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Chapter 1 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   Draken held the small bowl to his lips, sipping at first, but finally taking greedy gulps of the hot oil. Candlelight set the shadows dancing in the supplication room even in late afternoon, when some sunlight still made its way past the monastery’s five spires. The oil burned all the way down. Intense pain made him grimace, but he didn’t think blisters would form on his throat the way they had when the ritual was new to him.
 
   Setting the ornately-carved bowl down on the altar, Draken reached forward with two fingers to put out the flame that heated the plum-sized pitcher of oil. The searing sting of open fire meeting bare flesh was not officially part of the ritual—in fact, there was a metal snuffer at the altar made specifically for smothering the flame—but to Draken it was as cleansing as drinking the hot oil. He got to his feet and headed into the stone passageway.
 
   Brother Keller was there, smiling in a way that did not touch his eyes. A hand emerged from his dark robes and landed on Draken’s shoulder. 
 
   “Brother Dimiter, are you drinking your sins again?” the older monk asked.
 
   Dimiter was the false name Draken had given when he’d taken his vows as a monk at the monastery. He felt hypocritical hiding his identity to become a holy man, but sometimes these things were necessary.
 
   “It is a good ritual,” Draken said.
 
   “Yes,” Brother Keller nodded. “But there are many other rituals that please the gods. I see you here… often.”
 
   Draken would not have guessed his activities would be of interest to Keller, but he pretended not to be disturbed by it. He began walking down the corridor, and Keller’s hand fell to his side and promptly disappeared within the fold of his robe. He took long steps to join Draken as he walked. The cool of early Autumn could be felt in the stones under their bare feet.
 
   “I don’t mean to offend,” Keller said. “We just worry that—”
 
   “That what?” Draken responded, turning to face the man who pursued him. “That I’ll bring the displeasure of the gods because of my supplication? That I’ll ruin the sanctity of this place?”
 
   Keller looked shocked at Draken’s outburst. Clearly, he was not used to monks with tempers. “Not at all,” he said quickly. And then, in softer tones, “We worry that you will be hurt by the ritual.”
 
   Draken laughed. “Don’t worry. I’ve danced with things more dangerous than hot oil.”
 
   “I don’t mean the oil.”
 
   “What then?” Draken continued down the hall. If only there was somewhere he really needed to be, some excuse to get away from this hound.
 
   “Your past. It can—”
 
   “No!” Draken said, resisting the urge to spin toward the man, maybe land a punch square on his mouth. Not because he hated him, but just to make him stop talking. “You cannot ask me about that. You have no right to ask, and I have no responsibility to tell. I shed that when I came here.”
 
   “But that’s exactly the problem. You didn’t. We all see it in your eyes. It keeps you from fully joining our brotherhood, as much as you want to.” 
 
   They emerged into the open air of a walkway that could be called a battlement had violence not been totally forbidden to the monks and their monastery. The sunlight was thin here, as if it were an imitation of the real thing. Though night was still hours away, Draken could feel its promise already. 
 
   “I know the church asks us to leave our pasts when we take up this mantle, but that’s an ideal,” Keller went on. “Sometimes we don’t match up to that, and I don’t just mean you. It happens to us all, now and again, especially when we joined the brotherhood as adults. Many of the monks here feel the same way I do. They are concerned for you. You need to face whatever is in your past. Talk to someone.”
 
   “But I made a vow…” Draken growled.
 
   “We all made vows,” Keller said abruptly, dropping his act of extreme patience. Some of the monks in the courtyard looked up at Keller’s outburst, but none with disapproval. Draken felt like he’d been ambushed. They’d all wanted Keller to talk to him, it seemed. “But we are also human! It may not be your responsibility to talk about your past, but it is your responsibility to serve the four-five gods, isn’t it?”
 
   Draken said nothing.
 
   “It is,” Keller answered for him, his volume finally falling back to the intimate level only Draken could hear. “And you can’t do that if all you ever have heart for are the solitary rituals of penitence. You need to talk to someone.”
 
   These words flared up the anger and rage in Draken’s heart, not least because they stung with the feeling of truth. He counted to five in his head before responding, so he could speak reasonably. “I don’t want to burden any of my brothers.”
 
   Keller smiled again, but this time with more sincerity. “Then go to town. A tavern. Anything. Talk to anyone. It will help. I don’t think that violates any of your vows.”
 
   The word tavern hit Draken with the force of a dagger, but he didn’t show it. Keller had no way of knowing how completely alcohol—and the activities it incited in him—had dismantled Draken’s life before. It had been almost a year since his last drink, but not an hour went by that his mind didn’t remind him he wanted another.
 
   “I can’t go to a tavern,” he said, dangerously close to revealing too much of his past, and Keller took an unconscious step back.
 
   “Then somewhere else,” the monk said. “A library, an inn. Anywhere someone might be willing to listen. And don’t return until you’re able to serve the vow you took.”
 
   Draken nodded, the pain of this dismissal descending slowly but surely like a great weight. 
 
   “But, Dimiter,” Keller said softly. “Do return.”
 
   


 
  

Chapter 2 
 
   He didn’t find his confidant in a library or an inn. He decided he couldn’t risk anything so close to a tavern, as his brain was already screaming in panicky joy at the thought of just one ale, just one ale, just one ale. Dressed as he was in the trademark dark robe and inimitable silver necklace of his order, Draken aroused no suspicion as he wandered from one farmhouse to the next on the outskirts of Merri. Farmers’ children brought him food—soups and fatty cuts of lamb—because it was good luck to feed a monk, and the people knew no one needed luck more than the young in these troubled times. They were more likely than anyone, even the very old, to succumb to Her Sickness.
 
   Each night Draken would sleep under the stars, or the rainclouds if they were out, refusing the many offers for room and board. He did accept the blankets that were brought to him, usually by the women of the households, as well as their advice regarding the softest spots of ground on which to sleep.
 
   It wasn’t until he’d been gone for over a week that Draken saw someone he felt comfortable talking to. The girl, maybe fifteen years old, was tending mules at her uncle’s stables when Draken approached her. She dropped the burlap bag of grains the moment she saw the intent behind his walk. She fell to her knees and stretched her arms out toward him on the ground, a sincere kowtow.
 
   “Whom do you serve?” he asked the girl. 
 
   She mumbled something, but he couldn’t make it out.
 
   “Rise,” he said with, he hoped, the same soft voice many of the monks used when they spoke to him. “I didn’t hear you.” Draken was young, only twenty-six, and it felt strange to him to act as one with such authority. But he also knew if he didn’t give orders this way the girl would assume she’d done something wrong.
 
   She scrambled to her feet and pulled her thick, dirty-blonde hair from her sallow face. “I serve… Kohlel?” she said, more as a question than anything.
 
   He raised his own arms to the sky, uttering the prayer of Kohlel, god of sustenance, the shortest prayer of the four-five gods, a rush of ancient syllables in a language only spoken by the monks. He transferred the worship she’d shown to him to her god. He hadn’t really needed to ask which she served, though; virtually all farmers served Kohlel.
 
   Perhaps Keller was right. It felt good to complete a ritual like this, so different from the few private rites he normally contented himself with. “I need you now,” he said, and fear flashed on her face. “No,” he said, quickly quelling her worries, “there are still no sacrifices. That has not changed. I need to talk to you, and you need to listen.”
 
   She nodded almost before she’d had time to digest his words. He guessed the most important thing he’d said was no, so she knew her life was not forfeit. And then she looked at him expectantly, ready to do his will, ready to listen for as long as he needed, and he knew why he’d chosen her. She looked just like Carella had when she was fifteen.
 
   He started his tale with the first important event he could ever remember experiencing.
 
   ***
 
   One night, his father asked him to come into his bedroom. The single candle by the bed seemed not so much to reveal the room as prevent Draken’s eyes from adjusting to the gloom of it. His father coughed, and the familiar timbre of it was like a warning call.
 
   “Father?” Draken said, rushing to the man’s bed, who only three weeks before had been as fit as any of the merchants in Figa. Karillo Wellstroma was only thirty-seven, but now he looked old, sunken into the bedclothes as if they were trying to swallow him.
 
   “It’s Her Sickness, son.”
 
   “No,” said Draken, but he didn’t need any convincing. No one coughed like that, like they had a shard of glass lodged in their throat and another in their lungs, unless they had Her Sickness. His father was a dead man. “No, no, no,” he cried, his tears running onto his father’s face.
 
   “It’s all right,” his father said, smoothing the boy’s hair with one shaky hand. “I go to the service of Dramm-Teskata. Now carry me to the tub. I need to prepare myself for the journey.”
 
   Draken did as he was asked. His father laughed, bemused, when he lifted the man’s body as if it were no heavier than a pillow. At age ten, Draken Wellstroma was already stronger than his older brothers. It had been a point of pride for him that he would carry two casks, one under each arm, into his father’s wine shop while Debbin and Pul had to struggle with one apiece. 
 
   “You know where you get your strength, don’t you?” Of course Draken did. His father had told him many times. “Only Rada could give a young man such strength. You must have been born under a broken sky, though of course your mother and I didn’t know it at the time. The astro-priests assigned your night to Shinna, but… Ah ahh…” his father said as Draken lowered him into the steaming water. He let his body adjust to the heat before going on. “Not many people serve Rada these days. When my father was your age, there were many. Legions of men who served the army. Some women, too. But not now. I think it’s because there has been peace from war for so long, Rada is not needed as often. But I also think this means you are special. He will use you for a great purpose. When I am gone, I want you to care for your brothers. Find work. Debbin can run the shop, but you may need more money than he will be able to bring in since his knowledge of the business is not as… vast as my own.”
 
   “Don’t talk like this!” Draken said. “You can run the shop yourself when you get better!”
 
   “How many recover from Her Sickness?”
 
   Draken said nothing.
 
   After he was done bathing and was dressed in a nightgown, his father sat at the edge of his bed. “Go get your brothers. I need to speak to you all.” 
 
   ***
 
   “Were your brothers angry that your father doted on you? That he told you to take care of them, and not the other way around?” the girl asked. She’d told him her name was Maradi. 
 
   “Well,” Draken answered, “they didn’t know. As far as I remember, he never said anything of the sort to them.”
 
   Maradi’s mother caught Draken’s eye from the kitchen window. She waved politely, then turned her attention away. Draken was impressed that she didn’t come out, offer him food, tell him he could come inside, or otherwise disturb this important conversation. He thought most of the farmers and their wives would, but Maradi’s mother seemed more sensitive to Draken’s true needs. Not food or drink or comfort, but to tell himself to this girl. He smiled inwardly, thinking about how he’d gotten Maradi out of a whole day’s worth of chores, no questions asked. In fact, they’d praise the girl for her service in listening to the wandering monk.
 
   He looked at the girl—so much like Carella had been at that age, and continued his tale… 
 
   


 
  

Chapter 3 
 
   Draken and Pul were on the north end of town, where boys often met for mock fights and light betting. The shadow of the Dramm-Teskata temple overtook the dusty arena of their play even just two hours past noon. Many of the boys who came here to fight each afternoon were arena hopefuls. The fighting arena in Figa was the largest in the known world, and a man could make a mighty living as a fighter there. Two boys, indistinguishable under the dry grime that covered them, were locked in a seemingly unbreakable grip, and Draken’s mind wandered.
 
   Draken wondered what his father might have said to Debbin, his oldest brother, in private. He could only guess that Debbin knew it was his responsibility to run the wine shop, as he had started barking out orders immediately after they’d returned. Debbin’s haughtiness had been deflated, however, when he’d realized how little was left to be done around the shop, and soon he had taken to hiding in father’s office—Debbin’s office, Draken reminded himself—to count the money and write the letters for orders and changes in stock.
 
   One of the boys relented and fell in a defeated sprawl in the dusty ring. There were shouts from the boys who’d betted on him and against him, presumably some were angry and some were joyful, but it sounded the same to Draken’s ears.
 
   “You go,” said Pul. At first, Draken wasn’t sure he’d heard his brother right. Most of the boys who fought in the ring were fourteen or older, closer to Pul’s age than Draken. Draken had never considered going in. Seeing his little brother’s hesitation, Pul said, “Come on. I’ll bet on you and we can split it half-and-half.”
 
   Draken still wasn’t sure. “But what if I don’t win?”
 
   Pul’s face twisted in an unflattering smile, and he did nothing to hide his own envy when he said, “You won’t. You’re much stronger than these kids.”
 
   Without waiting for his acceptance, Pul shoved Draken into the ring. There were cheers and mocking laughter. Draken was sure the boys, both those betting and those who came only to watch, assumed Pul was punishing him. The only time he’d seen a boy his age in the ring it had been like that. The younger boy would get beaten to an inch of unconsciousness and then walk home on his own, feeling very penitent indeed about whatever crime he’d committed against the family.
 
   Is that what Pul was doing now? Did he somehow blame Draken for their father’s death?
 
   There wasn’t time to think about it. His opponent stepped into the dusty ring, and the jeers and laughter and false cries proclaiming Draken’s sure victory got louder, bouncing off the high, flat walls of Dramm-Teskata’s temple. He’d seen the older boy before, Fraad Lasa’s son, Draken thought. One of the merchants who had done business with his father more than a few times over the years.
 
   Fraad’s boy was tall and wiry, and his shaggy black hair looked more like a wig than the real thing. He didn’t look happy about the arrangement, but when he flexed his thin arms and Draken saw the tight cords of dense muscles threading his bones, he knew he wouldn’t go easy on him even if he didn’t relish the thought of beating a younger boy. At least he would probably try not to maim Draken.
 
   Draken didn’t know how to fight. At least, he didn’t have much practice since his older brothers had stopped trying to bully him once he’d become much stronger than them. Draken had once given Debbin a black shiner that had lasted almost ten days. He’d been glad that his brothers had left him alone after that, but now he wasn’t so sure. Even if he was strong enough to beat this boy in a fight, an unlikely thought, by itself, how could he win without knowing how to feint and punch and dodge?
 
   Fraad’s son approached him from twenty feet, and Draken couldn’t believe how swiftly the boy moved. It was like a wraith out of Draken’s nightmares, come to life. Without knowing what his mind was doing, Draken began sifting through his memories of the many fights he’d witnessed in this place. He’d never thought he’d paid especially close attention, but he must have. A bevy of applicable moments paraded in front of Draken’s mind’s eye like instructional paintings, and when the first blow came—a powerful, whiplike punch Fraad’s son had to pull back to deliver, Draken ignored the instinct to dodge and instead leaned into it, robbing the punch of its momentum. The older boy’s fist landed with a dull thud on Draken’s shoulder, and Draken found he was in the perfect spot, very nearly hugging the older boy.
 
   He remembered what shorter opponents had done in similar situations. He locked his hand behind the beanstalk that had just been hoping to punch him and threw their combined weight to the side. The older boy was still off-balance due to his punch, and they both fell without argument. Draken, prepared for the fall, was back in action the second they hit the ground.
 
   Now Fraad’s son was on his stomach, facedown in the dirt. Grabbing his opponent’s flailing arms, Draken pulled them behind the boy’s back and hitched them up toward his shoulder blades with all of his considerable force. There was a sickening crack, and the boy’s face scraped along the ground, his mouth filling with dust even as he took a deep breath with which to scream.
 
   Draken held both the boy’s hands in a vice grip in one of his own and used his free fist to slam a driving punch into the boy’s kidney from behind. The soft flesh there yielded, and the older boy was robbed again of his scream as he hitched in for half-breath after half-breath, just trying to get enough air.
 
   Draken didn’t realize the spectator’s circle had gone quiet. He didn’t realize the only sounds were the pathetic whimpers of his opponent and his own animal grunts as he worked his devastation on him. He’d forgotten there were other people there at all, until he felt an angry hand on his shoulder, yanking him off the older boy.
 
   It was Pul. “Enough!” he hissed through clenched teeth in a low voice only Draken could hear. “You want to kill him?”
 
   But Draken did want to kill him, he realized. He wouldn’t have stopped on his own. The pleasure of violence and strength had overcome him in an irresistible rush. Not just that, but competency had also manifested itself, and it was like a high. He did know how to fight. He’d been built for it. Not only his body, but his mind.
 
   Pul turned to the other kids. “I’d say he won,” he said, with none of the vehemence he’d used with Draken. He tried on a smile. “Wouldn’t you?” 
 
   Draken was glad for Pul’s grin as it seemed to defuse an odd, angry energy that had permeated the ring only a moment before. The ring seemed to agree, but once the bets had been paid (no one had bet for Draken except Pul), the group slowly dissipated. Fraad’s boy was helped home by three of his friends who treated him like he’d accomplished some kind of heroics worthy of their reverence. Even though it wasn’t even two-and-a-half hours past noon, the fun and games seemed done for that day. Draken had ruined it.
 
   But at least Pul went home with a pocket full of coins. Draken didn’t ask him about it later, and Pul never ended up offering to split the money. 
 
   


 
  

Chapter 4 
 
   “You’re tired,” Draken said. “Go to sleep, and we can talk more in the morning.”
 
   Maradi shook her head, but wasn’t able to stifle the yawn that overtook her face. “No,” she said, “I can keep listening.”
 
   “But maybe I can’t keep talking,” he said. “Not yet. Maybe I need to sleep as well.” He motioned to Maradi’s mother, who had been watching them for the last few minutes, perhaps hoping Draken would send the girl in for the evening. She came in response to his wave, and came out again once she’d seen Maradi to bed.
 
   She was a short woman, thick-bodied but with delicate features. “Has my daughter been of service to you?” she asked.
 
   “Whom do you serve?” Draken asked in return.
 
   The woman gasped, falling to the ground in holy worship. When she stood, she said, “Kohlel. The same as my daughter.”
 
   Draken again uttered the brief, ancient prayer on her behalf, sending her supplication to the heavens in a way she could not.
 
   “I’m sorry. I forgot,” she said.
 
   He motioned with his hand to indicate it was of little importance. 
 
   “Before you were a monk, whom did you serve?”
 
   He looked up at her then, startled. What a cheeky woman! It was not technically against the Doctrines to ask such a question, but few would. The monks were holy. Their pasts holy. Too full of manna to be trifled with. But he told her, anyway, amused by her boldness. He figured he’d return the shock she’d given him.
 
   He said, “Rada.”
 
   He was not disappointed. 
 
   “Rada!” she nearly yelped. “And you became a monk! I did not even know such a thing were possible!”
 
   “It’s rare,” he admitted.
 
   “How rare?”
 
   He smiled. “I am the first in this era.”
 
   “Not since the war?” she said in disbelief. “Then you are truly worthy.”
 
   “No,” he said. “I have failed in my duties so far.”
 
   She smiled at him. “How else could it be? Rada never plays by the rules!”
 
   “True, but monks must. And now I serve them all, so…”
 
   “I suppose you do,” she said, sounding a bit deflated. “I would offer to let you come in, but I know you won’t, not even to sleep on my floor.”
 
   “Then thank you for not offering. I don’t like telling people no.”
 
   “A least let me bring you a blanket.”
 
   “As you wish.” 
 
   ***
 
   She was the first one he saw the next morning as well, but now her attitude was gone. She looked worried, or more than worried. 
 
   “It’s my daughter,” she said without preamble. “Her Sickness.”
 
   Draken’s mind couldn’t process it. The scant grass beneath him seemed to move and squirm as if it were alive. He sat up, and the world tipped forward. Her Sickness? The disease had been raging in the country of Drammata since before Draken was born, but this Northern area of Merreline, with its countryside pastures and not a city to speak of, had gone almost totally untouched. So why her? Why now, right after he’d told the girl of how his own father had succumbed to it?
 
   “You must be wrong,” he said.
 
   “I pray that’s so.”
 
   She took his hand and led him into the house. 
 
   “Where is the girl’s father?” he asked, but dropped the line of questioning when the woman looked shamefully at the floor. “It’s all right,” he said, and went deeper into the small house. Maradi’s room was not hard to find. 
 
   She looked up as he came in, and smiled. She didn’t look sick. “I’m sorry I haven’t been out to listen to you yet,” she said. “Mother asked me to stay inside for a while.”
 
   Draken turned his eye questioningly at the girl’s mother, who shook her head stiffly, once. She hadn’t yet mentioned Her Sickness to Maradi.
 
   Just when he was sure the woman was wrong, Maradi coughed, and all doubt drained from him like blood from a wide gash. That distinctive cutting sharpness of the cough, like a shard of glass in the throat and another in the lungs, was all he needed to hear.
 
   “It-it’s a-all right,” he mumbled, flashing the most convincing smile he could muster. “I will come in later and talk to you here. Would you like that?”
 
   “Yes, Brother Dimiter.”
 
   He closed the girl’s door and motioned to her mother to follow him to the small mule stable outside. The early-morning sun didn’t do much against the chill, but the day had the quality of one that would grow warm by afternoon. 
 
   Once he was sure Maradi would not hear him, he said, “What is your name?”
 
   “Hamma.”
 
   “Hamma, I don’t know how this is possible. I am not sick. Are you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then I can’t understand.”
 
   “It’s all right,” she said. “I understand.”
 
   “What?” Draken responded. He couldn’t make out her tone or her meaning. 
 
   “Dramm-Teskata will take Maradi into service. It is, after all, Her Sickness. My daughter served you well, and Dramm-Teskata decided that was enough. Maradi is to be free from the pains of life and move on to what is beyond it. The service of our Dual Woman.”
 
   “No,” he said, even as he saw the wisdom in her words. “No.” 
 
   If she spoke the truth, then it was his fault the girl was dying.
 
   “Aren’t you happy for her?” the woman asked as she began to feed the mules their morning grains. There was nothing about her demeanor that suggested she was happy for her daughter.
 
   “Yes,” he said by rote. It was blasphemy to deny, even in word, the opportunity for one to serve Dramm-Teskata. 
 
   If only they could all be so lucky.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 5 
 
   Thirty miles to the south, on the outskirts of a long-abandoned farming town that had dried up when the ground became blighted, three men sat in a circle, talking. Each of them had a bear mask pulled up high on their heads so their faces were unobscured. There were a few other men nearby, all with masks close at hand, servicing the horses and checking that their supplies of both weapons and foodstuffs were stocked and secure.
 
    The three men spoke in hushed tones as the laborers worked on.
 
   “How can you be so certain he’s in the north now?” one of them said, addressing their leader.
 
   “Because he has allowed himself to become a coward,” the leader replied with contempt. “His gambling debts, which he does not even realize default to me, are enormous. So he could not have remained in Figa even if he wanted to. It stands to reason he’s fled somewhere.”
 
   “That may be so, but we have no way to know which way he’d go,” the third man said.
 
   “Maybe you don’t, but I know Draken intimately. He would never travel south after what’s happened. He’d do everything he could to stay clear of the country of Eda. He wouldn’t even want to go toward it.”
 
   “He fears us that much?” the first asked, clearly not believing it.
 
   “No,” said the leader. “He knows he is a match for any one of us. Any five of us, probably. But he fears our god, whether or not he admits that he believes in E’ghat.”
 
   The third man nodded. “He will come back, if E’ghat wants it. We don’t need to worry.”
 
   “E’ghat wants it,” the leader said, anger in his voice. “Count on it.”
 
   “Then he will come back. When we find him.”
 
   The leader calmed a bit. “If he’d gone east or west, he’d still be too easily recognized. There are circuits by the western shores, a large arena in Gamol, and circuits almost on the eastern border beyond the Radan Mountains, but in the north, Merreline, specifically, they don’t have arena fights.”
 
   “Ahh,” the first man said, understanding.
 
   The leader smirked. 
 
   “And when we find him,” he said, “hold nothing back. Remember, if he is truly one of the scattered, then he cannot be killed in battle. But he won’t hesitate to kill you, regardless of what costume he may be wearing.”
 
   


 
  

Chapter 6 
 
   The girl was dying as surely as Draken’s father had been dying. She had maybe days, maybe weeks, but surely no more than that. Hamma didn’t seem to blame him, or even Dramm-Taskata, which Draken thought was a show of faith beyond his ken.
 
   He’d been there now for two nights, but he had still not slept inside the walls of their small farmhouse. He sat with the girl in her room and told her his story and tried not to think about how he might have brought her to death by helping her fulfill some greater purpose. 
 
   Better to live, he thought, than make a sacrifice of this magnitude, especially since she was innocent already. She’d been free from sin and had nothing to atone for. But still, he could not go against the will of Dramm-Teskata, for he had neither the power nor the means to do so.
 
   He had asked Hamma not to listen to his tale as he told it to Maradi—not that he knew why he bothered—but he knew that when she had the chance to get away from her chores she sat in her room one thin wall away and listened as best she could. And soon he realized he was glad she had disobeyed him. He was glad someone else would know who he really was, and why he had no right to be a monk…
 
   ***
 
   Two years in the arena, and Draken became their youngest champion-rank fighter. Not The Champion, as he had been too young to even attempt it, but still a force to be reckoned with. He brought paying customers by the droves, watchers and gamblers alike. At age fifteen, he entertained spectators with his strength and astounded them with his knowledge of the fighting arts.
 
   The rumor that he served Rada despite having been born under Shinna’s sky could not be stymied, even though the myth of a child being born under the broken sky was apocryphal at best and heretical at worst. But still, many people believed the astro-priests who interpreted the heavens must have been wrong when Draken was born. Not that anyone blamed them. Those who served Rada were rare these days, and a broken sky between Shinna and Rada? A phenomenon that was rarer still. There was no other explanation how this boy, the son of a merchant, no less, dispatched larger, more experienced fighters not only routinely, but with style.
 
   When the trainers came around, even those legendary Champion-makers, Pul had to beat them off with a stick, sometimes literally. “My brother will take no trainer!” he told them almost daily, as much for the ears of anyone passing by as for their benefit. The semi-mystical idea that Draken would not allow his personal methods to be polluted with foreign ideas could only bolster his popularity.
 
   When the time came for Draken to officially enter the Champion’s Trial, he was surrounded by fans. An informal entourage of women, single and otherwise, children who hoped to one day fight in the arena themselves, and even other fighters, followed him to the entrance where he would sign his name and prick his finger to smear his blood beside it, his oath that he would fight to the death if need be to retain the honor of the ancient arena. 
 
   Many people, fighters and spectators alike, were moving to get deaths banned in the arena altogether, rare as it was already, but this symbolic act of smearing blood would probably go on long after killing became illegal.
 
   The arena in Figa was the largest in all of Drammata, and matched another in the Far East for largest in the known world. It brought in more money than every other non-food industry the city had, and aside from nobility, its celebrities were the most well-known individuals there were.
 
   Even then, Draken knew of Carella, but she was little more than a face in the crowd. One droplet in the sea of his admirers. A very pretty girl whose family had a powerful social standing in Figa, but that was about it. He remembered her name because it had been his mother’s before Her Sickness took her years before the death of his father, but it was a common name in Figa, and that was as far as his interest in her went.
 
   Walking into the arena entrance that day, there was a song in his heart and a smile on his face. He felt he deserved to be surrounded by admirers in this way. It seemed to be the natural order of things, especially since his father had told him he was destined for greatness.
 
   He was beset upon by news-callers looking for a good story. He didn’t mind in the least. His oldest brother, Debbin, was a news-caller now, but Draken didn’t see him this day. Probably, he hoped to get an exclusive interview later on.
 
   “Will you fight officially in the name of Rada?” asked a squirrelly man with a hard parchment in one hand and a quill in the other.
 
   “You’ll be fighting grown men now,” said a tall woman similarly equipped to write down his responses to later be shouted from corners, rooftops, and squares. “Fighters who have trained and battled for longer than you’ve been alive. Are you afraid?”
 
   Someone else with that distinctive news-caller’s voice, but who Draken couldn’t see through the throng of people, said, “Will you finally take a trainer?”
 
   Draken remembered what Pul had told him about how to handle these situations, and instead of answering the questions, he smiled. It was all a part of the mystique, Pul said. It was well and fine to tell people you aren’t afraid, but it’s much better if they say it for you. The same went for everything in the arena. According to Pul, Draken’s words should be the devastating blows he landed, his answers in the way he dodged a punch, kick or blade when it seemed there wasn’t possibly time.
 
   As the questions continued to rain down on him, so did another supplication he found much harder to resist: that of the girls. 
 
   “Do you have a woman?” 
 
   “I know how to feed a fighter!” 
 
   “Take me home!” 
 
   But Pul had warned him about that, too. You couldn’t catch Her Sickness from being with a girl, at least, so every young man hoped, but there were other diseases. And worse, a girl might think herself entitled to your winnings, your fame, simply because you chose to spend the night with her.
 
   For now, he could exercise restraint. Soon he’d be rich enough to go to the henhouses where the safety of his trysts could be ensured and where they would add to his prestige instead of sully his name.
 
   He signed his name slowly in front of the arena official, and in the same way they had every time he’d imagined this moment—his admirers in the crowd went almost silent. He felt the breath of several girls on his neck and found he didn’t mind it in the least. Then the official lanced Draken’s thumb, and he winced against the pain, hoping no one would see it. He may be a fighter, but good fighters were rarely cut, and he hated the sensation of having his skin opened even a little. 
 
   He smeared his blood next to his name, as if it didn’t bother him in the least, and everyone cheered. Even the arena official, a group known for their solemnity, grinned. It was the first smile he’d ever seen an official make, and that was when Draken knew he’d really made it. 
 
   


 
  

Chapter 7 
 
   Vgar Rimaad was the only arena fighter Draken truly feared. Draken felt if he could best Vgar, then the current Champion would be a breeze. Vgar was new to the Drammata arena circuit, but he was no rookie, as Draken was. Vgar had fought for years in the southern countries of Eda and Whey until, as rumor had it, they’d been unable to raise enough money to appease him. Here, in a wealthy city within a wealthy country, Vgar could become as rich as an Edan prince. If he’d been born in Drammata, he would most likely already be a champion, but circuits highly favored citizens over foreigners, and so it was that Draken was paired with a man who would normally be in the league above him.
 
   If Draken had been more superstitious, he might even buy into the other rumors he’d heard of Vgar: that he didn’t serve any of the four-five gods, but instead an older god that humans had never known. It was said that Vgar, nearly seven feet and over three-hundred pounds, was more bear than man, and that the one he served was more demon than god. Draken didn’t give credit to these baseless rumors, but that didn’t change the fact that Vgar seemed inhumanly brutal. He’d already killed one of his opponents this season, literally cutting the knifedancer in two with a powerful downward swing.
 
   The only reprieve that Draken had was the fact that, like himself, the man used a short sword and shield. Even though the man’s bulk should have tended him toward battle axes or iron knuckles, Vgar chose the weapons Draken was himself most comfortable with. Draken had lost a few matches in his time, but never to a practitioner of his same art. He was undefeated in his class, and he intended to keep it that way.
 
   A few hours before his match with Vgar, Pul came into his personalized waiting room, scratching at his new beard and furrowing his brows. 
 
   “Why are you growing that?” Draken said with mock sweetness. “I miss the cute little mouth of my older brother.”
 
   “All the managers wear beards. You’ve seen them.”
 
   “Oh? Is that what you are?”
 
   “Very funny.” Pul sat in his normal seat, folding one long leg over the other. He looked down at the arena, where a warm-up battle was being fought with little gusto. Most of the arena’s seats were empty. But Pul knew they would soon be packed, waiting to see if his little brother would be killed.
 
   “Remember when you had to wait in the changing area with the other whelps?”
 
   “No,” Draken said, “I’ve blocked it from my mind. But I do remember when you had to pay admission to watch me fight. You’ve grown up so much!”
 
   “All right, so you can joke around. Do you think you can also manage to stay alive in this next fight?”
 
   “What? Vgar? Why are you worried about with him? Those big guys are always slow.”
 
   “He’s not that slow,” Pul said on the heels of Draken’s words, as if he’d been expecting Draken to raise this point. And it was true, Draken knew. Vgar was a lot slower than he was, but as far as being a “mountain fighter”, as they were sometimes called due to their enormity, Vgar really wasn’t that slow. 
 
   “Okay,” Draken said, a little more seriously. “But what do you want me to do about it?”
 
   “We both know pulling out now isn’t an option. There’s way too much at stake.”
 
   Draken nodded, but his heart sank a bit. He would never have admitted it to Pul in a million years, but dropping out had crossed his mind. Draken didn’t think it would ruin his career. People would understand that he didn’t want to die. Not now, with his whole life ahead of him. Even if he knew he’d never really pull out of the competition, he realized he’d carried a secret hope in his heart that Pul would at least bring it up.
 
   “How much is the bet?” Draken asked. He said the bet, but it was actually a huge conglomeration of bets, a complex smattering of odds and wagers that Pul, as manager, had complete access to.
 
   “Let’s put it this way,” Pul said. “If you even walk out of that pit we’ll make money.”
 
   Draken gulped. He’d thought he had more die-hard fans than that in the stands. Were people really so certain he’d die?
 
   “And Draken, walking out of that arena is all I’m asking you to do,” Pul said, his voice dropping down to something like a whisper. Pul’s whispers always reminded Draken of the last few days before their father’s death. That week, all of them had whispered, as if by talking too loudly they might break the tentative grasp their father had on life. “I know I push you to win so we can turn a profit. And you’ve done that. But this guy… he’ll kill you if you don’t stay down.”
 
   “You want me to throw it?” Draken said. This, too, had crossed his mind, but had been discarded as unthinkable. 
 
   Pul laughed, the last thing Draken would have expected. “No!” he said. “I’m telling you if you go down hard, stay down. Let the pit-judges call it. But actually… I’m not sure it will come to that.” His eyes went hard as he looked at the fighting pit. “I think you might actually beat this guy.”
 
   


 
  

Chapter 8 
 
   Draken could feel each of Vgar’s footsteps, making the ground shiver beneath them as he took his place in his starting circle. It is like watching a mountain, he thought. Just like watching a mountain walk toward you.
 
   Vgar was dressed, as was Draken, in the uniformly tin armor of their class. It was identical in every way except its size, and covered only the vital organs, leaving the arms and legs completely unburdened and unprotected. On Vgar’s feet were gigantic versions of the laced arena boots Draken wore on his own feet, regulation wear to ensure fair play and lack of tinkering. Only their weapons were their own, and for their class this included the shield which was as much for offensive blows as for protection.
 
   Since Draken and Vgar were in equal standing so far for the season—each were undefeated, though such a run was not too uncommon when fighters reached the final matches—it was Draken’s seniority with the Drammata circuit that dictated that he got to take his place in his starting circle first. The irony of such a young fighter having seniority had not been lost to the news-callers and corner-jesters, as Draken had seen and heard a number of bits about how he was the “Old Babe,” a name he assumed had been bestowed upon him affectionately.
 
   The sheer volume of the crowd gave Draken pause. He’d never seen them so animated. They howled like mad dogs, screamed and cheered, and some of the girls were weeping as if losing their first lover. But this display did not mask the fact that they were all entertained. Were they truly so eager to watch a young man die?
 
   The pit judge came out, a fat man dressed only in the traditional black loincloth that symbolized his neutrality. He approached Draken, first publicly searching him for poisons or unregistered weapons and then checking Draken’s joints and bones for problems Draken himself might be unaware of. The judge worked with such a flourish, he almost seemed to dance around Draken. Well, isn’t that appropriate? Draken thought with a cynicism that was new to him; fully alien. This is, after all, just a part of the show.
 
   The pit judge then did the same for Vgar. There were boos from the crowd, but not nearly as many as Draken had expected. They liked Vgar too, it seemed. Maybe they were drawn to his exotic background in the south, or the color of his skin, which was so dark it bordered on novelty for their region.
 
   Soon, sooner than Draken had thought possible, it was time to fight. The deafening cries from the stands were like the amplified rumble of an approaching earthquake mixed with the tinkling crashes of its destruction. How much of that rumble was caused by the feet of the approaching Vgar, Draken couldn’t say. He only knew that a giant was approaching.
 
   It was like Draken was watching someone else’s battle. His mind noted dispassionately a few details about Vgar he’d never noticed in all the matches of his Draken had watched in preparation for this fight. Like how Vgar didn’t carry the thin-lipped, evil smile most of these bulky types used as their show of confidence. No, Vgar’s eyes blazed with a one-track desire. The desire to win, or maybe to kill. Draken wasn’t sure there was a difference in the man’s mind between the two. He’d also never noticed how long Vgar’s stride was. This no doubt accounted for some of the speed with which he moved, carrying his bulk with an agility Draken had not seen before in a mountain fighter. The last thing he had not noticed, or maybe it was a new addition, was the brassy knob at the end of Vgar’s sword handle. A pommel. It was clearly made of some dense metal, the kind that could crush a man’s skull if applied to it with enough force.
 
   And then, Draken’s world switched back on, and he realized Vgar was there, only two feet away. It was almost too late. Draken dodged a downward slice meant to divorce one half of his brain from the other. A monumental roar, singular in its intensity, sounded from the stands. While he was still rolling from his dodge, Draken realized his muscle memory had taken over. His body leapt up behind Vgar, causing the giant to turn, and then Draken’s body half-feinted, landing a glancing blow that was not meant to wound but to reposition the fighters to a more amenable configuration.
 
   Draken knew he needed more than rote motion, and he struggled with his murky brain to bring it back into action. Not just reciting motions but improvising, devising. In a word: fighting.
 
   Vgar wasn’t quite as fast as Draken had feared, but up close a new problem revealed itself. His skin looked tough as rhino leather. Draken’s sword was sharp, as he’d paid out the nose for a metal that could be honed to an almost unruly edge, but suddenly he was filled with the fear that no matter how well he fought he’d not be able to piece this monster’s hide, even though he knew the tin armor would be penetrated easily enough.
 
   It seemed Vgar had more than brute force on his side, because a moment after Draken’s expert feint, Draken found himself reeling from a blow he didn’t even see. Vgar had slammed his brassy pommel into Draken’s shield, low, where the center of Draken’s hold couldn’t keep it steady. Before he could think of how to respond to the awkward motion, Vgar had used a move Draken had never seen, Vgar’s sword came from the side, moving swift as a ball-stick children played with in the alleys, nothing like the heavy metal it was.
 
   The blow was unlike any Draken had ever received in the arena, or anywhere else, for that matter. The sword tip clicked the side of his helmet, but that hardly slowed it at all. When it dug itself into Draken’s cheek and the taste of blood exploded into Draken’s mouth, he thought, I’m going to die. I’m going to die.
 
   Draken felt air in his mouth, and he realized it was the opening in his cheek. He could feel it flapping as he rolled.
 
   Vgar towered over Draken, and Draken saw something like a cold, distant pity in the giant’s eye as he raised his sword high to deliver the fatal blow. 
 
   


 
  

Chapter 9 
 
   “It’s all right,” Draken said, patting Maradi’s back as another spasm of coughs shook her body. “It’s all right.” He knew it wasn’t all right. She was coming up on the end, and it had come fast. “I’m going to get your mother.”
 
   He only hoped he wouldn’t be too late. She sounded exactly the way his father had when he’d slipped into unconsciousness for the final time. But Hamma wasn’t in the house, and she didn’t come when he called to the stables. He ran outside, yelling, “Hamma! Hamma! Come quickly! It’s Maradi!”
 
   Running toward the road, with his robe bunched up in his hands like a girl’s skirt, Draken was overcome with a crazy impulse to simply keep running. Find someone else to talk to. It actually wasn’t that crazy. Maradi was going to die whether he found Hamma or not, whether he stayed or not. His presence made no difference in the grand scheme of their lives, which was an improvement over his average. He had much more experience in making lives worse.
 
   It was an overcast day, the kind that would have turned Draken’s mind back to those final days with his father, and the path of violence his father had unknowingly sent him down, even if he had not been recounting his life to a stranger.
 
   Nearly half a mile from the farmhouse, he found her. Walking alone towards him.
 
   “Where have you been?” he said.
 
   “One of the mules escaped. It’s one we don’t own. We just take care of it.”
 
   “Did you know,” he said, “that she will be dying today?”
 
   Hamma appeared undisturbed by this. “Yes,” she said. “I thought she probably would.”
 
   “Then why didn’t you stay home?”
 
   The woman shrugged. She was not that much older than Draken, but now she looked aged almost beyond recognition. They walked in quiet for a while, pebbles crunching beneath their feet. Finally, Hamma said, “I didn’t want to say anything that might weaken her faith in her final hours. I thought her soul would be… safer with you.”
 
   “Weaken,” Draken said, and then stopped. He smiled. He couldn’t help it. He’d just known her act of piety before had been at least part bravado. No one could have that much faith in Dramm-Teskata, that most horrible of gods, the giver of life and the spreader of death. “So you have doubts.”
 
   “Everyone has doubts,” she said. “Except Maradi.”
 
   Draken looked at her. 
 
   “You were a fool to come out here after me. She needs to die with you by her side, with your story on your lips. That’s her great service. Nothing would please her more, you must see that.”
 
   Before she had even finished the sentence, Draken was running back to the girl’s bed, cursing himself for being such an unworthy monk.
 
   When he got to the girl’s side, she was not yet dead. He didn’t know if she could hear him, but he went on, hoping she would know on some level that the tale was being told. 
 
   


 
  

Chapter 10 
 
   But something happened as Vgar’s sword fell to end the short life of the so-called Old Babe. Later on in his life, Draken would think of this as being the moment he turned completely from Shinna, the god of all beauty, to Rada, the god of struggle. It was like the rage that had overcome him the day he’d almost killed Fraad Lasa’s son five years before, during the fight whose echoes had swiftly led him into the waiting arms of Figa’s arena, but more powerful.
 
   It was the fire of Rada, roaring inside him.
 
   It was so strong, so sudden, so consuming in its purpose—and so utterly brutal—that he almost could not believe the gods approved.
 
   There wasn’t time to avoid the blow by rolling. Instead, Draken’s hand, balled into a fist before he’d even thought about it, met the short sword on the way down, hitting the cold steel on the wide plane of the blade, knocking it far enough off the mark that it hit the dust instead of his forehead.
 
   To hit such a swiftly-moving target, so quickly, was an almost inhuman display of speed and foresight.
 
   His cheek was still bleeding, but Draken didn’t even notice. He didn’t even feel his body, except as a bundle of eyes to give him information. There was no pain or sensation beyond what was strictly needed to process the situation and react.
 
   The half-second of Vgar’s astonishment was enough. It was a lifetime for Draken, who sprung from the ground by arching his back and springing off his hands the way he’d only seen corner-jesters do. His shield was a lost cause. Having been knocked ten feet to the left, it might as well have been on the other end of the world. Even though not having it felt like he was working without one of his arms, the shield’s absence didn’t dampen his spirits. He was on a high too exalted to be dampened. Death might not even do it.
 
   Vgar was turning, but too slow. Draken’s blade, wickedly sharp, pierced the thick tangle of roots that made up the giant’s right bicep. The sword went all the way through, which Draken knew was a mistake. Too many times he’d seen fighters lose battles they’d seemed destined to win because they could not dislodge their blades from the flesh of non-mortally wounded opponents. But the blood-fever surging through Draken wasn’t about to let that happen. He thrust his whole body backward while simultaneously vice-gripping the handle so it wouldn’t slip. It didn’t come easily, but he was able to untether the weapon from his prey.
 
   The giant’s roars mingled with those of the crowd, and Draken fancied he was fighting them as well, battling with a physical embodiment of their doubt that he could best this mountain fighter. The layers of meaning only made the bloodletting sweeter, and Draken took the falling thud of Vgar’s heavy short sword in the dirt as his call to action.
 
   Seeking the same cheek, the left cheek, as Vgar had slashed, Draken made another expert stab. He felt the giant’s teeth clink on either side of the blade, and he knew he could end the foreign celebrity’s life there and then, with one expert hack toward the back of the man’s head. He was strong enough to administer the deathblow.
 
   The crowd seemed to know this as well, for they went silent. Intuitively, he knew it was not the work of death, the reverence of life as it were, that held their breath in their lungs, but the fact that he was just a boy. Men had died in this arena. Children, too. But a youth had never killed. It seemed an uncrossable barrier to them, some great taboo that should never be broken.
 
   And he thought that was exactly why the fire of Rada which burned within him made him slash backward, leaving the top of Vgar’s head attached by only the most tenuous of threads. 
 
   ***
 
   “Thank you,” Hamma said to Draken, as she pulled the white sheet over the now-still face of her daughter. Draken had seen a number of dead in his life, but none who seemed so peaceful. Maybe there was some truth to what Hamma wanted to believe. Or maybe the young girl had just been a holy fool. What difference did it make now? Her soul no longer inhabited this plane of existence, and the world was left to continue on its path without her.
 
   “I’m going to send for the death dealer now,” Hamma said. “Maybe you should go.”
 
   Draken rose to his feet, his head slightly bowed. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Nonsense,” she said. “This is all any mother could wish for.” 
 
   


 
  

Chapter 11 
 
   When Draken returned to the monastery two days later, he did not expect to find it in such disarray. It was late evening, the time for introspection and prayer, but he saw many lamps lit, and could hear commotion even from the other side of the moat. The monks at entry let the short-bridge down for him, but he noticed the haste with which they brought it back up, sealing themselves and Draken inside as if battening a window against a storm.
 
   He could not find anyone willing to spend the time to explain what had happened, or what was happening, as they were all too busy with errands he couldn’t guess at. So he made his way to Brother Keller’s office in the forth-fifth spire. In theory, there was no god more prominent than the others, but in practical application, the monk whose office was in the double spire of Dramm-Teskata was always treated as head of operations.
 
   When Keller saw him, he excused the senior monk who had been whispering conspiratorially with him and told Draken to sit across the desk from him.
 
   “You’re back,” Keller said. “That was fast.”
 
   “I didn’t tell my entire story,” Draken admitted. “But something happened while I was away, and I… I needed our rituals to—”
 
   “Draken!” Keller said. All the softness the man normally exhibited was gone as if he’d never spoken a kind word in his life. “Our monastery is not your own personal Pool of Gileed. This is no place to find yourself, or heal, or anything like that. You assured us you were whole before you began here.”
 
   “I know, but—”
 
   Keller waved an impatient hand in front of his face as if Draken’s excuses stunk. “It doesn’t matter. I suppose it’s good you’ve come back. It’s not safe for monks to wander alone at the moment.”
 
   “Not safe?” Draken said with a smile. The idea was absurd. No one, not even a highwayman, would dare harm a monk. Nothing was thought to bring more displeasure from the gods. Even the lives of babes were not held to the same level of respect.
 
   But his smile dissolved when he saw the grave look on Brother Keller’s face. “Hard to believe, I know. But we’ve received word from other monasteries, corroborated by government officials, that a group of men in masks has been traveling from town to town, harassing the monks, asking after someone in particular, though we haven’t been able to ascertain who.”
 
   “No name is given?”
 
   “Oh, they have given a name, but it’s nonsense. The nickname of the famous fighter in Figa.”
 
   Draken’s stomach went cold, his blood to dishwater. At once, the truth of the matter became clear to him. But for some reason his mouth still wanted to form the question he already knew the answer to, and he heard himself say, “What is the name?”
 
   Keller actually laughed at this, apparently grateful for a moment of levity. “You must know the nickname I mean. Aren’t you from Figa?”
 
   Draken prompted him with a curt movement on the hand.
 
   Keller said, “They said they are looking for the Old Babe.” 
 
   ***
 
   There was no time to explain. Draken couldn’t think of a single word, or string of words, that, when uttered, might absolve him of his guilt in bringing such dangerous people to this place of worship.
 
   “I have to go,” he said, and clumsily knocked over a tall bookstand on the way out, sending ancient volumes sliding across the stone floor like boats over a placid lake. 
 
   “Brother Dimiter!” Keller yelled, and another pang of guilt shot through Draken for never having had the guts to tell Keller, or any of the monks, his real name, for fear that his past might catch up to them all if it were revealed. Especially since it seemed his lie had protected no one.
 
   He ran to the overwatch, almost tripping himself on his robes several times.
 
   Sure enough, here were five men, their masks bearing the face of that terrible bear, riding horseback toward the four-five spires of the monastery. An arsenal of weapons dangled from the horses’ toned flanks like butcher’s tools. Among them, Draken could see the special firebombs he knew could immolate the entire ageless structure in a matter of hours—stones and all. Remembering the day the girl, Sula, had explained many of these instruments of battle to him, Draken shuddered. Such weaponry was next to unknown in Drammata. Even in Eda, where they originated, knowledge of the specialized weapons was not much more substantial than rumor. The bear-masks were prudent and crafty, so as to hide the true extent of their power. 
 
   There was a decorative sword in the kitchens, Draken knew. Decorative, but real enough.
 
   “Weir!” he called to one of the guard monks at the gate. “I need the sword.” Brother Weir knew what sword he meant. There was only one in the entire monastery; the only proper weapon they had.
 
   “Are you mad?” Weir yelled back over the stamping of the hooves which grew louder by the second. “You cannot fight them.” Draken didn’t know if Weir meant he couldn’t because the men were too strong or if he was referring to the vow of pacifism he’d taken when he’d arrived, just one of the many vows monks made when starting their lives afresh in the service of the four-five gods. 
 
   “I can!”
 
   “No. You’ll regret it. And don’t worry, the gate will hold. Our monastery is better-equipped for a siege than any other. It used to be a castle, you know. Three-hundred years old. Back before this was even part of Drammata.”
 
   Weir was babbling. Everyone knew the monastery’s origins, and anyway, now was no time for a history lesson. The din of monks, emerging from the various studies, asking for information, whispering their fears, became louder along with the horses’ gallops. The sounds became a unified undercurrent, reminding Draken uncontrollably of the arena. 
 
   He descended the stairs, running for the kitchen, but the sound of his brother’s voice stopped him.
 
   “Yes,” Pul shouted as if in response to some polite question from the guard monks on the overwatch. “I’m looking for a monk by the name of Old Babe. He doesn’t happen to be milling about back there somewhere, does he?”
 
   Draken’s blood turned to ice. Draken had known it must be Pul leading the highwaymen, searching madly for him, but that knowledge had not prepared him for the shock of actually hearing the sound of Pul’s voice. His legs were weak, and he felt the cold comfort of unconsciousness was only a faint away. It doesn’t matter that I feel like death, he told himself, the only thing that matters is protecting this place and these monks. I will not let them suffer for my past.
 
   And so he pushed himself the way he used to, back when he trained every day regardless of his health or feelings. The monks gathering to see what the commotion was at the gates had left the kitchen deserted, and he found the sword hanging where it had always hung. Either none of the monks had thought to grab it for defense or none were willing to break their vow.
 
   In Draken’s hand it felt both familiar and awkward. Familiar because he had held a sword four or more hours a day, every day, for nearly a dozen years of his life; awkward because it wasn’t his sword, the one whose hardwood grip had worn to take the shape of Draken’s palm. But it was close enough. The blade, three inches longer than his own, would still serve. He turned and fled toward the courtyard, toward the gates, toward his only living brother. 
 
   


 
  

Chapter 12 
 
   “Go away! The authorities are already on their way!” Weir yelled, just before Keller took his place at the battlement. 
 
   “Yes, yes,” Keller said, more as if he were annoyed than frightened. “Let’s just have done with this before somebody gets hurt, shall we?”
 
   One of the five men in bear masks was clearly their leader. His horse was on point, he rode with the swagger of authority, and he was the only one doing the talking. He said, “Come now, is that a threat? If I remember correctly, four-five monks don’t fight, or am I thinking of babies sucking at their mothers’ teats? I always confuse the two.” He dismounted. “I’m not sure why the soldier-police should be bothered with us. We’re not hurting anyone. We’re simply looking for the Old Babe. If he’s not here, we’ll leave.”
 
   “He’s not,” Keller said.
 
   “I’m afraid it’s simply not that easy. Let down the gate, and we’ll have a look ourselves.”
 
   At this moment, Draken made his way from out of the crowd of monks and pulled the gate lever without hesitation. It fell to the ground with a thunderous thump, bridging the moat. Before anyone could ask exactly what madness had possessed him, he stepped out. 
 
   He said, “Hello, Pul.”
 
   The man didn’t speak for a moment. His blood seemed to freeze just as Draken’s had when he’d first heard his brother’s voice. His hesitation was short, and his cocky demeanor was back in an instant. The other monks surely didn’t notice the man’s shock, but Draken knew how to read the body language of an opponent as surely as words on a page. Clearly, Pul had hoped to surprise Draken with his identity.
 
   “Ahh.” Pul motioned with one hand to the other riders. In seconds they were dismounted, each one stripped of humanity by the ancient bear masks on their faces. “Our search comes to an end.” And then, louder, arms out in a display of showmanship to the monks gathering at the gate doors and on the battlement, he said, “Gentleman! I present to you, the Old Babe!”
 
   “Wrong,” Draken said. “They call me Brother Dimiter.”
 
   “So they do, but what is your real name?”
 
   Draken took a step closer. Pul’s entourage did not so much as flinch. Fools, Draken thought. They, of all people, should recognize the deadly danger Draken presented. Surely, they’d heard the stories Sula and Pul had told them.
 
   “You found me,” Draken said, instead of answering the question. “I’m sure you had a reason to track me down, to ransack so many monasteries, to kill monks. Serious offenses. So, what do you want?”
 
   “I just want you to come home and give me what you owe.”
 
   The monks murmured behind them, but none spoke. Not even Keller. Draken thought with dark amusement about how this was probably the best show any of them had seen in years. Monks were not known for getting out to the theater often, and there was no arena in Merreline.
 
   Already planning his attack, Draken said coolly, “And you are certain I’ll keep my vow? Are you sure I have no choice but to come with you?”
 
   Pul faltered again, but this time others noticed, too. Before he could respond, Draken had set on him, sword raised slightly, at a perfect angle for stabbing without loss of momentum. Muscle memory served Draken well; it was almost eerie to feel the blade lock into position so assuredly, even though he had not touched a sword of any kind in almost a year.
 
   Pul’s group may have been stupidly off their guard, but Draken had to admit they were swift. One of them took the thrust mean for Pul, throwing himself between them to let the blade tear into his flesh. Draken felt it slip between two ribs. There could be no doubt the man would die from the wound. The man must have known it too, and Draken’s mind reeled with this reminder that the bear-masks were utter fanatics. Without any hesitation, this man had traded his life for Pul’s.
 
   Draken was forced to stow the thought of the bear-masks’ loyalty to Pul. He’d have to consider its implications later. Right now, there was more killing to be done. In his years in the ring, Draken had killed on only a handful of occasions, beginning with his legendary battle against Vgar, but he had cherished it each time, secretly. 
 
   In interviews, with fans, even when speaking to Pul and Debbin, he’d espoused his hatred for murder. He’d publicly endorsed changes in arena policy that would make deaths less frequent. And intellectually, he agreed. The arena was entertainment only; no need for the loss of life, especially in a day when the public seemed to enjoy the executions less and less. But when the fires of Rada began to flare up within him, Draken knew he felt very differently. He became an avatar of struggle, the epitome of battle’s most natural conclusion: death. 
 
   Carefully, so carefully, he’d quelled that fire, or at least tempered it, only letting it overtake him in the most dire of extremities in the arena. But now… he felt the grin overwhelming his face. Tonight, he would not have to hold back, and it was as sweet as it was terrifying. At least for him. For these cultists, there would be very little that was sweet about it.
 
   One of the bear-masks lunged at him. Again, the bear-mask was quick but inept, at least when matched against Draken. Without difficulty, Draken had the man’s neck serrated, hanging on by a pathetic flap of flesh. He was shocked by how sharp the display sword was—nearly as sharp as his own had been—but he supposed it made sense, since it had probably never been used. 
 
   Draken heard several monks cry out at this violence, but their protestations were so primal they could not be expressed in words. Pul had circled behind the largest of his band. 
 
   “What are you doing?” Pul said, as if watching a child place their bare arm into a fire. 
 
   Draken didn’t answer. But he did vocalize something. The rage; the howling anger-excitement of a true struggle. Nothing had left Draken as ambivalent about his faith in his life as these moments of bloodlust. 
 
   Another man was directly before him. This one seemed more adept, landing a devastating blow to Draken’s kidney with his bo staff before Draken even saw it move. A normal fighter would have been too crippled to continue, but the explosion of pain—literally blinding, a momentary flash of white in Draken’s vision—only served to fuel the fires of Rada inside him. Fires that beat against the walls of their furnace now as they never had before.
 
   Draken employed a move that had been a signature of his, even though, without a shield to augment his fighting, it would leave him momentarily bare-handed. He spun the handle in his palm as he directed it. His tremendous strength sent the blade flying at its target; the spin kept its arc true. The look of surprise on the man’s face—clearly he’d not expected a short sword to become such an effective projective—added to Draken’s saccharine pleasure just before the face was robbed of life. Blood shot from the man’s neck, when Draken pulled the sword back into his possession a moment later.
 
   There was another bear-mask, just one left alive besides his brother, but Draken knew too much time had passed with Pul left to his own devices. Soon, a firebomb would fall, and no amount of swordplay could save Draken, or the monastery, from its devastation. 
 
   Sure enough, Pul’s fingers scrambled at one of the bottles hanging at his horse’s flank.
 
   “No!” Draken yelled. “These men have done nothing to you! They are faithful. You cannot murder them.”
 
   Then the remaining bear-mask was behind him. While he’d been looking at Pul, Draken had been following the bear-mask’s movements with his nearly superhuman hearing, and without warning plunged the blade into the man’s stomach, in the same motion jerking it up toward the heart and lungs to ensure an instant and relatively painless death.
 
   “You won’t kill me!” Pul said, his words tinged with madness, and suddenly more of the larger picture became clear to Draken. He glanced at one of the dead men, or more specifically the small eye-mask he’d been wearing upon arrival. The bear. The old gods of the southern countries. The companions that had been willing to die for him. One of the priests of E’ghat must have had a “revelation” that now was the time to reclaim Draken. His brother had.
 
   But there wasn’t time to complete the thought. Draken’s groin exploded in pain. Unexpected, the agony sent him to the ground, clutching at the offending area as if he could assuage the pain that way. Pul had made a last-minute change of plans. Perhaps he’d decided there was no way he’d be able to light and throw a firebomb before Draken took him out.
 
   “Cutting your losses?” Draken managed in a gasping rasp totally unlike his normally smooth, compelling voice.
 
   But Pul didn’t even spare the time for a quip in response. He was back on his horse and heading toward the main road before Draken could even stagger to his feet.
 
   He turned to look back at the wall of monks.
 
   One glance at their faces—horror, despair, anger, disbelief, grudging awe and admiration—was enough to know he would never belong with them again.
 
   It was enough to know he never had. 
 
   


 
  

Chapter 13 
 
   Draken’s first drink in years was like a baptism. The searing alcohol was like another kind of rebirth. But, like picking up the blade, it was as much a return to the past as it was a portent for the future.
 
   In a dirty tavern somewhere, he drank in anonymity, not as a monk, but as just another shirtless nobody passing through on their way to a larger city. He’d pulled his robe off his torso, creating a pretty convincing set of the traveling skirts nomads wore in the Far North, which really wasn’t so far from Merreline. He looked out of place only a bit.
 
   Booze was many things to Draken: an abusive lover he couldn’t keep himself from, an escape from reality, a home. Perhaps the strangest feeling was the elation he felt that his brother had found him. Not because he wanted to see Pul, objectively, this was the last possible thing he would have wanted, but because it was an excuse to drink. In the morning he would hate himself for it, there could be no doubting that, but right now he could almost believe he’d let himself be found just so he could have this liquor now.
 
   He didn’t know what the drink was, he’d simply told the bartender to get him the hardest thing they had, but he was confident it had been distilled from potatoes or another tuber. It had almost no flavor beyond the stinging shock of its key ingredient. 
 
   Sometime later, he was in the alley out back, with the stars to watch. He didn’t remember leaving the tavern. Maybe he’d thought of somewhere to go, but if he had, the idea was gone now. There was nowhere to return to, nowhere worth going.
 
   Even if he’d been welcome back at the monastery, he wouldn’t have gone there. Too dangerous. He couldn’t put the monks at Pul’s mercy again. 
 
   Draken felt his pockets. He’d forgotten how when he drank it sometimes felt like his hands were wrapped in cotton, stopping him from feeling with as much sensitivity as normal. There was no money in his robe, though there had been when he’d returned from his journey. Either he’d spent it all inside or he’d been robbed. It didn’t make much difference which. The money was gone.
 
   He felt himself slipping to one side, and the dirt looked inviting and soft, so he let himself fall. He laughed, thinking how he’d be treated if anyone inside knew he was a monk. They wouldn’t let him crash in an alley; they’d let him sleep off his bender in the most comfortable bed they could find, even though he’d have broken vows by drinking. Their reverence for him would have been damaged only slightly.
 
   This brought him back to Pul. It was a mystery. Ruthless though Pul had become over the years, it was still difficult to fathom a mind so depraved it would think to attack a monastery. That kind of sacrilege was simply unheard of.
 
   Sacrilege. The word made Draken’s eyes shoot open. Had he been a novice drinker, the start this word gave him might have been enough to conjure up whatever remained of the drinks in his stomach, but Draken was almost as adept at the art of liquor as he had been with swordplay. 
 
   His brother had become more deeply involved with old gods than Draken would have guessed. Most people in Drammata didn’t even know other gods were worshiped anywhere, by anyone. But Draken knew there was a cult out there, claiming to worship a god older than Dramm-Teskata. They’d exposed themselves after he’d killed one of their number—Vgar.
 
   And then Draken realized something else. It must have been Sula who’d converted Pul. It was the only explanation. Remembering his old friend, Sula, Draken did lose his strength, and he painted the opposite wall of the alley with the clear remains of his baptism.
 
   He didn’t think about Sula as much as his wife, Carella, these days. There was as much guilt bound up in Sula as there was anger or loss. But with Pul back, he couldn’t keep his mind off her. Even without an audience, his story marched on in his head. 
 
   


 
  

Chapter 14 
 
   “And is there anything else I can get you while I’m out, your majesty?” Pul asked, rising from one of Draken’s ornate couches.
 
   “No, no.” Draken sighed in exaggerated malaise. It was a game of theirs—that Draken was a spoiled celebrity, unable to suffer even the smallest inconvenience—that had become less of a jest and more of a role as time wore on. “The pastries should suffice.”
 
   Draken’s eyes followed his brother across the admittedly lavish room. He was one of only a dozen fighters that were given their own residences in the actual arena. When Pul got to the door however, it opened before he had a chance to even grab the handle. A girl tumbled in, looking ragged and terrified. To Draken, she looked to be about the same age he was, eighteen. Her dark skin marked her as a likely southerner, though there were a few second-generation Figans that had lived here all their lives.
 
   Draken was out of his seat in an instant, his instincts honed to such an edge in the arena that even in his rooms he never fully allowed himself to be unwary. Pul was saying, “Who are you?” but his words were pointless once Draken had the girl’s shirt in his hands and he was hauling her up against the wall. He had all of her attention, and Pul might as well have not spoken.
 
   “Who are you?” Draken hissed as if he, too, had not noticed his brother ask the same question moments before.
 
   “Sula,” she said earnestly, as if she thought she’d impress them with her forthrightness. 
 
   “Why are you here?” Draken said, intense veins popping out on his neck. His internal alarms were screaming danger; no one had ever come into any of his spaces without permission. Not even news-callers or the urchins they sent out to collect information for them. It happened to other fighters, but none with a strength, or temper, as legendary as Draken’s.
 
   “You’re right,” she said, “there is danger, but not from me.”
 
   His face went pale, and he pulled her into the room, slamming the door shut behind her. Had she read his mind? Was such a thing even possible?
 
   “What are you doing?” Pul asked Draken. “This girl could be anyone, could have anyone tailing her or watching out for her. You can’t bring her in here.”
 
   But how could Draken explain? He needed to know how she’d read his thoughts, if indeed she had. And anyway, there was something else about this girl. Not a romantic or sexual attraction, she was pretty enough, but few girls compared to the elite he could court at his softest whim. There was something more visceral here.
 
   “It’s all right,” he said. Then, turning to the girl, “She’s not going to hurt us, is she?” He directed these last two words at her as he searched her for weapons or poisons, making no attempt to be delicate.
 
   “No!” she said, shaking her head. “I couldn’t even if I wanted to. You’re too strong. But it doesn’t matter, because I don’t. Want to, I mean. I don’t want to hurt you.” If Draken had had any doubts that this girl, this Sula, was herself from the southern country of Eda and not just her parents, he was convinced by her accent. She could speak the language of Drammata fluently enough, many people in foreign countries could, but it was obviously her second language.
 
   “You know who she is?” Pul asked.
 
   Draken was satisfied she had no weapons or other implements of death. He moved her bodily to the nearest couch, and he took his accustomed seat on the elaborate hard-backed chair where he had a good view of both the room and the arena pit out the window. “No, I don’t know who she is, but she’s just about to tell us. Isn’t that right?”
 
   Pul remained standing, but he folded his arms, an unconscious signal that he would wait for her response before causing any trouble.
 
   “Yes,” she said. “Thank you for listening to me. And for letting me in. The men who were following me wouldn’t dare to come here. No one would.” She smiled at Draken, as if this allusion to his reputation would flatter him.
 
   “Except you, apparently,” Pul chimed in.
 
   “You are not safe when you leave this place. Not unless you do as I tell you.” Draken didn’t bother accusing her of threatening him. He knew what she meant. “There are men near the entrance. They take shifts so no one will notice them loitering. And who would anyway, on a street as thronged as this one? But they wait for you, Draken. They want to take you to Eda.”
 
   “Where you’re from?” Draken asked.
 
   “Yes. They are very angry with you for killing Vgar.”
 
   At this mention of the mountain fighter Draken had killed years before, his first true taste of the fame and infamy that could be awarded from the pit, he realized what it was about her that so enthralled him. She had that same air about her as the monstrous warrior he’d known briefly but intimately on the stage of death. She seemed larger than life, untouchable, unbreakable, even though she was just a young, sylphlike girl. And even though Draken knew this affectation was a myth—had he not proved as much when he’d divorced the two halves of Vgar’s head?—it was still impressive to him. He may have become a legend here, but he didn’t think when people looked at him they saw something so imperturbable as Vgar or this girl.
 
   Pul became animated at this pronouncement. He paced between Draken and Sula. “Draken had to kill Vgar. What choice did he have? It was either that or die.”
 
   She nodded. “It should be simple enough to see the men of which I speak would rather Draken chosen the later of the two paths.”
 
   “What business is it of theirs? It’s not like that… that ogre, was forced into the ring. And certainly not by Draken.”
 
   “You don’t need to convince me,” the girl said, and though her dirty clothes were torn and threadbare and her hair was a ratty nest of tangles, she had the manner of a princess or priestess. “I don’t agree with these men.”
 
   Draken was burning with curiosity. This intrigue was the most interesting thing that had happened to him since he’d become a champion, and that had been nearly three years ago. “Who are they?” he asked, trying not to let his childish impatience show.
 
   Before she could answer, there was a knock at the door. Three sharp raps, spread evenly with a second between each one. Draken didn’t take his eyes from Sula’s as he said, “My other brother is here. I suggest you hide somewhere before Pul opens the door.”
 
   Clearly, Pul was happy with the idea of putting the girl in a panic. Turnabout was fair play and all that, so he strode purposefully to the door.
 
   “Why?” she said, and Draken was surprised to see she did seem uncertain, at least a little. Maybe she hadn’t had as much time as Vgar had to perfect the assuredness she wished to project.
 
   “Because he’s a news-caller, and he’d have a field day with you no matter what Pul or I told him not to talk about.”
 
   And she was up in a flash. She moved so swiftly it nearly beggared belief. Draken remembered how fast Vgar had been for his size. Maybe it was an Edan thing.
 
   She had secreted herself in one of his two baths by the time Pul answered the door.
 
   “Hello,” he said.
 
   Debbin barged in with the turning of the knob almost as greedy for entry as the girl had been. “Have you heard?” he said to Draken, ignoring his middle brother’s greeting.
 
   “Heard what?”
 
   “The arena magistrate, dead and cut open, his innards and bones strung across the archway of his home’s gate.”
 
   “What?” Pul roared. “That can’t be!”
 
   “When did this happen?” Draken asked, only a little more calmly.
 
   “No one is sure,” Debbin told them. “They must have put up their little… display quickly. It was the middle of the day. I can’t believe no one saw them.”
 
   “No one?” Pul asked.
 
   “Let me rephrase that,” Debbin said, pacing to one of the open-air windows facing the arena pit. “I don’t believe no one saw them. But no one’s talking. If you believe the people on that end of town, it just appeared there about an hour ago.”
 
   Draken sighed, and both of his older brothers looked at him in surprise. 
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry,” Debbin said. “I didn’t realize this would be boring for you.”
 
   “It’s not that. It’s just, well, why are you here?”
 
   Debbin looked taken aback, then anger flushed his face, and Draken thought how much alike they all looked when they were mad. “What do you mean by that? I’m here to tell you, to see if you knew about it.”
 
   “When you could be gathering information at the scene of the crime? I don’t think so. I think the thought may have crossed your mind that you could get a statement from one of the most popular arena champions in Figa before anybody else got to him.”
 
   Debbin didn’t miss a beat. He turned viciously on Draken. “So what if I did? You’re my brother, aren’t you? Is it some big crime to help me get a lead on this story? Pul’s your manager for Dramm’s sake! You can’t give me a bloody quote?”
 
   Draken sighed again. “I’m sad,” he said.
 
   “You’re sad? That’s it?”
 
   “I’m very sad,” Draken said. “Both by the death of the magistrate and by the selfishness of my brother. Does that sound like a good story for your scrolls?”
 
   Pul said, “Draken, come on.” Pul had long been the mediator between Draken and Debbin, who had never been able to live peaceably. “What will it hurt you to—”
 
   “Fine,” Draken said, standing. “You can say that I’m shocked by this news. He was a good man, and the only magistrate I’ve ever worked under. You can say I can’t imagine working with anyone else, can’t imagine anyone who could fill his shoes, but that I’m also sure the arena will continue to thrive. You can add that I think this is the greatest arena in the world, that’s the kind of thing the arena council really likes us to say, but be sure not to draw attention to the fact that I’ve never been to another arena in my life and therefore don’t really have any authority to say this is the best one.” He crossed to the door and opened it. “How does that suit you?”
 
   Debbin closed his eyes. Both of his brothers knew he was counting to ten. When he opened his eyes again, the petulant brother was gone, and a politic young news-caller stared out. “It suits me well. Thank you.” And without another word, he left.
 
   Draken slammed the door behind him.
 
   Sula was back in the room before he even turned back around. He gasped. She was as silent as she was swift.
 
   She smiled. “It’s the same men looking for you. They follow the terrible bear.” 
 
   


 
  

Chapter 15 
 
   Sula took residence in Draken’s living area after that. It was easy enough for her to move her things in; she didn’t have any. She swore to them both that to leave his rooms would be a death sentence. The followers of E’ghat, the ancient, ruthless, so-called god of bears, would have her head, or worse, for her betrayal. She told them she’d been raised by two of the most devout cultists, but that she had never worshiped except when forced.
 
   After running away she’d learned about the four-five gods, and had dedicated herself to their service, specifically Shinna, the goddess of beautiful things, ever since.
 
   About a week after she’d arrived, once she had more or less settled in, Pul questioned her on this point, while Draken sharpened his blade at his custom-made whetstone wheel.
 
   “How could you have not known about the four-five gods before running away?” he said, biting a grape in half in the manner that had always annoyed Draken. Why not just eat the whole thing? “I know you’re from Eda, but it’s my understanding that everyone worships the same gods there as we do.”
 
   “Almost everyone,” she said, legs folded under her. Draken knew what she was doing, looking dainty and feminine like that for Pul’s benefit. If she wanted to kill him right now, Pul wouldn’t have a chance. Draken would never let his guard down for such a childish trick. “In Eda the four-five gods are nearly as popular as they are here. But there are pockets of those who follow the bear. Even though it is illegal to worship the bear, they persist. Dramm-Teskata’s church is not as strong or as wealthy in Eda. They’ve clung to their false beliefs for centuries, hidden from public view. But the followers of the bear are still strong. We are taught from the time we can walk how to fight and defend ourselves, and how to move.”
 
   Pul nodded, half-listening. Clearly there was something else on his mind, as well. “So, they murdered the magistrate because he allowed one of their members to be killed?”
 
   “Yes. E’ghat has very strict laws regarding how his firmest believers are to be treated, and his followers have no issue imposing those laws on others, even if they know nothing of them.”
 
   “And Draken is in danger because he is the one who carried out the act?”
 
   Draken stopped grinding away at the edge of his blade. “Now, hang on. I don’t like you saying I’m in danger. I’d rather you just say there are people out there who’d like to kill me. It’s not like I can’t take them if it comes down to it.”
 
   “One of them,” Sula said. “You could kill any one of them, no question. Probably any two of them. But not four, or five, or ten. These are skilled fighters in their own right. Each of the bear-masks that are in Figa right now have been trained as warriors since before you were born.”
 
   “I’m not so sure,” Pul said. Draken knew it wasn’t good for a manager to be too in awe of his client’s abilities, but Pul could be caught with stars in his eyes after a particularly harrowing display of Draken’s skill and savagery. Draken suspected his brother was even more confident in his capabilities than he himself was. “How many did you say were in town, in all?”
 
   “Twelve.”
 
   Pul’s smile drooped. He turned to Draken, and said, “That’s too many.”
 
   “You think?” Draken had resumed the wheel. He loved sharpening his sword. It was the one time he felt truly at peace. Sadly, it already looked close to done. “But there aren’t many places twelve men could jump me without making a scene. And it would be even more difficult for them because they don’t want to kill me, isn’t that right, Sula?”
 
   “Why do you say that?” she said.
 
   “If they’re cultists, fanatics like you say, then I’m guessing there’s a ritual way they’d like me to die. Their rules, their location. There’s a lot of stuff like that in the Canon.”
 
   “I’m impressed,” she said. “They want to take you to their temple in Eda.”
 
   “See? It’s a lot harder to take hold of somebody and move them someplace than it is to kill them where they stand.”
 
   Sula became serious. “You don’t know these men. They can get you if you leave. You are as much a prisoner here as I am, or for your own good you should be.”
 
   “Not only is that advice unreasonable, it’s also just not something I’m willing to do. I’ll try to be more careful out there, but I’m not staying locked up in here for another day, let alone weeks or months. I’ll keep an eye out for trouble. That’s going to have to be enough.”
 
   “It won’t be,” she said.
 
   Pul took his turn. “You sound pretty sure of yourself.”
 
   “I am.”
 
   There was a silence. Draken looked at Pul, expecting him to talk. But then Draken saw it in Pul’s eyes, and inwardly he groaned. Pul had lost it for this girl. He’d been totally pulled in by her. He was in love, or he thought he was. It all amounted to the same thing as far as Draken was concerned. Trouble. 
 
   


 
  

Chapter 16 
 
   Draken woke up in a bed sometime after passing out in the alley. His hangover was not as extreme as he might have expected. He probably had throwing up to thank for that, though he didn’t remember getting to that point. But as far as the luxury of waking up in a bed went, he hadn’t the first idea where his gratitude should be directed. He couldn’t make out the room; the sunlight streaming in was far too bright for him to open his eyes wider than a slit. 
 
   He called out, “Hello?” and instantly regretted it. The word was like an earthquake in the faults of his mind, and the pain flared up in a way as familiar as the booze itself had been. 
 
   For a while, no one came or returned his call, though he felt certain he wasn’t alone in the… wherever he was. Eventually, the rustling of feet and fabric accompanied an entrance. 
 
   “Try not to talk,” the person said. Male or female, Draken couldn’t tell at first. It didn’t matter. He was grateful for the hospitality either way, especially considering the person spoke in tones soft enough not to risk another flare-up of his headache.
 
   “All right,” Draken said, to show he was lucid enough to hear and understand, but even these two syllables were too much, and he squinted against the pain.
 
   “Shh, shh,” the person said with quiet amusement. “Don’t talk at all. Soon you will be able to speak. I know you don’t want food, but there are many herbal teas available, and three of them will help you feel better.” Draken felt a light finger on his. “Move your finger when I say the kind of tea you want. That way, you don’t have to talk.”
 
   Draken chose from three equally soothing sounding teas, and the person was gone, moving, not silently, but with the same grace with which the wind moves through blades of tall grass. Still, he could not determine their gender, but he thought now he could guess what this person looked like. Obviously a shaman. Probably in a white or gray robe. Shaved head.
 
   By the time the person came back, Draken was able to flit his eyes open long enough to get a look. He’d been right about everything except the color of robe. This one was soft pink. Twin hills on the person’s chest revealed that she was a woman, but there were no other obvious clues. All of her features tended toward the feminine, but none of them would have seemed absurd on a man of her same age. 
 
   “Name?” he managed to whisper without setting off a powder keg in his mind.
 
   She handed him a mud-ceramic cup, and its warmth was welcome in the palms of his hands, even though he wasn’t too cold. Mugs like this were cheap, but they always reminded Draken of home; it was the kind of mug you gave a child because it didn’t matter if it broke. Even in the height of his glory in the arena, he’d had a number of these mugs in his cupboard.
 
   “Kheda,” she said. It was an unusual name. One he’d perhaps never heard before. He told himself he would remember to ask about its origins later. “You are a monk.”
 
   He sipped the tea, and the flavor of chamomile and other soft herbs bloomed in his mouth and belly. He nodded. Even though he would rather have kept that a secret, he knew there was no point in trying to deny it. By now news would have spread all around Merreline about what had happened at the monastery. Nearly everyone in Drammata held the monasteries and monks in high regard, but none so much as these folk in the north. That was only one of the reasons he’d chosen it as a place of new beginning and renewed service to his gods. 
 
   “You are the one who fought and fled.”
 
   Again, he nodded. Already, he was feeling a bit more up for conversation. Whether that was the result of the soothing tea, or the woman’s equally tender voice, he couldn’t say.
 
   “That’s all right,” she said. “It’s not really my business.”
 
   “What is your business?” he said, even though he’d already guessed.
 
   “Is it not obvious to you that I am a shaman?” Although she spoke in the light tones of jest, the indirectness of her response gave him pause. It was not unreasonable that he had become paranoid over the years—not with his past terror, guilt, and betrayals—but he decided to give this shaman the benefit of the doubt. 
 
   “Forgive my thick tongue, but you are a shaman?”
 
   It would have been easy for her to lie, and she may have been lying, but it still made him feel a little better when she said, “I am.”
 
   He nodded. This was a good place for him now. Someone who would treat his hangover without judgment (at least, spoken judgment) and without asking for any money. He would pay her, but at most what he could spare from his meager savings would be a token gesture, much less than a person would normally pay a healing shaman for such attention and remedies. 
 
   Maybe the serendipity that he’d been found by someone who recognized his monkhood even with his robe peeled down to the waist was a sign of Rada’s understanding and forgiveness. He knew that technically all the gods were to be equal to him now, but he wasn’t the only monk to continue having a favorite even after taking the vows. When he prayed, it was usually to Rada, and only sometimes to Dramm-Teskata. 
 
   Or maybe it was just luck. Maybe Rada had turned his back on Draken long before the recent transgression of attracting so much trouble to the monks and breaking his vow of peace and soberness. Could Draken blame the god if he had?
 
   An unexpected wave of self-revulsion and self-pity overwhelmed Draken at this thought. So much rushed into his consciousness from the blackened corners of his mind it was hard to even sort it. Carella, and Dayda, and Tayda. Sula. Pul. Debbin. His gambling, drinking, his unfaithfulness. Above all, his fall from grace.
 
   Even though he’d been imbued with an affinity for the “struggle” from his god, even though his father had primed him to receive and embrace his destiny of greatness, even though every fiber and bone of Draken’s own being seemed to sing to this singular purpose, he hadn’t become anything. A champion in a fighting pit. An entertainer. And even that he’d squandered, given a little drink, trauma, temptation, and time.
 
   He was crying, and the motions racked his aching head. Embarrassed, he wished to turn away, but there was nowhere to hide in her tidy bed.
 
   The shaman soothed him with one of the low, rumbling songs some of the finer healers knew. There were no words, just a seemingly-random mix of hums and ooo’s and ahh’s. Her voice was not deep enough to produce every tone he heard, but he knew it was partly an illusion. Something akin to a magician’s trick, but with a very different purpose in mind. She hugged his head, applying expert pressures with her palms and fingertips, and his headache began to fade. She worked so professionally that his mind never wandered to the intimate.
 
   Even if he’d tried to resist the charms of her methods, he would have been soothed. But he didn’t resist at all. He gave everything he had over to letting himself be calmed, and cured however briefly. 
 
   But when he dropped back into sleep—there might have been a sleep aide in that tea as well—she could not comfort him further. She could not keep his dreams from replaying the past. 
 
   


 
  

Chapter 17 
 
   Sula convinced them of many things in the year that she lived in Draken’s rooms. She convinced them that she had used secret contacts to force the bear-masks to leave the city, that she was their only hope of receiving word regarding future revenge attempts by the followers of E’ghat, that she loved Pul with all her heart and that it was safe for Pul to reciprocate.
 
   But when he looked back, Draken often thought the most astounding thing she’d convinced them of was that she herself was above suspicion.
 
   And they had trusted her. Not just Pul, who at least had the excuse of hormonal blindness, but Draken too. Draken had thought for a long time about what his excuse might be, and he’d never been able to come up with one. It may have been as simple as the fact that he liked Sula. Since she was with his brother there was never an expectation of anything romantic, nor even the entertainment of the idea. They’d been real friends, and Draken had precious few of those.
 
   As it often did when he dreamt of the past, Draken’s mind returned to the day Debbin was murdered.
 
   He was nineteen, and his standing in the arena had not just blossomed, but exploded. There were no other fighters that held a candle to his popularity, and his name graced not only the lips of the residents of Figa, but those of the residents in the southern arena circuits of Whey and Eda. It was rumored that he even had some fans in the eastern countries with names so foreign they were usually just referred to as the Far Easts, collectively.
 
   His prowess had also spiked. His fighting in the arena left spectators in awe, but also something more than awe. People were afraid of him in a primal way. It only added to his intrigue. The rage he embodied in the extremities of the pit was so opposed to his normal smiling celebrity face that it was disconcerting. 
 
   There were moments when he would look back on both his skill and brutality in the pit, and he admitted, only in his private heart of hearts, that he even scared himself. Who knew what he was really capable of?
 
   He’d met Carella three times at dancing balls for Figa’s elite, and for almost no reason beyond the fact that she was achingly beautiful he’d chosen her to be his bride. His wedding was only two months away, and preparations were in full-swing. Not that he had to do much. Even his servants had servants, and the tizzy of activity that constantly surrounded him and Carella ended whenever he went to his rooms. 
 
   No one was allowed inside except him and his brothers. He’d given Carella some manure-stinking excuse about fighter superstition. He said only family members proper could be allowed in his quarters, and until they were married, they’d just have to meet in her apartment.
 
   Of course, his real reason was Sula. Pul had moved a lot of his things there, and was for all intents and purposes a permanent fixture around the house as well. Sometimes Draken felt it was no longer his home, but theirs, and they’d deemed him worthy of their charity by letting him remain.
 
   That morning, Pul was off at some news-caller meeting or another, feeding prewritten lines about Draken’s strategies, his training, his impending union to socialite-beauty, Carella Tessin, and of course, the number-one question news-callers had been asking since the beginning of Draken’s career: when he was going to hire a trainer. This was the easiest question of all for Pul to answer, because the words were always the same: “At this time, Draken has no plans to join with anyone, in any capacity, in the pit.”
 
   What was not rote, however, was the conversation Sula and Draken had while Pul was gone. 
 
   Draken had been staring at the arena pit, where fighter-hopefuls trained with each other, two-bit trainers, and sometimes their fathers, if they happened to be retirees of the same. Since the murder of the last magistrate, it had been determined that the arena didn’t actually need to install someone new in his place. Now the bureaucratic council ran the entire Figa circuit, and the rules regarding appropriate training times had become much more lax. Draken didn’t mind. The height of his rooms ensured his privacy, and there was almost always something interesting to see; a kid accidentally getting cut, a trainer losing his temper, someone whose style was so pitiful it gave Draken an inner chuckle at their expense.
 
   Soon he would move into the manor Carella’s father had had built for them. He knew he’d miss this view of the arena, but he also knew it would be a social mistake to maintain this residence here. Too many rumors as to why he needed such a private space.
 
   His mind playing with a number of ideas, not dwelling on any for long; potential aesthetic augmentations that might be made to his sword, what he’d like to order for dinner, and, most pressingly, his approaching wedding ceremony. He didn’t love Carella. He’d never loved anyone romantically, nor did he strictly believe in the concept as it was espoused in the popular stories and songs that so thoroughly pervaded the city’s more “cultured” residents. But this mostly social union was still sure to bring its perks, and his mind was on the one that would surely come to pass after the ceremony.
 
   In short, Vgar was as far from Draken’s mind as the land from which he’d sprung. So he was shocked into attention when Sula said, “Tell me about when you killed the mountain fighter from my homeland.”
 
   Her tone suggested this was purely a casual remark, a curious whim that had entered into her mind to speak only moments before she had done so. She pitted olives in her accustomed seat in the couch furthest from both window and door. 
 
   He faced her, leaving the practicing boys without witness, and said, “Why do you ask?”
 
   She didn’t look at him. “I may not have believed in his cult, but he was still of my blood, wasn’t he? Even more than just any random Edan. The cult is not large. It’s more than possible he and I were related in some way.”
 
   “Did you know him?”
 
   There was only a small beat between his question and her reply, but it was there. She said, “No.” The minute pause might have meant nothing, Draken was experienced enough at reading others to know one couldn’t always read intent in every signal, but it still piqued his inner warrior. He affected the same casual air she offered him, but in his mind he was tensing for battle. A battle of wits, maybe, but a fight nonetheless.
 
   “Then why do you want to know?”
 
   “It’s not like there’s much else going on. Humor me. Soon, I’m assuming I’ll have to find another place to live.”
 
   “That’s right,” Draken said, relieved that she’d brought it up first. Of course she’d have to leave before the wedding. The sooner the better.
 
   “So consider this a goodbye gift.”
 
   He laughed in an attempt to cut the tension. “Goodbye? I didn’t think you were leaving town. I assumed you would stay with Pul.”
 
   “I will. But once you are married you will be beyond the reach of my close friendship, don’t you think?” He nodded. She said, “So in a way, it will be goodbye. So for my present, I want you to tell me about when you killed him.”
 
   “What’s my goodbye present?”
 
   “There are many boys, and men, in Eda who would love to have me stay in their home for a year. Even if they couldn’t touch me. A decoration. A beauty to gaze upon, feast the eyes upon, as I have been for you.” Her accent always became thicker when she spoke of her home. Draken was sure she didn’t notice. “That is and has been my gift to you.”
 
   He shrugged and turned back to the pitiful action below. Someone had been wounded, and badly. He saw the arena shaman had been notified, and he was attending to the boy right where he’d fallen.
 
   “There’s not much to tell,” he finally said, as the distant shaman’s hands moved around the body, feeling for the energies that were out of alignment. “I thought he was going to kill me, so I had no choice. You know all that.”
 
   “But I want to know what it felt like.”
 
   Something squirmed in Draken’s stomach. Was she talking about the rage he felt, sometimes, when he was a hare’s breath from losing control?
 
   “What do you think?” he said. “It was gross. It felt bad to kill another person.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   Her tone was not as casual now. He turned back to see that at some point she had started looking at him, her olives set aside for the time being. Without wanting to, he explored her question, knowing what he would find. Yes, he had felt revulsion thinking about the act of ending the giant’s life, but that had been later, remembering. In the moment of the killing, however, he had felt ecstasy. Power distilled. He felt he had touched a pure river which could never be exhausted.
 
   But he said, “Yes. I didn’t become a fighter to kill people. I’m an entertainer, not a murderer.”
 
   She nodded, but there was something about that nod…
 
   And when he heard the frantic pounding at the door that could only be Pul, he knew. He didn’t know exactly, but that squirming thing in his belly truly came alive. He let Pul in and felt he could nearly have spoken the words before his brother did.
 
   “Debbin,” Pul huffed after his run, “killed… like the magistrate. The same… the same display of his innards at his doorway. The bear-masks are back.”
 
   And Sula shrieked, completely losing the sense of stately, mysterious womanhood that was her constant mask and being.
 
   “We must run! Now!” she yelled, flying to her feet as if she’d been launched from a slingshot. She was at the door in an instant, pulling it open. “I know what this means! There will soon be only one safe place in the city for you both. Follow me!”
 
   It was the truest testament at how she had utterly fooled them that Draken did not think twice before obeying. His instincts, already naturally keen, had been honed to a razor’s edge by his years of experience in the arena. And yet, he had been hoodwinked. Later, he would look back at this moment as one of the lowest of his life.
 
   They all ran. They hadn’t even made it down the corridor before a bear-mask slipped out at Draken from behind a pillar. The next moment, the man was dead, Draken having snapped his neck with a practiced move he had never used on anything but a fighting dummy. But too late, he saw his error. The bear-mask had given his life simply to be a distraction, though he may not have known how expertly Draken could kill with his bare hands, since his fame was as wielder of both sword and shield.
 
   Another bear-mask laughed, but not with the same depravity of a natural-born killer in the pit. It was a simple bark of triumph and relief. Pul was in the bear-mask’s huge arms, a razor against his neck.
 
   In a thick accent, unmistakably Edan, the man threatening Pul said, “Draken Wellstroma, killer of Vgar of the Bear, champion of the arena at Figa, you will be silent. You will hold your lips closed, for they now symbolize the skin of the neck of your only remaining brother. If your lips part, so does this skin.”
 
   Draken understood. His mind working overdrive, a million words he wished to utter, he still kept his lips tightly closed. Three others stepped from behind pillars farther down the passage. A total silence enclosed this level of the arena, as only the key fighters in the arena lived here, and none but they and their guests were allowed in. A year ago, Sula had slipped past security, but a group this size wouldn’t have had that option. Draken mourned the guards who must surely be dead now, but there were more pressing matters: his escape, his brother’s, and Sula’s.
 
   He cast his eyes about for her. The small, dark-skinned girl who had been a fixture in his home for a year, a constant companion if not an intimate one, stepped out from behind him, and joined the bear-mask.
 
   His mind understood, but his soul balked at the sight. And he almost spoke, but instead his eyes fastened onto the blade pressed so tightly up to his brother’s neck that there was already a dribble of bright blood there.
 
   The bear-mask said, “Sula will take you where we are going.” His accent was strong, but his words were clear. “You will walk with her as if nothing is wrong. When you get there they will chain you so you cannot move. She will return to your rooms and then escort your brother. You will both remain safe as long as you do nothing to draw attention to yourselves and nothing to betray our purpose. Any attempt to escape or get help will be the same as forfeiting your brother’s life. That goes for both of you. Nod if you understand.” Both the brothers did. “It will appear that you are walking with Sula alone, perhaps giving her a tour of the city, but we will be watching at every moment, even when you do not see us. Is that understood as well?” Again, they nodded.
 
   Without removing the blade from Pul’s neck, the leader of the band walked him to Draken’s door, which was still open. Two of the other bear-masks dragged the corpse of their brother into the room behind them, and then the door closed, and Draken was left alone in the silent hallway with Sula.
 
   He looked at her, unable to speak now that he was allowed.
 
   She didn’t smile, but she also didn’t appear sad. Softly, she said, “Don’t be surprised, and don’t waste time asking yourself how I could have betrayed you. Vgar was my father, and I am a true believer in the ways E’ghat. That’s all you need to know.”
 
   It wasn’t, though. That wasn’t good enough. They’d been friends, housemates. He thought she’d protected him, maybe even saved his life from the very men that had just taken Pul into his rooms. Worst of all, she’d made of fool of his abilities. This was not simply a matter of pride from Draken, one who knew himself to be touched by Rada, whose gifts came from Rada—it was sacrilege.
 
   “This will be easier if we don’t talk,” she said, starting toward the distant staircase that would take them to the main floor of the arena. “Forget what they said about a tour. I don’t trust your emotions not to break if you had to talk to me the whole way there.”
 
   Draken began to follow. “How, exactly, do they expect us to keep from drawing attention to ourselves? It’s not like I won’t be recognized, or like the news-callers won’t have plenty to say when they see me walking with a girl who isn’t Carella.”
 
   “I won’t walk close. Follow me, but you can look like you are walking by yourself. If you wear a face that says you are busy, most people will leave you alone.”
 
   “And you know all about wearing faces, don’t you?” The words came out even more poisonous than he’d intended them to.
 
   But instead of being stung by them, at least on the outside, her pace and manner remained the same. “Indeed I do,” she said. “It is one of the great skills of my people, one of the most important aspects of following E’ghat.”
 
   


 
  

Chapter 18 
 
   When Draken awoke next in his sickbed in Merreline, the healing shaman was there. Whatever tea she had made him drink had cured his hangover as well as any lingering drunkenness. He guessed the time to be roughly two hours past noon. She was mixing something with her back to him.
 
   “Something else I’ll need to swallow?” he said, attempting lightness, although his dream-memory of Sula’s betrayal seemed more present and real to him than the bed he lay in or the shaman in front of him. 
 
   “You did not like my tea?” she asked. “The flavor was too bitter?”
 
   “No, it was fine.”
 
   “This is not for you, anyway. I do have other patients, as I’m sure you realize.” She turned her head to smile at him. “You had a horrible dream.” It wasn’t a question.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You also spoke in your sleep. Now I know who you really are.” She said this the same way she might have told him it looked like it would rain.
 
   For a long time he didn’t say anything. She finished her mixture and left it to steep. Crossing the room to him, it occurred to Draken that this shaman was actually like Sula in some ways. Frail to look at, but possessing an inner strength that could be seen by any practiced eye. If not for her height and her light skin, he might have even wondered for a moment if it was Sula in disguise, her torture of him not yet complete.
 
   Then he remembered his brother, and the mask he’d been wearing when he’d attacked the monastery, and he realized Sula’s tormenting was actually not finished. He would never see her again, but with Pul tainted by this ancient, false god, Sula might as well have left a thorn in Draken’s gut that could never be removed.
 
   “You were very famous,” the shaman said, sitting beside him and automatically massaging the hand nearest her. Her expert touch, probing pressure-points in the skin, the valleys and mountains of his bones, soothed further aches he’d not even realized were lingering in him. He was astounded by her skill. Nowhere in Figa, he was sure, was there a shaman such as this. It was in line with everything he’d learned of Merreline in the short time he’d been there. Here were people unlike any others he’d known: faithful, powerful, simple.
 
   “Don’t tell,” he pleaded. “I am known as Dimiter now.”
 
   “I wouldn’t,” she said, with a reluctant shake of the head that suggested the notion was ridiculous, that perhaps Draken should have known better than to even suggest it. He supposed that was true. He sensed no malice in this woman. “But just because I know you are actually a great fighter does not mean I know everything about you. Why, for instance, you are here, and why you have said nothing of returning to your monastery. Drunkenness is frowned on, I’m sure, but they would not deny your repentance, would they?”
 
   “No,” he said, trying to sit up a bit more to make conversation less awkward. He winced as he did so in anticipation of pain, but there was none.
 
   “Then…?” she let the word trail off.
 
   “Are you a healer of the mind as well?” he laughed. “Why should you want me to burden you with my troubles? Those that have nothing to do with my body?”
 
   She got up, walked around to the other side of the bed, sat, and began massaging his opposite hand in the exact manner she had to the other. “I seek only to heal the body,” she said. “This is true. But I believe that the soul, and the mind, and the blessing of your god, whatever it may be; everyone has something, are connected, so I cannot heal your body fully and leave every other part of you untouched.”
 
   Her philosophy seemed strange to him at first. If not strange, then strange from the mouth of a shaman, who usually seemed so one-track in their learning of the body’s ways. But he conceded that it may be true. Perhaps that was why she was so adept. And so, unwound as he was from the rest, the tea, the massage, and her healing humming, he trusted her knowledge, and spoke.
 
   “I don’t belong there, and I never did.”
 
   “Because you serve Rada?” she said. He raised an eyebrow, and she did something that could almost be called silent laughter. “Don’t look surprised. Even here in the ‘simple’ land of the north we hear about the arena in Figa. I may not look it, but I’ve been to my fair share of fights, both as a spectator and in the capacity of my profession. I’ve never been to the arena you hail from, but I still have ears, don’t I?”
 
   “Did you ever see me?” he said, and she shook her head no. “To answer your question, yes,” he continued, “I don’t belong at the monastery because I serve Rada. It was foolish of me to try to become a monk.”
 
   “Then why did you?”
 
   But now he paused. “Just yesterday, the answer to that question was my most closely-guarded secret.”
 
   “Are you sure you aren’t a court jester? You have me salivating for the next bit of your story. What happened to change that?”
 
   “I was found,” he said simply. “That’s all. I became… I became a monk because I wanted to protect someone. Three someones, actually.”
 
   “Your wife? Your children?”
 
   It was like she had speared his heart with a stake of ice. Their perfect faces came into his mind with the force like a scene of unexpected gore. Carella. Dayda. Tayda. The only three people that meant anything to him now that Pul was forever beyond his grasp.
 
   He clenched his eyes shut against the pain of remembering them, his ache to be with them again, but be worthy of being called a father and a husband. Through the agony he said, “I thought you were supposed to heal me.”
 
   “I am,” she said. “And sometimes when you set a bone you must rebreak it first. Healing does not always feel good in the moment. True healing is what’s best for you over the course of days, weeks, months, and on.”
 
   “All right,” he said, just wanting her to stop talking. “I get it.”
 
   “I still think you should return. Rada or not. I can feel that you—”
 
   But she couldn’t finish the thought. The town’s attention bell was ringing, and simultaneously the shouts began at each corner from the soldiers and the news-callers they had co-opted.
 
   Their voices overlapped, as they made their set calls amid the clanging of the attention bell. The one closest to the shaman’s home sounded young, scarcely older than a child, and Draken wondered if they’d gotten even more people than just the news-callers to help spread this message. Young he was, but his voice was clear. He called, “The monastery has been attacked! It is on fire! All able-bodied adults able to do so are to report to that location immediately. Bring buckets. There is a moat on location. The monastery has been attacked! It is on fire!” and on and on.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 19 
 
   Draken was on his feet in an instant, more grateful than ever for the healing the shaman worked on him. He needed to be at his fighting fit. But-
 
   “Where’s the sword?” he bellowed, feeling his frustration mounting like a swelling ocean tide. No, not frustration. Something worse, and far more dangerous. It was panic. Not a panic borne from the fear of battle, but what might be loosed in himself when the time came for action.
 
   “You cannot,” she said. “I will forgive drinking. But you cannot lift a sword. I don’t care if you serve Rada or my father’s cow, you are a monk!”
 
   “Woman!” he turned on her in a rage and instantly regretted the flash of real terror he saw in her face as she cringed away from him. What did it say about him that this unflappable woman, no doubt a discerner of character as much as ailment, appeared to have no doubt that he would kill or strike her if it served his ends? But he wouldn’t be stopped. “You must tell me where the sword is! I am already disgraced! I have already shed blood as a monk! I know who set this fire. I know their hearts. Nothing will stop them but death. There is no need for anyone else to be hurt while you worry about the state of my soul!” 
 
   He knew that wasn’t the whole of it. It wasn’t only his reverence for the gods in danger here. The people supported the monks. The monks acted on their behalf. In her mind, no good could possibly come from his disobedience. And yet, she relented.
 
   “Under the bed. I’ve nowhere else to hide it.”
 
   He wanted to believe she simply saw the logic of his words, but in the dark of his heart he worried she acted out of self-preservation. Was she in danger from him? He wondered. He couldn’t believe it was so, and yet…
 
   There was no time for such soul-searching. He scooped his hand under the bed without looking and could have easily grabbed the blade instead of the hilt, rendering him useless in battle. Maybe that’s what he’d hoped would happen. But it didn’t, and his fingers wrapped around the unfamiliar handle with confidence. It was like slipping into a new tailored glove; stiff, but still well-fitted.
 
   He did not even thank her, did not trust his voice to remain unbroken. He’d liked the shaman, and now, like everyone he’d ever liked, she was out of his life. Only once he was half-way down her street did he realize that he wore only a linen skirt. Anyone who looked at him would know he’d come from a shaman’s. But no matter. He stormed the street, drawing the gaze of the other men and women rushing to the outskirts of town, where the monastery waited over a mile away. Every soldier and news-caller shouting the message looked at him as well, but no one tried to stop him.
 
   He was sure he would not be recognized as Draken, not even with a sword in his hand. He looked too much the part of town loon to be the mysteriously absent celebrity of Figa’s arena; youngest champion of all time, and the only one to never take a trainer; husband of Carella, grandest beauty and sharpest tongue in Drammata; father of Dayda and Fayda, twin girls as fair and as ethereal as the moon; killer of Vgar, legendary mountain fighter; son of the merchant Karillo, the dead keeper of the city’s oldest wines. 
 
   He did not know why his pedigree-resume flowed through his head in this moment. Only that he could not stop it. Not even when it reached the titles he’d never wanted. Drunken Draken, the champion of Champagne. Draken, the most foolish gambler the city had ever known. Draken the lush. Draken the unfaithful, the pursuer of childish pleasures.
 
   Soon he was at the monastery. He’d moved as if in a dream, the world blurring past him like an unfinished painting. Dozens of people, civilians and soldier-police alike, threw buckets of water on the blaze, but one glance was enough for Draken to know what they couldn’t.
 
   The blaze had been lit by a fire bomb. Probably several. There was nothing that could be done. The strange oils of the weapon would burn until they were gone. The water they splashed on it only made it spread, in defiance of all known laws of fire. He didn’t bother to tell anyone to stop, however. They were in a frenzy. Anything he said in that vein would be taken as proof of his confederacy with the arsons, especially when it was learned that he should rightfully have been inside. 
 
   The fire had been burning too long. His brother and his companions would be long-gone. All this destruction, this blasphemy… just to send Draken a message.
 
   He approached one of the soldiers, a man directing new arrivals to the most thinly-covered spots. “Did any of the monks get out?”
 
   “Not that we saw,” the man said. His eyes were so full of cold, sad acceptance. Draken knew he must have realized the nature of the fire, even though it was totally new to him, just by observing it.
 
   Draken said, “It doesn’t look like the water is helping.”
 
   “It isn’t. But I’m not going to be the one to tell them.” Draken nodded. The soldier said, “How could anyone do this? How could anyone do this?” And Draken wondered how the man would go on, his whole body seemed racked with the shock of the betrayal, an act so heinous it could not be comprehended. 
 
   Draken said, honestly, “I don’t know.”
 
   He crossed the moat where an impromptu bridge of boards had been laid, and circled the ancient castle as far from it as he could get without stepping into the water. It was a huge building, and took several minutes of brisk walking to navigate one of its outer walls. There were few people working here to bring the fire down; most had begun at the entrance, where there was plenty of work to do.
 
   “Help!” Draken heard, or thought he heard, amid the crackling, uneven roar of the blaze. “Help, if you like!” This last made Draken less sure he’d heard anything but his own imagination. What kind of distress call was that? “Anyone?”
 
   But then Draken saw him, where the wall had been blown open. Probably a contact point for one of the bombs. The man was pinned beneath a stud. The far end of it was burning, about six feet from him, but as of yet he seemed unsinged.
 
   “I, uh, I seem to be trapped,” the man said, smiling at Draken with a row of pleasantly crooked teeth. Draken didn’t recognize him, but judging from his robe, he was clearly a monk.
 
   Draken climbed over the ruined wall, a feat that would have been impossible while the building was standing, and instantly was rebuffed by the heat. It was so intense, he felt he’d been sunburned simply standing before it, but still he made his way to the monk. He was scrawny, but still had a small pot belly. At the top of his thin neck sat a face that was not too far from handsome, if a bit on the goofy side. “Oh,” the monk said. “You might need to go get some other people. This thing’s pretty heavy.”
 
   Draken gripped it with his wide hands. The muscles in his arms stood out like cords, but it moved without much argument. He threw the end of the stud into a pile that might once have been a desk, sending up a tizzy of sparks. The monk stepped out gratefully from the rut he’d been trapped in. After cracking his back with both hands, and wiping his sweaty palm on his soot-ruined robe, he extended a hand in greeting. “I’m Jace. I’m new here.” All around him the flamelight danced on his face, playing tricks both cruel and kind with his features.
 
   Draken grabbed Jace’s hand so hard he almost broke the fragile bones there, and dragged him toward safety. When they’d gotten almost to the water’s edge, Jace said, “Let me just take this robe off. I don’t want to make a scene by being a monk. You’re practically naked, so whatever lie you’ve got for yourself should work fine for me too. I’m not picky.”
 
   They ran to the makeshift bridge, but no one stopped them or, indeed, seemed much to notice them. The fire had entered into a new stage, freeing the volunteers of the distraction of throwing water, pushing them back to the other side of the moat with its intense heat. But even though there was now nothing for them to even attempt to do, the inferno was too incredible for them to peel their eyes away from. Draken and Jace slipped by without so much as a raised eyebrow despite their immodesty. Not even a soldier stopped them as they moved into a nearby grove of trees.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 20 
 
   “Now, as I was saying,” Jace tried once they were ensconced in the trees, but he was interrupted by a series of explosions. Shattering much of the monastery’s remains and sending the crowd scattering, only to reconvene a hundred yards further back.
 
   “What was that?” Draken asked in disbelief.
 
   “Coal. The dust, actually.” Jace answered matter-of-factly. “How else to you think they kept you warm in the winter? Huge coal furnace down there.” Jace made a vague outline with both hands, as if he were a children’s storyteller. “The size of an elephant.”
 
   Draken had never seen it, but he had seen the black pipes snaking through the entire structure. He hadn’t been a monk for even one year, and had never endured a winter in the monastery. Now he never would.
 
   “Coal explodes like that if it’s packed in enough and there’s a big enough heat source. And I’d call that big enough.” The man laughed. Draken looked at him in disbelief. He’d just been on the scene of a massacre. How many monks had lost their lives this today? More than had ever died at once before, Draken was sure, at least in recorded history. Jace himself had almost died. If Draken had not come around, if he hadn’t been strong enough… Jace would be nothing but a charred skeleton. The only thing about him would be his childish grin.
 
   “Did you know,” Jace was saying, “there’s a coal fire in Whey that’s been burning for over ten years? Mines. Nobody knows how far down they go. I reckon this place,” he jabbed a thumb toward his former home, “will at least be smoldering for weeks. They had enough old coal in there to last another hundred years, packed down in the basement. I think some of it was leftover from the days it was a castle proper. I’m sorry, here I am jabbering on and I don’t even know your name. You know I’m Jace. Jace Darune. What can I address you as, o great hero?”
 
   “Hero?” Draken said, worried Jace knew his profession even if he didn’t remember his name.
 
   “You saved me,” Jace reminded him.
 
   “Oh. Right. I’m—” and he stopped. He realized there was no reason to hide his identity any longer. He threw his fake name away in his head. Good riddance. It wasn’t something he’d ever enjoyed hiding behind. “I’m Draken Wellstroma.”
 
   He watched, but not a flicker of recognition shown in the monk’s eyes. The name meant nothing to him. Draken gauged Jace to be in maybe his early-to-mid thirties. Older than Draken by a stretch, anyway. Had he not been a monk, he might have even thought his lack of knowledge suspicious. Even people who didn’t follow the arena had been interested in Draken purely as a wunderkind.
 
   “Well, Draken Wellstroma: thank you. Also, you are strong.”
 
   “You’re welcome.”
 
   “Hmm,” Jace said, turning to look at the monastery through a break in the trees. It was more smoke than fire now, or at least the black smoke billowing up like a pillar of charcoal blocked out so much of the fire’s light it appeared to be dying down. 
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “It’s just, well, what now?” Jace seemed almost happy about the question, as if it amused him. “I can’t go back to the last monastery I came from. I didn’t get on very well there.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Let’s just say a lot of people confuse being reverent about the gods with being boring. That’s not an error I’ve ever made. I have many faults, but that’s not one of them.”
 
   “I see,” said Draken.
 
   “No offense, but how could you? People who aren’t monks don’t ‘see’ what it’s like to be one. There are strong pressures there to act a certain way, be a certain way. I want to serve the four-five gods. No,” he shook his head, “let me rephrase that. I do serve the four-five gods. Their will is my first and last priority. But I think a lot of the nonsense that the monks, and the church for that matter, has got themselves wrapped up in has a lot less to do with worship than posturing. I’m not much for posturing. Or dogma.”
 
   He put a hand on Draken’s shoulder, and his manner stiffened slightly, like he was rallying himself up for something. “Let me ask you a question,” he said. “Do you believe the will of the four-five gods is done in this world?”
 
   This was an easy question for any believer. The idea that the gods have their way, after all is said and done, was one of the key tenants of the four-five faith. 
 
   Draken answered truthfully, or at least he hoped it was the truth. “Yes.”
 
   “Of course you do,” Jace said. “And so do I. And so does everybody in Drammata, just about. So let me ask you this: why are we so worried?”
 
   “Worried?”
 
   “Oh don’t tell me you haven’t noticed. Even if you’re not a monk, you have to have noticed. Let’s take Her Sickness, for example. Have you ever lost anybody to Her Sickness?”
 
   Draken nodded.
 
   “Me too. You get to be a certain age, these days anyway, and it’s more likely than not that you know at least one person who, let’s say, succumbed to the disease. What do people say about it?”
 
   “That the person went directly into the service of Dramm-Teskata, without any trial of the spirit after death.”
 
   “And is that a good thing or a bad thing?”
 
   Draken had to answer. “Good.”
 
   “Right. And yet, everybody’s always so worried about it. Not me. I never worry about Her Sickness. If somebody gets it, I just tell them ‘congratulations.’ Everybody says they have reverence for Dramm-Teskata’s sickness, but then look at them. Cowering in fear from anybody who gets it, ostracizing them, locking them away. Look at the officials. All these decrees about how to keep it from spreading. That doesn’t seem hypocritical to you?”
 
   “The thought has crossed my mind,” Draken admitted. 
 
   “Yours. Mine. Everybody’s. We all know that’s not the right way to act about it, yet we worry about dying, about catching it. I don’t know about you, but I want to serve Dramm-Teskata. I don’t want to wade through some spiritual trial first. But you know, I don’t worry about that either. I’m probably never going to get Her Sickness. I’ve been around dozens of people who had it. Maybe more. Never so much as a sniffle afterward. And that’s okay, because, and pay close attention now, what is it if I don’t get Her Sickness? What is it if I have to have the trial of my spirit?”
 
   Draken only shrugged.
 
   “It means that’s the will of the four-five gods, and isn’t that what we all want anyway? Isn’t that what we all worship?”
 
   “Is that why you’re so jovial about the massacre behind you?” Draken asked seriously.
 
   “Hey!” Jace protested. “Don’t think I’m happy about all those monks dying! I’m not totally cold-hearted! I know that someone did that, that someone attacked us, and I know that’s not righteousness. No, I don’t think that display of hatred was the will of the four-five gods, as such, but I also don’t think for a moment that the souls of those monks are going to be left high and dry. Dramm-Teskata probably knew about this a long time before it happened, and even if she didn’t, I think she’s a lot more powerful than the actions of a few guys in masks, even if their crime was of the vilest sort.”
 
   “There are other monasteries,” Draken said, disgusted with this man’s flippant attitude toward Pul’s terrorism. “I’m sure they’ll take you.”
 
   Jace looked into Draken’s eyes, deeply. “I’ve touched a nerve,” he said, not unkindly. “I want to know which. Did you have maybe a brother who was a monk here? Father? Uncle? Former teacher?”
 
   Draken bit back harsh words and chose instead those which would shock the man into silence. “I was a monk here!” he almost shouted. “And it looks like you and I are the only two who survived.”
 
   If Draken had been hoping to still the man’s tongue, he was disappointed. “Dimiter!” he shouted. “Everyone was wondering where you’d gone. You were all anybody was talking about the last two days. And that man in the mask, the one who first attacked you, he called you ‘Old Baby.’ Some of the monks thought he might mean a famous fighter in Figa, others thought that wasn’t possible. I didn’t know what to think. I’ve never been to an arena.”
 
   Draken was even more agitated by this outpouring. He turned to walk away. He was ready to leave all of this behind him. He regretted telling Jace he’d been a monk as well, but it didn’t matter, he’d never have to see this man again. All he had to do was go to town, find a tavern, find a henhouse, a gambling hall, and soon he’d sink back into the muck from which he’d sprung those scant ten months ago, and he’d be, if not happy, at least numb.
 
   “Where are you going?” Jace said, running after him. “Don’t you see how we’ve been drawn together? This is exactly what I’m talking about. You say you want the will of the four-five gods, but you never look for it, not even when they shove their will right in front of your face.”
 
   “I’m not a monk any longer,” Draken said, to shake the man. “After I took my many oaths, I drank, and—”
 
   “Ha ha,” Jace said, “who hasn’t sipped an ale now and then? I don’t think—”
 
   “And I’ve spilled blood.”
 
   “I know,” Jace said. “When you killed those masked men… that was the day I joined this monastery. I’m the one who brought the message of their approach. I saw you dispatch of those men, and I thought it was quite compelling.”
 
   Draken had to round on him at this admission. It was too far-fetched. “Compelling?” he said, furious at his fall from grace being referred to as a novelty for this man’s amusement. He’d had enough of being a spectacle to last him a lifetime.
 
   “Maybe it’s because I’ve never been to an arena,” Jace said, taking an instinctive step backward in the face of Draken’s rage. “But I never thought watching people attack each other could be so engaging.”
 
   “Well, then you also know I’m no longer a monk!”
 
   “I don’t think it’s quite that easy,” the scrawny brother said. “You serve the four-five gods now, and you’ll keep serving them. If you are the man some of the others thought you were, if it’s true that you served Rada before becoming a monk, you must know you can’t return now. You cannot serve Rada alone now. All of them have their claim on you, and that’s the way it should be. Call it blasphemy, but I think you were doing the will of the four-five gods just fine when you slaughtered those villains.”
 
   “It is blasphemy!” Draken yelled, not sure exactly what it was that had his blood boiling—but identifying this man as the root of his frustrations—whatever they were.
 
   “Says who?” Jace asked, and the simplicity of the question caught Draken off-guard.
 
   He eventually answered, “The church.”
 
   “Is the church the same thing as the four-five gods?”
 
   Draken turned back toward town. From the corner of his eye he saw the plume of black smoke, so thick it seemed a solid thing, the filth of humankind drifting up to tarnish the heavens. “I don’t need to talk to you,” he said.
 
   “It’s true then?” Jace asked. “You were an arena fighter before you were a monk, weren’t you? That’s right! You didn’t say you were Dimiter when I asked… you said—”
 
   But Draken was getting away from him, walking at a resolute pace.
 
   “Not many go from the circuits to the cloth,” Jace continued, catching up to Draken and matching him pace for pace. “But it has happened before. I think you’re a fascinating person, Draken Welstroma. That’s the name you gave, isn’t it? I thank the four-five gods that we’ve been brought together. A misfit monk and his companion, the only monk alive who once served Rada. Doesn’t it excite you to consider what purpose we’ve been brought together for? Think about it. When’s the last time something like this happened? This is like something out of the Canon.”
 
   They came out of the grove. Some of the villagers were returning to town. There were animals to feed, children to tend, lunches to be cooked. But even more stayed at the monastery, watching it burn. No doubt they were trying to make room in their heads for such a monstrous act, the likes of which none of them could remember having heard before. At least, not outside the realms of legend and fairy-tale. Or the scriptures the church called Canon.
 
   “That man,” Jace said, huffing for breath as his struggled to keep up with Draken, “in the mask. The one you didn’t kill. He’s the one who came back to burn the castle down once you’d gone. He had new companions with him, he must have, but I’d have thought they were the same ones as before if I hadn’t watched you slaughter them. They seemed identical, even in the way they rode their horses.”
 
   Now there were some people within earshot, and Draken wished Jace would stop talking so loudly. But he said nothing, just kept making his way toward the tavern, trying to figure out a way to get a drink or two on the house since he had no money.
 
   Jace said, “I think he knew you before you were a monk, the leader of those men. That’s the way he was talking, anyhow. I think he knew it would rile you if he called you Old Baby.”
 
   “It wasn’t Old Baby,” Draken finally responded, not able to keep his words in. “It was Old Babe. Old Babe. Get it right if you insist on saying it.”
 
   “I know,” he said. “I just wanted you to say something.” Jace grinned, and it took twenty years off his face, winding him back to childhood. He didn’t seem to mind the journey.
 
   A woman looked at them as she passed, and Draken decided enough was enough. He wasn’t going to let this man blow his cover. “Okay,” he said. “We’ll talk. Just be quiet until we find a place to speak privately.”
 
   Jace was already grinning, but his face tried to open more. Pressed to describe it, Draken would have had to have said the monk was beaming. “That’s what I like to hear!”
 
   


 
  

Chapter 21 
 
   And so, instead of drinking his problems away, Draken poured them into Jace Darune, the strangest monk he’d ever met. They did go to a tavern, but, Jace said, only because it was the safest place to talk where they could also stay warm. They’d found old onion sacks to wear as clothes, making them look totally impoverished, but in the dim lights of the tavern no one seemed to notice. Once he’d caught Jace up to the night Sula had revealed herself, both in parentage and in character, Jace cut him off.
 
   “Sorry,” he said, “but this is such a thirsty story,” and waved over a bar maiden. 
 
   “What are you doing?” Draken asked, something like terror in his voice. But she was there before he could warn Jace that he was an alcoholic.
 
   “Two of whatever you’ve got that isn’t too strong, eh?” He smiled at her like he was already drunk, and handed her five pewter coins. “Whatever this will get us, assuming there’s enough there for a tip.”
 
   She smiled back, and soon they had two mugs of house ale in front of them. Draken relaxed. It was probably too watered-down to pose a serious threat.
 
   “Now,” Jace said, taking a satisfying pull on his ale, not bothering to wipe away the foam mustache it left behind, “now I can listen. I have a feeling this is the exciting part, anyway.”
 
   Draken didn’t much care for the implication that Jace hadn’t already been listening, considering he’d already been telling his tale for more than two hours, but he didn’t want to stare his ale-horse in the mouth.
 
   “So,” he said, not drinking from his own mug until the foam had died down to a manageable level, “Sula took me to the sewers. I would never have thought the bear-masks had set up their base there, but it was actually not as rancid as you might think.”
 
   “This is in Figa, right?”
 
   Draken nodded.
 
   “They must have gone to the west end of town. That’s where the water comes in from the Sheanna River, before it gets all mixed up with dinner’s leftovers.” Jace laughed at his own joke, staring Draken in the eye.
 
   “Yes,” Draken said. “It was the west side of town. Aside from being damp, it hardly smelled at all. But I remember how nervous I was, descending that ladder…”
 
   ***
 
   “Please watch your step,” Sula called down. “The rungs are very slippery.”
 
   Draken made it to the bottom. His eyes hadn’t adjusted to the gloom, and so his world was very dark. He was still trying to hold his breath as much as possible, not yet realizing the place was free from all but the faintest putrid odor.
 
   “What do you care?” he said. “You’re going to kill me anyway.”
 
   Sula had finished her descent. Now he could make out her outline, and he ached on Pul’s behalf, his fool of a brother, who had actually cared for this fiend.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   “I’m not going to kill you,” she said, “unless you make me.”
 
   “You or your buddies up there, what difference does it make?”
 
   “This way,” she said, leading him along the wall of the tunnel. “Be careful on your right side. There’s nothing between the path and the water, and it’s very swift. Even if you fall by accident they will kill Pul. It is their way.”
 
   After about thirty yards of movement made slow by the dark and the narrowness of the way, she spoke again, her accent thicker than normal. Draken guessed she was simply no longer masking it. “And I think it would make a big difference. If I killed you, your last moments would be ones of exquisite anguish. If my ‘buddies’ killed you, it would be relatively painless.”
 
   “You mean you would torture me?” Draken knew they were enemies, but still this surprised him.
 
   “Never,” she said crossly. “I mean anguish of the soul. I mean it would hurt you more because we are friends.”
 
   He didn’t challenge the truth of the label she gave their relationship. He knew they weren’t friends, but he also knew what she meant. In another way, perhaps it was right to call it a spiritual way, they were still connected, and try as he might he could not feel complete hatred for her. She’d spent so many hours in his home. She’d been good company, a good listener and confidant. And she was right. It would hurt worse if she was the one to end his life rather than strangers.
 
   Soon they came to a break in the wall which opened into a room. Draken’s eyes had slowly been adjusting, but as of yet he hadn’t been able to pinpoint the source of the scant light that illuminated the ancient stone path which ran alongside the sewer. Now he saw an oil lamp, burned in a rotted-away segment of the ground. The ground had been leveled, either by design or simply by the treading of many feet over the course of months or years. A thick, inappropriately ornate rug had been spread over the dirt, making the room more livable.
 
   And living here is exactly what the three bear-masks who waited for them seemed to have been doing. There were the remains of many meals neatly swept into a crumbling recession in one of the natural walls, large pails for laundering clothes, and even a number of chamber pots. The room didn’t smell any worse than the tunnel leading up to it, so Draken guessed they emptied them regularly.
 
   There was something disturbing about the fastidiousness of these bear-masks. If they were normal bandits, highwaymen, or the like, Draken could have easily wrapped his head around them, though it would not have made them harmless. But these people were driven by something larger than greed. He remembered the bear-mask who’d leapt at him from behind a pillar, knowing he could not have had a chance against Draken’s legendary strength on his own. He may not have known Draken would kill him, but he had to have known it was a possibility. No, these were men with a purpose larger than themselves, and that made them harder to predict. It made them unknown.
 
   No one spoke, not even Draken. He didn’t know what to say that would get him any closer to freedom, so he kept his mouth closed. Without ceremony—but not roughly, either—Sula presented Draken to the bear-masks to be chained to a metal stake driven into the earth. It seemed thin enough, but Draken was sure they’d have tested it against all possibility of breaking, even by someone as strong as he was.
 
   And as soon as the shackles were on, one on his right foot, another on his right hand, Sula was gone, presumably to fetch Pul. With her away, Draken oddly felt more confident. He thought he’d try something. 
 
   “You are here because I killed Vgar?” he asked any one of the three bear-masks in the room who would listen. He’d decided against saying anything like What happened to Vgar, thinking they might respect him more if he took responsibility for the killing. He didn’t care if they respected him, but it might cause one of them to make a mistake, to give Draken a moment’s leeway that he might make use of.
 
   “No,” one of the bear-masks spoke, and Draken realized that this one was a woman. As long as he’d known about this shadow-enemy in the city, ever since Sula had first told them of the bear-masks, Draken had assumed they’d all been male. Behind her mask and clothes her frame was bulky like the other two guards. None of them were to be trifled with, at least not physically. “We are here because E’ghat commands it.”
 
   “Now, here I would have thought you weren’t supposed to talk to me,” Draken said in a gambit to make her feel she must keep talking or risk ‘obeying’ his false rules. “Engaging the prisoner, eh, I’m pretty sure that’s a big no-no.” He smiled as he spoke, hoping to ignite rage in her, a further guarantee that she’d run her tongue.
 
   “Nothing of the sort,” she said, her accent the thickest yet, almost obscuring her words. “We can talk as much as you please, though I can’t promise to answer every question you have. There is nothing that could be said by either of us to change the course of events as they must unfold.”
 
   This last statement reminded Draken, as if any reminder were needed, that these were not thieves and crooks as he knew them. They were cultists, religious fanatics serving a long-dead god who had probably not existed in the first place.
 
   “Who is E’ghat?” he said, believing his only hope of making use of this exchange was to cause her to say something she should have left unsaid. He’d try to keep their conversation close to its most vital veins—things like faith, weakness, doubt, strength. He glanced at the other two guards. One was grinding something with a mortar and pestle, the other kept watch at the door. Whatever their feelings might be about their compatriot taking Draken’s bait were their own. Judging by their body language, one would think they didn’t even know anyone was talking.
 
   She said, “E’ghat is the god of bears.”
 
   So, the rumors he’d heard were true. This god—this, false god—was not a god in the shape of a human. It was a chilling thought.
 
   “But you are not a bear,” he said.
 
   She might have smiled at this, but the low-light and the fact that her mouth was half-hidden by her mask made it difficult to tell. “No, I’m not.”
 
   “Then why—”
 
   “We serve the god of the bears because he will have us. He is the most powerful god that has ever lived. Other gods come and go, but not E’ghat. He was here, almost, since the very beginning. Your four-five gods enjoy the day of their fame because it amuses E’ghat to watch their influence spread, knowing in time he will crush them. Or perhaps he has some grander design we know nothing of. It doesn’t matter. E’ghat is the only god worth serving, and he, in his wisdom and cunning, allows a few of us to join in his worship even though, as you were so fast to point out, we are not bears.”
 
   “Cunning?” Draken said, trying to find a comfortable way to sit on the ground and look at the woman at the same time. He didn’t want to give up the psychological advantage of standing. He was taller than the bear-mask woman by several inches. But he also knew he’d need whatever strength he could muster if he and Pul saw an opportunity to fight or flee. “So you think you might be pawns to him?”
 
   “I know I am a pawn. Better to be a pawn for E’ghat than the highest prophetess of any other god. I—” but she didn’t get to finish her thought. The guard at the door called to her in a hushed tone, and she said, “Forgive me, Draken Wellstroma,” she sounded polite, as if she had an honest reverence for Draken. This was disturbing in its own right. “We must pause our discussion.” She went to the other guard, and Draken was left to his own thoughts.
 
   A long time passed before anyone else came in. Draken found himself inexplicably drawn to some of the ideas the woman brought up. They disgusted him, but there was a certain appeal to them all the same.
 
   Draken was grateful when these thoughts were interrupted by a commotion at the main doorway. He couldn’t see the action well, as a shadow from one of the buckets covered the scene, but there was a moment of violence. A yell, a punch, and then Pul was shoved into the light with Sula right behind.
 
   “I thought you were smarter than that,” she said to Pul.
 
   Pul’s face was covered in his own blood, and he collapsed three steps into the room. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 22 
 
   “Why are you stopping?” Jace said, his words slurred slightly despite the fact that he’d had only two watered-down mugs of ale. Draken didn’t feel even the slightest tickle from the alcohol he’d consumed other than the desire for more. That desire had been roused, and he knew from experience it would be a long time before it settled down.
 
   “Look around,” he said. “They’re closing.”
 
   Jace pulled himself from the reverie of absorbing Draken’s tale, and saw that it was true. Chairs were being stacked on tables. They were the final two patrons.
 
   “You know,” Jace said, “I’d kind of hoped night would never come. I know we’ll be fine, but I’d rather not spend the night on the ground. We could get a room, but that’s half of the money I have left gone just like that. We could tell someone we’re monks, but I’m sure neither or us wants to deal with that mess tonight.”
 
   “It’s okay,” Draken said. “We don’t have to sleep on the ground. Come on.”
 
   Soon they were at the shaman’s house. She didn’t seem surprised to see them. Draken remembered her name was Kheda, and he was proud of himself for it. Names had never been a strong suit for him. With little fanfare, she saw them to one of her two sickrooms, where four empty beds waited for the monks to take their pick. Draken guessed that normally she would put them in the room with her other patients. He heard sounds of life from the other sickroom, but that she had her own reasons to keep them separated. Draken remembered his outburst, the moment she feared violence from him, and a pang of shame stabbed at him. These kinds of feelings were so common, however, he barely noticed it. 
 
   She also brought them two battered burlap pants and cotton shirts. They wouldn’t be recognized as monks now even by the most prying of eyes. It was convenient, but also disturbing to Draken, how she’d assumed correctly they wouldn’t want to be known as what they were, at least for a time. 
 
   She didn’t probe into their situation; now they were simply monks who needed a place to sleep, not patients to be healed. Soon the lights had been extinguished, and Draken didn’t even remember drifting off.
 
   In the morning Kheda had left food for them. Hard cheese and even harder bread, but both of good quality. She herself was nowhere to be found. Draken couldn’t help thinking she didn’t want to talk to him. She’d been brought down by his cynicism and anger, his belief that he couldn’t return to the monastery, and that was before it had burned down. Having decided he was as beyond saving as he professed himself to be, she’d also decided to distance herself from him. He’d liked her. He’d admired her skill, and it saddened him to think she saw him this way, but he didn’t blame her for a moment. 
 
   After they’d eaten, Jace put a coin on the table, mumbling something about how they’d need to get some money soon, and they left.
 
   Once out the door, just as Draken was about to ask where they thought they were going, Jace said, “We’re going to Figa, I’m afraid.” 
 
   “What?” Draken said, struggling to keep the sudden panic out of his voice. “I can’t go to Figa! You don’t understand! It feels like a long time since I’ve been gone, but I only disappeared from there eleven months ago. I’m sure everyone’s been gossiping about me, searching for me. I’m a celebrity in Figa.”
 
   “You sure seem to think so,” Jace said, smiling.
 
   “And it’s not only that. I have… debts there. Big ones. The kind they put you in jail for.”
 
   “I don’t know what to tell you. That’s where we need to go.” He started walking roughly in the direction of Figa. His manner suggested they’d get there by sunset, even though it was over a weeks’ journey by foot.
 
   “And you know this how, exactly? Did Dramm-Teskata whisper it in your ear?” Draken said, catching up to the older monk.
 
   “No. You did.”
 
   “I did?”
 
   “Draken, you strike me as a smart guy. Young, but perhaps wise beyond your years. And yet, you suffer from the same condition most people suffer from: the inability to see what’s right in front of you.”
 
   “I don’t need more riddles.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Jace told him with an apologetic grin. “It’s your wife.”
 
   “My wife?”
 
   “Pul burned down a monastery. He killed nearly a hundred monks. An unthinkable act even if he did convert to a new religion. You think he’ll stop at that because you slipped through his fingers?”
 
   Draken still couldn’t wrap his head around what Jace was saying… not quite… his mind wouldn’t let him. He felt as if a huge weight were pressing down on him, a heavy package that, once unwrapped, would reveal a monster within.
 
   Jace sighed and put a hand on his traveling companion’s shoulder. “It’s not your fault,” he said. “There’s just something about the human mind. It wants to protect itself from hard truths. Draken.” A pause, then, “Pul couldn’t get to you where you were, so now he has to draw you to him. There’s only one way to do that.”
 
   And Draken got it. “Carella…” He took a deep breath. “I haven’t gotten to this part of the story yet, but I have two children as well. Twin girls.”
 
   Jace shook his head sadly. “I wondered if you might. Not twins, I mean, but just children in general. How old are they?”
 
   The pain of this question felt almost like a physical stab. Draken had run away from Figa for his daughters’ sakes, theirs and Carella’s, he’d told himself that a thousand times, but he couldn’t help feeling he’d abandoned them. “They just turned six last month. I wasn’t there.”
 
   “It’s all right,” Jace said, trying to sooth him. “But do you see why we must go to Figa? They are not safe. It is the will of the gods and it is also common sense that we go to them. Funny how often those two attributes seem to go hand-in-hand.”
 
   Draken nodded and without warning fell to his knees. Again, he had to face the horror of all he’d done to them, how booze and chasing women had ruined their family before it ever had the chance to really begin.
 
   “Get up,” Jace whispered out of the side of his mouth. “Or pretend you’re praying or something. People are watching us, and I don’t think we can afford to make a scene.”
 
   But for a moment, Draken didn’t think he could stand. What he wanted, what he really wanted, was to give up entirely. He wanted to die. So he didn’t have to face all that lay ahead of him. Instead, he forced himself to his feet.
 
   “To Figa, then,” he said quietly.
 
   “And in the meantime, you can get back to your story.”
 
   But Draken didn’t dive back into his past straightaway. His heart and mind were too busy juggling emotions and thoughts. And anyway, he felt too conspicuous on the streets, where he’d just fallen to his knees so dramatically. They walked in comparative silence until they got to the city’s perimeter.
 
   It was a fine day for fall, the mild weather at odds with the horror Merreline had witnessed just a day before. Draken had always preferred summer to anything, but this day was unseasonably warm and sunny, with only a hint of winter’s approach in the breezes that kicked up occasionally.
 
   Nearly to the city’s gates, a formality of wood more than any kind of worthy defense, Draken opened his mouth to continue where he’d left off, and found himself oddly relieved to continue his story. His past was like a living thing inside him. Ever since Brother Keller had suggested he tell someone his story it had felt akin to a religious duty. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 23 
 
   In the days that followed their capture, while they remained prisoners of Sula and her entourage of some of E’ghat’s fanatics, Draken thought of his bride-to-be more than once. The fairest trophy he’d yet to add to his collection.
 
   Was she worried about him? he’d wondered time and again. 
 
   He knew she’d be upset about their plans being interrupted, but did she worry about him? Certainly she wouldn’t think he’d skipped town on purpose. The arrangement of their wedding was not emotional enough to produce cold feet, and she must know that. Pul’s heart must have been breaking, but for the most part he remained silent as stone.
 
   When he wasn’t thinking about Carella, or his career as a fighter, or what gossip must be circulating for him above-ground, his thoughts went to an unexpected figure: the god of bears. And as he thought about E’ghat, something very strange happened. Something Draken would later regret almost more than anything else in his life. He began to believe.
 
   Sula had explained to him and Pul both how Vgar was like a missionary, searching the world for E’ghat’s scattered warriors. She’d shocked Draken by revealing the followers of E’ghat weren’t mad at all that Vgar had been killed, or even that it had been so unnecessary. She said Vgar had been fighting his whole life to have someone dispose of him in this manner—brutally, without mercy.
 
   Draken didn’t want to accept what Sula was saying, but there seemed no getting around it.
 
   E’ghat.
 
   There was an elegance to it all, horrible, gruesome though it was. E’ghat was mounting his return to the forefront of the world’s worship, scattering the spirits of those that would serve him in its various countries with the skill of a hunter baiting a trap. These scattered souls were not bear-masks, but hidden humans who didn’t even know they were his agents until the bear-masks found them.
 
   And Draken was a key figure in this. Physically gifted, which Sula said was a sign in all of E’ghat’s scattered ones, Draken was now a celebrity of no small clout. He could do more to further the work of the god of bears here in Figa than a hundred bear-masks lurking in the sewers ever could.
 
   “But,” Draken argued as she finished her speech, the oil lamp casting enchanting shadows across her face, “I’ve always trusted Rada. I’ve felt his presence. His power.”
 
   “Yes,” she said, “you felt his weak and foolish attempts to claim you. But you were never meant to serve him. E’ghat will not punish you for this, for you knew nothing else. And you have not always been feeling the pull of Rada. E’ghat has been there for you as well, when you needed him most. Also, haven’t you always felt you were destined for… more?”
 
   Draken remembered what his father had told him on his deathbed. It was impossible for those words to not come flooding back to him now, not when he’d thought of them a thousand times since that day.
 
   You know where you get your strength, don’t you? Only Rada could give a young man such strength.
 
   But his father hadn’t known about E’ghat. 
 
   The astro-priests assigned your night to Shinna, but you must have been born under a broken sky.
 
   His father had felt that the astro-priests were wrong about Draken, so he’d assigned the truth to the only god that made sense to him, Rada.
 
   Not many people serve Rada these days. When my father was your age, there were many. But not now. I think it’s because there has been peace from war for so long, Rada is not needed as often. But I also think this means you are special. 
 
   What would his father say now? Would he balk at the mention of this ancient god he’d never heard of? Would he accuse them all of blasphemy? Or would his eyes open wide as understanding came upon him?
 
   He will use you for a great purpose. 
 
   That’s what his father had told him. Could that purpose have possibly been meant to end at the arena? Could it be that all Draken was ever meant for was petty fame? Or could it be that the great purpose his father sensed in him was this, assisting the rightful god, the truest god, E’ghat, to the throne of worship?
 
   “So, that’s what you think I am? A warrior for your bear?” Draken asked.
 
   Sula smiled now, and there was venom in it. “Yes. But you should know E’ghat is not a bear anymore than Dramm-Taskata is a woman.”
 
   This quieted Draken momentarily. It was a harrowing thought. If his gods were the extension of the human-race, with the intelligence, goodness, and creativity of his kind, but much grander, beyond his ken, what might such a god of bears be like? He thought of a man and a bear, almost any bear, pitted in unarmed combat. Who would win? Why, it would always be the bear. Always. Would it be the same in a battle between a human-god and a bear-god?
 
   The female bear-mask Draken had talked to the first day of his captivity came in, interrupting the conversation. She told Sula five hours had passed since it was exactly midday on the surface. This seemed to have some meaning for Sula, who excused herself without explanation. 
 
   In a minute she returned with Draken’s own sword and shield.
 
   “That will give them something to talk about,” Pul said, laughing. The lightness of his brother’s mood startled Draken, and also he didn’t know what Pul meant. He looked at his brother quizzically. “Your weapons are missing,” Pul explained. “They must have noticed that in their search for you. What will they make of it?”
 
   The female bear-mask came in on Sula’s heels. She had a two-handed long sword she could not have swung over her head without hitting the earthen ceiling.
 
   “What’s this?” Draken asked.
 
   “It is both a test and a treat.” She went to his side, handing him his beloved weapons. “I believe your conversion is sincere, Draken, and E’ghat believes because, like all gods, he can see into your heart. But not everyone has my faith. It’s not their fault. Vgar was not their father, and none had an upbringing in the faith to equal my own. They cannot be expected to believe as I do. They need proof.”
 
   “Of what?”
 
   “Of many things. That you have been chosen by E’ghat. That you are one of his scattered ones. That you are sincerely converted. You like Mirah, don’t you?” She motioned to the bear-mask Draken had spoken with the first day he’d come.
 
   “I did not even know her name before this moment.”
 
   “So what? You liked how she talked to you. You like her, don’t you?”
 
   “I guess I do,” Draken admitted.
 
   “You’ll fight her to the death now, on the walkway by the water.”
 
   “What?” Draken exclaimed. One look at Pul told Draken he was not the only one surprised by this.
 
   “All the bear-masks at hand will watch you do it. Mirah is a powerful fighter. She used to fight in the pits of Edan with great skill. You will battle her. If you are one of E’ghat’s scattered ones, and I have no doubt that you are, you can beat her. When the moment comes that you can kill her, it will be your choice. If you don’t kill her, you can go.”
 
   “Go?” Draken asked, suddenly confused.
 
   “I told you, you can leave whenever you want to, after you’d heard what I had to say. Even if your faith falters, I believe you are a child of E’ghat. I would never have you killed. Half of our plan to get you both here was a bluff. Pul could have yelled for the soldier-police; we would not have harmed you.” She smiled, proud of her own craftiness. “None of these bear-masks would want you dead, either. If you choose not to kill her, you can go back home. You’ll never hear from us again. There will be no point in telling anyone we’re down here, because we’ll be gone. But maybe someday you will want to come to Edan and seek us yourself, when you’ve had more time to think about it. I hope that isn’t necessary. I hope you’ll make the right choice.”
 
   “You mean… kill her?”
 
   “When you fight, you will feel E’ghat within you. What you always thought was the fire of Rada. It will tell you to kill her. When you obey, everyone will believe that you are sincere. You will have cast your lot with us. You will be a new person. If you lose the fight, we’ll know we were wrong about you.”
 
   Draken looked at the woman he now knew was Mirah. Even though he knew he could guess the answer, he asked, “What about you? How do you feel about this?”
 
   She spoke with such sincerity that Draken almost looked away, feeling unworthy of her gaze. “Kill me tonight or I will have wasted my life.”
 
   He didn’t know what she meant by this, but wasn’t about to ask. There was something steely in her features that brokered no argument.
 
   “I guess we’ll just see if the fire lights inside me,” Draken said to himself more than anyone. “Then I will know for myself.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 24 
 
   The air was humid in the tunnel as it always was. Here, the scent of dirt was not as strong as in the earthen rooms. The almost mossy smell of the water was as pervasive as its sound, rushing constantly past the stone walkway, scarcely as wide as Draken was tall.
 
   Even though it had been only a week or so since Draken’s last battle in the pits, when he wrapped his hand around his sword’s handle, he felt a pang of guilt. It had been too long since he’d last held it, he knew. Likewise, the weight of the dual bands holding the shield to his arm was like holding a memory of the past. He vowed, to E’ghat, perhaps, to never again go as long without wielding these twin extensions of himself. This is what he’d been made for.
 
   The female bear-mask, Mirah, Draken reminded himself, had the stance of a fighter who knew her way around an arena. She looked neither tense nor relaxed, but instead straddled the two conditions, forming a state known only by professionals of their caliber. Draken had lost fights to opponents who seemed less prepared than this, so he steeled himself. It was hard though, because for the first time in his life he did not know beyond any doubt that this was a battle he wanted to win.
 
   There were perhaps two dozen bear-masks in attendance. Sula and Pul were standing at the forefront. Draken hadn’t realized so many had been hiding down here. No one had said as much, but Draken had gathered that if he didn’t succeed today Pul would not be welcome to remain with his new family either. Pul seemed totally committed to E’ghat now. It had happened overnight, literally. Draken knew Pul wanted to stay. Instead of galvanizing him, this further confused the issue in Draken’s mind. 
 
   So, he decided not to think. After all, this was a matter of the heart and spirit, not the mind. He imagined the gods themselves, chiefly Dramm-Teskata, Rada, and E’ghat, were actually the ones at war here, using his body as their battleground.
 
   Let the best god win, he thought, and suddenly the transition was made between waiting and fighting. When opponents were well-matched, it was sometimes not clear which one initiated the actual fighting. That was the case here. Their instincts so well-honed that they often acted without approval from the more conscious layers of the brain. Either Draken or Mirah had taken the initiative, and the other had reacted so close to instantaneously no mortal eye could tell the difference, not even their own.
 
   Mirah had a severely different style than any of the long-sword fighters he’d faced before. She swung wildly, with strokes a casual observer might have misinterpreted as sloppy or thoughtless. The benefit of such a style lay in the difficulty of predicting it. A wide, sideways swing that would have been easy to avoid had it not been so fast came hurtling toward Draken’s shield from the side furthest from the rushing water. There was barely time to react.
 
   He realized, almost too late, that she’d intended to push him with the blow into the water. She was playing dirty, something Draken had not had the luxury of doing since the earliest days of his fights as a kid in the shadow of Dramm-Teskata’s temple. 
 
   Her dirty fighting was a lesson, he divined, probably an express order from Sula to Mirah. Both because fighting clean was his habit and because the fight had been arranged under the framework of so much talk of arenas. Draken had not thought even for a moment that dirty fighting would be allowed. Sula would have known that. In addition to adding to the challenge of the fight, Sula was telling Draken something about E’ghat. He didn’t live, play, or die in the same structure that Draken had always thought was the ultimate authority. Fighting dirty was the only smart way to fight. The only law was E’ghat’s law.
 
   Draken ducked too slow to avoid the blow entirely, but fast enough to roll with it without going over the edge. Droplets from the rushing water sprinkled his face, an invitation to join its swift course toward the center of the city. He rolled again, perpendicular to the flow, springing to his feet inches from Mirah’s side. 
 
   She hadn’t been expecting him to come so close in such a vulnerable position, so she hadn’t been ready to block his attack. His sword hand was furthest from her, so he settled for an upward thrust of the shield. There had been times when this move had brought grown men off both feet, but he hadn’t been eating as well or exercising as much as he was used to, so it only staggered her.
 
   Pul and Sula were now shouting encouragement, to both Draken and Mirah, it sounded like, but Draken couldn’t make out individual sentiments over the rush of the water or intermittent cheers from the other bear-masks.
 
   Draken should have been able to take the window left by Mirah’s staggering to make a meaningful slash into her leg, a favorite mark of his in the pit. But she was too quick. Draken remembered the speed shown even by the towering Vgar and the speed Sula had betrayed even in her day-to-day movements in his rooms. Before he knew what was happening, another strike had landed. Draken was too close for her to make a full swing, so she’d used the pommel of her handle to smash her blow into Draken’s forehead. 
 
   “Argh!” he cried, as blood filled both his eyes from a wound that seemed too deep to be on the head. Had she gone straight through his skull? Probing flames of pain lit up everything, illuminating nothing. She would be upon him any moment with a swing that might end his life.
 
   The cries of all the spectators were louder now and all the less intelligible for that, echoing off the stone, mixing with the rushing water. He didn’t care what they were saying anyway. There was only one voice he wanted to hear now, and it wasn’t Rada’s.
 
   A fire was blazing inside him, too large to have just been started. No, it had been burning for a long time. Mirah had only uncovered it, the way all the fighters unlucky enough to do so before her had.
 
   He didn’t just want Mirah to die, he needed it.
 
   She was mid-swing when his sword skewered the soft pocket between her shoulder and breast, slicing all the way to the hilt. In any normal arena fight, this would have been the end. But Draken felt he was only now being born, only now was he beginning. She screamed, echoing the agony of his own yelp when she’d hit him.
 
   It was easy now. He couldn’t lose, and nothing would stop him from his aim.
 
   “E’ghat!” he screamed, slamming his shield into her face. “E’ghat!” he screamed again, as her nose and cheek bones broke. He threw the shield aside and wasted no time trying to extract his sword from her torn flesh. She tried to make a sound, but nothing could be heard over the rushing water and Draken’s own noises of gory victory.
 
   With his bare hands, he pummeled her until there was no life left. Her skull was broken and misshapen, and the skin of the neck held her head to her body more effectively than the ruined vertebrae. 
 
   For a long time Draken only breathed, studying the blood on his knuckles, and even though the stream kept rushing along, it was as if there was no sound. He didn’t remember there were watchers until at least two minutes had passed, and then he looked up.
 
   Even Sula’s face showed shock. She had believed in him, but not to this extent. Pul’s mouth was a thin line, but Draken could see the truth behind it: his brother was trying not to get sick. Draken didn’t bother looking at the bear-masks, who covered their faces anyway.
 
   “E’ghat,” he said to them all, and smiled. It was his word now more than it was any of theirs. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 25 
 
   “Well,” Jace said, as Draken finished the account of his fight with Mirah, what Draken had long since considered his murder of the bear-mask. “That’s a story.”
 
   They’d been traveling now for a nearly a week, sleeping outside and foraging for food, a skill Jace surprisingly had mastered when he’d been a monk. It was one of many weird hobbies that others had often mocked him for behind his back and sometimes to his face. Draken had been telling his story off-and-on, stopping when other travelers were near or when immediate conversation needed to be made. There were many extra details Draken would add as he remembered them, so the story had proven a long and convoluted thing. Getting it out was the spiritual cleansing Draken needed, Brother Keller had been right about that. But it also hurt, like clearing a wound with stinging alcohol. Speaking of which…
 
   Draken was glad Jace hadn’t led them to another tavern since their first night together. It would be far too easy to turn back to the drink to help drown the guilt that continued to mount as Draken recounted the worst of his past.
 
   The morning was uncommonly clear, with almost no clouds to speak of to obscure the few remaining stars twinkling and fading as the sun rose.
 
   Clearly, the older monk was at a loss for words, making Draken queasy. Every second that passed in silence felt like a new pronouncement of his guilt. As he’d learned more about Jace, he’d found himself unable to resist respecting, even liking, the oddball monk. He had an opinion on just about everything, usually one totally foreign to Draken’s experience, and Draken was sure Jace had strong feelings of some kind about what Draken had just told him.
 
   Perhaps sensing this, Jace said, “Don’t think I’m judging your actions. Well, I mean, obviously they were sinful, and I do judge them to be such, but don’t think I’m trying to pass judgment on you, on the whole, as a person. I like to wait before I make those kinds of calls. And anyway, I’m not sure it’s my place to do so.”
 
   Draken didn’t say anything, and they walked in comparative silence for a few beats.
 
   “It must be painful to carry these things inside you.”
 
   “It is,” Draken said, and for a while left it at that. Then he thought of something else worth talking about. “Before we go to Figa, which I still think is a bad idea, by the way, you want us to stop somewhere, right? So, where is it?”
 
   “I guess we’re close enough for me to tell you.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “Whenever I have a horrible plan, I find it’s much better to wait until the last minute to bring it up with anyone. That way they’re much more likely to go along with it.”
 
   “You’re calling your own plan ‘horrible’?”
 
   “By some measures, yes.”
 
   “Okay, well… what is it?”
 
   “We’re going back to my old monastery.”
 
   Draken wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting, but certainly something worse. He didn’t know why the other monk wanted to go, but there was scarcely a less likely place for Draken to be recognized as a fighter, and for that he was grateful.
 
   “Well, I can see how that might be awkward for you,” Draken said, “since they kicked you out, but why is it a horrible idea?”
 
   “Remember Jace’s 15th maxim!”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Hint, it’s the one I just told you. I think I’ll wait until tomorrow at this time to tell you exactly why we’re going there. That way you’re…” He held his hands out as if he expected Draken to finish the thought for him.
 
   “Much more likely to go along with it?” Draken supplied.
 
   Jace winked and continued on the road. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 26 
 
   “You can’t be serious,” Draken said that evening when Jace’s target was in sight and he’d told Draken what his full plan was.
 
   “I’m always serious,” Jace said. “Even when I’m joking. And right now I’m not even joking. So I’m double-serious.”
 
   “This is… wrong.”
 
   “Maybe,” Jace conceded. “But I think it’s the will of the four-five gods all the same. And anyway, it’s not like any of the monks are going to use it. It’s just going to waste down there. We’ll wait until one hour after sundown, then I know exactly how to get in without being detected.”
 
   “What about your vows? You can’t use a crossbow.”
 
   “Oh?” Jace found a seat of soft dirt behind the bushes where he apparently intended them both to wait. “Interesting to hear you say that so soon after hacking four men down at the gates of our old monastery.”
 
   “You’re a monk.”
 
   Jace laughed. “Now you’re just giving me my lines. You’re no less a monk than I am.”
 
   “It’s different, and you know it. You’ve been a monk most of your life.” Draken took a seat, hoping it didn’t mean he’d already decided deep down that he would go along with Jace’s insane plan to steal a crossbow from his old monastery. It was a relic much like the sword Draken had taken from the Merreline monastery, a symbolic object reminding the monks of the gods’ war, the name given to the ongoing struggle against humanity’s entropic weakness. Symbolic or not, the crossbow was quite real, and, according to Jace, kept in good working order as part of the ritual of keeping it.
 
   “Do you know why monks swear never to take up arms? Do you know who started that custom?”
 
   Draken tried to think of which god might have commanded such a thing, but none of them seemed right. All the gods approved of war in the right circumstances, even Dramm-Teskata. So instead he tried to think like Jace. He tried to think of what human group would benefit from such a rule. “The kings and dukes? So their own armies would have more prestige?”
 
   “Good guess,” Jace said. “But no. Monks. Monks are the ones who pushed for this vow, a long time ago. It’s an excuse, Draken. An excuse to be protected by others. The responsibility to take action was removed. And many of the vows are like this. Since we, ahem, can’t grow our own food, the people have to bring us food from their own farms. We can’t have families, that’s just one more responsibility taken away from us.”
 
   “But it leaves us able to focus on worship. Do you think that’s so useless?”
 
   Jace shrugged. “I don’t know everything.”
 
   “It sounds to me like you don’t think we should have monks at all.”
 
   Jace shook his head. “How often do we talk about the Canon?”
 
   “The scriptures?”
 
   “No,” Jace said, “a real cannon. Boom boom! Of course I mean the scriptures.”
 
   Draken didn’t see what this had to do with anything. “If by ‘we’ you mean—”
 
   “I mean everybody. Anybody. Monks, astro-priests, news-callers, farmers, kings, dukes, whores. Anybody you can think of. How often do we read the Canon or talk about it?”
 
   “Not often.”
 
   “Right. Not often. But do you know what it says about monks?”
 
   It was Draken’s turn to shrug. “A lot.”
 
   Jace nodded. “Obviously, Dramm-Teskata intended for there to be monks and monasteries. The Old Arbiters spoke of them many times. So I’m a monk in a monastery. Well, not anymore, I guess. About one out of every four rituals monks perform are in the Canon. Those are the ones I do. As for the rules: no fighting, no drinking, no farming, no family… I don’t know about those. Maybe that’s the way Dramm-Teskata wants it, but I don’t have any proof. There’s nothing about that stuff in the Canon.”
 
   Draken didn’t have a thing to say. He didn’t know if he agreed with Jace’s assessment of monks and monasteries or not. If it was true, maybe the church wasn’t as in-tune with Dramm-Teskata as he’d thought. All he knew was that, somehow, Jace had convinced him to help steal the crossbow.
 
   There was silence for a stretch, and then Draken checked the sky and saw that it was almost time.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 27 
 
   If Draken had thought Jace would have a foolproof plan of how to infiltrate the monastery undetected, he was to be disappointed. Jace did know of a secret entrance and roughly when various monks would be where, but the crossbow was in the kitchens just as the sword had been in the Merreline monastery, and there was nothing to stop a hungry monk from coming down to get a snack.
 
   Jace had taken them through an old laundry service tunnel leading to a nearby stream. The laundry tunnel had been made obsolete when a nearby school had offered to do all the washing for the monastery as a token of their respect. The tunnel had been sealed surprisingly tight, made evidence by the lack of spider webs and other signs of pests, but they were still grimy with dust by the time they’d reached the basement room where the laundry had once been done. Now it was used as a storage room for the accouterments associated with seasonal rituals and festivals. There could hardly be a less likely room for someone to stumble into at this time of night, but Draken still felt uneasy. He’d been a fighter, and had nerves of steel in the arena, but he’d never be a thief or a sneak. He found he didn’t much care for it.
 
   “Should we both go, or should one of us stay here to guard the exit?” Draken asked, whispering so quietly it was a wonder Jace could make out his words at all.
 
   “I can’t believe it,” Jace chuckled. “You’re actually afraid.”
 
   Draken didn’t say anything, but he felt his cheeks flush. It was insane, he knew, to be afraid in such a place. He’d faced death many times before, but for whatever reason his pulse was high, his feet unsteady.
 
   “What do you think they’ll do?” Jace asked. “They’re monks. And believe me, these fellows take their vows very seriously. They wouldn’t hurt us for the world.”
 
   But Draken wouldn’t allow his unease to be dismissed so flippantly. “What about retribution from the church?” he asked, thinking of the sometimes extreme punishments affixed for crimes which could be considered sacrilegious. 
 
   “Yes,” Jace agreed, and even though it was too dark to make him out, Draken could imagine the thoughtful way in which the monk must be nodding his head. “Well, we better not get caught. And no, I don’t think one of us should remain behind.”
 
   Draken thought about it. “But that doesn’t make sense.”
 
   “If I leave you behind, you’ll have no way of knowing if I get caught, and we’ll be separated. I get the distinct feeling we are meant to travel together at this time. I believe it is the will of the gods, and I would hope you feel the same after all that’s happened. So, it becomes a matter of faith. In such cases, what seems practical or correct isn’t always so because we are dealing with forces beyond the pragmatic.”
 
   Draken wanted to argue, but he also wanted to believe, and in the end they went together.
 
   Jace led the way through more halls than Draken would have thought possible could be in the building after looking at it from the outside. Around each new corner Draken’s heart seemed to begin thumping anew. His fear seemed more reasonable the deeper they tread. After all, why shouldn’t he be afraid? His question about the punishments the church might levy on them had gone unanswered because Jace knew how serious they might be. Not only that, but if he were locked up somewhere, he’d be nothing but a fenced-in lamb for Pul and the bear-masks to come pick up at their convenience. They’d have no qualms with killing a few jail guards to get to Draken if they wanted him. And none of this touched the gambling debts that would be brought to reckoning if he were in custody.
 
   The building was cold, and Draken thought of the complex furnace and stone vent system at the monastery in Merreline. What a waste Pul’s attack had made of the building—a proud, ancient place that could have stood for another two hundred years.
 
   Maybe Jace was right, Draken thought bitterly, his brother’s face in mind, maybe weapons are the perfect answer to this problem.
 
   Finally they made it to the kitchens and Draken saw the crossbow hanging on the far wall, illuminated by a small night-candle Draken guessed was always lit after-hours. The crossbow looked huge, and Draken wondered how Jace ever hoped to fire it, or even lift it steadily in front of him.
 
   “Quiet,” Jace hissed suddenly. “Don’t make a sound.”
 
   Draken hadn’t heard anything, but he didn’t have ears for this kind of thing the way it seemed Jace did. In the arena there were no furtive noises. Only clangs and grunts and the roar of the crowd.
 
   Soon enough two monks entered. By their walks Draken guessed they were both quite old. Neither could be seen clearly in the dim glow of the single candle. They were talking, and even though they were whispering, Draken made out each rasped word clearly.
 
   The larger of the two was saying, “Bad business, all this.”
 
   “Aye,” the other said, in an accent Draken associated with the coastal cities of western Drammata. “The Canon tells us of such times.”
 
   “Nonsense!” said the first. “The heathens from Eda are trouble, I know that, but this doesn’t have anything to do with the Ascent of Demons.”
 
   “If ye say.”
 
   Then they were in the serving area, presumably to scrounge up a midnight snack. A swinging door separated that room from the main eating area, and their conversation became too muffled for Draken to make out anything else.
 
   “Now!” Jace told Draken, and Draken’s mind couldn’t process it. Thankfully, his feet did, and he and Jace were halfway across the room before Draken realized what they were doing. 
 
   Why now? Draken thought. Why would this idiot think now was the time? Those monks will be back out any second.
 
   But it wasn’t the time for such arguments. The choice made, the only thing left to do was follow through. Jace lifted the crossbow with ease, and Draken realized it was made of a fine, light wood, one with some real spring. Even though it was large, providing a great deal of thrust to the fired bolt, it was light enough for a child to wield. If it fired well, and Draken guessed it did, it was the finest examples of such a weapon Draken had ever seen. 
 
   It worth a fortune.
 
   And they were stealing it.
 
   From a monastery.
 
   Jace didn’t seem disturbed by this. In fact, having the weapon in his hands seemed to have energized him. In the flickering light Draken caught a glimpse of Jace’s face as he turned to run back the way they’d come. It was a wonder Jace wasn’t whopping and hollering, he looked more gleeful than a boy given his first practice weapon.
 
   And that’s exactly what he is, Draken had time to think before adrenaline took over, pushing all thoughts aside, as he followed Jace’s path to back to the labyrinth of hallways that had brought them here.
 
   Jace had gone crazy. That was the only explanation Draken could think of. He had dropped all but the most superficial guise of stealth. Now they were running back through the halls, a sped-up version of the path they’d taken coming in.
 
   Draken kept up, knowing he could overtake Jace easily if only he knew which way to go. He wanted to yell at the man to stop, to think about what he was doing, but there was nothing he could say that wouldn’t add to the already unacceptable amount of noise they were making.
 
   Their discovery took longer than Draken would have guessed, but before they reached the stairway leading to the basement, a monk came out of his room, a curious if not downright alarmed look on his face. The man was old, but not as ancient as the men from the kitchen had been.
 
   Draken didn’t know how this monk could make out anybody’s face in the low light of the hall, but he said, “Jace?! What are you—”
 
   He didn’t have time to finish. Jace shoved the head of the crossbow into the monk’s chest, knocking him clear off his feet to make way for their passage. The man let out a muffled yelp, unable to get a full breath of air after having the wind knocked out of him.
 
   “Sorry,” Draken said without thinking, not slowing his pace anymore than he absolutely had to to avoid trampling the monk.
 
   Jace actually said, “He’s fine,” and Draken had time to process the absurdity of this just as a number of other doors began to open. But then they were in the basement. “They’re slow,” Jace said, his voice far too calm for the circumstances. “Just keep running and we’ll be okay.”
 
   The last two empty hallways in the basement passed without Draken even registering their existence. He was so focused on getting out that he felt as if time were jumping ahead in leaps. They were already to the access tunnel.
 
   Jace ran with an easy gait, turning his head slightly to speak to Draken. “They have no way to seal this tunnel off remotely. Since only monks knew about it, they felt it would be a waste of resources to fill it in with dirt.” He still sounded as calm as an early summer morning. Draken noticed the man hardly sounded winded, despite his breakneck pace.
 
   And then they were outside in the cold night air of late fall.
 
   “Just keep running,” Jace said, his tone betraying the amusement he felt. Draken let the seething anger this roused in him fuel his pumping legs, and they disappeared into the dark knowing the monks behind them had no chance of catching them. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 28 
 
   “Everything worked out fine,” Jace said as they prepared themselves for a night of undoubtedly fitful half-sleep in the woods. “I’m not sure why you’re so angry.”
 
   “You put us in danger for no reason!”
 
   “That’s not true,” Jace said, sounding petulant. “We would have been in much more danger had I not followed the prompting of Dramm-Teskata.” He sighed. “Haven’t you ever felt that prompting? Hasn’t Rada ever told you what to do in a moment of need? Perhaps in your struggles in the arena?”
 
   Draken didn’t want to respond to this, because he wanted to stay angry. But he couldn’t deny what Jace was suggesting. He had felt that tugging. Maybe not as specific as what Jace was suggesting, but he’d felt something in the extremities of battle. He’d believed that was Rada in his youth, he’d believed, to his enduring shame, that it had been E’ghat later on, and now he claimed to believe it had always been Rada, even when he himself had strayed. So why couldn’t he accept that Jace had also received communication from a god?
 
   “It just seemed so…” Draken said, searching for the word that would give a face to the frustration he felt. “So unnecessary. The way it all happened. We could have planned it better. We could have gotten the crossbow without anyone seeing you, for instance. Now they know you’re near and that there’s someone with you. They’ll be looking.”
 
   Jace nodded the way he did when he knew he was right. “Yes,” he said. “They will. But we don’t know that’s a bad thing. Dramm-Teskata has a way of twisting events in favor of the faithful. And,” Jace laughed, “and unnecessary? Nothing that builds faith is unnecessary.”
 
   “What about that disaster built faith?”
 
   Jace shrugged, but Draken didn’t think for a moment that Jace didn’t have an answer to the question.
 
   ***
 
   In the morning Draken felt even worse about what they’d done. And it wasn’t just the guilt, but the mounting worry that they’d be executed or jailed for the crime. He wanted to bring this up with Jace, hoping the other monk would know just what to say to ease his mind, but his thoughts were momentarily stilted when he saw Jace plunge a hand deep in the pockets of his makeshift pants. When it emerged there were four hardrolls in it.
 
   Draken’s stomach made a noise he hoped was only audible to himself. “Where did you get these?”
 
   Jace smiled. “I don’t want to ruin the mystique. Let’s say they were a gift from the gods, because that’s exactly what they are.” From his other pocket he produced a fair quantity of jerky. “The stream is over here.” He began walking, and Draken followed, defeated.
 
   After eating, Draken again intended to say something, but just as he was forming his thoughts a huge report exploded somewhere in the direction of the monastery. They’d run a good distance away from it the night before, so Draken was shocked not only by the fact that there was an explosion, but by how loud it was even at this distance. He jumped to his feet, saying, “What was—” but the words were stolen from his mouth by the sight of black smoke pluming into the late-morning sky.
 
   “The fire devices?” Jace was asking, but Draken’s feet carried him toward the explosion, away from his questioning friend. If he had stayed to answer that question, he’d have told Jace he didn’t think fire-bombs had made the explosion. They caused a lot of damage, but they didn’t boom like that. 
 
   Draken didn’t know of anything that did.
 
   Having not slept well the night before, he felt his legs were made of clumsy wooden blocks instead of lithe human flesh. Jace must be behind him, but he didn’t have a chance to keep up with Draken, who was still more fit than most monks even after being out of the arena for so long.
 
   Time passed the way it did sometimes in dreams, too fluid and changeable to be called fast or slow, but not in a way that could be called normal. He didn’t know how long they’d run the night before until they felt they were safe from detection, and now he didn’t know how long it took him to get back to the monastery. Both times he’d been too distracted. 
 
   As he got closer and the building came into view, he saw that at least some of the damage had been caused by fire-bombs. Walls were downed and burning the way they had in Merreline, but much faster. This wooden structure couldn’t hope to match the resilience the stone castle had shown. But that couldn’t have been the only difference between this damage and the one in Merreline. Draken couldn’t see the top of the building well, but from what he could tell it had fallen in. There was no longer anything that could be considered a roof.
 
   To think, he’d been inside that building less than twenty hours before. He’d seen with his own eyes a number of the monks there, even overheard a conversation. Certainly, everyone he’d seen was dead or soon would be. He saw no sign of life from within.
 
   Bear-masks. A dozen of them, maybe more. Pul had to be among them, but Draken couldn’t make him out of the identical masks. They stood as if they were sentinels of the flame, silent and still. He ignored them, rushing toward the monastery to see if there was anyone he could save. 
 
   One of them, one of the three on horseback, rode out to intercept him, and Draken knew who it had to be. The bear-mask had a long-sword in his hand, the same one Mirah had wielded as she died, Draken guessed. The length of the blade coupled with the speed of the horse brought Pul quickly in position to take Draken’s shoulders from his head at the slightest provocation.
 
   Except Draken didn’t think Pul would do that. Not to him.
 
   “Brother Draken,” Pul said, coming close enough to be heard, but not close enough that Draken could effectively lunge at him with his sword.
 
   “You murderer,” Draken lashed out, wishing for a word that could more fully wound his brother, even while knowing from his own experience that there was no worse thing to be called.
 
   “This was supposed to be your job,” Pul told him, tipping his head toward the inferno. Even from this distance the heat was intense. Soldier-police had to be coming soon. It was strange that they weren’t on the scene already.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Well, not this, specifically. But this kind of work. Tearing down the influence of the four-five gods to make way for our own.”
 
   “E’ghat is not my god,” Draken said. “I no longer believe he even exists.”
 
   “And yet, he retains you. You remain useful to him. He still gives you strength.”
 
   “My strength comes from Rada!” Draken howled. He knew there was no reason to argue with his brother, whose conversion had been absolute from the very beginning. But he felt himself drawn to the verbal field of battle with renewed anger. “Let me go,” he said. “Let me save who I can,” he pointed unnecessarily to the fire. “I promise I will talk with you if you do.”
 
   Pul studied him. Seconds which felt like tides passed. Finally he said, “Swear to me on the head of Rada.”
 
   “I do,” Draken told him.
 
   Pul nodded, and Draken’s legs sprung into action. Draken was vaguely aware that Jace had finally made it out of the woods and was approaching his position, but he had to turn all of his attention to the task at hand. If he didn’t, if he thought at all about the fact that Jace might now be in Pul’s hands, he might get distracted and make a deadly mistake.
 
   As he got closer to the blaze, he wondered if that wouldn’t be best after all. If he died now, serving his fellow man, wouldn’t that work out for everyone? He could go to Dramm-Teskata’s, or maybe Rada’s, side, and be done with all of this. 
 
   But no.
 
   He’d learned a long time ago that serving the gods meant giving them your life as long as they asked, not your death whenever it pleased you.
 
   He felt the skin on his face grow wet with sweat and brittle from the heat at the same time. This fire was hotter than the other had been, further evidence that there had been another weapon used in the attack.
 
   Draken could see nothing to grab, no opening in the fire he could squeeze through. A tremendous creaking came and went. He circled around to the back, resisting the urge to run from the building, run from Pul, leaving his promise broken and Jace dead. The back of the building was even worse. Draken could hardly see what difference there was between the monastery and a bonfire of slash piles. 
 
   The creaking came again, louder. Draken’s instincts screamed for him to turn back. Danger! Danger! But still he searched. In his heart, he knew he still wanted the fire to kill him, but he didn’t want to be a suicide, so he fought the reflex to get away and tried to find any excuse to get closer, any reason that might be justified.
 
   But there was nothing. He couldn’t even make out the figures of the corpses. This blaze was simply too furious to ford. The creaking returned, long and ominous, and this time Draken ran away from it, taking a circuitous route to the road leading to its entrance, where Jace and Pul awaited him.
 
   Before he made it to them, the building gave up the ghost in a great shuttering collapse. Sparks like fireworks drove into the bright blue sky, momentarily luminescent enough to stand out in contrast before the light of day again superseded them.
 
   There was now no reason to go quickly, so he walked, he hoped with dignity, back to the place where Pul had broken off from his gang. As he’d guessed, Jace was nearby, looking tense. Pul had no doubt told the monk he’d kill him if he tried to move anywhere. Draken wondered why Jace’s unbreakable trust in the gods didn’t give him the strength to walk away without another word, accepting the blade through his neck the way he’d accepted the death of every monk in the Merreline monastery.
 
   He’d only been a heavy drunk for a couple of years, but the craving hit him now as if he’d been a lifelong veteran of the pastime. What he needed now more than anything, more than even a boon from his gods, was something with alcohol in it. But, with no drink to consume, he instead said, “You wanted to see me?” to Pul, eyes on the grass.
 
   “Where to start?” Pul said, something almost like amusement in his voice. A strange sound when mixed with the visage of his mask. Bear-masks where not known for their humor. “How about we go from most mundane to most sublime? For starters, you owe me money.”
 
   “What?” Draken said. “I owe you nothing.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Pul laughed, this time without any trace of humor. “Did I say you owed me money? I meant the other me. Lupin Defol.”
 
   Draken looked at his brother in disbelief. “How—”
 
   “Please,” Pul said, “even if I wasn’t Lupin, or rather, if he wasn’t me, I would know the name of Mr. Defol. Your dirty laundry is all over the Figan underworld. Those debts are very real, and you can’t prove that I’m not Lupin, or the other way around. I would just have you arrested on the spot, but it seems all the soldier-police in the immediate vicinity have… disappeared.”
 
   It was true. Still no one had come. This monastery was far enough from a city to not be noticed by civilians, but certainly there were patrol routes everywhere this close to Figa that would have spotted the blaze by now.
 
   “What did you do to the soldier-police?” Draken asked, the rage in his blood threatening his composure. He knew anger, however justified, would be a mistake at this juncture, but that wasn’t enough to subdue him. 
 
   Ignoring the question, Pul said, “So that takes us to the sublime. And, it brings us to your choice. You owe me much more than money. Or, I guess I should say you owe E’ghat everything that you are and ever have been. He still wants you, still has a place for you. You need only return. And as a bonus, if you choose to come with us now, all those pesky debts will go the way of all those soldier-police.”
 
   “I’d rather die.”
 
   “Or would you rather kill?” Pul said pointedly. “You don’t know what you want. Look what happened after you left our order. You became so faithful to your Rada, didn’t you? And what did it get you? A lot of whoring, addiction, debt, disgrace! You became a lush. A stinking, worthless rag for Figa to mock.”
 
   “Yes,” Jace said, serenity on his face despite the nervous tenseness of his body. “I’d still like to hear how that part happened.” Pul looked at the man with what Draken could only guess was shock. The mask made it hard to tell, but Draken didn’t think Pul would have seen Jace’s lighthearted attitude coming. “I mean, I like a good story, and I don’t like being cheated out of the ending.”
 
   Pul seemed to study him. “Very well,” he said. “We have much to discuss, anyway, whether you think so or not, Draken. If you two would be so kind as to walk over to my companions, they’ll bind your hands and blindfold you. I’ll see you two this evening at a place of my choosing.”
 
   Draken weighed his options, finding them heavy and few. 
 
   “Trust our gods,” Jace told him. “I feel good about this.” The monk smiled, and the still-strong light of the flames beside him gave his grin a devilish hue.
 
   “Yes,” Pul said. “Trust our god.” 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 29 
 
   When the blindfolds came off Draken saw only trees, a ring of them too dense not to have been planted that way, encircling a raised fire pit and many decrepit benches. A fire burned in the pit as if it had been transformed from the one Draken watched tear down the monastery when the blindfold had gone on. It was a large area, and Draken wondered how something like this could be a secret place, if indeed it was. Above him, night rolled along, its twinkling stars like punctures in the darkness, revealing the heavens behind. He guessed they’d been blindfolded for about four hours. The flickering firelight on the trees was hypnotic, since the trunks were so uniform. It was as if there was only one tree and a hundred reflections. 
 
   Other than himself, Pul, and Jace, the place was totally empty. Pul didn’t have his mask on. It lay next to him as if set aside as an afterthought. Draken wondered if Pul would know Draken would notice that, and if it were a trick to make Draken think Pul had less reverence from E’ghat than he cared to admit, an attempt to make Draken let his guard down.
 
   “Don’t be fooled,” Pul told them. For a moment it felt like he’d been reading Draken’s thoughts, but then he said, “there is a bear-mask hiding for every tree you see here, waiting to stop you if you run. And they won’t just kill you, monk,” he spoke to Jace. “I’ll make sure that there is a great deal of pain between your capture and your death. As for you, Draken, they won’t kill you at all, but it will mean the end for Carella, Dayda, and Tayda. E’ghat does not need them.”
 
   At this, Draken wanted to lash out, at least to call his brother a list of horrible things, but he knew such a thing would do nothing to protect his family. The family that had once been his.
 
   Pul sat and motioned for his prisoners to do the same. Draken and Jace took seats, so each man had a third of the fire to himself.
 
   “You know why you went whoring, don’t you?” Pul said.
 
   Draken only stared at the flames.
 
   “It’s not because Carella isn’t pretty enough. She’s always been a beauty. It’s because you missed the kind of love Sula gave you. She was the best in bed. The absolute best.”
 
   At this, Jace looked at Draken in surprise. Draken bowed his head in embarrassment or shame. 
 
   “We share that knowledge, you and I,” Pul said to Draken. “It’s one of the many things that make us close.” He grabbed a stick from the edge of the fire and prodded the coals nearest him. In the middle, large logs were well into their burning, indicating the fire had been lit hours ago. “You were always looking for her, I think. You went from woman to woman to woman, looking for one that could make you feel the way Sula did. But you couldn’t find her because none of those women believed in E’ghat. E’ghat gave Sula to you. A gift. A fine gift. And you spurned it.”
 
   Jace spoke to Pul as if the two were long-time friends. “Tell me what happened to Draken after the battle with Mirah.”
 
   Pul raised an eyebrow. “He’s told you that much? Good to know he’s not ashamed of what he did then.”
 
   “I am ashamed! I murdered that woman! I could have walked away!” Draken shouted, surprised by how little echo the fire pit and benches produced. They seemed to hold his words close, greedy for them.
 
   Neither Pul nor Jace reacted to this. Jace said, “He told me many things. Now I’d like you to tell me what happened next.”
 
   “Well, Draken was converted,” Pul said. “And no matter what he tells you, no matter how he remembers it, his conversion was sincere. He believed in E’ghat. I’ll never forget the way he looked when he slaughtered Mirah… There was such a fire in him. He mutilated her.” Jace nodded and Pul continued, “And he said the name of our lord three times. It was… almost too much for me. But then, I’m not a chosen vessel like Draken is. I’m a servant.
 
   “After that, Draken and Sula were very close. I renounced any claim I had on her, and she was with Draken from then on. But actually, the three of us were still close. I missed Sula, but there was no bad blood between us. I knew she had only been preparing us. She had never loved me the way I had loved her. Draken spent a lot of time reading the Canon of E’ghat.” Jace shivered, and Draken didn’t blame him. And Jace didn’t even know what horrors were in the tome. “He knew much about our lord. He began training with the bear-masks under Figa, more rigorously than I’d ever had him train for the pit. He became an even greater fighter. I thought he would soon become unbeatable.”
 
   There was clear admiration in Pul’s voice, and even now, after all that had happened between them, Draken couldn’t help but admire his brother’s acceptance of the way things were, as he viewed them. He didn’t begrudge Draken his greatness, as many brothers would have. He exulted in it.
 
   “We began our plans, and the bear-priests, an elite ring of three men and three women in Eda, sent us bits and pieces of their overall goals, but no one but them knows it all. Draken was as involved as anyone. He was ready to begin the overthrow of Figa.”
 
   Draken was glad this part of his tale could be told by someone else. He hated thinking how he had conspired with them.
 
   “The biggest question for us was, how to use his position?” Pul said. “We had already created the perfect lie to explain his absence. He’d been taken by the brothers of an insane street rat. A slum-hick who thought she was in love with Draken after seeing him in the ring. They’d taken him to a shanty they’d built to house him. We even had one thrown together that Draken could take the authorities to if need be. They could look all they wanted, but they’d never find a trace of the ones who’d kidnapped Draken after he’d ‘escaped.’
 
   “It was decided that he should return to the city and marry Carella. Of course, Sula would be his true bride, ‘married’ as they were by the circumstances that brought them together. He would go back to the ring, an unstoppable beast. I would return as his manager just as before.
 
   “Draken would then begin his subversion. He’d make comments, just here and there, that he wasn’t sure it was actually Rada that had given him his strength. Maybe it was Shinna. After all the astro-priests had said he was born under Shinna’s sky, and the official doctrine of the church states there is no such thing as a broken sky. This would worry him. Maybe it was Dramm-Teskata herself, giving him power over life, he wasn’t sure. He’d make a big deal out of not attending any services because of his confusion. As his manager, I’d disapprove. I’d want him to play the part of the devout supplicant, you see, for the sake of his reputation. I would then imply that many of the fighters were confused about religion, but that they said they believed in order to keep the public happy. I’d of course want Draken to do the same.”
 
   “Ahh,” Jace interrupted. “An interesting plan.”
 
   Pul raised an eyebrow. His face was much meaner than Draken remembered. Time had not been kind to him. “You’re a strange one,” Pul told Jace.
 
   “I like your plan,” Jace said. “To be honest, I like things that get people thinking. I don’t like the ends you would be shooting for, but I actually approve of this part at least. I’m sick of people saying they believe but not doing a thing about it. Better have the nonbelievers be true to what they think than fill the church with active hypocrites.”
 
   “Hmm,” Pul said. “In any event, that was our plan. The violence that we as bear-masks would eventually incite would then follow. This was a very Sula plan, you should understand. Remember, she lived with us for a year before making a move. The overall goal was sent from the bear-priests, but Sula handled all the specifics.”
 
   “So what happened?” Pul asked rhetorically. “Why didn’t it ever come to violence?
 
   “Well, Draken went back, as planned. He married Carella, as planned. I returned as manager. But there was something we didn’t count on, something no one could have guessed.”
 
   “Yes!” Draken said triumphantly. “Carella was devout to her core.” Pul scowled at him but Draken ignored it. “Everyone thought she was a socialite, and she was. But at her underlying center… she was like you,” he looked at Jace. “She believed utterly. Her beauty was legendary, and when I began to live with her, see her day-by-day, hear her sing and talk and pray… I learned her faith went all the way down, too. She is the greatest person I’ve ever known.”
 
   Draken took a moment to compose himself. He hadn’t even noticed he’d risen to his feet. His thoughts of Carella had lifted him, it seemed. “One night…” he said, “I told her everything. Everything. Even about Sula. She was heartbroken, and left the manor for three days. When she came back, I was ready for her to leave me, but she didn’t. She told me that I wouldn’t have confessed to her if I didn’t want to change. She knew me well. She convinced me—”
 
   “She convinced him to sell us all out!” Pul shouted, his face red with the firelight and his own rage. “The tunnels were swarmed with soldier-police and scouts! Sula and I barely made it out with our lives!”
 
   “I don’t regret it,” Draken said, rising to his feet. “I don’t regret it. Sula filled my head with such… such sacrilege! But Carella set me free!”
 
   “She dragged you back to the filth of your four-five gods! She did you no favors!”
 
   “But, Draken,” Jace said, calm as a grass-blade in still air, “why did you give up faith?”
 
   “I never did.”
 
   “The gambling… the drinking… infidelity…”
 
   “Oh that!” Draken said with bitter acid in his voice. “I did that because I am the weakest soldier Rada’s ever had!” Draken said, tears standing out in his eyes, ready to fall at the slightest forward motion.
 
   Pul exploded, the purity and intensity of his fury eclipsing Draken’s sadness. “You are not weak! You are the strongest man in the world!”
 
   There was a quiet moment thick with tension. Jace looked deflated. “There are many kinds of strength,” he said to the brothers. “And maybe you are both right.”
 
   “He’s hasn’t told you the worst yet,” Draken said.
 
   “The one thing we can agree on,” Pul spat into the fire, which had no effect. He smirked at Jace, a face which said he was more than confident in his ability to shock the monk. “But why don’t you tell it, Draken? After all, you were there. I’m interested to know how it actually happened, and not just the sketchy picture I’ve drawn for myself.”
 
   Draken looked at his brother and made a choice. A choice to tell it exactly as it happened. He didn’t know why he wanted to do that, but it felt right. He divulged what he had thought, for a long time, been the final chapter in his saga with E’ghat. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 30 
 
   Draken was home alone. Carella had gone to her mother’s shaman who now lived almost in Egaf. She was retired, but Draken’s mother-in-law still swore she was the best there was for making sure the baby was growing well in Carella’s womb. They didn’t know yet that Carella would be having twins.
 
   Strangely, he didn’t think of E’ghat often these days. He’d been married for almost a year, and six months had passed since Carella had helped him gather the strength to turn in Sula and Pul, causing the sewers to be raided. 
 
   Draken mourned the loss of his brother, both of them, actually, but at least he’d been able to convince the news-callers he hadn’t known Pul would be in the sewers with the people who had taken him. He hadn’t been able to completely betray his blood. But the fact remained that Pul was gone. Despite this, Draken was simply glad the nightmare was over. He no longer had to live his secret life in the shadows, a double agent for the priests of E’ghat, and for Sula and Pul. Carella had freed him of all that. 
 
   He hadn’t yet felt the void that would later threaten to engulf his life, the one that he would try to fill with drink and women and the thrill of gambling. That void wouldn’t come until after the twins were born, though of course Draken didn’t know it. And even though he missed his brother, this was the period of Draken’s life he would look back on most often during his brief time spent at the Merreline monastery as the one time in his life he’d been deeply happy, with himself, his career, and his faith.
 
   At the time, he had no reason to believe this elation and inner piece would ever desert him.
 
   That evening was to be one of quiet reflection. His training regimen for the next arena season didn’t begin for two more weeks, so Draken settled in with the Canon, deciding to read again the legends of Rada’s ancient fighters, something he’d taken to doing since his return as a way to always keep his god in the forefront of his mind.
 
   Sula was far from his thoughts when she knocked on his door.
 
   When he opened it and saw her face, open and penitent, he felt many things. The first was shock, which was understandable. The next feeling was more of a mystery. He was… happy to see her, the way a person is upon running into a childhood friend unexpectedly. This feeling was pure, untinged from fear or anger or anything. He wanted to hug her. This led to the next feeling, the quickening of his heart and burning in his loins. He remembered her passion, and his body wanted to taste it anew. Then the anger came, the resentment, and the fear. He surveyed the lawn.
 
   “I’m alone,” she said, almost as if reading his thoughts, the way she had so many times in the year she’d lived in his rooms, and later when he’d lived in her domain in the sewers. “And so are you, I understand.”
 
   He still hadn’t spoken. The evening was overcast and dark for the hour, a light sprinkling of rain troubled the skyline. He doubted anyone had noticed her approach the manor where he now lived. 
 
   “You’ll want me to come in, so know one does see me. I only want to talk. You’ve nothing to fear from me.”
 
   And so he opened the door, and she stepped through.
 
   She looked around the entryway and made her way to the greeting room as if she’d been there before. She sat on the armless settee. “No servants?”
 
   Draken shook his head. “I don’t like having the house full of them all the time. No one is here right now.” He felt as if he were in a dream, one that could become a nightmare as easily as a fantasy.
 
   “This is nicer than your rooms in the arena. Better for a family man, anyway.”
 
   Something was stirring in Draken. He couldn’t define it, had felt nothing like it before. He knew only, somehow, that Sula had not anticipated this stirring. Whatever was waking in him was not part of her plan in coming to his manor that evening.
 
   “What do you want?” he said, stiff as a mannequin standing at the doorway into the room.
 
   “I already told you that. I want to talk.” She sighed. “I want to understand.”
 
   “What is there to know that you couldn’t already guess?”
 
   “E’ghat,” she said simply, as if it were an entire speech unto itself. And Draken supposed in a way it was.
 
   “I don’t believe. I never did.”
 
   She shook her head. “That can’t be true because you killed Mirah.” Her words were simple, just as her faith was simple. But still waters can run deep, and hers ran to the bottom of everything. 
 
   “You fooled me. I thought I was acting out of faith.”
 
   “Then what? What were you acting out of, if not faith?” she asked with on offhand shrug, taking an entertaining cookie from a tin on the end table. Carella had such tins scattered throughout the public areas in the house. “These are good.”
 
   “You fed off the worst things in me. I am a violent person. It’s my job to be violent. I know there is darkness in me. You used it to make me think some false god was calling me.”
 
   “You believed,” she said, shaking her head again. “I know you did.”
 
   “I was wrong.”
 
   That thing, stirring within him, was not still. It flipped and grew and enticed him. He just didn’t know what it was or what it meant, only that it would not be ignored for long.
 
   “I can be yours for the rest of your life,” she said, and there was nothing but sincerity in her words. “That’s what I want and what you want.”
 
   He loved Carella now, he truly did. But he couldn’t deny that his body still burned for Sula. There was something about her that was undeniably erotic, a core aspect of her person that few people could boast.
 
   “I want to serve Rada,” he said, trying to steer the conversation away from any comparison that might be made between Sula and Carella. 
 
   She looked at him, and her eyes were as deep as her faith. That stirring thing revealed itself. The purest fear he had ever known. In the hidden reaches of his mind he knew he feared nothing as much as this woman.
 
   An atavistic compulsion to remove the object of his fear compelled him. Flight was not enough. The fear was too large. She hadn’t known the danger she was walking into when she’d come. 
 
   Despite the throbbing confusion and terror within him, Draken stood still as a rod, afraid that to move in any way would compel him into a frenzy he wouldn’t be able to stem until the room was painted in her blood.
 
   He didn’t want to kill her. He didn’t want to kill anyone. But she was a danger to everything that mattered in Draken’s life. And not just that, but what about all of Figa? Drammata? If she converted him again, how many would be forfeit?
 
   “Draken?” she asked, suddenly attuned to the danger in him, the wire-tight violence.
 
   “You should leave,” he said.
 
   “No.” She stood, she crossed over to him, perhaps stupidly thinking her arts of seduction could overcome that burning rage within. She touched his chest, and even through his evening coat he could feel with accuracy her slender fingers that he knew from experience could—
 
   But the fire within him was too great, and morality of all kinds became purely academic.
 
   He shoved her with both hands, not a clumsy push, but the kind he would use in the pit to unbalance a hefty opponent. Her sylphlike figure was not just unbalanced, it went flying from the force of the push. After seconds of airtime she came down with a crash on her tailbone, the dense hardwood floor absorbing almost nothing of the blow.
 
   She cried out in agony. He had never doubted she could be deadly as an opponent, but she could not have anticipated this. She had come with no weapons. And now Draken knew she would hardly be able to think with the pain of a fractured tailbone.
 
   He was above her in an instant. She tried to roll, but a shooting jolt of pain from a nerve stopped her, forcing her left hand to go to the source of the pain. Her flank was utterly exposed with nothing but the finely laced patterns of moons and stars on her dress to protect her. He had a moment to appreciate the quality of her smooth skin beneath those patterns before his barefoot went slamming into it, heel first.
 
   Draken had always possessed an extraordinary strength, but even he could not have guessed at the effect this kick would have. His intense fear had brought out the most intense action of his life. He heard the snapping of perhaps a half-dozen ribs. He knew they would slice the lungs, the arteries, the organs, the heart.
 
   It was not very dramatic, the moment she died. It was something like crushing a tin beneath his foot so it would fit in the trash. She never knew the end was coming. Her insides ruptured beyond function, the only blood a thin line mixed with saliva from her mouth. An easy thing to clean and hide.
 
   He wasn’t feeling then. He had only a series of cold, mechanical thoughts. These thoughts sought information only as it served the present needs, not searching for meaning, motive, or comfort.
 
   The body needed to be removed. He wasn’t going to take it to the authorities. 
 
   The sewers. Bodies disappeared there all the time. They were usually found, but no one would know who she was…
 
   And soon Draken was back home. Aside from a wet tunic he’d worn in the storm, there was now no evidence that Sula had ever visited him. He could almost believe it was a nightmare, until he remembered the feeling of her fingers on his chest. An act rich in sensual promises. He would never see or feel those fingers again. No one would.
 
   It was his final murder, he promised himself. He might kill again, if needed, but never murder.
 
   He wanted to tell Carella. He wanted to tell her…
 
   


  
 

Chapter 31 
 
   “But you never did,” Pul said presently, as Draken wrapped up the story. There was almost something like sympathy in his voice, though the red light of the dancing fire stopped him from looking benign.
 
   “It was the beginning of the end for me,” Draken said. “The guilt of that murder. And I know it was a murder, she would not have attacked me that night. It has driven me to the edge of sanity. I looked for absolution at the bottom of a thousand bottles, but it was never there. I dedicated my life to the gods to make up for what I did. I only hope it will be enough.”
 
   “It will be,” Pul said, “once you serve the right god.”
 
   “Do you really think you are being objective?” Jace asked Pul.
 
   “What do you mean?” Pul sounded genuinely surprised, and Jace laughed good-naturedly.
 
   “You know, I feel sorry for you both,” Jace said.
 
   “What do you mean, objective?” Pul asked again.
 
   “You think you believe in this god, and maybe you do, but that’s not why you’re here.” His eyes locked onto Pul’s, and Draken watched in fascination. His brother had become a fanatic. He’d seen it in Pul’s eyes those years ago, and he could see it now; there was a wildness there. And yet Jace, with the calm demeanor of a simple faith, matched the intensity of Pul’s gaze without employing any of its madness.
 
   Draken felt inadequate to sit beside the man who had often annoyed or confused him. He was learning something about Jace’s strength. Something worthy of envy.
 
   Through closed teeth, Pul said, “Then why am I here?”
 
   Jace answered simply. “You are lonely.”
 
   And then Jace’s throat was in Pul’s hands. Like a frieze, Draken took in the look on Jace’s face. There may have been truth to what he’d said, but that didn’t mean he knew everything. Jace had not expected Pul to react with violence at this time. Something Draken could have told him might be a fatal error.
 
   Draken was in action almost without realizing it. He was still thinking about the look on Jace’s face when his fist went onto Pul’s nose, the force of it throwing Pul clear. It was the first time he’d hit his brother since they’d been children, and it gave him a passing moment of dark amusement to think of Pul realizing just how strong Draken was firsthand, and not just from the sidelines. 
 
   Draken could hear Jace gasping for breath, could imagine the monk clasping his aching throat with both hands as if he were staring right at him. But Draken’s vision was filled with the form of his brother, as he planted another fist on Pul’s chin. 
 
   He hadn’t been in position for the full power of his arm and body to lend itself to the blow, but he was still hitting Pul harder than Pul had ever been hit before. He realized, distantly, he was trying to kill Pul before the bear-masks set on them. Without Pul’s guidance and lust for revenge, maybe none of the priests of E’ghat would care so much about using Draken. Maybe they would let him go, or at least let him die.
 
   But he wasn’t fast enough. As Draken had seen with others of their order, the guards which had until that moment been hidden in the trees, moved quicker than Draken could have guessed. His arms were pinned down. The seat he’d been sitting on, now a device for torture, something they could bend him unnaturally across. His back felt as if it would snap at the bad angle.
 
   From the corner of his eye, Draken saw Jace had also been apprehended, though he’d hardly shown himself to be any kind of threat. Pul loomed over him, blood streaming down his face from his nose and where Draken’s rough knuckles had torn the skin.
 
   “Don’t hurt them,” Pul said, and instantly the pressure on Draken’s back lessened. Five bear-masks still had him pinned, but at least his body wasn’t screaming for relief. Hands came off Jace entirely, and the monk sat bracketed by guards, but otherwise uninhibited. He was still stroking his sore throat.
 
   “Forgive me, Jace,” Pul said in flat tones. “You are wrong to question my faith, but you are right that I miss my brother and I don’t need to punish you simply for stating the obvious. He took away the only other person in my life. But I don’t blame him for those actions. I know Sula wouldn’t. So, you’re right. It just makes me want him by my side all the more. Is that such a crime?”
 
   “Greed,” Jace whispered, his voice raspy from his injury.
 
   Pul was calm as he listened, but Draken could read the hidden tension within his muscles. There were tight emotions at play that Pul himself may not have been aware of.
 
   “Be honest with yourself,” Jace said, looking at the fire instead of Pul’s face as if he thought it had been his look, not his words, that had incited violence.
 
   “Don’t talk like that,” Pul said. And then, to Draken, “Does he always talk like this?”
 
   Draken almost smiled. It was absurd, but there was a moment of closeness that passed between them at their shared frustration at the cryptic Jace.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Jace said. “It’s my years as a monk, you know? In the church, everything is wrapped in mystery. It’s a form of power, and they wield it well. Like you with your masks.”
 
   Pul nodded. “I understand, but drop it for now. What do you mean by greed?”
 
   “You want to believe you have good motives, faith motives, but let me ask you something. In Edan, who will you be if Draken comes back with you?”
 
   Pul said nothing.
 
   “I’ll tell you,” Jace went on. “You become a celebrity in your own right. Less famous than Draken, but still important to these cultists. Now, let me ask you, who will you be if Draken fails to return?” Jace looked up now, chancing another glance. “You have no place in Edan without Draken. And you can never return to Figa. And so you are greedy. Greedy for belonging. You don’t understand that true belief is almost without exception a lonely road. Well, until you die, and you get to serve.”
 
   There was a moment of tension so tight Draken could feel it in the soles of his feet. Then Pul said, “I see no reason for you to delay your service, then.” A complicated, but fast symbol flashed from Pul’s hand was all the guards needed. One of the bear-masks had a knife in hand as if he’d magicked it from the air. 
 
   Many things happened as if at once. Draken repositioned himself minutely, shifting the fulcrum of the seat inches higher on his back, offering him more thrusting power. Like a corner-jester’s slapstick routine, he brought the heads together of the bear-masks pinning his hands. The painful sound of their meeting reminded him of the sharp crack pocket-balls made as they knocked one another about on the felt mat.
 
   He pushed off from the ground with his toes. Even these were stronger by a wide mark than those of a typical man’s, and he rocked his body back so the seat balanced him momentarily. He kicked both heels out into the identically-dressed faces of the bear-masks at his legs. He felt the tremor of a crunch from the one on his right and knew it was possible the man was dead, the brittle bones of his nose severing important veins in his head, or perhaps even finding their way into the lower-front of the brain.
 
   There was another man behind him, but as gravity brought Draken forward again, he leaned forward with it, stiffened ramrod straight, and brought his head forcefully into the last man’s jaw.
 
   Not all of them were down for the count, but Draken didn’t have the luxury of assessing them. Jace had a second, maybe two, of life left if Draken didn’t intervene. Draken crouched and launched himself at the bear-mask with the knife. The man was intent on his target, ready to give his life if needed just to get the job done. 
 
   Jace, with impressive mindfulness, shoved the other guard who flanked him instead of the man with the knife, as most people would have done reflexively. This saved his life. Draken was able to reach the bear-mask with the weapon since the only person who could have obstructed him had lost his balance at the older monk’s shove, tipping over one of the other seats. 
 
   And then Draken was grappling. He knew he had only a moment to dispose of this foe before others converged on them. Pul had said there was a man for every tree, but surely that had to be an exaggeration. 
 
   But Draken only needed a second. His instincts were on over-drive, even though the fire of Rada did not seem to be burning within him. Maybe it was because his own life was not the one at stake. He got the man’s hand, knife still in it, engulfing the hand holding the handle in his own with an iron grip. He brought it into the side of the bear-mask’s head, who had time for a horrified gasp, and then went silent. Blood ran from the wound, but not as plentifully as he might have imagined. 
 
   “Run!” he yelled to Jace. “They won’t kill me!”
 
   “I’ll find you,” Jace said and did as he was commanded, scrambling up the seats of the strange, completely circular amphitheater at a dangerous pace. Draken only hoped Jace could escape without getting injured incidentally.
 
   Draken turned to see the bear-mask Jace had unbalanced rising to his feet. A mighty shove sent him into two of his companions. The awkward spacing of seats and steps again sent them sprawling, and Draken heard a sickening crack that might have been a skull or neck breaking.
 
   Then Pul was on him, raging like a bull. Or maybe a bear who’d been separated from her young. Draken was shocked at the strength his brother seemed to possess, but then he felt the truth behind it. He was full of adrenaline and rage, and needed only to be put off for a few seconds before he became the weaker man he was. Draken grabbed him in a hug-grip reminiscent of the wrestling fighters who sometimes performed for small crowds hours before a real arena fight.
 
   Pul slashed at Draken with nails that must have been sharpened unnaturally, tearing his skin open in three long lines. Draken hadn’t even realized his shirt had become torn at some point in the fracas, leaving his skin exposed to Pul’s attack. Hot blood streamed down his back, mixing with the dribble flowing to him from Pul’s head wound.
 
   “Stop it!” Pul screamed, his desperation making his voice quaver and his face uglier than Draken had even seen it. “Stop it!” 
 
   “You sound like a child!” Draken huffed as bear-masks grabbed him, more than five this time, and again pinned him painfully to a seat. The rough surface caught his scratches, further opening the wounds. 
 
   “Find the monk!” Pul barked. Draken craned his neck up to see, but could make out no specifics. The only thing he knew was that if Pul had been exaggerating the number of his guardian bear-masks hiding in the trees, it hadn’t been by much.
 
   It was a distressing sight. Draken would not have guessed this many bear-masks could be spared for this expedition. There were more than he’d ever seen at once.
 
   How many are there? he thought. How many can there be?
 
   Pul looked at the man holding Draken. A bulbous bruise marred his forehead. 
 
   “Silence him!” Pul yelled, and a fist smashed into Draken’s face. 
 
   Stars blinded him, accompanied by a flash of white brilliance. Distantly, he heard Pul say, “He’s still conscious.”
 
   Another blow followed.
 
   And then… darkness. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 32 
 
   Jace was whispering something to Draken. Nothing was clear. The world was raw with haze. There was light, sunlight, but Draken felt himself draped in shadow. An ache in his head tempted him… tempted him back to the black world of dreamless sleep, but a twinge of need… a need to know… a curiosity for the circumstances in which he found himself… begged Draken to remain in the land of the living.
 
   And Jace was whispering.
 
   And part of his words got through. “Furious,” Jace said, the word tucked into a sentence of unknowable sounds. “Our chance.” The urgency of these words, and whatever meaning they were meant to have, was not lost on Draken, whose instincts scrambled up through the scattered bramble of his thoughts, willing him to understand.
 
   Action was required!
 
   His eyes opened, more an impulse borne of his instincts than a conscious act on his part. The first thing he saw was the cage he laid in, a cart with wheels and bars of some bleak, tempered metal. Knowing the technology of the followers of E’ghat, Draken had no doubt this wasn’t something he could break out of with his own strength. The next thing he saw—his head throbbing at the motion of turning it—were the two dead bear-masks, holes in each of their heads.
 
   This evidence of violence so close to him, but without his awareness, roused him fully to waking life. 
 
   “What—” he began to ask, but the question was answered by the site of Jace, crossbow in hand, looking like a bright-eyed little boy on a birthday hunting trip, clearly proud of his kills. Even though the monk held the crossbow with obvious understanding of its status as a weapon, and with the knowledge needed to wield it well, it looked out of place in his possession.
 
   “I told you I knew how to use this thing,” Jace said, but in the moment Draken could not remember exactly when he’d said as much. “Hurry, now. There are more of them than you know, all around here.”
 
   Draken was going to tell Jace about the cage, though his still-murky mind tried to explain that Jace had to know about the cage already, when he noticed the cage door was already open. 
 
   “Later,” Jace said, seeing the confusion on Draken’s face. “Right now we run.”
 
   Draken thought he understood. His head pounded in a dull agony, but the elation of freedom helped drive away the pain, or at least his awareness of it.
 
   He swung his legs over the side of the cage, where they dangled, making him feel as much like a little boy as Jace had appeared when Draken first had seen him with the crossbow. For a moment, the pain peaked with his movement, but then Jace was grabbing him and pulling him into the trees, and the adrenaline and excitement of the moment again subverted the pain of his head injury.
 
   In the trees Draken could hear them. Bear-masks all around. What could they be doing?
 
   If Jace had been Sula, he would have known Draken’s thoughts and had an answer for him, but the monk just looked confused at Draken’s slowing. 
 
   “Come on!” Jace whispered. “What’s the hold up?”
 
   But he didn’t want an answer. He dragged Draken though the brush. Draken was still somewhat incoherent, but he knew they were making too much noise. Far too much noise.
 
   Without realizing he spoke his thoughts aloud, Draken asked, “Why don’t they hear us?”
 
   “They will if you don’t close your mouth,” Jace hissed, the first time Draken could even remember the man sounding truly at the end of his patience. It was amusing, and Draken smiled, realizing he was somewhat giddy from his head injury, but he didn’t say anything else for a long time.
 
   They continued to move through the trees. On three occasions they got close enough to bear-masks for Draken to see their figures briefly through the screen of trees. What were they doing? Milling about the woods? Out for a stroll? They couldn’t be looking for Draken, not this far out. Even if his absence had already been discovered, the searchers wouldn’t be beyond he and Jace at this point.
 
   A stream. They were there before Draken could process the fact that they were approaching it. The pain was back, very present after their brisk dash through a half-mile or so of forest. 
 
   “Choose a number,” Jace said. “One or two?”
 
   “Two?” Draken said, meaning to ask why there were only two numbers, and what they were for.
 
   “All right,” Jace said decisively. He led Draken along the stream to their right. Judging from the sun and what time of day Draken thought it was, they were probably moving east along the bank. The water was flowing east as well, and the stream was about thirty-five feet across.
 
   “I know where we are,” Draken said as he realized it. His voice sounded the way he did when he was deep in his cups. “This is Sheanna River.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Jace said, somewhat urgently.
 
   “It must be,” Draken said. 
 
   “We cross now,” Jace said. “Focus so you don’t drown.”
 
   Draken surveyed the spot. “This doesn’t look like the place to cross,” he surmised, seeing it had widened here, and there were tall rocks jutting from the semi-deep water.
 
   “That’s true.”
 
   And then Draken understood what Jace was doing. Draken didn’t know much about battlefield tactics as so little of it applied to arena fighting, but he’d read about this somewhere. When you reached a river you flipped a coin to decide which way to travel (Jace had used Draken as his impromptu coin) so your pursuers couldn’t use logic to determine which way you’d gone. Then you crossed, as randomly as you could. Jace had probably chosen a number of steps in his head, and once they’d reached it, they would cross regardless of how the river looked. Then they would travel in as much of a straight line perpendicular from the water as they could for miles.
 
   It was very difficult to track someone following this maneuver, since the river ruined any trail worth following, and the randomness robbed their path of sense.
 
   “Why do you know about this?” Draken asked, just before they dipped into the moving water.
 
   “The 10th Battle of Rada,” Jace said, and Draken recognized it as the name of an apocryphal account written in the Canon tongue but never accepted as such.
 
   The water was swift, but not unfordable. Draken’s reflexes took over, and he swam the way he had in his training days, a good way to hone many muscles at once and enjoyable to boot. Jace held his own as well, probably just another of the odd monk’s eclectic, if not random, set of skills he’d collected in his life in the monastery. Draken remembered the moat at Merreline. What would Brother Keller have said if he’d looked out his window to see Jace swimming about like a frog in a pond?
 
   “Quit laughing and come ashore!” Jace yelled, and the terror in his voice was plain.
 
   Draken’s mouth filled with water, and suddenly he was beneath the waves. When had he stopped swimming?
 
   His headache was gone. He was floating… floating…
 
   


  
 

Chapter 33 
 
   When Draken came to again, it was late evening. There wasn’t even the faintest hint of danger. He checked his instincts and found nothing. His muscles were relaxed as they hadn’t been in weeks.
 
   He could hear the river, but it was to his south judging from the sun, so they’d at least been able to cross it. His memories of what had happened to bring them here were far from clear, but he could piece it together. Draken’s head was propped on what must have been Jace’s shirt, but he couldn’t see the monk.
 
   “Jace?” he asked.
 
   “I’m here.”
 
   Craning his neck, Draken could make out Jace’s form as it approached. 
 
   “I was just listening for bear-masks. I don’t think they’ve found us. There’s a lot of ground to cover. We could have run any direction from the cage. I think we’ll be all right to stay the night, but no fires.”
 
   “Right,” Draken said. “No fires.”
 
   Jace knelt at his side and helped Draken sit up. He shook his wadded-up shirt several times and put it back on. “Getting cold,” he said. Draken could tell right away the man’s good-natured attitude had still not returned. He must have been shaken by Draken almost drowning. But if Draken had died, wouldn’t Jace have just accepted it as the will of the gods?
 
   Instead of asking this, Draken said, “How did you get the crossbow?”
 
   “I’ll tell you what I already told Pul. He’s greedy. In more ways than one.”
 
   “He brought it with him?”
 
   “Oh yes. They had it in a cart, just sitting there as if it wasn’t worth five times its weight in gold. I circled around camp for a while. They weren’t even looking for me. Probably thought I’d run off the first chance I got.”
 
   “They didn’t count on how stupid you are.”
 
   “No one ever does.” Jace smiled, but it looked a little forced. “The rest you know, more or less.”
 
   “And how do you know the lump on my head didn’t scramble my brains worse than you thought?”
 
   Jace only shrugged.
 
   A moment passed, and Draken was grateful for the babbling water he could hear but not see. Its sound soothed him.
 
   “There is something I don’t understand,” he finally said, after mulling it over.
 
   “Just one thing? Wow. Dramm-Teskata must have touched your spirit while you slept.”
 
   “Ha ha,” Draken said dryly. “About the bear-masks. Why didn’t they hear us? Why didn’t they see us? Why weren’t we caught bumbling away through the trees? And it looked like they were… I don’t know, looking for something.”
 
   “I’m afraid I can’t even begin to guess. You know more about the servants of E’ghat than I do.”
 
   “But you were the one dragging me along. Did you know they wouldn’t catch us?”
 
   Jace seemed to think about this. “Know is a tricky word when dealing with promptings from the gods. Let’s just say I was obeying the voice of Dramm-Teskata. Or, if not her voice, her… call. I was told, in my heart, that it was the right time to run. I didn’t know what would happen, but I didn’t think we’d get caught.” 
 
   Draken didn’t know if he accepted this or not, but it would be foolish to question and argue it out with Jace. They’d escaped. That’s what mattered. He knew the odds hadn’t been in their favor, but they’d made it.
 
   “Now what?” Draken said.
 
   “It’s not obvious?”
 
   Draken wasn’t feeling as disoriented as earlier, but still his brain felt stuffed with cloth, unable to perform the mental leap Jace was requiring of him. 
 
   “No,” he finally said, too tired to try to fake knowledge or start guessing.
 
   “Your wife is in more danger now than ever. Whatever they were doing out there, we have to hope it’s something that will keep them occupied for at least a night. A day or two if we’re lucky. They were doing it even before I sprang you. We need to get to Figa. It doesn’t matter if you’re recognized now. There are at least three lives are at stake, including your daughters.”
 
   “Okay, but what’s our plan? We have no food, no money. If I’m right about where we are, and I think I am, there are no roads or people for a long time. It makes sense. How else would they hide that fire pit, amphitheater, whatever you want to call it?”
 
   “Hmm…” Jace said, eyeing a sun preparing to begin the journey of setting. “The morning often brings with it answers one cannot see in the moment. Without fire, I doubt we’ll sleep well, so maybe we should get an early start on it.”
 
   As they made the best of the ferns and dirt, finding places to lie down not littered with roots or embedded rocks, Draken asked, “What do you think that place was? That fire pit. It was big. And old. Do you think it belongs to them?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Jace said, turning away as if he were pulling a blanket over himself. “I don’t really know anything.” 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 34 
 
   They’d been following the stream, Sheanna River, actually, though it was not nearly as wide as many of the rivers near the Western coast, for three hours, and Draken guessed it was about two hours before midday. The river ran east, and following upstream would take them to Figa in a day or so, on foot. They’d surmised there had to be a road they could travel on, perhaps a secret road, because Pul’s band had taken them to the fire-pit in a matter of hours, but it was too dangerous to look for and even more unwise to actually travel.
 
   The sounds of birds, the bubbling water, and other animal life seemed foreign to Draken, who had lived in the city almost his entire life. He’d never spent much time in the woods but it wasn’t long before he saw the appeal.
 
   “I’m starting to understand why some people become hermits,” he said as they passed a tree which, according to Jace, might have been over a hundred years old. It was incredibly beautiful to Draken, who’d never seen anything like it.
 
   “Ha!” Jace said, some of his old bonhomie restored after the night of intermittent sleep. “I can actually see you in that role quite easily. From celebrity to recluse! But maybe that’s not so strange a transition, when you think about it.”
 
   Draken tried not to worry about his daughters or Carella, knowing he’d get to Figa as fast as he could. For the time being, he let his mind wander. It almost felt like a brisk nature walk, or some other benign exercise.
 
   Until they found the hole.
 
   Crudely dug out with a spade, or maybe bare hands, the scoop out of the ground measured a bit more than a foot across. The dirt that had been removed, still fresh, was piled next to it.
 
   “Something’s been taken out of this, and recently,” Jace said, kneeling at the side of the hole. He inspected it with care, and Draken thought about how little got past this monk. Perhaps he’d missed his calling. Draken could suddenly see him as a military spy, one of the great secret agents of wars’ past.
 
   “Look,” Jace said, pulling something from the soil. He handed it to Draken, but at first there was no telling what it was. A thin piece of material, about as long as a paring knife. Draken picked the clumps of soil off it, revealing a leather strap. It was old, but not cracked or ruined. It had been treated in some way Draken wasn’t familiar with, not on all the fine clothes and ornamental gear he’d ever worn or seen. Somehow, it had lasted in the damp ground, maintained against the elements for who knew how long.
 
   “Eda is a lot like here,” Draken said. “The same gods. The same kinds of towns. The same technology.” Jace looked confused, and it gave Draken something of a secret pleasure. It was his turn to be non-sequitur. “But the followers of E’ghat know of other things. Technologies no one knows about. I don’t know if they developed it themselves, or if these are otherwise forgotten arts, I just know they have them. The fire-bomb that destroyed the Merreline monastery is an example, and whatever they used that exploded in the second monastery. They have better methods for refining steel, more efficient lamps, all sorts of things. This leather… is finer than any I’ve seen. I don’t doubt for a moment that it was made using knowledge held only by those in the cult. Something was buried here, and they accidentally left part of it behind.”
 
   “This must have been what they were doing,” Jace said. “Digging in the woods. Looking for whatever was hidden here. Or things like it.”
 
   “Obviously,” Draken said, only half listening. His mind was running on overdrive. It was like he was starting to see a bigger picture. He couldn’t make it out, maybe he was standing too close to it, so to speak, but he felt there was something…
 
   “What do you think is happening here, Draken?”
 
   Draken shook his head. He said the only thing he could think of.
 
   “Something bad.” 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 35 
 
   They’d retrieved seventy-five of the “bear traps,” a pet name for the devices that resonated with Pul more than their real name. That was more than they’d expected, but Pul’s emotions were still in tumult. He felt like he was balancing an egg on his head, but he could not see or sense it. It could fall without him even knowing. 
 
   Jace! he thought angrily. That fool!
 
   But Pul knew Jace was not stupid. He’d accused Pul of having impure motives. Not revenge, no, Pul knew he was better than that. But loneliness… the word crept into his mind like a head cold, and stayed there, worsening all the while. Did he really trust in E’ghat? Could it be that he simply couldn’t handle the thought of returning to Eda empty-handed?
 
   Or did he just miss his brother?
 
   Not to mention the fact that, instead of running, as he should have, Jace had returned, killed two bear-masks, and set Draken free. Busy with the work of digging, somehow the bear-masks had not stopped their escape. Pul knew if he were the captain of a Drammatan military group, he would have sorely punished every bear-mask in his command. But E’ghat didn’t work that way. There was no punishment aside from death for treachery. All else was based on faith. He couldn’t lay a finger on one of his men unless he was prepared to have him executed. 
 
   Pul tried to shake these thoughts from his head and put his attention on the road.
 
   It was thin, wide enough for a horse and a cart, but only just. So the procession moved in single-file. It was a testament not only to Pul’s leadership, but to the training of the bear-masks that they had been able to so fully infiltrate the country. Soon they would be seen, certainly, but by then it would be too late for the soldier-police to do much of anything against them.
 
   Not when they were so well-armed with weapons Drammata not only didn’t know existed but couldn’t replicate even if they did.
 
   The late afternoon light filtered through the many tress of the forest, and Pul felt uncomfortable, as if Dramm-Teskata were trying to glimpse him between the leaves. He supposed she was, but it didn’t matter. E’ghat would eat her whole soon enough.
 
   It was so strange for Pul to be here now, the spear-tip of a plan that had been brewing in the cult for longer than he’d been alive. But also, it felt natural, like he’d been born for this role as much as Draken had been born for his.
 
   The bear-priests had received communication from E’ghat, revelations they were privy to only after a string of human sacrifices and the intaking of mind-altering chemicals. Draken was not just a scattered of E’ghat, but the key figure in E’ghat’s return. That made Pul very important, as Jace had so quickly surmised. Everyone agreed that Pul had the best shot at converting his brother to the cause of sacred terrorism, but no one had expected this level of resistance from Draken.
 
   Curse him! Jace thought bitterly. Why can he not accept his fate!
 
   Soon, their years of moving in the shadows would be over. If their plan didn’t work in Figa, they might very well return to total obscurity, and E’ghat would have to try again with another group a century from now. Pul wouldn’t let that happen. 
 
   He patted one of the “bear-traps” tied to his saddle. Truly, they were ingenious. A weapon so valuable and so destructive that the bear-priests had not even trusted their own followers to resist the temptation of stealing them. They had buried them in secret for decades, in many countries, if the rumors were to be believed. Only on their instruction could they be found. 
 
   The ones Pul and his band of a hundred bear-masks had dug up the day before had reportedly been there for nearly fifty years. They did look old, but no worse for the wear. Stout glass cylinders, padded with leather straps, each one could easily sell for a small fortune if the buyer knew what they were getting. But E’ghat did not allow any of his technologies to be sold for profit.
 
   And anyway, they had a good use for these. A use which transcended the need for money.
 
   Pul whipped absently at his horse’s reins, knowing it was already traveling as fast as it safely could on the skinny road. Accordingly, it ignored him.
 
   Pul did feel bad for the civilians that would undoubtedly be caught in the battle. There could be no doubt some of them, more than a few, would lose their lives in the events to come. But E’ghat’s will superseded their lives as all gods’ wills were greater than the humans below them. Even more so E’ghat, who was destined to one day be the god of gods.
 
   He tried not to think about them either. It was not his place to worry for the souls of others. He had a job to do. An important one. And he was going to do it. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 36 
 
   Pillari Stomsen had been a soldier-policewoman for nearly thirty years. Fifteen of those years she’d had the same post, the FG 10, which they called the “watch-and-scramble” patrol. She spent the first two hours of each shift at Figa’s south gate, watching citizens and visitors alike enter the city, and watching them get inspected by the lower-level guards if inspection was deemed necessary. This was the most tedious part of her day, as little was required of her unless contraband was discovered on a would-be entrant to the city. This was rare, as those items which had to be smuggled in to Figa often found less obvious routes than the main gates. She’d learned to use this watching time for meditation and, sometimes, a very light sleep she had perfected which didn’t actually cause her to shut her eyes all the way.
 
   For the next two hours of every shift, she roamed the market stalls, making sure the people didn’t cheat the merchants and, just as often, vice versa. These stalls were not of the fine variety scattered amid brick-and-mortar stores on the city’s illustrious north end. They were not for traveler’s passing through or for the elite and pseudo-elite whose manors dotted the northern third of Figa. The stalls she patrolled were for Figan natives, the salt of Figa’s earth, from the middle-class, such as the merchants and skilled workers, down to the poorest of the poor.
 
   At lunch, she ate at Micke’s food cart. She ordered the same thing every day: lamb and greens. The chunks of meat and various vegetables were skewered on long wooden dowels for ease of eating.
 
   The next four hours she spent in the slums beyond the merchant’s stalls. This was her favorite part of each shift. Even though there was a fair amount of crime, incidents that had to be responded to often without all the information and with no warning (hence the “scramble” designation in the patrol’s nickname), she enjoyed being with the people. She was trusted by those who would otherwise treat soldier-policemen with the utmost paranoia. The people knew her, and she knew them. She was a fixture here. She belonged. 
 
   And it was for those last four hours of every patrol that she lived. Her patrol was often the same from day to day, and from year to year. So it should come as no surprise that one morning, when something unexpected happened—unprecedented, even—that at first she didn’t believe what she was seeing.
 
   The day was overcast, not uncommon for this time of year. When she’d taken her place at watch that morning, her fellow watcher, a handsome soldier-policeman who’d been around nearly as long as she had, had asked her if she thought it would rain. Usually she was uncanny in her predictions after the briefest glance at the sky, but today she hadn’t been able to say for certain. The clouds had the strange lightness of a clearing sky, but seemed to carry a threat of darkening.
 
   She had been in her patented form of light sleep. Her eyes automatically scanning the road which led to the city, her ears listening for only one sound, her name, if it were uttered by the green soldier-police below her because she was needed for something more serious. Her mind was in another realm entirely. Something like a dream, forgotten as soon as it was intruded upon.
 
   Dark figures in the distance caught her attention. Pouring from the forest’s edge and converging with the main road. She rubbed her eyes and yawned, fully expecting the odd flurry of movement to have disappeared when she was done.
 
   But they weren’t gone. They were human, and they had carts and horses.
 
   And there were a lot of them.
 
   Her brain still sluggish from her rest, she called the keywords, indicating the highest level of danger, alertness, and action.
 
   “Red response!”
 
   Instantly, there was action all around her. In the academy, nothing was drilled so deeply into the psyches of the soldier-police than this phrase, though it was uttered in actual duty less than once a year.
 
   She almost felt she’d made a mistake. The words had simply come out, as if all on their own. But it was too late to worry about that. She turned and glanced at the city. A runner was already headed to the castle, calmly saying the same phrase, “red response” to each soldier-police he passed. 
 
   No one panicked. It was something of a secret code unless immediate danger threatened the populace, but inside each of the soldier-police adrenaline flowed like wine at a banquet and emotions roiled like magma.
 
   “There,” Pillari said to her fellow watcher and to the young soldier-police at the gate below her. “About two miles down the road.”
 
   But it was hardly necessary for her to point anything out. The coming mob was clear.
 
   “What is it?” her fellow watcher said. “Who are they?”
 
   “I don’t know, but how could it be anything good?”
 
   The statement was enough to fully rouse her own faculties. The truth of it hit Pillari like a splash of cold water in face. She’d never heard of anything like this happening. The city being approached by a band of a hundred or more.
 
   No, she’d never heard of anything like this.
 
   Except in stories of war.
 
   Those images and more spun past her consciousness. The faces of the people she thought of as hers were there, too. The slum-dwellers who trusted her, who needed her, who came to her with complaints and concerns. Even sharing their hopes and dreams and fears with her when the afternoons dragged on, quiet and without incident.
 
   As the senior soldier-policeman at the gate, she began barking orders with what she hoped sounded like real authority, issuing orders to close the gates at every entrance. 
 
   She shielded her eyes with the flat of her hand, and watched the approaching mass of humanity, a deep frown etched on her face and a knot of worry growing in her stomach.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 37 
 
   Where the river lead them out of the forest, Draken and Jace found themselves in between Pul’s band of bear-masks and the southern gate of Figa. The gate was going up, Draken saw. A good sign. Maybe the bear-masks wouldn’t be able to overcome the soldier-police.
 
   But then he thought of the strap of leather he and Jace had found the day before. 
 
   He’d had a lot of time to think about what it might have been, and even though he didn’t know, he was smart enough to realize it fit into a bigger plan. They wouldn’t be approaching the city walls without at least a chance of being able to deal with the opposition they knew they’d find there. 
 
   Draken knew this was really the bear-mask’s main advantage, being an unknown quantity. Anyone could read statistics about Figa’s defenses. But beyond having heard the words, “E’ghat” and “bear-masks,” when Draken had tipped the city’s officials off to the group in the sewers those years ago, no one in that city knew a thing about what was approaching.
 
   “I’ve been a fool!” Draken told Jace. “I should have revealed everything I knew about E’ghat! But I didn’t want to drag myself any deeper into the muck than I already was. I knew about fire-bombs back then, about the training of the bear-masks. I knew!”
 
   “We need to get inside the city,” Jace said, ever the voice of unwelcome pragmatism.
 
   Draken thought about it. Every second that passed was one less he had in which to act. The bear-masks were approaching the city. They moved with purpose, something almost cocky in their gait. Or perhaps that was unavoidable, considering the audacity required just by coming like this, openly, to the largest, most fortified city in Drammata.
 
   He had to do something.
 
   “How?” he asked himself. “What to do?”
 
   But there wasn’t time for thought. These was no way to get this question answered. He could only act. And so he did, without even a weapon. Jace had been able to find his crossbow, but not the sword Draken had taken from the Merreline monastery. Draken left the cover of the trees, placing himself directly between the city and the bear-masks.
 
   Pul was in the lead, a foolish place for a commander considering the legendary accuracy of the bowmen at the city’s gate. He was almost close enough now to be in range. Draken prayed with silent fervor that some string-happy soldier-policeman would fire the instant Pul got within bowshot, even though he knew this was unlikely.
 
   On the battlement, a small line of soldier-police watched. Even at this distance, not being able to make out the expressions on their faces, Draken could read the tension in them wound as if through a machine. That was good. These men and women would have seen their fair share of action in their time, but these would have been small criminal altercations. Nothing like the battles and skirmishes the bear-masks had trained for their whole lives. 
 
   Decades of peace had done Drammata uncountable good, but at the moment Draken wished for battle-hardened soldiers instead of the police variety the city was packed with.
 
   Now Pul was closer, moving as Draken sprinted for the gates. He still didn’t know what he would say or do once he got there, but he felt better now that he was doing something.
 
   “Halt!” a woman yelled from the battlement. Judging from the color of her insignia she was a soldier-policewoman of no small standing in the city. That was good. She would know the protocols, the—
 
   And then a bowman was tracking him, and Draken realized the same fear he hoped might inspire someone to kill Pul without provocation might be worked against him. He couldn’t let that happen, not while he was the only one with the knowledge needed to deal with these terrorists.
 
   “I’m Draken Wellstroma!” he said, knowing his name would get the attention he needed. That alone should be enough to prevent his premature killing. If he was shot, it would be a public relations nightmare for the soldier-police.
 
   Draken was surprised by the question the soldier-policewoman in charge yelled down at him. She didn’t ask what he was doing there, or where he’d been, but instead cut to the most pressing matter. “Who are those people?” she barked, pointing to the bear-masks.
 
   “Cultists! Fanatics! The followers of E’ghat.”
 
   She eyed Draken, and then the coming mob, and apparently gauged there to be enough time to let him in and get the gate back up, because she ordered it be lowered. Draken wasn’t so sure there was time, but he was still grateful. 
 
   The gate was a historic model, and instead of the bars which came straight down that any new gate would be built with, this was in the style of a large, arched door. Its hinges were at the bottom so it could fold forward, almost like a drawbridge, only there was no moat around the city. Before it had come all the way down, Draken climbed over the top of the gate, and rolled down its incline. They began pulling it up as soon as he had, but still it was close; the vanguard of the bear-masks, Pul accompanied by a small number of what Draken guessed were his closest guards, were only a few dozen yards away. The gate moved slowly, but it was up before Pul got there.
 
   Draken clambered up the ladder to the battlement, where the hatch had already been unlocked and opened for him.
 
   “They have weapons!” he said without being asked. “The likes of which you’ve never seen! We have to get down from here.”
 
   “What do you mean?” she asked, and Draken knew she felt safe atop the gate. She didn’t know about fire-bombs or any of the other nasty surprises the bear-masks might have in store.
 
   “Shoot their leader,” he yelled to the bowman, a young soldier-police who looked as if he’d lied about his age to join the force. “And then we must get down!”
 
   “Belay that,” the woman said. “We can’t kill them without knowing who they are!”
 
   Draken knew he couldn’t convince them to do it, despite the look of worry on the bowman’s face. “Then we have to get down. Now!” he said. “They have weapons. Devices. Like mining detonations, but worse, much worse.”
 
   She saw the desperation in his face and seemed to come to a decision. Draken was sure that her regulations called for her, the other watcher, and the bowman to remain, but she was smarter than that.
 
   “Everybody down, down, down!” she said, waving her fellow soldier-police to the hatch.
 
   But it was too late. A ball of fire erupted on the battlement, the fire-bomb striking the bowman directly. He screamed in agony as his body was consumed in the instant blaze. 
 
   Draken knew he himself had to survive. He had to explain, to help, to guide. He turned toward the city and leapt from the wall, falling twenty-five feet into a patch of dirt, hoping he would still be able to do anything after he landed. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 38 
 
   Pandemonium reigned. The arena fighter had jumped from the gate, but Pillari couldn’t worry about his welfare at the moment. She was shoving another soldier-police into the hatch, hoping he’d catch hold of a rung and not simply fall past the ladder entirely. 
 
   The bowman was gone, and the stink of his burned and charring flesh filled her nostrils. The flames of the device were licking at her back, but her armor seemed to be taking the brunt of it. Even through the madness, she felt a pang of annoyance. She’d had this armor for a decade, and she didn’t want it ruined. 
 
   There were still three other soldier-police on the battlement. Peering through her gloved fingers, trying to see through the blaze, she saw one was already dead, consumed by the unholy fire. But another was nearby. 
 
   There was no time. She felt as if she were predicting the weather, that another of the bombs was on its way, and she knew her green soldier-police wouldn’t be able to get down the ladder. She shoved him bodily off the gate in the direction the missing fighter had gone. Maybe he’d land on top of the celebrity and that would save him.
 
   The next explosion came. This fireball even larger than the last, or perhaps just nearer to her. It was impossible to tell. The heat was unthinkable. Putting her hand near a campfire or stove, even an accident with boiled water, none of these sensations compared. It was the fire of Hell.
 
   The skin on her face was peeling. She was screaming without realizing it. 
 
   But she thought of her slum dwellers. How they needed her. And she moved. She didn’t know what direction she was going, only that it was better to try to escape than to let herself be devoured by the hungry flames.
 
   Dimly, she was aware of a feeling through her boot. She’d tripped over a box of arrows. She was falling… falling… 
 
   On her way down, an impossible length of time, she prayed to Shinna, the goddess she served, that she’d survive. 
 
   ***
 
   Pul turned on the bear-mask at his right, the one who’d thrown both of the fire-bombs. “What are you thinking?” he screamed. “Draken is up there!”
 
   The gruff voice came out with an unexpected note of uncertainty, “I thought—”
 
   “You wait for my command!” Pul yelled. Then, to the others in his vanguard he said, “We need this gate down, now! Draken is the top priority here. Our secondary goal is Figa.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” they said in approximate unison, and a small, tactical firebomb was sent to the top of the gate. This one would burn much hotter over a brief period of time. If it didn’t burn the gate to dust, another would be employed.
 
   But it was enough, and as the flames died, Pul stepped through. He was going first as a show of faith that E’ghat would protect his chosen commander. The symbolism of this act was very E’ghat and not an iota of its meaning was lost on the bear-masks.
 
   He didn’t have much to worry about as far as being attacked. Flames had followed some of the burning solider-police who had jumped from the top of the gate, and the chemical nature of the fires in the fire-bomb ensured their rapid spread. Madness was a wonderful mask.
 
   “More bombs,” Pul told the one who had thrown them too early. “There and there.” He indicated a spot on the main road leading to the gate from the heart of the city and to a large, multi-story building that might have been a hotel.
 
   Instantly there were fires raging in the chosen areas, blocking the path of the solider-police that were surely converging on this location, hopefully obscuring the fact that the real action was on this side of the flames. 
 
   The bulk of the band was now coming through the gate. They needed no orders in the moment, having practiced and reviewed their actions endlessly long before this day had come. Fanning out along the long city walls that spread out from either side of the gate, they circumvented the flames as best they could and made their way through the city.
 
   Most of them had a “bear-trap” to match the one at Pul’s hip. He hoped he wouldn’t have to use his, but almost all of the devices would be used in less than an hour’s time.
 
   Once more he thought of the innocents who would perish. And once more he reminded himself that innocence was an illusion that E’ghat had little patience for.
 
   Draken was less than ten yards from Pul when Pul turned away from the masking flames to find him. He approached with bravado, knowing how important it was he appear in control. But his confidence was only skin-deep. He’d seen Draken best a hundred opponents in straits which seemed more dire than this.
 
   “Brother,” Pul said. “It’s good to see you.”
 
   Draken looked as if he wanted to spring, but then Pul noticed how he clutched his ankle. It was sprained, rolled, or worse from his jump down.
 
   Pul pointed to the bear-trap hanging from his side. “You know what this is?”
 
   “Another fire-bomb?”
 
   “You wish.” Pul tried to speak with an air of understanding instead of cruelty. “It is much worse, I’m afraid. Don’t do anything stupid, now. If I see even the smallest indication that you intend to attack, I’ll smash it with my fist. I will die. You will die. And everyone in a hundred yards of here will die.”
 
   “Is that what you used at the second monastery?” Draken asked, sounding remarkably calm given the raging madness that must be within him as well as without. “That made the incredible boom?”
 
   “It’s similar. But, believe it or not, this one is worse.”
 
   Soldier-police from the gate writhed around them, hurt from their leaps. One was charred to death, and Pul knew at least one more to match him was left on top. Pul saw no immediate danger. There was time to talk, and that was exactly what he needed.  
 
   “I believe it,” Draken said.
 
   “So, what happens now is entirely up to you. Many of these will be detonated today. The bear-masks who will employ them have made blood-oaths to do so directly to the bear-priests. I couldn’t stop them even if I wanted to. Understand that. But there is a choice for you to make. If I tell one of them, a man only I will be able to identify, not to employ his, he won’t. There is only one who swore to me instead of the bear-priests. His target should be easy enough for you to guess.”
 
   Obviously Draken knew Pul meant Carella’s house, where Dayda and Tayda would wait with their mother, locked away from the havoc and insanity in the city streets. But Draken said nothing. He only looked at Pul with the purest hatred Pul had ever seen.
 
   It was E’ghat at work in him. It must be.
 
   Draken, with a calmness that might have fooled someone else, said, “What do you want me to do?”
 
   And then Pul spoke with real conviction. 
 
   “It’s not what I want, Old Babe. It’s not what I want at all.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 39 
 
   The city had quickly become a disaster area. Jace could see that even from outside the walls. Plumes of smoke, some gray, some black, rose from more than a dozen locations. Periodically, he’d hear another concussive boom to indicate the destruction was far from over.
 
   Oddly, he was still too distant to make out the individual screams of the city’s residents over the raging cackle of flames, nor could he see them over the city wall. What his five senses reported could have been a ghost town being razed to make way for something else, nothing sinister about it. But he knew the city was teeming with innocents, sinners, scum, and angels alike. They were all being killed because of one small group’s perceived need to get their hands on a washed-up arena fighter.
 
   It was insanity, Jace knew, but in his experience, precious few things in mortality were not. He tried, and failed, to see the hand of Dramm-Teskata, or any of the gods, in it all. No matter. If he lived there would be time to find the cords which bound her to these events. If he did not survive, the matter was out of his hands anyway.
 
   The overcast day transformed along with the fighting below to a full-on rain. Normally, Jace would have rejoiced at this—something to put out the flames—but he remembered what Draken had said about the water the citizens in Merreline had used against the fire. It hadn’t put it out at all. It had made it spread. Had Jace been so inclined, he might have seen the hand of E’ghat in the rain, but the four-five gods still seemed conspicuously absent. 
 
   He made his way around the city wall, feeling it was a mistake somehow to try to go through the same entrance he’d watched Draken and Pul go in through. He didn’t know how he would get in at any other gate, but he gave it no thought.
 
   As he got closer, he did make out some human sounds. Shrieks. Agonized appeals. Confused rhetorical questions hurled at a non-responsive sky. These sounds tore at his spirit, but he pressed on as composed as he could. None of the sounds were positive. There were not even the characteristic shouts of victory and malice from the attackers. 
 
   Jace had read about such attacks in the many war histories he’d soaked up during his personal reading times at the monastery. Judging from that, the bear-masks were a uniquely solemn bunch, even when pillaging. Jace didn’t think they would loot or rape, nor would Pul lose control over them. They would do only what they believed they’d been told to do. This was not your average band of half-cocked youth who’d gotten it in their heads that they wanted to cause some trouble; these were dangerous heretics, fanatics beyond reason.
 
   Soon, he was at the east gate. If he plugged his ears he could almost believe nothing was wrong, well, except for the smoke beyond it. The gate itself looked exactly the same as it had always looked the few times he’d seen it. But there was no one at the guard posts. The gate-door was up, as he’d expected, and with no one to lower it, it seemed impossible that he might get inside.
 
   He sighed and continued his trek around the city’s circumference, seeing no one aside from himself. It was an eerie feeling to know that just a dozen yards away from him, at any given point beyond the wall, he would find nothing but madness and motion, death and destruction, but all he needed to do was look away from the wall to see a seemingly endless expanse of rainy nature, purity, and calm. The storm was not really a storm, just a steady, placid rain, the kind the farmers in the area liked to get any time of year.
 
   When he got to Figa’s north entrance, he was happy to see two guards at post, both at the top of the gate. He didn’t have his robe—still being dressed in the beggar’s clothes he and Draken had received from the Shaman in Merreline—but he had his identifying necklace in his pocket. 
 
   He held it up without speaking, wishing the sun were out to make it clear.
 
   “Who are you?” one of them shouted down. The soldier-policeman sounded like a scared kid in a treehouse, with none of the usual pomp with which the soldier-police typically kept citizens in check.
 
   “A monk,” said Jace. “This is my necklace.” With his other hand he held the stolen crossbow, but not by the handle, so he looked the least threatening he could.
 
   It was almost more than he’d been willing to hope for, but the gate door immediately came down, and he walked across it, noticing, not for the first time, the tracks of feet that marred its length. A strange sight when it was in up position.
 
   One of the soldier-police came down to meet him, sliding down the ladder in the self-consciously impressive manner of the young. The voice had misled him a bit, as the soldier-policeman was a bit older than he’d expected. He looked strong, and his eyes were clear.
 
   “Why are you here?” the soldier-policeman said. “Don’t you see there is—”
 
   “Whom do you serve?” Jace asked.
 
   “Excuse me?” The lad seemed genuinely lost. Jace didn’t blame him, but he was still saddened that this rite, perhaps the most important rite a monk performs, was far from this young man’s mind.
 
   “Which god do you serve?”
 
   A look of understanding and embarrassment leapt to the soldier-policeman’s face. “Shinna, brother!” He fell to his knees, kowtowing to Jace so the monk could send his faith heavenward.
 
   Jace uttered the prayer of Shinna. It was his favorite of all the gods’ prayers, focusing on beauty even in the midst of mortal woes. It strengthened him to speak it. He resolved to find the beauty in this madness or die trying.
 
   “Back to your post,” Jace told him, and walked toward the insanity before him with a sense of calm that was not a show. The young man gaped at Jace, but then scrambled back up the ladder. His companion had already raised the gate.
 
   Jace felt better than he had in weeks. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 40 
 
   She saw the pattern as clearly as Draken himself might have seen the weakness of an opponent in the pit. She could surmise the target was being drawn meticulously, if such wild destruction could be called meticulous, around her manor.
 
   Others had evacuated, some had died. One glance out the window told Carella that flight was no longer an option for her and Dayda and Tayda now that they were enclosed in a ring of fire worthy of Canon drama. But she didn’t think these fires had fallen from the heavens. She’d caught glimpses of the men in masks, and that was all she needed to know to come to a conclusion. Followers of E’ghat were behind this attack. Those horrible cultists who had first poisoned Draken’s faith and later had led him to the drink and the whorehouses when he could no longer stand the memories of the things he had done… These men were now after her, converging on her home and her children.
 
    One of her twins, six years old, now, tugged at her skirt. Carella replaced the heavy curtain and said, “You know where the wine cellar is?” There was no longer any wine in the cellar, hadn’t been for a long time, but she had persisted in calling it that.
 
   They nodded together silently but looked terrified. They often acted in unison, sharing a bond only those born with the same characteristic Dramm-Teskata herself shrouded herself in—twinhood, could know. 
 
   “Go to the cellar. Close the door, and don’t open for anyone but me, grandmother Tessin, Pordel, or Jamri.”
 
   Pordel was her new fiancé. They’d grown close quickly, and already the girls were starting to see him as someone who might be a father-figure to them someday. They were hesitant, but they’d been warming to him.
 
   Jamri was the head-servant of her manor. She trusted him with her life, and she knew it was quite possible she’d now need to do the same with the lives of her angels.
 
   “There’s some danger now,” she told them, “but everything is going to be all right. And we’ll have the most wonderful sweets when it’s over. Anything you want.”
 
   “Can we have iced chocolate?” Dayda asked, and Tayda merely nodded her assent. Unlike many young children, her girls rarely argued or even disagreed. Even their taste in food was close to identical.
 
   “Of course, but we have that so often… I want you two to think of something really special.” She was about to send them off when another thought struck her. Something else she should tell them, though at first the weight of the name seemed too heavy to speak. “And Draken,” she told them, not daring to meet their gazes.
 
   “Daddy?” Tayda asked with the unmistakable glimmer of excitement and hope in her voice. “He’s here?”
 
   Curse me! Carella thought, I could have shown a little more tact. 
 
   “I don’t think he’s here. I don’t think he’s coming back, ever. But if he does… if it’s him at the cellar door, you can open it. Do you understand?”
 
   They nodded, but Carella wasn’t sure they did. They were smart girls, but they’d never had to deal with anything like this before. So it was only after a few more admonitions that they weren’t to open the door to anyone else, not someone claiming to be a soldier-policeman, not for a knight, not even for the king, that she sent them off. It was amazing, but her promise of a treat seemed to have eased their fears. They were chatting about what they should ask for as she saw them down the stairs.
 
   She ran to the top floor to the carrier pigeon room. There were easier and more reliable ways to send messages within the city, but these birds had come into vogue about five years ago, and Carella had gotten her own flock of them, both to keep up with appearances and because she had always had a fondness for birds. It was more of an excuse than anything, an excuse to have a room full of them, each with their own toys, interlocking cages, and the other accouterments that Carella secretly found so cute. Impractical they may be, but now they might have a real use for the first time.
 
   The birds were in a tizzy, panicked by the explosions and cackle of flames, and by the screams of the victims nearby. Carella then realized that most of those human screams had ceased, and the morbid implications of this chilled her.
 
   She didn’t have time to soothe the birds. Instead, she thought she’d trust in their numbers. Absurdly, tremors of emotion threatened her conviction momentarily. She was going to miss them. The chances of ever seeing another one of her birds again was low and she knew it. 
 
   Soon she’d scribbled out as many notes as she dared spare time for. Notes to business and family contacts in the city and to many places nearby, even messages to the king, and to the arena. The purpose in sending the notes was three-fold. 
 
   First and foremost, she wanted to make sure her wishes were known regarding in whose care her daughters were to be entrusted in the event of her death, a prospect she looked upon with grim possibility, especially if she were about to be abducted by the bear-masks who had so deliberately not burned her manor to the ground. 
 
   Second, she explained, albeit hastily and inadequately, what she knew of the bear-masks and the cult for which they killed. She needed to ensure blame was placed on the right shoulders, and that further attacks from this group could be better prepared for. Though how anyone could prepare for this was beyond her. 
 
   And lastly, she explained that Draken was a good man. She didn’t give her explanations for this. She didn’t need to. It was enough that her feelings on this matter be known. She hated him for his weakness, that was true. She blamed him for the hellish life he’d thrust upon her and her babies. But she also still loved him with the unconditional love a mother gives a wayward child, and it felt important for her to do what she could to clear his name. She also didn’t want him to be unfairly connected to the crimes against the city. He’d had his ties with the group in the past, but through all the trials she’d put him through, she’d never doubted that he had sincerely left the cult behind.
 
   One by one, she tied notes to each of the birds and released them, doing nothing to take notice of which bird was trained to go where. The notes varied little one to the next, and if even one found the wrong target, she trusted the recipient would be able to get it where it needed to be, once the attack was over and graves were dug.
 
   Some of her pigeons didn’t even make it past her line of sight, dropping in confusion amid the dense clouds, but others flew beyond where she could see.
 
   She had done all she could.
 
   This done, there was little to do but wait. In the unlikely event they were bombed, the girls might still survive in the cellar. But in the much more likely case that she were abducted, she doubted the house would be searched and the girls discovered. She thought the bear-masks were here for her alone, and she banked everything on that assumption.
 
   She longed to go to her babies, but if she locked herself in the room with them and bear-masks came in to get her, they wouldn’t stop until she was found, and who knew what they would do with her girls if they were nearby as extra treasures for the snagging.
 
   She went to the small entertaining room, not knowing it was the place where Draken had murdered the Edan woman known as Sula five years previous. It was strange to sit and wait, as if for guests, while Armageddon raged at the window. Stranger still when she felt herself drifting off. But the strangest thing of all was that she fell into a dreamless sleep. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 41 
 
   Pul didn’t need to send men to Carella’s. She and her children wouldn’t need to be abducted or bombed, and secretly Pul was glad. He still did not share in the bloodlust that some of these bear-masks had. They hid it well, but many of them exulted in any chance they had to make a holy kill. He knew there were others though, like him, who killed only when necessary and always with something akin to sadness in their hearts.
 
   “Where will you take me?” Draken said, and for a moment, Pul couldn’t remember. They’d practiced this all so often but he still hadn’t dared hope, not in his secret heart, that things would work out so well. It was as if he’d gambled a thin wage on an unthinkable amount and now was being told he’d won. He almost couldn’t believe it.
 
   But then he did, and he told Draken where they were going. 
 
   A dual-flanking guard of bear-masks led Draken out of the city walls, leaving dozens of their brothers behind to kill and be killed. In their simulations, estimations, and revelations, the priests of E’ghat guessed roughly a third of their number would not return home. It was deemed an acceptable price to redeem the most important member of E’ghat’s scattered ones.
 
   There was a manhole cover nearby, but they were on the wrong end of the city. It would be too rank in the sewers now even for men as hardened as them. Instead, the bear-masks led Draken quickly into the woods nearest the southern gate where the bombing had begun fifteen scant minutes earlier. The woods were not as secure as the sewers, Pul knew, but Draken’s shackles would be plenty strong, and there was no one to unbind them this time.
 
   In the covering of trees, Pul could almost believe the rain was letting up. But a glance toward the open sky told him otherwise. Too bad. Many innocents would die who would not have had to had there not been water to spread the flames. Momentarily, he worried that the rain might destroy the entire city thanks to the extraordinarily powerful bear-traps, but he had to believe that if that happened it was merely the will of his god. After all, who had coaxed the rain from the sky this day, if not E’ghat? Surely the four-five gods would have tried to stop it. Figa was one of their most devout, powerful cities.
 
   “All those people,” Draken said once they arrived. “All those people dead. So many still to die. Families ripped apart. Marriages shattered. Businesses lost. All so you could have me in your hands.” He looked at the city with a blankness on his face that Pul found somehow disturbing, as if Draken were actually less affected by the violence than Pul knew himself to be.
 
   “Yes,” Pul said. “So much that could have been avoided, had you simply stayed where you belonged.”
 
   “If you think I’ll take the blame for—”
 
   “No. No.” Pul interrupted. “You’re right. The glory belongs to the god of bears.”
 
   “There is no such god,” Draken told him, and the conviction in his voice was compelling, much to Pul’s shame. He didn’t know if he’d ever been as sure of anything as Draken seemed of this.
 
   “I’m not here to debate religion with you,” Pul finally replied, wishing he could have said something more cutting.
 
   “Isn’t that exactly what you’re here to do?” Draken asked. “Isn’t that what you hope to achieve? To convince me I’m this holy warrior?”
 
   “There will be time for talking,” one of the bear-masks guarding Draken said.
 
   It was an old Figan saying Draken and Pul had heard all their lives. It sounded strange drenched in the heavy accent of the Edan fighter, but it made Pul smile.
 
   “Couldn’t have said it better myself.”
 
   They entrenched themselves deeper in the woods. Figa could only be seen through a dense latticework of branches and leaves now. From this distance it seemed peaceful, reflecting the calm it had known for so many decades.
 
   “So what’s the plan?” Draken said, after they’d waited there a while. “Do we build a tree house now?”
 
   “Cute,” Pul replied, but he was only half-listening.
 
   This was actually the leg of the plan that the bear-priests had been most concerned with. They had discussed many options, but in their simulations they’d had the highest success actually getting Draken to the Edan border when Pul had waited with the captive for roughly a dozen bear-masks before leaving the Figa region. There were too many small bands of patrolmen, and the numbers were needed for the inevitable skirmishes that would come between now and the safety of their country. If something was going to go wrong, it would happen now, while they fled the country.
 
   Politically, Eda viewed followers of E’ghat as a terrorist group. They were legally bound to fight them as avidly as Drammata’s own soldiers in order to return the prisoner they’d taken, but Pul knew this was largely show. It’s not that they had any sympathizers in high places; it was quite simply fear that protected them. 
 
   If Drammata, the wealthiest, best equipped country in the known world could suffer a blow from the bear-masks like the one it was suffering in Figa now, what hope did Eda have to fight them? No, Pul knew they would be able to pass easily through Eda once they were across the border. Then they would take Draken to the deep south—almost to the Carnage Wastes, a vast swampland so deadly it had never been charted—that no soldier, however well equipped, would dare take the fight to them. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 42 
 
   Jace, too, could make out the pattern of the attack clearly. It didn’t take him long to understand the bear-masks had a vested interest in the manor that had remained untouched so far. He didn’t know it was Draken’s former home, but he knew it meant something.
 
   So he strolled over to it, careful to avoid the licking flames that grew and lashed out as the rain spattered them. Three bear-masks saw him, but as he’d guessed they were not commanded to kill any random person they happened across. He was not a threat to them and so was ignored. And anyway, Jace could tell from their demeanors that they were getting ready to leave. The list of possibilities was not long. Draken had either been captured or killed, and further destruction of the city was not needed.
 
   So Jace went to the home they had spared, not knowing what to expect but feeling good about it. There must be a reason…
 
   He knocked at the door and a woman answered after peeking through the curtains at him. It was bizarre, being greeted at a rather fancy doorstep while the fires of Hell raged about them. She looked in his eyes and the fear left her. He looked into hers and knew instantly why the bear-masks cared about this home.
 
   Draken had told Jace about Carella’s legendary beauty, and, unexpectedly, something in Jace ached at the site of her. She was more gorgeous than he had ever thought a person could be, and not least because he knew of her faithfulness.
 
   “Hi,” he said, matching his tone not to the scene of carnage around them but to the mundane normalcy of knocking on a door. “Are you Draken’s wife?”
 
   She looked uncertain, but seeing that he was alone she ushered him inside. He was impressed that she knew he was not a threat to her. Clearly she could read character well, and it made him wonder about the man Draken must have once been to curry the favor of such a woman. Jace didn’t think for a moment it was naivety that caused her to drop her guard now.
 
   “Who are you?” she demanded, letting her frustration into her voice. Jace liked that as well; it was honest.
 
   “I’m a monk.” He held out his necklace before replacing it to his pocket. “I know your husband.”
 
   “Ex-husband,” she told him.
 
   “Ahh,” he said delicately. “That’s right. I’m guessing you understand what’s happening here.” He motioned outside, where the light came through the windows as if the sky itself were on fire.
 
   “Bear-masks?” she said. “You know of them as well?”
 
   “Unfortunately, yes. But I think they are leaving.”
 
   “Did they not come for me?”
 
   “No,” he said. “I think you were only a pawn. They must have Draken in-hand now. I’ll tell you… he put himself in grave danger to try to protect you and your daughters from those cultists.”
 
   She only nodded. Then said, “So it’s safe? Once the fires die?”
 
   “Maybe, if not for the rain.” He explained the way water had an ungodly effect on the wicked fires set by the devices used by the followers of E’ghat.
 
   “Do you think they’ll stop us if they recognize me or my twins?”
 
   “Who can say? But it isn’t safe to stay here. The fires will come whether they intended it or not. And actually, I don’t think they did, if that’s any consolation.”
 
   She made up her mind about something. “All right, I’ll get the girls.”
 
   “Is there anything… irreplaceable? Anything I should grab before we leave?”
 
   “Only Draken’s sword. It’s hanging in the kitchen. It may well be the finest sword in the world.”
 
   Jace thought about the bear-masks and their terrible technologies. He was sure that somewhere they had a sword finer than any ever forged in Drammata. But he wasn’t going to argue. “I’ll get it,” he said. “Perhaps it will help us.”
 
   Soon she was back with the twins. Jace could see they were scared, but they handled themselves well for children. He saw the hard streak of courage in them that Draken had passed on. Too bad his courage had mostly only served him in the pit, and not in his real life.
 
   “We decided on our dessert,” one of the girls said to Carella, though her eyes were on the strange man dressed like a beggar. “Tule creams.”
 
   “Wonderful,” Carella said, gripping her daughter’s hand, only letting the smallest fraction of her fear reach the child. “As soon as I can, I’ll buy some for us all.”
 
   And Jace ached again, but this time on Draken’s behalf. How the man could have let this beautiful family slip between his fingers for drink and sex and gambling was beyond Jace’s understanding. He thanked Dramm-Teskata that it was not his lot to judge men. It was all too complicated.
 
   “The fastest way out of the city,” he said to her. “Do you have an idea?”
 
   “Yes, as long as it’s not blocked by fire.”
 
   While Carella put coats on the girls, Jace grabbed the sword. It was indeed as fine as they came. At least, as fine as he had ever seen. “Here,” he handed the sword to Carella who gripped it with something of a knowing hand. Clearly this was not the first time she’d ever picked it up. “I’m better with my crossbow.”
 
   To her credit, she wasted no time questioning him about whether or not he would use it since he was a monk.
 
   “Let’s go,” she said, and they went, stepping into the inferno that had worsened even since Jace had gone inside the house.
 
   A man ran up to them once they were outside. He was young and when Jace squinted his eyes he saw he looked a little like Draken. If that tidbit alone wasn’t enough for him to figure out who he must be, the embrace the young man shared with Carella was.
 
   “You’re alive!” he exclaimed, grabbing her and lifting her up as if they weren’t surrounded by hell. “You’re all alive!”
 
   She blushed and smiled despite everything. “And I’d like to stay that way,” she told him. “Let’s get moving.”
 
   But the young man was too happy to be sensible. “I’ve been trying to find a path to your home for ages! Well, it feels like ages! There are blazes everywhere! I was sure the manor had been swallowed along with all these others.”
 
   There wasn’t time to explain, so Jace simply said, “She was lucky or blessed. Either way, let’s not waste her good fortune while these flames devour us.”
 
   “He’s a monk,” Carella said, preempting her young lover’s question, saving precious seconds. “He came to help me.”
 
   That was as close to the truth as anything, so Jace left it at that. They began working their way through the deadly maze of fallen timbers, fire-paths, and rain. Just before it was out of his sight, Jace saw the manor licked by its first tongue of flame. 
 
   They’d left just in time.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 43 
 
   Enough bear-masks had joined them, but now there was another problem, one Pul was glad someone else had brought up. A’ghel, the chief tactician of the Figa raid, explained to the band of fifteen that had since found their way to the forest that the bear-traps had worked too well. Coupled with the spreading power of the rain, the fires threatened the whole of Figa, including all merchant’s shops, all residences, the Dramm-Teskata temple, and even the castle of Drammata’s king and counsel. No one needed to be reminded that the utter destruction of Drammata’s chief city had never been the goal of this raid. E’ghat’s followers were strong in small numbers, but it had not been the intention of the cult to bring the full wrath of the world’s strongest military against them.
 
   In short, the attack had been too much. Even Eda’s cautious lawmakers would not be able to ignore them if the entire city of Figa were razed. Pul was glad he had not been the first to mention this problem as it might have been seen as evidence that he still had loyalties—or at least sympathies—to Figa. He could easily be accused of weakness in the face of murder.
 
   “So what do we do?” one of the bear-masks ventured to either A’ghel or Pul, whichever one would answer him. 
 
   “We must evacuate some of the citizens ourselves. We must save them,” A’ghel told them all. Not a man among them gave anything less than his full attention. “It will be confusing to our enemies. Their anger will cool somewhat while they puzzle over our motives.”
 
   “But E’ghat will protect us!” another bear-mask shouted from the rear. “We cannot save these four-five worshiping pigs!”
 
   Pul fielded this concern. “E’ghat will protect us in as much as we are obedient to him. This,” he waved in the direction of the burning city, “was not what we were commanded to do. We were commanded to get Draken, which we have, and to cause some death and destruction in our wake, a symbol of future attacks, a way to strike fear into their hearts. I’m afraid A’ghel is right. We’ve overstepped our bounds here.”
 
   “But the rain!” the zealous bear-mask persisted. “It must have been sent from E’ghat! How could it be otherwise?”
 
   Pul had thought the same thing, and didn’t know how to answer the question. Thankfully, for him, A’ghel took it up. “Do you question the tactician?” he asked. “Me, who was entrusted by our own bear-priests in this matter? If E’ghat speaks, would he not speak now to me?”
 
   This was enough to quiet them all. Even if, in their hearts, they believed the rain was the work of E’ghat, they could not bring themselves to question the established line of authority.
 
   “So we go back, some of us, to rescue the people. Children and widows, these types most especially. When we see other ‘masks’, we tell them to do the same on my order,” A’ghel told them. And since Pul did not object, it was so.
 
   A’ghel organized a group of ten and went back to Figa, leaving Pul with eight to guard Draken and perhaps begin the journey back toward Eda. Pul was torn, not knowing if it would be best to chance it with too few numbers, or risk discovery as they awaited reinforcements. The problem was complicated by the fact that he couldn’t guess how long the rescue efforts would take. If he left with Draken and his eight now, it was almost a guarantee that that was all the strength they’d have until they were well within the borders of Eda. The patrolling soldier-police might find them easy enough prey if they ran into Pul’s little group.
 
   “Curses!” he yelled with all the vehemence of his soul.
 
   Draken, who had silently watched all this from where he was bound in chains, smiled. “You see then. You have been cursed. By Dramm-Teskata. Or maybe Rada, who even now watches over me. Cursed for your sins.”
 
   Pul rounded on his younger brother, spittle forming at the edge of his lips as he shouted. “You would talk to me of sins? I have been able to choose a path! I have shown time and again my tenacity! My will to forge on! But you waffle! You drink and feed your lusts and accomplish nothing! Even if you are right in your choice of gods, I would rather be me than you. I used to respect you above anyone I’d ever known, even father, but in the years that have passed I’ve seen the truth of it. Your weakness. Your cowardice.”
 
   There was utter silence in the wood. The bear-masks’ eyes pinned to Pul. Too late, Pul realized he had made something of a sacrilege. Draken was one of E’ghat’s holy scattered ones. In the bear-masks’ eyes Draken was marked by their god, an arbiter of destruction and the rise of the rightful ancient. Pul thought he believed the same thing, but now he worried that his human pride truly had overtaken his faith.
 
   “Bah!” he said dismissively. “I’m tired, I’m hungry. Ignore me.” He spoke to the bear-masks and saw how they relaxed. Good. “We wait,” he told them, having made up his mind without even realizing it. “Until we have at least a dozen. That should be enough to deal with any patrols.” He huffed and stomped away until he was thirty feet from them, resting on a large, flat stone. “We wait,” he repeated, as if to himself. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 44 
 
   The fires had spread with horrific speed. Channels through which Jace had traveled on his way to Carella’s manor with ease only an hour ago were now impassable on their way back out. Pordel, for all his passion for Carella and the girls, had proved rather worthless. Jace could sense the lad’s heart—pure, forgiving, brave, the perfect companion for the faithful Carella—but not one made for the intricacies of war, battle, or escape. 
 
   Jace led them this way and that, finding improbable passes bearing from the fruits of a lifetime of practical learning he’d gleaned from his voracious reading in the Canon, apocryphal writings, and many manuals written or dictated by masters of a variety of fields. But still, it didn’t seem to be enough to get them out.
 
   “We’re going to die,” one of the twins said. Jace had no hope of guessing which. She didn’t sound panicked, but instead deeply saddened. Yet, there was a maturity to her voice, as if she’d accepted the thing and was already coming to terms with it. But Jace knew something she didn’t, no matter how mature she seemed or felt. He knew that giving up was for children, and that even with the odds against them stacked this badly, they still had a responsibility to move forward as if there was hope, even until the very end of it all.
 
   “Someday,” Jace eventually answered, “all of us will die, and we’ll go to the service of our gods. But I think you mean we’re going to die today, which I disagree with.” He smiled and hoped he wasn’t lying.
 
   “Here!” Pordel called from ten paces ahead. “A way!” His voice was so full of hope that Jace almost could have believed he’d actually found something. But as with most of the suggestions the stripling lad had made so far, his suggested path was useless. One glance at the bolt-hole Pordel would lead them through was enough for Jace to know they simply couldn’t risk it. It was a long, with low stone foundations on either side, and did look promising. But beams of desiccated manors above them, which Jace knew weighed a thousand pounds apiece, crackled with biting flames and were liable to fall any second. Even if one didn’t strike a person directly, the ensuing storm of embers, shrapnel, and smoke could easily consume them.
 
   “No,” he said, and was obeyed. The group moved on without explanation to look for a better exit from the maze of fire. Jace had never been one to exude an air of authority. It wasn’t a mantle he’d ever sought. But now he knew he must because neither Carella nor Pordel were equipped to get them all to safety. So, he’d assumed a commanding tone, and they’d obeyed rather than panicked. It felt fake to him, utterly false to the person he truly was, but it also felt necessary.
 
   Finally, after searching for what may have been an hour or may have been ten minutes, he found something. A wide thoroughfare that had been recently empty of the carts he guessed usually burdened it. “What happened here?” he asked.
 
   Carella half-laughed. “A parade. Just yesterday. The king’s birthday.”
 
   They charged the passage quickly. Their elation turned sour at the end of the road though, where only more flames awaited. Now these flames had grown with the rain to be truly unruly. Maybe they should have taken the bolt-hole Pordel had suggested, but Jace knew it was too late by now. The flames there would be even worse than this. 
 
   “We’re going to die,” one of the twins said again, and this time no one brought up an argument.
 
   In despair, Jace suggested they go back the way they’d come, even though he knew there was no escape. In just the last few minutes, the air had grown so thick with smoke they could hardly breathe. Soon, even the wide thoroughfare would be overrun. 
 
   It was over.
 
   “Do not be afraid!” a husky voice called from around the next bend of the way they’d been exploring. “I have a mask, but I will not hurt you.”
 
   In any other circumstance they would have fled, but there were no options but to wait for the man to appear and to listen to what he had to say. It was either that or die.
 
   “You are one of them?” Jace asked when the bear-mask came into view. Carella visibly stiffened, subjected to the embodiment of the cult that had destroyed her husband and threatened the core of her life.
 
   “It doesn’t matter what I am,” the man said, his voice thick with the accent of Eda. “I’ll lead you out of this place.”
 
   “How can you? We ourselves can’t get out,” Jace told him.
 
   But the bear-mask simply turned and said, “Follow me.” He began walking, and they did as he said without very much reluctance. There was nothing else to do. 
 
   And sure enough, he quickly led them though a passage Jace and Pordel had both missed. The way was treacherous, but possible. Nearly twenty minutes later they found themselves in the southern end of Figa, where the buildings were not nearly grand enough to burn like massive pyres. The way was more or less clear, but still the bear-mask seemed intent on staying with them.
 
   “Just until I know you are safe,” the man said. “At which time I will return for more survivors. Let me see you to where the southern gate is at least in sight. It’s open now, so you should have no trouble escaping to the roads and the woods. I warn you, do not try to follow any of my kind. We spare you now, but we will not suffer that we be followed anywhere.”
 
   “Why are you doing this?” Jace asked him, his curiosity more than whetted despite the danger and stress of the circumstances. He didn’t know that his question was the very one A’ghel hoped would stall the leaders of Figa in their frenzy. The bear-mask could not answer without putting the entire scheme in jeopardy. Instead he simply grunted.
 
   Soon the man was running back toward the flames, presumably to rescue anyone else he could find. 
 
   “I don’t think he recognized us as anything but citizens,” Carella said once they were at the gate. “I don’t think he realizes we know Draken.”
 
   “Hmm,” was all Jace replied. He didn’t have enough information to speculate and he didn’t think Carella did either.
 
   “Darling!” Pordel exclaimed as if he were just seeing Carella and her girls for the first time in a month. He grasped her tightly, and again Jace felt the rightness of their union. This was the kind of man she deserved. It may be true that Draken ran from this family because he was a coward, but the gods had done with this action what they’d seen fit. Carella had not been punished, but rewarded for her faith. Rewarded with a man who would be true to her always, Jace was certain.
 
   He looked at Carella and took both of her delicate hands in his own, which were nearly as feminine as hers. “Listen to me very carefully.” And her eyes locked onto his. She reminded him of how he might imagine a soldier would be in war, totally attentive to her captain. Knowing she would not take his words lightly, he said, “You aren’t safe in Figa. Anywhere. Not where you’ll be known. Not for a little while. If Draken escapes them, they’ll come after you as leverage. He may not have been much of a husband, but he wouldn’t let them kill you or your girls. So you must hide. If he doesn’t escape… if he ends up going with them to Eda, then I think you’ll be okay. I don’t think they have any interest in you beyond your use as bait. Is there a place you can go?”
 
   “Yes, my—”
 
   But he cut her off. “Don’t tell me. I don’t think I’d do well in a torture scenario, to be absolutely honest. I’d rather just not know. But keep your ear to the ground. If it seems to you that Draken is gone, utterly gone, then you can probably return.”
 
   She laughed, and it was heavy with sadness. She looked at what little was left of her city. “But return to what?” 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 45 
 
   It felt like an eternity to Pul and Draken both. Draken could feel it in his own bones, the horrible dragging-on of hours until finally there were enough bear-masks for Pul to want to go, and he could see the same feeling clearly any time he glanced over at his brother, whether Pul was pacing, sitting and tapping his toe, or looking up to the sky as if for help. 
 
   It wasn’t that Draken wanted to go with them to Eda, or even that he was eager to be on his way, it was just that he was drained of all emotion. He wanted to be nothing, to feel nothing. He couldn’t consider the destruction of Figa, the very probable deaths of his wife and children even though Pul had promised their manor would be spared. He couldn’t bear to see himself in their plans, the prize Pul and the bear-masks had sought, leading them to start the fires in the first place. He wanted to just start moving his feet, take one step after another, endlessly, letting all thought become nothing but a haze of exhaustion.
 
   Finally the time came when there were men enough for them to move. The rain had finally stopped, but the fires had not followed suit. Towers of black, gray, and white bloomed out constantly from over the city. 
 
   Draken had overheard the discussion about how the fires had spread beyond what the bear-masks had wanted, but even if he hadn’t, all it would take was the briefest glance at any of them and, even with their masks on, Draken would know they weren’t happy with the outcome of the day’s activities. It was in the way they shuffled restlessly, the way they looked sharply at even the most mundane unexpected sound. 
 
   They were all on-edge, fearing the retribution that Figa’s king and army would have in mind for the extreme violence of their acts. Maybe it was even partly guilt, for none could doubt that thousands had lost their lives this day, and by their own doctrines, E’ghat was not known to hate those who did not believe in him if they hadn’t had the chance.
 
   Whatever the cause, no one was at ease as they began their march back to Eda, though in fact it was clear that few patrols would be out after all. Every able-bodied soldier-police would not doubt be enlisted in the work of putting out the blaze, sorting bodies out of the rubble, attending to the wounded, and of course, digging graves. There was little danger as they moved south, Draken in chains with a wide enough gait to allow relatively unhindered walking. They skirted the edge of the forest for a while, where paths had either been scouted or prepared, but eventually they moved to the main road.
 
   By sunset, they had covered a distance of a few miles. No one had said much beyond the stark necessities of travel, and Pul had said nothing. A pall of sorrow and malaise seemed to follow them, and Draken could only be glad for it, for they deserved to feel in any small part the reflection of the pain they had caused in the name of their god.
 
   Hours later, camp was made, but aside from the darkening of the sky to black, nothing had changed. A thick cloud-cover obscured any hope of seeing stars, as if a giant hand (the hand of Dramm-Teskata perhaps) blocked their view into the heavens. Or maybe it was just that she couldn’t bear to look at them, knowing the evil of their hearts. And Draken was among them. 
 
   Draken could see the stars no better than any of the cultists. And even though he hadn’t thrown a single bear-trap or fire-bomb himself, he felt he deserved to be numbered among them. He’d lost his faith before, he’d given in to every weakness his mind offered him even during the times he did believe. 
 
   And so it was with a heavy heart that Draken slept that night, shackled, surrounded by guards, exposed to the cold air. Despite the appeals for Draken’s comfort, given by those reminding their leaders of his status as one of E’ghat’s scattered, Pul had commanded he remain on the ground, without bedroll or blanket. His excuse was that if Draken were demoralized it would lessen the chance of his escape, but Draken knew the real reason. Pul could not come to terms with the death and destruction he’d caused this day, and Draken was the scapegoat of his own psyche.
 
   Draken knew Pul must hate him now, either that or have his own mind ravaged beyond repair over the guilt of all he’d done.
 
   Well that was fine, because Draken also knew he could match that hate rage for rage, slight for slight. Pul had ruined his life, and stolen the lives of thousands of others. In Draken’s mind, Pul was beyond forgiveness, redemption, and even understanding.
 
   These thoughts boiled themselves down into a dream. Draken and Pul in the pit of Figa’s arena. It was intact, but all around fires raged and burned, bear-traps burst with their concussive force. In the stands, the audience also burned, their flesh bubbling as their fats were rendered and their bones scorched, but still they cheered their bloodlust down at the fighters. 
 
   In the waking world Draken could have beaten Pul literally with both hands tied behind his back. But in the dream, Pul’s face was worn by the body of Sula’s long-dead father, Vgar. Instead of a sword, Pul-Vgar fought with his hands. Draken looked closer. The hands were not human, but massive bear paws with talons half a foot long.
 
   Draken had his sword and shield, and—in a way that had never happened before—the fire of Rada was already burning within him at the start of the battle, not waiting until Draken was in serious danger. But now, in this hellscape of death and flame, who could say if it were truly Rada’s power, or E’ghat’s, or no one’s? Draken saw the futility of battle, blood, and murder, but he didn’t care. The hatred in him was a living creature who would only be satisfied with gore and action, and that was fine with Draken.
 
   The battle ensued, a flurry of motion too complicated to follow, each blow and swing forgotten the moment after its casting. There was blood and blood and blood. Finally, it was time for the killing blow. Pul could no longer fight. Having both arms hacked from his body, he stood like an unsteady tower in a field rolling with earthquakes. 
 
   Draken went in for the kill, but… 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 46 
 
   “Draken,” a whisper roused him. There was no confusion as the world around him reasserted itself. He didn’t cry or swing or jump. He just looked at the source of the voice. 
 
   Jace. He’d killed two guards apparently with swift silence. Despite everything, Draken was curious to know how this monk had accomplished a feat that should have been impossible, but he knew this wasn’t the time to ask. 
 
   Sleeping bear-masks surrounded him, but no one else was awake. The skies had cleared and Draken’s cynical mind fought the symbolic implications of this weather phenomena coming as it did on the tail of Jace’s return.
 
   Jace motioned to him from further down the road. Draken was impressed by the wisdom of trying to get him to flee this way, and not into the woods. The trees and ferns would give them cover, but they would also make noise. The road-route seemed scarier, but in Draken’s estimation it was actually safer.
 
   He got up very quickly and quietly, glad now not to have any trappings to keep him warm. There was less to make noise or take time. He grabbed the cloak off the nearest dead guard and wrapped it around the chains which held him bound. Of course he could be discovered any moment, but what choice did he have? He had the benefit of the bear-masks’ exhaustion. Some of them were snoring, and Draken didn’t think a single man among them, Pul included, would be woken by the tiny sounds of his shuffling away from them on the dirt road.
 
   Finally, nerve-rending minutes and seconds later, Draken and Jace had moved far enough down the road to whisper.
 
   “We’re going to have a devil of a time getting you back to Figa with these chains on,” Jace said. At the sound of his friend’s voice, a rush of emotion threatened to overtake him. He’d taken Jace for granted, he knew. He’d never had a finer friend, except maybe Carella, in all his life. A choking sob tried to make its way out of Draken’s throat, but he painfully stifled it, falling to his knees. He loved this man, who’d saved his life now on more than one occasion, who’d listened to his story and stayed his judgments. He knew the worst there was to know about Draken and still he’d come… he’d come to rescue this wayward fighter.
 
   “Hey,” Jace said, “let’s have the breakdown somewhere a bit more hospitable, eh? As in, somewhere that has ale.”
 
   Draken almost laughed, his frazzled nerves wasted from the endless catharsis of the last day. He didn’t trust himself to speak. They made their way further down the road, and then cut into the forest, where it seemed they were finally safe. 
 
   ***
 
   Jace told Draken of all that had happened. Draped in the double-thick night of the forest, Jace explained that Carella and his girls had survived, putting more emphasis on their own ingenuity than his own, and how she had a new man now who she was engaged to. A good man, and devout. 
 
   “No…” Draken said. “I—”
 
   And then a long time passed. Jace couldn’t guess what was happening in Draken’s mind, but then when Draken spoke again Jace knew he’d made a mistake in saying so much, so soon.
 
   “I have to go with Pul,” Draken said.
 
   “What in the name of all the gods and their pets are you talking about?” Jace said with about as much anger as Draken had ever heard from the man. “I just saved your sorry hide, and you’re telling me you want to get… unsaved?”
 
   “If I don’t, they won’t be safe,” Draken told him. “You’ve seen what the bear-masks are willing to do.”
 
   “But Draken, they’re in hiding. I made sure of it. And you said yourself things didn’t go as planned in Figa for the bear-masks. They’re not going to come back so soon, not with every soldier-police in the country with an eye and a sword out for them.”
 
   “I can’t…” Draken said, despairing, torn in every direction. “I can’t risk that. Or…” He looked up at Jace who even in the dim night could see the mad glint in Draken’s eye. “Or you could kill me.”
 
   “What?” Jace said, refusing to understand.
 
   “You could kill me, right here. Slit my throat or put a bolt through my heart. Leave my carcass here in the road for the bear-masks to find. That will be the end of it. What other choice would they have?”
 
   “No. That’s a sin. A serious sin. Even for one who has killed for a good cause, as I have.”
 
   “But what if…”
 
   And the silence returned. Jace didn’t need Draken to finish the thought. Suddenly, he knew exactly what Draken feared. He feared that if he went with Pul and the bear-masks, he’d again fall victim to the beliefs of the cult of E’ghat. He was afraid he’d come to believe he was one of E’ghat’s scattered. Also, in that same instant, Jace saw that Draken must return to Pul. He saw the hand of the gods in it, though he could not understand it.
 
   “We don’t choose the paths,” Jace told his friend, thinking that this might well be the last time he ever saw him. “I see the wisdom in what you are saying. You must go with them. To ensure peace here. Stay strong, my brother. They spit lies, and the destruction they leave in their path is evidence enough of that. And I’ll come for you.”
 
   “No, you can’t—”
 
   “I’ll come for you with an army. I’ll explain what has happened, where they are. In the meantime, play the role, whatever they want, and I’ll come. I’ll come with the forces of Figa and the might of Dramm-Teskata and Rada whom you serve. I’ll come. Just hang on.”
 
   “Thank you,” Draken said, but the despair was in his voice and Jace had to hope that he’d find his faith. But this was all that could be done.
 
   “Stay true,” Jace said.
 
   Draken nodded, and Jace went back to the road. He could hear, distantly, the bear-masks discovering their dead, their camp springing to life, and he had to laugh to himself.
 
   It was all so absurd. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 47: Epilogue
 
   Draken ate a grape. It was ripe and fresh. He’d had many this day, and his lips and tongue protested the heavy acid content of the vine-ripened fruit, but still he ate, relishing them. 
 
   A girl dressed almost in nothing fed him from her reclined position aside him. Her heavy breasts threatened to burst her fool’s-gold-encrusted bodice, and so Draken reached behind her with a practiced hand and unsnapped her confinement, laughing at the way her breasts bounced free. She laughed too and rolled onto him so he could play with her as he pleased.
 
   Beside him on the table, a specially-brewed spirit that had been named after him was only half depleted. His mind was swimming in the alcoholic haze, but that was no reason to stop drinking. If he had a hangover the next day, there were women with the knowledge of shamans to rub his sore head, or, failing that, more to drink.
 
   Languidly, he filled his mug—a clay reproduction of the kind he’d liked so much as a child, a commoner’s mug, an eccentric trinket to add another layer of mystery to his persona, and drained it in one slow motion. 
 
   “Why?” he said aloud, and the girl knew he did not want to be answered. “Why would I have ever fought against this kind of life?” His words were slurred, and the sound of them amused him. 
 
   “I don’t know,” a voice from the ornate doorway caused Draken to jolt upright, or half-upright, anyway, when his muscles failed to cooperate.
 
   “Wha—” he said, but then he knew. It was Pul, of course. A weird mix of feelings churned in Draken’s stomach. “I t-t-thought I closed that door.”
 
   “Well, next time maybe you’ll remember to.”
 
   Pul plopped down next to Draken, one of his arms lining the girl’s long, thin legs. Draken knew his brother did this to irk him. It worked. 
 
   “Hand’s off!” he gurgled through his drunken anger, and Pul moved his arm, returning it to his own lap. 
 
   “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize she belonged to you.”
 
   There was a threat in his words, and Draken found its meaning somewhere in his drink-addled mind. Pul was reminding him that all this—the girl, the drink, the comfort—was a gift from the followers of E’ghat, and that it could be taken away as easily as it was given.
 
   “Get out of here please,” Draken slurred to the girl, and she was gone in a flash of flesh and legs. “What do you want?”
 
   “Getting right down to business, I see.” Pul said coldly. “Your specialty.” Then Pul slumped down a bit as if some of the wind had gone out of him. “I wish it wasn’t like this, Draken. We’re together again. Finally. We’re on the same side now. Why can’t it be the way it was before?”
 
   Draken wanted to tell him it was because of the evil, the blood that had been spilled to reunite them, but he was too far gone to think of the right words. Instead, he again said, “What do you want?”
 
   “There have been some disturbing reports at the border of Drammata and Eda. True, it’s a long way from us, but our intelligence suggests it may be related to us. Bands of soldier-police scouting around. And worse, asking questions.”
 
   Draken knew where this was going, and willed some measure of false sobriety on himself. “They m-must just be making sure you guys don’t come back. Can you blame ‘em?”
 
   “Maybe, but if that were the case, the frequency of these patrols and questions should be on the decline, right? As time passes and other needs crop up, fewer resources would be allocated to it. But that’s not what we’re seeing. If anything, the pressure is building on the Drammata side of the line. Like they’re preparing for something.”
 
   “So?” Draken said, finally sitting up. He poured another mug of his spirit, but didn’t drink it yet. “You want me to go ask them to stop?”
 
   “Cute,” Pul said, and he almost sounded the way he did in the old days, before either of them had even heard of E’ghat. “But, no. What I want is for you to tell me what you know. All of it.”
 
   Draken squirmed. He was too drunk to think up excuses, so he kept his mouth shut.
 
   “I know you know something, Draken. I don’t know how I know, but I do. I’m happy you’re here with us, even if it’s been slow-going to make you feel like one of the inner-circle. It’s time to give yourself one-hundred-percent, okay? Let go of whatever it is you’re hiding. Tell me about it, and I’ll deal with it, and nothing will get in the way of your fun.”
 
   “And being a warrior for your god.”
 
   “For our god, yes, but that’s not until you’re ready. Think about it. You can live this life of luxury for years before we ask anything of you. That’s a promise.”
 
   Those words churned in Draken, and he pictured it. Free-flowing drink, women, even violence when he desired it. He could gamble and rage and kill and drink and live however he wanted for years. And he believed Pul’s word. Oh, he knew a terrible reckoning awaited at some point. He would be forced to do horrible things in the name of E’ghat, but his addict’s mind assured him that this future did not really exist, and that the pleasure of the now was paramount.
 
   Almost without meaning to, he opened his mouth. “I know something,” he said, and then it was too late. He’d gone too far to turn back.
 
   “What do you know?” Pul said without emotion, simply prodding the words that seemed to tumble out of Draken’s mouth of their own accord.
 
   “They’re coming.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Figa’s army… and a monk named Jace. You’ve met him. He was my friend.” 
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Glossary
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE FOUR-FIVE GODS:
 
    
 
   Dramm-Teskata (dram-teh-skah-ta) – Twin goddess of life and death.
 
   Kohlel (ko-lel) – God of sustenance.
 
   Rada (ray-da) – God of struggle.
 
   Shinna (shee-na) – Goddess of beautiful things.
 
    
 
   THE FORGOTTEN GOD:
 
    
 
   E’ghat (ee-got) – God of bears.
 
    
 
   PLACES:
 
    
 
   Eda (ee-dah) – Country south of Drammata, home of the cult of E’ghat.
 
   Dippa (dih-pa) – Semi-metropolitan area above the city of Figa, home of Jace’s first monastery.
 
   Figa (fee-gah) – Largest city in the country of Drammata, lies in the center of the country,  home of the most popular combat arena in the world.
 
   Merri – A small town in the Merreline area, nearby the monastery in Merreline.
 
   Merreline (meh-rih-lin) – Northernmost area of Drammata, home to Draken’s first monastery.
 
   Whey (way) – Country south of Drammata, east of Eda.
 
   Drammata (drah-mah-ta) – A large, wealthy country in the center of the known world, its name comes from the ubiquitous worship of Dramm-Teskata.
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