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vines of affection and resent 

caught up in the cogs of rational consideration

flowers blooming in the depths of the machine 

where sunlight disputes the empty infinity
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CHAPTER ONE

Wilderness Framing a Road




♦♦Year 513, Town of Amam Ri, Protectorates of Tokhar♦♦




Two women were together on the balcony of a large and airy residence built high in the mountains, far from busy roads and prying eyes. It overlooked a small town, which clung to one side of a deep gorge. Everyone who lived there knew who the two women were, and why they met in this place, but it would not be proper to tell of it. 

One woman, Kalsamo, was tall and dark, with her hair woven into many braids; divested of her riding leathers, she wore long robes. The other, Anahit, was bronze, soft-faced, and red-haired – not the reddish browns of other maidens, but truly, perfectly red. It was all anyone ever seemed to notice of her, and so she kept her hair covered with a veil. “It is good to get away,” she said, lifting a cup to drink deeply of clear and cold mountain water. “Away from people. Away from paperwork. Away from fires! Too much smoke in my eyes.”

Kalsamo lifted one brow. “It was your idea, as I recall,” she said, pouring out more water for herself, “to abandon your court for a quiet life of tending fires in temples! That won’t work, Ani. You can’t leave everything you find mundane for others to handle. Your country will fall apart without you. You are the Queen of Birds.”

“So I am,” Anahit acknowledged, and she let go of her cup. It remained there, suspended on nothing. She nudged it, and it spun slowly in place. It was not quite centered, and so the water fell from one side to the other as it turned. “But I do not even particularly like birds! I did not ask to be a goddess.” She turned the cup over in the air. The water did not fall out of its vessel. “Though it has its charms, I suppose.”

Kalsamo leaned forward to take the cup. It would not move for her. “Our people called it the Aspect of Flight, but I do not think that is a good name for it.”

“Do you have a better one?” asked Anahit.

“I learned a good word from some western merchants. They have a name for the means by which all things fall: gravity.”

“Gravity,” repeated Anahit, with a slight smile.

“I bought several books from them, all in that Occidental language,” Kalsamo told her. “With your money, of course. We shall find some translators. I bought something else from them, too, that I think you will like. Now that you’ve had a moment to rest…”

“Is it an artifice?” asked Anahit with delight, getting to her feet. The cup fell immediately to the floor of the balcony, forgotten. “Maybe a cat? Or a fox!”

Kalsamo did not hesitate to laugh at her. “You sound like you’re twelve years old,” she said. “No, not an artifice, but I will remember to look for one, if you want a fox that badly. I brought back a dancing girl.”

Anahit’s expression fell. “… A dancing girl? Kals, you can’t just buy a girl.”

“Can and did,” said the taller woman, leading her down a well-lit hall. “I am the law in the land of Tokhar, Queen Anahit! Go back to your country if you do not like it.”

“Slavery is illegal in my country,” Anahit said dourly, “I made it so. These merchants should have been found and arrested back in the port of Vartavar.”

Kalsamo shrugged. “You outlaw slavery, but not artificing! In any case, they made it to Karam Karas,” she said, “and I am glad they did. Just look at her, Ani!” She pulled back the curtain of a bedroom. The girl was chained to the bed with iron shackles. She was young – perhaps not even old enough to marry. She was very pale, with freckles that ran down her bare shoulders, and her hair was the color of sunrise. Anahit’s eyes widened slightly. This girl was, indeed, very beautiful.

“What is your name,” Anahit asked her, and the girl looked up to meet her eyes.

“… Clarion,” she answered. It was a distinctly western sort of name. Anahit was relieved that the girl seemed to know at least a little Tarimin.

“And where are you from? Where is your family?”

The dancing girl looked down at her chained wrist. “I am from Erelhoen, an island west of the Vrie Countries,” she said. Her accent was imperfect but understandable. “And my brother and my husband are both dead.”

“You are a widow? How old are you?”

“… Sixteen,” said the girl, glancing aside.

Anahit turned to Kalsamo in frustration. “Kals, we can’t keep a sixteen-year-old girl who has lost her family! It’s not right.”

“And what would you do with her, then,” Kalsamo demanded of her. “Turn her out to work in the mines? Let the merchants sell her to some wayward unwedded man? What luckier fate could she have than to fall into our hands! It must be the Will of the World that I found her.”

Anahit looked back to the girl. “Do you know what you would like to do?” she asked.

Clarion closed her eyes. “I would dance,” she said. The iron shackles fell from her wrists of their own accord. They dissolved into a fine red dust. She held out her right hand, and the dust was called back to her. Kalsamo lunged forward to grab her. “Don’t you dare–”

It was too many wasted words. In the girl’s hand was a sword, slender and sharp. She slipped easily past Kalsamo. Anahit did not know why anyone would want to kill her, when she had tried so hard to be a good and faithful goddess, but she did not have long to wonder.




♦♦Year 836, Southern Tokhar♦♦




The Lau Yitar, a long and winding road cutting through an untamed land, was no place for a runaway sixteen-year-old boy to be out walking by himself. Hayr was not wise enough to be considerate of the danger, however – or more particularly, he was foolish enough to know and yet choose to ignore it. He had lived his whole life in one of the few permanent settlements of Tokhar, which had never quite given in over three centuries of neglect, but he no longer felt welcome there. The westbound road he followed would take him to Antaram if he made sure not to stray from it, that much he knew. He could have gone south, to Chald, but he did not think he would be too welcome there either. His only other choice would have been to head north or east, deeper into the mountains, to claim his Tokharika parentage as was proper and join the nomads who disdained stone houses and little gardens.

That was not really a choice for Hayr, however – he would have sooner thrown himself off a mountainside than beg the Tokharika to let him water their horses. He knew it was wrong of him, but he blamed the whole of their nation for the unfortunate incident that was the father he did not remember. Rehan, Far-Rider of Tokhar, had kept two wives under two different laws of marriage: the bride his parents had chosen, and a secret bride within town walls. He had been found out by fellow riders, and Hayr’s mother had never seen the man again.

Hayr had stopped for a few days in the rowdy trade town of Karam Karas, looking for work, but over and over again he had heard the same question: “Are you literate?” No, he most definitely was not; both the Tarimin script and the one that came out of that far western Republic country were a complete mystery to him. No-one in Karam Karas, it seemed, had a use for a strong, husky boy who could not write, unless he would like to be a mercenary guard for the caravans when business picked back up. A violent and very probably short life did not appeal to him any more than the dull and lonely life he had just left behind. Hayr had always felt pity for those who had to resort to such an existence, whether it was attacking caravans or defending them. He knew, however, that no pity could save him from the possibility of being accosted, as he was walking completely alone at the lean time of year when rainstorms were more frequent than caravans. The rain was what caused the shortage of caravans, he supposed.

The sky was darkening, the clouds pulling together like an old man gathering up his robes. The sound of Hayr’s footsteps changed beneath him as he walked across planks laid over the bed of a brook which rolled down the steep hill to his right and tumbled off into the far steeper gorge to his left. A row of stumps suggested that there might have once been a railing, but Hayr was free to sit down right on the edge. He watched the water sweep away leaves and needles down to a river that would eventually see them westwards to the Karyan Sea. The coast would also be Hayr’s final destination, or so he assumed, as he could hardly foresee himself getting on a boat and heading for countries where they did not speak Tarimin. He could not even imagine the sound of the strange words used in other nations that were not the Tarim Countries. The three lands all still spoke more or less the same language, more than eight hundred years after the peninsula had been conquered and divided between three divine siblings of one father.

A distant roar drew his attention; at first he thought it to be thunder, but then Hayr realized that it was an engine. He quickly got to his feet, eager to see. While there had been engines of various sorts in the quarries, out here on the road it could only be a mechanical carriage. He could scarcely believe he was really going to encounter one, which in the eastern reaches of the world were the trappings of kings and gods. Squinting, he could soon see its gleaming white frame as it rounded a distant turn. There were two people crouched on the roof, leaning against railings. The carriage was trimmed in green and dark gold, the colors of Chald, and as it drew closer Hayr could see that the rooftop riders – a man and a woman, both well-protected – were pale with black hair, also typical of that nation. They both held something long and slender, and after a moment he suddenly understood that these were muskets: weapons rarely seen outside the borders of Chald, so jealously did they guard the secrets of their design.

The fabulous wealth of someone traveling in such a fashion impressed Hayr too much to even guess who it could possibly be, but as the mechanical carriage roared past him faster than he had ever run or ridden – though surely it could have gone faster on a path not quite so rocky – he saw through the window a boy about his own age, staring back with equal curiosity from behind large glasses perched on his nose. The rooftop guards turned to watch Hayr as they receded into the distance; he wondered, if only he’d had the courage to hail them, whether they would have given him a ride to the coast. Probably not. 

He sighed, shifted his pack, and resumed his lonesome walk. He felt a little satisfaction, though, in knowing that the brother he’d left behind had seen no such thing today. He had always looked up to Vanador as more mature and responsible than himself, but he no longer ever wanted to see his older brother again, so bitterly had they cursed one another when Hayr had been informed he was no longer welcome to eat Vanador’s bread. He would earn his own bread, somehow, though he was slipping into a panicked feeling that he did not know how or where or to what end, as he lacked an anchor in the wind – he had nothing to work towards. He wondered if he was too old to learn to read; if he could, finding some small and petty work, pay his way with a tutor, and finally occupy a more respectable place in society than working the grindstones outside the quarries.

Atop the next peak of the ridge ahead of him, Hayr could see an old watchtower which was no longer taller than the pines that surrounded it. There were many such towers, built in the first years of Queen Anahit’s reign in Antaram three hundred years past, but used scarcely five or six decades before the ones in Tokhar had been abandoned and the safety of the road through it declared a personal affair. This one, however, had a light in the window, else Hayr probably would never have noticed it. His imagination leapt at every frightening possibility: bandits watching for caravans, or the ghosts of long-dead soldiers trapped in eternal duty. His eyes were transfixed as he rounded another twist in the road, but the dense trees obscured the flickering light. Looking straight ahead, he was startled to again see the mechanical carriage, now conspicuously silent and still. Another bridge over a stream had given way beneath it, and its back end was sunken down a few spans; three people were knee-deep in the water attempting to push it out while two waited on the roadside.

A moment later, he was noticed by the two who were watching. He waved one arm in a friendly gesture and hurried down the road towards them. The rooftop guards were in the water, along with another man who must have been the driver. The bespectacled boy, who was very slight and had long hair tied back, pulled awkwardly at the fabric of a silken green cloak and looked down at the ground as the others struggled. The aging woman with one hand on his shoulder was surely his mother, and dressed far too perfectly in a layered gown of silver and gold embroidery to be from anywhere except a painting in Hayr’s estimation. She eyed him with deep suspicion as he approached, as though he had planted a faulty bridge to rob her and her armed guards with his bare hands.

It was the guardswoman in the water, her musket laid down carefully on dry ground, who addressed him first. “Oh thank gods, I was hoping you’d catch up – we could use another pair of hands,” she declared in a heavy Chaldic accent, brushing away black hair from her dark eyes. “If you don’t mind!” The older woman, watching with a stony expression, made no attempt to hide pulling her son back.

“Sure, I’ll help,” Hayr offered cheerfully, sliding off his pack and tossing it to the side of the road. He kicked off his boots and rolled up his pants and waded into the breach. “That’s bad luck, but nothing’s broken, is it?”

“I don’t think so,” the guardswoman told him. “My name’s Oseni by the way, from the White Jungle.”

“Hayr, from Amam Ri,” he told her in kind. He pushed his way into the middle and attempted to get a feel for how heavy the carriage was. The two men with Oseni said nothing, and did not meet Hayr’s eyes.

As they struggled to push out the mechanical carriage without slipping on wet stones, Hayr looked aside at the other boy. He seemed to be teetering in uncertainty, glancing back and forth between Hayr and his own shoes. He admittedly did not look strong enough to be of any help, but he also looked miserable standing there in the wilderness in his foreign finery. “Come on you, don’t just stand there,” said Hayr very loudly. “Help your friends.”

The other boy pulled away from his mother’s touch and unfastened his cloak. “Barsamin,” she protested, but he quickly rolled up his pant-legs as he had seen Hayr do and cautiously stepped down a broken plank into the stream. Oseni looked aside at Hayr with a knowing grin as the boy joined them, and they all pushed together; it took all of their strength, but at last the wheels lifted over the broken planks and found sure ground again. The carriage lurched forward; Hayr lost his footing and fell into the stream, and Barsamin on top of him. Oseni laughed merrily at them between gasps for breath. The two men, who seemed to find no humor in it, quickly helped Barsamin to his feet.

“I’m fine, I’m not wet,” he insisted, but turned red when he realized that Hayr beneath him had taken the brunt of it. “Oh, please forgive me, I tripped you–”

“No, my fault,” Hayr assured him, brushing a wet leaf off his shirt. “Err, Bars, was it?” Now that they were very close, Hayr noticed that his eyes were a gray-green color he had never seen in eyes before.

The other boy stammered nervously. “Ah, Barsamin, Barsamin of the House of–” 

“The house of clumsy,” his guardswoman interrupted him with a nervous smile. “Thank you six thousand times, Hayr of… wherever that is.”

“No trouble,” he told them, and looked towards the two men framing Oseni, who both stared blankly at him, but they neither introduced themselves nor indicated any gratitude.

“Oh,” added Oseni quickly, “they… don’t really talk. Don’t mind them.” Hayr nodded hesitantly, unnerved, realizing that these were not living people – they were artifices.

The older woman behind them gestured for one of the men to help her back into the carriage. “Fetch your cloak, Barsamin, it’s very cold out here,” she instructed, clearly going out of her way to avoid looking at Hayr.

“And that is our Lady Talassen,” Oseni explained in a whisper. “Forgive us, we’re all very anxious. There is politics afoot, not that I pretend to understand it.”

As Barsamin fiddled with the fastener of his cloak, he stared openly at Hayr. “Pardon me,” he asked, “but are you… are you a Tokharika?”

Hayr took a moment to keep himself from being visibly insulted. “Well, my father was,” he said, “but my mother raised me to be a townsman; I don’t even own a horse, or I’d be riding it now instead of walking all the way to Antaram.”

“… Oh.” Barsamin flushed deeper. “We are also going to Antaram… I, I suppose that was completely obvious though.” He folded his arms under his cloak. “It is indeed very cold here. How can you wear only that tunic?”

“Doesn’t get much warmer than this,” said Hayr, one eyebrow raised.

“Oh, well, it never gets any colder than this in Chald…” Barsamin hesitantly followed his mother to the door of the carriage. “Err... thank you very much!”

“I don’t suppose," ventured Hayr, “that maybe I could–”

Talassen pulled the door closed behind her son as quickly as she was able. Oseni turned and mouthed “sorry” as she climbed back onto the roof with her silent companion, musket at the ready. The engine woke up with a lion’s roar and the carriage shook with anticipation of the journey. As it began to roll away from him, Hayr saw Barsamin look out the back window with regret, as if there had been more questions he had very dearly wanted to ask. Hayr forced a smile and waved.  

He turned to put his boots back on; looking up at the sky again, he now had no doubt that it would soon rain, and cursed himself for not charming his way into that carriage somehow. Before he left Karam Karas, he had asked a merchant to show him a map and explain it as best he could; to his recollection, there was not a roof under which to rest for half a day’s walk. 

His eyes were drawn again to the tower, momentarily forgotten in the excitement of rescuing the fantastically rich from their mundane emergency. His imagination again warned him that surely the reason this bridge had broken was that the tower was haunted, and those who had dared pass under it were cursed. A chilly breeze swept up around him, and dripping wet as he was, Hayr shivered just as the foreign boy had. The light in the tower’s window was precisely the shade of a warm kitchen fire. In that moment he considered giving up, going back to Vanador and sobbing and begging to set things right, to be inside rather than out. Fortunately, he realized that even if he turned around right then, he would still endure the storm, so it would be far better to endure it towards an end he would be satisfied with.

Just as he swung his pack over his shoulders, he heard the very faintest sound amongst the trees of a twig snapping. He jumped backwards in fright, expecting his imagined ghosts to besiege him – not that any ghost story he’d ever heard afforded ghosts the earthly weight to step on twigs. Seeing nothing, he repeatedly assured himself that it was just some sort of bird, and yet he felt completely unnerved, as though–

“Are they coming back?” asked the littlest voice, frightening Hayr far more than any little voice ever should have. “They’re gone, right?”

“I – I suppose,” Hayr exclaimed, and after a moment he spotted the source, hiding behind a tree, gleaming eyes considerably nearer to the ground than his own. She was a young girl, bronze-skinned like himself, with curls the color of rust spilling over her shoulders; but far more noticeable than these details were the facts that her claws were digging into the bark of the tree, and her fangs were very prominent. She looked down the road again, to be absolutely certain of the mechanical carriage’s departure. The monstrous girl ran out to him, ruffled skirt bouncing up and down, and she seized him by the wrist.

“My name is Chakori,” she explained, tugging him towards the trees, and to his surprise she was much too strong to resist. “We saw you hours ago, and I was sent to invite you to dinner, but then those black-haired people came up so fast, and I thought they were going to take you away in that noisy carriage which pulls itself and I’d have to go and stop it–”

“Who is inviting me where, now?” asked Hayr, utterly bewildered and quietly terrified. 

“I live in the tower with my sister,” she patiently explained, “but Evren is out on the hunt right now. We have guests, though – Rashk and Nhang are here. Rashk really likes towers, you see.”

“Rashk?” he repeated in disbelief. “You don’t mean Rashk, the crazy old god in the mountains?”

“Yes, of course I mean him,” Chakori told him with a giggle. “He can see so far, it’s amazing!” She was leading him up the steep hillside, over a trail which barely existed, and he would have never have noticed on his own.

Hayr had no idea what to make of this. “Are you… some sort of artifice?” he asked, though he had never seen an artifice which could speak so clearly. 

“Oh, you can tell? How can you tell, is it my eyes? Rashk says I have impossibly pretty eyes. We’re not just any boring artifices like those men in black cloaks were, you know, we’re Alks! Oh, I’m sorry I had to hide when that carriage was stopped here. I’m not allowed to talk to living women and there were two, two women!”

Hayr paled at these words. Alks, according to the stories he had heard, were deeply violent creatures – undead artifices with the garb and mannerisms of maidens, who had been forged in a secret pact between the God of Strength and a dying woman to secure her revenge. The tale had been dismissed by his brother as an utter impossibility, for artificing did not work that way – but the young girl holding his hand, carefully avoiding cutting into his skin with her claws as she chattered away, was proof enough for Hayr.

“One of those women wasn’t wearing a dress though,” she mused, apparently perplexed. “I could hardly tell she even was a woman. Why would she do that?”

“Ah,” he stammered, “well – it’s a little more practical if she gets in a fight, don’t you think? She was a soldier.” The ground beneath them leveled out a little, and thick tree roots parted to reveal mossy stone; the remnants, he supposed, of the road that would have once led horse-carts to the tower.

“And that boy, he had long hair,” she continued, obviously frustrated. “They are doing it all wrong! Evren told me that boys cut off almost all of their hair, so you can tell! He made it hard to tell.”

“He was very pretty, wasn’t he,” Hayr conceded.

“Well… I guess Rashk has long hair too.” She wasn’t even listening to him. “But he is very strange, according to Evren. Always with his books. What are books even for? I don't understand.”

The first raindrop landed squarely on Hayr’s nose. “He sounds like someone I will enjoy having dinner with,” he decided.








CHAPTER TWO

An Eighth Of Blood




♦♦Year 836, Southern Tokhar♦♦




The rain began pattering down on the carriage, and from the inside it sounded as though they were being escorted by a hundred discordant drummers. Barsamin was no stranger to rainfall, but never quite so cold; his feet were wet, which was of course entirely his own fault, but it felt undignified to curl up with his legs underneath him. His mother, certainly, would never let him.

As the view out the window became occluded, Barsamin felt guilty for insisting that they bring the talented young sharpshooter Oseni, of whom he was very fond. The artifices did not mind any sort of extremity nor complain of anything, though they were also not nearly so clever as a real person. His mother insisted that the girl ride on the roof with the artifice guard, for how would she ever shoot anything from inside – it was not a trip to Convocation in the city. The danger of this road was real. Barsamin had expected Talassen to handle their unexpected interruption with much less grace than she had managed. The intervention of that mountain boy had been welcome by him but surely had given her barely-suppressed fits.

Talassen trusted nobody, absolutely not one person, except her brother Vahagn. This was the farthest she had ever traveled without him, at least to Barsamin’s memory, and one thing and one thing only could have persuaded her to undertake this journey when he was not available to accompany her. She had been waiting sixteen years – and some months before that, Barsamin supposed – for this chance, the only reason she ever deigned to marry and be with child in the first place: there was somewhere a princess in want of good, divine blood.

Barsamin knew almost nothing of this princess save for the well-known story of her heritage, descended from the brother of the same Queen Anahit of Antaram who once secured these roads, but now ruling over a meager shadow of that former might. His own country of Chald was another of the sibling thirds of Tarim, and between them, Tokhar, where he now found himself, was a land that was only traveled across rather than to. He had dearly hoped to see some real Tokharika, but to his understanding, they were almost never seen on the Lau Yitar – wanting nothing to do with the trade caravans and the bandits who preyed upon them. He supposed that the mountain boy would be the closest he would come to encountering the dark-skinned, leather-clad horse masters of the rocky wastes, which he had read about in the accounts of adventurers pressing on foot through the very country where he was now in the comfort of a carriage.

He had a letter from her, this princess, who he suspected would see him as little more than a rare prize to be snatched up. Her name was Katarosi, daughter of King Eodar and Queen Deloram of the Sovereign Queendom of Antaram; Barsamin knew she was very close to himself in age, with him having just turned sixteen, and that she had a younger sister named Houri. The letter was gently folded up in his bag, tucked into a frivolous adventure novel which had been recently translated into Tarimin. The words seemed empty to him, carefully chosen and examined by guardians and scrubbed clean of any possible honest sentiment, but her handwriting was so excessively airy and delicate that it was like the ink had been distilled from feminine nature itself. He found her signature in-particular to be what he imagined a bottle of girlishness would spill, all loops and swirls.

He had to concede, though, that his experience with girls or women of any sort had been narrow. His mother, he assumed, was not typical in any fashion. He dimly remembered playing with his cousins, who were both girls, and his aunt, but he had been eight years old when – eight years old the last time he had seen them. He had more recently befriended Oseni, but the trigger-ready sharpshooter did not seem like she was too normal of a young woman either. What was his measurement? The girls in the villages around the manor, he supposed, none of whom would so much as meet his gaze. One of those girls, years ago, had married his uncle, and they all knew what had become of her. The rumors about where his youngest cousin Kapriel had come from were no better. The wealth and power of Barsamin’s family was not something the young maidens of the White Jungle province aspired to marry into; it was seen only as a deadly curse, a gruesome outcome of the pact that had secured Chald’s dominance over the most lethal of inventions, the gun.

The only good thing that could be said about Barsamin’s heritage was that, regardless of his character, his uncle Vahagn was a living god. It had been well-established through eight centuries of family trees that anyone related by an eighth of their blood or better to a receptacle of the godhood was dramatically more likely to become one also. Any children of Barsamin would be this eighth with respect to Vahagn, though he did not feel very godly himself. 

The royal family of Antaram based their claim of their right to rule in the blood of the conqueror-queen Sparkasuki, then her daughter Antaram, and through centuries to Anahit, who in their times had each been the Goddess of Flight. That Aspect of the Divinity had been absent from the world since the moment of Anahit’s death. Over three hundred years later, doubt was spreading among the people of Antaram that their rulers were the legitimate heirs of Anahit. After all, the Aspect of the Law had never departed the tribes of the Tokharika, nor the Aspect of Secrets, which was now ensconced in Vahagn, from the old families of Chald. That was why the royal family of Antaram was interested in quiet, bookish, reclusive Barsamin: to reestablish their legitimacy as one of the three divine bloodlines of the old Tarim Countries, by resorting to joining two of them together in marriage.

He adjusted his glasses and looked around. His mother hadn’t said a word. Talassen was a person defined entirely by her loyalty; everything in her life turned on the axis of her morning star, her brother. Barsamin knew that somewhere in her heart, she loved her son – after all, she had saved him from what had befallen most of his family. His worth, though, was defined in terms of his uncle Lord God Vahagn. He was being given away as a gift, and he knew it.

“Strange people, in these mountains,” said Talassen at last, with stiff discomfort. “I felt that whole time as though we were being watched, though I never saw anyone except that boy.”

“I felt it too,” agreed Barsamin, “but I think it was just being in the shadow of that ridge, feeling like it was looming over us.”

Talassen bent down to brush mud off her son’s boots. “I hope you appreciate this carriage. By wagon it would be days yet, but we will reach Ostmenye by tomorrow morning. We owe your uncle a lot for allowing us to take it so far! I was afraid we might have broken an axle when the bridge fell out from under us.”

“Uncle Vahagn can afford to repair the carriage! I was more afraid of someone getting hurt, or of us being stranded overnight,” answered Barsamin, pulling the novel out of his bag and thumbing through it idly. It was quickly growing too dark to see the pages, and the road was too bumpy anyway, but he felt restless and anxious. He leaned against the window to watch the rain. A thick mist had risen around them, and the carriage was slowing down. Perhaps he could get some sleep–

Something smashed into the side of the carriage. It jolted and almost tipped over. Barsamin dropped the book and fell against the door on his side; his mother grabbed her door-handle and slid down the seat with a panicked scream. As the carriage regained its balance with a painful thud down onto its right wheels, the two could hear the scuffled movements of Oseni and the nameless artifice on the roof. A gunshot screamed out like thunder in a storm. 

On a foolish impulse, Barsamin crawled over his mother to the right-side window to see what had assaulted them. For a moment, he saw only movement as the carriage came to a complete halt – then the dark figure of the artifice guard fell down on the ground and laid motionless, still clutching his musket. Someone jumped off the roof, landing gracefully, who was slender with long hair the exact color of polished copper. She effortlessly picked up the limp man and threw him over her shoulder. She turned to peer into the carriage, and Barsamin saw with a shock of horror that she had fangs, large metallic fangs, and eyes that gleamed as she smiled at him. She reached out to open the door.

Another gunshot shattered the air, and blood spattered all over the glass – vividly blue blood, which frightened Barsamin even more than the fangs. The woman staggered backwards but did not fall. There was a gaping hole clear through her other shoulder. She hesitated, considering the wound. She turned and retreated into the mists in leaps and bounds with her prize.

Oseni tumbled down from the roof and desperately yanked at the door handle. She fell into the carriage in her great hurry and slammed the door shut behind her. “Oh muck,” she gasped, quickly readjusting her gun as water poured off her, “oh muck, I am not staying up there! Go! Artifice, go! There might be more!”

Talassen pulled herself back upright as the carriage rumbled forward, pale and wide-eyed. “What in the Name of the Godhood was that?!”

“An Alk, sure as our blood is red, that was an Alk,” Oseni stammered out, visibly shaking. “Forgive me, I can’t – I can’t go back out there. Alks are killers. I’m lucky she didn’t get me first!”

It took a moment for Barsamin to snap out of shock. He reached under the seat and pulled out Oseni’s trunk, fumbling with the hinge, to offer her a fresh cloak. She quickly shed the drenched one and wrapped herself up, shivering. “Thank you,” she told him breathlessly. “I know that an artifice is already dead, but it… still feels like I just saw someone die.”

“I thought Alks were a fiction,” exclaimed Talassen, “told by those dreadful desert people. Will it come back? Can it knock us off the road?”

“It didn’t like being b-b-bit by a bullet, did it,” Oseni stammered, reassuring herself. “Probably never knew of such a thing. Stupid animal.”

 “It didn’t look too hurt to me,” said Barsamin, although he realized that was no comfort. His eyes flickered over to the blue-green streaks on the window, being slowly diluted by the rain. He wondered about that boy who had been walking all by himself. Would the Alk find him, too?







♦♦Year 836, A Certain Tower, Southern Tokhar♦♦




“I see our little Alk did find you.” An elderly man of ghostly complexion was waiting in the open doorframe, his dark blue robes several sizes too large. His wispy hair was pulled back, though he was bald across the top, and his eyes were large and silver. 

“You see everything, Rashk! You could see me the whole time!” answered Chakori with childish adoration.

“Small talk, Chakori, it is the art of small talk.” His voice was raspy and thin. The old man turned his gaze upon Hayr, who by now was soaked through with rain and breathing heavily from the uphill effort, and the boy felt as though an entire host of eyes were upon him. A rustle of movement disturbed the man’s cowl, and a snake, a real, living, green and yellow snake, wound its way around his neck and settled there to look unblinking at the scene. The old man stroked the small creature fondly. “Forgive me, please come in,” he said, stepping back, “and we will find a way to warm you.”

Hesitant, afraid that the snake would lash out and bite his neck, Hayr stepped into the old tower. He did not know what he expected, but the ground floor room seemed to be filled primarily with stacks of clothes, almost but not quite neatly arranged. There were shirts and skirts and dresses and cloaks and underclothes, but no socks or shoes of any sort. No cobbler thought to accommodate claws, he supposed. The old man took both of Hayr’s hands in his own and inclined his head.

“I am Rashk,” he said, “widely known for some ineffable reason as the Living God of Sight. My slithering companion is Nhang, who has accompanied me oft-unseen for many years now. She is, like most who I deign to spend my time with, a curious and unique artifice.”

“I’m not very curious or unique, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Hayr assured him, edging back, “and certainly no artifice.”

“We can always change that!” Rashk answered with an unsettling smile. “But no, child of the mountains, though I do not know your name–”

“Hayr,” interrupted Chakori, standing on her toes.

“Thank you, Chakori – I see what others do not, Hayr, and I do not refer only to superficial or immediate things. Often I have been doubted, and perhaps I should be; I profess what no other person can verify. When I saw you upon the road, I was enraptured by foresight of unusual clarity, such as has only happened to me once or twice before. I do not understand the mechanism by which it happens, whence my curiosity in you.”

“I have no idea what most of that means,” confessed Hayr, who was trying not to shiver.

Rashk clasped one spindly hand to Hayr’s shoulder and steered him towards the spiral staircase. “Go, sit by the fire,” he instructed, “and I shall explain what I have seen.”

Filled with caution, expecting more snakes or even worse, Hayr climbed the stairs; Rashk shuffled behind him, gathering up the train of his robes, and small Chakori eagerly bounded past them both. The upper floor of the tower was a very ordinary one-room mountain home, with the high-walled fireplace in the center, open on every side. Hayr slumped against it, sliding down to the floor, as Rashk lowered himself into the room’s only chair.

“Be useful, Chakori, fetch him a blanket. Now – I do not mean to alarm you, as it will be several years yet – but Hayr, this day you have met your murderer.”

Hayr stared blankly. Chakori draped a blanket over him, managing to cover his eyes, and sat down cross-legged next to him as though nothing remarkable had been said. “…What?” he blurted out at last.

“Today, on this road,” the old man elaborated, “you have first spoken with the one who shall claim your life, and first looked into the last eyes you shall ever see. I do not mean to bear unwelcome news, but I felt it would be rude to keep silent.”

Hayr pulled back the blanket to stare incredulously. His mind’s eye leapt back to the mechanical carriage and those who had come with it: a friendly girl, a delicate boy, an anxious woman, and two artifices without speech or passion. “… Why would any of them ever want to kill me,” he asked in disbelief.

Rashk leaned forward and clasped his hands together, and his snake slithered down his arm and settled gently in his lap, tucking her head in between her own coils. “I have not the slightest idea! You seem charming, if a bit simple. Perhaps you will truly deserve it. All I know is that it will happen after you grow a beard, but long before that beard turns gray.”

“Who, though?” Hayr asked desperately. “The girl with the gun? The rich lady who didn’t even want to look at me?”

“I have told you all that shall be told.” Rashk turned to look towards the stairwell. “I am more concerned at the moment about what is being dragged in all over the floor.”

The door at the base of the tower was thrown open, and a coarse high voice rang out: “Chakori! Get me a rag! I’m bleeding like a slaughtered pig!” 

The little girl leapt back to her feet and hurried down the stairs, her claws clacking loudly against the bare stone. Hayr pulled the blanket tightly around him, eyes wide with alarm, but Rashk seemed quite unconcerned. There was much scuffling down below, and someone much heavier than Chakori, but with the same distinctive clicking footsteps, came up the stairs.

She was tall and slender and looked almost as though she were made from gleaming copper. Her lacy clothes, however, were not only soaked with rain but also with bright blue ink – no, that was her blood. She was pressing a rag against her shoulder, and it took her a moment to realize that someone unexpected was in her home. “Who the muck are you?” she demanded sharply.

“This is Hayr, who I was so presumptuous as to invite in for dinner,” Rashk explained to her calmly. “Hayr, this is Evren, who seems to have run afoul of someone with a musket.”

“I got one of ‘em,” she growled, “but not the one who got me.”

The color drained from Hayr’s face. “Oh gods, did you kill–?”

Chakori was dragging something large up the stairs one thump at a time. “It’s one of those artifice men,” she said cheerfully, dropping the body on the floor. Blood as black as a new moon night trickled out of a gash in his chest. His eyes were still open, but his face was free of pain or fear. Hayr still shuddered at the thought of what must have happened.

Rashk gazed down at the twice-dead body. “Oh, but look at that,” he said dryly, “he still has his musket, and all the trappings that entails.” Chakori pried the weapon from the stiff hands and looked straight down the barrel in curiosity before tossing it aside. Hayr winced, expecting it to go off, but nothing happened.

“There was a girl on the roof of that ridiculous noisy thing,” said Evren, as if this were truly remarkable. “She’s the one who stung me, actually – but I let her get away.” Evren looked down at her ruined clothes and sighed. “My fault for going hunting in a good dress…”

Chakori unfastened the poor artifice’s cloak and held it up. “Kind of big,” she declared, setting it aside. Next, she pulled off his boots, and simply threw them out the glassless window. From the very soft double thud, Hayr guessed there might be many more boots in a pile out there. He felt horror and revulsion seize him.

“Evren, Chakori, none of this is very appetizing to the living,” Rashk gently reminded them. “Put that away for now. Let’s have onion stew.”

“You’re the one who brought some town boy into my house,” growled Evren, baring her fangs. “I will eat him if I so please!”

Chakori gasped and flung herself upon Hayr. “No, don’t, I really like him!” she wailed.

Evren frowned and turned away. “Between gods and little sisters, I have no peace,” she declared in exasperation. “Make your own damned onion soup.”

“The lady of the manor has spoken,” said Rashk, who leaned over to pick up a book he had left beside his chair. “Alas, an old man such as myself needs a young man’s help in such tasks. It is very rude of me to even ask, but you will find onions and yams in those bags over there, if you do not mind, Hayr.” 

Hayr slowly and warily got to his feet. “I will make the greatest onion stew ever tasted by the living or the dead,” he swore, “if it means you will not eat me.”

Evren regarded him with an ill-tempered sneer as Rashk gently opened the book to where he had left off. “No need to worry about that,” he assured the boy. “I have already informed you of the occasion of your death. When the stew is ready, you shall tell me about the occasions of your life.”








INTERLUDE: SPARKASUKI, AS TOLD IN THE COUNTRY OF ANTARAM

Before the Night the Stars Fell, there was no Karyan Sea, only a Karyan River, born at a waterfall high in the mountains. Two different peoples lived across from one another where this river flowed through fertile plains, one fair-haired and one dark-haired. There was a certain girl born on the eastern side of the river, but her father had been from the western side. Her hair was neither dark nor fair, but red. Her mother gave her a certain name, but other children fled from her for fear of her blood-colored hair, and never asked her what her name might be. So it was that she was called Sparkasuki, which means the one who drives away.

Since she was not wanted on either side of the river, she followed its waters north to its birthplace in the mountains. Climbing the mountain was difficult, and she would have been lost, except a red sparrow showed her the way. When she stood at its peak, lightning struck her, and though she was not harmed, the red sparrow was set aflame. Weeping, Sparkasuki scattered its ashes to the waterfall, and meant to throw herself into it, so that her blood would flow from the mountains and turn the river red. When she leapt, though, she did not fall. She flew. That was the Night the Stars Fell, and the star which birds prayed to had struck her brow. As she flew south over the river, she saw the God of Strength astride it, one foot on each shore. He was angered to see her fly over him, and he tried to strike her down with a mace covered with iron spikes as big around as she was. Sparkasuki was too swift, however, and his mace splashed down in the Karyan River. The strength of his blow drove the land apart, and so the river became a sea. The God of Strength fell into it and drowned, and his star was swept out into deep waters.

Sparkasuki knew she must choose which side of the sea to alight upon. She chose the eastern side, the dark-haired side, because that was where the only one who called her by her birth name dwelled. When she came home, however, she learned her mother had died of a snake bite and her father could not be accounted for. In a fury, she proclaimed that every snake shall be put to death, but the snakes knew secret places to hide where her birds could not pursue. The fair-haired people, likewise, all hid on their side of the sea.

The dark-haired people feared her and worshipped her, but Sparkasuki was lonely. She swore that she would marry the first man who could tell of her true name. Many boys and men tried to recall, but none could. To them, she was only Sparkasuki. Each one who failed to please her was proclaimed a snake and given to her birds, thrown from the waterfall for them to snatch up.

One day, a young man of the mountains came on horseback, with a star in his heart. He wished to meet the Queen of the Birds, beautiful and strong and triumphant in battle. When he looked into her eyes, her true name was upon his lips, for all truths were his. This man’s name was Arakel, and their daughter was Antaram who loved the meadows and their son was Tokhar who loved the mountains. Arakel did not remain faithful to his wife, however. He was cast from the waterfall as he deserved. His bones were burned with dishonor and his star was thereafter cursed to wander without a homeland. His third child was Chald, who was alike to Antaram and Tokhar only by half. The mother of Chald was a wicked tamer of snakes, and set upon Sparkasuki in the night with a host of vipers. The Karyan Sea itself avenged her and drowned the woman as it had Sparkasuki’s first enemy. The crown of the Queen of Birds was given to brave Antaram, and it was unfaltering even unto the day of gentle Anahit, who was murdered in her youth and her star was lost. The blood of her brother Daron holds her throne, waiting for the birds to crown a new queen.








CHAPTER THREE

Sisters




♦♦Year 836, A Certain Tower, Southern Tokhar♦♦




Hayr spooned out the broth with a shaky hand and held out the first bowl for Rashk, who quietly accepted it with a nod of thanks and nudged his snake to move aside so that he could place it in his lap. “Do you cook often?” asked the old man.

“I did most of it after Mother died,” explained Hayr as he filled a second bowl. “But my brother Vanador paid for most of it, as he was so very eager to remind me; now he can do both, if he’s so insistent. I admit I haven’t eaten many proper meals for over a week now, though.”

Rashk’s eyebrows arched in interest. “Going on a journey with so little money? Not wise, not wise at all.”

“Well, staying with him wasn’t working out too well either,” Hayr replied with obvious bitterness. He handed the second bowl to Chakori, who held it up and simply poured the soup into her mouth.

“But doesn’t your brother love you?” she asked. “My sister loves me very much!”

Hayr paused, unsure of how to answer. “I… I suppose he loves me, at least a bit,” he ventured, “but he’s not happy with the sort of person I’ve become, and refused to let me stay with him anymore. I decided to go somewhere else and start over.”

Across the room, Evren was leaning against the window and looking out at the still-darkening sky. “Welcome, welcome, the Lau Yitar needs more outcasts,” she said with unmistakable contempt. Her claws were pulling at the neckline of her dress plastered with blue blood. Closing her eyes with a wince, she quickly tore the fabric away from herself. Hayr tried to look aside, but he noticed what he had not before: that despite seeming at least several years older than himself, Evren was completely lacking in what most distinguished a grown woman from a man. Her body was as unmarked as a child’s doll. Flushing deep red, Hayr turned away and covered his eyes. She laughed in derision at his embarrassment.

“Unlike the living, I have no secrets to cover,” she told him, using the crumpled-up dress to wipe up the rest of the blood.

“And yet,” said Rashk, sipping slowly at his meal, “you are inexplicably obsessed with the material trappings you use to cover your lack of secrets.”

With a furious hiss, Evren leapt across the room at him, her claws at his throat. “You of all people have no right to criticize me!” she yelled at him, as he looked up and met her angry gaze with minimal concern. The snake in his lap wound her way up around Evren’s outstretched arm. “... And Nhang agrees with me,” the Alk added more calmly, allowing the creature to coil up tightly. 

Rashk sighed and set down his bowl. “Yes, all right, you can wear however many articles of clothing you please, you strange creature,” he apologized. “Nhang, dearest, come back to me.”

Evren scoffed and turned away, taking the snake with her. She looked straight down her nose at Hayr, who now appreciated that she was actually taller than he was. “Are you going to offer me some soup or not?” she demanded.

“Err,” he stammered, stepping back, “would you like some onion stew, Miss Evren?”

“Absolutely not!” she snapped. “It smells wretched. No, I am going downstairs to find new clothes.” She stomped off, Nhang still clinging to her. Hayr stared wide-eyed, with deep concern for his personal safety, no matter how strongly he was assured that his life would not end this night. At least the body of the artifice guardsman had been moved downstairs while he had been cooking, so there was no longer a specter of death by the fireplace.

“The rest is for you then,” said Rashk, “so fill your own bowl and sit down.” Since the old man already occupied the only proper chair in the room, Hayr again sat on the floor, facing him, and only hesitantly tasted his own soup. “Now,” continued Rashk, leaning forward, “tell me what kind of person it is that you have become, that your own brother would turn you away from his door.”

Hayr looked to the side, avoiding his gaze. “I don’t think I have to answer that for anyone, meaning no disrespect!”

Chakori was licking the bottom of her bowl. “Did you kill someone?” she asked. “Evren says that’s why we’re not allowed in towns, they don’t like murderers.”

“No, I didn’t hurt anyone!” he insisted. “No, it’s really stupid, but he just couldn’t get over it. People back home thought I was… strange. Vanador told me it was time to find a girl already, as is proper as they say, and I told him I didn’t want to marry anyone, and that’s really all it comes down to.” There was actually a little more to it than that, but that was personal, and not even a god had any right to know. “He’s not gotten married himself yet, but he’s certainly trying. I’ll find some place where people will leave me be, but…” He shifted uncomfortably. “But I’ll probably never be all that happy. I’m going to live alone, and die alone – and a lot sooner than I thought, according to you.”

Rashk nodded slowly, his hands clasped. “I once felt the same way, when I was young,” he said, “but in a faraway city, I did meet someone who I loved, and who loved me, and never did our ways part.”

“You don’t mean that snake, do you,” asked Hayr with worry.

“Ha! No, I do not mean Nhang, though she is precious to me. No, decades ago, I met a man – an artifice man, actually, but as I said, curious and unique – with eyes that gleamed like lightning, with the soul of a thunderstorm within him. His name is Solornel, perhaps you have heard of him, as he is in fact the God of the Storm who now walks the earth. I am wise, and he is strong; I am elusive and he is bold. You need to find someone like that, who frustrates you, who infuriates you, but always comes back to you because their happiness will never be elsewhere long.”

Hayr stared up at him as he thought this over. “And… no-one gave you any trouble for that?” he asked.

“My boy, not many people would give two gods much trouble for anything,” Rashk asserted with a laugh. “But one needn’t possess fleeting divine power to be happy; quite the opposite, I would not recommend it if you wish to live in peace. The sort of people who are so unlucky as to become gods, however, tend to be quite strange by the common measure. I know a wonderful woman who is working on a book about such mysteries of divine nature. In any case, you were indeed wise to leave the little towns of Tokhar behind. Go to a big city, and be patient. It took me many years to find someone who would put up with me, and the circumstances that brought us together were quite unforeseen.”

“That all sounds very wise and well-reasoned,” replied Hayr dourly, “But according to you, I do not have many years with which to wait!”

“What have you been telling this boy?” demanded Evren as she came back up the stairs in a sleeveless lavender gown, a bandage tied around her shoulder. Nhang slithered out between her feet and up the side of Rashk’s chair.

“Only what is most certainly true,” the old man assured her.

“Rashk says that he saw the future,” added Chakori, “and one of the people in that clacking carriage is going to murder Hayr one day!” Rashk opened his mouth, perhaps to clarify some point, but then merely nodded. 

“Oh, gods, now I can’t get his eyes out of my mind,” said Hayr with a note of panic. 

“Who?” asked Chakori.

“That boy who was in the carriage! I was struck by how pretty his eyes were, but now…” He looked to Rashk. “Your divinity, I mean no disrespect, but is this really not just a cruel prank you play with all your guests?”

Evren glared at her own elderly guest. “You told him something mucking vague, didn’t you? Stop playing with him and tell him what you really saw. There shall be no self-important misuse of the divinity in my house, I swear to Father!”

Rashk sighed and stroked Nhang’s head absent-mindedly. “As you wish, my dear, you know me too well,” he conceded. “Hayr, I shall expel all doubt from your mind. The last eyes you shall ever gaze into in this life are indeed, beyond all questioning, those of the black-haired boy in the green cloak who you met upon the road today. His carriage bore the crest of the White Jungle, which is a province in my home country with a cruel and selfish ruler, Lord God Vahagn; I imagine then that the boy was his nephew Barsamin, about whom I know fairly little. I must say, however, that several years hence he will be very handsome. He has a striking seriousness about him in my foresight.”

Hayr stared at him and then curled up in defeat. “Yes, that’s what he told me his name was,” he said with lament. “So I am going to see him again… but he’s going to kill me?”

Rashk said nothing in reply; he simply closed his eyes. Hayr sighed sadly and looked away. “Well… at least I’ll be able to die with my heart good and broken.”




♦♦Year 836, City of Ostmenye, Queendom of Antaram♦♦




Morning fog was still clinging to every corner when the artifice driver opened the door for Barsamin, and a rush of cool air gave him cause to shiver as he looked out over the castle town of Ostmenye. The sun was low, and its rays fell across many red tile rooftops and brick chimneys clinging to a hillside; his eyes however were drawn to the ridge which ran behind the stone-walled castle, which was smaller than he had imagined, where a waterfall far greater than he could have imagined tumbled over a cliff. The water was seemingly ignited by the morning light, becoming a cascade of molten gold. The top of the waterfall was split by a prominent outcropping, which he recognized by grim reputation. In the old days, it had been the fate of murderers and traitors to be thrown from that precipice, where Sparkasuki had once stood and contemplated death.

Barsamin’s mother clasped her hand to his shoulder and firmly guided him towards the gates as a clarion trumpet sounded to announce their arrival. Oseni fell in behind them with her musket strapped to her back. The guards who awaited them, garbed in scarlet, looked on in wonderment at the famously dangerous weapon. They surrounded a short-haired woman with an upturned nose, who bore medals of rank. “Praise be for your safety on the Long Road, Lady Talassen and Young Lord Barsamin,” she said to them. “My King and Queen await the Lady at their table.” Barsamin had difficulty following the excessively polite exchanges of words as they were ushered inside the walls of the royal residence. He might have fallen asleep on his feet, except his glasses were suddenly snatched away from him.

“Give me those,” insisted Talassen, as if she had not already taken them. She tucked them into her satchel.

“Mother, how am I supposed to see?” demanded Barsamin.

“You can see well enough,” Talassen assured him, “and you look more dignified without them. More like your uncle, less like your father.”

Barsamin was too tired and nervous to find the courage to confess that he would much rather resemble his late father. If Uncle Vahagn were here, though, he would have gotten a vile look just for thinking it. Uncle Vahagn always knew.

He was guided past marble columns, dimly aware of a high ceiling and a sense of emptiness, as if there were simply not enough people who dwelled there. A woman in a dark red veil suddenly pulled him aside, startling Talassen. Barsamin was thrust squinting back into the sunlight, in some sort of garden alcove filled with dew-laden autumn flowers. “Princess Katarosi has requested to first meet with Young Lord Barsamin in private,” explained the servant woman. “My Lady Talassen, please come with me, to the presence of our King and Queen.”

This was not according to Talassen’s plan, which was to carefully manage her son at every step, but she had little room to protest and she knew it. “Yes, certainly,” she agreed, allowing herself to be taken away. Oseni looked back over her shoulder and gave Barsamin a reassuring gesture – at least he assumed so, as he could hardly see it – as she followed her mistress around the corner and out of sight. As their footsteps faded, a quiet panic gripped Barsamin. He was going to embarrass himself in front of the crown princess of Antaram, he was certain of it.

He waited there for what felt like several minutes, awkwardly rocking on his heels. Small birds with red plumage flitted around him, retreating to the ivy which covered the brick walls of the alcove. At last he heard someone approach, and turned to see a bronze-skinned girl in a pale yellow dress with her hands clasped; the dress had a hoop skirt to spread out the fabric in elegant folds, and her hair was arrayed in several braids with ribbons that fanned out around her face. “Barsamin of Chald,” she said with a quiet confidence, quickly stepping forward and taking his hands in her own. As her face came into focus, he saw that she was a rather heavyset girl, rosy-cheeked and wide-eyed. “Please allow me to welcome you to the East Moon Castle,” she implored him with a certain air of expectation, “before my family has a chance to ruin your good impression.”

Barsamin was so taken aback that he was unable to say anything at all. Katarosi let go of his hands and clasped hers together again. “None of us really want to turn out like the rest of our family, but it seems everyone does anyway,” she said thoughtfully. “And I must confess, Barsamin of Chald, I have heard nothing but bad things about your family. I am under immense pressure – it’s really quite absurd – to agree to marry you, but in the end, my father has no actual power to sign my name to anything. I do not know all of what constitutes the marriage law in your country, but–”

“My life belongs to my lord god,” Barsamin told her quietly, “my uncle Vahagn.”

“… Oh.” She bit her lip. “So even if you think I am horrid, you will still just go along with it?”

“I– I don’t think you’re horrid,” he assured her quickly, flushing.

“Thank you, Barsamin,” she replied with a slight undertone of agitation, “but that is not what I asked!”

He tried not to visibly recoil at this reprimand. “Well, I did just meet you,” he said in his defense, “so maybe you’ll turn out to be horrid after a while, and I’ll have to flee to the mountains.”

“I hope not,” she said with a faint smile, “but you should keep the possibility in mind. Also, please do forgive me for standing so close – my grandmother simply forbade me to wear my eyeglasses today, as she thinks them unsightly!”

“Really?” he exclaimed in astonishment. “My mother did the exact same thing!”

They stared at each other for a moment, deepening red, and at the same instant they both yielded to their need to laugh at the absurdity of appearances. The tension between them dispersed to the four corners of the garden. She took his hand and guided him to a bench against the brick wall. An old willow tree leaned over them, offering a curtain of a hundred drooping branches, and a slow cascade of yellow leaves which flitted away and carpeted the ground and the bench alike. Barsamin could hear small birds in the boughs above them.

“I suppose I should actually tell you about my family, before you get too many strange ideas,” mused Katarosi as she spread out her skirt to sit comfortably. “My grandmother is a doctor, not a diplomat, and she means well, but she shall say what she means without kindness – and of course, as you have surely heard, my mother cannot say anything aloud. Those who do not learn her silence do not know what she means, or what she thinks of anything. She thinks a great deal of a great many things, though. My father – how to say it politely? – well he still has the heart of a son, I think, and tries to be the man his father was. He is stubborn and rushed in his judgment, rather unfortunate for one of his position. And your parents?”

He had been so intent on absorbing her every word that it was a breath and a half before Barsamin realized she had yielded the conversation to him. “Ah!– my mother is a perfectionist, I suppose, and very protective. She’s also very old-fashioned. My father…” He hesitated, choosing his words cautiously out of long-ingrained habit. “I don’t really remember much of him anymore, but my impression is that he was kind to me.”

Katarosi was mortified at herself. “Oh, I’m sorry,” she stammered out, “I didn’t know that–”

“I didn’t expect you to,” he assured her meekly. “My mother and uncle tend to act like my father and my aunt and my cousins never existed. Perhaps that’s strange.”

She stared in uncomfortable silence, then quickly looked away. “I’ve never lost anyone particularly close to me,” she said. “I’m not sure how I would take it.”

“I was only eight years old,” he confessed, “so I cried a lot.”

“I think that’s normal, Barsamin.”

“… I suppose.” They sat in silence for a moment, and all Barsamin could hear was the small songbirds in the branches above him. Katarosi glanced upwards, and when she saw the flashes of red feathers between the dense green and yellow leaves, she suddenly seemed quite agitated. Without a word of explanation, she quickly got to her feet and stepped up onto the bench, her skirt brushing Barsamin’s face, so that she could see down over the wall. 

“HOURI!” she yelled, and on the far side of the wall was a startled little sound, and the scuffling of feet. Hands stained with dirt grasped the top of the wall, and a girl a few years younger than Barsamin and Katarosi pulled herself up, flushed with embarrassment and annoyance. Her hair, short and cut straight-edge, was vividly, impossibly red. The two songbirds in the willow tree came down and alighted on her head, twittering and looking all around them.

“Were you put up to this by our parents?” demanded Katarosi.

“No!” Houri defended herself adamantly. “But how did you know I was here?”

“Those stupid birds are never far from you,” Katarosi told her. Houri looked truly, deeply, and personally offended, biting her lip and narrowing her eyes.

“They’re not stupid!” she retorted. “Look, they brought your glasses!” At these words, one of the small birds flew back into the tree, and returned immediately with a pair of glasses held securely in its beak. It set them down gently, and after a moment of looking completely surprised, Katarosi snatched them up. 

“… That was considerate of them, I suppose,” she conceded. The lenses were large and round, and made her eyes seem bigger and her face younger. Barsamin stared openly before standing and turning to Houri and her strange red songbirds.

“I apologize for asking, but could… could they get my glasses, too?” he asked. “They’re in my mother’s purse… it’s black with gold flowers… and I really cannot see much of anything without them.”

“Of course!” Houri answered him eagerly. “Do as the foreign boy asks, my dear ones!” The two creatures flew away in unison through the archway back into the castle interior. With some difficulty, the girl pulled herself all the way up, and was now sitting atop the wall; Barsamin noticed that she dressed much more plainly than her older sister, in a simple linen tunic which covered everything from her neck to her wrists to her ankles. The only decoration was the crest of Antaram, a red falcon with its wings spread. “So you’re Barsamin?” she asked, as if there could be room for doubt. “You’re awfully short.”

“Not shorter than you,” he answered with slight annoyance. He was in fact short for a boy his age in Chald, and he had noticed that the people of Antaram seemed consistently taller than those of his country, so that he felt very small indeed.

Houri hopped down off the wall and stood on the bench so that she towered over him. “I’m still thirteen,” she declared triumphantly, hands on her hips, “so in a few years, I will probably be taller than you! I figure I got one more good growth spurt in me.”

Katarosi looked rather unimpressed by these antics, her arms folded and her eyes narrowed. “Houri,” she interjected, “you were spying on us – after you promised you wouldn’t!”

Houri’s smug expression faded into one of alarm before she recovered. “Well I had to make sure he was nice,” she asserted, seizing Barsamin by the cloak. “And make sure you don’t scare him off!”

“Stay out of my affairs, Houri!” Katarosi told her angrily, gloved hands clenched.

“It’s our business, Katarosi!” the younger girl replied in kind. “This is really important for the country!”

Barsamin stood there paralyzed, but he was saved by a bird swooping in between them all with his glasses, distracting the two sisters. “That’s amazing!” he exclaimed as the bird settled on Houri’s outstretched hand. “What clever creatures!” As he slipped on his glasses, everything suddenly became much clearer, and he could see the faces of the two girls in proper detail – Katarosi with very rounded features, Houri with more angular. His eyes met Katarosi’s, and they both looked surprised.

“You look better in glasses,” they said at the same time, and then both looked horribly embarrassed at the same time, while Houri glanced between them with smug satisfaction.

“You look like you read a lot of books, Bars, am I right?” the younger girl asked with a coy look.

“Yes, but… why do people keep calling me Bars?” he asked in puzzlement.

She looked genuinely perplexed at his confusion. “… Why wouldn’t we?”

“I don’t know,” he confessed, unable to quite pinpoint why he didn’t like being called that. “It just sounds so…”

“You’re strange!” she teased. “Anyway, Katarosi reads a lot too. She’s really into botany – you know, plants and such. I’ll leave you two alone now, goodbye!” Before either Katarosi or Barsamin could say anything, she swooped away from them, running for the safety of the archway, her two little helpers circling around her.

“… Is she always like this?” asked Barsamin in bafflement.

“Sometimes worse,” Katarosi assured him. She sighed and looked away. “She’s been obsessed with my marriage because she’ll never have one of her own. Mother has been insisting for years that she is going to be sent to the Flametenders and serve the Will.” 

“Is she happy with that?” asked Barsamin.

Katarosi shook her head very slightly. “She has even less of a choice about her life than I do. You saw the color of her hair – very rare, and exactly the color of both Anahit and Sparkasuki. It’d be considered a mark of the Will of the World on the head of any girl in this country.” She pulled at one of her gloves in distraction. “A descendant of their bloodline? Even more so. It would be a ruinous scandal if she didn’t study religion, and we need every speck of credibility we can scrape together these days.” She looked up suddenly to meet Barsamin’s gaze.

“Those artifice birds were a gift to her from the God of Sight, Rashk,” she explained, “who occasionally crosses the Tokhar border into Antaram. I’m not sure if he favors her or if he feels sorry for her, to give her something so precious. Honestly, I think she wants to be turned into an artifice bird herself – so I am of the opinion that we best keep Rashk away from her, lest he oblige!”

“I think a lot of children fantasize about being an artifice animal,” Barsamin told her, pulling his cloak more tightly around him. “They don’t really understand that the ‘you’ that is you has to die to give the artifice life.”

“Oh?” she inquired knowingly. “And what kind of animal did you want to be?”

He stammered, caught in his own confession. “I – I actually wanted to be something beautiful and swift of foot,” he said, “in particular… a deer.”

“A deer-artifice!” Katarosi exclaimed in delight. “With the velveteen ears!” She paused and considered. “Do they even have deer in Chald?”

“Some people import tame ones as pets,” he told her, looking away in embarrassment.

Katarosi smiled and straightened her skirt. “My parents consented to let me greet you in private solely on the condition that we be timely in coming in for the meal,” she told him, “so shall we go now, then?”

“All right,” he agreed, “But… what animal would you be?”

“Oh, I don’t know… maybe a bear.”

“A bear?” he exclaimed in disbelief.

“I do like honey,” Katarosi explained, “and I don’t like winter. I’d just sleep it off…”

Barsamin followed her down a hallway lined with faded tapestries depicting birds of prey, and little else. He had been warned that Antaram was now a shadow of what it was in history books, but he had assumed that the royal family would be wealthier than his own, the keepers of one province. There were few servants, few guards, and everything in this castle seemed old and carefully mended to preserve its original dignity. Of course, there was much merit in such conservative habits; but Barsamin began to wonder, if this was the best display they could put on for foreign dignitaries, what the real state of affairs in Ostmenye could be.

The dining room was surprisingly dark, as it had no electric lights; several chandeliers were hanging low over a long table of walnut wood. On the side nearer to the entranceway was Talassen, very intent on the conversation, her purse on the seat next to her. Across from her was a couple dressed in warm colors; Queen Deloram was a heavy-lidded woman with thick, dark hair that glistened with golden baubles, while King Eodar was completely bald, with a well-trimmed beard above a scarlet mantle. His crown was not particularly pretentious: a narrow band which supported the falcon emblem across his brow.

“Ah, there she is, finally,” exclaimed Eodar loudly, not rising from his seat as his wife did. “And you must be Barsamin. Come, come, be welcome at our table.”

“Hello, Father, Mother,” Katarosi answered him curtly, whisking around the table to sit beside him, and looking pointedly at Barsamin.

“Thank you, my lord,” said Barsamin, taking a seat next to his mother with stiff formality. She looked over at him with her polite smile, then suddenly seemed confused; she glanced over at her purse, and Barsamin only then remembered that his glasses had been stolen back from her. He saw the slightest twitch of her eyebrows which betrayed her annoyance beneath her diplomatic exterior, and he chose to focus instead on Katarosi as a hooded maidservant came out with a tray of goblets for all of them. Deloram looked first to the empty seat at her side, and then to her husband.

“Katarosi,” asked Eodar, “where is Houri?”

“I don’t know,” the girl told him with a hint of crossness, “I’m sure she’ll be along.”

Eodar put down his goblet with more force than was necessary. “She is late,” he declared, brow furrowed.

“I’m right here, Papa!” Houri appeared seemingly out of nowhere, scraping the chair next to Barsamin across the floor and dropping into it. He looked, but he did not see her birds with her anymore.

“Speak politely!” Eodar chided her. “What would you have our guests think?”

“I speak as politely as you do, Papa,” she told him, arms crossed.

The man carelessly jostled his drink. “Houri! I–”

“Oh, what a precocious child!” interjected Talassen with a forced look of amusement. “I am a younger sister as well, so I understand.” Deloram placed one hand on her husband’s shoulder and he relaxed slightly. “Barsamin is an only child,” his mother continued, “so I suppose he missed out on all of that trouble!”

After a moment of silence, Eodar looked aside at Katarosi, who met his gaze and very slightly nodded. He clearly had great skill in reading the words behind silence, for he drew something significant from this. The king sighed and recomposed himself. “… Barsamin,” he addressed the boy, “are you familiar with any martial arts?”

“I have some training with a musket,” he answered, though there had been nothing formal about Oseni’s attempt to show him how to shoot.

“While firearms are an impressive invention,” said Eodar with a knowing look, “it simply will not do for the prospective husband of the Queen of Antaram… to be unfamiliar with the honor of the sword.” He cleared his throat. “To that end, at Deloram’s excellent suggestion, I shall send for a certain sword master of great repute. He is a man of the Republic sojourning here, who currently has two students your own age.”

“I would be delighted to study the sword,” Barsamin assured him, hoping he was concealing his pangs of panic. Military ability was precisely the sort of noble undertaking he had no talent for whatsoever.

“He will not accept just any student,” Eodar explained, “not on account of rank or money, so you will have to earn his respect.” He folded his hands and leaned forward. “Consider that your first task if you intend to become my son-in-law… Barsamin of Chald.”

Barsamin tried to hold his gaze steady as a plate was placed in front of him, forcing himself to find the resolve. “… Yes, my lord.”








CHAPTER FOUR

Uncountably Many




♦♦Year 836, A Certain Tower, Southern Tokhar♦♦




The dew was still thick upon the web of fallen pine needles when Hayr found himself standing outside an old tower holding a rucksack for a strange old man with a snake wrapped around his walking-staff. “Let me see if I understand,” he said a little crossly, “you’re too frail and decrepit to make dinner, but you can get up and down this mountainside by yourself?”

“Ah! That reminds me,” exclaimed Rashk, completely ignoring the boy’s criticism. “Come with me, Hayr. It’d do me some good to have another living soul around!”

Hayr turned to face him in confusion. “Come with you… and do what, exactly?”

A coy and crooked smile crept across the old man’s face. “Well, what is it that you want, Hayr? What is it that you are looking for in this forsaken wilderness?”

The boy hesitated, quietly considering. “Will… will you teach me to read?”

Rashk, whatever he was expecting, seemed genuinely surprised. “… I’d be delighted,” he said with a warm smile.

“All right then,” Hayr agreed, having a sense of there being absolutely nothing more sensible to do. “But that still leaves the issue of how we’re getting back down to the road.”

“Good Anahit, boy, we’re too good to be wasting time on a miserable, muddy road!” Rashk gestured up to the moody sky, and Nhang stirred to gaze upwards, tongue flicking. A horrible screech echoed across the ridge, causing Hayr to flinch in alarm, but Rashk – as seemed to be his habit – was not worried by this. A shadow fell over them, and framed against the morning sun was the outline of a creature with wings the length of several men. It was not a bird, for no bird could look so sinister; it reminded Hayr more of a bat, if a bat had a beak longer than a sword. Rashk calmly nudged him back to make room in what little clear space there was around the tower. The creature, with surprising precision, folded its wings and dropped to the ground in front of them, digging its claws into the bed of leaves and pine needles. Hayr was certain that it would lash out and snap him up, but like each of the other dangerous creatures he had met since the day before, it seemed interested only in regarding him with unfathomable eyes.

“What – what is it,” he asked in wonderment.

“An ancient sort of creature no longer found in nature,” said Rashk fondly, reaching out to touch its dark beak with confidence. “In the language of Petragon, they call it a pterosaur. This pterosaur is Keromeir, an artifice of my own creation, an imitation of what time has destroyed.”

Hayr only now noticed that it wore a collar around its long neck, and a sort of saddle also. “… I didn’t realize you made these artifices, Rashk,” he exclaimed.

“It’s good to have a hobby,” the man told him with a wrinkly smirk.

“Did you make Evren and Chakori too?” asked the boy, daring to step closer to the pterosaur.

“No,” Rashk assured him. “Evren forged Chakori, and another, older Alk forged Evren. They are the only kind of artifice known to perpetuate themselves, which is precisely why I find them so fascinating.”

“Someday I’ll have a little sister too!” piped up a high voice near Hayr’s waist.

“Oh, Chakori,” he greeted her, not having heard her come outside at all.

“I already know what her name will be,” she declared proudly. “Nairi.”

“That’s a pretty name,” Hayr told her sincerely. “I like–”

She had already turned away from him. “Rashk, Rashk, Rashk, Rashk,” she chanted eagerly, pulling at the old man’s robe. “I’m coming with you!”

“Are you now?” he asked in feigned astonishment. “Does Evren know about this?”

In the doorway behind them, Evren was leaning against the stone frame, her displeasure evident. “You, red blood,” she said, glaring at Hayr. “For some reason, my sister really likes you.” She strode forward and leaned in very close to him. “If she sheds even one tear because of you – I will suck the marrow from your bones.”

“Yes – yes my lady,” he stammered in terror, backing away from her and into Keromeir, who squawked at him, startling him further. Rashk snickered quietly.

“And you!” Evren yelled, turning to face him. “Big-nosed old fool!” He immediately assumed the face of someone who was not listening. “If she loses a single hair on her head because of your crazy ideas, I will grind your ancient bones into ancient dust and place a curse on each and every grain and scatter them upon an ill wind and pray that whosoever shall be so unlucky to breathe in a speck of it shall yet be spared of your insipid–”

“I’ll bring her back in a week or two, Evren,” Rashk assured her.

“Hoorah!” Chakori eagerly struggled to pull herself up the side of the great beast. “I finally get to ride Keromeir!”

“Help me get these bags tied down,” Rashk instructed Hayr.

“And by help you, you mean you are too frail and decrepit to help yourself,” sighed Hayr, catching on quickly to this man’s ways. “But can this – can Keromeir really fly with so much weight? He may be much bigger than a horse, but a horse doesn’t have to flap, and I always figured flapping to be tiresome.”

“A living pterosaur probably would have done no such thing as carry three people and their possessions across the mountain range,” conceded Rashk, “but, forgive my noted arrogance, I am rather more clever than the original designer, whatever force that may be. He was one of my earlier creations, though, and hence not so deeply understanding of words and meanings as Nhang.” The snake, curled tightly around the walking-staff in his hands, looked over at him in what may have been a snake’s way of being embarrassed by his flattery.

Evren bent over to help Chakori up, but immediately recoiled in pain, reaching for her shoulder. “That still hurts?” asked Chakori in surprise.

“Of course it–” Evren caught herself speaking harshly. “Yes, it still hurts,” she said more gently to her sister, “because I was struck with something made of iron, which as you know burns very badly.”

Rashk looked over at Hayr, who of course would expect a hole through one’s shoulder to hurt longer than a single night. “Another curiosity about the Alks,” he remarked, “is that despite their absurd portion of strength, they suffer from the mere touch of iron. I have my theories, and perhaps I may someday cure it in them.”

Evren scowled at him. “Do you intend to talk yourself home? Hurry and leave, so I can have a moment’s peace. I shall cherish this silence as the finest week of my life.”

“Very well, my dear. Let Hayr help you, Chakori, up you go,” said Rashk to the young girl. “There we are. Is that girth belt fastened good and tight, Hayr? Our lives depend on it, you know! And don’t you believe a word she says,” he whispered as the older Alk stomped off, “there is nothing in this world that Evren hates and fears more than being alone. The whole purpose of my visit was to persuade her to allow Chakori out of her sight, even for so short of time, to enable the girl to see some things with her own eyes. She is a little too ignorant for a child of eight, I should think. I may not have succeeded, actually, if not for your unwitting intervention!”

“How so?” asked Hayr quietly.

“Oh, that is easy, my boy. Seeing Chakori delight over you reminded her too much of what being happy looks like.” Rashk carefully hoisted himself up. “Ah, my old bones!” Hayr climbed up and sat in the back, with Chakori nestled between them. Keromeir shifted his weight, and Hayr grabbed at the saddle, but the creature was mindful of the safety of his burden. Rashk glanced back and saw that Chakori was much too taken with excitement to pay his words any heed. “When you are old enough to regret yourself, Hayr,” he said, “you will see every child you encounter as an opportunity to avert your own disaster, most of all a child that is your own. Not that I have any children of course,” he hastily added, taking the reins of Keromeir’s harness, “at least not in any traditional sense. Now listen to me, I really do blather. Keromeir, let’s go home.”

Hayr wondered for a fleeting moment how so large a beast could spread its wings here, but the pterosaur crouched and launched itself upwards with a tremendous shudder, and before he could make any sense of it, the world was spinning beneath him, the tower at the center of it; Evren was standing in the doorway, looking upwards, and Hayr was too overtaken with awe and exhilaration to be afraid. With great wings on either side of him, he was flying away over the ridge, with the Lau Yitar road far beneath him like a little muddy river. Chakori laughed aloud and spread her arms, which made Hayr feel compelled to hold on to her, though it seemed they were in no real danger.

“Where are we going, anyway?” he shouted above the roar of the wind.

Rashk leaned forward in anticipation. “To the ancient fortress of Idenmuthir! It’s really quite charming in the autumn!”

Far behind them, Evren lingered at the door of her home, and suddenly, with great force, slammed it shut, and went upstairs to cry.




♦♦Year 836, City of Ostmenye, Queendom of Antaram♦♦




Antaram was a land of orchards, and the last harvests of the year were on proud display down the market street of Ostmenye. Little mountains of earthen colors crowded out Barsamin on both sides, and children wove in and out around him, stopping to openly ogle his emerald cloak and his straight black hair. He had come, or more truly had been dragged out, with Katarosi, who today wore her hair much more plainly and seemed at much greater ease at him and with herself. Houri, of course, did not need to be invited to go anywhere she so pleased, and so she was right there with them, trailing behind with a little red bird on each shoulder. They were, Barsamin had learned, named Pip and Pap, though which was which he could not discern, and he suspected it did not matter in the least.

Katarosi had filled her basket and paid out several stall vendors in tinars. Barsamin thought it exceptionally odd that she had not only come out to the market herself, but had brought no bodyguards; he had then been too embarrassed to ask to bring Oseni. He finally found a voice to ask her about the matter directly. “Do you often… just come out here, to the town?”

She looked at him with one eyebrow raised. “Yes? I do live here…”

“And no-one attacks you or takes you hostage or–”

She seemed sincerely surprised at his concern. “Do you really worry about that?” she asked. “Does it happen often in Chald?”

“Yes, occasionally,” he told her, “and I had heard there’s been at least one attempt on your father’s life before.”

“Well, yes, but, that was quite a long time ago, and not even in this country.” Katarosi sounded quite confident in her safety.

Houri popped up on Barsamin’s far side. “The only one here who needs fear assassination is you, Barsamin of Chald,” she said with a sinister smile. “The marriage proposal is an elaborate trap!”

“Houri,” began Katarosi.

“Isn’t it obvious?” the younger girl continued. “I need a worthy sacrifice to take to the fire for my initiation to the Flametenders, but Mother insists I can’t use a citizen. I need someone no-one will care about, like someone from Chald.”

Katarosi glared across Barsamin’s shoulders down at her. “Do you know the story of the Girl Who Boasted?”

“No,” replied Houri, her nose in the air, “because that story is about a boy.”

“Not any more. They’re rewriting it to be about you.”

Houri sighed in exasperation. “None of you ever believe my true stories either!”

“That’s the point of the story, Houri,” her sister told her.

Houri bit her lip and folded her arms. “You want true stories, Bars?” she asked. “Let’s go to the waterfall.” She gestured up the hill, past the castle, which still seemed quite small against its rocky surroundings. “You know the story, right?”

“Where Sparkasuki received the Aspect of Flight, and became your first queen,” Barsamin answered, wanting to sound respectful of their traditions.

“Right,” agreed Houri enthusiastically, “and where Arakel was thrown to his horrible, agonizing death for betraying her! His flesh was torn from his bones by ten thousand birds before he reached the water!”

“That’s not true, Houri, you made that up,” Katarosi insisted.

“Did not,” she insisted, and grabbed ahold of Barsamin’s cloak, looking up at him with pleading eyes. “But you’ll come, won’t you, Bars? To the waterfall?”

Barsamin absolutely did not want to go near that waterfall, and he absolutely did not want Houri to narrate the journey. “Yes,” he said.




♦♦♦♦




The tumult of Salamo Falls was thunderous in Barsamin’s ears; when he looked straight up the cliff, a fine mist settled on his glasses, creating a sense of being sucked into the roar as his sight was obscured. “It’s much bigger than I ever would have supposed,” he remarked, who after all had never seen true mountains before this journey. 

Houri raised one eyebrow with a smirk. “Thus quoth the harl–”

“HOURI!” 

The girl balked at her older sister’s wrath. “You’re worse than Grandmama,” she sneered, folding her arms.

“Where did you even learn that?” asked Katarosi in exasperation. 

“From your romance novels.”

Katarosi turned deep red from both anger and embarrassment. “You’ve been into my–”

Barsamin quickly cleared his throat, wishing he had never heard any of this. “So they used to throw people sentenced to death from up there, from the time of Sparkasuki to the time of Anahit, right?”

Katarosi stopped mid-motion and regained her composure. “… Right.”

Houri slid down the railing right up against Barsamin’s cloak. “Sometimes the fall wasn’t enough,” she said with a sly smile. “Sometimes they’d be left there, broken bones, bleeding out, to die in the river… the lucky ones were able to quickly drown themselves. Sometimes the soldiers couldn’t recover the bodies before they were swept away, so if you follow the river down to the sea, you might find human bones in the mud.”

Barsamin withdrew from her in alarm. “Why do you say these things?!”

She looked very pleased with herself. “You’re easy to frighten!”

“It’s just so barbaric,” Barsamin protested. 

“Yes, well,” Katarosi agreed, “that is why we don’t do it anymore. I think it is a blemish on our history, and one Queen Anahit sensibly put an end to.”

“If I ran the country,” Houri asserted, balancing one of her birds on her outstretched hand, “I’d bring the practice back.”

“You don’t really mean that,” Katarosi told her crossly.

“I do if it bothers you!” Houri reached across to prod Katarosi playfully. As she did so, there was a profound boom like a cannon, and the ground beneath them trembled for an instant; Houri lost her balance and fell forward into Barsamin’s arms. A few fruits rolled out of Katarosi’s basket and tumbled away. The water of the river sloshed back and forth like a trough that had been kicked by a horse for several moments before it settled. Pip and Pap took off with a frightened chorus of warbles before returning to perch on the railing, looking around with a ruffled anxiety.

“Are… are earthquakes common here?” asked Barsamin in bewilderment as he helped Houri back to her feet.

“No!” exclaimed Katarosi. She looked around to see if anything had come down on anyone’s head. “Come on, we should go back!” She bunched up her skirt in her hands and led them back down the footpath, past a few families of picnickers who also looked very confused and concerned, holding their children close. As they passed through the rear gate of the castle courtyard – the lone guard of which was looking inwards, and was not concerned with the three of them – they saw two hooded servants running towards them, their hoods cast back.

“There’s a goddess in the atrium!” cried the man.

“My lady, turn around, go back!” urged the maiden at his side. “The castle will shake to pieces if she does that again!”

“What?– No, that simply won’t do,” decided Katarosi quickly, already half out of breath, as she pushed past the servants. They looked at her torn between an obligation to obey her and a sense of duty to rescue her from herself. She did not give them time to decide. “Houri, stay behind me!” She led her companions around the outside of the castle through a path of rose bushes, back to the same entrance which Barsamin had arrived at the day before. The mechanical carriage was still there, parked where it was sure to be seen, but no-one was watching over it. Katarosi turned and passed between the tall marble pillars of the atrium, and immediately stopped short, staring wide-eyed. Barsamin and Houri nearly ran into her, but then they saw the same spectacle.

Standing there, between several guards who had been thrown to the ground and against the walls – all of them lying perfectly still – was the tallest, darkest woman Barsamin had ever seen. Black hair of uncountably many curls spilled out all around her, and a flowing cerulean robe trimmed in jade green and gold seemed to be rippling of its own accord. Her fists were clenched, and she turned to gaze upon the three newcomers with narrowed amber eyes. “Now,” she said, with a deep and strong voice that hit them like a cresting wave, “would any of you like to dispute that I am presently to be granted an audience with the king?”

Katarosi began to step back in fright, but found somewhere within her the resolve of an heiress to the crown. “I am Princess Katarosi!” she shouted back with indignation, still clutching her basket. “Who are you and why are you assaulting my soldiers?!”

The wild-haired woman regarded her with quiet contempt before addressing her question. “I am Dzovin-nar-Izael,” she declared, using sounds foreign to the Tarimin language. “Widely known in these barbarian reaches as Tsovinar.” She pointed accusingly with a sweeping gesture at the gilded doors of the throne room behind her. “And I have come to demand of King Eodar that negotiations with Vahagn cease immediately!” Her proclamation rung in their ears.

Katarosi only grew more agitated as Barsamin and Houri shrunk back in alarm. “You can start by calming down–”

She was interrupted by the unexpected sound of hurried footsteps behind her; Tsovinar looked straight over Katarosi’s shoulder but did not seem concerned. Barsamin turned, and saw someone familiar to him sidestepping and raising her gun, eyes narrowed in concentration. “Oseni!” he cried out, afraid for her safety.

She did not heed him. “Eat fire, witch!” she cried, pulling the trigger.

“NO.” The deafening voice of the woman overpowered the sharp crack of gunfire, and an instant later, the only sound was the slight clatter of a bullet falling to the tile floor between them and rolling away. She stared in silent intimidation as Oseni realized what had happened, eyes widening, hands trembling. 

“Having a bad week,” she whispered, staggering backwards. 

“You would be well-served, small soldier of Chald,” Tsovinar told her, “to discard your weapon and inform me where I will find your master Vahagn.”

Oseni shook her head, refusing to answer. “He’s not here,” Katarosi asserted on her behalf.

Tsovinar eyed her in consideration. “You are a brave girl, Princess Katarosi,” she declared. “But stand aside. If Vahagn is not here, then I shall deal with Barsamin directly.”








INTERLUDE: INDRANIL, AS TOLD IN THE COUNTRY OF CHALD

Before the Night the Stars Fell, there was a certain girl who lived by the southern sea, who wore an obsidian pendant to match her hair. Her hair grew as long as a python, and she tied it with the pendant to weigh it down. She wore a sapphire pendant, to match her eyes. She wore it at her throat, to remind her to look at people when they spoke, to see the words behind words. Her father was a lord’s servant and her mother a lady’s servant. She heard all that lords and ladies said when they thought no-one of importance was listening. Her name was Indranil, the sapphire, as her jewel had been a birth-gift from her father’s lord.

There came in the darkness a terrible earthquake. Indranil fell back and looked straight up at the sky. A star was dislodged from the firmament over the southern sea, and when it saw her eyes, it thought they were sister stars. So it was that Indranil received the star that heard all secret prayers. 

The star warned her that her father’s lord secretly meant to marry her, and so she fled. She would have been lost in the jungle, but a python thought her long hair was a sister snake, and showed her the way to Lau Yitar, the Long Road. A caravan found her and gave her a seat in a wagon. The star warned her that they would sell her as a slave to the mountain men, and so she escaped in the town of Karam Karas where the mountain men came to trade. She sold her obsidian pendant to an old woman and continued on her own. The travelers warned her that further west, the wicked Sparkasuki reigned as the Queen of Birds, but she was not afraid. They told her that Sparkasuki’s king consort was a man of the mountains named Arakel, who had been spared the death of a thousand other men for a star had whispered the queen’s true name in his ear. Indranil then desired with all of her heart to meet this man who also had the favor of the whispering stars.

The Will of the World favored her, for soon Indranil and Arakel met upon the road. She challenged him to tell of her name. A thousand maidens had played the same game with him, but for the first and the last time, his star of truth failed him, bested by that of Indranil. Immediately they loved one another, but they both knew that Sparkasuki’s wrath would be terrible if she discovered it. The same old woman who had purchased Indranil’s obsidian pendant found them on the road. She foretold to them that Sparkasuki would soon perish. Arakel knew that her words were true, and rejoiced that he could then marry Indranil. Indranil knew there were words behind words, and so she fled, to birth her son in a secret place. 

Sparkasuki saw that something had changed in her husband’s heart. She asked if he no longer loved her. Arakel did not know how to lie, and so it was that he perished. Indranil awoke with an emptiness in her heart, and wept, and was stirred to fury. Though her son was not yet born, she pursued Sparkasuki and, seeing her eyes, knew what it was that the Queen of Birds secretly feared. Indranil called to the snakes, and they heeded, surging out of their secret places, and so it was that murderous Sparkasuki perished.

Indranil’s son was born upon a ship, but a storm swept up over them at the sound of his cry. The boy was found on the southern shores by his mother’s mother, and she knew him by his sapphire pendant. The star of secrets was in his heart also, and it whispered to him the name of his father Arakel. This boy’s name was Chald, and when his father’s elder children, named Antaram and Tokhar, came to conquer, he revealed his secret to them and negotiated peace. These are the Tarim, the Three, Countries who may bicker but must not war. The Land of Chald has ever since known to look for the words behind words, and the Living God of Secrets has protected the country from Antaram and Tokhar who only love Chald by half.








CHAPTER FIVE

The Will of the World




♦♦Year 836, Western Tokhar♦♦




Hayr had a poor sense of direction, and upon the back of this beast he had a poor sense of time, but his guess was that they had been flying roughly north for roughly two hours. He was now quite cold and sore, and the splendor of seeing Tokhar from above was being displaced by discomfort in his legs; Chakori had become very fidgety, though if Keromeir resented having a child bouncing up and down on the ridge of his spine, he did not indicate it. 

They had passed over not a single building or road or puff of smoke so far as Hayr could discern. This vast expanse was truly empty, and he wondered if there was actually any destination, or if they would just fly forever until they reached the sky. Keromeir suddenly began to drop closer to the treetops, causing a lurch in Hayr’s stomach unlike anything he had ever felt. Gasping for breath, he looked up, and saw ahead of them a lonely hilltop upon which was perched a tiered building of brown stone blocks. An observatory dome rose on one side of it. The truly remarkable thing about this building, however, was that out of several windows poured water, spilling straight down and coalescing below into two different streams that flowed down the sides of the hill. 

“Where does the water come from?” asked Hayr in disbelief as Keromeir gently alighted on the flat roof above the row of little waterfalls. 

“A natural spring,” explained Rashk, quickly sliding off, and gesturing for the boy to unhook Keromeir’s girth belt and harness. Chakori immediately ran over to the edge of the roof to look out at this new place. “It bubbles up here because of some unknown force deep in the earth, rather like a volcano, but much less dangerous.”

As soon as he was divested of his trappings, Keromeir shook himself from his beak to his tail and sauntered off in an awkward gait. He hopped off the side of the fortress to go drink deeply from the pooling water below them. Hayr picked up the bags and followed Rashk through an archway with no door that led to a dark and cool hallway. “Idenmuthir was built by the Tokharika more than eight hundred years ago to protect their borders,” explained Rashk, “that is, before they were even called the Tokharika. It was eventually occupied by Sparkasuki’s forces, who added the dome. It fell into disuse after many years of peace, and is perfectly suited to someone who doesn’t much like people getting in the way.”

“I didn’t know the Tokharika could build anything bigger than a hut,” said Hayr with an undertone of resentment.

“People tend to be rather more clever than you might suppose, Hayr,” Rashk told him, gesturing with his snake-bearing staff. “You, for example!” Seeing the look of offense on the boy’s face, he continued. “Look at you. Illiterate. Completely uneducated, in fact. You barely know a thing about what happens over the horizon of your little quarry town!”

Hayr flushed with offense. “That’s not–”

“But you decided to leave,” continued Rashk over his objection. “And then, when a god asked what you wanted of him… you asked for an education. So you are ignorant, but you are wise!”

Chakori ran up behind them. “Rashk, Rashk, Rashk,” she asked eagerly, “am I wise too?”

“Let’s give it a few years,” he told her gently. “Now allow me to welcome both of you to the abode of a mad artificer.” They stepped into a large square room that was like an indoor garden, with small potted trees and vines on lattices and hanging lamps filling it with a warm glow. A peacock with feathers of every color looked down at them from its perch, and a white fox peaked out from a doghouse tucked between two flowering plants. Rustles and chirps betrayed the presence of several other animals perhaps too shy to show themselves. Nhang slithered her way down Rashk’s staff and disappeared into the transplanted jungle.

“Master Rashk, welcome home!” An enthusiastic young woman with a white cap and apron over a lavender dress came bounding out to greet them. Her long waves of hair were just a shade more brown than her complexion. “I see you brought back young Mistress Chakori, but who is our other guest?”

“Oh, hello, my name is Hayr,” said the boy awkwardly. “I thought there weren’t any other people here–”

The girl giggled at him, and Rashk stepped forward to place one hand on her shoulder. “Ziazan is one of my greatest masterpieces,” he explained with pride, “completely indistinguishable from an ordinary living girl.”

“Oh, stop,” she exclaimed, blushing, “you’re embarrassing me!”

“See what I mean?” he asked with a wink.

“Oh, so you are an artifice?” asked Chakori. “All right, that’s good, I’m allowed to talk to other artifice girls. Hello!”

“Hello, Chakori,” Ziazan replied kindly.

“Hayr is a stray I picked up on the roadside,” Rashk explained to his maidservant. “He’ll be staying with us for… a while.”

“Ooh, a while!” she remarked, folding her hands together.

“That sounds… ominous,” confessed Hayr with worry.

“Doesn’t it?” they teased in unison.

“… Oh gods.” Hayr backed away from them. “Did you just bring me here to kill me and make me into your next artifice?”

“That’s what happened to me!” exclaimed Ziazan with dramatic flair, clasping her hands to her dress’s neckline. “Run, Hayr, flee into the wilderness, before he can poison you!”

Hayr stumbled backwards and tripped over a potted plant. “Chakori, help me!” 

Rashk and Ziazan both doubled over with laughter. “My dear boy, I’m not going to kill you!” the old man assured him, leaning on his staff for support.

“The living are so easy to scare to death,” Ziazan teased, as Hayr slowly, cautiously got to his feet, flushed with embarrassment. 

“Don’t get me wrong, my boy,” added Rashk, “I know that I could make a truly marvelous artifice from your soul, had I the opportunity. But murdering my guest out of greed would be very rude!”

“Indeed!” agreed Ziazan, folding her arms. “Contain yourself, Master!”

Chakori tugged at the hem of Hayr’s tunic. “Why don’t you want to be an artifice, Hayr?” she asked sadly. “Do you not like us?”

“I– I like you, Chakori,” he stammered. “I just… don’t want to die!”

“But… you’re not happy,” she insisted. “You could die and forget everything that happened and come back as a new person and start over and be happy.”

He stared down at her in awkward discomfort. “I… I don’t want that, though,” he said at last. “I don’t want to lose my memories just because some of them are unhappy.”

Ziazan was covertly pulling Rashk away from their guests. “But really,” she whispered, “why is he here, if not for that? He is surely not old enough for either of us.”

“My dear,” Rashk answered her quietly as they continued to walk, “I wish you could see what I can see. Before us is a soul far too lovely for this corroding world.”

“Don’t play at mysteries!”

Nhang slithered out from the shadows and wound her way up Rashk’s staff to meet his eyes. “Ziazan, Nhang,” he said sadly, “please forgive an old pessimist. As you know, I have been in correspondence with Tsovinar recently, concerning mysteries both ancient and new.” He delicately brushed his hand against Nhang, deep in thought. “It is my belief that, just as our souls inhabit our bodies not indefinitely, so too shall the very earth yield its spirit. I realized this not long after I found my star, but only very recently have I become certain that it shall be soon. As the Aspect of Sight, a certain portion of the world’s soul dwells alongside mine… and I can feel it, and so can Tsovinar. So can Solornel, though he stubbornly denies it.”

Ziazan’s eyes widened in dawning comprehension. Rashk closed his own for a brief moment. “The world will soon die,” he confirmed, “possibly before all here in this room are dead.”

“But–!”

“It won’t be so bad as you are thinking,” Rashk quickly assured her. “There shall be catastrophes, surely, and suffering, but life – normal, natural life – shall not end. But there shall be no more gods, no more artifices, no more strange workings of fate: all these are manifestations of the will of the living world, the unified Godhood.”

“No more gods or artifices?” asked Ziazan in hushed tones. “Will we both die with the world?”

“… I don’t know.” Rashk’s great age and experience shone through his weary eyes. “My foresight has been growing clearer and clearer lately, Ziazan. When I saw this boy who is now before us, I knew with more certainty than I have ever known anything in my life–” He looked back over his shoulder, and saw that Hayr was playing with Chakori and the white fox, happily oblivious to them– “that the Will of the World has told me to see this boy safely to a certain doom as her own end draws near.” He sighed deeply and looked away. “Terribly cruel. But nonetheless, I shall do what she asks of me. Always.”




♦♦Year 836, City of Ostmenye, Queendom of Antaram♦♦




“Stay– stay back!” Oseni demanded in a shaking voice, though this was to no avail, as Tsovinar confidently strode forward and towered over all of them. 

“Barsamin of Chald,” she said, pointedly ignoring the others, “is it true that you intend to marry Princess Katarosi?”

He felt like he was shrinking away and would disappear into nothing. “… Yes,” he said very quietly.

“And, when King Eodar no longer rules over this country, and Princess Katarosi assumes the throne, that would make you the King Consort of Antaram?”

His fingers were digging into his palms so deeply that he was almost bleeding. “… Yes, I suppose,” he answered.

“UNACCEPTABLE.” Her voice shook the room. “Produce King Eodar, for I must dissuade him!”

“Excuse me,” interjected Katarosi, forcing her way in front of Tsovinar, “my father isn’t marrying Barsamin. I am.”

Tsovinar stared down at her, one eyebrow slightly raised. “… Very well,” she conceded. “I shall speak loudly, so that everyone concerned may hear me.” They all flinched in expectation. “KING EODAR! QUEEN DELORAM! PRINCESS KATAROSI!” The old stones shook with her conviction. Houri scowled at her, noticing her conspicuous absence from this address.

“MAKE NO CONTRACT WITH ANY GOD,” Tsovinar asserted. “PLACE NO TRUST IN THEIR WORDS. A LUST FOR DIVINITY SHALL BE YOUR RUINATION.”

A rush of footsteps filled the stairwell which led to the upper floors of the castle. King Eodar, surrounded by several spearmen and archers, burst out wielding a curved sword in his hand. Barsamin felt sure the king had been in the throne room, and wondered how he had done it. When he saw the woman standing in his castle surrounded by unwaking soldiers, Eodar stopped short and slowly lowered his weapon. “… Get away from my daughters,” he demanded in a whisper.

She met his gaze. A tense and significant silence was drawn out between them. “… You have heard me.” Tsovinar’s words fell heavy in the air. She turned away and calmly walked out between the pillars, not looking back. They all stood there, afraid to move or too wise to move, until Deloram came running down the staircase holding up her layered skirts with Talassen right behind her. The queen seized both of her children in an embrace.

“Mother, we are fine,” Katarosi assured her.  

The soldiers at Eodar’s side dispersed to assist their comrades who had been struck unconscious by Tsovinar’s voice. The king himself was furious. “I had thought Tsovinar to be my friend!” he fumed. “She could have just come to me quietly! To smash her way into my court, and insult my integrity as a ruler–”

“Send your forces after her!” Talassen urged. “Show that a kingdom is stronger than a lone god!” Barsamin noticed that flattering choice of words. Antaram was not a kingdom. A king could only reign for a want of sisters.

Eodar hesitated, sweat dripping down his brow. “No!” Katarosi shouted. “If you force her to defend herself, our armed men and women will die needlessly!”

The uneasy silence that followed was broken by Barsamin. “… She was looking, first and foremost, for Uncle Vahagn,” he said, not meeting anyone’s eyes. “I think her quarrel was more with him than with you, my lord.”

Houri suddenly embraced him with tears in her eyes. “I thought she was going to kill you!” she cried. “Right in front of me!” Her birds reappeared seemingly out of nowhere and tried to comfort her, but she sobbed into Barsamin’s cloak. Katarosi looked surprised, but said nothing.

“My lady,” Oseni addressed Talassen, “I had a good shot at her, and I took it, but the witch – I swear to gods, the witch can turn back bullets with her voice.”

Barsamin’s mother did not seem surprised. “Tsovinar is the Goddess of Waves,” she said darkly, “out of that awful desert city, Soronanin. She is… powerful.” She turned to Eodar. “Problems like her are exactly why we should form alliances. Tsovinar believes she has the right to meddle in anything she does not approve of, and she is neither the first nor the last Aspect of the Divinity to feel this way. We need to be strong enough so that the gods know there are consequences for trying to rise above the law!” Barsamin looked down at the floor, instinctively avoiding a resentment that was long buried deep within him. It turned out that the floor had an interesting pattern of branches and fruit.

The king was silent for a long moment. “If she returns unbidden,” Eodar decided, “I will not withhold my anger.” There was a certain flatness in his voice that felt unsettling. He looked aside at Deloram, who closed her eyes and nodded.

Katarosi gently pulled Houri away from Barsamin. “Come on, let’s go upstairs,” she said quietly. Barsamin followed them, and looked back over his shoulder to see Oseni assisting a guardsman whose arm had been broken when he had hit the wall. He felt the brooding gaze of his mother, and he knew that she was also thinking ahead: within a week’s time, Vahagn would be joining them here in Antaram. This had the makings of not just a diplomatic incident, but a divine one.








CHAPTER SIX

Shackles




♦♦Year 836, Fortress of Idenmuthir, Western Tokhar♦♦




Sunlight fell across a table in a room with many books; Nhang was curled up, dozing off, as Hayr stared at inky little lines which were only just beginning to make any sort of sense to him after a week of effort. Rashk pointed to a particular squiggle. “And then Gaerinn…” 

Hayr leaned forward and squinted. “And then… Gaerinn… turned to… Zan… zei… bel… and–” He looked up. “What kind of name is Zanzeibel, anyway?”

“This story was written by someone from Soronanin,” the old man explained. “They are fond of long and sonorous names.”

“Soronanin is a real place?” asked Hayr in surprise.

“Of course! I lived there for several years, long ago.” Rashk prodded his pet, who completely ignored him. “It’s where Nhang is from, or should I say Nhangberial, and also Solornel, and many other friends of mine who have died or not yet died.”

“You keep talking about Solornel,” Hayr pointed out, “but where is he?”

“Oh, he wanders,” said Rashk brightly. “Actually, if you have noticed I am in a good mood today, it is because Keromeir has left to go fetch him. In fact, perhaps even now–” He stared intently out the window. “Yes, yes, oh, but he’s not alone. Oh, good Meredat, it’s going to be a long night. I’d best give Ziazan fair warning, or she will string me up by my toes. Nhang, keep Hayr out of trouble!” He shuffled off, leaving Hayr alone with the sleepy snake.

“Who’s Meredat?” the boy asked aloud, but Nhang did not have an answer for him. He shrugged and moved his chair to the window sill to watch. For a few minutes he did not see anything at all, and he began to wonder if Rashk had just made up some excuse to depart. All he had noticed so far was that it was starting to get cloudy. The faintest discoloration of the sky, however, began to take shape, and soon Hayr could see the distinctive wings of the great pterosaur. The study he was in overlooked the flat roof where Keromeir had landed before, and indeed he alighted upon it again, bearing two large and strange people.

The first was a woman, tall and strong, with the darkest complexion Hayr had ever seen, and thickly curled hair which had been worked into a frenzy by the wind. Behind her was a man nearly as tall, and nearly as dark, though he had a veritable mane and beard of long, ruddy hair, and something about his demeanor recalled to Hayr the image of a lion. The woman wore loose robes of blue, and the beastly man wore closely-fitting clothes of sandy colors, which showed clearly his muscles. He also had a short cape which fell only halfway down his back, and boots large enough to kick over a charging bull.

“Tsovinar! Solornel!” Rashk greeted them with authentic good cheer, hurrying along as best he could. “Welcome, welcome!” Solornel bounded forward and swept him up into an embrace. “You be careful with a frail old man!” Rashk demanded, whacking him on the arm with his staff. “You know I have some years on you, Solornel!”

“Then a frail old man should take better care of his health,” growled Solornel in a low voice and a thick accent, setting him down.

“My health is fine,” he retorted in exasperation, turning to his other guest. “Dear Tsovinar! It has been years! Nhang will be so pleased to see you again.”

Tsovinar, for her part, did not look pleased. “Who is that,” she demanded, pointing directly at Hayr’s window. He turned red and backed away.

“Just a bird that fell out of its nest,” Rashk assured her quickly. “His curiosity will best his fear of a trinity in the dining room, and then I shall introduce you.”

“Master Solornel! … Mistress Tsovinar!” Ziazan had come out to greet them, hands clasped. Solornel nodded at her with a wink, but Tsovinar glared at her and brushed past her to go inside without a word. Ziazan glared at the woman’s back in turn before following the other two inside.

Hayr hesitated for a moment, and then looked to Nhang. “Well, are you coming?” he asked. She remained motionless, staring at him. “No? You’re supposed to be keeping me out of trouble. Fine, I’ll go alone.” Leaving her behind with the open book, he stepped quietly down the stairs, and paused halfway to listen to the sounds of Ziazan pouring out wine.

“You know I do not partake,” Tsovinar told her sharply.

“Oh, how forgetful of me!” apologized Ziazan with exaggerated distress. “Then I shall fetch you some water, and give this to Hayr, is that acceptable to my lady?”

The boy took this as a sign to come down the last few steps into full view, waiting at the entrance of the dining room. Solornel looked up at him with thick eyebrows raised in curiosity. “Hayr, eh? You one of them Tokharika?”

“Half,” Hayr answered him shortly, taking a seat as far from all of them as he could.

“Forgive my rough Tarimin!” Solornel requested of him. “I’m no Tsovinar. But at least I can say her name correctly when none of your people ever can! Dzzzzzovin-nar-Izzzzael.” His tongue rolled over trills foreign to Hayr’s ears.

“You sound much more intelligent when you speak our true language, Solornel,” Tsovinar told him curtly. “And Rashk understands it quite well.”

“But we don’t,” Ziazan answered her, setting down a goblet filled with wine in front of Hayr.

He stared at it in uncertainty. “… Am I really allowed to drink this?”

Solornel leaned back in his chair. “Rashk, I give up!” he exclaimed. “Is this boy an artifice or not?”

“Oh, he’s very much still alive,” Rashk assured him.

“For now,” Ziazan joined him in adding with a knowing smile.

“You’re a cruel man, Rashk!” remarked Solornel over their laughter. Hayr slid down in his chair, mortified. Tsovinar cast him a suspicious glance and then glared at Rashk.

“Oh, don’t give me that look, Tsovinar!” the old man protested. “The boy is here because he is an object of my foresight, and I am researching the matter. That is all. Now then–”

“He claims,” Hayr quickly interjected, “that someone named Barsamin of Chald is going to murder me.”

Tsovinar’s eyebrows arched. “Oh? How interesting. It so happens that Barsamin of Chald is the very reason I am here.” She turned away from Hayr, completely ignoring him, to address Rashk. “Vahagn has arranged for his nephew to marry Princess Katarosi of Antaram. King Eodar sees only the promises of firearms and bloodline legitimacy so that his country may resist Petragon’s demands a few years yet. I see a craven god, surrounded by other small rulers who hate him, amassing power on the far side of their borders to seize both the port cities of Antaram and Chald for himself. He would then all but rule the whole Road.” She folded her arms and narrowed her eyes. “I suspect that Eodar’s girl shall not long survive her wedding night, if we allow this to happen.”

“If we allow this to happen, Tsovinar?” asked Solornel wearily. “You went, you yelled at Eodar, you left. It’s his problem now.”

“You are irresponsible as ever, Solornel,” she snapped at him.

“Perhaps you are reading too much evil intent into typical political dealings,” Rashk suggested.

Tsovinar looked deeply agitated. “Though I have spent most of the past decade in the far west,” she said, “even there have the rumors been heard in the high courts that Vahagn slaughtered his own wife and children because they had not the heart to be so sinister. How very much like him must his nephew be, that he was spared!”

Hayr looked between them and found the courage to speak. “I only met him for a moment,” he asserted, “but… Bars didn’t seem like some kind of murderer. He seemed quiet, and sad.”

Solornel stroked his beard in interest. “So you don’t believe Rashk, then?”

“I don’t know,” lamented Hayr, head in his hands. “I don’t understand!” He glared across the table at Rashk. “Maybe I’d believe him if he stopped joking about turning me into an artifice!”

“Oh, that’s my fault,” Ziazan quickly apologized. “I encourage him. If Rashk claims to have foreseen something, then I believe him utterly.”

“That doesn’t really make me feel better,” Hayr pointed out.

Solornel looked sideways at his companion. “Rashk… you’re up to something.”

The old man drank deeply from his cup. “Always.”

Tsovinar was exasperated. “Ziazan, remove this boy so that we may speak openly,” she demanded.

“I don’t answer to you,” Ziazan told her with no uncertainty. 

Rashk shook his head. “The boy stays. The pieces are coming together in my mind. Barsamin of Chald, no matter how small and quiet he may seem… is a storm on the horizon for many people.”

Solornel narrowed his eyes. “I don’t like the way you said that.”

“Neither do I,” Rashk told him. A sudden autumnal gust rattled the room, and Hayr, looking up, noticed that the sky had been swiftly growing darker.

“Solornel, you’re doing it again,” Ziazan warned him.

The beastly man stood up suddenly. “Yes, I need to go outside for some air,” he said, hastily departing.

“… What’s wrong?” Hayr asked in honest curiosity.

Ziazan shook her head, picking up his abandoned goblet. “He’s always been so easy to set off over every little thing.”

Rashk looked to Tsovinar. “Did you and Solornel have another fight?”

“Have we ever once been alone together and not argued?” she asked flatly. “I can no longer recall.”

Hayr could not stop himself. “Argue about what?”

The glare she cast him could have killed a small bird. “You are an inquisitive child,” she decided after a moment. “Solornel and I… have some fundamental disagreements about the role of a person who possesses an Aspect. He sees it as a gift to be used as he pleases. I see it as a very grave responsibility, a burden, and a danger.”

Hayr nodded. “And how does Rashk see it?”

“A headache.” Rashk took another long sip. “That is to say – I am often torn, and I regret many things that I have done… but I believe that a living god is, ultimately, no less fallible than anyone else, and hence just as prone to moral failure, and no more guilty than the least of men.” He sloshed the wine back and forth and contemplated it. “At least, that is what I tell myself when sleep is long in coming.”

“You excuse yourself of too much,” Tsovinar accused him.

He closed one eye and nodded at her. “And you permit yourself too little! Do you know how much happier you’d be if you had gotten over your obsession with abstinence from passion and just gone through with it concerning that fellow from the Republic of Petragon–”

She sprung to her feet and dragged him out of his chair. “You have no right to criticize me!” she shouted, her profound voice rattling the room.

“I hear that a lot,” he sighed, his feet dangling above the floor.

“Put him down!” demanded Ziazan, storming up to her.

“As you wish, artifice.” Tsovinar dropped Rashk back into his chair and folded her arms.

Hayr glared across the table at her. “Is being so mean to people also part of your higher moral responsibility?”

She looked over at him with a complete lack of amusement, and for a moment he thought she might kill him for such an outrage, but then she looked back at Rashk as he righted himself in his seat. “Is he very stupid,” she asked, “or very wise?”

“Why not both?” suggested Rashk. “Ziazan, Hayr… I actually must ask you to take your leave now, if you do not mind.”

“As you wish,” Ziazan readily agreed, laying one hand on Hayr and waiting for him to stand up. She quickly led him away towards the outer hallway.

Hayr looked back over his shoulder and then to her. “What’s between you and Tsovinar?” he asked quietly.

“She detests the very notion of artifices,” the girl explained with stiffness. “She is kinder to Solornel than others, because he bears an Aspect even in undeath – but as for me in-particular, she was witness to the circumstances of my forging, and resents Rashk for his choices, and me for not being her.”

“Her?”

“A girl who… died a few decades ago,” Ziazan told him, looking down. “Her soul is my soul, but I can’t be who I don’t remember.” She had led him back to the landing, where Solornel perched on the edge over one of the domesticated waterfalls, gazing at the sky. Ziazan came up to him hesitantly. “… Solornel?”

“I’m sorry I got upset so quickly,” he said, not looking away from the clouds. “And right after getting here, in front of a guest and everything. Didn’t mean to do that. It’s just the way he said that… the way he said that reminded me of the worst of truths, which I’ve been trying to ignore.”

Hayr sat down next to him, dangling his legs over the edge. “What’s that?” he asked.

Solornel sighed deeply. “Rashk and I are both old men,” he explained. “That we’re certain to die is something I can’t change – but I still fear death like a child.” He leaned back. “And it’s worse for an artifice than for the truly living, because my memories shall simply…” He gestured wide with his hands. A spark appeared there, fizzling brightly for a moment before it vanished. “As if I never existed! I’m not a real person, I’m just borrowing a soul to ignite the light in my eyes. Most artifices aren’t even smart enough to know this, but damn it, I am, and damn Rashk for making me so.” Behind him, Ziazan shifted her weight in discomfort. 

“So by that reckoning,” Solornel continued, “I already died long ago, and this has all been the last gasping breath of a dead man. It’s one of those dreams that seems so real until you wake up, and two moments later you can’t remember any of it, does that make sense? The man I used to be is going to wake up on the other side, and he won’t remember this dream, where some crazy fool borrowed his soul for years and years.”

The hulking man reached out, and another spark arced out to Hayr’s hand, sustaining itself; to the boy’s amazement, it did not hurt, but felt warm. He sensed, though, that it could hurt very quickly, if Solornel wanted it to. “But I feel sure this artifice life has been far more happy than my so-called proper one. I don’t want this to disappear. I want this to be the life that counts. Damn that dead man! I bet he didn’t appreciate being alive at all.”

Hayr tried to think of something comforting to say, but a little voice called the attention of all three of them. “Hello?” asked Chakori, hiding shyly in the entrance-way. “Why is there a woman with Rashk?”

“She is an old friend of his,” Ziazan explained, holding out her hand to the girl.

Solornel huffed. “I don’t think Tsovinar is anybody’s friend.”

“Is this some sort of Alk thing,” Hayr asked him quietly, “with the obsessive avoidance of women? Living ones, anyway!”

Solornel chuckled. “Ah, Alks,” he reminisced. “I admire them. Everything an artifice should be! Alks are creatures who fall in love very easily, Hayr, too easy really, but they’re loyal, loyal like nothing else. There’s no force like it. But they can’t get married, not in the proper sense anyway… nor bear children either, so their hearts seem to always end up dashed to pieces by some fool who turns them away. Evren in-particular…” He looked to the horizon. “She did not take it well, I think. She’s bitter. I guess I can understand that. Always been plenty bitter.”

Chakori suddenly threw herself upon Hayr’s back. “Hello Hayr!” she exclaimed with great cheer. Hayr looked over at Solornel in alarm, who simply raised one eyebrow and got to his feet.

“Be good to her, is my advice,” he said, sauntering off to return to the dining room.

Ziazan looked to the sky and then to him. “Solornel…”

“Hrmm? Oh, right. Sorry.” He held out one hand to the sky, and with the slightest beckoning motion, the dark clouds over Idenmuthir pulled and twisted together into a cyclone which leapt down from the sky to his waiting hand, and he subsumed the stormy weather into his very heart. His cape flapped wildly and his eyes were alight, a great swirling mist enveloped the fortress, and a moment later it had all vanished; the sun was once again plainly evident. He hurried away without comment on this miracle, the hairs of his mane and beard standing on-end.

Hayr’s mouth was hanging open and he was now distinctly more wet. “That… that was amazing,” he gasped.

“Yes, he often makes a bit of a mess of things around here,” Ziazan answered dryly, pulling at damp strands of hair.

Hayr stood up, easing Chakori off him, who seemed mildly impressed but not astounded. “I guess the wonderment has worn off for you,” he realized.

“Forgive me, I’m a bit jealous.” Ziazan folded her arms and looked away as a gentle breeze caught her long hair. “The girl who died – she was a living goddess, and I am not. Solornel has proven that an artifice can wield an Aspect of the Divinity, but… I do not.” She looked out to the expanse of pine forest. “He goes out and sees the world, and I stay here in this old pile of stones, for far longer than my young face would suggest.”

“Can’t you leave?” asked Hayr.

“An artifice does not betray their forger,” she explained. “It’d break Rashk’s heart if I abandoned him. I am bound to his fate.”

Hayr took Chakori’s hand in his own, thinking over what Solornel had said about artifices. “What will you do when he dies?”

Ziazan was silent for a moment. “Do you ever stop asking rude questions?” she asked. “It is a private matter between us.”

“Ah, sorry,” he quickly apologized.

“Rashk can’t die,” Chakori assured them with full confidence. “He’ll see it coming. And dodge.”

Ziazan forced a kindly smile to obscure her saddened eyes. “… Maybe,” she said.

“Rashk, that’s absurd!” They heard Solornel’s voice very clearly from the dining room window. “You can’t mean to tell me that a Chaldic boy – you’re mistaking an old drunkard’s dreams for some sort of vision–”

“Solornel, please,” Rashk pleaded in a faint and weary voice, “the children will hear you.”

“I don’t ca–” His voice cut off instantly.

“That would be Tsovinar,” explained Ziazan with a resigned sigh. “She has stolen the sound from our ears.”

It was Hayr’s turn to be unimpressed. “They can’t even have a civil conversation without resorting to tricks?”

Ziazan looked off into the distance. “I don’t think they remember how to be any other way,” she told him. “Aspects of the Divinity slowly assert themselves more and more over the person who wields them. Surely you have heard it said: a god will die young, or they will die mad.” She looked over at the three figures outlined in the dining room window. “And none of them are anymore young.” 




♦♦Year 784, Independent City of Soronanin♦♦




When someone young and beautiful crossed the desert to the crater city of Soronanin, it was usually in a coffin, or else they were one who was bound to serve the newly dead. Rashk himself had come as an exile, knowing he would never again be welcome in safe places. The girl now sitting across from him, in the front room of his workshop, was even younger and more beautiful than he thought himself to be. He might have been jealous, had he not been so surprised. She was pale, freckled, with hair of hot embers and eyes like the blue sky, shades not known in Rashk’s black-haired country except in legend. She sat ever so politely, hands folded over a gray dress, a color that did nothing for her. Rashk had an eye for colors; if he had an eye for age, she was not a sunrise past sixteen, several years younger than himself. She had asked for him specifically, not just any artificer but the one from Chald, and strangest of all, she had come alone.

“Good lady,” he addressed her in Asram, the language of the desert peoples, “do you come to me seeking guardians? I can build you creatures to keep you safe, beasts or men in shape.” His voice was high and womanly, he knew, but it was not his small measure of strength that commanded respect, or had kept him alive so far. It was not his beauty either, but he liked to think that it helped a little.

She smiled gently, and she startled him by answering in his own first language. “I trust in no guard but iron,” she told him, allowing him to see clearly that she wore a dagger at her belt. “Though I mean no insult to your craft! I have heard that you are the forger of great monsters.” She leaned forward to stroke the ears of a white fox which was curled up asleep on the low table. “This is not one of them, I suppose.” Her smile was the closest thing Rashk had seen to a springtime flower since he left his country.

“The soul of this one was, I felt, too dignified to be reborn a monstrosity,” Rashk explained to her. “His name is Melmoiran.” 

She looked straight into his eyes. Not many people did that, at least not for more than the briefest moment. “My name is Clarion,” she told him.

“A trumpet of war,” he thought aloud. “Of a western sort, yes? I have never heard one.”

“I’m not too fond of the name, really – brass is not a metal I have much use for – but it is all that I have from my first years, aside from memories.” She tapped the side of her head in a playful gesture. “I hope you will forgive me for pulling you away from your work to indulge a curious girl. I had heard of you.”

“If I had heard of me, I wouldn’t come calling,” he said, leaning back and adjusting the draping sleeves of his flowery robes. He allowed his manner to relax, as now he doubted any money was coming his way. “You are plainly a western girl, yet you speak good Tarimin, and are here in this dry southern pit. I’m probably more curious about you than you of me.”

“I have been to many countries,” she offered as explanation, “and in truth I dislike Chald so much that I intend never to return. I cannot abide the insects! I am here, though, because I wished to look upon the volcano, the Wound, and see within it the Blood of the World.”

Rashk pushed a waiting bowl of fruit closer to her, and glanced towards the narrow slit in his wall that passed for a window, though it did not face the spire at the center of the crater. “It is said that all who freely seek this place out do not fear death.”

“Indeed I do not,” she answered without care.

He eyed her critically. “But I’d hope a pretty girl like you isn’t seeking death, so you must feel sure it won’t take you unawares.”

She blushed. “You see right through me.”

He could not conceal a sly smile. “… In a manner of speaking.”

“I see through you as well.” She leaned forward. “You pretend to be a mere artificer working his trade, but I can see who you are behind that: the Living God of Sight.”

Rashk was well and truly taken aback. “… Artificing is no mere trade, good lady!” he stammered at last, quite offended. “It is the deepest art, and I won’t hesitate to say the darkest. My godhood is an interesting matter, but also a merely incidental one.”

“Very interesting,” she agreed. He did not like her tone.

“Several women have asked for my attention since I came here,” he told her quickly, “and you, I swear it, you are the fairest of them all, but if you seek divine parentage, I am no man for that!”

Her smile remained, but her eyes frosted over, just for a moment, with some emotion Rashk could not name. She rose, and stepped gently around the table to be near him. The white fox stirred but did not wake. “You are a lovely man,” she told him, far too close. “With silver eyes like I have never seen. But I did not come so far hoping to court a lovely god.” In that moment, Rashk finally saw her, not merely looked upon her but saw her, blood upon her lips and upon her brow, and a red line at her throat. There was a tear in her dress, a gash upon her body where a child would grow, as bloody as though she had been murdered in that very moment. She drew her dagger, only now it was a sword, and pressed it against his bare skin just beneath his neck. “I came to kill a weak god.”

His eyes widened in fear but he did not move. “Good lady, I don’t know who did this to you,” he said in a whisper, “but surely it was not me!”

For a moment, confusion clouded her brow. “Ah… yes,” she realized. “You see me as I remember. You do have some skill with that Aspect.” She lowered her blade, and took his hands in her own, and marked his wrists with her own blood. Before his disbelieving eyes, iron chains seized him as though they were snakes, weighing him down. “Indulge me once more. You sought out this far place freely also. Why did you not fear death?” She smiled at him with mocking eyes. “Were you sure it would not catch you unawares?”

He was afraid, but he remembered what he was certain of, and it filled him with a steady calm. “Indeed, good lady, and I still am.” He watched her anger silently flare, and continued. “The very night this fate came to me, I saw with waking eyes my own death. It is not here. It is not now. I shall die upon a sword, and I am certain I will deserve it, but it will not be your blade that slays me.”

Clarion’s gaze hardened. “And who would claim the honor, then?” she demanded in contempt, the point of her sword at his throat.

“Someone with the soul of the thunderstorm.”

Her hand twitched. Her lip trembled. He felt the sting of the slightest scratch. “You mock me,” she accused him, with the voice of a girl who had discovered her first love unfaithful.

“Kill me then, right now, in my own chambers, with monsters at the door,” he urged her. “It will be a scandal to eclipse all my others. The star in my heart, is that what you want? The Aspect of the Divinity? No-one is strong enough to long keep ahold of one that is not theirs to have.”

With her free hand, she gestured, and several stars appeared between her fingers, each their own sun as small as the light in living eyes. They danced around her hand, jewels finer than any the earth had ever yielded. “No-one is strong enough, except me.”

“Well… muck,” he conceded. “That is one thing I did not foresee.”

“You must be wrong, you know,” she told him. “This one, here, the pale blue one. This is the Aspect of the Storm. No-one shall ever have it. I tore out the heart of the God of Thunder, and his star is mine to keep forever.” The stars vanished. She seized his silks and pulled him to his feet, barely able to stand with the weight of the chains. “There is only one thing I cannot do,” she admitted. “That awful woman from Tokhar laid the curse of her law upon me, that never again shall I kill a god upon a sword. I have searched and searched for the remedy to her power, and cannot find it. It infuriates me! She has no right to command me! She stole my greatest pleasure.”

Rashk did not know who this awful woman might be, for last he had heard, the Living God of Law who reigned in the cold mountains of Tokhar was very much a man and had been for many years. He supposed it did not matter. “So then you agree,” he pointed out, “that I shall not die upon your sword.”

“Indeed.” Clarion returned her blade to its scabbard with angry deliberation. “This sword still claims many souls, but not the ones I truly long to hold. Nonetheless, that spiteful nag was not strong enough to stay my hand altogether. Her law stole my weapon, not my wits. It was an insult, one I shall not idly abide! How shall I kill you? Quickly or slowly? Here or in sight of all? I think I shall drag you to the rim of the Wound and drown you in the Blood of the World.”

“You spend too much time talking rather than killing,” Rashk pointed out.

“If there is anything I have enough of, Rashk of Chald, it is time.” She again reached out, and drew a line of blood across his throat. He felt now a new chain clasped there, tight and abrasive; she meant to lead him like a dog. 

“Do not take too long,” he chided her, his confidence not yet drained, “as the time comes when the Wound shall heal and the world shall no longer bleed.”

She looked up into his eyes, startled. He had her attention now. “… You are up to something,” she accused him.

He smiled, and to the sound of clinking and grating, clasped his hands together in a gesture of promise. “Always.”




♦♦Year 809, City of Ostmenye, Queendom of Antaram♦♦




Prince Eodar knew he was not allowed down in the abandoned dungeons, but the boy, after many sleepless nights, was convinced the cells were not so abandoned as he was told. Every night, he heard screaming, and every morning, the maids assured him that he was a victim of mere dreams. Even Goris, his favorite among the guardsmen, told him so. Eodar was not asleep, he was not imagining it, but no-one ever believed anything of a child. The stones were slimy and unpleasant under his bare toes, and he held to the railing tighter, afraid of slipping. The railing was so old that its bolts had rusted through, and he succeeded only in pulling a long piece of it right off the wall.

Only when he was very certain that he was far down into the darkness of the stairwell did he light his lantern. The walls were much closer in than he had imagined, but the ceiling was quite high, and not only because he was not yet the height of a man. His friends in the town square had told him all the tales that his own family would not: Sparkasuki had dragged a thousand, no, ten thousand, no, a hundred thousand people down here to die, any who she did not deem worthy of death by fall. She had kept misshapen vultures who never saw the sun, eager for flesh. All that had been long ago, so long ago that Eodar was not certain it had ever really happened at all.

The lock on the oaken door at the bottom of the stairs had rusted away completely. He pushed hard with his shoulders to open it, and it gave way so readily that he almost fell. He was in a chamber lined with iron grating doors, much as he had imagined. Cobwebs clung to every corner, and the air was almost, but not entirely, still. Straight across from him, low to the floor, were two gleaming copper eyes.

Eodar very nearly dropped his lantern, stifling a cry. The eyes addressed him before he could address them, in a small and frightened voice: “Who are you?”

His eyes adjusting, Eodar saw that the lone prisoner was, to his horror, a young girl. Long, shiny hair fell over her bare shoulders, her colorful clothes all in tatters. She was curled up for a want of warmth, and clearly half-starved. “I’m Eodar, I’m the prince here,” he said quickly, rushing up to the iron bars. “How did you get down here? How long have you been stuck?”

“They threw me down here,” she cried, “after they killed my sister! They – they said it was against the law to kill me, I’m too young. They’re going to keep me in here until I’m not too young anymore!”

“Why would they do that,” the prince asked, but as she looked up at him with eyes welling up with tears, he saw that this girl was not quite normal. Her teeth were long and sharp, and her hands and feet only more so. He gasped and stumbled backwards.

“You see,” she sobbed, “you see, you hate me too! Everyone hates me! Everyone hates monsters!”

“… I don’t hate you,” Eodar told her. “I was just startled. I didn’t know monster girls were real.”

The girl looked away from him and his bright lantern. “I’m an Alk,” she said very quietly. “My name is Evren.”

Eodar sat down on the cold floor. “That’s a nice name,” he said.

“My sister chose it. Her name was Tarsi.”

“Where are your parents?” Eodar asked her.

“Alks do not have mothers, only sisters! We all have the same father. He is very far away. I was going to have a new sister someday, but now I am trapped here forever and ever until I die.” She gestured helplessly at the iron bars between them. “I am strong. Really, really strong. But I can’t touch iron, it burns and burns and I can’t break it. That’s why I’m trapped.”

A willow-leaf fluttered down from the ceiling and fell between them, a defiant slash of green in the deep, dead place. Eodar’s eyes moved upwards to the high ceiling, where he could see the recess of a vent, large enough to keep the whole dungeon from suffocating. “I can’t break iron bars either,” he said, “but maybe I can get you out another way.”

Her eyes lit up with wonderment. “You’ll help me?”

“If you’ll be my friend.”

Evren carefully reached between the bars to take his hand as gently as she could. “Always.”








INTERLUDE: ARAKEL, AS TOLD IN THE COUNTRY OF TOKHAR

Before the Night the Stars Fell, the mountain people did not trust the meadow people. They built great fortresses in the outer ring of peaks and taught their children to aim true and their horses to trample. Suddenly the mountains shook and the fortresses crumbled. Two stars of law and truth fell upon the brows of two children of the same camp: Kandakari and Arakel. They were to be married together, as was proper, but Arakel protested to the elders that he did not love Kandakari, who was winter as he was summer. His parents foolishly took pity on him, and allowed him one year to arrange a marriage of his own. Kandakari’s parents gave her no such reprieve, as was proper.

Arakel rode the trails west on the back of his mare Kavvi, where he heard tales of the Queen of Birds, and the star in his heart told him that every word of her glory was true. Her hair was red as a mark of divinity, but her gown was red with the blood of men who had sought her love and displeased her. She was called Sparkasuki, for all fled before her when she turned her spear against them. Arakel was in love before he had even seen her.

When he found her camp, there was another man who came the same day to pursue her love. She said but one thing to all such men: “If you love me, then you will know what my mother named me.” This other man had no answer. Ravens pecked out his eyes as Arakel watched. The star in his heart, however, told him her true name. When she heard him speak it, she loved him immediately. They birthed two children together while Kandakari in the mountains lived alone. She never married another, for it would not be proper. Her star brought her wisdom and grace, and the mountain people found her voice so beautiful that they obeyed it without question. She led her armies to withhold the mountains from Sparkasuki. Yet she was alone; she was bitter because of Arakel, and cursed his marriage with her perfect voice.

There came from the east another woman with a star in her heart, pale with black hair which fell straight. When she heard that Arakel had wedded Sparkasuki for knowing her name, she resolved not to tell anyone her own, to see if he could know hers also. She met him on the road and challenged him. To his great dismay, the star in his heart told him nothing, for her star was that which listens when secrets are spoken in prayer, and kept such secrets for its own. When he at last conceded defeat, she laughed and said “I am called Indranil!” Immediately Arakel was in love with this woman who had bested him, and in the morning she left him with a full womb, so that now his children numbered three. He was unable to find her again, but he knew that what he had done had not been proper.

Eventually Sparkasuki learned of this, as Arakel could keep no secrets, and threw her husband from the waterfall. She sent his bones to the mountains, as was proper, but Kandakari was secretly pleased. This is how Indranil came to know of the matter. She poisoned Sparkasuki in retaliation, but the curse soon brought death to her also, so that there was no-one alive who had loved Arakel. Kandakari received one of Arakel’s sons as her own, as was proper. She ruled in the mountains until the end of her days, and afterwards her son Tokhar reigned until the end of his days, and there has ever been a Living God of the Law in the Land of Tokhar, as is proper. We never speak of Arakel, except in this tale I tell you now, and as you shall tell to your daughters and sons.








CHAPTER SEVEN

Boars of the West




♦♦Year 836, Fortress of Idenmuthir, Western Tokhar♦♦




After a long day of struggling to learn the letters, wriggly little blots of meaning that joined hands and danced together down page after page, Hayr needed to put aside books for a while and sleep. He could not, however, as Solornel had found a casket of wine, and he and Ziazan were splitting it as they argued over some board game with round and square pieces. With no hope of sleeping through such a quarrel, Hayr instead sat in the corner of Ziazan’s room and watched as her cruel squares trounced Solornel’s unsuspecting circles skittering across a wooden battlefield. They were in a constant ritual of overturning a small hourglass, neither of them ever needing the full time allotted for a turn. The boy’s mind wandered across the recent events of his life until he heard himself speak aloud.

“Solornel,” he interrupted, “how did you meet Rashk?”

“What now?” the old man asked, only half hearing him. “Ziazan, you can't move that far! You wicked cheater!”

“You're too drunk to count!” she accused him in turn.

Hayr sighed and raised his voice. “I'm asking,” he said, “how did you end up friends with Rashk? You don’t seem to have anything in common.”

“It’s a bit, err, well it’s a strange story. Why’re you curious all of the sudden?” inquired Solornel.

“Rashk just said it was unusual,” explained Hayr, “and left it at that.”

“I’m not stopping the timer for this,” Ziazan told her rival. 

“I don’t need you to, woman! It was… it was… three? Four? By Godhood, more than five decades ago. Me, the other me, he was living in Soronanin, and… he died. Now Rashk, he was this young artificer, kicked out of his country because he was pushing the art too far, making artifices a bit smarter than was thought proper… and he might of murdered someone, or some such…”

Ziazan claimed another of his pieces. “And that is why he went to Soronanin to begin with,” she said, “as there is no law but vengeance there, vengeance and respect for the tombs – and if he’s an arrogant man now, I can only imagine what he was like in his youth! He was able to practice his arts so long as he could protect his life.”

“The tombs?” asked Hayr.

“Damn it, I am telling the story,” Solornel reminded them both. “So I died. And Rashk got my soul. Apparently he thought it was a good soul, a particularly strong, bright soul, because he said, this is it. I’m gonna put my theory to the test and forge an artifice as smart as any living man, which they say can’t be done. He knew it could be done, because the Alks, well you met some, they talk just like anyone else.”

“Your turn,” Ziazan prompted him.

He sighed and slapped a piece from one square to the next. “And the next thing I knew, I was alive again,” he said. “With no memories, I mean, none of people or names or other such things, the memories you keep in your heart. Rashk was so pleased when I could understand him talking to me, like a little child getting gifts from his aunt and uncle. He offered me a job, as his protector. Well, I didn’t have anything better to be doing, I was dead, so I took it.”

“Huh,” said Hayr. That sounded a little familiar. “And you just stayed with him forever?”

Solornel scowled as Ziazan moved a piece into a position he did not like. “Yes, and no,” he said. “I ditched him a few times. Sometimes for a few years at a stretch. I ran off on an adventure once with Ziazan, but that was afore she died. She doesn’t remember none of it.”

“You ran off on an adventure with Vlinder, the girl from the Vrie Countries,” Ziazan corrected him.

“Damn it, woman, it’s not my fault you got all uptight about being dead and changed your name,” he said. “But no wonder. Vlinder vander Vrie. Who the muck can even pronounce that, not me.”

“You just did,” she pointed out, moving a piece onto one of Solornel’s, which had a red mark painted on it. “And you just lost the match.”

“A curse on the Vrie Countries!” Solornel exclaimed.

“Curse them to ashes if you wish, I am a maiden of Tokhar,” Ziazan assured him.

“Wait,” said Hayr as Solornel fumed over his loss, “that doesn’t explain how you became the God of the Storm.”

“Well you didn’t ask that,” Solornel pointed out. “It’s a different story. Rashk was there, but it wasn’t his fault, if you can believe that. My favorite little lady can be thanked for that one.”

“It was the fault of a murderer,” Ziazan reminded him.

“Godhood shattered, Ziazan, you’re still upset about that? Who hasn’t had to kill a few people here and there?”

“I haven’t,” she told him with all certainty.

“Who hasn’t had to kill a few people, asides from Ziazan?”

“I haven’t,” Hayr asserted.

“… Asides from Ziazan and Hayr?”

“I haven’t!” They all turned. Chakori was standing in the doorway. She was supposed to be asleep. “Has Tsovinar ever killed someone,” she asked in a hush, climbing into Hayr’s lap.

“Oh yeah,” Solornel assured her, “definitely. Probably killed more people than you’ve ever met.”

“Wooooooooow,” said Chakori in deepest admiration.

“What?” Hayr was afraid Solornel was serious. “Chakori, that’s not a good thing!”

“Is so,” she insisted. “Everyone wants to kill Alks, so we have to be ready, and kill them first. Well, almost everyone. But you like me, right, Hayr?”

He looked down into her large blue-green eyes – and to her sharp teeth just beneath them – and then back to her eyes, just like that of any other child. “I promise I will never try to kill you,” he said, hugging her.

“Yay!”

He stood her back up on her feet. “Go back to bed,” he told her, “it’s very late.”

“Yessir,” she said, and Hayr could hear the clack-clack of her bare feet down the hall.

“How is it that she always listens to you?” Ziazan asked in exasperation. “You’re not old enough to be a father. Do you have younger siblings, then?”

“No, I’m the youngest that I know of,” Hayr told her.

“That you know of?”

Hayr shrugged. “My father was a Tokharika who went on the border rides. His marriage to my mother, a town dweller, was invalid because his parents had already chosen his wife. He never came back to see us after he got found out. Guess he decided his proper wife wasn’t so bad.”

“I’m… sorry?” ventured Ziazan, distinctly uncomfortable. “I don’t really have parents, so…”

“Eh. It did not kill me. My mother died a while back, so it was just me and my brother, and we did fine…” Hayr could feel his face getting hot. “He was about my age when he married my mother… I don’t need him around to bother me about women too! And most importantly, I hate horses! You can’t trust those finicky things.”

“Never ridden a horse,” Solornel mused, stroking his beard. “I’m too big for most of ‘em. And they don’t like my smell, or something.”

“I like horses,” said Ziazan with a pout.

Rashk was suddenly in the open doorway, leaning on his walking-stick, with Nhang hanging around his neck; they had not heard him approach. “Solornel,” he said, holding up a sealed scroll. “There’s a letter come for you.”

“A letter?” asked Solornel incredulously. “What, did someone just write Solornel, at the Abandoned Fortress of Idenmuthir, and hand it to a courier? Did you have a telegraph line put in? Who could send me a letter?”

Rashk turned it over to look at the wax seal, which depicted a songbird. “A lark, apparently,” he said.

“Really! Come on, give it,” said Solornel. “I know you can see what’s inside it, old man!”

“Let me see,” exclaimed Ziazan, standing on tip-toe to look over his arm as he cracked the seal and unfurled the paper.

“Maybe it’s a love letter or something,” Solornel told her, holding it high out of her reach. “That’s private!”

“No-one ever sends me love letters,” observed Hayr with a sigh, “but then again, I can’t read.”

Rashk put one hand on his maidservant’s shoulder. “Leave him be, Ziazan, it is a weighty matter.”

Solornel’s brow furrowed in concentration as he read the letter. “Oh… damn,” he said, his eyebrows suddenly high under his hair. “I’m flattered. Really. I said I didn’t care, but now it’s a matter of honor.” His hair was standing on end in excitement.

“I thought not to give you the letter,” confessed Rashk, “because I knew you would say that.”

“Damn you, old man, I’m free, you can’t tell me what to do!” Solornel insisted.

Rashk hit him across the back with his walking stick. “Solornel, I know it is tempting. I know why she asked you. She’s appealing to your jealousy, don’t you dare try to deny it. But what she has asked of you is cruel! I always knew the little lark was not so sweet as she feigned.”

“… Damn,” said Solornel, suddenly crestfallen. “Yeah. Can’t believe even you think it’s wrong, though. That’s not like you at all, Rashk!”

“I can be perfectly moral when it suits me,” replied Rashk, his nose high in the air. Nhang’s tongue flickered out as she tilted her head to look up at him. “And it suits me very well to say I think you ought not do it.”

Solornel was silent for a moment. “Tsovinar!” he suddenly bellowed. “I know you can hear me. Come and talk me out of it!”

“To bed with you,” Rashk urged Hayr. “Out, out child. None of this is for you to be worrying about.”

“What’s going on,” Hayr demanded.

“Politics,” answered Rashk, “of the worst sort.”

“Is there a good sort?” asked Hayr as he was prodded by Rashk’s walking-stick.

“The sort,” said Rashk, “where nobody has to die.”




♦♦Year 836, City of Ostmenye, Queendom of Antaram♦♦




Something felt strange. Something felt wrong. Something felt alive and cracking and boiling just beneath a thin crust of ice, ready to shatter.

“Strange weather,” observed Katarosi, pulling her shawl tight around her shoulders. “It doesn’t usually grow cold so swiftly.”

“It was cold when I got here last week,” Barsamin corrected her, feeling agitated for no reason he could specifically name, “and this, this is a sort of weather I never imagined to exist. I didn’t even know this could happen!” He breathed out, and gestured to the little puff of air that was plainly visible.

She looked over at him with one eyebrow raised in amusement. “Whatever are you going to do when it snows?”

“Hold winter court in Chald,” he decided quickly. “Where the trees and flowers don’t shrivel and die.”

Katarosi was clearly intrigued by this idea. “Yes, we could vacation in the jungle,” she remarked with enthusiasm, “and I could have a winter garden of six different colors of lily, and the children–” She stopped short and looked away in embarrassment. There was, of course, a mutual understanding that the whole purpose of this arranged marriage was to be the eventuality of children, but neither of them had yet mentioned it. Barsamin found the whole concept very strange to think about. The only child he knew well was his much younger cousin Kapriel, and they did not get along. He tried, for a moment, to imagine being responsible for the moody boy instead of merely living in the same manor as him, and found the image ridiculous. He did not want to be a father.

“That reminds me,” said Katarosi, to change the subject, “wasn’t your uncle supposed to be with us by now?”

“I thought so too,” said Barsamin. “I don’t know what has kept him. He said he would come along after Convocation with the other governors in War Samanit.” It was too much to hope for, he supposed, that Vahagn had been eaten by an Alk, or that Tsovinar had caught him unawares. It was difficult to surprise the God of Secrets – even when Talassen was fuming over there being no practical way to send him a telegram from Ostmenye.

The two of them turned the corner of the frost-nipped courtyard and saw Katarosi’s parents waiting for them. Deloram smiled kindly and Eodar’s attention was on the gates. “Katarosi, I am very nervous,” Barsamin confessed to her as quietly as he could.

“Oh, don’t be!” she urged him. “He wouldn’t come all the way here if he wasn’t going to give you a chance, would he?”

Barsamin looked askance at her. “It’s not as if he sailed here from the Republic of Petragon! He’s coming here from the city of Vartavar, isn’t he?”

“Well, yes, there are a lot of Republicans in Vartavar,” she said. “By the way, you know you may call me just Rosi, don’t you?”

He sighed. “All right… Rosi,” he answered, though it felt awkward to him.

She brightened up. “There you go, Bars!”

“I still think that sounds undignified–” He was distracted from his complaint by the distinct clip-clop of hooves on cobblestone. There were few horses in Chald, but they had always featured prominently in the many novels he had read, and Barsamin found them to be lovely creatures. There were two, one black and one bay roan, pulling a gray carriage with curtains drawn closed. It was marked with a simple crest of a boar. When it came to a halt in the front courtyard of the castle, the driver bowed deeply to the king and queen before opening the door to reveal a broad-shouldered man, pale and golden-haired, who wore a vest of black and brown stripes over well-fitted sleeves and a cap to match. He swiftly took the hand of Katarosi in his own.

“Here is the foremost maiden of this realm,” he exclaimed in a strange accent, “of whom I have heard so many praises sung! Princess Katarosi, I have not seen thee for many a year, so I suppose thou wouldst not recall: I am Rodomond Veraldo.”

Before she could respond, two more people spilled out of the carriage behind him with nervous energy: the first was a girl, with short, dark hair that did not even reach her scarf, and she did not wear a skirt or dress, rather just a particularly long buttoned shirt over pants that were slightly too large. The other was a boy whose resemblance to Rodomond was unmistakable, though he was lanky, with remarkably ice-blue eyes, and long bangs swept to one side. He glanced over at Barsamin with mild interest before he was distracted by the girl, excitedly declaring something in her own Occidental language, lyrical and fluid.

She pushed in front of Rodomond to fall to one knee before Katarosi. “My great lady, thou art so fair to behold!” she exclaimed, clearly not a native speaker of Tarimin. “I know not the words I would need to say as I truly mean. I am filled with joy to meet thee.”

Katarosi was flustered and uncertain. “Ah, thank you, Miss–”

The foreign girl swiftly rose to her feet, holding Katarosi’s hands close to her heart. She was just barely the taller of the two. “Ismyrn Galatti, my great lady.”

“Rodomond!” Eodar sounded sincerely pleased, a state Barsamin had not yet witnessed in him. “I see the passion of the Republican people is as strong as ever!”

“Eodar! Fair Deloram!” Rodomond took each of their hands in turn. “Where then is this consort of thy daughter?” Deloram’s eyes flickered over to Barsamin, and Rodomond startled as though he sincerely had not seen him standing there right next to Katarosi. “By mercy, but thou art a little one! Art thou truly sixteen years in age?”

Barsamin flushed red in annoyance. “A small sword is no less sharp,” he retorted in defense, hoping it was as clever as it sounded to him.

Rodomond seemed amused. “I fear no metaphor shall deliver thee from an opponent with longer reach,” he said, easily reaching out and pushing Barsamin’s glasses up his nose. “Oh, but how rude I am being!” He turned to bring the lanky boy forward, who inclined his head politely. “My lord and lady, ye remember my son Luzcrezo!”

“He has grown so tall,” remarked Eodar, and Deloram nodded in agreement.

“And this is my charge, Ismyrn,” he added, indicating the dark-haired girl, who seemed very pleased to be there.

The queen invited her guests inside with a beckoning gesture. Katarosi held back and cast Barsamin a sour look. “She said,” she whispered, “oh, is this the princess? She’s so chubby!”

Barsamin was confused, and suddenly realized she must have meant Ismyrn. “Oh!… so, you speak Occidental, then?”

“Of course!” she answered in agitation. “Petragon practically owns Antaram’s whole economy! You will need to learn it too!”

Luzcrezo quietly said something to Ismyrn in their language with a sly smile. “Luz!” she gasped at him, snickering. Katarosi’s eyes widened in shock and then narrowed in anger. Ismyrn glanced behind her, and suddenly realized that the princess had understood them, and smacked Luzcrezo on the arm to draw his attention. He paled, but said nothing. Ismyrn fell back and placed one hand on Katarosi’s shoulder. “My lady, forgive us,” she asked, leaning forward and kissing her on the forehead. “For we mean no offense.”

Katarosi stood there in disbelief as Ismyrn quickly retreated to her companion’s side. Her parents and Master Veraldo did not notice, intent on conversation about some triviality. Barsamin looked around in confusion. “Whatever was that about?” he asked quietly.

She bit her lip and folded her arms. “He said,” she began with hesitation, “do you suppose they’ve signed the contract in blood?”

Barsamin stared blankly. “… What does that mean?”

“It’s an idiom for – oh never you mind!” she told him angrily. “It’s very rude!”

He looked away in discomfort, supposing he more or less understood. “Ah, well – at least Houri will like them,” he said. His head was starting to hurt. He felt as though there were an uneven noise in the back of his mind.

Katarosi glared at him. “Then let us pray that Houri–”

“Is right here!” the younger girl piped up, having seemingly come from nowhere with one bird on her head.

“Houri,” sighed Katarosi in exasperation. 

“Gods, I love doing that,” said Houri with delight, rushing forward to catch Ismyrn and Luzcrezo. “Hello, new friends! I am Houri, the other princess of Antaram! Would you like to see our collection of horrific instruments of torture, unused for centuries – allegedly? They say that down in the dungeons, you can hear Sparkasuki’s suitors screaming her name for all eternity.”

The two young Republicans stared down at her. “… I like this one better,” decided Luzcrezo, to her immense satisfaction.

Ahead of them, Rodomond was intently examining the scabbard at Eodar’s side. “Useth thou yet a scimitar?” he asked with distinct disapproval. “Lay hands on a proper weapon, Eodar!”

“I know you cannot stand to use curved blades,” Eodar replied, “but it is our tradition!” He drew the sword and held it so that the light reflected off it brightly. “But this is no mundane scimitar, you know– it was a gift, from the Goddess of Iron.”

“Art thou being truthful, man?” exclaimed Rodomond in disbelief.

“Oh, very much so,” Eodar assured him smugly.

“What feat of valor didst thou accomplish,” inquired the foreign man, “that she would reward you thus!”

“Come now, it was only diplomatic courtesy,” the king explained. “A year ago, we played host in this castle to her, and to the hermit god Rashk, who together had some private matter to discuss. For our hospitality, Rashk gifted us two artifice birds, which you will see often with our youngest daughter. The goddess presented me with this sword, made in the old Tarim style, but with… her special touch.” Deloram looked aside at him, but if she had some thought, Barsamin did not know what it might be.

Rodomond’s eyes were wide with wonder. “Were the journey to Ostmenye ten thousand leagues,” he declared, “still would I count myself blessed, if thou wouldst allow me to put such a blade to trial.”

“Please do,” Eodar invited him warmly.

Rodomond cleared his throat. “But of course,” he added, “I shall only teach any student of mine with a proper Occidental sword, slender and straight!”

“Of course.”

“Speaking of–!” Master Veraldo turned around. “Ismyrn, lend the little one thy blade!”

Ismyrn’s brow lowered in personal offense. “What, this is no jest?” she asked, though she unhooked the scabbard with her belt, and tossed it to Barsamin with a sigh, looking away. He fumbled with it for a moment, but then grasped the hilt and drew it slowly, listening to the distinct sound.

Rodomond watched him with intense concentration. “Hrm. Thou art left-handed, then?”

“Ah… yes, sir,” Barsamin confirmed.

He shook his head and looked over at the king. “This is quite the challenge thou hast concocted, Eodar!” he remarked. “He is too old to learn with grace, too small to win with strength, and of the odd hand also!” Barsamin’s eyes narrowed as he was so quickly dismissed, but even so Rodomond continued. “I see no great promise in him. A far more modest tutor than I could quickly lead him to his potential.”

It was as though a bolt of lightning had struck Barsamin. He was immediately furious with this man for discounting him, and the sword was heavy in his palm. He did not know what he intended to say, but he said it nonetheless. “Master Veraldo!” he called out, drawing the eyes of everyone. “Behind your back, your son has insulted my honor, and Katarosi’s also!” He leveled the weapon at Luzcrezo, who turned a deathly color and stepped back. “I demand the right to stand for my honor.”

“Barsamin,” began Katarosi, scandalized, but Rodomond’s voice overpowered hers. “Damn thee, child, what didst thou say?” he demanded.

“I – it was in jest!” Luzcrezo claimed in panic.

Ismyrn folded her arms and rolled her eyes. “Thou shalt be the cause of the old war’s renewal, dear friend.” Her eyes slid over to Barsamin. “But hast thou even held a blade but once?”

“No, never,” he answered with a confidence that even he found inexplicable. 

Luzcrezo met his gaze. “Fine then,” he decided, drawing his own sword. “If thou shouldst be so readily offended, I shall offend thy dignity also! Take comfort, this is not sharp enough for me to bleed thee out.” Eodar gestured for the others to stand back, seeming more intrigued than concerned. Deloram pulled Houri to her, whose eyes were wide with excitement. Katarosi seemed on the verge of exploding with a tirade of angry words, but Ismyrn, who clearly had no qualms about touching others, reached out and tugged one of her braids to beckon her back. Katarosi glared at her and very deliberately stepped away.

Luzcrezo assumed a fighting stance. Barsamin had no interest in imitating him: he simply ran forward and threw the sword, with a punch to follow it. Caught in astonishment, Luzcrezo’s eyes followed the discarded blade as he ducked. He was surprised again an instant later by what Barsamin hoped was the sharpest pain he had ever known, as he quickly brought up his knee between the other boy’s legs. He knocked the dazed Luzcrezo to the ground and was now atop of him, struggling to hold down his right hand. “Apologize!” he demanded.

“Thou hast no honor to defend,” exclaimed Luzcrezo after a sharp breath, “if thou fightest so!”

“Perhaps not!” agreed Barsamin, who felt only spite. “Apologize to Katarosi, then!”

Luzcrezo looked aside at the princess, who was plainly considering simply stomping on him and Barsamin both. “Sorry,” he said with a wide grin, relaxing his grip on his sword as he sat up; he then swiftly pulled Barsamin in and kissed him.

Barsamin recoiled in disgust. “Did you just–”

A strong blow across the face threw him backwards, and his vision whited out for an instant. He was lucky his glasses did not break. It was now Luzcrezo who was atop of him, his blade near Barsamin’s throat. “Cheat not lest ye be cheated, eastern snake,” he spat.

“Western pig–”

Two powerful hands pried them apart and hauled them up by their necks. “That is quite enough, young sirs,” Master Veraldo scolded them. “Is each of thou thy score settled one with another?”

“No,” the two boys proclaimed in unison.

“Barsamin, what has gotten into you,” Katarosi demanded.

“I don’t know,” he answered truthfully.

Houri raised one eyebrow. “It’s an improvement, sister.”

Rodomond looked over at Eodar with the mutual understanding of fatherhood. “King Eodar,” he asked, “hast thou a dungeon I might borrow?”

The man folded his arms. “Certainly,” he said. “Were you thinking of the wet one, the cold one, or the wet and cold one?”

Barsamin and Luzcrezo’s eyes met with mirrored dread. Ismyrn retrieved her mistreated weapon and gently pried Luzcrezo’s out of his hand. “I shall see thee tomorrow, then,” she said with a wink.




♦♦Year 836, City of Ostmenye, Queendom of Antaram♦♦




Katarosi was not pleased that Ismyrn Galatti had the pretension to seat herself directly across from her at the dinner table after so casually mocking her. She was even less pleased that she could not make a show of ignoring the foreign girl, for Barsamin had gone and embarrassed her horribly and would certainly be missing dinner. That left only Houri to talk to, since her parents and Lady Talassen were all going out of their way to be interested in Master Veraldo’s small talk about wealthy foreigners in Vartavar.

Ismyrn showed no shame or remorse. “I’m surprised at how good your Occidental is,” she said cheerfully in her native language, reaching for toasted bread and butter. “I’ve been here two years and haven’t quite gotten the hang of Tarimin. Such a relief, I wasn’t very good at that formal business, I know!”

“I have been studying Occidental since I was old enough to speak,” Katarosi answered her stiffly.

“So have I,” said Houri, eager to seem smart. “Do I sound all right?”

“You sound like books, both of you,” Ismyrn told them.

Katarosi adjusted her glasses. “And my good woman Galatti soundeth yea verily like unto this,” she replied in her best imitation of old tales she had read.

“Oh, hell, do I really sound that bad?” asked Ismyrn. “I just picked it up from the Arcocelli family, I guess. They like sounding pretentious.”

The princess was shocked that the sword-maiden would swear at her table, but chose to not mention it. “Perhaps you should spend more time with true citizens of Antaram, and not Petragon’s little colony in Vartavar,” she suggested.

“I know!” Ismyrn readily agreed. “It was nice to get away from there, it’s always raining. Luzcrezo was whining about being pried away from his social engagements, but, well, you saw how Luz is.”

“Social engagements?” asked Houri with a knowing grin. “Oh, I get it, you mean he’s a slut.”

“Houri,” began Katarosi.

“Yes, absolutely,” Ismyrn freely agreed.

“See, sister?” Houri addressed Katarosi. “His slanderous insults mean nothing. Your honor is above him.”

Ismyrn laughed, truly and deeply laughed, and allowed herself a sip of real wine. It rattled Katarosi a bit to hear it, for she had always thought of girls from Petragon as dainty and elegant. “He’s a beautiful boy, isn’t he,” Ismyrn mused, “and it swells his head. I don’t understand why his so-called fair lady puts up with it. I said she should leave him for my arms, and I would be faithful, but she didn’t seem amenable.” She chewed on her bread as Katarosi stared at her, and a sudden thought fluttered across her brow. “Oh! Is there an archery range here?”

“Yes, there’s a courtyard, well, it’s an archery range when no-one is standing in the way,” Houri explained.

“I’ve been feeling anxious for a good fight ever since I got here,” Ismyrn said, imitating plucking a bow aimed at no-one in particular. “I’ll just have to take it out on some innocent bystanders.”

“I hear Barsamin has a new-found interest in fighting,” Houri informed her. “Really, though, I was so surprised! I thought he was too shy to stand up for anything.” To Katarosi’s horror, Houri was suddenly standing in her chair. “But he stood up for you, Rosi! He had no idea how to win in a fight, but he stood up for you!” She punched several times at empty air. The lords and ladies at the table all stopped to stare at her. Talassen’s pale complexion darkened to a sickly shade. “And that means it’s true love.”

A moment later, Deloram was standing behind her younger daughter, arms crossed. “Ah,” said Houri, falling back to her native language, “wasn’t it amazing, Mother?” Deloram pulled her off the chair and away towards the wide doors. Master Veraldo chuckled quietly and Eodar, usually easily frustrated by Houri, seemed amused.

“If you need someone to defend your honor again,” Ismyrn suggested to a quietly fuming Katarosi, “I nominate myself as quite skillful, and willing to eviscerate Luzcrezo on any maiden’s behalf.”

Katarosi bristled at this suggestion. This is what had truly bothered her, the fact that Barsamin had taken it on himself to deal with the matter. “I do not need help defending my honor, I assure you,” she snapped. “I know where we keep the ceremonial axe.”

“That’s the sort of Queen of Antaram spirit I was hoping for, my lady,” said Ismyrn with delight. “What’s the axe for?”

“Decapitating.”

Ismyrn placed one hand on her throat. “I wouldn’t want to have to tie a scarf tight to keep my head in place,” she said, “so I shall remember to stand out of arm’s reach.”

Katarosi chose to begin ignoring her as much as possible, and suffered through the rest of dinner pretending that Rodomond’s accounts of comings and goings at the Arcocelli household, where he was employed, were quite fascinating. When they were at last dismissed, she hurried off to Houri’s room and rapped on the door sharply. There was no answer. Opening it, she found nobody there, only a “borrowed” book left on an improperly kept bed. She sighed and went to close the window which Houri had carelessly left wide open. She was tired, even though it had scarcely been two weeks, of everyone else fussing over her and Barsamin. He was a good match, she knew, even though she was currently very upset with him. She supposed she was a bit proud that he cared enough to have found the courage to start a fight on her behalf, even though it had been reckless and irresponsible and all other sorts of disapproving words. It was certainly not, however, true love, no matter what Houri wanted to imagine. Barsamin found his honor in service, it seemed, and Katarosi was his new keeper.

Her mother and Master Veraldo were below her in the garden. “Well, good lady, I tried,” he addressed Deloram in Occidental. “Your husband would know I am conspiring if I rejected the boy now, I have no excuse. You need to stir your daughter’s heart to passion for someone else – that’s the surest way to get a girl to disobey her father. Find Katarosi a tall handsome lad, a boy worth breaking oaths over, and she’ll forget all about Barsamin! I’d suggest my fool son, if she could forgive that his mouth runs swifter than his mind.” Deloram lifted one eyebrow. “Oh, do not look so doubtful!” Rodomond asked of her. “You seemed rather fond of me at one point, unless you mean to tell me that was all business.”

Deloram smiled slightly and shook her head. Katarosi slammed down the glass pane as loudly as she could.








CHAPTER EIGHT

The Quiet Confidence




♦♦Year 836, Fortress of Idenmuthir, Western Tokhar♦♦




Chakori had abandoned Hayr shortly after breakfast, singularly uninterested in his attempts to read to her aloud, stumbling over all but the shortest words and occasionally confounded by absurdly long names. Overall, he had found reading to be easier than he had imagined, though Rashk had told him that the script used to write Tarimin was simpler than many in the world. With the novel tucked under his arm, he wandered down the hall, and saw that a door had been left open; peeking in, he saw bedding in disorder, bread half-eaten on a small table, and Tsovinar, curled up in a window seat with a blanket across her lap, writing on a thick stack of papers.

“What are you writing?” he asked, stepping into the room uninvited.

She did not look up at him. “Seeing as Solornel was so considerate as to grace us with good weather by leaving under cover of darkness,” she said, her scratchy pen strokes underscoring agitation, “I figured I should put the scant sunshine to good use, and finish the chapter concerning how Aspects of the Divinity are widely noted to induce foolishness in the minds of those afflicted, for example, Solornel.”

“He’s gone?” Hayr looked back to the hallway as though he expected to see the tumultuous man prowling behind him.

“Yes, that was indeed the implication. Thank me for your sleep, as we argued all night, but none else heard a word.” Tsovinar’s hand hesitated mid-stroke. “… What is that book you have?”

“Oh, this?” He opened it to the page where he had left off. “It’s a story called, uh, Caloric, about two young girls who have fire magic.”

“What?” She snatched the book away from him and flipped through several pages with increasing disbelief. “Who translated this trash into Tarimin?!” she demanded, thrusting it back into his hands. “Be kind to your intelligence, and burn it!”

“Hey now,” Hayr exclaimed, clutching it tightly, “I like this book, and not just because it’s the first one I’ve ever read!– with a lot of help.” He took a moment to find his place again. “I like the gold-haired one, Gaerinn! I just got to the part where she leaves Second Rasmatan and sees the stars for the first time.”

Tsovinar glared at him with what seemed a very personal distaste. “What an insipid story,” she complained, “about an impossibly fantastic world, and a remarkably ignorant girl.”

Hayr looked back at her over the top of the book. “The other girl, San… Zanzeibel, she talks just like you,” he observed. “All she does is complain about other people.”

Tsovinar’s eyes narrowed and she looked away. “Spare me your contrived words,” she told him bitterly. “Rashk put you up to this.”

“What? No he didn’t,” Hayr replied truthfully, having no idea why she would think that. “I just think it’s a good story, even if you don’t like it! What do you like, can you tell me?”

She was silent, looking at him oddly. She closed her eyes. “Coffee,” she declared.

“Coffee?”

“Bring me some,” she instructed, “and I shall tell you a far more worthwhile tale.”

Perplexed, he put the book down, and quietly left to find the kitchen. There was a large bag of coffee beans that was now nearly empty, rolled up next to a grinder embossed with flowers. He picked up the bag and shook it a bit, but was startled by footsteps behind him.

“Hayr, whatever are you doing,” inquired Ziazan, carrying a basket of laundry.

He looked down at the grinder. “Making coffee for a goddess who thinks I have awful taste in stories.”

“Oh,” she exclaimed, putting down the basket quickly, “well don’t waste fresh coffee on her, when we are almost out!” She snatched up a kettle from the table and placed it on the wood stove. “Just let that heat up.” She folded her arms and smiled with a knowing glint in her eyes. “And ask her about the scoundrel swordsman who finds true love at the end of that book you’re reading.”

“You intend for Tsovinar to throw me out the window,” he remarked dryly.

She nodded pleasantly as she picked up her laundry. “You do learn fast!” He sighed as she left him.

He returned shortly after to Tsovinar with two mugs, one fresh and one reheated, for himself, for he did not dare to provoke Ziazan’s wrath with two needless scoops of her scarce bean. The woman put down her stack of papers and accepted the mug he offered her. “Perhaps an overindulgence,” she confessed, taking one sip, “but it reminds me of much that I value.” She met his eyes. “Many centuries ago,” she began, “just before the Night the Stars Fell, the island of Erelhoen far to the west was invaded by an army of pillagers – led by a man boastful and fierce. His name is now forgotten, if it was ever known.”

Hayr sat down on the floor with his own coffee and waited for her to continue. “The people of Erelhoen, with skin like snow and hair of many light colors, had an altar upon a hilltop for honoring whatever understanding of the Godhood they possessed. They performed a sacred rite, known only to the men, to pray for strength in battle against a far stronger foe.” She took a moment to pursue her drink. “But the men and boys of Erelhoen were to the last slaughtered,” she declared loudly, startling Hayr, “their wives and daughters captured.”

“That’s awful!” he exclaimed, not liking this story at all.

“But there was one, just one, who still stood to challenge the conqueror,” she told him. “A girl, no older than you, with the sword of her murdered brother. The cruel man laughed at her and ran her through upon his own sword, but in that moment, a star fell from the sky upon her brow, and another upon his. A great storm blew up around them and tried to wash the girl away into the sea. She cried out in grief and vengeance. The weapons of the enemy all crumbled to rust in their hands, and though she bled, this girl did not die. She slew the newborn God of the Storm amidst peals of thunder, and his Aspect was entombed, so that it would never inhabit the world.”

Hayr furrowed his brow in concentration. “Is this… a true story?” he asked.

Tsovinar gazed down into her mug, her eyes betraying distant thoughts. “I have spent many years on that very question,” she answered quietly. “I have been to Erelhoen. There is nothing there, nothing save the ruins of a small country utterly destroyed by cataclysm. And yet–” She looked up suddenly again. “There is a goddess of that land. Fair to look upon, to the eye as young as yourself, to the heart as innocent and delightful as any child. Perhaps she once was. Long has she wandered, the last daughter of a dead culture, mother of none. No weapon can slay her. Death cannot long take her from the earth before she walks it once again. With each passing year, her madness grows darker.”

“That can’t possibly be true,” he said with a frown. “You’re trying to scare me.”

Her eyes widened and her hair fanned out like ten thousand snakes. “I do not tell lies, child of Tokhar,” she declared, and he shrunk away in fright. She stood up, towering above him. “Her very name is the summons to war. She is the Goddess of Iron – not a living goddess, but an undying one, favored by the Will of the World. She shall live until the last breath of the earth itself.”

“Are you really trying to say that undying gods actually exist?” he asked in disbelief.

“They exist,” she confirmed with great emphasis, “and from the quiet confidence of knowing that they have time do they decide the history of nations.” Taken with frustration, she began pacing the room. “They are, fortunately, very few in number – though others may yet be born at any moment. Perhaps even now there is someone who lives, who does not yet know they shall not die. My life has been given to pursuing these wonders of the Godhood, strange and terrible, for I would know how they might be undone.”

Hayr watched in silence for a long moment. “… Why are you telling me this?”

She paused, and placed one hand on the frivolous book she had so readily criticized. “Death is Solornel’s greatest fear,” she said evenly. “Unending life is mine.”

“Are,” he stammered, “are you an undying goddess also?”

She turned to face him and spread her arms, her draping sleeves rippling. “Perhaps. Strike me down if you must know! You would not be the first to try.” She lowered her arms, perhaps realizing that she was frightening him. 

“You have met now three people who walk as Aspects of the Divinity,” she said a little more softly, “each of whom speaks differently about the greatest eventuality. I do not know if each life has ascribed to it a purpose, but long ago I found mine: to end the endless, to cut short the infinite, for life unending is my terror, trapped as all there is to know and hold dear erodes away. And yet…” She reached out and touched Hayr’s forehead, brushing aside his tawny hair. He felt a great pulse move through him. “… Even the smallest occurrence can have effects which last forever, diminished but never wholly vanished. Perhaps my own efforts defeat themselves.”

Hayr stared at her. “Wait,” he said in puzzlement. “If the Aspect of the Storm was sealed away, then how did Solornel get it?”

She was stunned to silence. “… That is your sole question?” she asked in disbelief.

“Well, no,” he explained, “but maybe this one has a simple answer I can understand!”

Tsovinar sighed in resignation. “Yes, actually,” she told him. “The Goddess of Iron simply gave it to him, as she gave mine to me, when I was but a child. Once her madness eclipsed her heart, she hoarded every fragment of the Godhood that she could wrest from their momentary owners, to some end only she knew – especially in the west, where she wandered. Her intrusions east of the Karyan Sea were few and remarkable. Then, a few decades ago, she offered me a gift unasked for, a gift that cannot be returned.” She suddenly turned and took up her papers to leave. “I believe you have some chores to attend to with Ziazan.”




♦♦Year 836, City of Ostmenye, Queendom of Antaram♦♦




Water was dripping from the stone ceiling down Barsamin’s back. He had never been so cold in all of his life, nor so distinctly uncomfortable, as he had been chained up to the ceiling around his wrists – and as he was slightly shorter than the chain allowed for, he was obliged to stand tip-toe. Luzcrezo, he supposed, was hence a little less in discomfort; they were standing back-to-back in a small cell with a single lantern hung in it to stave off utter darkness. After Master Veraldo had abandoned them to suffer, the two boys had stood in a long and stubborn silence, each staring at the rough-cut walls feeling particularly resentful of the other. Just as Barsamin felt that he must say something about it, though, the other boy spoke first.

“I maintain,” said Luzcrezo in his distinctly western accent, “that this is entirely thy fault.”

“Stop using that archaic form with me,” Barsamin demanded in annoyance.

“Oh, I deeply regret, little master, not having perfected the ways of thy barbaric tongue!” Though Barsamin could not see him, he felt quite certain that Luzcrezo was rolling his eyes and making a face at him.

“Why do you even live in this country, then,” he asked in exasperation.

“Thinkest thou I came willingly? Rather my father’s host thought to take a long sojourn abroad, a sabbatical we call it. More than two years have I been in this muddy place thou callest a queendom, and at least a month yet.”

Barsamin sighed and tried to shift his weight as best he could. “This may astound thee,” he said, “but Antaram is not my favorite place either. It is too cold!”

“Indeed,” remarked Luzcrezo, “a snake abideth no frost.”

“Why do you keep calling me a snake?” demanded Barsamin.

“Why callest thou me a swine?” asked Luzcrezo in kind.

Barsamin leaned back and turned his head in an attempt to look at him, though he could not quite see him. “Because you said something horrible about Katarosi right in front of her,” he explained in annoyance, “and so did your girlfriend too, for that matter!”

Luzcrezo sighed aloud. “Dear gods, these easterners!” he exclaimed. “First, thou shouldst know that I loathe Ismyrn in the utmost, and if thou shalt say otherwise again, I swear to run thee through.” He also leaned back, so that they were pressed against each other. “Second, though accuse me as thou wilt, that was no insult she spoke. She would say such a thing only in affection.”

Barsamin’s eyes narrowed. “So you hate her,” he observed, “but you rush to her defense.”

“I did warn thee; to kill thee now would be no murder!” Luzcrezo was silent for a moment. “My father loves Ismyrn the better for her skill,” he explained. “He thinks her the second life of my mother, who fell in combat many years ago. But look now at thee! Thy parents birthed thee into such fortune! They crown thee, who cannot even hold a sword. Tell me, how is it to hold thy father’s favor so easily?”

“My father is dead,” Barsamin snapped at him readily. “My uncle killed him for helping my aunt and cousins run away.”

Luzcrezo had no swift retort. “… So then the tales they tell are true,” he said a little more quietly, “and the jungle at the heart of Chald is ruled by a crazed and murderous god. Forgive me, for I thought such recounts the imaginings of travelers seeking to frighten children.”

“I doubt everything you heard was true,” Barsamin told him, “though there are many things he has done which have never been told, as his secrets are his own.”

“Coward.” Luzcrezo’s accusation fell like a lead weight in the cold and damp room. “A man slays thy father unjustly, and thou standest by!”

“I was eight,” Barsamin answered angrily.

“And how many years have passed? Thou art no child, so why does he yet draw breath? Havest thou a cunning plan?”

Barsamin hesitated, a familiar fear tugging at his awareness. “… No,” he explained, looking down at his bare feet, “that’s just it. He would know, he would find out long before I was close enough to act upon it, and I would die. It happened to my father, and it’s happened to many others. No plan can outwit him.”

“Thou didst act on the impulse of fury today,” Luzcrezo pointed out, “clearly with no plan at all. Perhaps thou might best him with stupidity.” He paused, plainly waiting for Barsamin to answer him, but he continued to be silent. “… I pray I did not too deeply offend thee,” Luzcrezo goaded him, “with my impulse to rob thee of thy first kiss.”

Barsamin’s fists tightened in their restraints. “Indeed you did.”

“So it was thy first,” Luzcrezo observed brightly, “and thou hast not yet kissed thy own bride!”

The smaller boy flushed with indignation. “Of course not–”

They were both startled by a rustling above them. “Yes, of course not,” mimicked a younger voice with blatant sarcasm. The grate in the ceiling was pulled out with a loud, reverberating sound of iron against stone, and Houri dropped down into the cell, landing on all hands and feet. “That would be most improper. His mother might find out!” She stood up, hands on her hips, as her two birds flitted down to join her. “And believe me, she’s already acting like she swallowed a beehive ever since she heard my recount of your daring.”

“Houri?!” exclaimed Barsamin in disbelief. “What are you doing down here?”

“Oh, you know, I enjoy crawling through smelly air shafts in the evening,” she told him, folding her arms. “So don’t think I am here on your account.” She stepped around him to see Luzcrezo, eyebrows raised. “I’m actually here to rescue the cute foreign boy!”

“I’m a foreign boy,” protested Barsamin. “What’s wrong with me?”

“You don’t have an Occidental accent!” Another voice from the ceiling compelled him to look upwards. Oseni peeked out at him from the shadows before lowering herself with more practiced care than Houri. “As your bodyguard,” she told him, “I am here to rescue you. As your friend, I’m only here to laugh at you. You picked a fight with someone? My gods but that is hard to believe.”

“Thank you for your opinion,” he answered flatly, “but please unchain me from this insufferable Republican as fast as you can.”

Luzcrezo turned as best he could to get a look at Oseni. “Thou needest a bodyguard?” he mocked. “And a woman? Ahaha–ahh sorry, I am sorry! Thou art surely strong!”

She let go of his ear. “Never mind, now it makes perfect sense.”

Houri raised one eyebrow and shook her head at all of them. “Right, so, I don’t actually have the keys,” she confessed. “This had better work.” Though Barsamin had not noticed it until now, she had a small dagger tucked into her belt. For a moment he wondered wildly what she could mean to do with it; she pulled back her left sleeve and, holding her breath, closed her eyes tightly and scratched her own arm. “Ow,” she exclaimed, and her birds flapped about in a panic at her distress, but she bit her lip and ran her fingertip across the cut to gather up a trace of blood. She stood on the tips of her toes to reach up and touch each of the four cuff-links that held Barsamin and Luzcrezo in turn.

“Goddess of Iron,” she said with confidence, “hear my prayer. Please destroy these bonds upon my friends!”

For a brief instant, Barsamin thought she had gone mad, but he was startled by the chains immediately crumbling into a shower of fine brown dust that cascaded down and stung his eyes. He nearly lost his balance, and Luzcrezo stepped backwards in alarm and almost knocked him over again. Though he already felt relief in his strained arms, he was too occupied with concern over the manner of his liberation to take much joy in it.

“What black bargain didst thou strike,” asked Luzcrezo with sincere panic.

Houri rolled her eyes. “She likes me,” she explained, as if that resolved the matter. “She promised that would always work.”

Oseni looked down at her with suspicion. “I am in the employ of a god,” she said, “and so far as I know, he cannot answer prayers he is not present to hear.”

“I don’t know how it works,” Houri answered in exasperation, “it just does! Now come on, and you two really owe me!”

Barsamin looked up at the square-cut hole in the ceiling as he brushed the dust off his damp skin. “We have to climb… out through there?”

“That is the way we got in, yes,” Houri answered him.

He sighed. “We’re going to be in so much trouble,” he lamented.

“And then what, they’ll torture you?” asked Oseni. “This was a cruel prank of a punishment, nothing more.”

“My father often does such things,” explained Luzcrezo, sounding apologetic. “He thinks it… instructional. Tell him not how we escaped, and it shall drive him mad. Tell not Ismyrn either! I would have her wonder.” He looked aside in discomfort. “I shall wonder also.”

“If anyone is mad that you got out,” asserted Houri, “they can take it up with me: Houri, the Red Swan of Tarim!”

“That is quite the title you’ve given yourself,” Barsamin observed.

She rolled her eyes and motioned to Oseni, who crouched down to help lift her up to the ceiling grate. “Listen, you,” the youngest princess said crossly, “this is my castle, you are guests in my country–” She struggled to pull herself into the shaft, and turned around to look down at them, a bird on each shoulder. “And the only person who can tell me what my name may be is me.”








CHAPTER NINE

Once, Long Ago




♦♦Year 787, Independent City of Soronanin♦♦




In a third-floor residence which was almost but not quite lavish, a young person of an almost but not quite feminine outline leaned forward to carefully examine herself in the mirror. Black hair spilled out over her shoulders and her silken gown, which was dark green and embroidered with a thousand little golden flowers, and admittedly not practical for such hot weather – but she had come from another country which was humid as well as hot, and so found such things to be of little concern. She brushed aside her bangs to carefully study her own eyes, a remarkable and unnatural silver in color, like the moon and its reflection. “I am the prettiest little thing in all of Soronanin,” she declared with utter confidence.

From behind her, a derisive snort disturbed her composed demeanor. “No amount of makeup can fix that nose, Rashk.”

She – rather, he – folded his arms and scowled. “Oh muck you!” he swore. “At least I’ll always have the prettiest eyes. You can’t deny that! You mustn’t deny it, or I might unforge you and get a new artifice who will tell me so.”

A tall and dark man was spread out on the couch, his ruddy hair thick and unkempt, his shirt left unfastened. He did not seem particularly afraid of Rashk’s idle threats. “I really don’t understand it,” he confessed. “You could buy a herd of oxen with that dress. Why do you invest so much time and money in being just a bit prettier?”

Rashk spun on his heels to face the larger man, hands clasped. “Looks are very important, Solornel!” he admonished. “This dress informs the eye that I am small and delicate, like a rose! But perhaps if you reach out, you shall be pricked by the barbs of danger! I am desirable! I am fatal!”

“You are up to something,” Solornel accused him.

Rashk nodded with a wry smile. “Always.” He twirled to flare out the skirt of his gown and struck a provocative pose for no particular reason. “Our lady is back in town,” he explained. “I’ve got to look my best for her!”

Solornel sat up and rolled his eyes. “Gods damn Rashk, you are such a slut,” he remarked. “And you are suddenly interested in girls now?”

“You wound me, Solornel!” Rashk protested. “I’m not trying to get in her skirts! Ours is an affair born of a mutual lust for death’s mysteries.” He hesitated with an accusatory glare. “… Wait, do you really think I’m a slut?”

The beastlike man raised one eyebrow with a smirk. “Tell me, my lord god master, when was the last time we went to a party and you did not end up garbed in naught but a bed sheet?”

“… Today,” said Rashk, looking aside at a potted fern.

“We haven’t been to any parties today.”

“Exactly! Yet, anyway!” Rashk sighed. “All right, it’s true,” he relented. “Dear Anahit, lectured by my own cat.”

“I am not your cat,” Solornel snapped at him.

Rashk opened a drawer of his vanity table to choose from one of several damasked knives to keep on his belt. “You have far too much hair,” he pointed out, unsheathing one to make sure it was clean, “you take a lot of naps, and you wake me up demanding food. You’re a cat.”

In the blink of an eye, the artifice man’s whole demeanor changed. He sprung to his feet, his powerful arms tensed up, a snarl in his throat. “You take that back,” he demanded, and the dry air filled with his anger. In the corner, a white fox, who had been sleeping under the bed, bolted out to hide under a different chair and watch with a tremble. Solornel seized Rashk’s wrist and the smaller man dropped the knife, knocking over bottles on his desk. 

“Solornel, you’re hurting me,” he cried, and the other man immediately recalled himself from the brink with a dazed expression, his brow softening.

“… I’m sorry,” he said, looking down at his own hands. “It’s just… so easy to do that. To get angry.”

“It’s me who keeps upsetting you,” Rashk apologized. “And I must have made some mistake. My art must be imperfect. … Solornel?”

Solornel quickly forced a toothy smile. “Err, so where are we supposed to be tracking down the little lady?” he asked.

Rashk smiled with secret knowledge. “Doesn’t trouble usually find us first?” he asked. Across the room, there was a knock on the heavy wooden door. He put his hands on his hips and nodded towards it. “Like so.”

Solornel scowled as he ambled towards it. “If that is her at the door, I am throwing you out the window,” he declared.

“It’s just Nhangberial,” Rashk assured him, but nonetheless, Solornel felt compelled to slide aside the little hatch to verify before he yanked the door open to reveal a young girl, perhaps twelve, dark and largely obscured by a veil and loosely draping clothes appropriate for the relentless sun. She said nothing, but simply held out a sealed scroll to him.

“It’s from Shanlar,” he said in puzzlement, looking at the intricate imprint. He broke the seal, allowing the wax to fall to the floor, and unrolled it. “… Apparently we’re invited to dinner with a ‘noble guest’ who has requested our presence.” Rashk felt quite certain that he had the only artifice in all the world which could read. His rival Shanlar had challenged him to try, and was furious that Rashk had succeeded first.

“See, what did I tell you?” Rashk pulled out a coin from his purse and tossed it to the girl. “Thank you, my dear.” She caught it between her hands and smiled warmly before turning and heading down the stairs without a word. Solornel closed the door and handed the invitation to Rashk.

“Remind me,” Solornel asked the smaller man, “why do we pay for someone to handle the mail, when we could have a simple artifice do it?”

“Tax reasons,” said Rashk flatly, looking over the document.

“Tax reasons?”

Rashk rolled his eyes. “Yes, it’s the ‘saving a nice girl from having to resort to prostitution’ tax. Have some compassion for the unfortunate, Solornel!”

Solornel folded his arms and leaned against the wall. “This city swells with the unfortunate. How do you justify only helping an arbitrary few?”

The Living God of Sight winked at him. “I just wait and see whose pretty soul catches my pretty eye. Oh, dinner at Shanlar’s, with our lady of bloodshed! This is going to be depraved!” He threw himself upon Solornel. “Now come, get dressed up as a proper strong and scary escort. We have a party to attend, and I am eager to go and – how do you desert people say it?– slut it up.”




♦♦Year 836, Fortress of Idenmuthir, Western Tokhar♦♦




Winter’s first chill was falling swiftly over the ridges of Tokhar. That, however, was no excuse to Ziazan, who had demanded that Hayr and Chakori accompany her on a quest to retrieve some kindling for the wood stove, as she had been neglectful of the task with so many guests in the fortress. The white fox had followed them, overturning leaves with its nose and peeking into hollows. Hayr shifted the bundle of sticks in his arms and looked down as the creature wound between his legs in pursuit of some scent. “What is this little fellow’s name, anyway?” he asked.

“Oh, that’s Melmoiran,” Ziazan told him. “He’s quite an old little fellow, actually. He has been around even longer than Nhang.” The fox looked up at them and tilted his head before catching sight of a squirrel and pursuing it for the simple joy of it, clearly with no intention of hurting the creature – even if he frightened it very badly.

Behind them, a loud cracking sound heralded a slight tremor in the earth. Turning together in alarm, Hayr and Ziazan saw that Chakori had simply plucked a whole tree as though it were a vegetable, balancing it above her head with both hands. “Oh, thank you, Chakori,” said Ziazan quickly, “but I’m afraid there simply isn’t room for an entire tree.”

“Aww… all right.” Crestfallen, the small girl simply dropped the trunk, and the ground again shook with a greater tremble. Melmoiran startled and leapt into a bush, curling up and eyeing Chakori with concern. The Alk, however, turned her eyes upward. “Look, it’s Keromeir!”

The shadow of great wings fell over them. Ziazan looked up, her brow furrowed in concern. “Is he… alone?”

“Looks like it,” Hayr confirmed.

She immediately turned to the fox. “Come along,” she instructed, “this is urgent business.” Melmoiran bounded out past her and back up the trail towards Idenmuthir. Hayr, with the longest stride, led the other two up the steep hillside. They found Rashk already on the landing with Keromeir, Nhang entwined around his neck. The fox was nervously pacing between them, and when Hayr and Ziazan dropped their bundles of wood, the creature sprinted for the shadows of the entrance hall.

“Good and faithful beast,” Rashk spoke of Keromeir. “He knows Solornel will regret having stormed off in a fury.” His eyes met Ziazan’s as he leaned heavily against his staff.  “Fetch Tsovinar.”

She wasted no time, and after a moment Hayr followed her, but Tsovinar was not in her guest room, nor the kitchen, nor anywhere else plainly evident. “Where has that woman gotten to,” Ziazan vented in frustration, retreating to the main hall and heading down a staircase Hayr had not yet ventured beyond. It was dark and cool, and the sound of rushing water told him that these were the rooms from which the wellspring poured out. “Tsovinar,” called Ziazan, “Tsovinar! Duh-zovin-nar-Izael–”

Tsovinar swiftly stepped out from behind a corner, barely visible as more than an outline. “The easterners I can forgive,” she said harshly, “but you mistreat my name in mockery.”

Ziazan folded her arms. “I hardly speak a word of your convoluted language! Now–”

“You spoke it once quite well, as I recall.”

“Make up your mind, you hateful witch!” Ziazan demanded. “Am I your dead friend or not?!”

Tsovinar regarded her with silent contempt. “… To what end have you bothered me?”

“Keromeir has come back without Solornel,” Ziazan told her, looking to the side. “If you want to do something about it, now is your chance!”

Tsovinar stared down at her in consideration. “In the dark of night, I gave him my counsel,” she pronounced, “and he chose to discard it. Thus forewarned, he is responsible for the consequences.”

“Funny,” Ziazan spat at her, “you would not let him use that very reasoning a few days ago!”

Tsovinar turned from her. “It is his philosophy, so let him live by it to his detriment. Now leave me be, I am meditating.”

Hayr stepped forward with an exasperated expression. “As usual, I don’t really know what is going on,” he said, “and, as usual, I am probably one breath away from being killed for an insult to the gods – but what kind of friend just abandons someone because they didn’t take your advice?”

Chakori came down the stairs with the white fox curled up in her arms. “Solornel told me she isn’t anyone’s friend.”

Tsovinar glanced back over her shoulder. “… I know he did,” she said, “for my ears are keen.”

The small girl hid behind Hayr with a pout. “I don’t like her,” she declared.

Tsovinar sighed loudly. “I quiver before the judgment of a child–”

“You were a child once, long ago.” Rashk, leaning on his staff, was at the top of the stairway, ringed with faint light. “Though I would not have believed it if I had not seen it with my own eyes.” He slowly stepped down the first few stairs. “My two pairs of eyes in Ostmenye have shown to me that Solornel is indeed there now, having met with that damnable lark, who still has those same sickeningly seductive eyes I remember. But never mind that! He is really going to do it, Tsovinar, he is actually going to try to murder his successor.”

“Successor,” asked Hayr flatly.

“When a living god no longer lives,” Tsovinar told him with palpable condescension, “the Aspect, separated from their soul, seeks desperately a new bearer – and not just any will do. Such younger souls of potential are often drawn to the god while they both live, and the outcome is, for one or the other, frequently… fatal.”

Rashk looked down, his eyes distant, and Nhang around his neck shifted warily. “That it often is,” he said quietly. “There are many possible successors to any god, Hayr – some more suitable than others. Imagine if you knew your most precious possession could be given away to someone you did not like the moment you died! The temptation to get rid of them first is quite strong.”

Hayr looked between them. “So someone asked Solornel to kill his own successor,” he recounted, “and you both said no,  because obviously that isn’t fair, but he went anyway. Is this right?”

“Yes,” Rashk confirmed, hobbling down the last few stairs between him and the boy. “And I have warned him that this shall be the death of him! He is being manipulated for political purposes and it shall not turn out well. You can see how well he listened!”

“Why did you let him–”

The old man hit him on the shoulder with his staff. “You told me that your brother loves you even though he is upset with you,” Rashk reminded him. “Did he stop you from leaving to do what you will? Could he have?”

Hayr looked to the side. “Vanador… he…”

“I cannot deny that Solornel is selfish and stubborn,” Rashk continued, “and has hurt me many times in these forty or fifty years since our eyes first met – but what makes a family is saving each other from ourselves.” He looked over at the tall woman looming over them all. “However, I do not have the strength to intervene in this. I can only ask for Tsovinar’s pity.”

Ziazan scoffed at these words. “I’m sorry, Master, but she has none.”

Hayr clenched his fists and looked at his boots. “I may not be strong enough to stop a fight,” he declared, “but I can at least try.” He rushed past Rashk up the stairs, his heart beating fast. He paid the footsteps behind him no heed as he ran outside and struggled to climb up on Keromeir’s back. The winged artifice regarded him with surprise.

Tsovinar’s voice rang out clearly: “You foolish child!” He winced and looked back, afraid she was going to yank him out of the saddle and throw him to the ground. She stood in the archway for a moment, then strode up to him. “It will take two of us to subdue him if he is stubborn.”

“… All right,” he said with a slight smile, as she climbed up behind him with a dubious expression.

“Hayr, wait!” Ziazan ran out to them as the pterosaur spread his wings. She unfastened a satchel from her belt and tossed it to the boy; he barely caught it, and it clinked with the sound of several coins. “If you’re going to go to the city anyway, buy some more coffee! This woman has run us out!” Hayr stared at her incredulously, but she appeared to be serious. He tied the bag around his own belt.

“I have made mistakes in my life,” said Tsovinar very softly, so that only Hayr could hear her, “and there is blood on my hands. Should I leave Solornel to his folly, there shall be the blood of a mere child on my hands this night, whose eyes I have peered into, and saw no malice in them.” 

“Who is this child?” Hayr asked her. She said nothing more.








CHAPTER TEN

Two In Number




♦♦Year 836, City of Ostmenye, Queendom of Antaram♦♦




It was with great relief that Barsamin finally wrapped a new cloak around himself.  “That is an experience I hope to never have again,” he declared, falling backwards onto the bed in his appointed room. Outside the window, night reigned victorious. “I guess we’ve missed dinner, then.”

“It was delicious,” Houri assured him.

He was too tired to scowl at her. “Why didn’t you come sooner?”

“What, and miss dinner?” She sat down next to him and kicked her feet without concern. “I wasn’t about to give up steak for you. We only have that when there’s guests.”

“A little bit of torture is good for you anyway,” Oseni told him, leaning against the windowsill and looking out. 

Barsamin sighed. “You sound like my uncle.”

“Well, you don’t pay me, your uncle does!” She looked back and saw that Luzcrezo was still with them, a specter who was hesitant to depart. “Hey, you,” she addressed him. “Who was that girl who sat with Veraldo at dinner? His daughter?”

He glared at her from over crossed arms. “Ha! Truly does he wish. A mere apprentice.”

“Oh, jealousy in the household!” she teased.

“Her name is Ismyrn,” Houri informed her. “She seems nice, but Katarosi has decided not to like her. She wants to try out our archery range.”

This intrigued Oseni. “Does she now? She uses a bow? I could show her how a real ranged weapon works.”

“She would have thee show more than that, if thou knowest my meaning,” said Luzcrezo, one eyebrow arched. “Ahh, I repent! I repent! Unhand me, woman!”

Oseni released him. “Are all the boys of Petragon so foul-mouthed?” she asked.

Barsamin slowly sat up, unamused. “We could just cut out his tongue.”

“Since when was little Barsamin so violent?” asked his bodyguard in sincere surprise.

He was weary as though he had been deprived of sleep for night after night, and his body was warring upon his mind. “Since I woke up late this morning,” he told her crossly, “feeling as though I had been ensnared by thorns, poisoned but not enough so to kill me. I would apologize for my agitation besting my manners, but I think he does deserve it.”

Luzcrezo looked away towards the hall, ignoring this criticism. “Where has my sword gotten to in my absence? I would have it back.”

A flash of lightning threw the room into sudden contrast. Only an instant later, sharp thunder washed over them. Houri startled the most, quickly turning and lifting the pane of glass in the window to feel for rain. There was none. “… Strange,” she said. “Never heard thunder this time of year before.” Before she pulled back, however, her birds, who had stayed outside in the garden, flew in together and flittered about her head in a state of great excitement. “Hey, what’s wrong? It’s just thunder! – Ow, hey!” The artifices departed as swiftly as they came, not through the window but through the open door and down the hall.

Barsamin watched them vanish, and felt within himself a great impulse, no longer tired but filled with the need to act. He quickly got to his feet and ran out of the room, hesitating only to ascertain his bearings, seeking the way outside. He was uncertain if the others were following him, and he did not care.

He stepped suddenly into darkness and cool air, the sky above him wholly occluded. He felt tense, and watched. A moment later, he felt steel against his back.

“Thou cheatest twice,” Ismyrn admonished him, her sword in her hand. “I blame thee not, though I wonder how.”

Barsamin turned to face her. “I was pardoned by the princess,” he informed her with unmasked condescension.

“Princess Katarosi? But I have had my eyes upon her this whole evening, until just a moment ago.”

“There are two,” he reminded her. “I am sure Katarosi will un-pardon me, and then they can fight about it – but for the moment, I have come outside to enjoy some peace.”

Ismyrn lowered her blade. “… There is no peace here. Something is wrong. It quarrels with my heart.” She nodded towards the mountains in the distance. “Come with me, if thou art brave.” Not waiting for an answer, she ran off into the darkness.

“… Not particularly,” he admitted, “but I’m coming.” When he caught up to her, she was already standing upon a brick wall, staring out towards the great waterfall. Another flash of lightning showed clearly the rocky path he had taken before. The thunder, this time, was as loud and near as though the crack had been within Barsamin’s own heart.

“This way,” the foreign girl instructed, “to avoid the watchmen. I wish to not be seen, and questioned.”

“A little help, please,” he asked, and she assisted in pulling him up. When their hands touched, he was startled by a warm energy between them, and she gasped and almost dropped him; regaining her wits, she stared at him, as he shakily stood up to meet her eyes in the darkness.

“… What is this,” she asked quietly. She took his hand again, and immediately the warmth flowed between them again. She met his eyes. He did not know the name of what he felt – but it was something like – familiarity, if that could be an emotion.

“You feel it too?” Barsamin pulled away from her touch, unnerved. He looked out beyond the walls of the castle. “That… what is that out there?” He could see something far away in the forest, or at least he thought he could see it, but he could neither name its color nor its shape – rather he knew it was there, as one knows someone stands behind them.

Without another word, they climbed down the far side, and ran alongside the shallow, rocky river which was born of the falls. They crossed the open spaces in complete silence, venturing into a stand of elms, shadowed from the view of any on the walls. With the third strike of lightning, they stopped short, having at last seen something waiting for them in the darkness. Before them was a man, broad-shouldered and wild-eyed, who was crouched on a boulder like a wolf about to strike. His hair fell about him, long and unkempt. Ismyrn immediately drew her sword.

“… Two children.” He leapt down in front of them, and stood up to his full height. “This I did not expect! One of you I know by rotten jungle smell, but you, girl–”

“I am Ismyrn della Sylvan Galatti.” She spoke as though it were a melody. “I would have thy name also, thou art no member of this court.”

“Your name is longer than you are tall, little girl,” he told her with a grating laugh. 

She had no patience for this treatment. “Mind thy words, or I shall have thy throat: I fear the strength of no man or beast, whichever thou art.”

“Oh, I like the sound of that! Well then, little girl, you may have my name, the last sounds ever in your ears, save that of thunder.” He held out his hand, and a flickering light appeared there, so that all three could see each other clearly. “I am Solornel, God of the Storm.” Lightning struck between Barsamin and Ismyrn, the rumble of the thunder shaking them to their very bones. Neither one of them was harmed; Barsamin felt the fury of the bolt pass through him as a shock of warmth and strength. When he saw that both of them were still standing, Solornel seemed a little surprised.

Barsamin was oddly unafraid, and pulled his cloak tight around his shoulders as the ringing in his ears subsided. “First Tsovinar was here, and now you – is there a divine convocation I did not know about?”

Solornel crossed his arms. “You’re not impressed? What use is the Godhood, if not to frighten children? Oh, but what does it matter, my mind is already made up.” He inclined his head towards Ismyrn. “You’re lucky, little girl. Run away.”

She did not move. “I heed the words of no god,” she spat.

“Fine! But if you are fond of this boy, at least look away.” He seized Barsamin around the neck, the strength of his arm tense with anticipation. Exactly the same as he had felt as Ismyrn’s touch, Barsamin felt the heart of Solornel, all anger and resentment, and he knew that Solornel felt Barsamin’s heart also. “You are as small and soft as I heard you were,” Solornel condemned him. “I can’t believe I even have to waste my time with this. I never was the wise one, but my plan worked: you came to me willingly, and I won’t need to insult Eodar by attacking you within his walls. Our little lark wouldn’t like that.”

“What did I do,” demanded Barsamin in genuine confusion and alarm. “Let me go!”

“It is nothing too personal,” Solornel assured him. “But I have given it a lot of thought, and Rashk can’t always be right. I don’t want him to be right this time. So, foresight be damned, I’m not the only one who wants you dead anyway. I’m going to kill you.”

Steel flashed, a streak across Barsamin’s sight, and Solornel howled in pain. Ismyrn had wounded him, but she was not strong enough to have cut deeply into his arm. He threw her back and yelled – yelled something, but Barsamin did not hear it. He did not hear Ismyrn hit the ground, and did not hear her sword clatter as it fell from her grasp. He had never known that the first thing lost to death was the sense of sound.

Neither, apparently, did Solornel, for his brow clouded over with confusion, and he looked back over his shoulder, just in time to meet a fist squarely with his nose. Completely unprepared, he toppled, and Barsamin might have been crushed under the man’s weight had he not quickly rolled aside. All he saw was a tangle of two people in the darkness, the stranger at least as tall as Solornel. As swiftly as it had been stolen from his ears, all sound returned.

“–inar you WITCH!” Solornel hollered. “The muck are you doing?!” He called lightning to his hand, so that all could see again. Tsovinar had him in a chokehold. “Get your hands off my glorious beard,” he demanded of her, struggling against a matched strength.

“What I just saw,” Tsovinar spoke loudly and clearly, “was a mighty god about to murder a child in the dark. Am I wrong, Solornel?”

“Dammit, woman,” he protested, “it’s Vahagn’s boy! I’m doing us all a favor!”

Barsamin quickly got to his feet. “Is that what this is about?” he demanded, pulling in his cloak tightly around him. “I am not Vahagn’s boy. I am Barsamin son of Solam.”

“Oh, now you sound tough,” Solornel yelled at him, “thinking you’re safe out of arm’s reach! I can still–”

Tsovinar yanked on his ruddy beard. “If you call lightning down on him, I swear to the sea and the sky I will pluck every hair on your head one at a time.”

“I can’t kill him like that,” Solornel explained in exasperation, “I already tried! I meant you.” The fury of the storm arced out to bite Tsovinar; Solornel was consumed by a bright aura, and she fell back from him with a cry of pain. In her eyes was reflected a deeper wound: she had not expected him to truly try to hurt her. Barsamin stood in awe of the spectacle. The lightning had not harmed him for a reason he could not name, but he felt, he knew, that if Solornel so wished, he could kill Tsovinar with one strike. Ismyrn pulled the boy back, holding her sword again, and her left hand closed tightly around the clasp of his cloak. He felt it again, the surge of life between them, and he understood what he felt this time: that Ismyrn was also angry, though the timbre of her anger was different from that of Solornel.

Tsovinar stood back from her foe, and raised her fist, though she was certainly too far from him to reach. Indeed, she struck out at the empty air. For the briefest instant, Barsamin thought her mad, but then the wave caught up to him. 

The Chaldic boy and the Republican girl were thrown back by a concussive force as though the ocean’s edge had come down upon them, but they were only in the wake. Solornel was bashed against the trunk of an old and strong tree many spans behind where he had just stood, the leaves of which stripped off and flew away. The sound was gone again from Barsamin’s ears, and everything went suddenly very dark, disorienting him completely. Ismyrn sprung back to her feet and was already gone when the sense of sound returned. “Damn you, woman,” Solornel called out with a shuddering gasp, “You broke all my ribs!” He called a faint light to his hand, which cast into contrast the outline of Ismyrn – her sword raised, ready for a stroke across the man’s neck. “Oh, damn you too–”

Tsovinar seized Ismyrn by the wrist. “No.”

Ismyrn struggled against her in fury. “He meant to kill us both with a thunderbolt,” she proclaimed, “and though I had drawn my sword, Barsamin of Chald worked no offense against him. I name that murder!”

“Indeed, child,” Tsovinar agreed with a placid voice, “but revenge would be more foolish than you know. I shall take him before the Law.”

“You can’t mean that!” Solornel gasped in sincere horror, before he choked on his pain.

“The gods have no law,” Ismyrn accused. “Thinkest thou I know not they do as they please?”

Tsovinar pried the girl’s sword from her grip and tossed it aside. “Then I wonder why it pleases me to be arguing with a child in the woods of Antaram, when I could be in a warm place with good books.” She hesitated. “Did you say he tried to kill both of you?”

“Yes,” said Ismyrn and Solornel at the same time.

Tsovinar looked back at the broken man, who raised one eyebrow, daring her to speak her mind. She released Ismyrn, and shoved her back towards Barsamin. “I pity you,” she said, and turned away. “Solornel, do not play that you cannot stand. We are going.”

“Curse you, damn you, I don’t know enough words,” Solornel spat at her, “To the Law? I thought you were my friend!”

She stared down at him with unmasked contempt. “I am no-one’s friend.”

“I’m not going, you can’t drag me all the way there–”

“HAYR,” called out Tsovinar very loudly. Behind her, great wings stretched out against the nighttime clouds, and a horrible screech pained Barsamin’s ears, as if he had not heard enough terrible sounds in one night. Had he not been stricken with fear for the great creature, which suddenly pushed its way between trees to tower over Solornel with a beak large enough to pluck him up, he might have thought that the name sounded familiar.

Solornel seemed more confused than afraid; he looked past the dark eyes of the beast to its rider, and laughed aloud. “Hayr!” he echoed. “You brought the boy, Tsovinar, because Keromeir won’t hearken to you!” He held out his hand, and the light he held brightened; on the winged beast’s back was a husky young man with tawny hair that fell loosely, and the glimmer of memory awakened in Barsamin and bloomed into a shock of anger.

“YOU.” He pushed past Ismyrn, no longer mindful at all of the monster. “You were with these people all along? I was being attacked even then?”

Hayr’s eyes widened. “… Barsamin,” he said quietly. He looked aside at Tsovinar. “You didn’t tell me that this child Solornel was after was Barsamin of Chald.”

“What then would you have done differently?” Tsovinar asked. The boy did not answer.

Barsamin grabbed Hayr by the arm and pulled him right off the beast. “Thank you so much for helping us get our carriage out of the mud!” he shouted. “You might have mentioned that the Wave Witch was out to ruin my marriage, and that the God of the Storm was out to kill me! Is there anything else I should know, Hayr of Tokhar?!”

Hayr backed up against Keromeir’s slowly breathing scaly side. His eyes welled up with tears. “I don’t know,” he whispered, “I don’t know what’s going on–”

“Do you know what I hate,” Barsamin continued, trembling with fury, “more than anything else in the world? Secrets. Don’t keep any mucking secrets from me!”

Ismyrn placed one hand on his shoulder. “Barsamin,” she addressed him, “I do not know who this boy is, but thou shalt thank the woman for thy life like a man of honor.”

Immediately his anger subsided. “… I suppose that is true,” he conceded, flush with humiliation. He glared at Hayr one more time, who seemed terrified, despite being the far stronger. He turned to Tsovinar. “But why did you intervene? When I last saw you, you seemed ready to bring down the castle on my head.”

“Perhaps next time I should not,” the woman suggested, “if you need me to find reasons.”

“You have my thanks,” Barsamin told her coldly, “but I do not trust anyone whose reasons are not evident.”

“He’s a snake, I’m telling you,” Solornel protested, up on one knee.

“And Rashk is not?” Tsovinar asked him. “This boy is nothing so long as you yet live. What happens after death is no concern of an artifice.” She looked back at Hayr. “Tell the beast we are going to Kandakari’s Court. He knows the way.”

Even in the dim light, Hayr’s distress was evident. “Kandakari’s Court?” he echoed weakly.

“You have heard me,” she asserted. “Barsamin of Chald, take your maiden companion far from here. There shall be no keeping this from Vahagn, nor any keeping where she goes, should he see her eyes before she departs. Her life is forfeit should he catch up with her.”

“Meanest thou myself?” Ismyrn asked, sounding a little offended.

“What in the name of the Godhood could Ismyrn have done wrong,” Barsamin demanded in exasperation. No sooner had he said it than all the fragments of what had been said and done and felt came together in his mind. “Wait,” he said, “wait, this isn’t just because I’m Vahagn’s blood.”

“No,” said Hayr very quietly. Everyone else looked at him, and he shrank away from their gazes. “Well you said it,” he addressed Tsovinar. “You said Solornel had gone to kill off his successor. The next God of the Storm.”

Barsamin was struck silent. The very notion was absurd. He – he was the person he would least liken to the tumult of thunder and lightning and stinging rain. No, surely they meant Ismyrn, he realized. They had come for Ismyrn, and he had gotten in the way.

“Two of us,” said Ismyrn, shattering his inner turmoil. “Thou art surprised to find us two in number.”

“It was a good surprise!” laughed Solornel hoarsely. “Because I like you, little girl. You want glory? It’s so close. Take the sword. He’s right there. He’s so weak. Do it, and I will gladly name you–” The words were snatched from his throat. Realizing what had happened, he began to swear violently at Tsovinar in complete silence. 

Ismyrn picked up her sword, brushing damp leaves off the blade. She looked over at Barsamin, who stepped back, eyes widening in fright. It was true, he knew, he was smaller and weaker than her in every way, and the nephew of a wicked god who could not be trusted, and no-one in the world would possibly want to see him become a god rather than themselves.

She sheathed her weapon with drawn-out deliberation. “I look forward to meeting this Lord Vahagn,” she proclaimed. “I shall grant him the honor of being the third god who has failed to kill me.”




♦♦Year 787, Independent City of Soronanin♦♦




“Here we are!” Rashk burst through patterned curtains hung in the doorway of a large room in a much larger home, with high and narrow windows overlooking the nighttime streets of Soronanin. In the center, on a mound of richly colored pillows with golden tassels, was a boy who sat cross-legged with a broad grin. He was dark with black curls that fell over amber eyes, and he wore a high-collared shirt of amaranth hue. Behind him sat a man and a woman, very much like him in appearance, with blank faces and dead eyes. 

“Oh, very nice, Rashk,” said the boy, appraising his guest’s appearance. “But you’re not fooling anyone here.”

As Solornel dominated the doorframe behind him, Rashk reached into his dress and pulled out two large pomegranates. “How else was I supposed to get these succulent, exotic fruits across town?” he asked. “One for my honorable host, Lord Shanlar–”

“Thank you,” said the boy, catching it with ease.

“And one for our Lady Clarion.” Rashk looked across the room to another person who had been examining a fine tapestry. She glanced back over her bare shoulder: even more lovely than he remembered, with the most impossibly perfect little round nose that Rashk so desperately wished would bless his own visage. She wore a gown of western cut which was the color of the first shy rose of spring, and at her hip hung the sheath of a short sword which glittered with red jewels. Catching her eyes, he tossed the second fruit to her, and in a startling flash, it was impaled neatly on her sword, red juice trickling down the sharp edge of the blade. With her other hand, she let a drop fall on her fingertip, and she tasted it. 

“It’s delicious,” she declared with a bright smile illuminating her freckled face. She swished across the room, the fruit still upon her sword, and swept past Shanlar and Rashk both to take Solornel’s large hand. “And how have you been, Solornel,” she asked sweetly. “I cannot remember how long it has been.”

“Uh, two years,” he told her, flustered. “All two years of my life. Please mind where you point that thing–”

Ignoring his concerns, she leaned in closer. “Are you tired of this dusty old place yet?”

“Not really,” he said a little too quickly.

Rashk looked back at her with eyes slightly narrowed. “Stop trying to steal my artifice!”

“Our artifice,” she corrected him with a wink. “I own you as much as you own him.” Rashk ignored this remark, but Solornel’s disposition visibly soured.

“Speaking of that matter, my lady Clarion…” Shanlar held out a goblet for one of his artifice attendants to fill. “I had the most intriguing thought recently, and you might know the true answer to my question. I was wondering: can an artifice be Aspected?”

The girl shrugged her shoulders in casual confession. “I have no idea! I’ve never seen it, but that means little.”

“Hoping to forge a god, are we?” asked Rashk, taking a seat. “You’re a talented young man, but I’m afraid you don’t need to set your hopes that impossibly far in the sky.”

“Oh, I was merely curious,” the boy assured him. “I shall become famous in my own right, in my own time.”

Solornel dropped down on another pillow with a huff of annoyance. “Gods damn you all, artifices are not some sort of piece of artwork.”

“You are,” said the other three together.  

“Tell me, really,” he demanded, “what’s so different between me and you?”

“You’re dead,” said Shanlar, with academic disinterest. “Your mind and your soul are not bound together. They will separate at your second death, and the mind will be lost. You, as you know yourself, are not eternal. A horrible fate, which should only be brought down upon horrible souls.” He calmly popped one of the seeds of the pomegranate into his mouth. “So that they serve many years in slavery to more worthy souls, and feel the cold grip of death not once but twice.”

Solornel’s mouth twisted in contempt. “Says the little child who made artifices of his mother and father.”

Shanlar smiled with boyish innocence. “Look at their son,” he said, “they must have been wicked people.” He held out his goblet to his mother, who replenished it in silence. “You, Solornel, I admit, are the most peculiarly alive artifice I have yet met, a testament to Rashk’s cruel and twisted mind. My heart aches for you, knowing that you are tormented with an awareness of your nature.” 

“That is exactly what I like about Rashk,” said Clarion with a teasing tone. “The measure of his wickedness to his fairness is an accomplishment I did not know could be achieved in so few years.”

“Rashk is not wicked,” Solornel defended him.

“Really?” asked Clarion. “I can see you truly have no memories of your former life, if you are so ready to forgive him.”

Solornel’s mood darkened. “I was a thief, wasn’t I?” he said. “A thug and a thief. I can’t even imagine it. Why didn’t I kill myself in shame? What could I have thought I had to live for, living like that? This, whatever I am now, this is better.”

“What does anyone have to live for?” Clarion asked him, peeling apart her pomegranate, revealing its many seeds. “I wandered without meaning for many years. I thought I was the only one of my kind. Do you know how lonely it is, to live forever? No, of course you don’t. I killed myself a hundred and twenty times over, to no avail. Every boy I took to bed aged and died and crumbled to dust and left me childless. None of you will ever begin to fathom it, nor fathom my joy when I found there are others who shall never leave me.” 

She pulled out one of the seeds and squeezed it between her fingers. “Never. That is why I kill gods, you know. To search for the ones who will not die. I will take their stars and give them to those who can keep them. Not for one life, but forever. I won’t be alone.” She looked over at Rashk. “You are not undying. It saddens me. I will remember you, for you are more delightful than most.”

“I am honored to have talked my way out of you throwing me into the volcano,” Rashk remarked flatly.

“I am still unsure what to think of the volcano,” said Clarion. “It is true, I know it is, for I was alive that night, that it was born the Night the Stars Fell. I do not like the thought of it drying up, it seems an ill omen.” She turned the ruptured fruit over in her hands. “Have you had any more far sight into the matter, dearest Rashk?”

“Hmm. Very vaguely. Something about a girl of Tokhar.”

“Tokhar?” exclaimed Clarion in disgust. “I should give up and raze that land, since they have never cooperated with me, and I have thin hope they ever will. For over two and a half centuries have I abided the mockery that is Kalsamo’s curse on my blade. Damn that woman!”

“I hear there is a new God of the Law, quite young. Marzban. Have you petitioned him?”

“They are all the same, every one of these Tokharika,” Clarion exclaimed bitterly. “It wouldn’t be proper to lift the curse, what does that even mean?! I need to find a God of Law for them who’s not, so, well–”

“Proper,” said Rashk and Shanlar together.

“If you ask me,” she continued, “it’s probably the best Aspect there even is to wield. Everyone obeys you! I could have so much fun with that. Foolish proper people, they do almost nothing worthwhile with it.” She suddenly stood up. “Shanlar, do you have any… livestock? I am feeling a bit pent up.”

“I do,” the boy told her. Solornel’s brow lowered, but he said nothing.

“Please indulge me.”

Shanlar led his guests down to his basement. Curled up in the corner, tied to the wall, was a young boy in tattered clothes. He looked up at them with pitiful eyes and hid his face, stifling a whimper. “A tomb plunderer,” said Shanlar with condescension.

“I’m sorry,” sobbed the boy, “I’m sorry, I was so hungry, please–”

Clarion unsheathed her sword. “I never did understand this city’s fascination with tombs. Few who die here have the honor of filling one.”

Rashk bent down to brush the boy’s wiry hair away from his eyes. “Stop crying, little one,” he said quietly. “What is your favorite animal?”

“… Cats,” said the boy very quietly. “I like cats.”

The God of Sight glanced back at his younger rival in artificing. “Then you shall become a cat,” he assured the little boy, “and it will be better.”








CHAPTER ELEVEN

Ask the Tides to Wait




♦♦Year 836, City of Ostmenye, Queendom of Antaram♦♦




Ismyrn did not sleep that night. She did not know if Barsamin had managed to find any rest, but no-one had come and troubled her about the little matter that had occurred between them, nor had asked odd questions about a great tumult in the forest. She did not want anyone else to know, as she hardly knew what to think of it herself. She had understood the frightening man’s words, the significance in his gaze, before Barsamin had pieced it together: the god wasn’t surprised that two children of some sort had found him. He was surprised that he had lured out two souls that resonated with his own. He had known of Barsamin, but he hadn’t known he’d find another. He had wanted to kill Barsamin, and had wanted to keep Ismyrn.




She hated herself for being so pleased.




She could finally see dawn’s glow through the shutters. Had she been at their rented house in Vartavar, she would have stolen away into the night as soon as she was certain Luzcrezo was asleep. A castle, however, was no place for a foreign girl to be wandering around in the dark. There were archers, she had noticed, and spearmen; she did not fancy being mistaken for a thief, or, worse – an assassin. It wouldn’t be the first time a woman of the Republic had come for King Eodar’s life.

She slipped out bare-foot, the stone almost too cold to stand on, but she was in no mood to battle with the laces of her boots. Her sword hung at her waist, though, for she did not dare venture out without it. She could see her breath in the hallway, and pulled up her scarf. Gods. The word ran through her mind over and over, both a curse and an observation. She knew that they were not all the same; history and legend alike told of good, brave gods who had died with honor. The taste of the word, however, was bitter in her mouth. It was not for idle curiosity that she had taken up the sword. The memories were distant now, no longer keeping her awake, no longer haunting her every step, but she remembered.

A sharp-nosed servant girl carrying a basin of water eyed her and said nothing as they passed in the hall. Ismyrn found the stairs and went down into a broader light with fresher air. She followed the pillars around a frost-nipped garden and saw a courtyard where the grass had been worn down to dirt by many feet. Two men were speaking quietly together, and she knew the broad outline of one; she stepped back behind the nearest pillar, not wanting to explain herself to Master Veraldo. Her teacher faced the king, and they each had a sword: Rodomond his “good straight one,” and Eodar the curved blade he said had been a gift.

“I’ll have the truth of it now, Eodar.” Master Veraldo deftly wiped dust off his blade with a cloth and turned it over to see his own eyes in the reflection. He was speaking Occidental, or else Ismyrn would barely have been able to discern his words.

“The truth of what, old friend,” Eodar replied, sounding weary.

Rodomond scoffed. “Why I have been in this ruddy country for two years and you have never called on me – but suddenly we are friends again?”

Eodar’s shoulders fell. Ismyrn knew she had no right to listen, but the very same question had kept her wondering ever since she had gotten the whole story out of Luz. “… I have done wrong by you, Rodomond,” the king confessed. “But you know it wasn’t you I was angry with.”

Rodomond raised his voice sharply. “Angry with my wi–”

“Angry with the Arcocellis,” Eodar cut across him, “who pay your keep. I hold nothing against you nor their other swords.” He paused, to give Rodomond a chance to retort, but the fair-haired man said nothing. “I nearly died for the insult of refusing to marry Helian Correl before she settled for being Helian Arcocelli,” Eodar reminded him. “If I had perished childless according to plan, Antaram could have become fully theirs before that year turned.” He placed one hand on his chest in a gesture of utmost sincerity. “God of Truth uphold my words, I love Deloram and for love I married her, no matter what some may say about it. I know, though, that the future of my country, the present of my country now, would be better if I had married Helian for her money, or, far bet yet, had a god-queen at my side for our people to revere.”

“Antaram is a fool for its old gods,” Rodomond agreed.

“And that is why,” Eodar said more quietly, “I have sunk so low as to ask my daughter to marry a snake of Chald.”

“Not all snakes have venom,” Master Veraldo offered as some sort of consolation.

“And not all good people serve good masters.” Eodar raised his scimitar. “Vahagn owns the boy, and he wishes to own Antaram, and especially Vartavar’s port. His father was no lord, but he made himself one, and he intends for his son to be greater yet. For that, he needs some advantage over his fellow Governors of Chald.” He swiped at the air in frustration. “They say he murdered his own daughters because he knew they could never keep his Aspect. His son is adopted. Why that particular child, only he could say.”

Rodomond had surely heard these things before, but he was appalled to hear Eodar state their truthfulness so calmly. “And you admit this man into your court?”

“A year ago, I would have despised myself to even think it,” Eodar admitted. “But you can blame the mad god of the mountains for changing my mind. A strange man, that Rashk, but very kind to my children. He swore to me that he sees many things before they come to pass, and he believes this path is best, as Vahagn does not have so long to live as he might think.”

The sword master was not impressed. “So you’re asking little Rosi to marry the nephew of a wicked god, because another wicked god said it will all be fine?”

Eodar smiled slightly. “I don’t think Rashk can be too wicked if Tsovinar calls on him, as I know she does.”

“Wasn’t it Tsovinar who recently stormed your court?” Rodomond’s voice was unmistakable in its bitterness. The news had travelled quickly, of course, by the mouths of servants and farm girls, from the mountains to the sea. When he had heard of Tsovinar’s disruption, the Republican had laughed coldly. “I’m surprised she didn’t leave with his heart in her hands,” he had said to Luzcrezo and Ismyrn.

“Well, yes,” conceded Eodar, “but you might as well ask the tides to wait, as expect Tsovinar to be polite. I should have learned that long ago.”

Rodomond rolled his eyes. “Did you remember to ask of this mad old god about your own death, if he sees so much?”

“I don’t think he would want to see every death even if he could,” Eodar remarked. “Good gods man, can you imagine? In truth, it seems he only knows of the gods themselves.” Ismyrn could hear him pacing. “And I am no god, to the disappointment of many, and nor are my wife and my daughters, who I would pray long outlive me.” He hesitated. “I wonder if Tsovinar has ever asked him... and if the answer was to her liking.”

“Pull your head out of memories,” Rodomond demanded sharply, “and hit me with the sword.”

Ismyrn dared to lean out just a tiny bit more. “Yes, yes, all right,” the king conceded. He raised his right arm and leaned back to where he felt balanced. “You lead the dance, then.”

When Rodomond was sparring for simple joy, he would always make broad flourishing strokes, throwing in all his weight. That would lose a swordsman a duel rather quickly, of course, and in a true battle, he’d lose a lot more than that. Ismyrn suspected her teacher had started a lot of fights for simple joy when he had been young and not quite moral. His first thrust was so excessive that Eodar simply stepped aside, light on his feet, and they both laughed. They had met, Ismyrn knew, before they were a martial professor and a king; one had been an errant prince and the other a common scoundrel. If any singer had composed such a tale, a woman would have come between them, and they would have turned on one another for her love. That was not quite what had happened.

Master Veraldo turned on his heel and raised his slender sword above his head. Knowing what was coming, Eodar braced to deflect the blow. It came down hard. The edges met with a loud clink, and then a sound unfamiliar to duelists. It was like that of a spilled hourglass. The scimitar had already shattered by the time Ismyrn heard it – it had dissolved into rust. “Muck,” whispered Ismyrn very quietly, seeing an instant before it happened what was inevitable.

The western man could not divert the strength of his blow after it was delivered. His sword cut through the dark dust and raked across the king's white tunic. It drew a line of red. Rodomond's sword clattered to the ground as Eodar fell to his knees. “Oh gods,” gasped Rodomond in horror, “Eodar! Eodar!” He grabbed the man by the shoulders. “How deep is it, Eodar?!”

The king was lost for a moment in his pain before he quite heard Rodomond’s words. “I… well, I am still breathing,” he said quietly, touching his hand to his chest, and looking at his own blood with curiosity.

“My lord!” A guardsman, large and bald with unsightly spots, bounded across the courtyard with his spear at the ready. “You get away from my lord!” he barked at Rodomond in Tarimin, shoving him away.

“It’s fine… Goris,” Eodar addressed his defender in their own language. “Just an accident. Just a scratch…”

Satisfied that his friend was not about to die right in front of him, Rodomond bent to pick up the hilt of the scimitar, its blade wholly vanished. “Eodar,” he said, “I am a strong man, I know, but not strong enough to shatter steel to dust.”

Eodar looked at it as though it were a dear friend who had betrayed him. “A hundred times have I struck something with this sword,” he said, “and I meant to take it to battle if it ever came to that.”

“Ever strike it against another sharpened blade?” Rodomond asked, as Goris helped the king to his feet, watching the foreigner with blatant suspicion.

“Surely,” exclaimed Eodar. 

“Ever against a sharpened blade of Petragon?”

“… No, actually, perhaps not,” decided Eodar. “Though I don’t like what you’re implying.”

“No blade of the Iron Goddess would ever fail its master,” mused Rodomond.

“Then King Eodar is not the sword’s master.” Ismyrn could not bear to keep silent any longer. She ignored the surprise of the three men to step forward and take the hilt from her teacher, turning it over in her hand, feeling its weight as quite real. A smear of red dust was at her feet.

“… Meaning no offense, but she is right,” Master Veraldo agreed.

“None taken,” said Eodar, leaning against Goris, who did not like foreign girls with swords any more than he liked foreign men with swords, at least near his king. “It seems I am the same trusting fool I always was.” He tried to step forward, and stumbled, and it was Ismyrn who caught him, so that now there was blood down her sleeves. “Thank you, Miss Galatti,” he said politely. “Ah… damn it, Rodomond, I don’t understand! Why play at tricks? She could have just killed me.”

Rodomond sheathed his own sword and made to follow Goris. “What if she had killed you?” he asked. “But then: what if, just now, I had killed you?”

“I’d come back as a ghost and haunt you from here to Regalian,” Eodar told him.

“I’m being serious, man!” Rodomond exclaimed. “I bet she meant for that blade to fail you as soon as it met one of Petragon. From what I’ve heard, she would find the ensuing war terribly funny.”

“Who is goddess you keep speaking of,” Ismyrn asked, “who can bewitch swords?” She glanced up at Goris, but the heavy man seemed to understand nothing of Occidental, hearing only Petragon, Regalian, Petragon.

“That is not for young ears,” Rodomond told her sternly.

“Gods, Rodomond, it’s not some sort of secret,” Eodar retorted. “She’s a maiden, Miss Galatti, a heartbreakingly beautiful maiden, from some far western isle – and still as young as the first time I saw her, as young as yourself for as long as any have known her.”

“An undying goddess,” observed Ismyrn.

“Now, I wouldn’t go that far. Ageless, surely. But truly undying? I think those are stories. Ah, Goris…” His guardsman helped him up the steps without agitating the fresh wound. Ismyrn hung back to roll her eyes where they could not see. The man had accepted a gift from an undying goddess? She would have cast the thing into a volcano, had she a chance. Still, she was unnerved, for she had hoped there had only been the one, and rumors of more were merely that. She looked down again at the hilt in her hands. No longer wanting to touch it, she handed it to Master Veraldo.

“Deloram is probably still abed,” Eodar realized. “Miss Galatti, go ahead of us and make sure she’s proper.”

“Me,” she couldn’t help but exclaim. She wanted to add, “Don’t you have maidservants? I saw a few before,” but did not. She looked up at the tall double doors, painted a pleasant green, that led to the royal bedchamber. She knocked with hesitation, and, hearing nothing, turned the door-handle with even more hesitation. The door was suddenly pulled open from the other side, and she found herself nose-to-nose with the maidservant she had seen earlier, bedding draped over one arm.

The maidservant stared back for a moment, and saw a foreign girl, sword at her hip, with blood down her shirt, at the queen’s door. “ASSASSIN,” she shrieked, trying to shield her face.

“What? No–” Ismyrn realized she had answered in Occidental, and tried again. “No, no, the king is hurt–”

Behind the laundry maid, Deloram had quickly woken, her blanket pulled up to her chin, dark hair spilling over her shoulders free of golden baubles. Her eyes searched over Ismyrn and then past her to her husband, who forced a smile, and the queen’s own expression fell into one of a dubious glower. She threw off her sheets and stormed out of the room barefoot, her nightgown billowing, shoving past the laundry maid and Ismyrn and giving her husband the most scorching glare of disapproval the girl could have imagined.

“Lost my footing,” Eodar said meekly. “Must be getting old.” Rodomond’s eyes flickered to Ismyrn, and she understood that she was to keep with this lie.

The queen looked up at Goris and gestured to the bed with such deliberation that the fat man flinched as though she had slapped him. She swiftly departed down the hall, leaving the others to quietly see Eodar to his own bed. The laundry maid looked down at the fresh sheets she had brought and set them aside with a sigh.

Only a few moments later, Deloram returned, leading by the hand an older woman with short hair in plum-colored robes and a satchel. “Arai, arai,” lamented the woman, “what has your husband done now, little lark?”

Eodar audibly sighed. “I really need to find a doctor who isn’t my mother-in-law.”

Deloram’s mother looked down at his wound and threw up her hands in surrender. “Arai, arai! It is too late, he will die. Find a new husband.” Deloram folded her arms and glared. “Gods spare me, child!” the woman told her daughter. “It is just blood, he will not die. What are these Occidentals doing, get them out, out!”

Rodomond firmly guided Ismyrn away. “I leave my beloved king to thy wisdom, Lady Nisrai,” he said, doffing his cap. He pulled the door closed behind him.

Ismyrn looked up at him in puzzlement. “Your king, Master Veraldo? He is no king of ours.”

“You’d make a terrible politician, girl,” the man told her with a chuckle. “Improper words wound as sure as swords.”

“In-deed,” agreed a voice to their right. Katarosi wore a simple dark robe over her nightgown, and her hair was unbraided, fanning out around her. Her glasses were all that was between Ismyrn and smoldering eyes.

“Ah, my fair lady,” Rodomond addressed her respectfully, “we are sorry to have woken thee, it was all a mere misunderstanding, thy father–”

“Your hair looks better like that, I think,” Ismyrn said to her in Occidental.

Katarosi’s eyebrows raised every so slightly. “Master Veraldo, lower your hand,” she instructed. “Please allow me to speak with this girl in private.”

Rodomond bowed deeply. “I ask only that my apprentice be returned alive, my lady.” He promptly abandoned Ismyrn.

Katarosi waited scarcely a moment before she seized Ismyrn’s scarf. “You,” she accused. “I saw the way you got Barsamin to sneak off with you last night!” A thousand panicked thoughts besieged Ismyrn, but she realized, for better or for worse, that Katarosi did not know the very good but very private reason such a thing had happened. She absolutely was not going to speak of the matter, not yet. “My mother is meddling, too,” the princess continued loudly. “Did she put you up to it?”

“Ask your Barsamin,” Ismyrn told her, pulling away, “my hands never touched him, nor will they. I’m offended that you would think so.” There was a double meaning, but it would not do to tell Katarosi that she had to specifically refrain from killing him.

“You’re offended? You’re offended, after you and Luzcrezo said things you thought I couldn’t understand, and then you went and led Barsamin off into the woods?!”

Ismyrn supposed she could see why her actions might be construed as rude. “I wished to see the waterfall, he came with me willingly,” she said. “Take up your quarrel with him, if he’s not allowed out of your sight.”

“I saw you beckon to him from the window,” Katarosi continued in her accusation. “And he is so weak-willed, he would probably leap from the waterfall if you told him sternly.”

“Oh,” answered Ismyrn brightly, “so that is why you want to marry him! He is easy to bully.”

Katarosi reddened. “I never said I want to marry him,” she proclaimed, “but I will. I will marry him, because a renewed alliance with Chald’s gods is the only path open to me to keep Antaram from being nothing more than a subservient state in debt to your country – and there are certainly worse people to be stuck with than Barsamin, so I should count myself fortunate.”

Ismyrn shrugged with a smile. “Well then, my lady, I hope your weak-willed husband serves his political purpose well, if that’s all he is to you! Are you going to throw him to his death when he falls in love with someone else, like your great-great-however-many grandmother did?” The ensuing sting across her face was well-deserved, she knew. She couldn’t help it; she had been feeling unusually confrontational ever since she had come to this place at the foot of the mountains.

The sound of Katarosi’s slap echoed down the hall. “I am not yet the Queen of Antaram, Ismyrn Galatti,” Katarosi told her, eyes narrowed in utmost contempt. “And I will not be the most beautiful queen. Beauty is for foolish girls. I will not be the cruelest queen. Cruelty is for jealous girls. Do you know how they will sing of me? Katarosi, the chubby queen, Katarosi, the queen with glasses as big as the moon, but also, Katarosi, the queen who did what she had to do to keep this country from sinking into the sea. If that means marrying a boy who doesn’t love me, I’ll do it. If that means beheading the first Petragonian sow who mocks me in my own court, I suppose I’ll have to do that too.”

“With the ceremonial axe?” Ismyrn asked, still smiling. It felt strange to be keeping a secret from her, and Barsamin’s own words, that he hated secrets, danced through her mind – but she knew it would not do to tell Katarosi that the sword-maiden and the princess’s groom had entered into a rivalry unasked for. That would just be giving her a solid reason to actually go and sharpen the axe. “My lady Katarosi, I am glad. I had hoped you would be like the legends.” She placed one hand on the hilt of her sword and inclined her head in respect. “I feared that I had been born to an age with no worthy enemies.”








CHAPTER TWELVE

Conspiracy




♦♦Year 836, City of Ostmenye, Queendom of Antaram♦♦




Barsamin pulled the blanket over his head, shivering. Consciously, he knew that his whole life had just been plunged into confusion, but all he wanted was to get some good sleep. “Stupid birds,” he grumbled, rolling over.

“They’re not stupid.” Barsamin immediately sat upright, eyes wide, and he could see the splash of red that could only possibly be Houri sitting on his window-sill, two birds on her shoulders.

“Houri,” he exclaimed, reaching for his glasses, “I’m not dressed!” He paused, staring. “And this is the second floor!”

“Gods, Bars, you’re so old-fashioned,” she chided him, climbing in and closing the window behind her. “And there’s a ledge. I think there used to be statues on it.”

“Can’t you knock,” he asked in exasperation.

She sat down at the foot of his bed. “Ismyrn tried that, and the laundry maid mistook her for an assassin, didn’t you hear her scream?”

“So you have to crawl in windows?” he asked, resigned.

“Of course,” she continued, “she was carrying a sword, and covered in my father’s blood…”

“What,” said Barsamin.

“Oh, it was just an accident! Old Veraldo had a go at him and he slipped. That’s what you get for practicing with real swords, huh?” She balanced one of her little red birds on her hand. “It’s funny, because Thalass Veraldo really did try to kill Father once, and here her husband goes and almost does it just playing around.”

“And someone thought I should learn swordsmanship from this man,” Barsamin asked in disbelief.

“What’s your favorite flower?” Houri asked him brightly. “I’ll need to know for the funeral arrangements.”

“… White lily,” he said with a defeated sigh.

“Ooh, that will be tough to source this late in the year,” Houri mused, apparently assuming he would not even last until the spring. “Maybe Rosi would know…”

With pangs of fear, he recalled the previous night, where he had very nearly died twice, first for Solornel’s pride and then but for Ismyrn’s honor. The thought of his funeral came unbidden to him, seeing himself laid out on a table framed by white flowers, his face still and sad. “Well, make sure I am wearing my glasses when they seal me away,” he said with some frustration as he tried to button up his shirt. “It will infuriate my mother.”

“That’s the spirit,” Houri encouraged him.

His hands slowed as he fumbled with his cloak. “… Will anyone even attend my funeral,” he said quietly.

“What?” Houri looked over at him in puzzlement. “You have a gun girlfriend, a princess girlfriend, and now a sword girlfriend, apparently. And me. I’m not your girlfriend.”

“None of those are my girlfriend!” he snapped, embarrassed.

Houri put her hands on her hips. “The correct answer is, only the one you are marrying is your girlfriend.”

“… I don’t want to call her my girlfriend, or anything like that,” Barsamin admitted.

“Why? What’s wrong with my sister?!”

“Nothing!– I really like Katarosi. She’s smart, and very practical. I think we will be good friends. But… well…”

Houri nodded in understanding. “But you’re not in love with her?”

“I don’t think so,” said Barsamin. “I’ve never been in love. My father said… he said love is when you can’t define who you are without mentioning them too.” He looked over at himself in the mirror, wishing he could recall his father’s face more clearly, to know how much like him he now appeared rather than like his uncle. “And I… am just Barsamin. My parents weren’t ‘Solam and Talassen,’ they never loved each other.”

“That’s really sad,” Houri acknowledged, getting to her feet. “Well, Just Barsamin, I am Just Houri, now and forever. If they ever catch me kissing a boy after taking my oaths, into the fire I go! Fwoosh!”

“… This is just one of your stories, right?” he asked hopefully.

She shrugged. “Mostly. I’d be in so much trouble, that’s for sure. I’ll be performing weddings and funerals for the rest of my life, all because my hair is too pretty! It’s just as well. I don’t want to be married off to some random boy either.” She looked up at Barsamin. “No offense.”

“None taken,” he said with a faint smile. “We can, at least, be real friends, no-one can take that from us.”

“Friends forever, to the end of the world,” Houri proclaimed, offering him her hand.

“Now and always,” he agreed, receiving it, oddly happy.

“Enough introspection!” she declared, as though from a throne. “I demand breakfast.” There was no delaying her, and soon Barsamin found himself escorting her down the hallway. Houri was in the habit of taking a shortcut through the kitchen, and as they turned a corner on the way there, they very nearly bumped into two people who were standing oddly close together. One was tall, pale, and golden-haired, the other with shiny black hair pulled back away from her eyes. They both startled to be discovered.

“Luzcrezo Veraldo,” exclaimed Houri, folding her arms. “You told me you have a girlfriend in Vartavar!”

Barsamin turned deep red when he recognized his armed companion in Luzcrezo’s arms. “… Oseni,” he said weakly. “Traitor,” he thought to himself.

Luzcrezo did not have the sense to be ashamed. “Oh, good morning, Barsamin!” he said with airy good cheer. “We missed thee last night, when thou didst not return.” Was that even proper archaic grammar? Barsamin wasn’t sure.

“Don’t tease him, Luz,” Oseni urged him with a giggle. “If he discharges me from his noble service, I’ll have to walk back to Chald.”

“I am not teasing him!” Luzcrezo exclaimed, looking deep into her eyes. “I sincerely meant to invite him too.”

“Didn’t you two hate each other just last night?” Barsamin asked them crossly.

Oseni shoved him playfully. “Gods, Bars, learn how to flirt!”

“If you call me that again, you are discharged from my noble service.”

“You’re so mean,” she sighed.

Luzcrezo worked his way out of Oseni’s grasp. “But truly, Barsamin,” he said, “please accept my apology for my rude behavior. I mean this one sincerely.” He leaned in quickly and kissed Barsamin gently. He and Oseni were gone before Barsamin had even realized what had happened.

Houri looked up at him with one eyebrow raised and let him contemplate that for a moment. “Your bodyguard must be really good in–”

“Yes, thank you,” Barsamin cut across her.

He soon found himself at the breakfast table seated next to the younger princess. “Aren’t you going to eat?” she asked, eyeing his nearly untouched bread.

“I don’t feel well,” he said honestly. He was spared any questions by the sudden appearance of Katarosi, in a simple pale green dress, her hair in a few large braids.

“Oh, Katarosi!” Houri called out to her. “I was wondering. Have you and Bars decided what you’ll name the children? I think you should name one Sparkasuki.”

Katarosi sat down across from them and briskly smoothed down her skirt. “Only if people do not begin calling me that first.”

“Ooh.” Houri leaned in with excitement. “Did you skewer someone on a spear and feed them to eagles?”

“No, but perhaps I should start practicing.” Katarosi tore off a piece of bread and did not dip it in gravy so much as try to drown it. “Bring me the Republican girl, she’ll be a good start.”

“Why don’t you like Ismyrn?” Barsamin asked her. “She seems…” He struggled to find the words. “Honorable.” He quietly wondered where exactly Ismyrn was. He needed to try again to convince her to leave, for her own sake.

Katarosi’s glare was as venomous as any snake. “I suppose,” she said emphatically, “that if one must make an enemy, it is better to have an honorable one than otherwise.” She did not give Barsamin an opportunity to inquire. “Houri told you about our father, I trust?”

“She mentioned he was injured in an accident, yes. How serious is it?”

She sighed and leaned her face against her hand. “Oh, not terribly, but Grandmama will keep him abed as long as she possibly can. She always does. In the meantime, I suppose Mother will see to court.”

“Ah… meaning no disrespect, but, is that difficult for her?”

Katarosi shrugged. “Not really. It’s mostly just hearing people out and signing things. Though perhaps some people find the whole Silent Queen matter intimidating…”

“Where is your mother, Bars?” Houri asked. “I figured you disappeared last night to avoid her berating you, and now’s her chance.”

“I am content to leave that question unanswered as long as possible,” he said, looking to the side.

Houri rolled her eyes. “It can’t be that bad, just get it over with.”

“Barsamin,” called a shrill voice from across the dining hall. He was about to get it over with. His mother was dressed in a gown of Chaldic silk which followed her curves closely, with her hair perfectly propped up around glistening decorations. Barsamin knew she was, of course, trying to outshine the queen.

“There you are! I couldn’t find you last night.” She swiftly crossed over to him and put her hand on his head. “I’m so proud of you,” she exclaimed. “Master Veraldo was very impressed with your bravery… and your cleverness in escaping!” She adjusted the neckline of his cloak. “He told me to have you meet with his son in the courtyard after you eat.” She bustled off pleasantly.

He stared at nothing in particular in disbelief. “Why is everyone being nice to me today,” he blurted out at last, deeply suspicious.

“It’s a conspiracy,” Houri assured him, draining her glass of apple juice.

It took him a while, but Barsamin did manage to eat a little. He still felt like there must have been some sort of grand mistake. Him, a god? The God of the Storm? If he told anyone, they would laugh at him as readily as they laughed at Houri’s exaggerations. Of course, he had seen Houri shatter iron with her touch, so maybe not all of her stories were as untrue as others thought. In truth, his greatest fear for a few years had been that he would somehow become the God of Secrets if his uncle died. It was only when the man had brought home little Kapriel, knowing for some private reason that the child was what he wanted in an heir, did Barsamin feel free from that unwanted fate.

He slowly walked himself out to the courtyard, his cloak drawn in close. Luzcrezo was already there, mercifully unaccompanied, with a sword at his hip and another scabbard in his hands. “Ah, hello again, Barsamin,” Luzcrezo greeted him warmly. “Why wearest thou this cloak? It will only tangle thee up.” He unfastened it and tossed it aside in one motion, allowing it to flutter to the ground in elegant folds of dark green. Barsamin felt exposed, to the cold and to eyes, and folded his arms protectively.

“None of that,” Luzcrezo corrected him with a sharp rap on his knuckles. “Take this blade, it is not sharp. I won’t have thee in bed with the king. That’s it. Now, thou art of the odd hand, and so for every motion, thou wouldst do the opposite as I do. In the first, as I wear my sword at my left, so shalt thou at the right.” He helped Barsamin fasten the scabbard over his belt. It was not heavy, nor quite too long.

“But do not worry over-much of left and right,” Luzcrezo cautioned him as he drew it. “Worry of whichever side thy opponent’s sword is held in, and whether thy arm is exposed. Worry whether a stroke is inwards or outwards. And I would say to worry for thy eyes, lest thou be struck blind, but I see that thou art nearly there already.”

“I knew you couldn’t pretend to be nice to me for long,” Barsamin observed from behind his glasses.

“Thy guardswoman spoke truly,” Luzcrezo admonished him, lightly tapping his sword against Barsamin’s so that a high-pitched sound rang out. “Learn to sport with words. Thou art too readily wounded by them. When I say, I see thou wearest lenses, what thou shouldst hear is, I have noticed thy eyes.” He twirled in place and jabbed at Barsamin playfully, prompting him to step back. “And when I say, thy guardswoman is a fierce warrior, thou shouldst hear–”

“Nothing more on the matter,” Barsamin demanded hotly.

Luzcrezo lowered his blade. “Did I wound thy heart? She swore to me there was nothing between ye. Nothing but money.”

“There isn’t! I just don’t want to hear the details. After all, I hear you have a girlfriend in Vartavar.”

His eyes lit up, taking no insult. “Indeed I do! But sweet Erasmin forgives me my vices.”

“Erasmin?” Barsamin echoed. “In Vartavar? Surely you don’t mean Erasmin Arcocelli?”

“The very same!” Luzcrezo exclaimed with delight. “So they have heard of her beauty even in Chald!”

Barsamin almost rolled his eyes. “We have heard of her parents’ money.”

“… They are known for that, I concede.” Luzcrezo sheathed his sword, for he had need of his arms for dramatic gestures which would not wound anyone. “But wealth cannot end all sorrows! The rich seek love as desperately as the poor! And cruel fate seeks to balance fortunes, so that the rich are oft deprived of the jewels of love which litter the villages of the destitute.”

“Are you a student of the sword,” Barsamin inquired, “or a student of the old poets?”

“I am an artist, Barsamin,” the Republican boy exclaimed. “I study my father’s art as but one of many. My deepest passions lie elsewhere. Look to Ismyrn for warning, she has no passion save the sword and the bow. I think it makes her dull to speak with.”

“What made her like that?” Barsamin pressed, very keen on knowing.

“Her father was a law-keeper, he died with honor,” Luzcrezo said. “Perhaps it is merely a matter of blood. But her mother died also, and I think… forgive me, I do not know the word. But she is changed, certainly, from before that. Once we met in the marketplace a woman who knew her by name, from when she was young. She said, oh, little Ismyrn Galatti, please sing for me again!” He met Barsamin’s gaze with what felt like startling sincerity. “Never before or since have I known her to cry, and certainly she does not sing. The song was snatched from her heart.” He fell silent for a moment.

“But I know what can rekindle her!” he exclaimed, suddenly taking Barsamin’s hand in both of his own. “Only true love, the savior of all! Though I spoke harshly with thee, thou art a good man. If thou warmest Ismyrn’s heart, swear to me, swear to me Barsamin, thou shalt forsake thy arranged marriage for her love!”

Barsamin was not sure if this was some joke. “… Do you really think Ismyrn would fall in love with me,” he asked.

“No,” admitted Luzcrezo bluntly. “Truly, I think she has no care for men. But I need to get rid of her somehow. Anyway, thy grip is all wrong.” He adjusted Barsamin’s hand on the hilt in ways that were inscrutable to him. “Mind thy wrists, they are the pivot of thy strength, and ever vulnerable.” He drew his sword again. “When the adversary strikes, seek ever to keep their blow near to the base of thy blade, its strength. Thou shalt live or die by thy balance.” He gave Barsamin a firm shove.

“Live or die?” repeated Barsamin. “Swordsmen don’t often kill other swordsmen, they make sport. Soldiers live and die by the gun, or in your country, perhaps the bow.”

Luzcrezo’s brows arched in amusement. “That is the most Chaldic thing I have ever heard spoke, little master.”

A distinctive twang over his head startled Barsamin badly. An arrow struck a hay bale on the far side of the courtyard. Turning together, the boys saw Ismyrn up on the wall with a bow nearly as long as she was, and Oseni cleaning her rifle.

“Hello down there,” Ismyrn called to them cheerfully. “Look sharp. One never knows when an enemy shall decide it is time to die.”

“Enemy or not, thou shalt wait thy turn,” Luzcrezo answered with condescension. “I am not finished with him yet.”




♦♦Year 836, Tokharika Territory♦♦




Tsovinar had kept Solornel’s voice from him out of spite. Hayr had kept his silence willingly. His godly superiors had all apparently known perfectly well that Barsamin of Chald was the “child” that Solornel had run off to pick a fight with, but none of them had mentioned it to him, neither before he decided to intervene nor after. He felt taken for a fool. None of them seemed to have more than a passing interest in the notion that Barsamin of Chald was fated to murder the boy who they’d taken into their little fortress. They did not much care for him, he understood that now. Little people lived and little people died, and little people that Rashk found especially interesting got to become his new artifices. He shuddered at the thought of the old man working some dark rite to trap his soul in slavery. Had Ziazan’s former self known this would happen to her? Probably not.

Still, though, Tsovinar’s question unsettled him. “What then would you have done differently?” If he had known he was intervening to save the life of Barsamin, would he have refused?

“No,” said a little voice inside him, “because I don’t really believe any of this.”

The other half of his mind replied: “I didn’t, not until he saw me and remembered me. He was furious. I thought he would try to kill me then.”

“He simply didn’t understand you were pulled into this whole mess after you met him,” his more forgiving side insisted.

“You don’t need to understand something to destroy it,” said the side of him that had found the resolve to run away from home. “And you can’t make everyone understand.”

He wondered how far away Kandakari’s Court could possibly be. He had only the vaguest idea of directions and distances; it was far north, and Ostmenye was fairly far north also, but how far between them, he did not know. The rhythm of Keromeir’s wings was steady and unrelenting. Behind him, he felt a slight shift in Tsovinar’s weight, so that she was leaning against him. Glancing back over his shoulder, he saw that she had fallen asleep.

Solornel coughed. A moment later, he realized that he had actually heard himself. “My voice,” he remarked, as though finding an old friend.

“Don’t wake her up then,” Hayr suggested dubiously.

Solornel looked out. All would have been darkness, save that there was snow on the mountains, so that the moon saw its reflection in ten hundred thousand mirrors praising its vanity. Keromeir was skimming quite low over a ridge bare of trees. “You know,” said Solornel, “many years ago, Rashk gave me my freedom. There is nothing, nothing at all, that I value more.”

“Not even your life?” asked Hayr.

The old man snorted. “What is life without freedom? Just a slow death. With that in mind, I’m sure she’ll forgive me.” He pushed Tsovinar off.

Hayr reached out to grab her as quickly as he could, but she was larger than he was, and over and off he slid. “Muck,” he heard Solornel swear. “Hayr–”

He was falling. Tsovinar was falling. She woke up. She did not realize she was falling. She realized she was falling. She saw Hayr. She reached out for him. He was not afraid. He was falling.

Death was wet and cold and very, very white. His brow, his hands, every bit of his skin that could be found, stung with a pain sharper than any he had ever known. He was sinking into it, to be swallowed up by the white mountains and carried down to his grave. He did not know how long he was dead.

“… Hayr? Hayr!” Strong hands found him and frantically pulled him out. “Hayr!” It sounded strange, to hear Tsovinar say his name, rather than call him the boy or the child, or yell it as a command. That was a strange thing to be thinking about after he was already dead, he knew, but there was nothing else to think about except the cold. “Hayr, you are alive.” It was a demand, spoken with just a hint of panic.

“No,” he said.

Snow was caught up in every curl of her black hair, and her eyes shone in the moonlight with the nearest thing to compassion Hayr had yet witnessed in her. “What happened,” she asked, “where is Solornel?”

Hayr’s eyes searched the sky for the little bit that was darker than others, but could not find it. “Up there,” he said, “somewhere.” He folded in his arms, bitterly cold. “He pushed you.”

Tsovinar was silent for a long moment. He thought she might not believe him. She clenched her fists and looked to the sky.




“SO – LOR – NEL!”




The mountains shook with her fury, the last birds of autumn awoke and scattered, but there was no answer except her own echoes.








CHAPTER THIRTEEN

In the Midst of the Sea




♦♦Year 818, Port of Vartavar, Queendom of Antaram♦♦




Eodar had never been on a ship before. It rocked back and forth under his feet, which he was not keen on. He knew that Evren would be even less keen about the whole matter. Something about deep water unsettled Alks. It was probably the fact that they could, to the last, not swim.

She was disguised as a Flametender, for no-one thought much of a Flametender who covered her body with so much cloth, nor would anyone think it strange that one would accompany the prince. She walked a little oddly, as she wore boots much too large in order to hide her claws, but surely no-one would look at the pious maiden and suppose she might be the monster who had escaped the dungeons nearly a decade previous. She sat down on one of the benches lining the steamer’s railing and leaned back to look out over the vast expanse of water between Antaram and Petragon. “Muck! There’s more water here than I thought there was in the whole world.”

“Flametenders do not curse,” Eodar reminded her with a jesting grin. “And they sit like maidens ought.” She adjusted her stance with a scowl behind her veil.

The last passengers were boarding the ship for the overnight journey across the sea. Aside from Republicans returning home, other westerners merely passing through, and merchants of Antaram seeing to business, there were a fair few Chaldic men and women. One seemed quite important, a woman with gray streaks in her hair, wearing a black gown that swept out a skirt so large that none of her handmaidens could stand within arm’s reach of her. A remarkable sapphire was at her throat. Eodar thought he might know who she was, but he was in no mood for diplomatic engagements. There was also an aging man, his hair already all gray and thinning, who had one handmaiden of his own – a girl from Antaram or Tokhar’s towns by the looks of her. He was cheery like a doting grandfather, welcoming the sea breeze and remarking on mundane things to his servant girl, who listened patiently.

Last of all came a young long-haired man, waving farewell to his sister, and he was plainly blind. He wore a cloth over his eyes and guided himself with a staff. He stopped near the lady and her handmaidens to listen to them with deep interest. He stumbled when the ship rocked a little too much, and the older man’s servant girl kindly helped him up. He asked with a stammer for assistance in finding his cabin, and she was pleased to show him, and so they disappeared below deck together. The old man watched them with eyebrows raised and then turned his attention to… Evren. Eodar did not like the way he observed Evren blatantly, but at last the aging man averted his eyes to gaze at the obvious matter of interest, the Goddess of Secrets.

What was her name? Enestai, that was it. She was a proud woman with no husband or children. In great age, she was still elegant and tall. She looked down at the balding Chaldic man, who was watching her from the bench with a sure smile. The faintest recognition raised her brow. “You walk so openly?” she asked. “There is still a warrant for your arrest, Rashk.”

Rashk looked to his left and his right in feigned confusion. “Do you mean me, good lady?” he asked. “Why would there be a warrant for a simple artificer, wandering between nations?” She stared down at him, but he was completely unbothered. “Gaze into my eyes all you want!” he offered. “I have no secrets. There’s nothing here to learn that isn’t already known to gossiping girls everywhere.” He cleared his throat. “It is, indeed, this long, but the girls must have heard it from the gossiping boys, as it’s true I’ve never bedded a maiden.”

Evren snickered from behind her veil. Eodar tried not to smile, but failed. Enestai did not think it nearly so funny. “Murder of the High Judge, Rashk,” she reminded him. “Years will not wash away blood.”

“Maybe seawater will,” Rashk suggested. “Throw me overboard. Gods know I deserve to drown in my sins.”

“Indeed we do,” the living goddess agreed. Rashk’s servant girl returned from below the deck, her long, wavy hair caught up in the wind.

“Ah, Ziazan,” Rashk called to her. “Have you met Lady Enestai? I haven’t seen her in over thirty years. Maybe forty. She’s scarcely aged a day! What is your secret to keeping youthful good looks, my lady?”

“Never ask a lady her secrets, Master Rashk,” Ziazan chided him, folding her arms. “Where are your manners!”

“I am taking you as my prisoner,” Enestai declared, ignoring their jibes. “After I see to business in Petragon, I will see you to your end at War Samanit.”

Eodar stood up, realizing with reluctance that he was obligated at this point to do something. “Excuse me, my lady,” he said, throwing back his hood so she could clearly see his modest diadem. “But the ship has not left port. We are in Antaram, and I am Prince Eodar. The royal court sees to such affairs.”

Enestai eyed him, and her gaze felt cold and searching. Rashk eyed him, and the feeling was very different, but also not wholly pleasant. The color drained from his face. Gods, he’d gone and picked an argument with gods.

“You’re a handsome lad,” Rashk decided. “I would certainly rather be your prisoner.”

“Evren,” said Eodar, trying to ignore him, “go fetch the guards on the dock.”

“Why don’t we just kill him,” she suggested.

“Because I said to go get the guards, Evren,” Eodar snapped. She was just absolutely terrible at being a lady.

“Fine! You never let me have any fun.” She stormed off.

Rashk looked up at the prince, one eyebrow raised. “Keeping an Alk as some sort of pet is not wise, my young lord,” he said. “Temperamental creatures.”

“How did,” Eodar began, flush in the face.

“I am an expert on artifices of all sorts!” he exclaimed. “Don’t think I wouldn’t recognize one of the rarest and most remarkable of all. I shall certainly have to speak of this to your father the king when I am brought to trial. I hope the shock of it doesn’t stop his heart, I hear he is quite frail.”

Eodar looked from the old man to Enestai, who was silent. He quickly turned. “Evren!” he called.

She hurried back. “Change your mind?” she asked eagerly.

“Yes,” he said. “I pardon him of all charges within Antaram.” He had no authority to actually do that, and everyone there knew it.

“You what,” said Evren. “But doesn’t that mean not killing him?”

“It would indeed be better to allow Lady Enestai to take him to court in his own nation,” Eodar told her. “See to it that he does not leave the ship without her, if you want something to do.”

Enestai’s expression was inscrutable. “The right choice, for the wrong reasons,” she mused. “I suppose it will have to do.”

“Master, this might make us late for our appointment,” Ziazan scolded Rashk. “I told you we ought have flown.”

“I’m late to everything, my dear, especially to justice,” Rashk told her. “Then, now, and always.”




♦♦♦♦




Eodar was awoken in the night by Evren shaking him violently. “Wake up wake up wake up,” she hissed. He felt her claws digging into his arm. “Those girls the goddess brought won’t stop wailing like babies.”

He sat up, wildly disoriented, in a small room with wooden walls that was not his own, and remembered the time and place upon the sea. “Why, what’s wrong,” he asked.

“I don’t know, and I don’t know how you slept through it,” she complained. “Go and find out, I don’t want to talk to them.”

Eodar grudgingly reached for his scarlet cloak. He could hardly blame Evren for being apprehensive of strangers. She had scarcely ever talked to anyone but himself. He could hear it now, girls crying, several of them together, and when he opened the door to the steamer’s hall of cabins, he found many other passengers already crowded in there. The door of the largest cabin at the end of the hall was ajar, and several black-haired girls in fine dresses were huddled there together, their makeup smudged with tears.

The prince pushed his way through, a few people of his own country recognizing him and yielding, whispering behind his back. He saw exactly what he feared, but worse. Enestai was dead, her own hand wrapped around a dagger in her heart which had a hilt like a glistening green snake. This was not enough, however. Her eyes were gone, torn out and gone, with blood all over her face. Eodar stared in undisguised horror.

“Goodness, what’s all this? It’s after midnight, an old man needs his rest!” Rashk bumbled out of his cabin with his maidservant at his arm. He looked down the hall, and then his gaze grew distant, seeing past Eodar, perhaps seeing right through the wall. “… Oh, oh no, oh,” he exclaimed, “move, move you people, let me through.” When he stood next to Eodar, his silver eyes were filled with sorrow. “Good lady, how could this happen,” he asked of the dead woman. Ziazan pulled back with a gasp.

Eodar laid ahold of the old man. “Well look at this,” he remarked bitterly, “A man accused of murder is found near a murder.” A silence descended swiftly upon the onlookers.

Rashk was silent for a long moment. “I plead no innocence to many crimes, young lord,” he said, “but I will plead innocent to this. If I did not hold respect for Lady Enestai, she would have died long ago.”

“What are a snake’s words worth,” Eodar demanded of him.

“Quite a bit, as snakes don’t talk,” Rashk pointed out. Even as he said it, his hood stirred, and, as sure as Eodar had eyes, a snake slithered out from the folds of the old man’s robe to look up at him with a flickering tongue. Before Eodar could react in disgust, it slipped away, towards the body of the murdered goddess. “Nhangberial smells something foul,” Rashk observed.

“Master,” said Ziazan quietly, “her star…”

Rashk seemed truly disconcerted. “Well there’s her sapphire,” he observed, “right where she fastened it, but indeed, where is her star?” He looked out over the men and women and girls pressed in around him, some of whom looked afraid of him, others ready to seize him for murder. “There must walk, on this very ship, a newborn god.” He thought for a moment. “But by Indranil’s name, how, how? No-one could keep a secret wish for murder from her. Even the slightest glance into their… eyes…” His thought trailed off. He looked to his maidservant. She met his gaze, and understood, and immediately turned back to knock on a certain door. There was no answer.

“Wake up, listen to me, wake up!” she insisted, and tried the handle, but it was locked. “Who has the keys to the doors?”

A shadow fell over her, and she turned to see Evren. “I do,” said the Alk, who with one motion knocked the door clear off its hinges. The blind young man was inside, very much awake.

“What are you doing,” he demanded. “Who is there? Get away from me!”

Rashk edged his way in. “Foolish, boy, very foolish,” he said. “There’s no way off a ship, no way but down. You couldn’t even wait until we reached the far shore tomorrow?”

The blind young man clutched both hands over his heart. “Who are you, old man?” he asked. “Something in my soul is screaming not to trust you.”

Rashk sat down on the bed next to him. “I am Rashk, the God of Sight.” He reached out and pulled off the cloth the younger man wore to cover his eyes, revealing them to be white and unsightly. “Were you born blind?”

“No, disease stole my eyes from me,” said the young man with bitterness.

“What is your name?”

“My name is mine to keep,” he spat.

Rashk whacked him upside the head. “God of Truth bear testimony, boy, your life is a fraying thread. What is your name?”

“… Vahagn,” he said, his face contorted in resent.

“Ziazan,” said Rashk, “bring me the sapphire. It is his now.”

With a cold glance, Ziazan left to remove the precious jewel from the dead woman’s throat. She came back looking as though she wanted to throw it in disgust. Rashk took it from her and fastened it to Vahagn’s dark cloak. “I once did the very same as you,” he said. “I met an old god whose star called out to me, and I killed him for it. He was a good man who did not deserve to die. Now, do you know what the difference between my story and yours is?”

“No,” Vahagn admitted.

“I had a plan.” Rashk looked over his shoulder. “You there, so-called Flametender girl. You seem to enjoy this sort of thing. Help an old man drag him out beneath the sky.”

Evren was delighted to help him, but Eodar was not. “What are you doing, old god,” he demanded.

“Ah, my young lord, we are not in Antaram,” Rashk reminded him. “There are no courts and judges here, only the sea and the sky and the wind. We shall let them decide.”

Evren dragged Vahagn, who fought to get away from her to no avail, right to the railing of the ship. “Unhand me, let me go,” he demanded. “My family is rich! I was going to Petragon to seek treatment for my eyes. I will give you all that money, I will give you this sapphire, just let me go!”

“Nope, don’t need money,” Evren told him. “Got anything else?”

Vahagn was silent for a moment, realizing that the answer was no. Rashk came up behind him with the blindfold, and tied it across Vahagn’s scarred eyes again. “If the sea chooses to forgive you,” he said with a certain gravity, “then so will I. Good lady, if you will…”

With a happy giggle, Evren threw him overboard. He fell into the cold black sea, and grasped desperately at the smooth sides of the steamer, but there was nothing there to hold. “Help me,” he gasped, “Please help me! I’m so sorry! Please…”

“Sing me a song of sorrow,” Evren called down to him. “If you’re still alive at the end of the Lament of Kalsamo, I’ll fish you out! All thirty-two verses!”

Eodar could see the sapphire reflecting in the moonlight. Then he could not. He looked to the wakeful fellow travelers who had witnessed the murderer’s drowning, watching in fearful silence. “Was that really necessary,” he asked Rashk angrily.

“A king should not be easily moved by the tears of sinners,” Rashk told him. “And a god should not beg for his life.” He looked up to the stars to ascertain his bearings, and turned to face the south. “Away down there somewhere is the island where Alks are born, did you know that?”

Evren immediately turned away from the brass railing. “I remember that!” she remarked. “Barely. I was so small. But my sister told me of it.” She also looked up to the sky. “That star, that one, and that one…” She drew a line with an outstretched claw down to the horizon. “And then the currents will find you and carry you there. I’ll need to go back someday.”

“Good lady, for many years I have wanted to witness an Alk-forging,” said Rashk, seeming to forget he had just sent a young man to his death with a priceless jewel tied to his neck. “When you are ready to undertake the journey, please consider having me as your guest, so that I may behold the wonder.”

“If you are always this fun to keep around,” she said. Eodar watched her in uncomfortable silence. He had always known, he supposed, that Evren saw little worth in the lives of anyone she did not love. He had always trusted that she loved him, and not worried much about it. Perhaps it was time to start worrying about it.

The old man smiled at Evren’s invitation. “Always.”




♦♦Year 818, The Snarling Spire♦♦




Vahagn felt the pain of ten thousand little rocks scraping against him. That was an improvement, by far, over feeling nothing but cold water. He gasped, and reached out to find fistfuls of sand. Alive. He was alive.

He pulled himself ashore, shivering, his cloak hanging around him so heavy that he could barely move. With trembling hands, he unfastened it. He could feel the sun. It was warm and… bright.

He grasped for the black cloth over his eyes. He tore it off, throwing it aside. Yellow and orange and other colors whose names he could not remember washed over him. He stared at nothing and everything, and slowly, his eyes remembered how to focus, shapes growing out of the colors.




He was not alone.




She was fair, the fairest he had ever seen, and not only because the sight of maidens was a distant memory to him. She was pale, her hair the color of the blazing sunset, freckled and bare-shouldered. Her skirt spread out, the very blue of the sky, wet with sea foam. A magnificent sword set with rubies hung at her side. When she smiled, it was like the blooming fields of southern Chald that he remembered. She held out her hand to him. “A star in your heart, and a sapphire in your hands,” she said. “It must be the Will of the World that you came here.”

“Who are you, fair maiden,” he asked, on his knees like one subservient.

“Your goddess,” she said, her voice suddenly harsh. “You shall swear to me your life, or you shall die here, on this spire of rock in the midst of the sea.”

“I swear it,” he said quickly. “I swear.”

“There’s a wise man,” she said gently, helping him up. “Now come. I will introduce you to the one who dwells here until the end of the world.”








CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Boys and Men




♦♦Year 836, Tokharika Territory♦♦




“Keep moving,” Hayr repeated to himself. “Just keep moving.” He followed in Tsovinar’s footsteps down the snowy hillside. They could at least see where they were going now. Pine trees bent under white crowns, the only evidence that this land was not wholly dead. He could not see anything else all the way to the horizon. “We’re going to die out here,” he lamented.

“No.” Tsovinar had her own way of saying that word, one which left listeners with all certainty of its significance. “I might die out here, child of Tokhar, but you will not.”

“What makes you so sure,” he asked, watching his own breath rise to the sky.

The tall woman lifted a branch out of her way with one hand, sending down a shower of white behind her. “Rashk is never wrong. Vague, misleading, even deceitful, but never wrong. His words torment the dreams even of undying gods.” She did, at least, remember that Hayr had a certain doom waiting for him. That was some sort of small comfort.

“This is like when Gaerinn and Salimao were stranded,” Hayr said, trying to keep his mind occupied. “But then Gaerinn learned she was a caloric. Sure would be willing to burn off a bit of my soul for some fire now.”

“Are you still going on about that awful book,” said Tsovinar with distinct agitation.

“Ziazan told me to ask you what happens to the scoundrel swordsman,” he recalled. “I guess that’d be Salimao.”

Tsovinar sighed deeply. “He marries Shael because he is in love with her grim determination. She dies in the second book because of Elyin-Mar, who grows up to be wicked. Salimao learns to appreciate a lifetime of being alone, and, by the end of the fourth book, has outlived every other character introduced in the first save the Wanderer Saint. He is killed in combat by the girl he raised when she falls to the temptation of power. That is what happens to Salimao.” She looked back over her shoulder at Hayr. “Ziazan thinks the character bears a resemblance to one Rodomond Veraldo from Petragon, if he were more Chaldic. She is wrong.”

Hayr couldn’t help but smile at her outrage. “Why do you remember all these details, if you hate this story so much?”

“Because I wrote it.”

Hayr thought for a moment that she had actually jested with him. No, Tsovinar did not jest. “You?” he asked, nonetheless in disbelief. “You wrote a whole story?”

“Do not mock me,” she demanded. “I was scarcely older than yourself, a young and idealistic fool.”

“No, I’m just surprised!” He was struggling to keep up with her. “I wish I could write!”

“Apply ink to paper in an orderly fashion,” she told him, “that is all there is to it. In the west, they even have typesetting machines.”

“You just spent several years in the far west, right?” he asked. “What’s it like out there?”

Her annoyance quickly faded. “It is… a gentler place,” she said, looking out over the mountains. “The seasons are milder. The harvests are more bountiful. Cities do not have walls.” She thought for a moment. “Few gods are born there.”

“It sounds like a nice place,” Hayr observed. “Why would you come to the east?”

“… I suppose I am not meant for gentle places.” Tsovinar stopped mid-step, listening. Hayr heard nothing, not even wind, but something stirred Tsovinar to hope. “This way,” she said. “Down over there.”

She led him across a creek that was not wholly frozen, precariously stepping from one stone to the other to avoid getting wet. Hayr felt no need to freeze off his toes. They passed through more pine trees, growing together very densely, and suddenly they were in a gap which ran through the forest.

Finally, Hayr understood what Tsovinar had heard, the gentle clop, clop of a horse in thin snow. Never before had Hayr been happy to hear a horse, and he prayed with all his heart that he would never need to be again. They found the horse, dark red and shaggy, steam rising from her nostrils, and her rider, scrawny under a layer of furs draped over his shoulder. He was young, even younger than Hayr, with short hair that swept back, and copper and bronze medallions hanging across his chest. Everything about him, the shades of brown and ochre, the leather and the fur, the woven blanket on his horse’s back, marked him as Tokharika.

The Tokharika boy pulled up his mare short, who snorted and backed up. He stared at Tsovinar and Hayr, or probably mostly just Tsovinar, with unabashed curiosity. “Can you tell us where we are,” she asked him quickly.

He looked at them, and then up the path, and down behind him at his own horse’s prints. “… The road?” he said, as though he were being tricked.

“Which road,” Tsovinar pressed him, “for I fear we truly are that lost.”

“Did you just spring up out of the snow or something? This is the road to Kandakari’s Court.”

“That may be… the best news I have ever heard,” breathed out Tsovinar with relief. “How far?”

The boy shrugged. “Not sure. This is my first time going. Some of my cousins get invited up every year to meet old Marzban, but they never pick me. Anyway, I’m Aramaz. This is Rinni. You two some of those Lau Yitar merchants?”

“I am Dzovin-nar-Izael, of Soronanin, come to meet with Lord God Marzban,” Tsovinar told him.

“Yeah… sorry, I can’t pronounce that.”

“Tsovinar.”

“Got it.”

“And I’m… Hayr of Antaram,” said Hayr, “her manservant.” Tsovinar looked down at him, her eyes telling that she knew of the lie and did not approve, but her lips did not betray him.

Aramaz led on his horse with the reigns in one hand. He had the relaxed stance of one who moved with their animal’s rhythm. “So, should I go slow? I don’t think it’s too hard to find it from here. You won’t get lost. But, you know, I’ve been very bored. Antaram, huh? I hear there are princesses there. I bet they’re pretty. Red hair as long as a horse’s tail, is that so?”

“I haven’t met the princesses,” Hayr told him honestly, “but I think that is true.”

“Why are you going to Court alone?” Tsovinar asked him. “I was under the impression that Tokharika children do not venture far from their parents.”

“I’m not a kid,” Aramaz insisted. “I’m fourteen. A true man! But if you must know, my old man is dead and my old woman can’t stand me. Witch. Hope she chokes on a bone.”

“You sound like a good and faithful son,” Tsovinar chided him.

“Yeah, you think? I’m the worst mucking son who ever lived. Just like my father, that’s all I ever hear, just like my father, except at least he was good for something. Or so I’m told. He died on a hunting trip, right in front of my mother. I say maybe she offed him, but that just gets me hit. Do mothers break their sons’ fingers in Antaram, Hayr? My mother says they do everywhere.”

“My mother never broke anything,” Hayr said, a little alarmed. “When we were bad, she’d pour cold water over our heads.”

“Can we trade?” asked Aramaz.

“I’m sorry, my mother died last year.”

“Oh. Sorry.” Aramaz looked down at the older boy from atop his sturdy mare. “So, anyway, I just figured I’d go see Kandakari’s Court, whether they invite me or not. I’m just as good as my cousins. They’ll give almost any of them a chance to impress Old Marzban with their talents, why not me?”

Tsovinar listened to all of this carefully. “So you are Law’s Issue.”

“Well yeah,” he said. “It’s not that special, there’s hundreds of us once you add up all the children and grandchildren and great-grandchildren and nephews and nieces and their children and grandchildren and I probably forgot someone. He’s my great uncle, through my father and then his mother.”

“An eighth of blood, with respect to Marzban,” said Tsovinar.

“Something like that. Maybe a little more, you can probably connect my mother’s side to him somehow.”

Hayr listened to all of this in complete silence. His mother, of course, had told him and Vanador this and that about their father. Aramaz was his cousin, one of his many, many cousins. He had lied because he did not want them acting like they were his family. He hoped it didn’t show too much in his face. He had hair like his mother, he knew, a bit too light and soft to the touch. Vanador had the dark hair. Aramaz looked a bit like Vanador, just skinny, with high cheekbones.

“You two don’t even have packs, never mind horses,” Aramaz observed. “How did you even get all the way out here?”

“We fell from the sky,” Tsovinar told him.

“All right, all right, you don’t have to tell me if you don’t want! No need to be rude about it.” Aramaz adjusted his leather gloves. “But really, this is a pretty dangerous place for foreigners who don’t know their way. Did you hear that awful scream before the dawn? Ghosts, no doubt.”

“No doubt,” agreed Hayr.

Tsovinar glared at him just enough so that he would know for sure she wished him harm. “Ghosts are not real,” she said. “There are so many horrors in this world to fear that are more worthy of your attention than children’s tales. I could tell you ten thousand true stories that could bring any man to tears. Do not go chasing after ghosts.”

“Tsovinar?” dared Hayr, catching her eyes. 

“Yes, child?”

“I am so glad you weren’t my mother.”




♦♦Year 836, City of Ostmenye, Queendom of Antaram♦♦




“Awful racket,” complained Barsamin, as the crack of gunfire filled the air for the tenth time in as many minutes. “She’s completely wrecked that target, aren’t they done yet?” He had his cloak back, as he had missed it dearly. It was too cold in Antaram.

Luzcrezo leaned in with wide-eyed fascination. “What majesty! What devastation!” he exclaimed. “I was wrong to make light of the weapons of Chald. They are impressive.”

“Withhold your praise,” said Barsamin, rather more quietly, “until you see what they do to people.”

“A sword is not gentle either,” replied Luzcrezo. “That is the way of it.”

“Have you ever seen someone die upon a sword?” Absently, Barsamin’s hand reached for the hilt of the edgeless blade he still wore at his belt.

Luzcrezo shrugged his question off. “I have seen injuries, both slight and grave. I suppose I have not seen death.”

“I’ve seen four people die by the gun,” Barsamin told him with a dour look. “It is… unpleasant to look upon.”

“Thou art so depressing, Barsamin! Think of grander things.”

Before them, Ismyrn eyed the obliterated wooden target with interest. “I maintain that I am the more accurate,” she insisted, holding onto her dignity. “And certainly the more silent.”

Oseni grinned as wide as the sea. “Good for assassins, but I’d win in a fight,” she boasted. “And you know it.”

“I am no assassin!” exclaimed Ismyrn with exaggerated offense. “If I mean to kill thee, I will aim between thy eyes, from where I can look into them.”

Barsamin sighed, and the slightest glimmer of red caught his eye. One of Houri’s birds was up in the branches of a tree which had lost most of its leaves. It held a paper in its beak. He was startled, and looked back to Luzcrezo, but the Occidental boy had been beckoned by Oseni and took no notice of him. Ismyrn was watching him, but when his eyes met hers, she turned away and made a show of sorting her arrows in her quiver. He looked back to the bird. It dropped the paper, letting it drift away like a lost feather, and flew away.

Barsamin caught the paper in one hand and turned it over. “Ascend,” it said, in very thin handwriting of violet ink. He looked up. The artifice bird was perched in the window of the nearest of the three watchtowers in the outer walls. He glanced back again. No-one was paying him any mind. He slipped away to climb the ladder into the tower.

It was dusty, for it was rarely used anymore, being at neither gate. There was nobody and nothing there except for the bird, who looked at him for a long moment and then left him. “Wait,” he called out, “what was that all about, then?”

“It doesn’t have the romance of the waterfall,” said a voice behind him, “but a tower is still a good place to leap to your death.” He was pushed up against the wall by a force unseen right in front of him. “I’ve considered it a few times, but a god bears their fate with grace.” In front of Barsamin’s eyes, the ghost took shape, an old man with gleaming silver eyes sunk deep in his lean face. “You haven’t see me before, boy,” he said, “but I’ve seen you, oh I’ve seen you. Listen to me. Vahagn shall be here tonight. He is coming with Fluens and Helian Arcocelli.  He’ll take one look in your eyes, boy, one look, and you know the rest, don’t you?”

“… Rashk,” said Barsamin, realizing who it must be. “Are you going to try to kill me too?” He reached to pull out the sword.

“I know that’s not sharp, boy, but you can try to bludgeon a frail old man to death with it if that would please you.” Rashk stepped back and showed his empty hands. “Allow me to apologize on Solornel’s behalf for foolishly forcing the matter. He has done it again, I fear, acted on impulse, and I don’t just mean the little incident where he tried to snap your slender neck. If Tsovinar ever finds her way back, I suppose I will have to learn to live without seeing Solornel’s handsome beard any longer, as she surely will pluck it out one strand at a time. I will help her count.”

The old man looked up at the ceiling as though it were terribly interesting. It wasn’t. “A wiser man than I would have kept his silence from Solornel,” he reflected, “but I never could keep a secret. In any case, you are not dead, and neither is the girl, whose valor Solornel extolled to me at excessive length. I believe him, for it just so happens that I have met Ismyrn Galatti once before. Tenacious child.”

“Why do all gods love their own voices so,” Barsamin asked him, having run out of patience for this sort of thing.

“Why do all children love to interrupt their elders?” Rashk replied. “Hold still a little longer. I do not care for the lines on maps. Eodar is a good man, but I wouldn’t miss a single meal on his account, to work to keep Antaram the little queen’s inheritance that it is. If others want it, then it is theirs to work for. I’m concerned for something a tad more profound than who collects the tariffs in the ports, which is about to change, if you were wondering. There are plans generations in the making, hidden in hearts that do not age. I had thought I had a few more years. I have a few more hours. And here is what is going to happen.” He placed one frail hand on Barsamin’s shoulders to convey he was quite serious. “The princess is about to be abducted. You and the Galatti girl shall ride out to rescue her. Together. Alone.”

“Wh– what,” said Barsamin.

“I need all three of you out of what little hair I have left. Evren promised not to kill her, but you might need to remind her.”

“You’re mad,” Barsamin accused him, backed up against the wall.

Rashk rolled his eyes in exasperation. “Yes, I am Rashk, the God of Sight. Weren’t you listening, boy?!” He whacked Barsamin across the head. “Don’t they teach children to fear their gods anymore? We are mad to the last.”

“Is all this just to delay my uncle from seeing my eyes?” demanded Barsamin. “That won’t work long, unless you intend for me to never come back.”

“Well, if you think that’s the best way to deal with the dilemma, it’d be so much less work to just kill you,” Rashk pointed out. “I tried to kill Vahagn once, did you know that? But I had a feeling that he was not meant to die so nascent, and indeed he did not. Neither shall you.” He glanced aside, and one of the red birds was at the sill of the watchtower’s window, quivering in excitement. “Oh, look at the time,” the old god exclaimed. “You’re right. I do talk entirely too much.” A sly smile crept across his face. “No more questions. You can’t betray plans you don’t know. Run along now.”

Barsamin could not stand the man’s smug tone. “And you expect me to just do as you say?!”

“I expect you to be a sixteen-year-old boy who does whatever seems a good idea at the time.” Before Barsamin’s very eyes, Rashk faded away, as though he had never been there. “And you will not prove me wrong.”




♦♦Year 828, City of Amars, The White Jungle of Chald♦♦




The summer rains of Chald were as foreseeable as the ocean’s tides. They came every afternoon, brief and sudden, and left the world filled with steam and a sense of having been cleansed of a brooding mood. Solam was still brooding. He stood at the window, watching ladies under their umbrellas in the street. It had been about a decade since Lady Enestai had left to visit the city of Regalian in Petragon and never returned. Her handmaidens had come home in mourning, and told that her murderer had been drowned. He was sightless, they said, his face obscured by his blind man’s mask. Solam had just been finishing his apprenticeship with the tax office, and found himself suddenly promoted all the way to treasurer of the entire province, his master encouraged into an early retirement. So had been many others who were close to Lady Enestai. The goddess’s niece was involved in a swimming accident just a few months later. Her bloodline was dead, and neither was there any God of Secrets to be found, to receive her rights not for likeness of blood but likeness of soul.

That was when Vahagn of the White Jungle became a name known to the public. His father had been the estranged brother of the husband of Enestai’s unfortunate niece, or something like that. It hardly mattered. He had a connection through legal and documented means, no matter how tenuous, and he was wealthy and well-mannered. That settled it, he was the Governor. 

Vahagn had a sister, Talassen, and as their mother and father were in the grave, he felt a fatherly need to assure her good marriage. To his treasurer. Solam had been encouraged to agree to what amounted to keeping a spy in his own home. He had no misconceptions about that. Only a fool trusted his treasurer – a duplicitous accountant of a wealthy lord was a very Chaldic sort of villain – and Vahagn was no fool. Solam suspected that being a young relative of the famously murdered High Judge Melmoiran had influenced the decision also. Perhaps Talassen had fantasies of being the mother of a god! Solam hated Talassen, truly hated her, naming her poisoned honey in the secret places of his heart.

He could see his own reflection in the window: short black hair, a modest little intellectual’s beard, half-moon glasses, and a pinstripe vest that was more Occidental than it was Chaldic, but that was the fashion for an educated man. He took great pride in his education, having worked long and hard for it, and it pleased him that his son could often be found with a book. Barsamin was a skinny little boy, who insisted on being allowed to keep his hair long, which Solam had permitted mostly because Talassen had not. He was quiet, and played chiefly with girls, especially his cousins. Talassen did not like that. Solam thought it was fine. He hadn’t been so different when he was young.

The rain ended as suddenly as it had come. The golden light of afternoon shone down on ten thousand damp green leaves. Solam sighed and turned to resume filling out paperwork. It was prestigious, but rarely exciting. He was signing another authorization when the door of his office opened without anyone knocking. A woman in a lushly colored gown folded in her umbrella and left it by the doorframe. She was lovely, motherhood not having diminished her, with hair just slightly off black, skin slightly bronzed, that suggested recent ancestors from the north. “Miamar,” he said, not entirely pleased to see her, “I thought we agreed it best to not speak alone anymore.”

She flinched as though he had slapped her. “Solam,” she said quietly, “do you really think I would come frivolously? After all that?” Her eyes darted around the office. “… She’s not here, is she?”

“Gods only know where my wife is, Miamar, this isn’t wise.”

She sat down in the chair across his desk, her hands folded less out of manners and more for nerves. “I need to tell you something,” she said, “but you must understand, once I tell you, you share all risks with me.”

“What is it,” he asked, rather apprehensive.

“You remember, of course, that I was one of Lady Enestai’s handmaidens. I saw her murdered in her bed.”

“Of course,” he confirmed.

“And that the rogue god Rashk was there, and accused a blind man of the crime and threw him to the sea, with Enestai’s precious sapphire.” Solam nodded. She glanced around, nervous, her face flush. “Solam, a thousand and a thousand times again did I see that sapphire. There is none like it in the world. It belongs to the gods and goddesses who keep secrets, each in turn. When Rashk threw it into the Karyan Sea, I thought never to forgive that man for destroying it! But…”

“But what,” he pressed her, impatient.

“I don’t know if he saw me,” she said, barely above a whisper. “He has it, Vahagn has Indranil’s jewel. Gazing into it like it was his dearest beloved.”

“How is that possible,” pointed out Solam. “It must be a replica. Gods know he has the money.”

“Were it a replica he bought with gold, he would boast of it to all the world,” she insisted. “But he keeps it secret. He keeps it hidden. Solam, you know I’ve always thought there’s something not right about him. I think I know what it is now. Vahagn is the God of Secrets.”

Solam stared at her blankly for a moment. “That can’t be!” he exclaimed. “How could he possibly keep such a thing…” His confidence died on his breath. “… secret.”

“I know you feel it too,” she said, “when he looks into your eyes. It’s cold. It’s miserable. I have never been so sure of anything in my life. Solam, I can’t go back. I’ve been terrified of him for years. The last string has snapped, I’m leaving! I’m picking up the girls from school and we’re going to Lyukemo to take a ship across the sea to Zarranask. Please help me. Strangers will be less suspicious if there is a man who looks to be my husband with me. Less likely to say something to someone.”

“How soon,” asked Solam.

“Now. Right now. The carriage is waiting.”

He stared out the window. Whether or not he could believe that Vahagn was a secret god, who somehow had a sapphire which had been thrown into the sea between Antaram and Petragon, he could find no blame in his heart for Miamar. Divorce court was a scandalous thing, and Vahagn, he… she was right, there was something deeply and truly unsettling about him. Solam sighed and sealed his ink bottle. “Let’s go,” he said.

The hired carriage took them a few streets over to the school where they both sent their children. Miamar kept the blinds drawn, and urged Solam to go out by himself to find her daughters, and, he supposed, Barsamin also. The three of them were together in the school yard. “Rinnael, Saresh, Barsamin,” he greeted them. “I’ve come with your mother, girls, we’re going on a picnic.”

“A picnic!” said Saresh. “Tell Mother I did good in school today.”

“I wrote a poem,” added Rinnael.

“A picnic, father?” Barsamin asked him. “Truly?” His eyes seemed so big and wide and trusting.

“Truly,” he lied.

“We never go on picnics,” the boy observed, as he climbed into the carriage. “Mother doesn’t like them.”

“And you’ll note that Mother is not here,” Solam pointed out with good cheer. “Up you go, Saresh.” He helped his two small nieces – nieces, he firmly reminded himself, not daughters – to sit beside their mother. They were both smiling little girls, but usually quiet around adults, he had noticed. He found it rather concerning, but he was in no position to do much about it. As the carriage rolled off, a sudden thought struck him with a jolt of terror. If Vahagn was the God of Secrets, then he knew about – muck.

“I read about Tokhar today,” said Barsamin, who pulled back the curtain just a little to peek out. “Where the wild men ride horses and the voice of their god booms out from the mountains and they all obey, even if he wants them to die.”

“They’re not wild, Barsamin, just different,” his father corrected him.

“And,” the boy continued, “their first goddess, well, her husband was the only one who ever disobeyed her, he left her and had children with other women. No wonder he died at the end of the story. He knew he was married and did it anyway.”

“… No wonder,” said Solam, adjusting his collar. Miamar was staring very intently at the floor.

“Why are we going this way?” asked Barsamin. “There’s nothing down this road.”

The carriage came to a sudden stop which shook them all a little. The warm color of Miamar’s face drained out. Rinnael pulled back the curtain to see what was the matter. “Father!” she exclaimed. “Mother, I thought Father wasn’t coming–”

The door was torn open. One of Vahagn’s several artifice men grabbed Rinnael and threw her to the ground, his face ever emotionless. The girl looked up, confused and hurt. Miamar grabbed Saresh, but there was nowhere she could go. Vahagn was standing behind his guards, his black cloak drawn about his shoulders even in the summer heat, his face pallid and sleepless; his sister Talassen was at his side, in a silken gown the deep blue of sapphires. Her hands were pressed together and so were her lips, an expression that Solam knew too well.

“Good and faithful husband,” she said, “whatever are you doing, going on a little sojourn without inviting your wife?”

Vahagn lifted his dark eyes to those in the carriage. “Bring me the smallest one,” he instructed, and his guards tore Saresh away from her mother. Her hair-tie came undone, and black hair fell over the girl’s shoulders and stuck to her face as she began crying. Vahagn lifted her chin to look into her eyes. “This one never was mine,” he said. “Laughable that you thought I wouldn’t know. I chose to let the insult stand, to see if she would perhaps turn out better than the older one, but they are both a disappointment in the utmost. They cannot wield my Aspect. They cannot protect Chald. This is why I wanted sons! Few women turn out so well as Talassen. I have no use for these children.”

“Father,” said Saresh through her tears, “what are you talking about? What did I do wrong? Father, I’ve been trying so hard! I got a good mark in school today–”

Vahagn threw back his cloak. At his waist hung a holster. He pulled out the handgun and pointed it between Saresh’s eyes, the girl uncomprehending. Solam sprung to his feet. He knocked Saresh over and leapt at Vahagn’s throat. He was thrown aside by one of the artifice guards. “Run,” he cried, trying to get back to his feet, “RUN!” He couldn’t see – damn it all, his glasses had fallen somewhere. Vahagn kicked him in the chest, and was much stronger than Solam would have supposed him to be. He fell back. He still couldn’t see.




Bang. Shriek.

Bang. No!

Bang. Silence.




Three. That was three shots. Which one had Vahagn not shot? His true daughter, Solam supposed. Which would mean–

“Barsamin,” said Vahagn, “come here, boy. I said, come here. There you go. Hand your father his glasses. His eyes are very weak, you know that.”

Solam’s vision came back into focus with one large crack across it. Barsamin was standing before him, his wide eyes filled with tears. Vahagn had his gun trained on the boy, and Solam knew he could not move to stop him. Beyond him, two little girls and their mother were all very still, their dresses bright bloody red. Talassen looked singularly unbothered. “You reeking snake,” Solam swore.

“I see you found out my big secret,” said Vahagn, almost amiably. “I wasn’t planning on keeping it too much longer anyway. It takes a few years, you know, to ascertain who you can truly trust. I made the mistake of acting hastily once before, and I do not mean to ever repeat it. I suppose, in a way, I should thank Rashk for a few things… ah, but what does it matter. Everything turned out splendidly, don’t you think, brother-in-law?”

“The Will shall judge you,” Solam told him.

“She already did! And here I stand.” Vahagn placed one hand on Barsamin’s shoulder and raised the gun squarely between Solam’s eyes. Solam looked down at his son. He and Miamar had never been entirely certain if Saresh was his daughter, but he had endeavored to be a good uncle to both girls; he had hoped to see them grow and laugh and find love, and now they were dead. He could only pray, desperately pray, that his son would not soon be dead too. He could only pray that Barsamin wouldn’t grow to be anything like what Vahagn wanted in a child. He did not know if both were possible. “Now, Barsamin,” said Vahagn, “your mother wants you to close your eyes for this. And remember, the price of your life is loyalty. Now…” 




Bang. 




“And always.”








CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The End of the Sky




♦♦Year 828, The Karyan Sea♦♦




A certain small girl of Petragon awoke in darkness. The world was rocking back and forth under her. She felt warmth, and the rhythm of breathing, and reached out to grasp the lace of her best friend’s dress. They were both still alive. She listened for a moment, and cast back the rough cloth that covered her. There was nothing above her but the sky, gray and moody, and nothing from end to end of the world but water. Ismyrn was on a ship so small that one wave could crush it. Erasmin Arcocelli was with her, still under the power of the sleeping draught which had been forced down their throats. Their captors noticed her wakefulness immediately. The old man merely stared at her with no particular expression. She could feel his gaze, intense and discerning. The monster girl who gleamed like copper laughed and knocked Ismyrn over with a shove.

“Good morning, little girlie,” she said. “I’m afraid I didn’t catch your name. Mine’s Evren.” She wore a beautiful Occidental dress of green and blue, not unlike one Erasmin’s mother would wear.

“I am Ismyrn della Sylvan Galatti,” she said, quickly getting back up. “My father is a law-keeper, he’ll come and get you!”

“Ooh, the one with the feather in his hat?” Evren smiled broadly. “Dead. The woman you were playing with, was that your mother? Very dead.” The old man eyed Evren, and said nothing.

“That can’t be true,” Ismyrn exclaimed, but she knew that it was. She fought back the tears. “Then I will come and get you! I’ll rescue Erasmin!” She hit Evren with her empty fists, to no particular effect.

Evren sighed and shoved her over again. “I’d just drown you now, if I didn’t need two of you squirmy little things. One for the forging, and one to please Father.”

“Which is which?” asked the old man. “They’re the same age and all.”

“Gods, Rashk, I thought you could tell,” Evren scolded him. “The one with the golden curls, she’s Helian Correl’s. She tried to steal Eodar. She tried to take Eodar from me. She wanted Eodar to be a father for her. I’ll never forgive her! Never, never!”

Rashk raised one eyebrow. “Good gods, girl, this is why you weren’t invited to his wedding. And then banished from his country.”

“Eodar made me promise,” said Evren with great distress, “not to kill that one, the one who doesn’t talk, or their little ugly girl babies. He took me to Lord God Marzban and everything. Can’t do it. But he never made me promise anything about Helian Correl. Or Tsovinar. But Tsovinar didn’t want him to be a father for her, and I’ll never understand why he wanted her to be a mother for him.”

“There are five kinds of women one should not pursue,” said Rashk gravely. “A king’s wife, a brother’s wife, a teacher’s daughter, a woman who doesn’t ask your name, and Tsovinar.”

“And no woman,” added Evren with anger, “should pursue a man with an Alk!”

“On my spotless honor, I shall never pursue Eodar,” Rashk assured her. Evren gave him the strangest look.

Ismyrn was terrified. These people were mad. She had only the vaguest memory of the abduction, when the monster girl had seized her and Erasmin in the garden of the Arcocelli manor. There had been blood and screams. Could her father truly be dead? He was so strong and brave. He had been the one appointed to keep the Arcocelli household and all their servants safe. And her mother? She was Erasmin’s caretaker when Helian Arcocelli was occupied with the business of being the wealthiest woman in Petragon. Ismyrn and Erasmin were like twin sisters, one fair-haired and one dark.

At last, Erasmin awoke also. She gasped when she saw their plight and clung to Ismyrn. “Izzie, Izzie,” she sobbed. “She’s going to kill us! She’s an Alk! Alks kill little girls to make more Alks!”

“Smart little girlie,” said Evren.

Rashk looked out over the endless sea. “… And there it is,” he said, slowly getting to his feet to lean against the mast. “The Snarling Spire.”

Ismyrn could not see anything at all, but then she could. It was a rock which reached up out of the ocean for the sky, twisted and jagged and horrible. There was not long to wonder why it had its name. A beastly scream chilled the air. Evren was filled with joy to hear it. “Father,” she whispered.

The little ship was pulled up on a gravelly shore and tied down. Evren was so strong that she did it all by herself. She grabbed the two little girls and dragged them into a cave which opened at the base of the spire. Rashk went behind them slowly, gazing this way and that in wonderment. The rock beneath their feet was strewn with bones. Another scream shook the walls of the cave around them, rattling the bones like a thousand dead dancers. It sounded in terrible pain. Ismyrn and Erasmin shrank back, too frightened to even cry anymore.

Evren lit a lantern. The cave was illuminated, and in it was a man, gaunt as though he had already starved to death, with tangled white-blonde hair that fell over his bare chest and down his back. He was chained to the stone by hand and foot, and through his living body was thrust a spear, the wound bleeding fresh. He looked upon them with dead eyes that only slowly remembered their use. “My… daughter,” he said slowly. “Art thou my daughter?”

“I am your daughter Evren,” said the monster girl, standing tall.

He considered for a long moment. “I remember… Evren,” he decided. “Thou art welcome before me. Seri… hast thou seen my daughter Seri?”

“No, Father,” Evren told him.

“Why does she not come,” he lamented. “When will she forgive me? When will she take back her spear, that I am forever slain upon? The number of sunsets since she left me here now number three hundred thousand seven hundred and eighty-three. I will not leave until she forgives me. If thou shouldst meet Seri, please ask her to hasten. She is thy eldest sister. Thou shalt know her by her hair, the most perfect red, for she is the only maiden in all the east and west to be crowned by it. There is a star in her heart, so beautiful, most beautiful. Seri! I weep for thee!” He screamed again, the most horrible, sad sound ever heard in the deep of the earth.

Rashk had watched all this in deepest silence. “Who is this man that my daughter brings,” the bleeding man asked. “Is he your brother?”

“No, Father, my brother left me for a wife,” Evren said with bitterness. “This man is Rashk. He is the God of Sight. He wished to meet you.”

“My Lord God Firenzerral,” said Rashk very respectfully, bowing his head. “This is the greatest honor to which I ever could have aspired, to behold the Undying God of Strength.”

“Sight,” said the man, longing filling his voice. “Look for Seri, this I beg of thee, look for my daughter with thy favored eyes. She is a great warrior, it was she who slew me here. Only my daughters are stronger than all men. When she returns, when she frees me from these shackles, we shall ride forth to conquer all nations. Do you know the fair maiden, the one with the star of iron? She comes here often. She is searching also. She wishes for my redemption. What a good and faithful girl. Alone in glory among all maidens who are not my daughters! I shall take her to wed.”

“Father,” said Evren, sounding a little impatient, “I have brought you offerings. I wish to have a new sister.”

Firenzerral turned his gaze to her, and seemed to only just then notice the two little girls who clung together in silence. “A new sister,” he repeated, “but Evren, thou art yet so young, where is thy sister Tarsi?”

“She is dead, Father, the men of Antaram have slain her.”

The God of Strength shrieked in anger. “Then the men of Antaram shall to the last perish,” he proclaimed, “crushed under my heel.” Evren looked a little afraid at these words, but said nothing. “Bring me these offerings.”

She dragged the girls forward by their hair. “No!” shouted Ismyrn. “You cannot kill Erasmin! She is the most clever girl, and the nicest!”

“You cannot kill Ismyrn,” said Erasmin, “she is the fastest runner, and can sing so well!”

“… Sing,” repeated Firenzerral. “Seri can sing so well. I wish I could hear her voice, as fair as all the birds of spring. I wish to hear singing. I wish to hear the maidens of the meadows.”

“You heard him,” said Evren, her claws digging into Ismyrn’s shoulder, “he wants you to sing.”

Ismyrn’s eyes filled with tears. “Here?” she said. “He wants me to sing here?”

“Yes, do it, or I’ll kill you worse than I meant to.”

Ismyrn looked up at the God of Strength, who stared back at her in expectant silence. Erasmin hid behind her, but peeked out over her shoulder. Ismyrn closed her eyes. She could not sing in such a dark and terrible place. She could not. She… she remembered, then, a song she had heard once before, which had seemed to her too sad to ever sing. She trembled, and opened her eyes.




Soft falls the rain upon the roses,

Sweeter is she who was loved most;

Weep, for the world closes

To the lost lover’s ghost.




The veil of clouds is a deep gray,

Nearer is he who was loved most;

Weep, and search for a pathway

For the lost lover’s ghost.




The roses bloom in the rains of spring,

In praise of the rains shall the living sing;

And so the lovers cry

Until the end of the sky.

The tears of the dead are a precious thing.




Firenzerral was silent for a long moment. “I… remember this song,” he said at last. “The maidens west of the river sang it to mourn those who died young. I am pleased. This shall be thy offering to me. I do not require thy blood.”

“And not Erasmin’s either,” Ismyrn demanded.

“No. I still require the blood and the soul of a maiden to forge for my daughters new sisters. Bring her forward, Evren.”

“NO!” Ismyrn ran towards him, intent on prying that spear out of his gut and stabbing him with it again, to see if two holes could accomplish what one apparently had not. As she reached out, she felt a sharp crack across the back of her head. Everything went black. She heard, just for a moment, Erasmin screaming her name.




“Izzie… Ismyrn!” The sun was above her. She opened her eyes. Erasmin was standing above her, golden curls glistening in the light. 

“Erasmin!” Ismyrn quickly sat up, though she felt a horrible pain down her neck. “I thought – I thought you were – how did we get here?” They were in the very garden from where they had been abducted.

“… I don’t know,” said Erasmin softly, looking around as though it were a strange place to her. “I remember…” Her voice trailed off, and her blue eyes lost focus. “I remember you.”

“ERASMIN!” A man’s voice rang out, filled with astonishment. Ismyrn saw a broad-shouldered man who she dimly recognized. He was a sword master who practiced with Fluens Arcocelli and her own father. “Erasmin is here!” he shouted. “And Sylvan’s girl!”

Helian Arcocelli was not far behind him, her eyes wide with disbelieving hope. She wore a black gown of mourning, her golden hair beneath a veil. “Erasmin,” she gasped, falling to her knees and embracing her daughter. “Erasmin! We thought you were dead! What happened, who did this to you?!”

“… Who are you,” asked the young girl very quietly.

Helian’s joy fell quickly into the realization of a wound deeper than swords could give. “Your… your mother,” she said.

“Oh.” Erasmin looked around. “Is he my father?”

“… No, that is Master Rodomond, don’t you remember?”

“No…” 

Ismyrn looked from her friend to the adults. “We were kidnapped by a monster,” she said, “and she took us on a boat with this old man, to a mountain in the ocean, and there was this man chained there who had a spear stuck in him and he was going to kill us, but–”

Rodomond Veraldo sat down and put one hand on her shoulder. “Did they give you something strange to drink?” he asked. “Did you hit your head?”

Ismyrn hesitated, and felt the sting at the back of her head and her neck. “Yes, I think so,” she said.

“Someone has destroyed their memories,” said Rodomond, looking to Helian with unspoken commiseration. “We may never know who did this.”

“But why,” asked Helian, tears streaming down her face as she clung to her daughter like she might blow away, “why would they do this? Why did they murder people in my employ to take my little girl and her innocent companion, only to bring them back a week later? No ransom, no demands!”

“Is it true,” asked Ismyrn with hesitation, “that my mother and father are dead?”

Rodomond sighed. “Yes, child, I’m sorry.”

“The monster did it,” she said urgently. “She had copper hair. Claws this long. Did anyone see her?!” The man and woman looked to one another. She realized then that they thought she could not remember anything either. “There was an undying god,” she insisted. “His name was Firenzerral! He’s waiting until his daughter comes back and then they’re going to conquer the world!”

“Ismyrn,” said Helian gently, “that is a story, your mother probably told it to you. Firenzerral was the father of Queen Sparkasuki from across the sea. They’ve both been dead for eight hundred years, they can’t hurt you. No-one will hurt you, you’re safe now.”

Rodomond Veraldo looked down at her in a long and contemplative silence. “You should come with me,” he said. “I owe a great debt to your father, and I shall do right by you in his name.”

Ismyrn looked over to Erasmin, who seemed oddly unemotional, and then past her, and she thought she saw – there was no-one there. She thought she had seen the old man staring at her. What was his name? Rashk. She would remember. She would find him, or Evren, or Firenzerral, and so prove that her memories were real. She would find out why Erasmin couldn’t remember, and then make her remember, because surely Helian Arcocelli would believe her then. Most importantly, she would be prepared if the monster came back. She looked up to Rodomond Veraldo. “Teach me how to fight.”




♦♦Year 836, The Red Ring Lodge, Tokharika Territory♦♦




Hayr was weary and too numb to even be cold, but he had survived. He dropped in front of the fire pit like a lead weight. “I’m going to sleep now,” he said, “and I will wake up in ten thousand years.”

“Not until you have eaten,” Tsovinar told him sternly. “You still have that money Ziazan gave you, yes? Give it to me.”

Hayr fumbled to untie the satchel from his belt. “She’s going to drown me if I come back without coffee,” he said.

“And I will tie you to a tree if you do not give me those coins. Choose your death wisely.”

“I’m giving it to you, it’s right here! Ask if they have any coffee beans.” Aramaz had brought them safely to what apparently passed for a tavern this deep in the mountains. Three thick poles held up a lattice ceiling, over which were layers of woven cloth. The walls were wooden slats, covered with colorful blankets, red especially, patterns woven into them of horses and birds and bears. It was smokey, and three women in headscarves were bent over a pot of stew. The youngest looked aside at Hayr and smiled. He smiled back. Her mother nudged her and scowled. He distinctly heard her mutter that he was a town boy tempter.

Tsovinar paid out some of the satchel to the master of the lodge. She paid for Aramaz as well, who seemed surprised. The boy came and sat down beside Hayr on a pile of furs. “She is scary,” he said of Tsovinar, “but also nice.”

“That’s getting to the heart of the matter quickly,” replied Hayr with a sincere laugh. “Gods! The number of times I thought she would kill me, and it’s only been a few weeks.”

“A few weeks? What did you do before that?”

“Lived with my brother, cleaning out stone-cutting machines,” Hayr explained. “Got tired of that.”

“Machines,” repeated Aramaz in wonderment. “I heard of those from my father. How do they work?”

“I don’t know, you make the pieces out of iron, and you use gears, they’re, well, they’re wheels with these notches on them, and when they turn they fit together–” Hayr tried to demonstrate with his hands, but doubted that he got the point across. “My brother has more of a head for that sort of thing than I do. They’re so complicated and expensive, and all the parts are imported from the west.”

“Wish I had brothers,” said Aramaz, folding up his legs. “It’d give my mother someone else to chase around.”

“It was nice, when we were both young,” mused Hayr. “Before he got old enough to start worrying about marriage – both his and mine. I don’t want anything to do with that!”

Aramaz clapped him on the back. “My fellow free-rider, you have in me a companion to the death.” He looked suddenly over at Tsovinar. “Is she married?”

Tsovinar came and sat down between them, throwing her mess of black curls back over her shoulder. “I swore against the touch of men when I was young,” she said with a certain flatness. “Then, now, and always.”

“What,” said Aramaz, disbelieving, “not even once?”

“I am a keeper of oaths, Aramaz of Tokhar.”

“Well, why,” the boy asked her brazenly. 

She eyed him, the same way she eyed Hayr when his questions pushed too deeply. “A wise man once told me,” she said, “that material passion is the destroyer of intellectual intention. You cannot achieve great things unless you put aside the mundane. For myself in particular, I fear the touch of madness, and passion is the surest path to find it. The tales of sorrow and anger so often told are the tales of jealousy, resentment, and longing for what cannot be attained. For all this did I choose to abstain from the passions that catch up others to their ruination.”

Aramaz raised one brow. “That’s, ah… that’s profound, I guess.”

“Who was this wise man?” asked Hayr. “Surely not Rashk.”

“Ha.” She very nearly smiled. “No, surely not Rashk, who never married either, though not for a disdain of material passion. I speak of someone long dead. It is not a tale for you to hear.”

“You two know Rashk?” asked Aramaz in wonderment. “I hear he’s crazy as a bag of cats in heat.”

Tsovinar was caught unawares by this analogy. “That… I cannot dispute that,” she conceded. 

“They say he abducts pretty girls,” continued Aramaz, mimicking a brutal knifing with his hands, “and, splorch, out comes their soul, and he makes their dead bodies dance.”

“I might dispute that, but just barely so. He is an artificer. His servants truly are undead.”

Except for me, Hayr thought to himself, so far.

“That’s intense,” said Aramaz with distinct approval. The cooking-girl brought him a large bowl of stew, and he received it eagerly; the girl’s mother brought another to Hayr, so thick and brown that he could scarcely imagine what could be in it, but he would have eaten it even if he thought it would kill him.

A gust of chill air filled the lodge as someone else entered. She was tall, not so tall as Tsovinar, but at least as much as Hayr was. She kept her hair in tight braids wrapped around her neck, and she wore a saffron sash which stood out vividly from her riding clothes. A large quiver hung at her side, decorated with beads in intricate patterns of tree leaves. Aramaz was not pleased to see her. “Tamal,” he said quietly. “Of course she’s here.”

“Who’s she?” asked Hayr.

“The favorite, Marzban’s favorite, everyone’s favorite. She’ll probably be Goddess of Law one day, muck her and her big pretentious nose.”

Tamal noticed them, as was not very difficult to accomplish, and spoke quietly with the master of the lodge before approaching them. “Aramaz, son of my mother’s least favorite brother,” she hailed, unfastening her quiver and throwing it to the floor. “Why do you keep with foreign women thrice your age?” If Tsovinar thought this guess to be too much, or too little, she gave no indication of annoyance.

“Why do cousins got to be asking rude questions,” Aramaz replied, with an obvious roll of his eyes.

The girl sat down cross-legged to face them. “Forgive my bluntness, cousin, but lustful fathers have lustful sons. Don’t be seen with with women you’re not given to if you don’t want misunderstandings.”

“I found these two in the woods, lost as summer birds in the snow,” Aramaz told her hotly. “They want to see Uncle Marzban.”

“Do they have arrangements with Lord God Marzban?” she asked, like a particularly unpleasant caretaker of children.

“Tell me, child,” said Tsovinar, “should not a good and proper girl of Tokhar defer to a woman thrice her age?”

Tamal’s eyes widened as though she had been slapped. “I… I suppose,” she said.

“Then leave me to my business, and I shall leave you to yours.” Tsovinar watched as the girl decided she did not want to sit near them after all.

“Rinni better not be stabled with any nag of hers,” Aramaz whispered.

“We are very close to the Court, now, yes?” Tsovinar asked him.

Aramaz shrugged. “It’s that big rock off in the distance, right? I mean, Tamal is here, and she’s been staying with the old man. Left camp a few months ago. Out for a little ride, I guess, making sure everything’s in order, that’s what makes her happy.” The teenaged girl eyed them from across the lodge with smoldering dislike.

“Sleep for a few hours,” Tsovinar told Hayr. “We shall refrain from bothering Marzban until a proper time. If he is in no mood to see us, I trust the news shall find us here.”

“I told you, I’m sleeping for ten thousand years,” answered Hayr, falling back right where he sat.

“Then I will see you in ten thousand years, when nothing known to us remains.”








CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The First Night




♦♦Year 836, City of Ostmenye, Queendom of Antaram♦♦




Ismyrn shot idly at the wooden target propped against a hay bale. Twang. Thunk. Luzcrezo and his new ‘friend’ had left her alone. They had noticed Barsamin had disappeared without a word, but Oseni had laughed it off. He was too shy, she said, and nothing got him flustered more than romance, a mystery wholly unknown to him. However would he survive being married to a pushy woman like Katarosi? Ismyrn allowed herself to imagine that royal bedchamber, and she laughed aloud. Twang. Thunk. Laughing was not good for aim.

She heard the swish of a cloak behind her. Barsamin was standing near the wall, looking rather disconcerted, and pale as though he’d been grabbed and kissed by a ghost. “Have you seen Katarosi,” he asked.

She raised one eyebrow. “Why would I have? She has her courtly matters to attend to with her fair mother, and she is not fond of me, for I say whatsoever I think of.” She wished he knew more than a handful of Occidental words; she had felt very self-conscious of how old-fashioned she sounded speaking Tarimin ever since Katarosi had pointed it out to her.

“Look, listen,” said Barsamin, and to her surprise he placed one hand on her shoulder. “Thank you for not killing me. Thank you for not telling anyone else who might kill me. As crazy as it sounds, I was just talking with another gods-awful god, they must grow like wildflowers around here, and I think Katarosi may be in danger.”

The princess? In danger? This was the stuff Ismyrn was made for. “Who threatens her?” she demanded.

Barsamin sighed. “Rashk. He’s the God of Sight. He–”

“Rashk,” she repeated, her mind suddenly alight. “Sayest thou Rashk?”

“Yes, he–”

Ismyrn grabbed him and started running in the direction he had come from. The very reason she had been happy to come across the sea, unlike Luzcrezo, was that she had hoped to meet this man and make him give an account of his actions. No-one believed a child until they heard the same from an elder’s lips; this had been her problem for eight years now. Only Master Veraldo seemed to believe her in the slightest. She glanced back. Barsamin was bewildered. “I should probably first rescue thy bride from his clutches,” she realized.

“The throne room is that way,” he reminded her.

“Yes, but perhaps that is precisely where he means for us to go!” Ismyrn stopped and considered. “What did he say, exactly?”

“That he’s going to abduct the princess,” Barsamin told her. 

“Which princess? As thou sayest, there are two, and one is with the queen and her men.”

Comprehension awoke in Barsamin’s eyes. “Houri,” he whispered. “Where is she, she could be anywhere–”

“Up here,” said a voice with a sinister giggle.

Ismyrn looked up, and recognized the speaker, and a surge of panic seized her. The copper hair. The teeth. Several years older now, just as she was, but surely it could only be the same monster. Evren. The Alk waved at her amiably. “You all are a bit slow,” she said. “I ran off with the red one over an hour ago. Simple as making mud, when you know your way around here!”

Ismyrn drew her sword. “Where is she?!”

Evren laughed. “You have to chase me, stupid. Into the woods. Is that clear enough, or do I need to draw a map?” She jumped off the far side of the wall. There was nothing more to it. Ismyrn gave chase.

“Ismyrn,” called Barsamin, not quite so swift of foot, “the guards! We need to call the guards–”

As though answering his summons, something was thrown over the wall and fell to the dirt right in front of them – an arm, just an arm, the sleeve soaked with blood, the hand still clutching the wooden shaft of a spear. Barsamin stopped dead, horrified. Ismyrn did not have time for his horror. “What guards,” she answered, leaving him behind. She heard him follow.

She ran out through the rear gate, conspicuously unwatched. “It’s a trap,” Barsamin persisted to explain to her. “It must be a trap!”

“Thinkest thou I don’t know?” He didn’t understand; he couldn’t possibly know, but she had to follow the monster. She would sooner die than not. Someone had left their horse tied up by the gate still saddled, a big brown one with a golden mane, pawing and snorting nervously. She grabbed ahold of his bridle and untied him from the post. She was already astride the animal’s back when Barsamin caught up to her.

“Knowest thou how to ride,” she asked, pulling in the reins to turn the horse towards the pine woods.

“Not really–”

“Mount from the left,” she snapped, “find a seat behind me! We are both slight.” He was not the most useful companion, she knew, but when he wrapped his arms around her waist, she felt it again, that surging sense of likeness beneath their outward differences, which made her feel connected to someone as she had not felt in many years – not since her family was murdered and Erasmin awoke without memory and forever changed, quiet and distant.

“Do you have any idea where we’re going,” he asked.

“I never have.” She urged the horse into a canter.

“Then why are we going this way?”

She leaned forward. “Replace those lenses, the monster leads us!” She could see Evren with a good head start on them, heading for the wooded hillside which led up to the ridge. Barsamin clung to her desperately, and Ismyrn realized that truly he didn’t know how to sit on a horse at a run, which she found rather astounding. “What manner of rich boy does not know how to ride a horse,” she asked loudly.

“The kind from a country with automobiles!” he replied, distinctly indignant.

“We have those too, Bars, they are western!”

“My name is Barsamin–”

Shade fell over them. “Names are what others give thee,” she said. “And I name this beast we chase murderer.”

“Murderer? I don’t think she’s killed Houri.” He did not sound completely certain.

“Damn it all, which way did she go?” The woods were thick with tangled undergrowth. The horse slowed to a trot, and Ismyrn listened. She heard a feminine giggle, all too pleased.

“To the left,” said Barsamin.

“Left it is!” There was faint signs of a path long disused, a space wide enough for two horses concealed under the colors of autumn. The horse Ismyrn had borrowed was apprehensive, understandably so, for surely an Alk had a strange and unwelcome smell to natural beasts.

“This is obviously a ploy to lead us away from Ostmenye,” Barsamin complained.

“Then why didst thou come,” Ismyrn asked him. “All thou needest to have done was to not climb up here with me.”

Barsamin was silent for a moment. “… Because I like Houri more than I like anyone else in that old castle,” he confessed.

Ismyrn looked up and down the path, from side to side, feeling anxious as she might suddenly be attacked. She realized she was nearly shaking, and she did not want Barsamin to notice that. She would have him only notice her courage. Talking, she needed to keep talking. “She is a bit young, and promised as a bride to the fire, from what I hear.”

Barsamin hit her in the back. Distraction accomplished. “Not like that,” he said hotly. “She’s the only one around here who isn’t using me for something! Katarosi is using me for babies and Oseni is using me for money and my mother is using me for politics–”

“And Luzcrezo is using thee to look upon,” Ismyrn added helpfully.

“… What?”

Ismyrn sighed in disappointment. He truly was that unpracticed in even the barest knowledge of romance. He couldn’t notice even the most blatant flirting. “Beautiful, Bars, he thinks thee beautiful, and would like to see all of thy beauty. In a bedroom. Is that blunt enough for thee?”

One could have heard a single snowflake fall in Barsamin’s silence. “… But I’m a boy,” he said at last.

“I thank thee for the report, Commander of Spies!” Ismyrn told him. “I never would have supposed.”

“I’m serious!” he insisted. “That doesn’t even make sense.”

“If thou art no fey child, thou shouldst tell him quick, so I can take joy in him being mistaken,” said Ismyrn. A broken branch. The sound of crunched leaves. She was still going the right way. “It was his first thought of thee, and I have not known him to be wrong about such things.”

“I’m afraid I don’t know this fey word,” said Barsamin, “some western insult, I take it.”

“An insult that Luz wears proudly, then,” Ismyrn told him. “He is quite touched by it, I would have thought the kiss to be thy hint.”

“He was just trying to insult me,” Barsamin insisted.

“He means to insult me every waking day, but never has he kissed me.” Ismyrn’s eyes were drawn to a flash of red. Houri? No – a bird. It perched upon a tangle of thorny vines on a rock face, with an ostentatiously long plume of a tail. She recognized it as being of the sort that followed in Houri’s wake.

“Pip,” said Barsamin, “or Pap, whichever.”

Ismyrn swiftly dismounted and handed the reins to Barsamin, who looked like she had just given him a trumpet he could not play and asked for a magnificent performance. “Come here, little birdie,” she said as gently as she could, stepping softly, “where is thy maiden keeper?” The bird puffed out its chest and twittered something in its own little bird language. It flew up and away, and as Ismyrn followed it with her eyes, she noticed that there were rough stairs carved into the high rock, choked with the vines and roots of disuse. “Cannot take the horse by this way, I fear,” she mused. “Wouldst thou like to stay here with him?”

“No,” said Barsamin with all certainty.

“Then take the bit out of his mouth, and let him graze.” He stared at her blankly. “Like this, Barsamin, it unhooks here.”

He tried to swing his leg over to unmount, but of course he lost his balance, and the horse startled. Ismyrn had to pull him off. “Thank you,” he said, straightening his cloak.

“It is a wonder to me that thou yet livest for sixteen years, Barsamin of Chald,” she told him, pulling out her sword to try and force her way through the vines without too many scratches.

“I’m surprised too, believe me.” He followed closely behind her. “I don’t suppose Luzcrezo has had a chance to tell you the tearful tale he dragged out of me. The one where my family is murdered and I am spared.”

Ismyrn glanced back at him, not quite sure if he was serious. After all, she had seen his mother herself. He must have seen the doubt in her eyes, for he continued. “I always loved my aunt Miamar more than I loved my mother,” he explained, his voice softening. “My uncle married her because he thought her the most beautiful, I think, but she was a kind and gentle woman. Mother never liked her at all. I don’t think she would have liked anyone, though, no-one is good enough for her dear brother Vahagn.”

Ismyrn kicked aside a loose rock. It tumbled away into the bracken below. “A mother to her brother, then,” she said, “as that is ever what mothers think.”

“Hah, well, she seems to think Katarosi is someone I should feel honored to wed,” said Barsamin. “I used to play with Aunt Miamar’s daughters down by the river every afternoon. We’d bring home buckets of frogs and my mother hated that. Neither my parents nor my aunt and uncle had a happy marriage. Miamar used to cry a lot, when she thought no-one was looking. Of course Vahagn knew about it, and that only made her cry more, I think.”

“Is there no divorce in your country?” asked Ismyrn.

“There is, certainly, but it’s not that simple, Ismyrn. You haven’t met my uncle. A god’s heart is ruled by spite. When she tried to leave him, he murdered her. He murdered their daughters. He murdered my father for taking her side. My mother didn’t shed a tear. He was going to murder me I think, gods only know what I did wrong, and then, only for me, did she finally ask him to stop. That’s why I’m afraid of him, Ismyrn. That’s why you should be afraid of him.”

Ismyrn turned to meet his eyes. “That is horrible, Barsamin! How old wert thou?”

“Eight.”

She felt a flutter in her heart. “I was also eight,” she said, taking his hand to help him up, “when my mother and father perished, their hearts torn out by a monster, the very beast we now pursue.”

“… Luzcrezo did not mention that part,” said Barsamin after a moment of looking alarmed.

“He would not, for I tell not, as no-one believed me when I tried. Erasmin Arcocelli was there with me, but she remembers nothing before that day, not even her own nature. This monster, she names herself Evren. She is an Alk. Understand now why I must pursue her, even knowing that she wishes me to.”

Barsamin was silent for a moment. “… We met an Alk on our journey, who attacked the carriage and ran off with the body of one of our artifices,” he said quietly. “Or at least Oseni thought she was an Alk. I only saw her face for the briefest moment. I wonder if it’s the same one.”

“I pray there are few enough,” said Ismyrn grimly, “that it might be so.” She looked up. “Nearly to the top, I wonder what is there.”

“Houri, I hope,” said Barsamin.

Alive, I hope, was the unspoken thought she knew they both shared. She looked back towards the direction they had come from. She could see nothing but trees. The little red bird flew past her again, daring her to press on.




♦♦Year 787, Independent City of Soronanin♦♦




Rashk found Solornel on the roof, sitting on the edge, looking out over the lights and fires of a sinful city’s night towards the towering outline of the Wound. The song of drunkards rose up from the street, a man and woman arm in arm. “Take me away on the wings of the morning,” they sang, “fly me beyond the reach of the sea.” It was an old song, so old as to have no meaning, merely words.

Solornel did not turn to face Rashk. “… Is that how I died?” he asked. “Chained down, begging for mercy, completely defenseless?”

Rashk pulled his falling sleeve back over his shoulder as he looked aside. “No,” he said. “No, it wasn’t like that at all.”

“And I should just take your word for it?” grumbled Solornel.

Rashk sat down beside him, kicking his heels against the outer wall of Shanlar’s manor. “We made a bargain, Solornel, you died willingly. I have murdered before, and I will murder again, but I did not murder you.”

“Why would I have ever agreed to that,” demanded Solornel.

“It was you who insisted I never tell you. If you must know, beseech the Goddess of Secrets, for I will keep my word.”

Solornel was silent for a moment. “… Was my soul bright like that?”

“Brighter. Far brighter. I knew that as soon as I saw you, for sometimes, not always, but sometimes, I can see that of someone. You were very bitter, for life had not been kind to you. You were angry with the Will of the World. You are much happier now, I know, free of those worries, and the jealousy and resentment that ate away at your heart.”

“When you say it like that,” complained Solornel, “you don’t make me sound like a very good person.”

“Who ever said you were? There’s no use worrying about that. I am a wicked and perverted artificer, and you are my monstrous guardian. We are both rather unique in the world, and you cannot measure the worth of rare and precious jewels according to the opinion of common stones. They will say, oh, emerald, how thou chip’st too readily. Oh, red ruby, how impractical thou art to be the foundation of a fortress! Look to granite, how sure and stalwart and boring he is! Be more like us, that’s what stones say of jewels.”

“And what of metal?” asked a sweet voice behind them. Rashk turned to see Clarion with his waking eyes, a splatter of blood on her skirts.

“Metal corrodes,” scoffed Rashk. “Especially iron. Quite brittle. Rusts right through if you don’t put in the effort! I’d much rather be a jewel, thank you.”

She quickly walked up to him and put her heel on his back. “You think you are clever,” she said, and pushed him off the edge.

Solornel caught Rashk by the back of his dress, and the artificer was glad that he wore a belt very tightly. “Hey now,” complained the beastly man, pulling Rashk back up, “you’ll get him killed like that!”

“No regrets either way,” said Rashk, forcing a smile, straightening his expensive clothes.

Clarion smacked Rashk across the face. “You think just because I spared you once, I will keep doing so?” she demanded.

“Yes, always,” said Rashk.

“Stop using that word!” she shrieked. “You have no idea what it means! None at all!” She grabbed him by the hair. “I was kind to you, but that was a mistake!”

“You said not even an hour ago that you liked me,” Rashk reminded her, wincing, “but it sounds like your opinion is not for the always.”

“Damn what I said an hour ago, it was a single fluttering heartbeat of my life,” she answered, flush with anger. “I’m going to pluck out your eyes, Rashk, I’m going to pluck out your pretty silver eyes and squish them between my fingers, and let you live like that, the blind God of Sight–”

Solornel seized her and threw her back. “Don’t you threaten him,” he roared, his eyes alight.

She sat up slowly, seeming dazed. “… Oh, I did it again,” she realized. “My apologies. I mean nothing by these little tantrums, you know that, Rashk dearest.” She got to her feet, and straightened out her voluminous skirt, and smiled serenely. “Thank you, Solornel, for reminding me that I mean not to kill, torture, maim, or otherwise incapacitate my little fortune-teller. He does make it difficult.”

Solornel folded his arms and grunted in disapproval. Rashk placed one hand over his hard-beating heart. Blinded: that word bothered him far more than any threat of pain and death. It cut deep, speaking to the fears of his very soul. Far more than he wished to live, he wished to not be blind, to not be condemned to never see the flowers of springtime again, nor the stars, nor the smiles of young girls. It was more than a sense to him. It was his heart.

“Hmm,” said Clarion, “I wonder.” She held out her hand. Several stars of varied colors appeared there, which Rashk had seen once before, and they held his gaze. She studied them for a moment in deep contemplation. “Remind me, Rashk,” she said, suddenly speaking not Asram but Tarimin, “what was the first foretelling you ever spoke to me?”

“… That the Wound shall heal,” Rashk told her with hesitation, answering likewise. Solornel stared at them in confusion, uncomprehending. He only spoke Asram.

“No, no, before that. There was one other.”

He blinked. “… That I would die at the hands of one with the soul of the thunderstorm.”

“Yes, that was the one.” She raised her hand to her lips, the little stars following, and she kissed the one which was brightly, intensely blue. “This is precious to me,” she said, “so very precious, but I will have it back one day, I am sure. I would not want to stand in the way of the Will of the World.” She blew on it softly, and it flew away like a seed on the wind, and fluttered in uncertainty just for a moment. It moved then, suddenly, swiftly, for the eyes of – Solornel.

A tremendous crack of thunder shook them all. A bright flash blanked out the world. A painful shock passed through Rashk, and he cried out, and his eyes filled with tears. When he dared opened them, he saw that Solornel still stood there, his own eyes wide with wonder, and he was looking down at his hands. “What… what did you do to me,” he asked quietly. “Rashk, what did she–” As he reached out, lightning arced from his palm. Rashk cried out in pain and fell to his knees, a sharp and burning pain running up his arm.

Clarion clasped her hands together and smiled. “I thought so!” she exclaimed. “Tell Shanlar I have answered his question.”

“… You are a wicked little thorny rose,” said Rashk, as the comprehension of not just what she had done, but why she had done it, seized his senses.

“Wicked?” she asked. “I am too loved of the world to be wicked. The Will of the World chose me, she chose me of all the maidens who walk the earth, to live when all others die, to persist when all else rusts away. There must be a reason. I am not wicked.” She bent down and wiped away his tears. “Now remind me, sweet Rashk, of the other thing you told me, two years ago…” She waited for a moment, and he did not answer. “I said tell me.” Her hand reached for his eyes.

“… Four,” he whispered. “When four undying gods are gathered… I… I still do not know the rest.” He wasn’t lying. He fancied himself tricky, but he would not try to lie to a girl aged eight hundred and three.

“Do your best, dear one, and let me know when you have learned what shall happen,” she said with the sweetest, gentlest smile. “I’m afraid I might lose my patience and forget again, and we will both regr–” Snap.

“Stop it,” said Solornel, his large hand around her neck. Lightning was crackling around his fingers, and Rashk could smell the horror of searing flesh. “You’re scaring him!” Clarion’s eyes widened just for a moment. Solornel threw her body off, and before their eyes, she crumbled to rust, and blew away on the hot, dry wind. The song of drunkards was now distant. “The rare-trodden cross of the crook’d and the straight way,” they sang, “where all these roads meet is where I shall dwell.”

Rashk stared blankly for a long moment. “Well,” he said, a bit shaken, “how does it feel, Solornel?”

“Rashk, am I, am I a…”

“You’re a god now, Solornel. Like me.” Rashk got to his feet and folded in his arms, as though he were cold. “Guess I can’t keep you as my guardian anymore. You are my equal. It wouldn’t be right.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” said Solornel quickly. “You keep getting yourself in trouble like that, Rashk. If I turn my back, you’ll end up skewered on something for sure.” He hesitated. “Why did she do that, Rashk? Why would she give me a star?”

Rashk closed his eyes. “She thinks well of you. That’s what she was saying. She trusts you’ll put it to good use.” He still wasn’t lying. Deceiving, surely, but the truth was often deceitful.

“That’s mighty nice of her,” he said. “I’ll have to do her proud. Sorry I lost my patience and killed her. Hope she doesn’t hold that against me! I just felt so, so very…” He reached out, and realized that he would hurt Rashk again if he did so. “… I don’t know how to control this,” he remarked, worried. Sparks danced between his fingertips, and his hair stood on end.

Rashk chuckled. “It comes with time, Solornel. Come inside, we’ll get you a drink. Oh, the things I saw my first night. The beauty and horror I saw.” He looked up to the countless stars. “I shall remember it always.”








CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The Rule of Law




♦♦Year 836, Kandakari’s Court, Tokharika Territory♦♦




Kandakari’s Court was a flat and rocky hill-top into which was carved a pattern of flowers within flowers within vines. A jagged stone, left jutting into the sky by some ancient violence, hung over it, and vines draped down swaying in the evening wind. Where the stone met the earth, an old man sat draped in autumnal colors, whose crown was shaped as vines also. His silvery beard was tightly braided, and his sunken face gave play for the shadows of the fire which burned before him. At his right sat a certain girl, a saffron sash worn proudly at her waist, and a bow on her back.

Hayr hoped that no-one could see him behind Tsovinar, but he felt unwelcome gazes from every side. At least a dozen men and women were gathered, most of them well-aged, a few spry and lean. He would have gladly stayed behind in the lodge, but Tsovinar had woken him, and compelled him to accompany her, because that would be more proper. He was really beginning to hate that word. By his reckoning, the woman owed him nine thousand ninety-nine and… he had little experience with numbers. But she owed him quite a bit of sleep, the remainder of four hours out of ten thousand years.

Whispers followed them as Tsovinar led Hayr out to the center of the court where all could plainly see them. It was the one place – the one place – he had never wanted to be, and here he was, in the most Tokharika of all Tokharika places that he could imagine. The old man lifted his eyes to his guests with cold interest. “Kneel.”

His voice was deep; his voice was sonorous; his voice was a low note of the instrument through which the Will of the World played her song. Hayr kneeled. The men and women of the court kneeled. Tamal, already seated, bowed her head. Tsovinar stood.

Hayr did not remember kneeling. He certainly did not decide to kneel. Nonetheless, he had. He glanced aside at Tsovinar, towering over him, her gaze steady with the old man who watched her silently. He saw the slightest flicker of her eyes. “My lord god, Marzban,” she said. She slowly, very slowly, kneeled.

Marzban regarded her with a stony visage. “Dzovin-nar-Izael len Soronanin,” he said at last, his voice rolling over the sounds like a familiar song. “Our paths have not crossed since you were no older than this boy you bring, with beads in your hair and promises on your lips. I fear my eyes are failing me, is he perchance your son?”

“Certainly not,” Tsovinar assured him. “I am told I would be a terrible mother.”

“And a terrible wife,” Marzban agreed. “Why do you bother me, on the near edge of winter? Not here to petition on Clarion’s behalf, I hope. How many times must I send that child away? I will not abolish Kalsamo’s law against her.”

“I am gladdened to hear it,” said Tsovinar, and Hayr felt that those words were sincere beneath their formality. “May your successors continue in your wisdom.” Tamal smiled very slightly from where her great uncle could not see her.

Tsovinar stood unbidden. “I meant to come with Solornel, my lord god,” she explained, “to ask you to restrain him from the murder of children who are his possible successors. However, he has escaped for fear of your voice, and left us stranded here in your country.”

“Solornel, causing disorder? How terribly difficult to imagine.” Marzban leaned back and slapped his hands against his knees. “I always knew he cannot be trusted to behave properly. He is not a part of the natural order of the Will of the World.” He thought for a moment. “A pity he escaped you. There is only so much I can do if he cannot hear my voice. However, I know that I can trust your word that there is murder in his heart.”

He beckoned to Tamal. She took ahold of a parchment to write down his words. “I count Idenmuthir as part of our lands,” he said, “even though Rashk has brought me no honors in all the long years he has been secluded there. I shall make it known to the enforcers that Solornel stands accused of violence not befitting a living god. My far-riders shall accompany you safely to whichever edge of our lands you wish.”

“Thank you, my lord god.”

Tamal leaned over and whispered something to Marzban. Her eyes flickered to Hayr. He did not like the look of that. “My beloved Tamal,” said the elderly man, “wishes to know the price for your servant.”

Tsovinar’s gaze did not waver. “She has a good sense for men, my lord god,” she said graciously, “but Hayr is his own. I cannot sell him.” Tamal’s sweet face turned contemptuous.

“Hayr?” repeated Marzban, seeming surprised. “That is a good and proper Tokharika name. Why does one of mine wander with you?”

Hayr could not abide it. He stood up. “I’m not Tokharika,” he exclaimed.

“Silence, boy,” the god rebuked him, and immediately he was silenced. “I did not ask you to speak.” Marzban returned his gaze to the goddess in his court. “Dzovin-nar-Izael, keeper of oaths. I trust your words.”

Tsovinar stared at Marzban in silence for a long and tense moment. From Antaram, Hayr thought desperately, remember I said I am from Antaram. “He is the son of one of your far-riders,” she spoke loudly and clearly, “who took a town wife against the wisdom of his parents.” Backstabbing witch. Where had she even heard that?

Marzban’s eyebrows raised, and he laughed. “That sounds like my nephew Rehan!” he exclaimed. “He never came to any good end. Tell me, where is your town wife mother, son of Rehan?”

For a moment, Hayr feared that the commanding voice would compel certain words from him, but it did not. He knew only that he must speak something. “She’s dead,” he replied bitterly. “She worked hard to raise her sons by herself after her husband never came back.”

Marzban pulled on his braided beard as he considered these words. “Rehan is also dead,” he told Hayr. The boy felt the slightest sorrow when he heard that: perhaps there had been a better reason his father had never come back than he had supposed. “He died not too long after he gave his true wife a son as she deserved. At least he did one thing right. But this means you are mistaken, Dzovin-nar-Izael! He is not his own. He belongs to Rehan’s wife.”

“Oh MUCK no,” said a voice behind them. Aramaz forced his way between the onlookers of the court. Angry and offended whispers followed him.

“Who mocks my court?” demanded Marzban, unable to discern the intruder’s face.

“It’s Aramaz,” Tamal told him in a harsh whisper.

“Your cousin Aramaz?”

“The very same!”

Aramaz gave Hayr a firm shove. “Hey, you might have mentioned,” he said. “You big mule.”

“What,” began Hayr, but the lord god’s voice overpowered him.

“I spoke,” declared Marzban with subtle anger, “that Aramaz the son of my nephew Rehan was never to come into my presence!”

“Aramaz, how could you,” demanded Tamal, her face flush with humiliation. “I knew you were up to no good, out here with that woman!”

The boy was not impressed with their words. “So, is there a reason nobody ever told me I had brothers?” he asked. “Because I can’t think of any, except to be rude.”

“Get out of my court, Aramaz son of Rehan and Yerahuni,” proclaimed Marzban, his fists trembling, “and take this improperly born child with you back to your mother, if you are so concerned!”

Aramaz looked to the old god, and then to Hayr, who could find no words, and back to the old god. “Uh,” he said, “no.”

Marzban’s eyes slowly widened, as though no word so foul had ever been heard in the darkest places. “… What?”

“Sorry, I’ll speak up, old man,” Aramaz told him. “NO.”

Marzban was flush with anger. “Dzovin-nar-Izael,” he shouted, “do not play tricks with the sound in his ears!”

She raised one brow. “I did nothing, my lord god. It would seem Aramaz is his own.”

His face fell from anger into an emotion that could not be named. “But then,” he whispered, “but then…” He glanced around his court, and then to his great niece. “SEIZE HIM!”

Tamal immediately sprung to her feet. “Aramaz, what evil have you done,” she demanded, approaching him.

Tsovinar stepped between them. Her hair and her robes flared out as though a rippling wind were caught up in them. Marzban’s men and women drew back in fear. “Marzban,” said Tsovinar, “this is the very sin of which I accuse Solornel! Such petty hatred of those who stand to come after us does not befit one who holds an Aspect of the Divinity.”

“My successor is my beloved Tamal,” said Marzban, “and see how she hearkens to my word, good and faithful child. This is not natural. This is not according to the Will.”

“Marzban,” persisted Tsovinar, “It is. I know what this is. I have burned away long years of my life to know the Will of the World. Listen to me. We must speak where none can hear, so you may learn the truth without interruption.” Hayr studied her face carefully. He thought he knew what she meant to say. He was afraid to think of it. He glanced aside at this boy, this scrawny, defiant boy, who claimed to be his brother by half. He looked afraid only by half, as well.

“Do not presume to tell me what I shall do in my own court, Witch of the Waves from beyond the southern sea,” growled Marzban. “That is an insult I will not abide. I will have this boy’s bones burnt.” He slowly rose to his feet. “Dzovin-nar-Izael–”

“My apologies,” she said, with the slightest incline of her head. “But I cannot hear you.” She grabbed Tamal and threw her back.

“Muck,” said Aramaz, “I think maybe we should leave now.” He turned to run, but the men and women of Marzban’s court did not need to be told to apprehend him. “Oh damn it, all I did was say no!”

“Aramaz,” said Hayr quietly. “Aramaz, that’s not what–”

He heard then Marzban’s voice ring out: “Hayr son of Rehan!” He braced in fear, realizing that he was about to hear something he really would be happier not hearing.

All sound perished in that instant. Deprived of a familiar sense, Hayr stumbled. Looking back, he saw Marzban shouting at him, but he heard nothing and felt nothing of the voice’s power over his heart. Three hale and strong men seized Aramaz’s bare arms. Tsovinar turned and pulled one off, throwing him several spans, and her fist broke the nose of the next, red blood flowing out. The third let go of Aramaz to try to grapple her, but she seized his wrist and bent back his fingers much further than they were ever meant to. He screamed, though Hayr could not hear it. Tsovinar kicked the man away from her. She looked around to see if anyone else wished to try her strength.

“Tsovinar,” shouted Hayr, hoping she could hear him. “Behind–” She turned just as an arrow shot only just behind her missed her by a hand’s breadth. Tamal’s hand was upon her bow. Flush with fury for having missed, her hands trembled as she tried to raise another arrow. Tsovinar was not amused. She snatched the arrow right out of the girl’s grasp and tossed it aside.

What were they saying? Hayr watched as Tamal became more and more frustrated and tears filled her eyes. Marzban himself finally stood. He was not a particularly tall man, but his shoulders were broad. His eyes… his eyes were like that of a wounded beast, wide and alight with anger. He approached Aramaz, who stood tall and folded his arms. Hayr realized that Aramaz could still hear. The younger boy apparently did not need Tsovinar’s protection from the voice of the Law. He clearly also did not feel threatened by the frail old body that housed the Law.

Marzban reached under the draping folds of his robes and pulled out something metallic that glistened in the firelight. Hayr thought for a moment that it was a dagger, but it was not. It had no sharp end. Tsovinar’s eyes widened with the fear of recognition. She called out. Aramaz grabbed Marzban’s hand and tried to point the handgun away from himself. The old man stumbled, and Aramaz fell on top of him. If Hayr had not been deafened, he would have heard in that moment a terrible sharp crack.

Tsovinar had her hands on Aramaz before Hayr realized that the gun had discharged. She threw the boy back as hard as she could. He fell among the gathered elders who stared down at him and then to Tsovinar in horror. Marzban was crumpled on the ground. His blood ran out and began to seep into the carved outlines of vines in the stone beneath him. Had Aramaz pulled the trigger, or had Marzban unwittingly shot himself? There was no way to know.

Sound rushed back into Hayr’s ears. He barely noticed, for all gathered were silent. Tsovinar looked aside at Aramaz. “Run,” she said. “I said RUN!”

She was no Goddess of the Law, but something deeper and truer spoke to Aramaz’s heart, for run he did. The boy tore away from the elders, and Hayr saw that the gun was in his grasp. A bright light commanded Hayr’s attention. From Marzban’s dead heart came scintillations of something seeking to escape him. A little star, the color of molten bronze, quivered in the air for just a moment. It suddenly began to fly away. Tsovinar snatched it up with her bare hand. It trembled there in her grasp, struggling to escape. The woman’s brow lowered as her mind considered choices she did not wish to make.

She flung the star towards Tamal.

The girl gasped, and flinched, but the star passed between her eyes and did not come out again. Another bright flash, and a surge of warmth, and – all was still. Hayr stared at her. She lowered her hands and stared at nothing. She looked to the sky.

Tsovinar inclined her head. “Honor and respect to the Lady Goddess of Tokhar,” she said. “Come, Hayr. I have something to ask of your brother.”




♦♦Year 836, City of Ostmenye, Queendom of Antaram♦♦




Katarosi had been trapped in dull and mundane matters all day. She had to learn, of course, learn how to be the highest judge of the land, though that mostly meant only the routine of reviewing and approving records brought before the throne. She wore the little crown she did not like, and it felt uncomfortable. The only sound was the scratch, scratch of the long-nosed man who kept the minutes, whose name was Alasap, and who was the sort of man who was perfect for dull tasks – as he had no ambition to put the effort into doing anything else except the paperwork that happened to be in arm’s reach. Deloram had brought a book and papers with which to occupy herself during those long times of only scratch, scratch, and seemed to be very deliberately not meeting her daughter’s eyes. Katarosi knew that her mother was not pleased she had overheard what Master Veraldo had said to her. Truthfully, she was not very surprised or upset. She just wished that her mother would involve her in the discussion.

She was surprised, however, that Houri had not come and pestered them even once. Perhaps she was pestering their father, who could not escape. No doubt Grandmama had chained him to the bed to keep him from upsetting the bandages while she fussed and pretended that she didn’t care. Grandmama liked Houri better, and would let her stay. Everyone liked Houri better, except possibly their father. He loved both of them very much, of course; so did their mother. There was no denying, however, that Houri was more… more… 

Katarosi bit her lip and stared at the ceiling as she tried to decide how she felt about her younger sister. More herself. Houri did not feel the judgment of every eye upon her. She acted as she pleased. It was cruel to have promised her to the Flametenders, as it was cruel to keep birds in a cage. Houri doubtlessly did not yet fully realize how unhappy she would be when told to put on a robe and a veil and never take them off again for the sake of invoking the memory of Beloved Anahit. Queen Anahit wore a veil, Queen Anahit did not sully herself with men, Queen Anahit was the wisest and most compassionate queen to ever reign. Queen Anahit was also murdered by a wicked foreigner when she was scarcely twenty-five years old and the grant of power from the Godhood vanished from Antaram. Perhaps she merely did not live long enough to do something to tarnish her beloved legacy.

Sparkasuki and Anahit were the raptor and the songbird, as different as could possibly be, and both adored by song and myth. Both seemed rather out-of-place in the Antaram that Katarosi knew, a quiet and peaceful place, but also a humble place, not spoken of for its art and beauty and dignity. Some would have Katarosi be the bird of prey, she knew, and others the bird of song, but she did not feel very much like either of them. She recalled that she had told Barsamin she would be a bear. That wasn’t even a bird at all.

As for Barsamin – he was probably playing at swords with Luzcrezo and Ismyrn all day, she realized with a frown. She could not name why it was she did not like Ismyrn. Aside from calling Katarosi fat (perhaps she was, but not too much), and running off with her groom (who probably did not much care for chubby girls, and was looking for chances while he could), swearing like a drunkard at the dinner table, scaring the maids, and dressing like some sort of colorblind boy who didn’t know he was in girls’ colors, there was nothing at all to rationally dislike about Ismyrn Galatti.

Katarosi was disturbed from her idle thoughts when the servant’s door, off to the side behind curtains, opened after a sharp knock of warning. The most senior servant, Tsatsapar, wore displeasure as plainly as her crimson robes. “Someone demands an immediate audience, my queen,” she addressed Deloram.

Deloram raised one eyebrow. “It is dinner time,” said Katarosi, a little crossly. “They’re too late.”

“Fluens and Helian Arcocelli will not be pleased to wait until the morrow,” replied Tsatsapar with a frown. “Though it would be my pleasure if you were to ask me to tell them so, my queen and my young lady.”

Katarosi bit her lip. It was a wonderful surprise to end a wonderful day. What business did the Arcocellis think they had which could not be scheduled in a proper manner? If they were keeping her from dinner to petition for another favorable change in export regulations, she would, gods uphold her, go and find the ceremonial axe. Deloram tugged at the embroidered edge of her sleeve. She nodded, and beckoned that the great doors be opened.

Fluens Arcocelli was a man with the shape of precision. His close-cut hair, the beard he must have trimmed every day, his perfectly creaseless pinstripe sleeves, and of course his intricate little golden pocket watch all accented careful and deliberate choice in his appearance. His eyes were a striking gray, and when Katarosi had first seen him as a young girl, she had thought him very handsome – but she had quickly realized that she did not like him at all. He walked with his wife hand-in-hand. Helian was a gold-haired woman who wore a draping pleated dress of Occidental cut, and a ruby necklace which was probably worth more than some entire towns of Antaram. She hid her age with a false blush and accents on her eyes. To Katarosi, Helian Arcocelli was the woman who had almost been her mother. She was glad her father had come to his senses.

Behind them, hands clasped, looking around the throne room in genuine interest, was the daughter that Katarosi had often heard about but never seen. Erasmin Arcocelli was between her parents in height, with flaxen curls falling just above her shoulders. She dressed more like her father than her mother, with no jewelry, and a straight skirt that was not so long as to conceal her black shoes. She was, Katarosi realized, actually quite cute.

“Queen Deloram,” Fluens greeted, with a noticeably shallow bow. “I trust that the king is well?”

“My father is abed,” said Katarosi from Deloram’s side. “My mother reigns tonight.”

“How unfortunate!” the Occidental man exclaimed. “Please send him my hopes for recovery from whatever ails him.” He looked around at the dimly lit throne room. “Saints remembered,” he said, “look at this place. It’s a bit drab. Do we not pay enough taxes, my queen?” Deloram very slightly lifted one brow. “If I remember correctly,” he continued, “thy royal house has even borrowed money from us in recent years, to keep the poor houses open. Shall we lend a bit more for this house? How much for new curtains for this throne room, I wonder?”

Katarosi glanced aside at her mother. The queen’s expression did not change in the least. “If I may be honest, my lady,” ventured Fluens, “Helian and I are beginning to doubt that thy house shall ever repay its debts at all. I’m afraid we simply cannot lend another tinar until confidence is restored. Perhaps we should withhold our taxes to keep interest from building into a new mountain.”

Katarosi ran out of patience to partake of. “What do you want,” she demanded.

Fluens smiled, with the thin smile of a man who knew precisely what he was doing. “We have some… suggestions,” he explained. “Had Eodar a son, or had Erasmin a brother, a very straightforward arrangement would have presented itself. Alas, daughters do not marry daughters.” Behind him, Erasmin stood distinctly uncomfortable, looking away.

“May I remind you, Master Arcocelli,” snapped Katarosi, feeling hot in the face, “that you are not in your own country, where such talk may not seem insulting.”

“Certainly not!” he agreed. “Petragon is a republic. We do not feel bound by the oaths of our ancestors to follow their children and their children’s children, whatever may come. But, if that is what thy tillers and tree-tenders insist on, we will just have to work within that constraint.”

Deloram folded her arms. She looked aside at Katarosi, trusting her to answer for herself. “I will save us all some time,” the girl said. “I will not marry any Occidental boy, just as my father did not marry any Occidental girl. I have already decided to marry Barsamin of Chald.”

Fluens smiled warmly. “Ah, good, good! That is exactly what we had hoped to hear.”

That was certainly not what Katarosi had assumed he would say. “… What?”

Helian stepped forward. “He comes from a good family,” she said, the train of her dress swishing around her. “With good business sense. We think Antaram could benefit from the guidance of Lord God Vahagn.”

“And what did Lord God Vahagn offer you,” Katarosi demanded.

“Thou art a more clever child than thy father ever was,” Helian told her sweetly. “It must come from thy mother’s side.” Deloram did not seem flattered. “Our suggestions are simple. Marry Barsamin immediately. Thy father shall appoint Lord God Vahagn as advisor to his treasury. Thou shalt accompany our daughter Erasmin to the Republic for a proper education. That is all we want. We have invested heavily in this country, and we would have it succeed.”

“You didn’t answer her question, Helian.” Eodar was leaning against the doorframe of the servant’s entrance, bloodstained bandages wrapped thickly around his bare chest, his crown a little bit askew.

“Oh, Eodar!” exclaimed Helian. “Whatever misfortune has befallen thee?”

“Give your man Veraldo the reward you promised him years ago,” said Eodar, “for finally drawing my blood. Oh, don’t get your hopes up, woman! It’s just a bad scratch, inflicted in sport.”

The distress she displayed was clearly a little forced. “I shall speak with him to be more careful when he makes sport,” she promised.

Deloram looked over to her husband, and from the slightest incline of her head, he inferred a great deal. “As my doctor has not yet discharged me from her care,” said Eodar, “Deloram still reigns. I shall be over here until Lady Nisrai notices that I have snuck off.”

The queen looked back to her petitioners. She closed her eyes and made a certain emphatic gesture with one hand. “My mother is not pleased with your suggestions,” Katarosi interpreted for them.

Helian was not offended. “We know the laws, Lady Katarosi,” she said with confidence. “Thou art the only one who can sign thy marriage oath, not thy mother or father. Should the contract not be signed by the time we return to Petragon, thy house shall not see one tinar of our taxes and tariffs of the year, and the courts of thy neighboring nations shall be in agreement that it is our right to not pay thee when thy debts are due back to us. How much of the port business in Vartavar do we own, dear husband?”

“Fifty-seven percent,” replied Fluens smartly, “counting all the assets of the Correl family.”

“Oh, Fluens,” said Helian, “I think the king’s keeper wishes we would take our leave. She is merely too polite to say so.”

“Quiet as an artifice, that one,” replied Fluens. “Very well. We apologize for keeping thee so long. Come along, Erasmin.”

Erasmin then, and only then, looked up, and met Katarosi’s eyes. The girl wore nothing of her parents’ mocking smiles. She seemed… afraid. She turned and followed her mother and father.

“What,” said Katarosi as soon as the doors closed behind them, “is all this about? Marry Barsamin? Immediately? Why would they care?”

Deloram had already risen from her throne. She whisked past her daughter to the desk of horribly dull Alasap, who was scratch-scratching away what had transpired. There was a stack of thick leather-bound books by his elbow. Deloram grabbed the first one, and it was not what she wanted, nor was the second, and she opened the third and began flipping back and forth through meticulously hand-written pages of large, bold letters. Her eyes moved down a certain page, down and back up. She set down the book firmly and beckoned that Katarosi come look.

“No-one foreign born,” read Katarosi aloud, “having lawfully married a citizen of Antaram, shall be reckoned a citizen of Antaram until four years from the day of the marriage, granted that the marriage has not ended for any reason. Henceforth, they shall be reckoned a citizen until the day of their death.” She looked up over her glasses. “So Barsamin,” she said, “will not be a true citizen for four years even if I marry him this very night, and you think that bothers them for some reason.” She rolled her eyes. “Let’s change the law. Make it a hundred and three years, just to spite them.”

Deloram shook her head. Of course, the law could not simply be changed on a whim of a princess, and even if it could, that would not be a responsible use of a crown. Even the Arcocellis understood that, or they would have simply demanded that the law be changed. There was nothing to be said against Fluens and Helian Arcocelli, for everything they did was meticulously according to the laws and regulations of Antaram. They were probably more respectful of the rule of law than most actual citizens.

“This is my fault,” confessed Eodar, “for borrowing money from them, knowing it would be a few years at least before I could pay it back. However, I really have no idea why they would be so keen for you to marry Barsamin of Chald. I had thought him a safe way to keep the Arcocellis away.”

“We had little choice but to borrow from them,” Katarosi reminded him. “But… but… augh!” She knew she sounded a little desperate. “Why can’t I simply marry him and then divorce him as soon as we have the money!”

“It’s been the law since the time of Sparkasuki that no-one in the royal family can divorce,” Eodar reminded her.

“I know, I know,” she said, folding her arms. The saying was that the only way out was the waterfall. “Mother, you know something. You told Master Veraldo to pretend he did not like Barsamin, because you know Father values his opinion. Why are you hiding something from us?”

Deloram raised her eyes to her daughter, holding her gaze for a moment, and then turned and walked away.

“Deloram,” said Eodar, “Deloram–” She did not look back. She slammed the servant’s door behind her. “Damn it,” swore the king, “how am I supposed to reign when my own wife won’t tell me her mind?”

“You haven’t been found in good health by Grandmama yet, Father,” Katarosi reminded him. “Mother still reigns.”




♦♦Year 834, Karam Karas, Protectorates of Tokhar♦♦




Rashk had once, long ago, thrown a blind man to the maw of the sea. That man now sat across from him, gaunt and sleepless, with the blue jewel bought of red blood fastened at his throat. His eyes were dark and keen. Rashk had said he would forgive Vahagn should he perchance survive a most certain doom. He could now feel down to his bones that he had best act forgiving.

“You ought have come to me sooner,” Rashk told him sternly, pouring out not wine, but mere cider. “Before you were so far taken by madness as to proclaim yourself to all the world the murderer of your own daughters.”

“My daughter, and my wife’s daughter,” Vahagn corrected him, “but I suppose no good soul would change their opinion of me should they hear that.”

“Indeed not. So you accept that you are wicked?”

“Thoroughly.” Vahagn did not smile. That, at least, was something. He had come alone, despite the rumors that he was never seen without his sister. Rashk supposed the woman had been left to mind the little boy Vahagn had named as his son. The old god was sure he knew exactly what that was all about.

“In a righteous world, your head would be a hundred spans from your shoulders.” Rashk pushed his untouched plate aside. He gazed out the window of the shabby little inn, filled with warped and dirty glass older than anyone yet alive within the walls of Karam Karas. “But this is not a righteous world; it is a pious one.”

Vahagn’s eyes narrowed in contempt for the very man who had restored their sight. “I did not come out of my own country to be lectured in philosophy.”

“Of course not!” Rashk raised his nose high into the air. “Indranil is here to ask her fortune of the old crone. I see in your future a great black veil. This can be averted: buy another color of cloak.”

Vahagn’s fist shook the wobbly table. “You know why I am here! That girl. That beautiful wicked girl.”

Rashk nodded in a show of understanding. “It is a weakness of man to be ruled by a woman’s beauty. I must be the strongest of all men, yet even I am jealous. If I could be sixteen forever!”

“It is not her immortality that you would first choose,” answered Vahagn with cold judgment. “It is her womanhood.”

Rashk blinked, which he did not do nearly so often as most. “Oh, you are good,” he conceded. “But what would I do with womanhood at this age? To be a woman of thirty forever, that would be ideal, I think. Now, what is the matter with the beautiful and wicked girl? Aside from, well…”

Vahagn glanced around, as though he did not know as well as Rashk that there was no-one from one gate of the city to the other clever enough to spy on them. “I know, at least, that I can keep a secret from her,” he said quietly. “I feared that I would have no power over an undying goddess. Her heart is hard to know; it is like someone overturned the printing press of her thoughts, and the words are cast every which way. Fortunately, she does love her own voice dearly. You know, of course, about that monster she keeps chained to a rock in the sea.”

“He keeps himself there,” Rashk asserted. “The only force in this world strong enough to make him move is his own will. My meeting with him a few years past was one of the strangest moments of a strange life. There was once a keen mind behind those eyes, and a brutish Aspect was inflicted upon it. Strength! Strength for a man of wit and grace. It comes so near to breaking my heart that I would almost wish to free him from his madness. Almost.”

“Can you restore to him a dead daughter?”

Rashk cupped his chin in his hand. “Hmph. I could make him a pretty doll with red hair to sing and dance. Would that please him, do you think?”

“Clarion’s own intentions are not so different.” Rashk’s eyebrows arched. Vahagn glanced out the window before continuing. “King Eodar has not failed in his duty to his ancestress. The younger girl, in particular – Houri – Clarion says she is certain.”

Rashk’s pupils dilated. “Give her to me,” he said, his heart quickening. “Let me kill her, and refashion her as a grown woman with red curls. There is your Sparkasuki reborn!”

Vahagn glared down at him. “So eager to help, where your glory is concerned,” he pointed out. “Do you think Firenzerral would not know an artifice from a living woman? I know I do, and were I a great artificer I would have no need to pay Shanlar’s price.”

“Should have done business with me,” Rashk told him, with offense that was not wholly feigned.

“Talassen would not have it! She is far less keen to forgive you for meaning to see me drowned.” He made a point of adjusting the sapphire pressed against his neck.

“Your sister shall learn to love me well, when she hears of what I have seen.” Rashk folded his hands together, looking straight into the eyes of the God of Secrets. “You have come to me because you fear that Clarion may, in fact, persuade Firenzerral to cast off his chains, and remember that he is both god and king. You possess full knowledge of her plans, but you are afraid to act against her, for you are a coward who loves life more than duty.”

Vahagn recoiled as though slapped. “Do not judge me–”

“I could hear the judgment in your voice concerning my thoughts,” Rashk reminded him. “Now listen rather than speak. You came to me because you know I have knowledge of many things not yet come to pass. You wish to know what you should do so that you will die old and rich despite these coming troubles of undying and unreasonable gods.”

“And my sister,” said Vahagn quickly, “and my son.”

“Hmm. You seem to be forgetting someone.”

Vahagn’s eyes darted away for the briefest moment. “Ah. You mean Barsamin. Even his mother is beginning to despair that he shall ever come to anything, as I told her years ago.”

“Oh, my lord god, you have terrible judgment.”

Vahagn drew back, his fist clenched in ire. “You have never met this boy! The only good that can be said of him is that I know he could never find the courage to betray me.”

“So cowardice is in the blood and the bones.” Rashk raised one eyebrow. “I told you to listen. I used to believe that my foresight was a promise from the Will of the World. I now understand that my visions are commands. It is my duty to do what must be done. I shall give you an example: I foresaw, many years ago, that there would come a new Queen of Birds, a real one, born of a dark-haired father of Tarim and a fair-haired mother of the Republic. When Eodar announced his engagement to Helian Correl, I assumed that all had come to pass as foreseen, and without any particular effort on my part at all.”

“But that fell apart,” said Vahagn with keen interest. “He married a base woman of his own country.”

“It fell apart. And I feared that I had managed to muck up a premonition at last. But what ought I have done differently? The question vexed me, until I realized that I would surely live to see another generation come of age.”

Vahagn’s brows pressed down on his eyes. “Eodar has no sons,” he pointed out. “And I would say no real Queen of Birds could come from any bloodline but his. Aside from that, the Aspect of Flight has been secreted away by Clarion, and she means to give it to Houri. I think you saw the outcome of the marriage of Eodar and Helian Correl which was never to be. A pity, for perhaps then his elder daughter might have been beautiful.”

“A good theory,” conceded Rashk, “but it just so happens that I am never wrong. The law of Antaram does not require that the Queen of Birds be of the blood of Sparkasuki, if the star is in her heart. But the common people–”

“If some foreign-born girl with a star in her heart contested the ancestral rights of Katarosi and Houri, there would be a civl war over which claim was the truer.”

“Exactly, exactly,” said Rashk, with a swell of excitement. “We should ask Marzban for his opinion on that question – he would surely speak in favor of the goddess.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Vahagn insisted. “None of this can ever come to pass. There can be no Queen of Birds but by Clarion’s leave. I know where she keeps her stolen stars; I would not trust even an army to snatch one back.”

“I see in my mind’s eye the outcome, but not the means. That is for us to find. There is one more thing you should know. I recently beheld a second vision of this same girl, this Queen of Birds born of a western mother. This is how I know that it shall yet come true. Here is the thing, though: I beheld at the right hand of her throne a man, old enough to be her father, thin and dour under the burden of a star. He was surely a man of Chald – surely a man of the White Jungle, in fact.”

Vahagn drew back, and stared openly. “Kapriel,” he said, his voice not quite steady. “But he is–”

“Hmm, hmm,” said Rashk with feigned disinterest. “I am sure, then, that your little son wears glasses?”

“What? No, his eyes are perfect. Talassen insisted on that to Shanlar. She didn’t want him looking like… like…”

“Like that worthless nephew of yours,” Rashk offered. He leaned in over the table, gripping the rough edges. “Foresight is vague, Vahagn. Foresight can be wildly misleading. But I need you to trust that I know what by the Name I am doing. Let Clarion do whatsoever she pleases. Bend to her every whim to keep that neck you hide behind jewelry all in one piece. Whatever she means to do with the little princess, I do not think it will work out quite as well as she hopes.”

“And Firenzerral shall stay in his festering pit?”

Rashk leaned back into his chair. “Now that, I did not say. But please, continue to trust me. You see in my eyes that I am hiding nothing from you.”

Vahagn tried to swallow his scowl and looked only to have swallowed something sour. “I cannot trust you,” he said, “precisely because you are honest. You would answer truthfully any question I put to you, any at all – if only I knew to ask. This makes your heart seem almost empty.”

“Best learn to ask, then.”

“Are you telling me,” asked Vahagn with frustration, “that the Undying God of Strength shall leave the Snarling Spire?”

“He shall. If I were to be oddly specific, this might happen in… the year 844. A decade hence.”

“Oddly specific indeed,” agreed the lord god. “What makes you say that?”

Rashk shrugged. “A keen eye for detail. Dates on a lord god’s gravestone, if you must know.” 

Vahagn’s mouth very slightly opened, and after a long moment, the question of whose gravestone escaped his will to pursue. “And what,” he asked instead, “shall befall the several countries he once claimed to be king over?”

“Hmm. If I were Petragonian, I would look into summer homes abroad. Antaram and Tokhar will call on their unloved southern brother to defend them. You know as well as I do that Chald will laugh and turn away… until they remember they cannot send silk and gold through the rocky straits. I think the proud shall be cut down and the prudent shall take root – but the trouble shall not last forever.”

“I don’t see how,” insisted Vahagn.

“Neither do I! I told you, I see the ends, not the means. But I have told you what must come true to please the Will: a girl not of the line of Sparkasuki, upon the throne of Antaram. This, I think, is that country’s hope for peace – to rid itself of that blood legacy entirely. I see in my mind this happening the same year as Firenzerral reclaims his throne in Petragon. How would you make such a thing come true?”

Vahagn’s gaze drifted away. “… It would not go well for Eodar’s daughters.”

“Better that they suffer swiftly, than to give them the chance to war against their usurper.”

The God of Secrets very nearly smiled. “So ready to condemn me for killing little girls,” he said, “but you are not even one span removed from that.”

“I am cruel when it is asked of me. Please do condemn me.” Rashk stared across with all the intensity of his divinity. “At least I am not such a coward that I will not ask the one question which consumes me, for fear of mad old Rashk’s answer.”

Vahagn stood up swiftly, the chair falling over behind him. His cloak hung straight and heavy. “… It is better not to know,” he said after a long moment, turning away.

“In your case,” said Rashk, folding his arms behind his head, deeply content, “absolutely.”








CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Too Strong To Hold




♦♦Year 836, The Former Frontier♦♦




Scant hours had passed since Houri had woken up Barsamin and found him in a morose mood, but it might have been ten thousand years before, so long had she been walking through dry pine needles and browning fallen leaves. She was being led in a direction that she knew was not towards any large towns or busy roads. Somewhere on the other side of all these trees were a few villages clustered together, the last bit of civil Antaram before the border of Tokhar, but she did not think she could actually walk so far. “I’m tired,” she complained.

“How can you be tired already,” asked Solornel with a low growl. “We haven’t even walked two leagues.”

“Look how big your legs are!” she complained. “You’re practically an oak tree that talks. Weren’t you ever as short as me?”

“No,” Solornel told her. “I was forged this big.”

She tripped over a root hidden under the leaves, and stumbled forward. “Aren’t you Rashk’s friend, or something?” she pressed. “You wouldn’t make Rashk walk this far. He’s so frail. I may not be old, but I’m shorter than he is.”

“Who told you about that,” he complained with a sigh.

“About you and Rashk? He did, duh. Ooh, little princess Houri, that’s what he sounds like, I sure miss Solornel. Hope he comes home soon. It hasn’t been raining enough out by my fortress.”

Solornel snorted. “Damn him, I am not some kind of watering can for his garden.”

Houri hurried in front of him to turn and look him in the eye. “But can you make it rain?” she asked.

He stopped, and looked down at her, and she thought maybe she had annoyed him a little too much at long last. He gestured with one hand towards the sky. Houri glanced up, and saw that the clouds were coming together in a swirl high above her head, darkening rapidly with density. “Watch closely now,” he instructed her, and she stared straight up at the twisting cloud.

Sploosh. A bucket’s worth of water poured on her head straight out of the sky. She blinked, pulled splattered hair away from her eyes, and laughed. “That’s intense,” she said with delight.

“… I hate children,” grumbled Solornel.

“I’m thirteen!” she protested with mock offense. “But I didn’t ask you to help abduct me and then drag me screaming through the woods to nowhere.”

“No, of course not. Your mother did.”

It was Houri’s turn to stop. “… What,” she said flatly.

“Your mother. Deloram. The lark. You must have heard of her!”

She struggled to keep up with him. “My mother doesn’t need to abduct me,” she pointed out. “What’s she going to do, demand a ransom from herself?”

“Now you listen,” Solornel told her crossly. “I met your mother years afore you were born. That’s a story I won’t tell, so don’t ask! She’s a smart woman, I won’t begrudge her that. She knows what’s what, even though Rashk didn’t tell her the half of it. She asked me to make sure you’re gone when Vahagn gets there, but not to do it too long before he arrives, or he’ll hear of it, and know something’s up. I wasn’t supposed to tell you that, so don’t say I did!”

“Why not,” she demanded.

“Sometimes it’s safer not to know the truth. Did you know there is no God of Truth these days? They always go and get themselves killed, from Arakel onwards. It’s the only star that can’t readily find a new soul, too. Truth is a terrible thing, too strong to hold.”

“I don’t believe you,” Houri told him. “This is some story to keep me walking. I’m stopping right here.” She sat down on a log and folded her arms.

Solornel sighed in exasperation. “I said it would be easier to kill you, and a plan that can’t go wrong,” he explained. “And Rashk even agreed with me! I think he seriously considered it. But then he said, no, let’s only kill her if it comes to that, we should at least try to not kill her first. I think that’s the plan Deloram likes better.”

Houri stared up at him, this hulking dark man who had taken her from the monster woman, and realized that perhaps he was not merely trying to frighten her into obedience. He seemed too straightforward for that. “Why would you need to kill me,” she asked. “Is it because I can shatter iron? Lady Clarion gave me her blessing. She likes me. Rashk likes me too. I didn’t do anything wrong to be able to do that.”

Solornel crouched down to meet her eye-to-eye. “Clarion,” he said, “is an evil little girl who is very nice to people until they do something she doesn’t like. Don’t get me wrong – I always liked her. But maybe I just always did what she wanted me to do. I have trouble saying no to pretty girls. Now, I swear by the thunder, I do not know why she is so interested in you, but Rashk does, and Rashk doesn’t like it one bit. What’s the use of fighting her, though? She’ll still be here when Rashk is dead and gone forever, and she will get her way.”

Houri considered his words carefully. “You are trying to keep me away from Clarion,” she realized, “and you need to hide me from Barsamin’s uncle to do that, because, or so I hear, there’s no hiding from a God of Secrets once he’s seen you. But that would mean Vahagn is Clarion’s friend, and would tell her. Am I right?”

“The gods are all one another’s friends,” Solornel told her, “and one another’s enemies. Vahagn, from what I heard from Rashk, is a coward. Clarion adores cowards, as they are so easy to bend. You just have to heat them up a bit first. I can’t abide cowards, but maybe I am one too.”

“Because you’re kidnapping defenseless little girls?” Houri offered.

“No! I told you, this is the hard way, the easy way was just to kill you. I will tell you why I am a coward, defenseless little girl. It is because I have had fifty years to accept the truth, that life ends, but I have not. I hate and resent the truth. Shanlar was right, it was cruel to make me smart enough to know it.”

“Wait,” said Houri, “are you an artifice?”

“Yes, I thought that couldn’t be more obvious,” he huffed.

“I thought you were joking when you said you were always that big,” Houri explained. “I had no idea an artifice could talk! Or be a god.”

“I was once the smartest artifice in the world!” Solornel boasted. “Until Rashk made Ziazan. Woman keeps besting me at those silly board games. Who knows, maybe his other little girl artifice is even smarter, but I never met her.”

Houri stood up. “Ziazan is an artifice? That maidservant he brought with him last year?” She found that hard to believe, but she decided she would. “I want to be an artifice. Can Rashk make me into a bird who can talk?”

The old man scoffed at this idea. “Maybe he could,” he said, “but you don’t really want that. You would be dead. The bird might be very much like you, but it would be someone else. Do you really want to die so someone else can fly away into the sky?”

“… No,” she conceded, with sad realization. She would never fly away from the top of the waterfall like Sparkasuki. “But – if I happen to die – can Rashk do that for me?”

“I suppose,” he said. “Tell him yourself. I don’t have the talent of snatching souls from the dead. I watched Shanlar do it once, and it bothered me so much that I never could bear to see it again.”

“Who is this Shanlar you keep talking about,” Houri asked him.

“The only artificer I ever heard of who’s half so talented as Rashk,” Solornel told her. “And at least twice so wicked. I’m glad he’s still holed up in Soronanin. Heard he’s getting up to stuff even Rashk never would try.”

“If he’s so wicked,” said Houri, “then why don’t you go and do something about it?”

“I’m never going back to Soronanin,” he said, a little too emphatically, startling her. “That’s where gods go to die, little girl! There’s something about that place that just sings, come, come, and die, and yield your star. I don’t know how Rashk abided it so calmly. It made my hair stand on end.”

“… Solornel,” said Houri quietly, “do you really not know why my mother wants to keep me away from Lady Clarion, or is the truth just too scary to tell?”

He was taken aback by this question. “I really hate children,” he complained.

She kicked him in the shin. “What are you, twelve?” she demanded of him. “Maybe you’re a scared little baby, but I’m not! I want to know what’s really going on!”

“The truth,” he roared, suddenly alight with godly fury, “is that Clarion has waited hundreds of years for a chance to bring the Queen of Birds, the real Queen of Birds, red and strong and eternal, to free the monster she loves from his prison in the sea. She tried and failed once before. Anahit wasn’t the right soul. If she fails again, maybe we will give the world a few hundred years more. Firenzerral is mad. As likely as not the first thing he’ll do is destroy everything he sees, and not even Rashk knows how to stop him. He is eternal. She doesn’t love anything that’s not eternal. She doesn’t love people like me.”

“… Like us,” Houri corrected him with hesitation.

“Sure. Like us.” Solornel looked to the sky. “What’s one more godsdamned lie?”




♦♦Year 818, City of Campaniel, Republic of Petragon♦♦




Helian Correl owned a mechanical carriage with no roof. It had room for two people and little else. Eodar’s first thought had been that such a thing was so useless compared to its cost as to be nothing but a monument to decadence. That had been about two seconds before she had tossed him the key.

“You turn much too hard,” she exclaimed, and if Eodar had been in her place, he would have agreed – but he was having far too much fun. “You’re going to crash us into a tree!”

“Then let’s go further out into the fields,” he suggested, pleased by how he had managed to disturb her perfectly placed golden curls. “I want to see how fast this thing can go.”

Helian bit her lip, but he could tell that it was the hesitation of obedience, not a sincere desire to stay close to the manor. “Right, we’re going,” he decided, before she could say otherwise.

“If Master Galatti sees how fast we are going, he will revoke my license,” remarked Helian, but nonetheless she smiled a little. They rolled past elm trees and brick houses and meticulously straight and well-tended walls. When they came to open fields, Eodar did not hesitate to press the pedal as far as it would go, and the wheels kicked up a great cloud of dust as the carriage roared down the flat dirt road. On the far side of the fields was a pleasant brook, with great oak trees that spread their branches wide. The carriage sputtered and came to a little too sudden of a stop; Eodar did not have the hang of that yet.

“This looks like a nice place,” he said, and he pulled out the key. He thought it a bit strange that something so large, heavy, and valuable could be controlled with such a little tiny thing. He slipped it into his pocket and assisted Helian with the door on her side, as was the polite thing to do in the Occident.

“Very private,” she agreed, and surely they were thinking the same thing: though they were engaged to be married, they had scarcely had a moment alone together, and barely knew each other at all. Helian was pretty, and giggly, and well-read, but it was easy for almost any girl to be these things. Eodar had a feeling that she would go along with the arrangement whether she particularly liked him or not, as long as he wasn’t absolutely dreadful, and he did not think he was. He vaguely wondered when he should tell her that he came with a monster. So far, Evren had refrained from mucking everything up, stealing here, hiding there, but he did not know how long that could possibly last. Maybe he ought to have left her alone in Antaram after all, but gods only knew what she would do then.

Helian took his hand. “Let’s go sit by the water,” she urged. He followed, and she turned, and looked up into his eyes, and blushed a little–

“Hands up, hands up,” said a woman’s voice, and a hand clasped over Helian’s neck. “I said hands up, boy, this is a robbery.”

Eodar stumbled backwards, and he saw her, all dressed in black, with hair cut short beneath an outrageously feathered cap. She had a knife at Helian’s throat, and the girl’s eyes were wide with terror. Eodar was completely unarmed. “We have nothing to steal,” he said quickly, displaying his empty hands.

“Nothing,” echoed the woman, “nothing? Really, kid? Gods, let me help you with so much nothing!” She reached down and slipped a bracelet off Helian’s wrist. “This is hundreds of bezants of nothing. Damn rich kids.”

Helian’s eyes lit up with anger. “That’s mine,” she hissed, “you thieving witch!”

“Boo-mucking-hoo,” said the woman, and she shoved Helian away. “You’re little Helian Correl, ain’t you? Worth a queen’s ransom, I’d say, but I don’t think there’s room for you in the carriage.”

“The car-” Even as he said it, Eodar heard the engine ignite. He looked up to see another young woman in the driver’s seat. She was bronze-skinned, with dark hair pulled back, and loose clothes of deep colors. She looked him right in the eyes as she turned the key, her eyebrows raised. With her other hand, she lifted up – Eodar clasped his hand to his forehead in disbelief. She spun his crown around her finger, and put it on her head all askew.

“Not so glorious and resplendent now,” mocked the woman in black, and Eodar tackled her, but she rolled easily with the blow and was suddenly atop him. “Not worth it, boy,” she cautioned him, and immediately she was away from his grasp as he tried to get back to his feet. She leapt right into the carriage, which was already rolling. “Tell Master Galatti to put another tally-mark down for the bounty,” called out the woman with the feather cap, “of Thalass Veraldo and Deloram the Lark!”

Deloram – apparently – looked back over her shoulder as the carriage roared away. The crown of Antaram’s prince was secure on her head. She was not smiling like her fellow brigand, and said nothing, but Eodar could read those eyes as surely as a book: come and take it back, I dare you. Eodar forced himself to tear his gaze away. “Helian,” he said quickly, “Helian, are you all right?”

“… A lark,” she said quietly, her eyes filling with hot tears. “A brigand and a godsdamned lark? She touched you? I will turn out every sword in the province to find them!”

“What is a lark,” he asked, red in the face, “aside from a bird?”

She glared at him. “A harlot.”

He felt his head again, just to be sure that it was truly gone. His crown had been stolen by a harlot. Gods uphold him, he would rather die than ask the lawkeepers for help with that. As if anyone would believe he hadn’t gone looking! The whole world would hear of it, including his father, and he’d never hear the end of it. “No need for every sword in the province,” he said. “I think – if you are up for a bit of a walk first – my own sword will be quite enough.”




♦♦♦♦




Nisrai did not look up when she heard her daughter come in behind her, for it would not do to add even a drop too much to any of the row of vials on the worktable before her. “Home so early,” she asked with disapproval. “You can’t have had a lot of business before it is even dark!”

Deloram dropped a heavy, clinking bag on the far end of the table, shaking the clear liquid in the vials. “Damn it, child, you will spill something,” Nisrai cursed her, but her brows arched slightly. “But where did you get–” She looked up. “That cannot be what it seems to be.”

Deloram took the thin golden band off her head and spun it around one finger before holding it up to the lamp. The rubies set in the little depiction of a falcon rising glistened like crystal blood. If it was not, in fact, the crown of the Prince of Antaram, then it was a perfect imitation. “Hearts of our mothers, child,” Nisrai swore, snatching it away from her, “did he come in for business?”

Deloram shook her head and reached up to mark the curve of a feathered cap – the Veraldo woman, who was nothing but bile and trouble. “Oh, you simply robbed him,” Nisrai realized. “We are blood of his country, child! If he finds you, he ought drag you across the sea to throw you from on high. Arai, arai, you stupid girl.”

Her daughter did not seem too bothered. She never did – willful thing that she was. Deloram looked into the mirror hanging on the wall as she tried on the crown and let down her hair to see the effect. Someone had put some rather grand notions in that girl’s head – and Nisrai could not help but suspect that Rashk’s motives had been something other than pure as the first snow of winter. After all, Rashk was a man of men, and Deloram, young and flush with earthly confidence, had seduced his man. Nothing good could come of that!– nothing good could come of any of these gods or kings. Nisrai honored the old tales, and had little love for the king of her country and his one son. And to think, that son was now here in Petragon, chasing after a foreign wife! It was a disgrace to the queenly heritage of Antaram. She would sooner see any girl from the fields on that throne than a man with a trickle of a queen’s blood. Any girl of Antaram at all! She looked up. “Give me that trinket,” she snapped. “If he shall come looking, then let us make the most of it.”




♦♦Year 836, The Edge of the Former Frontier♦♦




Barsamin and Ismyrn did not find Houri at the top of the ancient stone stairs. They did not find anything at all, except for more vines and thorns. “Thou stupid beast,” Ismyrn cursed the little red bird, which hopped from one branch to another, “there is nothing heeeEEEEEK!”

She had fallen straight down into a pit which had been covered with cut vines. After his heart skipped a beat, Barsamin got down on his knees and peered over the edge. “Ismyrn,” he said with panic, “Ismyrn, are you–”

“… Alive,” she confirmed. “I think. I – my knee! Filo dello lupa!”

Barsamin did not have the slightest idea what that meant, but it sounded extremely impolite. “Can you stand,” he asked.

She untied her scarf from around her neck to retie around her knee. “Just blood,” she said, more to herself than to him. “It will hurt, but I can get out.” She looked up. She was actually quite far down. “… I think.”

“Ismyrn, when we get you out, we are going back,” Barsamin told her. “We’re finding King Eodar. We are ahh hello who are you?”

Across from him on the far ledge sat a young girl with rust-colored curls and a pouty scowl that was just a little too toothy. “You were supposed to both fall in,” she said. “You’ve messed it up! You did it all wrong!”

“A little Alk,” said Barsamin, trying not to be afraid of someone so small. He got to his feet, one hand on the dull sword, ready to draw.

She looked at him critically, and tilted her head. “Hey,” she said with suspicion, “didn’t I see you before? The boy with long hair in the clacking carriage. What did Rashk say your name was? … Bars!”

“Get away from me,” he demanded. “Rashk shouldn’t be sending little girls against people with swords!”

She wasn’t too concerned with his threat. “My name’s Chakori,” she said. “Rashk told me you’re going to kill my friend one day, so I don’t think I like you very much.”

“… Your friend?” Barsamin could not imagine himself killing anyone. “Do you mean the big Alk?”

“No, silly, that’s my sister Evren! I mean Hayr.”

Ismyrn had been strangely silent. “… Erasmin,” she whispered.

Chakori looked down. “What’s that mean?”

“Thou seemest… just like Erasmin did,” she said, with distinct panic. “When we were young. But – Evren did not kill her – she came home with me–” She slipped on a rock in the pit. “I saw her just a few days ago!”

Chakori did not seem to have any idea why she should find that remarkable. “If you say so,” she said with a shrug. “I’m not even supposed to be talking to girls. But I guess I am allowed to right now, because my sister is right there and she’s not telling me to stop.”

“What–” Barsamin looked back over his shoulder. The monster woman who had led them away from the castle was right behind him. He sidestepped her attempt to push him into the pit and clumsily drew his sword. He wondered how much harm a dull sword could actually do if he put all his strength into it. Maybe he could break her fingers, if he could land a solid blow right on her hand–

She hissed when she saw his blade. She leapt for his throat. He swung wildly, and succeeded only in raking the flat side across Evren’s face. Stupid – he was going to die – she shrieked and recoiled. There was a red stripe down her face, as though he had struck her with a heated brand. “My face,” she cried, “you ruined my FACE!” Now Barsamin was going to die.

He heard a sound behind him, and was shoved aside before he could see what it was. Someone broad and tall thrust his sword through Evren in a single stroke. Blue blood ran down her chest. She screamed, and pulled back desperately, and Rodomond Veraldo withdrew his sword from her body. “Get out of here,” he bellowed, “or I’ll have thy neck apart from thy head!”

She trembled, and grabbed Chakori’s wrist, and ran. Barsamin could not believe she had the strength to run at all. He would have thought that wound Master Veraldo had just given her to be fatal.

“Galatti, thou foolish girl!” Rodomond barked, down on one knee with his sword still drawn. “Barsamin, watch behind us, there might be more.” Barsamin immediately turned to look back down the stone stairs they had just ascended.

“… Master Veraldo,” said Ismyrn, sounding dazed. She said something quickly in Occidental.

He was not impressed. “When we are with good people of Tarim, we speak Tarimin,” he insisted.

She started over. “It is her,” she insisted with desperation. “The monster who killed my parents! The monster who abducted Erasmin! That was her! Go and stop her! I want to kill her! I want–” She slipped again while trying to climb out.

“Thou hast walked into a trap,” said Master Veraldo, “in the least metaphorical sense. If I had not seen thee running off on a horse, and known that thou must be doing something foolish, she would have killed thee, and what’s more thou wouldst have deserved it. Havest thou any notion how hard it is to kill an Alk? They fear iron, and that is why they laid a trap for thee, but it is a fear that can be overcome.”

“She looked like – she looked like Erasmin–”

This remark actually gave Master Veraldo pause. “… The little one?” he asked. “I… did not look at her too carefully.”

“Master Veraldo,” said Barsamin, “you should know we did not give chase out of an excess of courage, or at least I did not, but because they took Houri.”

“Houri? Didst thou see something happen to her?”

“Rashk threatened so,” explained Barsamin, “and here are her birds, which follow her everywhere.” He gestured to the little red creature which had watched everything. It trilled something indignantly.

Master Veraldo eyed the bird with a fundamental distrust. “Eodar said Rashk made those fell things,” he pointed out. “Something smells foul. We must leave before the Alk returns.”

“How do you know so much about Alks,” Barsamin asked him, as Rodomond attempted to help Ismyrn climb out of the pit. “I had always thought they were just a story.”

“Thou canst thank Eodar for that,” said the man with a huff. “He thought his kindness could temper her. He brought her out of his own country when he left to see a bit of the world, and they got in so much trouble together, and fell in with bad sorts, such as myself. Such stories will have to wait.” He succeeded in pulling out Ismyrn, who seized the grass and the dirt, and winced as she stood up.

“Wait,” she said with sudden realization, “thou knowest her? Thou knowest the beast, and said nothing when others did not believe me?”

“I said it shall wait, Galatti,” he told her sternly. “Thou canst walk, yes? Come.”

She looked to her master, and then back over her shoulder. Barsamin could tell that, if she had not hurt her knee, she would have run in that moment, certain that she was the swifter. “… She killed them,” she said quietly. “She killed th–”

Master Veraldo slapped her. “A lot of people have killed a lot of other people,” he said. “Put thy sword away or I shall have it from thee.”

With the smoldering embers of a grudge in her eyes, Ismyrn sheathed her sword and made to follow him. The horse was not far from where they had left him, and he had a new friend in Rodomond’s mount. Ismyrn fumbled with the bridle and pulled herself up, wincing as she swung her injured knee over to the far stirrup. Barsamin reached out to join her, but he heard the fluttering of wings above him. Ismyrn did as well. Her eyes flickered up to the red bird. It flew deeper into the pine woods.

“Galatti,” said Rodomond with caution. “Ismyrn–”

She spurred her horse to pursue. Barsamin fell back, afraid of being trampled. Rodomond swore under his breath and startled his own horse when he grabbed ahold of it. He left Barsamin behind without a second glance. Useless as ever, he realized with bitterness against himself. The boy followed the faint signs of the trail on foot. He already could not hear the hoofbeats of the horses. He felt as though he were being watched, and he did not like it at all. He looked all around him, but saw nothing. Wait – what had the little Alk girl said? She didn’t like him because Rashk said… … he must have been jesting with her. Chakori did not seem like a world-wise child. He found it unsettling, though, that a little monster girl like that even existed.

He heard a high-pitched scream. He hesitated mid-step, and then ran towards it, his heart pounding. It was his turn to rescue Ismyrn, he told himself, he’d rescue her and she’d be so impressed–

The trees grew further apart. A shaft of the afternoon light fell across Barsamin, bright and golden. Glancing down, he saw hoof prints in a patch of exposed mud. As he continued on, however, the sky swiftly darkened. He shivered though he did not actually feel cold. His eyes widened. Red. Red everywhere.

Blood was splattered across everything, and bits of leather and flesh. There was no sign of Ismyrn, or Master Veraldo, or either of the horses, except – two swords were across one another on the ground. Nearby was a torn and bloody scarf. Barsamin picked it up; it fell limp between his fingers. “Ismyrn?” he called out. “Ismyrn!” There was no answer. “Master Veraldo? Ismyrn? Ismyrn!” His own voice echoed as he ran through the woods. To the east, where the mountains towered, a peal of thunder rolled down and rumbled through the foothills.








CHAPTER NINETEEN

Withhold No Truths




♦♦Year 836, Kandakari’s Court, Tokharika Territory♦♦




Hayr and Tsovinar found Aramaz down on his knees at the foot of the steep hill that was Kandakari’s Court. “I didn’t mean to,” he said, in tears. “I didn’t mean to! Is he dead? I wasn’t trying to kill him!”

“He is dead,” Tsovinar told him, pulling the boy to his feet.

“I don’t understand!” Aramaz explained. “Why did he try to kill me? What did I do that was so bad?”

Tsovinar was pulling him along. “You did nothing wrong,” she said, “but there were several choices that would have been better. I have a choice for you now, Aramaz of Tokhar. Listen carefully. Understand that I say only what I mean. You will come with me, now, far from here, never to return – or you will die where you stand.”

Hayr struggled to keep up with her. “You can’t kill him!” he shouted at her, appalled. “It wasn’t his fault, you just said so!”

“This is not about who is right or wrong, child,” she said coldly. “This is a mercy.”

Hayr forced himself between Tsovinar and Aramaz. “You can’t kill him unless you want a fight with me,” he said with all his bravery, though he knew that Tsovinar could snap his spine over her knee.

“He shall answer for himself,” Tsovinar asserted. “Aramaz of Tokhar, shall you forsake these lands, or shall you die?”

“… I’ll forsake whatever you want me to,” said the boy, shrinking away.

“Good. I was afraid you would be stubborn. Where is your horse?”

“… Down there, she’s… down over there…”

Hayr did not understand what Tsovinar was on about. “None of this would have happened,” he complained, “if you had just kept the truth to yourself!”

Tsovinar did not turn to meet his accusing eyes. “The truth is not a means to an end, child,” she told him. “It is the end. Truth is above what little men and women decide to do about it. Even little truths are greater than we are. Hurry along, they are certain to pursue us when the girl comes to her senses.”

“What are we going to do, steal more horses?” Hayr asked crossly, not at all satisfied with her answer. It was not as if Marzban had needed to know that Hayr was his great nephew. Maybe he would still be alive if he hadn’t found out. Maybe Hayr and Aramaz wouldn’t have found out they were brothers. Maybe that would have been better. At the very least, Tsovinar wouldn’t be threatening to kill Aramaz.

“I do not wish to do that,” said Tsovinar, “but if Marzban said we would be escorted to the edge of his lands, he must have meant on horseback, and hence they are ours to rightfully borrow to begin with.”

“Good reasoning,” said Hayr in exasperation. “Nothing so harmless as stealing horses from people who love their horses more than their children, that’s not going to get us in any more trouble!”

Aramaz had already laid one hand on his mare. “Take Tamal’s,” he said with distinct bitterness. “Over there. The one with the stupid little bell hanging off the bridle. Her name is – gods, I can’t remember her name.” He was visibly shaking. He looked at the handgun, and plainly was considering throwing it away, but then tucked it under a strap.

“We shall take Marzban’s,” Tsovinar asserted, “as he will not be leaving by this way. Do you know how to handle a horse, Hayr?”

“Not really–”

“Neither do I. Beasts do not care for me. I will ride with you, I do not trust myself to handle one.” She nudged him towards a stocky, shaggy horse with an ornately tooled saddle. It stared at him in complete indifference.

“Just don’t stand right behind him, and don’t move too quick,” Aramaz told Hayr. He looked up towards the hill. “… All right, move too quick!” With the slightest movement of his hands, Rinni turned for Aramaz and began down the trail back towards the lodge.

Tsovinar pulled herself up behind Hayr even though she was very nearly too large. The horse snorted and backed up in protest. “Ornery beast, I do not have time for your objections,” she shouted at it. “Follow the child!”

“It doesn’t talk,” Hayr reminded her, and he tried to do as Aramaz had done, to no effect. “Come on, come on,” he urged in direct contradiction of his own observation. He patted it firmly on the shoulder. “Oh would you–” He did not know what he did, but suddenly the horse moved, if not quite in the right direction. “This way, this way–”

Hayr looked back over his shoulder. The man whose nose Tsovinar had broken was running alongside Tamal, who wore the crown of vines. How proper of her to remember to put it on, he supposed. He wondered if her love for the old man had been greater than her desire to be a goddess. He finally succeeded in urging Marzban’s horse in the right direction at a speed that was not quite a run.

“We can’t outrun them like this,” he pointed out, and Tsovinar seemed to have had the same thought. When the sound of hoofbeats came in close behind them, Tsovinar looked up, and when they passed under a hardwood tree, she reached out and grabbed a branch with both hands; suddenly relieved of a great burden, Marzban’s horse threw his head high and continued on. Hayr looked back in alarm.

The branch had broken off completely, and now Tsovinar had several spans of solid oak in her hands. She turned and, when the bloody-nosed man tried to run her down on his mount, she thrust it like a javelin into his shoulder. His horse, wildly frightened, reared up, and the man fell into the thin dusting of snow over the needles and fallen leaves, with splinters of wood piercing his beaded shirt. Behind him came Tamal, and she rode right past him without a second glance, the bell on her mare’s bridle bouncing and ringing wildly.

She stood up in her stirrups, and drew her bow, and Hayr was sure that she was about to shoot him; he was seized by panic, for he had no protection, and lacked the skill to weave a horse that did not even know him between dense trees. Tamal, however, was not aiming for him. She held her bow steady as her horse gained on Hayr and began to pass him. She let the arrow fly. Rinni shrieked in a way Hayr had never heard from a horse before, and stumbled, and fell. Aramaz toppled off of her and rolled away.

“Rinni,” cried the boy, “Rinni, oh gods, where are you hurt–”

Tamal shot again, and narrowly missed him when he threw himself down. “Stop it,” begged Aramaz, “stop it, you hurt her!”

“You killed him.” Tamal brought her mare to a stop so that her aim would be true. Hayr tried to urge his abducted horse close enough so that he could try to shove her off, but the creature would not cooperate. Aramaz looked up at his cousin, his eyes filled with tears, and then he remembered that he still had the gun. Tamal saw him reach to pull it away from his struggling horse, and she let fly immediately. He was struck on his side, low, just above his belt.

He tried not to scream in pain, but he did, and he tried to aim the foreign weapon at her, and did not do very well. A tree far to Tamal’s left splintered. A thunderous crack shook the woods. Her mare panicked, and danced, but did not flee. Hayr realized that he was as likely to be shot as Tamal, if Aramaz kept aiming like that. That was assuming, of course, that there were even more rounds to fire, and he genuinely did not know how many there might be. He had never met anyone with a handgun before.

“Stop it,” Hayr pleaded of them. “Stop it, both of you! Before you kill each other!”

“Don’t tell me what to do,” Tamal demanded. The song of her voice pulled at Hayr’s heart. Oh. She was the Goddess of Law. Right.

Aramaz was bleeding. His horse was bleeding. His hands were shaking. Tamal might have meant to string another arrow, but a shrill and eerie call filled the mountains. Her eyes wide, she looked around her, but did not see anything. “What was that,” she said, her voice high. “Tell me, what was that?!”

“… A pterosaur,” Hayr told her.

“A what?”

Her question was answered, to some degree, by the shadow that swooped overhead. “Down here,” Hayr called as loudly as he could, waving his arms, “Keromeir, we’re down here!”

The artifice circled around and, without concern for what may be in his way, crashed down through the trees onto the trail. Tamal’s mare had, at last, had enough. She bolted away from the pterosaur, and Tamal, caught off-guard, was only just able to remain astride her. Marzban’s horse reared, and, rather than wait to be thrown off, Hayr allowed himself to fall. His breath was firmly knocked out of him as he fell on his back. The horse fled without him. Rinni was just as frightened, but she kept stumbling every time she tried to stand. Blood was running down her hind leg. Her desperate sounds were the most horrible thing Hayr had ever had to listen to. Aramaz also tried to stand, and realized the folly of that. He fell back against a tree, and stared up in pain-maddened wonderment at the monster before him.

Hayr’s first thought was that Solornel had returned after realizing what a horrible thing it was he had done. However, it was not Solornel astride Keromeir, nor was it Rashk. Ziazan had a striped cloak drawn tight around her shoulders to guard against the cold, her face flush with the sting of the wind. She looked quite pleased. “See, I knew you couldn’t be hard to find,” she exclaimed. “Sorry that took so long! The wind wasn’t with us, but it will be on the way back.” She suddenly noticed Aramaz and Rinni. “Oh! What happened here?”

“He needs help,” Hayr exclaimed as he got to his feet. “He was just shot, Ziazan, he needs help, I don’t know what to do!”

“Well who went and shot him,” she asked, sliding down and falling to the ground.

“That girl who just – it doesn’t matter,” Hayr realized. “He’s our friend.”

Ziazan looked over Aramaz with benign curiosity. “Does it hurt to breathe,” she asked.

“A little?” he ventured. “Help Rinni first! She’s terrified!”

“Rinni?” Ziazan looked aside at the injured horse. “I don’t know anything about animals,” she confessed. “At least, not about proper ones. Look, it is just her leg. You first.” She bent down and very lightly touched the shaft of the arrow. Aramaz screamed. “Stop wriggling!” she demanded. “It is not lodged in bone, but I know better than to try and pull it out. You need a real doctor. Are there any around here?”

“We can’t leave him here,” Hayr told her. “They’ll kill him – and Tsovinar said he has to come with us anyway. Or she’ll kill him.”

“Where is Tsovinar,” asked Ziazan. “I had assumed I’d find you by hearing her shouting at someone.”

Hayr looked around, and did not see her. Of course, there was also a large, winged monster in the way, who was staring at Rinni with unreadable black eyes. “She jumped off,” he recalled, “and nearly impaled someone, before I lost sight of her.”

“I am here,” Tsovinar assured them, stepping out from behind Keromeir. There were twigs and needles caught up in her hair. “Where is the girl? Is that her horse which I hear galloping away?”

“So I’d assume,” Hayr told her.

Tsovinar looked to Ziazan. “And where is Solornel?”

Ziazan rolled her eyes. “You’re welcome, Tsovinar. So glad you’re hale and whole, Tsovinar. I’ll be taking Hayr back and leaving you here, Tsovinar.”

“Forgive me,” said Tsovinar. “I am altogether lacking in sleep. A great disaster keeps trying to work itself. Had I known that gun could shoot more than once, Aramaz of Tokhar, I would not have made the mistake of leaving it within your reach. I have never seen its like.”

“She shot Rinni,” the boy reiterated. “… And me.” Tsovinar pried the gun out of his hand. She turned it over and looked at the ivory hand grip.

“A gift,” she said, looking at the iconography of a fern, “from the White Jungle. Curious. I shall ask Rashk what he thinks of it.” She looked up at Rinni. “It may be kinder to end this creature’s life than leave it here to suffer untended.”

“No!” Aramaz shouted. He tried to reach out, but the pain in his side restrained him from reaching far. “She’ll make it, she’ll stand again…”

“If someone comes and tends to her, perhaps. We must leave immediately.” She unhooked Aramaz’s pack from Rinni’s saddle and handed it to Hayr. “You said you would forsake whatsoever I wished you to.” She looked back to Ziazan. “How long to Idenmuthir? Perhaps Rashk can treat the boy’s wound, if he can endure.”

“There is no-one at Idenmuthir,” Ziazan told her, climbing back up on Keromeir. “We are going to Ostmenye. It is not too much further. Since the wind is with us, we can make it in perhaps three hours, don’t you think, Keromeir? And there are proper doctors in Ostmenye, I am sure.”

“Ostmenye,” repeated Tsovinar in disbelief. “That is where we started, as I recall.”

“Rashk did the ‘oh no, I don’t like what I see’ thing not long after you left,” Ziazan explained, “and after he beat Solornel over the head, they went right back. They’re abducting some Princess of Antaram or other. They don’t want her to meet Vahagn, because of that thing he does with the eyes.” She cupped her hands around her eyes like glasses for effect. “I am going back to pick them up, but first there was this bit of trouble with you being here and we can’t have that. I said, why don’t you just blind the girl, Rashk, but you know how he is. He’s never blinded anyone. He’d sooner kill them. He even gave Vahagn his sight back. What a foolish act of kindness that was!”

All of these names and places meant little to Aramaz, who slumped over, and Hayr tried to help him move. “Are we really riding on that,” asked the younger boy.

“Yes, don’t worry,” Hayr told him, hoping he sounded like a responsible brother. “I know he looks like a monster, but I haven’t seen him hurt anyone yet.”

“… You said you have an older brother?” asked Aramaz. “What was his name, again?”

“Vanador,” Hayr told him.

“Vanador. Hayr and Vanador.” The boy thought for a moment. “I’m not dying, because I want to meet him.” He looked back over his shoulder. “Rinni…”

“She’ll be fine,” said Hayr, having no idea if that might be true. He had no idea if Aramaz would be fine. He wasn’t bleeding much, but Ziazan had made it sound quite serious.

“So,” said Ziazan, brushing back long waves of hair back over her cloak, “I feel I might have missed something exciting. Do tell me the details.”

“I withhold no truths,” Tsovinar told her, “but I might ask to first be allowed some sleep.”




♦♦Year 836, City of Ostmenye, Queendom of Antaram♦♦




Katarosi tied a shawl around her neck and looked out her open window. The air was quite chilly, but it had felt stuffy inside, so she preferred fresh air to warm. It was dark, and there was no-one in the courtyard. She hadn’t seen Barsamin or Houri at dinner. She hadn’t seen Ismyrn either. Luzcrezo had also noticed their absence, and had taken the opportunity to teach Barsamin’s guardswoman how to say a few eyebrow-raising things in Occidental. It was a good thing that Barsamin did not need guarding from much of anything in Antaram, as Oseni seemingly had lost track of him.

She reached for a book, a great thick one with a ribbon halfway through it, and had the pages in hand when she heard shouting. Oh gods, what now. She slammed the book shut and opened the door of her room. Two soldiers were carrying one of their own down the hall, and she was a bloody mess. Katarosi realized with a small gasp that the woman’s arm was missing. Her face was badly scratched, but she was recognizable by the thickly curled hair pulled back and tucked under a leather hat. Her name was Sakti. She was the eldest daughter of old Goris.

It was Goris who was standing outside the royal bedroom when he heard the cries for the doctor. He looked up with mild concern, but when he saw who was being carried by her comrades, his wide face fell into dismay, and his stern manner was forgotten. He fumbled with the handle of the heavy doors. “Doctor,” he said, “Lady Nisrai–”

“Stop interrupting me, I am scolding my son-in-law,” she answered from inside the room, but Katarosi’s grandmother glanced back over her shoulder. “Strindri,” she swore, an old oath and a crude one. “What is this? Another godsdamned training accident? Put her on the bed. Move, you.” Eodar had been sitting up, with one hand on the bed-post that reached towards the ceiling. He quickly moved aside. Other doctors might have hesitated to put a wounded guardswoman in the king’s bed, no matter that it was the nearest. Nisrai did not give a stinking strindri. 

“We found her like this outside the walls,” explained one of the men carrying her. “No telling how long it’s been, but her heart’s beating.” He carefully laid her across the bed the wrong way around so that her ruined right shoulder was facing the doctor. Nisrai immediately began fussing, ignoring the others in the room. “She must have been savaged by a wild beast.”

“A beast,” repeated Eodar, in disbelief. “This close to a large town? None of my soldiers have ever been savaged!”

“Well, meaning no disrespect, my lord,” the soldier told him, “but those are claws that drew bright red lines ‘cross her face, not correcting pens.”

Goris stood apprehensively behind the doctor, his hands raised, looking for something he could do. “Is she,” he said, and found no more words.

“Arai, arai. It is bad. It is good that I was near. Sit down, you will faint.” Goris had seen blood before. He had seen people die before. He was a hardened man. He sat down.

Katarosi was still back by the door. Eodar stared down at the woman who had been grievously wounded just outside his own walls, and then suddenly noticed his own daughter. Their eyes met, and she knew that he was imagining if it had been her, or if it had been – “Where is Houri,” she asked aloud.

He seemed startled. “… I have not seen her,” he said quietly. “I thought she would have been with you.”

“I thought she was with you,” Katarosi answered him. “She did not even come out to harass the Arcocellis. That does not seem right.”

Eodar crossed the room to her. “Where is your mother?” he asked.

“She went to see what our honored guests are up to.”

He pulled at his little wisp of a beard. “I’m going to go find Houri,” he said.

“Like damnation you are,” Nisrai told him, digging through her bag of ominous bottles and devices. “She is a willful child. She is lurking somewhere. You will help me hold down this woman if she wakes up, because this is going to hurt.”

The king turned back with a dark look. “If there is some beast about, I won’t have my daughter out chasing birds,” he declared.

“I will find her,” said Katarosi. She hurried down the hall before her father could tell her otherwise, leaving the door of her parents’ bedchamber wide open. She went down the stairs, took a sharp left, and found Luzcrezo and Oseni in exactly the nook she assumed she would find them in. “Come with me,” she commanded, with a sharp rap on Oseni’s shoulder. “A guardswoman had her arm torn right off by some animal, no-one saw what happened, and no-one knows where my sister is.”

“… Raining on a festival,” Oseni accused her, straightening her vest. “I don’t suppose you’ve seen Barsamin either?”

“Perhaps they ran off together,” Luzcrezo suggested, “to seek their fortunes before the loaded trap of fate was sprung.”

“Is being stuck with me so terrible?” Katarosi asked. “But please, Oseni, be my escort. There might be a bear or something like it.”

“Let me get my bear-killing equipment,” Oseni said, “but I must warn you, it’s only been tested on tigers.”

Luzcrezo followed them. Katarosi had half-hoped that he would, but she was not going to give him the satisfaction of asking, and she had little right to command him. “Why not send thy own guards?” he asked, sounding more curious than cross.

“They’d be looking for the animal right now,” she said, “and they never could find Houri anyway, if she was hiding because of some tantrum. I have a lot better luck than they do.”

Oseni found her bear-killing equipment in short order and strapped it across her back, and Katarosi took a lantern. Luzcrezo already had his sword with him. The first place they checked was the willow tree with its own little walls, the place where Katarosi had first met Barsamin so recently. Houri was not there. They checked the empty guard tower, with Luzcrezo climbing up while the girls waited on the ground. She was not there either. “What about thy dungeon,” Luzcrezo suggested. “She seemed well acquainted with it.”

“I hate going down there,” Katarosi confessed, “but that makes it precisely the sort of place good for hiding, I suppose.” The old door at the top of the stairs had its lock on the outside, but it was still hard to get open. The three of them all gave it a good pull, and Katarosi held up her lantern in apprehension. “Houri?” she called, hoping not to have to go down there. “Houri…” She heard nothing, but that did not prove anything. “If she is playing some game,” she declared in frustration, “I will keep her down here for a week, and be sure to plug up that air vent.”

“She’d suffocate, unless you leave the door open,” Oseni pointed out.

“Oh well,” Katarosi answered.

Luzcrezo was swatting down cobwebs with his sword. “Do not block the way with iron bars,” he suggested with an ominous tone.

“What?” she asked, confused.

Oseni and Luzcrezo glanced at one another, and said nothing. Some foreign superstition, she supposed. There were many strange and dark rumors about the Goddess of Iron. Katarosi had met her, and she had seemed a very polite young lady. She understood that Clarion was not truly young, for people spoke of her having done this and that, ten, twenty, fifty years ago, but every Aspect was peculiar, so she did not find it terribly strange that perhaps a goddess would be young and fair all her life. It was certainly something to be jealous of, though. She imagined that Rashk, the withered old man who walked with a staff, was jealous of his fellow divinity, if they had met many times across many years as they had in Ostmenye. She had never learned what they had come to discuss, but it was not truly her business.

“Is it true that a lot of people died down here,” asked Oseni quietly.

“True enough, I suppose,” Katarosi told her. “To people who worship birds, what could be more cruel than being trapped underground? It would probably be better to be thrown from the falls.” They rounded the corner in the staircase. “But it’s quite a small dungeon. I’m sure most of the stories are exaggerated. The Occidentals love to portray Sparkasuki as their great villain.”

“Should we not?” asked Luzcrezo.

“I do not mind, so long as you agree that my Antaram is not her Antaram.”

“If we thought it was,” he told her, “my people would not be so eager to build their houses and their fortunes here. In any case, our stories are very different. The tales of Antaram barely even mention her father, but to us, he is the hero.”

“The hero who failed,” Katarosi reminded him.

“Not all stories end happily.”

Katarosi held up her lantern. “Houri,” she said again, calling out to the dark corners of the cold, dank room. “Are you down here? We’re very worried!”

There was no answer. She looked around for a moment for some sign of movement, and sighed. “Where is she,” she asked in frustration, and turned around. Something cold and dank closed over her mouth.

Her lantern fell to the floor and rolled away out of reach, but it did not go out. Luzcrezo stumbled backwards, but recovered and drew his sword. Oseni looked up, and her eyes widened, but not in fear. She glanced aside at Luzcrezo, and for a moment, just the quickest little moment, Katarosi saw something in her eyes akin to sorrow. The guardswoman reached slowly under her thick padded vest. Her other hand suddenly lashed out and seized Luzcrezo’s wrist, forcing his arm down, and an instant later, she had a small handgun pressed against his forehead. “Do stand still,” she said, “for you will not be nearly so pretty without what little brains you have.”

“… Thou she-snake,” he said, as his senses caught up to his panic.

“Well, you already knew I was a biter.”

Katarosi could not see who had seized her, and only now did he speak. “And to think,” said the voice of a man, unmistakably Chaldic, “I thought I could find silence here, and darkness, such as a man needs to think. Oseni, this is Princess Katarosi, I assume?”

“She is, my lord,” Oseni told him.

“And who is this boy?” He looked Luzcrezo in the eyes.

“Luzcrezo Veraldo, whose father works for Fluens Arcocelli.”

“The one in bed with the daughter,” he recalled, watching the boy’s face fall. He let go of Katarosi. She immediately turned to see the face of her assailant. He was gaunt and deathly pale, with black hair that fell around his face and seemed to imperceptibly become a black cloak. He looked as though he had not slept since the founding of the nations. “It’d be a shame if we killed him, it would make things awkward,” he mused aloud. “But do it if you have to.”

 “Vahagn,” Katarosi accused him.

“That is Lord God Vahagn to you,” he said, “whose divinity has been cut so thin that it is transparent.” When he looked into her eyes, Katarosi felt an unpleasant chill. “Your sister, I am told, had better luck. Where is she?”

“She is notably absent,” Katarosi told him, her fists clenched, “so I was hoping you might tell me.”

“We can’t find Barsamin either, my lord,” Oseni told him.

He looked at her with brows slightly arched. “Isn’t keeping track of him your job? But it seems you were otherwise occupied. Fortunately, I feel quite sure he has not gotten into too much trouble, lacking your help.”

“What are you doing down here,” Katarosi demanded, “sneaking into our home while the Arcocellis knock at the door?”

“Who among the mundane knows why the gods do anything?” asked Vahagn with a dismissive tone. “I daresay my reasons might be secret, but that hardly matters. I wish to see my sister, and my nephew, of course. Please do indulge me.”

“He is up to something,” Luzcrezo said, as if Katarosi needed to be told.

Vahagn assumed the face of one grievously offended. “Up to something?” he echoed. “Never.”








CHAPTER TWENTY

Any Beautiful Thing




♦♦Year 836, City of Ostmenye, Queendom of Antaram♦♦




Ostmenye was a pretty town to see from the sky at night. There were many little fires and lanterns, which spread out in twisty little lines that reminded Hayr of cracks in ice. He wondered how few people had ever seen it from so high, higher even than the peak of the waterfall, and what other places might look like from the air. He tried to imagine the canyon which ran much of the length from Amam Ri to Karam Karas. He had seen it from the bottom many times, looking straight up to the sky. Now he very dearly wished to know how it looked to be a bird gazing down into it. Even under darkness, it would be beautiful, for there were barges that brought the blocks of stone downriver, and on each of them were hung lanterns, so that the water would have here and there little golden lights.

Aramaz stared down with the faint confusion of one who had conceded to pain. “… Where are we,” he asked, his voice barely heard above the rush of air.

“This is the castle town where the King and Queen of Antaram live,” Hayr told him.

“Antaram?” asked the boy. “But Antaram is two days away at least…”

“For hooves, maybe,” Hayr agreed. “Just hold on a little longer. We will find you a doctor here.” Keromeir stopped flapping his wings and plunged downwards. The sensation in Hayr’s body was indescribable, but Aramaz tried to describe it with a frightened cry. Ziazan for her part seemed quite happy.

The pterosaur did not land particularly close to any walls or buildings, but rather on the very edge of the pine forest. “We will carry the boy,” said Tsovinar, first on the ground. “This beast will frighten the people if he is seen or heard.”

“Keromeir isn’t scary,” protested Ziazan, hugging the creature around his long neck. “But he is tired.”

“Then let us not find a reason to go on another journey this night,” Tsovinar suggested. “Where would Rashk be, do you know?”

“Somewhere in the castle, I suppose,” answered Ziazan.

“The castle must have its own doctor,” Tsovinar reasoned. “I doubt they will be pleased to see me, but I shall restrain myself from commenting on Eodar’s wisdom.” She picked Aramaz up, as carefully as she was able. Hayr could see in her movement that she was unaccustomed to sparing a thought for being gentle.

“I don’t want to be carried by a woman,” the boy protested.

“Then you should not have been shot by a woman.”

Hayr would have found that very funny, if Aramaz did not have an arrow sticking out his side. He followed Tsovinar through the tall grass. It was very quiet. Most birds had already fled before winter’s first waking breath. Soon, however, they heard other feet, and other voices. Tsovinar stopped, and set Aramaz gently down on his feet, and the boy leaned on Hayr. The others had one lantern with them. They were soldiers, three of them, and the one in front was a fat and bald man with a glint in his eye.

“Who are you,” he demanded, when he saw the outlines of the intruders. “What is your business?”

Ziazan pushed forward before Tsovinar could say anything. “I am Ziazan of Tokhar,” she declared plainly, “in the service of Rashk. As I recall, you are the one named Goris. We have met before.”

He took the lantern from his younger accomplice, and studied Ziazan’s face carefully. “So we have,” he decided. “What is your business, being here unannounced?”

“My friend is seriously injured,” she said, with just the right timbre of pleading. “We had hoped to find a doctor here.”

“Injured by a beast, perchance?” asked Goris in a low, growling voice. “We are hunting it. My own daughter was savaged sometime today. Our castle’s doctor is with her now.”

“No, he was hurt far from here, by bandits,” she said, vastly simplifying the truth. “But you should know then that we have brought our own beast, a winged one, who is harmless. He is at the edge of the woods. We have only just arrived, so he cannot be the beast you are looking for. Please forgive us for this intrusion.” Hayr realized that she was much better at dealing with people than Tsovinar ever could hope to be.

“You’ll need to go to the town, and ask for Kaspar,” said Goris, “who lives on the crescent street. Meaning no trouble, but the castle doctor is quite busy tonight.”

“May the wind bring blessings to your daughter’s window,” said Ziazan, with a little bow of respect.

“I hope so,” said Goris. 

The two groups went their separate ways. “I know that was very hard for you,” said Ziazan to Tsovinar, “to mind your silence and not muck everything up.”

“A true torment,” said Tsovinar. “But I must speak with Rashk as soon as possible.”

“Don’t be in such a rush!” Ziazan chided her. “So Marzban is dead. He was old. Old people die all the time! Things change, it’s to be expected.” She had learned the basics of what had transpired from Hayr, and Tsovinar had not objected to it. “You even admitted you needed sleep, which is so unlike you.”

“And you seem so concerned for me,” answered Tsovinar, “which is a rather remarkable change in manner.”

“Women,” said Aramaz very quietly. Surely they both heard him anyway.

“You are not very wise,” Hayr told him with a slight smile.

“Oh yeah?” protested the boy, from the dignified position of Tsovinar’s arms. “And what do you know about women, Hayr?”

“More than you. Because I’m your older half-brother.”

“Children,” said Tsovinar.

“I’m not a child!” exclaimed Aramaz. “I’m – ow! Gods burned, that hurts!”

Tsovinar closed her eyes for a moment. “Curses should not be spoken so lightly,” she said.

“I’ll curse if I want,” insisted Aramaz. “I’m a grown man, and my own cousin stuck a piece of wood this long into me like blood means nothing.”

“Blood means little,” Tsovinar told him. “It does not mean nothing. Nothing means nothing. However, only people of small character think they are defined first by blood.”

They were coming near to the town now, passing by a few houses with large gardens near the castle walls. There were lights within some of them, and in one home a family could be seen through a large window, breaking their bread together. “Oh, I’m not stupid,” said Aramaz. “Those are the words of someone who hates her parents.”

“I cannot hate who I cannot remember,” Tsovinar told him flatly. Ziazan looked aside with a certain smug look, and said nothing.

“Can’t remember?” asked the boy. “What, did they abandon you on the hillside when you were born?”

She was quiet for a moment. “You said you were fourteen, did you not?” she asked. “I was also fourteen, or a little more or less, when I awoke after a grievous injury to my head. I remembered many things, but had forgotten others. I did not even know what my name had been. I still do not.”

“… So Tsovinar isn’t your real name?” asked Aramaz. Hayr flinched, knowing that such a question would surely annoy her deeply.

“My name,” she said, “is Dzovin-nar-Izael, but it is not a name that I was ever called before that day. I have wondered, but the older I become, the more I understand that it does not much matter. The day I awoke, alive after coming so close to death, was my second birth. I began anew, and met many new people – Rashk, Solornel, Bradamant, Marzban, Vlinder… Diadem… and Clarion.”

“Are those all gods?” interrupted Hayr out of curiosity. He had not heard a few of those names before.

“All save Bradamant. She was too good for that, or perhaps is, if the ways of Soronanin have not killed her yet.” Tsovinar glanced upwards at the sky. “I should find out.”

“Vlinder and Diadem were stolen from us too soon, so young, so beautiful, so intelligent, especially Vlinder,” said Ziazan with dramatic motions of her hands. This all must have gone in and out of Aramaz’s ears without any comprehension. “But of course, I never met either of them. I wonder if Diadem was so wise as I am told. Wise people usually live to an old age.”

“Good people, however, often do not.”

Hayr was so overtaken by curiosity that he dared to push Tsovinar further. “Is Diadem the wise man you told us about at the lodge,” he asked.

She looked down at him. “I believe I said that was not a tale for you to hear,” she reminded him.

“Tsovinar calls no man wise but him,” said Ziazan brightly, “so, whatever she told you, yes.”

“… Rashk said I’m wise,” recalled Hayr, feeling awkward. “And he says I am not long for it.”

“Then perhaps,” Tsovinar reasoned, “you are a good man.”

Aramaz considered these words for a moment. “Wait,” he said suddenly, “what?”

Hayr sighed. He might as well tell him, if they were going to be brothers. “Rashk foretold that I will not live long enough to have gray hair. Tsovinar and Ziazan both seem quite certain that must be true.”

“Whaaaat,” exclaimed Aramaz. “That’s not happening! No crazy old man gets to decide what happens to my brother.”

“You may take it up with the crazy old man,” Ziazan suggested. She pointed ahead to the modest open gate at the end of the nearest street. An old man leaned against it with his staff. “For that is him.”

“Rashk,” Tsovinar greeted him shortly. “I am sure you will give me an excellent explanation about why you are here.”

He closed one eye and nodded. “And I am sure,” he replied in kind, “that you can tell me why you seem to have abducted a wounded child from the Tokharika.”

Tsovinar set Aramaz down on his feet. The boy stumbled and clutched his side and winced in pain. Despite all this, he looked up to see the god. “… Is that a snake,” he whispered.

“Hmm? Oh, yes, this is Nhangberial.” Rashk touched her gently.

“Intense,” exclaimed Aramaz.

“His name is Aramaz, and he needs a doctor,” asserted Tsovinar. “Marzban is dead.”

“Hmm,” said Rashk again, one brow raised. “Can’t say I am too surprised. They do say the curse of old age is seeing everyone you know die. They don’t say you might foresee it.”

“You knew,” Tsovinar accused him flatly.

He shrugged. “Know? What do I know? That an old man would die? We do that, Tsovinar. But tell me, which of his vast forest of children, grandchildren, and assorted spares got the dull job of being the god of not very much at all?”

“A young girl, his great niece, named Tamal,” Tsovinar told him. “She lacks wisdom and patience. She is not ready for this burden.”

You practically stuffed it down her throat, Hayr thought to himself, but there must have been a good reason, stronger than Tsovinar’s apprehension of youth.

“There is more to tell,” the tall woman added, “but I would have this boy’s head cleared of pain first. Good decisions are not made when in poor condition.”

Rashk leaned in and stared at Aramaz, who was taller than the old man. Nhang adjusted herself and stared also. “… You’re a bright one,” he proclaimed.

“Bright?” repeated Aramaz, confused.

“Not up here,” explained Rashk, tapping Aramaz on the head with his staff. “The other half of you. The soul.” He prodded the boy’s bare chest. “Blazing bright, like the morning sun. Oh, I want to cut you open and pry it out.” He ran his fingernail down the boy’s skin.

“What the muck,” cried Aramaz, recoiling. “Ow! Dammit!”

Rashk chuckled. “I won’t kill you, boy, at least not unless it’d be helpful.”

“… Helpful to what,” Aramaz asked faintly.

The old man shrugged. “To whatever it is I am up to.” He turned to Tsovinar. “If you were looking for a doctor, there’s one right up this street. It is an easy walk. Ziazan, kindly escort the boy, for I would have some words from Tsovinar that she will not gladly share with children at the moment.”

“Certainly,” said Ziazan very politely, offering her arm to Aramaz, who took it with hesitation. They walked off slowly, and Hayr followed them, but his own footsteps slowed. Ziazan noticed. She looked back at him.

“… I need to know,” he mouthed soundlessly. She nodded very slightly, and looked away. Aramaz did not seem to notice.

He stepped to the side, in the shadow of an old house three floors in height, and listened. His ears were not so keen as Tsovinar’s, and he wondered if she could hear him there, hear his breath and his heart, but if she could, she did not call out to Rashk that he was listening.

“It would be helpful to kill him,” she said to Rashk very plainly. “Marzban was taken by the madness of jealousy when he saw this boy, and tried to destroy him, and the boy of course panicked and ended up killing him. It took all my strength to avert what the Aspect meant to happen. If he ever sees this girl Tamal again, it will only repeat. We can be sure that their whole nation will be turned out to seek vengeance for their god, and they would prefer to bring him alive before her, so that she may judge him.”

“Is this boy really so much worse than the girl who now wears the crown of vines?” asked Rashk. “Children are not much different from one another. Lacking wisdom and patience – that is all of them.”

“Do not play at ignorance!” Tsovinar demanded sharply. “He is what I am, but there is a chance to spare him. I would consider a young death kinder than any risk of the alternative, but I cannot make a boy of fourteen understand. I cannot make a boy of sixteen understand either. They are brothers, Rashk, of the same father. I wonder what sort of soul that man had, but it can no longer be known.”

Rashk was silent for a long moment. “You have been studying eight hundred years of accounts of the gods,” he said, “seeking a way to rescue yourself from what you fear.”

“I have,” she confirmed. “Am I selfish?”

“Is it selfish to eat the fruits you have grown from seed, rather than give them away?” asked Rashk. “Only if you are glutted. You have not yet saved yourself, and if you find the way, you could save others also, if they want saving. Some might say it is a great blessing.”

“Clarion would say that,” said Tsovinar with utmost contempt.

“I wonder,” Rashk answered simply. He shuffled his feet. “Though I must admit, if I were to choose someone to be the breath and life of Law itself until the end of the world, I would not have imagined someone like that boy. He is not gray stone choked by vines. He is not temperance. His soul is wild and unbalanced and one little provocation away from sparking a wildfire. All other concerns aside, I can see why you would worry. But – who are we to question the Will of the World? Surely she knows more than you or I, don’t you think?”

“Perhaps the Will of the World longs for her own death,” proposed Tsovinar, “and setting a great fire in the great souls is what she intends, so that all is destroyed.”

Rashk laughed in sincere merriment. “I love that thought!” he exclaimed. “And if that is so, should we fight her? Should we fight to save the world from destruction at the hands of its creator, Tsovinar?”

She had no swift answer. “… I do not know,” she confessed.

“I’d like to give the Will a good whack across the forehead,” he said, waving his staff. “What the muck were you thinking, that’s what I want to know of a hundred thousand things! I could have done a better job, I am certain of it, but then again, perhaps that’s just the gift of hindsight.”

“This is a weighty matter, and it will take more than chatter in a muddy village street to resolve,” Tsovinar pointed out. “But perhaps you can tell me of something simpler.” She pulled out Marzban’s handgun from where she had tucked it in her sash. “This small gun can fire more than once without being reloaded. I had heard of such devices, but never thought to see one outside of Chald. Marzban had it, which seems wholly unlikely. Do you suppose Vahagn gave it to him to buy some favor?”

Rashk turned it over in his hands, and looked straight down the barrel, giving it a shake. “Remarkable craftsmanship,” he exclaimed. “It seems old enough, however, that it could have just as well been given to him by Lady Enestai. They were well-acquainted.” He hesitated. “Izael,” he said, “sweet child, you are a fool.”




Bang.




It was too close, too sudden, too unexpected, and Rashk’s eye was too sure of its mark. The crack of unnatural thunder shook the windows of the nighttime street. Tsovinar staggered backwards. She fell.

Hayr’s mind blanked. What? No. No. “Tsovinar,” he said, barely a whisper. She did not answer him. “Tsovinar,” he said again, with conviction, “TSOVINAR!”

Rashk did not seem very surprised, and said nothing as Hayr ran forward and fell to his knees. The woman’s eyes were open, but she did not see him. “You killed her,” he exclaimed, still not believing, “Rashk, you killed her!”

“And about damn time,” Rashk confirmed, giving the weapon another shake and tossing it aside. “Been waiting almost twenty years for a chance that couldn’t possibly fail. To think she simply handed one to me!”

“Why,” demanded Hayr, his eyes filling up with hot tears. “Why? I thought you were her friend.”

“No, not friends,” Rashk corrected him. “Enemies, who are fond of one another. But I cannot make a boy of sixteen understand. I cannot make a woman of thirty-eight understand either. Sometimes doing the wise thing looks to be the foolish thing. Sometimes doing the kindly thing looks to be the cruel thing.”

“I’ll kill you,” declared Hayr, getting to his feet. “You’re an evil man!”

“I am!” Rashk agreed with a toothy smile. “To say the good die young is not quite true, Hayr. The good die when they ought. The wicked are made so by their efforts to evade what they ought do.” He bowed. He vanished. He was simply gone.

Hayr stood there in shock, not thinking to reach out. A heartbeat later, his eyes were filled with a bright light, the blue of deep water reflecting the summer sky. The air rushed in around him. He tried to shield his eyes from the painful intensity, but then something grabbed his arm, so strongly that his wrist was nearly broken. He felt a great pulse shake him, and the windows of the houses around him all shattered. The light subsided. He dared to look, and met the gaze of amber eyes.




♦♦Year 836, City of Ostmenye, Queendom of Antaram♦♦




Barsamin stood at the edge of the woods and looked out at the lights in the castle. He thought he had heard a strange sound and seen a bright light several minutes prior, but he could not trust his senses. It had taken him a long time to give up looking for Ismyrn. Resentful thoughts boiled over and over again in his mind. He had not seen the red birds again. Perhaps Houri had never been kidnapped at all! Perhaps it was just a pretense to lure them away. That would mean that he and Ismyrn together had fallen for the same danger twice in the time of one day.

He had at last decided that the one thing he could do was come back and find Luzcrezo Veraldo. He wondered just how much he should tell; surely it would grieve the boy more to hear that his father had died because of Ismyrn’s stubborn defiance. Barsamin often said to himself that he did not like secrets, but he did not like sad truths either. The truth was that Ismyrn had repeatedly ignored him begging her to listen to reason, and ignored her master too, who surely was wiser than both of them put together.

Is this what Rashk had wanted? Had he intended for both of them to die? Had something actually happened to Houri? He would have to tell Katarosi he did not know what had become of her sister. This was all Ismyrn’s fault. She had refused to ask for help. She had refused to consider the idea that maybe she was not single-handedly capable of rescuing princesses from monsters.

No. It was Barsamin’s fault. All he had to do was refuse to be caught up in her bravery. All he had to do was tell her that he knew better, and to go and find someone, anyone, to alert the soldiers and the king and queen. Why hadn’t he? Why had he allowed himself to concede to Ismyrn? It seemed like a good idea at the time. Rashk’s words cut deeply into his heart. He was useless and foolish. He had just wanted to save Houri, who he genuinely liked, and Ismyrn, who…

He had only met her the night before. It did not feel like that, though. She had seemed like an old friend, almost but not quite forgotten, who he had suddenly found again. There was something there, behind her eyes. Was that… had he fallen in love? … He did not know. He had always supposed that the first part of falling in love was noticing how beautiful someone seemed. Had Ismyrn been beautiful? Not that he had noticed in-particular. It pained him to think about, though. She was dead. The Alks had caught her, and killed her. He had found her for one day, and the sun had set on blood.

The worst of all of it was that she… she could have been a goddess. She would have been, if she had simply turned and killed him. Barsamin could not understand why she had not. She had seemed ambitious. What sort of ambitious person did not seize such grand chances? Why had she chosen honorable conduct over glory? She certainly had not chosen reasonable conduct over glory. It deeply unsettled him – it angered him. “Why,” he demanded aloud of the night air. “Is Solornel just going to come back and kill me now?”

“No.” A great beast rose up out of the tall grass before him, its wings spread wide. He would never have seen it in the darkness if it had not stirred. The voice had come from beside it, old and raspy. “I will not let him. It is you I want. The girl was in the way.”

“… Rashk.” Barsamin drew the sword at his side. He did not need great skill or deftness to defeat an old man. The beast was another matter, but he did not much care. “I think you will find this blade a little sharper. It is hers.”

“May it see you to a better end,” said Rashk courteously.

Tears stung his eyes. “You meant for her to die,” he accused.

“I mean for many people to die,” the old man told him, “some sooner than others.”

Barsamin charged at him, abandoning all concern for his safety from the beast. Rashk grabbed ahold of Keromeir’s saddle, and it flapped its wings tremendously. The rush of air pushed Barsamin back. It trilled something alike to the language of birds and rose above the ground as Rashk pulled himself up. “Not tonight, boy,” he called down from atop the monster’s back. “Your fury is better spent elsewhere. Your absence has been noticed, hurry back!” His mount carried him off.

Barsamin stood there for a long moment, with pent-up anger he had not been able to unleash against the man’s bones and blood. He ran. There were guards in black cloaks at the gate with lanterns and spears. They may have called out to him, but he ignored them, and they did not stop him. There was now another mechanical carriage in the front courtyard, silver with golden trim, though he could not see its crest in what little light there was to be had. He hurried past the pillars which led up to the throne room door. It was slightly ajar, and light seeped out from within. He did not know why he was coming this way, or who he thought would be there. Surely it was after the hours of keeping court. He laid hands on the large iron rings of the doors and pulled them open.

“You’ve kept us waiting,” said a voice that was too familiar. Barsamin looked up and met the eyes of the man he hated and obeyed. Cold seized his soul. Vahagn was seated on Eodar’s throne, the sapphire resplendent at his throat, and he had Deloram and Katarosi on their knees, their hands tied. Talassen was seated at the desk of the man who kept the minutes. Oseni was at her lord’s side with her musket, which she had raised, and slowly lowered as she looked at Barsamin.

Vahagn kept his silence for a long moment as he stared into Barsamin’s eyes from across the throne room. “… My gods, child,” he exclaimed at last. “You have been busy.”

“Barsamin,” said Katarosi very quietly. “Barsamin, I thought…”

“I did not know I would come back to this,” Barsamin told her truthfully, feeling more than just a little cross. “But I shouldn’t be surprised.”

Vahagn stood, and swept in his cloak around him. “Indeed not. Fluens Arcocelli wanted to do this according to the dots and crosses, as they say – but I arrived to find the situation was even more urgent than we had supposed. So, an outright takeover it is! It seems, though, that the Will is with me. What few soldiers guard this castle have all scattered in pursuit of some ignorant beast, for fear it will slay a poor maid with her laundry. They will return in twos and threes, and be easily dealt with. The king was abed with a sleeping draught. I certainly do not want him to awake in the night with pain, so I helped him along with the rest. The queen – this woman – she is clever, very clever, I want you to know that. The whole reason I am causing trouble tonight is that she already knew my true intentions, and hence I need to hurry things along before anyone else can think of something clever.”

He stopped to meet her eyes. She stared back with cool silence. “She knew what it was I really wanted, and what my lady wanted,” he said with a gesture, turning back towards Barsamin, “but first, you survived, for which I congratulate you, and second, her motherly sentiments have stayed her hand from the only sure action which could ruin my lady’s ambitions. She has sent the girl away, rather than killing her. I have only letters from him, and not his eyes, so I do not know if Rashk will be true to his word and deliver her to me – but even if he does not, it should not be too difficult to find her.”

“What is all this about,” Barsamin demanded.

Vahagn seemed a little surprised at being addressed so boldly. “I have said too much,” he decided, as though it were an apology. “But I know I can trust you, dear blood of my blood. I have asked Clarion for eight years: eight on eight hundred. She has deigned to humor me, so long as I do not interfere in her plans. I have eight years to turn the fortunes of Tarim around. Eight years to raise armies and build fortresses, so that our children might still have a road over which to rule. I need land. I need fortunes. I need alliances. I need gods.”

He stopped at these words, and considered. “And again, the Will of the World is with me.” He swept forward and lightly touched Barsamin’s brow. He could not recall Vahagn having ever touched him in many years. “I never would have supposed, when you were young,” the man said quietly. “And even after Rashk foretold of this to me, I doubted him. But, you are my sister’s son. You are as alike to me as my own grandchildren would be.”

“Barsamin, what is he talking about,” Katarosi asked with a panicked, pleading tone.

He looked down, and his hand reached for Ismyrn’s sword. Vahagn watched him and did nothing. “It would seem,” said Barsamin, pulling out the blade, “that I am to be the next God of Thunder. It would seem a lot of people were already aware of this. It would seem it could have been Ismyrn Galatti.” He threw the sword to the stone floor. It spun and slid away. “But she’s dead.”

“… Dead,” echoed Katarosi, her eyes widening. “Dead? Barsamin, did you kill her?”

“I did not,” Barsamin told her angrily, brushing off his uncle to approach her. “She ran off to rescue your sister, and got herself killed! Say a prayer for her, and for Veraldo too!” He spun on his heels to face his uncle. “Why are her hands tied?” he demanded.

“Murder in her heart,” answered Vahagn simply.

“Against you?”

“Against me, certainly,” said Vahagn, “and dear Talassen, and possibly you, she is considering it.”

Barsamin looked back to Katarosi. She met his eyes with contempt. “I thought we were friends,” she said.

Talassen answered before Barsamin could. “What a silly girl,” she remarked, smiling in that way she did when she knew something. “Look at yourself, fat and whiny and annoying. No-one likes you, you’re merely useful.”

“Mother,” said Barsamin, but she continued.

“We need your country for our cause, and we will have it,” Talassen told Katarosi. “You will do your part. You will sign everything and you will smile about it. You will tell your people that you love Barsamin, so that they will be loyal to us. If you are a good and faithful girl, nothing will befall you.”

“And if I’m not a good and faithful girl?” Katarosi asked with narrowed eyes.

“Then we will replace you,” said Talassen. “Rashk has done it before. If not him, then I know someone else who will do anything for the money, though he loves his art, and will ask another measure of jewels to waste his skill on reproducing a face such as yours.”

“Hey,” said another voice, behind all of them, “stop that. You’re being mean.”

Barsamin turned and saw a tall and husky boy leaning against a pillar, his loose bangs falling over bright eyes, his strong arms bare. No-one had heard him approach, even though the stone hall seemed made to echo. Katarosi lifted her eyes to him, and she seemed dazed, as though not certain she was truly awake.

“I was told,” explained Hayr, “to come here and find King Eodar, but I don’t think any of you look much like a King of Antaram. Where is he?”

“Who by the Will are you,” demanded Vahagn, immediately suspicious.

“Hayr, son of Yasmin and Rehan, of Amam Ri in Tokhar,” explained the boy. “So, no-one in particular.”

Vahagn stared at him. “… No-one in particular would not know so much,” he said. “So. Marzban is dead. A pity. Tsovinar is dead. Not at all a pity. Solornel is with the girl. I never had any cause to care about Solornel for many years, but I will soon have need of his head, for my family’s sake. And here, in this town…” He clapped his hands together. “Artifices!” he called out. Several armed men swept out from behind the old curtains which hung from the ceiling. “In the town there is a doctor named Kaspar. There is a boy with him. Bring that boy to me.”

Hayr looked utterly dismayed as the lifeless men filed out on either side of him. “How,” he asked blankly, “how could you know that?”

Vahagn was pleased to have evoked this fear in him. “How silly of Tsovinar,” he said, “to have told you to come here, uncertain of who you would find, though it’s very loyal of you to have done so. I have never understood why my lady seemed so… concerned about her.”

“Then you have never met her,” said Hayr.

Vahagn did not dispute this. “And now, it seems,” he answered with delicacy, “that I never will. How sad.”

Something subtle flickered through Hayr’s eyes. He looked almost confused. If Vahagn noticed, he gave no indication. “Oseni,” he said, “take this boy and put him down below with the other one, the Veraldo.”

“What’s all this,” demanded Hayr.

“Can you really not tell?” Vahagn asked him. “I am in the middle of appropriating a nation. You, child, there is more to learn from you, but not right now. Do be reasonable.”

Barsamin looked between them. “… I will take him,” he asserted.

Vahagn raised one brow in surprise. “Why ever?” he asked, looking into his nephew’s eyes.

“I do not trust him,” Barsamin said in utmost honestly, “and I would like to tell Luzcrezo Veraldo myself what has befallen his father.”

Oseni looked at Hayr with her head tilted to the side. “I’m not crazy, you are the boy we met in the middle of nowhere,” she decided. “Funny, that. My lord, send us both.”

“So be it,” agreed Vahagn, who clearly was unsettled by something about Hayr, but, unusually, did not seem certain. “Do not be too long, Barsamin. I have sent the servants to bring the Flametenders. It seems that is the tradition in this country, and I wouldn’t want to offend.”

Barsamin suspected he knew what that was about, and he did not like it. He avoided looking at Katarosi. “Uncle,” he said, as Oseni joined him and conspicuously aimed her indoor gun at Hayr.

Vahagn sighed. “Yes, boy?”

“Eight years until what?”

The God of Secrets shook his head. “I will tell you when next we speak in secret.”




♦♦Year 813, Independent City of Soronanin♦♦




A man, pale, lean, and auburn-haired, worked side by side at the same desk as a girl, dark, hale, and with red beads strung in her black curls. They were writing in two different languages with two different scripts, his of many straight lines and hers of curves joined together. The man’s strokes slowed, and the pen stopped mid-letter. “Izael,” he said, “I want you to repeat some words to me.”

“… What?” She looked up at him, who was taller, but much less so than he had been a year ago.

“Just play along,” he urged. His voice was very soft. “I want you to say: I will define myself, and no-one else shall define me, until the end of the world.”

She laughed. “Until the end of the world? That’s a much bigger promise than I can make!”

“I’m not asking you to promise! I just want you to say it.”

Izael did not know what he was getting at, but she decided to do it anyway. “I will define myself,” she said clearly, “and no-one else shall define me, until the end of the world.”

He listened intently, and closed his eyes, and smiled. “It sounds so beautiful when you say it.” Izael knew that he meant that, for Diadem Correl could not lie, not even out of kindness.

“I can say any beautiful thing,” she pointed out. “I can say I am the sky itself, reigning from end to end of the earth, in my left hand darkness, in my right hand light. That doesn’t make it true.”

“Sometimes, Izael,” he explained, looking away out the window at the bright sun and the sand and flat-roofed houses, “saying something is what makes it true.”

“You say it, then,” she prodded.

Diadem pulled at a wisp of his hair in distraction. “I cannot,” he confessed.

“Then it’s not true!”

“Not for me. But you are free to say things that are not true, if you would like. Sometimes I envy people who are able to say what they wish was true as though it were.”

Izael looked down at the papers spread out before her. She sighed, and gathered them up into a bundle and rose from the desk. Diadem watched in silence as she turned on the lantern hanging on the wall, opened its glass case, and stuck the first piece of paper inside. It curled and blackened and stole away her words to the still, dry air.

“Why are you doing that,” he asked calmly, a little surprised.

“I don’t like this story any more,” she explained. “I don’t want to finish it.”

“Why not?”

Izael crumpled up the remains of the first paper and threw it aside. She hurried the second page to its appointed doom. “It was about a little orphan girl who learns that her parents were the king and queen of a mighty city. But that’s not what real orphans are. Real orphans are born of haulers and merchants and cooks and carpenters. There are many more orphans in the world than there are cities looking for their rightful heir. They have no birthright. They have nothing but themselves.”

“The truth can be harsh,” acknowledged Diadem, “and sad. But, that is why people write stories. You don’t need to get rid of them, Izael.”

“I need to get rid of this one.” The third page caught fire on one corner. “It has been more than a year since you found me. No-one has come looking for me. No-one is going to come looking for me. Master Diadem, there must be a thousand other orphans in this city, as hungry and desperate as I was. Why me?”

Diadem sighed, and stood up, and leaned against the window sill. People in long robes of light colors led their animals up the unpaved street, or shouted the price of dried fruits, or minded their silence, hurrying home before the noon sun was fully awake. “Who am I to question the Will of the World?” he asked.

“A God of Truth should question everything, I think,” Izael told him.

“We do, Dzovin-nar-Izael,” he assured her. “And that is the problem.”

She bit her lip. “I have one more question, then,” she confessed. “But maybe it’s really foolish.”

“I doubt that,” Diadem assured her.

She looked down at the last sheet of paper in her hands. “… Am I an artifice, like Solornel?”

He smiled, and shook his head. “No, absolutely not,” he said. “I am certain.”

Izael breathed out in relief. “Well, that is one less thing to fear,” she said, tearing the paper in half.

“What’s to fear?”

“… I don’t know,” she admitted, “but the idea scared me, and maybe I can live without knowing the truth, if I know that the worst possibilities aren’t true.”

“I’m sorry there are questions I cannot answer for you, Izael,” Diadem told her, looking back over his shoulder. “I don’t know everything, and the truth is, I don’t want to know everything – because sometimes it frightens me as well.”

Izael looked up and met his eyes. “Tell me, then, actually tell me,” she asked of him. “Who are you to question the Will of the World?”

His brows lifted slightly, and his mouth opened, and he closed it again, and considered. “… I really have no idea.” He stared at Izael for a moment, and his mood darkened. He suddenly stumbled, and the chair almost tipped over. “I… think I might need something to drink,” he said, looking away. “Do you want anything?”

“No,” said Izael, and she watched him leave. “Are you all right?”

“… No,” he answered, leaning against the door frame. “No, I’m really not.” He glanced back at her. He looked deathly pale. “You ask some rather terrible questions, child. You are driving me mad.”

It was one thing to hear good and kind words and know they were true. Those words, though – Izael would gladly lose everything again to have never heard those words. But they were true.








CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Broken




♦♦Year 836, City of Ostmenye, Queendom of Antaram♦♦




Ziazan was smaller than Aramaz, and she looked to him like the sort of girl who did not go far-riding, but she was strong enough to hold down his arms. Doctor Kaspar had made him drink something strange, and if it helped, it did not help enough. “Gods dammit stop stop STOP,” he begged, even though he knew it wasn’t very manly.

“I’m sorry. Hold on.” Kaspar was a western man, with little round glasses and an overcoat of a straight, smart cut. His coffee was growing cold on the table. He hadn’t asked the sort of questions about how and why that would delay him. He hadn’t looked away when a strange blue light had shone in the windows, although Ziazan certainly had. He was also cutting into Aramaz’s skin.

It seemed like a hundred thousand nights passed before suddenly the improper pressure within him was relieved. That did not mend the wound of course, but when he opened his eyes, and saw the arrow, red, glistening, and whole, Aramaz did feel better. Doctor Kaspar pressed his finger against the end. “Een zeer skerp punt,” he mused in some utterly foreign language. “Ah, sorry. I have never had cause to pull a real arrow out of someone before. That was the hard part, you will be fine.” He set it aside, and reached for more bandages.

Ziazan seemed startled. “… Oh,” she ventured, “spreak ye Nordentaal?”

“Ya,” he answered, “ik kom uit van der Vrielanden.” Whatever the muck that meant, thought Aramaz, and the doctor dabbed something on his side, and it stung like eternal damnation. “En ye, meisha?”

She looked down for a moment. “I… suppose I picked some up somewhere, when I was young,” she said in proper words. “But I have never been to the Free Countries.”

“You should go,” Kaspar told her, wrapping cloth around Aramaz. “Especially in the springtime. We are very welcoming of foreigners. As for me, I went to school in Petragon, and I received an offer of employment here across the sea. I took it specifically because the town pays my keep, so I don’t have to favor the rich. I saw too much of that in the Republic.”

“You speak Tarimin very well,” Ziazan complimented, having no idea that there was a mucking fire burning in Aramaz’s body, yeah, he doesn’t speak like a damn fool, good for him, he’s a doctor he had better not–

“GODS MUCKING DAMMIT,” he yelled.

“I’m sorry,” Kaspar said with patience. “There’s really no way around the fact that moving will hurt. How did this happen?”

“My cousin shot me,” said Aramaz.

Kaspar frowned. “Children should not have real bows and arrows, there will be accidents.”

Aramaz had a mind to tell him oh, no, you haven’t met Tamal, maybe she wasn’t really a very good shot but oh, it was deliberate. That could only lead to more questions, though, and then the doctor would know he was a murderer, and would surely send for the enforcers. He had heard that in Antaram, they kept their convicted in cages. He was not going in any cage. Murderer. No. His great uncle had tried to kill him. It was an accident. He had done nothing wrong. As soon as he was able, he would be running through the mountains, back whichever direction they had come from, and he would find his horse, and he would break both of Tamal’s arms. Murderer.

A sharp rap on the door startled him. Doctor Kaspar looked up and adjusted his glasses. “Busy night,” he observed. When he opened the door, he found three men, black haired and cloaked, standing shoulder to shoulder. He was rather unnerved. “Ah… I am the doctor,” he said. “Do you need assistance?”

Only one of them spoke. “Kas-par?” he asked. His voice was thin and hollow, as though he had forgotten its use.

“Yes, Doctor Kaspar,” he confirmed. They shoved him aside. He tripped over his own coat stand as the cloaked men invaded his home. Ziazan was suddenly before them.

“What cheap imitations,” she said, and grabbed ahold of the nearest one by the clasp of his cloak. With her other hand she lashed out, striking his chin from beneath, and there was a crack like broken pottery. The other two were not pleased, but she seized another by the shoulders and threw him down, and stomped on his back, crack. He twitched on the floor like an insect improperly stepped on. The last had the sense to back off. His eyes found Aramaz, and though his blank expression did not change, he reached out to grab the boy.

Ziazan snatched up a knife off the doctor’s operating table and pulled the cloaked man, a head taller than her, back by his hair. Faster than Aramaz could see, she whipped the blade across his throat, and blood gushed out, as black and glistening as obsidian. The man fell back against her, and Ziazan allowed him to fall to the floor. Thunk. He gurgled, a horrible, disgusting sound, and his eyes were unfocused.

“… Heilig maagd,” said Kaspar very faintly, with a tremble. “Vat heb…” His voice trailed off, and he found new words. “What have you done?!”

Ziazan reached out to show him her hand, covered with thick, dark blood. “They were already dead, Doctor,” she told him. “Dead men of Chald, they must be Vahagn’s.”

Aramaz’s fingers dug into the bloodied sheets on the operating table. The enforcers had already come for him. Had Tsovinar called them? He could not tell what that woman had been thinking. She had both said he had done nothing wrong and threatened to kill him. He understood now that she was a goddess, though of what exactly he wasn’t really certain. All he knew is that she terrified him. In the back of his mind, he heard his own words: “She is scary, but nice.” Nice. As if gods needed to be!

Kaspar did not seem to find sufficient explanation in Ziazan’s words. “What’s the truth of it?” he demanded as he got to his feet. “Why are artifice men trying to harm my patient? And how–” He grabbed Ziazan’s hand, and bent her fingers, as though he had never seen joints and knuckles before. “How can a girl be stronger than soldiers?”

“I may not be an Alk,” she said, with a girlish smile, “but living alone in a fortress with an old man who feigns he can’t walk, you do learn to be self-reliant.”

Kaspar had no idea what to make of this, and neither did Aramaz, and Ziazan seemed to find that funny. “As for why,” she continued, “I can only assume that Vahagn must have looked into the soul of someone simple to read, and between Hayr and Tsovinar, that’s not a hard guess, is it? But that does not bode well. Rashk is up to something, and he did not tell me all of it. I hate it when he does that.”

“… Rashk?” Kaspar looked down at the twice-dead men in his house of healing.

“The gods have come out to dance,” Ziazan told him, wiping off her hand on the sheets Aramaz was sitting on. “Whenever they do, people die. The best one can hope for is that they turn only inwards.” She looked out the window, in the direction they had come from. “Something has happened. You saw it too, right, Aramaz?”

“The blue light?” he asked. “Yeah. But I was kind of too busy being cut to pieces to really care.”

“It’d be rude to leave these here,” said Ziazan, pulling up one of the artifices by his arms. “And disrespectful to the dead. So give me a moment, and then we must find out whatever has become of Tsovinar.”

“Wait,” said Aramaz, “there’s something I need to know.”

“Yes?”

He shifted uncomfortably, and met her eyes. “Who is Tsovinar?”

The maidservant thought for a moment. “A lonely little girl,” she said, “who awoke one day without a place in the world, and every time she thought she had found one, it crumbled to dust. She knows in her heart that she is beloved of the Will of the World, but she hates the Will, and defies her. But who knows? Maybe being defied is what pleases the Will of the World. I’m just a maidservant. I tend the fire and scrub bloodstains out of aprons. I defy nothing.”

“You defied my assumptions,” said Aramaz. “I think you just saved my life.”

“Hey, that sounded almost wise!” exclaimed Ziazan with good cheer. “I think I fancy you after all. But that just makes me wonder: who are you?”

“Aramaz,” he said. “I am Aramaz.”

“A short and simple answer,” she observed. “You learn fast. I do fancy you.”




♦♦Year 836, City of Ostmenye, Queendom of Antaram♦♦




Hayr felt cold. He felt like someone had reached into him and pulled the warmth out and tossed it aside. The coldness was beginning to fade, slowly, but he was disoriented and uncertain. “What was that,” he asked, to no-one in particular.

“I envy you,” said Barsamin, walking ahead briskly, “for not being so familiar with your heart being seized that it means nothing anymore.” He had picked up the sword which had been on the floor of the throne room before they left. Hayr thought it was perhaps a palm’s width too long for him. Maybe he was hoping to grow into it.

“So,” said Hayr, “he stole my thoughts. He took words right out of my head.”

“No. He could see your fear, your sorrow, your resentment…” They walked past a tapestry hanging on the wall which depicted the very same waterfall that loomed behind the castle. Barsamin ran his hand along it; the stiffly woven fabric pinched and rippled and fell back into place. “It took many years, I think, for him to be so swift and sure of the minds of others from their hearts.” His voice was very flat.

“And… he’s done this to you a lot?”

“For so long as I’ve lived.”

Oseni was behind them, with both a musket on her back and a handgun that very much resembled the one Marzban had tried to use to murder Aramaz. “You’re such a baby about it,” she complained. “It’s a little strange, but not that much.”

“Or maybe,” snapped Barsamin, the ice of winter in his words, “there is nothing in your head or heart worth stealing.”

“… Harsh,” she said.

“I don’t know,” said Hayr, “that just means you’re straightforward and trustworthy, right?”

Oseni gently hit him on the back of the head. “You are the prisoner,” she chastised him. “No flirting.”

“I’m not flirting with you!” he exclaimed. “I mean – not to say that I wouldn’t, but – well – well actually I wouldn’t. But not to say that you aren’t… I don’t know.” He was afraid to look back at her, because he was afraid she would shoot him with that awful gun, and he was more afraid of being shot from where he could see it happen than from where he couldn’t. “But why am I a prisoner?! All I did was come by looking.”

Barsamin looked back over his shoulder. “Is it true that Tsovinar is dead?”

“Is your uncle ever wrong?” asked Hayr. “I watched her die with my own eyes. Rashk murdered her.” He felt a little startle of surprise within himself. He was being tricky. He had not thought himself so clever.

Barsamin looked away. “… She saved my life,” he recalled. “And Rashk… Rashk is up to something, something terrible I think, more terrible than one murder.”

“When did Tsovinar save your life,” asked Oseni. “I seem to recall she came looking like she had a thought to kill you.”

“Last night,” Barsamin told her, “when you were off doing gods only know what, and Solornel, the God of the Storm, lured me out and tried to kill me. Tsovinar came out of nowhere and stopped him and hauled him off.”

“I helped too,” Hayr pointed out. “… A little.”

“… Why didn’t you mention this,” demanded Oseni in utter disbelief.

“Because I realized,” said Barsamin, “that if Uncle Vahagn knew it could be me or Ismyrn, he’d kill her faster than a tiger kills a lost child. I was trying to think of something, anything I could do to get her out of that, to repay her for not killing me when she had the chance. Oh! But look!” He spun around suddenly, his green cloak swirling around him. “She was killed by the Alks! Problem solved! Aren’t I so lucky? It must run in the family!”

Hayr’s face fell. He was sad, of course, to hear that the girl had died, but one word in particular struck him with fear. “… Alks?”

“Yes, Alks,” Barsamin affirmed, his eyes narrowed. “A grown one and a little one, all smiles and murder.”

“Chakori,” exclaimed Hayr, and as soon as the name was upon his breath, he realized that may have been the stupidest thing he had ever said.

“… You know them.” Barsamin’s eyes were sparked behind his glasses with the fury of revelation. “You KNOW them!” Though he was a good deal shorter, his anger was enough that he was able to shove Hayr against the wall. “They killed Ismyrn! And Rodomond Veraldo! And Rashk put them up to it!”

“… What,” said Hayr. “But Rashk wouldn’t–”

Barsamin was only provoked further. “And what do you know about Rashk, then?! Everywhere I turn, there you are, the friend of gods and monsters! Who are you, who are you really?”

“God of Truth uphold me,” Hayr swore to him, “I am an orphan runaway from a mining town in Tokhar and my father was a far-rider and my mother was a seamstress and oh gods I don’t know how or why I got into this mess.”

This did little to pacify Barsamin. “My uncle sure seemed to think you were interesting,” he pointed out. “If he hadn’t, you would be dead.”

“Still an option,” Oseni reminded them both, waving her gun.

“Actually,” said Barsamin, with an ominous undertone, “the little Alk had something to say about you. Someone had put the notion in her head that I would be getting around to killing you later. You specifically.”

“Rashk puts a lot of notions in a lot of heads, it seems,” answered Hayr weakly, feeling a little faint.

Barsamin looked down, his hands trembling. “… It’s happening again,” he said very quietly. “Oseni… Oseni, give that to me.”

“Give you what–” she began, but he suddenly reached out for her handgun, and she danced backwards on sure feet. “Oh muck no,” she exclaimed. “You’re a good kid, Barsamin, I’m not letting you shoot someone.”

“… Then I’ll use this,” he decided, remembering that he had a sword.

“What the muck has gotten into you,” demanded Oseni, one hand on his arm. “You were the sweetest boy until, I don’t know, yesterday!”

“Like I said,” answered Barsamin, not quite looking her in the eye, “I guess it runs in the family.” He looked back to Hayr. “You,” he addressed him. “Give me the truth, on your blood. Are you a god?”

“No, absolutely not,” said Hayr quickly.

“An artifice? A monster?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“Related to any gods?”

Hayr sighed. “… Got me there,” he confessed. “But Great Uncle Marzban up and died not ten minutes after I met him.” He blinked. “… Not my fault,” he clarified.

“Uncle Vahagn never liked Marzban,” mused Barsamin, looking aside. “But – who is the god now, then?”

“A girl named Tamal,” Hayr told him, eager to keep him talking and not stabbing. “She’s about our age, I’d guess. Kind of cute, but she’s my cousin, so–”

“So let’s ditch Katarosi,” suggested Oseni brightly, “and go marry her! Goddess of Law, that sounds intimidating.”

“I am not abandoning Katarosi,” Barsamin almost shouted at her. “And don’t you think my uncle would have already thought of that? No, you can’t marry into that bloodline and hope to have any power of your own. The husband of a Goddess of Law would be less free than an artifice.”

“This is why you people make the plans,” conceded Oseni, “and I blow things up.”

“Never mind that.” Barsamin turned back to Hayr. “And this cousin, do you have a strange relationship with her? Very close? Particularly poor?”

“What kind of question is that,” asked Hayr, offended.

“A relevant one! So answer it!”

Hayr would have pressed back further against the wall if he could. “I barely know her,” he swore.

Barsamin thought all of this over for a moment. “I don’t see it,” he confessed with immense frustration. “What are you hiding from me?”

“I’m not hiding anything,” Hayr told him, and it was almost entirely true. “Rashk, though, Rashk might be hiding an awful lot. I’m less sure than ever.”

“I think I would very much like a chance to talk to him,” said Barsamin with great emphasis. “Oseni, if you see that awful winged beast in the sky, bring it down.”

“Winged beast?” she echoed, sounding intrigued. “Oh, this keeps getting better and better.”

“Don’t shoot Keromeir,” exclaimed Hayr with alarm, “he’s harmless!”

“Do you really think I give a damn at this point,” demanded Barsamin, “about some artifice? People have died. I don’t know what that mad old man is up to, but if anyone else is going to die, I think it should be him, and the Alks, and, if you give me any reason to doubt your ignorance about his plan, any at all–”

Oseni closed one eye and aimed her gun. “Bang.”




♦♦Year 836, City of Ostmenye, Queendom of Antaram♦♦




Erasmin did not like how quiet the halls of the East Moon Castle were. She had never seen a manor so empty. The young boy walking with her was not much help, either. Kapriel barely talked. She could not tell if he was afraid of her, or shy of girls, or simply always so. He was black-haired, of course, and while his father seemed too fond of the color black, the son at least wore actual colors, dark blue and green with a high collar. Erasmin wondered what had become of the boy’s mother, but she didn’t dare ask, because she was quite sure it could not be a happy answer. He had followed her, and no doubt his father would much rather he did not – but she did not want to leave him alone with her parents, and hadn’t stopped him.

“Where did they go,” she asked aloud in frustration. “It has never been so hard to find Luzcrezo and Ismyrn in a place ten times so large.” Some of the doors in the hall of guest rooms were ajar. She couldn’t help but glance in. “Oh,” she exclaimed, “this room is Luzcrezo’s.”

She pushed the door open and walked in without hesitation. “… How do you know?” asked a small voice behind her.

Erasmin picked up a little figurine of a soldier which was standing at attention on the dresser. It was actually made of wax, soft and fragile, carved right out of a candle. The wick stuck up out of his hat. “Luz likes to make these,” she said, handing it to Kapriel. “He nicks candles whenever he can find them.”

“It’s very good,” said the boy politely, turning it around to see the details and handing it back to her. He could not reach the top of the dresser. When she replaced it, she noticed the little knife next to it that Luzcrezo must have used to carve it. She picked it up.

“Kapriel,” she addressed him, “I need to be honest with you.” She got down on her knees so that she could look up to him rather than down. “Our parents have decided to cast their fates together, but they are trying to keep the reasons secret. I am not fond of secrets, but I have one myself. I figured it out only recently, and I have been afraid to tell my friends, but I need to tell someone. May I tell you?”

He nodded. She took the knife, and closed her eyes, and turned her head as though closing her eyes were not enough, before drawing it across her fingertip very quickly. A little bead of blood welled up, dark and thick. “I am an artifice.”

Kapriel stared intently at the blood to discern its true color in the dim light. It was not black, like some artifices, but it was not quite red either, almost purple. He looked up and stared into her eyes. “Me too.”

“Really?” she asked, but somehow, she was not surprised. “Have you always known?”

The boy looked back over his shoulder, as though afraid they had been followed. “When I hold Father’s hand,” he said, “sometimes I can… I can…” He furrowed his brow. “Not see. Not hear. But it’s there…” He looked down at his hands. “He didn’t like my sisters, so he got rid of them, and he paid a man from across the southern sea to make me for him. I’m special, I’m not like other artifices, because I’m getting bigger.”

“So am I,” said Erasmin. “Maybe we were forged by the same artificer? That would make us almost like brother and sister.”

“That’s gross,” said the small boy with all certainty.

Erasmin remembered well the day, several months previous, when she had finally understood beyond all doubt that she was not the real Erasmin Arcocelli. She had always known, at least so far back as her memory went – eight years – that something terrible had happened to her, and she could not remember any of it. Artifices in the shape of a person were against the law of Petragon, which found them ghastly and morbid – so when she had first begun to wonder, it had been hard to come by information. Antaram did not have such a law, and the old books in this country were more honest, depicting centuries of attempts that usually went horribly wrong. The drawings – the drawings were rather ghastly. After reading them, though, Erasmin could not deny the most straightforward sign, that her blood was not red. The other, subtler signs were there also, especially feeling a certain sense of detachment between thoughts and feelings that other children her age found strange, and caused her parents much concern for her well-being. She wondered if they had ever noticed the color of her blood, for she was not sporting like Ismyrn was, and did not so often fall and cut her knee.

Feeling detached, though, did not mean she felt nothing. She felt terror at the idea that maybe her parents didn’t know, and if they found out, they would not love her anymore. Maybe – maybe – she had the same soul as the real Erasmin, and her parents had arranged to rescue their only child from death, and they loved her very much. This made sense to her mind. Her heart, however, protested. “I am not the girl who went missing,” it said, very plainly. “My name… is…” But it always stopped there. Her heart could not remember, and her mind did not know.

“Do you know,” she asked Kapriel, “whose soul burns within you?”

The young boy thought for a moment. “No,” he said. “Sorry.”

“It’s all right! I don’t know either. I hope someday I can find out.” Erasmin stood up, and returned the knife to where she had found it. “But I still don’t know where my friends have gotten to.”

“Luzcrezo Veraldo is in the dungeon, from which I infer he was not too polite to someone,” said a voice behind them, firm and sharp. Erasmin looked up, quite startled, and saw an older woman with short hair who looked tired and cross. “And as for Ismyrn Galatti – I have hard news, if Barsamin of Chald is to be believed.”

“I’m sorry, I don’t understand,” said Erasmin. “May I have your name?”

The older woman sighed. “Nisrai,” she said, “the medicine woman, or so they say. Tired of blood, weary of tears. You two are not your elders, I know that. But you, Erasmin Arcocelli, are almost a woman grown. I should hold you responsible the same as I do your parents, for conspiring to seize the authority of eight hundred years of tradition to weather a great evil rather than fight it with honor.”

“I… don’t know what you mean,” Erasmin said, quite honestly. She was not in the habit of lying. It made her flinch to try, so everyone could tell when she did.

“Ears are more useful than mouths,” said the woman harshly, and she actually slapped Erasmin on the side of the head. “You should have listened more carefully to what your own mother and father said to one another! Some people have forgotten, some people never believed, but when I was young, I listened. Between the shores of Antaram and Petragon, there is something terrible that does not die, and there he has been for eight hundred years. Warning has been brought that perhaps, soon, he will remember that he is strong. I have told my daughter’s husband of this, but he believes what the people believe, that Sparkasuki was greater, and destroyed him. This is not true.” She hesitated. “I know it is not true,” she said, “for I asked it of the God of Truth, and he was deeply troubled. But he is dead. Many good people are dead.”

“Do you mean,” asked Erasmin, something tugging at dark and distant memories, “Firenzerral?”

“Arai, arai,” lamented Nisrai. “That is his name. You have heard it.”

“My mother said that Firenzerral was dead, and mostly a story besides,” Erasmin told her.

“And did you believe it? She did not believe her own words, so why should you?” Nisrai pushed past her and picked up the little wax soldier on the dresser. “The way of Antaram is to stand and fight, and I am proud to be blood and bones of Antaram. But this is what happens to the proud against the undying.” She snapped the figure in half. The wick within held the two parts together like a spine. “So be it! That is what I say. There are no more tears in death, no more sorrow when two who love each other are joined together again on the same side. I have seen enough, I think, that I would be satisfied with that.”

“What?…” Erasmin thought about this for a moment. “No, that’s terrible! You want everyone here to throw away their lives fighting an immortal god?”

“It pleases the Will of the World,” said the woman, “when we are true to our natures. The Arcocellis and The White Jungle think my daughter’s husband too proud and stubborn and a little too ignorant to agree willingly to their plan, and they are right. That is his nature. He is trusting, and trusts to the stories his mother told him. So they are here to subvert him, and to subvert the blood of my blood, to use our toil and our tears to pay into their own endeavors to build stronger fortresses in further places where they might hide from the weapons of the Will of the World. If Katarosi bows to them, she is no daughter of my daughter.”

“… You broke it.” Kapriel looked up at the woman with a blank face.

“Eh?” She stared back down at him without compassion. “You do not have a place to speak here, child.”

“You broke it,” he repeated, taking the wax figure back from her. “It was very good. You ruined it, for no reason. I hate you.”

“Gods, I hate her too,” said another voice. A man, strong, bald-headed, with a golden circlet, was in the hallway behind Nisrai. “Sleeping draught! On a night like this! Praise Anahit you didn’t notice me switch the bottles while you were tending to Sakti. You’re out of essence of mint.”

Nisrai seemed truly astonished, and angered. “For almost twenty years I’ve been trying to put some cleverness in that head,” she exclaimed, “and now, now you play tricks? It is better if you are asleep. It is best if you are dead. The tradition of this country is given to the women. A son of Sparkasuki is no good, only a daughter. My daughter has given you daughters. This land belongs to them!”

“That hardly seems reasonable,” said Erasmin, but Nisrai ignored her.

“Katarosi is sixteen,” Eodar reminded his mother-in-law. “And you mean the land belongs to Deloram, I know you do. Every single god shall uphold me, woman, I know she has more cunning held in one hand than I ever will in my entire soul. That is why I married her. But where is she?”

“In the throne room, with Vahagn and Talassen,” said Nisrai with great displeasure.

“Then come with me,” Eodar told her, “and stand and fight.”

“What of these children of our enemies,” asked Nisrai, as though they couldn’t hear her.

Eodar looked over at Erasmin. “… I see a girl no older, no wiser than my own daughter,” he said, “and a little boy in tears over a broken figurine. The children of our enemies, but not enemies themselves.”

Kapriel took Erasmin’s hand as the king and his mother-and-law left. “They’re going to kill my father,” he said very quietly.

“I think they will try,” agreed Erasmin. “Do you want to go and stop them?”

Kapriel let the wax soldier fall from his grasp and hit the stone floor. “I’m scared,” he said. “Of breaking.”








CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

The Hue of Wrath




♦♦Year 836, The Edge of the Former Frontier♦♦




Ismyrn was not dead. She of course knew this, unless she was very mistaken about what it meant to die, but she suspected that it might not be so obvious to others. The horses had not fared so well, and she was angry about that. The poor creature she had stolen had been confused and afraid but had pressed on anyway, and Evren had killed him with one awful slash across his neck. She hadn’t stopped with that, though. It was the most horrible thing Ismyrn had ever had to watch, though it was over so quickly, and the Alk had dragged the bodies off with her like they weighed no more than small children. 

“Drop your sword.” That is what Master Veraldo had said, to her shock, but he was quite serious. He threw his own blade down. “Just drop it. That’s what they want. Or they will kill us.”

He had been right. As soon as they were parted from their iron, Evren had grabbed them both and led them away, demanding only their silence. Ismyrn had heard Barsamin calling for her, and she had desperately wanted to answer him, but she felt certain that if she did, the Alks would kill him. 

There were more crumbling stone walls deep in the woods, ancient defenses against the mountain riders, forgotten after the peace of Arakel’s three children had been forged. That was where Ismyrn found herself now. Evren, mindful of the burn across her face, was cooking slabs of horse meat over a small fire, which utterly repulsed Ismyrn. The little one, Chakori, had tried to eat some raw, and Evren had chastised her and told her to wait. At least they were not wholly monstrous.

“Rodomond,” said Evren with good cheer, “do you still have that little wriggly thing?” She kept addressing him by given name, as though they were good friends. Ismyrn vaguely wondered which was her native language, Tarimin or Occidental, as she sounded quite natural in both.

The man laughed, and Ismyrn could not tell if it was forced or sincere. “The little wriggly thing is seventeen years old, Evren,” he told her. “Luzcrezo is just about a true man now, but he needs to grow up a little more. I barely understand the boy, he’s not very much like myself at all, nor his mother.”

“Master,” said Ismyrn, her face flush with anger, “these monsters kidnapped our host’s daughter. And kidnapped me and Erasmin, and killed my parents, if you recall. Why are we sitting here talking about Luzcrezo?!”

“You are speaking out while not understanding the whole situation,” Rodomond scolded her. “And, as seems to be your habit, you are attempting to provoke those who have power over you.”

“Why do you have this wriggly thing with you,” asked Evren. “I remember her. She’s the one Father bade me not kill, because she could sing. Do you want to sing some more, girlie?”

Ismyrn sprung to her feet. “Fire and damnation, that is what I can sing for you,” she swore, kicking at the fire. Chakori, the small one, flinched as little embers flew past her.

“Would you be angry if I killed her?” asked Evren of Master Veraldo.

“Yes,” he said, and at least he sounded certain. He grabbed Ismyrn and pulled her back down. “So you don’t deny it, then? You are the one who abducted Erasmin Arcocelli?”

“Duh,” she answered.

“Did Eodar put you up to it?”

She rolled her eyes. “No! He didn’t think to tell me not to bother Helian Correl, but I know he wouldn’t want me to. He hardly ever let me kill anyone. This is the first time I’ve been here since Chakori was forged, I really want to see him.”

Master Veraldo put his bearded chin in his hands and looked intently at the little Alk. “Chakori, is it,” he said. “How old are you, Chakori?”

She looked down at her claws, and then held them up with the thumbs down. “Eight,” she said with pride. She suddenly looked confused. “Sister,” she said, “what are these words? I haven’t heard them before.”

“We’re speaking Occidental, sweet one, you just didn’t know that you know it,” Evren explained. “You’re lucky, I had to learn it, because Tarsi told me that was what Father speaks.”

Rodomond closed his eyes. “So this,” he said, “is what became of Erasmin Arcocelli. Who is the girl, then, that Fluens and Helian have raised for eight years?” Ismyrn looked from him, to Evren, and back to him, and she very dearly wished she could say something, but she could not find the words.

Evren shrugged. “Rashk thought it’d be a fun game to see if anyone would figure her out. His other girl, Ziazan, she doesn’t age, but he said that this one should. He went on and on about how he had just the soul for it, too. What does he do, does he have some sort of cabinet of bottled souls? Do they spoil? Alks are all forged fresh.”

“How is Rashk involved in all of this,” Master Veraldo demanded.

“He sticks his big nose wherever he wants!” Evren told him. “He is sticking it in places right now. Let’s abduct the red one, that’s what he said, Evren, I hear you know your way around here quite well. Damn right I do. Oh, Evren, go back and find Grumpy Glasses and Scarf Girl. Get rid of Scarf Girl. That was fun, but then you showed up. I like you, Rodomond, you always knew where to find a good time, and if you don’t want me to kill Scarf Girl the soprano singer, I won’t. Rashk will get over it.”

“And what about Grumpy Glasses?” asked Rodomond, his face quite serious.

“Rashk says we need that one in one piece, whoever we is, err, we are,” explained Evren. “Certainly not me. But I’ll play along, it’s good sport.”

“I don’t like him,” said Chakori, her curls bouncing as she rocked back and forth on the stone on which she sat. “He’s going to kill Hayr, Rashk said so. I like Hayr. He is nice to me. If we kill him, he can’t kill Hayr, right?”

“Don’t you dare hurt Barsamin,” said Ismyrn with a fire of fury within her, again getting to her feet. “You’re not Erasmin. Erasmin would never think to kill someone!”

“Who is Erasmin,” asked the young girl with exasperation.

“You are right, Ismyrn,” Rodomond told her. “Our Erasmin is a different girl, who you have known for eight years, and found her kind and thoughtful. Souls are not names, and names are not souls.”

“Why are you so calm,” she demanded.

The older man pulled at his beard and sat up straight. “Anger is for the young,” he said. “Sooner or later, you burn all of it up, and after a few years of feeling cold and utterly spent, you learn to solve problems with thoughts instead of emotions.”

“I am plenty young,” Ismyrn pointed out, “and plenty angry. Master Veraldo, she murdered my mother and father and did this, this horrible thing to Erasmin, I can’t stand by any longer!”

“Don’t forget,” added Rodomond, “that she also killed my wife, the mother of my son, and surely many others, though none whose names and hearts were so dear to me as Thalass.”

“Oh,” said Evren simply, “I did forget about that. Her fault, trying to off Eodar.”

Master Veraldo watched her in silence for a moment. “I cannot fault you,” he pronounced, “for being loyal. I also cannot find blame in being true to your nature, for you did not choose it. This is what I have learned in seventeen years. But that does not mean I should not fight you.” He stood up, tall and broad and still strong in middling age. “But not in haste. Why did you abduct Eodar’s daughter, Evren? And where is she now?”

“Don’t know why, swear on my blue blood,” she said. “And with Solornel. It was supposed to be with Ziazan, but Solornel did something that made Rashk angry, and he sent Ziazan off to fix it. At least, that’s the best I was able to get out of Solornel, with the red one hollering. He calmed her down, and off they went, I don’t know where. I think I will go see Eodar now.”

“Will you take us with you?” asked Rodomond.

“Let’s go,” exclaimed Chakori, clacking her claws together with a big smile. “I want to meet Eodar, sister.”

“Right after we eat, sweet one. I bet Rashk wasn’t feeding you right at all.”

Rodomond put one hand on Ismyrn’s shoulder. “Be patient,” he said. She wanted to hiss back that it was easy for him to say, but maybe it wasn’t.




♦♦Year 836, City of Ostmenye, Queendom of Antaram♦♦




“There’s no-one here.” Aramaz looked around, but it was quite dark.

“That’s not true,” Ziazan assured him, looking to a window with no glass in it. A woman had been watching them, and when Ziazan’s eyes met hers, she hurriedly pulled the curtain and vanished. “Just no-one we were hoping to find. These people are frightened. The windows are all broken in these houses. If that doesn’t scream the name of Tsovinar, I don’t know what does. I swear to the sky, I turn my back for fifteen minutes…”

“I think it was a lot longer than that,” said Aramaz, but really, he wasn’t sure.

“Still not a lot of time to lose track of an old man with a cane,” she said. “Come on, I bet they went together to the castle.”

“Castle,” repeated Aramaz in wonderment. “We can go to the castle? I heard it’s six thousand spans tall, with eight hundred rooms.”

She laughed. “I’m afraid you will be disappointed, though surely it is bigger than any building in northern Tokhar – save maybe the old summer palace in Amam Ri, if there are even still two stones atop the other.”

“The summer palace,” he said, more to himself than to her. “Is that the one they sing about in Kalsamo’s Lament?”

“Of course,” she told him. “Though flowers bloom in every color in the court of summer’s reign, today the court is red, is red, the hue of wrath and pain.”

“Lady had issues,” Aramaz observed.

“You would too, if the Queen of Antaram had been murdered in your house, and you were blamed for the death of your own best friend,” said Ziazan. “Oh…” She looked up.

“Ziazan!” The voice of a young girl shattered the tense silence. “You’re here!”

“… Chakori,” said Ziazan with slight surprise. “And Evren. You seem to have some new friends.”

Aramaz could not very clearly see any of them in the faint street lighting, but the little girl pointed to an older girl with short hair, whose arms were folded. “This is Iz-me-urn,” she said, “who we are not killing. And this is Ro-dum-ond, Evren’s friend, because he is Eodar’s friend. We’re going to meet Eodar!”

“Does King Eodar know about this,” asked Ziazan delicately.

“I daresay not,” said the only man among them. His accent was strange to Aramaz’s ears. “To whom am I speaking?”

Ziazan pulled up her bloodstained dress in a little bow. “Ziazan, handmaiden of Rashk, God of Sight,” she said sweetly. “And you, I take it, are Rodomond Veraldo, a swordsman in the employ of the Arcocelli household.”

“I did not know that Rashk would be studying the employment rosters of the Arcocellis,” said Rodomond with suspicion.

“We know your name through your acquaintance with Tsovinar. We were just looking for her, actually. She was here with Rashk not too long ago. I don’t suppose you noticed that bright blue light?”

“We saw something in the distance,” confirmed Rodomond. “But thou sayest that Tsovinar is here, this very night? That is not welcome news.” Who actually talked like that? The man must have been six hundred years old. Rodomond stopped and considered for a moment. “So,” he said, “Thou art the artifice which does not age. I think I may have a vague memory of thee.”

Aramaz found himself stepping backwards in alarm. “You’re an artifice?” he asked of Ziazan.

She sighed. “Only bright of soul, indeed!”

“Well, actually,” he said, suddenly recalling, “Tsovinar did tell me that all of Rashk’s servants are undead. So I guess I should have figured.”

“All except Hayr,” she pointed out brightly, “so far.”

“I thought he worked for Tsovinar–”

“Who cares,” snarled Evren, and Aramaz only just then noticed that there was something strange about her. Did she – no, the faint lights were fooling his eyes, and he was still foggy with whatever the doctor had made him drink. Girls didn’t have fangs and claws. “So you are looking for Big Bad Curly Head? Like that’s hard. Get going, then.”

“We were going to the castle, actually,” replied Ziazan evenly, “as I assume you are, so let’s walk together.”

“Castle, castle,” said Chakori cheerfully, bouncing along, and she suddenly took Aramaz’s hand. Oh. No, he hadn’t imagined it. Claws. “Who are you?”

“Aramaz of Tokhar,” he said, trying not to sound frightened of a little girl.

“Really? I’m from Tokhar too! But this is Antaram. Why did you leave? I came with Rashk.”

“… To see a doctor,” he answered, looking away.

“Really.” The short-haired girl spoke at last. “There are no doctors in all of Tokhar? Thy nation is more barbaric even than I had heard.”

“We’re not barbaric,” insisted Aramaz, gravely insulted.

“Ismyrn, I told thee to be quiet,” Rodomond scolded her. She scowled, but did not protest.

It was very quiet. There were no birds. No horses. The air did not feel like autumn. It was cold, certainly, though less cold than it had been near Kandakari’s Court, but it felt… tense. It reminded him of evenings spent putting up shelter before the onset of a summer storm. “I always thought there were more people in Antaram,” he said, “thick as rushes in a swamp.”

“There are more by the coast,” Ziazan told him. “I imagine you have never seen a coast. It is quite something. We will have to go. But… but those are not Eodar’s men, I should think.”

The guards at the gate were pale, stiff men with black cloaks, much like those who had besieged Doctor Kaspar before. Bright lanterns were hung behind them. They stared openly, and suddenly moved close together. Two raised guns – big guns – and two had spears. “Be a dear, Evren,” said Ziazan, and they both lashed out, and the four artifices could not understand quickly enough that they were being attacked by two bare-handed maidens. They crumpled like mishandled toys.

“What is this outrage,” demanded Rodomond, and he pried a spear from the grip of one of the fallen men. “Black blood and dead eyes.”

Ismyrn looked around, and saw a quiver and a bow simply leaning against the inside of the gate. “I would have my sword back,” she said with disdain, “but if these men would prefer guns, then I shall prefer this.”

“I’d take the gun, if I were you,” Aramaz told her.

“Thou shalt take it,” she answered with derision.

Ziazan pushed the two of them apart. “Tsovinar will have my hair if I let you shoot someone again,” she reminded him. Ismyrn looked at him with suspicion, and he felt his face burn with humiliation. He wouldn’t have taken the gun anyway. He had no idea how to properly use one, and it did not seem wise to simply try and hope. He wasn’t that stupid. Wait – no, he had already tried to shoot Tamal. He was that stupid, but, he told himself, only under duress.

A dull thud startled all of them. They looked up, all motionless, and then they heard it again. Thud. Ziazan took a lantern. “That door,” she said quietly, with a nod towards the castle wall.

As they drew closer, they could see that it was a broad, sturdy door, and a thick iron bar had been placed across it on hooks. Evren recoiled and pulled back Chakori. She touched her own face very gently. “All right,” said a boy’s voice from the other side of the door, sounding very distant. “One more time. Ready – and–”

Ziazan lifted the iron bar, letting it fall to the ground, and turned the handle. The door burst open, and two boys tumbled out and fell on top of one another. One was tall and slender and his hair seemed almost white. The other was Hayr. They looked up, confused and surprised, and the light-haired one saw Rodomond. “… Padro,” he said, and he got to his feet as quick as lightning. “PADRO!”

“What is all this about,” asked Rodomond, as the boy embraced him like they had not seen one another in six thousand years. The boy said something very quickly, the sounds like notes of a song, and the only bit of it that Aramaz clearly heard was mordo, which he said several times. “I am not dead, Luzcrezo,” Rodomond assured him, putting one hand on the boy’s shoulder.

“Nor am I,” said Ismyrn, and Luzcrezo looked over at her, and after the slightest hesitation, he embraced her as well. She seemed completely taken by surprise, and stood stiffly, waiting for him to let go.

“… Why would Barsamin tell me so,” asked the boy in proper, sensible words, sounding on the verge of tears.

“Thank these creatures,” answered Ismyrn with utmost disdain. “No doubt Barsamin was certain I had been torn to shreds as sure as the poor horses. He was not playing thee for false.”

Hayr stood up, and dusted himself off. “Well, that improves my night, at least a little,” he said. “I don’t suppose any of you can tell me what’s going on?”

“I fear I scarcely know myself, so first, how did you and this boy get down there,” asked Ziazan.

“Vahagn had Barsamin and some crazy girl chuck me down there,” Hayr explained, as if that explained much of anything.

“And I,” said Luzcrezo, “told Vahagn to unhand the good Lady Katarosi, which did not seem to please him.” He held up his wrist. “But by some strange working of fate, someone did not properly fasten my handcuffs.”

“Why does the crazy girl like you and not me,” asked Hayr, sounding hurt.

“Because I showed her the stars, Hayr of Tokhar,” Luzcrezo told him with an air of superiority.

“I can show her stars, they’re right there,” Hayr insisted, gesturing vaguely upwards, and Luzcrezo and Ismyrn both laughed at him. Aramaz did not know why it was funny.

“Good, we’ve established no-one here is dead, and Vahagn seems to have up and attacked the throne of Antaram,” said Ziazan. “Hayr, wherever did Tsovinar go?”

“Uh,” he said, “About that.” He looked around. “So, Rashk might have… killed her.”

“What,” gasped Aramaz, and Rodomond exclaimed something also, which was foreign and impassioned.

“Really, that man,” said Ziazan, a hand on her hip.

“I shall bleed him from ten thousand wounds,” declared Rodomond with great fury. “I shall scatter the dust of his bones to the wind!”

“That’s very kind of you, Master Veraldo,” Ziazan told him, “but that may be hasty. I suppose Tsovinar never told you, it was the only thing she was never fond of telling… aside from her feelings about you, which, as I recall, she treated as the most shameful secret ever whispered in dark places of the earth.”

“Do not twist the knife of murder in my soul, woman,” Rodomond demanded of her.

Ziazan gently pulled his hand off of her shoulder. “She swore an oath to the God of Truth that she would not fall to the way of madness,” she explained, “and to her, that meant to pull deeper within herself, and not be tangled up with the hearts of others. She soon came to that dark place where one wishes to die, I know she did. But she could not! She had Clarion as her warning for what would happen then, young forever, not just in body but of mind and soul. She was scarcely twenty, but she was wise enough to see the folly in that.”

“What sayest thou,” Rodomond demanded.

“I may hate that woman, Master Veraldo, she is the worst houseguest,” Ziazan told him calmly. “But there is something I cannot deny: she is strong. Stronger than death.” A low rumble shook the ground. Aramaz thought for a moment that it was thunder, but suddenly, he wasn’t so sure. “But stronger than madness? What do you think, Hayr?”

“I think,” said the boy, folding his arms as though he were cold, and looking to the sky, “that there is no mountain far enough, no ocean deep enough, for Rashk to hide from Tsovinar’s anger against him.”

“A pity, I was rather fond of him,” agreed Ziazan, with a little smile. “I shall remember him always.”




♦♦Year 836, City of Ostmenye, Queendom of Antaram♦♦




Katarosi supposed she understood now: Vahagn did not seek for her to be married to Barsamin as an end unto itself. She was being given away as a gift. Helian Correl had once been promised a throne for her daughter, but Eodar had gone back on his word. Helian Arcocelli would have a throne for her daughter, but as Katarosi was not a man, there was only one way to accomplish that which would be seen as legitimate by the people and the nations. Erasmin would need to marry a King Consort. For that, the King Consort would need his marriage to the rightful Queen ended. For that, Katarosi would need to be dead – in four years. If they got rid of her before she was twenty, Barsamin, foreign-born, would not be a citizen and she could only be succeeded by Houri. Vahagn seemed particularly concerned about the younger girl, and nothing good could come of that at all. This was all assuming, of course, that anyone could find Houri. Vahagn, for all his godly gifts, genuinely did not seem to know where exactly she was.

There were a few ways out of this deadly marriage arrangement, aside from a miraculous rescue. She could kill Barsamin. Kapriel was nine years too young to marry by the laws of Antaram and Chald, and eleven by those of Petragon. He could not simply be substituted in to fulfill Vahagn’s end of the bargain, whatever that bargain was. She could kill Erasmin. The Arcocellis had no other heir. Some people even said that when their daughter had gone missing, eight years past, they had simply bought or stolen another one who looked alike to her to avert being childless. Both of these plans had a fundamental problem: Katarosi was not convinced that either Barsamin or Erasmin were bad people. By the Godhood, Barsamin might not even know. Nothing about the scheme required his knowledge of the outcome, and if he knew, he could only possibly accidentally tell.

Why in damnation hadn’t her mother brought any of this up, if she had already figured all of it out? Katarosi bit her lip, and suddenly understood. She had been trying to prevent Vahagn arriving to realize everyone was already on to his scheme. It seemed that had not worked out; he had gone ahead and immediately taken her prisoner. He had said something to Barsamin about surviving Deloram’s efforts. But that made it sound like her own mother had tried to – no, surely not! Katarosi had heard a lot of rumors about her mother, even that she had literally taken Eodar hostage until he agreed to marry her. That was an absurd exaggeration though, she was certain. Her mother would not assassinate a teenaged boy.

Deloram had not moved her eyes from Vahagn the entire time they had been waiting for Barsamin and Oseni to return. She sat with good grace for one who was bound and captive. Three Flametenders were brought in by the head servant Tsatsapar, who seemed suddenly twenty years older than she had scarce hours ago, a low and humble woman who was afraid. The three holy women were afraid also. Their robes, in beautiful sunset colors, seemed out of place in the old throne room. The youngest led a peacock by a chain fastened to the bird’s collar. They saw their queen and their crown princess, captives of a foreign lord, and cried out in dismay. Vahagn looked aside at them with interest, and actually reached out to pull away the veil from one of them. They all gasped and drew together, repulsed by his callousness. He scowled and turned away.

Barsamin and his guardswoman came back through the servant’s door just a moment later. Vahagn’s nephew looked at the scene, and held back. After a moment, he looked over at Katarosi. He looked… guilty. That, Katarosi supposed, was better than him not looking so. She was not sure if she should believe him that it was not his fault Ismyrn Galatti was dead. Something did not seem right about that. It actually bothered her quite a bit, even though she had sworn she hated the girl. Rodomond Veraldo, too, had been a good and trusted friend of her father’s, a friendship that had survived what would have driven most men to murder. He would be devastated when he woke up – if he woke up. Katarosi wasn’t entirely sure he would.

Vahagn turned to face the girl, and got down on one knee to see her eye-to-eye. She thought he looked rather like someone who had drowned. More than that, though, his eyes were cold. It was not merely that they looked cold and dead, but rather, that the coldness spread, and seized her, and it was a terrible slimy feeling, like being caught in a mass of seaweed and pulled under. She knew that he was concerned with the murder in her heart, as he had called it. It was certainly still there. It wasn’t going away. He needed her, though, or rather, Helian Arcocelli needed her, if she was to have her daughter be the Queen in four years, which gave them another four years to prepare for – something. She had no idea what it was, and she knew, somehow, that Vahagn could see that void in her knowledge.

“I know what you are thinking, little girl,” he said very quietly, in the most unsettling way. “You can refuse. I could kill you, or worse, but in the end, you can refuse. But what would that accomplish? You would be dead, and have no further control over the spiraling troubles of this country. Your understanding of my intentions are somewhat flawed. I am sure there is no point in asking you to trust me, but nevertheless, I need you to believe my words. If you do not do as I ask, then in eight years this entire country shall be destroyed by war.”

“What are the words of a snake worth,” she demanded of him. “You’re lying!”

“It looks to me like a single piece of copper would be worth more than what you have,” he said cooly, “but I appreciate thoughtful skepticism! It will serve you well.” He untied her hands, and offered her his own to help her stand. “Now please, honor me, and accept my sister’s son, blood of my blood, as your husband, together to the death. On my honor as a facet of the Godhood, I shall tell you what is the need that has driven me to this when all is signed and sworn.”

She made a point of standing up without his touch. “And what are you going to do to Houri?” she asked.

“I swear to you,” said Vahagn, inclining his head, “harming her is the furthest thing from my mind and my heart! My lady made me swear not to extinguish the last embers of Sparkasuki’s bloodline. If I am to play games with your life, Katarosi, I need her alive and well, or my lady’s wrath shall come down on my head.”

“She will soon be taking an oath to never marry,” Katarosi reminded him, “alike to that of Anahit. Do you intend to stop her?”

The man smiled. “I would say that an oath is mere words,” he said, “but that would not reflect well on me, would it?”

Katarosi straightened out her skirt very deliberately. “So many things can go wrong with bloodlines,” she pointed out. “She could refuse to be touched. She could be barren. She could lose every child before it comes to term. She could be–”

“A lover of women only,” Vahagn finished for her, “alike to Anahit. But is that your sister you’re thinking of, my dear? I daresay not. Rashk has good intuition. His letter to me about you was quite accurate.”

Katarosi could feel her face on fire. “Why are the gods gossiping about the hearts of girls,” she demanded, feeling more deeply violated than if he had simply grabbed her dress and torn it away.

“Forgive me! I merely found it interesting. You still have a few years to decide if that’s really how you feel on the matter. Four, by my measure.” He looked aside to Deloram, and made a show of bowing. “I assume you would like to come with us, my good lady? To my understanding, the ceremony involves a fire, and I wouldn’t want to set the curtains aflame. Fluens told me he hasn’t had a chance to buy you some new ones yet.”

Katarosi watched her mother very carefully. The woman looked down, and pulled her hands apart, and the bindings simply came undone as though they had never been fastened. She stood up, and spread her arms wide, and Vahagn looked genuinely astonished. “You,” he said, “you are a tricky one. Come along then. Oseni, watch this woman.”

Talassen, who had been listening to everything very intently, rose also. “We should wait for the Arcocellis, dear,” she pointed out.

“Helian wanted to see the waterfall,” he said, with a dramatic gesture of his arms. “By the moonlight. As though there is nothing more important to be doing! They said they would not be long, but long they have been. I swear to Indranil, I never understood everyone’s fascination with it.”

“There is a story,” said Katarosi, “that it is a good place to end an unhappy marriage. Maybe Helian means to drown Fluens.”

Vahagn placed one hand across her shoulders, as if he were her own uncle. “Then you,” he said, “had best stay away from the waterfall, now and always.”








CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

In My Left Hand Darkness




♦♦Year 836, City of Ostmenye, Queendom of Antaram♦♦




Eodar had found a sword which he was absolutely certain had been forged in Antaram by a blacksmith who was not in any way divine. He felt a pain when he moved, the bandages pulling away from his skin, and he did not need Nisrai to tell him that he was just going to tear the wound open again. The woman had left him alone. She had her own plans, and he was of no use to her, unless it was to be a distraction. That he could surely do. He was not far from his throne room, but there were artifice guards in the servant hallway. How many? – Two, it seemed. They were probably not terribly strong. He could probably take on–

A hand closed over his mouth. “Eodar, you are a fool,” hissed a man in Occidental, pulling him away down the hallway. 

“So my doctor tells me,” he agreed, when he was released a moment later. The broad shoulders of Rodomond were easily discernible even in the faint light, but strangely, he had a spear rather than a sword. “But I wonder, old friend, did you know the Arcocellis were coming tonight, and with a guest at that?”

Rodomond sighed. “I know that Evren has decided to come and cause trouble,” he said in a harsh whisper, “and I had to run off and save my student from her own bravery. When I returned, the Arcocelli carriage was by the gate. That is all I know.”

“Evren,” exclaimed Eodar in sincere surprise, a little too loudly.

“Aye, she took your little one, and I could not get out of her where to. She’s under orders from Rashk, I told you that man is sinister. She seemed all too pleased with it.”

“Hearts of our fathers,” swore Eodar, feeling his face running hot. “Is she the beast I have sent my guards after?”

“You should have killed her,” Rodomond told him bitterly, “when you had–”

“Should have, should have, I should have done a lot of things, Rodomond,” Eodar answered in frustration. “I can’t see the future! But I can’t kill her. You may, I will not stop you.” He had thought Rashk had convinced Evren to keep to herself in rural Tokhar, away from the laws of people, but apparently he could not trust Rashk for anything. The list of people who had never tried to hurt him just kept getting shorter and shorter. He should expect such things, he knew, for he had been left nothing for an inheritance except problems – three hundred years of problems growing like weeds. “But one thing at a time,” he said, pushing such thoughts aside. “Vahagn is in my gods damned throne room. Can I trust you, Rodomond Veraldo?”

“You can trust me to tell you,” Rodomond told him evenly, “that you’re going to get yourself killed if you just charge in there with nothing but a sword and a wounded belly. You can trust that I have sent others to deal with that man, who, unlike you, he will not be expecting.”

“You don’t mean Luzcrezo, do you,” asked Eodar. “Rodomond, he’s just a boy!”

“And Vahagn is just a coward,” Rodomond answered, turning away. “He is merely a tool in the hands of others, I think. So by your leave, your most glorious majesty, we are going to ask Fluens and Helian whether I should be signing a letter of resignation as their master-at-arms.”

“That’s most glorious and resplendent majesty to you, Republican,” Eodar told him, and though he had said such things many times in jest, this time he did feel a little resentful. “The terms were that you would be a guardian of their household for ten years, and then you were free to go. Instead, you stayed and accepted a promotion. Forgive me, but I thought that a bit strange.” Rodomond did not immediately object to this characterization.

While all of Eodar’s guards may have been afield, Vahagn only had so many as well, and it was easy for someone familiar with the castle to find their way out to the rear courtyard. “You surely remember well,” the Occidental man said as they slipped out, “that towards the end of those ten years, their little Erasmin and Ismyrn Galatti were both abducted, and returned to us after being given up for dead. Helian changed after that, Eodar, I swear she did. She finally grew up, I think.”

“I saw her this very night,” Eodar reminded him, “still the same jealous girl she ever was, but now with a few wrinkles by her eyes, though she may try to hide them.”

“That is a mask,” Rodomond assured him. “One worn easily, since it was once her true heart. She had lost a few things before – she lost you – but a daughter, well, a daughter cannot simply be replaced with something almost as lovely.” He was silent for a moment. “So I stayed on Helian’s account, because she was suddenly concerned with hard truths she ought have been concerned with all along. It turns out that truth does not die simply for neglect.”

Eodar did not like the sound of that. “Is this something to do with Diadem Correl,” he asked warily.

“He told her some things, right before he died, I got that much out of her,” Rodomond explained. “Cousin of the God of Truth, I don’t envy that! They say there still is no man or woman upon the earth who has taken that star after him.”

They could plainly see that there were four men in dark cloaks by the rear gate. “I wonder what that says about this world,” mused Eodar, “that we can so readily find new gods for powers great and terrible, but not for Truth.”

“I don’t like to think of it,” said Rodomond, helping him up over the wall, “but perhaps that is precisely the problem.” He looked out towards the artifice men. “Ziazan said she would take care of them quietly. I don’t know if I should trust her.”

“Zi– Rashk’s girl,” asked Eodar in disbelief. “I thought we’ve decided I cannot trust that man!”

“Perhaps not! But she seems happy to break those things, out of pride. Actually, she had a boy with her. Another artifice, I don’t doubt it. He came with strange news, but it can wait, I think. Ask me about it if we are not both dead in the morning.”

“Gods, if we should die together, it should be more fun than this,” Eodar lamented. “Whatever happened to – going out to the bad part of town – getting in fights – causing diplomatic incidents once or twice a week? I never wanted to come home after that.”

“You were such a boy of Antaram when I met you,” Rodomond recalled, “all stiff-backed and stony. I’m proud to have helped ruin you! But enough of memories again, Eodar. You seem to know where we’re going?”

The king looked up the hill which receded into darkness. “I could hear Vahagn from where you found me – he said the Arcocellis have gone to the waterfall for some reason.”

“Why would they–” Rodomond looked up, and immediately had both hands on his spear. “Get back!”

“You are a glorious and resplendent fool, Eodar,” said Fluens Arcocelli, emerging from the darkness with a small gun in his hand. “So easy to manipulate. Artifices! Get over here!” He glanced aside and, satisfied that they had heard him, turned his attention to Eodar. “Back against the wall, my good man, hands off your sword. Master Veraldo, if you would be so kind…”

“Not a chance in hell of that,” Rodomond assured him loudly, invoking a particularly western oath. He forced himself between Eodar and Fluens, brandishing the spear. “I withdraw my service.”

“Good gods man, really,” Fluens asked him, sounding exasperated. “Is it not obvious I will kill you if you try to attack me?”

“It is obvious that you will try,” Rodomond answered.

Fluens shook his head in disbelief. “So be it! But your children–”

“Your daughter will never forgive you,” Rodomond reminded him, “if something were to befall Luzcrezo and Ismyrn. I hope that is worth something in your calculations.”

“It is,” said another voice, higher and softer. Helian Arcocelli wore a white cloak that glistened with mist, the hood pulled up over her curls. The artifices completely ignored her as she pushed forward. “Rodomond, please stand down. There is a reason for this, I assure you.”

“And what will befall Eodar if I stand down?” he demanded. 

“That is for him to decide,” she said. “But I have a question for him.”

“A question for a question,” Eodar proposed, his back still against the wall. “And an answer for an answer.”

“That is fair,” she conceded. “Eodar – we did not dare at the time to make a political issue of it, not on the word of a frightened and confused young girl – but the account given by Ismyrn Galatti of our daughter’s kidnapping was that an Alk was involved. Your Alk.”

“I do not have an Alk, like one has a cat,” Eodar answered hotly. “I broke things off with her years ago! I sent her away to Tokhar, and if she has done such a thing–”

“So you deny all knowledge,” Helian pressed him, “of anything she may have done to hurt my family? Anything at all?”

Eodar met her accusing eyes. “Absolutely,” he said. “If you were not holding me at gunpoint, I might be inclined to call for her trial, for that is a grave accusation.”

“One does not bring beasts to trial!” she retorted sharply. “One hunts them down.”

“Do you know what other crime has gone unanswered for in Petragon?” Eodar asked her. “Hiring an assassin to kill a foreign king!”

“That wasn’t me!” Helian slapped him. It actually stung a little. “Why have you never believed me? What have I ever done that is so terrible, that you think I tried to murder you for not marrying me?” There were tears in her eyes. “If I would have paid for the death of anyone, it would have been that thieving harlot you let have a full womb! I could have ruined you, Eodar, ruined you at any time with the truth of her–”

“So what makes tonight so special,” he asked, feeling quite justified in not accepting her insistence of innocence. “That is my question!”

Helian looked aside to Fluens, who seemed bored with the argument. “Really, Helian,” he chastised her, “we already know that nothing will convince him we are in the right.”

She looked back to Eodar. “We are in the right,” she asserted, “and I am sorry that the only way to do this is to hurt you and your daughter. She’s a smart girl. But our agreement with Vahagn and Talassen is the only chance we have to avoid a terrible war which will destroy the whole of the Road.”

“A war with who,” he demanded, incredulous.

“The King of Petragon.”

He blinked. “A republic has no king,” he said, pointing out what should have been obvious.

“The republic,” Helian said with great emphasis, “is going to fall. Our king, who our ancestors swore to serve, shall reign again.”

Eodar stared at her. “You don’t mean,” he asked in disbelief, “Firenzerral? Woman, you have gone mad! He’s been dead since the founding of the nations!”

“You stupid man!” She grabbed at his mantle in desperation. “You kept an Alk as close as a sister for long years of your life, but you never asked her for the truth of it, did you? Eodar, do you know what happened to my daughter? My sweet little girl? Do you?”

“She was kidnapped by Evren, and you found her again!” Eodar asserted, with the words of her own account. “And I couldn’t be more sorry for that, but I–”

“No.” She leaned in very close. “She died. Evren killed her. The girl who thinks she is my daughter is an artifice forged for me by Rashk. Do not think I resent her! I think of her as a second daughter, by the same name. But Evren murdered Erasmin, Eodar, in sacrifice to the god in the sea who does not die. He was crowned by strength on the Night the Stars Fell and conquered the whole of the Occident. Our ancestors swore an oath to him. He is our rightful king before the Will of the World!”

“That’s… that’s crazy,” said Eodar. “Rodomond, surely you see she’s gone mad–”

Rodomond was not looking at him. His eyes were on the darkness. “Not as mad,” he said quietly, “as her.”

All Eodar saw was a glint of copper before he heard the cry: “YOU – GET – AWAY – FROM–”

Fluens’ eyes widened, and his hands trembled, and for an instant, just for an instant, Eodar saw that he was not a man who should be holding a gun at all.




Bang.




♦♦Year 836, City of Ostmenye, Queendom of Antaram♦♦




Barsamin knew that he could say no. The fire crackled in the courtyard, beneath the willow tree where he had first seen Katarosi. The peacock, the victim of tradition, burned in its funeral pyre. “Yes,” he said. The tallest Flametender took his green cloak from him, and placed another one over his shoulders, dark red and heavy.

He looked across the flames at Katarosi. She knew she could say no. “Yes,” she said. The Flametender gave her a red cloak also.

“You know,” she said, in a croaky, elderly voice, “that you may say no, and to the gods I shall swear, on my blood and bones, my tears and my pain, that you said no.”

“We know,” said Katarosi and Barsamin together.

“Then why do you say yes?”

Katarosi closed her eyes. “If my choices are to die tonight, or in four years,” she said, “then I would choose four years to find a way to destroy my enemies. I swore I would do what it takes to preserve Antaram.”

The Flametender turned to Barsamin. He could not clearly see her face behind her veil. “And you?”

The price of your life is loyalty. Barsamin could remember those words so well. Now and always. No-one, surely, could blame an eight-year-old boy for bowing to the man who had killed his father. He had been afraid, desperately afraid. What was he now? Uncertain. He did not know what he should do. He could refuse, but what then? The uncertainty was what he was truly afraid of. Even if his uncle forgave him, even if he went home and never saw Antaram again, even if he somehow became the God of Thunder, he did not know what to do thereafter. “Because,” he said, “there is no other path that I may walk. This is the only way open to me. But I do not wish to be Katarosi’s enemy.”

“Then turn around,” said Katarosi with bitterness, “and strike down Vahagn and Talassen, for conspiring against me.”

“… I can’t do that,” Barsamin conceded, thinking more of his mother.

The Flametender bowed her head. “Arai, arai,” she said, and Katarosi’s eyes widened very slightly, and the woman lunged at Barsamin.

He heard shouting, especially his uncle, but it was all distant to Barsamin’s ears. He saw the glint of a knife. No. This woman had no right to kill him. She had no right to condemn him. He had done nothing wrong. He reached out and grabbed her. They fell together into the fire. She screamed, and he reached for her throat, and found that she was not so strong of body as of spirit. He was able to take the knife from her, prying it out of old fingers, and without hesitation, without seeing clearly her eyes, thrust it into her. It felt like breaking an egg, whole and then ruined, sudden and utterly irrevocable.

She shuddered, and tried to grab him, uselessly, and he pulled back. She whispered something, but Barsamin did not hear it. “Grandmama,” said Katarosi very quietly, kept still by shock for a moment, and then suddenly pulling the woman out of the fire, “Grandmama!”

“Damn these veils,” swore Vahagn, and he reached out and tore away the cloth from the taller of the two remaining Flametenders, to find a young woman with straight brown hair whose eyes were welled up with tears. “Would you like to try and hurt us too,” the man demanded of her, grabbing her by the chin, looking into her eyes, “would you?!”

“No,” she cried, trying to pull away from him, “no, I didn’t know–”

“Then say the words,” he demanded, shoving her forward.

“This is wrong,” she said quietly, dabbing at her eyes with her draping sleeve. “This is wrong! Let me help her!”

“I think not,” said Vahagn with disdain. “Do not touch her.”

Katarosi’s hand closed around the robes of the woman who Barsamin had stopped from killing him, as she shuddered again, and coughed, and then did not. “… Grandmama,” she said again, disbelieving. “Barsamin, my grandmother! You killed her, you killed my–”

“She attacked me,” he said, pulling his red cloak in around his shoulders, feeling suddenly cold. “I don’t want to be attacked any more. I’m sorry.” He wasn’t very sorry. He could feel Deloram’s eyes upon him. She did not move from where she stood by the trunk of the willow tree, until Katarosi looked to her, the girl’s glasses smudged with tears. She helped her daughter stand up, very conspicuously not looking at Barsamin, before sinking to her knees and taking her own mother’s body in her arms.

“… No you’re not,” Katarosi accused him, shaking. “You’re not sorry at all! I can see it in your eyes! What happened to you? Or–” She pulled away from her mother’s reach, and grabbed Barsamin’s cloak. “Were you always like this, and just hiding it from me?!”

He met her gaze evenly. A little part of him was appalled. He had thought it would be a larger part, but all he truly heard within himself was a drumbeat of dull anger. “What in damnation did you expect, Rosi,” he demanded, “from a family like mine? That I’d be a good and faithful boy?”

“Don’t you dare,” she hissed, “call me Rosi – ever again!”

“He will call you a harlot’s daughter if he so pleases,” Talassen cut across her, and Barsamin could hear the contempt in his mother’s tone. “And be with the truth, at that!”

Deloram’s eyes narrowed very slightly, but Katarosi could not restrain herself. “Your son just murdered my grandmother right in front of me – and you think I care about–”

“Murder?” asked Vahagn. “All I saw was a young man defending himself. What was she even hoping to accomplish?”

“You tell me, Uncle!” Barsamin demanded loudly. “You are the one who always knows everything! Why is everyone suddenly so interested in whether I live or die and why–” Deloram caught his eyes, and his mind stumbled – for in that moment she looked remarkably like Houri, if ever she would be so angry. “Just… why,” he said more quietly.

Vahagn considered his nephew’s words for a moment. “We are putting this country back in the hands of gods,” he said, “where it belongs.”

“I am no god,” Barsamin answered, feeling his face burning red. “So you must mean to rule through me.”

“By no means!” Vahagn told him graciously. “Had I thought you so useless, I would have buried you with your father. No, Barsamin, I think you will do quite well for yourself. You just need a thin veneer of legality to protect you, until the time comes to wash your hands of it and be a true king. Deloram, my good woman, I am sorry for your loss. You know as well as I do there’s only one way out of this that won’t end with more people in this courtyard dying tonight. Do be reasonable.”

The queen took her daughter’s hand, and nodded, and Barsamin did not understand what thought was conveyed. Katarosi looked down at the ground, quietly fighting back tears, as her mother carefully pulled Nisrai’s body aside.

“Barsamin,” Katarosi said quietly, “you swear you did not know any of this?”

“I swear,” he said, with all confidence, meeting her eyes, “none of it.”

“I don’t think I believe you. But I hear in my heart that the Will of the World has brought me here.” She reached out and took his hand in her own, and he could tell, as plainly as though her heart were a book, that she hated him, and at the same time, knew that he had no greater a part in this than she did. He realized, then, that maybe he could have averted much of it, if he had been a little stronger, more defiant, more like Ismyrn. She had not hesitated to attack a god far stronger than Vahagn, and she had done so on his behalf. She had known, surely, that she would die, but she had tried anyway. That was what honor looked like. His eyes fell to the woman he had killed. She had known, surely, that she would die.

“Marry me, then,” Katarosi bade him, with a cold and flat voice. “But you will not touch me. If you try to touch me, Barsamin, if you hurt me, if you are cruel or false, I swear to the whole of the Godhood, I swear on eight hundred years of red fire in my blood: you will die, and the White Jungle will burn. No matter the consequences.”

“That’s fair,” conceded Barsamin, and Deloram stepped back, with a glance towards him that he could not interpret. Vahagn, behind them, scowled, and Talassen placed her hand on his arm, but neither of them spoke.

The Flametender, with great hesitation, placed her own hands on top of theirs, so that they stood at three points around the small but bright fire. “Though all hope fails,” she said, with a trembling voice, “and all light fades away, this love shall shine forever. Though cities fall and empires burn, this love shall stand forever.” Those words were meaningless, Barsamin knew, but saying them was what made them true before the laws of nations. “Do you swear that this love, forged in fire, shall still burn when all other lights of your hearts are extinguished?”

“We do,” said Katarosi and Barsamin together, and they knew it was a lie, and the Flametender knew it was a lie, but the words were said.

“Then sign your names, once for the eyes of the gods, once for the eyes of their servants,” the Flametender commanded, and her younger assistant, who was shaking, handed her an engraved board upon which there were two papers. She held it in her arms as Katarosi signed it once, then twice, with a great flourishing stroke, and Barsamin signed it once, then twice, and on the last letter, his pen trailed down; he looked at the ink, and saw that it was glistening red.

The Flametender took one of the papers and cast it into the fire. It crackled and curled up and was consumed. “We have witnessed it,” she said, distinctly sad. “It cannot be undone.”

“Indeed,” said Vahagn, who immediately snatched up the other copy, rolling it up and handing it to Talassen. She placed it delicately in her satchel.

“That is for the temple records,” the Flametender told him with frightened urgency, but he completely ignored her, and as he turned, his eyes happened to meet those of Oseni. He hesitated mid-motion, and then slapped her.

“If I thought that boy was a danger, I would have your eyes from your head,” he told her angrily. “Don’t be stupid. You are not anything to him.”

“I did not think I was,” Oseni told him, and looked away.

“Then do your duty,” he demanded, pulling her forward by her hair, “and keep Barsamin and his wife hale and whole while I attend to some business. Both of those boys have gotten out of the dungeon, thanks to you! One is afield and one is here in the castle, they can be working nothing good.”

Oseni stumbled when he let go of her, and she grabbed ahold of Barsamin. She looked down at the body of Lady Nisrai, and then to his eyes, and only then did he feel guilty. A good kid: he could nearly see the words in her eyes. He had been a good kid. What was he now?: just an accomplice to a sinister god, with blood on his hands. He had killed an old woman when surely he could have simply overpowered her. Vahagn would have killed her, though. The only way to save her would have been to fight for her, after she had tried to kill him.

“Look sharp down there,” said a voice above and behind them. “I would have thy eyes.”

Barsamin turned, but it was not his eyes that were wanted. Vahagn looked up, and his eyes widened, and suddenly Talassen was in front of him, raising her arms. “Do not shoot,” she pleaded.

“Whyever not,” asked the singsong voice on the roof, and Barsamin’s heart was seized with disbelief. “I can put one arrow through two people, if we are standing so close.” She raised her bow, the arrow taut. “I do not much like thee, so I think I shall.”

Vahagn looked from one side to the other. His guards, who had surely just been there, were all inexplicably gone save for Oseni. She hurriedly raised her gun, but she saw that Luzcrezo Veraldo already had a stolen one aimed at her, and her nerve faltered when she saw the glint of the fire in his eyes. She closed her own eyes, and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened. Click. Nothing happened. Click. Nothing happened. Oseni looked utterly confused, but not frightened – in truth, she looked a little relieved.

“Nowhere to run,” said Luzcrezo’s companion. “Three. Two.”

Barsamin expected his uncle to try and run anyway. He did not. He suddenly shoved Talassen, and she stumbled and fell to the ground before him. “No,” she gasped, turning, trying to take his hand–

“And done.” The arrow flew. It pierced Vahagn between the eyes, and jutted out the other side, so quickly that it could not be seen happening. Flecks of red scattered. He staggered backwards, one step, two steps, and fell against the trunk of the willow tree. His fingers twitched. Talassen reached out and took his hand, dismay across every facet of her existence. He was very still.

“I award one point,” said the attacker, as she stood to her full height, “to Ismyrn della Sylvan Galatti, Slayer of Gods.”

“Ismyrn,” gasped Katarosi. “I thought–”

The Occidental girl slid down from the roof, and Luzcrezo stayed up high, where he had a good shot at anyone in the courtyard. “Was that truly all it took,” Ismyrn asked, landing deftly on both feet, “to destroy a wicked god? I had hoped to see something more.”

“You wretched sow,” spat Talassen, whose skirts swirled out, gold and silver threads sparkling in the firelight, as she moved to grab Ismyrn. The girl did not stop her. “My brother,” cried the woman, her voice cracking with grief, “the only family I have!”

“Havest thou no son?” asked Ismyrn with the disdain of one dismissing a beggar in the street.

“You don’t understand,” the woman told her bitterly, pulling at the fabric of Ismyrn’s western clothes. “I remember him! I remember who he was! He was a good and quiet boy. That star, that sapphire, they ruined him!”

Ismyrn pulled Talassen’s hands off with a sharp motion. “If thou didst love him,” she said coldly, “thou shouldst have destroyed him thyself.”

“No,” the woman told the girl, tears streaming down her face. “No. He knew things. It wasn’t his fault! He needed – he knew he needed – to be ready, whatever it takes – and I was there for him.” She looked down at the ground. “Whatever it took.”

“Ready for what,” Barsamin demanded of his mother. She lifted her eyes to answer him, but then they saw – not a light, but an absence of it, a star which was black, and made all else around it seem brighter. It bobbed back and forth like a firefly, and then it left them, passing right through the stone walls of the old castle.

“… Kapriel,” said Talassen very quietly, and in her eyes was a faint hope. “I need to find Kapriel! My brother’s son–”

“I am your son,” Barsamin told her hotly, taking her shoulders with both hands. “Your blood by half! Your heart by half! Answer me!”

Talassen seemed ashamed to even meet his eyes. “… He knew,” she said very quietly, “what secrets Indranil took to the bottom of the sea. There is more to say of the Night the Stars Fell than what we tell to children. Far more.” She wiped at her face with her embroidered sleeve. The red on her lips smeared. “He told me. He always told me everything, even when we were young.”

“Spit it out, woman,” Ismyrn demanded. “Or I shall kill thee as well, and hold no regrets in my heart.”

“Kill me if you wish! Do you think I care very much now?” Talassen slowly pulled away from her son’s touch and sank to her knees. “… This all started,” she said, looking away, “when the God of Law met with the God of Truth about twenty years ago. Not long after that, Diadem went utterly mad, and the inheritance he never claimed, and the journals he never shared, passed to his cousin Helian. That meeting was in secret, but the purpose of it could not forever be kept secret from my brother. They named the rightful ruler of the Occident.”

“The Sworn Council,” asserted Ismyrn immediately.

“Silly girl,” said Talassen with something that was not quite contempt. “Tell me, which tales did you hear, for they are all different: who was the father of Sparkasuki?”

“The King of the Occident,” said Ismyrn, and she hesitated before she found her voice again. “Firenzerral.” 

Talassen nodded. “The peoples of the Occident all swore an oath to him,” she said. “Their god and their king.”

“And then Sparkasuki… killed him,” said Ismyrn, her voice betraying doubt in her own words. “And the peoples named her a traitor of her blood, and formed a republic, that she would never rule over them as she did across the sea. That is what my mother told me.”

“That is all well and good for Petragon,” agreed Talassen, “except it is wrong. Completely wrong. Sparkasuki defeated her father, surely – but she did not kill him!”

Ismyrn suddenly seized Talassen in fury. “That man is no king of mine!” she swore. “I have seen his eyes. There is only madness in his heart. Let him languish in that pit until the foundations of the earth are undone!”

“Then you are an oath breaker, you stupid murderous girl,” Talassen told her darkly, “for more than eight centuries past, the blood of your blood swore themselves to him for so long as he lived, and he yet lives!”

“I am beholden to no oath unless I swear it upon my own soul,” Ismyrn told her in a harsh whisper.

“That is not what the God of Law thinks,” Talassen told her, “and he is one of the trumpets of the Will of the World. You are right though that he is mad, utterly mad. Vahagn was brought before him the very day he found his star. The god does not even understand that Sparkasuki is dead! The only reason he has been quiet for so long is that he thinks she shall return so they may settle the sins between them. But he will reign again, and soon. The gods all know it! They have been laying plans to placate him, to divert his power! Damn you, girl, Vahagn was trying to save us!”

Her eyes were raised as a shadow fell over her. Deloram slapped her. The blood of her mother was on her hand, and left five points of a red star on Talassen’s face. The queen had Nisrai’s knife in her other hand. Her fingers tightened around the grip and her arm tensed. Barsamin reached out to stop her. “No, please,” he begged her, and he saw the fire in her eyes, and he knew precisely what she was thinking – he had no place to tell her anything. She slapped him too. He could feel the blood, not yet cold, trickle down the side of his face.

Deloram raised the knife, but she did not strike at Talassen, who seemed to have no will to defend herself. Instead, she cut across her own hand, and showed the woman her wounded palm.

“We knew that would be your choice,” said Talassen, her tears diluting the blood, “and Eodar’s, to not acknowledge him as the king to whom Sparkasuki’s house owes allegiance as surely as does the Occident. He will destroy you. Eight hundred years of splitting the river of Sparkasuki’s blood down to a trickle will not save you.”

“I honor no oath not freely made,” declared Ismyrn, her arm across her chest, her right fist at her left shoulder. “No matter what gods may say is right or wrong.”

“Nor do I,” said Luzcrezo, who came down at last from the roof, brushing aside his hair with the casual smile of confidence. “Let this king condemn me, if he can catch me.”

Katarosi looked between them, and closed her eyes for a moment. “By right of ancient oaths is my father the King of Antaram,” she acknowledged, “but sooner would I see my crown cast into the fire and this castle brought to ruination than be at war with my own people, if they did not wish to name me their queen. I would not acknowledge a King of the Occident, no matter how strong or terrible, if the men and women of that land swear to defy him.”

She looked aside at Barsamin, and then all eyes were on him – and he wished that they would leave him be, that they would let him go to some dark, still place and think. They gave him no such pity. He looked to the side. His uncle was dead. The man who had destroyed his own family out of contempt and kept Barsamin in silent anguish for eight years was dead. It had been so simple. So easy. Just one little motion in a proper time and place. He could have done it himself! He recalled the sensation of piercing a ribcage. He would have done it himself. He wished he could have stabbed Vahagn, and not Nisrai, who meant nearly nothing to him. He wished he could have felt, through his own hands, the exact moment when Vahagn had been irrevocably broken. What mattered though is that he now knew he could. He had seen death, and he had turned it back against itself, and dealt out death with his own left hand.

“I will not concede anything to a mad god,” he heard himself say, “ever again.” He heard his own heart’s reply: You will be one someday. “I shall be a god,” he told himself very quietly. No. Not just a god. A mad one.




♦♦Year 836, City of Ostmenye, Queendom of Antaram♦♦




Evren had wanted to kill Helian Correl for a very long time, but she had tried so hard to be good. Helian Correl was standing between her and Eodar. Eodar looked scared. It was not the time to be good anymore. Not at all.

She landed squarely on Helian’s back, claws outstretched, when she heard the crack of gunfire. She didn’t feel it though. The idiot man who followed Helian around had missed. Evren and Helian fell to the ground together, and she grabbed the woman to forcibly turn her over. She wanted the living woman to see it – to see what her heart looked like in Evren’s hand. Eodar was yelling. Eodar never knew what was good for him! Eodar had his hands on her shoulders. Didn’t he realize, he was in the way! He could never be strong enough to stop her, though. Krrrrsh. Her claws dug into Helian’s white cloak and her pale skin.

Bang, bang, bang, bang – oh, she felt some of those. Like fire and damnation, she felt them. Four, though – she didn’t feel four. She snarled in frustration and simply swiped blindly at Helian’s throat. The woman’s scream was suddenly cut short with the most pleasantly disgusting gurgle. Evren looked up, to meet Eodar’s eyes, but his gaze was oddly unfocused. He fell forward against her.

“Get away,” yelled Helian’s man in his Occidental language, “get away from her – you horrible beast–” She didn’t care about him though. He had just stung her very badly, but all that mattered was Eodar.

“Evren,” he said very quietly, falling into her arms as though he had no strength, “why…”

“Because they were hurting you!” she cried out, mystified at his ignorance of his own trouble. “Everyone keeps trying to hurt you! Everyone but me! I won’t hurt you, ever, ever–”

She realized then that he was covered in bright red blood, hot and sticky. It was flowing out of his side. Her eyes widened and her grip on him tightened. She looked aside. Helian’s man was still holding his stupid little gun. Evren cried out in fury and let go of Eodar to lunge at him.

Fluens stumbled and fell backwards as she felt a horrible sharp pain in her side, and her claws only raked across his face as the artifice men surrounded him to pull him away. Evren turned to see what had happened. Rodomond had stabbed her. His eyes were aflame with fury. “Here, now,” he said. “I will fight you.”








CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

In My Right Hand Light




♦♦Year 836, Salamo Falls, Queendom of Antaram♦♦




Izael stood at the precipice of the waterfall. It needed no name. It had been known to her for many years. She did not know who first had told her the tales of the Night the Stars Fell upon every nation, but it did not much matter. She had not forgotten.

Before her was spread a town which had not been there the night that the world had changed. It twinkled and glistened like a spilled bottle of glass beads. It looked different to her now than it had earlier that same night. Everything did, even darkness itself. She touched her own cerulean robe, above her heart. There was no hole in the cloth. There was no dark mark of dried blood. Why was that? She had never anticipated it. She needed her notes. She needed her books. She needed–

She heard distant screams mixed with the rush of water. Eodar and his Occidental enemies had settled their discussion. She had not much cared for it. There was nothing that swords and guns and crowns could do about Undying Gods. Izael knew in her soul, as surely as she knew her name, that if there was anything that could be done, it would fall to the Undying Gods themselves. She did not know what that might be, though, unless it was for them to be wholly consumed with one another, trapped in a battle that did not involve the world – for all eternity.

Izael closed her eyes. She was angry. She was furious with Rashk, for still doubting that she would ever find a way to avert her fate, and fulfilling his wish to not see her die of old age with the appointed fate still looming. Kill Rashk. He had been certain that she would be trapped in a feeble body, cursed with Kill pain Rashk and frailty, just as Clarion had been trapped in an immature, tempestuous mind. He was probably right. She had never known KILL him RASHK to be wrong. That only made her more angry, however. She felt it in her fingertips. She felt it in her throat. She no, do not kill him wanted to cry out to the sky. She wanted to shake the earth. She wanted to exert her will against forgive him the world.

That was what her soul wanted. Her mind wanted to sleep. She had never wanted anything so dearly in her entire life. She wished to fall into gentle darkness, which is what she imagined death to be, but now she could not know. She was trapped, held against her will. She was awake.

There were now several sorts of silence down by the castle walls. She could hear Evren and Rodomond, one screaming and the other trying to restrain her, but not Eodar. She might have been sad, except that she envied him. She could remember when they had been young and he, having only just met her, had thought he had been in love. He had been wrong, or at least he had realized he was being foolish. Izael herself had endured a similar experience. No doubt Eodar’s life had been happier than hers after that, and so had Rodomond’s. She could hear Rodomond still, and she at least could feel a little happy that he was yet alive. Izael did not well remember being happy.

Distant footsteps, heavy and wide, drew her mind out of such memories. She did not turn to see, for there was only one man that could be. There was someone much smaller with him, who walked very quickly to keep pace. The child’s breathing was fast and shallow.

The world behind her was illuminated. “Tsovinar,” said Solornel, utterly astonished. “What by the Will are you doing up here?”

“Being dead,” she told him, her eyes still on the southern horizon. You are not dead! You are undying. – I define myself. I am dead.

“Being – you can’t be serious,” he blustered. “I didn’t mean to kill you, I swear it! Thought for sure you’d be fine.”

“It was not you who killed me, you savage beast,” Izael told him, the anger flaring in her soul as she turned to face him. “It was the man so foolish as to spark the light in your eyes. Look at me, Solornel. I am dead. The Will has judged me. And here I stand!”

“… The Will can’t be too wise,” said Solornel after a moment, “if she spit you back out into the world hale and whole.”

The girl who held Solornel’s hand looked as though she meant to laugh, and thought better of it. Izael had seen her once before: the girl with the straight red hair cut almost boyishly short, and dark eyes which were wide and aware. “Houri,” she said, “daughter of Eodar. I thought you were being abducted.”

The girl’s smile quickly faded. “… There is nowhere to be abducted to,” she said quietly, and she pulled away from Solornel’s grasp. She walked past Izael and sat down on the very edge of the slick precipice, with water rushing on either side. “I get it now. Why Clarion and Rashk were so nice to me. The rightful Queen of Birds isn’t Katarosi. It’s me. The hair was probably a hint, huh?” She tugged at it, damp in the mist. “And Mama always wanted to ship me off to a temple. I guess she always knew. Or, really, knew that it would be a bad thing, if it happened. It hasn’t happened, but now I know why.”

Houri was quiet for a moment, looking out at her own town and her own castle. “Clarion has it,” she explained. “She has the star. She took it from Anahit, and she’s been waiting for… someone stronger. Someone braver. Someone more like Sparkasuki.” She looked back at Izael and Solornel. “But eight hundred years, that must be dozens of generations! I’m barely alike to her at all.”

“Two people can be very much alike in soul,” said Izael, “who have nothing in common of blood. That is, after all, what love is – true and enduring love. But no two souls are ever the same, any more than two sisters of the same mother are.”

“I’m definitely not Katarosi,” acknowledged Houri, looking straight down to where water met the earth. “And I’m not Sparkasuki, even though I’ve spent my whole life wishing I was.” She looked up and met Izael’s eyes without fear. “But I guess some people think I’m awfully close. They want me to be like her – someday. Sparkasuki was a woman grown. I’m thirteen.”

“You are a clever girl, to see all this at thirteen,” Izael told her, remembering how ignorant she had been at fourteen.

“Solornel helped some,” Houri explained. “And he brought me back here when I asked him to, for the sake of my honor, or so he says. He’s not as dumb as he sounds.”

The man snorted and looked away. “I should think not.”

“Did he now,” said Izael, and she got down on one knee so that she would not tower over the girl. “It sounds to me like someone wanted you to realize for yourself the full truth.”

“The full truth,” said Houri, “that if I ever become the Queen of Birds, I will be exactly that until the end of the world, now and always.”

“This is so,” confirmed Izael. “I can see that of you, but not with eyes.” She reached out and took Houri’s hand, which felt strange to do, but also comforting. “And child, at this moment, I would tell you with all my soul that this is not a fate that anyone should desire.”

“Don’t you get it, Tsovinar,” Solornel demanded of her. “The answer to everything. It’s right here. The only way to fight back against evil that never dies is goodness that never dies. Do you know what I would give to be like that? A god, eternal and brave! It is the greatest gift that could be received.”

Izael closed her eyes. “It is not about goodness, Solornel.” She stood back up to face him. “No-one can long remember goodness when they cannot remember what they once were. Goodness is understanding. You and I have both seen that the living gods forget so quickly, and I am something worse than that. I can already feel myself unraveling. Do you think I will still be good in eighty years, Solornel? Eight hundred? Eight thousand?”

“… I don’t think the world will even still be here in eight thousand years,” said Solornel, his eyes softening.

“If that is so,” said Izael, “then it shall be on account of a soul like mine.” Kill Solornel. Take his star. He does not deserve it. – No. No, do not do that. – Then I will find someone else. This is what I want. – I do not much care for what you want.

Houri got to her feet and came back closer to Izael and Solornel. “Maybe I’m just a kid,” she said, “but I don’t think I will forget. That’s why I asked Solornel to bring me back. Hiding from the Will of the World is impossible, so I’m not going to. Let them try to use me. I am the Queen of Birds! I can be stronger than them!”

“That is the voice of youth,” Izael told her. “You know what my counsel is. But I will not make you.” She stepped backwards towards the edge. That will not work. You will not stay dead for very long. – I know. I am already dead.

“You’re giving up already,” Solornel realized. “You’re not even dead a whole day yet. Don’t worry about eight thousand years. Worry about tomorrow!”

“Wake me up tomorrow,” she said. Spiteful child. “For I need to sleep.” She fell.




♦♦Year 836, City of Ostmenye, Queendom of Antaram♦♦




Houri reached out. She grasped at nothing. Tsovinar had fallen. “No,” she said, and she slipped on the slick rock, falling to her knees. “No, don’t kill yourself!”

“She’s already dead, little girl,” Solornel told her, turning away. “Come on. I need to go find Rashk.”

This was not an answer that calmed Houri’s heart. She looked out over the edge, holding on very tightly to the rock. She could not see far into the darkness. She heard, very distantly, a sound, and she felt a ripple in her hair–

The world shook. Solornel cried out. She did not look back. The earthquake grew only stronger. She breathed in, and breathed out, and still the world shook. It was not relenting. Surely it would shake apart the very foundations of the earth! Houri could not hold on. She let go. She fell.

Cold air rushed around her. She could not see how far it was to death. She knew only one thing: she was not Sparkasuki. This was not the Night the Stars Fell. She was not going to fly.




Thud.




Death was not cold or wet and had been much closer than she would have guessed. It was soft and warm, like the arms of someone who loved her. Her mind caught up to her senses. She was in the arms of a boy she did not know. But how – she heard the flap of wings, and a great piercing cry resounded in her ears. “Got you,” said the boy, hugging her close. “I was so afraid I’d miss.”

“Who are you,” she asked, sitting up and finding her balance. “Am I dead?”

“No, at least, I don’t think so,” he said. “My name is Hayr. Rashk came by and mentioned you might need some help. I just didn’t think it’d be so urgently!” Both of Houri’s birds were clinging to his shoulders, one of them watching her, one of them looking out at the world.

“… Hayr,” she repeated so she would not forget, and turned to look out also. They were aback some great winged beast, but it was not a bird. It had no feathers. She looked down. She heard a terrible grating sound. The light in one of the towers below her went out. Even from so high, she heard frightened screams and shouts. “Oh no,” she said, very quietly. “No! My castle!”

Hayr looked down over her shoulder. “Oh,” he said, “I don’t know a lot about castles, but I know a few things about stones, and that does not look good.” He leaned forward. The winged beast plunged. The sensation was unlike any Houri had ever felt. It was like falling, but without fear. For a moment, she forgot everything else. She forgot Tsovinar, and the earthquake, and Katarosi’s marriage, and her abduction, and monsters in the sea, and life unending. None of that meant anything. She was flying.

They swept low over the castle. Two of the three towers had crumbled, and in many places the walls had caved inwards. The interior of the throne room could be seen through a gaping hole. Houri stared, and suddenly was afraid that someone, anyone, from a servant to her own mother, may have been caught in the falling stones. She wanted nothing then but to see her parents and her sister and even her grandmother. “Put us down,” she said urgently. “I need to find–”




Bang.




The beast they rode upon shrieked in agony. It twisted from side to side, but flapped its wings, and pressed on. Bang. That one went right through a wing. A third crack of thunder shook the air, and the animal relented, dropping as quickly as it could. It skimmed along the ground, gouging the grass and the mud. “Keromeir,” called out Hayr with distress, “don’t die, you can do it, you are a good and faithful monster–”

They stopped. Houri realized that she was shaking. Hayr grabbed her again, and she felt warm. “We’re alive,” he said.

“Oh, now your gun works,” said Barsamin with an accusing tone, from somewhere behind them.

“I told you, it just up and jammed!” Oseni insisted. “Look, you told me to bring the thing down if I saw it. It’s down.”

They were climbing over a pile of collapsed stones. “I say it was the Will of the World,” offered Luzcrezo in a singsong voice. He carried a lantern. “She would not have me die by thy hands, sweet maiden of Chald.”

“Well now the man who pays me is dead,” Oseni pointed out. “I’m out on the street and a long way from home.”

“My mother and Kapriel are not dead,” Barsamin reminded her. “Or at least they weren’t a minute before the castle collapsed. Though they would be wise not to trust you any more.”

The girl with the gun sighed. “You almost sound sorry your uncle is dead, Bars. I know you’re not.”

Barsamin looked up and stopped short. “You again,” he said, his eyes narrowing. “I thought I left you in a dungeon! What does it take to get rid of you?!”

“Killing me would work, I hope,” said Hayr, and he slid off the side of Keromeir, who was still breathing but was very still. “I rescued your princess. You’re welcome. Maybe don’t shoot me next time.”

Barsamin’s eyes widened very slightly. “Houri–”

“Houri!” Katarosi stumbled down the near side of the pile of stones. Her skirt was torn in several places. The red cloak of marriage trailed behind her. “Houri, are you all right? What did they do to you?”

Houri looked up, and tried to slide off the monster, but she ended up just losing her balance and falling to her knees on the ground. “I’m fine,” she said, although she did not feel fine. “The earthquake – that was the Goddess of Waves. She threw herself from the waterfall.”

“… To die?” asked Katarosi, getting down on her knees.

“To sleep.” Houri embraced her older sister, which she did not remember doing for a very long time. “I want to sleep too, Rosi. I’m very tired.”

They heard a sound in the rubble. “A little help, please,” called out the voice of a young woman. A large piece of marble slowly shifted aside. A girl with long wavy hair, all covered with black ink or something like it, pulled herself out. “We’ve got someone wounded over here.” Houri realized that she was Rashk’s artifice handmaiden.

A foreign girl with short blonde curls crawled out, and she turned and helped a small black-haired boy. He looked like he needed sleep even more than Houri did. She had no idea who they were or why they would be in her castle. “Erasmin!” exclaimed Luzcrezo, running forward. “Star of my heart, song of my soul!”

“Luz!” The foreign girl fell gladly into his arms. “I had been looking for you! But why are we speaking Tarimin?”

“These foreigners are getting into my head,” said Luzcrezo, spinning her around and putting her down on her feet. “Who is injured?” He glanced aside at Oseni, who rolled her eyes, folded her arms, and very deliberately looked away.

“A guardswoman,” said Ziazan. “Come here, help me lift her out.”

Luzcrezo climbed up and slipped down into the cavity between several pieces of the castle. They re-emerged with a woman whose hair was matted with blood. She had only one arm. Houri vaguely recognized her as Sakti, daughter of Goris. She very slightly opened her eyes. “… Where is my father,” she asked.

Katarosi stood and bowed her head. “Likely dead, I fear,” she said. “Vahagn placed his artifices behind the gates to wait for the guards. But do not give up hope.”

“Not even sure I got all of them,” said Ziazan, with curious good cheer. “But honestly, if you are going to trust your safety to artifices, be a little more picky! These ones did not even cry out for help.”

“He always liked them,” said Barsamin, “because they could not scheme or resent.”

The grievously wounded guardswoman leaned back against a stone. “I remember seeing a monster,” she said, “alike to a woman, yet terrible, and she savaged me when I tried to stop her – and now I awake to find that all is ruination!”

“All at the hands of gods,” pointed out Barsamin, his mood darkening. He turned and looked to the one tower which still stood, the one at neither gate. There was a light within it. “Please excuse me, Katarosi,” he said, turning away. “I need some time to think.”

Katarosi eyed him with utter contempt. “My town is in ruins, people are hurt, and you want to sulk?” she demanded of him. “Don’t be afraid to trip on a rock and die.” He ignored her.

“Rosi,” said Houri with hesitation, “sister, what happened?”

Katarosi took Houri’s hand. She looked to the sky. “I think the Will of the World wishes to see the dynasty of Antaram come to an end,” she said quietly, “but that does not mean I need to be glad to see it happen.”

“You’re wrong,” said Houri, conviction swelling within her. “The Queen of Birds rules from the edge of the mountains to the edge of the sea. Now and always.”




♦♦Year 836, City of Ostmenye, Queendom of Antaram♦♦




Barsamin had a suspicion he would find Rashk in the tower. He was in a mood for answers, and was doubtful he would find many, but he was going to try. The old man was indeed sitting on one of the windowsills, patiently waiting. “Come, sit,” he beckoned, gesturing first to the far window, and then to his own eyes. “Let there be nothing between us.”

“I will not,” said Barsamin, standing directly in front of him, close enough to knock him out the window if he so desired.

Rashk smiled, and leaned forward, and tinked on the glasses Barsamin wore with his fingertip. “It is not walls that keep people apart, young man, nor distance,” he proclaimed, “but our own refusal to look upon one another and see who we really are.”

“What you really are? You are an old man gone mad with the poison of divinity,” Barsamin accused him, “and your delight is in the downfall of all who have ever scorned you. Do I presume too much?”

“You don’t presume nearly enough!” the old man assured him with a hoarse laugh. “Never do anything with only one motivation in mind, young man. One becomes successful by seeding such a proliferation of goals that you can’t possibly fail to achieve at least some of them! That is good wisdom for a king consort in the making. Share it with your queen.”

“I suppose you’d have me believe that following your wisdom is for my benefit, rather than yours,” said Barsamin, with deepest suspicion.

“Hmm. It can be both.” Rashk seemed to look down at his own nose. “There is a certain boy who I am teaching to read,” he said. “I imagine you have met him. He is just learning of the shapes of ink, and what they mean. One day he will learn to read the blank spaces between words. To see what is not written. To hear what is not said. There are vast spaces of meaning in the absence of intent.”

“What are you getting at,” demanded Barsamin with impatience.

“When the Will of the World speaks,” Rashk continued, “hearken to what she says. Hearken all the more to what is unsaid. Therein is our power.”

“The Will of the World has never taken the time to address me personally,” Barsamin assured him. “I might have had use of her counsel a few times if she had.”

Rashk laughed at him. “Ah,” he said with mirth, “so this is how you are alike to Solornel. What would you have her do, boy, write you a letter? Do you think I wake up and there are words on the ceiling? No. Knowing the Will of the World is hard, at least for all but the most unfortunate. Knowing how to defy the Will is harder yet.”

Barsamin stopped to consider his words. “And what act of defiance are you working?” he asked.

The old man smiled. “Do you know what my parents wanted for me?” he said. “To be a scribe, Barsamin, a lawyer’s scribe. Instead I gave myself to arts dark and terrible. I murdered the man whose Aspect called to my soul, a good and righteous man, and fled my homeland, forsaking a little girl who loved me dearly. I gave life to the dead, and I handed out death in equal measure. Young people do not do what old people tell them to! They listen politely and damn them for presuming to know better. I wonder how long my parents waited for me to come home and admit their plans were better. I wonder how long my sister prayed that she would wake up one day and find me waiting to walk her to school. Her prayers were never answered.”

“You are old, and telling me what I should do,” Barsamin pointed out.

Rashk slapped his knee. “Exactly, exactly,” he exclaimed. “And a living god also! Children these days, no sense of responsibility. Where are the contenders at my doorstep? Where is the one who means to be alike to me, but greater still? My foresight has brought me little notion of the future of my Aspect when I am dead and gone. That is one small mercy, as no doubt I would not approve. The old never do.”

Barsamin looked aside. “Solornel approves of Ismyrn,” he said. “And though I had given her up for dead, she came back and did for me what I should have done a long time ago. I think I approve of her also.”

“Over yourself?” asked Rashk, one eye closed.

“Yes. Over myself.”

“Sounds like love,” said the old man simply.

“No,” said Barsamin too quickly, and he felt his face turn red. “I mean – I don’t really think the two of us would–”

Rashk shook his head with a slight smile. “There are many kinds of love, young man,” he said. “Hold on to her. Perhaps she will up and kill some other people who need killing. Those are the best kinds of friends. In the meantime, have you noticed the young Master Veraldo? I hear he knows a good deal about astronomy. You should ask him to show you the stars. I would do it, but I’m afraid I misplaced my telescope many years ago.”

“What in the Name are you implying,” demanded Barsamin, and if his face was red before, he did not know the name of the color it was now.

“That I once had in my possession a tube made of metal, in which there was a piece of glass, and a mirror,” said Rashk very plainly, “and it was useful to show the glory of the sky to those whose eyes are not so keen as mine. If you should ever come across a chance to use one, do not hesitate. Good Anahit, boy, what else might I mean?”

“I–”

“Oh,” said the old man with sudden recollection, “and if he tries to kiss you again, Barsamin, by the gods get to it. I won’t have you turn out like Tsovinar.”

“… I’m married,” said Barsamin rather weakly.

“My sincere condolences,” offered Rashk, extending one frail hand. He waited. “You are supposed to accept.”

“I do not trust you,” said Barsamin, stepping back. “You are up to something.”

“Always,” he freely conceded.

Barsamin looked around him. There was nothing. He recalled that did not mean very much with Rashk. “I have caused a lot of trouble recently,” said the old man, “so come now, boy, let me apologize like a decent person.”

He sighed. “Fine.” He took the old man’s hand, and it was as bony and thin as it looked. Something shot out of Rashk’s draping sleeve and up Barsamin’s arm. He pulled away, alarmed, and tried to grab it, but it was swift and strong. The snake was already coiled around his neck by the time he realized what had happened. He tried to pull the creature off, but it only coiled even more tightly.

“Oh, Nhang, must you do that,” Rashk chided as though the snake were a small child. “My apologies, young lord. She has a mind of her own.”

“Call her off,” Barsamin demanded, staggering backwards. He fell back against the wall of the tower. He could barely breathe.

“You seem to have returned Miss Galatti’s sword,” Rashk observed quite calmly. “That’s good. I’m sure she was glad to find it again. You really should consider getting one of your own, if you’re going to keep getting into trouble like this.”

“What do you want,” Barsamin asked, both hands at his own throat.

“Want?” Rashk stood up, and spread his hands for the boy to see. “I want to have never been a god. Can you give that to me, Barsamin of Chald, son of Solam? Can you warn a young man of an old man’s regrets?” He did not wait for an answer. He reached out and took the clasp of Barsamin’s red cloak in his hand. “I have seen many terrible things,” he said, his gaze distant, “and I cannot close my eyes. But I have seen beauty also. I have seen glory and splendor and the smiles of children. I have seen the end of the world. I have seen you.”

“Seen my death, no doubt,” acknowledged Barsamin, not even bothering to feel resentful anymore.

“Perhaps! But it is all the years between now and then that concern me. I told you to have many purposes in mind when you do anything. As for being here, tonight, seeing your eyes was one of mine. I am satisfied now: the ruination of your house is at hand. All that you have been promised shall be taken from you. I will be honest, I anticipate the outcome with delight.”

Barsamin stared back into the man’s unnatural silver eyes. “You are trying to provoke me,” he realized. “Into doing something stupid.”

“Of course I am!” Rashk answered brightly. “But you would be a fool to doubt me. Having met you both in turn, I am now certain. You, Barsamin of Chald, shall be robbed of your future by someone you have come to love. You will be heartbroken. You will be destroyed. Most of all, you will be angry, which is precisely what I hope for in you.” He suddenly looked aside to the entryway of the tower. “Ah, Hayr!” he called out loudly. “You have good timing. Help an old man escort a young lord. We have somewhere to be.” He reached out with his right hand and extinguished the lantern.








CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Always




♦♦Year 836, City of Ostmenye, Queendom of Antaram♦♦




“I have never seen anyone taken captive by a snake before,” observed Hayr. “A literal snake, that is. Not a snake of Chald.”

“I am not captive,” Barsamin protested, though Nhangberial was still very much wound around his throat. “I am coming willingly, because the alternative is to go back to Katarosi. And if one more person calls me a snake, they shall see if I have fangs.”

“That’s easy to check,” Hayr pointed out, pulling at the corners of his own mouth. “Does he have fangs like yours, Nhang? No? I think I’m safe. He is just a garden snake.”

“I have never known a garden snake to kill someone,” said Barsamin quietly, looking away. “So reconsider.”

Rashk watched both of them with scholarly interest. “Hayr,” he said, “if I did not know better, I might think you are toying with fate.”

The boy shrugged. “I think I am taking your approach to life. I will go mad with worry otherwise.”

“A wise boy! Learn readily what I had to burn away decades of my life to find. In any case, tonight we should celebrate, for Barsamin has indeed proven his worth and joined the ranks of murderers. And with only a knife! Vahagn needed guns to kill little girls.”

“It wasn’t murder,” answered Barsamin with sudden anger. “She attacked me! With no warning! I had done nothing wrong.”

“If you think marrying a girl is not wrong, you have not met enough parents,” Rashk told him evenly. “No-one is ever truly happy to see their child marry, even if they were happily married themselves. In your case I daresay they were a bit less than happy.”

“Wait,” said Hayr, his good cheer evaporating, “who did you kill?”

“The queen’s mother,” confessed Barsamin, looking at the ground as they walked uphill. “She disguised herself as a Flametender to hide her eyes from my uncle.”

Hayr did not know what to say to that. Wanting to kill the boy whose uncle had taken your daughter and granddaughter captive seemed a fairly reasonable reaction to him. “And Vahagn is dead too?” he asked with hesitation.

“Yes. Ismyrn put an arrow straight through his head. It was awful to look at. But I’m glad! I hated that man.”

“Good thing she’s a better shot than Tamal,” said Hayr, mostly to himself. “Or the other way around. Good thing Tamal apparently can’t hit the near side of a mountain when she’s upset! Or Aramaz would be dead.”

Barsamin looked askance at him. “Who?”

“My cousin,” he said, “the Goddess of Law. Pretty sure I mentioned her to you.”

“No,” Barsamin corrected him with agitation, “the other one.”

“Oh. My brother. Apparently. Marzban tried to kill him, much like Solornel tried to kill you. Tamal tried to help. I don’t think I like her very much!” He hesitated. “Wait,” he realized, “I’ve lost Aramaz!”

“He’s fourteen, not four,” said Rashk with dismissal.

“And this is his first time in a big town, probably,” said Hayr, panic creeping up, “and there was that big earthquake, and maybe he’s trapped somewhere, with a broken leg, slowly bleeding to death, Rashk, we have to go back, I have to find–”

“I’ve been to Karam Karas, you big mule,” said a voice behind them. “But my mother strung me upside-down when she caught me trying to sneak some wine. Guess I deserved that.” Aramaz was walking with a slight limp, minding his side. “So what’s going on? Are we going somewhere?”

“Where did you go,” demanded Hayr, almost accusing. “You were supposed to stay with Ziazan!”

“To get some food, gods,” said Aramaz, showing him a half-eaten orange. “Never had one of these before. Bit sour. Want the rest?”

Barsamin turned and studied him carefully. “Marzban tried to kill you?” he asked.

Aramaz glared at him and stepped back. “None of your business! Leave me alone.”

Barsamin blinked, seeming surprised, and turned away. “He doesn’t look like a God of Law to me,” he said to no-one in particular.

“You don’t look like a God of the Storm to me,” Hayr answered. As soon as he said it he realized that no-one had actually told Aramaz. “Uh – not to imply there’s any particular – what’s the word?”

“No particular reason you’d hide your own brother’s inevitable ascent to the godhood from him?” Rashk’s suggestion was not very helpful. “Come now, Hayr, it isn’t jealousy that holds you back, I hope.”

“Inevitable what?” Aramaz dropped the orange. It rolled away. “Whoa, back up, hold on.” He looked from Rashk to Hayr. “Now I know you’re all messing with me. God of Law? That’s the dumbest thing I ever heard. I’d be something like, I don’t know, the God of Getting Yelled At.”

“Strong-willed, are you?” asked Rashk, looking at him from the side.

Aramaz rolled his eyes. “I do what I want, old man,” he said. “And I got the scars to prove it.”

“Hmm.” Rashk closed one eye and tilted his head. “Oh well! It is none of my concern. Here is some advice, boy, take it or leave it: avoid Tsovinar.”

Barsamin’s eyes narrowed. “Hayr told me you killed Tsovinar,” he said. “Another lie?”

“Gods damn us, boy, if I thought killing her would bring me some reprieve, I would be down at the tavern on my sixteenth glass.” Rashk shook his head. “Yes! I killed her! But you should fear her all the more. Not being dead was the only thing holding her back. She will understand that someday.” He looked to the sky. “But enough of this talk. I did not come out here into the quiet dark to tell children frightening tales.”

He suddenly bent down, as though to pick something up. An arrow went straight over him where his head had been just a moment before. “I came,” he said, standing back up, “to point out that Ismyrn Galatti is the most predictable girl I have ever had the pleasure of dancing with.”

“Damn thy eyes!” The girl leapt out of a tree and rolled. “Though none could say I did not shoot from where thou couldst see me.” She quickly strung another arrow. She did not release it. “Barsamin, why dost thou keep with this man?”

“Between a treacherous god and an angry wife, I took the safe road,” said Barsamin, sounding quite resigned, one hand on Nhang’s scales. “And I do not think I could snap this creature’s neck before she had her teeth in my neck.”

Ismyrn lowered her arrow and set the bow aside entirely. She drew her sword. “If we are dancing, old man,” she bade Rashk, “then dance.” She charged at him. Hayr thought, for a moment, that maybe he should try to stop her, before his senses seized his courage and put it back in its place. She stepped smoothly between Hayr and Aramaz and swung out her arm in an arc towards Rashk.

A flash of light blinded Hayr, and he heard the sharp crack of thunder very near. He felt searing heat. It was no longer night. When he opened his eyes, he saw Solornel standing between Ismyrn and Rashk, bleeding black where she had struck him. He was aglow with the aura of rage. Ismyrn looked up. Her shoulders fell and her grip trembled. “Big mistake,” said Solornel, placing one large hand on her, “little girl.”

She flew backwards as though she had been struck by a cannon. If she had not landed on soft grass, surely her neck would have been broken. She tried to get back up, but her knee fell out from under her, and she cursed loudly in the language from across the sea. Solornel was not satisfied. He bounded across the gap. He dragged her to her feet and off her feet, lifting her up into the air. “Why,” he demanded in a snarl, “are you trying to hurt Rashk?”

Ismyrn kicked and struggled but she was several times too small to overpower him. “He is a murderer!” she cried, one hand still on her sword, the other on Solornel’s arm. “He is a friend to the monster! Erasmin’s blood is on his hands! And more than that–” She struggled for breath. “He named it an honor to behold the God of Strength! For such wickedness I cannot abide his breath!”

The air around Solornel was crackling. Hayr could not believe that Ismyrn did not seem to be harmed by it, as he knew that he could not come any closer. “There’s something you should know, little girl,” Solornel told her in a low growl. “A hundred thirty times and then some have I doubted Rashk. But in the end, he always had a reason for what he did. Always.”

“Why dost thou defend him?” Ismyrn demanded.

“Because,” said Solornel, his grip tightening, “there is only one thing I have that’s worth more than my life. And that’s him.”

Rashk closed his eyes. “I am glad to hear it,” he said very quietly.

“Damn thee, then thou art my enemy also,” Ismyrn told him, as if there could be any doubt. “And so I must fight.”

Solornel stared at her for a long moment. “Fine,” he said at last. “If you would really rather die than listen to reason, that’s your fault, not mine. It’s a shame. I liked you.”

“Ismyrn!” Barsamin ran straight towards them. Solornel scowled, and holding up the girl with one arm, he reached out with the other. Lightning arced out from his palm. Barsamin reached out without fear and received it. It danced around him and vanished. “You cannot hurt me,” Barsamin cried out, and Ismyrn let go of her sword. Barsamin caught it and rolled aside. He was too small for Solornel to easily grab, and quicker than Hayr would have supposed.

“Oh yes I can,” Solornel told him, and he threw Ismyrn aside like a doll. Barsamin looked up, and the man must have seemed a mountain before him, but he thrust the sword upwards with all his strength. Solornel cried out in pain. His voice was a thunderous roar. That would not be enough to kill him though, surely. Hayr could see black blood run down the edge of the thin blade. Solornel reached out for Barsamin. “And you had best try harder than–”

Something dark and long wound along the blade, its skin scraping against the sharp edge as it went. Nhangberial was no longer around Barsamin’s neck. She was around Solornel’s. He tried to pull her off, but her fangs found his blood, and he cried out and stumbled backwards. She bit him again and did not let go. His hands trembled. His eyes widened. He fell back, and the sword still in his belly tore him open as Barsamin held onto it with all his strength.

Rashk slowly ambled forward. He seemed, then, not a god, but an old man bent with the weight of regret. “I cannot ask you to forgive me,” he said, bowing his head. “I can only tell you that there was a reason, good and faithful friend. But I did warn you that this would be the death of you.”

Solornel raised one shaking hand to his throat. “Damn you… Rashk,” he said, but his voice was without malice. “I knew you were up to… something.”

“Always.”

The snake uncoiled and slipped away. She found her way to her master’s cowl, leaving a winding trail of black blood. Rashk stroked her head as he looked down at Solornel, who was breathing heavily and coughing. The fallen man looked to Barsamin. “Don’t just… stand there,” he said with contempt. “Kill me. It’s what he wants. And so there must be… a reason. But damn you. Die young.”

Barsamin stood there for a long moment. He looked down at the hilt in his hands. Ismyrn, on one knee, clutching her side, watched him in silence. He raised the sword. Hayr closed his eyes and turned away. Aramaz behind him stared openly.

A bright flash overpowered the darkness. A crack of thunder shook the air. Hayr felt the cold sting of water. He opened his eyes. It was raining. Barsamin stood over Solornel, the boy shaking, the man still and lifeless. There was a faint sheen around Barsamin. He threw the sword aside and fell to his knees. He suddenly grabbed his head, as though in great pain, and screamed without words. Lightning crackled and the downpour strengthened.

Rashk turned away. “I have done my part,” he said, looking to the swiftly clouded sky. “May I be damned for it.” He looked to Hayr and Aramaz. “Come along now. It’s time to go home.”




♦♦Year 836, City of Ostmenye, Queendom of Antaram♦♦




Katarosi pushed with all of her strength. The stone at last shifted and fell to the side. “Got it,” she said with immense satisfaction. She bent down and pulled out a large double-headed axe by its handle, nearly as long as she was. It was inlaid with rubies that sparkled in the light of the lanterns.

“What are you going to do with that,” asked Houri, who was sitting on her father’s throne with her legs tucked under her. No-one had found Eodar yet. Katarosi had thin hope. She lifted up the weapon to appreciate its weight.

“Kill my husband,” she said. “May the Will blame me if it pleases her.”

“NO!” The sincerity and the urgency of Houri’s voice startled her. “Rosi, Barsamin isn’t a bad person, I know he isn’t! He was just stuck in a bad place.” She looked out past the hole in the throne room’s high wall. It was raining with a fury, though it had been a cloudless night not long before. Unexpected rain, though, was nothing compared to marriages and earthquakes unasked for. “Look, Rosi, they’re back!”

Barsamin and Ismyrn were arm-in-arm, the girl leaning on the cloaked boy for support. They were completely soaked through. Ismyrn’s eyes lifted to Katarosi, and she pulled away. Barsamin stood where she left him in the rain. “My lady,” said the Occidental girl, and she fell to her knees before Katarosi. “Forgive me for not rescuing thee all the sooner. The god thy enemies fear is no king of mine. But, if thou wouldst stand against him, then thou art my queen.”

“I am just an heiress,” Katarosi told her, her grip on the axe tightening. “I am not yet a queen.”

“And I am just an apprentice, not yet a knight. Wouldst thou have me?”

Katarosi looked down at her, and smiled very slightly. “If you can learn how to not talk like a book,” she said.

“It shall be done.” Ismyrn stood, and gently took the weapon out of Katarosi’s hands, and leaned it against the wall. “It is the tradition in my country for such oaths to be sanctified with a kiss.”

Katarosi blinked. “I think you just made that up!”

“Yes,” confessed Ismyrn, but that did not stop her. Katarosi decided not to stop her either.

Barsamin watched them for a moment and turned away. His eyes found Houri. He walked slowly towards her, stumbling over a stone. “Don’t touch me,” he said, when the girl reached out. Seeing that she looked as though he had slapped her, he shook his head. “I don’t want to hurt you, Houri. Do you know what I have done?”

“You killed Grandmama,” she said quietly.

“I’m sorry. I won’t ask you to forgive me. And I killed someone else too.” He raised his hand. A small, bright spark was there. “He did try to kill me first. They both tried to kill me first. Does that make it right?”

Houri watched the spark dance, and her eyes filled with tears. “… I really don’t know,” she said. “Is that Solornel’s star? He tried to hurt you? But he was so nice to me! I think he had some good stories to tell. I had wanted to hear them.” She wiped away the tears from her eyes and got to her feet. “But I trust you not to hurt me, Barsamin,” she told him, suddenly embracing him. He looked almost frightened, but then his shoulders fell and his eyes softened. “Because we said we are friends.”

The boy nodded. Water rolled off his red cloak and pooled on the floor at their feet. “Now and always.”




♦♦Year 836, The Snarling Spire♦♦




The sea breathed in. Water fell away from coarse sand. The sea breathed out. Water rushed over the sand, a little higher than it had been before. Clarion looked to the blue sky mottled by clouds. A full moon was resplendent in its evening glory. She turned and walked into the cave.

“I have a letter for you, dear one,” she announced, unfolding the thin paper. “From Rashk. You remember Rashk, don’t you? Such interesting news! Petragon has taken Katarosi of Antaram as a political prisoner after the murder of Helian Arcocelli. I always knew they were one little incident away from that. Rashk also says Chakori is well. Evren is mostly well. It seems he had to stitch her back together.” In truth, she had no love for Firenzerral’s artifice daughters. They were harder to kill than all others she had ever known, but they all still perished, one by one. “And he has found your daughter. Seri. He feels certain she will come, in a few years. You can wait a few more years, can’t you?”

The man in chains lifted his sunken eyes. “I… shall wait,” he said.

She stepped over old bones and lifted her hand to his white hair. “And then we can leave this place forever, and go back to your country,” she said, twisting the strands around her fingers. “And you and I can be married, won’t it be wonderful, dear one?”

“… My daughter,” he said, as he had said many times before. “Wilt thou be good to my daughter?”

Water rushed down into the cave, as it did every time the tides reached the zenith of their cycle. The bones rattled and clinked together as they were washed down to the feet of the imprisoned god. Sea foam soaked into the lace of Clarion’s skirt. “Of course, my beloved,” she said gently. “I will be good to her always.” She let go of the letter. It fell to the water, and the thin words upon it were diluted and lost. There was one more note, but it was not one she cared for. She had never liked Dzovin-nar-Izael. She regretted her decision, which had been sudden and fitful, to seize the opportunity to crown her undying. She had thereafter hoped that the obnoxious woman would at least have the decency to ensnare herself in old age. It seemed such luck was not to be had.

The seawater rose to the level of Firenzerral’s wound. He shrieked in agony, just as he had many times before, and as he would again and again, until Clarion could find a way to cut through his own madness to free him. She was quite mad herself, she knew, but only she could help him. Centuries of persuasion had done nothing. He wanted his daughter. So be it! She would find a way.

She drew her sword to slit his throat, to spare him the pain. It was a peculiar technicality in Kalsamo’s curse, that she could kill a god with a sword if it would not really kill him. She would have to try it on Izael. “I love you, and only you,” she whispered, leaning in to touch him as the light in Firenzerral’s eyes was extinguished for one night’s reprieve. “Always.”








EPILOGUE

Then the Will of the World spoke to me, saying,

Daughter of red blood, say unto the king 

Who reigns west of the waters:




Because thy heart is lifted up, and thou hast said,

I am a god,

I sit in the throne of a god,

In the midst of the sea –




Yet thou art a man, not a god,

Though thou wouldst set thy heart as the heart

Of the Will of the World.




Therefore I will send thy beloved against thee,

Most terrible of the nations;

She shall draw swords against the beauty of thy wisdom

And she shall defile thy brightness.




She shall bring thee down to the pit,

And thou shalt die the death of one

Who is slain in the midst of the sea.




And thou shalt know

That I am the Will
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Eodar, the King of Antaram, but only for a lack of sisters.
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Anahit, the most revered Queen of Birds, who died young three hundred years previously.
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Sparkasuki, the first Queen of Birds, eight hundred years previously.

Antaram, her daughter, the second Queen of Birds eight hundred years previously.




Of Petragon

Ismyrn Galatti, apprentice swordsmaiden, driven by a terrible memory of gods.

Rodomond Veraldo, her master, a friend to many wealthy people.

Luzcrezo Veraldo, his son, whose chief interests lie outside of swordplay.

Thalass Veraldo, Rodomond’s wife, who was paid to assassinate Eodar.

Sylvan Galatti, Ismyrn’s father, lawkeeper around the Arcocelli manor.
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Of Soronanin

Tsovinar, that is, Dzovin-nar-Izael, the Goddess of Waves and a scholar of divinity.

Solornel, an artifice man, prone to disappearing, the God of Thunder.

Shanlar, an artificer in a rivalry with Rashk, who will attempt anything.

Nhangberial, a girl hired by Rashk who is distinctly not a snake.

Bradamant, a friend of Tsovinar, who may or may not still be alive.




Of the Far West

Clarion, the Goddess of Iron, ageless and particularly violent.

Vlinder, the Goddess of Wind, murdered and now the heart of Ziazan.

Kaspar, a Vrielander practicing medicine in Ostmenye.
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