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For the Tunnel Rat, Glenn Beatty, and Mrs. Tunnel Rat, Susan. Love you guys.






Arkana’s View


That airheaded, freckle-faced bimbo Shukrat wanted to start our Book with: “So there I was … and yada yada … and alcohol may have been involved.” Yeah. That girl has no sense of dignity. Although I think that opening would have worked for about half of the episodes that Pop recorded in his Books, you want to know the truth. But that does not fit this time.

Sorry, Shukrat.

So, anyway, all right, I will do the writing thing, just to have something to do, until I can figure out how I can get myself back home. If home is still there. The news from over there is never good.

You would think I would have learned that that dream is really a nightmare.

We need to get more serious, both of us girls. We need to start where it all started. Only trouble is, some parts started in fifty different places, even some of them back before anybody’s parents were born. So, I figure that I will start where this started for us. When we took over writing the Annals for Pop. Not even a little bit enthusiastically. Like, Pop bugged me and bugged me and I managed to stay away from it until he ascended, but, then, nobody else wanted the job and then … Lady says, “Why don’t you girls take care of it? You should do something more around here than just hang out, turning chow into crap and distracting the soldiers.” I mean, what is that? And … I hate her. She is looking gooder than me, lately, only nobody notices that but me.

Anyway, after Pop ascended to god status … I guess that is an exaggeration, but it is all the same to me. Whatever it was. Me and Shukrat finally gave in and started keeping these Annals.

So, the Book of Arkana and Shukrat Voroshk: In those days the Black Company was in service to no one. In those days the Company was a nation unto itself.

So, there we were …

We—meaning the Black Company, in which I include myself because I seem to be serving a life sentence here for my sins—were retreating from one world, across the plain of glittering stone, toward a shadowgate that would let us trade the dangers of the plain for the questionable safety of the Company’s onetime haven, Hsien, in the world we called the Land of Unknown Shadows, a realm that Shukrat and I do not know because we came to the Company while it was headed the other direction, mad-bound to reconquer a whole lot of crazy that they helped create before they ever made the Hsien-ward journey the first time. Behind us lay the great fortress with no name where Croaker became the Steadfast Guardian and whence, at the very last minute before we left out of that place, Lady, finally recovered from an almost crippling bout of depression, decided to bring out her daughter Booboo, that Croaker had put into the frozen storage down under, after she died. Which was kind of good for her because she never got any older while she was down there, dead, but, somehow, not permanently. Shivetya must have done something, maybe as part of his deal with Croaker. Maybe he did something about Lady’s head, too, and that was why she was all get-up-and-go again.

I do not understand Lady’s thinking on Booboo. Booboo could only get older and die again eventually if she was out in the Land of Unknown Shadows. But Lady was Lady and not even the Captain or Croaker could get her to do something that she did not want to do.

Anyway, Shukrat and I only knew about Hsien through hearsay—and what we had heard did not make us look forward to the Hsienish experience. They told us that things could be even weirder over there than anything we saw in the world that we just left. Where we had to leave so many Company people in the ground, all because of stuff that I still did not understand.

Suvrin is Captain now. I feel sorry for him sometimes. I never met anybody so sure that he was unfit for the job that he had been chosen to do: to be Lord Commander of an army of eleven thousand unruly, bitter combat veterans.

Only reason I am here is, I got stupid. I let my dumbass cousin Gromovol talk me into believing that if we got in with some outsiders who were raiding our world, which they called Khatovar, when they were hunting for some old enemy, we could go with them to some other world where we could take over and make us an empire of our own, and not have to put up with any more crap from the old men of the Voroshk. There were six of us to start but Aijee chickened out before we got started and Daiskei stayed with her even though he was as hot for the scheme as Gromovol was. Daiskei was just hotter for Aijee.

Shukrat had already been captured by Pop and Lady, then. Us other four were, too, before we got a real handle on what our situation really was.

Looking back from today I have to admit that Gromovol had to have been the most blind-ass arrogantly overconfident, stupid! Voroshk that I ever knew.






Shukrat’s View


Do not sell yourself short, Cousin. Gromo was not unique. And the Annals of the Black Company are not all about you. We are supposed to be recording Company history as it happens. And we are supposed to study the stuff that people like Croaker wrote in the past so we can advise decision-makers about pitfalls run into before. And, so, we can know what kind of stuff we should put down to be remembered.

And, bimbo? It is not me that is shaking her oversize fat bags in Suvrin’s face every chance she gets. You really think you are going to get something going for you by vamping that guy? You are fooling yourself, Cousin.

Anyway, so, we came to the shadowgate to Hsien. A lot of our soldiers came from Hsien originally. Most of the rest were from the world we were fleeing. They were all different crazy religions. The Company saw a lot of fighting back there so a lot of the Hsien guys were not coming home. And some women, too.

My main job these days, when I am not writing stuff down, is looking after Howler and Croaker’s main squeeze, Lady. And Tobo, heh, but that is not hardly the same bucket of monkey guts, as Croaker might have said. And, lately, Howler takes care of himself. And Lady’s trouble is really all inside her head.

Arkana calls me an airhead but tell me this! Which one of Croaker’s Voroshk girls has studied enough to be able to read some of the old Annals, the books that he and Lady and Murgen wrote? That is a couple different languages right there and neither one of them is used by any of these other thousands of people. The answer would be me. Shukrat Voroshk. Who is cuter than Arkana, too!

Aw, garbage! I can feel Croaker looking over my shoulder and grumbling about, “The Annals ain’t no gods-be-damned diary, cuter daughter. It is not about you, either!” The same trash I yell at Arkana about all the time.



Anyway, so now we have come off the glittering stone. We have come to a place called An Abode of Ravens, which was the Company base before. I have not seen a lot of crows yet but the name sounds almost musical in the local language. There was a lot of excitement at first because the first thing anybody saw, after we came off of the plain, was this drooping, totally-ugly-shade-of-mustard banner that had Hsien-style ideographic characters on it that Tobo claims said, “We, too, have died.”

What the heck did that mean?

Nobody could even come up with a guess.

And that was just the first weird thing. Next thing was, we found a horde of squatters in the town. There had been some big social upheaval while the Company was gone. The ethnic group that had held most of the temporal power, who called themselves the Children of the Dead and made up such power centers as the Noble Judges, the File of Nine, and the Court of All Seasons, had been overthrown. In some places they had been the victims of genocide. The squatters were refugees.

The File of Nine still existed—with all new members. The same was true for the Court of All Seasons. Referring to “the Children of the Dead,” apparently, could get someone into big trouble, anymore.

All too complicated for this airhead. The way it sounded, though, Tobo, his mom, and Lady had worked some stunt back in the day in order to steal the secret of how to repair a damaged shadowgate. In the process they unmasked some secret master types belonging to the File of Nine. An uprising eventually happened. Chaos ruled. And refugees fled the chaos.

More than usual business in the Land of Unknown Shadows.

Croaker might have said, “Boys will be boys.” Meaning that, in the main, people are idiots.

So, we could expect complications at An Abode of Ravens because, when the Company left, back when, nobody thought to leave anybody to run things on this side. Nobody thought they would be coming back, except the local guys.

Suvrin was a total softie. He did not kill even one squatter. He never even ran them off. He just put them to work. Best they would have got from me would have been a running head start. But like the Captain says, I do not really know how they do things around these parts.

Suvrin told those people that they were welcome to stay—but now they would work the Company farms and pastures. In return, they would get a more than fair share of the produce.

I expect that he will be sorry.






Shivetya’s View


as recorded by Dikken, later

He warned me.

I maybe conned myself.

I did not want to listen. I did not want to hear it. I did not want to look. I did not want to see it.

I saw and heard only what two-thirds of a century of obsession left me wanting to see and hear.

I would be a god! There would be no more unknowns! No more secrets, no more hidden things. Nothing would escape my all-seeing eye! No whisper would evade my all-hearing ear!

Right!

Have a care what you wish for.

It was there. Everything that I ever wanted, information-wise. Almost. Except the all-hearing.

All at once. In a grand drowning deluge. A flash flood of scriptural scale, of ten million tangled threads of doom.

My dearest enemy kept me from drowning, that blessed devil driven by an implacable, determined selfishness of her own.



I could see myself from outside. Me devil, great ugly demon form slumped on an ancient wooden throne, a litter of silver daggers at my feet. And one ragged-ass white crow clawing my left shoulder and cawing into my left ear, speaking words I did not understand and do not remember, in a language I never learned but might know now could I but grasp an island of peace in which to think. Words of power, for sure, because the I that was me asserted itself against the torrent. I flailed to the surface, gasping, managing long enough for my dear hated one to toss me a lifeline in hopes of someday saving her own gorgeous but deadly wicked self.

I should have insisted on an apprenticeship.

The scruffy white crow laughed. “Shoulda woulda, lover. You were having none of that.” A different language this time, Jewel Cities trader pidgin, from our earliest days. “One taste and you were hooked worse than an opium addict.”

Despite the pressure of all the pasts and presents of sixteen worlds crushing in I found myself fascinated by the crow’s vocabulary and flawless diction—almost long enough to slip my grasp on the moment. The now that I had for so long shared with my contemporaries as the reality.

The crow said, “I wish I could deal you some real pain. Pain can be quite useful as a tool for enforcing focus.”

I had a notion that her being able to torture me might not be a bad thing. At that moment, mind briefly unclouded, I was stricken terrified by what I had done to myself. When I took the plunge, truly, I’d had no idea how easily I might drown, how quickly I could become but one more drop lost in an ocean.

“Well?”

Thank you. For being so stubbornly selfish.

“Ha!”

That was gospel. The soul of that tramp crow was the tramp incarnation of chaotic wicked mischief-making beauty, Soulcatcher, great sorceress and deposed Protector of Taglios—and, these days, entirely dependent upon me for her future, should she hope to have one. She was a prisoner in a cavern below my throne, frozen, able to go on only so long as the new god of the glittering stone carried on. She might be able to rise up and go out to torment the world again, one day, should I choose to set her free.

A reversal of once-upon-a-time roles. A situation we both found provocatively tasty.

The woman had failed to seduce me when we were free-range live people. How could she win me now that we were both creatures of twilight?

As ever she had, despite our altered circumstances, she read my mind. “I am in no hurry. We have all the time in time, now. Don’t we?”

She’d had practice at this. I was a relative newbie, with only one tour in the grave on my résumé.

I felt my grip slip. The torrent cared nothing for seduction. I was pure, raw, raping power. You have to keep me afloat until I learn how to swim, that’s for sure.

Mocking laughter, but rather strained.

She might want to make light but for her the stakes were mortal. Life itself was the bet she had on the table. Me, I had only my I to lose.

And then?

What of the glittering stone? What of the great fortress with no name and all its never-aging prisoners? Those things were now mine to mind and maintain and, in some cases, cherish.

What of them if I let the current sweep me away?

Beloved enemy, hold me close!






Shukrat’s View


The boob-monster is slacking off already. She claims that nothing is happening that is worth writing down. But I see all kinds of stuff. There is a ton of work that has to be done to set up over here even though the old Company left a whole city in place. There is all the having to listen to the whining of terrified warlords who do not like having us for neighbors and there is the mustering out of all the Hsienish veterans who figure that they have seen enough after their time beyond the glittering stone. There is keeping watch on the health, especially mental, of Tobo and Lady, of Booboo and Howler.

I cannot figure how Lady’s daughter survived. That is scary stuff. Croaker stabbed her about a million times and then buried her under the fortress on the glittering stone. I have heard some talk about we should go ahead and make sure she gets dead again because we do not want the Daughter of Night coming back on us yet one more time.

Somebody thought maybe Croaker did not really mean it when he went berserk. Maybe he just stuck her where he would not hit any vital organs. He was a physician, after all. But, yeah? Like, berserk? I am thinking you do not do a lot of scheming once you go to that scarlet place. And you do not put your victim in a place where she can stay frozen in time forever if you really want her to be dead.

And, then, Lady. There is something weird going on there, too. She is coming back from her dark place, slowly. Shaking off the thrall, one breath at a time. But, too, stranger still, it seems like she has started aging backwards. Like she has gone from granny to hot old woman, like twenty-five, just since we got here. I think that is probably because Croaker is making it happen. Somehow. I do not know how he would but I know he would if he could. For an almost atheist that old man sure always had him one goddess that he would do anything for.

Gah! Here comes the cow.

“Shuke, I just saw Pop!”

“Hah?”

“Pop! I saw Pop! The old man! Croaker! I just saw him! Down by the dump! He was just hunking around the edge, turning stuff over with a stick.”

Arkana does not drink, try as some of the soldiers do to get her to experiment. Neither does she indulge in any herbs or spices. Her mental enhamperences are all Arkana, natural-born.

I stuck a hand out in the direction of Hsien’s shadowgate. “Pop is back up there. In the fortress. Stuck. He won’t ever be coming down.”

Small stuff like facts seldom trouble Arkana. “Hey! I know what I saw!” Full-on sullen.

All right, then. “Show me.” I did owe her some for always backing me up when I start getting attitude from Tobo. It is good to have somebody to lean on when your guy cannot control the crazy.



I was not surprised, even a little. We found no Croaker at the dump. What we did see was some monkeys come up from the badlands south of An Abode, scrounging, and some squatter kids hunting rats.

Arkana yelled, “You kids better be careful.” There were a half dozen of those, ages five to ten, more or less. It is hard to tell with those people. Arkana pointed at the monkeys. Some of those can get really aggressive.

One show-off kid had to mock Arkana’s accent. Two seconds later he was headed for home at a dead run with the seat of his pants on fire. Arkana does not put up with a lot. The other kids got the message. One girl, about eight, said, “Yes, ma’am!” and headed out at a more sedate pace, hands dangling dead rats by their tails. Uhm! There would be some good eating come dinner tonight!

“I don’t see Pop. In fact, all I see is those kids and some monkeys. Croaker was taller than any of them. So? Ma’am!” Just tweaking her.

She did not bother standing in. Instead, she turned slowly, one complete rotation, and … to my amazement went complete chekta-ghwonog, a special state of hyper-elevated awareness usually accessible by only the most skilled and powerful Voroshk. I had seen it done only maybe five or six times since I was old enough to pay attention.

Shukrat, girl, you better take a little more care how much you needle your cousin.

I always figured the girl could not be as dumb as she came across but I never suspected that she had anywhere close to that kind of talent. But there was the proof, smoldering right in front of me. She scared me. And I envied her. I could not come close to managing chekta-ghwonog.

It was not right. I am way smarter than that cow. And cuter, even if she is not a bucket of rocks.

First Father claimed that chekta-ghwonog not only lets you see what is far away more clearly, it can let you glimpse what has lately been—sometimes up to an hour ago if you are strong enough. I figure Arkana could look back maybe four or five seconds.

She grunted, came out of the trance, said, “Maybe I was wrong. Maybe it was just somebody who reminded me of Pop because I miss him so much.”

“Eh?” Really? I was suspicious right away. Arkana is the type who will insist that she is right even when you show her boiling-hot proof that she is full of guano.

She saw something when she was up there. And she did not want to share.






Arkana’s View


I went all chekta-ghwonog. First time ever. I do not know how. I do not know why. I never even tried before. I was just all like, what the hell happened to Pop? Shukrat can make all the mock she wants. I know what I saw. Pop. Only … Only, maybe Pop who got even older than he was already and was bent over some and shrunk up some.

I saw him!

Well, I guess, even bent over and shrunk up, Pop would have had time to move his feet some while I was away rounding up the bimbette. Which would be why I kind of stretched up to look and the whole chekta-ghwonog thing just happened. I turned all the way around one time and then I spotted him watching us from some skinny pines on a hill over in the direction of the shadowgate. Which should have been way too far to see but there he was, leaning on that stick, looking back at me and smirking like a shit-eating dog.

Rubken told me that one time. I thought I should put it down somewhere, just so it would be remembered.

Smirking and grinning. And then the chekta-ghwonog faded and Shukrat was wanting to know, what the heck, Arko? So, I said maybe I must have been wrong about Pop. Because there was something going on, something I needed to figure out before everybody started thinking I was crazy.

Shukrat kept giving me the squint-eye. She wanted to know, “How did you do the chekta-ghwonog? What did you see?” She made it sound like she figured I must have faked it somehow.

So, I decided to mess with her head. I told her the exact truth. “I don’t have a clue. It just happened.”

Let her chew on that until it drove her buggo, trying to figure my angle!






Shukrat’s View


Croaker said this is not supposed to be a diary but it cannot help but be one right now. Almost nothing is going on outside my circle and what is happening inside it could be important down the road.

Howler—just plain Howler, now, not The Howler since the monster of the glittering stone fixed his five-hundred-years-old affliction. (Heh! “Affliction”! Never thought this girl would ever even know a word like that.) Howler is ninety percent back to normal. Lady says. I never knew him before. But he has no ambition. He just does what Lady tells him, which is build and tinker with flying carpets. Which does not mean a lot of work since only him and Lady and Tobo know how to make the carpets go. Me and Arkana probably could, too, if somebody bothered to teach us.

But we have our rheitgeistiden, that they call flying fenceposts, which I think are way more useful, unless you want to haul stuff around. We can duck and dodge and swoop like swallows or bats but we cannot move ten men or half a ton of whatever cargo.

Distractions. Parenthetical thinking (there is another fey word and another stray thought). I really have to work on that. I need to learn to focus.

So. Howler, once upon a time a monster sorcerer. Nowadays mostly he just sits around studying his belly button. And Lady does not do much more, except mourn and feel sorry for herself even though she is being blessed with a flood of power out of the glittering stone. She gets younger, she gets stronger, she gets more beautiful, but all she wants to do is hang over Booboo and moan because she does not have the old man here to run and fetch anymore. I do not get that. I do not think she treated Croaker that good when she did have him around all the time. She reminds me of my aunt, Tante Gildin. Tante had this big old tomcat, Muggins, that she ignored most of the time, except when she yelled at him for doing cat stuff. But then she was completely devastated when Muggins died. It took her two years to get over him. A cat.

There you go, Shukrat. Off the road and way down deep into the puckerbushes again.

Besides me doing this writing, sometimes Suvrin has me go scouting. Just in case some neighbor suffers a fit of mental constipation and decides to try something stupid. But that does not come up very often. Mostly I write. I put on pounds where I do not need more pounds. And I try to take care of Tobo.

Everybody considers us a couple, including him and me sometimes, but it is hard to be Tobo’s woman. He has changed a lot, and not for the good, in the time that I have known him. His soul is growing old. It has begun to stray. Maybe it has even gotten a little lost. Even back when we first met, he had a big part of him invested in the darkness, running with the Unknown Shadows, he their lord and divinity, those dwellers in the hidden realm. Those that we, in our fairy tales, call the hidden folk, back home. He spends most of his time walking the dark paths with the likes of Cat Sith, Paddlefoot, Big Ears, and the Black Hounds.

And that is where he wants to go. I think he would become one of them if he had that chance. It is hard to appreciate a man who, however he feels about you, would rather be somewhere else. I guess there is less pain out on the borders of Is. Out there he can … Whatever.

He does not waste much effort trying to explain.



So, I walk into Tobo’s place, which is the same place that his family lived before the Company went across the glittering stone to beat up on some old enemies that chased it out before. It was midnight dark in there. Plenty of sunshine outside, not a cloud, but in there he had curtains over curtains and not even one candle burning.

He was sitting on a stool in the darkest possible daytime dark.

What the heck? This was a total turnaround. Every time I ever came in there before he had candles and lanterns and witch fires going rampus because that was one place where he did not want the darkness to come. Everywhere else, darkness was his first love. In there, not so much. He said because the darkness there is haunted and he does not want to deal with those particular ghosts, his self-appointed consciences, who never let him be.

Those haunts would be the ghosts of his mother, Sahra, his grandmother, Ky Gota, and her mother, the old Nyueng Bao seer, Hong Tray, who had prophesied much of the ill fortune that had befallen her descendants.

I always thought that the haunting was all in Tobo’s imagination until I went in there and … And found Tobo with company that I could see.

They were specters, yes. See-through woman shapes of mist, like you might imagine ghosts. Tobo’s mom was the only one I ever met. One of the ghosts was a ringer for that crabby old bitch.

Easy, girl. That woman is gone, now.

But not all the way, evidently.

Tobo’s mom, Ky Sahra, never liked me. In spite of the fact that she married an outlander for love, and got Tobo with that outlander, Murgen, she disapproved of me heartily because I was not Nyueng Bao. Because I was not one of them.

Croaker might say that there is no True Believer so fierce in his convictions as a born-again hypocrite.

So. I was looking at a ghost of Tobo’s mom. Sahra looked just like she did before she went missing during the fighting at the Shadowlander cemetery. I had no doubt that I was seeing her. So, I had to believe that the other two ghosts were Sahra’s mother and her mother, Hong Tray. All three might be misty, see-through, but they were recognizably well-defined.

I do not know anyone who was alive back when Hong Tray was around but there are still some people who remember Ky Gota. And plenty more who remember Tobo’s mother besides me. She made a point of butting heads with me several times. There was not no weird outlander bint going to pollute her precious baby, no sir!

Tobo says his dad got the same ration of fertilizer from Ky Gota, who insisted that there was no way she was going to let her baby get involved with … And yada yada, same old same old.

But Great-Grandma Hong Tray had not gotten busy trying to commit romantic manslaughter. However, that was only on account of she had the sight and foresaw that the forbidden love would give life to the power that was Tobo.

No way that that old witch ever saw far enough ahead to get a whiff of Tobo and me, though. I do not think.

But … It was not until right then, practically in midstep, actually seeing the ghosts nagging Tobo, that he had been whining about since like six minutes after we stepped off the glittering stone, that I finally understood that Sahra was worried about the babies that Tobo and I would make. It never occurred to me that we might.

But it could happen! It could. It would take just one time, getting distracted, not paying close attention, and there I would be, all fat-bellied and … Whoa!

And nobody gets distracted easier than me.

All that stuff went racketing around inside my head while I stood there staring at those ghosts … distracted.

The ghosts did not, at least not obviously, notice me. I did not ask them to.

Tobo did notice. His expression struck me as a desperate plea for help.

And I had no idea what I could do, other than …

I opened curtains, letting the sun inside. That gave me light enough so I could see to fire up a couple of lamps.

Apparently, that was not what Tobo wanted. He slumped on his stool, deflated. The ghosts faded, some, Sahra now acknowledging my presence by awarding me a lethal glare. But then there was something else among us.

Shadows stirred. Shadows danced. The air cooled down. The hidden folk do not like it but sometimes I can make them out at the edge of my vision—unless they make an extra effort to evade my attention. Suddenly, Tobo was being attended by a pair of long-legged, owl-like hobyahs named Ghromek and Ghreck. They might be brothers in the darkness.

There is hardly a moment when Tobo is not chaperoned by the Unknown Shadows. Not even when his female ancestors are trying to make him crazy with their nagging.

Tobo is barely more than a kid. Like me. He has to maintain his sanity through all the crazy and still has to be the Company’s earthshaking number-one bull sorcerer.

I asked, “What should I have done?”

“I do not know, Shuke. At least you did something. I do not know. I just know that I wanted them to stop.”

“So maybe if I stayed away?”

“No. That would not do it. It is not you.”

“Hah?”

“Well, yes, they do not think you are good enough for me. But that is just old women being old women. I can handle that. I can tell them where to put that. But they do not like it.” He managed a weak grin.

“If I am not it, what is? The Unknown Shadows?”

“Not them. Either.” Some silence that I let him have. Something was gnawing at him and I wondered if he was not putting that into the mouths of his ghosts. That was almost my conviction until minutes earlier, when I walked in and saw that he did have some genuine haunts.

I had to wonder, how had they gotten here? Ky Gota passed away here, in An Abode, but Sahra died somewhere near a cemetery in the middle of nowhere during a battle in the other world and Hong Tray passed away during the siege of Jaicur, also in the other world, ages ago.

I stepped in behind Tobo and slipped my arms around him, pressed my left cheek against his back. He smelled odd today. Usually I like how he smells. I was not so sure about this.

He worked up to a choked confession. “It is about the stuff I did in Taglios, right? Maybe? The bad stuff. To those Taglian generals.”

“Oh.” I came close to pushing him away. What did I know? That side of Tobo just plain scared me. That was … That was awful. That is all I can say even though it does not really tell anything. That was awful.

He murdered those men. And two of them he tortured before he let them die.

A monster lurks down deep inside Tobo. Everybody worries that it might break out again, and next time without understandable revenge as an excuse. People get a rage over a parent’s death. They do not get a rage against existence. Especially not in this world, where they were at the mercy of the Shadowmasters for generations.

There might be a new Shadowmaster brooding in the cellar of Tobo’s soul.

“I see.”

“I hope. I understand what they want, my ghosts. They say … They want to keep me from becoming the next great dark lord. But I am scared that all their pushing might force me a step too far in the wrong direction.”

“I can see how that might happen.” The biggest reason that Arkana did the stupid stuff that ended up with her becoming a “guest” of the Company was, she was acting out against what the old Voroshk kept trying to hammer into her.

I stepped away from Tobo, circled around to where I could look him in the eyes. Ghromek and Ghreck moved in to embrace him from either side. I felt a twinge of jealousy because their comfort was just as welcome as mine was.

Then Tobo swept forward, tried to wrap me up. I knew what he had in mind. “Oh, no. No way. Not going to happen.” Those three ghosts were still with us, pale as wisps of steam off a cup of tea, but definitely there. Watching.

The Unknown Shadows never being far away I can just barely handle. But not judgmental ancestors! Not his mother, for the gods’ sakes!






Arkana’s View


There she goes! She is shameless. Everybody knows what they are doing … right there in the middle of the day … Well, that game is going to catch her up someday if she does not have the good sense to keep her knees together.

I will go take a quick look around camp before I go up, just to see what Lady and Howler and Suvrin are up to now. Not much, likely. Then I will take my rheitgeistide for a fly. I will tell Suvrin I want to take a look around our frontiers. Some dimwit warlord might be trying to make a move.

And I might actually do that, too, while I am up there.



So. The afternoon. The bimbette still was not finished with the boy wizard. She has not left his place. But no time for that. There was some kind of excitement up by the officers’ mess hall and I still had to make my patrol.

I ambled to what the fuss was about.

What the hoo-hah was all about was, somebody had put up a sign, made out of some kind of pressed-out flat tree bark, and it was all crawly with Hsienish chicken-track lettering. I spotted battle-scarred old Sergeant Jun Go, who ran the mess, that me and Shukrat called Uncle, an honorific, because he always treated us good. I went over to him. “What does it say, Uncle?”

Jun Go keeps his thoughts above his belt, at least around girls. He told me, “It says, ‘A Whisper in the Dark, to the Right Ear: Evil Is Hard Work.’”

“Hah?” was about as intelligent a response as I could manage.

“That would be the plain reading. But it could also be…”

“Let us go with the plain reading. That makes sense.” Of a sort.

Most Hsienish characters have more than one reading. You have to figure which one from context and your understanding of the author’s intent. Alternate readings are mainly religious or academic. In this case what amounted to subversive graffiti could not have any meaning but the vulgate. “Thank you.”

“Any time. I got some salted fish in. It is soaking now. I know you like fish.” He did not seem troubled by the fact that I was reluctant to make eye contact. He knew his massive facial scars made him look a little creepy.

“You will see me there for that.”

Then Jun Go told me, “You’d better move on, now. Some of these men are starting to have thoughts.”

“Starting? They never let it rest.”

I got to stepping out of there before I had to fend off yet another horny soldier. I swear, if I had a notion and I could handle the traffic I could make myself the richest girl in Hsien in about a month.

“‘Evil Is Hard Work,’ eh?” That sounded like something Pop might have said.

Time to hit the sky for a fly.



People do not look up. That is something that I heard Pop say several times, over in the other world. So, if you go way high, so that you do not cast an attention-grabbing shadow, you can do a pretty decent job of sneak-around. That is what I did, out along the northern border for a while, where I found nothing interesting at all, so then I went for what I really wanted to check. And that is how I spotted that Pop thing again, creeping around in the shade of some poplars down along one of the creeks south of An Abode, with like eight or ten monkeys hunking along around him. I could not get a hard count because those things are never still while they are awake, unless they are scheming up some deviltry to practice on their human neighbors.



“Shuke, he was there! Running with a gang of monkeys when I saw him. I was headed almost straight at the shadowgate. By the time I turned around and got back down to the creek he was gone and the monkeys were throwing rocks at each other. And then at me.”

Shukrat looked at me like she thought I was crazy. Like I had gone crazier than the usual crazy that she figured me for. But then she got this funny look. “I’m not going to say you really saw what you say you saw but I do have to think that you saw something. Which I’m saying only because I saw my own impossible thing today, too.”

“Well, thank you. I think.” Maybe she was just humoring me. She can be one condescending little witch, sometimes.

“Whatever is going on, we ought to let Suvrin and Tobo know. The Company doesn’t need any surprises.”

“And did you see that sign?”

“The one by the NCO mess? I did. Everybody’s talking about it. I wonder what it means?”

“Maybe that’s the point. Just to make people think.”

Shukrat looked at me like she was surprised that I could think a thought that deep.

Going to strangle you someday, Cousin.






Shivetya’s View


as recorded by Dikken, later

I have begun to get the hang of this ascendant divinity business. I just hang on tight to my throne with my mental equivalent of a prehensile tail—Shivetya might have been lucky to have been nailed there with those silver daggers—while I keep my mind’s third eye firmly fixed on what would be my quotidian, real-world present time and exact location therein. Then the rest of me is free to roam sixteen worlds, present and past. And I can communicate with the Nef, one-way to them, well enough to give instructions on what I need them to do to repair and maintain the glittering plain. The memorial stones, especially, not having been put in place by the original builders, have fallen into a sorry state.

They provide immortality, of a sort, and someday I will dive deep enough into time to find out for whom, and why.

My plain is fraught with the silence of stone. There is no traffic, anymore. No visitors come to the fortress with no name. One lone crow comes and goes. I shall need to find me one of those of my own, not so I can spy the way that bird does but so I can speak with the voice of a god.

Ha!

The weather is miserable outside the fortress but it troubles me not. It is cloudy always with a permanent very good chance of sleet or freezing rain. The wind moans and yowls around the memorial pillars. All of that comes from some world locked in permanent winter. I will find it once I get a better grip. I do not know how the plain has gotten stuck with this gloomy climate.

I need to work out how to manage changing the weather.

We do have to have weather up here, it seems. Maybe the Nef can do something.

Why did I want a crow of my own? I lost that. For a moment. Or maybe a year. Time gets tricky, some. Anyway, why a crow when I can go out there, anywhere I want, any time? Well, if I had me a crow I could talk to people. I could set a new standard in divine behavior by actually communicating directly. Wow! Direct! Now, not a thousand years ago to some guy with a natural financial interest in putting words into my mouth.

Getting a little big in the head, now, are we not? For such a minor devil?

And there was one grand affliction that I did not consider when I agreed to exchange places with Shivetya the Old. I probably did not get jobbed. He likely never considered it, either. Soulcatcher.

Soulcatcher was imprisoned down below, some time before the big swap, and dead at the time. Unfortunately, prisoner or not, the old Shivetya revived her and she remains full-on free to ridicule, mock, and just plain nag—now inside my head or with poop-laden crows on my shoulders.

I do wonder why Shivetya the Old never rounded him up a corvine crew of his own. Maybe he just did not have much to say after several thousand years of observing the human circus.

Speaking of nagging, it occurs to me that if I do manage communication with my former comrades, they will just get in a huff about me nagging them from beyond the grave.

I am not the Captain anymore. I am not even that old guy who used to be the Captain. I am just some dead guy who used to be there but who has been forgotten by all but a handful of those who were closest to him. I am the last of my kind. The last man who followed Soulcatcher north, across the Sea of Torments, to help craft what so many believed to be an evil empire. I am the last but three to have come south from that dying empire, those three being my unexpected eventual wife, Lady, who had been that empire’s architect, the sorcerer Howler, and Soulcatcher.

I am in a place, now—once I learn the tricks and skills that I will need to become the great demon of the glittering stone—whence I can look back into those years and to my heart’s content savor their sweeter moments. I will be able to see all my old friends. And in that you could say that I have ascended unto heaven. Too, should I care to, I will be able to untangle, unravel, unwrap all the mysteries that dogged us in our younger days. I can, perhaps, even delve into deep time and discover the lands and times and forces that created the woman that I have always loved.

A mocking snicker crawled through my head. That prisoner of the plain who actually acknowledges that she is a prisoner proposed: We have become closer than ever you and my sister were. Perhaps, after another age or two, we will become one. Great amusement. Perhaps, indeed, by combining we can become our own child.

My mind flooded with a sharp image of an idol with two faces, front and back, one male, one female, the latter young and beautiful but the other all old and crusty and scruffy.

Came laughter, falling away into an abyss.






Arkana’s View


I have to do all the writing because Shukrat will not tear herself away from all the cripples, especially Tobo and his damned ghosts.

I need to get out and find that damned Pop monkey king thing.

Crap. Look at all that. It makes me look bad. Because dumbass Shukrat really is putting in a major wad of time looking out for the Company’s most damaged people. She really is trying to help. Even if she does have a little too much something something going on with Tobo.

If she is not more careful, she will be a mother before she turns eighteen.

Jealous? Me? Maybe some. I know this is not the kind of stuff that Pop wanted us to write about.

So. We have been here long enough for all the native soldiers who want to go home to have gotten the chance. There were a lot. But some will come back. Some already have. They have met the tiger. Now home is not there anymore. Maybe it never was there and that was why they signed up in the first place. Maybe what they wanted to go back to was only something cooked up in wishful thinking when they were far away and faced with the fact that they might find themselves dead any day.

Yeah, whoa! I might be starting to get what the Company is all about. Being an orphan who has nowhere else to shine, myself. Everybody who sticks with it gets folded into a sad, constantly squabbling, dysfunctional makeshift family. A place to belong. A family that once dwindled to just seven members, but that stood thousands strong a year later, its people inextricably connected, one to another. Again, belonging.

Hey, Cousin, how do you like that one? “Inextricably.” Ha!






Shukrat’s View


Why does Arkana have to be that way? She really needs what Croaker would call an attitude adjustment. I mean, what else has she got to do but keep track and write stuff down? And, when she will not get rained on doing it, maybe take a fly out to see if the big boys running the new Hsien have not gotten up to some kind of mischief? She could even take the occasional scary look in on the spies that the new File of Nine have out there in the weeds keeping an eye on us. Although that is actually work better handled by the Unknown Shadows.

We had another sign incident. This one turned out to be no mystery. It showed up on the outside wall beside the door to the paymaster’s hut. “Thi Kim Has Come Home.” In Hsienish characters. Then, after half the population of An Abode got all worked up, it turned out that Suvrin had put it up so some visiting pooh-bahs would see it and maybe think about it.

In the other world Thi Kim was taken to mean Deathwalker. In the language of Hsien, though, it comes out meaning something like “the One Who Walks with the Dead.” Either way, Tobo was/is Thi Kim. These days the local interpretation seems particularly appropriate.

This morning I made what I thought was likely my last visit to Tobo at his place. His ghosts were there and all three were visible in ordinary daylight. They kept getting more real. Someday they might be as solid as me or Tobo. Maybe he might not be able to tell the difference.

I never heard of anything like that happening before but this was not the world where I learned what can be and what cannot be. Things are different here.

This had to be his fault somehow. Maybe he was not doing it deliberately but he must be drawing strength out of the hidden realm to resurrect his maternal line.

Thus far those ghosts have not made themselves apparent anywhere but inside Tobo’s house. So henceforth Shukrat Voroshk would not be seen at Tobo’s house. Shukrat felt no need to spend even five seconds fussing and feuding and competing with a gaggle of dead women. Old dead women who were probably also old dead crazy women. Tobo’s mom, Sahra, for sure was a total loon when she was still alive.



Somebody invited himself in without knocking or announcing himself. Since we were living and working in the place Croaker once lived and used for his writing and, sometimes, for seeing patients, some people thought that no knock was customary. I kept my temper. The old man’s Company never was very formal. Some of them have not gotten over that.

“Miss Voroshk?”

“Eh?” Not trying to sound stupid, just surprised. Nobody, anywhere or anywhen, ever called me “Miss Voroshk.”

My visitor turned out to be a nervous local guy maybe a little younger than me who, plainly, did not know how to deal with girls who did not conform to the customs of his people. (If I was a native my family probably would have sold me to another branch of the family as breeding stock and a servant to my mother-in-law several years ago.) By local standards I was already an old maid (which would make Arkana an even older old maid) who, had I lived a normal local life, would have produced a couple of kids by now, hopefully all boys.

“Please, miss. Sergeant Chunyo asked me to tell you that Master Suvrin requires your attendance. He has need of your expertise.”

I sighed. Why not Arkana? She would hardly have anything else to do.

Well, probably because Arkana could not help coming across as a gold digger when she was around Suvrin. She made the Captain massively uncomfortable.

No one has seen proof but some think that Suvrin might prefer boys to girls. Me, I think Suvrin does not think about anybody that way, man, woman, or beast.

I could not help getting my evil on. I asked the messenger, “And who are you, cutie?” as I readied myself for a stroll over to Suvrin’s lurking-hole.

The kid tried not to choke on, “Kaminariyama, miss. Kaminariyama no Kuma.” His name seemed to embarrass him. How come?

“That is not Hsienish, is it?” It did not sound like any local name that I had heard so far.

“No, miss. That is a Honen Ao name.”

Some vague flake of this world’s geography had gotten into my head; the gods only know how. I heard myself say, “That is a really long way from An Abode of Ravens.”

“It is, miss. Mine is a long, sad story. But the Blue Country is nowhere near so far off as your home is. Not so?”

“That is true. Not nearly so far. So. You and me, we are both far from home. I am set. What does Suvrin want, anyway?”

The messenger shrugged. Right. Suvrin is the Captain. The Captains never tell anybody what they are thinking. A passion for dour reticence would seem to be the first-ticked qualification for the job.

Still having a taste for sweet cruelty, I told the boy, “It sounds like you have an interesting story, Kuma. We should get together and you tell me about it.” I simpered like I was Arkana or something.

He gurgled.

Score!

Bad Shukrat.

But a girl has to have some fun sometime.



There were three people in with Suvrin when we got there: two brigadiers and An Lo Pin, Master of the Scouts. Right away I jumped to the conclusion that An’s people had seen something that Suvrin now wanted me to fly out and look over. Ha! Excellent! Any excuse to go airborne. Maybe I could make Kuma’s year by inviting him to ride along with me.

I assumed wrong. I am almost always wrong when I think that I have figured things out ahead of time.

Suvrin gave me a big smile once he noticed me. I think he sees me as a kind of useful Company mascot. Not a threat like Arkana. He is totally afraid of Arkana, probably because there has never been a woman who was interested in him even for mercenary reasons. He is scared because he has no idea how to deal.

I already resolved not to mess with Suvrin, even a little. Not because Arkana has first dibs but because I do not want to see the man who has to make life-and-death decisions for thousands of people all messed up in the head by wishful thinking.

That could happen. If I gave it a solid try.

Suvrin asked the others to step out. More of that the Captain not sharing stuff. Kuma looked a little disappointed but he went, last. He did not see Suvrin as harmless.

Too often we judge others by ourselves. I can hear Croaker snickering.

I was possessed today. I could not help myself. “Oh, the gossip that is going to come of this, Captain!”

Suvrin just scowled. He did not get it. I did not explain. I suspected that he might still not get it even if I drew him a picture. He was a total genius at some stuff but a big chunk of chert at some others.

He asked, “What do you know about the rock monkeys?”

That was about as random a question as I had heard in months. “The ones that live down in the badlands?”

Duh! So dumb! Were there any other monkeys of any other kind anywhere within a thousand miles of An Abode? Not that I ever heard of. I felt instantly and totally stupid. But Suvrin only nodded an affirmative.

I stumbled gamely onward. “I do not know much. Just what I have heard. They can be pretty bold. They were so obnoxious while we were away that the squatters set up hunts for them whenever they got into the crops. I heard that just made them get sneakier.”

As I talked, I heard what I was saying and I thought: Look at me, going on with the “we” like I have been tangled up in this parade of crazy for as long as any of the rest of these idiots.

He said, “The settlers say the monkeys are getting bolder and more aggressive. And considerably more determined.”

“It is always easier to steal from somebody else than to do a bunch of hard work yourself.” My sad take on the whole history of the Voroshk.

As ever when I talked with Suvrin he seemed a bit lost. Has to be me, somehow, because I have watched him in logistical and operational discussions and he is never at a loss in those. And I do not believe that his problem is because I am a girl. I am pretty sure that he has not noticed that.

The demon within me sometimes makes me want to play the vamp just to crack his shell.

I will not, though. That young Kuma was in far more danger.

There was something about that boy …

Suvrin said, “I want you to take charge of dealing with the monkey problem.”

“Hah?” Not what I expected at all. That sounded like he might even want me to do some actual work.

“Do whatever you have to do to protect our crops and resources. We are looking at a hard winter. None of our neighbors expect major agricultural surpluses. We will be able to buy some provisions but probably not enough to be comfortable. I would rather not start rationing and eating our cavalry mounts and drayage stock if that can be avoided.”

The demon inside was working it today. “So, we are going to live on monkey meat, eh?” Or, more probably, we would let the monkeys starve instead of us.

Suvrin peered at me, mouth slightly open, for several startled eyeblinks. Then, “I was not thinking of it that way but, yes, if it becomes necessary, I suppose we will.”

“Gah!” I found the idea totally repugnant but I did know that some people in this world and some in the one that we had left were comfortable eating monkey meat.

So Suvrin just had to add, “Monkey was a staple of the Nyueng Bao diet in their marshland habitat.” Which he brought up almost certainly because there was only one living Nyueng Bao still with the Company. And that Nyueng Bao was only a half-breed. Tobo. The rest had failed to survive the incursion into the other world.

“I should ask Tobo’s mom for some recipes.”

That got me one really weird look. He did not know about the ghosts.

Well, I had not told anyone but Arkana about the old Nyueng Bao spook women who were plaguing Tobo.

“So, my mission is to convince the monkey mobs to get their groceries somewhere besides from the farms and orchards around here.” If you thought about it for even five seconds that sounded like a job way more suited to Tobo and the Unknown Shadows.

Was there something fishy happening here? Like maybe Suvrin giving me work stuff to do just to make sure that I did not have time to get up to any mischief?

“Exactly. Do whatever you have to do. It would seem to me that harassing them from the air should do the trick.”

Maybe Suvrin just did not think in ways that included the Unknown Shadows. I suspect that Cat Sith and the Black Hounds would be plenty enough to discourage every monkey in Hsien. “And that was the only reason you wanted to see me?”

He blinked. He frowned. “Should there have been something else?” Like, had he missed something?

I stomped the demon down. But, oh! What a temptation!






Arkana’s View


So, I was reading what Shukrat wrote yesterday. Some of it was actually interesting. I went out and found that guy, Kuma. That took a while. Hardly anybody knew who he was. But the hunt was worth the trouble. What a dream! Shukrat did not hardly tell it right. And he is so shy! And I do not come already equipped with a boyfriend who might turn all green with jealousy.

Actually, Shukrat does not, either. I cannot imagine Tobo getting all bent that way. The man is a stiff, you ask me. Hardly the kind to give one rat’s whisker if Shukrat boinked the whole Company as long as he got what he wanted when he wanted it.

That is not fair to either of them, really. Which I should not admit by writing it down.

I might invite myself in on the monkey business. Ha. Ha. That sounds like it might be interesting. Matching wits with monkeys. Shukrat better be extra careful. She might be at a disadvantage.

I asked that Kuma boy why he was sensitive about his name. Me asking kind of rattled him. He wanted to know how come I asked. I said because my cousin said. “The other Miss Voroshk,” I had to end up adding so he finally got it. “She said.”

“Kaminariyama no Kuma is not my birth name,” he confessed, just barely loud enough for me to hear. Then he worked himself up enough to admit, “In Hsienish that would come out something like ‘the Grizzly Bear from Thunder Mountain.’ Definitely not an exact translation.”

“Oh, wow! Grizzly bear, huh? You look more like a snuggly bear.”

Right on over his head.

“The other children called me that because I always became so angry when they teased me about my real name—may my mother languish a thousand years in the seventh hell before she returns to the Wheel of Life.”

I waited but that name was not forthcoming. Not even in an untranslated form. I figured that it must be a flower name or something else girly. Hsienish women almost always have flower names or color names or names like “Shining” or “Spring” or “Snow,” always in the diminutive form.

See that, Shukrat? “Diminutive.” And I even know what it means because I paid attention when Pop was talking about it.

“So, what do we call you? Bear is kind of cute. You look like you would be just a bit of a cuddly…”

I quit because he looked like he was about to make a run for it.

“Sorry. It is a bad family habit. Name?”

“Kuma is all right. But I like Dikken better.”

“Dikken?” That did not sound like any Hsienish word that I knew. “What does that mean?”

I got no news on that.

“All right. Dikken it is. Unless you feel like a Kuma Bear. Why are you here, Dikken? Honen Ao is a long way away.”

“I am not quite sure anymore. I was running away … Then I was on a mission … I was not happy where I was before I came here. I heard stories about An Abode of Ravens saying it was a place that welcomes the displaced. So, I came here. And people treated me decent. And then, after about a month, you all came down from the glittering stone. I was awed. I never imagined so many different kinds of people. And all of them getting along.”

I started to correct that delusion but he stopped me with a gesture. “I do know. It did not take me long to see that some of you are really terrible people. But I expect that to be true everywhere and in all times.”

“I admit I have never seen anything that would make you a liar. In fact, the worst of these people are angels compared to some of my own.”

A while later I heard, “Are you all right, miss?” for the third or fourth time. “Shall I go get some kind of help?”

I’d had a flashback to a night I had thought put well behind me. A night when my own stupidity put me in a place where I would endure the ugliest side of the Company.

“No, Kuma. Dikken. No. I will be all right. A really awful memory surprised me and almost swamped me.”

That night was over and done. It had been resolved. Everywhere but inside my own head. It bothered me sometimes but not usually in the daytime, in public. Then I can put on the show. Nights, however … Sometimes I lie awake for hours, shaking and plotting revenge for what happened because I made stupid choices after listening to my cousin Gromovol one more time. Plotting against I do not know how many men, none of them known to me then or even now—and, truthfully, I do not know if any of them survived the other world and returned—or even if they were soldiers of Hsien. If they were from Hsien, survived, and returned, they would do no bragging. Pop put out a bounty. He was not happy with his own people.

I was really stupid then. And that was not the last time. Just now recalling who it was that Pop had to come rescue from her own family not all that long later.

Dikken asked again, “Are you all right?”

“Yeah. Yeah. I have got it together again, now.” Looking at that boy now I thought I saw a shitload of my own kind of pain hiding behind those dreamy eyes.

Pop once said, “We are all of us walking wounded. The Company is where the lost and damaged go to find salvation or redemption, forgiveness, or just in hopes of sanctuary.”

Which all is still true today.

I had a notion that maybe Dikken and I might be able to get along on a whole different level than my usual shallow tease.






Shukrat’s View


Tobo was having a good day. He was out of his house, he was one hundred percent present, and he was cheerful. And he was determined to get something useful done. All that had been a rare combination since his parents passed.

We were finishing breakfast in the officers’ mess. Tobo stared at his plate. “That was a little thin.”

I told him about the harvest forecast, the probability that Suvrin would order food rationing, and about my assignment from Suvrin as we got out of there and headed for where I kept my rheitgeistide.

“Messing with the monkeys? That might be fun. How about I go with you?”

“Getting to be a party.”

“What?”

“Arko already said she wants in. And she wants to bring that Honen Ao kid along. Dikken. They have kind of hit it off.” Grumble rumble cradle-robbing bint. Just because I thought he was cute and might be cuddly.

“Dikken?”

“That is what he calls himself. Everybody else calls him Kuma.”

“Oh. Yeah. I know him. He is the spy from Khang Phi.”

“Spy?”

“Sure. We really got those people’s attention when we swiped the shadowgate info out of their library. They knew that some of us would come back—unless we all got killed on the other side—so they prepped this kid and sent him down here to be on hand when we did come back.”

“He is a spy? At his age? He is not just some refugee?”

“He is your age, Shuke. And he is a refugee, too. An orphan. They all start out as that at Khang Phi. Every single one of them. And he is Khang Phi’s agent. But he is not a very good one. He was picked because he was the brightest student in the Repose of Knowledge, not because he was outstandingly brave or especially resourceful.”

I will be darned. The Repose of Knowledge is a sort of combination college and library inside the great monastery complex of Khang Phi, and the Khang Phi monastery is the spiritual heart of the Land of Unknown Shadows.

“And you know all this how?”

“I know because this is the Land of Unknown Shadows and I am Thi Kim, who walks with the shades.” He smirked while he tried to make that sound all portentous. His smirk broke into a grin. He said, “And here comes your cousin with her new pet. And she has brought her post. You were going monkey hunting this morning?”

“We talked about it, last night. I did not think she would actually jump all over it.” I raised a hand, I guess to Kuma. Dikken. Why would I offer a greeting to Arkana?

She looked all excited. Like there was finally something interesting to do. Not just some flit around our northern border, dropping rocks on outsider spies. Damn! She would try to take this whole thing over.

But poor Dikken looked like a boy being driven to the gallows.

Arkana burbled, “Tobo! You are out! Are you going, too? Hey, Shuke! Why not turn it into a picnic? I can run over and get Uncle Jun Go to whip up…”

In Voroshak, I replied, “And why would we be going out to mess around with wild monkeys?” Darn it! “Because there isn’t any food extra for stuff like picnics. And no way can you wiggle and jiggle Jun Go into bending the rules.” The master cook at the officers’ mess was immune to women but that danged Arkana cow cannot accept that shaking those monster jublies will not get her whatever she wants from anything armed with a dangle. Way back when we were barely old enough to get our own rheitgeistiden … Oh, heck! That is just so clunky! From now on it is just going to be “post” or “flying post” the way everybody else says.

So, anyway … Back when I was just barely flowered and cousin Arkana was already gone totally bovine at barely two years older than me, she had a song: “The angle of your dangle is directly proportional to the beauty of this cutie and inversely proportional to…” I do not remember the rest. But that was Arkana to the core. Probably from about the age of six.

The point is, the girl expects to get whatever she wants, whenever she wants, just by offering up a little wiggle and jiggle and giggle.

Insofar as I know, I will have to admit, she never actually comes across.

I might be a little ahead of her in that area there, actually. Some. Because she has always been a tease and I have not been, so much.

And backing off on the attitude here, suddenly, I recalled that horrible night on the other side when Gromovol killed some Company soldiers and then their friends decided to abuse Arkana to get even.

And I get distracted. I checked Dikken. Yes. He did look like a boy condemned. “What did you do to Kuma, Cousin?”

“Hah?” Always with that nasal noise. “Nothing.” She eyed Dikken like she was actually noticing him for the first time. “Oh. Hey, you! What is the matter? All of a sudden you look like death on a stick.”

Tobo laughed. “I will bet that you told him you were going to take him along with you on your post.”

Dikken bobbed his head, seven shades pale.

Arkana grouched, “Yeah. Well? So?”

I said, “Cousin, there are people who actually think that what we take for granted is scary.”

That nasal “Hah?” again, like, how could that be possible?

I love flying but I do understand Dikken’s fright, some. Sometimes there is a whole lot of down under you when you are up there. Having made a long fall the day that I met Croaker and Lady I can sort of get a handle on the fear some people feel once they get way up there, high. Arkana ought to understand, too. Her sister, Ekaterina, also fell that day, and she ended up with a dozen broken bones and internal injuries and, if she survived at all, that was only because Croaker did his level best to save her before he took the rest of us away.

Dikken, though, looked like he would panic if you put him in a pair of boots with extra-thick soles.

“Tell you what,” Tobo said. “How about I take him with me on my carpet?”

The scuz. Not only does he have a post, he has himself a custom-built personal flying carpet, courtesy of Howler.

I just said, “That could work. You could buckle him on. That would be way safer than riding a post.”

Dikken observed, “Walking would be even safer, still.”

Arkana cackled. I mean, seriously, she has got the most annoying laugh. She is tuning up to become a crazy old witch lady someday, probably. Complete with black cats. She said, “You are not getting out of it that easy, Bear Boy.” She turned to Tobo and me and said, “Go grab your things so we can roll! There are monkeys out there that need to be messed with.”

So Tobo got his carpet and I got my post. Tobo buckled Dikken up so tight that he could not fall even if the carpet went bottom-up. And away we went. Without a picnic basket.

I do not know why I looked back but, as we rose, I did glance toward the Company headquarters area. And there was Lady, leaning against the side of a mud-brick building, watching us.

Why would she waste time doing that?






Arkana’s View


Sometimes I just wonder what Shukrat sees in Tobo. I mean, yeah, he is a big deal and all, what with the Unknown Shadows thing, but sometimes he just does not feel right. There is an ugly streak in that guy. He keeps it pretty well hidden—like what he did to those Taglian generals when we were on the other side—but some of it does come out sometimes, although now usually pretty small.

It came out when we were headed down to where some monkeys were making trouble for the squatter farmers. Tobo started slipping and flipping his carpet just to torment poor Kuma. Dikken. (Where did he come up with that? Does it have a real meaning?)

I swerved in and yelled, “Knock that shit off, butthead! It is not funny!” That after I saw Dikken lose his breakfast. Shukrat swooped in on the other side. She had several special words for her special guy, too.

Tobo promised to behave.

I figured that he was just getting his bluff in on Dikken. That male thing. But it could have something to do with Dikken being a spy, too.

Tobo did behave after that. He was Mister Consideration himself for the rest of our adventure. And, later, he did tell us that he did what he did to get Dikken to open up about his spying job.

“And did he?” I asked.

“Oh, yes. He would not shut up. It was like he had explosive diarrhea of the mouth.”

“And?” Shukrat asked. “What is his story?”

“A senior Repose monk named Chun Chai Chi sent him down here to find out anything he could about what we know about the Book of Names.”

“What?” Beat me with a stick, I could not have been more befuddled.

Shukrat, too. “Is that a real thing? That sounds like something a little kid would make up.”

“The Book of Names?”

“No, dork! Chun Chai Chi.”

“I do not know about that.”

I asked, “What is this Book of Names thing? Names, right? Not Dreams?” There was a rumored grimoire back in my home world called the Book of Dreams. If you have the Book of Dreams and can get into it, whatever you can imagine can come true.

“It is Book of Names, for sure. And I have no clue what it is. Dikken does not know. He just knows that the monk was really interested. I will try to go look into it after dark.”

Shukrat said, “Darkness always comes.”

“Lucky for us, this time, too.”






Shukrat’s View


Tobo was a total jerk to Dikken on the way to monkey country but he did stop it when I yelled at him. Later he explained how he was not just being a bully.

Anyway, we got into some other adventures once we got on down where we were headed.

The first monkeys we saw were a troop of about twenty that had gotten into it with some frustrated farmers who were not having much luck chasing them off with farm tools. One boy, younger than me or Kuma, maybe twelve, had a lightweight target crossbow but he was out of bolts, having done no damage using what he had up. Looked like he could not hit a wall from inside the house.

Arkana let out a huge war whoop and plunged straight down, grabbed a young monkey by the tail—those things have got tails, like, longer than their bodies—and surged back up in a steep climb, flying about as fast as she could, and let that monkey go. It twisted and turned, trying to get a grip on the sky, shrieking all the way, and arced off more than a hundred yards before it crashed down in some scrub brush.

Meantime, Tobo and I did some stuff that was less show-off. I tried to conjure the illusion of a leopard. Monkeys back home were scared of big cats, especially leopards. Meanwhile, Tobo found a big hornet’s nest and taunted the stingy bugs into coming out to fight the monkeys. That worked way better than my illusion did but there was one big problem. The stingy bugs could not tell an honest farmer from a thieving monkey or a cute little Voroshk girl.

Those hornets were mad, too! They were humming, “You gonna mess with us, somebody is gonna get his sorry bottom stung!” They for sure had murder on their collective mind.

We all grabbed some altitude, then. Dikken wailed like a whole tribe of baobas, which is a kind of banshee that they have in Hsien.

So, anyway, the monkeys went away then. For the time being. But our efforts did not win us any love from those ingrate farmers. In fact, one old man took to flinging dirt clods at us.

Hovering out of range, Tobo said, “Sorry, ladies. I did not think that through.”

Arkana laughed. “You know what Pop said. Even the biggest screwup ever seemed like a good idea at the time.”

Speaking of Croaker …

I caught a glimpse of the same ghost that Arkana claimed that she had a few days ago, watching us from that same scrub brush where Arkana flung the monkey. I think.

What I saw looked like Croaker all draped in rags but he, or it, or whatever, was only there for like a second and a half when I was not looking at him straight on. He was kind of like one of Tobo’s Unknown Shadow friends.

Decisive and fearless (or feckless and dimwitted?), I yelled, “Arko! I saw him! Come on!” I dove my post straight at the spot where I thought that I saw the Croaker vagabond lurking.

For once Arkana did not dither nor did she question and argue just for the sake of being a major pain. She was only maybe fifteen yards behind me.

We found pretty much what I expected, a big, steaming hot, glorious pile of nothing.

Tobo, with Dikken hugging his flying carpet with his eyes closed, rattling on with some Honen Ao prayer, over and over, was less than fifteen seconds behind us girls. He wanted to know, what the heck, ladies?

Arkana and I traded some looks, then she decided to tell him.

Tobo said, “That should not be possible, should it? Croaker stayed up on the plain. He took over managing everything up there. So how could he be sneaking around through the bushes with a gang of monkeys down here? Right?”

He was pretty much talking to himself there, but that was what my cousin and I were thinking, too. So, what the hey?

Tobo said, “Just my luck! I get away from those nagging old witches for one lovely hour and the whole rest of the universe buries me tits-deep in other shit.”

I was not quite sure what his whine was all about but I did have a notion how to ease his burden. “Babe, how about you just not go back to that house? None of those old witches ever bug you anywhere else but there, do they? So why not come and stay with Arko and me?”

Me and my cousin live in the place that was Croaker’s before the Company went across the plain to take revenge on Taglios and the cult of the Deceivers. Lady told us that we should take over there and nobody else told us not to. There was room for guests if we ever had any.

Like fifteen seconds later Tobo yelped, “Oh, yeah! How come I never thought of that before now? Shuke, my love, you are a precious pearl!”






Arkana’s View


So, the sun was going down and after everything else that I had to suffer already, my dingbat cousin fixed it up so suddenly we had two new housemates. The ditz told Tobo to move into our shack and, spin around twice, here comes Tobo deciding that he wants to bring his new best buddy Dikken along with. Just to keep an eye on. And the dick had the nerve to say, “Arko, I need you to do whatever you need to do to distract Bear Boy for the next twenty hours.” Like I am some kind of scarlet woman and he does not have to explain anything else. And I wanted to take him away from Shukrat, once upon a time? Well, you are welcome to the jerk, Cousin!

Actually, after I calmed down and stood back some and thought about it some, I did understand what Tobo actually wanted. But we three, me and Shukrat and Tobo, we are going to have to sit down and work out who we all are and what we are all about in dealing with all the stuff that we need to get done for ourselves and the Company.

Did I really just write that? I did. And it is true.



So now I am looking at what I wrote then with two different eyes. One of them does not get the whole thing because it just wants to be the eye of that naive kid who let her cousin Gromovol convince her that we could carve ourselves out a fabulous empire just by joining up with some obviously inferior foreigners—they had to be all that and bald besides because they were not Voroshk, right?—and taking them over. And the other eye was the eye of the probably still naive-as-all-shit girl who was one of only two survivors of Gromovol’s legendary overreach.

Shukrat gets distracted by all kinds of stuff going on around her and inside her. I get distracted by regrets more than anything, by what-if, and by might-have-been. But I did not have time for any of that. I had to keep an eye on Dikken and to distract him if he got overly curious while Tobo and his Unknown Shadows crew did whatever it was that Tobo figured they needed to do.

So, I get my heart stomped on totally before it was hardly dark enough for Tobo to go running the night with his big favorite hidden folk gang, who were, I do have to admit, seriously impressive during the campaign in the other world.

Dikken might not be vamp-proof but during this one night he was for sure vamp-unnecessary. That gorgeous young slug fell asleep before we started trying to distract him with everyday camp gossip.

(Shukrat sneaks in on the margin: Ha! Ha! Not one but two totally healthy straight young guys on the scene and Cousin could not distract even one of them with her giant tatas!)

If Dikken preferred to sleep rather than catting around between Tobo’s ankles, fine! So be it! Arkana will just hit the sack herself. This has not been the most wonderful day.

I put some fresh plaster on my hornet stings, then put me away for the night.






Shukrat’s View


I am not sure what Tobo does when he goes night-running with his invisible friends. Sometimes he leaves his body. He did that this time. I do not recall it going quite the same ever before, though. Anyway, he just lay down like he was passed out drunk, or in a coma, while I ground my teeth, bit my tongue, and felt my heart race and my breathing get shallow and so busy that I hyperventilated. My hands and arms got all shaky. I felt a chill. I felt like the entire weight of the realm of the Unknown Shadows was pressing in on me from every direction at once.

Shaky, yes. Frightened, no. I have nothing to fear from Tobo’s supernatural friends. Not even from the mischief-makers. But I could not tamp down my naturally nervous response to their presence in such numbers, in such ferocious power.

A lot of the really big ones came around.

In the realm of the Unknown Shadows there have to be millions of invisible entities, spirits, lesser divinities, whatever label you want. In this world every river, every outstanding rock formation, every mountain, every old tree, and any other feature of note possesses its own divine animus or genius or whatever you want to call it. Which is why, in its fame, the world is known as the Land of Unknown Shadows.

So, anyway, Tobo, back before I ever met him, somehow managed to become totally beloved of the Unknown Shadows. And he is still the idol of those things that even the best of the rest of us can only glimpse, at the best of times, from the corners of our eyes.

They are as real as death but they are almost never there when you look for them.

Heck with it. My guy and his shadow friends went and did stuff while it was dark, I think because it was more fun for them that way. Those things get around in the daytime just fine, too. If they have to. They just prefer the darkness.

Not that long after Dikken and Arkana crashed, this girl stumbled her way off to her own bed. Tobo would tell us if it mattered.






Shivetya’s View


recorded by Dikken, later

I have gained a marginal grasp of current realities inside the several worlds that had been important to the incarnated me. Actually, thankfully, the nagging of my beloved enemy keeps dragging me out of the maelstrom of Is and Was. When I concentrate, when I truly focus, I can follow my living-world people as they ride their present reality wave into tomorrow.

Oh, crap! What the hell? Here I am still with no firm handle. I am not learning as fast as I would like, and for sure much slower than Soulcatcher wants. She has plans, I expect. Her singular, less than friendly will drives me more surely than does my own, save that I, in my unutterable, adamantly unshakable core, never sure by what means, have gifted my forever love with almost everything that she has been able to imagine that she wants.

I do try to follow her and my old people but time is treacherous here.

And the beautiful devil ever whispers distractions in my ear, into my head, white crow not needed.

You must know that she aged deliberately with you, so that she might share a common life with her fool, who is now my own special fool. You have to know that she and I and all the Senjak daughters were pledged and bound to the will and whim and destiny of He who ever loved us best.

I replied, I do have some trouble believing that anyone as smart as you would actually buy into that.

Amusement. Of course, she did not believe that. She had not done so even back when she was doing her damnedest to resurrect the Dominator. Always, everything was all about Soulcatcher.

All of us, your lover and all of her sisters, were first among those who received His Blessing. By becoming those He best loved we could expect to live a hundred years for your ordinary woman’s one. We would never be less than beautiful, never visibly older than seventeen … unless we chose another seeming. As did your great love, your Lady, my ever-lying sister.

Soulcatcher has badmouthed her sister since the day we met. I shrugged it off.

More amusement. The age has come. Now you will discover each one of her ten thousand deceits. You will not be able to turn away because you are who you are and you are what you are!

What the hell? She was really turning it on. Was she trying to get me pissed off enough to kick her out?

That would not happen. Not in ten thousand years.

Long ago, in another world and time, in another age, Soulcatcher and Lady had been the most devoted and dedicated of sister-enemies and allies. Evidently, not much could force a change.

Thinking in cycles. Once more telling myself that I had to get my shit together. That I had to make myself over into the thing that I had volunteered to become. Once I managed that the envy, jealousy, and backbiting squabbles of the Senjak sisters would cease to be any more irritating than were competitions among the lice in my hair, back when I was among the living. And had hair. A long time ago, in dog years.

As ever, my lone companion mocked me.

Anyway, that was the way my head was working at the time. I was having some trouble on the mental health front as well as with the more trivial and mechanical problems of assuming the great demon role.

Soulcatcher was never really able to look inside my head. I understood that when I bothered to bear down. But she definitely wanted me to believe that she could. She had been trying to sell me on that since our first encounter. And, overall, she had done a fine job of marketing. But I did now believe that what she was doing was engaging in a genius-level skill at cold reading, that she had honed for centuries.

Soulcatcher was inside my head at all times but not in the way that she wanted me to think that she was.

The uncomfortable truth is, sometimes the fish will take the bait even when he can see the hook. He just cannot help himself.

More than once I have challenged her to prove herself by telling me what is going on inside the head of one of the other prisoners down there with her. And, of course, she cannot. She will not. She responds with some taunt—then makes the totally unsettling point that she is inside me right now, communicating.

That is a hangover from that time when our situations were reversed. When she was the one who held the hammer.

No way will I tell her so but I suspect that whatever it was about Croaker that fascinated the Lady has also had its impact on the Lady’s sister—if only as an itch to find out: Why?

Which was an ancient question that I could get behind myself, in regard to my wife and her sister, both.

It was a question that would capture head-of-the-line status as soon as Shivetya the New gained a solid grip on his newly attained powers.



I do believe that I have my immediate realm in hand. The Nef are furiously policing and improving the plain. They have improved the weather. I have no clue how they managed that. They seem pleased to have acquired some purpose. Our communication remains entirely one-way, however. Whoever or whatever those three uglies might be, they are too alien for my comprehension.

I succumbed to a creeping fear that nostalgia might become a fey seductress more perilous than my lone communicant in this nameless place. Bearing down, seeking total focus, I was just barely able to push my consciousness out far enough to review some of the more emotionally impactful moments of Croaker’s incarnate life. In the main, that was early stuff, when Croaker was younger and more subject to emotional tides: exemplar, the time when he, One-Eye, and Goblin tricked the Rebel sorcerer Raker into betraying himself in Roses.

Then there was the time that the Black Company held the Stair of Tear against the full might of the White Rose insurgency.

I recalled a sweet child named Darling.

I recalled unlikely characters named Two-Dead and Marron Shed.

Then: Raven. Silent. Bomanz. Whittle and his unique language. Chasing Midnight, poor sweet deluded dark lord wannabe girl child. What ever became of her? And, Old Father Tree.

Who were those people?

I had almost no idea who half of them might have been. Nor did I know if any of them survived if ever they actually existed in my own barely remembered backstory.

I leaned toward them having been real but had little confidence in the overall validity of Shivetya the New’s recollections.

I had no doubts about the existence of Goblin and One-Eye, though. Those two had been, for far too long, heartline central to the life of the demigod once known as Croaker. Likewise, a sergeant named Elmo who had been Croaker’s best friend for a generation or two.

Shivetya the New’s nostalgia lured him down into Croaker’s past repeatedly, usually into kaleidoscopic confusions of honest memories mixed with sharp recollections of things that could not possibly ever have been.

Recollections both true and fabulous engulfed Shivetya the New for a subjective age. At times, when the focus became pinpoint enough, he fell into an exact replication of his original experience, with its attendant stress and terror. However, little of it stuck into the morning’s light.

Croaker, that unlikely witness, was there when the Rebel sorceress Whisper and the Lady’s Taken sorcerer the Limper gathered to conspire … to whatever might have been their object. (Perhaps Shivetya the New could amble back and peer over their shoulders, spying out exactly what they had been up to, other than what was always the official line.) Croaker’s success against those two in those brief moments had been the germ of vendettas against the Black Company that persisted for years. Time and again, spanning half a generation, one or another of those villains was the driving animus behind some plot to destroy the Company.

And all that time the greatest villain/witness of all, the Lady of the Tower at Charm, did lie back in the shadows, watching, amused. Not once did she allow either of those two to indulge in the full fury of their vituperation.

I, Shivetya the New, formerly incarnated as the physician/soldier Croaker, marveled at the countless allowances that had been gifted me and mine, ever baffled by questions of why.

And all that was all that.

What the hell does that mean?

I have thoughts rampaging through my mind that I seem unable to monitor or direct.

A two-second image-burst: a younger Croaker seated at a table with an incredibly beautiful woman, he and she sharing dinner with their two children. The woman looks a bit like a youngish version of Lady but he is sure that Lady is not her name.

Shivetya the New decided that he had lost his grasp on history completely. That was fantasy, pure and complete. Maybe wishful thinking from way out beyond the bounds of his wildest secret dream. It was time to slide away from investigations into the past life of Shivetya the New because just now that man’s mind was being rattled by not one but several entities, each with her own agenda.



Boot camp days. Recruit training for the new great demon of the glittering stone. Time to shove all those feminine distractions aside and concentrate on becoming what Shivetya the Old had been: the Steadfast Guardian. Untouchable. Inalterable. An iron mind that could not be swayed.

Think like the demon, Croaker. Be the demon.

Trouble was, my predecessor had not been big on thinking. He just sat there, mostly indifferent, reacting only if that could not be avoided. Human foible bored him. The most ambition he showed was to toss out a feather’s touch of influence on rare occasions, in some random far place, hoping that some result might benefit him someday, as had been the case with the goddess Kina.

Shivetya, the Steadfast Guardian, had been armed with one unsurpassed skill. Patience. In his time, and in this place, he had been a master at waiting.

My companion here was no Shivetya the Old but she was damned skilled at waiting, too. This was not her first time being buried alive.

Nor was it mine.

But she did have more experience.

I reached out. We have nothing better to do. Take me back. Show me the Domination.

She responded, Well, aren’t you all full of surprises? I didn’t expect you to try to start mining history until you had more fully surrendered to despair.

Me, reminding, Not my first time in the ground, either. And I am not actually buried. I can get up and walk out of here should the notion take me.

She, snidely, Really? In that body that has not lifted itself off that chair for thousands of years?

Well, hell! I never thought of that. I could look down and see those discarded silver daggers and reckon that I was free to run off and do whatever I felt like. Only …

Why not give it a try, there, lover? See if those old bones and muscles have any oomph left. You know, the only reason my sister made it big was because Bomanz made sure she was the first one to get up. He was another man that she fooled for an entire lifetime.

Bomanz would be the old-time sorcerer responsible for having freed the Lady and the Ten Who Were Taken from their imprisoning graves in a place called the Barrowland.

Soulcatcher’s damned white crow fluttered in out of nowhere. He amused himself with a bout of raucous corvine mockery. Then he helped himself to a perch on my left shoulder. I caught only a glimpse of him but that was enough to convince me that Soulcatcher had herself more than one avian interlocutor.

This crow was healthier than the bird I was used to seeing.

Maybe he had been eating better. Maybe there was a war on somewhere.

Clever Shivetya. There is always a war on somewhere.

I observed: Look at you, finding new recruits. How many white crows can there be, even if you are able to reach out far enough to touch one?

Something like a mental sigh. I didn’t think you would notice. To tell the truth, in the two worlds that I can reach I have found only three. A mated pair and that one, their first chick. And he has not yet learned how to travel from one world to the plain to another world. If he remains slow you could get to know him well. I think he likes you.

That sounded like a threat. Like maybe she foresaw Shivetya the New sharing the fate of statues.

And what the hell was she up to, being honest?

Maybe having become the great demon, the glittering stone’s Steadfast Guardian, I could now sense her well enough to tell that she was being open and honest because that was her best chance to mess with me. She might be confident that I would be convinced that she was lying.

Her confidence was not entirely misplaced. After so many years she knew her Croaker well. What she failed to factor sufficiently was that I was not quite Croaker anymore.

I saw no good reason to let her know that her perceptions might be slightly askew.

I asked: Is there any way I could borrow one of your friends to go…?

The nerve of some people! Here we are, you and me, a boy and a girl in a potentially intimate situation, where we need please no one’s expectations, and you want me to fix you up so you can go off sparking some other woman.

That was the situation, pretty much. Those crows possess a singular capacity for mimicking human speech.

Kind of like a re-echoed echo in the background, I thought I heard, And of all women, that woman.

She was right. If I had a white crow that I could ride I would head for the world of the Unknown Shadows, to exactly wherever Lady waited. If Lady knew me when I got there Soulcatcher might not get her white crow back.

This after I had abandoned her and everyone else in order to seize the role that I now owned.

There had to be some hypocrisy in there somewhere.

I said, I truly do want to wallow in the Senjak family history. What possibly could have happened to make you four girls the less than loving sisters that you became as women?

She did not respond. Not for a long time. I only marginally noticed because I was sitting there suddenly wondering why I was going on about four sisters. When and where had I learned that? It might be in the Annals somewhere but I could not remember where, now.

I could catalog their names, though: Ardath, Credence, Dorotea, Sylith … maybe. They lied a lot. They were the daughters of Lunwen and Banat Senjak. The Senjaks had been a key ruling-class family during the Domination. Banat was, for some reason, fixed in my mind as having produced all of her children while in an endless coma.

There may have been a son who died young and possibly even another daughter.

Sudden mocking hilarity from down below, my beloved enemy doing her psychic cold read. Oh, my! You must have been paying attention even during times that you have not been allowed to remember.

I am not quite sure what that meant but I do have one big chunk of blank memory concerning the time that I spent as a prisoner in the Tower. A lot could have happened there and have gotten lost. Time moved differently there when She willed it so to do. It was the story of Elf Hill turned on its ear. No time passed outside while ages passed within.

Then, for scant seconds again, I was a younger me seated at a dinner table with a beautiful woman and two spooky kids while a young teen girl armed with a prodigiously generous chest served us a freshwater fish dinner. I could smell the spices.

Shivetya the New possessed very limited reality management skills. Shivetya the New kept wandering off into fantasy pasts that could not possibly ever have been. Time might have moved differently inside the Tower had She willed it but not to the point where we would have produced and halfway raised some demon sprats. Shivetya the New knew for a fact that no such scene could have been possible in his pre–Steadfast Guardian history.

Shivetya the New pestered his prisoner for fresh news about his rash of alien recollections. His prisoner replied, I wouldn’t know anything about any of that. I was busy being dead at the time. Remember? Me carrying my head around in a basket? Then she closed her mind. Her familiar deserted my shoulder but not without leaving the gift that I had anticipated.

I thought, Crows do come in other shades. The black ones should be just as talented as the white ones. Right? Years ago, when I was Croaker, I’d had a pair of black ravens that traveled with me everywhere, that had spied for me and had carried messages, but now I could not remember how any of that had worked.

Or maybe I could co-opt the mind of some really interesting bird, like a great horned owl.

Maybe not. Owls have great eyesight for spying but they cannot talk. And there are no parrots or macaws anywhere near An Abode of Ravens.

Oh, hey! The answer might be right there in that name. Ravens. They are part of the crow family. I should take a look at that. Later. Once I had full control, I could manage the focus and time to go back and study how it had worked before.

I would have to be a bit sneaky, though. Crow birds and Soulcatcher have had a long relationship and those back then might have been connected to her, somehow.

Meantime, because the demon Shivetya, within himself, was not compelled to accept the tedious flow of time at one-to-one with the world outside, he suspected that he could slink down deep, close the rest of existence out, and then relive Croaker’s life complete, from first memories to the moment he surrendered to the seductive offer of Shivetya the Old and abandoned every person, every responsibility, every obligation in exchange for the possibility of putting himself into a place where he could spy out the answers to every question and every curiosity ever to have plagued him.

Meaning all the questions would have to be revisited and inventoried before I began to mine their answers.

A sarcastic ghost tickled my mind, asking if I wanted her to hold my hand.






Shukrat’s View


Tobo’s big nighttime adventure left him so wiped out that he did not want to do anything but sleep all day next day. I had no idea what he and the Unknown Shadows got into. I decided to let the sleeping dog lie and just get on with what I had to do myself. We could talk later.

After breakfast I went over to headquarters and asked Suvrin’s aide, Sergeant Chunyo, if I could see the Captain. To my astonishment, he let me in right away. I had figured Suvrin would be too busy to see anybody without an appointment.

I told him so once I was in his office.

“Too busy? I have almost nothing to occupy my time, right now. All we are doing is sitting here. The people who have work to do, they do their jobs quite well. The rest of us mark time while trying not to expire from boredom. What did you want to see me about?”

For a fraction of a second I suffered the notion that my swift admission to the presence might reflect more than a professional interest—but that was so blatantly an inflated appreciation of myself that I killed it instantly.

“You put me in charge of discouraging the monkeys. You told me to do whatever I had to do. What I want to know is, what does that mean? Because I can think of ways to wipe them out completely. But I would rather not.”

Suvrin is dark of skin so he shows neither paling nor blushing easily but I did get a feeling of embarrassment before he said, “Every mouthful of food a monkey steals is a mouthful denied to one of us.”

“I understand that. Shall I harvest them, destroy them, or just chase them away?”

The Captain seemed to have trouble breathing. I was pushing him into a place where he was seriously uncomfortable. He did not want to have anything hung on him that might look bad in days to come.

I could not help myself. I might be too young, but, “You may not want to be the Captain but you have been chosen to be the Captain, and that means that you have been cursed to make the choices, for good or ill.”

“And to bear the consequences.”

“That, too. I have to know, going in, how fierce should I get? Because I really could wipe them out. Or I could see them turned over to the cooking crews for putting into some kind of meat pie.”

Suvrin shut his eyes, leaned back in his chair, did some kind of deep-breathing thing. After almost a minute of reflection, he said, “We are not going to eat them unless we get so desperately hungry that we have already eaten our livestock, rats and cats, dogs and lizards and snakes, and are looking at eating our own dead.”

Yuck! And yuck again! But I have read parts of Tobo’s father’s first book. People will even do that if times get bad enough.

“Right. Got it. Any other limits on the pressure that I can apply?”

I admired me for being able to push the potential horror aside.

Tobo’s mom and dad and grandma, and some others from the Company, lived through the siege of Dejagore, which was called Jaicur in those days.

“As I said, do what you have to do. Use any tools that work.” He kept his eyes closed. He seemed to be silently begging me not to make him have to be eviler than circumstances compelled him to be.

“Thank you, Captain. I believe that I understand.”

The Captain looked like a thousand-pounder weight had been lifted off his chest.



These days Croaker’s woman, who would be like my twice-removed surrogate mother in the Company, lives in a house of no special distinction. She shares it with the carpet craftsman Howler. I think I once heard her say that he is her uncle. I do not know if she meant an actual blood relationship or just a Hsien-style reference to an honored elder male.

I went knocking. When Lady answered she wore a face that could have been carved from stone. Like, she was, and that was all that she was.

I told her, “The Company is up against a hungry winter. The Captain wants me to protect the harvest from the monkeys that live in the hills south of here.”

Damn! I was Voroshk but I was still totally intimidated. Right now, this woman was just Croaker’s wife but once she was almost a goddess in his old world. And thanks to Croaker she was growing back into that strength.

My impression was that, behind the face of stone, she was amused.

She asked, “So what do you need from me?”

“The Captain is really serious about this. So, I was thinking that, if me and Arkana could maybe get some of your fireball shooters, we could…”

“You could murder so many monkeys that the survivors would choose to starve rather than face the full fury of the Annalist’s daughters?”

What could I say? That was the bottom line. That was a coolly stated accusation that swooped in like from another level of reality. Except for the part about “daughters.”

I did try to say something but my mind would not produce anything worth being said.

Lady smiled a smile that turned her face suddenly warm. “I am sorry. That was not kind. Your concerns, and Suvrin’s, are important. There are a lot of soldiers here and all of them have to be fed and housed, clothed and kept warm, and poor Suvrin is completely convinced that he is out of his depth. He insists on telling himself that he could not do this job in his own home country let alone here in an alien world.” She was not speaking in her own language because I did not have that. With so many people speaking so many different milk tongues we all sound very stiff and formal when we use the pidgin we have in common.

The woman was losing me. I reminded myself, repeatedly, just how fierce she was, and that she had centuries of experience at being wicked.

She said, “Those monkeys have always been there. And they are just like people. If they find a way to get by without having to work as hard that is what they are going to do.”

“Ma’am?”

“‘Ma’am’? I would strangle you, girl, if I were not aware of your actual youth. My point is, the monkey troops of An Abode were there before the Company came. They are stealing because stealing is easier than what they had to do to find food before there were farmers here to rob.”

“Got you. Cool. So how about me and Arkana get…”

“You have the tools you need. The Unknown Shadows. Suvrin likely chose you mostly because he feels guilty about always piling more work onto Tobo.”

I got that right away. That sounded so true that I wondered why I had not thought of it myself.

Of course, the Unknown Shadows could solve the monkey problem, and without murdering them by the hundreds.

“Thank you … Lady. Thank you.” I started to turn away, thinking that this kind of thing might be partly why nobody took Arkana and me as seriously as Voroshk women ought to be taken. But then a thought intruded. I turned back.

She remained standing in her doorway, watching. “Yes?”

I caught myself before I “ma’am”ed her again, which she saw, recognized, and smiled about.

I told her, “Arkana and I both saw somebody who looks like Croaker down there with the monkeys. With the monkeys. Arkana was way closer than I was when I saw him and she swears that it is him. But that cannot be. Can it?”

For just a second Lady looked like somebody had whacked her in the face with a big hunk of lumber.

“You are right. That should not be. But in this world ‘cannot be’ is never absolute. You must have seen something. Wait there. I will be back in a minute.” She ducked inside her house, not bothering to shut her door. I heard her bark something in a language that I did not recognize, I assumed to Howler since that old bundle of stink was likely the only one that she would have in there with her.

Lady’s minute turned out to be about ten. Then she and Howler, riding flying carpets hip-high off the ground, eased out from behind the house. Lady told me, “Pull that door shut, will you please?” And, “Sorry I took so long, dear. I wanted to send a message to your cousin to join us.”

“Yes…” Amazed. Lady said “please.” And:

“Thank you. Climb aboard.” She dropped her carpet to the ground.

“Uh…”

“We are going looking for your Croaker double. You will be our guide. Where is your cousin?”

“I do not know. Probably with Dikken. If you let her know, I am sure she will meet us there. This Pop thing has been all hers from the start.”

She indicated where she wanted me to settle. I was no stranger to carpet flight but I did not like it much. When I flew a post, I was the one in charge.

“And who might Dikken be?”

“A Honen Ao boy. His real name is Kuma but he does not like it so he tries to go by Dikken.”

“All right. Yes. That would be the spy kid from Khang Phi.”

She knew that, too?

She said, “He is a cutie, is he not?” She glanced my way with a knowing smile. Up we rose, gently for my sake. She knew that I was uncomfortable with the carpet means of flight.

One reason that I do not hang around her much is because she always makes me feel like she is reading my mind. I replied, “Arkana seems to think so.”

“Ah, sweet youth.” And a surprisingly warm chuckle.

We were halfway down to monkey country when I thought to ask, “Have you ever heard of something called the Book of Names?”

Several seconds passed. “I do not believe so. Should I have? What would that be?”

“I do not know. Anything. Dikken told us that the main reason he was sent down here was to find out what he could about what we knew about something called the Book of Names.”

“Definitely curious.” She drifted nearer Howler, gabbled something foreign. That language sounded like somebody gargling pea gravel. Howler gabbled back. I did not need to know the language to get that he said he had never heard of the Book of Names before Lady told me so. She added, “So, there is another mystery that we will need to investigate. Along with all the others.”

“The others?”

“We are on the trail of one right now, are we not? This would be about the right area, would it not? Please point out where you saw this man.”

I did that both for Arkana’s sightings and for mine.

Down we went. We hovered. Lady gabbled at Howler. Howler grunted, then went back up about five hundred feet and drifted back north maybe a hundred fifty. Tilted. Observing.

Lady settled to the ground. “Now we poke around in the weeds.”

She left the carpet. I followed her. She studied the grass, the brush, the trees, literally poking around in the weeds with a stick. Then she seemed to go into a walking trance. Maybe five minutes passed before she sloughed that off and headed back to the carpet.

“Anything?” I asked.

“Something, yes, but nothing certain. I have a suspicion.” Which she was not ready to share. “Let us look at the next spot.” She shouted something to Howler in that other language. He responded by tilting his carpet forward some. I did not immediately understand why he did that. Lady took us only high enough to avoid dragging on the taller bushes.

Over the shakes about me not being the one doing the flying I did take a better look at Howler’s carpet.

Flying carpets of the Domination design all take the same general form, varying only in size. The carpet part comes from the heavy ruglike material used to create the top surface. That is stretched tight on a wooden box frame of the appropriate size, twelve to fifteen inches tall. Carpets can be extremely clumsy in gusty weather. Howler’s personal carpet, built by him for him, was just big enough for him and a lunch box. And …

The carpet’s whole underframe was jammed up with fat bamboo poles. There must have been fifty packed in there. If those were the fireball launchers that I suspected them to be, having seen those used in the other world, Howler was sitting on enough firepower to destroy a small army.

Or, possibly of more importance someday, battalions of Unknown Shadows.

I wondered.

Lady saw me come to that realization. “That could be. If they ever turn on us.”

The fireball projectors used in the other world were deadly against any target. They could even reduce fortresses. Or bridges if you were retreating. But why would you be on the run if you had that kind of power at your command?

Well, we did, over there. Sometimes firepower is not enough.

And, back then, there were only a handful of fireball projectors because they were hard to make and Lady would not teach anybody else how to make them. There is no telling how many we have today. I have a feeling that the number and the inventory are in the hands of somebody Lady trusts completely. It could be that not even Suvrin knows the whole truth.

So, anyway, I did see all of that but that was not what what we were doing now was all about. We visited the dump where Arkana said she saw Croaker the first time.

My cousin is older than me and probably more experienced at most stuff so I have never been sure why she was so ready to accept Croaker as our adopted father. Especially when she ran for home as soon as she had the chance. I was way more reluctant to think of him like that. Even though there were times, sometimes, when I caught myself thinking of him as Pop, too.

When Croaker captured me, he did treat me better than the Voroshk who sired me ever did, although childhood was not totally awful for me.

Maybe that was Arkana’s story. How Croaker treated her, compared to what she had experienced before.

So, this one time, not long before he made the deal to become the new Steadfast Guardian, me and Croaker went over to my Voroshk world to save dumbbutt Arkana from her having to become a brood sow who had to furnish the Khatovar world a new generation of idiots like our cousin Gromovol.

That was history, dealt with, but even dealt-with troubles can keep on biting. And sometimes some of us just cannot shake off all of what our own people have told us that we have to be from the time that we could understand what they were saying. But, then, if some old bookminder like Croaker comes along and shows you another way to look at things …

“Shukrat?”

I realized that Lady had called my name more than once already.

I told her, “Sorry, ma’am. I just got all tangled up in thinking about how much Croaker looked out for me and Arkana, even when we acted like total ingrates.”

Lady seemed pleased. “He was a most extraordinary and unusual man, was he not? In his own way, never realizing it, he redeemed me, as well. But that is a discussion we should save for the hearthside once winter comes. Right now, we need to focus on finding the Croaker that you saw here.”

“Yes…” I bit down on it.

“It probably will not poison me if you use the occasional honorific. Where shall we look next?”

We went. We checked places where the monkeys had left messes. I saw nothing, but Lady did her trance thing every time and seemed to get something that way. I said, “Maybe he went where the monkeys live. He was running with some of them that one time.”

Lady called something to Howler in that other language. He and his carpet popped up another five hundred feet. He rotated slowly, back and forth halfway, scanning an arc from about the shadowgate due west to the opposite direction in the east. He called down something that must have meant, “I don’t see anything.”

Lady wondered aloud, “Could it have been a prank by the Unknown Shadows?”

Interesting idea. Some of those things do have the ability to take on a human semblance. That one time that Tobo and them made that raid on the library at Khang Phi the Unknown Shadows made it look like some people were in different places at the same time.

I said, “They would not do something like that unless Tobo asked them to.”

“Exactly.” She eyed me intently. “Would he think that was funny?”

“No. He did not do it. And that is not even the kind of prank that would amuse him.” After kind of shrinking in on myself, some, I confessed, “Tobo does not really have a sense of humor anymore. Sometimes he tries to tease me or Arkana but he is not very good at it. He usually just ends up hurting somebody’s feelings or making them mad.”

“I do know that. I have known him since he was born. Something went out of him when he lost his parents.”

Both claims would be true, yes, though the former not intimately.

Anyway, according to Lady, after a couple of minutes Howler did spy three different monkey troops, none of which had an old man with them.

I told Lady, “I am sorry that this is turning out to be a total bust.”

“Not at all, dear. I have not found him, certainly, but I have been able to determine that you did see what you thought you saw.”

“Hah?”

Oh, my gods! Suddenly, I realized that my massively over-uddered cousin was not the only one who made that supremely annoying noise.

Could it possibly be some inbred characteristic of the Voroshk?

“Relax. It is certain that something is going on but I doubt that it is anything dangerous. As I said, I have a suspicion, but that will take a while to confirm. I will have Howler do some looking around.”

She seemed to be working stuff out from no evidence … Oh, darn! Dimwit! Those times when she tranced. That had to be her version of chekta-ghwonog! How come I did not see that before? Maybe I am as dumb as Arkana thinks.

And just then, on time, here comes the boob-monster with Dikken on her post behind her, Bear Boy reeking of terror.

I grumbled, “I cannot imagine why that idiot boy lets Arkana drag him around.”

Lady actually laughed. “You know perfectly well why, Shukrat. You use it every day yourself. Girl magic. It does not have to be deliberately employed. Any young woman of average intellect can cloud a genius male mind if she wants to make the effort. And I would suspect that your cousin has chosen to make the effort.”

“Yeah, well. Arkana does have what it takes to get a man’s attention.”

Lady laughed again! “She has been blessed, has she not?” Then the humor fled her. “I hope … Shukrat, dear, how does she think of men? Other than Croaker. I am pretty sure that she felt safe with him.”

She had lost me. “I do not understand. Can you tell me better what you are asking?”

“Of course. You do know what happened to her that night when your cousin tried to escape? When we were on the other side.”

“Oh. You mean when Gromovol went totally brain-dead stupid and killed some people? Yeah. I know some of it. Arkana does not talk about it and I can understand that. That whole business really sucks. Except there was one time when she said she hoped the Gunni people on the other side were right and Gromovol is roasting for all eternity in their seventh hell, with no more turns around the Wheel of Life.”

Once I finished saying all that I took a moment to think about why Lady might have dragged that into the light. Then I said, “No, you know, I think she was really hurt by that night but she really, really, only blames it on the guys who did it to her. And on Gromovol for his, like, totally overweening stupidity. Pop worked really hard on helping her get over the nightmares and the ugly thinking.”

Dang! That was twice that I let myself lapse into rough talk. I was a little ashamed but Lady only seemed amused. And, because of that distraction, it was not until I was writing later that I realized that I said “overweening,” which I had to stop and think what it meant, then wonder how I even knew that word.

Lady said, “He did seem to have a knack with younger women.”

“Ma’am?” I could not help myself.

“You girls were not his first rescue project. Not by a long way. In fact, it was not just children that he rescued. Or tried to rescue. I fall into that space myself.”

I doubled down on the dumb. “Ma’am?”

“Stop that!”

“Yes, ma’am!”

Shukrat, you idiot!

But that made her break out laughing. Again! Totally raucous this time.

I had known Lady only maybe a year and some but I never heard her laugh so totally spontaneously before. It was like she was always totally focused and totally serious, deadly serious, no humor in her at all, so her laughing like that left me totally confused but a whole lot less frightened by her.

And I totally use the word “totally” totally too much.

I finally worked up the courage to ask, “Are we really doing anything useful out here?”

“We are. Absolutely, totally, and for sure!” Said totally reeking with amusement at youth.

What good is nerve if you do not use it? Croaker used to say that sometimes. Back in the day he was one of those old guys that says all his favorite stuff over and over. I asked Lady, “Can I take a total right turn and run something off the wall past you?”

Her one eyebrow jumped up. “All right. Sure. What have you got?” Rather patronizingly, I thought.

“I cannot help thinking about stuff and sometimes that makes me come up with weird questions. So, like, back a while ago, the old Shivetya was able to cure Howler of the screaming that he was not able to control for, like, five hundred years. I know, that was not a health thing, that was an old curse thing. And, also, he was able to bring Howler back to life after he got killed in the raid on the Palace in Taglios. Then he brought Soulcatcher back to life and he fixed Croaker’s hand and eye that got mutilated.”

“Are you going somewhere with all of this?” She sounded more curious than impatient or condescending, actually.

“I am. What I have been wondering is, if the new Shivetya has all of the old Shivetya’s powers, would he be able to do something to bring your daughter back?”

Arkana, who had just joined us, stared at me with an open mouth, and Lady with a sudden air of desperate calculation.






Arkana’s View


Once upon a time I heard one of Pop’s buddies say, “Even a blind squirrel sometimes finds a nut.” And my ditzy cousin is living proof.

Nobody nowhere on the gods’ green earths ever thought of Shukrat’s notion before that girl expressed it herself. Not even Booboo’s mother or father, despite the screamingly obvious example of Howler.

That was another thing that Pop might have noted. Even the very smartest people do not often stray outside their preconceived notions and mental limits when the pressure is on. The more pressure there is, the less flexible most people get.

All that brat Shukrat could do was put on a show of demanding how come it took so long for me and Dikken to show up.

Looking like she was going to bust out laughing, Lady said, “That is a good question.”

And, all embarrassed, Dikken goes, “That was all my fault, ma’am.” Giant smiles over there! “I was too scared to get onto the flying post.”

Slam-bam! There went those smirks! Burned you, dirty minds!

Gods, I hope Shukrat never gets around to reading this. Riding the flying post was not the only thing that beautiful boy was too chicken to try.

And we are all getting all mixed up and putting down stuff not in order. If Pop was here, he would probably want us to redo everything to get everything organized. But there are some problems with that. Shukrat and I would have to sit down together and talk about it. And we are getting short on paper and it is going to be a while before somebody who knows how can make us some or we can buy some from a papermaker here in Hsien.

And Shukrat has a tendency to get distracted?

I am getting all mixed up and bassackwards here myself.



Somebody left word for me and Tobo about what Lady and Shukrat were heading out south to do. Tobo was sleeping the sleep of death. I could not even get him to groan. I had been hanging with my future snuggle bear when I got the word. I figured they sent a message because they wanted me to come help look for Pop. I guess that would only be right since I was the one who saw him first. But Dikken did not want to go. He had flown once already and figured that was the one time that he needed for this trip around the Wheel of Life.

That boy was really stubborn! I had to bust my sweet behind to bully him enough to make him come with me. Then he hung on so tight that I thought he was going to squeeze the crap out of me. He never opened his eyes and he never stopped praying the whole way down.

Dikken is a sweet and beautiful boy but he is a total wimp. I have begun to suspect that we will not be a thing for very long—if we ever become a thing.

I maybe need a guy who will push back when …

Tobo really must have been wiped because he never did show up.



So, after Lady and Shukrat wasted a load of time fussing about stuff that had to do with Pop and Lady and their zombie kid everybody finally got back to business: the scourging of the monkeys and the catching of the Pop revenant thing.

Poor Dikken spent the whole adventure gripping me or my post with bone-white hands, his eyes and his prayers rolling. Doing a little better now, he screamed and prayed only when I dropped too fast or we hit some turbulent air.



The country turns really rocky, hilly, and halfway barren just south of where the Hsien squatters and refugees were trying to scratch out a living for themselves and the Company. Some unusual geography and geology started there and got wilder the farther on you went. From up high it looked like there might be a forest on the other side of the badlands and some mountains beyond that. It even looked like there might be a lot of smoke down there, but that could be just because that was all so far away.

The nearer badlands were where the monkeys lived. That country was never colonized by humans. There was not enough soil to farm but sheep or goats might have managed if there had not been any monkeys operating in murderous gangs.

Because Dikken was so pathetic with his moaning and praying I had no chance to streak on down and look at that whole end of the world stretched out like a big three-dimensional map. Lady did that, though, and came back to let the rest of us know that what we thought were totally desert badlands were not that at all. The trouble is, I do not know how to describe what she did see.

In amongst the rocky rills and ridges there were sheltered green zones that, if they were out in an actual desert somewhere, might be called oasises. (Oases? How do you make the plural of oasis, Pop? I cannot do it in Voroshak and that is my home language.) Those all had monkeys there. But none of those places had resources enough to support its local troop.

Just like people, I guess, rock monkeys cannot help doing the nasty dance.

So those animals had no choice but to go out looking for food. They found the dump first, then the farms.

And we had the same problem they did, us people. Which meant that if we did not figure out something, we would have to start eating them. Would they start trying to eat us?

Did they eat meat? Bugs and grubs, I know that, but …

I guess the Company could try something more traditional, like sending foragers into our neighbors’ countries. Even if we do not have Tobo, our side is stronger than any of them, as long as our native troops keep faith.

Lady suddenly scooted off to join Howler. They got heads together. I thought about going over there but got the feeling that I would not be welcome.

Lady came back in about a minute, anyway, and beckoned us to her. “Girls, we are going to make quick, random overflights for a while, just roaming in a way that is not predictable. If we do not kick up anything in another hour, we will hang it up for today. Tobo is probably best suited to handle this hunt now, because I believe our quarry realizes that we are looking for him. If we can convince Tobo to send his friends out tonight, we should have a target tomorrow.”

Well, long story short, that sort of summed it up for the day. The Croaker revenant was a total ghost. He had to be in a cave somewhere if he was not just a mirage.

Lady got frustrated and snippy before she called everything off. She did, even if she was not the one officially in charge.

I never thought about it before, but, I wonder, exactly what is her place in the Company, these days? For that matter, where do any of us non-soldiers really fit? Me and Shukrat are not exactly camp followers. We do useful military work. But we are not official members of the Company.

Even Tobo has not sworn the oath and does not have an official rank or job. But they let him use the officers’ mess, same as me and Shukrat and Lady and Howler.






Shukrat’s View


Me and Arkana (with Dikken as our guest) grabbed supper at the officers’ mess before we went home. Uncle Jun Go took time to tease us about Dikken. He is an old sweetheart, that man, all scarred up from on the other side. He was a cavalryman until he got all bad hurt. “Hazards of the trade,” he might say. For sure he never let his injuries keep him from doing something and the something he liked to do now was cook.

Anyway, we ate and talked to Uncle for a while, then we went home. Dikken expressed his failure to be impressed by our supper. “That was no better than what the ordinary soldiers get.” He had been eating in their mess.

Arkana opined that that might be a good thing where the morale of the troops was concerned. She said, “And now, Cousin, let’s see if your squirrely love bug has gotten his butt out of bed.”

I was the bigger woman. I just said, “Yes, let’s.”

My squirrely love bug was, indeed, out of bed. And he was gone. And in a mad fit of intuition I knew exactly where he went. “Kuma Bear, stay here,” I said. “Get a fire started. It is going to be cold tonight. Arko, come with me.”

“Oh, dear, you are so forceful!”

“Can it! I am going to show you something that you’re probably not ready to see and probably won’t believe even after you see it. Come on!”



When we got there I did not knock, I just pushed on into Tobo’s house.

And, of course, there he was, with his ghosts and the Unknown Shadow Big Ears. The three old women appeared almost solid, substantial, alive. Big Ears was equally apparent; so much so that I could see him while looking straight at him. He looked like half a toad and half a giant bunny, with exaggeratedly oversized floppy rabbit ears. He was the size of a pony. But, believe it or not, he was some kind of cat, the brother of Cat Sith.

Tobo did have a small hearth fire burning so there was some light.

Arkana did not have the least difficulty seeing the ghost women or Big Ears. She had never actually seen anything but hints of motion way off in the corners of her eyes before.

She said, “Day-yam!”

And I said, “Tobo, you have got to stop this stuff.” Because, thinking about it when I had time, I got pretty sure that, no matter how much he complained about their nagging, he was creating his own haunts, maybe out of the same force or power that animated the Unknown Shadows. Those old women just kept getting more real. Something that had gone wrong inside Tobo’s head must be driving him to re-create his female ancestors. He might be some kind of masochistic sculptor-necromancer raising the dead not as they had been in real life but as they existed inside his own head.

That would explain how Sahra and Hong Tray could be here when they died in the other world but it did not explain how Tobo knew Hong Tray, who died a long time ago, before he was born.

Only, he might have brought these three with him from over there …

I tried peering intently, to see if the oldest woman was more poorly defined than the other two.

What a terrible and terrifying power that would be, being genuinely haunted by your own demons.

Tobo just stared at me dully, like he was not quite sure who I was.

None of the ghosts said anything although they did look my way when I spoke. It seemed that they could see Arkana and me. And Sahra’s nose did hoist a bit, like she smelled some female thing that was not quite human enough to be Nyueng Bao, but still had the appropriate pairs of everything.

I think maybe I was feeling less respectful than I might. I made a greeting gesture loaded down with a whole lot of “I am still alive and you are not! Nyah-nyah!”

Arkana blurted, “What is this crap?” Big Ears did not intimidate her at all. “You getting into raising the dead? You better not be getting into raising the dead. I have been in three different worlds, now, and on the glittering stone and that is not allowed anywhere. That will get you put down almost everywhere.”

Which I never thought about before she started mooing but that was true. Uneducated-type people, and almost every other kind, too, are terrified of the risen dead. They can get quite extreme if they find out that somebody has been trying to raise the dead.

At least, for sure, that was the way it was where Arkana and I were raised. And I saw some of the same in the other world, too, especially in how people reacted to the Deceiver cult. I am not so sure about here in Hsien. I never thought about it. I should ask Dikken. Dikken? Nuts! Dikken was here! Dikken was here? Did I not tell him…?

But he was in Tobo’s house with me and Arkana right now. It was too late to change that.

Tobo definitely seemed to be mostly somewhere else. He was aware of us, as was Big Ears, but neither one seemed able to focus on us.

The three old women seemed more solid now than they had when we got there.

Oh! No! They were sucking the life out of him?

They were not ghosts! They were some kind of hidden folk that preyed on the living! Vampire spirits! They would have to be invited but once Tobo surrendered to his obsession with Sahra and those others there would be no stopping them.

We had a creature like that back in my world. I could not remember what it was called. I always thought it was just some kind of scare-the-children peasant folklore. Our underclasses over there indulged in all kinds of unlikely superstitions.

Dikken, uninvited Dikken, of all timid-ass souls, yanked a folded piece of paper out of a pocket, unfolded it, and held it up facing Tobo and the ghosts. It was about four inches wide and a foot long. There were five or six brush-calligraphed figures on it. They did not look like Hsienish ideographs. Dikken barked something harsh, just one word, then began one of those mantras like he did all the time when he was flying with Arkana.

All three ghosts let out audible squeaks. Tobo shrieked, “No!”

Big Ears turned his ugly head. His huge eyes glowed pink in the weak firelight. His toad tongue shot out and snatched the paper out of Dikken’s hand.

Big Ears immediately made a noise like the shriek of a woman in labor, and even before he pulled his tongue all the way back it was smoldering and dripping gobbets of what looked like viscous bacon fat. Those globs steamed or smoked when they hit the floor.

Tobo’s house was one of only a handful in An Abode that had a finished wooden floor. Now it had a finished wooden floor with smoky holes in it.

Big Ears kept on with the woman-in-labor moans.

The ghosts moaned, too, and tried to close in around Tobo.

Tobo looked like he was about to be consumed by the same madness that had made him torture and murder those men over in the other world.

Big Ears shuddered massively, collapsed onto his belly.

The room suddenly, swiftly turned as cold as the coldest winter back home. Two more Unknown Shadows formed beyond Big Ears, Tobo, and the ghost women, a brace of giant cats that pushed everyone toward the front of the house. I recognized Cat Sith. The other I did not.

Though she was a great cat and in no way resembled Big Ears, the two were supposed to be siblings.

Tobo paid them no attention. He was focused on me, Arkana, and Dikken and there was murder in his eye.

Instead of lending Tobo her strength Cat Sith extended a massive paw to rest atop his head, startling him big-time. He half turned toward her, ready to fight.

Cat Sith pressed down.

The Unknown Shadows can for sure have a direct and physical impact in the mundane world, when they want to. Here was absolute proof. The great shadow cat pressed Tobo down to the floor, held him there, struggling, like a house cat will a captured mouse. The other monster cat lent a paw.

A voice from behind me said, “Excellent. I did not want to have to step in.”

Lady stood in the outside doorway. She had an aura about her, like an indigo glow, nearly indetectable. She was not just Croaker’s woman right then, she was “the Lady.”

Every eye turned her way. Even Tobo stopped fighting the shadow cats and looked from flat on his back.

Lady made no move to come inside. She said nothing more. The tension of the situation drained away. Tobo’s ghosts seemed totally intimidated but Lady just stood there doing nothing but watch.

Those women did not go away, though, nor did they fade beyond what they did that one moment. They sort of drifted to the left and bunched up, maybe trying to get too small to be noticed.

Tobo gave up struggling altogether, apparently stricken rational. Cat Sith and her friend removed their paws, let him get up. He needed Cat Sith’s help to manage. He had no strength at all. The other big cat helped him stay standing.

Cat Sith eased forward, sniffed Big Ears, laid a paw on top of that monster’s head. She flinched back massively and even mewed after the touch. She backed off a step and peered intently at Dikken, speculatively, before returning to Big Ears.

With Cat Sith’s help Big Ears was able to spit up the remains of Dikken’s paper.

Dimwit Arkana was not hardly paying attention. She just stood there staring at Dikken, awed, right hand on his left sleeve. I think if she was not in a crowd, she would have jumped him.

Sometimes I am pretty sure that my cousin is a freak.

Lady finally spoke up. “I want you kids to come to my house. Now. Girls, help Tobo.” She scanned the other visible entities, and maybe more that were not readily apparent, coldly, but said only, “Come. Now.”

I approached Tobo carefully, in case the crazy came back. Arkana was just as careful, but not for the same reason. She had developed a magnetic attachment to Dikken. That was where she wanted to be.

Tell the truth, I felt some of that, too. Which was probably on account of my Voroshk blood, strength calling to strength.



That night there was a clear sky and two bright moons. It was really chilly. The shooting stars were going crazy. Croaker always said that people do not look up but you could not help doing that with those moons and all those meteors. But what else I saw up there chilled me more that the cold air did.

Howler was up there on his ultra-lethal carpet, targeting Tobo’s house.

Things could have gotten hot and ugly there if they had not gone Lady’s way. With me and Arkana, Tobo and Dikken in the stew with those ghosts and Unknown Shadows.

Can you say ruthless?

No doubt about it, the old Lady was on her way back.

What would she do?

I might not want to know.

I might want to be careful about letting her know that I had noticed.






Arkana’s View


It started out as a weird night and it just kept on being weird.

Lady herded us over to the place where she stayed. For some reason Shukrat was acting all scared, her shoulders all hunched up over on the other side of Tobo, who was only about halfway with us. It was something that hit her after we left Tobo’s place.

Maybe it was what tonight told her about her guy. That gave me the jim-jams and I did not have any emotion invested.

That did not feel quite right, though. And I had this feeling that I should not ask her about it until later.

Damn! That was some scary shit that went down in Tobo’s house! I never directly saw any Unknown Shadows since we got to Hsien. Big Ears and Cat Sith were bad enough, but those women that were there! There was something really extra scary about them.

I am pretty sure that what we ended up seeing was not what Shukrat meant when she told me to go over there with her.

Lady’s place is two or three hundred yards from where Tobo stays. There are some random trees, here and there, that have, so far, not been cut down for firewood or timber. Croaker and Sleepy both, back when, insisted that it was important that soldiers see some nature in their garrisons. Dikken was burbling on about how many shooting stars there were tonight when Lady, leading the pack, stopped suddenly and stared up into a tree that I do not know what kind it was except that it was all ugly, branchy, and at this time of year kept dropping spiky ball things that can make you turn your ankle if you do not watch where you step. I looked to see what had grabbed Lady’s attention.

There was an owl up there, looking back. It was the biggest darned owl I ever saw. It did not spook. It just stared, head jerking right and left as it checked us all out.

Nobody said anything but Dikken. “That is one big owl!”

Lady grunted. That bird made her uncomfortable for some reason.

She started walking again.

Fifty yards later we came to an oak tree that had begun shedding acorns by the ton. Uncle Jun Go had those collected every day. He knew some way to treat them with ashes to make the meat edible and said he was going to grind them into flour.

Lady stopped right in front of this tree, too, and seemed even more uncomfortable than she had with the giant owl. Took me a second to see why, then I was creeped out, too.

There were crows all over in that tree. Ravens, actually. A lot of ravens. And they were totally silent even though we could see that they were all awake. That was really spooky! No way can you put more than two crows together and not have them squabbling and squawking full-time.

Lady muttered something to herself that I did not catch. She checked the sky behind us for a second, then started walking again, and we were at her house in less than a minute. We all went inside. I never was in there before. Neither was Shukrat, I think. It was more spacious than I thought it would be, more comfortable, and with better furnishings than I expected. I thought it looked like she held meetings in there.

Lady said, “Sit down.” She indicated like a dozen chairs, most of them around this one big table. She went to the fireplace and began messing with the fire, stirring the coals and adding some firewood.

Lady dithered with the fire for a while, maybe making herself some time to think. Finally, just when smelly old Howler came in with a tray loaded with cups, a teapot, grainy muffins, honey, and tea fixings, she seated herself at the head of the table and began filling cups. She told the rest of us to move to seats at her end of the table.

Howler drifted off toward the door to the outside.

That guy is extra spooky. I do not think that I have heard him make a sound since the demon of the glittering stone cured his screaming. But maybe I just have not been paying attention. No. Wait! He did talk when we went monkey busting.

Lady waited until everybody had taken a sip or two. Then she faced Tobo. “What the hell did you think you were doing? Never mind. I do not want to hear your excuses. I know what you were doing. I have been there myself. But, damn, boy! I thought you were smarter than that.”

It was easy to see Tobo wanting to argue and explain even knowing that he had been doing something that he should not have been.

Which was something that was costing him his own being.

I have this notion that a lot of the greatest wickedness that ever happens does so because of the grief and loneliness of the people who do the evil. They start out just trying to soothe their own feelings of loss and loneliness. Maybe through no fault of their own they become ever-emptier emotional vessels getting more desperate to be filled.

Tobo had nothing to say.

I was having trouble paying attention. Dikken had seated himself beside me, close enough for me to feel the heat rolling off of him.

And somebody here had come into heat, I guarantee. Much to her own amazement.

Tobo refused to fight so Lady shifted her attention to Dikken. “What did you do in there? What was that paper?”

“A kind of charm. Usually called a talisman. A ready spell that can be activated by a voice command. They are especially useful in situations where the Unknown Shadows manifest.”

He sounded like he was quoting someone.

“I would imagine so. What are you doing with one?”

My beautiful boy Dikken. He wets his pants just going up for a fly but he is not much intimidated by that woman. He shrugged. “My teacher thought that I might find it useful in a place like this, among the kinds of people that I might meet here.”

I am not sure that there was not an insult in there somewhere.

That for sure irked Lady, big-time. She was not used to that kind of response.

“Do you have more of those charms? If so, I want them. I want to see how they work.”

“With due respect to my elders, no. I will not do that.”

Lady came up out of her seat, snarling! “Do not defy…!”

Like a stage magician doing card tricks Dikken raised both hands. Those paper things seemed to appear out of nowhere, instantly, one facing Lady, the other facing back over his right shoulder … where Howler had started to move toward him. Dikken made sounds that did not sound like words in any language.

Lady froze, speechless, in the middle of her surge.

Howler flung backward, hard, and smashed against the front wall.

Dikken told Lady, “You do not have the right.” He got out of his chair and headed for the door. Not sure why I should, I followed him.






Shukrat’s View


Tobo seemed more alive than at any time since yesterday morning as he knelt with me by Howler. He was still not himself, but … He said, “He is breathing but he might have something busted inside.”

“Too bad Croaker is not here.” The Company did not have an outstanding healer anymore.

“I would not know about that, hon.” He glanced at Lady.

She had slumped back into her chair and now rested her head on her arms on the table. I could not have said how I knew but I was sure she was nursing a migraine-grade headache.

I had me some seriously mixed feelings. There was no way that I could see how she could say that she had not asked for it. I never saw her really bully anybody before. And to start with Dikken! How could that be right?

I heard a weird noise.

When they went out Dikken and Arkana never shut the door. They just went. Now a whole mob of ravens was out there, on the ground, none of them making a sound, all of them looking in.

One extra-bold bird invited himself into the house.

I could not help wondering what those things were doing going around at night. Even during a night when both moons were up and the big one, the Dragon’s Eye, was full and almost poisonously bright.

Mister Bold Raven flapped up onto the table, faced Lady. Its head cocked back and forth as it considered her, first with one eye, then with the other.

Tobo and I helped Howler into a sitting position, against the wall, after we were sure that he did not have any serious injuries. Tobo said, “He might have hit his head. He might have a concussion. I do not like this, Shuke. We cannot start fighting each other.”

“Maybe she just cannot help being what she is. A bear has got to be a bear and a tiger has got to be a tiger. She has not been that thing for ages but now Croaker is doing something to help a tiger be a tiger again. I figure that he, like, probably does not even realize that he is making something…”

“He might be. But she was abusing it.”

Over there on the table the bold raven stepped in and gave Lady a good peck on the right forearm. Her head came up. Her eyes were wet and her gaze unfocused. But that bird’s remarkable presence got to her through her pain and confusion.

She jerked up and away, startled, and, I thought, maybe, suddenly afraid.

The raven hopped out of range of any sudden swat, then began to march back and forth in a two-and-a-half-foot patrol.

One by one, now, more ravens came inside. Some kept watch on me and Tobo and Howler. The rest flapped up onto the table. There must have been fifteen of them there, all focusing on Lady.

I started to ask, “What the heck?” but Tobo covered my mouth with his hand and shook his head. Draw no attention. No more attention. Right. I got that. I was totally, seriously ready to go with that. This was scary. This was serious supernatural stuff and I was pretty sure that Tobo’s invisible friends did not have anything to do with it.

I could think of only one other source.

I am pretty sure Lady had the same idea, especially after the giant owl landed in the light spilling through the open doorway. Not just flying on inside because its wingspan was too wide. It walked in, flapped massively and clumsily, and managed to get itself up onto the table, but with so much wing wind that an oil lamp tipped and spilled and for one panicky, loud minute I thought we were all going to die in a fire.

Tobo came alive and did something that kept the blaze from spreading, then did something else that killed it. Maybe with help from Lady. And the bit of concentration that it took for him to manage it all totally wiped him out. I let him lean on me so he would not collapse.

The fire set the ravens off. In seconds they gave up all the crow racket that they had been storing up for however long it was that they had been quiet. The racket was awful. I did what I could, clamping my hands over my ears, with a man hanging on to me. I almost wished that I was deaf. Not even Arkana’s laugh is as annoying as the braying of a whole tribe of crows.

The ravens got loud but they did not get gone. That was a surprise, because the door was still open.

Nothing distracted the owl. It just sat there and stared Lady in the eye.

The ravens settled down, then with drill-ground precision they formed ranks and stared at Lady, too. Minutes passed during which nobody moved or spoke. And during that silence, I thought, Lady slowly reddened, not in anger …

She was embarrassed! She was embarrassed? Lady?

What was going on?

Then one of the ravens said, in a distinctly cultured male voice, “We see you.” Then that bird up and flapped its way out of Lady’s house.

A second raven said, “We are watching,” in a commanding woman’s voice. Then that one headed out, too.

A third, in a young girl’s voice, said, “Mind your manners!” then followed the others.

Then the rest of the mob exploded, all heading for the doorway, smashing into each other as they tried to get away.

And then there was just that big old monster owl, staring. Lady stared back, a tic in her right eyelid. Despite her being who she was she could not stare down the owl.

The bird never said a word. But I have never heard of an owl that could talk. Those things have a one-word vocabulary, as far as I know.

Suddenly, Lady said, “You kids go on home. Rest. We will talk about Tobo’s Khang Phi adventure tomorrow.”

She had done a total turnaround. She was practically in mom mode, now. I asked, “How about Howler? He does not look so good.”

“He will be fine. He was just caught off guard. As were we all. Do not worry, dear. Howler is more resilient than you might think.”

I guess he would have to be if he really was hundreds and hundreds of years old, had already died once or twice, and was still going strong.

Tobo was now able to stagger along without my help. But once we got outside, he set course for his own place.

I glommed on. “No! Not that! How darned stubborn dumb are you, anyway? Those things are not your mother and they are not your mother’s mother or her mother, either. And you know that!”

He did not say anything but he did stop heading in that direction.

We were halfway to my house when that monster owl whooshed by overhead. I did not actually see it but I heard its wings beating as it circled several times before it went on about an owl’s nighttime business.

Not much later I fell asleep feeling all warm inside because I knew that Pop was still looking out for me.






Arkana’s View


I wanted so bad to know what Dikken was up to with those pieces of paper—he smacked Lady and Howler around with them—but the evidence suggested that he would not talk about that stuff. Which I guess makes sense. Some. From his point of view. But … he shut Lady down! And he almost broke Howler!

I was not quite so very excited anymore, thank you very much! Plus, I had to think about what all that crazy bird behavior meant, too.

I knew sorcery had to be involved. But Lady did not do that. Howler did not do that. Nor did Tobo, Shukrat, or me. Or Dikken, for that matter, if he was secretly some kind of junior magister. And that list included everybody connected with the Company that had any magical talent at all, that I knew about.

The outfit was seriously weak that way. But! Insofar as I knew, these days it owned no grand enemies so it did not need to have any grand talents of its own.

Unless …

We did not know a whole lot about what lay beyond our horizons. Dikken’s stunts at Tobo’s and Lady’s houses were a big surprise. What he did was a kind of magic unknown to the rest of us. Who could guess what other surprises the Land of Unknown Shadows might toss up?

I thought about cornering Dikken and making him talk but, when we got to the house, he barely had energy enough to unroll a futon and collapse onto it. And once he did that, I realized that I’d had one bitchin’ hard day myself and all I really wanted was to totally splash down on my own bed and wrap my blankets around me. And sleep. The only thing I did before that was take off my boots.

I did hear Shukrat and Tobo come in but I did not say anything. I guess they were totally tired too because I never heard any grunting and groaning. Which was not really fair because I never had any other time, either.



We’d had breakfast and were outside the officers’ mess, arguing. Tobo wanted to head back to bed. He claimed that he was too worn out to go Croaker hunting, or anything else.

Shukrat snapped, “You slept all day long yesterday. Then you were up for only three or four hours, then you slept all night last night, too. Nobody gets that tired.”

I wondered, “Could getting into Khang Phi with the Unknown Shadows have used him all up?”

“Dang! Cousin, I know what it was! It wasn’t that. It was those spooks sucking the life out of him.”

“Shuke, if you knew that why are you ragging on him about having to rest up from it?”

“Because we have got stuff that we need to do that we can’t do without Tobo! And because I don’t want to do without Tobo.”

And there we had it. And Tobo did not have a thing to say about it. Of course, as usual when we were talking to each other, we were using Voroshak, which Tobo did not understand much of, but … Tobo just stared off into the middle distance and waited to be moved to wherever we wanted to put him next. And that indifference only worked Shukrat up even more.

She was chewing rocks already. Smoke was about to pour out of her ears. She was totally ready to chomp a big-ass bite out of Tobo if he did not turn human really soon now.

In a tiny voice Dikken said, “Why do we not just go back to your house and settle down?” He did not want to get involved, really, I could tell. Probably because that would make us notice him and he was not eager to do any explaining. In fact, to me it seemed like he was watching for a chance to make a break for it but did have the good sense to realize that he was not athlete enough to outrun Shukrat or me.

I grabbed him by the hand and tugged him in close. “You have some explaining to do, Kuma Bear.”

He shivered some but I do not think he disliked being that close to a real live girl.

He did stammer, “Kuma is Honengo for ‘bear.’”



So, we went to Shukrat’s and my house. We four knelt on the floor, Hsienish-style, in a square, boys facing boys and girls facing girls. Only Dikken was comfortable that way. He tried to be too small to notice. Tobo had trouble staying awake.

Then, all of a sudden, Shukrat leaned forward, her weight on her knuckles and her nose practically bumping against Tobo’s nose. “You bonehead! You moron! You snuck out and went to feed those vampires again last night! Didn’t you?”

Tobo did not answer her. She was barking in Voroshak. I was pretty sure that she was right, though. That would explain why he had not recovered.

My oh my! We had us one sick puppy on our hands, we did. A twenty-two-year-old guy deliberately committing slow suicide because he missed his mommy.

Where were we going to find somebody who could wean him? Why was it that he could not see Shukrat as more important?

I did not get that. There ought to be one main thing obsessing guys Tobo’s age, unless they were on Uncle Jun Go’s team. And I was pretty sure that Tobo did not … Well, wait! There was the undeniable fact that I could not get him interested in all this way-hotter-than-Shukrat-is stuff when I tried to take him away from her. That had to mean something right there. Right?

Hey, boy, are you sure that you are straight? You might not be and just do not know it yet.

For sure that would make me feel better about me.

Shukrat, being one hundred percent her own self, told Tobo, “Buddy, it is time you quit jacking us around and tell us about Khang Phi. What did you do up there? What did you find out?”

“Babe, I am so tired! I need some rest.”

“That is not going to work. Not anymore. You have used up my whole supply of cut the guy some slack. And you did that to yourself.”

Tobo was in bad shape but he did have some pride left. That spark would not let him blame his weakness—physical and emotional—on anyone but himself.

Even so, I could see a proto-Gromovol on the horizon. If Tobo did not break his connection with those vampire spirits he was going to dwindle until he was nothing but their tool—for however long, then, that they used him before they finally sucked him dry.

Shukrat clapped hands in Tobo’s face. “Focus! Khang Phi! Report, soldier!”

Well, Cousin might be a little loose but she still had some useful influence. The trouble was, I figured that Tobo was so far gone now, she would have to stay joined at the hip with him just to keep him from sinking any farther. If he did slide out in the night to be with those things Shukrat could never go to sleep even if she was beside him. He could be so far gone already that he had surrendered.

The more I thought about the ugliness here the worse Tobo’s situation looked. How could we cut him off from those things if he did not want to be cut? And how could we put those things down to save him?

Tobo did not seem especially interested in saving himself.

I could be exaggerating but I was thinking that the Company would be doomed without him.

So. Decision. Youth betraying youth. I had to go to the old people. Lady, specifically, once our visit with Tobo was done. I was not worried about what Dikken might do with his talismans. He had done nothing but protect himself so far.

Tobo surrendered to the will of us. He began telling the story of his night visit to Khang Phi and the Repose of Knowledge. And that, after all we had built it up in anticipation, turned out to be a great big steaming heap of total anticlimax.

Tobo never learned anything interesting or useful. He did get the whole place totally stirred up, though, as he and the Unknown Shadows rattled around, mostly trying to find out if anyone there was conspiring against the Company. Which was, as near as he could find out, a big bunch of nobody. He did sense a lot of residual resentment about the business with the shadowgate secrets—mostly as a matter of disrespect in the minds of the old monks running the place—and about the exposure of the identities of the File of Nine, but nobody was obviously, actively working against the Company.

That man named Chun Chai Chi was a historian who specialized in the time of the Shadowmasters. He had a small talent for finding unique new ways to use old minor sorceries. Dikken, under his Honen Ao name, had been Chun’s favorite student but was almost forgotten already, despite only having been gone for a few months. Those who did remember him were other students who were jealous of the favoritism that Chun had shown him.

The Book of Names, apparently, had no meaning to anyone.

All of which struck me as, how did Tobo find out that much in just one overnight raid on some place that was hundreds of miles away? But a little thinking brought me to how he would have had his heavyweight invisible pals bully the local spirits into giving up whatever they knew that interested him.

I was disappointed, some, on several counts, but definitely not sad that the smartest people in this end of this world were not out to get me and the Company.

Once Tobo dried up I glommed onto Dikken’s nearest hand. “Kuma Bear, sugar, tell me. What is the Book of Names?”

Trembling, he said, “I have no idea.” He tried to say my name but kind of choked on it. “I was just supposed to find out whatever I can. Sai Chun thought that you people might know something.”

Shukrat and I both stared at Tobo. Tobo said, “I really, honestly could not find out anything about any Book of Names.”

Then Shukrat did one of those things that always amaze me when she does them: she had an idea. “If this Chun guy is a historian who specializes in the Shadowmasters, then the Book of Names would probably have something to do with them. Or with those days. Right?”

I said, “And nobody would probably know because those days were so awful that everybody over here just wants to forget so bad that they pretend that those times never happened—except last year when they wanted to get ahold of Maricha Manthara Dhumraksha so bad. Longshadow.” Who was the last of the sorcerer-kings known as the Shadowmasters, who had, earlier, fled across the glittering stone to Pop’s and Lady’s and Tobo’s world.

I asked, “Does anyone know what became of Longshadow after we turned him over?” That was kind of a presumptuous “we” right there. Us Voroshk hadn’t had anything to do with that business.

Shrugs all around. Nobody kept track. Not even the native boy knew anything. Nervously, Dikken said he assumed that Longshadow had been executed after a long course of physical torture. “That would be just to make sure that he was in no shape to use any sorcery to get away.”

The way I remembered it Longshadow was in no shape to pull anything even before he was turned over. But I was not actually there and I was not involved in any of that so I could not know.

Shukrat said, “I’ll ask Lady. I’m going over there after we’re done here.”

“We’ve got stuff to do, Shuke. Like find the Pop zombie and make life tough for monkeys. Probably got a couple scouting flights backed up, too.”

“And Lady could be a big help. She isn’t doing much these days. Making those fireball things and trying to get Booboo to come out of her coma. She should be over whatever got into her last night. Those birds must have gotten her attention.”

Yes. Well, thinking about it now, while I am writing this stuff down, I can see where that would have gotten Lady’s attention because Pop had to be behind that visitation and Lady could never become anything that she wanted to become if Croaker decided to stop giving her his gifts.






Shivetya’s View


recorded by Dikken, later

My beautiful companion/prisoner exulted, Our first joint raid! That was fun! Oh, the look on her face when she realized what was happening! Precious! Priceless! I live for moments like that!

I responded, I do wonder how, after so many centuries, you can still be so nine-year-old petty.

She told me, Practice, perseverance, and talent, love. All that and the Senjak nature. None of us girls ever outgrew our youthful spite and envy. It was all part of our competition for His attention!

Soulcatcher does revel in her juvenile regard.

I was less excited.

I had absolute proof that the devil woman had, once more, found a way to project herself into the world. A means by which she could go right on getting into deadly mischief. She could lie back in her grave while using any crow she could reach anywhere to whisper into any chosen ear.

I probably ought to find out how long she had been able to get into mischief, and then see what she might actually have done.

Another task for Shivetya the New would be to find a way to forbid mischief in the outside world. Or worlds. Though it was a sure thing that the Land of Unknown Shadows in particular would claim her attention—because her sister was there. Because there was nothing that moved her more than her calling to be a louse in her sister’s hair.

What the hell could life have been like when those two were children, that would make this sister, Soulcatcher, so stubborn about tormenting Lady—whose true name I did not know, either, despite having been married to her for several decades.

Does it count as time served, the time we spent back when, being buried the way that Soulcatcher was buried now? I slept a long sleep. Lady managed to find ways to visit the old world, riding her own white crows.

Soulcatcher resented the years that she had endured as one of the Ten Who Were Taken, as her sister the Lady’s slave sorcerer. Apparently, in Soulcatcher’s eye, being Taken by the Dominator, in the age of his maximum might, would have been an honor, but in the modern century, with the Taking done by the strongest, or the most blessed, or the quickest sister, that could not be the case.

I knew already that the sorcerer Bomanz’s crush on the woman who had been the Dominator’s wife was the force that moved that fool to spend himself in order that she might be resurrected first. The most blessed.

Well, no, that was not quite the actual story. Bomanz just wanted to communicate with the woman he worshipped in his fantasies. She had seduced him into pushing past his original intent.

Now, as the great demon of glittering stone, I could, by force of will, focus on the past fiercely enough to dive down into it without drowning myself, tarrying long enough to find out that Bomanz had been driven as much by a bruised ego as by a passion for a woman created mainly from his own imagination and outside supernatural influences that he did not recognize until it was too late. Or that he may have willfully disregarded.

Men will do that when a special woman is involved.



There it was. The flash. The trapdoor of time dropping beneath my temporal feet … without me condemned to Time’s gallows. There was no noose around my neck, in any sense, supernatural or metaphysical. I heard a remote echo of a cry of dismay as I dove, my beloved prisoner taken by surprise. She knew me well enough to understand that I might go somewhere and have a look at something that she would rather not have checked out.



I scrunched my mental shoulders in and focused on retaining my Self so that I would not become another of the lost souls trapped in the realm beyond or outside linear time; souls unable to find their ways home to their native flesh.

What a fate for the Annalist of the Black Company: to become an eternal time-lost spook.

Down, so far down for one emotional moment … and then almost screaming exultation! I am an ascended god! I have attained the power to go anywhere in space and time to find solutions to every puzzle and the answer to every question that ever plagued me as a mortal.

Hey, fellow! This is not news. You are mentally masturbating. You are congratulating yourself because you can do it but you are not actually exploiting your new, existentially perilous power.

You want to understand the Senjak sisters? Take a swing through their family tree.

Easier thought than done, however.



Oh, by anything that ever I thought was holy, I had hurled myself into the deepest prefecture of Hell. I had come to the Domination in the time of its birth. To a vast landscape of ice and snow where every bush and tree was encased in glassy frozen rain. Anywhere that there was anything that was a work of Man, that was marked by fire and pillars of smoke, be those works a grand castle, a cathedral, or the meanest peasant hovel. This land had failed to honor the rising Dominator.

It took a scant ten seconds to determine that that man was a seriously major sociopathic asshole and somebody needed to slash his throat quickly. But, of course, that had not happened, so ages of ugly had to follow.

Sadly, there was no way for Shivetya to offer anyone of those times news that would encourage them to exterminate the monster direct.

Shivetya the New was entirely aware that, were he capable of forewarning and arming the Dominator’s enemies, their triumphs, however minor or ephemeral, would result in his never having come to be situated in the fortress with no name and therefore he would be unable to travel back to deliver his warning.

The past could be viewed but it could not be redirected.

My venture was a fierce strain emotionally. The birth of the Domination featured endless labor pains of horror. Death ruled. But, although I had no power to mitigate the horror, I could witness it and bring the truth to later generations—none of whom, likely, would be improved by the knowledge.

And I began that journey with one of the Domination’s architects whispering in my ear, trying to distract me.

I was able to ramble those yesterdays without losing time today. The moment of my return was, usually, only a moment after my departure. I took the time—all the time I needed—to confirm the proposition that I would be able to spend lifetimes in the corridors of once-upon-a-time without losing a step in Shivetya the New’s empery o’er the realm of glittering stone.



The child who would become the Dominator, a power of a once-in-a-millennium might, began his life as an orphan tagged with the imbecilic name Thud Brunch, which he shed even before his bent for sorcery became fully apparent to the male-female sorcerer twins Godivo and Kuratis Senjak. Oddly named Thud was four years old when the twins discovered him but, already, he lacked empathy entirely and could not grasp the concepts of mercy or the golden rule. Already he found his greatest amusement in the torture of insects and small animals.

It was the discovery that I could use the ears of those small animals to eavesdrop that allowed me the chance to capture the most coveted True Name of a dozen generations.

The Senjak twins believed that they had found a tool that could be sculpted and honed into a blade by which they could make themselves master and mistress of their world.

That did not work out for them.

Given a direction for his nature, wicked Thud became much more determined than the Senjak twins foresaw.

Their daughter Elorei went from being Thud’s master to Thud’s Taken in less than a decade. Forever afterward the Senjaks would only rank as first among those supporting the Dominator’s rule.

All quite interesting but not fully convincing. I entered those times with seriously different ideas about them—although I could not recall how or where I had acquired those different ideas. Still, I could not imagine how history might be revised and rewritten from inside it, so, logically, what I saw now had to be true history despite anything that I thought I knew from before. That had to be the victim of revision.

Somewhere, somehow, somebody had fed me lies about the history of the Domination—most likely my wife. She had lived it. She had survived it. But she almost never talked about it. She did not want to relive any of it, and, curious though I was, I had no need to know any of that stuff if talking about it caused her pain.

“Somebody lied to me” might sound like a great theme for a ballad about love gone bad but it was always a factor in need of consideration by a dutiful Annalist determined to record the truth about events that he had not witnessed directly.

Could I get Soulcatcher to point me in a direction that would feed my curiosity if I played her off against her sister?

Dumbass idea. She would chew me up and spit me out onto a pile of lizard shit—if she did not just start howling with laughter at my clumsiness when I started trying to play my game.

She had begun working this stuff, for her life, four hundred years before my dad took a look at my mom with a glint in his eye.

Might not hurt to ask questions, though, if my descent into the dark insanity failed to kick up anything interesting. Assuming that I could accumulate enough true history to create a launching point for an interrogation.

Look at me, Shivetya the New, getting all confident and thinking that I might try conversing with a Senjak as an equal.

Almost in free-association, stream-of-consciousness mode, that, while swimming the smoky battlefields of the forming Domination …

I, as Croaker, had witnessed too much death and destruction while a brother of the Black Company, only the most important and least ugly of which I bothered to record in the Annals. There must have been ten thousand examples of evil behavior that I did not record. Rape, torture, plundering, needless murders, even our ugly mistreatment of one another—oh, so much of that I never bothered to record. Why do so? My successors would march beside the same strain of desperate brawlers, many of them stupid, damaged, evil men. They would know the truth festering behind the written words, without having to have their noses rubbed in the shit.

All of which came to me as I, Shivetya the New, dove into the time of the Domination. Into an age so determinedly wicked that it left my own former crowd looking like a band of roving saints.

Thud Brunch appeared to have become, as the Dominator, a power so extreme that his psychoses and will shaped his entire reality. However, and it galled him fiercely, at no time in his age were there ever not always more lands and lords not yet subjugated.

Even as Shivetya I could only minimally grasp the psychology of the Dominator. An orphan, yes. That had to matter. But he had been taken into a family early and had endured no abuse from Godivo and Kuratis. There were no clear and obvious reasons for his having become the monster that he became.

Maybe it was the blood.

Maybe I should dive even deeper and have a look at the man who sired him, and that wounded girl child who birthed him—assuming that he had been born human. Might one parent have been some kind of devil?

Worth consideration.

The early days of the Domination were so repugnant, so morally repellent, that, although I watched from a viewpoint where I was beyond physical risk and was fully aware that this hell would pass, I was so filled with disgust that I had to escape to my realm of glittering stone and a world not inundated with the stench of rotting corpses.

I believe that I slept even though Shivetya needs no sleep.

I wakened to find a white crow on each shoulder, one a scruffy old thing, the other a callow fledgling. The ragged one declared, “Fools die!”

True, but in the context of the moment that made no sense.

The other bird shat on me and flew away.

Then Soulcatcher laughed. Did you enjoy your journey across time? I could not fly with you but I know your obsessions so I can guess where you went, which in turn allows me to guess what you saw. Our time, in those days, may have been difficult for some small people but it was always pleasant for the Senjak family.

She meant to taunt me with that. She would fail.

The Dominator and Domination were things that had been. They no longer were. They were done, however horrible they might have been. No child of that age, neither my wife nor her delinquent sister, was going to influence Croaker as Shivetya the New. Whatever that stuff was, it was, and did not have the least meaning today.

I said, “I have no reason to doubt your claim. I spent a lot of time exploring the Domination’s earliest days. I will go out on a limb and guess that you don’t actually know much about what happened before your own generation or that of your mother and father.” Speaking aloud, to the old crow.

For a while I feared that I would not get an answer. She seemed to be sliding off into stubborn preadolescent mode. I added, If I can come up with a workaround that can make it happen, I will take you back and show you. You for whom wickedness has always been strictly amateur and for fun.

That ought to charm a response out of her.

Then I suffered a suspicion that I had committed the soldier’s worst sin: I might have wounded myself.

Had she withdrawn even farther?

No. Here she came back. So, tell me. Because you are entirely correct. My mother, who was not a Senjak except by marriage, totally ruled the Senjak roost. She would not permit my father or any of the Senjaks to tell her children anything about what happened in the early days. The world outside Dusk … Dusk was the capital city of the Domination. It is an abandoned and overgrown ruin today. The world outside was never pleasant even then but I always had a feeling that something must have happened in the old days that Mother was ashamed about. I do not know why. She was not alive then. Based on not hard evidence I think she may have been related to Him somehow and did not want that to come out.

She stopped, then. It felt like that happened a moment before she might have let slip some further dread speculation.

Speaking aloud again, I said, “All I know about the late Domination is what I learned from books written by the folks who brought the empire down. They had a definite point of view. But their slanders about the latter times don’t come close to the ugliness of the early days. It’s really hard to imagine such widespread, brutal evil. And I spent my life with men for whom wicked work meant nothing. That monster that you seem to worship even now likely was the most terrible mass murderer who ever existed. He decreed deaths by the tens of thousands, then reveled in the bloodshed. He ordered mass butcheries just because he could. He did a lot of the killing himself. He preferred situations where the victims could be tortured for a long time before he blessed them with sweet death.”

Stop that! You are trying to twist my mind! Do not do that! You will, I promise, someday seriously regret it if you keep on defaming …

I repeated myself. “If I can find the way I will take you there and show you.”

No response to that came but, still, I did get a sense of her emotional state, which, at the moment, was an almost juvenile determination to remain faithful to what she had always wanted to believe.

I suspected that her devotion to the Dominator had been forged in the fierce fires of self-interest and self-preservation at a time so early in life that she could not now find the strength to let it go, regardless of evidence presented.

And, committed though she might be, that was not something that drove her anymore. There was no Dominator to love. Her sister and I, and the Company, and some others, had written the end to that nightmare epic.

In all the time that I had known Soulcatcher she had, always, pursued her own selfish interests—all the more so once she wriggled out of the control of her sister.

“Tell me something, Dominator’s want-to-be lover. Did you really know anything about him? Other than he was a ferocious badass? Did you…?”

I did. I was special to Him. All of the Senjaks were. He bestowed His Blessing on us. A harsh breeze of angry disgust, then, On all of the Senjaks, equally. He Blessed even her. Then another pause that I waited out. I think He might have intended to take all of us as His wives. We would be very special women. He would not have killed us after He deflowered us.

I was not sure what she was saying but her argument did tickle something way down in the pit of my mind, like there was something in what she said that I had heard or read about before but had since forgotten.

I would figure it out. I had only just begun my explorations.

I kept running into these déjà vu moments.

“The Dominator started life as an orphan. He was abandoned as a newborn at a shrine in a village called Burn Ghesic. He was wrapped in rags and packed into a damaged market basket. His mother was a fourteen-year-old orphan whose pregnancy was the result of repeated rapes by deserters running from their army’s defeat by a warlord named Dies Sningle. Do not laugh. Do not smirk. The names get sillier. For sixteen years Sningle was just as filthy as your lover was in his early decades. Sningle had some bad luck one night. His favorite catamite, in a fit of jealousy, jammed a misericord into his left temple, all the way through and out the other side.”

And what the hell is all this blather about? You’re just making shit up. Aren’t you?

“Not even a little bit, darling. Not even a little. That girl never lived to see sixteen. When your love was barely four, stuff he was doing already caught the attention of your ancestors Godivo and Kuratis Senjak, boy and girl twins, she eleven minutes older. They were lovers, too. They adopted your guy, then trained him and schooled him in the family arts. They planned to use him to make themselves masters of the world.”

Soulcatcher did not respond for some time. In fact, her silence stretched for so long that I started planning my next deep-time dive, a dip down to look in on Lady’s formative years.

Godivo. Kuratis. I do not know those names. They were Senjaks?

The fact that brother and sister were lovers did not faze her. Maybe that stuff was common in Domination times. “They were Senjaks, yes. They raised…”

Godivo. Kuratis. Senjak. I have never heard those names. You are making shit up just to mess with me.

“I’m sorry that you want it to be that way but I promise you, I have invented nothing. I went there. I saw what I saw. Does the name Thud Brunch mean anything to you?”

It means that there was a mother out there who should have been strangled if ever there was a child who had to go through life under that weight. Thud Brunch? Really? You just keep on shoveling that manure.

“Thud Brunch, sweetheart! Believe it! Savor it! Tuck it under your pillow and dream about it. Because that is something that you have lusted after all of your life. Thud Brunch. Your sole companion in durance, beautiful Shivetya, was able to explore those days with amazing success. Forward and backward, inside and out, did Shivetya roam. And he brought home the grandest treasure of that lost age, the True Name of the Dominator. Thud Brunch!”

Another long silence, followed by: I confess, everyone I ever knew, and all of their ancestors, too, spent huge parts of their lives trying to get ahold of the power that would become theirs if they could discover the Dominator’s True Name. The searchers only ever got close enough to find out that he was an orphan. So, you definitely did not make that part up. Maybe. But: Thud Brunch? Time and the cosmos could not possibly be that cruel.

“Listen, please. While I was the Annalist I came across several different stories about those times, and about the people who suffered through them. And right now, I would argue that every story about the Dominator and the Domination reported in the time of the Lady’s empire was completely made up. Those of you who escaped from the Barrowland not only lied to the world, you lied to yourselves and each other.”

I got no response this time. She had gone away. This time it was no brief sulk. I waited. I waited some more. Then I shrugged my mental shoulders and took me a dive into the Domination, this time looking for Lady and her sisters.

Soulcatcher had mentioned Dusk. I knew roughly where the ruins lay. I had no difficulty swimming down the time-river and crossing its sea to the proper period and approximate geographical location … but then it got complicated.

Dusk unfallen, on the horizon, presented a fascinating and creepy skyline. Its towers were tall and dark and numerous. They looked like imitations of some dark fairy architecture, amazing in their design and forbidding in their mien. From even far outside it Dusk seemed to declare, “Abandon all hope, ye who would venture here.” There was a definite aura of darkness and despair working to push me away.

Had I not been Shivetya that would have done so. Being Shivetya, I was able to work out that Dusk had great charms in place to repel spooks and spirits and all manner of supernatural entities, and uninvited travelers, as well, of which in this realm and age I was all.

Shivetya himself was not being targeted. There was no chance that anyone of Domination times was aware of the nameless fortress, glittering stone, or the Steadfast Guardian. No. It was just that Thud and his henchfolk did not want their home lives troubled by supernatural brigands.

This particular freebooter found that he could wade through all that without much difficulty, although the resistance did increase as I neared the city. It was like walking underwater once I got there. The difficulty I then faced was, how would I find the Senjak family? And once I managed that I would have to adjust to the right few years so I could study those sisters.

I had one serious handicap, not just then but in most places and most ages while time-walking: I was unable to eavesdrop on time-local conversations, unless I could get into the head of an animal within listening distance and use its ears. Vision was no problem whatsoever, thank you. But sound, when I caught any at all, otherwise, would be just random shards that I could not get to make sense. I could not just listen over somebody’s shoulder and find out what I wanted to know. Not there, not then, and not anywhere else.

If I was going to find the Senjaks I would need some luck. The difficulty of doing that never occurred to me until I found myself staring it in the eye.

But luck did find me after a few subjective hours spent wandering Dusk’s grim streets, where every passerby seemed to take a chill when I came near.

Somebody screamed almost directly overhead. No, I did not hear it, I felt its psychic power, which was massive. An unanticipated blow. I shifted viewpoint altitude and spotted the Taken known as the Howler, aboard a small flying carpet, settling toward a massive turreted structure that was slightly gloomier than its neighbors. So. Hey. The Howler might be one of the Senjaks. Somewhere, at some point, I think Lady mentioned that he was her uncle. So maybe the place he was going was the place that I wanted to find.

I went there.

Right place, wrong time. There were children all over, a swarm, all beautiful but none older than eight. Lots of dark-haired girls, an infant boy squalling in a nurse’s arms, which I heard just fine the whole time that I watched. Those little pellets can be heard through city walls and rifts of time.

So Shivetya, the intrepid time-diver, swam a decade upstream, and … Oh, yes! Jackpot! Just a bit of fine maneuvering and I had set myself up as a fly on the wall, observing four incredibly beautiful teenage girls who were engaged in a knock-down, drag-out, scorched-earth verbal combat in which, clearly, no prisoners would be taken. No quarter was asked and none was given. And I could not hear a word.

One of those four would be my future wife.

One of them would be my future prisoner.

Shove the lot up against a wall and there would be no easy way to tell them apart. Each one looked exactly like all of the others, with a single exception. One had pale reddish hair. The rest had black hair styled identically. The ginger would fade right in should she dye her hair.

Then their mother came to impose peace … and she was indistinguishable from her sprats despite having borne six children.

A dozen words into what probably was a speech she had delivered a thousand times, Mom stopped suddenly, shuddered for a second, then turned to look at me. I am sure that she could not actually see me but she did sense that I was there.

The shock of that made me lose my grip on the moment and, though I fought for it, I never got it back.

That woman, that mom, must have done something to make me stay away.

Slowly I returned to my Shivetya-body in the big chair in the nameless fortress, almost psychotically hammered by the suspicion that the reason that the Dominator, in all his struggles to escape the Barrowland, and Soulcatcher in all her efforts to take her sister down, had not had the bludgeon of a True Name … might be because the Lady might never have been one of the Senjak sisters! I was overwhelmed by wondering: What were the chances that the Lady was the Senjak mother?

Whoa! I had me some seriously, steeply curious thinking going on here!

In a time when anything seemed possible, my imagination generated an endless parade of, “Could it possibly be?”

The crazy mom hypothesis actually worked. It fit the knowledge I had at hand, although back when we married, and got busy making the daughter we knew only as Booboo, my darling did claim that never before had she been with a man … despite her claim to having been the Dominator’s wife.

I never gave that much thought before. Girls will fib about that stuff. Everybody does where sex is involved. And I had a very limited experience with women, anyway.

Ah, well. How odd. I wondered. I was intrigued, maybe in a slightly voyeuristic way. And that led me to recognize the most obvious fact that I had overlooked so far. With my new powers I could be the peepingest Tom that ever peeped. If I wanted.

With my new powers I should be able to find out exactly who Lady really was, working backward if by no other means, minute by minute, hour by hour, year by year, and century by century. If it mattered, I could go creepy stalker totally.

A tiny voice spoke deep inside my mind, just barely more than a whisper. “Sisters and whores. All you know about women you learned from sisters and whores.” And I had done enough spot espionage already on Croaker’s life to know how true that really was.

Then I experienced one split instant of a vision of an incredibly beautiful woman, who could have been any one of those women I had seen in that pale in Dusk. She wore an amazing bathrobe kind of thing that had gold and silver and scarlet zodiacal signs crawling around on its midnight-sky surface … She had to be one of those women from Dusk, now there with me and some children and one improbable cat.

Then I, Shivetya the New, was back inside my new body in my natural time, seated on my rude throne. I felt my home friend’s attention totally focused on trying to get mine. “Yes?” to the bird on my shoulder.

There is a crisis brewing in An Abode of Ravens. You need to drag your lard ass out of whatever jacking-yourself-off place you have been hanging so you can come out there and help me deal with it.

“Eh?” Shivetya the New might be the next thing to a genuine god but he could still be bullied by women he had known while he was a mortal man.

This clever bitch had me totally set up before I even joined her in her foray into the Land of Unknown Shadows.

First thing I knew I was perched behind the eyes of some kind of monster owl, preselected and pre-prepped, dumb as a stump and clearly uninterested in anything besides devouring small mammals. He was disgruntled about having been co-opted because his plan for the evening had involved gourmet dining at the Company dump.

I had no idea what I was doing there behind those amazing eyes. Gods, did I wish that I’d had eyes like that when I was a living man! However, I had an experienced coach to lead me through my tenderfoot year. You are sitting on a limb in a gum tree in An Abode of Ravens. Until I tell you what I want you to do, do nothing but sit. And watch. Our reason for being here will become apparent soon enough.

So, there I sat, behind the eyes of a dour horned owl, waiting.

And then here came a crowd, my wife, my adopted Voroshk daughters, some boys who ought not to be allowed anywhere near the girls, although one was so young and pretty that he might not actually have an interest in girls …

Focus, fool!

I shut down my critical mind. I could do that now that I was Shivetya the New. It was time to await developments.

My companion had collected herself a platoon of ravens. They waited in an oak tree a few yards on along the way.

From then on, the whole business, for me, was one entirely of improvisation.

Soulcatcher did some stuff with her ravens.

I did some stuff with my owl.

With our stuff done Lady came to understand that there were some limits to what she could do and what she could demand.

One thing I managed quickly, unnoticed by my wife or her sister initially, was to visit our daughter.

Even now, still, after so long, the girl remained in a coma. No matter how much or how hard Lady or I wished it, our baby would not shed her past as an in-the-real-world avatar of the goddess Kina.

That dread deity snatched our baby the moment she saw light of day, possessed her, and brought her up to become the messiah of the most wicked and deadly cult of all my experience, even so far, now, as Shivetya the New. Although, to tell it truly, the Deceivers’ passion for murder was nothing like that of Thud Brunch. Theirs was holy ritual; his was pure, insane pleasure, getting off by butchering thousands. And death cults never did garner much of my attention, except when the Deceivers made themselves my personal enemies.

To this point my interest had been fixed on my wife and her sisters, with no time invested in my child.

Could Shivetya reach her somehow? Could Soulcatcher? Those were questions worth consideration.

She was beautiful, my daughter, even as she was now. She was the image of her mother, her aunts, and even her Lady’s mother, Banat, not yet slumped into a blob of flesh, but never to return to real life.

Maybe Shivetya the New should go shopping for a charming prince.

Shivetya should not experience strong emotions about denizens of the quotidian worlds but this new Shivetya was not long separated from his flesh. He was, as yet, unable to remain indifferent.

Croaker never knew his child but that did not prevent his loving her nor did it still the pain caused by her suffering. Always and now he wanted the best for her. He wanted her healed. Which all might have been spawned, in part, by an unconscious desire to achieve redemption for decades spent colluding in the crimes of desperate and lonely soldiers.

Holy crap! When you find yourself drifting that far out, thinking that strange shit, you have got to tuck it back between your legs and duck for cover, and once you get yourself set someplace safe you need to take a good look at …

No! I will not do this! I never did anything that I feel seriously bad about now. I have regrets by the thousands, but mostly: “Why did I ever do something that goofy-stupid?” or “Why didn’t I take her up on what she offered me?” Those sorts of things. Not: “Why did I drown those three hundred babies in boiling quicksilver?” kinds of stuff.

Yes, I did lots of idiot stuff when I was young. I stole. I vandalized. I got into stupid fights over stupid things, and far too often alcohol was involved.

But I do not think that I did anything to feel guilty about, ever, as a soldier. I believe that is true for almost every Company brother I ever considered to be my friend.

Ah, damn! Booboo was so lovely! Why could she not shake her eternal nightmare…? I might not have a kissing prince up my sleeve but there had to be something that I could do. I was Shivetya, now. I was the amazingly powerful Steadfast Guardian. There must be something!

Sudden raucous noise. Something pecked me on the cheek, if owls can be said to have cheeks. In any case, it hurt and the villainous black thug that was responsible was too agile to suffer the punishment he deserved.

What were Soulcatcher’s bandits doing in here?

In very careful diction, slowly, to make sure that not one word would be misunderstood, the black heathen told me, “You need to get the fuck out of here and let these fools digest what our visit means.”

And that, my dearest enemy and most dedicated manipulator, would be what?

I amazed myself there, communicating with her using the means she used to touch me when we were back inside the nameless fortress, when I was far from home and riding an owl.

I did not need the owl to see what was going on in An Abode of Ravens. But if I came as the unseen Shivetya nobody would know that I was there … and I would not be able to hear anything.

The owl constituted the message. And he could hear. He had hearing every bit as acute as his vision.

Which Soulcatcher confirmed. “The message is that they are being watched. That not all of the spying eyes belong to Wonder Boy’s shadow minions. And that neither he nor they can blind the watchers.”

My thinking, sparked by hers, was that I could become a master-level student of the ambitions and motivations of everyone in the Land of Unknown Shadows if I invested even a fraction of Shivetya the New’s powers and yet-to-be-discovered skills.

A tiny piece of me sneered at my inability to let go. The Black Company should be too picayune a concern for the Steadfast Guardian.

I told Soulcatcher: If you have done your stuff you can go on home, old woman. But I want to spend some time with my baby.

“She is not your baby. She has never been your baby, not since the day she was born.” There was anger in her comment and almost no effort to conceal her desire to make me pay someday. But she gave herself away. Not once had she changed voices.

Did I care? No! I am Shivetya the New, the Steadfast Guardian of the glittering stone! A novice I may be but I am growing into the role. I know that, as powerful and crafty as Soulcatcher may be, she could never be a serious threat to a fully wakened and alert Shivetya even if she were no longer his frozen prisoner but a totally red-blooded, blue-eyed sorceress running wild and free.

Owl rider Shivetya suspected that his prisoner, companion, fellow conspirator, and beloved enemy had to know this as well as he did.

Which meant that her real hope for escape rested entirely on her hope of being able to outwit him.

Yeah. I could imagine a third-party referee god offering up a sincere and sneering, “Good luck with that, both of you.” Because if you looked at it with your fingers pulling on the corners of your eyes, just so, each of us was dumber than the other, some ways.

I took a while longer to appreciate my beautiful daughter. But then Lady came into the room, gone so much younger, now looking so much like our child’s sister … and I flapped my owl on out of there. I flew him, huffing and puffing, on down to the Company dump, where I thanked him for his service by ducking out of him and into a big fat rat that I abandoned an instant before the deadly talons sank in.






Shukrat’s View


What a night! What a freaky night! All kinds of weird and wild stuff happened with crows and owls and Lady and Booboo, and …

And then it was over and there was no excitement left. Lady was telling the rest of us that it was all under control and we should go home and get some rest and we could talk it over in the morning. I am pretty sure she just wanted us out of there so she could think without any background noise. Plus, she was nursing a serious headache.

She had changed in just minutes. I do not know why or how but those crows and that owl did something serious to her head. Her whole attitude and her whole way of thinking shifted so massively that even I could see it.

Before, she was all totally bossy and inflexible and, like, everybody was going to do whatever she said the way she said to do it, but, after the birds came, she was all like just another member of the team, out to get some good stuff done.

And that left me with a gut conviction that somehow, somewhere in all the crazy, she had gotten a message from Pop.

Pop. There I went again, permanently contaminated by my cousin’s romantic outlook.






Arkana’s View


Shukrat got in here first so she got to tell the good stuff and her notions first … but she was not even a little bit wrong. First thing, there was not actually that much to put down. There never has been, really. I have started wondering if most of the stuff we have been writing is even worth remembering, compared to the stuff that the Annalists before us went through. The horrors we have to shoulder are nothing but family drama. Sometimes I feel like what I am doing is keeping a jumped-up diary.

Anyway … Contrary to what Shukrat might think, I have been working seriously at learning to read the old Annals. Pop made that a lot easier than it could have been by spending a load of time updating the old books into the language of his most likely successor. Which means I can read some of them in really bad Voroshak, the language of the Voroshk, or I can learn Taglian and read those versions in that language. Which is what I have been doing with the help of a couple of literate young men from the other world who do not do a very good job of hiding their real motive for helping me learn their language.

Well, I do kind of lead them on.

Near as I can tell, Pop was totally psychotic about making his updates. He never wrote about doing it but I do remember that he was always writing more than he was ever doing the stuff that he wrote about.

What he really did was produce trunks full of paper, the same stories, pretty much, told over and over again in different languages. Because he was kind of a prodigy at that. Learning new languages.

Well. Just thinking. That had to have been him that came to Lady’s house. That owl must have been him. I felt it now but never realized it then. But then he went in there with Booboo … Yes. That was Pop. There could be no doubt. Had to be him.

Brainstorm! Only, more likely, brain fart.

Suppose I could work out some way to communicate with Pop? Like, if he can come down here to roust Lady and peek in on Booboo, he could read messages if I put them up on signs or something. Right? I could ask questions and, if we could find a way, like, say, the talking crows, he could tell me what I wanted to know. I do not know what all powers come with being the Steadfast Guardian but if they are only half of what I think they might be he could be a priceless asset to me, doing this job. I am thinking that we might even be able to recover some of the Annals that got lost or went missing over time.

Oh, yeah. I just remembered. Some of the earliest books might still be in the royal library in Taglios, over in the other world. Or not. Sleepy stole those, I think I read in her book.

Most of the Company’s history happened in that world so that is where we would have to recover it.

Was that me, writing all that? And being all serious about all that, almost like some kind of scholar, or something?

Ha! Arkana Voroshk, girl professor. Good one.

Shukrat will have a laugh.

Still … I do have some mixed feelings. And some excitement.

An adventure through the Company’s past just might be more interesting than the personal dramas that we have been enjoying during these times of peace.



I was just starting to think about breakfast when one of the Captain’s headquarters bulls turned up with a no-arguments-accepted summons to the command presence for me and Shukrat, Tobo and Dikken. The bunch of us had barely gotten started headed in that direction when we found out that we were not the only morning conscripts.

Suvrin was calling in everybody that was at Lady’s place last night. Howler was no exception but that stinky, evil old fart did not even bother refusing. He was deaf to the barks of the likes of the Captain.

Howler was basically deaf to anybody but Lady. His attitude was, “Whatcha gonna do ’bout it, eh?”

Nobody, Suvrin included, was going to make Howler do anything Howler did not feel like doing.

The Captain told us, “There are issues that need addressing.”

Lady started to say something.

“I did not ask you to speak, madam. You are here to listen and to answer questions. I will tell you when I want to hear what you have to say.”

Oh, my gods! Oh, my shrieking gods! Suvrin grew him a set of boulders!

He was well and truly pissed off about something if he was going to tell Lady to sit down and shut up and speak only when spoken to. There was some long, slow roasting in the man’s future.

But Lady was so taken aback that she did not instantly make every muscle in his body knot up in maximum cramps.

“You people were up to something last night that disturbed all of An Abode of Ravens. Whatever that might have been, it obviously had nothing to do with assignments you have been given. Shukrat. Tell me why there are still monkeys stealing our crops.”

Shukrat looked too confused and frightened even to babble an excuse. The Voroshk in me came forward. “Because those monkeys are still hungry.”

And Tobo, never looking up from his hands folded in his lap, asked, “Have you yet designated your successor? Sir.”

Pretty clear he was telling Suvrin to back off his girl.

Suvrin was not intimidated. “I have. And although I can imagine that your absence from the Company’s defensive arsenal might be a handicap, I do believe that we could survive without your presence.”

Whoa! Wow! The Old Man was not just on the rag, he had himself some serious head problems. Seemed to me that the last thing anybody with any sense at all would want, no matter what the hell was going on, would be to get into a pissing contest with a guy who had ten thousand Unknown Shadows at his back.

Dikken spoke up, diffidently. “Sir, Captain, people, can we set the emotion aside for a moment, then lay out what the problem might be here? Captain, you summoned us here and you are obviously distressed about something but what that might be is not at all clear to anyone but yourself. Instead of making angry noises that cause people to become angrily defensive, perhaps you could, calmly, explain your concerns.”

Dikken? Dikken. The youngest among us. Holy shit!

Maybe that beautiful boy could work some magic after all. That bit of show not only took Suvrin aback, it calmed tempers all around. But it was not enough to get Suvrin to open up about what was yanking his short hairs.

(You like that one, Shuke? One hundred percent pure Pop.)

It looked like he was pissed off because people (notably Lady and Howler) were doing whatever they felt like doing without consulting the command authority or coordinating with anybody else. Like he thought we were all slacking off on, or even ignoring, assignments having to do with Company food security.

There was something else, never defined, but maybe about us being involved in stuff that we concealed from people whose lives we might be putting at risk.

It hit me, then. Suvrin grew up in a region called the Shadowlands, in the other world. Those were ruled by the completely wicked and capricious sorcerer-kings known as the Shadowmasters, some of them fugitives from the Land of Unknown Shadows. Longshadow having been the last of those. Suvrin’s default attitude would consist of a profound distrust of anything that produced even a whiff of unsupervised sorcery.

Which might be. But I was still baffled. Later, after some reflection, I did see how mundane folks of his background might overreact, in their ignorance, to some of the stuff that happened last night.

Way-oh! We just might have us here a classic example of the age-old clash between the literate and the illiterate, between the educated and the otherwise. (Sweetheart me, here, not offending anyone by calling them ignorant.) Without anybody actually being in the wrong. Sorcery was literate in the book-reading sense—Suvrin was even Annalist for a while, shoehorned into that job kicking and screaming—but his appreciation of magical talent had been engineered by the prejudices of the people who had surrounded him when he was a kid. Even now, after long exposure with the Company and its menagerie of magic users, he could not be comfortable with the talented if they acted outside orders and beyond boundaries that he did not personally prescribe and deliver.

From the corner of my eye I saw Lady recovering from her shock. She had begun to boil. A real shitstorm was about to blow in.

But then the biggest crow I ever saw, all white of feather and red of eye, came out of nowhere. It did an attention-grabbing, loud flap-flap-flap fly-around before slamming down hard on Suvrin’s left shoulder. It clamped on so tight that the Captain could not shake it off. It threatened to peck his eye when he tried. Then it cawed so loud that most of us flung up our hands to our ears.

Then the crow began to talk. It used perfectly enunciated, easily understood Taglian, right beside Suvrin’s ear. “What the hell are you doing, dumbass? Unless you are determined to enjoy one seriously miserable life for the next hundred years you had better leave these people the fuck alone! They are your only hope for salvation. You mess with them too much, you will guarantee that you and the Company will suffer a fate worse than anything that you are imagining right now.”

Oh, wow, like, holy shit!

Could that be Croaker? Pop? The Steadfast Guardian chewing Suvrin out through the beak of a white crow?

I hoped. And that is the option that I chose to believe, although after some thought, later, recalling how the crow’s voice changed like different people were doing the talking, I had a feeling that hoping for Pop was pure wishful thinking. Though he still might have had something to do with the crow’s coming.

Suvrin started our conference without anybody there but him and us. Him against all of us if it came to that. So, there was nobody handy to jump in and help chase off that crow.

None of us were aching to jump in there for Attitude Man.

Suvrin was one stubborn shit but he did, after some seconds, nod and say, “I am listening.”

The crow said, “Dark times are coming. You have no chance of weathering them if you alienate these people because of your own insecurities. These people own the power and the talent and the skills that you will need to carry on through to the sunshine.”

Well, like, wow! one more time. That crow talked better than anyone human that I knew around here. But, what? The sunshine? Really?

Despite that serious blast of unbelievable silliness Suvrin came close to sitting at attention and saluting. He said, “Yes, sir! I understand, sir! I shall suppress my fears and suspicions and reservations as best I can, trusting in your judgment, sir.” Turning the tide of potential future guilt back on whoever he thought he was talking to. Pop, I wanted to believe, but by now I was pretty sure not.

The white crow cackled like a hen laying an egg, then in a child’s voice said, “And that should be that, boys and girls. But you people do have to quit farting around. There is a storm coming and none of you are doing jack shit to get ready.” Then in a voice that sounded exactly like Tobo’s dad, Murgen, the crow added, “Stop playing fool’s games with those parasitic spirits, dimwit! No amount of wishful thinking will get you your mother back, nor your grandmother, nor her mother either. You can only feed yourself to their lies.”

Then the crow took off. And nobody, afterward, could explain how it had gotten into, nor how it got out of, headquarters.

But that hardly mattered. What did matter was the “doomsday is a-coming” tune.

And what mattered further was that the Captain of the Black Company had been warned that his own fears and prejudices might pose an existential threat to the Company.

Dikken said, “Well! How about that?”

Yeah. Even Lady had a goofy look on her clock.

After pulling in several deep, long-held breaths, Suvrin said, “Yes, that was something. So, the previous matter set aside, there is still a subject in need of discussion. Do any of you know anything about this? It was found on the wall beside the front door here, this morning.”

He hoisted up a small piece of birch bark that had been pressed flat. Upon it, calligraphed in the complicated formal Taglian script, was: “All Evil Dies There an Endless Death.” Which, if I remember right, is another way of saying the Land of Unknown Shadows. Or maybe it was the glittering stone. Maybe I should look it up.

Nobody knew anything about it, of course.

It was pretty obvious that somebody was pranking somebody. But who would? And why would they bother?

Me, I was scheming on how to get on through to the sunshine.

Maybe I could go back to my family and become a brood sow. Eh?






Shukrat’s View


The evening of the day that Suvrin almost went bat-guano looney and some kind of spirit crow came around to hammer his crazy down …

Arkana got all that down really good. But, then, after we got turned loose, Lady suddenly turned into Suvrin’s number one enforcer and told me and Tobo to haul our tails down south and start making life miserable for any danged monkey that we could find. Arkana and Dikken should help however they could but only after Arkana made a recon around the Company’s borders, which one of us was overdue to do.

That old woman was in a mood. I decided that I did not feel like being the one who disappointed her.

Tobo was inclined to push back but I managed to keep him from getting his head kicked in for his trouble, and then convinced him that what we were supposed to do did matter.

We flew down to where the rock monkeys were doing their best to make sure that the Company faced a hard and hungry winter. I was not kind even though I could not manage anything seriously heavy in this world. Tobo might have been inclined to be gentler—he loves animals as much as he loves Unknown Shadows—but his unseen friends were sensitive to his Lady-launched deep black mood and they took it out on the monkeys.

I have to confess, I was sick, some, when I saw so many dead and injured animals.

Something interrupted our work before it got any uglier.

Tobo, flying beside me almost thigh by thigh, shouted, “There is something…!”

He did not finish. He slumped forward on his flying post, apparently stunned, but he did manage to keep control enough not to crash.

My first thought was, we should have worn our shefsepoken, our Voroshk battle apparel. But who could have anticipated the need, going monkey mugging?

No-account minor-threat me spotted the source of my guy’s trouble right away. I shot aside, down, loosed off a spell that had been my own special attack since I was about ten, followed it in and rammed that Croaker thing so hard that he literally spun head over heels about four times before he crashed into some blackberry bushes. His staff or walking-stick thing flew on another dozen yards. Then angry Shukrat settled the head of her flying post onto his chest, hard, leaned over and pushed the tip of her belt knife a quarter inch into his throat, right beside his apple.

“Shukrat is going to ask some questions, mister. And your answers better make her so happy that she might be inclined to let you live a little longer.”

That creature could not possibly be Croaker. Croaker was up on the glittering stone being the Steadfast Guardian.

This guy did not move a muscle. His breathing remained calm. He showed no fear and no surprise that a kid had taken him down. But he made sure not to provoke me.

Still, I got the impression that he was more amused than anything.

I pushed the tip of my knife a bit deeper.

Moments later a recovered Tobo landed and stood his flying post on end.

I asked, “You all right now?”

“I am. It was just like being really dizzy for a few seconds. He said anything?”

“No.” Then, “I do not know if he even understands our language.”

So many of Tobo’s shadow friends shoved in around us that they absorbed two-thirds of the available light, leaving no more of that than on a stormy day. It also got really, really cold. I noted that my guy had collected the Croaker thing’s walking stick before he joined me. That was all black and silver, with streaks of red and spots of gold, and seemed to be made from something that had gotten heated up to where it got all soft and deformed.

Tobo’s shadow friends were not their usual arrogant selves, now, all supremely confident and contemptuous of those of us who live our brief lives in the ordinary world. Whoever or whatever this guy was, that I had at my mercy, he, she, or it, was somebody they feared. Even I, an outsider, could sense that their support for Tobo right now persisted based on a tenuous confidence in their weight of numbers.

I pushed my knife tip in a tiny bit. This fake Croaker might be some kind of minor god but I had him down and I was not going to take any guff.

“My, my, what do we have here?”

I do not know where they came from, or when, but when my tunnel vision eased up, I saw that I did not just have Tobo and his friends behind me, I had Lady … and, overhead, with all those fireball projectors ready to fry half of the prefecture, Howler.

Lady did something that turned some of the blackberry canes to dust so she could slide in beside me and get a closer look at my prospective victim. She pressed a palm against his forehead. Some seconds later she said, “How sad for us all, dear. This would be the flesh but this is not the man.”

“Ma’am?”

She grimaced but did not call me on that. “This is the warped flesh of the man who was my one true love and quite possibly the nearest thing that you ever had to a real father, dear—if only for a very short time. But the soul inside is not the soul of that man.”

Oh, ye gods! I could not believe it! There were tears in that woman’s eyes.

There were tears in the Lady’s eyes!

I managed a kind of grunting, interrogatory noise. Then I managed to keep from driving my blade any deeper. I thought I knew what she was saying. But that, for sure, was not what I wanted to hear.

She got all, like, poetic or something. She told me, “This is the body that I lay with countless nights. This is the flesh that fathered my children. But the being inside is not the blessed idiot who, for reasons that I have never been able to grasp, I could not but hopelessly love.”

Hah?

But I did get it, some. The woman was not really all here, anchored in the now. She was caught up in a web of stuff that had entangled her for a lot more years than I have been alive.

Sudden as a flash of light she shook her mood and became Lady. Became the Lady, hard and cold as deep winter ice. She confirmed what I already suspected: “This is the thing that Croaker traded places with. This is what used to be Shivetya. I imagine that he is down here doing the ultimate in slumming, probably for no reason that would make sense to a human being.”

I could kill the Croaker body. It would take but a flick of the wrist to drive the knife up into the Croaker brain. Or I could let that body up to go about its crazy business. Only, whatever the thing was, he had tried to mess with Tobo.

I told Lady.

She said, “Just let it go, dear. I doubt that we are facing any actual threat, here. This is just something that has been used to being in total control for thousands of years, probably now just wanting to act silly, without responsibility, in the flicker of existence it has left.”

Hah? again. And that word “dear” was starting to irritate me, too.

Like “ma’am,” maybe?

And what kind of random, goofball stuff was she saying?

The Croaker thing that I had totally at my mercy, knife one half second from the kill, smiled. And winked. And inside my head I heard, Lies Weeping. In Taglian, where “lie” can be a noun or a verb.

Lady said, “Dear girl. Shukrat. Let him up. Let him go. He should be no plague upon us here, now, nor ever again.”

And, oh, the promissory look she gave him! And how wrong she would prove to be!

I needed a few seconds to relax but I did what she said.

I drifted back and up a few yards. The Croaker thing rose up, bent and collected his hat, which he cleared of cane dust by banging it against his right thigh, put it on, and reached out to Tobo for his staff.

Tobo said, “No.”

The Croaker man looked to Lady. She did not overrule Tobo. She said, “It does not belong to you.”

The old guy shrugged, gave Lady a slight touch-to-the-brim salute, then myself the ghost of another smile, and started walking. South, into the badlands. When last I saw him, from a hundred feet up, he had somehow acquired a dozen monkey companions from terrain we thought we had scoured clean, and he was just ambling along. Probably humming.

Back down, I heard Lady wonder, “How did he get ahold of One-Eye’s spear?”

I asked, “Did you notice his right hand and eye? They were healed.”

Both eye and hand had been injured in an explosion before I ever met Croaker.

“I did notice. Interesting. Did the healer heal himself? Not likely. But the demon? Maybe so.”






Arkana’s View


“Lies Weeping,’ Cuz? Really?” Because Taglian can be tricky. The “Lies” part could have several different meanings. You can only tell which one from context.

And I thought she never paid enough attention to know the difference between a noun and a verb.

That girl is full of surprises when I pay attention.

I am hardly even barely a novice when it comes to understanding the tricks that languages pull but I did usually listen when Pop was playing teacher, because I do find that kind of stuff actually interesting.

I mean sometimes it is a totally intriguing giant puzzle how different languages organize their subjects, verbs, and objects, and then tie them together so that the people doing the talking or the writing can be understood by the people doing the listening or the reading.

I cannot figure how it would work or why it would be, but Dikken says his home spoken language in Honen Ao actually has two different forms and grammars depending on if you are a man or a woman talking to a man or a woman, and those forms modify according to the relative status of the people talking to each other.

How crazy is that? Says the girl whose own language’s nouns all have gender.

In all the years that he was learning new languages Pop probably ran into some even weirder than Dikken’s.

But enough of that. I would be more interested in knowing why Lady let that Pop thing get away without being questioned.

Ah, hell. If I think about it for a second, I can see that there was probably no point. That was just the old Shivetya shambling around in Pop’s body. He has no meaning anymore. But the Voroshk in me totally burned for a chance to make that thing talk—although, right now, I am not sure what I would make it talk about.

The Croaker thing did teach us a lesson. If we are going to be out there handling Company business, we should totally dress for it, no matter how safe it looks from inside An Abode of Ravens.

That old thing could have hurt Tobo bad.

Tobo did snatch its walking stick, which took Lady two eyeblinks to recognize as what was left of a spear crafted by a Company wizard named One-Eye, across a length of time that might have been decades. It was once a mystic spear of totally major potency. It might have rendered Kina too feeble to defend herself against the attack that Pop eventually used to end her.

He flew a rheitgeistide down into that cavern where she was at and sent it an order to release its magical energy in a single blast. Which he had seen our family do back on the day when he made prisoners of us girls.

That blast had not just finished the Kina threat, it had totally warped the stick that Tobo grabbed when Shukrat put the smackdown on the thing wearing Pop’s body.

It might be completely accidental and unintentional sometimes but my cousin can be one totally savage bitch.

And, as somebody once totally observed, both of us girls totally use the word “totally” totally too much.

Thinking about Tobo reclaiming that spear, made by One-Eye, that I never met, and probably should be glad that I never met because he was, supposedly, the man who originally put the dirt into dirty old man … Anyway, thinking about him led me to another Company icon, probably lost in that same cavern where Kina was destroyed, the Lance of Passion. Another old-time Company wizard supposedly lugged it down there and stuck it into Kina. That was mentioned somewhere in, I think, Sleepy’s Annals, and I am pretty sure that the Lance was supposed to have come with the original Black Company out of Khatovar, which was a lost kingdom back in my Voroshk home world. It was their original gate key.

Goblin I did meet but by that time he was not himself anymore. Kina had turned him into some kind of zombie puppet called the Khadidas who ended up getting destroyed when he and Croaker attacked Kina the second time, that time with complete success.

If I want to know anything about that business with the Lance and what happened that is not in the Annals, I will have to work up some courage and ask Lady. No one else goes back that far, except Pop, who would probably go on in excruciating detail if I just had a way to communicate with him.

And what is in the Annals is not reliable. Not saying anybody was lying, just that the most recent books were written by several different people (Murgen, Sleepy, Croaker, with bits and pieces by One-Eye and Suvrin), each with a unique outlook. There is stuff that they do not agree about at all.

There have been lots of ravens around lately—big surprise in a town called An Abode of Ravens—and those kinds of birds have been turning up in numerous weird situations for ages.

I think I really will just put up some signs. Could not hardly hurt, could it?

So, anyway, those are all the thoughts that I have about my cousin’s monkey-country adventure. I should be reporting, instead, my day of recon adventure. So, here goes:

I spent more than six hours airborne, flying almost two hundred miles, and I totally saw a whole shitload of absolutely nothing. I could not even find anybody hanging out in the spy hides that our neighbors like to use.

I reported that to the Captain. He gave me five minutes to fill him in. I only needed three. I told him that I saw so much nothing out there that I was totally suspicious because nobody was up to anything.

He said, “You could be right.” And because he was there for some of the crazy last night, he got himself a case of the jim-jams. All that “The storm is coming!” stuff, piled onto his natural skittish, got him all shaky.

I told him he should calm down, he had Lady and Howler and Tobo to back him up and they could eat whole armies alive if they wanted. And I said I thought somebody was probably just messing with us, anyway. Not Croaker but maybe that other one, that had been the Protector in the other world, who was a prisoner up there on the glittering stone, now. From what Pop was able to tell in his books, that was the kind of stuff she would do just to amuse herself.

Soulcatcher. I never actually met her, but Pop wrote a lot about her over the years. Almost as much as he wrote about Lady. I think she might be pretty terrible, still, even buried and frozen. If that was how she wanted to be.

Still, Pop’s Soulcatcher was softer than any other Annalist portrayed her.






Shivetya’s View


recorded by Dikken, later

Being time-unbound is entirely amazing. I have made more than two dozen time dives into the Domination. That age is utterly fascinating. I have been investing a serious effort in exploring certain historically significant lives.

My power is incredible but I have yet to find all the ways that I can exploit it. The biggest problem has been, the most interesting Domination personalities were heavyweight sorcerers and they all, rather too quickly, become aware that they are being watched. Then they do something to prevent the observation. Which is the only way I can describe what happens.

I started with Thud Brunch. That ended quickly. I followed numerous Senjaks, beginning with Godivo, Kuratis, Elorei, then those who came after, on down to Lunwen, Banat, and their children. I followed each individual until he or she became aware that something was watching and cut me off. They never communicated with one another. Each had to learn about the invisible eye for himself or herself. I followed century upon century of Senjak lives. My wife’s generation, and that of her parents, lived very long lives. In their time the Dominator came up with his Blessing of near immortality. All Senjaks received that in reward for their everlasting faithful service.

Starting at the beginning, I examined every Senjak life until its owner flung up a smoke screen.

I had the time.

The Senjaks, those sad people, the vast majority of whom were women, persistently hid themselves from one another. They squabbled constantly. Soulcatcher’s attitude toward Lady was bred in the bone. They were all that way. But the friction was mostly horizontal. Mothers and daughters seldom fought, although there was not much vertical communication, either. Banat, first to note the fact, never once warned her kids that a determined eye was always there.

And nobody warned anybody that the eye might come back. You could blind it for an hour or a day but it would return eventually. Then you had to blind it all over again.

The Senjak girls did that a hundred times apiece. Banat became so deft and swiftly responsive that Shivetya gave up on her almost entirely.

I did not actually learn much of interest—especially not which girl was which because they all looked alike and dressed alike and after a blind-out I often had to start from scratch with them. My inability to hear was crippling. I began to fear that I would never conquer that, unless I managed to get friendly with some local crows.

I did learn that there was truth to the rumors about a boy/brother who died young and a girl twin who, likewise, did not survive childhood. But neither was murdered by a sibling, as later tales would claim. The toddler boy evaded adult supervision, then fell into a bathing pool and drowned. He was not found soon enough for even the Dominator’s sorcery to resurrect. The twin succumbed to a congenital defect, possibly due to the frenetic inbreeding of earlier Senjak generations. That child, too, could not be saved.

I did not quickly exhume many answers to my thousand favorite questions but I did enjoy the cat and mouse of the investigation.

The people being studied, they were less happy with the game.

I may have invested several virtual millennia sniffing around the Senjaks, never producing any stunning truths. But, boy, did I learn a shitload about the Domination.

Which was never as awful, broadly, as it was later painted to be, but right there at its heart, in Dusk, in the immediate vicinity of the Dominator himself, it was worse than the nastiest of his enemies were ever able to imagine. That monster had an entire government bureau formed, its sole mission being to scour the empire for its most beautiful virgins, none to be more than fifteen years of age, all to be used once, then discarded. Sometimes he would kill them personally, but he did have a specialist team charged with handling disposals. Those guys were as bad as their boss. Any toy that survived Thud’s good loving got used and abused by the cleanup crew before they disposed of her.

My peeping pervert side could not help but become fascinated by the sheer awfulness of it.

Hardly a night passed, when Thud buddy was at home in Dusk, when some poor beautiful girl child, usually from one of the remoter frontier prefectures and unable to speak a word of TelleKurre, did not serve the insanity of the Dominator.

This was the man that my prisoner adored.

I am no master observer of, nor any commentator upon, the workings of the human mind, be that normal or abnormal, but I am confident that this part of the Dominator’s rule had little to do with sexual gratification. I could be wrong, but I suspect that it was all about punishing the world for its ill-treatment of Thud Brunch the child. And, maybe, even for its mistreatment of Thud Brunch’s mother, although there was no way that he could have actually known her.

My own ability to dive deep exceeded any that he might have had, and I was unable to discover her name, let alone any significant personal details. Girl child. Alone. Raped. Bore a bastard. Went into the fire unwanted, unknown, and unmourned by anyone but a history-obsessed monster watching from more than half a millennium away.

That almost broke me. That girl. It was all so horribly, evilly unfair. She never did anything to deserve what happened to her. But, still, any gods that might exist had allowed it to happen—and more to my horror, no observer, such as I, had any chance to keep that sort of evil from claiming any child in any of the worlds that the Steadfast Guardian could monitor.

Croaker the Annalist had been a devoted, even an obsessed, student of and lover of history. As a lucky cat burglar in time, now, he had himself a trick bag full of supernatural tools for digging into secrets that people, now and then, might not want dug. But Croaker, now the new Shivetya, had no idea what to do with the lugs of information nuggets he did manage to mine. For sure, almost none of that mattered anymore, especially in the Land of Unknown Shadows.

And still, after all and everything, he had no good idea who his wife might have been when she was young. Five candidates remained. One, perhaps, could be set aside, but only because her hair was the wrong color. However, even a man whose knowledge of women consisted only of interactions with sisters and whores should have few illusions about the significance of a woman’s hair color. That could change with the seasons. Or with the weather. And with the powers available to Senjak women, probably permanently.

Brach! Hey, you! Get your dead ass on back home! You have been playing with yourself long enough!

How did she do that? Even in her mental conversations she sometimes changed voices at the most disconcerting moments.

I needed several subjective minutes to coalesce into the Shivetya who occupied the ugly wooden throne. Once I had returned completely, I found myself in the company of not only three white crows but an additional fat murder of ravens who were, collectively, in as foul a mood as anyone could imagine.

Those birds were far from home, they were massively hungry, and no one had consulted them about whether or not they wanted to be in this awful place.

Almost reflexively, and definitely without conscious thought, I exuded some of the manna stuff that Shivetya the Old had, so often, blessed the Company with back when first it occupied the fortress with no name. I had, as yet, no idea how that worked. It would seem that Shivetya should have melted away completely, long since.

“What is it? Tell me.”

There are things happening in the Land of Unknown Shadows.

“As ever there are. As ever. So what?” I should not be part of that anymore, in any major way, and Soulcatcher really ought to be less involved than I was. So, unless …

But, first, there was a question. This was the second time that she had brought me an alert. How was it that she was so knowledgeable? How was it that she could be aware of things almost before they happened? She could not possibly be peering into the future … could she? The part of me that had carried over from Shivetya the Old assured me that that was entirely impossible. At least for Shivetya. But back in my birth world there had been numerous diviners and some, as I recalled, had been the real thing. Or supremely lucky guessers.

With Soulcatcher it could, for sure, be a trick. A con. Maybe part of a long con, scheming toward her eventual escape.

Or maybe she had found a way to manage a horde of crows all at once.

Well, yes. Of course. She had been managing massive numbers of crows for ages. It just did not seem like she ought to be able from here.

I retained one serious advantage, and a simple one at that: that Soulcatcher was who she was. She was a monster power but she was much too self-appreciative. That flaw was the cause of her downfall, every time she fell.

One fact did remain: something out in Hsien had provoked her interest and she was sure that the Steadfast Guardian ought to know about it. She was warning me to be prepared.

Once I got my mind right, and my consciousness adequately withdrawn from my up-my-ass compulsion to binge on yesteryears, I was able to look where Soulcatcher pointed and see that the people that I had abandoned to become Shivetya had their heads together and were manufacturing a scheme to take advantage of my new status.

An entire mob of them: Howler and my wife, my adopted Voroshk daughters, an oddball kid called Dikken who seemed to be associated somehow with daughter Arkana, and my godson, the seriously strange son of my successor Murgen and his wife, Sahra. The lot had ganged up and meant to bring my true daughter Booboo back to the fortress with no name. All in a hope that I could somehow wrangle a miracle the way Shivetya the Old had done with Howler.

I wondered why that had not occurred to them sooner. It had occurred to me. I had given it a great deal of thought when I was not letting other obsessions lead me around.

However, when Shivetya the Old freed Howler of that ancient curse he’d had somewhere to start. There had been a time when Howler was not the Howler. When he had not yet become accursed. There never had been a time before for my daughter. There was no thrall to neutralize, no curse to kill. My beautiful child was not possessed. She was what she had been meant to be: the Daughter of Night. Now an entirely empty vessel.

What had been her before had been a fraction of Kina. I killed Kina. So, I killed my Booboo more than once, more ways than one.

Even being Shivetya, now, that caused me great pain.

Lady, Lady, my love, my eternal love, I know how much you want this. I know how much I would like to give it to you, but the errand as defined is entirely impossible. Entirely a delusion.

There is nothing there to free, not so much as a spark.

Soulcatcher told the truth: she was never my daughter.

She was never our daughter.

Darling Lady, you have borne many harsh centuries. Surely, you know the truth. You must realize it. And you must bear the sorrow.

And for all that time Shivetya spent thinking, his beloved prisoner abided, allowing me to get to where she wanted me to go, and to where I had to get if I was to remain even marginally rational.

“I have it. All of it. I do understand it. I would have to confess that, at this exact moment, I do not understand how I failed to see so obvious a truth.”

Wishful thinking, love. Wishful thinking with all your heart. Wishful thinking, which is the engine that drives us all.

“So. Real-world considerations. How do I inform those people that their grand plan is doomed before it begins?”

There was a time, once upon a time, when my beautiful and beloved sister was able to see True, however fiercely disappointing Truth did burn her hand.

“What?”

That stupid woman has become an utterly hopeless romantic. She owned a second Domination, hers to use or abuse as she pleased—indeed, truly, an empire wider than His ever was—but she let it fade away, in part due to foolish scruple but mostly because she could not shake her ridiculous infatuation with one ephemeral.

I give her credit for trying. She really did try to shake that, just not hard enough. Barely just slightly enough to claim that she tried.

All right. We had slogged through different flavors of this before, her argument that the Lady’s vast empire had been doomed from the moment that she had become aware of me.

You ask me, that is stupidity graven in stone. In those days I was nothing but a less than noteworthy mercenary-company physician with a fierce compulsion to write everything down.

Whatever happened yesterday, real or imagined in my mind, or in anyone else’s, that was nothing we needed to deal with now. That would be a tidal wave of wishful thinking so blessed with unnatural life that there might be no putting it down.

My wife, with those who had formed a family around her, was determined to retrieve our child from whichever Hell imprisoned her. She was determined to bring Booboo here in hopes that the girl could become the woman that she might have been had she never come in contact with Kina or the Deceiver cult. But …

I have stated the “but.” It could not be. There was no place to rest a lever to pry her loose because there was nothing there to leverage.

Not even a god can bring someone back to a place that she never was.

How could I make Lady understand?

I dove down into time again, nowhere special, looking for nothing more than solitude. Down there I could take as long as I needed to work out what needed to be worked—especially how to get through to Lady.






Arkana’s View


I bullied poor Chunyo Sin, Suvrin’s gatekeeper, into letting me see the Captain. Right away Suvrin made sure there was furniture between us, like he thought I was out to rob him of his virginity. It was almost funny. “Oh, come on, old man! I only came here to, like, warn you about some stuff. And to tell you that somebody put up another one of those stupid signs.” And I thought I knew who, but I was not going to tell that yet. “This one says, ‘Soon Cometh the Hour to Light the Doom Candle.’”

Suvrin managed to look as befuddled as one guy can get.

I said, “You are right. It does not make sense to me, either. But that is just a curiosity.”

“Indeed. You are here to report some stuff. What might ‘some stuff’ be?”

“Lady has decided to haul her daughter up to that place where Croaker is Steadfast Guardian now. She has it in her head that Shivetya can bring Booboo out of her coma. I blame Shukrat. She came up with the idea.”

“That does not make any actual sense. Or, anyway, I do not see how that it might.”

“It is just batshit crazy, I think. But Lady has her mind made up. She plans to drag Howler, Shukrat, me, Tobo, Dikken, Sleeping Beauty, and probably some coolies to lug her stuff, along with her, up to the plain. And Tobo would probably bring his army of invisible friends because there are still some of the Host of the Unforgiven Dead shadows up there.”

Suvrin let half a minute slide by. He did the thing where he steeples his fingers under his chin and stares like he is studying something happening a thousand miles away. Which is all, like, a bullshit act.

He said, “Just tell her that you are not going to go.”

“Yeah. Right. So. Here is an idea for you, boss. How about you call her in and tell her that you will not let her take me? That you will not let her do this?”

Another stretch of silence but this one not so long. “I see your point. I do. She can be a force of nature when her mind is made up.” Another silent stretch. Then, “What is the point of having a Captain if all the people around him feel completely free to do whatever the hell they want? When he does not have even any rudimentary tools to enforce discipline?”

“Sir?” Although I had a good idea what was going on inside his head.

“What Lady intends would be too risky for the rest of the Company. If she takes the people you named, we will be unprotected when the warlords of Hsien are all worried about an imaginary threat of us swarming in to make ourselves the new Shadowmasters, despite the fact that we have not done so much as … Wait! Arkana! Have we done anything to make them think that we have some kind of imperial ambitions?”

“No, sir. We do not have hardly any interaction with them at all. Except for the guys who went home. I guess maybe they could have said some stuff about what went on over on the other side. That would be kind of scary to me if I heard it out of the blue. I was there for most of it and I still do not understand what that war was all about.” I was on a roll. I could not shut up. “Anyway, Tobo and his friends did go to Khang Phi to try to find out something about something called the Book of Names. Them stomping around the Repose of Knowledge in the middle of the night probably pissed some people off.”

“The Book of Names? That is a new one. What would that be?”

“Nobody knows. But it was why somebody from Khang Phi sent Dikken to meet us when we came back and to spy on us, to find out what we know about the book.” We had been over this before. Had he not been listening?

But now Suvrin looked all lost and confused. Maybe I could not blame him, some. I was that way a lot, myself. He asked, “Who the hell is Dikken?”

By now I was feeling almost motherly, with maybe some almost girlfriend mixed in, even though I had no better cause than feeling sorry for a guy who thought he was out of his depth … No. Wait! It was not Suvrin who had me feeling that way. It was Dikken. But I had no rational excuse.

“Look, he was right here with us when you had us in here the other day. His real name is Kaminariyama no Kuma. He says that would translate as something like ‘the Grizzly Bear from Thunder Mountain.’ Dikken is what he wants to be called. He is seventeen but looks about fourteen. He was a student at the Repose of Knowledge. His master, a monk named Chun Chai Chi, sent him here to wait for us to come back. He is supposed to find out what we know about something called the Book of Names. That is his story. I think he is, like, totally harmless otherwise. He is a complete scaredy-cat but totally sweet.”

A little scowl, there, from the Captain. “And you have no idea what the Book of Names might be?”

“None. Even Dikken does not know anything but the title.”

“Why Dikken? If he has that other big-ass name?”

“His choice, sir. And I think that, like, I might understand. That whole Grizzly Bear from the Mountain thing. Especially since he is not all that big or robust.” Whoa! Where did that one come from? Robust? I said that?

“Strange. Curious.”

“Dikken says he comes from somewhere called Honen Ao. The Blue Country.”

“I see. Yes. That would … Thank you for bringing me this news, Miss Voroshk.”

What did I do? Suddenly I was not Arkana anymore?

He added, “I will consider your report and take appropriate action.”

I must have done something. It was clear that my time was up. Chunyo Sin was right there immediately to make sure that when I left, I really went out the door and troubled the Captain no more. But … Why the hell had he forgotten everything?

Now I was more confused than I usually was.

I was hardly out of headquarters when Dikken practically jumped on me. He came out of nowhere and actually grabbed hold. He hardly resisted when I grabbed back, pulled him in, and breathed, “What is your trouble, beautiful boy?”

Damn! Whatever it was, it had him too excited even to be embarrassed.

Tongue-tied, though? Right. That was no problem. Pinch. Poke. Stroke. Puff in the ear. “Talk to me, Kuma Bear. What is happening?” I was thinking how much fun it might be to drag this boy somewhere where nobody could intrude and just work him without mercy.

“Monkeys! Shukrat said find you.” He wheezed and gasped, maybe starting to hyperventilate.

“Monkeys?”

“They are in the cabbage fields. Shukrat already went.”

Would he ever deliver a coherent message? I grabbed hold and hustled him over to our place. I quick-changed into my shefsepoke, activated my rheitgeistide, and was about to go when Dikken yelled, “Wait for me!”

Startled, I waited. He closed his eyes and clambered aboard.

I indulged a moment of happy disbelief. Maybe Dikken was not as big a wimp as I thought. Although I could see no way that he might be useful.

In that moment of delay, while Dikken got on and glommed on, I saw Howler’s carpet rise from behind the place he shared with Lady. He might do some real good, if he was headed for the cabbage fields. “You told Lady, too, eh?”

“Huh? No. I never thought of that. Should I have?”

“Yes, but never mind now. She is on it already.”

She was, just a few beats behind Howler.

Looked like Dikken and I would be last to get to the party.






Shukrat’s View


How the kid knew where to find me, or even how he knew that I was the one who was supposed to handle the bandit monkeys, I do not know, but that farmer kid that we saw there with the target crossbow the time that Tobo loosed the hornets came pounding on my door. I answered in my nightgown, rubbing sleep out of my eyes. He looked like he had run a long way, and hard, but he managed to gasp, “Monkeys, miss. In the cabbages. Hundreds.” Then he heaved up his breakfast.

I did not think. I responded. “I will get going right away.” I ducked back inside, to rouse the house to war—and discovered that there was nobody to rouse. Tobo and Arkana were missing and Dikken was having tea. “Dikken. Where are Tobo and Arko?”

He shrugged. “They were gone when I got up.”

Dang! I had a good notion where I could find that moron Tobo, if I wanted to bother. I did not so want right then. I did not have time to save the idiot from himself. “See if you can find Arko. Tell her that the crops are being attacked and I need her help down there. Come on! Get going!”

Boggled, Dikken hitched up his trousers and ran out of the house. I had a suspicion that he maybe knew more about Moose-Boobs’ whereabouts than he was ready to admit.

I changed into my shefsepoke. No way would I make the mistake of going out there unprotected ever again. Then I got out my post.

The squatter farmer boy was still waiting outside. I asked, “You want to ride with me going back?” I thought he would get all excited about a chance to ride a flying post.

I was wrong. He took one look at me, bleated in terror, and started stumbling toward home.

Oh. Nobody around here ever saw Voroshk fighting clothes before. The black cloth shimmered and waved and made you look like some kind of really weird devil wrapped in a black cloud.



Cabbages and potatoes were the main crops in the area threatened by the monkeys. Some squashes were ripening now, too, and pumpkins were coming along. Not right where the cabbage fields were but pretty much all around An Abode there were grain fields and other crops, and pasture for sheep and pens for pigs. Lots of stuff, although, apparently, not enough. But I am Voroshk. People who serve the Voroshk know about raising crops and livestock. However, I am aware that from the moment he came through the shadowgate Suvrin had Company people who did know agriculture matching the best, fastest-growing crops to the best-suited soils. Where he came up with the seed stock I do not know. I never paid attention. But I know that we brought plenty of treasure with us so he probably just made deals with neighboring nobles. They would happily let their peasants starve for a few pounds of gold. Being Voroshk, I understood.

The runner kid had said “hundreds.” I thought he meant cabbages damaged. And that proved to be true. But it was also true of the number of little long-tailed vermin tearing up the crop.

They had eaten all that they were going to eat. Now they were amusing themselves with cabbage head fights. Hsien cabbages are not very big. One four inches thick is a monster. But you can get a lot more of those little guys on the same amount of ground as I remembered seeing the big ones take up back where I was born.

First thing I noticed, after the monkey mess, was some farmers being harassed by monkeys throwing rocks and dirt clods. Seven farmers. Two were hurt badly enough to need help from the others. One of those two looked like he might be hurt really bad.

What to do now that I was here? I had no real weapons with me and the spells I could use would not much bother that many monkeys. I could only harass them the best I could until Arkana showed up to help.

First, I tried intimidating the mob harassing the farmers. That worked for about a minute, then I became the target of a barrage of rocks and clods and cabbages. They could not hurt me but I could not hurt them back much, either.

I lifted up, backed off, saw that some of the farmers had managed to hang on to their tools. I caught them up. In pidgin Hsienish, using my Voroshk voice, I said, “You with the mattock. Give it. Just the handle.”

Those farmers wanted to run. They were more scared of me in my shefsepoke than they were of the monkeys.

“Now!” Full imperial Voroshk command voice, hoping that I had not mangled the language so badly that they would not understand.

The guy with the mattock grabbed his forelock, slid his mattock’s head off the handle, offered the handle to me, his eyes aimed aside and filled with terror as thirty inches of seasoned oak mostly disappeared into the cloud of my shefsepoke.

My descent and loud commands made the nearest monkeys hang back just long enough for me to arm myself.

So! Time for some head-knocking fun.

That started out really well. I darted up and down and cracked, like, maybe twenty skulls in about three minutes, but then I got all Shukrat Voroshk show-off and had to add in some acrobatics.

I dove into a hail of clods and stones, trying to attack while flying upside down. That worked for about five swings of my club—then I realized that I had, somehow, acquired several passengers.

While I was trying to get shot of those—I guess they just jumped up when I got too low—I lost track of my altitude. I plowed through some monkeys that were too slow to get out of the way, then jammed into the ground. The head of my post dug in, then went end over end. And I did too, but not together with my post.

Then I was on the ground. And all the monkeys in Hsien piled on. I got buried by a ton of monkeys who could not really hurt me because of my shefsepoke but their weight, if they could stand being piled onto one another long enough, might crush the wind out of me forever.






Arkana’s View


Dikken manned up, some. He did not scream once and he kept his prayers down to a rumbling mutter despite the fact that we flew faster than he had ever experienced before. And he had to put up with my shefsepoke billowing and flapping around him, too.

We caught up with Howler and Lady as the cabbage fields came into sight. I saw some farmers trying to run away while some monkeys harassed them. Then I saw a big boiling pile of monkeys out in the middle of the field, looking like a bee swarm there were so many animals on the pile. A flying post slowly drifted up and away nearby, with a couple of screaming monkeys riding it.

Lady shouted, “Stay back!” when I started to head down there. She was so forceful that I did stay back, without thinking or arguing.

Howler did not stay back. He darted forward, tilted, and at a hundred yards out and eighty feet high he suddenly became the source of all the light in the world. The fireworks were amazing. Balls of blinding light in a score of colors shot from beneath his carpet. The first volley hit the monkey pile. Monkey pieces flew. Further volleys, cranked out more slowly, worked the rest of the field. No fireball appeared to miss.

The stink of burnt hair and meat soon reached me.

Behind me, Dikken gagged but kept quiet otherwise.

While Howler indulged in wholesale slaughter Lady went to help the farmers. She did not take long to scatter the monkeys bothering those guys.

She came back to drift in close beside me. “Go down there and dig your cousin out of that mess. Howler will cover you. I have further business south of here.” She sped away.

All right! Here was Arkana Voroshk, set to jump into the cauldron. Set to get busy retrieving her cousin who was too stupid to wait for help before she attacked a horde of all the monkeys in Hsien.

But I could not move.

Here we go! Arkana to the rescue!

Still I could not move. But then Dikken said something into my back that might have been “Is it over yet?”

No. It was not over yet. I had to find the guts to get it done. My cousin, my only remaining connection to my former life, was under that pile down there. She might be dying.

I got myself moving at last.

First task accomplished once I got there was to clear Shuke’s post of stowaways and tether it to mine. It would not do to have it get lost by drifting away on the breeze. That done, I landed beside the pile.

“Gods, the smell!”

Dikken was right. The smell was just awful. I said, “Shuke is under there somewhere. She should still be alive but she might not last if we do not get her out fast.”

I tried to set an example. I pulled a roasted monkey corpse out of the mess and tossed it aside. Dikken sucked it up, muttering prayers, and grabbed a monkey arm.

It came apart at the elbow when he pulled.

He lost his breakfast, then, but, kudos to the beautiful boy, sick as the work did make him, he stuck with it.

As did I.

I had moved only two more dead monkeys when I noticed that we were being joined by An Abode’s namesakes. Already. And I moved just two bodies more when I saw fireballs fly a mile or so to the south. Lady had found fresh targets.

I wondered if any monkeys would survive.

Came a four-ball burst from Howler, overhead, and a shriek from behind me.

They were not all dead yet.

Sturdy Dikken never stopped praying and never stopped digging, even when he dragged out a mother monkey still clutching a shivering infant to her chest. We got to Shukrat in about ten minutes. She was still breathing but she was not communicating. Her shefsepoke was singed but no fireball had gotten through. Shefsepoken will stand up to a lot but they do not handle fireballs well, as Shukrat and my sister Ekaterina could attest from personal experience.

Dikken and I were getting Shukrat tied onto her flying post, which I would tow home, when Lady came to check our progress. In a sort of distracted tone, she said, “I did not manage to kill him. He got away. But I think I winged him. We can hope that he got the message this time.”

She was trying to be informative but it was like she assumed that we already knew what she was talking about.

I think she realized that. “We need to get Shukrat back to where we can get her some care if she needs it.”

I came damned close to saying, “Yes, ma’am.” Stifling that, I got Dikken onto my post.

The beautiful boy was developing an immunity. He held on to me tight but I never heard a murmur out of him all the way home.

Howler did not head out with the rest of us. He stayed, watching for survivors making a break for monkey country.



Tobo was home when we got there. Which we found out when Dikken and I carried Shukrat inside, between us, hanging on to us but doing her best to help. Lady followed and “supervised” while we put Shukrat to bed.

Lady asked Tobo, “Where were you today?”

Tobo was listless and unresponsive. And paler than I had ever seen.

He looked like he was in a bad way, actually. I wondered how he had gotten away from the vampire shadows. Saved by his invisible friends? Maybe. But why would he be stupid enough to go back where the vampires were, anyway?

Lady said, “He will be useless, looking out for Shukrat.” A statement of obvious fact. “You. Dikken? Stay with her. There is no reason to think that she requires anything but rest, but if she does need something someone should be here.”

Dikken and I both opened our mouths to argue but Lady silenced us with one ferocious scowl. Me she told, “You will come with me to see the Captain.”

“He will think that I am stalking him.”

That won me a frown of curiosity.

Once we were outside, I told her, “Suvrin thinks that I am out to vamp him. He is almost paranoid about it.”

“Really?” Definitely not believing in that. “And are you?”

“No! Well, I did think about it one time but I could see nothing in it for me when I studied on it. What are we going to see him about?”

The look she gave me made me want to go hide from her scorn. It was like she was thinking: How dumb can this girl be? She can’t possibly be all tits and no brains. “He needs to know about what we just did.”

Oh. Yeah. That made sense. But why did she need me…?

“Explain to me what is going on with Tobo.”

So. Now I knew. But should I…?

“Arkana, talk to me.”

“All right.” I started at the beginning and told her everything that I knew, most of which would not be news to her. We ended up hanging around outside headquarters for five minutes while I finished up.

She said, “It is worse than I thought. But I have a cure. Tobo may not like it, but I do have a cure.”

Chunyo Sin was still on duty. He tried to execute his mission. Lady ignored him totally. She pushed into Suvrin’s Captain space without any ceremony. Suvrin was in conference with his brigade commanders about how to keep the soldiers out of mischief. Which, I guess, is always a problem for commanders.

“I have an answer for that.” Lady reported events in the cabbage fields, ignoring the exasperation and anger of Suvrin and his generals. “There are now several hundred monkey carcasses that need to be burned or buried and several tons of uprooted and partially damaged cabbages that need to be collected, processed, and pickled so they do not go to waste. Also, troops need to go into the badlands and clear out any monkeys that are still there. They will not just be a nuisance; they will be a threat. A mischievous intelligence is manipulating them.”

Arkana had an epiphany. Lady meant that Pop thing! For some reason, which would make no sense if I knew what it was, the spirit that now inhabited Croaker’s body was making the monkeys do stuff he maybe thought was funny but that we could only see as a threat. But she had made us let him go.

Probably, he did not have a grasp on the need for regular meals, not having had to worry about dinner for thousands of years.

Without asking a single question the Second Infantry Brigade commander, Lo Kan Song, said, “I will handle it.” He hustled out without asking leave. One of the other brigadiers cursed and barked something my feeble command of Hsienish rendered as: “Gosh, darn! He beat us to it.” Meaning quick-actor Lo Kan had solved his busywork problem.

The Captain took a similar view. Our report had been accepted; his problem had been addressed. He said, “Now explain to me your thinking regarding your expedition to visit the Steadfast Guardian.”

I would not have thought that Lady could be surprised by anything, but it was obvious Suvrin had caught her on the wrong foot there.

She rallied quickly. A woman her age would. “I hope that the new Shivetya will be able give me back my daughter. The other one was able to restore her to life.”

“Understood. I am skeptical about your chances but I understand your motive. My information suggests that you plan to take Tobo, the Voroshk girls, and Howler with you.”

He did not give me away by glancing my way.

“Ah,” Lady said. “I see your concern. I will admit, in the emotion of the moment, I failed to think it through. On reflection, yes, there is no need for Tobo or the girls to go. But I would be uncomfortable going without Howler. The journey is too long to be dared without sleep.”

Later I would realize that Dikken’s name never came up.

Suvrin frowned. He did not get what she said any more than I did. As long as you stick to the sheltered roads up there you have no need to worry.

Suvrin remarked, “Tobo’s value these days, I am told, is a bit iffy.”

He surprised me with that one.

Seemed like the Captain was more in touch than anybody realized.

Lady said, “Curing his disease is on my agenda. Then I will go visit Shivetya. And now I will get out of your hair.” She faced the generals. “My apologies for interrupting, gentlemen. Arkana, shall we?”

She laid two fingers, in the gentlest touch, on my left arm, moving me out of there.



Headed back, Lady asked, “Do you still have Shukrat’s post tied to yours?”

I did. There had been no time to put them away. “Yes.”

“Bring them to my house. I want to get them armed with fireball projectors before I leave.”

“I can bring mine but not Shukrat’s. Hers will not come that far unless she is in contact with it herself. I can only move it about eight feet down here, and that is only because I am Voroshk.”

Lady scowled. I must say, the woman has an impressive arsenal of harsh expressions. “That will not be handy for me, but, I suppose, it makes sense. Keeps the posts safe from thieves.” Said with a bit of squint-eye. She had used posts in the other world. They had not had that sort of protection then.

“It does.” It was stuff that Shukrat and I worked up after several people who were not Voroshk, including Pop and Lady, used those captured rheitgeistiden over there.

“Then … No. We will wait. Shukrat will not take long to recover and neither Shivetya nor Booboo is going anywhere. We cannot just arm her post and leave without teaching her how to use the projectors.”

I noted that plural. She was going to put enormous firepower into the hands of the bimbette? I think I might ought to be concerned. I said, “That makes sense.” The teaching part, not the arming.

We walked in silence for a way, Lady brooding on something. Finally, she asked, “You do not normally have a great deal to do here, do you?”

“Mostly I do boundary patrols. Sometimes I do a deep-penetration daylight recon, but Tobo normally handles deep recon at night.”

“Then you have time for some training.”

I stopped, instantly wary. “Ma’am?”

Her expression soured, but she said only, “Once Howler and I leave, the Company will be almost entirely dependent on Tobo. But Tobo has become unreliable. Right? I should leave the Captain an alternative, should I not?”

“How long do you expect to be gone?” Suddenly, it felt like that might be a long time.

“As long as it takes.”

“You said you have the cure for Tobo’s crazy.”

“I do. For his infatuation with the siren things. But I am uncomfortable about what a cured Tobo might be like.”

I chomped down on an interrogative “Ma’am?”

“That boy has more problems than mother issues. There is a war going on inside him. In one way the vampire spirits have been good for him. They have been draining him, yes, but that leaves him too weak, too distracted, to have to wrestle with his other, inner demons.”

I did not ask what she meant because that would have to do with the ugly things Tobo did over in the other world.

She said, “Let us see how your cousin is doing, then.”






Shukrat’s View


Last thing I knew I was tumbling ass over appetite, as Croaker would say, and ended up being the grain of sand at the heart of a pearl of stinky monkeys. Next thing, I woke up in my own bed with Dikken hovering like an anxious mom and Tobo over yonder in our only good armchair, sort of awake but looking like the next thing to a drooling idiot.

A drooling idiot who knew it when I managed, with a ferocious effort and a little help from Dikken, to swing my legs over the side and sit up. Tobo made a drawn-out sound built entirely of vowels but was unable to lift his head.

Dikken did a great imitation of the pee-pee dance, offering to help, asking if there was something he could do, wanting to know what he should do.

I hurt all over. It took all the strength I had to stay sitting up. I could not get the smell of those monkeys out of my head. Not their weight crushing me, or their writhing around against me, just their incredibly pungent aroma.

I was not able to feel much symphony for my guy, over there. He did all that to himself. And he kept right on doing it. I thought about telling him that I was going to shed his sorry self and take up with Dikken.

I did not. I had a more urgent problem.

I had peed myself thoroughly, maybe more than once, and now I had to do the other thing, and I did not have the strength to get up, let alone to stumble all the way over there, at least twelve feet, to the curtained alcove containing the chamber pot.

I overcame my embarrassment enough to tell Dikken what I needed to do. Stouthearted boy, he got me up and walked me over … and even helped with my clothes and my feeble effort to sit down.

No telling which of us was more red-faced.

There I sat, curtain drawn, Dikken hovering outside, so he could help when I was done, when Arkana and Lady walked in.

Dikken began to babble.

I wanted to strangle him and hug him at the same time.

Arkana took over for Dikken. Lady herded him into the kitchen and put him to work helping make soup and tea. And Tobo went on drooling and making noises.



Once I got some soup and hot tea inside me, I started to feel almost human. “But,” I said, “I just cannot get the smell of those things out of my nose!”

Arkana said, “You should have smelled them after Howler blasted them.”

Once she saw me coming back, Lady concentrated on Tobo. That idiot was in bad shape. I could not imagine how he had gotten back here from his own place. And I was definitely thinking about cutting my losses in that direction.

I was involved. I had emotion invested. But I was Voroshk. Voroshk are practical, not people who jump into lost causes. It made no practical sense to partner up with somebody who was a suicide waiting to happen. Those people can take you with them.



Lady stepped away from Tobo, whom she had been studying for several minutes. She said, “This boy’s situation is worse than any of us suspected.”

I suffered a cold chill. Lady was about to tell me something that I did not want to hear.

Total silence closed in. We all stared. She told us, “Tobo is not in charge of himself anymore. He has not been for some time. He has been interacting with the rest of us only as a sort of camouflage. He has not been going back to those things because he is too weak or too stupid to stay away. They have, basically, enslaved him. He cannot stay away. They have been called sirens and vampires. Both descriptions apply.”

Arkana asked, “His spook friends would know that and try to protect him, would they not?”

“You would think so. I cannot answer that one. Unless it is true that they came from my world originally and that puts the Unknown Shadows at some kind of disadvantage.”

Arkana said, “You said you have a cure.”

“I do. When I thought the boy was going to them on his own, I intended to impose it just before I took my daughter to see Shivetya. But I now think it has to be done right away. If we wait, we will lose him.”

I made the sound that had become annoying even to me. “Hah?”

Arkana smirked. “What Shuke said. And, do you mean that he is going to die?”

“Yes. That is quite likely. If we do not act soon. They are drawing on him right now. They have taken him so completely that, after his most recent visit, they no longer need him in their presence to feed. Which is why he has declined somewhat just since we came back from the cabbage fields.”

I blurted, “But…!” Then I thought, But what? I had no way to know how she figured all that out. But she was Lady. She had no need to show off like some of us others, but she was a massive power.

My cousin was not so passive. “How could you figure all that? Just from standing there looking at him for five minutes?”

“I do not know for sure but I think those parasitic spirits are from my world. I think they came with us when we crossed the glittering stone. The devils and demons over here seem to be more scared of them than they are of the most ferocious living people. We called them Hungry Ghosts. Croaker had a run-in with some, once.”

Arkana looked puzzled. I was puzzled. I recalled nothing like that in the Annals that I had read.

Lady said, “They must have realized that it would not be long before we figured it out, so they decided to suck him dry, now.”

The more Lady talked the more I got confused. Admittedly, not unusual for me, and a state made worse by my recent narrow escape.

Oddly, or weirdly, or something, Lady made sure I was completely comfortable, brought me another bowl of soup—which was really only thickened chicken broth—then she told Dikken, “Take care of this girl like she is your mother, your sister, and your lover all rolled into one. And if you get a minute when she does not need you, try to get some soup into Tobo. Arkana, dear. Come. It is time.”

That was the boob-monster’s cue to make the annoying sound. “Hah?”

“It is time to apply the cure.”






Arkana’s View


Lady told me we had to go do Tobo’s cure. I did not know what she meant. She took me by the arm and led me out of my house. Once we were outside, in the afternoon light, she told me, “Get your post and come to my house. I will get Howler. We will go from there.”

“But…”

“You are the Annalist, are you not? One of the Annalists, anyway. You will need to see this.”

I came close to saying, “Yes, ma’am,” but managed to bite down on it before it got away. “I will be there as soon as I can.” I had to separate my flying post from Shukrat’s, then had to make sure that Shukrat’s post was tied down good so that it would not float away. Only then could I go on over to Lady’s place—without my beautiful boy riding behind me.



When I got there, Lady and Howler were working on their flying carpets, changing out their bamboo fireball projectors. Lady said, “Ah. You are finally here. I need you to fly over to Tobo’s house and circle it. If you see anyone close by, tell them to move away.”

Right away I had a serious sinking feeling. That was her cure for Tobo’s disease?

“Come on. Do get moving. We will not be much longer. And Tobo does not have much time.”

Reluctant as I felt, I got going. I went where I had been told to go and did what I had been told to do, only there was nobody in the area that needed warning.

Tobo’s place had a reputation. People stayed away anyway.

During my patrol I managed to convince myself that my imagination had run away with me and there was no way that Lady and Howler would just …

Here they came.

Howler halted. One hundred yards out. Eighty feet high. Lady took station opposite him, on the far side of Tobo’s house, same distance, same altitude.

Once Lady was in position, Howler cut loose. The fireball storm was heavier than the one that he had thrown at the monkeys piling onto Shukrat.

Tobo’s house never had a chance to burn. Brilliant, almost blinding fireballs devoured it so fast that there was almost no smoke. After slightly more than a minute there was nothing left but a pit filled with what looked like boiling lava.

I muttered, “This is insane!”

Lady launched a burst of fireballs, all different colors, sun-bright. I did spot her target before those hit it.

That was just a shadow like that of a tiny cloud rippling along the dirt street, racing away from the lava. Lady’s fireballs extinguished it.

She let loose a second burst. I did not spot this target.

Then nothing further happened except that a lot of lookie-loos turned up while the earth where Tobo’s house had stood slowly hardened into brittle brown glass.

Lady began to move again, slowly. As she passed by me, she said, “And that would be Tobo’s disease cured.”

Damn! That old woman had her a truly final edge to how she dealt with problems. Might be worth remembering.






Shivetya’s View


as recorded by Dikken, later

That devil Soulcatcher was up to something. Again. There I was, enjoying a well-earned nap, and she had to start blowing in my ear.

Nap? What? I was asleep? Again? Oh, crap! What the hell? How did that happen?

Shivetya the New damned near flew into a panic. Sleep was not something for which he was ready. Definitely not something he actually needed. He did not yet need to escape reality, nor did he need any device by which to pass the ages! He had yet to explore a thousandth of one percent of the ages that Shivetya the Old had known.

Seductive, isn’t it!

I was a bit sleep-muddled. “What?”

The sleep, to dream. It calls like a lover.

She was taunting me. Which irked me. My own weakness irked me, too. I spun my consciousness outward, ended up even more irked once I realized that I had snoozed through several real-time, now-time days, which was time that I could have spent panning nuggets of historical gold, if I had just stayed focused.

“Again, what?”

Grouch.

“Yes, indeed! I am. Double dog! What?”

Once again intriguing developments have occurred in An Abode of Ravens. You will need to slide backward a few days to enjoy their full effect.

She then offered me a sort of “Let’s go!” sense. A subjective moment later I was taking a quick discorporate tour of the Black Company’s rather extensive Land of Unknown Shadows establishment. The soldier in my past was disappointed. He saw sloppiness, disorder, and confusion blanketing An Abode like a depressing fog.

The core problem was easily recognized. Two-thirds of the Company soldiers were Hsienish. Once they returned to the world of their birth a lot had scurried off to their home villages … only to find that the folks they had longed to see again, throughout the campaign over there, had become strangers. Those people wore the old familiar faces, but … They did not understand. They did not know.

So, many of those men had no real option but to go back to the company of comrades who did know. Back to the Company, dismayed by the fact that they were unable go home because home was no longer there. Home was now an alien country.

Fool, me. Ignoramus, me. Fully aware that I could roam the Domination at will, centuries ago, in another world and thousands of miles away, it never occurred to me—at least at the core of my consciousness—that today’s An Abode of Ravens could harbor no secrets. Nor had it occurred to me to keep watch there. I had gotten full up on the notion that to go down there I would need to ride a crow. Or an owl.

But I was Shivetya. I did not need any of that.

Unless I wanted to eavesdrop.

My spectral hearing was no better here than it was in the Dusk of yore.

Yore. There is a word you do not run into very often.

I overlooked the blatant. And Soulcatcher never bothered to clue me. Which suggested that there was a path along which she hoped to lead me.

Or maybe it was just me bound up in tunnel vision. Me indulging entirely in my one special interest.

As soon as I dropped into Hsien, I knew I was right about Soulcatcher’s scheming. I definitely caught a whiff of irritation as I leapt out, before she cut away. Which amused me.

I do enjoy scuttling her one-woman schemes.



Well. Oh, yes. Indeed. Soulcatcher was spot-on about interesting times in An Abode of Ravens. Lady was up to something. Suvrin was up to something predicated upon his being able to keep everyone thinking that he was less than ideally suited to be Captain. Tobo seemed to be doing his best to avoid his destiny by committing slow suicide. The Unknown Shadows appeared to have become less reliable. Much to their disappointment, they were not invisible to Shivetya, no more so than were those mystery glittering stone entities, the Nef.

Most curious and puzzling of all was the behavior of my predecessor, Shivetya the Old, now wearing the wreck of the flesh that had sustained me for so many decades—although that seemed to have been substantially upgraded during my absence. Both eyes worked. Both hands worked. He did not limp.

He appeared to be behaving like an adolescent vandal, using the power that remained to him to stir up Hsien’s rock monkeys to irritate An Abode.

My wife and her uncle did deliver a cure for that.

My woman was not one to indulge in gentle half measures. She went to the most ferocious solution first, almost always. The legacy of a late-Domination upbringing, I suspect.

Kill them all and let the gods sort them out.

Her plot seemed straightforward. She would squash the worst threats around An Abode, then she would hustle up to the fortress with no name, dragging our daughter along, hoping against vain hope to conjure forth the child who might have been, extinguishing the demon that a mad goddess had wrought in the child’s stead. The ultimate driver behind her determination might be guilt over her having tried to kill Booboo before I actually managed to complete that horrible task.

Even after decades I did not know that woman perfectly well. She was an iceberg, mostly hidden beneath the surface, and much of what could be seen was not certain to be true. Much of what was visible was just for show, purely misdirection. I had, always, entertained the suspicion that she misled herself as much as she misled the rest of the world.

I had, always, suspected that that hard woman, strong enough to have made herself empress of half a world, might actually be a scared little girl inside.

Her recent behavior betrayed nothing that would alter my calculations.

I did approve of her decision not to drag the whole extended makeshift family onto the glittering stone. Suvrin might need all the help he could get—assuming my girls could nurse Tobo back to a reasonable facsimile of mental health.

All that assessed, and vandal Shivetya the Old skinwalking in a Croaker costume lightly reexamined, I undertook a wider recon, to see how fierce were the threats that the Company actually faced.

I darted hither and yon, back and forth through the shallows of time, and where I could I commandeered crows so that I could eavesdrop. I piled on months’ worth of espionage, raided a hundred venues. And I found almost nothing but wishful thinking accompanied by a diffuse disgruntlement. Every warlord who ever heard of the Black Company had settled into a long-term bleak mood but none of them seemed to have gone beyond the “What if?” or “Wouldn’t it be nice?” stage of doing something about anything.

The Company was too damned powerful, too damned experienced, and too damned fierce to challenge. Not to mention, it possessed peerless intelligence resources.

The common strategy was: Wait and see. Take action only if the Company does something unfriendly first.

One more matter to explore. The Book of Names. What was that? What did it mean? Was it even an actual thing?

I dug into the boy Dikken’s life, which was an epic adventure of the Watching Grass Grow variety first time around.

The Book of Names came up just once in Dikken’s young life, when Master Chun Chai Chi sent him to An Abode of Ravens to find out what the Company people knew about it. Those orders had been presented only after a great deal of staged anxiety meant to convince Dikken that he was being handed a sacred mission, the outcome of which might shape the destiny of Hsien.

There being nothing to learn from watching Dikken except that he appeared to be a sweet, shy, empathetic, and almost sickeningly good kid, I decided to take a look at his master. I engaged in a swift skim, starting at the now, then working his life in reverse. I found a whole lot of not much interesting during Chun’s most recent several decades. The man very much resembled an earlier version of Dikken. Until …

Until I overhauled Chun when he was no older than Dikken was now, as a near adult with a marginal, untrained knack for sorcery. Chun Chai Chi had not worn the Chun name then. I was unable to winkle out the original because I could not hear it and never saw it written—although I would not have been able to decipher the Hsienish characters, anyway. But I would have remembered them.

Chun had been involved briefly with some secret Longshadow affinities, after the uprising that sent the Shadowmasters scurrying out of Hsien, across the glittering stone, to the world where Croaker was born. Chun became a secret adherent, supremely careful to avoid notice. His birth name faded away and, in time, Chun Chai Chi emerged and wormed his way into Khang Phi. There, eventually, he became one of that institution’s lesser intellectual lights.

Chun Chai Chi was older than he appeared to those around him.

All very intriguing.

I encountered no mention of the Book of Names anywhere in Chun’s life, but there was no guarantee that it was not there, during his recruiter’s time in service to Longshadow.

I for sure did miss my hearing, digging into those old times. There was so much to be rooted out, especially about how a cell loyal to Longshadow could manage to survive the purges after the flight of the Shadowmasters, and, even more, how they managed to keep the faith through the years of Longshadow’s exile, while never exciting the suspicions of those around them.

Stipulated, not once in all his years did Chun Chai Chi, or whomever he might once have been, do anything to attract censure.

I came up with nothing else during that time dive. But, in the end, I was sure that that was not all that there was, and that, if only I could hear, my spying would have found it. I could handle the main language of Hsien and I did not think that it would have changed much during the course of Chun’s life.

Small good knowing that would have done me, though.

Small good that my knowing would have done the rest of that world, as well.



Normally, not much living-world time passes while I time-dive, shallow or deep, but, inevitably, some does because I do have to come back to today to reorient and to take aim at the next age that I want to explore. By the time I completed all those dives to poke around in Dikken’s past and Chun Chai Chi’s past, Lady had armed our Voroshk daughters with fireball projectors and had given them a crash tutorial in projector management, complete with live-fire exercises in monkey country. Then she entrusted them with the key spells that would open her secret arsenal if the Company got desperate while she was away. Trusting those kids to behave like responsible adults.

Really? Arkana and Shukrat? Arkana especially? Darling woman, if I were not a god my own self, I would pray that you have not fallen more naive than I.

That done, Lady had her mules and wagons loaded. She had Howler board his carpet, armed to beat down a savage horde. He would lead the way. She had recruited four Taglian soldiers to handle her grunt work. And she drafted the boy Dikken into the expedition.

This modern Lady might actually be more paranoid—or, likely, more clever—than the Lady that I knew before.

No way would that pretty boy Dikken be pulling any treacherous stunts if he was up on the glittering stone with Lady and Howler and Booboo.

Dikken was not thrilled. He was sweating chert arrowheads. But he had been offered few choices. Those being, go, or an “or else” the nature of which he had no desire to discover.

I worked hard and gained control of a young raven not yet deft enough to avoid being possessed by a rider as clumsy as me, after which I spent several real-time hours lurking in places where I could eavesdrop on the people who had mattered a lot to me when I was just another mortal man.

Little had changed, once I was gone, although Shukrat and Arkana seemed to have closed ranks, some, and seemed to have buried the hatchet without burying it in one another.

My cunning ploy of having drafted them to work together to keep up the Annals had achieved its secret purpose.

Really, I would do/would have done anything to help Arkana get past her trauma. And she seemed to have done so. Or she was faking it really well.

I suffered a serious blast of nostalgia, wishing that Lady could bring the girls’ writings along so somebody could read them to me. But, then, having become a major genius when I became Shivetya, I realized that the girls would be recording their Annals in Voroshak because that was the only language of which they had complete command. It was a language with which I had a limited familiarity. I had tried to translate some stuff so they could compare while they were learning new languages. Nobody else knew Voroshak.

They would not be writing in a Hsienish language because nobody, not even Hsienish folks themselves, could keep up with all of that language’s multiple-meaning chicken-track writing when it came to lengthy, hopefully unambiguous chronicles.

I had ragged them mercilessly back when I was a man but I knew neither girl had a gift for tongues. Hell, I did have one but had mainly only ever been able to speak some of the ones that I learned. It was only sometimes that I got so far as to be able to read and write them. Too many peoples out in the worlds were too damned dumb to use the same script and alphabet. And Hsien…! I could make those peoples’ lives and literature so much simpler just by forcing them to give up their two-thousand-plus multiple-meanings characters and start using the thirty-three-characters phonetic alphabet common to the countries that had formed the prefectures of the Lady’s empire.

What the hell? I did all that fussing in real time, now time, while I was a raven supposedly monitoring my darling’s preparations for bringing the shell of our daughter to me, at the heart of the glittering stone.

That woman, that only love of my mortal life, may have suspected that I was watching. However, on reflection, I would guess that, instead, her inclination would be to suspect her sister.

That war is forever foremost in both of their minds.






Arkana’s View


Boy, howdy! And holy shit! Howler and Lady put me and Shukrat through some major get-ready-to-jump-way-deep-into-some-seriously-deadly-shit training, like she would be counting on us two to destroy the entire Hsienish continent if some asshole warlord suddenly decided to jump the Company while she was away trying to pull her kid out of her hidden place.

Which would be a hidden place that I am willing to bet does not exist. That kid is gone forever. Booboo became nothing but a beautiful shell once the demon goddess was exorcised, from her and the universe alike. That body incorporates no soul. It never really had its own.

Booboo is just a lovely piece of meat, aging quickly.

Gods, what might she have suffered were she not Lady’s child, shielded by terrors too stark for even the maddest and most resolute pervert to risk?

I do have a notion that the realist in Lady knows that she has no real hope, but … The woman has a hidden romantic streak that, across all the centuries of her existence, has seen the improbable and implausible bear fruit just often enough that she will never accept …

Anyway, there we were. And there they were, set to begin their trek, Dikken looking like he had been handed a death sentence. I did not want him to go but I thought I understood Lady’s thinking. Kuma Bear was a wild card. Even he was not sure what he was up to but he had shown some disturbing signs, like being so damned slick, quick, and handy with those talisman things.

Speaking of signs, nonsense signs have begun turning up almost every morning. Outside the officers’ mess, outside the NCO mess, outside the quartermaster’s warehouse, outside headquarters, all put up in no obvious pattern and to no apparent purpose.

Outside Lady’s house, in Taglian: “The Character Read as ‘Woman,’ or as ‘Time,’ Is Called ‘Shin,’ Which Word Means ‘Death.’”

And that was true about the Hsienish character. So, what was the sign maker trying to say?

Outside the quartermaster’s warehouse, on successive days, we saw: “The Darkness Knows,” and “Like Shadows on Water.” Nobody had any idea what those meant. Shukrat thought that they might have something to do with corruption in the quartermaster corps.

Randomly, here and there: “Evil Is Hard Work.” Second version.

“It Is Darkest at the Bottom of the Candle.”

“All Hell Dancing with Joy.”

“Every One of Them Ought to Be Poisoned, Stuffed, and Mounted on Wheels.”

I loved that one! Most everybody else did, too. Nobody took that one down.

Random wordsmiths would occasionally add a suggestion as to who the “Every One” ought to be.

“The Monster Casts a Man’s Shadow.” That was kind of creepy, there. And then came one that I thought might contain an actual message: “The Past Is Fragile. It Must Be Handled Carefully, like Burning Coals.”

The Captain did not take those signs seriously. He considered them to be games-play by a bored soldier who remembered the partisans of the deposed royals, and of the Company, over in Taglios, using similar signs to taunt and tweak various Taglian regimes.

Suvrin did, however, ask me and Shukrat to sneak out, going moonlight riding, to see if we could catch a sign being put up. He did want to identify the player even if he thought that what was happening was just harmless “grab-assing around,” to quote Chunyo Sin.

Friend Chunyo claimed to have been a sergeant in some minor warlord’s gang before he decided that the Black Company was a better fit for his talents.

Chunyo confiscated the sign from outside Lady’s place. Without any explanation he put it up on the wall behind his desk.

I am sure there is a story, and I am just as sure that it involves a woman.

As Pop might say, the cruelest stories usually do.






Shukrat’s View


Lady planned to head out at first light. As such things generally do go, she did not get rolling until the crack of noon, which meant that, come nightfall, her band had not yet reached the shadowgate.

Arkana and I watched from our flying posts until it started to get dark. When Lady called a halt outside the shadowgate we swooped down to offer Dikken another set of good-byes. Lady scowled a lot but did not say anything.

Dikken whined a bit.

Heck. Dikken whined a lot.

The beautiful boy had no taste for adventure. I would not have minded going up there at all. But that was probably why Lady had me and the boob-monster stay behind. If we ever got past the shadowgate, armed with our flying posts, we would be able to just race off on home. Except that, after Arkana pulled that runaway stunt before and me and Croaker had to go save her from her own family, neither one of us was that hungry to go back.

Arkana still talks about wanting it, but she is not talking about going back to what is there now. She wants to go back to what was there when we were little.

If we ever do go, we will have to be stronger than any of our surviving male relatives. Otherwise, we will spend our lives making babies. And there will be no crazy Pop to rescue us.

Lady and Howler for sure would not bother.

It hurts, being an exile.

I had a fairly nice childhood. A totally indifferent father, but, otherwise, my life was full and happy. My parents were reasonably decent people, although my father refused to spend time on his children. I just was never as smart as I thought that I was in those days. I did manage to get myself captured by Croaker and Lady.

Ha! At least I did not go down like the cow, talked into vintage stupid by idiots like Gromo and Daiskei. I got shot down. By a fireball. Honestly. And Daiskei did wise up in time.

More pain.

Chances are, Daiskei and Aijee, and most of the Voroshk kids that I knew growing up, are dead.

Arkana says the Voroshk are almost extinct. First Father shattered the shadowgate to our world. That opened the way for those terrible killer shadow things.

They wiped out the majority of human and animal life in our world.

I cannot imagine the hell that home must have become. However, recalling some of my more intimate relatives, I do not doubt that outsiders might think that the apocalypse could not have befallen a more deserving people. Karma, the Gunni might call it.

And still I have an urge to go back. But, as with Arkana, that would be to the home that was there when I was ten.

There have been nights when I cried myself to sleep. I am so lonely here, even surrounded by Company people who do care about me.

I am surrounded by thousands of other exiles, too, many as alienated from their roots as I am.

It helps some, knowing that others know the same pain. Sadly, though, the pain makes a lot of them just plain mean.

Damn, girl! You, at least, had the blessing of a decent childhood! Many of these people never had a childhood at all, just an all-out bitter struggle to stay alive for one more day. A lot became mercenaries because there was nothing else that they could do.

I am familiar enough with Croaker’s Annals to understand that, as awful as some individuals might be, the Black Company is substantially unlike most mercenary outfits because it does care for its own.

Some. There is no “March or Die!” except under the harshest combat conditions. If you break a leg, they do not just kick you into the roadside ditch and tromp on. They pick you up and carry you along to see some guy like Croaker when they make camp. They bury you with honors if there is any way that they can do that. They will care for you if you get old, although hardly anybody dances with the Reaper deftly enough to manage that. Croaker was way the oldest guy in the Company when he decided to swap out with the Steadfast Guardian.

There are thousands of sworn members of the Company these days. With Croaker gone and Howler and Lady never actually having been sworn members—even though Lady did serve as Captain for a while, and as Annalist, too—I figure I have way more than enough fingers to tote up the ones who are more than fifty. Uncle Jun Go, possibly—it is hard to estimate his actual age—and maybe two or three of his favorite cooks. Chunyo Sin? Maybe. And then? Who? An Lo Pin? Also, maybe. An Lo does come with the bald top and gray sidewalls but he is awfully energetic for a guy that old.

And, so. One more sorrowful parting with Dikken. Without any romantic tension involving any girl of Voroshk extraction. Although Arkana did give the pretty boy a peck on the cheek before we said our final good-nights and took to our flying posts so we could race on home and grab whatever sleep we could before Suvrin dragged us out and put us to work like we never knew before because we’d had mama Lady standing steadfast in the space between us two delicate flowers and some mean man who would exploit our talents without mercy, totally, for about, like, twenty-three hours a day.

All right. I confess. I made that up. But the truth does stand: with Lady gone the lives of the Voroshk girls are certain to change.






Arkana’s View


I got up early the morning after Lady launched her expedition. I ate me a quick snack breakfast, then broke out my flying post and headed off to where I could see what those people were doing.

Lady had gotten them rolling early. They were through the shadowgate and approaching the plain proper. I watched for a while but did nothing else. Chances were, they could not see me from over there.

Something bold and white below the shadowgate caught my eye. I dropped down.

It was another sign. It asked: “How Shall I Find My Way in the World of the Old Darkness?” And what the hell could that mean? Especially when, right below that, on the same sign, it said: “Only Death Can Make Them Beautiful.”

Even a dull blade like me could tell that this was not the same kind of stuff that the Resistance spread in Taglios in the time of the usurper Protector. That was political. That was a deadly game with thousands of lives the wager. This was not political, at least not in that other lethal sense. Nobody was after regime change or systematic purges, here. This was a smaller sort of vicious pranking.

I was pretty sure. Kind of based on intuition.

The someone behind these signs might be nursing a grudge but not the kind that ends up with people getting pummeled, flayed, quartered, or lynched.

Suvrin told me and Shukrat to find out who was behind the signs. That turned out to be a big waste of sleeping time. I do not know who did it, or how they did it without getting seen, but the sign villain was totally able to tell when Shukrat or I were watching and where we were looking. Because he put some signs up even while we were on patrol and neither one of us so much as caught a glimpse of a sliding shadow.

“Summer Grass Is All That Remains of Ancient Warriors’ Dreams.”

“He Was Staring with All His Eyes.”

“Send Me Your Scars.”

And, one morning, right outside the main temple of the majority Hsien troopers, one that said, “No One Is Listening, Not Even God.”

The Summer Grass sign was the one that bugged me personally.

I did seriously and totally hate to go in and tell Suvrin that neither me nor Shukrat could find out who was doing that weird shit.

He surprised me. “Do not get fussed about it. That you are not able to identify the delinquent is information in itself.”

“Sir?”

“Sometimes we do not know if it matters who it is if we can determine who it is not.”

Which might have been a whole stableful of horseshit but right then I thought that he was making sense, in a sideways kind of way. And I did not care if it did or did not make sense to me because five minutes later, I was free to go home and sleep for as long as I wanted.






Shukrat’s View


It is entirely and totally amazing how the cow can distract herself with marginal stuff that has not got anything to do with the Company’s actual history.

I would not do anything like that. No. Not me.

Actually, I think that I am probably way worse than she is that way.

But, at least, I finally have Tobo on the road back, mentally. He has stopped being all totally gloom-and-doom and does try to eat a little something when I bring it to him. I think he will recover completely. Although I am concerned about how he might react once he sees what happened to his house.

I am hoping that that will have a positive effect. That he will not just start building up his strength so he can go crazy on somebody, to get even over his imaginary female ancestors.

The Captain sent Sergeant Chunyo to bring me in. As we trudged toward headquarters, me loudly mourning a breakfast never eaten, nor shared with Tobo, I whiningly asked, “What can he possibly want this damned early in the morning?”

“Early? Girl, the real soldiers have been up and working for hours already.”

“Do I look like a soldier? I am a delicate flower of Voroshk maidenhood.”

Sergeant Chunyo then proved that there might be a decent human being hidden somewhere deep down inside the gruff sergeant. He allowed that straight line to go by without taking any advantage at all. The boob-monster would have brought up skunk cabbages and corpse flowers at the very least.

All Chunyo said was, “I do not know why the Captain wants to see you, miss. I expect he will make that clear once you are in there with him.”

I imagined that he would. But it would help if I could go in there a little bit prepared.

But me coming in unprepared might be part of Suvrin’s plan.

I managed to work myself into a near panic before Chunyo led me in and announced, “The younger Miss Voroshk, as you directed, sir.”

The younger Miss Voroshk stood before the Captain’s desk practically doing the pee-pee dance because she had stressed herself up so much.

Suvrin did not look up from whatever he was reading. “Have a seat, Shukrat.”

There were several chairs. I perched on the front edge of the one farthest from the Captain and stayed quiet and totally set to make a run for it.

Suvrin said, “I have been looking over the reports from the men trying to clean out the badlands.” He had not looked up yet. But then he did and seemed suddenly bewildered. “Is there a problem?”

I blurted, “I am just really nervous because you practically had Sergeant Chunyo drag me out of bed.”

“You were still in bed? At this time of day?”

“Yes. Because I have to stay up all night making night patrols.”

“Oh. I see. I had not considered that. It is garrison time so that does make sense.”

That left me confused.

After some seconds of silence and shuffling of paper, with me noting that the command authority was not, apparently, suffering any writing materials shortages, Suvrin said, “As I mentioned, I have been looking over these field reports and I am not thrilled with our level of success. The men have found almost no sign of the rock monkeys.”

“Maybe we wiped them out that day.”

“You think so?” His expression asked, “How naive are you, girl?”

“No. I think we hurt them bad. I think we might even have wiped out two or three troops. But there could still be a lot more of them out there.”

“Indeed. My thinking precisely. I want you to find them.”

“Sir?”

“By cruising around up high you can cover more ground than soldiers clambering through the rocks and rills.” He had only limited success at concealing his disappointment about having to explain the obvious. “So, go fly the southern reaches. Stretch it out. Go anywhere and everywhere, near and far. Look for monkeys. Look for monkey sign. And look for that old man that I hear has been running with them. Capture him if you can. If you cannot capture him, kill him. I do not know who he is but I am pretty sure that he is the one who caused the monkeys to be such a pain in the first place. And I think that he might be behind the stupid signs, too.”

In a sideways sort of way that notion had occurred to me, too, and I had pushed it away, figuring that it was a silly speculation.

Seconds later Suvrin looked up and seemed startled to see me. “Are you still here? Was there something you needed? Did I fail to make myself clear?”

No. And, yes.

The Captain definitely does lack people skills. Too often he expects you to know what he is thinking without ever actually having to tell you.

Or maybe he was just trying to test the truth of his belief that he does not have what it takes to be Captain of the Black Company.

I left before my life could get more complicated than it already was.



All dressed up in my shefsepoke, running up high and for sure glad that one of a shefsepoke’s functions is to keep you warm when you are in the high, cold air, I sped south over the badlands, running way over to the right, and then to the left, back and forth, so I could study the most possible ground. The soldiers doing the monkey hunting were easy to spot. They were not trying to hide. They had worked their way almost to the end of the rough country. They were spread out in small groups across a ragged front more than twenty miles wide.

Once I understood, I swung off to their right flank and rear to make sure no monkeys had slipped around the hunt. I saw no evidence that they had. I headed over and did the same thing on the left side, with the same result. So, if there were still any monkeys around, they should be out in front of the beaters. Because nowhere behind the troops could I find evidence that even one monkey had managed to hide and get away with it.

I was almost entirely focused on the ground below, but I could not help occasionally looking up and realizing just how far I could see from up there, so high.

South of the badlands the country flattened out and became a cold, dry steppe, not the forest I expected. Not quite a desert but not hardly a place that would welcome human habitation. I got the sense that it might be winter out there for a big part of the year. I could see, in the distance, what looked like huge herds of really big animals grazing.

There were mountains beyond the steppe. I could just make out what looked like snow-topped peaks. There was a lot of haze. It was hard to tell but I suspected that those might be the kind of mountains that never shed their white hair.

I saw several gangs of monkeys out on the steppe, bands that had no old Croaker guy traveling with them. They seemed to be in a desperate hurry.

It was getting late. I needed to head home if I wanted to get there before dark.

I dropped down to report to the next group of soldiers I spotted. I told them where I saw the monkeys and how many there were and that they should be careful if they went out onto the flat ground because there were some really big herd animals out there, which probably meant there were some really big predators, too. Then I told them I would come back in the morning to do some more scouting.

Which I did not do.

When I woke up next morning it was raining, a hard, cold rain, and this Voroshk girl is much too delicate to hie her cute fanny out in that without a really gods-be-darned good reason.

The rain hardly ever let up for three days, after which it turned into freezing rain, and then into sleet, and when it was done with that it dumped eight inches of what the Hsienish soldiers promised me was totally unseasonal snow.

This taste of winter bit our behinds like six weeks early.

I pitied the soldiers out there hunting monkeys while Arkana and I and a not very enthusiastic Tobo built ourselves a snowman.






Arkana’s View


Shukrat can surprise me sometimes, even after she has surprised me so many times before. The airhead is totally serious about getting out there to scout for the soldiers hunting the monkeys. I am thinking she might want some paybacks for the way the monkeys got all over her that time when she would have been done for if Howler had not turned up in time. Or maybe it is more about letting Tobo know that he is not the center of her universe and if he really wants her attention he has to straighten up and do right. He has to put in some time doing something besides feeling sorry for himself.

I think Shukrat might also want to show folks what she can do when she feels like putting in the effort.

One thing I do know, not having Shukrat buzzing around like she is his special worker bee has begun to get Tobo’s attention. As much as such a self-absorbed shit can manage while he is recovering from a trauma.

The weather just plain turned stupid. We had cold rain, freezing rain, sleet, and then snow. Twice. It was massive. And then the weather decided to get so warm that there was flooding. And some of the trees, not yet shed of all last summer’s leaves, started to bud. The mosquitoes got bugfuck insane for a few days. They got so bad that I spent all the time I could way up high, above the putrid smoke that they used to drive the bloodsuckers away. I went down south with Shukrat just to get away from the hungry bugs.

The mud in An Abode was astonishing, too. It was worse mud than any I ever saw before, not just wet, squishy stuff that got your boots messed up, but deep stuff, over the ankles, up the calf, sometimes more like thick, clingy syrup or gelatin. And most of it stank. Made-you-want-to-puke stank.

None of which seemed to bother anybody who grew up in this corner of the world. Uncle Jun Go grinned and told me, “Just wait till spring, child. It will get messy, then.”

Child? I did not call him on that. But he was the only one I would let get away with that anymore. He was the closest thing to a friend that I had among the old men, now that Pop was gone.

By now most of the men who went off to go home and then decided to come back had done so. What did they hope to find when they came back? I wondered. Maybe the Company would not be home anymore, either, since it was not tangled up in a vicious war and nobody was pressed to guard anyone else’s back. I knew that there were more fights than there used to be. I knew that there were alcohol problems, although they were not as severe as they had been back when we were fighting almost every day and death might be just seconds away. Alcohol is a problem now mostly because making booze means using up grain that would, otherwise, someday be used to make bread.

It is a grasshopper and ant problem. Get a buzz now, go hungry later.



I began to hear rumors, and to get asked, about the Captain maybe launching a quick winter strike against some easy target just to focus the men on the world outside An Abode.

I do not know Suvrin really good but that did not sound like something that would appeal to him. That really had to be wishful thinking on the part of somebody who had nothing better to do than dream up what-ifs. Could they be the same clever people who put up those goofy signs? “Here Comes a Buzzard! Look Alive!” Only, there had not been a new sign since Lady’s gang went through the shadowgate.

I did not believe that meant that the sign setter had gone to the plain. I could not, at first, imagine any of those people even thinking of putting out signs with random nonsense on them, with most of that random nonsense in a language that none of us could read.

But, of course, I could not think of anybody else who might do that, either. And, whoever the villains were, we did know that they had the skills needed to make sure nobody spotted them when they were pranking.

“Hey, Shuke.” We were doing breakfast. A cold wind whispered outside. The porridge had bits of ham in it and smelled great. Shukrat was looking glum, though, because Tobo was being a pain in the ass. Again. A spoiled-till-he-stank-three-year-old kind of pain. I stopped what I was doing and suggested, “How about you check his diaper? Maybe he dropped a load and needs changed and that is why he is being a dick.”

Shukrat gave me an ugly look, but then busted out laughing. “You might be smarter than I thought, Cousin. You might be right. I will give him the old sniff test.”

I do not have much experience with babies, but I do remember that you do not usually have to get in there close to know if that is the problem. They usually smell worse than the worst-smelling mud in the byways of An Abode.

Suvrin wanted something to keep the troops busy, he should have them finish paving all of the lanes through An Abode. Right now, only the main street was cobbled.

Shukrat announced, “His problem is not number two. He might be wet, though.”

“Or it could be colic. Or you might need to burp him.”

“All right!” Tobo barked. “Enough! I get the message!”

Which was progress, some. Especially if he bothered to hear the message.

“Aw!” I said. Trying to pull the heat away from Shukrat. “Goody! Our little boy is going to start acting his age.” Or, at least, hopefully, better than he had been acting.

The look Tobo gave me was poisonous. I gave the look right back, so fierce that he broke eye contact.

Sometimes you can stop bad behavior just by pointing it out, and then making mock of it.

Hardly anybody wants other people thinking that they are totally petty.

Sometimes, though, some people are so petty that they cannot help but double down on the obnoxious.

I expected that from Tobo.

He disappointed me.

It began to look like he had recovered enough that he could, a little, care some about Shukrat’s feelings.

Short story long, there. Short story short, Tobo stopped being a major ass-pain long enough for Shukrat to get some breakfast into him.

I went back to where I was before the baby scene. “Shuke, do you think there’s any chance that it was Dikken putting up those signs?”

“Dikken?” Hardy disbelief. “Kuma Bear? Are you kidding?”

“Maybe. Maybe not. I mean, like, yeah, he’s totally beautiful and you just want to grab him and snuggle him up. And he seems so shy and unsure of himself, sometimes. But…”

“I got you. Yeah. But. When the pressure was on, at Tobo’s house and then at Lady’s, he was quick and cool. He dished out those talisman things, Bam!”

“That’s what I mean. He didn’t hesitate. He wasn’t afraid. He just did what he did, lightning fast.”

“I don’t see how that could connect to the signs, though. But, like, yeah, he could be something more than just some cutie who is scared of his own shadow.”

“I’m wondering, now, if that whole Book of Names thing wasn’t made up so we wouldn’t think about something else.”

“Like?” Shukrat had Tobo up and shuffling in a circle around her, the most vigorous exercise that he’d had in days.

“Like, I don’t know. I’m just thinking out loud.”

Tobo totally startled us both by chipping in, because we had been speaking Voroshak. He must have figured what we were talking about on account of some stuff did not fit in Voroshak. Although he was kind of off the mark. “I am pretty sure that the Book of Names is real. It might be a leftover from the Shadowmaster days. It might even be part of a set. There might be another one called the Book of Silence.”

“Hah?” That might have been both Voroshk girls at once.

And that was all Tobo had to say for the time being, not bothering to explain anything, maybe because Shukrat was working him so hard, walking in a circle.

I waited some. When Tobo stayed quiet I started clearing the breakfast stuff and thinking about the patrol pattern I would follow later. I had developed a strong suspicion, recently, that I should keep a closer watch on our neighbors. Some of them had been doing some odd stuff lately. Nothing obviously threatening, but stuff, like they were sneaking around, doing things in a big hurry. Maybe doing things fast while they knew they could because Tobo’s friends would not be watching for a while.

I was pretty sure that was it. I did wonder how anybody would know that Tobo, at least for a while, might be out of touch with the Unknown Shadows.

Spies?

Well, of course, spies.

Some would have been embedded way back when the Company started recruiting over here. Tobo probably figured out who they were a long time ago.

I wondered how far estranged from his supernatural friends Tobo had become, and how much of that estrangement should be laid off onto the rest of us, for the smack Dikken put on Big Ears, and for the barrage that Howler laid down on Tobo’s house.

I had not yet heard if any Unknown Shadows other than the vampire things got smoked in that attack.

If some seriously major entity, like Cat Sith or Grumble Tongue, got burned up, Lady might have bought the Company some seriously bleak prospects.

This was the Land of Unknown Shadows. The favor of the Unknown Shadows has been, until lately, a huge resource. Without those things Suvrin has only two feckless girls to snoop out clabbering danger before it becomes an iron threat to the Company. Maybe even an existential threat.






Shukrat’s View


I think my nitwit former boyfriend is finally starting to connect to current reality. Or, at least, the little weasel has decided that it is worth pretending to connect. Which would be a major improvement right there, I figure. If he does not go crazy when he finally sees what happened to his house and maybe how bad some of his supernatural friends might have gotten hurt there.

I do not know if any Unknown Shadows did get hurt. I have no connection with those things. I am sure that the vampire shadows totally got burned because Arkana saw them get it.

Anyway, Tobo has been getting better because they are not sucking the life out of him anymore.

After some ridiculous cold weather and then a warm spell that ended up with so many mosquitoes and other bugs that it was hard to breathe without sucking something wiggly in, we had a hard freeze one night and, after that, cool but comfortable weather for days and days and days. The farmers got every last surviving vegetable and seed in with help from soldiers that Suvrin sent. And wagon after wagon and cart after cart of purchased grain rolled in from grain merchants and large landholders from outside our prefecture, acquired because Suvrin was generous with the Company’s treasure. Which might offer another sort of temptation to some of our neighbors.

Also, drovers brought herds of cattle and sheep and even some hogs, and more wagons groaning under massive loads of fodder. Further proof that gold and silver ever speak with the loudest voices of all.

During those days my cousin seemed to … The temptation is to say that she matured substantially but the petty side of me, always determined to belittle her, wants it to have been something like: she transmogrified or some other gruesome sort of transforming, into a thoroughly dedicated, even almost obsessed, righteous champion of Company safety.

The girl rode her flying post to and beyond our frontiers every darned day, in all kinds of weather, sometimes spending eight, ten, even fifteen hours in the air. When she was over others’ territories, she flew too high to be spotted easily, sometimes penetrating deep into neighboring airspaces, on a couple of occasions going out hundreds of miles. And, one time, she disappeared for two whole days because she went all the way to Honen Ao. Which turned out to be totally a waste of her time. Since she did not speak three words of the language she could not go down, prowl around, and ask questions about Dikken. And probably would not have learned anything even if she did speak the language since novices at Khang Phi generally got abandoned at its gates when they were babies.

Kuma Bear did say that he had been an exception to that, though. But he also told us he was not going by his real name anymore, either.

Anyway, Arkana even flew down south with me a few times, to scout the badlands and some of the steppe, in support of the war against the rock monkeys, which Suvrin mostly called off after that first blast of winter because he did not want our guys freezing to death in order to avoid starving to death.



Arkana seemed not to miss Dikken as much as I thought she might. By the time the crows came I was pretty sure that there had been less going on there than I had imagined.






Shivetya’s View


recorded by Dikken, later

I made another long dive into the late Domination. During that dive, employing the trial and error method, I learned that, if I was sneaky enough, I could steal into almost any brain and, if I kept my ghostly head down, so to speak, I could eavesdrop through any available ear. That offered a huge boost to my espionage potential.

Right.

Next thing I learned was that the hearing of nonhuman creatures does not usually work quite the same as human hearing. And, naturally, when they do hear something being said they have neither the brainpower nor the language skills needed to make sense of what they are hearing.

That said, what might only be noise suggesting danger to a rat could still deliver more information than I could get through simple lip-reading.

And then there was the language barrier.

However, with all the time in my completely elastic time I could take an age, if necessary, to assert my lifelong talent for learning languages.

I would teach myself to eavesdrop in broken TelleKurre.

I picked up a word here and a word there. I stopped losing every wrestle with the grammar. I began to catch the occasional odd or interesting snippet. But, again, even when I did a slam! takeover after having wormed my way into a head unnoticed, I could not make a rat’s brain and ears work any better for me than they did for the rat. And while a rat’s sense of smell was ridiculous, that did me little good—until I worked out that I could learn a lot about individuals from the odors they gave off. In time I learned to tell a lot about the state of health of various people.

Ironically, the state of health of people who had been dead for centuries.

Rats were particularly useful because they were ubiquitous. Pigeons filled a similar role outdoors, except that they did not have the rat’s marvelous sense of smell. Pigeons were everywhere in Dusk. The Dominator seemed fond of them.

In time, however, I had to admit that I did not have the patience, even owning time unlimited, to ferret out historical secrets armed only with the brains of vermin.

I decided to try infiltrating the mind of a human being.

I made three attempts in the space of a few subjective hours, each a foamy-mouthed failure. Each ended in a massive outbreak of yelling and cursing and calling for the exorcist brigade.

Lesson learned: Be careful about trying to climb into the minds of smart people. Especially the minds of smart people armed with a sorcerer’s skills. And, most especially, do not invade the mind of a smart sorcerer with the surname Senjak.

The Senjak I tried was the one that I thought most likely to become my loving nemesis in the age of glittering stone. I moved in masterfully and carefully, using a stealth approach honed upon rats and pigeons, and the random cat or dog.

(There was little use trying to work with anything but mammals. Every insect I tried was nothing but a big desperate ball of nothing but hunger. Pigeons were only a little better. Dusk had a serious shortage of crows.)

I got noticed instantly. I got so thoroughly smacked around that I had to flee back to Shivetya and spend several real-time hours regaining my aplomb. Then, because you are supposed to get back onto the horse, I made another dive. Being clever, I shunned the month where I had caused a stir so serious that, if I got it right through the vermin, my efforts were still discussed regularly.

Even the Dominator had taken an interest. My effort to get into the Senjak girl’s head was perceived by all hands as a threat to the empire.

I did not long remain close to the time of my mishap. Just long enough to learn that there was a plan to trap me if I tried again.

I had no idea if that could be managed. I had no inclination to find out. I migrated to another time and there worked on developing my people skills.

I learned that I could use stupid people. Crazy stupid people worked even better. They were already used to having passengers in their heads. The downside was that stupid and crazy people are not usually close to the sorts of events that interested me most. Although I will stipulate that, quite often, stupid and crazy people are the very loci of power.

Come on, man! Across all those decades of soldiering you did learn that it is not about the glory of the prince. It is about the pains and struggles of the grunts who have to pick up after the pretty boy makes his mess.

And therein lay the answer. A dullard holystoning a palace’s wooden floor attracted no more attention from the powerful than some random piece of furniture. The dim woman doing the Senjaks’ wash. The drudges and the slaves, always there but generally overlooked. They were everywhere, like the rats. Dusk and the Dominator’s great stronghold there, Grendirft, could not exist without the labor of battalions of those people.

That worked better. But I still had trouble with the language. And, goodness me! Those Senjak girls were truly paranoid. They were especially, insanely, suspicious of one another. Not that they feared for themselves physically. Their great dread was that one of their sisters would score an unanswered point in the social contest, or, worse, get a step in closer to the Dominator. One of them was, in theory, already set to become his wife. However, a concubine could wield more power than a wife if she weaseled in closer to the big guy emotionally.

The Senjak girls, every one, never doubted that she was fated to become Mistress of the World.

The Senjak girl who became my wife, centuries down time’s river, never stood out from the crowd in any identifiable way.



Entirely via serendipity I stumbled onto a crisis that nearly devoured the wicked sisters while they were still teens, none of age, at least as people of my time reckoned that. When none of them were yet as old as my adopted daughter Arkana.

It was a time full ugly.

Even I, Shivetya the New, freed of most emotions, was appalled by the Dominator of the decades running up to the crisis point. His descent into wickedness had bottomed out, although his evil was not unique upon the tapestry of time. He raped and killed a virgin almost nightly.

(I think this is another of those times when the old monster does not remember that he has brooded about this before. I try, but it is almost impossible to get him to stop doing that because he just does not realize what he is doing.)

The monster had created an entire government bureau, the sole purpose of which was to make sure he never ran out of toys. Only …

Only one night one of the Senjak girls happened to visit the beast and the disposal crew mistook her for a discard.

What?

What was this? Somehow, déjà vu all over again?

There was something familiar there, yet it was something that I had not encountered before. I did not have a clue what that meant, other than that the Dominator really must have been as huge an asshole as the first White Rose’s propaganda made him out—yet I did have an overpowering feeling that this was a story I ought to know already.

I got into it on a moment-by-moment basis, hanging back enough to avoid notice by the people involved. I ducked around in time, like a darting trout feeding, not staying in any one moment too long, snatching this snippet and that, then dodging away before the ugly old villain could get a fix on me.

Despite my best efforts he did realize that I was there. Well, that something was there, spying. Which drove him way nuttier than the nut that he had been already.

What happened that night might actually have been my fault.

That child, youngest of the Senjak girls, had only been in with the beast to visit. He never laid hands on a Senjak. Insane he might be, but not so insane as not to understand that without the Senjaks he would not survive.

But because he sensed an invisible Peeping Tom he was distracted and so failed to inform his disposers that this girl was not a castoff, to be enjoyed by them if they liked, then killed and discarded.

The Dominator’s response to my invisible espionage was so violent, so roaringly insane, that I streaked out of there and did not return for what was, for me, several months but what was, in Domination time, only a few hours.

Once the living devil became enrapt in his next banquet of cruelty, I felt free to snoop as long as I did not slink in where the devil could feel me watching.

I became focused completely on the story that developed from that one night, starting with one unwanted death. Soon afterward the rewards for disappointing the beast began, wholesale tortures and deaths meant to placate the Senjaks.

It is my sense, though, that from that day forward that alliance was strained. Senjak indifference might have been as much responsible for the Domination’s collapse as might have been the heroic efforts of the White Rose.

Shivetya the New, who, once upon a time, was the history-obsessed Annalist of the Black Company, Croaker, became so engrossed in those fell events that he could not have shaken himself loose by any means of his own device.

He could not, but the balance of existence, on the glittering stone, refused to indulge the whims and will of the creature whose main reason for being was to dive into and swim the dark bottom deeps of the rivers of time.

Intruding upon Shivetya’s consciousness, despite his fascination with the case of the murdered Senjak girl, was a call from a deeper time mystery featuring an entity known as Old Father Tree, a possibly sentient, unique tree, half as old as the world itself, that lived (but did not grow) in a desert known as the Plain of Fear. That tree was there, no different in remotely ancient times than it was now, when the desert of today had then been lush and the tree’s roots, on the downhill side, had extended to a stream of crystal water that ran all year round.

And how random was that distraction?

Well, yes. In my time I developed a very long list of mysteries, curiosities, derelictions, and distractions, of which Old Father Tree was one of the foremost. I had the time, now, and the power, to work through my list. But, really, right now I just wanted to keep after the family that would, eventually, provide me with my highly improbable lover. That would place into my hands and bed the unlikely mother for my only child.

What? There was something wrong with that thought. I could not untangle how it might be possible but just then I was smitten by the absurd conviction that Lady and I’d had other children.

One half second of flash. Me, an incredibly beautiful young woman with red streaks in her hair, she dressed in eastern-style clothing, we two dining with two children.

This was not new. I had seen the scene before. But neither this time nor before could I work out what the vision meant.

Nagging voices would not stop barking into Shivetya’s ears. And one least welcome voice, not saying much clearly but muttering in a totally taunting and mocking tone, kept yowling inside my mind. And, beyond all those filthy distractions, I sensed that there were unwelcome visitors facing Shivetya’s throne, determined to claim the demon’s attention.

I blamed Soulcatcher. I cursed Soulcatcher.

I hurled mind-spears at Soulcatcher’s ever-nagging crows.

And then, much as I did not want to surface at the wave front of present time, I did so and discovered that the woman who was the hearthstone of my existence, the woman who managed to make herself very nearly my major reason for being, was here, now, facing Shivetya. I had known that she was coming but had forgotten while I wallowed in the exciting pigsty of the Domination.

The woman had our child with her, sadly sprawled on the bed of a goat-drawn cart, her flesh alive but devoid of soul or personality.

What did the woman hope to accomplish?

Shivetya the New needed time to drag himself into his native century, then more time to collect himself sufficiently to understand some changes in his actual present, come about while he was not watching.

Well, yes, I did know what Lady wanted. I wanted that myself. I had spent vast reaches of virtual time (virtual time being the time fractions experienced outside of ordinary, normal, real-world quotidian time, where a fraction can work for centuries while no time passes in the mundane realm) searching for a way for Shivetya to grant Lady her wish. However, not once had I encountered a ghost of a hope that I could deliver.

Everything else she wanted, anything else, there it was, flowing from me to her, sometimes even before she knew she wanted it. But this was no case of the impossible just takes a while longer. This was a case of I could not grant her wish, not because Booboo was too far away, but because our daughter was not anywhere at all. Living flesh remained but, truly, there was nothing inside it.

I am sorry, my beloved. I would do anything for you, anything for her, but this thing I cannot do. Sometimes the impossible remains impossible.

There were so many crows in the master hall! Crows by the dozen. Crows by the score. Certainly, more than a hundred of those normally raucous beasts, all unnaturally silent except for the white crows on Shivetya’s shoulders. They never shut up. The others just perched and stared, blinking, heads cocking, offering silent judgment first with one eye, then with the other.

And then there was some beardless boy stepping up beside the wife-woman, chattering incessantly, obviously scared shitless and entirely unable to shut the fuck up. A boy with the proverbial eyes like saucers. Who the hell was he? Why should the rest of us have to put up with him?

Shivetya took a quick dip into the sea of time, to trace the boy. Was he a threat to my girls? It looked like that might work the other way around. He came with a ridiculous name. At first glance he seemed to be a talentless walk-on, not worth another look, but then, after a more considered examination, done day by day—which triggered an even more intimate, hour-by-hour review—it became obvious that there was something more to the boy. He might be, whether he knew it or not, a wolf in a shy and very bland sheep suit. He had a serious potential for becoming dangerous.

For Shivetya such investigations consumed scant eyeblinks of present time. Shivetya could take himself a seat on baby boy Kuma/Dikken’s shoulder and observe his entire life. Undetected. Because the boy did not have the discerning talent of the Dominator and his Senjak allies.

People around the boy were equally unperceptive.

Shivetya was slow to realize that he had done all this before, so numbed was he by his time rolling in the filth of the Domination. He did begin to recall, but …

But he did have to deal with the relentless distractions besieging him: the Dikken that was now, the wife that was now, the daughter that was now. And the wife was stridently obnoxious in her effort to capture his attention.

Way off somewhere, from down deep, there came a faint flavor of amusement from the mistress of the white crows.

I had a surprise for that woman.

She had no real idea how my time dives worked. She did not understand that I could go down there and, seemingly, be gone for only minutes, but could actually spend hours, days, months, or longer, acquiring a new skill. She did not know that I had learned how to invade the brains of vermin, that I could gain complete control, now without her assistance.

It was time to thumb my nose her way.

I looked around and selected a particularly noble individual from the assembled ravens and crows, presumably gathered in response to a summons from Soulcatcher, who would, likely, have in mind some scheme to inconvenience her sister.

Although I chose my champion, I did not conscript him immediately. Beforehand, I took over several lesser specimens and set them to harassing Soulcatcher’s white crows.

Some fun. A whole lot of really loud skirmishing. Soulcatcher drafted more crows, too, and battled back. The great hall became a cyclone of crazy. But, eventually, the white crows had to run for it, one of them barely able to fly.

On that deep, almost subliminal level where I seemed always to be in touch, I felt Soulcatcher slide into a serious state of unhappiness. Ha! She fell into a fowl mood!



When Shivetya the Old was lord of the glittering stone, in his last years, a scholar named Baladitya became his full-time companion. Baladitya came to the fortress early in the Black Company’s affair with the place. He abandoned the rest of his life in order to commune with the great devil and gain access to whatever secrets he could get Shivetya to give up. He made the great hall floor, in front of Shivetya’s throne, his only home. He ventured away only to slap together some crude furniture, which remained in place today, or to deal with personal needs and functions.

That old man’s dedication made Croaker’s obsession with the past look like a transient hobby.

Shivetya the Old probably started out seeing Baladitya as a sort of pet. However, in time, Shivetya came to consider him a friend. And at some point, as Baladitya came into the last of his appointed years, Shivetya guided him down to that lower level where Soulcatcher and so many others, most of them strangers to the new Shivetya, lay blessed or cursed by life, imprisoned in endless stasis. Some might still be aware, as Soulcatcher was. And, if they were aware, they were almost certainly barking mad.

Of all those down there only Soulcatcher currently had the ability to touch and torment the world outside.

Once there had been others, including my spouse.

Shivetya the New had, as yet, done nothing to discover who Soulcatcher’s fellow prisoners were, or how and why they had come to be buried, or, even, why the builders had created a place where people could be made to serve life sentences that had no end. Shivetya the New had not yet grown bold enough to dive that far. Time that deep, occupied by those who were capable of creating the plain of glittering stone, remained too daunting.

Eventually, Shivetya the New would go, but only after he had schooled himself by mining out the truths of the world from which he and those he cherished had sprung.



Shivetya the New had himself a situation in the now that had to be his chief concern. It was time to put aside the seductive olden-times stuff, be that the secrets of his wife, of the Domination, or of any of ten million other mysteries.

Something had to be done about those damned crows!

Strike out hard! Deliver one cruelly decisive blow in the war of the corvines! Put an end to Soulcatcher’s ever-mocking connection with the worlds outside!

Viciously and deliberately I stripped away each of Catcher’s connections with each crow. Then I used my own grandmaster raven to open communication with these people who were determined to distract me from everything that I found more interesting than bickering with gnats.

Then a flash. A Croaker flash recollection that smacked down the ages of ennui that he had inherited from the former Shivetya.

Only …

Was that my actual situation?

Shivetya the New was, quite suddenly, completely at a loss as to who he might be, and as to what he hoped to accomplish, and as to what he was obliged to do, and even as to what he was and where he was in wherever and whatever is and was …

Or maybe it was the other way around.

Shivetya the New, drowning in confusion, allowed his senses to expand in a desperate attempt to discover some fragment of information that might trigger a lapse into normalcy.

It came, but it took time.

Not just virtual time but quotidian now time. And the wellspring of stability refreshed was exactly the same entity that I had so recently smacked down.

Soulcatcher.

That damned Soulcatcher.

And, oh, was that bitch ever smug!

And now that I had regained my mental footing and had flung out an anchor in time, I found myself facing a whole new swarm of confusion. This time it was, what the hell was going on here, now, with these invaders?

Maybe again? I was still a little time-loose, or time-lost.

During my worldly life there had to have been fifty times when I got so drunk that I just could not crawl home to barracks, but even while I was that blasted I was more confident of my situation than I was now, here, maybe no more than fifteen real-time minutes after I had been boasting to myself that I had become the total master of time and the glittering stone.

Shivetya the New was distressed and feeling like he was stumbling toward total loss of control.

That Shivetya clamped down in a slam so savage that even Soulcatcher squealed in surprise.

I, Shivetya, really do have to remember that I am Shivetya. I have to remember that not even the gods of the sixteen worlds have the power to overrule or constrain or, in any way, prevent Shivetya from exercising his will as supreme master of the plain of glittering stone.

Core truth, core reality, today, was/has become more of a conundrum than were any events of all of the thousands of years that I did, or would ever be able to, explore. Today is far more difficult to roam unseen in the way that the past can be examined, freely and minutely.

Did I have the urge to examine Dikken’s past again? No problem. And that would be the same for everyone else in the Land of Unknown Shadows. And for anybody else of interest in all of the other worlds as well.

But I could not yet easily get out there and ghost around, watching whatever was going on now, as it was happening, unless I grabbed myself a seat behind the eyes of some damned crow. Those birds were the only ones smart enough to fully serve my need.

For almost as long as I have known her Soulcatcher has surrounded herself with crows, in a fashion that is almost mythic. That has been especially the case since Lady and I learned that our attempt to murder her, way back after the Battle at Charm, had failed. Since those times, Soulcatcher, when not a prisoner, was almost always at the heart of a storm of crows. There was a suspicion that, at times, she might even have collapsed into a mob of crows herself, like some seriously dread monster out of legend.

Hello, sweet thing! Shivetya the New has begun recruiting a bird-brain trust of his own. Shivetya the New has carved out a slice of himself dedicated entirely to the operation of his new bird army. That fraction of Shivetya will monitor developments throughout the Land of Unknown Shadows … while the rest of Shivetya would wonder why he bothered.

Shivetya is not now in, or of, that world, nor is he of any other world. And he ought to take that to heart. But he just cannot. Too much, too mortal, still too much a man.

Even as the crazy began to develop there the new Shivetya began to capture random images from Hsien. Mainly views of carrion.

Crows at feeding time were the easiest to take over.

(Yes, my impatient Dikken, we are not moving at a pace that youth might find condign. Thus does it go for we who succeed at getting old. Everything slows down except for the passage of time. The story will have less energy but it might be deeper as the tale-teller becomes more intrigued by what is happening inside than he is by what is happening physically. It is the excitement of a different song.

Yes. Guilty. I am no longer the Annalist, reporting that Elmo did this and Sharkey did that, just laying everything out, in stark black-and-white.

I never did have much of an eye for color.

I do miss Elmo, even after all this time. I never had a better friend. But Sharkey I barely remember. I have no idea why I thought of him.)

I imagine that, could she have managed it, Lady would have slapped me round about the snout until she had me focused entirely on what she wanted to be my focus.

That woman always was a bit pushy.

I did not call back the part of me that was out spying in the Land of Unknown Shadows but I did concentrate the rest of me on her.

She remained stationed in front of Shivetya’s throne.

I deployed my chosen master raven.

The bird took his place aboard old Baladitya’s work table, facing Lady and the boy that she had brought with her. The bird would speak for me.

I could have gone into Lady’s head the way Soulcatcher crept into mine … but that prospect thoroughly daunted Shivetya the New.

What dread vipers might lurk in there, hitherto unsuspected?

“My love, from the moment that I fell into this new mud I have studied on ways to achieve what we want for our child. I am able to step out of normal time and spend years trying to find a way. And that I have done. Sadly, though, my love of loves, there is no way. There is nothing to recover, anywhere in space or time. The Deceivers claimed her at birth and consecrated her to Kina as she drew her first breath, even before the cord was cut. I have been there and I have seen what they did. I could not, nor can I ever, change that. No matter how many ages I spend, the best that I can come up with is that, maybe, there might be a way, somehow, to make it possible that she was never conceived. Although even that is unlikely because that would alter the histories of three different worlds, dramatically. It simply is not possible to change anything that has been done already.” True for the smallest of men and true for the gods themselves—although it had occurred to me that a gang of managed crows, sent in at just the right moment, might keep the impregnation from having happened. Only, that did not happen. I know. I was there. There was nary a crow in sight.

Still, wishful thinking does rule. There are so many things, these days, that I wish I could go back and undo. Or change. Or, at the very least, unsay.

Lady’s glare was ferocious. Nothing I said was anything that she wanted to hear. The old-time Senjak fire smoldered behind her eyes.

“That is the iron law, love. You can look in on the past but you can’t change it. The past is immutable. That particular barricade the gods themselves assail in vain.”

“No more gods talk!” she growled. Then, “Some parts of the past might be hidden.” She halfway turned, beckoned. One of her Gunni soldier companions, who appeared to be in a full-on state of terror, stepped forward. He carried a wooden box, painted lichen green. That paint had begun to flake. I knew that box. It had followed Lady around ever since our visit to the Taglian Territories.

She ordered, “Set it on the table.”

The soldier did that and beat a quick retreat.

It struck me, then, that there might be something odd going on. My once-upon-a-time woman’s travel crew had been constituted rather unusually.

At the moment she had just three soldiers to serve as bodyguards and to handle all of the travel grunt work. That included cooking, which she would for certain never do for herself. She was a princess type of traveler when the opportunity was there. She would treat herself to a major entourage if she had to go somewhere without leaving the ground. This tiny retinue of worn-out soldiers had to manage a light carriage, two wagons, a goat cart, and all of the livestock involved in moving those vehicles, plus cooking and guarding. The boy probably did what he could to help.

Lady would supervise. Booboo would snooze.

And Howler was so thoroughly nowhere to be seen that I had forgotten him altogether, and I was now too preoccupied to hunt him down.

So, pardon me for wondering if everything in front of me might not be quite what it purported.

Lady said, “Take a look at what’s in the box, then tell me whether or not there is still no way to reclaim our child.”

My goodness! Even Shivetya could suffer a sting of shock on looking into a box that contained a collection of human body parts. There was a severed head in there, and a pair of hands, and a heart. All of which would be massively potent items in the hands of a sorcerer with a talent for necromancy.

That box had some seriously potent charms built in. The people chunks were almost as fresh as the day that they were harvested.

They once belonged to a Deceiver living saint named Narayan Singh, the very devil man who had cozened Lady throughout her pregnancy, and who had then stolen Booboo moments after her birth.

Head, hands, and heart. I had seen her take them but had not realized that she had kept them all this time.

My wife was one bitter woman where Narayan Singh was concerned.

Head, heart, and hands. What more could a woman demand from a man? His true name?

She’d had that, too. Always. Because that was never a secret.

Perhaps she’d had, at one time, an inclination to indulge in a little necromancy herself, a wee spot of raising the shade of a dead man, just to nail him with a question or two. Perhaps to gift him with another abiding ration of pain.

Head, heart, and hands. Potent stuff, that, in the hands of a vengeful and conscience-free sorcerer.

Although my chosen raven’s throat was hurting, I pushed him onward. “First reaction: these are of no use. They would be of more value to someone with your skills. However, if you will bear with me, I will take one more look at what happened back then and see if there is not something there that might suggest a new angle of attack.”

Which I did not believe was possible.

Even so, I did a time dive featuring Narayan Singh, the devil who had raised my kid to be the foretold Daughter of Night, a child who would herald the change of ages known as the Year of the Skulls.

For years enemies of the Deceivers had argued that the cult was determined to bring on the end of the world. I recall being surprised to learn, eventually, that the Year of the Skulls was not the end of the world at all, but actually a change of the world’s current age to a succeeding era wherein a new set of powers would preside.

I guess that might be the end of the world if you were one of the powers being pushed aside.

And it did seem like, in everyday practical terms, the tactics and devices of Kina’s followers fit exactly into our prescriptions for what constituted good and evil.

Anyway. Narayan Singh got the Shivetya shoulder-ride, launched with Shivetya being fully aware that nothing he discovered would have any chance of changing anything later. But he/I just had to give it a shot for Lady’s sake.

Due diligence, they call it.

I wanted her to know that I had done absolutely everything that I could. I wanted her to know, and to believe down to the roots of her being, that no stone in any world had gone unturned in the quest for our daughter’s resurrection.

But how could I convince Lady that I really had done everything that could be done? She might take herself a position that had nothing to do with any objective reality that she did not want to be true.

The years of communion between Shivetya the Old and the scholar Baladitya echoed within the skull now occupied by the new Shivetya. Reflecting on that, and on his relations with crows and critters both in the now and in the deeps of time, and upon his communications with his favorite prisoner, he did conclude that all of those things might be different faces of just one tool, and that one tool might constitute the means by which he could accomplish the necessary depths of communication.

Whatever the hell that meant.

Shivetya the New could take his inarguable truths into the nest of snakes … or he could welcome those serpents into his own hidden fortress, where more than the details of a futile search for a possible key to rescuing Booboo could be laid out plain for the most obsessively interested eye.

A crazy sidewise thought bubbled to the surface then: this might be the prescription for taking Soulcatcher into the past.

The new Shivetya had made promises in that direction. At the moment those exuded a decidedly suicidal fragrance.

Could taking Lady inside be any less dangerous?

Indisputable fact: She had gone inside Croaker’s head before, back when, possibly deeper than he had ever been able to go himself. She had taken him into the Tower at Charm, quite early in their knowing of one another. Croaker never did understand why, nor did he ever understand what had moved her to become so interested in him.

He suspected that she never understood that herself.

Like there might have been a third force insisting that there had to be something absolute between them.

Even now the being that had been Croaker, that had become the demigod Shivetya, was uncomfortable with those recollections. There was something strange, there. Something grown so disturbing that he had not yet been able to summon the grit to go see what it might have been.

The being that had endured, and that then had passed on through, that trial; the being that had survived its worst; that being had emerged with no memories of its testing other than random whiffs of mood. That whole time was now just an echo of an echo of a bad dream reverberating still, but only in an intellectual awareness that something had happened. Not one hint of detail remained.

And yet, when brooded upon long enough, there arose, inevitably, an air of nostalgia, like the random catch of a single sniff of an aroma associated with some supremely warm childhood moment.

(Try not to think about any of that if you do invite her in. Maybe go have a close look before issuing an invitation. Shivetya can examine any point so precisely minute that he can discover the least little belch or fart. If he wants. If he has the foresight. If he has the patience. That woman should not be able to broach even the most minor surprise. If Shivetya pays attention.)

Shivetya the New decided, instead, to slide away into virtual time and invest a few decades in learning to further section his mind so he could follow more paths simultaneously, with none of those hampering any of the others. He needed to beef up the section managing now-time spying in the Land of Unknown Shadows. He needed a section dedicated to the drudgery of restoring and maintaining the unnamed fortress and the surrounding plain. He needed a section tasked with overseeing the prisoners down below, and one of those in particular, perhaps, eventually, to the point of creating a fraction dedicated exclusively to her. He would need a section dedicated to the excavation of his own past because he felt a swelling need to find out what it was that had moved him and his world in such wise that he had come to be where he was at the moment.

Could it be possible that there was a player on a level above even the godlike engineers who had created the plain and Shivetya the Old?

And he needed to create still another, seriously special, isolated and adamantine-walled section where he could take invited passengers on dives into the past, so those could be managed without his having to risk being savaged by his companion.

Finally, he wanted to be able to handle all of that while still connecting with one special woman. He needed to show her what she had to see to understand. So that she could move on without beating herself down with despair about having failed her daughter.

However, it would seem that Shivetya already had a parasite riding the edge of his mind. And that parasite was skeptical of his plan.

And that parasite, no doubt, objected because his sectioning scheme would isolate her even more and, possibly, eject her.

Small, smug smirk. Then a chill.

If she was connected always, in the now, was there any way that she was also in there when he went out to study, to meditate, or to explore? Had she snagged herself a means by which to go see the past without acknowledgment or help from Shivetya?

A seed had been planted.

Shivetya could not help but worry. Shivetya was paranoid where Soulcatcher was concerned, with good reason. But …

Ha! Shivetya knew what to do when the time came. It would be the fox and the fleas maneuver! He had heard that story when he was a kid, eight or nine years old.

All animals that have fur also have fleas. Foxes, those clever goblins, have figured out how to rid themselves of their bitey passengers when the little monsters become too obnoxious. Foxes find a shallow piece of water, saunter on in, then immerse themselves slowly. Because fleas dislike getting wet, they scramble to stay above the waterline. There comes a time when the whole herd has assembled on the fox’s head, then onto the tip of his nose, shoulder to shoulder with nowhere to hop. And then …

Then the fox takes a deep breath and goes under.

The fleas float away, trying to swim, trying to hop, only to find that you cannot get much kick-off leverage on water.

One soggy-ass, bedraggled fox stumbles ashore afterward, smugly flea-free until the flea eggs around the roots of his fur hatch and he commences to raise a new flock. Or, should he not be blessed with unhatched clutches, if he gets frisky with a vixen, he and she will exchange more than bodily fluids.

Or he will collect new passengers from his prey.

Fleas are like lying politicians. There is no being rid of them in any permanent sort of way.

The flea-shed strategy felt right. It needed some study, some tinkering, but something of the sort might be workable. And, ah! Would it not be shining sweet if it could happen somewhere down in deep time, where an abandoned Soulcatcher could only soldier on as some kind of disturbing haunt?



Shivetya the New commandeered the mind and voice of another bird, this time a raven matriarch who was strong of will and less amenable than most of her tribe. But she was what he had to work with. She was the only tool that he was able to grasp.

“Beloved, I have studied every second of the life of Narayan Singh, from his childhood to his death. His story was remarkable for someone born into such a low Gunni caste. He was not just the number one Strangler of his time, he was a husband, a father, and a vegetable seller. One of his sons became a general in the Taglian military.”

But none of that was worth reporting. Lady knew all that. We had worked with Aridatha Singh and his brother during the campaign against Soulcatcher in her guise of Protector of Taglios. Which campaign, for some of us, was all about revenge. Especially for my understudy Murgen’s son, Tobo.

The new Shivetya was, again, having trouble maintaining focus.

Shivetya the New, based on recollections passed to him from his predecessor, understood that that lack would grow more serious as time progressed. Someday he would have almost no grasp of its passage at all. Then he would be just another entity in limbo, interested in very little and knowing almost nothing. Unless, someday, along came another someone like the scholar Baladitya, who would seize his attention and compel him to become engaged.

I might not have much more now-time individuality left. But I had to try to focus on the present.

Except that the present exists only as something excreted by the past.

Crap!

All right! Besides dealing with what was happening right here, right now, I was determined to resolve all the curiosities and mysteries that plagued me, before the sheer weight of the depth and breadth of the whole of time consumed the fraction of me that constituted a personality both anchored and focused.

Oh, cry woe! Poor Croaker! He may have made himself a truly bad deal, so shortsightedly.

He might have gone stupid and have condemned himself to a special kind of hell reserved for scholars: a gray limbo wherein he might be gone and forgotten and yet could never die.

The old Shivetya may have been more devious and cleverer than his successor ever suspected. And maybe that being’s later erratic behavior in the Land of Unknown Shadows actually made a crazy kind of sense, looked at from the right angle, with a squint.

The new Shivetya could not begin to fathom it.

That absurd stuff with the signs and the thieving monkeys? Could that just have been the demon stumbling around in unfamiliar mundane existence, where, for a while, every experience, every sight, every sensation, resembled that amazing surprise moment an adolescent boy endures the first time he rubs it just long enough?

Lady told my cantankerous bitch crow, “I understand. Some things cannot be changed by even those who created us. I don’t like that, and I don’t want to accept that, but I do have to bow my head when I’m faced with something that I have no power to alter.”

There must have been some kind of high drama thing going on about then because, as Lady confessed her surrender in the face of her lack of power, Howler, aboard his carpet, drifted into sight behind her. He looked like he was ready to make war on the gods.

Really? Firepower was not the answer this time. And there had never been any enmity between us. Well, wait, except for that one time when he was one of the lesser lords of the Shadowlands. But he had been Lady’s enemy, then, too.

So, again, one more time, I found myself pinned on a bull’s-eye for some reason not made apparent beforehand.

Lady said, “I have never been sure why but I have loved you, beyond rational explanation, almost from the moment my sister brought you to my attention. You know that I never did more than chide you when you and your gang displeased me. Your merry band of misfits served me extraordinarily well, for a while. But then you had to go get all righteous and desert me! That hurt. But because of my inexplicable affection for you, I never permitted your final destruction.”

I had been there. I had seen it and lived it. And, while I might not remember it quite the way she did, it was true that I did sometimes wonder how the Company managed to linger on so long after we raised our swords against the greatest power of our age.

Maybe a higher power was at work. The Lady’s indulgence did allow us to survive so long that we would, later, be there to help her in her final showdown with her first husband.

I said, “Some greater power may have used us to work its mischief.”

“I suspect that you’re not yet cynical enough to fill the role that you’ve claimed.”

That was my honey. “Excuse me?”

“There’s never been a need to explain stuff that happens by invoking higher powers. People are quite capable of screwing everything up royally, all on their own.” Smirk. “Higher powers know, I’ve delivered living proof of that often enough. If anything, if any outside influence actually does exist, I would argue that it comes from a lower power. And, by that, I mean the power of the bleak black ugliness that festers in the heart of every human being.”

My honey, there, again. Almost poetically cynical enough for three people. But she was right. Although a veteran cynic myself, I had not yet drifted so far into the shade that I could totally blame all the evil in the world on its mundane inhabitants.

Or those of all of the sixteen worlds.

However, we do know, by direct evidence and by direct experience, that there are other powers. And those powers do meddle in human affairs. Hardly a year had passed since we had put a huge one down.

And now I was one of those powers myself. A puny one, so far, to be sure, though.

She might just be amusing herself by tossing that out there.

I drifted slightly aside, thinking about the worlds connected to the plain. Thirteen remained blank spaces within the new Shivetya’s mind. He’d had, as yet, no attention left for worlds other than those with which he had been entangled while he was mortal. Maybe he should isolate another fraction of Shivetya and dedicate it to exploring those other worlds.

Memories inherited from Shivetya the Old told him nothing about those worlds as they existed in the present. The old Shivetya had ignored most of them for ages.

Can you become both depressed and sparked up at the same time? At that moment the new Shivetya managed both. He was crushed down, almost drowning in despair where his wife and daughter were concerned, but he was almost bursting with excitement about the possibilities that might lie ahead.

That had been Croaker’s story across most of his decades. It looked like the new Shivetya’s tale would go on the same, at least for his first several dozen virtual centuries.

Shivetya the New continued to take full and painful advantage of his latest spokesraven. “My love, I beg your indulgence. Spend a few days here. Let me go explore even more closely the times that were.”

Then my raven had had all that she would take. Her will was strong enough to break Shivetya’s control.

She was gone in an instant, off the table, into the air, then out of the fortress.

I caught a whiff of mirth from the mistress of crows.

Within the hour that bird escaped the thaumaturgic architecture of the ancients and was on her way to some land beyond the glittering stone.

I had lost control but I did remain connected by a thread for a while, not by choice on my part.

Some of this stuff definitely works in two directions.

I did another time dive into the age when Booboo was conceived, carried, born, and spirited away. What I found was a whole lot more of no new hope.

I was left heading back dragging an even bigger bag of despair.



Settled solidly behind Shivetya’s eyes again, I noted that the situation in the great chamber had changed dramatically.

Lady and Howler were in the process of leaving. Two of the Nef were sheepdogging them. Lady was in a blistering rage and thoroughly astounded because an entity with so little substance in her previous experience was now moving her and one of the Taken entirely in spite of their unwillingness to be moved.

Both as Croaker and as Shivetya the New, over the years, I had seen the three Nef (called the Washene, the Washane, and the Washone) in various forms; sometimes only visible in the corner of the eye, like Unknown Shadows; sometimes as pale ghosts; and, rarely, as solid as they seemed to be today. I’d had no luck communicating with them as Croaker, and only enough more luck as Shivetya to keep them informed of maintenance issues in need of addressing. Shivetya the Old had not blessed me with any information about who or what those things might be. They were yet another mystery to be unraveled. When there was time.

Said he who believed that he had all the time in time to indulge his whims and curiosities.

Just now Shivetya found that he could reach out to the Nef and indicate that he did not want those people driven out. Not yet. And he indicated that he had just discovered problems on the plain’s boundary that needed immediate attention.

Which was true. That fraction of Shivetya had made its first report.

There was not so much as a whisper of communication in return. But the sheepdog Nef did stop. One by one, they sort of turned sidewise and went away.

The third of the trio had been keeping Lady’s boy companion pressed up against Baladitya’s table. That one vanished last.

Lady and Howler did not stop moving. She clambered onto his carpet. They zoomed away. Their Gunni soldier henchmen had disappeared already.

Shivetya found himself alone with the boy.

No. Not alone. There was still a shitload of crows around, but they were not his crows.

The boy who wanted to be called Dikken stood motionless before Baladitya’s table, terrified and orphaned. His expression said he believed that he was about to be made a human sacrifice.

So, Lady and Howler, Booboo and their cruelly overworked soldiers, all departed the nameless place without further interaction with the great demon, who wondered, why had they cut and run? And why had they abandoned the boy?

Shivetya did not doubt that Lady had left him deliberately. So, think about that.

Most likely it meant that she wanted Dikken out of the Land of Unknown Shadows and away from An Abode of Ravens.

Because he had been sent to spy on the Company? Because he was supposed to look for the Book of Names? Might she have developed some sensitivity in that direction?

Here was another item of interest that the new Shivetya had to add to his calendar. He should go time-swimming yet again, in search of some deeper understanding of the boy’s place in the symphony of history.

The “want to do” list just kept growing, despite the virtual time already invested.

The seriously demanding stuff, that I needed to get at while those for whom I cared were still alive, was stuff that had happened during the past fifty years. The second tier of “got to get at it” stuff had happened during the four hundred years before the most recent fifty. Once all of that had been handled, I could goof off to my heart’s content. Maybe I could take a dive so deep that I could have a look at the plain’s original builders.

Only, the way that I saw now, the new Shivetya might never get an actual chance to swim down that far into deep time. He might not even manage, finally, to enumerate the twists and turns and hidden truths that had conspired to create the reality that he was supposed to monitor today.

And, too, it looked like he was going to have to find some way to communicate more easily with his most recently acquired orphan.

Dikken stood there, frozen, emotionally crushed but desperately trying to be brave.






Arkana’s View


Lady has been gone nineteen days. That should be time enough to get to that spooky place, have a nice visit with Pop, and get back. Several times. But that is not what has happened.

Shukrat says she went out to the barrier this morning, then up as high and far along above it as she could go and still handle the cold. She says she went high enough and far enough to see all the way to the crazy castle at the center. Sort of.

According to Shukrat, when you get that high you can see almost the whole layout of the plain, like it is mapped in miniature on the floor of the main chamber in the fortress. You can see the roads and the safe resting circles, but it all gets fuzzier and fuzzier the farther away you look, especially to the sides. She says from where she was the fortress really just looked like a big, dark lump behind a pale smoke cloud.

I am going to go up there and see for myself. However, meanwhile, the most important thing Shukrat reported was that she did not see anything moving on the plain. Meaning that Lady’s gang was still not headed home.

We both thought that she would be headed back a long time ago.

Did Pop really come up with a miracle and they were working the magic on Booboo?

That does not seem likely.

And I do not believe that I am missing pretty Kuma Bear so much. There was not really anything between us. Crap! We hardly ever even touched each other. And he is too young for me, anyway.



I had barely finished breakfast when somebody started pounding on the door, which I had no choice but to answer because Sleep-in Shukrat had not even started to wake up yet. It turned out to be Chunyo Sin, who told me that the Captain wanted to see me.

It was too damned early to do anything but grumble and snarl and drag my sweet young bottom off to see what the hell Suvrin wanted now.

I was pretty sure he would not be feeling flirty.

It was too early only by Voroshk girl standards. The freaky militarists had been up and doing soldier stuff since about three hours after midnight.

You ask me, that might be the whole reason that there are so many wars. All those soldier guys drag out of bed so damned early that they just cannot help but be fighting mean.

Suvrin looked stressed. But he always looks stressed. And, for sure, he did not want to flirt.

He looked like there was nothing on the face of this green earth that he wanted more than a chance to grab a few more hours of sleep himself. He looked like a man so worn that he could barely keep from collapsing into a puddle of snoring goo. Which did not make sense to me because neither the Company nor An Abode had been under any kind of pressure lately.

“Ah, Miss Voroshk. Thank you for coming.” And before I could respond to that in any way, he asked, “Do you have any idea what these things might be?” With a sweeping right hand he indicated a couple of straw artifacts lying on his worktable.

“Yes, actually, I do. I would think that Sergeant Chunyo could have explained. Those are called wara ningye in Honen Ao. When you get really mad at somebody, you make one of those dolls, add a talisman with your enemy’s name on it, then you nail the doll to a tree or something made out of wood. A rowan tree is the best kind of tree. And if you want absolutely guaranteed results, you need to find a rowan tree that has been hit by lightning.”

Suvrin’s jaw dropped. I had rattled him somehow.

I went on, “Wara ningye are mostly a Honen Ao thing but they are not unknown in some other countries. Well, anyway, in countries that Dikken knows about. He is the one who told me about them.”

What Suvrin had there was, indeed, a pair of one-foot-tall figures made of straw, one tied with yellow thread and the other tied with red. The thread color probably had some special meaning but that was not something that Dikken had told me about. The dolls had a basic human shape, splitting into legs halfway down, with arms sticking straight out crosswise just below a nub of a head.

Actually, the whole thing was not just a crude doll. It was an almost exact physical representation of the character for “person” in the local writing.

“And what do they mean?” he asked.

“Like I said, they are a kind of sympathetic-magic thing. You put in a name. Even better, you put in hair or nail clippings or a scab or something from whoever you want to hurt, or just make miserable, then you put some spells on the doll, you nail it, and you are good to go. Where did you find those things?”

“One came from right out front, here. The other one was on the door of Lady’s house. Nailed, like you said, but there was no name on either one, that anybody could see. But they both did have a little piece of flat-pressed birch bark hung on a string around their necks. Sin says that one says the totally traditional ‘All Evil Dies There an Endless Death,’ while the other one reads, ‘There I Lie in My Coffin, Cold and Beautiful.’”

That made no sense.

In the Land of Unknown Shadows few of the dead actually get buried. Mostly, they get cremated. Some places, way farther north, I hear that they chuck their corpses into the rivers, where, near as I can understand, they begin their journey to the next world as crocodile chow.

I know, there are stranger ways. According to my prejudices. Like the sky burials over in Pop’s world. And some people in my world bury their dead for exactly one year, then dig them up again, clean the bones, put them in a sack, and …

Different villages have different customs. Some bury the bones under the hearthstone. Others bury them under the threshold. Or they put them into the walls of the house, or into the cellar, or the attic, if they are fancy enough to have one of those. Sometimes the skulls get put up on the wall, on shelves. None of which has anything to do with the present situation.

Voroshk usually end up in ossuaries in the catacombs under the original stronghold at Junkledesag.

I said, “That ‘All Evil’ line comes from a legend over in your world, right? From stories about when the Company first showed up there?”

“You are on the right trail, but that is not quite it. I saw it somewhere when I was trying to be the Annalist. I think it actually came there from over here. When the Shadowmasters crossed the glittering stone they dragged a lot of people with them. Soldiers and servants, farmers and tradesmen, and whatnot. I think those people came up with that saying. It was kind of a nostalgic echo of a memory for the children of the Land of Unknown Shadows in exile.”

I confessed, “I am not very good at the Annalist thing. Shukrat, not so much, either. Everything we put down ends up sounding like a diary instead of a record of the drama stuff. And we have to write everything in Voroshak because that is the only language that we know good enough to make any sense. But nobody else knows Voroshak.”

“But you have been learning other languages, have you not?”

“Trying to. I can follow Pop’s … Croaker’s books. And Murgen’s book because it is in the same language. But that one is kind of crazy. And his penmanship was pretty sketchy.”

“So, once you become fluent you can rewrite your own record in a language that your successors can…”

Chunyo Sin stepped into the room. “Pardon me, Captain. I would like to report two more straw figures discovered.”

“Crap. All right. Let us see them.”

Chunyo brought them to the table. These dolls were practically the same as the two already there but these were tied together with red thread and blue thread, respectively, instead of red and yellow.

Suvrin said, “And the little signs say what?”

“This one came from the First Cavalry stable. It says, ‘Vile with the Stench of Unaspiring Minds, Fidgeting in the Darkness.’ For whatever that may be worth. The other one, which was nailed to the Voroshk misses’ door, says, ‘You Must Bear the Sorrow.’”

I blurted, “What? There was nothing on the door when I came out … Oh. You took it down before you knocked.”

“I did. I thought it would be better for you to visit with the Captain before you had to deal with that.”

Suvrin got him a big, evil grin on. “Well. One of you girls must have a fan out there. Eh?”

Bear the sorrow. I do not think so. Coldly, I said, “Thank you, Sergeant. You did the right thing. I can deal with it without getting overly emotional, now.” I glared at Suvrin.

I have to admit, though, him slipping into teasing mode was kind of refreshing. It made him seem almost human.

Then I added, “I am a little frightened by that, but mostly because somebody has been getting away with this stuff for so long. We could not catch anybody when we tried, then me and Shuke decided maybe it was Dikken pranking everybody because the signs stopped showing up after Lady took him through the shadowgate, and the last sign we saw was right there.”

Suvrin said, “I was thinking that way myself until Sin brought the first doll in. Now I am wondering all over again. And wishing that Tobo was healthy enough to deal with it.” He settled into his chair and did his hands-steepled-under-his-chin thing while he stared at me. Or maybe through me.

Chunyo left us quietly. I heard him in muted conversation with someone out there, maybe whoever brought the wara ningye from the First Cav stable.

Suvrin asked, “Would you say that you are more objective about Ky Tobo than Shukrat is?”

“Yeah, probably. But I cannot say for sure, anymore. Shuke is, like, seriously disillusioned with that self-absorbed shit.”

“Not objective at all, I see. Could it be that Lady was incorrect about Tobo having been victimized by ghost vampires?”

“Oh, no. Not at all. That part is totally true. But he has only got himself to blame for it. I am, like, totally sure that he knew what he was up against when he started but he was too damned sure of himself not to go ahead. He thought he could handle it because he had the Unknown Shadows lined up behind him. But he was wrong about that. I never saw any sign that his supernatural friends were making an effort to help him out. I think maybe those vampire things were so nasty that they scared Tobo’s spirits. I mean, like, Big Ears and another major shadow were there with Tobo that time that Dikken smacked the vampires around and they were not doing anything to keep Tobo from getting used up.”

“Dikken smacked the vampires around?”

The way he asked that told me that nobody ever told him everything about what happened that night. I always figured somebody had reported it all.

Then he mused, “And Lady has dragged Dikken along on her adventure.”

Oh. He was beginning to smell something. And I was beginning to think that he might not be imagining the odor.

I said, “We knew Dikken was sent here to spy. But now I am wondering if Lady maybe did not figure that he might be more than just a pretty boy who was scared of his own shadow and in over his head.”

“He might be a ringer?”

“Hah?”

“Sorry. Slang from my youth. A ringer is somebody who pretends to be stupider or less skilled or weaker than he really is until he sees a chance to score big. It is a confidence game kind of thing.” He realized that I still had no clue. “Your Mountain Bear might be more substantial that he pretends.”

“Well, yeah. Maybe. I guess that could be.” I thought about Dikken using those talismans on Howler and Lady. But then I thought about how terrified he was about flying, and about some other stuff, like his really not wanting to go onto the plain with Lady, and I had to say, “I do not know about that, though. It is, like, yes and no.” And I tried to explain what I meant.

Suvrin seemed to get it. He decided, “Lady must have had some plan for that boy. I expect that we will find out what when she gets back.”

“Yeah, sure.” I figured he was about done with me, and I needed to find myself a chamber pot or a latrine, so I started edging toward the doorway.

Suvrin said, “Not yet. I have a new mission for you girls. I have been getting troublesome reports from the monkey hunters.”

“I thought you canceled that.”

“Mostly. But I still have pickets out.” And he began to describe in detail what he wanted Shukrat and me to do. After we completed a thorough recon of the situation around all of our borders.

The Voroshk girls were going to be very busy for a while.

I did ask, “Who will look out for Tobo if both of us are out there long enough to do all that stuff? I do not know anybody that I trust that much.”

I was not looking forward. It was freezing cold out anymore, and it looked like it was going to get colder. And, despite all of the harsh shit that we have been through this last year, Shukrat and I are still Voroshk, and Voroshk are fond of their comforts.

“I will see that he is as spoiled as he thinks he deserves. Unless he shows me some reason to think that I am wasting my time.”

“That is nice. But that is not what I meant. I meant, who can we trust enough to make sure that he does not get murdered as soon as we are not around to get in the way? Tobo is the main reason that nobody messes with the Company. I figure that there are whole battalions of people out there who would jump on a chance to get after Tobo if they found out that he was unprotected. And you have got to know that there are people here who are reporting back to the kind of people that would do that shit.”

“Oh.” Seriously unhappy. “I had not considered it that way. But you are correct. I will think about it and let you know. Sorry. Meantime, please do go ahead getting ready to go out. That is important, too.”

That did not sound entirely promising, but …

And then the crows came.

Sergeant Chunyo appeared in the doorway. “Captain, we are being entirely overrun by crows.”

Too late, really, his shouted announcement of what everybody in our end of the world, including the deaf, had to know beyond a doubt. One seriously large number of squabbling birds had arrived like a plague of locusts.






Shukrat’s View


Those nasty birds were everywhere. In the trees, so many that some of the branches bent. On the roofs. Anywhere and everywhere that they could perch and be out of easy reach. They were loud. They never shut up. And they were full of poop. Within minutes An Abode had an extensive patina of crow dookie.

I stepped out front and had a near miss right away. I ducked back, like, so fast that I mashed into Tobo, who had come to see what the heck himself.

That was almost an upside. He seemed suddenly fully awake and engaged, for the first time in ages.

“Sorry,” I said. “One of those things tried to poop on me! On purpose!””

“I should not have been crowding so close.”

I took a moment to decide if I minded being crowded.

Yeah. I did. Because it had been a rough month. And him being a jerk the whole time had not helped.

Those danged birds remained loud and filthy and combative. The crows that had come in from somewhere else were fighting, part of the time, with the slightly bigger local ravens. But, despite all that, they were respecting some boundaries. None of them tried to get inside while I had the door open, and, near as I could tell, they were not trying to get inside anywhere else, either. From the doorway I had a clear view of the hay barn and satellite stable of the Transport Regiment. Those were pretty open but the birds were not going inside.

Since Tobo seemed to be, if just for the moment, an actual part of the world, I asked, “Any guess what this is all about?”

“What it is about, no. It may have something to do with Lady having gone up onto the plain, though.”

So, he had not had his head a whole yard up his poop chute all the time, after all. Some stuff had gotten through.

He said, “I cannot be sure what it means but I do not think that it can be good.”

I recalled that night at Lady’s place, with the ravens and the owl. Lady never explained but I think Croaker had something to do with that. And, maybe also, that woman that used to be the Protector over in the other world. It seemed like they could take control of birds from way far away and even talk through them sometimes.

Tobo said, “There are some guys over there using slings and bows but it does not look like they are having much luck.”

I could not see what they hoped to accomplish. I figured they were just random guys who decided to do something but the something they chose to do was not particularly effective.

I had to ask myself, what would be a reasonable and rational response if ten thousand crows suddenly descended on you? Was a practical response even possible? This was for sure not something that had ever happened to anybody before.

After ten seconds to think, I said, “Probably the best thing to do would be to shut all the windows and doors and just wait. There would not be enough around here for them to eat, so they should go away in a little while. Right?”

“You are probably right, love bug. But I am going to try something, just as a personal experiment.”

Love bug? I had not heard that for so long that I had almost forgotten the pet name.

Was he back with a vengeance? Or was this his last flare of brilliance before he went down forever, like they say happens sometimes with syphilitics in the last stage of the disease?

“What are you going to do?”

“Find out if I have any friends left in the shadows. Find out if I burned my bridges … When … While…”

His eyes sort of glazed over. He totally lost focus. He kept on talking, but only in nonsense noises, for more than a minute. He was trying hard to tell me something but his brain had no control over his mouth.

I slammed the door shut, managed to catch him before he passed out completely, and got him onto a chair. He resumed mumbling in tongues.

Then something somewhere in the shadows stirred, presumably able to understand. I began to feel its presence, then more presences, and to sense shimmers in the corners of my eyes, but, naturally, I saw nothing when I looked directly.

Tobo’s incapacity bottomed out. He began to come back. I knew because he never shut up the whole time. Shimmers that could be seen directly soon surrounded him. After six or eight minutes he started to mouth words that I could understand.

Those individual words were understandable but they hung together in nonsense sentences insofar as this Voroshk gal was able to tell.

The Voroshk girl glimpsed an actual leonine figure off to the side, still visible although ghostly when eyed directly.

Other shimmers began to show streaks of color.

Presumably, then, Tobo did still have friends in the hidden realm and those friends were helping him get it together now.

Or not, I would learn soon enough.

I wondered what Arkana was doing. I did not know where she was. Not home, which is where I would have expected her to be because she did not have a patrol planned. Then, again, I wondered what I could contribute in current circumstances. I came from a family of sorcerers but my personal level of achievement was never very high.

Had I been strong I might never have become a prisoner—the reward for which would have been an ugly death delivered by the glittering stone killer shadows, the death that had found most of the strongest Voroshk.

Oh, poo! Not once before had the possibility smacked me between the eyes. The rheitgeistide that First Father had sabotaged to keep it from falling into enemy hands, that had thereby shattered the shadowgate to our world, might have been mine!

Might I be responsible for the devastation of my world?

I teetered on the edge of a scream driven by sudden, consuming guilt.

Yet again the incident leading to me having become a prisoner played out in my head, for the who knows how many-eth time.

I got knocked off my flying post. I fell, like, three hundred feet and crashed through the top of some kind of shelter. My shefsepoke kept me from getting hurt too bad. My flying post went drifting up and away …

It was not me!

I was not the one whose failure killed my family and my world.

I had not actually blamed myself for that before now but neither had I ever bothered to exonerate me, either. But now, looking at it even harder, I saw that the post that exploded must have belonged to Arkana’s sister, Ekaterina.

And all those minutes of Sturm und Drang ended up distracting me totally from seeing what was happening with Tobo.

The little jerk got himself right with his own self, then he got himself right with his favorites among the Unknown Shadows, all without his Annalist girlfriend being focused enough to chronicle the miracle.

And while that was happening it got really cold inside the Voroshk girls’ house.

I became aware of the chill as I became aware that Tobo seemed to have come back dramatically toward normal, including having gotten fully in touch with the Unknown Shadows. And, in seconds, I became further aware that the light was going out of the house.

The Unknowns. It was because of them that the light was going, despite it being only around noon outside.

Tobo kept talking in some kind of singsong that was not his mother tongue, not Taglian, nor, probably, even any dialect spoken here in Hsien. He sounded healthy, hearty, confident, and in a supremely good mood. He was Tobo the way Tobo was when I first met him.

The light began to get stronger and the air less chill.

The Unknowns were leaving.

The natter of the crows changed. It gained a hard edge, then a frightened edge, which then progressed to panic.

Tobo had turned out the Unknown Shadows. Each in its own way could be as terrible as the vampire sirens.

I went to the door and opened up, wanting to see what was happening.

I did not get to witness much but the fact that the infestation of crows was de-infestating. Fast. In total chaos.

Then I heard a chirp of pain, maybe touched by dismay, from behind me. I turned in time to see Tobo collapse again.






Arkana’s View


The mob of crows began to break up almost more dramatically than it had shown up. No telling why, but there was a feel of dark magic out there, old magic that was being willfully restrained. Magic that, if allowed to run unconstrained, would not be at all benign.

I told Suvrin, “That must be Tobo’s doing, using the Unknown Shadows.”

The birds were going batshit crazy, fighting each other as much as trying to go somewhere else, which would be somewhere that was anywhere but here. And their fighting turned more deadly than it had been when it was just quarreling over perch space or between native ravens and outsider crows, or just birds trying to establish a pecking order.

Chunyo Sin said, “I do not have the slightest idea what any of this is about but I do fear that we will have a large complement of disgruntled soldiers once we begin cleaning up.”

It was easy to see why that might be.

Everything, everywhere, was covered with crow shit. And there were dead birds everywhere. If Tobo had set his shadow pals to rout the crows, those things had gone to work with murder on their spectral minds.

I counted thirty-two dead birds right there in front of headquarters. Which suggested that there could be thousands scattered around the whole of An Abode.

I began to wonder if most of the Unknown Shadows might not be cast in the mold of Tobo’s vampire women. Which led me to further wonder about Tobo himself. He was so at home with those things. He was like one of them incarnated in flesh. What did the living shadows know that he had not shared with anyone else? Not even Shukrat. Did he condone what the Unknowns seemed to do? Were they all predatory in their relations with mundane creatures?

It was hard not to recall the ugly side that Tobo had revealed in the other world. He had shown, for sure, that he had no qualms about doing terrible things. Suddenly, I thought I knew what that “caught between a rock and a hard place” expression really meant. I had an almost certain feeling that Shukrat and I were rooming with a guy who could become something like that Dominator monster in the history of Pop’s world. Or one of the Shadowmasters. But Tobo was a guy that we really needed to have around if we did not want the Company and An Abode of Ravens to be devoured by the warlords of Hsien.

I told Suvrin and Chunyo Sin, “I think I can make it home safely, now. I will get onto those boundary patrols as soon as I can.”

I had a notion that those had become a necessity. Someone, or something, had sent those crows. Only, that was all that they had done, which was actually only an aggravation. So, what could have been the point? A test? Or might the response of the Unknown Shadows have been unexpected?

In any event, the crow invasion could be a precursor to an aggressive move by some neighbor warlord who had a bad sorcerer or two to back a play when he thought he could catch us off guard.

I am a young woman. I do not have a lot of experience in the kinds of political crap and personal ambition that drive the kind of people who think that they deserve to own the world.

I am rambling now, again, but I am still pretty sure that it is not just the lust for power that moves the wannabe Dark Lords. I think it goes a step beyond, to where those types use their power to get their own way and fulfill their awful secret designs.

Suvrin actually touched me. He patted my shoulder. “Be careful on those flights, Miss Voroshk. I do, seriously, not want to lose you.”

Well. Was that not an interesting remark?

“I will shy away from disaster with all due diligence, sir!”

Have that for breakfast. Sir. Secretly grinning.



“What the hell?”

I had entered our house to find Shukrat on her knees, bawling, over somebody who looked like a quarter of him had blown away. Somebody who had been Ky Tobo once upon a time, before whatever happened to him happened.

He was curled up tight, on his side, shaking. I was almost surprised to see that he did not have a thumb in his mouth.

Shukrat was seriously rattled.

Had something more than Tobo going into falling-sickness mode happened?

“Shuke, Cousin, talk to me! What happened?”

She began jabbering almost too fast for me to follow. I thought I got the important parts. “Sounds like he wasn’t as recovered as he thought.” Guys can be that way, sometimes. So impatient.

“Yeah. That’s it for sure. That’s him all tied up and with a bow on. He thinks he’s a whole lot more than he really is in about twenty different ways.”

No doubt in my mind that she had that right. The one big thing that Tobo had going was his alliance with the Unknown Shadows. If he lost that … I had seen no clear evidence that he would be any kind of a big deal if he did not have the Unknowns in his pocket. If he lost them complete, near as I could guess, he might not be a challenge for Shukrat or me. And as Voroshk witches go, I have got to admit, we are definitely junior grade. We have almost no offensive capability.

“He is still breathing, isn’t he?”

I could not tell for sure. The boy looked really bad. Like those vampire things not only almost drained him of his life force but took some of his blood and marrow, too. I harkened back to early lessons to which I had paid insufficient attention. Truth be told, I was a bad student. I was Voroshk. That would get me by. Why waste time and energy learning stuff that I was never going to need after I grew up?

Shukrat was seriously stressed but once I put myself in there, solidly into her awareness, beyond her feeling of helplessness about having to deal, she got a hold on herself, got to thinking, and concentrating, and to realizing that there were things that she could do, and that there were things that she really needed to do if she wanted the world of her future to be a world that she would like to live in when her future got here. Or something like that.

Hey, Shuke, I know. I am not sure what I said, there, either. I know what I wanted to say, but you know me. I do not always get it to come out in a way that anybody else can understand.

All right. So. Tobo was down and looking like he was scratching at Death’s door. Shukrat was so upset that she was barely able to communicate and did not make much sense when she tried. So, it was really on me to make something good happen. So, I thumped Shukrat on the top of the noggin and said, “Get your shit together, Cousin! Remember what you’ve been saying about this dickhead for the last month? Yeah? So why are you losing your shit now? It doesn’t look like he’s going to die to me.” I was not so sure about that but she needed to hear something positive. “So, let’s dump him in bed and get to work on the stuff that Suvrin needs us to do. There’s something been moving out there and the Company needs to know what and when and where.”

All that was just to get her attention. I was only guessing that stuff was true. Then I layered on a little drill-sergeant-style encouragement.

I took the mean-girl road on purpose. I know Shukrat well enough to realize that if I gave her a slap in the face, she would get so mad that she would stop worrying about anything else until she had given me a slap back.

Shukrat’s response was not sudden, not electric, but her cousin Arkana did get what she wanted.

Because Shukrat knows me, too, after it being just the two of us against the universe since Croaker … No. He was good to us. He was ridiculous good to me. But me and Shukrat, however much we bicker, we are the main thing that each of us has to keep us going. Pop was an absolute healing saint for me after what happened that time when Gromovol …

Pop kept me healthy. More, he kept me calm and he kept me sane. But Shukrat being there for me, never making any of that something that was my own fault, that, more than anything else, is what helped me get through the vale of fire and tears to where I am now, able to live almost normally, day by day. Able to get by without obsessing endlessly about that night. Able to forget altogether, sometimes. Able, even, to handle the nightmares.

Those do not come very often, anymore. And they are not as intense, now, as they used to be. And now that I have written something about them, sooner or later Shukrat is going to read it and then she will start asking me all about it, and …

And, what the hey, Arkana? Self-involve much? The chore of the moment was to deal with Tobo having a crippling fit or something right when Shukrat and I were supposed to start handling some seriously major scouting missions. If we wasted time sitting around feeling sorry for ourselves, or for Shukrat’s jerk of a boyfriend, we might let the Company slide into a bad place.

And we are Company, now, one hundred percent, the formal oath taken or not, because we are orphans. We have no other family of our own.

The Company’s fate will be the Voroshk girls’ fate. It is written.

Yes, Arkana got what she wanted, which was Shukrat focused on something other than that whiny mama’s boy’s big unhappiness.

Arkana scored bigger than she first suspected.

It was like somebody lighted a naphtha-doused bonfire inside that girl.

Split personality girl, my cousin?

I do not know. Maybe. There she was, going down for the third time in the Slough of Despond before I thumped her gourd and did my song and dance, and then, in about three and a half eyeblinks, the “Woe is we” was dust on the road behind her and she was all, “You are totally right on all of that, Cousin! Let’s kick the jerk into the ditch and shuffle on down!”

Arkana putting words into Shukrat’s mouth, there, just describing her attitude. But it was a fact, Shukrat went from being a mud pie of gloom to a bundle of sunny ambition in about as long as it takes to write it down.

That was a little scary.

We hoisted Tobo and lugged him to the bed that we brought in for him after he started staying with us. We tucked him in good, then went into the kitchen and had some lunch while we talked about our most recent visits with the Captain.

That sneaky bastard.






Shukrat’s View


It is, and it most likely always will be, true that I do not get along with my cousin well because I do not want to get along with my cousin well because it just seems like everything always is so much easier for her. Because she has always been … blessed?

She is prettier than me, shapelier than me, and she comes equipped with those monster milk bags that totally hollow out the brain of every man or boy who gets close enough to spot them. Which happens at a pretty extreme range, usually.

Oh, man! Mama! Why do I do this to myself? How come I always make such a big deal out of that one thing?

I am the Voroshk girl who has an actual boyfriend. Sort of. All Arkana has is a big long train of horny sniffers-after. There is nobody out there who wants to be …

That is kind of awful. I need to stop it. I have a boyfriend, sure, but he is not hardly worth more than a couple of squashed-flat-and-dried-out toads you could find alongside the road to Junkledesag.

Whoa, Shukrat girl! Getting a little … A little what, dear?

Do I really, almost hidden away even from myself, have that low an opinion of Tobo? Was I clinging onto him just so I would have something nobody else could have?

I never thought that way six months ago. I let everybody, including even Arkana and our twice-removed surrogate mom, Lady, think that we were bed buddies, but now I had myself a flaming case of the festering regrets. Bang! I think I maybe even put it in the book somewhere that we were doing stuff that we were not really doing. Not, like, seriously all the time regular. I maybe got kind of stupid once or twice.

Why am I wasting paper and ink on this? I am a stupid girl. A complete idiot.

No. Shukrat, no! This has nothing to do with anything to do with the history of the Black Company, unless it somehow has something to with something that is going to happen in the future. You know that Croaker would raise that one eyebrow and sort of sneer, and then he would ask you why you thought your dumb choices would stand out compared to all the dumb choices made by two out of every three other young women across the entire history of history?

And the answer is, Pop, that my situation is uniquely special, in all the history of history, because it involves me!

And that right there is the narrow passage in which everybody who has ever lived, and everybody who ever will live, will find themselves a time or three while they are young.

I do not know how many times I have told myself that the Annals are not a personal journal. But there are things I need to get out for my own mental health, so I am going to do that now instead of taking, like, the emotional risk of doing it with real people watching.

I can hear Croaker telling me that the reason we start out as kids is so we can finish making stupid mistakes before we get to a point in life where we will drag other people down with us when we make an idiot move.

That old man had a really bleak view of the world but I do miss him, even so.

“Shuke?” Then, a lot louder, “Shukrat! Shukrat Voroshk!”

“Cuz. Sorry. I really totally drifted off into some strange country, thinking about who I am and who I ought to be, now.” The girl still making stuff up and hiding not only from her cousin but from herself, too.

Arkana was all set to be all business about this boundary patrol and that deep-penetration thing. One of us, with her preference that it would be her this time, would go for another high look at the glittering stone, to see if there was still, even now, no sign of Lady headed home. While one of us handled that the other one should take a look at the badlands and make sure that no monkeys were sneaking back through the picket line. And, also, to see if there was any other threat developing there. Because Suvrin seemed very concerned about a possible threat from that direction. And, after we did finish with all of that stuff, we would pair up, go as high as we could, and fly down south to see what …

What?

That man, Suvrin, the Captain, who has no touch whatsoever for the magical or mystical—nor any talent for much of anything else, insofar as he has shown me—had an intimation or an intuition or just a bad feeling or—who knows what to call it?—that An Abode of Ravens would, not far in the future, face an existential threat from down there.

I hoped we would recognize it if we ran into it.

Maybe Suvrin had a different knack, an idiot savant kind of knack, for seeing things nobody else could see by adding up clues that nobody else even realized were there. Arkana’s and my one grandfather was that kind of guy.

There was always a lot of intrigue amongst the Voroshk. Lots of ugly stuff, sometimes deadly stuff, get-stabbed-in-the-back-by-your-wife’s-brother stuff, that went on all the time. That had gotten really bad around the time that me and Arkana were born.

Through some masterly exploitation of the intrigue thing my great-uncle Ioneau Thepeshka Voroshk managed to become First Father. He drafted our grandfather, Donzi Vleculka Voroshk, to be his investigator of major crimes involving anyone of the Voroshk name. For a while, then, because of the efforts of my great-uncle and our grandpa Donzi, the extended Voroshk family turned almost civilized. But only within itself, of course.

It was an overnight change that needed a decade to clabber.

Great-Uncle Ioneau might have been the genius who sent the self-destruct command to the rheitgeistide that destroyed the shadowgate and let the killer shadows invade our world. Unless it was my grandfather who did it.

It is immortality of a sort.

There I went again. Off into nowhere but my own self-indulgent past, never actually getting to the point I meant to make about how Grandpa Donzi could just look around at what seemed like an empty room and tell you a whole story about what had been going on in there. And that I thought maybe Suvrin could do that kind of thing, too, which would explain how sometimes he knew stuff you thought there was no way he could know. And none of any of this likely impacts the Black Company now or in the future except through its effect on me. If I should ever shape or cripple the Company future in some way.






Arkana’s View


Shukrat actually yammered on and on from there, several more pages in her way-too-big handwriting, but nothing that she wrote had anything to do with anything going on anywhere outside her halfway-empty head, just about stuff that happened with her and me way back. Stuff that has nothing to do with our lives nowadays.

Maybe it takes the kind of trauma that bit me to make orphans like us set aside the past and zero in on doing what we need to do, day by day, to make it on our own.

As I have heard both Pop and Lady say, “That was then and this is now.”

You have to hear that, and then make it part of you.

Shukrat definitely needs to do that. This is now and we have got stuff we need to do! She should forget about Tobo, even. That little turd will straighten out without her. Or he will not. And if he does not, it will all be up to Shukrat and me. We should get chummy with the Unknown Shadows ourselves.

But how, that?

My scheme of the moment was to hit Shukrat hard, emotionally. I wanted to smack down her notion that she had to save Tobo because love could conquer. But before I actually jumped in with all two hobnail boots, I did realize that she had gotten past that on her own, already, mostly. She had broken her addiction. Pretty much. For the time being.

Shukrat told me, “I’m good to go. Let me take the short side patrol. That’ll get me back in time to put him to sleep for a while. You do the long side, north, and by the time you’re done with that I should be back out there doing the east side. And you can babysit. And after we’ve done the borders, we can maybe put him under for a few days so we can make Suvrin’s great, grand, deep penetration all the way to wherever we can go before we get too nervous not to turn back.”

Right. We were going to go as far as that.

I could not help thinking that Shukrat still had no real grasp of what seemed to be taking shape in our world. And this particular Voroshk girl, Arkana Voroshk, was not especially big on enjoying wintertime campouts.

Tobo was sound asleep already. No need for us to wait on that. I told Shukrat, “That sounds like a plan. You make your run. I’ll make sure the baby stays tucked up. And if he looks like he’s going to stay down for a while, I’ll scoot over and see Uncle Jun Go about fixing us up with travel rations that will actually be edible.”

We who have a flying post at our beck can manage several extra stone of travel goodies. Way more kit than somebody who has to hoof it. Which is not to mention the marvelous advantage of not having to walk.

Shukrat gave me the fisheye when I mentioned Uncle. I asked, “You want to go for days and days eating stale hardtack and moldy salt pork? You know Uncle will fix us up with something better than that.”

“I’m just thinking about Tobo, Cousin. Just worrying, probably too much, about him. What if he wakes up and there’s nobody here to take care of him?”

“Bet you he would survive for half an hour, waiting to get his diaper changed.” I was going to hammer that baby thing until Tobo proved me wrong.

“I was thinking more like, what if he wanders off? Looking for his mom.”

I figured that was damned unlikely, but, “How far could he get? And how hard would it be to find him?” I knew what she was really doing. She was stalling because she did not want to jump into what we were going to have to do for the next week or two. Even after a year in captivity she remained a spoiled Voroshk teenager. Too. Like me.

I needed to get her out and moving and gone. We had the baby down for now but I had no idea how long that would last. And I wanted to see Uncle Jun Go before I headed out on my own patrol. So, I said, “Shuke, I know you’re just stalling because you know it’s cold out there. But that isn’t going to change, unless you can stall for four more months, so you might as well get at it and get it over with. Sooner struck, sooner done, and then we’re back in the warm. Right?”

“Yeah. Right. I guess. Hard to argue with that.”

But still she dithered and stalled for ten more minutes, and then she just had to have a pee, and I was grinding my teeth because … Why, of all the children of the Voroshk, did I have to be driven into exile with this one?



For probably the first and only time in his twenty-two years Tobo failed to be a major pain in anyone’s ass. Shukrat went off on her patrol. Tobo stayed asleep, deep and snoring, maybe under the aegis of the Unknown Shadows. There were moments, before I felt comfortable heading out myself, when I got the feeling that Tobo and I were not alone, though it did not get as cold as it usually does.

There was, as usual, hardly anything to see. Just a trick of the shadows in the corner of my eye.

I did not trust that trick to be what we needed to care for the brat that might be the Company’s finest resource and last forlorn hope.

Anyway, Shukrat finally did go. And Tobo was snoring. The Unknown Shadows were there to watch over him. I scooted, headed for the officers’ mess in hopes of stealing a bit of Uncle Jun Go’s time.



For once in my life something went as smoothly, as perfectly, as my most fervent secret wish hoped that it would.

I showed up at the officers’ mess and said I needed to see Jun Go. And nobody argued. I was in there face to ugly, scarred-up face (him, Shukrat!) almost before I could catch my breath. And then I did not have to spend the usual bunch of time making somebody understand what I was trying to say before that old man told me, “Do not fuss yourself, girl. You knew you would get whatever you wanted when you came here so why do you think you have to make a show of trying to get me to feel sorry for the poor little orphan girl?”

“Yeah. Right. Why do that? Here is the thing, Uncle. The Captain has this idea that there might be something really ugly sneaking up on us from way down south and he wants Shukrat and me to go down there and see if we can spot it coming and see if we can find out what it really is. And, also, if we can, find out who might be behind it. But there is a problem for us. Tobo. He is the Company’s most important asset but he is almost entirely out of action. He was, like, halfway dead, but then he was making a comeback, but then those crows came in and he did something about that and now he is so feeble that he is not even able to protect himself. So, I wanted to know, could you…”

Uncle pinched my cheeks between the thumb and forefinger of a massively scarred right hand, making me shut up. “You have an assignment you need to execute but you are concerned that there may be a threat to the boy.” He turned me loose.

“Yes. I am scared that somebody who is not the Company’s friend will try to eliminate him while he is vulnerable and Shuke and me are not here to look out for him.”

“Oh, girl. I do understand.” Then for almost two whole minutes he did not say anything. But then he did say, “You and your cousin should go ahead and do whatever you need to do to make sure that the Company does not find itself suddenly having to handle some surprise disaster. Be assured. The boy will be protected.”

“Really?”

“I promise. Like he was my own sweet love.”

“I do not think…”

“Teasing, girl. Not that at all. Just promising to take care. It will take the fiercest effort of a totally committed demiurge to get to your boy.”

He was picking his words to needle me some. “Not my boy. Shukrat’s. I do not even like him very much.”

“Even so. You girls should get your work done. And consider the boy safe.”

“Oh, gods, thank you, Uncle! I think I would jump all over you for that if you were…”

“Stop! Do not pander yourself! Ever. And I prefer my playmates a little older and a little less plump.” He stared at my chest and smirked.

“Hey, sorry, Uncle. I was not actually doing that. I meant … I wanted to say some stuff … I guess that I do not know how to say. Not entirely a language problem thing, really, but an ‘I do not know how to say it’ thing.”

“Stop talking, girl.”

I shut up. I do know myself well enough to know that I might yammer on forever if I did not let somebody shut me down.

After a brief silence, Uncle said, “You have your promise for what you hoped to get.” Probably meaning that it was time for the Voroshk girl to move along.

I was doing the same thing that Shukrat did. Stalling. Less deliberately, though.

I hate it when old guys act like young people are totally transparent. But I guess we probably are to somebody who paid close enough attention to the world to manage to get old.

I said, “If that is all settled, then, Uncle, I do have this one other thing…”

“Your field rations. Of course. How long do you expect to be out there?”

I clamped down on my distress at being predictable, and he probably read that, too. “I guess a week. At least. Say, ten days’ worth, just to be sure?”

Uncle showed me a big grin. He had a wide mouth and thick lips, both unusual among people over here. Along with wide, round eyes. I think he was having some fun with me.

He had an unusually big, wide nose, too. And I thought about popping him one on that ugly snout.

Still amused, he said, “Oh, yes, we can do that. We will fix you up for fine dining on the march. But let me offer an interesting proposition. Why not take this broken-down old villain along, just to make sure that you girls do not starve to death from having to eat your own cooking?”

“Hah?”

That was from way up there, high off the wall.

“But … We eat our own cooking all the time. We have a kitchen.”

“And you make what? Soup? Mush?”

“And tea.” He really meant it? About going along?

So, the poor Voroshk orphan girl was, suddenly, like up to her knees in random swamp water, lacking even the vaguest notion of how to respond to what, clearly, was not Jun Go just messing with her.

Three dozen thoughts rattled off the insides of my empty head, mostly all crazy impossible. No way was Uncle looking to score with any Voroshk girl. He would, likely, upchuck his lunch if he actually had to deal with something like that.

For no good reason I fixated totally on his facial scars. He had a fine collection. One big one ran from just under his right eye, down his cheek, and was a puffy, purplish hue. Another serious wound had laid open the center of his nose, which made that even wider. The original cut must have split his nose in half. It had healed up in a wide, greasy white scar. He had at least three more lesser scars, just on his face. Part of his left ear was missing, too.

I had an uncle Boroska who had gotten himself as chopped up as Jun Go had, mostly by a bear. Everybody called him Handsome.

Uncle Boroska hated that. Anyone who called him Handsome when he was drinking, and he was drinking ninety percent of the time if he was awake, was in for a fight. It did not matter who or what you were. A woman, a little kid, First Father, you wanted to call Uncle Boroska Handsome you had better be damned sure that you could outrun Uncle Boroska.

I was confident, now. Uncle Jun Go was, for sure, not joking. He really did want to go.

But that made no sense. He was way old. And he could not be in very good shape because he had been damaged so much when he was still a fighter. But, on the other hand, he was a fighter who had managed to get old. That meant that he must have been pretty good at what he did when he was a cavalryman.

I have no idea why but I blurted, “You have to promise to do all of the cooking!”

I was set to go into full-on Arkana babble mode but he cut me off. “Of course.” Wearing a big scar-twisted grin, he reached out and patted me on the top of the head, a thing they do in this world to show approval and affection but something that would be taken as totally offensive where I was raised. At a minimum it would be considered spiteful condescension. You pet dogs. You pet cats. You pet other dumb animals. You do not pet people. Not even little-kids-type people. “If you are really nice to me, I might even take a turn doing the night watch.”

This was a time when his old-man skills did not serve him. Of course, though, there was no way that he could know how things work among the Voroshk.

His old-man skills were sharp enough for him to realize that something had just changed on my side. “My apologies for whatever I have done to trouble you, dear girl. When do you plan to leave?”

“Not sure yet.” Subtly. Seriously. “Basically, still to be determined. Shuke and I have to scout all the borders here before we can move out on this.”

“I see. That does make sense. Will you wait here for a minute? I need to organize a couple of things for you.”

I was past my reaction to his head-pat thing. Getting flexible in her old age, Arkana Voroshk was. “I can do that. If you need me to.”

“I do. I will not be long. Promise.”






Shukrat’s View


I got back from my totally boring recon patrol and found that my cousin was not home. There was nobody there looking out for Tobo. I got mad but not really, totally, bat-guano crazy about it because Tobo was still sound asleep and totally unharmed.

And, also, because I felt that creepy, spine-chills thing that means Unknown Shadows are around.

Me being me, I did get worked up at first, in another way, and that was partly because Tobo was snoring instead of being a wide-awake pain.

I have to admit, sometimes there is just no way to please me. Even if it is me responsible for doing the pleasing.

Then Arkana came home. She came in looking like somebody whacked her between the eyes with an ax handle. And she did not come in alone.

She had two old guys from the officers’ mess hall crew with her, cronies of Uncle Jun Go. I gawked, speechless because I was not sure where I ought to start barking.

Arkana said, “This guy is Song Li. This one is Wang Fu Tu. Uncle Jun Go sent them to see about looking out for Tobo while we’re off on our long fly. They came to check out the situation here.”

Those guys had to be in their forties but they still looked like people you would be smart not to mess with.

Neither one said anything. After Arkana named them they spread out and started checking our place with completely military eyes.

I was now only slightly less confused than I had been before Arkana told me who they were but I did get that she had arranged for Tobo to be protected while we were away on Suvrin’s dumb exploration trip.

Then she left me there, with that, with them, with no more information offered, and went off on her own patrol.

Neither one of Uncle’s guys talked much. They had a job. They did it. And they started doing it more immediately than I expected based on what Arkana had told me. And they did not need anything from me.

Since we had only one doorway at our house, they set up right inside it. They brought out Arkana’s bed so one of them could rest while the other one stood guard. They had brought an impressive collection of weapons with them and, obviously, they were getting right into the protection business. They were not going to wait until Arkana and I headed out.

I began to be a little less nervous about leaving Tobo behind.

I guess Arkana would have to use Dikken’s bed until we actually left.

Arkana sailed away on her long patrol without ever cluing me in on one serious detail from her visit to Uncle Jun Go. She did not tell me that Uncle had invited himself to join us in our adventure.

I did not find out about that until it was way too late to whine about nobody ever bothering to let me know what was going on.

On the upside, my cousin’s patrol cost her seventeen hours and she was almost frostbitten when she finally came home. She claimed that she’d had to keep chipping ice off of her shefsepoke, around her face, because her breath kept freezing up, there.

I did not say anything about that but I was thoroughly pleased. I could not have wished that kind of misery more appropriately. When about ten times more misery than that still ought to be paid. Once I found out that she had promised Jun Go that he could make the great southern deep penetration with us.

Arkana did, eventually, get me to understand that that was what we were going to have to do in order to do what we needed to do for the Company while we looked out for Tobo at the same time.

That took her about three tries. And even after that I was not over my emotional distress enough to tell her that I understood before it came time for me to mount up on my flying fencepost and get out there freezing my sweet, lovely young self on my next turn as frontier scout.

Point of fact. Arkana never spotted anything even vaguely suspicious during her entire run. Which that dumb Suvrin would probably claim was only because the warlords she spied on were so clever at covering stuff up.

And I hate to say it but my personal opinion is that Suvrin would probably be right.

Anyhow, the only reason I have for thinking like that is that Tobo used to tell me everything about what his friends heard and saw. That having been back before he turned into the thing that he became after the vampire ghosts got their talons into him.

Point of fact the next. Cute little Shukrat’s second tour did not turn up anything suspect, either, most probably because our villainous neighbors were clever enough not to get out there and mess around when it was so totally darned cold.






Shivetya’s View


recorded by Dikken

I knew a secret. I knew it because I knew something about the workings of my wife’s mind.

She left the boy with me because she wanted him out of An Abode of Ravens. Absolutely. But she had another, more sinister motive, as well.

She wanted me to be distracted.

And I was, thoroughly, because the compulsion within me, that drives me to adopt orphans, again and again, would not let me ignore this kid, either. So, there I went, spending an entire week of real-time days working out a way to communicate with the boy, then, once I did that, to calm and console him, and help him manage the pain of having been abandoned. He had been led to believe that he was of special value to the woman who brought him here.

He was special. He was the device that could distract Shivetya the New while Lady and Howler, Booboo, and their Gunni coolies scurried on out the shadowgate opening into their home world.

Belatedly, I understood that Lady had come onto the plain with that plan in place. She would go on with the plan the instant she became certain she had no chance to salvage our daughter here. Which proved that she was not willfully blind to Booboo’s situation.

While she was here, maybe only going through the motions, Howler delivered an especially observant Gunni soldier to their home shadowgate. That soldier was to study the world beyond the gate and be waiting with a scouting report when the rest of the gang arrived.

So. It followed that a return home had been Lady’s plan from the beginning.

Lady was done with the Black Company. Lady was done with Hsien. Lady was done with Shukrat and Arkana. Presumably, Lady was done with her most recent husband, too.

Careful what you wish for, my lovely.

I suspect that she might wish that she could be done with Shivetya, too. But she could not be done with Shivetya. Without Shivetya she would be just another woman who would be wholly at sea wherever she fared, henceforth, endlessly adrift in time because of the great gift that she had received from her first husband. The Blessing might keep her going another thousand years, a time during which she would command no more power than the average village wife—should she lose the favor of Shivetya.

And there Shivetya was, saddled with a new child whose care would leave him cramped for opportunities to do what he wanted to do. Which meant that he did not watch what Lady was doing now, nor time-dive to see what she was up to when she was pulling her plot together.

As I realized that I had been played by my own wife, for reasons that I might not understand as the Steadfast Guardian, the beloved witness chirped for the first time since Lady stepped onto the plain. Soulcatcher definitely had not wanted to attract the attention of her sister. But now she was ferociously amused and thoroughly in a mood for mockery and mischief.

And, again, you shout to all existence your absolute inability to acknowledge that woman’s insatiable thirst for wickedness.

Perhaps …

No, not perhaps. Soulcatcher was right, in a way.

Lady could do no wrong. Not to me. Not this time, either.

She had tricked me but she had not actually harmed me. I do not think. If I was not indulging in willful blindness.

Lady was no straight-up lover of darkness. She was, simply, a Senjak girl. She was a child of the Domination. Standards had been different there.

Yes, I did realize that the woman was entirely comfortable doing whatever she needed to do to accomplish whatever it was that she believed she needed to get done. No matter how many corpses might litter the sides of the road.

But I would not play Soulcatcher’s game.

Shivetya the New was learning that he could manage emotion more easily, now, than he had been able as a mortal man.

Catcher called in her white crows.

Dikken was startled almost to the edge of panic, and the more so once the birds began an all-out campaign of aggravation.

I touched the boy with an urge to keep calm. There was no physical danger here.

Then Shivetya summoned his own murder of ravens to squabble with Catcher’s mob. Having some fun now, we two.

And, while attending to Soulcatcher’s aggravation and nurturing my relationship with the boy, I got back to compartmentalizing the new Shivetya for more efficient multitasking.

The new Shivetya, when he bothered to focus, could deal with the boy, the nag, and the Nef, and still be able to work his areas of actual interest, all defined before Lady turned up and enlivened the citadel.

It was, indeed, a matter of rejecting the flesh’s distracting humors to concentrate on the iron facts of the situation.



Boy Dikken, here we go! Congratulations! You are now, officially: He Who Witnesses for the Steadfast Guardian! You will write until your hand cramps. Your diet will be healthy but bland and mercilessly uniform.

Make sure you get everything written down right.

Or you can take your chances on the plain.

Everything you need to execute your mission can be found right there on Baladitya’s table.

Lady handed him off to me. And I would take advantage of that.

Dikken would become the instrument by which I would record every observation or thought or discovery, that, in my vanity, I had a notion was worth being remembered.

The white crows were gone but mockery still echoed way back inside my mind. I told her, Never forget: you are but one amongst the scores who have no hope of resurrection save through the grace of the Steadfast Guardian.

Truly? With emotion obviously tightly reined.

Oh, yeah! This was good! This was sweet. She, as well as all those other beings down in that icy cavern, did, indeed, depend on Shivetya for the least hope of continued existence. She, double-dog especially, was one seriously annoying personality.

Oh, my! It was over there in the corner, like a mouse’s tail vanishing into shadow, but implicit in our situation was the potential for Shivetya to manage something impactful out in the contemporary world.

I told her, Baby, you know that I love you, but I’m afraid we’re coming up on a watershed moment.

Oh! Are we going to get together and cheat on my little sister?

Something like that. Maybe.

Damn! There she went, doing that mind-reading trick she had been rattling me with since that first day aboard ship off the coast of Beryl.

Little sister, eh? No. Almost certainly that slip was entirely intentional. Part of some scheme, for sure. One small brad set to help put together a very long con structured of mist and shadow.

Ha! That was a game Shivetya had time to play! The Steadfast Guardian of the glittering stone had more time than Catcher could imagine.

“Who are you talking to?”

Eh?

That was the boy. Asking Shivetya.

He said, “I thought I heard you say something to somebody who was not me. But I am the only one here.”

Not quite true.

Did I now have a new problem? Or problems? Would he be eavesdropping when I was conversing with my prisoner? Worse, might she be able to connect with him, then lure him into some nasty maneuver?

The Steadfast Guardian would have to brood on that.

One more distraction.






Arkana’s View


After we did everything else, to east and west and north, that Suvrin wanted us to scout, Shukrat and I took two days to thaw out and store up some fat. The Captain pissed and moaned but there was no way he could force us to do something we did not want to do.

Truth be told, neither of us wanted to fly off somewhere where we were sure to be even colder than we were here, but there we were. We had agreed to do the job and Suvrin was adamant that the job needed to be done. All we could do was make sure we were in the best condition possible to do the job, as quickly and safely as we could manage.

Shukrat was totally aggravated with me for not warning her about Uncle Jun Go’s adventure ambition. I could only beg for forgiveness because I forgot. Which was true. Because once I told Uncle it was all right with me, I just put it out of my mind. Even though I brought Jun Go’s thugs to the house to scope out how to babysit Tobo, and how to keep his dumb ass from getting toasted by an agent of one of Hsien’s ubiquitous petty warlords.

Truth be told again, this Voroshk girl has no sympathy and not much slack-cut left for Shukrat’s squeeze. The dribble that I do have exists only because Tobo might someday get around to going back to being the guy that he used to be. If that happens, he will be a resource without price to the Captain and the Company. If he is completely himself again, he will again be Thi Kim, master of the Unknown Shadows.

I have never made a big secret of the fact that I do not much like Tobo. But I am becoming more pragmatic as I approach the end of my second decade. Probably because I was so thoroughly exposed to Pop and his cynical outlook, which infected me to the core. As he might say, sometimes you have to suck it up, hold your nose, dive in, and work with total shitheads.

Which sums up my opinion of Tobo, at least since we came to the Land of Unknown Shadows. He was not totally disgusting, back when. But since that stuff with the Taglian generals he has not shown me much but a big, steaming heap of selfishness.

Still, we hope that he can morph back into the guy he used to be. Bottom line, I am trying to be patient, awaiting that happy day.

But it is a fact: there is no natural law making it mandatory that the savior man (or woman, meaning maybe Lady, someday) will not be a total asshole, possibly less lovable than the Dark Lord who is in need of being put down.

Reference once again, briefly, adoptive mom, Lady, who was very hard in her time but who is not all that bad a person, up close. Nowadays, anyway.

Something else Pop used to say. The bad guys keep on getting less ugly, the better you get to know them.

Mostly.



Uncle Jun Go rode with me. That old man had some bulk to him. I could only take on about another ninety pounds of gear and stuff and still be able to maneuver. Shukrat ended up being the mule, hauling most of our food and survival stuff, which, because Uncle was with us, was a lot more limited than if he was not.

We both were not much more than transport kids by the time we got headed south.

We did manage to get going, bellies full, at first light—although, admittedly, first light comes way later, this time of year, than it does in the summer.

Up we rose. Off we went. Uncle wore Tobo’s shefsepoke. First task, go high and take a look at the glittering stone, to see if Lady and her gang were still not headed home.

That was time invested in gaining no useful information whatsoever, that was.

There was nothing to be seen on the plain. Nothing moved there at all, not in any of thirty-two possible directions. Either Lady and her bunch had gone somewhere that was not Hsien or she and they were still hanging out in the fastness of the Steadfast Guardian.

Shukrat and I agreed that, by now, the latter chance seemed unlikely.

The alternative suggestion had to be that Pop’s woman had bailed on us. She must have gone on back to her own world. To, as one of those dumb signs said, “the World of the Old Darkness.”

That did not need a lot of reflection despite its emotional thorns. The Company and us Voroshk girls always meant less to her than did her own ambitions, whatever those might be. The dearest of those was, of course, her utter lust for the recovery of a daughter who could not exist anywhere outside of Lady’s own psychotically insistent wishful thinking.

Shukrat, you dinklebrain, you caused all of this! You were the one who infected that woman with the crazy notion that there might be a chance for Booboo to be resurrected.






Shukrat’s View


So, Arkana and I headed off on our great southern wallow in misery, dragging ugly old Jun Go along with us. I was not happy about that. He was not so happy about it either once we got him up there with a thousand feet of nothing underneath his boots. Ha! Be careful what you wish for, old man! Anyway, I could not quite work up a sensible argument that was not just me spinning off random emotion based mostly on prejudice, so there he was, making the back end of Arkana’s rheitgeistide sag.

There were pluses. One was, we would be eating as good as was possible on this kind of expedition. Another was, some very bad men would be handy to get in the way of anybody who wanted to mess with Tobo. Uncle’s crew were cooks today but they were mean enough and tough enough to have lived long enough to become too old and too often wounded to stay on as mainline fighters. Jun Go’s cooks were all part of what Croaker called “the Third Line.” Which came down from some fighting structure that, in Black Company time, went back to around when my grandparents were born.

I should probably not waste paper and ink talking about it when I should be telling what we did on our trip, but, even so: When the Black Company was in service to the Syndics of Beryl the order of battle in the field was set into three groups. The First Line consisted of the newest recruits, maybe ten percent of Company strength. They fought as skirmishers, harassing the enemy with slings and javelins. The Second Line, the main body, actually consisted of three or four ranks of veterans who would manage most of the close-quarters fighting. Behind them would be the Third Line, older men and injured soldiers who would act as a reserve and would hurl missiles over the Second Line. Their ultimate task was to push forward if it looked like the main force was starting to crack.

Generally speaking, I know almost nothing about how military stuff works, but, from reading Croaker’s books, I do know that system was successful in every battle where the enemy came to the fight without what would come to be called battle mages, minor sorcerers who supported the fighters.

On the Black Company side, through the period where they used to employ that legionary structure, the troops always had three or four wizards to back them up.

And now, Shukrat’s extended digression having been digressed, we commence to begin the tale of the Voroshk girls and their Great Southern Misery Tour.

After we left An Abode we went way up and took a look at the great stone plain. Nothing was going on out there. We did not talk about it. It seemed obvious that from the start Lady had been scheming something more than just hauling her zombie kid up to see the Steadfast Guardian.

My suggestion having taken root, I suppose. Once I stopped yapping and actually thought about it, I decided that it was pretty unlikely that the demon could actually do anything. And I must have been right because, otherwise, I think that Lady would have come back to the Land of Unknown Shadows.

Nothing moved out there. Nothing at all.

I was sad.

Arkana just shrugged, turned left, and headed south.

Sad Shukrat followed, five yards behind and just out of Arkana’s slipstream, this girl already looking forward to getting down out of the chill and intimate with a fire.



The air around us kept getting colder. The insulating effect of our shefsepoken could not keep us from shivering when we were so high and moving so fast. Eventually, Arkana slowed and dropped down lower, a few miles past the south edge of the badlands where those monkeys made such a pain of themselves.

The sky was not even a little friendly down there. It featured an ever denser and darker gray overcast that dropped lower and lower and threatened snow. And then it gave us snow, about two hours after we left the badlands.

Winter snow was common where I grew up but I had never flown any distance during a snowstorm. Which was not what we flew into. Not exactly. There was no wind to speak of and the snowfall was not heavy or hard. The flakes were big, wet, slowly falling chunks that melted as soon as they touched our shefsepoken.

Still … All of that was more proof that we were not going to be happy or comfortable during our journey, the way poor young Shukrat saw things.

Before the misery ratcheted up, with us flying through the falling snow, we did get to see some of the herd animals that graze the steppe.

Some were elephant-like things that were all hairy and had ridiculous big tusks. Some others were elephant-like things that were just as hairy as the big ones but were only about the size of a pony. Some others were really huge bison things that ran in stupid large herds. And we also saw herds of different kinds of wild horses. And there were other, smaller groups of other kinds of grazers. But …

For me the situation was kind of scary because not once did I see any predators.

Anybody smart enough not to pee her pants regularly would think that, with all that meat on the hoof out there, there would have to be plenty of just as oversize predators that wanted to eat them.

So, here is Shukrat the cute shaking in her shefsepoke more for worry about not seeing monster wolves or giant tigers than from the fact that she is freezing her taut little behind off.

Communicating with Arkana went right on being almost impossible. I did get the sense, from her gesturing, that she was troubled, too. Before we got deep into the falling snow, where I had no attention to spare for anything but keeping her in sight, it looked to me like she kept talking things over with Uncle.

Jun Go definitely might have some insights. This was his world, although he was not a native of this country. Insofar as anyone knew, nobody lived out here. In this country it was too easy to get in the way of a four-legged natural disaster, be that one angry tusker or ten thousand panicked bison. An Abode of Ravens was supposed to be the most southerly, regularly occupied outpost of humanity in the Land of Unknown Shadows.

When the snowfall turned serious Arkana slowed way down and beckoned me close enough that we could yell back and forth. She wanted us to fly side by side so we would not lose each other in the snow. That would be disastrous. I thought about throwing a rope across and tying us together so we could not get separated but the only rope we had was in the bundles of stuff cinched up under my flying post.

Arkana yelled her hope that we could bust out on the other side of the weather before we lost the light because she did not want to go down and camp on the open steppe.

Count Shukrat in on that one.

We were not moving forward at any serious speed but, still, we were probably matching the pace of a cantering horse. And after what I guessed was maybe thirty miles we broke out of the snow into an overcast late afternoon. The land below had been painted white with a heavy brush. From up where we were it was impossible to tell how deep the snow was. But there were not many places where you could see anything but white. Maybe just some bare ugly rock, here and there.

The steppe had given way to rougher country.

Jun Go said something to Arkana.

Hard to tell what because we were all so wrapped up in our shefsepoken. But I did hear him speak.

Arkana waved my way, which I took to mean that she wanted me to pay attention, then she dropped down until she was running only about twenty-five feet above the ground. I stuck just behind and above her as we moved into what were, obviously, some serious foothills, our speed now slightly increased.

Visibility was not good, but, clearly, we were heading into those mountains that we had seen when we were working the monkey missions.

Arkana made a run sideways, to the left, then flew forward a mile, then ran sideways to the right, which maneuvers she repeated several times as the daylight grew weaker. Then, suddenly, she threw up a hand to say “follow me” and dropped right down into the middle of some scruffy trees that might have been remote cousins of the oaks. They wore only a few dried-out, straggler leaves right now. The biggest trees were fifty or sixty feet tall but only the lowest dozen feet of them were invested in being an actual tree trunk. That part was sort of barrel-shaped and massive. Some had to be ten feet thick. Above the barrel part they were all branches and those branches were all snaggle-insane, twisting and zigging and zagging every which way. With all the snow, those things made the whole world all black and white. I wish that I had the kind of talent it takes to draw a picture here because it is almost impossible to describe those trees with just words.

To the eyes of cute young Voroshk girls that stand of trees was seriously spooky.

Anyhow, Uncle Jun Go thought the grove would be a good place to lie up for the night.

If I had to guess I would estimate that we had ranged somewhere between a hundred and a hundred fifty miles south of An Abode of Ravens. We had landed in what, clearly, was not resort country. And we had not gone to ground until Uncle found what he thought was a perfect spot.

Oh, Shukrat Voroshk was aggravated, big-time. And she was almost totally glad that that old man was with us, now, too. Both emotions at once. Because it had gotten to be time to find a place to spend the night, and this place looked good for that, especially in the matter of firewood. But, gods, those spooky trees!

I did realize that neither Arkana nor I had any woods skills more useful than what was needed to launch a country picnic, let alone to camp out overnight on a deep recon in what might be enemy territory in the middle of the nastiest winter ever invented.

A little dramatic there, some, but the fact was, us girls had begun to realize how poorly prepared we were for this work. And us Voroshk generally have an attitude about anybody seeing us as less than totally perfect at anything we choose to do. Suvrin was totally lucky that he was way far away from this particular Voroshk girl on this particular evening.

Uncle’s chosen site met my approval on one front, right away. There was almost no wind down in there, amongst the creepy trees.

Almost before I could put together a bundle of thoughts and attitudes about our circumstances, Jun Go, with help from Arkana, fixed us a sheltered place amongst some big rocks and a fallen monster tree. While they messed with some tentage I made myself useful by collecting firewood. Very selfish and very industrious about that, Shukrat was. And she had her reward. It was not long before we had ourselves a blessed big, hot fire going. Still shivering, I snuggled up to that baby, majorly.

The scarred up old man got busy making supper.

I had not realized how hungry I was until he started.

None of us had eaten since breakfast.

Just that much more evidence that the Voroshk girls were not yet ready to do the kind of work that they were supposed to do.

That old man was really good at putting together some good eating. But … I just barely got started watching him work his magic when a certain kind of pain reminded me that there was something else that I had gone without doing for a really long time.

Of a sudden my bladder screamed that it was going to explode.

How do you forget about needing to do that stuff until you are two seconds short of a really embarrassing accident?

I scooted away … and almost like she had an attack of the same disease at the same moment, Arkana was only about three steps behind me.






Arkana’s View


After a really hard day, traveling through falling snow, Uncle spied out a good place to camp. There were some weird trees there, but they broke the wind. It did not take us long to set up. Shukrat surprised me by actually helping out instead of just being her usual princess self.

Once we had a shelter rigged and a fire going, Uncle got busy fixing supper. And he did a good job. Then, after we ate, he asked us, “So, what do you ladies hope to do with your lives?”

Seemed to me like kind of a random question, but Jun Go seemed to have an attitude right then that totally reminded me of Pop. And, instead of just being the tagalong guy, he suddenly felt like he was the master of the expedition, fathering for us girl children.

This girl child responded with a serious flash of confused resentment. What could Jun Go know about normal human stuff?

Crap! That was totally unfair! Just because …

Shukrat did not seem offended. She just sat there and kept on eating.

And the battle-scarred old man just sat there staring into the fire, adding a stick sometimes, quite probably aware that he had scored a hard hit on me.

I figured Shukrat was not bothered because she was too dim to get it.

After a while, Uncle said, “You girls are in an unenviable position. You are the only two of your kind with us. Your communications skills, while improving, are limited. You are entirely free to leave the Company whenever you want, but, unfortunately, you have nowhere else to go.”

He said it. And what he said was the exact thing behind the thing that had me so upset.

And he sounded so much like Pop when he said it.

State the iron boundaries, then ask again what we hoped to do within those boundaries.

As sudden as the anger came, it went. I lapsed into a scared but open mood. “I do not have the faintest freaking idea, Uncle! And that scares me almost more than anything else.”

“You resent being considered a child. You are of an age where that seems appropriate. And you find yourself in that narrow place that everyone who becomes a fixture in our company eventually does. You do not really want to be here but there is nowhere else to go. There is no place where you might feel more at home. Further, you and your cousin have the disadvantage of being girls.” He raised a cautioning finger before I could bark. “Consider the plague of crows. What was that about? No one would mention it directly, not in front of you two, especially, but that was taken, almost universally, as a message from the thing on the plain.

“He wants everyone to know that God is watching even while Lady is away. And this God looks out for you girls. Everybody has heard about how he came to Lady in the form of an owl, with a mob of crows, and he threw Howler against the wall.”

What he said struck me dumb for a second. Then I opened my mouth to lay the blame for that on Dikken, but realized that, overall, it might be better if people thought that Pop was watching and full ready to kick ass and take names if anybody gave his Voroshk daughters any grief. Because that kind of grief for us, I was pretty sure now, was what Uncle had in mind. Which he then stated baldly.

“Only terror of the Steadfast Guardian, and of Tobo and his Unknown Shadows, keeps you safe from what a lot of men would like to do. Which is something that you should keep in mind. Never put yourself in a position where a man can tell himself that you are asking for it. Because they will claim that for certain and most other men will accept the excuse.”

He knew about what happened in the other world. Pretty much everybody did. He was actually trying to be kind by telling me an iron truth. But that was about all I wanted to hear about that, right then. What he said about the plague of crows, though …

Could it be? Pop delivering a divine message?

Would that not be something? Awesome! They do not have that kind of thunder-buster god in any Hsienish pantheon, or even in those of Pop’s own world, as far as I know. But that would be a very Voroshk kind of god.

“I do not want to think about anything but this mission, Uncle. Especially not about that kind of stuff. But I do hope that there would also be some fear of us out there. We are Voroshk!”

The old man smiled. “Yes. Of course. You are. But, perhaps, you should show it more often than you do, and with more vigor. Meantime, suppose you take the first watch? When you get to feeling sleepy, wake me up. And, if I find that I cannot remain alert, I will waken your cousin.” The warning finger came up. “She needs the most rest. She goes last because she had the hardest work concentrating today.”

The bimbette was asleep already, sitting up.

What? Shukrat had the hardest job? No way! All she had to do was follow me.

Yeah, yeah. Through a snowstorm. Where if we got separated, we would all probably end up dead because both of us were transporting stuff that the other might not be able to survive without.

Uncle, you better not ever tell Shukrat anything like that!

I will curse you with a Voroshk curse!

I will cut you! And I will haunt you!

Then I started doing me some thinking instead of emoting.

Yes, I had wrangled a rheitgeistide for eight hours and I was near the limit of my ability to concentrate. But, after all that Uncle said, in the back of my mind I heard a wee voice telling me: You are trying to invoke the whine of a Voroshk. You have a lot of go left if you will bother to invest it. This old man is testing you. He wants to see if you will suck it up and do what needs to be done, or if you are just a spoiled, whiny, self-pitying child. Do not let him.

Do not let him what?

Right about then I began to think that Arkana Voroshk, in addition to all of her direct and genuine travails, might be showing a little Voroshk class arrogance.

All right! Arkana had the watch! Arkana was determined! Bearing down! Fierce! Arkana Voroshk was not just some child of privilege who could not tie her own bootstrings in a desperate situation!

Brooding about being underestimated kept me going for hours. By guess. I had no true means of measuring time.

That old bastard played me, good! I bet he got five hours of sleep while I sat there and seethed. But I did get to a point where I could not go on, running entirely on personal outrage.

Oh, was I ever tempted to make Shukrat take the next watch! It took all I had in the way of Golden Rule not to do my damnedest to make that girl miserable.

I was not happy! That had to be her fault!

But I wakened Jun Go instead. I did remain totally irritated with him, mostly because of, after our long and uncomfortable talk, he just lay down and went to sleep. Almost instantly.

In the time of watching, my shift was totally uninteresting. Nothing happened anywhere but inside my head. And, too bad, in there I was stuck with nobody but myself for company. And, right then, I was not liking Arkana Voroshk very much.






Shukrat’s View


There was already some vague light behind the overcast when Uncle Jun Go wakened me for my turn on watch. He told me to prep the fire for cooking, asked me not to let him sleep more than a couple of hours, and went to sleep almost at the snap of his fingers. He looked like he’d had a hard night.

Before he lay down, he did tell me that we needed to move on early because some really bad weather might be closing in, but, overall, he did not seem to think we needed to worry.

I had rested as well as you can while sitting or lying on cold ground. Even so, I did still have trouble keeping my eyes open.

This girl definitely was not ready for this kind of life.

Right now, when it was not yet all that horrible, being a Voroshk brood sow in Junkledesag did not sound all that bad. I for sure would not be cold and I would have a comfortable bed.

Only, if I was over there, I most likely would not be alive to complain about my situation.

Oh, darn! My life is just so awful! And what made it worse was, I could not begin to fantasize a way to make it better.

Well, it did seem warmer now than when I fell asleep. A plus. But the fire had burned down and all the wood that I had collected, except for a last few sticks, had been used up.

There was no avoiding it. Sweet Shukrat was going to have to untangle her stiff limbs and hit the gloaming to collect up another stack.

Cute little Shukrat actually did know how to separate the good wood from the stuff that was too soggy to burn. What cute little Shukrat was not so ready for was what she found once she left her sheltered space to go get some burnable wood.

I headed for the fallen tree that I harvested before. That lay in the direction that the sun was threatening to rise. What little light there was made the world look like it consisted only of blacks and whites. Only light and dark, no color. I took only about four steps. And there, right in front of me, on the lowest branch of one of those weird trees, sat the biggest raven I ever saw. Just sitting there, alone and silent. And watching me as if with a steely fascination.

Its eyes looked like golden glowing coals.

Creepy! Seriously!

I shuddered, pulled myself together, and started moving again. And four steps farther on I stumbled over something dead.

I say something because I did not know what it was. From what I could make out in that light it was part wolf, part wild boar, and at least one grandparent must have been human. It was hairy. It had tusks. It wore untanned hide clothing and sort-of boots that were really just pieces of hide held in place by leather thongs. Its right arm was sheathed in what looked like a freshly harvested monkey skin. (Had those things fled this far already? Or were there troops of monkeys in this country, too?) It had carried some sort of club with sharp stone chips embedded in it. And it had fallen on seriously hard times.

There was blood everywhere, on the ground, on the trees, in the little patches of snow. Somebody had split its head in two, right down to the shoulder. After staring for I do not know how long I bent to see how warm it was.

It was not yet frozen. In fact, it felt warmer than my own fingertips did.

What the what?

Well, it was dead and I still had to get firewood. I eased around it and … Three steps farther on I found two more of those things, also very dead, one with his head almost completely cut off. The other one, sprawled across that one, had been opened from its left shoulder down to its right hip. Its insides were scattered around.

I froze. I stared at the mess. I commenced a sort of silent mantra: I am Voroshk! I have seen this before! It is done. I have no cause to be distraught.

Uncle Jun Go’s watch must have gotten pretty exciting.

How come he never said anything? Was he that confident that the threat, whatever it had been, would not come on us again?

We could discuss that at breakfast. At the moment, I needed to find some firewood.

I had to pass by two more dead creatures before I reached the tree I wanted to harvest. By then I was totally numb to the carnage. Those last two looked like they had been cut down while trying to run away. I was just wondering how I could have slept through the racket that must have gone on. Arkana slept through it, too, though, I supposed.

And when I was not worrying about that I was asking myself, what the heck was Uncle? Who the heck was he? What made him come out here in the deep of night and butcher all these things in the dark? All without waking anybody up. And then he just settled down to sleep without bothering to mention it. Without warning me that there could be trouble.

That raven!

I looked back. I could not see the bird but there was not much light yet.

Croaker?

Steadfast Guardian, indeed, if he somehow alerted Uncle to the approach of things that were probably some kind of subhuman bandits.

From this morning, going forward, this Voroshk girl was going to keep a very close eye on one supposedly seriously debilitated old cook who carried a sword so unostentatiously that you hardly noticed that he was armed.

This Voroshk girl would also be doing some serious thinking about how closely we were being watched by the new god of the glittering stone.

Had he put Uncle onto our case, somehow?

I collected wood enough to get our day started and managed that without tripping over any more chopped-up dead things. But, no way was I going to get on that old man about that. Teenage girls do not go around publicly grousing at forty-something old guys capable of wholesale butchery.

Moreover, when we lifted off to continue our journey, I saw three more dead beasts scattered through the creepy wood, all apparently cut down while trying to get away.

My concern and curiosity about Uncle Jun Go grew even stronger. As did my wonder about his connection with Croaker.

More ridiculous, when I studied Jun Go, before he put his shefsepoke back on, I saw that he had no obvious bloodstains on his clothing. How could he have managed that while doing away with all those strange creatures?






Shivetya’s View


recorded by Dikken

I established a basic, businesslike relationship with my new ward. We understood one another. He was an unwilling but possibly permanent guest because, unfortunately for his wishes, I could not change his situation.

Shivetya has powers so vast that most mortals would account him a god. However, there is one power the god of the glittering stone does not possess. Shivetya does not have the ability to open or close the shadowgates. He cannot force anyone to stay inside, nor anyone to stay out if they have a gate key. He could not let some favored person come in, nor could he expel anyone by his own will if they did not have a key.

But the Steadfast Guardian could sure as hell bully them while they remained in his domain.

The boy, Dikken, was thoroughly distressed once he learned that hard truth.

He cried like a baby is what he did. And when he emerged from that emotional wetland he flew into a blind rage. He tried to destroy everything that he could reach, including the Steadfast Guardian.

His efforts were entirely ineffective.

Shivetya did have to exercise his godlike powers to restrain the boy, wondering as he did so where that massively insane rage had come from. He had seen no prior evidence of that in the boy.

I informed him: My former wife is a genius at reading people. It would seem that she perceived some danger in you so she brought you here. The threat you might pose will be why she abandoned you, without hope of escape, unless she comes back to release you. You might reflect on that. Ask yourself why she would want you out of the world of Hsien. Should you discover an answer, please inform me. I can get a message to her if I try.

She is on a personal journey at the moment. I expect that her quest will bring her nothing but hardship and disappointment, but she is the love of my life and I will support her the best that I can, forever and always.

At that point Dikken was depressed and disinclined to carry on with the clerical duties I had assigned him.

He had some cleaning up after himself to do, as well.

He became the focus of one of those isolated fragments of Shivetya’s mind. Henceforth, he would be monitored and studied more closely, and he would be informed regularly about the necessities of his personal welfare and his household duties.

Angry the kid might be but he was not suicidal. I knew that he could work, so he would work. Or he would get hungry.

That all set, Shivetya turned to other interests, more to his liking.



Firstly, to my other wards. The Voroshk girls. I took a look, back and forth, up and down, in recent time.

Strange things were happening around those two. The most baffling was the plague of crows that hit An Abode. Not my doing, but the folks there had me down as the prime suspect.

I had a strong suspicion who the real instigator had been.

I sent her a message: I do have this seriously disgruntled boy up here that I can send down to pinch you.

From prior experience I knew that the slightest touch from a warm human hand was enough to end any of the prisoners. Some of my Company brothers, imprisoned there, found their deaths that way when one of our guys tried to shake them awake.

The cold down there was such that the dead had yet to suffer any putrefaction, making it difficult to distinguish the true dead from those whose lives had been suspended and who might someday be revived.

Shivetya knew that secret. Soulcatcher knew that Shivetya knew that secret. Both Shivetya and Soulcatcher knew that the only other living being who was party to that secret was Soulcatcher’s sister.

That had to be hell for Catcher. The woman was entirely incapable of being anything but her scheming self, even when her only hope of escape lay in being nice to the Steadfast Guardian. Ever so nice.

And Shivetya was going to insist.

Soulcatcher did not respond. She just let the dedicated fraction of me get out there to witness the success of her gamesmanship, in conscripting a significant percentage of Hsien’s corvine population.

Her ability to manage remotely all those birds at once definitely deserved some reflection.

Employing the fraction of Shivetya dedicated to watching the Voroshk girls, the Company, An Abode, and the broader expanse of Hsien occasionally, I went back in time to observe the infestation of crows.

All my beloved prisoner, that was. And for no reason that was obvious.

Maybe she just wanted to stir the pot.

Once I reached that time and place, I did touch bird minds and did try to interfere, in an effort to see that things did not turn ugly for the people who had to endure the plague. But it was the past and I could affect nothing.

I locked onto the girls for a while, following them to their first night’s camp. There was no doubt that they were thoroughly miserable. I figured a night out in all of that would be enough to turn them around. If not, Huaiek Jun Go surely would have sense enough to get them headed home.



The fragment of Shivetya dedicated to discovering the secrets of the Domination assumed primacy for what would be a seriously long campaign in deep time, though with little time elapsing in the present. I dove down for another look at the Senjaks while the daughters were young. This time I lucked onto a previously unrecorded historical thread. And that was a thread of spun gold for someone with my lifelong interest in history, which interest has become an obsession since I became the new Shivetya.

I came to Dusk and the castle Grendirft in a time of widespread panic and turmoil. The Senjaks were all grim, gripped by a fierce, dark mood. The servants and functionaries around them were playing the “run in circles, scream and shout” game with inspired vigor. Some were so terrified that they just froze. Just sat there waiting for the death stroke.

What the hell?

Whatever it was, it had to be internal to the empire. The White Rose would not arise for generations, yet.

The fell atmosphere was so intense that all the vermin had withdrawn into their darkest hides. They would not be brought forth. The usual public space vermin, like pigeons, starlings, and squirrels, had all disappeared, as well.

There was no creature that I could possess so that I could listen using the broken TelleKurre that I had managed to acquire.

I rolled time back to take myself out on the other side of whatever seminal event had loosed the hounds of terror.

I found a time before the panic and hysteria began. Once there, I had no trouble entering the heads of household pets and rats. By sheer stubborn animal exploitation, grabbing the slightest snippet of information here and there, listening through ears unaccustomed to decoding human speech past deciphering the mood behind it, I came to understand that the Dominator’s lackeys had mistaken one of the Senjak daughters for one of his used-up country virgin playthings.

I suffered a frisson of familiarity. This grabbed me by the goolies and would not let go. This was huge! I danced here and there inside an ever-dwindling globule of time, darting from one moment to another like a hummingbird working a morning glory trellis.

In the end I did witness the full horror, from the moment that the girl—she would be the one Senjak sister who did not have the glossy black hair—exited the Dominator’s quarters, until her corpse went down a garbage chute into the castle’s running-water moat. The current there was supposed to carry Castle Grendirft’s garbage away.

Lo! A man with a coach waited beside the moat, just downstream from the trash chute. He fished the girl out, put her into his coach, and away he went. He left the city. He took the dead girl to a seriously strange homestead in some woods not far from the Dominator’s capital.

That place resided inside a cocoon of defensive spells so dense, so intense, and so complete and complex that even the incorporeal Shivetya could not get close. In quick time I determined that nothing and no one of any plane or realm could penetrate that place without, at the very least, being fully detected. Ordinary mortals, most likely, had little chance of remaining breathing long enough to regret their decision to trespass.

Thereafter there came an interesting period of discovery.

I unraveled the nature of the panic gripping Grendirft.

The Senjaks were worried about how the Dominator would react once he learned what had happened. Which I did not get. What cause had they to fear when they had zero connection to the deadly screwup?

Admittedly, they did know their Thud Brunch way better than I did.

The terror of the servants and functionaries I did understand. The Dominator sometimes took his frustrations out on anybody who was handy, and he was expected to fall into a ferociously foul temper when he learned about this.

And that, indeed, was what happened.

A lot of people, many of them not remotely involved, died incredibly cruel deaths.

The Senjaks weathered the storm.

But that, apparently, cost them another daughter.

I had to do a lot of hummingbird flitting before I winkled that one out.

During a night of savage storms, the Howler and one of the Senjak girls flew out to investigate an anomalous event that had been noted by the Howler the night that the red-haired girl died and disappeared.

I determined that much during my sneaking about but, naturally, never found out the girl’s name, nor that of any of her sisters.

That seemed fated. Same old same old. An unbreakable concrete wall.

The Dominator was pissed off about the disappearance of the girl’s body, which came on top of a thousand other recent setbacks, all of which kept him in a constant rage.

The broader situation in his empire was not good at the time.

The Howler and the Senjak girl flew out to the place in the woods. They were so focused on what they were doing that they never sensed that I was watching. In the fury of the storm the girl, by means of ferocious sorcery, broke through the barriers surrounding the place, then slaughtered several guard dogs that challenged her. Then she just went up and knocked on the door. And, once she went inside, she was seen no more that night.

Later, the man who had collected the dead girl came outside. He clucked sadly over his dead watchdogs, then ambled on out into the woods to deal with the Howler. The Taken had, inexplicably, fallen asleep. The sorcerer buried him in leaves, brush, and deadwood, then, to my amazement, took control of the Howler’s flying carpet. How could that be? I always thought those things would respond to no one but the person to whom they were bound, and that person always had to be one of the Ten Who Were Taken!

Whoever he was, the corpse collector was a serious power!

He came and went with ease, but I could get no nearer his house than before.

This guy just might be a serious threat to Thud Brunch. So how come I never heard of him before?

Only, it was soon evident that, however strong he might be, the lunatic had no interest in temporal power.

A madman among madmen, truly true.

Whoever heard of a big-time player in the sorcery racket who did not want to rule the world?

Entire multi-scroll sagas have that premise as their ineluctable foundation.

It would take me subjective years in deep time to work out the truth. This guy was only interested in finding a way to bring people back from beyond the final curtain. A joust with death was why he had collected that body. He wanted to resurrect the girl.

Yes, there was some kind of deep-down sexual thing involved. That always seems to be true with the major crazies. And this experiment, with the Senjak girl, was not his first effort to revive a dead girl.

I pranced around in his past. I watched him bury his failures behind his house. I watched him roam Dusk’s nighttime streets, hunting girls who went out when they should have stayed in. Some of those he had to make dead before he could try to bring them back. But, mostly, he just collected the Dominator’s least damaged discards.

What the hell was driving this madman?

There are vacant spaces inside me, even as Shivetya. There is nothing in me, no psychological tool kit, that could help me understand this man’s mind. Nor that of Thud Brunch, either.

I am convinced, now having been Shivetya for subjective ages, that it is impossible to unravel the mystery of why some people do what they do. In the great grand drama of the universe, that would seem to focus on the Dark Lord types, but I suspect that the same quandary extends right down to the least of human beings.

As a long-gone friend once observed, “Stupid is the most common element in the universe.”

To me that is the best explanation for why people do so much foul, ugly shit, then afterward have no real explanation for why they did what they did. At best, they say, it just seemed like a good idea at the time. Or, “I had to hit him back first.”

I was excited by what I had found. This was worth pursuing. It might have had some import in Croaker’s life. I just had to remain patient and stick to my digging.

Oh, yeah! The more that this stuff became personal to Shivetya’s Croaker past, the more the Steadfast Guardian was ready to mash down on it.

However, the new Shivetya did have other interests and obligations. He had some of those tagged as real-world-now obligations more important than self-indulgent plunges into the set dramas of yesteryear.

I discovered a problem during my holiday in the Domination, which was softened slightly by the fact that so little real-world time passes while I roam through history.

When the fraction of Shivetya dedicated to time-diving went into the past it lost its connection with the other Shivetya fragments. That might not be critical. I had not noticed it before. But I did now understand that those Shivetya fragments operating in real-world time did always remain loosely connected. If a crisis arose in one fragment’s province, the rest soon became aware.

That did not hold for a fraction doing a deep-time dive.

Again, that might not be significant, but I did begin to cast around for ways to deal with it. The stuff I was mining was so damned interesting that it was almost addictive. So fine! I did not want to step away for a minute. Which meant that this fragment could possibly be absent from real time for measurable periods.

Once the mad necromancer took control of the Howler’s carpet he just packed up and abandoned everything. He put the dead girl (now reanimated) and the live one (now unconscious) onto the carpet, along with a picnic basket and some odds and ends and books, and away he flew.

I was awed! I was amazed! I was flabbergasted! That hideout in the woods represented more than two decades of dedicated effort as well as a serious amount of wealth in the form of livestock, laboratory equipment, research materials, and a couple of grimoires’ worth of uniquely crafted, original protective spells. And yet the man was able, at a moment’s notice, to abandon it all and head for somewhere in the east.

Could that be just one more hint that this character, entirely and wholly, was utterly insane?

When I was Croaker, I never put down roots anywhere because that was not smart. The Company would move on before long. So, I could not get over this guy! He had made such a huge investment of time and labor and still he was able to slough it in the blink of an eye!

As I followed the sorcerer’s high-altitude flight, contemplatively, I came up with a notion about how to handle the matter of isolation while touring the past.

I labeled it the cetacean strategy.

Like a whale, I would surface at regular intervals. Instead of catching my breath, though, I would see if there was anything ugly developing. If not, back down I would go.

I was not quite sure why I figured that the time-diver fraction had to keep up with the others. But I do get a bee in the brain sometimes and just have to do something to lay it to rest.

I did have a notion that there might come a time when one hundred percent of the Steadfast Guardian would need to focus, in all his power and strength, on determining one particularly necessary outcome.

Then another, maybe crazier, speculation.

It could be that having a fraction in isolation would be a good thing. If something happened to the other fragments of Shivetya’s consciousness there would still be one comebacker chunk hidden in the past.

My first broach brought this past-diver up to date with both Lady and the Voroshk girls’ first day out. The other fractions were handling everything perfectly. So, the time-diver went back down, to indulge his fascination with the crazy necromancer, who was now in self-exile with two Senjak girls, one surprisingly reanimated and the other, although alive, amazingly pliable.

There followed some past-time years of not much happening, except … The dead Senjak girl got pregnant? While the crazy man never showed the least interest in nailing the live one, who was physically identical except for the hair?

Crazy piled onto absurdity, or vice versa, all generously spiced with insanity.

And for me, once again, a serious whiff of déjà vu.

How could any of this madness be at all familiar?



Lady, Booboo, Howler, and their Gunni lackeys did indeed leave the glittering stone for the world whence we had come. Lady was kind. She released the soldiers so they could go home.

She did not need them anymore.

One of the wagons contained her personal flying carpet, broken down. She and Howler reassembled it before she released the soldiers. She then paid them off and told them to keep the cart, the coach, the wagons, and the livestock.

She fixed Booboo aboard her carpet, then she and Howler headed north.

Homecoming was not joyous for two of the Gunni soldiers. One discovered that he had no close kin still living following the war. The other was ostracized for having joined the Company.

And, so, Lady moved on.

I did love that woman. And that always blinds me some, even as Shivetya. I wondered what fey scheme she was fantasizing now. There had been no help for Booboo in the Land of Unknown Shadows. There had been no help for Booboo on the glittering stone. Did she now hope that she might find something workable somewhere in the World of the Old Darkness? I could not imagine things working out differently there. But, no matter how foolish or selfish or awful the woman behaved, I would never forestall her.

Lady headed north. And kept heading north, dusk to dawn, night after night, averaging maybe thirty miles each hour that she was aloft and traveling.

What the heck?

Honestly, I could not fathom her intent. It began to look like she meant to press on all the way to the headwaters of our long journey south. And that made less and less sense the more that I examined it.

Howler was no less a power now than he had been for hundreds of years, but …

I got the feeling, during my last days with the Company, that Howler was tired of it all, through and through. He had been a seriously major badass for six hundred years. That was long enough. It was time to retire. It might be time to go somewhere that was always warm and spend his last few centuries raising roses. Or something such.

Only, he would stick with Lady if that was what she wanted.

Sneaking away during the Battle at Charm, going off to hide at the literal nether end of the world, had used up all the rebellion that old man had in him. He had been at Lady’s beck forever and he would remain there forevermore, always her man.

And there was no telling what Lady intended now.

She had little chance of becoming anyone significant, anywhere, if she did not have Shivetya feeding her the power of the Steadfast Guardian and glittering stone.

Was she really that sure that Shivetya would not suffer crippling moral cramps if she abused his gift? He had deserted her before.

I have always owned an abiding suspicion that my wife conquered the civilized world without any design for what she would do with it once she had it. I suspected that, even now, she was mostly winging it, and that the game was about the challenge, not about the outcome.

But she was flying toward a region where other seriously powerful sorcerers had moved in following her departure. They were fighting amongst themselves, of course, still, because that is what happens with empires after the Great Conqueror leaves the stage.

The Great Conqueror’s lieutenants divide it all up, then get busy trying to impose their wills on one another.

That process continued still in the Lady’s former empire. Although she had, in the end, taken old Thud down, the price of success had been her power and place. She’d had to run for it after that final confrontation.

She would not be welcomed back.

A lost child, all at sea (I do like to believe), with nowhere else to turn, my love chose to travel south with that strange man who had, inexplicably, captured her interest almost from the moment that she noted his existence.

He, me, had puzzled that for decades. It made no sense. Not entirely, even now, although I was working on it with considerable determination.

The new Steadfast Guardian had begun to suspect that Lady’s attraction to him might have to do with the Croaker of an ages-ago Senjak girl’s distant someday-man having always been lurking just beyond the edge of her awareness for all of the ages that he had watched her, after he became the Steadfast Guardian.

A connection might have grown in the way that a pearl grows, one tiny irritation imperceptibly, eventually transforming into something beautiful.

Lady’s flight path deviated from a line transiting the Tower at Charm, trending farther and farther eastward.

She was not headed for her old home.

Two days later it was clear that, wherever Lady was headed, it lay east of the Plain of Fear, which, for most of the Domination’s history, had marked the eastward limit of imperial expansion and, with a few decades’ brief exception, had marked the eastern frontier of the Lady’s empire as well.

I had few happy recollections of having been garrisoned in a region called Tally, for a while, before we were recalled and told to march thousands of miles to the west, to occupy a problematic city called Juniper.

This fragment of Shivetya, once called Croaker, still fed Lady his love but it had begun to wonder if it might not be furthering something that could turn out unfortunate for the rest of that world.

Might there be limits beyond which even her loving and giving husband could not let her step? And, then, might there not come a time when the sheer grandeur of that husband’s new place subsumed that mortal foible, love?

Already emotional entanglements had begun to seem less significant, less urgent, less justified.

Here was the new Shivetya, while hammered from multiple angles, still trying to view all existence with a moral eye.

The old Shivetya had been blind to actual evil. How long before the new Shivetya lapsed into equally complete indifference?

Quite possibly sooner than he would like to imagine.

It was one thing to be able to witness all things in all times. It was quite another to have to endure the pain and outrage aroused by having to witness the hunger for cruelty of men toward their fellows and know that there was nothing you could do to intercede.

Then all the drama within the Steadfast Guardian wafted away, like a fog scattered by a sudden warm breeze.

Lady was, absolutely, not headed toward anywhere dangerous. Her destination seemed to be a thousand miles east of Charm, which would place that in lands that had shaken off their imperial ties right after the Lady’s undeclared abdication.

It felt like the new Shivetya ought to know where Lady was headed. It must be country that the Black Company had occupied on the Lady’s behalf, long ago. But he could find no memories to support his conviction.

When he bore down, concentrating, and tried to dig, he found a whole chunk of his life so thoroughly forgotten that he never realized that it was gone.

He had forgotten even to think about those times.

The fraction of Shivetya dogging Croaker’s wife suffered a seizure of confusion both powerful and conflicted. There was a force inside him that was determined to deflect his attention elsewhere. Ever and always elsewhere, with the direction of that deflection of no consequence as long it happened. There was a rigorous compulsion to flee toward safer provinces of recollection, where the confusion and fright would settle out and the memories might make some actual sense.

The fraction of Shivetya tracking Lady sensed the sudden broach of the time-diver fragment. The splinters pulled together for a brief sharing. Soon every Steadfast Guardian fragment knew what the time-diver fragment had learned.

Ah!

It would seem that memories could be erased from the individual mind, but everything that ever actually happened did become a thread that could later be plucked out of the embroidered tapestry of time.






Arkana’s View


There was fear and terror and strangeness enough for a saga but my most enduring memories of our southern journey are of the cold. I have never been so miserably cold for so long, ever, despite having grown up in a country where there could be snow on the ground for half of every year.

As we were getting set to go aloft after our first overnight, I noticed that Shukrat seemed to be having a problem with Uncle. She seemed weirded out and would not get closer to him than she absolutely had to. But that made no sense.

I wondered how come that was, all of a sudden, when she usually got along with him fine. Did he try something on her while I was asleep? No. Hell, no! That could not be. He was Jun Go! He was allergic to women, that way.

But, since Uncle seemed to be her problem, I could not hardly ask her what it was in front of him.

After we were aloft, moving at a cautious pace, at Uncle’s request because he said he wanted to study the ground below us carefully as we traveled, he told me, “I believe your cousin is distressed because of what she must have found when she went to collect firewood.”

“Hah?” Only, I did hear him just fine. We were moving no faster than a trotting horse. There was a heavy overcast again today, but no snow. Shukrat was having no trouble keeping up but was following from well back. I hoped she was paying attention. Within the first half hour aloft I spotted smoke from three different villages. And I had to pay attention to my flying.

Uncle said, “Some tribal types tried to sneak up on us during my watch. I chased them off. I left a mess in the woods. That must have rattled Shukrat when she came across it.”

“You drove them off?” What the hell? I never heard anything. That sounded like something that would have made a lot of noise.

“They were extreme primitives. Not quite human. Physically incapable of dueling with an experienced human fighter. They were armed only with clubs and wooden swords. I made a mistake. I failed to warn Shukrat when I wakened her. I was too exhausted to talk. And she would have wanted to talk about it forever.”

He was right about that. My cousin can talk anything to death, and then resurrect it for another go-around on the wheel of fussbudget life. Sometimes you have to get just plain rude if you want to get away in less than a week. Not like Arkana at all, no sir!

“It must have shaken her badly, finding those dead creatures when she was scrounging firewood.” That sounding like he was repeating his thoughts out loud.

Me, too, now, and I never saw it.

Not quite human?

Hah?



“Shaken?” Shukrat said after we landed for lunch and to make duties, around noon. Uncle was out in the weeds somewhere, squatting. “You bet your bottom I was shaken! He said several? Cousin, I counted eight of them! And there could have been more!” She was worked up. “What the heck kind of beast did you decide that we needed to bring along with us?”

“Apparently, the kind that would keep us from getting captured or killed in our sleep, the very first night that we were out here.”

The dinklebrain still wanted to fuss but even with her hare brain Shukrat recognized the truth in that. She admitted, “Well, I guess. Yeah. Only…”

But here came Uncle, business completed, assessing us as he approached, wearing a ghost of a smile. He had no comment other than “Good job with the fire, Shukrat.” Then he got busy fixing the meal.

For all the other miseries we endured during that mission, common travel curses like hardtack and severely salted, too-tough-to-chew meat were not among our primary afflictions. Not often. We had some for times when it might be needed.

Dried fruits and vegetables, yes, we had those, too. And Uncle worked magic with them.

As we got ready to move on, Uncle said, “Shukrat, I want to apologize for last night. I should not have left you to face all that unprepared. My only excuse is that I was too exhausted to think straight.”

Shukrat did not respond but she did seem somewhat mollified.



The days were not long down there. We arrived as true winter was moving in on a land of always winter. From first light till sundown the day lasted only nine hours. Uncle guessed that the days would get shorter as we proceeded. I asked, “Has anybody ever visited this country? Like, explorers or whatever?”

“Not that I know of. But I am not from anywhere near An Abode of Ravens. I was born in Kurogawa. Black River county in Yanagishima. Which is an island kingdom off the northern coast of Hsien.”

“Hah?” I had no idea what he was talking about. Near as I knew, because I never bothered to ask or to really look at a map, this whole world was one giant continent. I said as much.

Uncle chuckled and muttered something about the self-centered worldview of young people. Which I deserved. Because I never did try to find out much about this world, except for that one time when I went off to see what I could find out about Honen Ao and did not find out anything except that it was a long way away from An Abode.

Uncle told me, “The opposite is actually true. The continent ends three hundred miles north of Khang Phi. Insofar as I am aware, Hsien is the only major landmass. Beyond the north coast it is all ocean and islands. Some of the islands are big, but most are not. There are lots of little kingdoms out there. Most of them are naturally peaceful but, because people will be people, some of them are not. Yanagishima was one of the warlike states. The warlord there, Odo Teriu Odo, is especially ambitious. And thoroughly despicable.”

I suppose that was where I should have told him that I was glad that he had left Yanagishima, but that did not come to mind at the time. Instead, I asked, “Do you ever want to go back?” Because going home was something that was on my mind a lot.

“Not really. Home would not be what I found when I got there.” He glanced at Shukrat, seemed to struggle with himself for a moment, then told us, “Actually, that is not quite right. The Odo part, that is true. But I actually left Yanagishima when I was six.” He did not explain any further. Instead, he chose to comment on the longing that must have reeked off of me.

“We chip off the jagged edges and polish up the rest of our memories. So, thus do we create nostalgia for a place that never really was.”

That startled me. It was so absolutely true.

The place that I wanted to go home to not only did not exist today, it never really had.

I did go home that one time. And that home definitely was not a place that Arkana Voroshk wanted to live. It had no place for her, except as a baby maker. She would have passed the remainder of her days confined to a few locked rooms.

I said, “So you are an orphan, too?”

“Indeed. But in some ways that is true for everyone.”

The old guy was going to be a philosopher as well as a top cook and a master of arms?

I busted out laughing.

“That does seem to be an odd response, miss.”

“I just had the notion that I ought to ask you to marry me. You would make me the perfect husband.” There was no sarcasm or mockery in what I said. I really meant it, in the sense that a Jun Go was what Arkana Voroshk needed in a man. Right then.

And, damn! The old man understood. He countered, with a chuckle-tinged edge to every word, “Well, yes, you are exactly correct. I would be. But wait till we complete this mission to post the banns, if you would.”

“Sure. You got it, Uncle.” Post the banns? What did that mean?

I was in a place where I could have yammered on like Shukrat does, for hours, but we did have a mission. We were over country that was more desolate, rugged, and dreary now, navigating canyons in the mountains that had been the sun-splashed peaks that we had spotted from way up high, back when we were chasing monkeys.

The air got busier and busier as the sun settled. And it got chillier. The wind pushed us around dangerously. We slowed down. Shukrat and I took turns rising up and settling down, feeling for altitudes where we would be least likely to get blown into a cliff face.

The light was not good in a lot of places, either. The mountains got in the way.

Uncle told me, “We should probably find a camping site before it gets too dark.”

“Right.” Just what I was thinking. Because we had come to a part of the canyon where its bottom spread out into a wide meadow with a stream running through it. There were singleton trees here and there in the meadow. Dense copses of tall, skinny pines bordered the meadow’s edges and climbed the lower slopes. Our descent startled smallish deer of a kind that I had never seen before.

“Go slow,” Uncle told me. “This is too nice a place not to be inhabited.”

“Right.” It did so seem. The terrain appeared quite friendly and the air was comparatively warm. I did not see much ice or snow. “But right now, I am going to go high. If there are people here it should be easier to spot them from higher up.”

“Good thinking. Any people here will likely be somewhere close to where that mist is rising.”

Mist? Oh. There it was. Really more like a patch of low-lying fog, near the head of the meadow, somewhat to the left and, possibly, just slightly up the slope.

I noted that the rocky outcrops randomly dotting the meadow looked like ancient lava.

I drifted near Shukrat and told her the plan. Her only comment was, “Let’s do it fast. I really need to pee.” She did not interact with Uncle but she did seem less uncomfortable with him than she had in the morning.

From up high, in the last light of day, the valley sprawled like a full-color map. And from up there we did see signs of human activity, although way less than what I expected. That evidence took the form of a flock of sheep and a lone shepherd’s hut beside a rather formidable sheep pen. A feather of smoke trailed from the hut’s chimney. A dog stood outside the hut. It watched us, obviously aware of us, but it did not bother sounding an alarm.

That seemed odd.

I held position over the hut while Shukrat made slow sweeps around us, a hundred yards out.

Jun Go and I saw nothing threatening. Neither did Shukrat.

The source of the mist lay farther ahead and off to our left. Uncle suggested that we check that out next. He said he had a notion that it might be an outstanding place to camp.






Shukrat’s View


I spent the whole afternoon of our second day brooding, traveling while lost inside my own head. It was a clear day, but plenty cold. We did not run into any snow. Toward late afternoon the overcast began to let up. Little patches of blue sky showed through. Still, because I was preoccupied, I was in as much danger of losing track of my cousin as I was when we were caught in the snowfall yesterday.

I was trying to work out how I felt about Uncle Jun Go.

Near as I could tell, he and Arkana were getting along famously.

I thought he probably was sincere when he apologized but that did not leave me much less nervous about being around somebody that gifted at killing. Even things that were not really people. In the dark. With him so old and partially crippled.

I did my best to convince the suspicious part of me that I should just be glad that Uncle was on my side.

We found a nice place to stop for the night.

I mean, really nice! Except for one thing.

There were monkeys. Again!

As soon as I did my business I went to check out where the mist was coming from. The air kept getting warmer as I headed that way.

The source turned out to be some pools of water that were so warm they gave off steam. The water was almost hot to the touch, and had a mineral smell. Amazing! Hot water out of the ground! I never heard of anything like that.

Uncle joined me. He said, “I was hoping it would be a hot spring.” He sounded thoroughly pleased with himself.

I squatted down and laid a hand just above the water, again. It really was warm. And across the way there were bubbles coming up. When they popped the mineral smell was sharper for a second.

Uncle said, “I do believe we can have ourselves a warm bath after we eat.”

I wondered; did I want to try that with him there, even knowing about his preferences?

He added, “But you ladies might have to try some of your witchcraft before we can get in.”

I saw what he meant.

We might have us some monkey trouble.

Well, there were monkeys here. Monkeys that hid when they heard us coming but that were bold enough to come back out now, when they saw that there were only two of us. I said, “They do not look like the ones that we chased away from An Abode.”

Uncle grunted. “Uhm.” A moment later, he said, “They do not appear to be particularly aggressive. But we will need to take care not to set them off. They might hurt somebody if they feel threatened. Plus, they will definitely indulge in thievery if they get a chance to get into our gear.”

Or, especially, into our food, I thought. That was what the monkey trouble at An Abode was all about.

All the while that Uncle and I were checking out the hot springs Arkana was back at camp working hard to make me look bad. When we returned, she had a fire going, had wood piled up—pine, so it was pretty smoky and smelly—and had gotten started on getting the rest of the camp set up.

Uncle told her, “You need not to have done it by yourself.”

Arkana cast a dark look my way, instantly masked it with a smile. “Sooner done, sooner done,” she said, quoting something our governess, Magrat, used to say when we were little and she made us pick up after ourselves.

I decided not to play Arkana’s game. I was going to be the better woman. I told her, “The mist over there. It comes off of a spring where the water comes out of the ground all warm and stuff. In pools. We could, like, go jump in there and totally soak the grime off.”

I am pretty sure that Arkana had not enjoyed a true, luxury Voroshk hot soak more recently than I had, and I had traveled hundreds, even thousands, of miles across multiple worlds since my own last hot, total soak. It was totally a year, and then some.

There was a women’s bathhouse at An Abode but we never went there because we did not like being around some very strange and handsy Company women.

The baths in Junkledesag had been artificial. Slaves hunked around underneath, feeding the fires that heated the water. There was always plenty of hot water.

Skeptical Arkana looked to Jun Go.

Uncle said, “She is correct. There are springs there feeding naturally heated water into pools. Whether or not we can take advantage remains to be seen, though. The stone might be too rough, or the water too hot, and we might have to compete with the local monkeys for room. They might not want to share.”

Arkana asked, “Monkeys take baths?”

Uncle frowned, shrugged, thought about it, then guessed, “They probably do not in the way that people do. For them soaking in the spring is probably just a way to keep warm.”

While we talked, the boob-monster kept on doing stuff that needed to be done to set up, and Uncle kept getting ready to make supper. And I got all frustrated by all of that and I do not even have a clue about why that was. And, no, it was not that time.

It was, just, like, stuff kept coming on and coming on, every day, always something more, ever since I got captured, and Tobo looked like he was going bad on me, and Croaker and Lady were gone, and all I could ever do was just take it and try to get through one more day.

I wanted to scream and chew rocks. Not necessarily in that order. And those two kept on being normal and nice even when I did not even pretend to do my share, like we were on some kind of family outing instead of a gang of orphans on a ridiculous exploration mission.

Right about then I got sane enough to take myself aside. I sat down on a chunk of lava and started talking to myself because I knew that I was getting sorry crazy. And I thought that the trigger must have been having stumbled over all those dead animals in the morning.

Maybe I was in some kind of shock?

A few minutes into my funk I saw Uncle stop Arkana from coming over. I did not look at that too close so I do not know if she meant to bark at me for slacking off or if she wanted to try to cheer me up. Whatever, she took Uncle’s advice and left me alone to stew, on my rock, at the edge of the light cast by our fire.

Listen. Lava does not make for a very comfortable seat. Not if you do not have natural padding down there.

Darn! I really was in a negative place. Now I wanted to complain about the smell of the smoke from the fire. Did they not know that pine was not good firewood? Never mind that a couple of kinds of pines were the only wood around … Yada yada yada, nothing could possibly be right, on and on, one part of me picking at every darned thing that crossed my mind while another part kept telling me how petty and childish all this attitude was.

Then one darned huge raven dropped out of the darkness, plopping into the trampled grass only about five feet away from me. It cocked its head one way, then the other, studying me with this eye and then that. Arkana and Jun Go were so busy that they never noticed.

The raven stayed only maybe two minutes. And it came in the dark, which is not normal raven time. I stared, and kept staring, a little scared. The bird kept on studying me. I could not think of anything to say even though I was absolutely sure that Croaker was looking at me from behind those wicked eyes. The raven never said anything, either. But it did not need to say anything. Its message did not need to be stated out loud.

The witness was out there. He was always out there. And he had certain expectations of his girls. And those expectations did not allow much room for melodramatic, sustained self-pity.

I might not be living up to those expectations at the moment but I was not being the worst that I could be, either. Which might be another reason that the raven had shown itself.

Maybe he just wanted to startle me out of the despond I had been nurturing all day.

Just knowing that he was there, watching, did give me an emotional boost.

I took a few more minutes to collect myself, then levered myself off that miserable rock and went over to see what I could contribute to supper preparations. When I did, Uncle gave Arkana a nod that was, like, “See?”

So Arkana and Uncle almost set me off again with their stout pretense that I had not been sulking and shirking.

Girl, girl! For heaven’s sake! There you went, getting all contrarian again! What in the heck?






Arkana’s View


Shukrat was more than her usual spoiled-child privileged ass-pain self after she and Uncle came back from wherever, I have no clue why. But then, after a long sulk, she seemed to decide that she ought to make an effort to act normal.

Only, then …

A totally indescribable sound came out of that girl. It was a squeak, a squeal, a squawk, and a scream all braided up into one cringeworthy noise that lasted maybe three seconds, then clacked silent. Jun Go and I stopped to make sure nothing dire had happened to the airhead.

Shukrat was pointing, jabbing a single finger.

Pointing at a man and a dog.

The man was short and wiry. There was not a lot to him. I figured he was in his forties. He was sun-tanned and leathery, but a white guy. Croaker and Lady had been about the last of the full-white people with the Company, excepting me and my cousin. So, this guy startled me. I never saw any native people who belonged to the white races in Hsien. Until now.

Anyway, this little guy wore the ugliest hat that I ever saw. It was huge, ragged, and caked with the filth of the ages. I do not even know how to describe that mess except to say it was even uglier than the hat that the Croaker thing wore. And the hat really does not matter except that it so stunned me that I just gaped. It never had any effect on anything ever again.

I recognized the dog. It was the one that watched us hover and circle over the shepherd’s hut and sheep pen. So, the man accompanying the dog figured to be the shepherd.

Once he saw that we were all aware of his presence he raised his hands and showed his palms. I took that to mean, “I come in peace.”

Uncle took it that way, too.

The shepherd advanced three steps into the light, then made a series of gestures, touching his mouth and ears, which I took to mean that he wanted us to know that he was deaf. Or, maybe, just that he did not think that we had any language in common.

Uncle inclined his head slightly and turned slightly. That big-ass sword that he carried strapped to his back, which was usually so unobtrusive, was clearly to be seen. Then he indicated that the shepherd guy should join us.

Taking a good look at that guy, it seemed like he was motivated by both a desperate loneliness and an abiding fear. I reckoned that his would be an interesting story. As would be the story of this valley.

It was a nice place, what I had seen so far. The air was a little thin compared to An Abode of Ravens but it was warmer than any place that we had seen since we went outside at An Abode. The meadow was so densely grown that it could have supported way more sheep than we saw before.

I had a hundred questions I could have asked did I have any way to ask them. Like, how come there was nobody else living up here when the valley was so obviously comfortable?

Then I thought, maybe the answer to that was something that I really did not want to know about from direct experience. Like it was haunted, or there were monsters, or … whatever.

That question, and all the others, really did not matter, though. We would be gone with the rising sun.

Shukrat broke the silence. “So, what the heck? What do we do with this guy?”

Uncle said, “We treat him like an honored cousin. He has been out here alone, for a long time, and he is desperate for human contact.”

Shukrat snickered and muttered something crude about shepherds and sheep, which boggled me because that girl is such a prig.

Uncle said, “Not appropriate, Shukrat.” Then he added, “He will even welcome devils that come down from the sky on flying logs.”

Uncle had his say while facing the shepherd guy. He had on a big welcoming smile. He gestured, inviting the guy to join us at the fire.

I had a huge urge to make a fuss. I managed not to make it. I would trust Uncle’s judgment. For the moment. The shepherd would naturally assume that the old man was the guy in charge, anyway.

Shukrat held her peace, too, although I thought she showed rather less confidence in Uncle than I did.

The shepherd did as he was invited. Uncle dug out a pan and utensils so he could join us for supper. The dog settled beside him, on his right hand. That animal creeped me out. She never made a sound. Her tail never moved. She stared at each of us in turn, like she wondered if we might not be tastier than mutton. Otherwise, she seemed hyperalert. Concerned about what? I wondered if she had ever seen a human being besides the shepherd.

Nobody said much after that. It seemed rude to carry on a conversation when there was somebody around who could not take part. And our guest seemed somewhat unsure how to carry on, now that he had joined the company of other humans.

The meal puzzled him for sure. Clearly, our food was alien fare. But he dug in anyway and did not appear to be disappointed.

Shukrat squeaked suddenly, weirdly, again. We all looked at her. I gasped. Uncle gaped. The shepherd seemed to go deadly pale behind his lifetime tan. He gulped like a fish fresh out of water. The dog dropped her chin down on her forepaws and whined.

Shukrat just froze after she produced that strange noise.

What the…?

My challenged cousin had, somehow, acquired a massive raven as an ornament on her right shoulder. That ornament was almost too big to hang on there. The harbinger bird eyeballed the shepherd so intently that I felt like it was willing the guy to hurry up and die, it was dinnertime for ravens.

I was the first to find her voice, and that was after at least a whole minute. I blurted, “Pop?”

The raven turned one glowing eye my way. And winked.

Another undignified gasping noise, this one busting out of Arkana Voroshk.

He really was watching over us!

Another raven appeared at the edge of the light. Then a third bird arrived, soon followed by a fourth. Each arrival troubled the shepherd and his dog even more. Then the night air around our camp rattled with the sound of unseen wings, after which there was an almost crushing silence, and then, again, almost softly the sound of raven wings as, one by one, our visible visitors took to the air and went away. Several narrowly missed the shepherd as they departed.

Then total silence reigned again for several minutes. Everyone was trying to figure out what that visitation meant.

I was sure that we had been visited by the Steadfast Guardian, with the ravens being meant to convey a message. But what might that message have been? And to whom had it been directed?

In a move as sudden as a snake’s strike, Uncle had his sword lying across his lap.

Whoever its target, one message could be counted as having been clearly delivered. Nobody could now doubt that a higher power was watching over, at a minimum, here, Shukrat Voroshk.

The shepherd did not remain in our company long after that. He patted and stroked his companion till she stopped whining, then rose, bowed, and turned away. And, I would swear, started running as soon as he left the circle of light.

Uncle Jun Go caressed his scabbard and eyed us girls, awarding Shukrat a few extra seconds of consideration. Then, “I do believe that that warning was plain enough.”

I grouched, “Yeah? Then explain it so simpleminded me can understand it. What warning? And who to?”

“To us all. But especially to the sheep man. Right now, I am suspecting that our new friend might not be what he would like to appear to be. And, if I am correct about that, then that might go a long way toward explaining why a country as rich and warm as this is not occupied by anyone but a single shepherd and his flock.”

I wanted to bark something. Because I was getting scared, now.

And Shukrat looked like she was all of a sudden halfway terrified herself.

Uncle said, “A warning to me. That someone is watching. Which comes with an implied threat. The same warning to both of you, that someone is watching, but in your case as encouragement. And, perhaps, also as a warning that you have to pay more attention to the potential threats around you.”

I think he cooked that last bit up on his own.

Shukrat shuddered massively. She fought for breath. She inhaled heavily several times, then said, “That man … He looked so harmless. But he is not actually a man. I got it when he started to run. He felt like one of those things that tried to take over Tobo. Only, this one must have been more successful than those three were because he is so fully formed.”

Oh, damn! I never felt it, but … “Would it mean anything that we never saw him until after it was dark?”

Nobody had an answer for that. Thinking about Tobo’s situation, though, I figured day or night probably did not matter.

And Shukrat, right away, had to ask, “Does this mean we cannot go soak in the warm water?”

I, for sure, was about to declare, “Hell, yes, it does!” and I think maybe Jun Go was of the same opinion, but a third party then weighed in.

Somewhere outside the circle of light a raven called out. And a whole bunch more replied.

They had our backs.

Uncle said, “Apparently, that would be safe.”



And, maybe so, looked at in terms of an outside threat, but it took an effort by a determined raven to keep us from succumbing to our own inattention and exhaustion.

The warmth of the spring water was so incredibly seductive that even Uncle Jun Go fell asleep in the pool.

Ravens wakened us before we drowned or suffered any other mishap, perhaps at the paws of the native monkeys. The hardliners among those beasts were not happy about having to share with outsiders.

Whatever, we did manage to drag ourselves out of comfort that, literally, was to die for.






Shukrat’s View


Two nights gone into our recon flight from An Abode. Twice already we had escaped deadly threats by the favor of watching crows. Which had me totally rattled. Obviously, Arkana and me, we were not fit to survive on our own, maybe not even with Uncle Jun Go to look out for us.

Paranoia began to creep in. Was Suvrin counting on our ineptitude when he sent us out? No! Stupid idea! Not only did the Captain have no reason, he was not put together to operate like that. But when you close-dance with unanticipated death over and over in just two nights crazy stuff starts to slosh around inside your head.

Suvrin would not want to be rid of us. Like, if we really buckled down, we could be twice as valuable to the Company. I mean, way more than what we do just flying recon, which nobody else can do. Our trouble is, we spend most of our time, these days, feeling sorry for ourselves. And avoiding doing sorcery stuff because we were never very good at it back in the day and neither of us wants to be embarrassed.

Right. Said the girl who lets a guy get away with embarrassing her almost every day.



We had no more contact with the shepherd. Come breakfast and packing-up time, Arkana wanted to know if we ought to do something about him. I did not think that was a good idea. We made it through the night. Why should we tempt fate?

Uncle shared my opinion. “He might be a vampire spirit incarnate, a hungry ghost, but he did us no harm.”

Even if that was only because those ravens scared him off.

Uncle mused, “Perhaps on our way home. Though you have to realize that eliminating him amounts to a death sentence for those sheep.”

I grumbled, “Whatever,” and finished tying the stuff onto my rheitgeistide that was my share to carry.

It was a sunny morning. There were no clouds except for some mare’s tails off to the north. It’s a lying sky, I thought. As soon as we left this place we would be freezing again, totally.

So up we went, in time. Despite anticipating colder weather, my long soak in hot water did have me feeling more positive than I had at any time since we left An Abode.

Arkana made sure we passed over the shepherd’s hut. The sheep were out pasturing. The dog was with them. There was no sign of the shepherd.

The dog watched us until we passed out of sight.

We lost that view and gained another that made me squawk in dismay. I almost said the heck with it all and turned around right there.

We had, it seemed, passed over the highest part of the range, but the mountains ahead went on and on and on, to a far, dark, clouded horizon where lightning danced across the sky. And, although the nearer mountain peaks grew no taller, they did become more savagely rugged. More and more, they looked like gargantuan broken ax heads, or like fierce stone spear tips, all clad in coats of filthy ice and snow.

We were aloft more than five hours before we saw anything but more snow or bare rock. Rock that was brown, darker brown, gray brown, and black brown, and snow that was stained dirty brown except for where recent avalanches had unmasked the snow beneath the surface.

This was ferociously intimidating country, even beyond the miserable cold.

I began to wonder how Suvrin had come to be worried about a threat from this direction. There was no one out here to be threatening. We saw no evidence of humanity at all, nor of any other intelligent race. And if there were people in this country anywhere, they would exhaust themselves totally just trying to get out of the mountains.






Shivetya’s View


recorded by Dikken

I did not put in much time keeping up with what was happening in An Abode of Ravens after the business with the owl and ravens, though some news did seep through, as, for example, the plague of crows, which was, generally, believed to have been me reminding everybody that I was looking out for Shukrat and Arkana and that I had a god-size hammer ready to bring down on anybody who messed with those girls, including even Howler and, maybe, Lady.

Not quite the way that it actually was but I was not going to tell anyone otherwise. The misconstruction was useful.

I did take an occasional peek in to be disappointed at Tobo’s lack of progress as a Company asset, which was, usually, when I caught the random snippet of news, including the fact that Suvrin intended to send the girls on a scouting mission way to the south.

Why the hell that? There was nothing in that direction but wilderness, insofar as I knew.

I had not studied that country beyond a hundred miles from An Abode. No need, no reason. The world just got uglier and more rugged, and more barren, the farther you went that way.

Insofar as the girls were concerned, I had no idea why they were doing what they were doing, except that, back when I first heard of the notion, I infiltrated a raven and had a conversation with Huaiek Jun Go. Jun Go owed Croaker a life and he was amenable. He had a somewhat avuncular relationship with the girls already. But he did ask, “Why would they want to do this thing if there is nothing down there?”

“I do not know. They are both bundles of insecurities. They may want to prove something.”

“Lost souls?”

“They might think. And Suvrin, too.”

Yes. So why did Suvrin not just leverage Tobo and his Unknown Shadows into handling this? That would be faster and safer.

Only, Tobo was barely capable of keeping himself among the breathing.

Jun Go prepared to chaperone. I settled back to reflect.

Yes, there was little to be found down south. The girls would go, if they went, only because Suvrin wanted them to go. Suvrin was the driving force. But what was moving him?

Maybe I should give Suvrin a closer look, at least during the time since the Company returned to Hsien.

He must believe that he had a sound reason for sending someone into what, in all charity, could only be described as a frozen desert.



As ever, there were more personal-history threads in need of minute examination than the Hsien-dedicated slivers of Shivetya really wanted to pursue. Every fragment of Shivetya not engaged in more dramatic historical exploration envied the fraction that got to swim deep, then broach with its latest discoveries. Or, more frequently, with its latest catch of nothing new.

A renewed search through Dikken’s past at last began to produce suggestive whiffs of something worth finding. Whatever it was, though, it was well-masked, and possibly not deliberately so. There was the intimation that it had to do more with his master at Khang Phi. Likewise, a deeper study of that man suggested that there might be something more there, if only it could be lured out of the shadows. Whatever that might be, it was, so far, little more than the faintest scent of a ghost odor.

Shivetya was pretty sure that he had found nothing concrete, so far, only because he had not looked in the right place at the right time.

An exploration of Suvrin’s immediate past turned up nothing dramatic. An almost second-by-second survey of his activities, from the time the Company left the glittering stone, found nothing braying, “This here is why the little man is obsessed with the far south.”

Slim evidence suggested that his interest had begun during a spate of nightmares he suffered during the time of the appearances of the crazy signs and strange straw dolls.

I eased back to think.

Hsien was the Land of Unknown Shadows.

Tobo’s vampire trouble proved that not every Unknown Shadow was his friend. Could it be that Suvrin, too, had been touched by some malign entity from beyond the membrane separating Hsien from shadow?

The new Shivetya had not explored it much but he was able to observe events on the shadowed side. He could even communicate if he focused and drew on the old Shivetya’s knowledge. And, thinking that, he realized that he could have scattered Tobo’s vampire spirits before they did the damage that they had done.

The possibility had not occurred to him, before.

Time to choose a new set of eyes. Time to have a look at the wake that the Black Company had churned across the ocean of the unknown.



Shivetya began to tinker with Tobo himself, taking little pokes, here and there. A bit of prying on the boundary, just to see what happened. A tweaking of the ego. A whipcrack at the self-pity, the physician trying to waken a youth’s hunger for life.

The Company needed that boy to come back.



The fragment of Shivetya that had attached itself to Lady, although aware, remained resolutely uninterested in anything happening at An Abode of Ravens.

Lady’s flight took her northward, behind the eastern boundary of the Plain of Fear. She avoided population centers. She traveled by night because she did not want anyone becoming excited about the reappearance of flying carpets after those had been absent for an age.

Once part of the Lady’s empire, these eastern lands had long since reclaimed their independence. The empire shrank steadily during its long death throes. But news still traveled with traders. Carpets seen coursing eastern skies would surely cause excitement everywhere that the news might be heard. When it reached the squabbling warlords in the west, those people would, likely, experience paroxysms of terror. They would, rightly, understand that carpets aloft could only mean the reemergence of some believed-to-have-been-lost Taken, or, more terribly, the Old Darkness Herself.

She was known to have ridden out of history with the Black Company. She was not known to have come to any final grief once she had done so.

Today’s Lady was not interested in reclaiming the prerogatives of empire. Right now. Her successors, however, could only believe that they had an existential interest in eliminating her. If that was even possible.

One thing would be clear. She would not be back if she had not found a way to reclaim the powers that she had given up in order to destroy the Dominator. Not so?

True, that. Lady was what she was now because she had Shivetya’s blessing.

Why Lady was headed into the east was a mystery. Shivetya’s Croaker recollections included no reason for her to know much about that quarter of the world.

Her flight ended at a semi-ruin inside a forest well east of the Plain of Fear. Time and, perhaps, warfare had been unkind to what once must have been a formidable granite castle, which, although dilapidated, still had its occupants.

Shivetya went among those people, watching with rats’ eyes and goats’ eyes, listening with dogs’ ears and pigs’ ears. With time to adjust he found that he had little trouble understanding their language. And their conversation centered upon the return of an ancestral power, who had shared their castle in the time of their generations-removed forebears.

This same power had returned once before, in the time of their eldest parents and youngest grandparents.

So, if Shivetya was not misunderstanding something terribly, this was the third coming of Lady, known here as Koneko, or Kitten, the sainted lost sister of the All-Mother, Laissa.

Whatever that meant.

The more Shivetya skulked, the less Shivetya understood. Still, the Croaker within Shivetya developed an entirely irrational conviction that none of this ought to be news, for no reason that he could drag out. He should know this place, but that while being quite certain that he had to be seeing it for the first time.

He became thoroughly confused, disoriented, and distressed. He was a god, now. Gods did not become confused. Gods did not suffer doubts! Gods blustered and thundered and raged. They flung down fire and brimstone and made the earth shake.

Could that be because they did not know how else to vent their frustrations?

Lady settled into the fortress easily and quickly became part of everyday life. She worked to improve the physical establishment and general living conditions, using her power. She made improvements to the castle, being seemingly well-versed in the use of sorcery in construction work. A big surprise, that. Croaker had no recollection of the woman having owned such skills, or ever having seen her much inclined to sully herself by doing actual work.

And yet, why should that be a surprise? Who but she could have designed and raised the amazing Tower at Charm?

When not contributing to the community Lady retreated into a dusty suite that must once have been the hide of a serious alchemist. It was, clearly, an abandoned laboratory. She spent long hours cleaning that space, then longer hours immersed in fragile, handwritten books that were, almost certainly, centuries old.

Near as Shivetya could determine, those old texts had been inscribed in TelleKurre cursive. In today’s world there would be no more than five or six people able to divine the secrets recorded there.

Shivetya might not know the castle or its purpose but he believed that he knew the woman who had migrated there.

She knew this place, somehow, and it knew her. She hoped that she might yet, here, find herself some means of reclaiming her daughter.

For his part, Howler went into full retirement. His main contribution locally was to the night-soils harvest.

The fragment of Shivetya engaged in the study of the Domination surfaced for its periodic consultation with the other Shivetya fractions. Shivetya in the forest and Shivetya from the deeps of yesterdays enjoyed an astonished communion.



Another fragment of Shivetya-in-Hsien, pursuing yet another study of Kaminariyama no Kuma, and initially finding so much nothing that that, in itself, seemed suspicious, busied itself examining everything that ever happened around the boy, with special attention to his relationship with his Khang Phi master. What was that man’s name? I could not recall it. It took me a dozen virtual hours of snooping back and spying before I stumbled over a recollection: Chun Chai Chi.

But when I went back to haunt the vermin of the monastery, I found that almost no one ever mentioned that name. Which was odd. During earlier visits I’d had no trouble finding the man himself, and then that Chun Chai Chi had seemed to be the epitome of the modern master monk. He was the monk that all of the other celibates aspired to become.

Powerful forces were stirring inside Khang Phi. The odor was apparent to Shivetya, like the residual smell of an unburied old death from years gone by. Likely, no investigator who was not the Steadfast Guardian would have sniffed out the fact that something was not right, there.

Another alarm? Certainly, another oddity, where the accumulating oddities had begun to fuel ever greater suspicion.

I got the notion that Master Chun had expected Kuma’s arrival, back when, and, in fact, had been waiting for him the day that he showed up. Could it be that Chai Chi’s principal ambition had been to put himself into position to bring in a special case, and, afterward, to maintain him there, helping him avoid attention from the thousand other monks who infested the grand monastery?

Perhaps Shivetya had not studied Dikken’s origins closely enough, yet.

Well. Not just perhaps.

The truth was there. The past just had to be examined with an eye to catching the tiniest details in the boy’s earliest days.

Those had to be examined intimately, and had to be examined before.

Some things have to happen before other things happen.

As would his student later, Chun Chai Chi did not enter Khang Phi as an infant. He arrived as a young adult, with a special dispensation, after having fathered Kuma upon an unenthusiastic cousin. That unhappy young lady had been selected for the “honor” by the same descendant of a onetime staffer of Longshadow’s who would arrange for Chun’s irregular admission to the Repose of Knowledge. That man was established inside Khang Phi already.

His name was Tsugo no Tsubaka. As a young man he made a name for himself by prosecuting and persecuting persons whose ancestors had served the Shadowmasters. Usually that criminal ancestor had worked only at the meanest level. The Shadowmasters took their most dedicated, most favored, and most useful people with them when they fled.

Oh, my! This was seriously interesting! Where have we seen something like it before? In the heyday of the Domination, maybe, a big fish poisoning little fish so nobody would suspect that he might be a big fish?

Ah, me! Skullduggery most serious! Maximum shenanigans! Here were the exposed tag ends of a braided skein of a long-arc intrigue going all the way back to the Shadowmasters themselves. And, so strange, not one Senjak skulked on the inside of this one.

This one was one hundred percent homegrown, Hsienish. Which did not make it more trivial than it would be had Soulcatcher been the devil at its helm.

Wait. Could she be? Ah, no. That was easy. She had not had access in the right age. She was innocent of this, if not of almost anything else that could be imagined.

Shivetya ricocheted through decades of Hsien’s history like a drunken swallow, all the while sipping recollections of the Shivetya that had gone before, in order to comprehend the convoluted conspiracy currently slowly becoming expressed. Ten thousand years a witness, Shivetya had seen human iniquity put on its every possible wicked face, time and time again. Not attended closely enough before, perhaps, the old Shivetya’s knowledge existed, like bedrock, below the naivety of a new Shivetya blessed with just decades of exposure to human folly, not always able to recognize a mask as a mask.

The new Shivetya spun a scenario from thread stashed in the old devil’s cynical recollections. The true tales of Chun Chai Chi and Dikken took shape behind the distracting smoke.

When news of the defeat and capture of Maricha Manthara Dhumraksha reached the Land of Unknown Shadows there was, of course, general rejoicing. There were calls for the last Shadowmaster to be brought home to face justice. He was a prisoner in another world but his captors could deliver him to the adoration of his former victims should they be so inclined.

There were, among the celebrants, thoughtful villains who wondered if a Shadowmaster, once of almost unsurpassed power but now disarmed, might not be knapped into a tool useful to those who, by their own ineffable estimation, deserved to stand above all others.

Those would-be villains convinced themselves that they had the skills needed to take absolute control of a fallen Shadowmaster.

There were, after all, all those legends in which a clever apprentice made himself great by displacing his teacher.

Celebrants with that mind-set soon surfaced amongst the lords of the Court of All Seasons, which was a sort of supranational House of Lords seating members from the various kingdoms, provinces, counties, and prefectures of the civilized continent, Hsien. The Court’s deliberations took place within dedicated spaces at Khang Phi. And there, those whose minds festered with the wicked ambition found one another soon enough.

And one of them would be Tsugo no Tsubaka, who carried in his secret heart the charge placed upon his family at the time of the flight of the Shadowmasters.

Eventually, as promised, prisoner Longshadow returned to Hsien, into the care of the Court of All Seasons, which imprisoned him in an inescapable cell in the deepest bowels of the Khang Phi monastery. Vicious people tortured Longshadow when the mood took them. The not quite sane rationale was that because Longshadow and his fellows had tormented Hsien for so long his reward ought to be to have to suffer, for just as long, all the indignities and agonies that he had handed others in his time. And then he could assume all of the punishments due to his colleagues, who had been clever enough to evade their own reckonings by sneaking away through the gates of death.

Shivetya spent a small age of virtual time rooting all of that out.

Loner would-be next-generation Shadowmaster Tsugo no Tsubaka took first place in the race to gain control of the last Shadowmaster by being faster than a constantly bickering cabal of three aspiring villains.

Tsubaka’s first move was to ambush the essentially harmless Chun Chai Chi and use a suite of old-time sorceries to migrate into Chun’s body. Once he attained complete control there, he rounded up Kaminariyama no Kuma, addled the boy with drugs, then led him down to Longshadow’s cell, all in the darkest deeps of night.

Tsubaka had spent days preparing, weaving tiny, timed, insidious threads of sleepiness, endlessly, until there was hardly anyone awake anywhere between Chai Chi’s personal quarters and the Shadowmaster’s cell. Once the boy and Tsugo arrived, Tsugo stunned the battered sorcerer with a blow to the head, then executed a savage swift death ceremony, which ended with Kaminariyama no Kuma exiting the Shadowmaster’s cell endowed with a new, grandly evil soul, dormant and unsuspected, inside him.

Dikken would not be told about what he harbored, not by Tsubaka in Chai Chi, nor, later, by the Steadfast Guardian. As his mother had not been, Kuma was not a volunteer. He was a tool to be used, sadly, even by the master of the glittering stone.

Shivetya the New, tickled by the abiding cynicism of Shivetya the Old, had begun to develop a whisper of a throat tickle of what-if? wonder.

Tsubaka left a damaged corpse for conspirators to wail over and wonder about. What did the murder mean? There could be no doubt that someone had, deliberately, put an end to the Shadowmaster. Nothing had been done to conceal that. Might that have been the act of someone whose patience had run out? Or had Longshadow, like his contemporaries before him, crafted himself an escape from endless torment through death’s door?

Or, might something more sinister be afoot? There had been that other body, Tsugo, not so long ago …

More broadly, in the main, the Court of All Seasons collectively lamented the fact that the greatest villain of the last millennium had escaped the pain that he had coming.

The people of Hsien generally agreed with that view.

The conspiratorial cabal within the Court of All Seasons did not relax their guard. Paranoia stalked them. They never stopped waiting for another boot to drop. They worried that their perfidy was no secret to someone deadly. Or, perhaps, worse, the villain might be one of them, smiling and all the while nudging the others into place for a frame or a stab in the back.

Hard to remain fully cooperative under those conditions.

Shivetya watched the empty flesh of Longshadow be fed to the flame. The entire Court watched, united in smug witness. But three among them could never shake the dread that destruction of that corpse did not mark the end of days for Maricha Manthara Dhumraksha.

Ah, Lady, so powerful your intuition!

Time onward, one of those three, who had a knack for communing with the darkest spirits, discovered that several ugly entities had followed Ky Tobo from the world where the Black Company had made war. He moved them to prey upon that naive kid, who, potentially, one day, could become the most dangerous man in Hsien. The Court of All Seasons in general feared that Tobo would eventually become more powerful than the old Shadowmasters had been—if he was allowed to live and learn and expand his implausibly amicable relations with so many lords of the hidden realm.

Another conspirator, a natural viper of dream, slithered through darkness to groom the night-soul of the Black Company’s Captain. To sow in him entirely illogical and false fears.

But why? To what purpose? What moved him? There was no obvious gain to be had. Not for him. Indeed, what moved any of those three?

Shivetya saw those things happen but from their future looking backward. He could gain no angle of observation whence it was obvious what composed the connection that penetrated Suvrin’s mind, or, indeed, what moved any of the conspirators beyond blind ambition. He could only guess, based on later events.

He could not prevent the attacks on Tobo or Suvrin. Those had slipped into the inalterable past before he discovered them.

Suvrin became completely and irrationally convinced that the survival of the Black Company hinged on the Voroshk girls being able to root out the secrets of a threat about to erupt from lands hidden in the far south.

Hidden, indeed, considering that those massively formidable and hostile mountains stood as a rampart in between, and there was nothing but ice beyond.

Was it possible that the man who provoked Suvrin into sending the girls on their mad quest did so expecting that they would not survive? If so, I do believe the villain underestimated those girls. Or he overestimated how deadly the southern mountains actually were.

However, the thrust was clear. With Tobo devoured and the girls lost in an ice desert, the Black Company would pose a much lesser threat to any next-generation Shadowmaster, despite the conspirators’ failure to conscript Longshadow into their scheme.

Hey, lolly! The best-laid plans, and all that!

Kaminariyama no Kuma had been the key to the ambitions of Tsugo no Tsubaka and his cat’s-paw, Chun Chai Chi. But Kuma was off the board, now.

The Court of All Seasons plotters failed to acquire the tool that they hoped would hand them the world. Maricha Manthara Dhumraksha was gone, though, they soon began to suspect, not forever. In his haste to get in, take, and get out, Tsugo failed to cover his trail completely. Frightened but determined, almost screamingly paranoid, the Court of All Seasons conspirators began to hunt, almost certain that some fraction of Longshadow had been moved into a now-missing student named Kaminariyama no Kuma. The wicked soul would be lying dormant, unaware, with its host equally unaware.

To their despair, and to that of Tsugo in the guise of Chun Chai Chi, Kuma was not now just in hiding with the Black Company, he was gone from the Land of Unknown Shadows. Kaminariyama would never become a new Shadowmaster. Not in the Land of Unknown Shadows. He would never seize control of the Black Company. He had vanished onto the glittering stone. No power of Hsien, no power of man or shadow, could change that. None could bring him back.

Once more, blessings be upon Lady’s intuition.

And Tobo survived the vampire hungry ghosts.

Tobo was not at his best just now but he would be back in black. And the wait might not be long.

And the Voroshk girls had a guardian monster: Huaiek Jun Go, master swordsman and child of the Willow Islands kingdom.

Shivetya called to his many fragments: Gather!

Time to decide how to deal with would-be Shadowmasters. Before they learned that they were no longer operating under cover of darkness.



Shivetya never stopped declaring new demands on his own attention. Hovering over a convalescing Tobo became a dedicated project after:

The third night following Arkana and Shukrat’s departure, a torrent of raven complaint ripped the night around their house. The racket arrested the attention of Tobo’s duty guardian, Gui Po Ping. Po Ping slapped his companion awake, produced his swords, drifted toward the house’s only door. From outside he heard a murmured curse upon all ravens, now and forevermore.

Ha! The anticipated hour had come! Huaiek Jun Go had not imagined the possible threat.

Po Ping rotated into a position where he would be behind the door if it opened. His companion, Sung Fei Su, crouched behind the bed, two crossbows ready and his own blades close by.

Shortly after the curse upon all ravens, unto eternity, the door crashed inward.

Fei Su discharged his bolts.

Po Ping caught the door with his left foot, waited while Fei Su shot, then kicked, stepped right, then forward into the confusion. He cut four men in the blink of an eye.

Fei Su hopped over the bed.

In moments ten raiders and both defenders were down. Six attackers had passed on to the next life. Two very angry men followed the initial wave into the house. Sergeant Chunyo Sin growled, “Oh, hell! I thought they might be paying attention, but this is ridiculous!”

His companion, suddenly shivering, muttered, “There’s something bad wrong here, Sarge!” And he meant wrong beyond the fact that Gui Po Ping was doing his damnedest to get up and back to making invaders bleed.

The light was fading. The air was growing cold. Something really big, with really bad breath, made a deep, chuffing sound behind Chunyo Sin and his companion.

Inside, eyes began to appear, red, gold, pallid lime, intense, staring angrily. Dark shapes formed. Those shapes only casually resembled beasts the raiders found familiar. And those shapes were very large indeed.

The screaming did not last long.

Tobo’s friends had no comprehension of silly human notions like mercy.

People who had no part in these events began to arrive. They did so cautiously. It took no genius to realize that something deadly and terrible had happened and only a moment more to recognize that one gang of Company men had attacked another, expecting to get away with murder but having walked into a lethal season of disappointment instead.

This was without precedent. Internecine combat did not happen with the Black Company.

The newcomers included the Captain.

Yea, Suvrin was never more the man in charge.

He did not ask many questions. The evidence spoke for itself. He told a handy noncom, “Get some medical people over here.” He said that first in Sangel, his native language, so he repeated it in the local dialect, betraying a facility that not only surprised the watcher from the glittering stone but the surrounding Hsien-born, as well. It informed everyone that this man was more in touch than they had suspected.

Suvrin moved to get a better look at Chunyo Sin. Apparently to himself, because he changed languages again, he said, “I had some questions about the man but none of the answers would have led me to expect this.”

Neither had Shivetya ever wondered about the sergeant, even before Croaker became the Steadfast Guardian. Chunyo Sin, from the day he joined the Company, had been a model soldier. Outstanding leadership skills and uncompromising professionalism were how he had gained his post as Suvrin’s favored assistant. Some suspected that, to Suvrin’s way of thinking, Chunyo Sin might be his preferred successor, even though Chunyo never served as Annalist or standard-bearer, as most prior Captains had. But if you were going to be an agent in place, you really should look like you were the perfect guy for whatever role you filled till the moment came for you to act.

Chunyo Sin deserved kudos for his efforts in that direction, on behalf of whoever his master might actually be.



It never occurred to the Steadfast Guardian to vet members of the Black Company staff. And, as he folded out a slice of himself to backtrack Chunyo Sin and the others who had tried to get at Tobo, there remained a lingering taint of the old Shivetya that wondered why the new guy felt the need to bother.

In a few eyeblinks these ephemerals would leave the stage. Their pasts would become irrelevant because the world would have moved on without them, into futures where other schemers would plot the same sorts of wickedness while backstabbing one another, for a spark in the night of fame and power.

Summer grass.

Chunyo Sin’s story was unremarkable, from a viewpoint of limited emotional investment. He had served Win So Chou, the warlord of a minor kingdom, An Lau. He was, in fact, So Chou’s half brother by one of their father’s concubines. He and Win had been born in the same month and had grown up together, always close. Chou sent Sin to the Black Company when the Company appeared the first time and began enlisting soldiers for a war in another world.

Chunyo Sin was an exemplary soldier during that campaign. He became close to Suvrin long before Suvrin succeeded as Captain, after then-Captain Sleepy was killed in an ambush.

Suvrin always considered Chunyo Sin his friend. Chunyo Sin actually felt the same. But Chunyo never abandoned his older loyalty to Win So Chou. Once he received word from his king and brother, after years of total silence, telling him that matters were coming to a head and it was time for the Company’s most dangerous wizard to be neutralized, Chunyo Sin chose to respond.

Chunyo was not informed as to what matters might be coming to a head. He was, simply, instructed to do what his king wanted done.

Never happy, Chunyo Sin made his arrangements. He assembled the surviving men who had come with him from An Lau. He told them what their king wanted them to do. Anyone who no longer cared to accept Win’s instructions would be excused without prejudice.

That was as far as Chunyo Sin felt that he could favor his friend Suvrin.

Some strangeness, there, in the An Lau situation, first because, at a quick glance, the king seemed too preoccupied elsewhere to be concerned about some kid way off by the world’s shadowgate.

An Lau was a small state, beyond Shine Lhing, entirely isolated from Black Company territory. Win So Chou’s announced interest in the Company was that An Lau lay athwart the path the Company would likely follow if it chose to conquer Khang Phi.

From the Company point of view there was no reason to do that but the people of Hsien did not see that, nor would they believe it, however much the Company chieftains proclaimed it. The Company was strong. Strength did not sleep.

Too, eventually, rooting around, Shivetya discovered that Win So Chou was one of the three wannabe Shadowmasters who were members of the Court of All Seasons.

Although Shivetya could not establish how Win transmitted the kill order to Chunyo Sin, he did conclude that Win had not used his half brother nearly so well as Sin deserved.

The decades following the flight of the Shadowmasters had come to be called the Time of the Warring States. Warfare, always below a maximum effort level, was a constant. The smaller and weaker prefectures were, slowly but inexorably, being absorbed into larger polities.

Win So Chou’s An Lau was one of the smallest states successfully maintaining its independence. And King Win aspired to greater status. Which would have been easy to attain had he had a Longshadow lever to help make it happen.

Want it or not, like it or not, the Black Company inevitably got pulled into local politics wherever it happened to be. That was an iron truth as old as the Company itself.

In its remotest past local politics had driven the Company out of Khatovar and across the glittering stone to the world where it spent almost its entire existence.

Truth be told, did politics not exist there would not be much work for the grim and damaged sorts who gravitated to the mercenary’s life.

Khang Phi, which was of no interest whatsoever to the Black Company Captain and his officers, was both a city and a monastery. Khang Phi city crouched at the foot of the mountain that hosted the monastery, wherein lay the Repose of Knowledge library and the deliberation chambers of the Court of All Seasons and the File of Nine.

Beyond his secret ambitions, Win So Chou had, early on, convinced himself that it was inevitable that the Black Company would try to carve out an empire for itself. That was just the way things worked. Those who suspected that they smelled an ambition to empire anywhere seldom had their expectations disappointed. Strength must always express itself.

Win So Chou was a clever man. He had come to his throne young but, since, had deftly avoided having his little kingdom swallowed. He was skilled at intrigue and commanded a well-trained and dedicated professional army financed through royal monopolies on copper, tin, silver, and lead mined in An Lau’s stubby little mountains.

And, so, An Lau, with the hidden ambitions of its lord, made for one more force militating against tired veterans who just wanted to lie back and not do much after what they had gone through in the other world.

However, King Win and his fellow blackhearts, so keen to become world-class villains, were, for the moment, neutralized.

Tsugo no Tsubaka, now riding Chun Chai Chi, had been outflanked, too, serendipitously. He could do nothing but sit and pretend to be the scholar he had possessed.

Thus, history goes.

Shit happens.

Win So Chou: thwarted. For the moment. Ditto: Tsugo no Tsubaka.

But their shaking and rattling had nudged into motion other chains of action that had yet to reach their bitter ends.

But Tobo was safe, for now.

Shivetya the time-hunter exchanged observations with Shivetya the Lady stalker. Neither fraction wanted to accept what, logically, was inarguable.

The Lady who flew to that hidden fortress could be none other than the live girl who had flown there with the crazy old necromancer, centuries ago. The girl the crazy man would call Kitten, and whom the people of the east knew as Koneko, which meant the same thing in their language.



In relative terms, in experiential terms, it had been a long time, an age, since the beast of the ice caverns had whispered in Shivetya’s ear. She had gone into hiding. And she did very little now, other than almost involuntarily prod Shivetya and vent an uncontrollable snicker. Just a tiny, friendly reminder that she was still there.

Perhaps. But then, losing control completely, she said, Truth bubbles up like a noxious miasma, out from under the scummy, ancient bog.

And that was that. She pulled herself together and slunk off into hiding again, apparently disinclined to attract further attention while the Steadfast Guardian might be in a bad mood.

Very suspicious! Sadly, there were not many ways to discover what she might be doing, and fewer still to get at the center of her thinking.

Shivetya had fallen into a standing bad mood. He was not sure why. Except … It felt like there was something going on and even Shivetya the nearly omniscient could do no more than suspect it. Distracted by Lady and the past, he could not focus.

Dread! Some of his fractions were becoming passive already. Observing, only, and putting no effort into active investigation.

Soulcatcher became quite free with her taunts about Lady having striven vigorously to conceal a long list of inconvenient truths. But, perhaps, Soulcatcher feared that she would face a backlash before long. And that would suggest that Shivetya’s campaigns through the past might, unavoidably, lead him into an unhappy country.

Well, that could be, of course. But if there was pain to be had, if there was trouble lurking, it would be Soulcatcher’s fault. Would it not?

We shall see, shall we not?

These days now-time Shivetya simply hovered, trying to find something exciting in watching his lover shift building stones or sit reading brittle old journals. Past-diver Shivetya dove. And settled in to watch the scarcely more than a child version of his lover doing her first tour in that same place. He enjoyed seeing her kindness and decency.

Hard to believe, that empathetic youngster would become the living torment of a world.

Dirty old man/Croaker had no trouble seeing how he had become enamored. That girl child had it all. And then some.

The mad sorcerer’s lack of appreciation for Kitten only underscored the concrete reality of his absolute immersion in crazy.

The Lady who became central to Croaker’s earlier life, the woman who fled south with the Black Company, then appeared to be only a year or two older than the girl of centuries gone; at worst she had not appeared to be older than twenty. But there was no way that the soul inside could synch with the appearance of the flesh.

The Lady always had to keep quiet if she wanted to pass as anywhere nearly as young as she appeared.

It was almost painfully compelling, seeing that girl when she truly was that young.

Once she became Croaker’s woman, she let herself appear to age along with him.

Shivetya hovered. Shivetya watched. Shivetya made sure that he did not miss any of Kitten’s life in the hidden fortress. And he stayed with her for all of her cheerful and miserable times after she made the long, hard journey back to her own people, having slipped away while the mad sorcerer was distracted by her dead sister giving birth.

The birth was certainly a novelty. That was something new in the universe. Never before in any of the histories of all the worlds connected to the glittering stone had Shivetya run into an instance of a revenant woman having produced a live and viable infant, let alone a boy who would live out a long and mostly normal life.

The nearest similarity happened in a backwater world long since turned desert behind its broken shadowgate. There, once upon a time, a monstrous something called the Unborn had threatened civilization briefly, on a local scale.

Kitten, having returned to Dusk after having been missing for years, stirred wildly disparate responses amongst the Domination ruling class. They all smelled an opportunity or a threat. Or both. Ambitious sorts thought they might capture the mystery necromancer and use him to supplement their own power, arrogantly certain that any such creature could never deny them. The Dominator wanted the necromancer expunged. He posed a terrible threat on several levels. Again, monumental arrogance was in play. Kitten repeatedly reported that the necromancer was completely uninterested in the Dominator, the Domination, temporal power, or much else of mundane existence, except in the way that his life and research might be impacted.

The sorcerer (whom the Senjak girls involved with him called Papa) was more concerned about rats getting into his castle’s grain stores than he was about the potential displeasure of some faraway Thud Brunch.

The Senjak family mostly concerned themselves with the recovery of their other lost daughter.

Nobody ever really listened to what Kitten had to say about the man that, so she frequently said, she had totally deserted.

Shivetya noted that Kitten always became empty-headed and confused when she was pressed as to the whereabouts of Papa’s fortress. She just could not pin it down more exactly than “somewhere over on the other side of the Plain of Fear.” Although she did not really fool many Senjaks.

Her mother, Banat, became seriously exasperated with her child’s unshakable disingenuousness.

Centuries later an older “Kitten” would fly unerringly to the hidden fortress after starting her journey from more than seven thousand miles and another world away.

The time following Kitten’s return to Dusk commenced an age of frustration for time-diver Shivetya. Despite his almost continuous monitoring—there were interludes when his presence was detected by one Senjak or another—he never established the true identity of any Senjak sister. The three remaining in Grendirft knew that someone or something was always there, spying. They established an unstated pact never to speak anyone’s name.

Those stubborn girls would not even speak the commonly used names of their parents or farther ancestors. And they turned up quite clever in trying to trap or entangle the invisible presence they were certain was watching.

(It was odd, Shivetya thought, that they never bothered to conjecture as to who might be watching or why the watcher would be so relentless. In a sense, he became weather: there, accommodated for personal comfort, otherwise ignored. Perhaps even disdained.)

Shivetya wondered, not for the first time: Once Kitten became the Lady, did she make her every move with an observer factored into her calculations?

Reflecting, Shivetya thought that that must almost certainly have been the case.

Shivetya the New blessed Shivetya the Old for his millennia-deep recollections of human perfidy and cunning, and for his memories of how he had evaded and escaped countless snares set for him over the ages.

Still, “Papa” had more than Kitten’s closed mouth to thank for his evasion of Domination attention.

The hunger for insurrection on the frontiers of the empire sparked hotter and hotter, waxing dramatically not long after Kitten returned to Dusk. A dreadful comet burned in the sky, ablaze by night and day alike. The White Rose found life. Her movement grew geometrically, like some ferocious new religion. Foes of the empire sprang up everywhere, seemingly rising from smoke or vacuum like the fabled dragon’s teeth. One by one the once-thought-to-be-invincible Taken went down, were chained, were sealed inside a vast, purpose-built necropolis and triumphal memorial called the Barrowland.

The exact and true tale of those events, so Shivetya learned, only vaguely resembled the oral histories Croaker had mined for details when the Black Company was on the run from the Lady and the Taken.

Yes. The past is always changing.

Both sides recorded history in accordance with their own wishfully considered agendas. Shivetya often discovered that the answers to Croaker’s oldest questions bore little congruity with commonly accepted history.

History is written by the winner, then magnificently reimagined by his children.

But losers also remember, and their versions equally often boast no respect for the fully factual. Although, Shivetya knew already, there were times when the truth of the defeated conformed more closely to fact than did the truth proclaimed by the victor.

Sometimes the great and glorious triumph celebrated down the ages actually only happened because the other guys got tired and went home.

For Shivetya there began a long age in which not much happened that was of any interest.

Croaker had identified his woman, at least as to which sister she must have been before she became the Lady. Her true name remained elusive. He had much less interest in the other girls so he invested less time trying to identify and study the future Soulcatcher or even to track what went on around the dead sister in the hidden fortress.

Without recognizing the fact, he got lazy. He just loafed along, hovering behind the Kitten girl’s shoulder.

One day, when it no longer much mattered, it occurred to Shivetya that he should have pursued the Senjak girls from their teen years backward in time, to the moment when each was born. Thus, he could have established birth order and, surely, in the earliest period, he might have had a chance to catch a name.

Although, to be sure, no name used openly amongst family and friends would have been a True Name. Nobody ever used those openly in Domination times.

It was a fact, though, that, by the time the tactic occurred to Shivetya, he was no longer so driven as to pursue it.

He did realize that he had entertained a similar notion before but that had slipped his mind before he did anything about it.

Shivetya might be the next thing to a god, nearly eternal, almost omnipresent, in the now and in the past, able to meddle some in the now, but in no way was the mind within the demigod more brilliant than had been the mind that the mortal man Croaker had owned.

Which he found a bit embarrassing when he reflected on it.

He thought he felt Soulcatcher stir just slightly, cautiously amused.

Or might that just be oversensitivity to an awareness, once again, that that woman had an amazing talent for fathoming what was going on inside his head?

That must be it. Somehow, his moods were leaking out and Soulcatcher was reading them. And, of course, she was fantasizing absurdly complicated schemes whereby she might take advantage.






Arkana’s View


I did not need Uncle grumbling from behind me to get me to slow my post, nor even to get me to stop.

Shukrat pulled up beside us. She looked as miserable as I felt. She said, “I don’t think that looks like somewhere that I want to go.”

I had no argument.

Around twenty or twenty-five miles ahead of us a whole rank of volcanoes were smoldering away. I could see four glowing cones and a long line of dense, roiling ash clouds. The ash was not coming our way because we had a breeze blowing from behind us. That wind was not a total constant, clearly, because ash blemished the mountainsides below us.

It was probably my imagination but I thought I could feel the volcano heat even from as far away as we were now.

The ash clouds kept lighting up not just with glow from the lava below them but also from ferocious lightning storms going on inside them. The muted grumble of thunder was almost constant.

If we could hear it from that far off, I did not want to think about having to suffer it from up close.

Shukrat said, “It is already afternoon. And I am really hungry. Why not just camp now? After we eat, we can talk about what to do about all that.”

Uncle suggested, “If we move a little closer, we might find the air a little less chilly.”

Chilly. Yeah. Right. What he said, though, that could be. If the air did not get unbreathable from all the volcano crap that was in it.

We did go closer, then we went down.

Uncle and I were both right, some.

It was warmer, closer. Warm enough that there was running water chuckling in a creek, and some scrubby vegetation, the first of that that we had seen for a while. The air had a sulfur flavor but it was not unbreathable. The creek water had a chemical taste.

Before we learned all that, I landed but Shukrat did not. She said, “I am going to scout around. I am in no mood for any more surprises like the last two nights.”

The hungry girl was gone for almost an hour. It started getting dark in the bottom of the canyon. Then Shukrat finally came back with the stuff that Uncle and I needed to finish making camp.

I asked, “See anything interesting?”

“Almost nothing.”

“Almost?”

“There is some kind of a ruin about five miles on up the canyon. And, I promise you that I am not exaggerating, it looks like it has been abandoned for at least a thousand years.”

Uncle asked, “Did you see any animal sign?”

“Not even a squirrel. Zip! And I was definitely keeping an eye out. Anything that lives in this kind of country would have to be hungry all the time.”

I did not know about that. I was never any expert on wild animals. But I figured, just based on how feeble the brush and grass and stunted trees were, it would not be easy for animals to live in those parts.

Hell, I had not seen any animals since early in the morning, and that was only some kind of giant hawk or eagle or something way off in the distance.

The farther south we traveled the more barren the country got. And it just kept getting colder, except around the volcanoes, I guess.

Uncle said, “We should keep watch again tonight, however unlikely company may seem just now.”

One more time, I felt like that old man was channeling Pop.

Like, never let your guard down because, once you start, it gets easier and easier and becomes a bad habit. And then you get dead.

And, of course, Uncle had to come up with a crazy notion. “Are either of you sensitive enough to tell if the hidden folk are close by?”

After a few startled seconds, Shukrat said, “I might be, some. A little. Because of hanging around with Tobo. But he would say, there are always Unknown Shadows around. Meaning that there are probably some right here, right now, watching us because they have not seen human people ever before. Or at least not in a really long time. Why?”

Uncle said, “Whew! More than I bargained for. I asked because it seems like the hidden folk would be the most likely danger, here. You said there are old ruins up ahead. Old ruins could mean old haunts.”

Shukrat seemed spooked. She started looking all around, like she might actually spot some Unknown Shadows if there were any out there.

I said, “I think he’s messing with you, Cousin.”

“Am I? You ready to bet your life?”

“If you put it that way.”

He had that Pop teach you thing going on for sure.

He said, “We will do the same watch rotation as last night. That will be mostly on me because I have not done much today.”

Shukrat was paying no attention anymore. She was distracting herself by hustling up firewood, while checking behind every rock and bush for any Unknown Shadows that were getting ready to pounce. She dropped a load of brushwood by where Uncle was getting ready to start a cookfire. Out of the blue, she said, “I wonder how they are doing, back at An Abode.”

That was kind of random. I asked, “You afraid they will get overrun if they do not have us there to scout for them?”

She stuck her tongue out. “You know what I mean.”

“Yeah. I do. But I thought that, after the last few weeks, you were about cured of all that.”

“Well, yeah, I think I’m over him. But I do still care about him, and I worry about him.”

No point needling her about not being nearly as over Tobo as she wanted to think. I could understand, actually.

I changed the subject and language. “How about we go check out those ruins after we eat?”

Uncle said, “We are going to run out of light down here, soon. We do need to take a look but we should wait till the morning. We will have plenty of light, then.”

I felt a bit of conditioned Voroshk response to being admonished by someone not of my own exalted class, but, after a year with the Company, having had to rely on the unexalted to survive, I found that I was able to accept advice from Uncle without much trouble. “I suppose you are right.”

Lady got one thing straight, for sure. Pain is an excellent teacher.

Shukrat dumped another big load of brushwood. None of it was very substantial. We would use a lot of that if we kept a fire going all night.

Thinking about that made me real uncomfortable. I did not want to have to go roaming around in the dark, trying to scrounge up something more to burn.

Shukrat asked Uncle, “What are you doing there?”

He had gone to the creek and filled a leather bucket with water earlier. I had not paid much attention to what he did with that. He was going to use the water when he made supper, I figured.

He had our biggest bowl between his knees. He had covered that with some kind of membrane, kind of grayish brown and really, really thin. I figured some kind of animal gut, or something. That sagged down into the bowl about two inches because of the weight of the water that Uncle had poured in.

“Making better water.”

“Hah?”

Shukrat gave me a big shit-eating grin. She knows I sound totally brainless when I do that.

Uncle said, “You put water in on top, like this. But only the actual water seeps through into the bowl.”

I did not get it. I said so.

He asked, “Did you taste that creek water yet?”

“Yeah. It is almost chunky.”

“This takes the chunks out.” He chuckled. “It is a military secret from back where I grew up.” He lifted the membrane and dumped the stuff that was still in it, handed me the bowl. “Taste that.”

Absolutely pure and clean, that water. “Excellent!”

“And that is what I am doing. We can clean up a bit more if you will go fill the bucket again. Then you can take over this part while I work on cooking.”

Since he had started supper already, I decided to be generous and help him with the water. Which, in the long run, only got me more chores once I finished that.

Pop, this Voroshk girl really has got to learn to pay attention.

Never volunteer! That is the iron law!

The water, though, that was about the easiest job I ever had since I got caught up in all this Black Company stuff. It was so easy even a dumb Voroshk girl could do it.

If he was not so old, I would have slapped that smug smirk right off of Jun Go’s ugly, scarred-up face!






Shukrat’s View


I was ready to go home. To An Abode of Ravens home, I mean. We had found a spot where we could almost be warm, but … I was tired but not yet totally sleepy. “I think that we have come far enough. There is nothing down here for Suvrin to be afraid of.”

I put that in because Jun Go and Arkana were talking about how to get past the volcanoes. Even down in the bottom of that canyon we could see flickers from the lightning and could sometimes hear the thunder that went with it.

Their plan was to try to go around instead of just bulling straight through. My plan was to get the heck out of that ugly country.

I said my piece but they did not want to hear it. They were having a good time on their adventure, now. Almost.

I decided to sulk. Well, I did that, but it was not a conscious decision.

While I did that and they talked about what to make for supper, I did get sleepy. And that was when I started to catch flickers of motion in the corners of my eyes.

That woke me right back up! “They’re here!”

Arkana responded, true to herself. “Hah?”

“The shadows. They’re here.” In Voroshak.

She jerked her head every which way, like she would suddenly be able to see what she had hardly ever been able to see before. I could not see them. Not more than just to know that they were there.

She asked, “Many or few?” In common Hsienish.

I shifted language so Uncle could follow me. “Many many, I think. But they are all really small. I think. Feels like. Like barn cats and squirrels and mice.” How could I tell that?

Oh, my! That was because I was starting to see more than just flickers, now, out there on the edge!

Arkana laid a hand on my shoulder. “Are you all right?”

“Yes. Just kind of shocked. Because now I am seeing them better than any time except when we were at Tobo’s house. And they are all really small. Eek!”

“What?”

When I looked not quite at Uncle feeding some brush into our fire, I saw a cat-size shadow rubbing up against his right ankle, basically doing standard cat stuff.

“There is one…” I could not say it. They would not believe me, anyway. I said, “They do not seem to be unfriendly. Just curious.” The one working on Jun Go, now … that one I could see almost totally plain even when I looked right at her.

Yeah. How? Do not ask. But I knew. Right now, she was looking almost exactly like a live girl cat.

Arkana blurted, “I can see it!”

“What?”

“I can see that thing! By Uncle.” She pointed.

No doubt about it. She was seeing the shadow thing. Then she said, “There is another one!” Pointing at me.

I looked down.

Another shadow cat, perfectly solid to my eye, sat looking up at me with … three eyes. Really? Three eyes?

I stared at Uncle’s shadow friend. I guess it felt me looking. It turned its head to look back.

Three eyes again!

I turned around slowly, shaking. It seemed like there were forty or fifty shadow things surrounding us and studying us now, all manifesting strongly enough to be seen clearly even when looked at directly.

Three eyes?

Only one kind of shadow cat had three eyes. The others had points or tiny globs of glow where normal animals have a normal quantity of eyes.

Jun Go began seeing shadows now, too. He did not say so directly but I could tell because every move he made was slow and careful, the way a man might do if he wanted to be sure not to set off some kind of deadly wild animal. Whenever he finished doing whatever it was that he thought he had to get wrapped up he went into a warriorly state of stillness that would have awed Khang Phi’s meditation masters.

Well, I do not know that, really. I am kind of making that up because I was so impressed by his self-control.

Voroshk girls were never made for that kind of self-discipline.

Luckily for the two Voroshk girls who were in the area at the time, the crowd that they had drawn had shown up only out of curiosity.

This Voroshk girl wondered if they maybe had not heard of me, somehow. Or if they could smell Tobo on me. Or maybe Cat Sith or Grumble Tongue.

There did not seem to be any of those big ones around here.

But … Could there be something special about me that made them not want to do evil things?

Right. You are so special, Shukrat Voroshk!

Right. Those things were no less interested in Arkana and Uncle Jun Go.

The boob-monster declared, “Every night down here is another strange adventure, right?”

Uncle decided we were in less danger than he had feared. “I do not think that we will need to set up a shelter tonight.”

For sure it did not seem like there was any unpleasant weather headed our way. And, a miracle anywhere in this world that the temperature was above freezing, the air was not vibrating with the noise of swarming mosquitoes. In fact, so far, near as I could tell, insects of all kinds were in short supply.

Uncle added, “You girls can go to sleep whenever you like.”

But we haven’t eaten! I did not say.

Arkana asked, “You do not want me to take the first watch?”

Hah? That instead of anything about how it was not all that late, yet? Or about supper?

“I am quite rested. I slept for several hours while we were in the air.”

Hah? again. He was that comfortable with flying already?

My respect for that old man just kept going up. He was starting to look like some guy out of the old hero sagas from back home.

I said, “You will not have to tell me twice! I feel like I could sleep twenty hours straight after what we have been through already.” Maybe after some supper, Uncle?

Then I made a sort of gleeping noise. Suddenly, I was being tickled, sort of. Like there were little mouse feet scampering all over me.

Something was running all over me!

Shadows were!

Oh, oh, oh! Two squirrel-like shadows were scampering around on me, chasing one another.

And now Uncle had a three-eyed kitten perched on his right shoulder. And Arkana had something the size of a wildcat doing that kneading thing that cats do in her lap, and …

I did not lose it!

The urge was there, for sure! My panic was fierce! But Shukrat kept it together!

I bore down hard, the way I learned to do when we were in tight places over in the Taglian world. I grabbed at one of the squirrel spooks as it ran down my front and out the top of my left thigh. I did not get ahold of anything but I felt it run through my fingers almost like I was trailing them in warm running water. Very warm running water.

That was a surprise. The warmth. From everything that I ever felt around Tobo and his friends I would have expected serious cold. Whenever Tobo’s friends manifested our surroundings got almost too cold to stand.

Uncle said, “I do not think that we are in any danger from these things.” He had three-eyed cats and kittens all over him, making themselves at home.

Arkana seemed to be attracting mice. The wildcat had transferred its affections to Uncle Jun Go. Clearly, things did not work the same for these shadows as they did in the regular world. Regular-world cats would have been all over the mice and squirrel things.

By then I knew how this would play forevermore with Arkana. Because cute little Shukrat, the cleverest and smartest Voroshk girl in this whole wide world, was attracting those squirrel things exclusively.

The nickname would be Squirrel Squaw, or something like that, forever, and my honorific would be Squirrely. Squirrely Shukrat Voroshk in the Annals until the end of time.

But they were really warm, those things!

I was totally warm all over, inside and out, for the first time in months!

My shadows settled in all over me, fifteen or twenty of them. They seemed as comfortable with me as I was with them.

I forgot about being hungry.

The warm was so warm and so restful and so relaxing that me and all my squirrels of otherworldly smoke fell asleep in a big cuddle pile, right there on the ground. And I got no supper first.

If those things had been up to no good, they could have scored big-time. They could have had me nailed right there, for sure!

Arkana and Uncle, too, probably, but I was not awake to see what happened with them.



I dreamed a remarkable dream, and strange.

I was aware enough to know that the dream was not a fantasy painted by my own secret self. It was brightly colorful and epic, which did not happen in my ordinary dreams. Most of those were scary; mainly irrational scenarios where I ended up more lost and isolated than I was already, or they were scenes quickly forgotten that left me thinking that I should be ashamed of myself for having that kind of stuff simmering away inside my head. This particular dream was more like a detached view of history, shown me while it was happening.

It was a not unhappy history.

You would think that only the most harsh and cruel of ages would be fierce enough to engrave itself on the fabric of time. Like something as huge as the holocaust that consumed the Domination in Croaker’s world. But this dream was not that kind of bleak night haunt. This was a dream about a civilization’s summer.

There was no sound. There was no explanation. It was just scenes from a golden age.

Then the darkness came, as darkness always does.

“Darkness Always Comes.” One of those signs that taunted us at An Abode of Ravens.

An absolute truth.

My dream did not dwell on the fall, but did show it. There had been a huge change in the weather. A time of ice settled in. That age had yet to pass. A million souls were orphaned. Some were made shadow. Were made into these things that were visiting us tonight. In a way somewhat similar to that which created the shadows of the glittering stone, but without the malevolent pain, without the evil, without the murder of love, that had made the Host of the Unforgiven Dead forever deadly—although these shadows became ages after the becoming of the killer shadows.

Some of the living did not become. They lived on, but warped. They became the ancestors of the things that Uncle had slaughtered in that strange grove, two nights earlier.






Arkana’s View


I fell asleep buried in mice. Mice! Me! A girl who is very much one of those obnoxious, squally bints that jumps up on the furniture and screams for help when she sees even one of those cheeky little vermin-devils.

They are more scared of me than I am of them? Yeah. Right. Just goes to show how deviously clever those evil rascals have been for a million years in every world where human people ever lived. They got people believing that shit.

But I had no problem with these shadow mice. I never even thought about mice until later.

At some point, in the middle of the night, I woke up because I was starving and I had to pee so bad that my tonsils were under water.

I was no longer buried in shadow mice. I was sort of scattered around on the ground by the fire, which had pretty much burned down, with dirt and grass and twigs in my hair and all over me. I was totally warm and comfortable, though, and if it was not for my bladder I might have just rolled over and gotten busy with the business of sleeping some more.

Then I heard Jun Go talking. I squeezed my thighs together tight and held on so I could eavesdrop.

But I was too late to the game. Whatever the discussion, it was over before I got the fuzz out of my brain and could focus. All I actually got was a glimpse of a raven flapping away, just for a second before it passed out of the firelight.

Another raven! And this one with a beak full of something to eat.

I needed to fill my beak!

And how did that thing get down here? That had been no shadow bird. And we had not seen anything like it anywhere since the last time one of us girls noticed a bird keeping an eye on us.

This required some thought.

But not just then. If I did not move immediately, I was going to be wearing wet and smelly clothing the rest of the night and all day tomorrow.

Uncle seemed startled at first, then amused, when I staggered up and lurched off into the darkness.



I returned to the fire. “That felt so good.”

Uncle asked, “You hungry?”

“Starving. You never got around to feeding us before. How come you are not asleep?”

“I did sleep, some. I just did not stay down as long as you did.”

I checked Shukrat. That girl was snoring away. Her squirrel posse had deserted her, same as my mice had deserted me.

Uncle Jun Go still had some three-eyed cats hanging around. None of those were in actual contact with him now, though. I asked, “Was that Croaker you were talking to?”

He was dishing me up something just then. “What? Talking to? Me?”

“You. With the crow. The raven. Right there. The bird that flew off that way. You were talking to it when I woke up.”

I watched him think about whether he ought to deny it. He decided that he was caught. “I did not say much. The bird did the talking. I just told it that I understood.”

“And you fed him.”

Uncle showed me a big frown. Made me wonder some, that did.

I said, “He took something with him when he left.” I said “him,” but I did not know that for sure. I mean, how do you sex crows? And, then, “How has he been keeping up with us?” Not to mention, how did he recruit all those backup crows to intimidate that vampire shepherd back on that meadow?

Uncle shrugged, then handed me my belated supper. That smelled so good that I gave up my interrogation and dug in.



Shukrat never woke up for supper but she made up for the missed meal at breakfast.

Jun Go went off to handle some morning business behind some boulders. I seized the moment.

“Shuke. Once we get up in the air today, I want you to fly out ahead of me for a while.”

“How come?”

Damn! She was going to be difficult. “Because I think … Just do it, all right?”

Uncle was headed back already. His bowels worked way too smoothly for such an old guy.

As he came up, I asked, “You have any thoughts on how we can get past those volcanoes?”

Shukrat opened her mouth to get difficult again. I expected some grand old whine about how it was time for us to head back home. But then, for some reason, she decided not to argue after all.

She blinked a couple of times, then said, “We have to go around. That way.” She pointed with her right hand, westward.

“Because?” Uncle asked.

She shrugged. “I just know.”

Right. Score! I said, “Since you know the way, you can lead the way.” And I could get the view I wanted without a fight.

Jun Go eyed me curiously. That old-folks-reading-young-folks thing, I think.

I tripped his alarm string by asking all those uncomfortable questions and by being more forceful with Shukrat than usual. But I did not care. Let him wonder.

We finished eating. We finished cleanup and packing up. Everybody took care of last-minute personal business. We would have ourselves another long day aloft.



I was almost snickering, thinking how Shukrat had set herself up totally to do what I wanted her to do. Yeah. And I admit that, even while I was smirking about it, I was feeling pretty petty, too. I was wondering why I had to belittle my cousin, even now, when we were just about the only things that either one of us could count on anymore.

And then the airhead had to ask, “Are we going to look at those ruins I found before we do anything else?”

I blurted, “Ruins? What ruins?” Because I had totally forgotten.

Uncle said, “That is right, Shukrat. Thank you for reminding us. I forgot, too. We might learn something important there. So. Let us deal with that first. Lead the way.”

So Shukrat led. I followed, with Uncle quiet behind me. I watched for what I wanted to see but did not see it. Then. We flew straight up the canyon a way and then, sure enough, we came to some ruins. And Shukrat had not exaggerated when she said they must be a thousand years old.

We dismounted. Uncle said, “This might have been a guardhouse and remount station for a courier post.” He gestured at what could have been pavement at one time. “There must have been a road through here. This might even have been a customs house.”

He got all that from just standing there, looking.

Very interesting, I must say. And I totally did not care. But Uncle insisted that we spend a whole damned hour poking around.

There were some interesting partial murals and mosaics on the insides of a couple of walls where time and weather had not yet totally had their way.

I did not get much out of the visit. I do not think that Shukrat did, either, but she went along with Jun Go enthusiastically because she knew that the whole business was making me totally constipated.

Uncle thought he learned something useful, though. He said, “It seems pretty obvious that there have been massive changes since the days when this place was in business. The road that ran through here must have had serious economic, political, and cultural significance.”

Hah? What the hell did that mean? And why should I care?

Arkana, you are not dimwit enough to pretend that you do not know what he meant.

He went on, “There were big weather changes around here, maybe because of the volcanoes. Whatever, they brought down a civilization.” He paused, almost like for a moment of silent respect, the way we did back in my home country. Then he added, “There are folk stories about an ancient time when…” And, yada yada yada.

But he was right.

I never chased them down but I did like to listen to stories about Hsien’s olden times. There was never a lack of soldier boys from all over the continent who were willing to share the ones they knew as a means of getting closer to one of the very few girls in sight.

Anyway. Things were way different from a thousand years ago. Dramatic climate changes happened, and most tribes, countries, and civilizations had stories about those days, out of which the first Shadowmasters eventually came, as a product of the awful changes, not as a cause.

Uncle told us, “This settles it. We cannot turn back. There was something or somewhere very important on the other side of these mountains, once upon a time. We should see what is left. Fate may have called us here.”

Fate? Bull crap! We were down here in the big chill only on account of Suvrin’s having suffered a massive cluster of brain farts.

Jun Go went on like the future of humanity might totally depend on what we would find once we explored whatever was left from the ancients who built the ruined outpost.

I gave up. Whatever. Just let us get on with it. Just let’s go. And once we took care of all that, we could turn back north and haul ass home. To where there was warm to get inside of.

And Suvrin could bend over and kiss himself on the butt.

The Voroshk girls will have done their duty!

“Gosh!” Shukrat blurted. “What the heck?”

No shit!

A shadow had rippled past us and headed on up the canyon. Something flying.

“There!” Shukrat pointed. A bird …

“Hah?” A bird, yes. But huge! “What is that?” My first guess was, an eagle. But it was too big to be any eagle I ever heard of. And then it was gone and all the Voroshk girls could do was chatter.

Shukrat finally said, “Condor. That is what the shadows call it.”

“Hah?” She knew that, how?

Uncle finally insisted. “It is time to move on.” So, we moved. On. Shukrat dutifully pulled ahead and led the way west, where it soon became clear that she did, indeed, know the best way around the volcanoes.

There were more out that way, but they were older, and feebler, and feebler still the farther we flew. The one we passed over directly, once we turned south again, was just a big-ass crater with wisps of smoke floating inside.

There was a big show still playing away to our left, though.

Meantime … We had not been airborne ten minutes before I confirmed my suspicions.

It was almost impossible to make him out, so cleverly had that raven hidden himself inside the folds and creases of the stuff that Shukrat had tied up on the back of her rheitgeistide, but there he was. A stowaway.

I did not crow, however.

That raven was not Shukrat’s only passenger.

There were at least eight shadows on her post with her. And that, instantly, had me wondering how many of those things I was lugging along with me, myself.

No way could I figure that out. Not just by looking. Not up close, in the light of day, although I did think I saw a kitten on Jun Go’s shoulder.

I could only barely make out the shadows riding with Shukrat, kind of looking at them edgewise.

I do not think that they had any trouble seeing me, though. I had a definite sense that they were watching me and that they were amused by my discomfort.

I would never claim to be an expert on any kind of supernatural stuff, but I was pretty sure, already, that these shadows were way different from the ones that hung around with Tobo. These ones did not seem very dangerous. I thought they might be more like the shadows of the glittering stone plain, the Host of the Unforgiven Dead, than they were like the Unknowns. But not nearly, hardly, as crazy deadly.

What was the difference? How to tell? Arkana Voroshk had no clue. It was just something that, the more she studied on it, the more she was sure that she knew.

And then Arkana became increasingly sure that there had to be something subtle going on that definitely would have to do with the shadows that were riding with her.

They might not be quite benign after all. They might be imps. They might be mischievous sprites that reveled in stirring up minor troubles.

Or maybe they were just better at making contact than were Tobo’s shadows, even though they were communicating only by somehow gently pushing information into Arkana’s and Shukrat’s heads.

And, then, of course, Arkana knew that that was correct, with absolute conviction.

And she, even at this remote distance, definitely had to rein in her spate of references to herself in the third person.

Pop never had much good to say about people who talked about themselves like they were somebody else.

Anyway, the line of volcanoes fell behind us. They were like a last, violent barricade against the rest of the world, and against any color but white, maybe here and there dusted with gray-brown volcanic spew. Except for one stripe over to our left.

The surface below us, on the far side of the mountains, quickly became flat and frozen. I needed a while to get it. That was all so flat because it was actually snow-covered, frozen ocean.

One line of dust and ash from the volcanoes trailed heavily to the south, blackening the snow away to our left. In fact, I thought it looked like there had been a considerable buildup. That made me think that the wind must mostly blow in that direction. The dust and ash fell in one long trail for each volcano.

So, it seemed likely, that if all that was true, and if what was below us was really a frozen ocean, then the weight of all that ash would eventually get to be too much for the ice to hold up. When it broke through there would be a calamity so violent that it would bust up things for a hundred miles around.

Unless, maybe, the ice went all the way to the bottom.

Arkana Voroshk. Just musing as she flew along, trying not to worry about how cold she was, headed farther south still, also trying to distract herself from the fact that she had no known destination and that the world below her was even more desolate than the desert mountains that she had left behind.

Shukrat pulled in close. “There is no way that we can camp out on that down there.” Meaning the surface below. All of that who knows how much snow, which might be so loose that it could swallow us up. Not to mention that there was nothing down there with which to make a fire.

Arkana Voroshk was not cowed, even so! Despite all of that she was not yet considering turning back. Not much, anyhow.

Arkana Voroshk noted that this day would be even shorter than yesterday. Which meant that if she gave Shukrat her way, and they did turn back, they would have to fly in darkness for several hours just to get back to the canyon where they had acquired their shadow companions, if, by some miracle, they could find the place in the dark.

Then, behold! Arkana spied several somethings rising, like the humped backs of monster whales, from the vasty plain in the smoky distance. Three somethings, to be exact. Islands, the heights of which barely protruded through the ice and snow, maybe fifty feet for the highest riser.

With no idea how she knew, Arkana knew that the tallest hump should be her destination. That hump might make it possible to survive the coming bitter night.

Arkana had no doubt that the coming night would be her coldest yet.

Daylight was almost gone when we dropped toward what were, plainly, well-preserved, ice-encrusted ruins on a hilltop besieged by rising waters back when the sea was still liquid. Stone structures, and parts of stone structures, stood up out of the ice surrounding the island, too, though it was hard to tell much about them in the twilight.

With entirely inexplicable certainty Arkana took her flying post between the massive pillars of a huge building at the peak of the tallest island, then in through a huge doorway, the grand doors of which had fallen ages ago.






Shukrat’s View


This was getting scary as well as cold beyond freezing cold. It would be full dark soon and here goes my cousin heading inside some old monster stone pile that obviously had been falling down for maybe a couple thousand years.

Besides Uncle Jun Go, Arkana had about twenty of those three-eyed shadow cats all over him and her, on her flying post. I exaggerate only a little. I had a bunch of those things on my post with me, too, I was pretty sure, because I could feel them in my head even if I could not see them. They wanted me to know that everything was going to be all right. This place was holy and this place was safe. Only, they were not really sure about the safe part. They were wishful-thinking it.

Their people had come from this place originally, this ancient city, but they’d had no contact with it for a really long time. For how long they did not know. Long-long.

Time was not the same for those things as it was for people and other fleshly things.

It was really dark inside that place but Arkana kept right on going, same as if she could see and like she knew where we were headed. And I followed along right behind her, darkness-blind, but like I knew what I was doing, too.

I kind of understood without understanding. The shadows were guiding us. Or, maybe, steering us if you wanted to look at it like you thought they were the ones who were actually in control.

Being Voroshk, I hate to say it, but that was probably true. That they were in control. Very subtly, maybe for most of the time that we spent there in Burnishing Sunrise.

The name of the drowned city was something that I could never entirely make out how to pronounce, but in Voroshak it comes out Burnishing Sunrise.

A lot of stuff from the Land of Unknown Shadows sounds weird when you see it or hear it in a literal translation. Even stuff like “the Land of Unknown Shadows” comes across kind of weird and clunky.

The place into which Arkana led us came across as “Capture of Dawn,” which probably was related to the other name, somehow. Do not ask me to explain. I am just a dumb Voroshk orphan girl doing what she can to hang around long enough to become a lonely old Voroshk woman in hopeless, involuntary exile.

Anyway …

At first, I thought that island was an ancient dead volcano that was trying to come back to life on account of the weight of all the ice pushing down on it.

Right in the middle of that Capture of Dawn place was this giant circular theater underneath a huge domed roof that, even after ages of neglect, was still almost completely in place, except for one place that was maybe eight feet by three feet on what I figured must be the southwestern part. That had fallen in and looked like it might want to do some more of that around the hole’s edges. That maybe started not so long ago because the damage looked pretty fresh.

A thin, steady feather of smoke wandered up from the floor of the theater toward the hole. Also, some amber light, that seemed to grow brighter as it noticed us noticing it.

Soon we could see that some of the floor had caved in, too. The stage that had centered everything had broken in half. The closer half tilted at a twenty-degree angle into the sinkhole and the other half, already deeper into the hole, lay at an angle of around sixty degrees. Both pieces appeared to be sliding into the sinkhole at a geological pace.

I thought that must have been going on for several hundred years already.

The light from the hole was a sort of brownish gold. Honey. The air held a faint hint of sulfur.

Uncle Jun Go laughed a hearty one, then said, “Good news, ladies! We will not freeze to death tonight after all.”

No. We might have our lungs eaten out by gas from the pit while we huddled around it, keeping warm, though.

I felt the shadows urging me to go on down there, to take a closer look. The pit was new to them, too.

Gases would not bother those things, though, would they?

That turned out to be more a worry rather than a real threat.

Anything leaking out of that hole, other than sweet heat, headed straight for that crack in the dome.

We eased in closer to the warmth.

Uncle said, “This will be an odd camp set.”

Arkana said, “Hah?”

I could not contain a big fat grin.

Uncle said, “We are not exposed to the weather here so we will not have to rig a shelter. But there is nothing to burn so I will not be able to cook. So, our next several meals will be jerked meat and hardtack. Are you not now happy that I brought hard rations, too?”

I said, “Honestly? No. But if Shukrat ever got her choice we would not be here to have to eat that nasty stuff in the first place.”

Us all chitchatting was not pleasing to the shadows. They wanted us to spread out and explore. I do not know why. What would we look for? And should they not be a little patient, anyway, after a thousand years?

I said, “You guys can go do that stuff on your own, you know. Nothing is keeping you nailed down here. You do not need us.”

Arkana looked at me like she thought I had lost it. Uncle just frowned, puzzled by what seemed random.

“I was talking to the shadows,” I said. “They are all anxious to look around but they think we should do it with them.”

Neither of those two looked like they thought I was making sense.

I asked Arkana, “You can’t feel them? You do know that we brought a whole herd of those things with us, don’t you?”

“No, I can’t feel them. But I do know that some came. Pop the raven, too. Only he turned invisible as soon as we got here.”

Uncle said, “Exploring makes no sense right now. We do not just not have fuel for cooking, we have nothing to burn for light.”

So Arkana had to go and say, “Oh, I do not know. Shuke is no major sorceress but she used to be pretty good at conjuring a will-o’-the-wisp. You should have seen her. Six years old, pulling one of those things together in broad daylight to show off for her daddy. Can you still do that, Shuke?”

I was thinking I could still do the one where I tripped her into the water lily pond that one time, with that big, hot hole in the floor taking the place of the pond. “And he wasn’t impressed, either, was he? He hardly even noticed. I think I could’ve conjured a firestorm that would’ve eaten up Stronghold Rhuknavr whole and he would’ve just barked at Magrat to get us out from underfoot.”

Darn Arkana! All she did was say, “Now that you’ve vented that, can you do it or not?”

“Of course I can!” I could even do a hot-coal one, which, right about then, I was thinking about conjuring somewhere inside the backside of her underwear.

Uncle caught my eye and winked.

Hah? What was that about?

Yeah. I think he saw me and Arkana squabbling as entertainment, even if we did most of it in Voroshak.

He was probably right. Whenever I was able to step back from it I could see that what me and Arkana kept doing was totally stupid. We were grown women. Almost. Not little anymore. And there were no grown-ups whose attention and approval we had to compete for.

What we had to deal with now was how to stay alive and healthy in a world that did not offer us much love.

Same thoughts and realizations came up, over and over, but nothing ever changed, did it?

Nothing ever changed.

Look at us forty years from now, two bitter old granny ladies (probably not actual grannies, likely still childless) with their clowder of cats, still living together and still fussing at each other over stuff that happened when we were little. We had some great-aunts that were exactly like that.

The acoustics in that theater were amazing. I had not noticed right away because I was all up inside myself, feeling sorry for poor Shukrat the frozen orphan girl, but when the raven called …

The whole place seemed to echo and re-echo the bird’s cry.

That grabbed our attention, I promise. But that was the sum of it. There was nothing obvious going on. No clear danger threatened. There was nobody around but us and our pack of shadow companions, near as I could tell. And most of the shadows, I thought, had gone off to look around whatever was left of the city of their ancestors. So, what was the raven’s problem?

Jun Go was all like, totally battle-set.

Then we waited. And we waited. And nothing ever happened.

Maybe the bird just wanted us to do something useful.

I supposed I ought to do what Arkana said about seeing if I could still conjure a ghost light.

Did I even remember how? I thought so. I managed a while back, in the stronghold with no name. Only … How well would magic from my world work in this one?

I climbed up some steps so I would not have the boob-monster constantly distracting me by running her mouth.

It turned out to be so easy that I was astonished. So easy that it was like I hardly had to do anything more than make a wish.

Arkana was as amazed as I was, even from fifteen feet away. “What did you do, Shuke?”

This was not just the fuzzy little pale blue melon thing that I conjured the last time I made a light, this was a sheep-size ball of yellow fury that lit up the whole theater.

Uncle had his right arm up to shield his eyes.

So, I had to repeat Arkana’s question to myself: What did I do?

The answer was, nothing that I had not done before, only with a less dramatic result back then.






Arkana’s View


Shukrat went all totally insane with the minor sorceries. Somehow, she managed to bring up a spirit light that was so bright that it could almost blind you. Then she started playing with the light, figuring out how to make it even brighter or to get it to dim down so that we could actually use it to prowl around. And when she was done with that stuff, she went totally spell crazy.

That light thing worked so well, all of a sudden, that she decided to try out every other spell she ever learned or, it seemed like, she ever even heard about. And the scary part was that everything she tried worked like she had been doing heavy-duty sorcery her whole life.

And I was about two tons jealous, I will admit.

It did not occur to me to check out how any spell-casting might work for me.

At some point Shukrat had been at it for so long that watching her began to get boring. Jun Go told me, “You might suggest that she take a break. It is getting late and we have not yet eaten.” I noted that he had not relaxed much from when the raven barked before. He kept searching those few shadows that Shukrat’s light had not driven away.

Food. That was a magic word that could get Shukrat’s attention for sure. I do not know why she does not weigh two hundred pounds, the way she shovels it in sometimes. And she was ready to go now even though supper would not be up to Uncle’s usual standard.

Once we had her calmed down and settled down and gnawing on a chunk of salt pork, I asked, “Can you explain what that was all about, Shuke? Wait!” Not like she had actually volunteered to say anything. “Not what happened. That was pretty obvious. More like, how did it happen? And why?” And, why you, bimbette, of all people, when Arkana Voroshk was right here and set to go?

She did not say anything for a minute. Then she got on her mug a kind of sly look and I knew she was going to dish me up a big steaming ration of bullshit. But before she opened her mouth to deliver the load her eyes went all vacant for about ten seconds. Her hand halted in mid–mechanical rise and fall from her mouth to her plate to her mouth.

Her expression turned huffy, then sour, and then she muttered, “Oh, all right! I guess!” Then one big bite of salt pork, which she chewed like she was getting revenge on the whole swine nation.

She said, “I can’t say for sure if it’s just this place, if it’s because of the shadows, or what. But the magic is so strong, it’s like part of the air, like breathing. You don’t even hardly have to think about it to do it.” She said all that in Voroshak, I was sure not because she wanted to leave Uncle out but because that was the only language that she could use to really say what she wanted to say.

What I still did not get until she finally said it in so many words was, “The magic is so thick here, right now, that even you ought to be able to do some stuff.”

Even me, huh?

That look on her face! That smug little tramp! There was going to be some payback for that!

Uncle said, “No feuding.” Not in an angry tone but in an amused, gentle admonishment with flint edges that conveyed a vaster message than just the spoken words. The foundation stone message was, “Grow up. We are in a harsh place, here. Lives are at risk.” But he was still entertained. “Do not let it get out of hand.”

Entertained, but also still hyperalert.

Sad to admit, my airhead cousin understood what Uncle meant quicker than I did. She just said, “What he said, Cuz. Why not go over closer to the Well and try something?”

The Well?

She meant the collapsed stage and the hole that it was falling into.

It would turn out that in her head the shadows had dubbed that hole “the Well,” and they thought that the glow coming up out of there was not from magma but from some kind of broken-open magical power reservoir from ancient times, before the volcanoes came and the sea rose up. And when I thought about that some, I started to think that, yeah, a volcano coming back to life did not really make much sense because, if that happened, that hole would be blowing out way more nasty stuff than just a mild bad smell and a sometime streamer of whatever it was that trailed up through that break in the dome when it did come out.

All right. So even a Voroshk girl could do it, eh? I got up and took a half dozen steps toward “the Well.”

They were not long steps. My courage was not high. But those steps did take me into what felt like another country.

Then, like a little kid, grinning, I took one giant step more. And I was in a whole new realm for sure.

Now I knew what Shukrat’s excitement before was all about.

The magic was more like all-pervading warm water than like air, at least for me. Any way that I could describe it, the moment was transformative.

I could see a whole different reality now. I did not need light. Not so much. I could make out that damned raven all the way up where we first came into the theater, alternately watching us fool around and the door like he expected a gang of bandits to come rolling through it. I could see …

I could see the shadows. The few that had stayed with us while the rest went exploring. They were not just a flicker in the corner of my eye, now. They were real. They were even more solid than they had been in that canyon last night.

And I could understand them.

That rattled me, like, way more than just being able to see them in a defined form. Now they were not the same as they had looked back in that canyon. They were still mostly fey animals in shape but, of the ones that I could see now, only one was a three-eyed cat. And it had elongated out to where it was more stoat-shape than cat-shape. The other three had gotten bigger. But they were still cats, more or less of the regular shape. Or maybe lynxes. But no Cat Sith or Grumble Tongue.

They did now feel more like the shadows that were Tobo’s friends.

And I could hear them thinking.

Well, not really hear. More like know what they were thinking. When that was what they wanted to happen. Which did not seem to be a major desire at just that moment.

To me it felt like they wanted to hunker down.

What was wrong with Shukrat? Why was she not scared out of her boots? It was obvious that those things had not touched me, yet, anywhere nearly as deeply as they had touched her, but what I was feeling was almost enough to make me pee myself. Even in the syrupy, so comfy warmth.

Hardly thinking about what I was doing, I raised a hand. And just basically wondered about it. And then there was a light in it! Little nightcrawlers of light slithering all around on my outstretched fingers.

I wanted to squeal in panic but managed to stifle myself.

I was lucky there were no flies down there. I would have collected a big mouthful as I turned slowly, slack-jawed, to look back at Shukrat, who was wearing her most totally triumphant shit-eating grin ever.

Behind Shukrat, though, Uncle Jun Go was looking seriously troubled. He had his sword close to hand and was still ferociously alert.

Something I noticed, then. There were a lot more shadows around now than there had been even just a minute ago. They were back from their look-around and were swirling all together like some kind of swarming bee ball. I could tell that they had found something that really did not please them. They seemed burdened by a universal melancholy.

Then three bustled in together, gently excited. Why was not clear. Apparently, they had found something important that had survived both time and climate catastrophe.

There was a sense that there was good news, bad news, and sad news all at the same time.

Shukrat, I could see, was more interested than I could bring myself to be. In fact, it seemed like she might be in conversation with those three. I left that up to her and turned back to the Well.

I took another giant step.

I could not help squealing. I am not sure if that was because it felt so nice, so intense, or just so surprising. And then I felt like I could become queen of the world. All I had to do was want it enough to go for it.

Was this how Shukrat felt before?

The petty Arkana had to note that, if that was so, the airhead had not had to bring herself anywhere near as close to the Well to get the same effect and a full grasp of the power.

For sure that same need to experiment came over me. I did everything that Shukrat did. Then, same as she did, I got more connected with some shadows. And I thought, oh, my! These guys are way darker at heart than it seemed like last night, when they were like a bunch of playful kittens. All they were thinking about now was dead people, which I could not understand.

A thought, probably stirred from outside: That was emotion being reflected back at me.

I was seeing some things as the most deeply hidden part of me designed them, mirroring my undersoul. The shadows might not be pleased about that but they could not help being what I made them be now that the connection had been forged.

That told me that there were some things about Arkana Voroshk that I really would rather not know. That I had within me most of the ingredients for making a really awful person.

I looked back at Shukrat, troubled, thinking that maybe I had not come to terms with my past at all. That that awful night in the other world still had the power to flense my soul, to leave me simmering with a secret urge to hurt the world right back.

For an uncertain span, probably only about a minute, I lost myself in a garden of self-loathing. Then I noticed Shukrat’s look of almost desperate concern. And for a second I wanted nothing so much as to lash out at her, to show Miss Goody-Goody what real pain could be like.

Uncle was studying me, his expression one of mixed concern and flinty determination. He must have had a feel for the emotional weather despite not having gotten sucked into the ongoing magical evolution.

A noise startled me. Darkness flapped in my face.

That raven flopped down on my right shoulder, deliberately hard. The damned thing beat me with its wings before it settled, again, I think, deliberately. Then it tried to crush me down with its weight.

That distracted me completely.

Damn! How could that bird feel so heavy? And how come it had to have talons like a damned giant eagle?

And then it pecked me on the earlobe!

And then it told me, “You need to get it together, girl. Remember: You are Arkana Voroshk. You are not Novotna the Hunger.”

Novotna the Hunger? Hah? How did he even know about that old-time crazy man, who was the scourge of the Voroshk a hundred years before my grandpa Donzi was born? That guy was so crazy he ate the hearts and livers of his enemies. And he was so paranoid that he even worried about getting too close to livestock that might be scheming against him.

And his paranoia, actually completely justified, was not enough to save him from being murdered by his favorite concubine, who also happened to be one of his younger sisters. Who would turn out to be no angel, herself. Remembered as Bloody Svetla, she lasted less than three months before the Reaper moved in on her, too.

Bloody Svetla was younger than Shukrat when the dagger found her heart, wielded by a lover of her own.

Memories of that shit grabbed my attention. Like a repeating obsession, there was a recurring theme where there were despots in need of elimination. Who but a lover could get close enough to make the kill?

Novotna the Hunger and Bloody Svetla probably had their grudges against the world, too. Same as me.

That was not the way that Arkana Voroshk wanted to leave her mark. Not if it had to be inscribed in pain, blood, and terror, the way those people had written theirs.

The raven awarded me another painful peck, then jumped up and flapped away, back to his watch post beside the entrance to the theater.

I turned away from the Well and headed toward Shukrat and Jun Go. They both watched me with considerable concern and, maybe, a serious dose of wariness. No giant steps for me, now. Nothing even remotely playful, now. Nothing but grim determination for Arkana Voroshk, now.

Those two relaxed visibly as I proved that I could turn away from the Well. That I had the strength to avoid letting myself drown in all that warmth and power.

They each took me by an arm and held me close for a few seconds. That helped push the longing back.

But, even so, I suffered my moment of disappointment, of real reluctance, to withdraw.

I had not gotten in close enough to look down into the Well. I had to fight the urge to go do that now, even though it was not really calling me.

My new strong magical reach did not weaken as I moved away from the Well but my self-control did improve. And my connection with the shadows improved as well.

Their disappointment and disapproval evaporated once I proved that I had not become a slave of the darkness within me.

For a moment I wondered if the Well might not be why Suvrin sent us south. Then I rejected the notion.

He could not possibly have known about Burnishing Sunrise or the Well. Nobody knew. I was pretty sure that its existence even surprised Pop.

A thousand years, plus, was plenty of time to get forgotten, especially if the people of Burnishing Sunrise had only had a limited interaction with populations farther north.

I wondered if that vampire shepherd might not once have been one of the Burnishing Sunrise people.

The point was, there was no way for anyone in Hsien to know about this place. Not when even the Steadfast Guardian had no clue.

I told Shukrat, “That was something, Cousin.” And, once she just nodded, “And it was totally scary.” And after her little bit of a frown when I said that, I added, “That showed me a really ugly chunk of me that I hope I never have to come up against again.”

“You’ll manage, all right. You’re so much stronger than you think you are.”

Because she was Shukrat I almost called bullshit. But I realized that by doing that I would be putting myself down in order to score a point against her.

She smirked.

I gave her the fisheye, majorly.

That girl was getting to be too damned clever. I was pretty sure, now, that she had been manipulating me for the past several days.

Uncle said, “It must be getting late, girls.” That in a tone so bland that you knew his temper was getting thin.

So. Somebody else was being manipulative. I never paid attention before. Now I suddenly decided that he used “girls” and “ladies” pretty much according to how he thought we were behaving at the moment. Maybe.

Once I got that fly in my brain, I went totally buggo trying to go back over everything Uncle ever said to us. Like it really mattered now.

Uncle said, “I believe that we should do our best to bed down now and get as much rest as we can. I expect that our companions will insist that we take part in some serious explorations come morning.”

The way I was keyed up, I was ready to go right now. Why should it matter if it was day or night outside? It would be dark inside either way. But I only asked, “What about watches?”

“Do you foresee a need?”

Well, probably not. I guess. There was that whole gang of shadows. And there was that orphan crow, that by now probably hated Pop more than anything else on earth or in heaven.

We should probably see that it got something to eat.

“All right. I will try to rest. But I do not think that I will be able to relax enough.” I did feel like we ought to set a watch.

Shukrat said, “Just call on the magic. You can make yourself sleep with that, if you try.”

Hah? Yeah? Well, I will show you, air for brains!






Shukrat’s View


I had a real hard time getting to sleep that night in Burnishing Sunrise. Everything was just so exciting. But then I remembered telling Arkana to use the power of the Well to manage herself and wasted a bunch of time wondering why I could not remember to take my own advice.

Sometimes I wonder if I really do have as empty a head as my cousin is determined to believe that I do.

Really. It was just as easy as grabbing the magic and then telling me inside me to go to sleep right after I told the shadows that were clustered up against me to wake me up as soon as it got light outside. And to make sure nothing sneaked up on me while I was snoring. I would go see the miracle place that they had found right after I had my breakfast.

They were impatient. They did not care if it was day or night. They no longer understood the need to eat and sleep. Me, I do not see how you could be impatient about anything after you have been hanging out and not doing anything for a thousand years, but that was the way they were.

I would find out why next morning.



I slept really deep and I was perfectly well-rested when the shadows woke me up, but my mind did not slide off into normal oblivion while I slept. I spent the whole night suffering through the death tale of Burnishing Sunrise. And that, in brief, was almost exactly like what you might expect to find in a fantastic romance.

A bad, bad man (the universe apparently generates them like swamps generate mosquitoes, one for every age of every world) seized power in the city. He was the first to tap fully into the magical reservoir that now lay broken open, that we were calling the Well. His superior self-estimation led him to ferociously energetic excesses. (Like that, Arkana?) Those got to be so over-the-top that they led to rises in sea levels, the creation of the moon called Little Boy, and mad amounts of volcanic activity that, in reduced form, continued even today. Dust from the earliest volcanoes had become so thick in the air that it caused the whole world to get colder, especially in the deep south, where it was heaviest, so that everything froze. And there was nowhere for anyone to run because the volcanoes were in the way and farther south there was nothing but colder cold and an endless desert of ice.

The bad, bad man was eliminated eventually, remarkably, this once, not by an unhappy lover but because of his own insane overconfidence in his ability to manipulate ever mightier otherworldly powers.

In fact, it looked like he may have tried to break through the Hsien shadowgate so he could get control of the glittering stone, which he tried to do without knowing that the Steadfast Guardian existed. His reward for hubris had been an end to him and, then, more bad stuff for Burnishing Sunrise to endure: a plague of earthquakes followed by another round of volcanic activity. And it was his ham-hand tampering that left the shadowgate sufficiently compromised that the Shadowmasters would one day be able to call devils off the glittering stone to work their murderous mischief.

The Time of the Shaking was recalled in the folklore of all the peoples of Hsien. The quakes had been especially awful in the north, where huge chunks of the world had been ripped up and flung into the sky to create Little Boy.

That ushered in an age of famine, pestilence, and incessant warfare, and out of all that, eventually, the Shadowmasters came, they having gotten control of some glittering stone shadows.

All of that filtered into my head while I was asleep. The information actually seemed kind of thin and a little bit questionable, like some of the often-retooled stories about my own Voroshk ancestors. But I imagine that Croaker would tell us that history is always like that.

I did wonder, later, how it was that our shadows here knew what had happened in the rest of Hsien.

I have not found the answer to that one. Maybe the Steadfast Guardian can find out someday.

One of those signs back at An Abode said something like: “History Is Fragile…” And that is way true. We rewrite it to suit our whims almost every day. Sometimes we hammer it until it breaks.

Whatever, though. My dreams were neither fine enough or extensive enough to satisfy all of my curiosity.

While we were helping Uncle clean up after breakfast Arkana told me that she had pretty much the same dream. Not that there was much cleanup to do when we had not actually cooked anything.

I asked, “What did you dream about, Uncle?”

“Me? Nothing that I can remember. But I almost never remember my dreams.”

“Well, I guess it does not matter if that dream history was true. All of those people have been dead for, like, forever, and most of the stuff that happened then does not matter anymore.”

Uncle asked, “Really? Are you sure?” He made a right-hand gesture to indicate our surroundings. “You think?”

It was time to talk about something else. “Are we ready to go see whatever it is that the shadows were so excited about finding and wanted us to see?”

Yes. Sometimes I really do talk like that. Or worse.

Anyway, everybody admitted that they had no excuse for delay, so I told the air, “We are ready to go.”

Uncle looked seriously skeptical, though.



There are some old jokes about herding cats, back home. Meaning, cats do not do teamwork stuff very well, I guess mostly because they are cats. But the shadow cats had no problem sticking together and leading the way.

I figured out a way for them to bring along a little ball of light so us living types could see where we were going. We were still not used to the magic. They kind of did cat stuff, bouncing around and batting the ball along.

Arkana brought up the rear with her own will-o’-the-wisp anchored to her shoulder with a tether that she managed to conjure.

The journey was not a long one. We never had to go out into the weather. Most of the surviving buildings on that island were connected by closed passageways built when Burnishing Sunrise was dying.

We came to a large hall where the olden-times people apparently got together and surrendered to the inevitable all together at one time. There were hundreds of bodies there, mostly seated against the walls, some still whole with their clothing almost intact but others decayed away almost to skeletons.

Mostly, though, frozen mummification seemed to have been the rule.

There must have been a thousand of those dead people, their best-preserved faces all making them look like they really were related to that vampire shepherd guy.

The saddest part for me was, a lot of those dead people were just kids when they gave up.

Then I stumbled across a couple of long bones showing possible tool or teeth marks. So maybe not everybody bought into the final mass suicide.

Nowhere did we encounter the remains of dogs or other pets. And the city must have been marvelously vermin-free.

It took almost twenty minutes to pick our way through Burnishing Sunrise’s temple of final despair, which in my mind became the Hall of the Gathered Dead. I was emotionally numb by the time we finished. That kind of stuff is only supposed to happen in stories. You do not expect to run into it in your own life. It was almost impossible to fathom the desperation that would make an entire people unite in such a lethal gesture. Maybe the grand motive behind it was to avoid a general descent into savagery of the sort that was suggested by those possibly gnawed long bones.

Our shadow cat guides, hitherto essentially emotionless, now exuded a universal melancholy.

They had not been in the city to share in its sad final hour.

Reflecting on the existence of that vampire shepherd in the mountains made me wonder if there might not have been more than just climate changes leveraging the city’s fall. That old-time sorcerer might have loosed more than just volcanoes and earthquakes in his hubris.

One thing that we did know: all that that madman did had failed him in the end. One of those crazy signs in An Abode said something like: “Summer Grass Is All that Remains of Ancient Warriors’ Dreams.”

That one hall was the only place that we ever saw any human remains.

The other place the shadows wanted us to see was a little way past the Hall of the Gathered Dead.

It was another big space, round, with a level floor, not as big as the theater and maybe only twenty feet up to a flat ceiling, but it was big enough that when we first went in, we could not make out the far side.

Arkana made her light bigger and brighter. And she loosened its tether so it could rise up another five feet.

I blurted, “It’s a library!”

Well, maybe. Sort of. There were lots of shelves but hardly any books on them. I counted eleven books, total. The expanse of the place seemed to have been wasted.

Then, suddenly, I realized what the place actually was, which was not a library at all. This was where the killer of Burnishing Sunrise had performed his sorceries. This was his laboratory. His summoning chamber. This was where he had honed his skills and indulged his insanity, in order to bring the world to its current state.

I knew that because the shadows were telling me that they thought that that was what the place was.

Too, there had been chambers almost identical to it in Junkledesag and Stronghold Rhuknavr where that had been their main purpose.

Arkana’s more powerful light-glow illuminated the entire room, revealing a raised lectern on the far side, facing the entrance. The whole place was otherwise barren of furnishings. The floor was carpeted with dust. Arkana’s light-glow sorted of flickered, making it seem like there was movement and dust stirring behind the lectern, to its left. What was that? Some mischief on the part of our shadow companions, somehow stirring the dust?

Really? Dust? We had not seen much real dust anywhere else, so far. Why was that? How did that work?

Before either me or Arkana ever did anything, Uncle said, “I would not go out onto that floor. If you have to go over there, work your way around, sticking to the wall.”

Yes. I knew that because I knew this kind of room. Neither Arkana nor I needed the warning.

That floor would have been where the great sorceries of old had been managed. There might yet be deadly residuals out there, still.

Arkana and I both gave the old man a curious look.

He said, “The Steadfast Guardian warned me. I did not believe him. What I believed was that there was a room like this on Yanagishima.” And, after a pause, Uncle added, “The Steadfast Guardian has become extremely interested in this city. It is not a place that his predecessor ever mentioned … to Croaker or … Balda?”

Arkana said, “Baladitya. He was a scholar from the other world.” She sounded completely distracted.

I was thoroughly intrigued by that lectern thing. I could just make out a couple of points of color there. I had not seen much color anywhere since we came to the dead city. I began scooting along the right-hand wall of the chamber, headed for that.

I got there. I climbed up five steps, then looked around. “Oh! Whoa! Pop? Croaker? Steadfast Guardian? Are you watching? Are you seeing this?” I pointed at the floor, right where I thought I saw the dust swirling around about two minutes ago.

Arkana barked, “What the hell, Shuke?”

“There’s footprints in the dust back here. Somebody else has been here. And not very long ago, either. And they took something.”

That “something” would have been a book.

The color I spotted before was on the lectern. It was actually a cluster of books of four different brilliant colors.

At the head of the lectern there was this wooden rack thing that might have been made from half of a piece of a log that was a couple of feet in diameter. A piece that was two feet in the other direction, too. This was propped up at a forty-degree angle. In it were five slots eight inches deep by two inches wide by eighteen inches tall. In each outer slot to either side there was a book, each of which was bound in leather dyed a brilliant yellow, orange, green, or blue. The center slot was empty. I guessed that any book that belonged there would have been bright red.

Arkana crowded up beside me. “Not quite a spectrum, is it?”

Ugh! That clever, clever girl. I had not even thought about anything like that.

I set a hand on the orange book, thinking about looking at it, but then I suffered a stroke of sense that told me that I might be about to do something that could get me killed.

The Book of Silence.

The thought from outside was so clear and strong that I almost yelped.

I laid my hand on the blue book.

The Book of Rains.

I touched the green book.

The Book of Sorrows.

And then the yellow book.

The Book of Dust.

Dust? That did not make much sense.

With no evidence whatsoever, I said, “And the book that is missing would be the Book of Names.”

Possibly.

Apparently, my source was not informing me from past, certain knowledge. It sensed the title when I touched a book.

None of our shadow companions were revenants of anyone who had come from Burnishing Sunrise, at the time of its doom or before. They were provincials. When we brought them to the city, they, too, were seeing it for the first time.

They were almost as much outsiders as we were. They did, however, have cultural memories to inform them.

There was no way that any provincial way station stablemen or road guards were likely to be familiar with the titles of old magic books.

On the other hand, at least one of the shadows could sense the books through me well enough to tell me their titles.

While I was doing the stuff that I did, I totally kept dogpaddling along inside my head.

Arkana seemed almost nostalgic as she looked across the dusty floor. Beneath that dust were inlaid magical symbols and figures, a fortune in silver, gold, and gems. For sure there were some foundational constructs for controlling summoned supernatural entities.

That was how it was back home. Junkledesag home, not An Abode.

The more I studied it the more the place reminded me of the Listening Rooms in Stronghold Rhuknavr and in Junkledesag. I could almost see the magical curtains shimmering like northern lights as Grandpa Donzi conjured an entertainment for his favorite granddaughters.

I do not know if either of us has ever actually said. Me and Arkana’s mothers were sisters.

I remember always wanting to see cool, unusual animals, like mastodons and woolly rhinoceroses and cave tigers. But what we mostly got were fuzzy replays of old battles where our ancestors slaughtered droves of peasants trying to defend themselves with sharpened sticks and rusty farm tools.

My family would claim that my days among the savages of these foreign worlds have ruined me completely. I have gone soft to the point where I have become squishy.

And what does that have to do with the adventure of the Voroshk girls in the city of Burnishing Sunrise? Right! Not hardly anything.

Uncle Jun Go stuck to task better than I did. He rounded the summoning floor by the route that Arkana and I had blazed. He did not come up on the platform. The boob-monster made that crowded enough. Uncle was totally focused on the footprints in the dust.

I stopped gawping at the brightly bound books and the summoning-floor tracks long enough to check on Uncle checking on the tracks.

The tracks trailed in from the left side of the room, went behind a curtain wall that would mask some sort of business hidden from the greater chamber, then came to the lectern, then went back behind the wall again. If this was like the Listening Room at Stronghold Rhuknavr there would be a small office space back there, a staging area, and a panic hole for the sorcerer to duck down if he could not control what he had called up.

I told Uncle about that. He just grunted.

I was thinking some improbable thoughts, staring at those tracks.

Arkana was thinking the same improbable thoughts.

We looked at each other and shook our heads at the same time.

I said, “No way!”

She said, “There would’ve been time for him to walk it. But as old as he is? And maybe wounded by Lady? And in all the cold?”

I repeated my probable whistle in the dark. “No way.”

That trip did its best to kill us and we never had to walk. And some of us were young and cute.

Arkana said, “He might’ve been the only being in this world who could’ve known about Burnishing Sunrise.”

“Dikken knew about the Book of Names. He heard about it from the man at Khang Phi … Uh-huh. Yeah.”

She did not have to point out that it was me that decided that the empty slot on the lectern was there for the Book of Names. There was no evidence anywhere, not even from the Steadfast Guardian, so far, that any such book existed now, or ever had.

But …

These books here had totally suggestive titles. And Tobo named one of their titles one time, the Book of Silence.

The Book of Silence. I liked that. I would like to wrangle that one around the boob-beast somehow. Sometimes. The Book of Sorrows? Not so happy-sounding, that one. The Book of Rains? The Book of Dust? Those titles just seemed kind of weird. They could not, for sure, be meant literally. Could they?

Jun Go was one step from easing around the end of the curtain wall. There was a soft shing as he drew his sword.

Arkana mused, “What the hell could he have been eating?”

I was watching Uncle. Her question confused me for a second. Then, oh. “Maybe snow, or something.” And even as I said that the cat shadows took the trouble to let me know that no southbound travelers had passed through their canyon.

A bunch of those things zipped past Uncle into the space behind the curtain wall.

They were very interested in what had happened here. But Shukrat Voroshk, maybe really not so much. Not right away. Shukrat Voroshk was almost totally sure that she knew who had taken that missing book (being totally sure that there had been a book to be taken), impossible as it should have been for that frail, probably wounded old man to have survived the overland journey from An Abode to Burnishing Sunrise. Shukrat was quite sure that the Croaker thing had managed. And she was now equally sure that the onetime Steadfast Guardian had totally snookered Croaker, big-time, when he supposedly passed on his job and powers.

She could see no other likely explanation.

And she was caught in the third-person trap.



The raven came shooting out of nowhere. It almost knocked me off the lectern. It banked around the end of the curtain wall a second behind Jun Go.

The raven shrieked.

There was a ridiculous blast of light back there, and a crack like thunder that numbed my hearing. I could just make out what sounded like fifty devils going berserk. The dust on the floor began to dance. Three cat shadows tumbled out from behind the wall, further stirring the dust. Two of the three never moved again after they stopped tumbling. They faded, kind of evaporating in a black mist.

Arkana made a gleep! sound, then either fell or tripped herself down to the floor. After the dum-dum got her balance she hustled around the end of the curtain wall. Genius thinking, there, Cousin, when you just saw what happened to those shadows when they went back there.

I was so boggled that I could only stand there with my mouth hanging open while some totally unladylike rhetoric from over there scorched the plaster off the ceiling and made the dust dance again.

I extracted those colorful big books from their rack, set them down at my feet, then backed down off the lectern. I gathered the books up and headed around the curtain wall to see how awful the disaster had been.

It was pretty awful.

I saw more crippled shadow cats. I do not know how many. Only a few. Some maybe had evaporated already. There were a few big black feathers suggesting that things had not gone well for the Pop raven, either, but I did not see the bird. There was a dead monkey, so emaciated that it may already have died of starvation. And Uncle was down. His right arm and side had been burned, though not as badly as they would have been if he was not all bundled up against the cold. His sword was twisted and its tip looked melted. But there was blood on the blade behind that.

There was a not-quite-completely-shut trapdoor hatch in the floor ten feet from where Uncle sat gritting his teeth, probably more because Arkana was fussing like a headless chicken than because of his pain. There was a bolt-hole, as I had expected. The hatch would lift on silver hinges and be lined inside with silver, and would have a silver handle and latch to lock it down. Silver would hinder most supernatural attacks.

Somebody had not had the time, or possibly the strength, to close the trap all the way. There was blood on the floor beside it and, near the blood, total proof that nightmares can come true.

It was the hat that the Croaker thing had worn at An Abode, the day that Lady took his walking stick. It was ugly and black and filthy, with ear flaps, made out of some kind of leather and probably unique in the history of hats.

So, no idea what all that meant.

The hat had suffered two fierce cuts. One showed some blood-staining. A few lice and fleas were spreading out, looking for a new home.

Shukrat Voroshk, cute girl sorcerer, had a connection to the magic Well of Burnishing Sunrise. Shukrat Voroshk pulled some power and spent it to rid her neighborhood of parasitic bugs.

Arkana looked up, kind of lost. “What was that about?”

“Executing lice and fleas. For the crime of being lice and fleas.” Difficult though it is to be rid of those things for long, I still for sure do not like them. “How bad is he?”

“I’m not sure. His arm looks awful but it isn’t bleeding. I think he’ll live. But he might not want to. This might be one injury too many.” Then, maybe trying to make a funny, “I’m scared. We might have to eat our own cooking.”

Random. Much? “We’ll manage. Take care of these books.” I set the books from the lectern down by her, an act that, later, I would realize was totally inconvenient for all of us. I should have just taken them with me.

“What are you doing?”

I was leaving, that was what. “One more parasite to handle.”

I considered going down the bolt-hole to get after the parasite. But, no way! He for sure would be set to ambush anyone or anything that came after him that way.

I intended to be the one doing the ambushing.

Arkana said, “I might need help getting Uncle back to the theater.”

“I shouldn’t be long.”

Cute little Shukrat was totally angry.

Cute little Shukrat announced, “If any of you guys are still healthy, I need you to come with me.”

It took me thirty minutes to get back to the theater, even guided by shadow cats. Once there, I checked out my connection with the Well. That was locked in, forever. Might that be a deliberate legacy of the people in the Hall of the Gathered Dead? Had they breached the Well so that whoever finally came to Burnishing Sunrise could someday speak for them?

That felt true. The placement of those books might have been deliberate, too. Those were exactly where any visitor would have to pass among the dead before they got to the summoning room and books.

Quick check. I had five healthy shadow sidekicks, all in a mood after what happened in the summoning room. Their guesses totally supported my estimation of the intent of the anciently departed.

But that intent may have been aborted by a now doubly wounded trickster devil whose motives were so totally alien that I would not waste time trying to figure them out.

The Voroshk would say, it matters not why, it matters what. A crime is a crime, whatever the excuse.

Admittedly, probably easier to argue when you are the Voroshk perched at the top of the heap, with a full stomach.

Which all led my thoughts back to wondering what that crazy old man had been eating. Monkeys? We knew he’d had some with him when he left the badlands. Maybe he took all of the survivors and used them as a walking meat store.

So, like I said, I basked in the warmth of the Well for a while, and had my shadows do that, too, then I bundled up totally in my shefsepoke, readied my rheitgeistide, and went off on a creepy-old-man hunt.






Shivetya’s View


recorded by Dikken

The Steadfast Guardian should exist in a space where little emotion abides, and, for the most part, independent of time. Independent of all times, if time does indeed exist. Shivetya should not know, should not need to know, nor should he care.

I do believe that that was how the designers intended it to be. But even the old Shivetya never fully accepted the boundaries of the original intent.

As the new Shivetya I suffered much more from emotion than had my predecessor, though even for me emotional pressure acted at only slightly above the nuisance level. It was a mosquito’s buzz, excepting for a few things long locked into flesh and soul as surely as into heart and brain.

The unconquerable emotions involved my woman, my adopted girls, and my old comrades, in that order of value. But that last one had, already, decomposed into a habit, no longer a serious emotional driver. No comrades from Croaker’s era remained with the Company these days.

The new Shivetya resented his emotions. They got in his way. Too often they made demands when he would rather be doing something he enjoyed, time-diving.

In fact, sometimes, it seemed that all present-time existence gleefully participated in a grand conspiracy designed entirely to distract the Steadfast Guardian from doing what he wanted to do.

Oh, those so-much-elses that ever demanded to be addressed! Every one devoured some part of Shivetya that might have been used for ever so much more interesting things—had he not been the slave of those who had created the Steadfast Guardian.

Could all that have been why the old Shivetya had subsided into near indifference to what happened in the sixteen worlds? Or was it because of his machine design? Might his interest just have been eroded by the relentless insistence of it all?

The new Shivetya, me, endured never-ending distractions. I just could not discard my emotional compulsions.

I worried about the girls.

I worried about the bizarre bad behavior of my predecessor, who, I was now certain, had bamboozled me completely. And the con job smelled nastier every time I took another sniff. But I could conjure no plausible motive for his having done what he seemed to have done, other than that he just wanted to weasel out of his everlasting servitude.

From what I retained of the old Shivetya’s recollections and ruminations, that thing probably could not have fully articulated his motives himself. The reasoning of the old Shivetya, during the past few millennia, resembled closely the reasoning of a drunk: just seemed like a fun idea when he thought of it.

I tried to keep an eye on my godson, Tobo. The boy had come a whisker short of being murdered after having had a narrow escape from a brood of hungry ghosts.

That kid seemed to have become possessed of a fiercely diminished lust for self-preservation.

Well! Sad news! Both of those threats I could have aborted beforehand had I been paying attention at the time.

And there up-jumped the trade-off. Shivetya could ignore the distractions and enjoy himself by flitting off into deep time to feed his insatiable curiosity, but then something wicked would almost certainly bushwhack somebody he cared for deeply, in real time. Hell, even when I think I am paying attention, things get by me.

Tobo was almost invulnerable now. He was staying forted up inside a house that he refused to leave. And that house swarmed with Unknown Shadows, all in decidedly dark and protective moods.

The boy no longer needed Huaiek Jun Go’s cooking-crew henchmen to look out for him.

The plotting and conspiring of the little kings of Hsien definitely deserved monitoring, for the Company’s sake. Tobo’s night friends were not handling that anymore. And those things needed watching themselves. They had failed to shield Tobo from those hungry ghost vampire women.

I know this about the Unknown Shadows. Benign or wicked, grand or petty, they were all seriously unhappy when they found out that the Steadfast Guardian could see them and could follow them as they went about their mischief, just as easily as he could follow the misbehavior of a mortal man or crow.

For instance, when the Steadfast Guardian decided to dig into what was going on with the mysterious appearances of the random-sayings signs, he learned that most of them were the handiwork of dream-eater hobyahs called Slagjack and Boruspite. Those two featured in folktales across much of Hsien. They were sneaky trickster spirits whose prank stuff usually ended up getting blamed on someone else. Random signage was not a color on their usual palette, but, as proven, they could put up signs without being seen when they did play that game.

The new Shivetya might think of himself as a god, and sometimes might almost be right, but the new Shivetya had not yet found the divine ability to read hearts or minds, despite being able to enter most unprepared minds. And, perhaps, not yet having experimented and reluctant to try, even the minds of Unknown Shadows. Thus, the new Shivetya could not ferret out why Slagjack and Boruspite suddenly became involved in the signage pranking.

They were dream-eaters. It could be that they gained inspiration from the dreams of soldiers who recalled the signage campaigns of the resistance in the other world, during the Wars of the Taglian Restoration.

But that did not smell quite right.

Not much of what had gone on in An Abode of Ravens since the Company’s return did make sense. The signs. The monkey pestilence. The skinwalker in the Croaker suit. The siege of crows. The straw dolls. All that was enough to make a minor deity wonder if some other power might not be making mischief.

But it was not all just mischief, was it? Some of it was way too deadly serious.

So Shivetya hunted Slagjack down. Sufficiently intimidated, Slagjack admitted that the messages on the signs mostly had come from the minds of dreaming soldiers, but he could not offer a guess as to how or why he and Boruspite had decided to do the stuff with the signs in the first place. Impulse? Must have been impulse. Had to have been impulse. One night the idea was just there and it was impossible to resist.

An impulse that came and went for weeks?

Slagjack could only give me the shadow equivalent of a bewildered shrug.

And, then, there were the wara ningye.

The hobyahs denied being responsible, as did every other Unknown Shadow. The Unknowns were truly, seriously disturbed by the kind of sorcery that involved wara ningye because, if they became bound to one of those straw dolls, that doll could be used to make them do horrible things. That was the kind of crime that the Shadowmasters had committed.

The hobyahs remembered the Shadowmasters with less affection than did the human folk who had suffered under their rule.

Slagjack and Boruspite were mischief-makers. They were not death-dealers or deliverers of evil in the night.

I suspected that Chunyo Sin was the source of the wara ningye, although I put in no time making sure because the dolls had had no significant impact. Chunyo was, insofar as I could see, the only one who ever actually saw the wara ningye before he turned them over to Suvrin. Although, I suppose, his confederates from An Lau might have been involved, too.

And on. And on. With ravens and crows. With boy Dikken infested by an extra, most horrible tapeworm of a soul-tumor. That thing’s efforts to awaken probably explained the boy’s occasional bouts of rage.

And there was Lady, who refused to accept defeat in the face of all natural and supernatural law. She remained resolute in her determination to reclaim a child who never existed outside her own obsessive wishful thinking.

And, not to be overlooked or forgotten, either, we do have that devil resident in the basement. She might be dreaming, but, far more probably, she would be scheming deep and long and lurking behind countless corvine eyes, the ultimate ambush predator patiently awaiting her happy chance.

Shivetya is forever. But so is that woman down there, blessed with renewed life by the old Shivetya, aging never a moment in that stasis, and possessed of a soul as cold as the cold surrounding her. She knows that she will triumph in the end. All she needs to do is remain patient. And patience she has shown aplenty in the past.

Is it possible that Patience is the True Name of one of the Senjak girls?






Arkana’s View


Uncle Jun Go was the toughest man I ever met. His sword arm had been roasted, and probably survived as well as it did only because he was so bundled against the cold. His sword, that beautiful, precious blade, was all deformed. The business end looked like wax that had been left out in the sun.

Uncle had come up against too much heat. His arm was only the worst of his troubles. His whole right side had been toasted. His museum-quality collection of facial scars stood out more than usual, gone seriously pallid as he strained to manage his pain.

His self-control remained unshaken despite his having suffered an attack that probably would have killed me. He sat on the dusty stone floor, legs splayed, holding himself upright with his uninjured left arm. His eyes remained unfocused.

I squatted in front of him. “Can you hear me, Uncle? This is Arkana. Arkana Voroshk. Can you understand me? I really need you to tell me what to do, now.”

I saw casualties aplenty during the Company campaign against the Protector of Taglios but I never had to deal with them directly even when I was hanging around with Croaker and the Company medical team.

Uncle’s eyes finally focused. “Arkana. Sorry. I made a mistake. He looked so much like Croaker that … I hesitated.” He ground his teeth. “Lesson learned. You are never too old to learn. Or too young. Where is your cousin?”

“That dingbat? She dumped all these books on me, then took off with all of the shadows.” I indicated the scatter of books bound in leather dyed in bright colors. “She was going after that old creep.”

Uncle seemed puzzled. Despite his days spent with me and Shukrat he did not yet get how us Voroshk girls’ heads worked. He grumbled, “That might not be the smartest thing to do.”

“Do not worry about Shuke. Just tell me what to do to help you.”

I had suffered the occasional small burn in my nineteen years. Who has not, once or twice? Each one had been pure torment. I could not fathom how Uncle, with his entire arm and some of his side roasted, could manage any clear thinking at all.

Uncle asked, “Are you at all still connected to the magic well?”

I checked. “I am,” I said, surprised.

“Then stop fooling around and do something about this arm.”

I came a whisker’s breath short of whining, “How the hell do you expect me to do that?” but realized that he expected me to think about it. What would I do if I had the power to do it? Because I did have the power to do it if I just concentrated and figured it out.

I reached back to the Well, quickly had it humming and burning bright in my mind. I grabbed the magic and pulled, then wrapped Uncle’s arm in a honey-colored glow.

I reckoned that what he needed first was relief from the pain so he could think more clearly, and stop being so grumpy. Think clearly enough to guide me. So, with almost no idea what I was doing, trying to recall what I knew about how arms and muscles and nerves worked from having spent part of a year hanging around with Pop, I tried to soak the magic in there where the burns were the worst, to ease the pain, then to start the healing.

The whole business went more by instinct and luck than by skill, but it worked. It worked so easily that it was almost like I could make any wishful thinking I wanted come true as soon as I wished it.

“You are doing fine, girl. You are on the right trail, making it heal. I feel it starting to itch already. And I am for certain determined not to die in this ugly place.”

I worked at it, hard, for almost an hour, until I was nearly worn out. I never made him as good as new, or even as good as he was at breakfast, but I got him fixed up good enough that he could get up and walk and do stuff without too much trouble.

“Now what?” I asked.

“I am nothing but the hired help out here, girl. You are the one who chose to come here. You are the one who is supposed to decide what needs to be done.”

Yeah? “But I do not want to do that. Every time I make a decision something turns to shit.”

That is true. From the time that I let my cousin Gromovol fast-talk me into the scheme that ended up with me being there, almost helpless in a frozen ruin beyond the ass-end of nowhere in an insane world that was not my own world where my every moment under pressure perverted and warped the foul fruits that were my reward for having let myself be sucked in by that supremely arrogant and terminally stupid male cousin.

“Arkana? Arkana Voroshk?”

“I am sorry, Uncle. Sometimes … When I feel … I just freeze up. All I can think about is that one night.”

He knew about that night.

Everybody knew what those soldiers did to Arkana Voroshk that night when Gromovol’s final bout of stupidity included killing several of those men’s friends. Almost everyone knew that Arkana only faked having healed her soul since that night, too.

Uncle knew, and Uncle did not, as too often some do, make light. Yes, Arkana carried no physical reminders. Yes, Arkana did not get pregnant. Yes, Arkana did not get a disease. Yes, Arkana was now able to function perfectly well ninety-five percent of the time, or more. But, sometimes …

Sometimes, at the very least, Arkana was not able to put down the truth: she was not sufficiently strong, physically, to defend herself if some men decided to compel her. And she was just one of a very few women amidst a force numbering somewhere around eleven thousand.

Sometimes she awakens in the darkest hours soaked in sweat, gripped by terror.

Much as everything has gone well for her since that night, and much as the entirety of the Company knew that the Steadfast Guardian would destroy anyone who abused her or her cousin, Arkana could not shed the fear that that night might be repeated.

Arkana was convinced that when that horror came again it would be a complete surprise, with nothing seen coming and no time to prepare.

“Arkana?”

“I think that I have about gotten it together, Uncle. The rational side is asserting itself.” That said as though an independent party was reporting from outside Arkana Voroshk. Which was the escape that she had found for herself to make when the pain and stress came crashing in.

As it did, as at this moment, too often at the most inconvenient times.

I said, “We should get back to the theater.”

“Yes. Absolutely.” All business. Entirely unjudgmental.

That was Huaiek Jun Go. Nothing more needed to be said. He was almost the ideal human being, to my way of thinking.

I reached, took his damaged right hand. “I have said it before. I am pretty sure that I was joking, then. You would be the perfect husband for me.”

He nodded. “That might be.”

I could not tell if he was teasing. I never have been able, with him. But … Jun Go for sure would never make any physical demands. As he had told me before, he preferred his lovers a bit flatter of chest.

He said, “But suppose you hold off proposing until we find a way to get out of our current pickle.”

Yes. There was that. “Can you walk, now?”

“I believe so. Thanks to you.”

“Then I should be able to carry these books.”

“Books? I see. And they would be what?”

“I am not sure. Shuke found them on that lectern out there. She thinks that they might make this whole insane trip worth the misery. I think because of what the shadows told her about them. Also, she thinks that the Croaker thing took another book. Maybe that Book of Names thing that Dikken came to An Abode to find out about.”

I kind of made up some of that stuff because of what Shukrat said and from what I know about how her head works.

If that old man took that book, any book, then it would be something Shukrat wanted bad. Which translated to, she wanted it because somebody else wanted it first, and had wanted it badly enough to walk all the way from An Abode of Ravens to Burnishing Sunrise, in the winter, to get it.

How very Voroshk of her.

Uncle really was much better now but he was still weak from shock. Sometimes he had to lean on me. The work was exhausting for me even though I drew heavily on the Well. Those books were massive. And Jun Go was no small man.

Our journey took us back through the Hall of the Gathered Dead, of course. There, Uncle slowed our already slow progress. He wanted to study some scatters of mutilated long bones and the corpses from which they had come. Finally, he told me, “I think that our skinwalking friend may have produced some of these.”

“Hah?”

That old man, that Pop creature, now inhabited by the thing that used to be the Steadfast Guardian, came here and ate people who had been dead for a thousand years?

“When?” I asked.

“From the look of it, last night. Crazy as it may sound, he may have gotten here at almost the same time we did.”

I recalled odd behavior by the shadows and the crow that Pop was using to keep track of us, but, “How could that be? We did not see anything out there that would tell us that someone else was coming this way, too.” I had to force myself to speak slowly enough so he could follow my bad Hsienish. When I got excited, even I had trouble figuring out what I was saying.

“But we did not look for anyone else, either. Did we? Because we knew that there was no way for anyone else to be down here. There was no way that anyone else was crazy enough to be out here. Especially if he had to walk.”

He was right. He was so right.

Even so, it still seemed implausible that that thing could have brought Pop’s feeble old flesh all the way from An Abode of Ravens, hundreds of miles, in the frozen cold, through that harsh range of mountains, on foot. No way. That was supernatural beyond supernatural. Me and Shukrat barely made it and we got to fly all the way.

I had a thought.

It can happen!

“You think maybe he came here because he knew about the Well?”

That made more sense than that he walked all that way, and went through everything that he must have gone through, just to steal a book. If he was able to get to the Well, which he could have known about because he used to be the Steadfast Guardian and had been able to see everything in sixteen worlds, then he might have been able to make a connection that would give him the power to do just about anything he wanted.

“But we got here and moved in before he could. And he could not challenge us. Because me and Shukrat got connected and, whatever he was once, he is not that anymore. He is just an old man at the end of his strength. Once we got in ahead of him, he had nothing left but cunning.”

I was already moving when Uncle barked, “We need to get going, girl! He might have been counting on us to go flying out of here to chase somebody running away with a stolen book.”

Yes. I got that already. And I knew that my cousin was the exact kind of dummy that would swallow that, hook, line, and sinker, as our uncle Yvegny might say. Because she had.

Which was about all that our mothers’ youngest brother was good for: spouting the purely trite and clichéd. Had been good for.

Moment of sorrow for family lost.

Were any of my people still alive, now? Other than Shukrat?

“Arkana!”

Uncle’s shout echoed back and forth in the empty hallway.

“Sorry. I had a sudden attack of feeling sorry for the poor Voroshk orphan girl again. But I am rolling again, now. And I am fully connected to the Well.”

That I was and that soon had me feeling pretty good about me and what I meant to accomplish.

Shukrat took the surviving shadows with her when she took off out of the summoning chamber. That left me with no way to scout out whatever was going on anywhere that I could not see with my own eyes.

“If I had some of those shadows to scout…”

“If wishes were fishes, girl. Did you have that much of a connection with those spirits?”

“I guess not. Not the way that Shukrat does.”

“Which would be why they all went with her.”

Yeah. Which would be why.

Then we got to the entrance to the amphitheater place and the magical Well. I saw no sign of Shukrat, nor of her clowder of shadows. Her rheitgeistide was gone, which was what I had expected.

There was no sign of the crazy old cannibal, either.

“We got here first!”

“Do not relax now! Get down there and get yourself as completely soaked in that magic as you can get. Then try to call some shadows. Then be ready!”






Shukrat’s View


I was running through the Hall of the Gathered Dead, headed for the amphitheater, coming from the summoning chamber. I really wanted to get after that monster wearing Croaker’s body.

I could not help wondering what he had been eating. If he had been eating …

He did have to eat, right? He might be something totally supernatural on the inside, but that body was still human. It had to have food to keep going. Right?

Those bones … Those gnawed bones in the Hall of the Gathered Dead …

Oh, that was an awful thought.

I blew into the amphitheater, shadows a black mist around me. They were angry. They were very angry, both on behalf of the Burnishing Sunrise dead, who had been desecrated, and on behalf of their own kind who had been extinguished by the blast that wounded Jun Go. They were angry and they were impatient. They wanted to get on with the blood harvest.

“The Well first,” I told them. “For all of us. Then I have to get dressed. And then we fly. And then we hunt. And then we strike and we destroy.”

That was what they wanted to hear.

I stepped around the Well, into its direct light, and basked there for a while, fully understanding why the shadows were eager to move me along. Unlike the killer shadows of the glittering stone, or the Unknown Shadows that were Tobo’s friends, these shadows did not have a lot of power to reach into the mundane world. They needed a mortal to help execute their dirty deeds.

Even so, I did don my shefsepoke before I stripped my flying post of extraneous gear. Then I mounted up, pulled my shadow companions in till they faded into the roiling dark mist of my shefsepoke, then we commenced our cannibal hunt.

It was dark always inside that part of Burnishing Sunrise. I could not easily see, in there, now that I was flying. The globe of magical glow I used while walking could not keep up. So, I closed my eyes and let the shadows steer me.

They managed that quite well.

I needed to make me a glow ball and stick it to the front end of my flying post.

The sun, although low and feeble compared to its presence in lands farther north, was blinding when first I broke out into the daylight. And it did me no good to look away. All the world out there was shining bright with endless snow.

The Well. You have the power.

Yeah. Right. All I had to do was think about it and it would happen. Maybe. This time it did happen. I made the adjustment.

That easily. Really! Which left me thinking, for about the millionth time, that I really might be as dumb as the boob-monster accused me of being. Because this was about the fourth or fifth time that somebody had to remind me to go to the Well to get done what I needed to get done.

Really, truly, all I had to do was make a slight adjustment to my shefsepoke, so that it would keep most of the sunlight from getting to my eyes.

I made a fast circle around those remnants of Burnishing Sunrise that had not yet been claimed by the frozen ocean, flying about two hundred feet high.

There was nothing to see down there but snow and more snow. And a lot more snow, interrupted in several places by ruins. Nothing moved on the snow, not even the snow itself in the breeze from the north. The surface down there was a hard crust. No new snow had fallen in ages.

I reached back to the Well, made a slight adjustment to my vision, and then, finally, I was able to make out traces left by the crazy man as he approached the dead city. There were none of those headed away. Not yet.

Oh-oh!

Maybe I had done something dumb.

I told the shadows, “I want you to find that old man. But be careful with him.” Like they needed that warning.

And then I was cold. And I felt totally alone.

The shadows all went. And once they were no longer there, I realized how quickly I had gotten used to their constant presence, and how much they helped me feel safe and warm.

One came back after what seemed like just a few eyeblinks. We found him. A picture shaped in my mind. The old man was in a narrow hallway, moving slowly, a step at a time, a hand on the right wall helping him to keep himself upright. He was accompanied by two emaciated monkeys.

“He’s hurt.”

No response. But we already knew that from evidence at the scene where Uncle Jun Go went down and shadows perished.

I concentrated. I found my consciousness going down there where that demon in Croaker clothing was working on getting himself to the Well. Then I was there with him in that tight hallway and he had no sense of my presence.

Then, without any special effort, I went all chekta-ghwonog, seriously big-time, for the first time ever in my life, and in fast time I read his recent movements in reverse action all the way back to when Jun Go blew around the end of the curtain wall in the summoning chamber, followed by a screeching raven and a bunch of shadows.

Then in slow time: the startled old Croaker thing unleashed what sorcery he had as Jun Go’s sword slashed down.

His head wound was still seeping but that ugly leather hat had been protection enough to keep him alive.

He lived but he was concussed, equally from the sword stroke, from his own blast, and from his fall.

The old man did fall down the bolt-hole. We could have had him then if we had been aggressive enough and paying close enough attention. He lay at the bottom of the shaft, on the edge of consciousness, a cushion for terrified monkeys, for a quarter hour while Arkana fussed over Jun Go and I dashed around dark hallways intent on arming myself with shefsepoke and rheitgeistide, figuring to take him down when he ran away across the snowfields.

Why had neither Arkana nor Jun Go not just looked down into that hole? Oh. Maybe because the old man tried to grab on to the cover as he fell and mostly pulled it shut? And everybody had other stuff on their minds?

The Croaker thing pulled himself together eventually and began a long trek toward the Well, which he could, apparently, sense. And that, the Well of power of Burnishing Sunrise, surely was his real reason for dragging that sad old body across all those terrible miles, to the dead city.

The book that he had gotten, if it had any value, would just be frosting.

All right. I kind of made some of that up, to put into the head of the crazy Croaker thing, to put down here, but I figure that it was pretty close to the truth. I never did get a chance to do an interview.

Anyway, because I did do everything that I did, I was able to send some shadows to my cousin to warn her that the monster was headed her way and to let her know that I was set to make the kill after she smacked him around, some, and sent him on the run.

It was painful to admit but I did suspect that the boob-monster might have what it took to manage that now. If she would open to the Well all the way.






Shivetya’s View


recorded by Dikken

Something was not right.

I might be a demigod now but still I could not pin down what that was.

Several millennia of Shivetya’s supremely cynical observations on humanity, life, and the courses of sixteen worlds had me convinced that I had begun to smell something.

I did not know where to start looking for the source of the reek.

Poll the factions and pinpoint the one that most offended the nose?

I, the new Shivetya, the new Steadfast Guardian of the glittering stone, had been subdividing and re-subdividing my consciousness since I traded places with the old Shivetya. Some of the fractions could be set and mostly ignored, like the one that oversees the protection, care, and maintenance of the great stone plain, using the Nef. Others could be just lightly monitored, like the fraction that kept watch on my former wife’s adventures since she left the Black Company. There are many of that sort of fraction monitoring persons of interest around the Land of Unknown Shadows, usually exploring their histories to find out what sort of threat they might become someday. And, there were two fractions of exalted status, one practical and one a personal indulgence.

The practical was supposed to be watching over Arkana and Shukrat.

The indulgence, the most active of the new Shivetya’s fractions, was committed to studying Lady’s origins and history, and, laterally, her family, from the first appearance of the Senjaks, and the family’s generative involvement in the Domination, which they sustained enthusiastically until the time of Laissa’s murder.

The Senjak study was a long stretch, spanning hundreds of years, from the earliest days of the infant who would become the Dominator, up to the day that Soulcatcher brought a much younger me and the Company into the Lady’s service. And then on to the day when Lady decided not to be the Lady anymore.

Ah. Soulcatcher. A fraction of the new Shivetya probably ought to make her its primary interest, if not the major interest of all the fractions. Soulcatcher was, and always would be, the biggest odd smell in any of the realms of the new Shivetya.

Soulcatcher might be an ascended trickster-devil deity herself.

If the milk soured, if the cow went dry, if the rains did not come, or if locusts got into the corn, you could blame it all on Soulcatcher and have a real chance of not being off the mark. Exaggerating only slightly.

In truth, Soulcatcher was not all-out malignant, but neither was she a simple prankster. Split the difference. Making allowances for her seriously fluid morality and her varying attitudes toward people who were not Soulcatcher.

Herself Soulcatcher held in very high esteem indeed.

Ha! Think of the demon and up she sprang.

Are you finally back among us, then, dear one?

Surprised, I suffered a moment of panic. Me. The god of the glittering stone. But I did pull it together and did respond using the same mind-to-mind contact. Say what?

It has been several real-time days since you have shown any sign of consciousness. Were you off to Dusk again? Your pet boy, there, got so bored that he started amusing himself by imagining up clever ways to murder you.

I focused on Dikken immediately.

At the moment he was asleep on his pallet on the floor behind the table where he recorded whatever Shivetya thought was worth writing down. And, on reflection, quite probably, he had been noting things that should not have been brought to his attention inasmuch as they might become tools useful in his new hobby.

The accusation against Dikken sounded like it might contain some actual substance, but, of course, shaped and polished to Soulcatcher’s purpose. Dikken definitely did not want to be up here with me, exiled from all the worlds and stripped of all his own ambitions.

Soulcatcher pursued her half of our conversation: Thus far I have succeeded in discouraging him from actually making an effort.

Why, thank you, sweet thing.

I know why, that. If Dikken ever did murder Shivetya (almost cosmically unlikely), neither he nor Soulcatcher would ever escape from the glittering stone because Shivetya was the only entity capable of reaching an outsider with a shadowgate key, a keykeeper who might respond.

Nobody came onto or got off the plain without a key. Shivetya did not have one. Shivetya did not control one. Shivetya knew only two outsiders who did possess a key. Neither was likely to be generous when it came to dispensing favors.

Soulcatcher was able to communicate with Dikken well enough to advise him against doing anything that would end up putting her into a worse place. Shivetya should reflect on that, some.

Soulcatcher had a serious vested interest in keeping Shivetya healthy. He was the lone entity in any universe who might somehow be convinced to set her free.

There was one other with that capability. Her sister, Lady. But any bridges that ever existed between those two had been burned to the low-water line a long time ago. Soulcatcher could expect no grace from that quarter.

On the other hand, though, Soulcatcher was almost friends, now, with the new soul inhabiting the Steadfast Guardian.

Being that, I could not envision any circumstances wherein Shivetya might liberate the woman and unleash her onto any of the sixteen worlds.

That had to be more than just an attitude. That had to be an iron law.

And the woman gnawed at that for all that she was worth.

As is too often the case, while you have been counting your lice, or whatever it is that you do, I have been observing what is going on in the world.

The world? What world? I meant which world, actually.

Hsien. The Land of Unknown Shadows. That is the one that is interesting. And, right now, it is especially interesting down where those girls of yours have been romping around.

What? Arkana and Shukrat? Romping? They did not quit and go home after those animal things tried to…? But she would not know what I was on about, there. Would she?

Of course they didn’t quit! They had their Pop looking out for them, didn’t they?

Oh, crap! They kept going?

Yes. They did. Keep going.

What was wrong with Huaiek Jun Go? After that mess in the woods he had not spanked those girls and made them turn back?

I demanded: How do you know? What do you know? But then I did not wait for an answer. I did a quick belly flop into time and raced down into the past, to the moment when a raven told Jun Go that some kind of not-human things from a village nearby were closing in and their intentions were not friendly.

I knew Jun Go. I saved his life after our surprise attack on Dejagore, then again after the fighting along the River Main. What I witnessed now, in retrospect, told me that I never knew Jun Go all that well. The Jun Go I knew could only be the Jun Go that Jun Go had wanted me to know.

Warned that danger was at hand, this Jun Go drew his sword and slipped away into the night. The bird that I was riding then heard nothing. The man made less noise than a mouse.

During the next seventeen minutes Jun Go slaughtered eleven primitives with industrial efficiency and a complete lack of passion, all but the first few while they were trying to get away, killing with an expertise so fine that he got almost no blood on himself.

And then he did not turn the girls around. And they were not discouraged by the carnage. But, after that, although it was never me, the girls always had a raven or ravens close by while they traveled.






Arkana’s View


The Well was less daunting than it had been the night before. Three shadows arrived as I stepped into the light of the magic, before I could send out a hopeful call. Thoughts that were not my own leaked into my mind.

Draw as deeply as you can, then remain alert. The invader’s object is the Well, not a book.

That was almost like I was hearing Shukrat say that from five yards away.

We three will stand sentry. You should remain near the Well. Do not let him make physical contact with you or the Well.

That was Shukrat’s voice! How…? Magic, dumbass!

Shukrat is hunting. Shukrat is sitting on his route of escape.

My mind raced while my body pulled in more strength from the Well. The thing wearing Croaker’s body must want to make himself a god all over again, this time without being nailed down with silver daggers. Still …

I was pretty sure that I might be missing something.

Why had he hung around An Abode, living with the rock monkeys for all that time? I brooded on that. The shadows came and went, clots of darkness murmuring to one another.

The murmuring never stopped. That was not just the shadows. It was the Well, growing more there as I became increasingly attuned. So, I knew, before a shadow warned me. “Uncle, he is coming. He is close, now. Be careful.”

I never felt so confident in my life!

The villain came into the theater. He was in bad shape. He entered through the door that Jun Go and I had used, froze three steps inside, gobsmacked. He dropped the big red book he was carrying.

How could somebody possibly have gotten there ahead of him?

I did not think. I did not plan. I just reached for him with the notion of popping off his head like plucking a grape.

That did not work. Not quite.

He did suffer. He did scream, but maybe more in frustration than in actual pain. He bent, retrieved the book, then shuffled back slowly, cries filling with a growing rage.

I drove that monster out of the theater. It fought me! Its will was fierce! But it did go, screaming, threatening, maybe even begging. I just kept pushing, not just protecting myself, Jun Go, and the Well but venting every ounce of pain and anger, sorrow and frustration, that had dragged on me for the past unhappy year.

I do not know how long the fight lasted. That old thing was really stubborn. But my will and my determination and my anger never let up and the power of the Well never weakened.

He broke at last, howling like a whole pack of wolves crying millennial woe.

I told the shadows to watch him. He would try something else.






Shukrat’s View


Despite riding high in a bitter wind, I did not feel the cold. The Well was fully with me. I felt like the great she-sorcerer of the Land of Unknown Shadows. I was the nastiest thing in the world, if I wanted to be. There was no one else as powerful.

Well, wait. There might be one. If she opened herself completely to the Well.

There was something about the golden power, though …

Eek! And, urk!

Darn it!

I just did not have any inclination to do all the wicked stuff that the mighty wizards in stories always seemed to do. The only nasty in me was the nasty that I had whipped up for the thing that had hurt Uncle Jun Go and had dared to desecrate Burnishing Sunrise’s gathered dead.

But it was starting to look like an opportunity to manage that was going to be denied me.

I waited above the ruins, rising high, drifting low, never once glimpsing that evil old man. Had he turned invisible? Did he have that power? Not likely. And even an invisible man would leave tracks in the snow. Right? He had left tracks coming into Burnishing Sunrise. The traces were hard to see but they were there if you studied the surface closely enough.

There was almost no loose snow. It had not snowed for a long time. The sun had turned the surface all hard.

A shadow joined me.

I could only feel it. The brightness of the sun and reflected light off the snow made it impossible to see but I did understand that it must be bringing news.

Ah! That Croaker thing’s real purpose had been to get at the Well and fatten up on its power.

To what end?

Why would anyone put himself through what that creature must have suffered, deliberately?

The Well.

In order that he could make himself the next great bull Shadowmaster and uncontested lord over all of Hsien? If he did connect with the Well, he could, effortlessly, handle pups like me and Arkana, and maybe even Tobo.

Only, I am pretty sure that the Well would have rejected him. Never again would it allow anything like what had happened in ancient times.

Another shadow joined me. It reported a confrontation between the boob-monster and the Croaker thing in the amphitheater, with Arkana taking the match.

She had that thing on the run!

The shadow said that the Croaker thing had managed to absorb a tiny amount of power before Arkana drove him off but that was not power enough to let him pull off the stuff that I figured he wanted to pull.

He was on the run, now, with the book from the summoning chamber.

I took my post higher and moved a little farther north. If the monster came outside, he ought to cast a long shadow. I would see that. He would not see me if I kept the sun behind me.

See, Arko? I do remember some of the stuff they tried to beat into me when I was nine years old and not interested in grown-up fighting stuff.

All I was interested in back then was ponies and unusual animals.

We sure do have some unusual ones over here. Right? Like the ugly Croaker thing that I was about to destroy.

I had two shadows with me, now. I could not see them but I could feel their presence. The rest were helping Arkana and Jun Go. I asked the two with me to zip down and see what was what, then come let me know.

I could not imagine any way that the monster thing could get past me or outsmart me but I did realize that he had a few thousand years of experience on me and might suspect that I could be out here, waiting.

He had no resources but himself.

We had three living people, the massive power of the Well, and the espionage capabilities of a swarm of shadows, all furiously mad at the monster.

I was really sensitive to the shadows, now. I knew that, friendly though they wanted to be, they did not fully trust us. They made sure that we did not get an exact count and tried hard to keep us from working out which one of them was which. I am not sure why, that. Maybe they thought we could enslave them if we could pick individuals out of the crowd.

Anyway, they started a lot of coming and going.

I waited.

Funny. I never had any doubts. I never considered an alternative course. I never questioned what I would do when my chance came.

The pace of shadow communication picked up, and continued to increase.

My cousin was chasing the Croaker thing around inside Burnishing Sunrise. He could not move fast but neither could Jun Go, who would not let Arkana hunt by herself. Hardheaded as that girl was, she listened this time.

There might have been a sadistic edge to her not going all out. She might have wanted that old thing to hurt a lot more before he died. Not my kind of thinking but I could see her going that way.

A shadow came and told me that the Croaker thing had given up trying to outwit and outmaneuver Arkana—she had shadows to warn her about his every scheme—and seemed to be headed for the outside world, in a towering rage. He was staggering under the weight of a massive book, some human body parts, and one probably dead crow, and was accompanied by the only surviving monkey.

I readied myself. I rehearsed everything that Howler and Lady had taught me. And, then, there he was!

I took aim exactly the way that had been pounded into me during my only battle training where I ever really paid attention. I unlatched the safety lines. I spoke the harsh TelleKurre word that armed the system.

Then I spoke the trigger word to launch the first fireball. Then the next word, and the next. And the next.
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