand then, either, but you will oblige me, for the great service I will have rendered you.”

			Its portentous words unsettled her, and countless questions flooded her mind, but Ilanda only nodded. She sensed the disconcerting thing would tell her no more. At least not then.

			“Goodnight, then, and thank you,” she said, turning for the door.

			“‘Ilanda the Shepherd,’ that is what they’ll call you,” came its last muffled words as she closed the door behind her. Hands and heart trembling, she locked the door with a key hung around her neck. She closed her eyes and took in a deep breath, thinking of all the work, all the lives in her hands, and the unmapped future that lay before her. And then Ilanda Reges, Queen of Hanifax and Imperatrix of all her holdings, returned to her personal apartments. There, her maidservants Ruby and Baea had supper waiting.

		

	
		
			epilogue

						[image: ]

			Lieutenant Anton Polor stood on the foc’sle of Duke Yaryx, spine straight, hands clasped behind his back, spyglass under his right arm. Mr. Carrick straddled the cathead beam over the rail below him, cajoling his elementals frothing in the water below, their labor necessary on another windless day. Carrick and the ship’s aeromancer Mercele had been taking shifts since clearing Barrow Sound.

			And now they were passing the broad mouth of the River Kelsea, marking the boundary between Kelse and the demon-haunted Barrowlands. Polor was glad to have those morose deadlands behind him, and said a little prayer to Saint Hecatius that he wouldn’t return there anytime soon.

			The morning was bright and cloudless, and it felt wonderful to be back at sea, away from the dismal docks of Serekirk. Discipline was becoming something of a problem, no matter how diligently the junior officers worked to keep Yaryx’s crew occupied in a port with little in the way of leisure or entertainment. He was running out of clever punishments that didn’t involve the manticore when Sir Agnes and the other Syraeic survivors finally returned. Polor was beginning to fear that floggings would become a regular dish on the menu for sailors made surly by so gloomy a berth. The last four days of sun and spray and regular work were already doing wonders for the crew. He allowed himself a long exhalation of relief.

			A sudden wind nearly in their favor caught their sails, and he heard a smattering of claps and hurrahs from crewmen across the ship. Junior officers were ordering seaman into the rigging to adjust the sails to catch the first wind since leaving port. Polor heard boots coming up the foc’sle steps. Thinking it was Lieutenant Kellen joining him in response to their respite from this windless stretch, he turned smiling. Instead of Kellen, he found himself facing Sir Agnes Manteo and the three other survivors of the Syraeic party: Sira, Hesk, and Lumari.

			“Good morning, Lieutenant Polor,” said Sir Agnes, wearing the smile of someone who hadn’t threatened to open his neck with a blade only weeks ago. “It looks like you’ve found those winds that have been in hiding.”

			“Indeed,” he answered, giving her a perfunctory smile. What he wanted was for them to leave his foc’sle, but Polor considered himself a gentleman and made the effort at polite conversation. “I hope your night’s sleep has refreshed you.”

			“Yes,” said Hesk, the freckled one who couldn’t be a day older than young, naïve Midshipman Larso. “The sea always rocks me to sleep.”

			“Your sorcerers have reported no difficulties summoning their elementals these past few days, have they?” asked Sira.

			“They’ve reported no difficulties, Miss Edjani,” answered Polor, nonplussed. “Should they have?”

			“No,” said the woman, exchanging meaningful glances with Sir Agnes.

			“It seems quite clear that there is some information to which I should be made privy,” Polor quipped, his irritation rising. “I confess I have lost most of my patience for Syraeic secrecy.”

			Sir Agnes spoke, but sidestepped his question.

			“I’d like to thank you again for your service, lieutenant,” said Sir Agnes, touching one of his gold epaulets with her fingers. “Were it not for Yaryx’s speed, we would not have arrived at our destination in time. The result might have been catastrophic otherwise.”

			“It seems that the bill for your expedition was quite steep as it is,” he answered, not able to help himself speaking a sour thought. “Three of your own and one of mine. Your exploit cost me a fine marine commandant and friend, Sir Agnes. I would like to know the circumstances of his death.”

			“My apologies, lieutenant, but I’m afraid those details are a secret of the state. I assure you he died bravely, but that would be no surprise to anyone who knew him, eh?”

			Polor nodded curtly.

			“As it is,” she continued, “I owe you an apology for my aggressive behavior the night we passed Kalimander. I was not quite myself. It was an unkind action and I regret it. But I hope you will trust me when I say our haste that night may very well have saved countless lives.”

			Polor felt a pull to ask more, even as he was deciding if he would allow this Syraeic woman to mollify him. Instead, he opted to ask for an indulgence.

			“We will come upon Kalimander before nightfall. I know not what transpired there, or what state the place is in, but I hope you are not in so great a hurry to get back to Boudun that you would begrudge us an opportunity to make an offer assistance.”

			“Of course, lieutenant. My colleagues and I would be happy to assist as well, however we might. We’re at your service.”

			Polor was a little surprised by this, but pleased. He felt his heart soften a bit and decided on the spot.

			“If it would please you, Sir Agnes, my officers and I would be honored if you and your three companions would dine with us this evening. Captain Hraea will be unable to attend, I’m afraid.”

			“A shame, that,” said the alchemist.

			“It would be our pleasure, lieutenant,” Sir Agnes answered. “Three bells of the dog?”

			Polor was amused by her use of nautical terminology. In a way, it felt as though she was returning his authority to him. He tipped his bicorn.

			“Three bells of the dog.”

			The four of them excused themselves and made to leave the foc’sle. Polor noted that the man Hesk held Sir Agnes’s hand, and Miss Sira had her own around the swordswoman’s waist. Lumari, whistling tunelessly, followed behind, tapping a pair of empty glass vials together. Polor excused Mr. Carrick and his water elementals, judging this new wind sufficient for Duke Yaryx to resume its progress naturally. At last, he was left alone with his thoughts.

			He mostly wondered on the occupation of Syraeics. Damned odd, crawling about in tombs and temples, searching for loot and magic, scrapping with demons and undead horrors. The notion gave him the shivers. No, a naval career provided sufficient challenge and adventure for him. Better a passel of pirates than snaggle-toothed devils, aching for a bite at your soul. In truth, there really was no need for a man to poke at the hateful past. Better to leave that malignancy buried and forgotten beneath the dirt. What reward, tempting fate so?

			The four of them did seem lighter than they had before the expedition, despite their losses. Polor always found himself terribly melancholy when a comrade was lost in action. Perhaps these Syraeic types were different. More callous, cavalier. Polor remembered a collection of fantastic stories about the Syraeic League he had read as a lad, entitled We Laugh at Death. Each story featured lurid illustrations of goat-headed demons, shambling undead, and buxom, sparsely attired damsels in need of rescue. “Taken directly from forbidden pages of the League’s own secret annals!” the cover had boasted breathlessly.

			We laugh at death, he thought, and chuckled. No wise man laughed at death. That sort of courage was for fools and the mad.

			It was good to see Miss Sira in better spirits. He had fond memories of her voyage with them last year. Perhaps she had regained her faith. That brought Polor’s mind back to Sir Agnes’s father, Sir Auric. What a very fine man he had been! Someone you would want by your side in a fight, or at your table. Agnes did have some of her father’s good qualities, and she certainly seemed less weighed down by the concerns that plagued her before. She was a pretty thing, though Polor had always preferred taller, more slender women, demure and refined. His mind wandered momentarily over the Syraeic woman’s body, but he soon dismissed such contemplations as ungentlemanly.

			It was then Polor realized that he hadn’t seen that fabulous sword at her side. Too fancy a weapon for him. He was more than happy with a trusty old Royal Navy cutlass. But that blade of hers was a beautiful thing, with its inset gems and exquisite scrollwork. Obviously of ancient provenance. Never saw her without it on the journey to Serekirk.

			Polor brought a hand up to the fresh scar on his neck where the outlandish blade had nicked him. The skin was still sensitive and the memory unpleasant, so he shooed it from his mind. He considered asking Sir Agnes that night at dinner what had happened to the damnable thing, but in the end, he decided to content himself with the fact that it was gone.

			The End
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