
        
            
                
            
        

    
 

 

 

 

 

This book is a work of fiction.  Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.  Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events or locales is entirely coincidental.




The Truth of Shadows: Book Two of The Nightfall Wars

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only.  This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.  If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with.  If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the retailer and purchase your own copy.  Thank you for respecting the hard work of the author.




Copyright © 2019 Jacob Nathaniel Peppers.  All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book, or portions thereof, in any form.  No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical without the express written permission of the author. The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law.  Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. 




The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.







Visit the author website: http://www.jacobpeppersauthor.com

 

 

 

 

 

 

This is to you, Dear Reader,

The curtains are drawn,

The lights are dimmed,

I hope you enjoy the show!

 

 

 

Chapter One 

 

 

 

The shadows were everywhere, and there was nowhere to hide, nowhere to run.  Yet, run Sevrin did, his breath rasping in his throat, his skin on fire from dozens of scrapes and cuts the undergrowth had given him as he forced his frantic way through the forest.  There was a fresh bruise on his cheek from where he’d run headlong into a tree limb he didn’t see in the darkness, nearly knocking himself unconscious.  Yet, all of these pains were small, insignificant next to the terror that gripped him, the terror that left him bathed in a cold sweat, that sent choked whimpers issuing from his throat out into the night.

Never go into the darkness without a light.  

It was a warning he’d heard since he was a child, sitting in his father’s study, one oft-repeated, the man’s voice somehow contriving to always be disapproving, disappointed even while giving his child what most would have considered a protective warning.  But Lord Aldrick was not a man known for his compassion or his mercy.  He was instead a man renown for the significant wealth he had accumulated during his lifetime.  Wealth sometimes—more often than not, if Sevrin was being honest with himself—gained at the expense of the many partners he had found and then discarded when it suited him.  

Sevrin hated his father, hated, too, the man’s need to constantly give unwanted orders poorly disguised as advice, but in that, at least, he had not been wrong.  Never go in to the darkness without a light.  Even a fool knew as much.  Yet, here he was, the night gathering around him, suffocatingly close.  He considered—not for the first time since his desperate flight had begun—running back to the fires, where Eriondrian and his new companions waited, but he dismissed the thought.

Eriondrian would kill him or have the Ferinan savage do it for him.  He had always hated Sevrin, and this would be the perfect opportunity for the snide bastard to get rid of Sevrin without any consequence.  No, he would not, could not put himself into the lesser man’s power.  And that wasn’t even the worst of it.  What of the other, the one who had made fire itself obey his commands, whose face had twisted with rage even as he fought and killed creatures that many scholars believed unkillable?  No.  Better to run.  He was close to the city, he knew.  How much longer until he was safe?  A mile?  Two?  

I can make it.  And when I return, I will marshal the city’s troops, will speak to Chosen Tesharna herself to let her know that her captain, this Palen Far, failed.  The Chosen would be grateful, of course, and it wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility to believe that she would reward Sevrin’s loyalty with a place in the city’s rule.  After all, someone would have to take over the Redeemers, and why not he?  In doing so, Sevrin would become more powerful even than his father, and no longer would he have to suffer the man’s disgust or listen to his constant lectures and recriminations.  

The thought was so enticing, so all-consuming that for a moment Sevrin forgot where he was, forgot in his hopes, the danger he found himself in.  At least, that was, until his foot caught on a tree root that was invisible in the darkness.  He screamed as he lost his balance, and his panicked flight turned into a roll as he tumbled down the hillside.  

He cried out as he rolled over rocks and fallen limbs, struggling and failing to halt his forward momentum until, finally, his desperate progress took him into the trunk of a tree, and his scream turned into a pained wheeze as the breath exploded from his lungs.  He felt his rib crack, but even that excruciating pain felt distant.  He’d hit his head at some point during his fall, and shadows crept along the corners of his vision, a fog settling over his thoughts.  

He did not know how long he lay there, on the forest floor, was not even aware that he was lying there at all until something touched his forehead.  Something wet and fleshy.  “Go away,” he groaned, his eyes squeezed shut against the pain of his cracked rib.  

The thing—whatever it was—pulled away.  But a moment later it was there again, cool wetness on his bruised flesh.  “Damnit, I said leave me alone, you damned mutt.”  One of his father’s dogs, had to be.  The bastards were always roaming around, strutting in their arrogant way that said they knew, just as Sevrin did, that their master, Sevrin’s father, held more love for them than he ever would his son.  Nothing but the finest for those mutts, and more than once as a child, Sevrin had woken from his bed to find one of the hounds sniffing him as if it was considering him for its next meal.  

Once, when he had been no more than eight or nine years grown, he had woken on such an occasion to find one of them—his father’s favorite at the time—tugging at his blankets, meaning to take them for himself.  As if possessing a greater portion of his father’s love than Sevrin had ever had was not enough, as if it was not enough that the old man paid to have them groomed and trained and fed only the finest foods.  In its greediness, it wanted to take what little Sevrin had, his blanket, and even at such a young age, Sevrin had seen the truth of the thing, the audacity of it.  

So, barely awake, he smacked the beast on the snout, maybe a little harder than normal, but in that strike was not just his anger at the current injustice, but at a lifetime led under the tyrannical rule of his father’s whims, his father’s looks of shame and disappointment.  The beast answered by locking its sharp teeth along the boy’s thigh, and Sevrin screamed then.  Oh, how he screamed.  But the beast only sat there, its dumb eyes studying him as blood leaked out between its fangs—it did not move, did not savage the flesh in its mouth.  Instead, it only watched him with something like malicious glee in its eyes while the boy screamed and pleaded, begged and hated.

In the end, it took three of his father’s guardsman half an hour to convince the beast to let loose its hold without, of course, daring to hurt it, for they knew well how much Lord Aldrick cared for his animals.  They knew also that he was not a man with mercy or who might show understanding when he felt that he had been wronged.

In that moment, even through his pain, Sevrin loathed his father, despised him with a hate so intense that it rose as a counterpoint to the pain itself, for even these guards knew that when it came to their lord’s son and his animals, the boy did not stand higher in his father’s regard.  By the time the guards finished removing the beast’s fangs, his father had arrived, and as he moved to his son’s bed, it was not worry or compassion in his eyes, but anger.  Disappointment.  Weeping in pain and fear and hurt, Sevrin told his father what happened.

Lord Aldrick listened, his face an expressionless mask, until the boy was done.  Then, “Stop your crying,” he said.  “For what pain you feel you have brought on yourself.  You chose the battle, boy, and you lost.  Do not weep for the pain—if anything, weep for your own failure, for even an animal has bested you.”

Sevrin was too shocked then to answer, was still struggling with understanding not just his father’s words, but the disdainful regard with which they’d been said, when Lord Aldrick stood and turned to the three guards still standing in the bed chamber, their expressions carefully controlled.  “Take his blankets.  Give them to the dogs.”  

The guards hesitated, shock in their eyes, but only for a moment.  They had long since grown accustomed to their lord’s expectations of immediate obedience.  The bed linens were stripped from Sevrin’s bed in moments, and carried away.  When the guards were gone, Lord Aldrick called the dog to him—the beast had been sitting by the bed, its crimson tongue lolling, dripping blood, Sevrin’s blood, unto the floor.  “Clean this up,” he told his son, then turned to leave.  He paused when Sevrin spoke.

“F-father, I hurt.  My leg…”

“I will send a healer,” his father said, studying the bloody leg with disgust.  “And yes, you hurt.  You will be cold in the nights to come, boy, and you will hurt.  But failure is often cold, and it always hurts.”  With that, he left, leading his favored dog with him.  The following day, Sevrin had woken to the ungentle proddings of the Ekirani blademaster, and he had been forced to begin his training despite the wound in his leg.

Suddenly, the dog’s prodding became more forceful, pushing Sevrin onto his side, and with a grunt of frustration, he opened his eyes, his anger, fully woken by the memory, overriding even the pain of his broken rib and battered body.  The torch he’d carried lay on the forest floor a few feet away, sputtering dangerously, and some small part of his mind that remained outside the anger had a panicked thought.  What if it goes out?  A single torch was a thin barrier against the night and the things that waited in it, but thin was better than none at all.  

Another abrupt push from the dog, even more forceful than the last, so forceful, in fact, that Sevrin cried out in surprise. “Get away you, you da—” He cut off as his eyes fell on the beast, barely illuminated by the torch’s weak glow.  About the size of a dog, but when it growled—a deep, rumbling vibration from the back of its throat—and raised its head, opening its mouth to reveal its sharp teeth,  Sevrin felt his skin go cold in shock.  Not a dog, not this.  Eyes that glowed a lambent, sickly green in the near-darkness, fangs far too cruel and sharp with something—even in his shock, Sevrin’s stomach churned dangerously as he realized it was a piece of flesh—stuck in between them.  Not a dog.  A nightling.

An image flashed through Sevrin’s mind, an image of those impossibly long fangs lashing onto his arm.  Or his leg.  Unlike his father’s hound so many years ago, this beast, he knew, would not stop there, would not stop until Sevrin’s leg, and the rest of him, was torn apart, ripped to pieces, with nothing left to show he’d been there at all but a bloody patch on the ground, quickly washed away by the rain.  

Finally, Sevrin overcame enough of his shock to scream.  As if it had been waiting for just such a cue, the beast lunged at him, its teeth leading, but whatever else his father—and the Ekirani blademaster who’d served as Sevrin’s combat tutor—had been, they had at least been thorough.  His body reacted before his mind had fully processed what was happening.  He flung himself to the side even as his left arm flew out, hitting the beast in the snout.  Not a blow meant to hurt, but to deflect, and the beast’s lethal fangs snapped shut inches from Sevrin’s side, as he rolled away and came to his feet.  

It turned then, regarding him with dumb, animalistic hate in its eyes.  His own gaze never leaving it, Sevrin reached to his side, where he always carried his sword—another order by the Ekirani blademaster who’d said that a warrior without a weapon was not a warrior at all.  To Sevrin’s surprise and relief, the blade was still there.  He had half-expected that, in his roll down the hill, it would have been knocked free, and as soon as his hands closed around the hilt, he drew it from its scabbard and felt better.  Stronger.  

“Come on then, you beast,” he growled.  “I am not a child any longer.”  

The creature’s jaws spread impossibly wide as it revealed its deadly teeth in what might have been a grin.  Then it charged toward him on all fours, its black scaly flesh little more than a blur in the torchlight.  Sevrin leapt to the side, narrowly avoiding the beast’s charge, and swung his blade, two-handed, at the beast’s back, meaning to sever its spine.  

But the nightling was faster than he’d thought, and his strike hit nothing but air as it hurtled past him.  It growled then, and he’d just managed to turn to face it when it leapt through the air, its talons coming straight for him.  With a grimace of anger and fear, Sevrin took a step back, planting his foot, and setting his blade in the way of the creature’s body.

In the air as it was, there was no way for it to turn, no way for it to avoid impaling itself on the blade, and Sevrin felt a flash of satisfaction as the steel dug deep into the ebony flesh.  A satisfaction that vanished a moment later as the creature’s weight—far greater than any hound or anything its size should be—carried it forward all the way to the sword’s hilt and then into Sevrin himself, knocking him from his feet.

The two sprawled on the ground, and the handle of his sword was torn from Sevrin’s grip by the impact. He rolled on instinct, narrowly avoiding the beast’s raking claws that dug furrows into the damp grass, and when he gained his feet he saw that the creature had risen also.  The blade still protruded from its back, and black ichor leaked from the wound.  But it was the creature’s eyes that drew Sevrin’s attention.  There was pain in that gaze, yes, but more than anything there was an unbridled hatred, a rage that made Sevrin’s throat go dry.  

The beast circled him slowly, the steel shifting in its chest as it did, its head turned, watching him.  A warrior without a weapon is no warrior at all.  The blademaster’s words rang through Sevrin’s mind, and in that moment he hated the man.  Hated him and, at the same time, knew that he’d been right.

Whatever strength he’d gained, whatever confidence he’d felt when his hand had grasped the blade’s handle had vanished as soon as it was torn from his grip.  Now, he felt weak, afraid, and the aches and pains of his body were growing by the second.

He risked a glance to his right where the torch lay nearby.  A weapon, for all knew that the nightlings could not abide the touch of light or fire on their skin.  He looked back to the beast to see that it had stopped its pacing and was now studying him.  It glanced once at the torch then back to him, its mouth spreading wider as if it knew his thoughts and was amused by them.  

“Stupid beast,” Sevrin hissed.  “You know nothing!”  Then he sprang for the torch.  He was halfway there when the creature plowed into him from the side with shocking force, and he was sent flying into the trunk of a nearby tree.  He would have fallen, but the beast was on him in another moment, its talons digging into his chest and pressing him back against the tree as its fangs sought to find his throat.  

Sevrin fought against it, but despite its smaller size, the creature was incredibly strong, and though he managed to keep the first snap of its jaws away from his tender neck, he could not push it off completely.  Only a matter of time then, before the creature managed to clamp its fangs around his neck, and it wouldn’t be long, he knew.  After all, Sevrin could feel his strength bleeding out of him as the beast’s claws continued to dig into his chest.

Desperate, he pulled back one of his hands that had been trying, ineffectually, to rip the creature’s foreleg away, and drove the thumb of it into the creature’s glowing, malevolent eye.  The nightling screeched in pain and recoiled, but as it did one of its claws swiped out, raking across Sevrin’s face.  Sevrin gasped at the shocking pain and stumbled away, screaming. 

He collapsed to his knees, his cheek and forehead burning with agony where the creature’s claw had scored him.  Oh gods, not my face.  Not my face.  Even as a child, Sevrin had been handsome, and he had only become more so as an adult.  His father had his money, his men, and Sevrin had his looks.  Some had called him vain—though in whispers when they thought he could not hear—and perhaps they had even been right.  But his appearance had been his own source of power, the only one which did not derive from his father but was wholly his own.  And they had served him well, so well that he had not even minded those whispers.  After all, a man used what weapons he had.  

He reached up one trembling hand, gently questing, and yanked it away as soon as he felt the furrow the beast’s talon had left.  A slight, almost imperceptible touch, yet his fingers came away slick with fresh blood.  Snarling, he looked to where the creature thrashed on the ground, the sound issuing from its throat somewhere between a growl and a pitiful mewling.  

Baring his teeth, Sevrin rose to unsteady feet and stalked toward it, his hands knotting into fists at his sides.  The creature was still thrashing frantically, and its claws found his arm, drawing fresh blood as he reached and jerked the sword from its flesh, but Sevrin barely noticed.  His mind was full of rage, a rage that left no room for anything else, not caution or fear, not even pain.  He grasped the blade in both hands and howled out his fury as he brought the blade down on the creature’s squirming form.  Again and again he struck, black ichor spraying out onto his skin and clothes and ravaged face.  The creature’s struggles slowed then stopped altogether, but Sevrin did not.  He brought the blade down over and over, as if each wound the steel left might somehow heal his own flesh, might reknit the skin along his cheek and forehead, a flap of which had been torn loose and was hanging near his eye, obscuring his vision.

By the time he finally stopped, the creature was little more than a pile of ravaged flesh and broken bone.  He regarded it in the ruddy torchlight, his chest heaving with each ragged breath, the muscles of his arms trembling from the exertion.  “Damned…mutt,” he wheezed, and there was a slur to his speech he did not like, one that made him aware of a burning, ripped sensation along his lips.  

That brought back the rage in full, and it was some time before he stopped swinging the blade again.  Finally, he let the bloody sword fall to the ground, collapsing to his knees beside it.  He felt half mad from pain, but he gave a small smile to the corpse.  “Not…this…time,” he panted.  He was no longer a child, would no longer be second to his father’s hounds.  This one, at least, had learned as much, and even the thought of his father being angry once he discovered one of his dogs dead, did nothing to weaken the satisfaction Sevrin felt as he gazed upon that mangled form.  He realized then that he was losing his grip on reality, that the past and present had merged within his mind.  But just then, full of satisfaction at his own vengeance—vengeance that had went unfulfilled all his life—he did not care.

“Is it…cold, hound?” he said.  “Is it…painful?”  He laughed then, a sound very close to a shriek. “Well.  Failure always is.”

The words had barely left his mouth when something struck him from the side, and he was knocked spinning to land on his back.  Blinking against the darkness gathering in his eyes, he looked up to see shadowy forms gathering around him.  He could not see much, for their bodies obscured most of the torch’s light, but enough of the glow leaked through for him to make out fangs sprouting from what must have been at least a dozen creatures gathered around him.  Gods, I’m a fool, he thought.  After all, his father had raised hounds all of Sevrin’s life.  He knew, he should have known.  His father never only had one.  And when they hunted, they hunted in a pack.  

Fear, fresh and new, surged past the anger that had driven his battered body, occluded it, and he began to tremble.  “P-please,” he said, and though he knew he was a man grown, the voice he heard, whimpering and desperate, was that of a child.  “Please.  Don’t.”

He felt a tug at his leg and cried out, looking down to see that one of the beasts had fastened its teeth around his leg.  This one was smaller than the one he’d killed, smaller than the largest of his father’s hounds, but Sevrin barely noticed.  He was too busy remembering a time long ago, not just remembering it, but living it as the creature’s malevolent eyes, these shining a sickly yellow the color of pus, studied him in much the same way the dog had.

But there were no guardsmen this time, and this creature was not one of his father’s hounds.  A moment later, it chomped down hard, bringing its teeth together and tearing a chunk out of Sevrin’s thigh, ripping it away.  Sevrin stared in shock at the hole in his leg, the ravaged, puckered wound where once his leg had been and now, most of it, torn away to reveal the pale white of slick, bloody bone.  

Then he screamed.

The pain was incredible, worse than anything he had ever imagined.  Then the others joined in, taking their own bites, their teeth joining their companions, and he realized that there was no limit to how much pain a man could feel.  His last thoughts before the darkness took him were of Eriondrian Tirinian.  It was his fault, it was him who had brought Sevrin to this place.  

Hate, at the thought of the man.  Hate and pain and rage.

Then only darkness.

 

***
 

He opened his eyes some time later, and found that he was lying on the ground.  A dream, he thought with relief, just a dream.  A nightmare, true, but not real.  Not…  His thoughts froze as he tried to move and found that his body would not obey his commands.  Frowning in confusion, he raised his head, straining with the shocking amount of effort it took, and looked down at what remained of his body.

Then he screamed.  He screamed, and he screamed until there was no air left in his lungs, until his screams turned to hacking cough, his hacking coughs turned to whimpers, and his whimpers into dry, croaking wheezes.  Movement at the corner of his vision caught his attention, and he knew then the truth.

It had not been a dream, and if it was a nightmare, then it was a true one.  The creatures were still there, all around him, gathered and watching, their lambent eyes shining in the gloom.  Yet they did not move toward him, did not stalk forward to finish what they had begun.  Instead, they only watched, as if waiting for something.

“F-finish…it, you…bastards,” he croaked, but the creatures made no move, and had he been able to do it himself, he would have finished the thing, yet such efforts were beyond him.  He knew it, and they knew it too, and it seemed to him that they took pleasure in the truth of that, in the sharing of that mutual understanding.

“Kill me!”  It was somewhere between a demand and a plea and despite his earnestness, his voice came out in a weak, pitiful mewling, but he did not care.  He had once cared so much how he was perceived, how people, how the world viewed him, but his vanity had been taken from him, ripped from him piece by bloody piece, and what was left was raw pain.  He laughed then.  It began low at first, a breathy chuckle, then it was loud, braying, shrieking laughter.  If someone else had heard it, they would have taken it not for laughter at all, but as the wailing of a mind broken, beyond all reason or hope of return.  And they would have been right.

Yet knowing this, he did not stop.  Was not sure if he could, had he wanted to, and he did not.  For within that mad laughter was escape, within those cracking, desperate shrieks was another world, a different reality, one in which what little remained of his body need not be considered, for when all is pain and loss and tragedy, then there can be no memory of what was lost, of what had once been.  He did not know how long he stayed in that place, how long his shrieks rang out into the night, for in that place to which he had come, time had no meaning.  The only proof of its passing came in the ebb and flow of the agony coursing through his body, pushing in and receding like the tide but never leaving fully.  

Time meant nothing, there was only the pain, that and nothing else, until there was.  Something.  A voice, rasping and low, so quiet that it might not have been there at all.  “Hello, Sevrin.”

A stranger’s voice, one he did not recognize, yet one that, somehow, sounded familiar.  He tried to speak, to give answer, but nothing came out except for a wet gurgling croak.

“Ah, but you have suffered greatly, haven’t you?”

Yes, Sevrin thought.  Yes, end it, please.  By the gods, please end it.

“End it?” the voice asked, as if the speaker had somehow heard his thoughts.  “I could, you know.  They could.”  As if on cue, the creatures surrounding him shifted forward, drawing closer, close enough to reach out and touch, had Sevrin been able.  

Yes, please, he thought, and though he did not speak, could not, he felt hot tears of hope winding their way down his ruined face.  Kill me.

“It would be easy enough,” the stranger said, “they would be happy to do it.  For they are always hungry, Sevrin—theirs is a lust, a greed, that can never be sated.  But then, you know that, don’t you?”

The tears streaming faster now.  Yes.

“Are you in great pain then, Sevrin?”

Yes.

“Your body cold from what it has lost, the flesh that once kept you warm no more?”

Yes.

“Then that is as it should be, for pain is the cost of failure and cold its companion, and you have failed greatly, haven’t you?”

Failed?

“Oh yes.  For you set out from Valeria to make your enemy pay, did you not?  With visions of him bowing beneath you whirling in your mind.  You know the enemy of which I speak?”

Eriondrian Tirinian.  Rion.  The bastard.

“Yes, and does he now lie prostrate before you?  Does he weep and moan and beg you for mercy?”

No but, please, the pain—

“Pain is nothing,” the voice hissed, the sound like snakes crawling across his skin in the darkness, like the feel of a spider gliding along his skin as he awoke, and had he been able to move, Sevrin would have recoiled from that voice. 

“Pain,” the stranger said, its voice low and barely audible once more, “is not the the most important thing, Sevrin.  For surely it pales beside revenge, revenge on the one who brought you to this place of torment, revenge on those who would cast you into the darkness and let it devour you.  Vengeance, Sevrin.  It is ever the great arbiter, the true ruler of mortals and gods both.  Do you understand?”

Vengeance.  The word sounded good, striking him like cool water to a parched throat and soothing away the worst of his despair and the pain—emotional more than physical—which had wrapped tight around him, squeezing him.  Yes.  Vengeance was good.  Vengeance on Eriondrian, on those others who had allied themselves with the bastard.  Vengeance on his father.  I understand.

“Ah, I see that you do.  There is power in hate, Sevrin.  This, too, I think you begin to learn.  Now, tell me what you want.  I can give you the death you have asked for, if you wish.  They will give it to you quickly enough.  Or, I can give you revenge.  Revenge against your enemy and those others who travel with him, revenge against your father too, against the world that has so wronged you.  For it is not your fault, is it, Sevrin?  It could never be your fault that you are here.”  The stranger’s voice now was smooth as an eel, comforting and quiet.  “It is not you, after all, who allied with a criminal, is it?  You have only done the best you can, haven’t you?”  the stranger crooned.  “Who could expect more?  Who could have done more?”

No one, Sevrin thought viciously, it’s their fault.  All their fault.  And had someone asked him then who he meant, Sevrin would have told them.  The world.  The world and everyone in it had brought him to this place, this pain, and they would suffer for it.  Revenge, he thought.  I want revenge.

A shadow glided forward out of the ranks of creatures then, and though he could see nothing of the figure himself, for he remained cloaked in shadow as if it were a garment he wore about his shoulders, a cowl about his face, still Sevrin felt a thrill of fear race through his heart.  There was something about the figure, something obscene, something wrong about the way it moved, about the way it looked.  Gazing at it, Sevrin felt unclean, felt as if his very insides were twisting, somehow being tainted by this figure, those shadows.  

He squeezed his eyes shut, but could not stop the whimper that escaped his throat.  

“Are you afraid, Sevrin?”  The words wriggled into his mind like worms churning through the remains of some desiccated corpse.
Y-yes.

“Good,” the figure rasped, looming over him, and he felt its regard like the sickly-hot touch of fever on his skin.  “You are right to fear.”

P-please…I don’t want…

“Oh no.  It is too late for that.  The choice has been made, the pact sealed.  You will have your revenge, Sevrin, whether you wish it or not.  We will both have our revenge.”

Tears now, leaking from his face.  W-why?  W-who are you?  

“Why?” the shadow asked.  “Perhaps you will come to learn, in time.  As for who I am…well, haven’t you guessed yet, Sevrin?  I am a god.  I am your god.”

Sevrin knew well the visages and names of the many gods, Amedan and Shira and their children, their grandchildren, for his father’s tutors had schooled him rigorously on the subject.  Knowledge, his father had liked to say—when he bothered saying anything to Sevrin at all—was a tool, yet another weapon that one might use against his enemies.  But for all his education, Sevrin did not know the god standing before him, had never heard of him, and that thought, more than any other, terrified him.   

The shadow laughed then.  A rasping, cruel laugh that felt like sanding paper dragging across Sevrin’s mind, his soul.  “Yes, Sevrin, you do not know me.  They do not know me, but they will learn, as will you.  I will have my revenge.”

R-revenge…for what?

“For what?” the shadow asked, his voice sounding amused.  “Well, for the same reason that all seek revenge, of course.  For being born.  Now, it is time, for even my powers cannot hold you any longer in this realm.  You are broken, Sevrin.  Your enemies have broken you, but I am the great fixer. I will make you better.” 

Sevrin felt a flash of hope at the thought of his body mending, as  he imagined being whole once more.  He feared this god he did not know, feared the dark gifts he offered…but my face.  Gods, he can fix my face.  And then, when he was better, he would take his revenge.  They would suffer for what they had done to him.  They would all suffer.  P-please, he thought.  I am ready.

Laughter again, and the shadow seemed to kneel beside him, yet instead of being able to make out any of its features, it was as if Sevrin had been cast into the darkest shadow, into a pit in which even the memory of light was long dead, a pit where things crawled and slithered in the darkness.  

“Are you ready?  Truly?” the figure asked, but the question did not seem to demand an answer, was one asked with amusement and something like glee, and a moment later a tendril of shadow reached out, touching him.  

A slight touch, brief like a spider questing to determine if this new thing it had found in its web was its next meal, getting the feel of it before it began to devour it.  A slight touch on his mangled face, yet with it came a cold deeper than any Sevrin had ever known, and he gasped in shock and pain.  No, he thought desperately, trying to recoil away from that touch, but unable to move, for his body had long since lost the ability to obey his commands.  A mistake.  I’ve made a terrible mistake.  Please, no, he begged, have mercy.

“Mercy?” the shadow asked, and it was closer now, within him, the sound of its voice digging a furrow through his mind as if a blade were being dragged across it.  “Mercy?”  There was laughter then, laughter without joy or happiness, laughter fueled by nothing but hate. “Oh, Sevrin, you ask me for mercy?  I am a god, you see.  But I am not.  That.  God.”  

With that, the shadows surged forward, seeming to pour into him, and the change, the shaping he felt in his limbs was not healing, not at all, but twisting, perverting.  And he screamed.  I-it’s too…much, he thought wildly, t-the pain…the pain is—

“Yes, Sevrin,” the shadow hissed, and to his great despair, the voice seemed to come from inside of him, seemed to be a part of him, “there will be pain.  For everything born into this world is carried into it on a river of pain, and this will be no different.  You will want to stop, but what has begun cannot be stopped, Sevrin.  That is something you will learn—something they will all learn. You will want to die, I see that you want to already.  But you will not die, Sevrin, Son of Shadow.  You will be born…and there will be great pain.”

 

 

 

Chapter Two 

 

 

 

Rion hissed a curse, snatching his hand away from the campfire and frantically brushing away the small ember that had landed on his arm.  In doing so, he lost his balance and tumbled off the fallen log on which he’d been sitting, giving a strangled cry as he tumbled over onto the forest ground, the dew-laden grass soaking through his thin clothes instantly and sending a fresh chill through him.  “Night-cursed fire,” he grumbled, as he picked himself up and tried, vainly, to wipe off the dust and grass. “Night-cursed forest.”  

He shot a quick glance around him at the shadowy forest, at the traitor’s tree, its thick trunk visible only a short distance away.  He did not see any of the nightlings, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there.  The darkness was their home, after all, and it hid them well enough.  Swallowing, he stepped over the log and sat down again, scooting it as close to the fire as he could.  “Night-cursed night.”  

“That is a lot of cursing, friend Eriondrian.”

Scowling, Rion glanced up at the Ferinan who was squatting by the fire as he had been doing for the last several hours.  I hope the bastard is sore in the morning—it would serve him right.  Though if staying in the same position for so long gave the man any pain, he showed no sign of it.  “Well, there’s a lot worth cursing just now.”

Darl grinned.  “Oh?  We are alive, friend Eriondrian.  We have faced the shadow’s creatures and survived.  Faced, too, many servants of the darkness, yet we still have breath in our lungs and strength in our muscles.  I believe we have much to be thankful for.”

Speak for yourself, Rion thought sourly.  I’d be thankful for a tall mug of ale, maybe a nice, comfortable bed.  Oh and, while we’re wishing, why not wish to be somewhere besides a dark forest at night with only a single fire to keep the nightlings at bay?  The thought made him look around again, sure that one of the creatures was even now creeping up on him, sticking to the shadows and preparing to launch itself at him in an attack.  But there was nothing.  Not this time, at least.

“You are concerned with the nightwalkers.  The Bane.”

“I’m concerned that maybe it’ll rain, and I don’t have a tent,” Rion snapped.  “I’m concerned that I can’t remember the last time I’ve eaten, and my stomach feels like its starting its own rebellion.  I’m not concerned about the nightwalkers, Ferinan.  I’m terrified.  Which, as it happens, is just about how any man or woman who isn’t a complete fool should feel about creatures whose hobbies include bloody murder and eating the hearts of their victims.”

The dusky-skinned man nodded thoughtfully.  “I understand. You are afraid.  And yes, in most cases, such feelings would be understandable—would be as you say, how anyone who isn’t a complete fool should feel.  But not now.  Not now that he has come.”  He turned then, and stared out at the darkness where the vague shape of the man Alesh could be seen, sitting alone in the shadows as he had been since Amedan and the other gods’ departures, saying nothing.  

Rion studied the Ferinan and shook his head, frustrated at the reverence in the man’s gaze, as if he wasn’t looking at a crazed man that was insane enough to fight nightlings for the gods’ sake, but at one of the gods themselves.  “And you think what, exactly?  That since the man knows how to glow like a damned torch, we’re all safe?  Fine, I’ll admit that the show he put on was…incredible.  But even with whatever strange powers he has, he is only one man, Darl.  Do you really believe that one man can take on an army of nightwalkers?”

“He is the Son of the Morning,” the Ferinan said simply, as if that was answer enough.

Rion wished, not for the first time since a few hours ago when he’d begun speaking, that the Ferinan was still under his oath of silence.  Now that the man had started talking, it looked as if he would never shut up, and whatever faith he had that everything would work out, Rion did not share it.  True, they might be alive, but as far as he could see, that was an all-too-temporary state, one that would be remedied quickly enough when one of the things out to kill them finished its task.  And it wasn’t just the nightlings they had to worry about, was it?  No, there were the other Redeemers, not to mention Tesharna herself.  If she hadn’t yet learned that her plan to have Rion and the others murdered had gone awry, she soon would.  How long before she sent out troops to finish what Falen Par had started?  

And as bad as that was, as bowel-clenching, stomach-rumbling terrifying as that was, it wasn’t all they had to worry about.  For according to Amedan and Javen, the gods themselves were at war.  And in such a war, what chance did mortals have?  If the Redeemers didn’t kill them, if—by some miracle—Tesharna’s troops didn’t find them and finish what the others had started, then the chances were they’d all be dead anyway, slain by some pissed-off god or goddess.

And standing between that and them—at least to the Ferinan—was the man, Alesh.  Rion glanced over to where the man sat in the shadows.  Shortly after the gods had left, he had walked to that spot, saying nothing, and he sat there still, his grim-expression only just visible in the glow of the flames.  The man didn’t look like anyone’s savior to Rion.  He looked more like a man that needed saving, a man full of grief and pain and little else, but even that wasn’t the worst of it.  For when Falen Par and the other Redeemers had run, Rion had seen something else in the man.  Not pain, but hate not grief, but rage.  A hate, a rage, that had twisted his features into something nearly demonic.  The man hadn’t looked like a savior to Rion then, not at all.  

“You need not keep looking into the darkness, friend Rion.  The creatures will not be back, not tonight.  The Son of the Morning has sent them scurrying further into the shadows.  And you’ll see,” the Ferinan said, drawing Rion’s attention back to him, “he will save us.”

The man was studying him as if he knew exactly what troubles plagued Rion’s thoughts.  “Of course.”  And who will save him? he thought darkly as he regarded the crackling flames of the fire, the wood popping as the flames did their work.  And another thought, even worse.  Who will save us from him?

 

***
 

Katherine sat apart from the two men at the fire, Sonya curled up in her arms asleep as if she were an infant instead of a child of six years.  Still, Katherine thought she understood.  The events of the day past had been traumatic enough for her and, unlike the girl, she had not been forced to watch those closest to her be murdered by Falen Par and his Redeemers.  

She could hear Rion and Darl on the other end of the campfire, speaking in low, quiet voices, the nobleman casting worried glances in the direction of Alesh where he sat in the darkness.  And the truth was, she couldn’t blame the man, for she was afraid herself.  

When Alesh had first walked out into the night, alone and without a word, she had called out to him, but he had said nothing, seeming not to hear her at all, as if he existed in a world of his own.  A world with which—if the grim look on his face was any indication—he was not pleased.  She tried to imagine what it would be like to learn that you were The Son of the Morning, that you were the man meant to stand against the night and its creatures, to win a war against enemies who included not just at least one member of the Chosen, but the gods themselves, and found that she could not.

And whatever hurts, whatever losses Sonya had suffered, he had suffered them as well—had also been beaten and dragged to the traitor’s tree to be executed.  What would such an experience do to a man?  Katherine wanted to comfort him, but found that she had no comfort to give.  After all, she had her own worries.  She had been chosen by Deitra, the Goddess of Music and Art, but what did that even mean?  And chosen to do what exactly?  She had given herself to Deitra long ago, but for all her loyalty to the goddess, she could not imagine what good music and art might do against fangs and claws, against swords wielded by men with blood on their minds and hate in their hearts.  

No, she could not fault the girl for her fears, nor Rion for his.  In fact, the only person who seemed at peace with their situation was Darl, the Ferinan seemingly convinced that Alesh would protect them.  Katherine wasn’t so sure.  She had witnessed, after all, the way the man had snuffed out the lights of Falen Par and the others as they tried to flee, had seen the expression on his face—one of hate and joy both—as they were torn apart by the nightlings.  She had seen his eyes dancing with satisfaction as their screams filled the night, and whatever she had felt in that moment, it had not been safe.  

Sonya stirred restlessly in her arms, small mewling sounds escaping her throat as if Katherine’s worries had been transferred to her through touch.  Or perhaps she is having a nightmare, Katherine thought, and the worst of it was that, if that were the case, waking would offer the girl no relief.  For they still knew nothing of what they would do now.  She had thought, perhaps, that as he had been chosen by Amedan, Alesh, might have some plan, that he would come back into the firelight and tell them what they should do.  But, so far at least, he seemed content to sit in the darkness, apart from the rest of them, staring into the night as if it were an enemy he could slay.

The girl’s whimpers grew louder, desperate and scared, and she began to toss more in Katherine’s arms.  Katherine considered waking her, but fought down the urge.  Sonya needed her sleep.  The truth was, they all did, and the girl was the only one smart enough to get it.  So instead of shaking her awake, Katherine began to sing.  

An old lullaby, half-remembered, back from a time when her father had not yet been struck mad by grief at the loss of his wife, when her mother still lived and breathed and laughed.  And sang.  Katherine did not know all the words of her mother’s song, for she had not heard it since she was a child, but now, as then, she did not think it mattered.  It was not the words, not really, but the voice—soft and reassuring and there—that had always comforted her.  

As she sang, the girl’s sleeping struggles eased then stopped altogether, and Katherine noted that Darl and Rion had both gone silent and were now studying her from across the fire.  Noted it, but gave it no mind, for it was to the girl she sang and not just to her, but to herself as well.  Her mother’s song.  Her song, and in singing it, Katherine felt the presence of her mother stronger than she had in years, as if she were standing over her shoulder, watching with a small, approving smile on her face.  

That brought back more memories, sweet and painful both, and Katherine closed her eyes as tears began to slowly wind their way down her face. She remembered.  And she sang.

 

***
 

Alesh sat in the darkness, and he thought of his life, of those he had lost, of those—the little girl sleeping in Katherine’s arms chief among them—that he might still lose.  He thought of the last few weeks, of Tesharna and Kale’s betrayal, and of Amedan claiming that Alesh was the Son of the Morning, a title he’d never heard before.  He thought of his father, Torrik, and wondered what had caused him and Alesh’s mother to venture onto that dark forest path so long ago.  Dark, yes, dangerous and dark.

Mostly, Alesh thought about darkness.

The Church always spoke of the need for each man and woman to carry Amedan’s light, a light which chased away the shadows, revealing truths they sought to hide.  For there was no greater quest, they said, than the truth.  Alesh was not so sure.

For though the shadows might hide truth, they hid other things, too.  Things like memories, so jagged and sharp that a man couldn’t handle them without drawing blood.  Memories such as those of a boy stumbling through a shadowy forest path, alone then and, it seemed, destined to always be alone.  Memories of the boy becoming a man, his life’s path leading ever onward as he watched those others who shared some piece of his journey fall into the night.  Until it was only him alone, a revenant, forged and fashioned by pain, a twisted shadow of the memory of what he’d lost trailing behind him with each step he took.

Perhaps the shadows concealed, perhaps they hid the truth.  But the shadows hid pain too.  And the truths they concealed were sometimes better left alone, forgotten.  It seemed to Alesh that much of a man’s life was spent trying to tuck away those things, those memories that were painful to touch, to hide them away in shadow and darkness as if they had never been, ignoring their faint but always present whispering as they trailed after him.  

Memories like his parents’ death.  Memories like the deaths of Chorin and Abigail and so many others, but even that was not all, for the bare truth was rarely a kind thing, and when facing it, a man could not long cast himself as the hero of his story.  Yes, Alesh remembered.  He remembered all too well.  The way he had rejoiced as he’d snuffed out the fires of Falen Par and his men, in that moment taking not only their lights but their lives.  The way he had basked in the sounds of their screams, their tortured wails, as the nightlings did their work, and none but Alesh to thank for it.  

Yes, he remembered.  He remembered, and he despaired, for though he knew it was wrong, that dark joy he’d felt…the truth was, he felt it still.  He was glad they had died, was glad they had suffered, but the larger truth was that, if he had his way, the suffering had only just begun.  Tesharna and Kale, all of the Redeemers, they all deserved death.  He felt that, knew that, and the strength of his knowing terrified him.  

And not just him.  He had seen the way the others looked at him when they thought he wasn’t paying attention.  The furtive glances, the slight drawing away, as if the darkness in his soul was some sickness they might catch, and he could not even blame them for that…maybe it was.  Only Sonya and Darl didn’t seem afraid of him, and one of those was a child with a child’s trust.  As for Darl, the man seemed to be convinced that Alesh was some hero come to save the world, and as painful as the suspicious looks from Katherine and Rion were, he preferred them to the reverent, almost worshipful way the Ferinan studied him.  

A hero come to save the world?  Alesh thought sarcastically.  Then the world is doomed.  How was he supposed to save the world when everyone he had tried to save—Chorin, Abigail, Olliman—had been killed?  The only one that had survived was Sonya and that was thanks to Rion, Katherine, and Darl, not him.  

Yet, as ridiculous as it was, he knew Darl believed it.  Just as he knew that they were all waiting on him, waiting for him to lead them, to tell them where they must go, as if Amedan, in choosing him, had put some sort of map in his head, a course they might take, a road they might follow.  He had not, and to Alesh it didn’t seem to matter.  What difference did it make what they did?  There were five of them.  Were they somehow supposed to fight not just Tesharna’s army, but Kale’s as well?  And even were they to somehow conquer both of the armies arrayed against them, still they would not be victorious.  After all, there was no telling how far the conspiracy went, how many had turned to the darkness.  

Alesh was no leader, and all the proclamations in the world wouldn’t change that.  He was as he had always been—a servant.  An orphan whose past lay shrouded in mystery and pain.  No, the task of saving the world was too much, too…big.  He could not do that—he wouldn’t even know how to begin.  But revenge…seeing his enemies suffer and die as Falen Par had…that was smaller.  Easier.  

The scar on his shoulder began to itch, and he found himself thinking of Chorin, of Abigail, of how they had looked, lying dead and broken in the street.  He bared his teeth in a silent snarl, his fists clenching at his sides, and felt something stirring in him, something dark and hungry.  Kale and the others should suffer for what they’d done, shouldn’t they?  It wasn’t as if Alesh was the monster and, even if he were, it was them, Kale and the rest, who had made him what he had become.  And if, in seeking his revenge, Alesh made the world a safer, better place, then how could that be wrong?

He felt an ache in his hands and glanced down to where his arms were draped over his knees, realizing for the first time that his hands were balled into tight, white-knuckled fists.  In his frustration, he had dug his nails into the flesh of his palms and blood was leaking out.  

Suddenly, a soft voice began to drift along the air, and Alesh was pulled out of his dark thoughts, to raise his head and gaze at the fire.  Katherine held the sleeping Sonya, and it was she that sang.  Just as the first time he’d listened to her, Alesh thought he’d never heard anything so beautiful, so perfect.  

Almost before he realized it, he was standing and walking toward the fire, as if pulled to it by her voice.  Not everything was darkness—there was light, too.  Light like the sound of her, light like Sonya’s smile.  Those things were worth fighting for, worth dying for, if need be.  

He crouched on the other end of the log where Rion sat, and pretended not to notice the way the other man shrank away from him, watching him with the same expression a man might have if a lion had walked into his dining hall and sat down to have dinner with him.  You earned that look, he told himself, that and more besides.  

But any thought of Rion, of Darl, even of what he’d done and the joy he’d felt at doing it disappeared quickly enough as he was carried away under the power of the woman’s voice, and he was reminded of the last time he’d heard her sing, in Ilrika.  Weeks ago, no more than that, yet he felt as if he had lived several lifetimes since then.  

Alesh wasn’t sure how much time passed as the woman sang, only knew that when the final notes of her song drifted into the air, scattering like mist, he was sad to hear it end.  Sad, yet at the same time, full of an unexplainable contentment at its ending, and not just contentment but a feeling of completion, as if the song had to end there, as if it could have ended nowhere else, not and still kept the perfection it had shown.  Beautiful.

He wasn’t aware he’d spoken out loud until the woman cleared her throat, giving him a smile that was somehow shy and amused all at once.  “I…I’m afraid I forgot the rest of it,” she said, her voice little more than a whisper, and though it might have been a trick of the firelight, Alesh thought he saw her cheeks color.

He cleared his own throat then, suddenly aware of the Ferinan and Rion watching him.  “I thought it was perfect.”

She smiled, tilting her head. “Thank you.”

Even through the haze of his anger and shame, Alesh could not help marveling at her beauty.  Her golden hair seemed to sparkle in the firelight, and her green eyes shone like twin emeralds.  Listening to her sing, it was no surprise that she had been chosen by Deitra, Goddess of Music and Art, though it would have made perfect sense to him if the Goddess of Beauty had contended for her favor.  If not, then the goddess was a fool who didn’t—

He jumped, pulled from his thoughts by a tap on his shoulder, and spun to face Rion.  The other man recoiled, jerking his hand back as if Alesh were a viper preparing to lash out with its fangs.  “Yes?”  Alesh said, realizing for the first time that he’d been staring at the woman in silence for some time, and feeling his own face heat at the thought.

“I uh…that is, I said, what’s the plan?”

Alesh looked at the others and saw that they were all watching him, save for Sonya who had been lulled back to restful sleep by the woman’s song.  Why do you look at me? he thought.  I did not ask for this, and I do not deserve i— He paused then, thinking.  Maybe that last wasn’t true.  Maybe he did deserve it.  Night-cursed, they had called him when he was a child, and adults often said that children spoke the bare truth and little else, not bothering to veil it in their speech as so many adults did.  But they were all looking at him, waiting for what he would say—his shame, his doubt, would have to wait for another time.  

“We need men.”

Rion frowned.  “Look, it’s not my place to judge, and the gods know I wouldn’t think to question y—”

“An army,” Alesh interrupted.  “We need an army.  Tesharna has an army of her own, the size of which I can only imagine, and now that Kale has…”  He trailed off as anger rose in him.  He took a slow, deep breath and continued.  “And now that Kale has taken over Ilrika, he will have a formidable army of his own.  Not to mention the Redeemers.  Just because Par is dead, doesn’t mean they’ll all pack up and go home.”

“An army,” Rion said flatly.  “Well, why didn’t you just say so?”  He stood, making a show of reaching into the pockets of his tunic and trousers.

Alesh sighed, glancing at Katherine who shook her head, rolling her eyes at the man’s antics.  The sarcasm was apparently lost on Darl though, for he frowned.  “What are you looking for?  Perhaps I can help.”

Rion glanced up at the Ferinan, raising an eyebrow.  “An army.  I’m sure I had one here somewhere.”

Darl’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully as he studied the man, going over his words as if they were a puzzle he was trying to solve.  Then, finally, he bellowed a loud laugh, grinning.  “Ah.  You joke.”

“Maybe,” Rion said sourly, sitting back down on the log, “but it’d be a whole lot funnier if the punch line wasn’t us all winding up murdered.”

The Ferinan sobered at that, turning to Alesh.  “This army you speak of, Dawn Chosen.  How many men do you need?”

He watched him intently, as if Alesh had spent the better part of his life leading troops on some distant battlefield instead of scrubbing pots and pans and getting chased by a head cook and her spoon.  He shook his head slowly.  “I don’t know.  It doesn’t seem likely we’ll find enough to meet Kale and Tesharna head-on and, besides, I don’t want to do that.  I’m sure a lot of the troops that follow them have also turned to the Dark but…”  He hesitated, his thoughts drifting to Captain Farren, the man who had picked him up when he’d fallen in the street, the man who had stood up to Par when he meant to kill Sonya and the others.  The same man who Par had killed before Alesh’s eyes, and according to what the leader of the Redeemers had said, it had been done on Tesharna’s orders.  

Alesh felt his mouth twist into a snarl.  If it were within my power, Par, I would reach into the Keeper’s hands and pull you away, bring you back just to make you suffer.  Yours was a fate met far too quickly.  

“…You were saying?”

Alesh glanced up to see the woman watching him, a look of concern on her features matched by the others.  He cleared his throat again, rubbing idly at the scar on his shoulder.  “Sorry…I was just saying that some of those troops who follow the Chosen are innocent.  To answer your question,” he went on, turning back to Darl, “fifty?  A few hundred?  I…I’m just not sure.  I know little of such things, but I know that three men, a woman, and a child don’t stand any chance considering what’s poised against us.”

“Might as well ask for wings,” Rion muttered.  “Good luck finding a hundred fools who—”

“Enough,” Katherine hissed, and the man cut off in surprise.  “You do not want to be here—we get it,” she went on.  “None of us do.  Yet, here we are.  Instead of complaining, why don’t you try helping us come up with a solution?”

“Solution?” the man said, looking at her incredulously.  “Oh, lady, there’s a solution, alright, and only one so far as I can see. But I don’t think you’re going to like it.  I’ll say this—it’d be wise to start picking out where you want to be buried.  And as for ‘complaining,’ I haven’t even started yet.”

“Oh?”  Alesh said, raising an eyebrow.  “Well, let us know when you do—I’d hate to miss it.”

Rion blinked at that, and Darl laughed again, a great, bellowing laugh that showed no fear of the darkness or any army.  Katherine’s scowl faltered then fell apart altogether, and she began to laugh too.  Even Rion gave a small grin, shaking his head.  “You’re all insane.”

Alesh felt his own smile slip at that, and he nodded slowly.  “Maybe…” he said, remembering the way he’d cut the Redeemers down in Ilrika, when they’d been beating on the priest.  A priest who, as it turned out, had been Amedan, the God of Fire and Light, but Alesh had not known that then, and saving the priest had had nothing to do with his reasons for killing them anyway.  “Maybe,” he said again.  “Either way, our problems haven’t changed.”

“Son of the Morning, if I may,” Darl said, bowing his head. “I think I may have just the solution to what you’re looking for, and mine, at least…”  He paused, glancing at Rion before continuing.  “Well, it does not require a shovel.”

“I’m listening,” Alesh said.

“My people are and have always been dedicated to the Light.  From a young age, we are trained of the dangers the darkness presents, trained to protect ourselves against it, to run, to hide and, yes, to fight, when need be.  We are not many, only a few hundred, but if I am understanding you correctly that is exactly what you want.”

“Wait a damned minute,” Rion said, leaning forward. “Are you saying that we should, what?  Travel all the way across the country and then brave the southern deserts—stretches of wilderness where no food or water can be found—to get a few hundred troops?”

Darl gave him a small smile. “Stretches of wilderness without food or water…it is strange, friend Rion, but I do not remember seeing you there.  When, exactly, did you visit?”

Rion scowled at that, saying nothing, and Alesh shared a grin with Katherine before his thoughts went back to the trouble at hand, and he sobered.  “Still, Rion isn’t wrong.  It’s a long way, and I doubt Tesharna will just let us go.”  

“Do you think she knows?”  Katherine asked, and Alesh didn’t miss the worry in her tone.

He shook his head slowly.  “I don’t know.  But if she doesn’t, she will soon enough when Falen Par and the other Redeemers don’t return to the city.”

She nodded.  “So what should we do?”

Alesh rubbed at his chin, considering.  They could leave tonight, sneak off into the darkness, hoping that they put enough distance between them and Valeria before Tesharna realized they’d survived.  The problem, of course, was that traveling in the darkness was a fool’s errand—the death of his parents had proved that much—and he didn’t trust his newfound powers enough to stake not just his life, but the lives of the others on them.  Not unless there was no other choice.  “We’ll leave first thing in the morning.” He was suddenly overcome with the need to think, to be alone and escape their gazes, gazes that asked him questions to which he had no answer.  “I’ll take first watch.”  He rose and started away, but paused at the sound of Rion’s incredulous voice.

“Wait, you’re going back out…out there?” the nobleman said, gesturing to the darkness as if it was a monster meaning to swallow them whole. 

And isn’t it?  Alesh thought.  Isn’t that exactly what it is?  It swallowed my parents, after all.  

“And what about the damned nightlings?”  Rion demanded.

Alesh considered that, gazing out into the night.  “They will not be back.  Not tonight.”

“And you know that how, exactly?”

He looked back at the man, and there must have been something in his gaze, for Rion seemed to shrink away from him.  “I just know.  Now, get some sleep.  With any luck, we’ll be past Valeria before Tesharna thinks to send anyone after us.”

Rion snorted.  “Luck.  With any luck they’ll all fall dead or forget we ever existed at all.”

“Funny coming from the Chosen of Javen, the God of Luck,” Katherine said, her aggravation clear in her tone.  “And do you have a better plan?”

Rion sighed, saying nothing, and finally Alesh nodded.  “Alright then, that settles it.”  He hesitated, meaning to say more, to give some answer to the worry he could see in Rion and Katherine’s faces, but he could think of nothing.  “I…I’m sorry,” he said finally, looking at Sonya in the woman’s arms.  “For getting you all into this.”  

“It’s not your fault,” Rion muttered with obvious reluctance.

Alesh didn’t say anything to that, only turned and started into the darkness, away from the light.  A hand on his shoulder brought him up short, and he turned to see the Ferinan smiling at him.  “Everything will be well.  You are the Son of the Morning, and nothing is so far wrong that it cannot be set right.  There is a reason you were chosen.”

Because Amedan’s a fool?  Alesh thought. Or is it because I am?  In the end, does it even matter?  “Thank you,” he said, his voice little more than a whisper.  They were all watching him again.  What did they see, he wondered, when they looked at him?  A savior?  A monster?  “You…you should all get some sleep,” he said, carefully controlling his voice.  “Tomorrow will not be an easy day.”

With that, he turned and started back into the night, feeling the weight of their stares as he did.  

“Yes, Mother,” Rion said, but Alesh barely heard it.  His thoughts were on the darkness before him, seeming to stretch into eternity, and each step he took carried him further into its depths.

 

***
 

“You are scared of him.”

Rion glanced at the Ferinan, raising an eyebrow.  “You’re damn right I’m scared of him.  Just like I’d be scared of a wild animal, and I’d be a fool not to be.”

“Shut up, Rion,” the woman hissed.  

He frowned at her. “Look, lady, don’t act like I’m the only one here thinking it.  You saw the way he killed those men, the way he killed those nightlings.  You saw how he enjoyed it.  And what of the scar on his shoulder, the one he keeps rubbing at like it’s a damn glass he means to polish?”  The man’s shirt was torn from his fighting, if what he’d done could be called fighting, and it had taken all of Rion’s will power to keep from asking about that puckered, shadowed scar, the black, twisting lines spreading out from it, as if the man’s very insides were diseased.

“And you think what exactly?” she demanded.  “That he’ll turn on us?  Those men tried to murder him, Rion, in case you’ve forgotten.  And not just him but us too.  You can say what you will, but if not for him, if not for…”  She hesitated. “If not for what he did, then we would all be dead right now.  He had to kill those men.”

“Maybe,” Rion said quietly, staring back into the darkness.  The man was beyond his sight, but he was out there somewhere, and that was another thing Rion did not like.  The only ones who traveled the darkness without fear, after all, were those who belonged to it.  “Maybe,” he said again, “but he didn’t have to like it so much.”

Darl stepped to stand beside him, following his gaze into the night.  “It is strange, Rion, but you do not strike me as a foolish man.”

Rion snorted.  “Give it time, Darl.  I’m here, aren’t I?”

“What I mean,” the Ferinan said, “is that although you do not strike me as a foolish man, you yourself have likened the Dawn Bringer to little more than a wild beast.  And yet, you seem to provoke him at every opportunity.”

Rion frowned.  “Well, damnit.  I’ve been called a lot of things in my life, Ferinan.  But smart isn’t one of them.  Now, goodnight.”  He walked to the campfire and lay down, pointedly turning away from the others.  He was done with talking now; nothing he said would make any difference—and considering the fact that they’d most likely all be dead tomorrow, it didn’t matter much in any case.

 

***
 

The shadow watched them from the darkness, as still, as quiet, as the night itself, a part of it.  He listened as they made their plans, and as the one rose and headed off into the darkness, the shadow pulled the night around himself like a cloak, for it would not do to draw that one’s attention, not yet.  The shaping had begun in earnest, the god doing his work with a perverse eagerness, but it was not yet complete, so he watched warily as the man traveled off to sit in the darkness, watched with eyes that could see him as clearly as most did with the sun high in the sky.  

Then, when he was confident the man had not noticed him, he turned back to gaze at the campfire, at the figures huddled around it.  So confident in it to keep them safe, so trusting in one blaze to drive back the night, to stand as a shield against the shadows.  The fools.  The truth of shadows was that they could never be conquered, not truly, and each shifting of the light, each dying ember, brought them closer.  After all, no light was able to intrude on that void forever, and, in time, the world always came back to what it really was, what it must be.  Darkness.

He watched the woman berate Rion, and the part of him that remained after his changing could not help but notice that she was beautiful.  A woman he once would have sought after, lusted after.  But the man who had done such things was largely gone.  Largely, but not completely.  His good hand drifted to his face, feeling what remained of his once handsome looks, running a finger along the gouges the nightwalkers’ claws had left, finding despair and a strange sort of pleasure at once in touching the mangled flesh.  And that was as it should be, for though the darkness always brought despair, so, too, did it offer its own pleasures, its own…recompense.

He would have smiled then, at the thought, had he still been the man he once was.  But he was not that man any longer, had become something different.  Something…better.  And his face, his new face, was not one given to smiles.  

They finished speaking, then Rion moved to one side of the firelight and lay down, turning his back on the others.  Do you fear, Eriondrian? the shadow thought, watching him.  Oh, I think you do.  And you are right to fear.  But even your worst nightmares do not approach the truth of what is coming to you.  All the suffering I have endured, you will feel ten times over.  I will visit such pain upon you that you will beg me to end it.  You will beg as I begged, and oh how you will suffer.

The shadow stared at the sleeping form for several long moments, images of what was to come, of the revenge he had been offered, wriggling and squirming in his mind.  Then, despite his earlier thought, he did smile, a gruesome savage thing, one that would have sent children running, that any sane man or woman would have known for what it was and, in seeing it, been afraid.  But the shadows did nothing so well as hide the truth of things.  As he turned and glided away from the small fire into the darkness, he thought of Rion.  

And his thoughts were dark ones indeed.

 

***
 

“Darl?”  Katherine asked.

The Ferinan turned from where he’d ventured to the edge of the firelight, gazing out at the night with an intentness that Katherine did not like.  “Yes?”

“What is it?  What do you see?”

He shook his head slowly.  “Something has been created tonight, Katherine.  An evil, I think, has come upon the world.”

Katherine felt a shiver of fear run down her spine at the man’s words, so certain.  “And why not tell it to go back to wherever it came from?  This world has evil enough of its own,” she finished, as she lay down, gently placing the still sleeping girl beside her.

She had meant it as a joke, if a dark one, but the Ferinan did not laugh, only continued to stare into the night.  “I do not think it would listen, Katherine.”

It was a long time before she slept.

 

 

 

Chapter Three 

 

 

 

Odrick paced the quiet street of one of Valeria’s richest neighborhoods, feeling—as he always did when work or some other errand brought him to such places—like an impostor.  He had grown up poor, after all, had spent his childhood walking through filthy streets, listening to the calls of prostitutes and the desperate pleas of the homeless begging for coin.  At least, that was, until his father’s blacksmithing had become so popular, and with popularity came wealth.  Yet although Odrick had spent the second half of his life surrounded by rich people and rich things, he had not yet grown accustomed to them, and the immaculate streets felt strange, alien.  It was all he could do to keep from looking over his shoulder to see if any of the guards that regularly patrolled the city’s better streets were chasing him down to throw him back where he belonged.  

So far, at least, nothing of the like had occurred, and the guards he passed—on this trip as well as the several others he’d made in the last couple of days—were always kind and civil.  Yet despite their friendly nods and waves, Odrick couldn’t shake the feeling that they sneered at him when his back was turned, he as unwelcome as a wild dog sitting down in a fine dining room.  

He stuffed his hands deep into the pockets of his trousers, his wide shoulders slumping, keeping his eyes on the ground as he made his way toward Eriondrian’s house.  He had not seen the nobleman since that strange encounter in the poor district when he’d been being chased by criminals that Odrick—being from that part of town himself—knew were the kind that hurt first and asked questions later, if they bothered at all.  

When Rion had first disappeared, Odrick had figured his friend was only lying low.  After all, being chased through the streets by men intent on doing you harm, men who also just so happened to work for the city’s most powerful crime boss, was the sort of thing that would make a man want to bury his head in the dirt and only come up for air.  So when Eriondrian hadn’t shown up at the tavern where they all usually met, Odrick had told himself that it was nothing, just the reasonable caution of a man with dangerous enemies.  And, at least then, he had mostly even believed it.

But when one day led to another, still without any sign of his friend in any of his usual haunts, Odrick had begun to grow concerned, asking Armiel and Bastion, both of whom seemed to have had no idea about the man’s whereabouts.  Of course, Odrick thought the noblemen—like most—lived in a constant state of drunken confusion, but that had done little to quell his growing worries.  Worries that had come to a crescendo when, without explanation, Sevrin had also gone missing.  Lord Aldrick’s son was not a humble man, and Odrick couldn’t imagine him stopping his usual strutting like a peacock for anything small.  Adding to his concerns, Odrick knew that Sevrin and Eriondrian did not get along and had almost come to blows on more than one occasion.  Was it really so crazy to think that they’d had another argument, a worse one?  One that had maybe ended in someone being hurt—or killed?  He forced the thought down, telling himself to stay calm.

Eriondrian was not a stupid man, after all, and though Sevrin clearly got on his nerves, he wouldn’t put himself in a situation he couldn’t get out of.  But, of course, that wasn’t entirely true, was it?  After all, the last time Odrick had seen Rion, that was exactly the kind of situation he’d been in.  His worries and concerns crowded in his mind, making him forget, for a time, how uncomfortable he was on this street, and soon he found himself standing in front of the Tirinian house.  

Sighing and saying a quick prayer to Amedan, Odrick made his way up the cobbled walk, past the ornate gardens decorating the grounds, gardens similar to those one could find outside almost any nobleman’s home.  The rich and powerful liked nature well enough, Odrick figured, just so long as it was tame.  Cultivated and manicured and—to his mind at least—fake.  

The door opened an instant after he’d knocked.  “Eriondrian, is that you?” A voice asked.  Lord Tirinian stood in the doorway, his thinning gray hair out of place and sticking up randomly on his head, his clothes disheveled, his chin and cheeks outlined by a growth of white stubble.  

Odrick swallowed.  “Forgive me, Lord Tirinian, but it’s only me again.”

“Ah,” the man said, nodding and doing his best at a smile that did nothing to hide his own worry or disappointment.  “Of course.  Odrick, it is good to see you again.  Has there been any word?”

Odrick winced, feeling a rush of guilt.  “Sorry, sir, but no.  I actually came to see if perhaps you or Lady Tirinian had heard any news.”

The old man sighed, nodding as he readjusted the spectacles he wore.  “I’m sure that he’s okay, Odrick, wherever he is,” he said, but the man’s voice made it obvious that he was trying to reassure himself as much as the blacksmith’s son.  “Now, please, tell me, how is your father doing?”

“He’s good, lord,” Odrick said, bowing his head. “I’ll tell him you asked after him.  He’ll be delighted to hear it.”  And that, at least, was true, for in his role as the city’s foremost blacksmith, Odrick’s father had been commissioned by nearly all of the nobles and the city’s rich, each of them trying to outmatch the others in what they had crafted, each of them caring nothing for the thing itself—whether it was a sword they’d never use or armor they’d never wear.  All, that was, except, according to his father, Lord Tirinian.  

His father had said that out of all the men in the city, Lord Tirinian was the only one that truly appreciated his work for what it was—art.  He was the only one that had shown any respect for the beauty of it, all the others too blinded by their own ambitions, by the image they had of themselves and their desire to be seen, to notice.  A good man, his father had said, a kind one.  And Odrick felt much the same about Rion himself.  Sure, he was prickly sometimes, but he was the only one who ever stood up for Odrick when Sevrin offered his japes, the only one who treated him like a person, instead of a pig that had contrived to put on clothes and pretended to be their equal.

Odrick didn’t have many friends.  The poor who he’d grown up with now accused him of thinking he was better than them, while the rich thought he wasn’t good enough.  His only friend—his only real one—was Eriondrian.  

“Your father’s a good man,” Lord Tirinian said, pulling Odrick from his thoughts.

“He would say the same of you, sir.”

“And on most days, he might even be telling the truth,” the old man answered, giving Odrick a wink and a smile that quickly vanished.  “Where are my manners?  Please, Odrick, come in.”

“Forgive me, lord, but I can’t…”  He glanced up at the sky where the sun was hanging low, preparing to sink into the horizon.  “I have some deliveries I have to make for my father, and I’m supposed to do them before it gets dark.  I just wanted to check and see if you’d heard anything, and I apologize for bothering you, but I have to be leaving if I’ve any chance of getting my work done on time.”  The truth was he was already long past being able to do that, had made it impossible as soon as he’d decided to visit and check on Eriondrian, but his worries and concerns had grown so that he couldn’t resist the urge to ask after his friend.

“Ah, very well,” the old man said, nodding.  “If you’re sure.”

“I’m afraid I must be, sir.”

“Well.  You’ll tell your father I said hello?”

“Of course, lord.  I wish you a good day.”

“And you as well.”

Odrick turned to go, but stopped as the man spoke his name. 

He looked back, and perhaps it was only the deepening gloom, but the older man looked to have aged ten years in seconds, the lines on his face deep and craggy, and there were large, purple circles under his eyes.  “Yes, sir?”

The nobleman’s mouth worked for several seconds, but finally he spoke.  “He’ll come back.  Eriondrian is a smart boy, a good boy…he’ll come back.  And when he does, I’ll let you know.”

Odrick gave the man a fragile smile.  “Thank you, sir.”

Lord Tirinian nodded, smiling himself, but the expression dropped as he made to close the door, and Odrick could see worry and fear writ plain on his face an instant before the door shut.  “Damnit, Eriondrian,” he muttered, “where are you?”

Odrick turned and started down the lane, each step feeling heavier than it should, as if the burden of worry he carried had grown considerably during the short conversation with his friend’s father. He made it to the street and paused.  He had not been lying to the lord—he had several hours’ worth of work ahead of him and not enough time to do it in.  Yet, such mundane concerns seemed small and unimportant next to his missing friend.  And for all the fear and worry he felt, it must be much worse for his friend’s mother and father, to know that their only son was missing.  

He turned to gaze back at the house in the deepening gloom, wishing there was something that he could say, something he could tell them to make them feel better.  He saw what appeared, in the near-darkness, to be a shadow moving across the roof of the estate.  At first, he thought he’d imagined it, that it must surely have been some trick of the failing sun.  He had pretty much convinced himself it was nothing more than that when another form glided across the other side of the roof, toward the first.

Shadows did not move like that, in concert, and he doubted that even if they had, they would have had any particular interest in the chimney.  Not shadows at all then, but people.  And try as he might, Odrick couldn’t think of anyone who would want to climb on a nobleman’s roof, who would wait for the cover of darkness to do it.  No one, at least, save for criminals out to cause trouble.  

“Best you be on your way then, fella.”

Odrick turned and frowned at a man standing in the street only a few feet away.  He was a big man, nearly as big as Odrick himself, and the blacksmith’s son didn’t miss the knife sheathed at the man’s waist.  He made no move toward it, and his stance wasn’t particularly threatening, but Odrick found that he was threatened just the same, and it was not a feeling he liked.

“Are you a guard, then?”  Odrick asked.  “If so, I have to inform you that you seem to have forgotten your uniform.”

The man smiled affably.  “No guard, just a concerned citizen.  You see, you may not be aware of it, but the guards on this street don’t take kindly to people loitering in the darkness.”  His smile widened, and he studied Odrick with cold eyes.  “If you’re not careful, they’ll mistake you for a man lookin’ for trouble.  That happens, there ain’t much chance you don’t end the day hurt.  Better if a good lordling like yourself doesn’t take any chances.  You understand?”

“Better that I leave then,” Odrick said.  “Less chances of…as you say…getting in trouble.”

The man nodded his head.  “Seems we understand each other.”

Odrick nodded, walking closer to the man than he strictly had to as he started into the street.  “Just the one thing,” he said, pausing beside the man.  

“Oh?” the stranger asked, his smile faltering, and Odrick didn’t miss the way the man’s hand came to his waist, pointedly resting a few inches from the sheathed knife.

“Yeah,” Odrick said, “I’m no lordling.”  He grabbed hold of the man’s tunic with one hand, even as the man made for his knife.  He’d only managed to get it halfway out of its sheath when Odrick’s punch connected with his face.

Odrick was no fighter, and he hadn’t been trained in combat.  He knew all the ways to make a sword while knowing absolutely nothing about how to use it.  But he was a blacksmith, like his father, and what he did know was that nobody ever got weak from working in a smithy.  So when his knuckles—thick and scarred from his work—struck the man’s cheek, the man’s face seemed to mold around them as if it was being reshaped.  And the man wasn’t thinking about going for the knife then, wasn’t thinking about running Odrick off, either.  In fact, he wasn’t thinking much of anything, judging by the way he fell, sprawling on the cobbles, unconscious.  

Odrick blinked in surprise at his own actions then frantically looked around him in the street, sure that a guard would step out at any moment and decide that he’d attacked an innocent man, then throw him into the dungeons.  But there was no guard—strange, that, considering that the street was normally regularly patrolled by them—so Odrick bent and hefted the man over his shoulder.  He was a big man and heavy, but Odrick was used to lifting bundles of steel and metal in the forge, and his muscles offered little complaint as he walked the man toward the only place he could think of—Eriondrian’s house.   

Once he was inside the walls on either side of the walk, he dumped the man’s unconscious form into a bush, hoping its leafy blooms would obscure it.  Then, frowning when the man didn’t so much as twitch as he hit the ground, Odrick knelt and held his hands in front of the man’s nose.  After a moment, he heaved a heavy sigh of relief.  Breathing, then, but he didn’t think the man would wake any time soon.  

A thought struck him, and he glanced up to the roof of the house once more, but the shadows that had been there were gone.  He scanned the rooftop but did not see them anywhere.  Which meant only one thing.  

They’re already in the house.  

Unless, that was, Odrick was imagining it.  They’d only been shadows, after all, easy enough to mistake them for something else, something more, in the dark.  After all, every child in the world did the same thing.  But you’re not a child, are you?  Besides, whether or not the shadows had been real, the man in the street most certainly had been, and he had made it obvious enough that he wanted Odrick gone.  Why would he want that unless he intended to…well, to do something anyway?

But what if the man had actually just been a concerned citizen, as he’d said?  Well, if that were the case, Odrick would have some explaining to do when the man finally woke up and found a city guard.  Odrick was still shocked at how rash he’d been.  He was not a man who normally acted impulsively.  He liked to take his time, considering a problem from as many angles as he could, for his father had taught him long ago that, more often than not, to act quickly was to act wrongly, and fast work didn’t save time if it had to be redone.

So what had possessed him, then, to punch the man as he had?  It wasn’t as if he’d threatened him—at least, not outright.  “No,” he muttered to himself; better not to think of it.  He would knock on the door and the lord of the house would answer, wondering why Odrick was coming back after less than five minutes and also wondering, no doubt, why there was an unconscious man stuffed into his rose bush.  

But no one did answer the first knock.  Or the second.  And by the third, Odrick decided that the shadows hadn’t just been shadows after all, that they were in fact what he’d taken them to be—men.  Criminals.  And why would the lord or lady not answer the door unless…?  Unless they’re in trouble.

The door was locked, a smart precaution with night coming on, but Odrick was used to working with heavy metal and stone, the highest quality of it, and his thick muscles, like the weapons he and his father made, had been forged in the smithy.  The first time his shoulder struck the door it splintered and cracked.  The second time it broke through, hanging dangerously on one hinge.  “Lord Tirinian?” he asked, and realized at once that he was an idiot.  If the lord hadn’t shown up to check on who was battering his door down, then he certainly wouldn’t be drawn out by a whisper, which was about the best he could manage just then.  

A sound came from up the stairs, and Odrick’s skin went cold.  No denying what that was, no matter how much he might wish to.  It had been muffled, barely audible over the pounding of his own heart, but he knew a scream when he heard one.  He started up the stairs, then paused as he realized for the first time that he was planning to take on two criminals without so much as a fishing knife to defend himself.  Probably, it was too much to hope that they’d each let him get a punch in before they gutted him with the blades they no doubt carried as the man in the street had.

He looked around the room, searching for anything that he might use as a weapon, and caught sight of the dining room through a half-open doorway and, within it, an ornate table with four chairs.  He rushed inside, then hesitated for a second after he went to grab a chair and saw that it was of the finest make he’d ever seen.  Swirling designs had been carved into the chair’s surface, and a cushion was stitched into the seat.  It was fine workmanship, and as a blacksmith, Odrick could appreciate the effort the chair’s maker had put into it.  The man wasn’t just a woodworker—he was an artist.  It would be a shame to—

Another scream from upstairs, and the sound of something hitting the floor with a loud thump.  Odrick snatched up the chair and was surprised by how heavy it was, then he started up the stairs at a run.  

He paused on the landing, listening.

“Please,” a voice said from somewhere down the hall, “I don’t know wha—” There was the unmistakable sound of someone being struck, and the speaker cried out in pain.  Suddenly, Odrick’s fear was gone, and he narrowed his eyes.  He knew that voice, for it was the voice of Lord Tirinian, his friend’s father.  

He rushed toward the room from which the sound had come.  The door was partway open, and Odrick kicked it in the rest of the way.  He charged through the doorway, and had a brief glimpse of two men standing menacingly around the lord and lady of the house.  Lady Tirinian was backed against a wall, her long gray hair loose of its bun, wearing bed clothes as if she had already been asleep when the men entered.  Lord Tirinian was sprawled on the floor, his back against the bed, a fresh bruise rising on his face, looking bewildered and confused.  The sight of the kindly old man hurt, of his wife’s wide, frightened eyes, sent a flash of anger through Odrick, and before he knew it he let out a shout, barreling toward the nearest thug whose back was turned to him.

The man spun, bringing the knife he held up and in line to halt Odrick’s charge, but he was too late.  The thick chair was already whistling through the air.  Powered by the blacksmith’s formidable muscles, the chair struck the thug in the shoulder.  There was an audible crack that didn’t come from the chair, and the criminal stumbled away with a wail.  He was still struggling to right himself when Odrick grabbed the chair from where it had fallen and hit him again.  This time, the thick wood struck the thug in the head, and he collapsed soundlessly to the ground, blood leaking down his face.

A line of white-hot pain cut across Odrick’s side, and he spun to see the other thug behind him, his knife bloody where it had cut him.  The two stood watching each other for a moment, Odrick’s chest heaving, his side burning, the other, smaller man studying him warily.  Then the man lunged forward, his blade leading.  Odrick tried to dodge it, but though hours spent in his father’s shop might have done much for his strength, they had done nothing for his speed, and the blade sliced a shallow cut across his arm before he could get out of the way.

“Should have minded your own business, you big bastard,” the thug hissed, dancing back and forth on the balls of his feet, a small, confident smile on his face.  “Now I’m gonna cut you up.”

Odrick didn’t bother answering.  His side hurt, his arm hurt, and as far as he could tell, the man was right.  He’d been in his share of fights—growing up in the poor quarter of the city, a man couldn’t avoid them, particularly when his size seemed to make everybody want to challenge him.  Still, this man made a living out of it, and he was fast.  Much faster than Odrick.  

So, Odrick took his moment, as was his way, thinking it over as he held the chair in front of him, a barrier between him and the bloody knife the man wielded.  Then, an idea came to him, and he let out a grunt as he hurled the heavy chair at the thug.  He saw the man’s eyes go wide with surprise a moment before the chair struck him, and he cried out, stumbling back against the wall.

Odrick followed as fast as he could, and the man was still trying to get his balance when he came upon him.  A punch to the man’s midsection, and the air left him in a gasping whoosh, as he doubled over from the blow.  Odrick struck him again, aiming for his face, but the man stumbled away at the last moment, and his fist only partially connected.  Still, it was enough to send the man reeling, where he tripped over the sprawled leg of his companion and fell to the ground.

The blacksmith started toward him, turning to the two nobles.  “Lord Tirinian,” he said, nodding.  “Lady Tirinian.  Are you both okay?”

“W-we’re fine, Odrick,” the old man answered, blinking owlishly, his hands searching on the ground for his glasses that had apparently been knocked free during the scuffle.

Odrick saw them a short distance away and shot another glance at the second thug to see that he didn’t look like he’d be getting up anytime soon.  Then, he bent down, wincing at the fresh pain in his side, and picked the spectacles up before offering them to the old man.  “There you are, sir.”

“Ah, thank you, lad,” the old man said, taking them and putting them on.  Then his eyes widened. “Odrick, behi—”

The blacksmith was spinning before the man finished, but he never got to hear the rest of the nobleman’s words, as something struck him in the back of the head, hard, and darkness rushed into his vision. Three, he thought drunkenly, there were three…  He was aware of his legs giving way beneath him, then the floor rushed up to meet him, and then he was aware of nothing at all.

 

***
 

Elver stared at the unconscious giant at his feet to make sure he was well and truly out, rubbing a hand along his gray stubble.  Gettin’ too old to be doing this sort of business, he thought.  

He watched the man for another second, then satisfied he wasn’t going to be waking anytime soon, he shot a glance at his two companions.  One was unconscious, maybe dead, his face coated in blood from a wound to his head.  The other was, even now, groaning in pain as he clambered to his feet.

“Bastard broke one of my ribs, Elver,” he hissed.

“I imagine he’d have broken a lot more if I’d taken any longer.  Good thing for you I only had to take a piss.”

The other man grunted at that.  He held one arm wrapped tightly about his midsection and shuffled to where his knife lay, whimpering in pain as he bent to retrieve it. Then his eyes narrowed, and he started toward the unconscious giant.  

“And just what in the name of the gods do you think you’re doing?” Elver asked.

The wounded man—Jakes, they called him, on account of how often he had to piss—paused, frowning.  “You seen what he done,” he said, gesturing angrily at the unconscious man.  “I aim to make him pay for it.”

“Not here you don’t.  The boss said to take ‘em clean, make it look like they just up and vanished.  All tore up over that bastard son of theirs’ disappearance, maybe.”

Jakes snarled.  “Bastard threw a chair at me.  Broke one of my damn ribs.”

“Sure.  And what do you think Sigan’ll do, he finds out you went against his orders and made a mess of things?  Figure he’ll be alright with it?”

“Sigan ain’t got to find out.”

Elver raised an eyebrow. “You willin’ to bet your life he won’t?  Fact is, you two have already made a big enough mess of things, bleedin’ everywhere and all.  We’re goin’ to have to put in some serious work make this look like nothin’ criminal went on, and I ain’t cleanin’ up this big bastard’s corpse just so you can take payment for that rib of yours.”

“Well, shit.  What do you aim to do then?  Let the bastard walk?”

“I didn’t say that.  You’ll get your recompense, but not here.  Now, why don’t you see if you can’t wake Randall’s ass up, so we can get out of here before we end up in the dungeons?”

He saw it on the man’s face—him wanting to ask what “recompense” meant but too proud to do it, and Elver held back a sigh.  

“You ain’t my boss,” the wounded man finally said, his pain making him angry, making him lash out, but not just that.  After all, the man always had been a dick.  

“No, no I ain’t.  But unless you plan on takin’ care of these two here,” he said, gesturing at the old man and woman who were huddled together, “while you’re nursin’ that rib of yours, maybe it’d be better for everyone involved if you just shut up and do what I say.  Or do you fancy draggin’ that heavy bastard out of here by yourself, hurtin’ like you are?”

Jakes frowned at that, but he went about it, moving toward the other man, and that was good enough.  “Now then,” Elver said, turning back to the old couple, “sorry about that.  Time was, folks in this business had a bit more decorum.”  He sighed, running a hand along his gray stubble.  “Well.  Can’t be helped, I suppose.”

“What do you intend to do with us?”  This was from the old man, scared, sure, not the way he had his night planned out, but doing his best for his wife, and that was alright.  Respectable even.  Just so long as he didn’t get any ideas.  

“Well, that ain’t really for me to say.  I was just told to take you and take you I will.  Oh, ain’t no need to look so worried.  We’re just goin’ on a little trip, is all.”  Of course, most such trips ended with corpses, but saying so wouldn’t have helped things along, and Elver prided himself on being efficient.  

“W-we haven’t done anything to you,” the woman said. “Take what you want but please just—”

“Sorry, ma’am,” he interrupted, “but that ain’t my decision neither.  You seem like nice enough people, but you might ought to have taught your son a bit better.  He’s been pissin’ off the wrong kind of folks, folks as ain’t got a lot of patience bein’ strung along.  You understand?”

“No,” the old man said, and seeing the anger that the mention of his son brought to the old man’s face, Elver realized it had been the wrong thing to say.  “No, I don’t understand this, any of it.  And what about Eriondrian?  What have you done with our son?”

“Nothing,” Elver said.  Not yet.  “My boss just wants to have a conversation with ‘em is all.  Figured best way to do that would be to bring you two around…you know, as collateral.  Now, that’s enough talkin’.  You two are comin’ with us, one way or the other.  I’d just as soon not get violent—leaves more of a mess I got to clean up, see, but it’s up to you how this thing goes.”

“And if we go with you…” the woman said, “we’ll…we’ll see Rion?”

Or what’s left after Sigan takes his payment.  “Ma’am,” Elver said, “I can just about damn guarantee it.”

The two studied each other for a moment, as if there was really any choice, but Elver let them do it.  Better they think they came to the decision on their own, easier all around.  More efficient.

“Fine,” the old man said finally, “we’ll go quietly.  But only if you promise not to hurt Odrick,” he went on, gesturing at the unconscious man on the floor.

Elver made a show of thinking about it, considering the thing.  Then he gave a short nod.  “Fine.  He ain’t none of my concern no ways.”  Not entirely true, that.  The man hadn’t been his concern until, that was, he’d decided to be a hero, charging in wielding a damned chair of all things.  Now, he was just another part of the mess, another thing to be cleaned up, but he could send one of the lads back to deal with that after.  

The old man studied him.  “Fine,” he said after several seconds, “what do you want us to do?”

“Well,” Elver said, “for starters…”  He paused, reaching into his tunic and withdrawing some lengths of rope and tossing them to the old man.  “Why not tie these on your wrists?  Not as nice as some of the jewelry you’re used to I warrant, but there’s no help for it.”

They went about tying the bonds, and Elver turned back to glance at his companions, was pleased and more than a little surprised to see that Jakes was getting the other—a new member of Sigan’s band and one whose name Elver couldn’t remember—to his feet.  The man was wobbly with a dazed, confused look in his eyes, but he was standing, and that was a sight more than Elver had expected.  

They set about cleaning the place, doing what they could to erase their presence.  The old couple sat meekly enough while they went about it and, finally, they were done.  Except for the big bastard, Elver thought, frowning at the unconscious form.  Well.  That was a problem they could solve a bit later, once they were well and away.  “Alright then,” he said, turning to look at the old man and woman, “time to go.”

 

 

 

Chapter Four 

 

 

 

Alesh stalked through the woods, careful to avoid stepping on any of the dry leaves or dead limbs scattered on the forest floor.  He scanned the trees, his ears perked for any sound, and did his best to ignore the ache in his muscles.  He’d been walking through the forest for the last few hours, using the exaggerated steps Darl had shown him to be as silent as possible.  The unnatural way of walking, coupled with the fact that he’d spent the better part of the day before being beaten, marched through a city, manacled and hung from a tree, and fighting for his life against nightlings, made it so that it was all he could do to keep putting one foot in front of the other.  

The sudden sound of voices made him freeze, gripping the handle of the sword he’d taken from one of the dead Redeemers in a white-knuckled fist.  There had been little left of those men from the night before, only scraps of their red cloaks here and there among spatters of blood and worse.  And, of course, their weapons, swords and crossbows and daggers that had all proved ineffective against the night’s creatures; he and the others had all procured weapons before finding a place to hide and beginning to scout the area.

Not that being armed would do them much good if they were found.  Weapons or not, they couldn’t hope to take on dozens—or hundreds—of armed men by themselves.   So, as carefully as he could, Alesh crept toward the sound of those voices, sensitive to the swish of forest grass beneath his feet.  Finally, he drew as close as he dared and pressed his back up against the trunk of a large oak, peering through the trees.

A short distance ahead, he could make out a dirt trail where the trees had been cut away to allow easy passage.  Four men in the colors of Tesharna’s guard walked two abreast on the trail, their eyes scanning the forest around them, their hands close to the hilts of their swords.

As they walked forward, drawing closer to Alesh’s position, he could begin to make out their words.  “…damned hopeless, is what it is,” one said.  “The gods alone know how the bastard made it away—I saw how beaten up he was.  Shit, when they marched him through the city, he could barely stand.  And now it seems like he didn’t just get away, but killed all the others—General Par included—before doin’ it?”  He shook his head.  “Just ain’t right, not natural is all.”

“You aren’t going to hear any disagreement out of me,” another said.  “Anyway, what’s the point of looking?  If he’s got any sense at all, he’s long gone by now, and good riddance.  There’s better ways to die than at the hands of some night-lover.”

“Well, nobody did ask you,” a third spat, “so why don’t you both shut up?  The Chosen wants us out here lookin’, so out here lookin’ we’ll be, you got that?”

“Of course, sir,” the first said, “we didn’t mean nothing by it.  Just thought—”

“Never mind what you thought,” the man, obviously their squad leader, snapped.  “Just do your damn jobs and keep your opinions to yourself.”

“Yes, sir,” the men answered.  

Damnit, Alesh thought.  They had been searching for hours for some way through toward the south, but it seemed that there was no end to the number of men Tesharna had sent out searching for them.  Twice, in his scouting, Alesh had practically stumbled on some of the patrols and it had been luck more than skill that had kept him from being seen.  If it had been only him, perhaps he could have made it through, but there were the others to think about—Rion and Katherine and, of course, Sonya.  

He felt more than heard someone behind him and spun, a shout of surprise threatening to rise out of his throat.  It turned to a heavy sigh of relief when he saw that it was Darl.  The Ferinan stood only a few feet away, having come up behind Alesh as silently as he seemed to be capable of doing anything.  Alesh glanced back to see the men disappearing around a curve in the path then turned back to Darl.  He shook his head, frustrated.  “Not this way,” he said in a whisper.  “You?”

The Ferinan shook his head, and Alesh had to repress a hiss of anger.  Hours spent searching for some way through the net Tesharna had cast around them and, so far at least, nothing.  They had found a small cave in the forest, and it was serving to hide them from the patrols for now, but sooner or later they would be discovered.  “Come on,” he said, “we’d best get back to the others.”  With that, he started back the way he’d come, the Ferinan a silent shadow behind him.

 

***
 

“So what you’re saying is, we’re doomed.”

Alesh shot a glance at Sonya, at the fear in her young eyes, before scowling back at Rion.  “I never said that.”  

“Right, of course not,” Rion said, apparently oblivious of the young girl hanging onto every word, or of Darl and Katherine scowling at him.  “All you said was that the patrols are all around us with no way of us getting out.  So our options, then, are to try our chances at making it through and hope to the gods that the patrols we happen to pass by are all deaf and dumb, or we’re supposed to stay here in this tiny cave, until we die of boredom, of cramps caused by practically having to fold ourselves up like letters or, most likely of all, to a group of guards when they find us.”

Alesh couldn’t argue with the man about the cave—the fact was, his back was already aching from having to sit slouched over, and the worst of it was there wasn’t even enough room for more than one of them to lie down at once.  He glanced at Darl, hoping that the Ferinan might have something to say to alleviate some of the fear in Sonya’s eyes but, in the end, it was Katherine who spoke.

“As usual, Rion, your ability to point out the obvious in the worst way possible is amazing.  Thank the gods that we have you around.”

The nobleman snorted.  “If it’s all the same to you, I’m not in a particularly thankful mood just now.  And you can act like I’m being a jerk if you want to, lady, but that doesn’t change the truth of our situation.  The woods are crawling with Tesharna’s men and Redeemers out looking for us.  We can’t stay here, and we can’t leave.”

“That’s not…entirely true,” Darl ventured.

Alesh tuned to the Ferinan curiously, and wasn’t able to suppress the feeling of hope he felt.  “You’ve got an idea, Darl?”

The Ferinan hesitated.  “Well, the road to Valeria is relatively clear.  If we are careful, I believe it possible that we can—”

“That we can what?”  Rion interrupted incredulously. “Go back to the city?”  He laughed, but there was no humor in it.  “Oh, that’s perfect.  Let’s sneak into the city ruled by the very woman out to see us all killed.  Hey, while we’re at it, why don’t we just go ahead and drag these fancy new blades of ours across our own throats? We’ll save the headsman some trouble, anyway.”

“Will you just shut up?” Katherine snapped, pulling Sonya close, and patting her back.  She began to whisper reassuring words to the girl, that were, unfortunately, too low for Alesh to hear.  He could have used some reassurance just then.  

He turned back and found the two men were looking at him, again expecting him to lead them.  He considered the thought of going back into the city then shook his head.  “No.  It wouldn’t work.  No offense, Darl, but Ferinan are rare up here, and you’re about as conspicuous as anyone can be.  I doubt we’d even make it through the gate.  And, of course, I’m not much better.  Remember, I was marched through the city only a couple of days ago, and I expect that at least some of the city’s people would recognize the man they were hurling rotten fruit at.  No,” he said again, shaking his head slowly, “there has to be another way.”

“Well, let me know when you find it,” Rion said.  “I’ll be sitting here contemplating the least terrible way to die.”

Alesh ignored the man. There had to be some way to put distance between them and the city.  If there is, then why aren’t you seeing it?  He pushed the thought down.  But as much as he turned the problem over in his mind, he kept coming back to the same truth—they couldn’t get out.  Not five of them, not with Sonya to think about.  The girl was good at hiding, true, but if they ended up getting chased, she wouldn’t be able to keep up, and carrying her would slow him down enough to where they’d both be taken anyway.  He wouldn’t watch her go through what he had gone through in the prison, wouldn’t watch her be staked to some tree or with her neck on some headsman’s block.  He couldn’t.

“We could smuggle ourselves out,” Sonya said, and everyone turned to look at her.  Her cheeks went red at the attention.  “I mean…Tom and I used to smuggle apples out of the kitchen sometimes, when Abigail wasn’t looking.  Tom said sailors and pirates did it.  He taught me what it means.”  Suddenly her face grew serious, and her eyes began to mist over with tears.  “Do you think Tom’s okay, Alesh?”

For a moment, Alesh couldn’t remember who she was talking about.  Then he realized that she meant Tom, Lord Gustan’s servant, the boy who had been a few years older than Sonya that she had played with sometimes when the lord visited the castle.  “I…I don’t know, Sonya,” he said, wishing he could say something to make her feel better, to comfort her.

She nodded. “I’m sure he is.  Tom knew all about smuggling and hiding—I’m sure he’s fine.  He really was a good smuggler, Alesh.  Really.”

“I believe you, Sonya,” he said, giving her a smile that felt as fragile as glass on his face.  “I’m sure he was.  Only, I’m not sure that smuggling would help us here.”

“It’s okay, sweet one,” Katherine said, patting her hand gently, “it was a good idea.”

Rion sighed loud enough to draw the attention of the others.  “I don’t know if it’s a good idea or not…but it is an idea.”

“What are you talking about?”  Katherine asked testily.

Rion sighed again.  “Smuggling—you heard her.  If she and Tom or whatever his name is can smuggle apples, well, maybe we could smuggle ourselves.”

They all stared at him for several seconds, then Alesh shared a glance with Katherine.  “Rion, how would we smuggle ourselves?  Somehow, I don’t think covering ourselves in leaves and pretending to be trees is going to work out.”

“I don’t mean like that,” he snapped.  “I mean, think about it.  People smuggle things into and out of cities all the time.  Gods, criminals make a living off of it.”

“Sure,” Alesh said slowly, thinking that maybe the stress of the last couple of days had finally gotten to the man.  “But those criminals have men that work for them.  They pay guards and hire merchants and use bribes and threats to make sure it all goes smoothly.  I don’t know any guards that would rather accept a bribe and risk Tesharna’s displeasure just now and, even if I did, we don’t have any money with which to bribe them.  And, unfortunately, I don’t know any criminals that owe me any favors.”

But Rion barely seemed to be listening, nodding his head as if thinking to himself.  “Criminals…” he started, finally.  “Well, I know a few.  In fact, I think I know just the man for the job.”

“A criminal that would be able to smuggle us out of here, to the south?”  Katherine asked.  “But would he?  And…does this man owe you something?”

Rion winced and shifted uncomfortably.  “Well…not exactly.”

“But he could do it?”  Alesh pressed, leaning forward.

Rion sighed heavily.  “Yes.  Yes, I think he could though…Sigan and I aren’t exactly on the best of terms right now.”

“Imagine,” Katherine muttered.

The nobleman scowled at her, but Alesh’s mind was already working, a faint flicker of hope working within him.  “Well, that’s great.  So all we have to do is somehow sneak into the city and find this Sigan guy.”

“Well…” Rion said slowly, “we might…that is, there might be a bit of a problem with that.”

“Oh?”  

“Thing is,” he said, running a hand through his hair, “well…I might have misspoken when I said we weren’t on the best of terms.  The fact is, the last time we saw each other…well, he tried to kill me.”

“I get it,” Katherine said.

“But why would he try to kill you?”  Alesh said.

“Well he is a criminal, isn’t he?’  Rion said.  “That’s what they do.  Also…maybe I owe him a bit of money.”

Alesh frowned, sitting back and studying the nobleman who was busy shifting uncomfortably like a child being called down for misbehaving.  “A bit?”

“Fine,” Rion snapped, “a lot of money, alright?”  Katherine made a disgusted sound in her throat, and Rion scowled.  “I was going to pay him back, okay?  Just as soon as…well…I was going to pay him back.”

“Apparently not as soon as he wanted,” Alesh said flatly.

The nobleman sighed.  “Yeah.  Crime bosses have a tendency of being unreasonable about that sort of thing.”

“But…you’re a nobleman,” Alesh said.  “You’re…I mean, you’re rich, aren’t you?”

Rion studied him as if he was daft.  “If I were rich, do you think I’d borrow money from a crime boss?”

“So you are saying,” Darl said, interjecting for the first time, “that this man, Sigan, will not want to help you.”

The nobleman rolled his eyes.  “What I’m saying is that Sigan wouldn’t shed any tears, if he found out I was dead.  In fact, I think he’d be more than happy to help me along, if given the opportunity.”  He shook his head. “I don’t even know why I brought it up.  It’s a stupid idea.  There’s got to be some other way to…”  He trailed off, and for a time they all sat in silence, glancing at each other to see if anyone else had a plan that might work.

After several minutes of silence, Alesh shrugged.  “Looks like we’re going to pay this crime boss of yours a visit.”

Katherine smiled widely. “Oh, don’t look so glum, Rion.  I’m sure that you’ll win him over with that charming personality of yours.”

 

***
 

There were hands on his shoulders, shaking him frantically, and he blinked, groaning at the throbbing pain in his head.  “Gods,” Odrick rasped, “not so rough.  My head…”  He trailed off as he opened his eyes to see a thin old man standing over him.  It was he who was doing the shaking.  

“Forgive me, Master, but I thought it best to wake you.  I’ve done what I can for your wound.  I do not know much of such things, but you’ll be happy to know that it probably isn’t fatal.”

“Well,” Odrick said.  “That’s something.”  The man seemed vaguely familiar, but at first he couldn’t place him, just as he couldn’t remember why he was lying on the floor with a headache that felt like he’d decided to trade blows with one of his father’s hammers and see which cracked first.  Then he realized that the man was Fermin, the manservant for Lord and Lady Tirinian.  Suddenly, it all came rushing back, and with a grunt he shot to his feet.

Or, at least, he intended to.  He’d barely risen from the floor when the dull throb in his head became a rioting cacophony of agony that drowned out all thought and reason.

Then, he was lying on the floor again, staring up at the thin man who blinked myopically down at him.  “I would not presume to order you about, Master, but it would, perhaps, be wise to take it slowly.”

Odrick looked for any signs of humor or sarcasm in the man’s face but saw none.  That might have been because his vision was blurry from his eyes watering with pain, or perhaps because he’d never been much good at detecting sarcasm in the first place.  “Thanks.”  

The old man offered him his hand, and slowly, wincing in expectation of another bout of agony, Odrick managed—with the manservant’s help—to sit up.  He paused there, until the dizziness had subsided as much as he thought it was going to.  “What happened?” he said.  “Where are Lord and Lady Tirinian?”

The old man’s face twisted, and for a moment Odrick thought he was going to cry.  Finally, he seemed to master himself.  “My lord and lady have been…taken, Sir Odrick.”

Sir Odrick.  If the day hadn’t been the strangest he’d ever had already then being called “sir” without sarcasm or venom would certainly have clenched it.  “Taken?” he said, struggling to put some order to his muddled thoughts.  He slowly looked around the room and saw that the men he’d fought were gone.  As, too, was the blood that had been spilled during the fighting.  Polite criminals, to clean up after themselves.  Or—and this was more likely—they didn’t want anyone to know they’d taken Rion’s parents, which didn’t bode well for what they intended to do with them.  Still, he was impressed.  No traces that they’d been here at all remained.  None, that was, except for a barely-conscious blacksmith who had been foolish enough to stick his head—a head that wasn’t thanking him for it, just now—into places it didn’t belong.  He frowned.  “Why am I not dead?”

The old man seemed to consider that.  “Well, sir, according to the priests, the gods do not take a man until it is his time.  Still, there is much debate on the topic—philosophical opinions abound.  Some believe that life and death are fated by no more than the flip of a coin.  Though—”

“Sorry,” Odrick interrupted, the man’s rambling doing little to help him gain control of his confused thoughts.  “What I meant to say was, they obviously cleaned up and left, taking Rion’s father and mother with them, so…why am I not dead?”

“Ah,” Fermin said, blinking.  “Right.  Well, if it comforts you any, sir, I do believe that is what they intended.”  He winced, glancing at the doorway as if he could see something beyond it.

“There’s something out there?”  Odrick ventured.

“Uh…that is, yes, sir.  I’ve made a bit of a mess, I’m afraid.  But I assure you that I will clean it up.  Lord Tirinian is most forgiving but…” He cut off then, wiping a finger at the sudden tears that formed in his eyes, and cleared his throat before continuing.  “That is, my lord is very kind, but I do not expect he would find it acceptable to discover a corpse on the stairs when…when he returns.”

Odrick sympathized with the man’s obvious grief, opened his mouth to try to offer what comfort he could, then froze, the manservant’s words sinking in.  “Wait.  A corpse?”

Fermin’s face turned red, as if he was embarrassed, and he nodded, studying the floor.  “Yes, sir.  I’m afraid so.”

Odrick slowly, painfully, rose to his feet, groaning at the thumping in his head, thumping that felt it was going to tear his skull apart at any second.  “Show me.”

“Very well, sir,” the man answered with obvious reluctance.  “This way.”

He started toward the open doorway, and Odrick followed.  At least, he meant to.  Instead, he took a single step, and the strength seemed to go out of his legs.  He managed to catch himself on the wall, narrowly avoiding crashing to the floor.  “My…feet don’t work,” he gasped.

“I do not mean to be contrary, sir,” the manservant said, “but let me assure you that your feet are perfectly fine.  It’s your head that’s the trouble.  The pain and disorientation should pass soon…or not.”

“Ah,” Odrick said, rubbing at his temple with the hand not holding him up against the wall.  “That’s a relief.”

“Just so, sir,” the old man said, nodding, as he stood, waiting in the doorway.

Odrick took a second to gather his strength, then, one hand trailing along the wall, he made his laborious way to where the manservant stood.  They walked out to the landing, and Odrick stared at the corpse of a man sprawled across the top few stairs with blood pooling beneath him.  “He’s dead.”

“As I believe I mentioned,” the manservant said, almost defensively, then he cleared his throat.  “Forgive me.  I am no healer but…yes, sir.  I believe he is.  At least, he has not moved for quite some time.”

The blacksmith gave his head a shake in an effort to clear the blurriness from his vision and stared at the body.  “That’s an arrow sticking out of his back.”

“A crossbow bolt to be precise, sir,” the old man said, nodding, a slight frown on his face as if they were discussing a stain on a tablecloth instead of a corpse.  

“Right,” Odrick said.  “How do you suppose it came to be there?”

“Well, sir, I admit that I know little of such things, but Lord Tirinian was a great warrior in his day, and he has many such weapons—is a bit of a collector, in fact.  This particular crossbow hails, I believe, originally from Clausia.  A small island community far to the south.  Clausian crossbows are famed for their unique mechanism which—” He cut off, taking in Odrick’s look.  “Oh, I see.  Well, sir, the fact is…I shot him.”

Odrick watched as the man actually began to wring his hands together, as if afraid of being called out.  “What was he doing here in the first place?  That is, if the others had left?”

“As to that, sir, I believe that this man was sent to…finish tidying up their mess.”

“You mean kill me.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Meaning, you saved my life.”

The man blinked, as if he had only just thought of it.  “I…I suppose so.”

“Thank you.”

Fermin looked more uncomfortable than he had yet at the blacksmith’s gratitude, shuffling his feet.  “I was hiding, sir…when they came.  At first, I was only cleaning the solar, but when I heard the screams…”

Odrick put a hand on the man’s shoulder.  “You were right to hide.  If you hadn’t, you would probably be dead, and me as well.  You wouldn’t have had any chance against three of them…neither of us would have.”

Fermin met his eyes.  “It is my duty, sir, to see to all of my master’s needs.”  The shame, the guilt in the man’s voice was terrible to hear.

“It’s not your duty to die, Fermin,” he said.  “And because you didn’t, now we have a chance to do something to help them.  If we end up being able to save your master, it will be because you hid instead of throwing your life away for no reason.”

The man considered that, then slowly nodded.  “Thank you, sir.”  And then, turning back to the corpse, “I am not sorry I killed him.”

Odrick followed his gaze. “No, you shouldn’t b—” He cut off, frowning as he caught sight of something sticking out of the corpse’s trouser pocket.  He leaned down—careful to do it slow, moving his head and neck as little as possible—and retrieved what turned out to be a slip of parchment.  A feeling of dread building in him, Odrick unfolded the parchment, narrowing his eyes to bring the blurred writing into focus.

Rion,

I hope that this letter finds you well and soon.  I have desired your company for some time now, and I’m afraid that I and your parents will be most troubled should you not visit me at my home before tomorrow afternoon.  

Hope to see you soon though perhaps, not as much as your parents.  I would even go so far as to say that they are quite distraught.

—S

The dead man must have meant to leave the note behind for Rion to find, and it didn’t take more than a second for Odrick to realize who it must have come from.  Sigan.  A crime boss that anyone who had spent time in the city’s poor quarter had heard of, a man who was feared—and rightfully so, as far as Odrick was concerned—by the city’s citizens.  A man known for his ruthless brutality as well as his cunning and a man who now had Rion’s parents.  

Gods be good, Odrick thought, and the light-headedness he felt as he looked over the letter again wasn’t from his wound, not this time.  “I’ve got to find Rion,” he said, more to himself than the man standing beside him.

“Rion, sir?”  

“Ah, right.  I mean Eriondrian.”

“I have not seen Master Eriondrian in several days, sir.  My lord and lady have been quite upset by his absence.”

They’ll be even more upset if he doesn’t show up by tomorrow evening, of that I’m certain.  Odrick considered going to the city guard but dismissed the idea immediately.  Sigan was a powerful crime boss, the city’s most well-connected, and even the guards themselves were afraid of him.  Those, that was, who didn’t belong to him, bought and paid for.  He could go try to rescue Rion’s parents himself, but the wound in his head was all too fresh a reminder—if one was needed—of how it had worked out the last time he’d tried to play at being a hero.  

No, there was only one thing to do.  He had to find Rion.  But where?  Odrick had spent the last days using all of his free time to visit the usual places that Rion frequented, but had come up empty time and again.  He had even questioned the other nobles—Armiel and Bastion among them—and had discovered nothing of Rion’s whereabouts.  A thought struck him, and he felt a flare of hope as he realized he hadn’t checked all Rion’s usual haunts after all.  Oh, he had searched all the places that Eriondrian Tirinian, one of Valeria’s most prominent noblemen, tended to visit.  But what of Rion, the man in the shabby cloak and clothes who spent his time in the poor district, who had associations with men such as Sigan?  That man Odrick had done nothing to find.

“I have to go.”

“So soon, sir?”  Fermin asked.  “If you would like, I could fix you some tea or…”  He trailed off, perhaps realizing how ridiculous the offer of tea was, given the circumstances, but Odrick did his best to give him a smile.

“No thank you, Fermin, but I appreciate the offer.  Now, I’ve got to go.  If Rio—if Eriondrian stops by, can you tell him I have to speak to him, and soon?  Tell him to leave word at my father’s shop of where I can meet him.”

“Of course, sir,” the manservant answered.  “And I wish you all the luck in your endeavor.  I will be here, cleaning up my mess, in case you need my help.”

“Thanks,” Odrick said, but he did not expect that he would.  The old man was kind enough and had saved his life, but for the sort of mess they were in, a manservant wouldn’t do.  For all he knew, one of the gods themselves wouldn’t be enough.  He walked down the stairs, all too aware of the irony that, to get to where he wanted to go, he was forced to step over corpses.  He could only hope and pray that this would be the last one.

 

 

 

Chapter Five 

 

 

 

“I still don’t like it.”

Rion bit back the first comment—angry and scathing—that came to his mind.  Instead, he turned to Alesh who stood just outside the forest cave’s entrance.  “What’s to like?” he said bitterly.  Still angry and scathing, maybe, but not as much as it might have been.  “Anyway, I don’t know why you’re so worried.  You get to relax in a cave, put your feet up, maybe eat some berries, while we’re the ones risking our lives.”  But maybe “risking” wasn’t exactly the right word.  What they planned was to sneak past patrols that were out searching for them, ones that wouldn’t worry about asking questions if they found them, into a city full of people who would love nothing more than to see them strung up.  And, if somehow they managed to avoid being killed or tortured outright—nearly an impossible feat in itself—and make it to their target, then Rion had to somehow convince Sigan to help them instead of killing him. No, maybe “committing suicide,” would have been closer.

All in all, it was a plan that, even if it worked, seemed contrived to see Rion dead before nightfall, and he would have much rather stayed behind with Alesh, Darl, and Sonya instead of walking into certain death.  Alesh’s expression, however, showed that he was disappointed that he wasn’t able to go himself.  Which just proved that being clever wasn’t a prerequisite for being chosen by one of the gods.  

“You’re going to need all the help you can get,” Alesh said, repeating words spoken less than an hour before when they’d come to the final decision.  “If the Redeemers or Tesharna’s men find you—”

“We will be doomed whether you’re with us or not,” Katherine said, her voice soft and firm all at once.  “We’ve talked about this, Alesh.  You can’t come—it was only yesterday that you were marched through the city streets.  There’s too good a chance that someone will recognize you and bring the whole of the city guard down on our heads.  If that happens, one more fighter isn’t going to save us from what they plan.  As for Darl,” she continued, turning to the Ferinan who looked equally frustrated that he couldn’t accompany—the fool, Rion thought—“you’re a Ferinan.  By now, news has circulated through the city that you were among the group the guards tried to capture, and you’d stick out like a sore thumb—you know that.”

The Ferinan frowned, but he didn’t argue.  Not that he really could.  Even Rion had to admit—reluctantly—that he and Katherine were the only real options to travel into Valeria.  Rion knew the lay out of the city, knew Sigan too, for better or worse—he expected mostly worse—and neither of them would be as easily recognized as Alesh or Darl.  Of course, it gave him little comfort that the decision that would undoubtedly lead to his death was also the one that made the most sense.  “Can we just be about it already?” he said.  “We waste any more time, there’s a fair chance I’m going to lose my nerve, and I expect a man walking into the city with soiled trousers would draw more attention than we’d like.”

Katherine scowled at him.  “Do you really have to—” She cut off as Sonya laughed.  

“You’re silly, Uncle Rion,” the girl said.

Rion blinked at her, finding that he couldn’t find words.  Uncle Rion?  Gods help me.  

“He’s right,” Alesh said.  “We’ve wasted enough time already.”

They’d decided to set out early this morning after getting a full night’s sleep—though, if any of them had actually managed any sleep, given their situation, they knew a trick Rion didn’t.  They’d woken with the sun and Darl and Alesh had spent the last few hours marking the patrols, double-checking to make sure that no more troops than they expected stood between them and Valeria.  And why would they?  Rion thought sourly.  After all, we’d have to be fools to want to go back into the city.  Which, of course, said just about all that needed to be said out his opinion of their current plans.  

“Remember,” Alesh said, “we have to convince this Sigan to smuggle us out of the city underneath the Chosen’s nose.  If not…”

He didn’t finish, but then, as far as Rion was concerned, he didn’t have to.  If not, they died.  Of course, they’d probably die anyway, but there it was.  “Thanks for the reminder,” he said dryly.  “Otherwise, I might have forgotten and found myself relaxing in some tavern, my feet kicked up and an ale in my hand.”

Alesh wasn’t paying him any attention though.  He was stepping forward, his eyes on Katherine.  “Be careful,” he said.  “If anything happens, come back here as quick as you can…just be careful.”

She smiled, blushing prettily enough, and Rion considered reminding them that they weren’t in some knightly romance tale of the kind favored by giggling noblewomen.  If their lives were a story, then it was most certainly a tragedy.  The two were still staring at each other, and Rion cleared his throat.  “I’ll be careful too—thanks for the concern.”

Alesh blinked, as if he’d been startled awake.  “Right.  Well—” He cut off as Sonya ran past him, practically launching herself at the woman, Katherine, who caught her in an embrace.

“I don’t want you to get hurt,” the little girl said, the tears clear in her voice.

“I know, sweetling,” Katherine said, “but I’ll be fine.  Everything will be okay, you’ll see, and I’ll be back before you know it.”

A moment later, she let go of Katherine, and Rion grunted in surprise as the girl rushed at him to give him a hug.  He glanced at the others, clueless as to what to do, and saw them grinning at him.  Rion was an only child and had no younger cousins in the city, so he knew nothing of children.  “Um…thanks,” he said.

The girl looked up at him, smiling.  “You’ll be okay, won’t you, Uncle Rion?”

Rion opened his mouth to answer and noted Katherine staring threateningly at him, then cleared his throat.  “Of course we will.  Nothing to it.  Easiest thing in the world.”  After all, there are few things easier than dying—even fools have the knack of it.

Abruptly, she let him go, walking back to stand beside Alesh, and Rion was surprised to find that he was at once both relieved and disappointed.  The two groups stood studying each other for a moment until Darl finally stepped forward.  “Come—I will see you to the city safely.”

Rion started after Darl, but Katherine remained behind, studying Sonya with an anguished expression.  

Alesh put a hand on the girl’s shoulder and gave Katherine a smile that Rion could tell cost him.  “I’ll keep her safe.”

The woman finally nodded, then they were off and heading toward the city.

 

***
 

He watched from where he stood enveloped within the shadow of an ancient oak. It was dangerous here, in the daylight, for the sun was high in the sky, its light chasing away most of the darkness through which he could move, to which he was in some way he still did not fully understand, connected.  But as hard as it might try, the sun could never banish all the shadows, not completely.  They might retreat before that light, but they would wait in the dark places of the world, under stones, within caves and tunnels deep in the dank earth, until the day retreated once more, giving way to the night.  The time of shadows.

Dangerous or not, he had not been able to resist the urge to come, to listen to what words they would speak, and he was glad now that he had.  They were separating, the fools, and in their separation, they would be weaker.  For while many flames might banish the darkness, even the power of the greatest torch could be extinguished, if it stood alone.  A torch such as the man who stood with his hand on the little girl’s shoulder, watching the others travel into the woods with something like anguish on his face.  Something like, but not true anguish.  That, he would learn in time.  That, they would all learn.

Yet despite the fact that the man was the true threat, the one his god had sent him after, the shadow found his eyes drawn to Rion as he walked with the Ferinan and the woman.  Sevrin was not the man he had once been, but part of that man remained, and the part that remained hated the nobleman, hated him with a passion stronger, even, than the temptation of finding the man called the Son of the Morning with only a small child to help him, should the worst come.  A passion stronger even than the directive of the shadow’s god, the one who had asked…no, that wasn’t right.  The shadows never asked, and the voices which spoke from within them did so not in question but in demand, a demand that was no less powerful for all its subtlety.  

Watch, his maker had told him.  Watch and remain vigilant.  The opportunity will arise.  And so it had.  An opportunity to catch the man alone, while he was weak and without aid.  Yet it was not this opportunity that pulled at the shadow, that tugged at him.  That, instead, was the thought of Rion, with only the Ferinan and the woman to protect him.  And what the creature that had once been Sevrin thought of then was not obedience, but revenge.  Not duty, but blood.  The man thought that he had won, thought that he had bested Sevrin, conquered him.  But none could conquer the shadows, not fully.  They returned.  They always returned.  

The thought of what he would do, of the price he would extract from the man’s flesh, his soul, caused his concentration to slip, and his attention was drawn back to the other as he grunted, spinning to stare directly at the oak and the shadow it cast.

Sevrin froze, and saw to his horror that the man had let go of the girl, that he was, even now, stalking closer, studying the darkness in which Sevrin lurked as if he had some knowledge of its truth, some understanding of its mind.  

“Alesh?  Shouldn’t we go back inside?” It was the girl, her voice worried.  

Slowly, the man turned to glance at her.  “Of…of course, Sonya,” he said.  He shot one more look at the shadow, then frowning, he turned and walked to the girl, taking her hand and leading her back into the relative shelter of the forest cave.

The creature felt something stirring within it.  Was this fear?  Surely, it could not be, for the shadows were not given to fear.  And yet…he was afraid.  Afraid of the man, of the power he held, power that even he did not fully understand.  A light strong enough to battle the darkness.  Perhaps a light strong enough to kill it.  It was no wonder that this one had been the true concern of his master, the one he had ordered him to watch.

Sevrin hesitated, unsure, but the thought of his revenge was still blazing within him, not fully doused by the fear, and finally he decided, turning back to the direction in which Rion and the others had gone.  They would have put some distance between themselves and him now, but it did not matter.  The creature that had once been Sevrin knew well the shadows. He could travel them, if he so chose.  And choose he did.

 

***
 

They stopped at the edge of the woods, and Rion felt a deep sense of foreboding as he gazed at Valeria’s walls in the distance.  The trees of the land nearest Valeria had long since been cut down so that no attacking army might hide beneath them as it approached the gates.  Rion was covered in sweat, and his nerves were frayed, yet despite how scary the thought of venturing into Valeria was, he found that he was relieved to have reached the city.  

He, Katherine, and Darl had spent the last several hours winding their way around patrols, the numbers of which Rion had long since lost count—probably just as well, for had he known the exact amount of men searching for them, he suspected he would have curled up into a ball, too scared to move.  Rion had been born in the city, had spent all of his time there, and despite the Ferinan’s attempts at showing him how to move silently, despite his own efforts at trying to mimic the man’s walk—efforts that made themselves plain in the terrible burning in his thighs and calves—Rion had felt like a child stumbling along in his father’s wake, awkward and unsure.

The Ferinan moved through the woods as silently as a ghost, seeming at home beneath the trees even though—if the stories Rion had heard were true—the man’s home land was mile after mile of sand and little else.  Even Katherine had done better than Rion, a point she made clear every time she turned to scowl at him when a pebble skidded away from his boot or he hissed at the prick of a briar on his skin, as if he meant to make noise.  

She needn’t have bothered.  Rion had spent the last several hours in a constant state of terror.  Each time he’d stepped on a leaf or heard a twig snap beneath his boot, he had been sure that this was going to be the time that one of the passing patrols heard them, the time that they came charging with their swords to finish what their companions had started.  Death by twig.  An ignoble end for a nobleman, but one that had felt like nothing but a certainty.

So it was that he felt relief.  And if he was being honest with himself—something he always tried his best never to do—he was surprised that he could still be counted among the living.  Of course, the cure for that particular state was waiting just inside the city, but if the last few weeks had taught Rion nothing else, it was that a man had to take what small victories he could when, ultimately, all roads led to his doom.

Darl reached out, taking Katherine’s hand and shaking it, a smile on his face as if he were a man wandering around on Fairday.  Then, without a word, he turned and started into the forest.

“Wait a damned minute,” Rion hissed.  “Not a word?  Not so much as a ‘good luck’?”

The Ferinan gave a quiet laugh.  “We who serve the Light do not need luck, friend Rion.  We have something better.”  

And with that, he was disappearing into the shadows of the trees as if invisible.  “Like what?”  Rion demanded of the empty air.  “Delusion?”  But the man was gone, and the only answer was the snort of the woman beside him.  

“Are you ready?”

“No.  But let’s get it over with,” Rion muttered, glancing up at the sky.  He was surprised to see that their trip through the forest had taken them so long that it was nearly dark.  “Well then,” he said, offering her his arm, “let us depart, lady wife.”

She scowled, clearly no more at ease with the identities they’d chosen to use as she had been when he first suggested it, but she took his arm anyway.

“It’s a good frown,” Rion said, “you’ll fit in nicely with every other married woman I’ve met.”  And with that, they stepped out of the woods and toward the city.

 

***
 

Sevrin flitted through the shadows, surging from one to the next where they were connected by the tremble of a branch in the wind, the shifting of leaves, Sevrin himself no more than a blur of darkness.  He arrived just as Rion and the woman were preparing to step out of the woods and into the field, a field in which the sun held sway, where no shadow could be seen, a field into which he could not follow them.

No, he thought viciously, you will not escape me.  He called deeply on the blessings of his god, hurtling from the shadow of a tree to the flickering darkness caused by a single falling leaf.  Not a creature with a physical body at all, not then, but no more than a black smear of night underneath the canopy of the trees, blurring as he launched himself from the infinitesimal shadow the leaf cast to that of a tree within reach of Rion and the woman in the split second that the two overlapped.  

Then, forming within that shadow, his mangled face stretching into a wide grin as he reached out with his handless arm, little more than a stumped wrist left from the nightlings’ attentions.  Even as he did, a hand of darkness began to form, shifting and moving, the fingers changing to talons as he reached out to rip his enemy apart…

The briefest contact as one clawed nail touched the man’s flesh…hate and joy and expectation all mingling together so that one could not have been separated from the other…he would kill him, he would get his revenge on—

A thunderclap of pain as something struck him, hurling him through the air.  Not traveling the shadows now but flying beneath the canopy of trees as if he’d been rammed by an onrushing horse, flipping end over end, screaming as human flesh and shadow flesh were struck here and there by the intermittent rays of sun that made it through the treetops.

Light.  And pain.  Pain unlike anything he had ever known, unlike anything he’d ever imagined, worse even than when the nightlings had exacted the price of his revenge from his flesh.  Screaming and screaming, but no voice with which to utter his agony, and then brought up short by something clamped around his throat.  Something that writhed and squirmed, slick and oily and somehow wrong against his skin.  

“You,” someone rasped, and mewling with terror, the creature that was Sevrin looked up into the face of the man who held him.  But no, not a man, a god, and in that face nothing but the deepest darkness.

“M-master,” Sevrin rasped, “p-please—”

“Do not,” the other said, the words crawling into his ears like worms burrowing into the ground.  “Do not.”  

The hand around his throat tightened, and Sevrin struggled against it, but all his newfound strength, his power, was as nothing against this one, as if he was trying to drown water or burn flame.  “Pl—” he began in a croak, and the hand tightened more, a vice threatening to crush him.

“You would disobey me?” the shadow demanded.  “You would put your own wants, your own pathetic revenge, before your god?”

Sevrin knew that he was going to die, could feel death creeping into him, spreading like a fire, burning through him and leaving what it touched nothing but ash.  Then, just when he thought it would take him completely, that he would be given the mercy, the release of a final death, the hand released him, and he collapsed to the ground.

He hacked desperately, searching for air but finding none.  Then, finally, he felt the cool sweetness of it against what was left of his ruined throat, sweeter than anything he had ever felt or tasted before.  

But it was gone a moment later, as if someone had shoved a cloth down his throat, a cloth covered in spiders and crawling things.  He sputtered and spat and gagged, frantically trying to push away the hand—for surely it must be a hand—that was smothering him.  But he touched nothing, as if whatever it was was no more substantial than mist.  In his desperate struggles, his gaze fell on the shadow standing a short distance away, watching him.  Although he could not see its face or any discernible feature at all, there was something about its posture, about the way it leaned forward, that seemed eager, that seemed not just amused by his suffering, but somehow sated by it.  

Then, as quickly as it had come, whatever force was killing him vanished, and he gasped desperately.  

“How dare you disobey me?” the shadow said, as if genuinely curious. “How dare you think to question my orders?”

“P-please…Master,” Sevrin croaked.  “I…it will not happen again.  I will never disobey you again.”

“No,” the shadow agreed, “you will not.  Do you believe yourself special, Sevrin?  You are nothing but what I have made you.  Do you believe you know the truths the shadows hold?  You know nothing,” the form said, gliding forward without any discernible movement of leg or limb, “but you will learn.  Oh, Sevrin how you will learn.  You have transgressed and now, now you will be punished.”

The shadows snaked forward, tendrils of them reaching out, and where they touched Sevrin his skin grew cold.  Colder than he had ever felt, a cold so powerful it burned.  And he screamed.

 

***
 

“Boss, did you hear me?  I said the sun’s down.”

“I heard you, Belvy,” Sigan growled, “just like I heard you the first half a dozen times you thought to tell me.”  With a grunt, the big crime boss tossed the barely-touched chicken leg back on his plate, reclining in his chair at the head of the table.  

“Sorry, boss,” the other man said from where he sat at one side of the long table.  A dozen others were seated there, Sigan’s most trusted employees—not saying much, when they were all criminals that would stab a man as soon as look at him—but there it was.  Hard-bitten murderers and thieves, yet none of them met his eyes, studying their own plates with careful determination.  All, that was, save for Belvy himself.  “All I’m sayin’, boss, is you said he had ‘til evenin’, and evenin’s here.”

“I know what I said, damnit!”  Sigan roared, and the man cringed away.  “Do you think I’ve grown addled, Belvy, or is it that you think you know better than I do?  That it?”

“O-of course not, boss.  Only…”  He trailed off, which was just as well.  His position as boss meant that Sigan didn’t get his hands dirty—or bloody, as was more often the case—as much as he used to, but he was in a foul mood, and just because he hadn’t done any killing in a while didn’t mean he was averse to the idea.  

“It’s only,” Sigan said, “that you want Rion to suffer.  That’s it, ain’t it, Belvy?  As I recall, Darby was one of your friends, wasn’t he?”

The man’s face was a twist of emotions, fear and anger chief among them.  “He didn’t have no cause, bustin’ up his hand like that.  No cause at all.”

“And what about me?”  Sigan asked in a low voice, and he didn’t miss the way those seated at the table seemed to shrink in on themselves.  “Did I have a reason, Belvy?  You want your revenge, sure, but Rion ain’t the only one that wronged your friend.  After all, it was me ordered his throat cut, wasn’t it?”

The man’s mouth worked for several seconds, then finally he swallowed hard.  “You done what you had to, boss, that’s all.  You said it yourself—a bruiser ain’t much good as can’t bruise.  Besides, I reckon you know best.”

Sigan studied the man for several seconds, until finally Belvy looked away, studying his own plate.  “Yes.  Yes, I do know best, Belvy.  You’d do well to remember that.  You wouldn’t be the first person I’ve had to remind of it and, my experience, men don’t like my way of remindin’.  You understand?”

The man nodded, wanting to say something, that was plain enough on his face, but deciding it best not to.  Sigan watched him for another minute then heaved a heavy sigh, grabbing the tankard of ale from the table and giving it a long swig before slamming it back down in frustration.  Belvy was a fool, just as Darby had been.  The problem was, he was right.  

Sigan had given Rion—or Eriondrian, and hadn’t that been a surprise?—a deadline.  Now, that deadline had come and gone and though Belvy was the only one speaking it out loud, he wasn’t the only one thinking it, that was sure.  Such a thing, such a promise unkept, was a sign of weakness.  And despite the meek behavior of those gathered around the table, Sigan knew them for what they were.  Wolves.  Wolves that were loyal enough, just so long as the one they were following was stronger, bigger.  But let that wolf, that packleader, show weakness, let him turn his back for too long, and they would do what wolves did; use their fangs and their teeth to make their point clear.

And if that happened?  Well, the lead wolf, Sigan, would have no one to blame but himself as he lay bleeding out on the ground, for men, like animals, acted according to their natures, and it was only a fool that thought any different.  He didn’t care anything about killing the old man and woman, Rion’s parents, didn’t hold any sort of grudge against them.  In fact, from all that he’d heard, Lord Tirinian was that most rare of creatures—a noble with a conscience.  The man was known for donating money to the poor, for helping where he could, known for being one of the few that didn’t come down with a sudden case of blindness every time his eyes drifted toward the poor quarter and its desperate citizens.

By all accounts, a good man, one trying to make the world better.  The thing was, the world didn’t want to be better, and it went through good men like a whore through sheets.  That was its nature.  Sigan might not have wanted to kill the old couple, but what he wanted didn’t matter, had stopped mattering just as soon as he’d made the promise.  Damn you, Rion.  He’d given him a chance, hadn’t he?  And more than one.  That was more than most folks in the poor district got, a damn sight more.  Let the blood be on you, then.  

With a growl, Sigan swept his arm across the table, and the tin plate and glass of ale went flying across the room.  The glass struck the wall and shattered into pieces.  Several of the men at the table jumped, startled, but they recovered quickly enough.  Sigan stared at the broken glass, at his men, his massive chest heaving, his thick arms flexing, wanting to break something, to hurt something.  Instead, he took several slow, deep breaths, reining his anger in.  “Belvy.”

“Boss?” the man said, scared, but eager too.  A knife wanting to be unsheathed, waiting to draw blood.

“Go tell Elver and the others to see it done.  Rion had his chance.”

“Yes, boss.”  The man was up out of his seat in a flash, moving to the door.

“Belvy,” Sigan growled, and the man stopped at the doorway, turning back.

“Sir?”

“See it done, but tell Elver there ain’t no need for them to suffer no more than they have to.  You understand?”

The man’s face twitched at that, but he nodded readily enough.  “’Course, boss.”

Sigan watched him go, watched the door shut behind him.  The man had been close to Darby, probably too close.  And as much as he might act like he held Rion responsible, that kind of anger had a way of spilling over, had a way of making a man foolish.  Sigan suspected the bastard would forget what he’d told him quickly enough would—if he had his way—spend the night exacting a price of flesh from the old couple.  Still, Elver was in charge, and he was reliable enough, at least so far as any of them were.  He would see the thing done and done proper, so that was of no real concern.

What was of concern was that, when it was done, Belvy’s lust for pain wouldn’t be sated, not even close.  And who left, when the old couple had been dealt with, to seek that price from?  Rion, sure, but the man was gone, vanished from the city like some ghost, and who did that leave?  How long before Belvy was sneaking in to Sigan’s own room, the knife he was so ready to use on the old man and woman seeking Sigan’s throat?  

“Venner.”

A man who had, to this point, leaned silently against the wall at the side of the room, stepped forward, and as he did, those at the table shifted uncomfortably.  Not that Sigan could blame them.  As mean, as cold-hearted as all the bastards were, they were like sheep compared to Venner and, unlike them, Venner was completely loyal.  He was also a remorseless killer, a man who followed orders without question, the man who Sigan turned to when he needed to make sure something was done and done right.  

The man did not speak, only came to stand beside the table, his hands resting at his sides, but never far from the knives sheathed at his waist.  “Go on and make sure Belvy delivers the news without incident.  And after he’s done…well, best have a talk with him.”

A single nod, no more, and the man walked out.  Sigan watched him go and felt a small sense of relief when the door closed behind him.  It wasn’t something he ever would have shared with the others, but the man even made him uneasy.  True, he was loyal, Sigan knew that.  But he also knew that the man would kill anyone—man, woman, child, his own mother—and show no more emotion than another might stomping on a bug.  A madman, that was certain.  But then, madmen had their uses too.

“Well?” he demanded as he saw that the others were sitting still, as if afraid to move.  After all, they knew well enough what sort of talking Venner did, and that they wouldn’t be seeing Belvy again.  Not alive at least.  “Eat, you bastards,” Sigan barked, “and someone bring me another ale.”  He decided he would get drunk.  Good and drunk.  And damn Rion and Belvy and the lot of them.  

 

 

 

Chapter Six 

 

 

 

“I’m telling you, damnit, I felt something back there in the woods.”

“I’m sure it was just the wind,” Katherine said in a distracted tone, clearly not paying him any attention.

“Wind,” Rion muttered, but he said nothing else.  For one, he didn’t know how he could communicate to her the feeling of danger he’d felt, as if something or someone had been watching him, hunting him, a feeling that had sent shivers of dread up his spine.  But when he’d spun to look back at the tree line, there had been nothing.  No one.  But more important than that, they were in the city now, walking the streets, and the last thing he needed was to draw attention to himself by talking about demons chasing him, so he reluctantly let it go.  

“So,” she said, still in that tone that said she was only half-paying attention.  “Where do we go now?”

Rion frowned.  The truth was that he’d never expected to make it this far, had been surprised—and more than a little relieved—when the guards had waved them through without so much as a mean look.  “I uh…I’m not sure.”

She paused in the street, turning to scowl at him, and this time, at least, he had her full attention.  “Not sure?  What do you mean not sure?”

“Not so loud,” he hissed, glancing at the people walking by in the street.  “We’re supposed to be husband and wife, remember?”

The woman stared at him, her dour expression looking as if it had been carved from stone.  “Husbands and wives fight,” she said dangerously.  “Everyone knows that.  Sometimes, their fights are worse than others.  In fact, I have heard of more than one wife who has taken a knife to her husband.”

“If actual marriage is anything like fake marriage, then I suspect he was grateful,” Rion hissed.  “Now, come here before you bring half the city guard down on our head.”  He grabbed her arm, pulling her to the side of the street against the wall of a tailor’s shop.  “Look, Sigan is a criminal, you understand?  A man like that has plenty of enemies, not least of which are honest city guardsmen—few, I admit, but there are some—who would love nothing better than to haul him into the dungeon, or to see him dead.”

“One sympathizes,” she said.

He rubbed at his temples. “Damnit, what I’m trying to say is that he moves around, you get it?  A night here, a night there, always moving so that city guardsman or other crime bosses out to make a name for themselves aren’t able to find him.”

“Well,” she said, “if he’s as big a crime boss as you say, then surely there are those in the city who know where he can be found, places where his men hang out.”

“Sure there are,” Rion said, struggling to rein in his failing patience.  “The problem is that the last time Sigan and I had a conversation, he promised to see me dead.  Somehow, I doubt that his men will take the time to hear me about before they start seeing who can poke the most holes in me.”

She frowned.  “That is a problem,” she said. “Your problem.  Our problem is that we can’t spend days looking for him.  So, do you know a better idea?”

“If I knew a better idea do you think I’d be standing in the street arguing with you when, at any moment, one of that bastard’s men might happen by?”

“Then…” she prompted.

Rion grunted, shaking his head.  “Fine, but you’ll feel awful damned guilty when I wind up getting my throat slit.”

“I’ll try to get over it,” she said dryly.  

Rion bit back a curse, shaking his head.  “This way.”

 

***
 

You’re going to die, Rion thought, as he led the woman down the street.  You know that, don’t you?

Sure, he knew it.  But what choice did he have?  None, that was the truth of it.  So he continued to scan the streets around them, wracking his memory for the closest of Sigan’s properties, telling himself that, if he were lucky, just maybe the crime boss’s men would listen to what he had to say before killing him outright.  Sure, he thought, nobody’s that lucky.

Suddenly, something in his pocket grew cold, so cold that he could feel it through the fabric, as if someone held a chunk of ice against his leg.  Continuing to walk, Rion reached into his pocket, wincing as he withdrew the item—the coin on which Javen’s face had shown, the same coin that had saved his life when Sigan’s man fired a crossbow at him.  What in the Night? he thought, staring down at the coin.  No strange demonic faces showed themselves on its surface, and there was nothing to indicate that it was anything more than just a coin, nothing save for the coolness that was even now dissipating.  

Was the God of Chance trying to tell him something?  Or was it simply—“Look out!”

Rion’s head jerked up at the woman’s shout, and he was shocked to see that, in his distraction, he had walked into the street.  A horse-cart was bearing down on him, moments from running him over.  With a cry of surprise, he leapt to the side.  The driver gave a curse, tugging on the reins and pulling to the left, and Rion was saved from being trampled by mere inches.  

He lay there, panting, the driver hurling curses over his shoulder as he continued down the street.  “Well,” Katherine said, walking up to stand over him, “that was stupid.  I thought we weren’t supposed to be drawing attention to ourselves.”

Rion looked around and saw that several people in the street had stopped to look at him where he lay and that a guardsman was walking toward them, a frown on his face.

Damn coin, he thought.  Damn God of Luck.  He scanned the street, frantic for some means of escape, for though they hadn’t been recognized so far, he doubted they would be so lucky, if the guard started asking questions.  His leap across the street had taken him to in front of the tavern, and he grabbed Katherine’s arm, pulling her toward the entrance.  “Come on.”

The tavern had no windows, so the common room existed in a perpetual gloom only partially interrupted by the flickering ruddy glow of lanterns placed intermittently on the tables.  Men and women sat drinking and talking quietly.  None of the raucous laughter or off-key singing that accompanied so many taverns at night, not here, for even though the owner had been clever enough to block out the sun, allowing his patrons to forget about the passing of time, still they knew.  They had walked in, after all, and it was a certain sort—often unemployed, and almost always desperate—that drank in the daytime.  The sort that had no time for songs and nothing left to laugh about, who were only on a mission to drown their own sorrows and their own pain as quickly as they could.  

All too aware of the scene he’d caused in the street, Rion pulled the woman further into the tavern, through the thin veil of pipe smoke that lay heavy in the air, toward the end of the bar furthest from the door.  Once there, he took a seat on one of the wooden stools, fighting the urge to shoot nervous glances at the doorway.  The bartender, who’d been wiping half-heartedly at a glass with the rag he held, glanced up at them by way of greeting.

“An ale,” Rion said.

The man nodded and, without a word, turned and began pouring the drink.

“Friendly fellow,” Rion muttered.

“What are you doing?”  Katherine demanded from beside him.  “We don’t have time to sit around drinking.  Or have you forgotten that the others are waiting for us?”

“I haven’t forgotten,” Rion hissed in a whisper, “and if you talk any louder, they’ll be waiting for us a lot longer since our heads will be decorating the executioner’s block.  Now, we need to give it a minute for the scene we caused to die down so relax, why don’t you?”

“We?” she said, her eyes narrowing dangerously.

“Fine the scene I caused.  Now just take it easy, alright?”

“One drink,” she said, sitting down.  “Then we’re leaving.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Rion muttered.  The bartender returned a moment later, plopping a foaming mug of ale down on the counter.  Rion tossed the man a coin then lifted the mug, his gratefulness for the drink disappearing a second later when it slid its slimy way down his throat.  “Damn, but that’s awful,” he said.

“Rion?”

Rion froze at the voice coming from behind him, then he turned slowly, his hand shifting toward the blade hidden under his tunic.  He grunted in surprise when he saw Odrick standing there.  The blacksmith’s shirt was stained with what looked like ale, and he had dark circles under his eyes.  The man looked worse than Rion had ever seen him.  Looks to have had a few shitty days, Rion thought.  Well, they’re going around.  “Odrick?”  he said.  “What are you doing here?”

“Night, Rion,” the big man said, running a hand through hair lank with sweat, “I was beginning to think I’d never see you again.  Thank the gods, I—”

Rion grabbed the blacksmith, pulling him down onto the bar stool.  “Stop with the name, alright?” he hissed.  “I’m not particularly popular just now.”

“I’ll say,” Odrick said, leaning forward, and the nobleman could smell the stench of ale on his breath.  “Rion, I’ve been looking for you everywhere in the city.  Checking the gate, too.”

“Looking for me?” he asked, narrowing his eyes suspiciously.  “Why?”  Suddenly, he was remembering the way Sevrin and his men had found them in the woods.  Sevrin had claimed he’d followed Rion, and though the man had had no reason to lie—after all, as far as he was concerned, Rion and the others had been about to be killed—still Rion found himself watching the blacksmith carefully, waiting for any sign that he was going to betray them.  He’d always counted Odrick as a friend, but a man couldn’t be too careful.  

The big man winced.  “I…it’s your parents, Eriondrian.”

Rion felt his heart speed up in his chest.  “What about them?”

The blacksmith glanced at Katherine, and Rion waved a hand dismissively.  “She’s with me.”

Odrick’s eyebrows raised at that.  “She’s…with—”

“Oh, not like that, damnit,” Rion said.  “Never mind her.  Tell me about my parents.”

“It’s Sigan, Rion.  He…he took them.”

“Took them?”

“Aye.”  The blacksmith fished around in his tunic for a moment, finally withdrawing a folded piece of parchment and offering it to him.

Rion snatched it, reading the letter, his anger building with each word.  “That son of a bitch.  How dare he—” He cut off as a hand fell on his shoulder and glanced over to see Katherine watching him, a look of compassion on her face.

“Please, Rion,” she said, “not so loud.”

He realized for the first time that he’d been yelling, noticed that several people in the quiet tavern had turned to watch him.  Frowning, he went back to reading the note.

“What does it say?” she asked.

“He has my mother and father.  He wants me to meet him at some tavern…the Addled Archer?”  He glanced up at the blacksmith.  “I’ve never heard of the place.”

“I have,” Odrick said grimly.  “But I’m not surprised that you haven’t.  It’s on Arching Way.  Everyone knows it’s one of Sigan’s, and few enough people go there.  Rion, it…it will be dangerous.”

That was an understatement.  Rion knew the street well, just as he knew to avoid it, just as any fool who spent any amount of time in the poor quarter knew to avoid it.  Sigan didn’t just own the tavern—he owned the whole damn street.  “Dangerous or not, I’m going,” he said, rising and stuffing the parchment in the pocket of his trousers. 

“Rion, wait,” Katherine said, “let’s think about this.  Maybe—”

“You think about it if you want,” Rion said.  “The bastard’s got my parents.  Stay here, come with me, whatever, but I’m leaving.  Now.”

Odrick rose, nodding.  “I’m coming with you.”

Rion paused, turning to look at the man, and a thought occurred to him.  “No, you’re not.  And what are you doing here anyway?”

The big man shifted uncomfortably.  “When you went missing a few days ago, I started looking…thinking maybe Sigan had caught up to you, after all.  I had stopped by your parents’ house to ask your father if he’d seen you and was just leaving when I saw Sigan’s men on the roof. Your parents…they were taken. Since then, I’ve been searching everywhere in the city for you.  I had never heard of this place before,” he said, his large hand sweeping out to indicate the tavern, “but I was frustrated and ashamed, and I thought…I don’t know what I thought.”

But Rion knew well enough.  By the smell of the man’s breath, by the state of his clothes, he’d thought to drown his sorrows and his guilt in ale just as the other tavern’s patrons had.  And, as far as Rion was concerned, the man had plenty to feel guilty for.  “You mean to tell me that you saw them take my parents, and you didn’t stop them?”

The man recoiled as if he’d been slapped, a look of shame rising on his face.  “Eriondrian, I—”

“Forget it,” Rion snapped.  “I don’t have time for this.”

“Hey,” Katherine said, “that’s not—”

But he was already walking toward the door.  Let them argue with themselves, if they wanted.  He had no time for it.  Sigan had his parents, had as much as said that he would kill them if Rion didn’t get there before the evening bell.  The same bell that Rion had heard nearly half an hour ago, when they’d still been wandering the city streets.  

He did his best to quell the panic rising in him as he hurried down the street, wanting to burst out into a run but knowing that, if he did, one of the city guards would ask questions, questions he didn’t have the time to answer, even if the answering wouldn’t have ended with him being executed.  This time you’ve gone too far, Sigan, he thought viciously, too damned far.  

A hand on his arm, and he spun with a snarl, his own fingers reaching for his blade.  Katherine let out a startled sound, taking a step back and raising her hands, as if she expected him to attack.  “I-it’s me.”

“What are you doing?” he demanded.

“I’m coming with you,” she said.  “If I can help I will.  Besides, you know as well as I that if this Sigan doesn’t help us…”

She didn’t finish, and there was no need.  If Sigan didn’t help them, they were dead but just then, Rion found that it wasn’t his life he was thinking about.  “Fine.  Just don’t get in my way.”

She nodded, falling into step beside him, and they headed further into the city, walking in silence.  After several minutes, she spoke.  “You were wrong to treat him like that, you know.”

“Who?” he asked distractedly, his thoughts on what he was going to do to Sigan and any of his men who got in his way.

“Your friend.”

“He’s not my friend,” Rion spat. “No friend of mine would sit by and watch while my parents were taken to be murdered—or worse.”

She shook her head, making a disgusted sound in her throat.  “Are you blind or just stupid?  He didn’t sit by.  Didn’t you notice the blood on the letter?  What about the dried blood in his hair, the scrapes on his knuckles?  I don’t know exactly what happened at your parents’ home, Rion, but I can promise you that whatever it was, your friend tried to stop it, risked his life to do so.”

Rion frowned.  He’d been so surprised first by seeing Odrick, then by reading the note, that he’d paid little attention but, thinking back, he realized she was right.  The big man had obviously been in a fight recently, and it seemed likely that whoever he had been fighting had been the same men who had taken Rion’s parents.  He promised himself he would talk to the man more about it later.  If, that was, he survived the next few hours—something that was looking less and less likely by the second.

 

 

 

Chapter Seven 

 

 

 

I don’t like this, Alesh thought.  He sat at the entrance to the small forest cave, staring out into the gathering gloom of darkness.  I do not like this at all.  It wasn’t the nightlings he was worried about, for he knew, without knowing how he knew, that they would not be back, not to this place where so many of their number had died, at least not so soon.  

Instead, he was worried about something else, something he could not quite put his finger on.  He had felt a presence, earlier, had felt as if he was being watched.  And shortly after Katherine and Rion had left, he’d thought he heard a scream, a sound just barely on the edge of his hearing, so faint that he might have only imagined it.  Yet, as quiet as it had been, there had been pain in that scream.  There had been madness in it.  

He’d asked Darl and Sonya, but they had both claimed to have heard nothing.  Just your imagination, he told himself for the thousandth time, it’s running away with you, and why not?  It has been a trying few weeks.  Is it really any surprise that you would be imagining sounds that aren’t there?  Maybe even seeing things that aren’t there?  

It was a good argument, a logical one, and it explained the feeling he’d had—the feeling he still had—of being watched, of being hunted.  Or, at least, it would have explained the feeling, if he had been able to believe it.  But try as he might, he could not convince himself that it was only his imagination, just as a child, seeing monsters in the darkness, could not convince herself that they were not real.  And, after all, she was right, wasn’t she?  The monsters were there, and just because you didn’t see them didn’t mean you were safe.  

“They’ll be okay, won’t they, Alesh?”

He turned to see Sonya walking up to him.  Tired, with dark circles under her eyes, needing sleep yet kept awake by her worries, worries he shared.  He gave her the best smile he could manage.  “Of course they will.  Rion seems like a man who’s good at surviving, and Katherine…well, she knows what she’s about.”

Sonya nodded.  “They’ll be okay, then.”

“Of course,” he said with far more certainty than he felt. “We all will.  Now, go to sleep.  We’ve got a long few weeks ahead of us.”

She nodded again, giving him a hug, and he hugged her back, hating how small, how fragile she felt.  “I love you…brother.”

“And I you, sister,” he said, returning her smile before she moved further into the cave to lie down beside the Ferinan.  Darl sat with his arms draped over his knees, watching Alesh with an expectant look, as if he was waiting for him to snap his fingers and fix all the world’s problems.  

Alesh did his best to ignore the man’s gaze, watching the girl instead.  Sonya lay down and soon, despite her worries, her exhaustion got the better of her, and she was asleep.  At first, he couldn’t imagine how she was able to sleep at all.  But then it came to him: trust.  She trusted Alesh and Darl to keep her safe, trusted them to protect her from whatever wandered the night, meaning to do her harm.

Alesh found himself remembering Amedan’s words from when he’d appeared with Javen and Deitra.  I did send them help, Alesh.  I sent you.

The girl’s trust, the Ferinan’s reverent gaze, were suddenly too much.  The air in the small cave felt thick, cloying, the walls close and seeming to draw closer with each passing moment.  Alesh turned away and half-walked, half-stumbled out of the cave entrance, into the waiting darkness.

The air felt cool against his skin, the breeze chilling the sweat that covered his face and arms, and Alesh took several slow, ragged breaths.  Trees loomed up around him, great towering shadows in the dark, watching him, judging him, and the night was silent save for the whisper of their leaves as they shifted in the wind.  That brought another memory.  A forest trail, dark and gloomy, the night held back by only a single lantern, the trees crowding them on either side, seeming to come closer every time the terrified boy in the wagon’s compartment looked away.  Stalking them.  Hunting them, he was sure of it, growing closer and closer until, finally, the small wagon and the horses guiding it would have nowhere left to go.

He remembered his mother’s screams, his father’s shouts of anger and pain, and the triumphant bellows of the nightlings when the wagon crashed.  But most of all, he remembered the lantern.  Hanging from the front of the wagon, jostling with each step of the horses, rocking dangerously from side to side, its light a wavering, uncertain thing.  One light to hold back all the darkness of the world, a single flame to protect them.

And now Alesh was that light, that flame.  And like the lantern, he would not be enough.  He would fail, he must fail, for the darkness, he now knew, did not flee before the light as so many believed, as the Church itself preached.  It only waited, huddled on the edges of things, for its time.  And its time, like so many years ago, was coming.

“It approaches.”

Alesh spun at the sound of the voice, drawing his sword as he did and, in another moment, it was at the newcomer’s throat.  Alesh’s eyes widened when he realized it was the Ferinan, that he’d been so distracted by his own thoughts that he hadn’t even noticed the man walking up—not that he necessarily would have.  He’d scouted the woods around them with Darl, and he knew how silently the man could walk.  

For his part, the Ferinan only studied him past the length of steel still resting at his throat, an unreadable expression on his face.  Just Darl, Alesh thought.  Yet, for some reason, the hand holding his sword would not move and, suddenly, he thought he began to hear something.  An almost imperceptible rustling sound, similar to but somehow different than that of the trees.  As he stood there, the sound grew louder, and he could make out voices.  Voices whispering to one another, plotting, scheming, but not loud enough that he might hear.

Alesh reached out with his senses, trying to hear, to understand, then suddenly one voice rose above the multitude of others, resounding in his head.  Kill hi—Alesh jerked his senses back as if he’d grasped something hot, pulling his arm away at the same time with such force that he stumbled before gaining his feet.  What’s happening to me? he thought.  Gods, I’m going insane.  

“Darl, I’m sorry I—” The scar on his shoulder suddenly erupted in white-hot agony, and he cried out, the blade falling from his hands even as he collapsed to his knees, his hand going to the scar.  Gasping, he ripped his shirt off, expecting to find his shoulder ablaze, so terrible was the heat, the pain, but there was nothing.  Only the black, puckered scar, the sickly-looking ebony lines radiating out from it as always and, after a moment, the pain subsided to a dull throb.  

Alesh frowned, studying the scar, questing around it with his fingers.  For a second, it had seemed as if the black lines were pulsing.  And had they always been so long, reaching nearly to the edge of his shoulder on one end and to his chest on the other?  He did not think so, but—

“The darkness hunts you, Son of the Morning.”

Swallowing, Alesh looked up to the Ferinan, who studied him with an unreadable expression on his face, taking in the scar on Alesh’s shoulder.

Suddenly, Alesh felt a terrible shame that the man could see it, and he pulled his shirt back on quickly, rising.  “It hunts all of us,” he said.

“Yes,” Darl agreed, “the darkness hunts, and it wants.  But it does not want to destroy you, Dawn Son, not as it does so many others.”

Alesh snorted.  “Could have fooled me.  Those nightlings I fought seemed pretty intent on it.”

The Ferinan shook his head.  “Not killing you—changing you.  Taking you.  You are a flame in the night, a danger to all shadows who travel within it.  They would extinguish it, if they could.”

“They seem to be doing a pretty good job so far.”

The man didn’t speak for a time, and the two of them only stood in silence, gazing out at the darkness stretched in all directions.  Then, finally, “My people will help.  You will see.  You are not alone, Alesh.  In the end, the light always conquers darkness.”

It was the first time the man had ever called him by name.  In his mind, Alesh was once again cast back to that forest trail so many years ago, to the mother and father he barely knew.  “You’re wrong, Darl.  Flames go out.  Light fails.  I have seen it—I have felt the touch of the darkness, heard its cries as it celebrated its victory.”  The other man opened his mouth to answer, but Alesh held up a hand, forestalling him.  “I’ll go on first watch.  You should get some rest.”

 

***
 

Darl watched Alesh disappear into the dark woods and, once he was gone, he let the worried frown that had been threatening finally come to his features.  Among the people of the Palietkun tribe, Darl had been taught the ways of the Light, spending his days training in combat to better his body, his evenings in learning to better his soul.  He had long been taught the preeminence of the Light, had long believed it, trusted it, but now…now he was not so sure.

The Son of the Morning.  So he had named the man, Alesh, and so he was.  Chosen by Amedan, the Lightbringer, to carry his banner, to stand tall against the rising darkness, to act as a shield against its midnight tides, forcing them back away from the lands of the living.  

It was why he had come, why he had ventured so far from his homeland to this place where men and women regarded him as little more than a beast, watching him with wary eyes when he passed, as if he might lash out and attack them at any moment, a savage questing only for blood.  And it had all been worth it, all the pain and loneliness, for he had found he for whom he had searched.  

All worth it, and yet…

The Dawn Whisperers, the five men and women of his tribe known for their wisdom, had chosen Darl at a young age, selected him out of his peers to be the next chief of the Palietkun people.  He remembered the pride he had felt to be so chosen, and the sacred duty he’d been given when they had named him chief, the leader of his people.  He remembered, too, the hope that had suffused him as the Dawn Whisperers called to him, entrusting him with his quest to find the True Light.  A quest he had taken gladly, proud and humbled to be given such a task.

Duty and honor.  Joy and hope.  He had felt all these things.  But now, for the first time he could remember, Darl felt something else.  He felt doubt.  For though the Light shone from within Alesh, there was darkness there, too.  A darkness that hid in the recesses of his soul, one somehow connected to the scar on his shoulder.  A vile thing to see, that had been, and it had been all Darl could do to keep a straight face when he first saw it.  

A flaw, then, within the Son of the Morning and one that, it seemed, was only growing more prominent.  Should it exert itself fully…even the finest gems, if flawed, might crack under pressure.  And men, Darl knew, were no different.

It is well, he told himself.  You will take him south, to your people.  The Dawn Whisperers will know what to do.  They must.

 

 

 

Chapter Eight 

 

 

 

Night had come in full by the time they reached the tavern.  At first, Rion had almost missed the place, for the sign hanging above its door was covered with dust and so faded that the words were nearly unreadable.  But it was the place.  Even if he’d had any doubt, the man slouched on the wall beside the doorway holding a bottle of liquor, pretending to be half-unconscious from the drink, would have been proof enough.

Frowning, Rion started toward the door, but he was brought up short by a hand on his arm.  He turned, looking at the woman.  “What?”

“Rion,” she said, “shouldn’t we talk about this?  If you go in there like…like you are now…I mean, surely there’s a better way.  A safer way.”

Better.  Safer.  The woman had made the same argument several times while they’d worked their way through the city.  Had he felt like wasting time talking, Rion could have told her that it was useless.  Sigan had his parents, had threatened to kill them, and being “safe” was the last thing on his mind.  “I’m going.  You can stay here, if you want.”

“Damnit, Rion,” she hissed, “don’t be a fool.  If you go in there like this, you’ll get yourself killed, and how will that help your parents?  We should have at least brought Odrick, he—”

But Rion wasn’t listening.  He pulled away, stalking across the street toward the tavern.  As he stepped up on the stoop, the drunk seemed to rouse himself, blinking at him, and Rion didn’t miss the way the man’s free hand—the one not holding the bottle—was tucked underneath his tunic.  “Spare a coin, mi—”

He cut off abruptly as Rion drew the knife from inside his own tunic in one smooth motion, bringing the handle down on the man’s temple.  The man grunted, toppling to the ground, unconscious in truth, but Rion was already swinging the door open and walking inside.

“Alright,” he said, storming inside the common room, “where’s that ba—” His words turned to a grunt of surprise as his foot caught on a floorboard that was slightly raised from the rest, and he stumbled.  Even as he did, a crossbow bolt swished through the air, inches away, and embedded itself in the doorway.  Apparently, the woman had chosen not to follow him after all, or at least not too close, which was just as well.  She might be annoying, but he’d rather not have to explain to Alesh why she had a crossbow bolt sticking out of her.  

Gods, he thought, staring at the bolt still quivering in the door, if I hadn’t stumbled…Laughter in his head, familiar and as unwelcome as ever.  

Time to be grateful—if grateful was what he was—later.  Rion spun, following the path the bolt had taken to see the bartender—a heavy-set man with a beard grown in patches on his face—reloading the crossbow he held.  He rushed forward, grabbing the bar counter with his free hand and leaping over it, his feet leading.

Rion’s feet struck the bartender in his ample stomach, and the big man grunted as the air exploded from his lungs.  He crashed against the wall behind the bar, sending liquor bottles and glasses tumbling from their resting places on the shelves to shatter on the ground.  Rion had dropped his knife when leaping over the bar, so he grabbed the man’s hair in his hands—stringy, lank with sweat—and slammed his head against the wall.

The man gave another grunt, but didn’t go down.  Instead, one of his thick, flailing arms caught Rion in the temple, sending him stumbling against the wall.  

“Bastard,” the big man wheezed.  Rion was still trying to right himself when a meaty fist struck him on the side of the face and stars exploded in his vision.

The next thing he knew, he was lying on the ground, dazed.  Hands reached for him, jerking at his tunic, and Rion scrabbled blindly at the floor with his hands, hoping to snatch up a piece of glass he could use to defend himself.  His hands grasped something, and he struck without looking, was nearly as surprised as the barkeep when two of the man’s fingers fell away in a spurt of blood.  In his wild scrambling, Rion hadn’t grabbed a piece of glass at all, but had somehow managed to grasp hold of the handle of the knife he’d dropped.

The big barkeep screamed, stumbling away, clutching the spot where his two fingers had been with his good hand.  What are the odds?  Rion thought wildly, but he was already getting to his feet, ignoring the throbbing ache in his jaw where the man had struck him.  

The big man saw him coming and swung a fist at him, but Rion ducked under it, lunging forward and bringing his blade to the man’s throat, holding it there.  The barkeep froze as a thin line of blood traced its way down his neck from where the steel had pierced him.  He watched Rion with a face twisted in fury, seeming to consider whether or not to fight on.

“Don’t,” Rion said, gasping for breath.  “A man can survive without a couple of fingers, but I’ve never seen one do it without a throat.”

He heard a noise, off to his left, and shot a glance in that direction.  The fight had only taken seconds, and he saw that the dozen or so men—all hard-bitten, cold-eyed thugs—that had been seated at the tables had risen and started toward him, many brandishing knives and weapons of their own.

“Not another damn step,” he said, “or I’ll carve a smile in your friend here you won’t soon forget.”

“You…stupid bastard,” the barkeep said.  “You have any idea where the fuck you are?  You’re a dead man, friend.  You’ll be in the ground before morning.”

“Probably,” Rion agreed, eyeing the others in the room, “but you say another word, and I can promise you’ll beat me there.”

The tavern’s patrons hesitated, unsure about whether or not they should attack.  After all, a man can fix his own ale, in a pinch.  He knew they would come at him if he wasted any more time, deciding that it would be better to see the barkeep dead than have Sigan angry at them.  And if they did that, he was well and truly screwed.  He looked down and saw that the crossbow had fallen on the bar when he’d struck the big man.  Saw, to his surprise, that the man had actually managed to reload the thing.  If he’d been an instant slower, Rion would be dead right now.  Normally, the thought would have sent a chill down his spine but just then, the fury burning in him left little space for such concerns.  

He snatched up the crossbow with his free hand, pointing it at the small group while keeping his blade at the other man’s throat.  That stopped them quickly enough.  After all, letting the barkeep die was one thing; dying themselves was a whole different matter.  Sure, Sigan might kill them for failing him, but “might” was a damned sight more appealing than a crossbow bolt in the gut.  “Sigan,” Rion said.  “Where is he?”

They all just watched him silently with dead, hard gazes.  A pack of wolves waiting for their moment, thinking, sure, one, maybe two of them wouldn’t walk away from it, but most would and chances are they’d be among those who did.  Smaller chances if Sigan decided they’d betrayed him—no chance at all of walking away from that, and they all knew it.  

“Where is he?”  Rion demanded again.  Silence again, but he didn’t miss one of them glancing involuntarily at a door at the back of the room.  Good enough.  “Walk,” he said to the bartender, nodding at the door, “and if you so much as blink too fast, we’ll see just how much blood that fat neck of yours holds, understand?”

The man’s lips raised in a snarl, but he started toward the door slowly, his walk awkward as he tried his best not to move too much, lest the blade at his throat do what it was made to.  Rion was busy trying to watch everyone in the room at once, to watch the bartender too.  “First one to move on me gets a souvenir he won’t soon forget,” he said, brandishing the crossbow in their direction.  

No one moved.  They just watched him with those cold stares, waiting for him to slip, maybe, or for his arm—beginning to tremble now, as he held the crossbow extended with one hand—to drop too far.  Then they’d be on him, their knives digging in like wolf’s teeth.  

Seconds seemed to stretch to minutes, minutes to hours, as he and the bartender made their laborious way toward the door.  Finally, they reached it, and Rion breathed a heavy sigh of relief.  The bartender hesitated, looking at him.

“Open it.”

“Last chance, boy,” the big man said.  “You’re dead either way—ain’t no help for that.  But you leave now without causin’ any more trouble, might just be your entire family won’t have to follow you to the grave.”

At the mention of his family, a black rage came over Rion, and the next thing he knew, the bartender was stumbling back into the door, screaming, his good hand covering his broken nose where the knife’s handle had struck it.  Blood was streaming out of his cupped hand and the one with two missing fingers, but that was alright; a man didn’t need a working nose or two good hands to open a door.  “Hurts, doesn’t it?”  Rion said. “Mention my family again, boy, and I promise you won’t be worried about it anymore, you got it?”

The man’s eyes danced with anger, but he nodded. 

 “Good,” Rion said.  “Now, open the door.”

The second the latch was thrown, he pushed the man forward, ramming him into the door and slinging it open.  He stayed behind him, his knife at the man’s throat, as he stalked into the room, kicking the door shut behind him.  

Sigan sat at a long wooden table along with what appeared to be a dozen or so men, all of whom were scrambling out of their chairs, drawing blades and reaching for crossbows.  Soon, they were all armed, four of them staying back, covering Rion with crossbows as the others started forward.  “Call them off, Sigan,” Rion said, “or you’ll be looking for a new barkeep.”

The big man was still sitting at the table, a vague look of surprise and incredulity on his face.  Slowly, he began to smile.  The other men hesitated, glancing at him for orders.  Still smiling, the crime boss nodded to one of the crossbowmen who turned back and fired without hesitation.  Rion cursed in surprise, ducking behind the bigger man, but he needn’t have bothered.  The bolt took the man in the thigh, and he screamed, collapsing to the ground.  

Shit, Rion thought, staring at the men watching him, their swords and crossbows ready, as the bartender writhed and whimpered at his feet.

“Well, Rion,” Sigan said.  “I had wondered when I would see you again.  I had begun to think you didn’t like my company.”

Rion fought back the fear threatening to overcome his anger.  “You have my parents.  I want them back.”

“Is that so?” the crime boss asked, nodding his head slowly, as if considering.  “Well—” He cut off as the bartender let out a particularly loud cry of pain.  A look of annoyance crossed Sigan’s features, and he motioned to two of the men.  “Get him out of here will you?  How’s a man supposed to have a decent conversation with all of that damned racket?”

The two men nodded without a word, moving forward.  Rion watched them warily as they bent, one taking the bartender’s legs, the other his arms, and carried him out of the room.  A moment later, the door closed behind them, muffling the man’s cries.

Sigan sighed.  “It seems that you’re insistent on getting rid of all my good help.  Every time I turn around, you’re costing me men.”  He shrugged.  “Anyway, he wasn’t a particularly good bartender, so I suppose, in a way, you’ve done me a favor.”

“You’re welcome,” Rion said, eyeing the other men in the room, waiting for one of them to make a move.

Sigan sighed again.  “Oh, come on, Rion.  Put that blade down, would you?  You look ridiculous.”

“Fuck you,” Rion said.

“Now,” the crime boss barked.  “Or do you want me to make your parents suffer more than they already have because of you?”

Rion bared his teeth at that, but he let the blade drop to the floor.  Nodding, Sigan motioned to another man.  “Nash, grab that sticker, would you?  And show his lordship to a seat.”

Rion allowed himself to be led to the table, and the man, Nash, pushed him down into a chair.  “There now,” Sigan said, leaning back and casually taking a drink of ale.  “That’s better.  I’m really surprised, Rion, you showing up and making such a scene like you have.  I wonder…what did you think was going to happen?  Did you really think you’d have a chance of walking out of here alive?”

“You’d be surprised,” Rion said.  

“I rarely am.  Now, have you shown up to pay me the money you owe me, I wonder?”

“Where are my parents?”

The crime boss shrugged.  “They’re around.  I must confess I had hoped you would show up sooner.  Still, there might yet be time, though if I were you, I wouldn’t waste it asking questions you know I won’t answer.  Now, about my money?”

Rion took a slow, deep breath in an effort to calm himself.  “I don’t have it.  That is, not all of it.”

Sigan shook his head slowly.  “Rion, Rion.  You show up at my place of business, attack my men, then come in here and tell me you don’t have what you owe me.  Now, what am I supposed to make of that?”

“I can give you some,” Rion said, thinking of the money he had hidden away at the inn.  “Maybe half.”

“And if I were to do the same?” the crime boss asked, as if honestly curious.  “If I were to give you half of your parents back?  Would that satisfy you, I wonder?”

“If you’ve hurt them,” Rion snarled, “I swear by all the gods—”

“Oh, enough of that, Rion.  A man of your noble stature really ought not resort to threats.  They’re so…plebeian.  Don’t you think?”

“I’ll pay.”

They both turned to the door from which the voice had come, and Rion was shocked to see Odrick standing in the doorway.  The blacksmith’s son still had a slightly dazed look, clearly not fully recovered from the wound he suffered.  He was doing his best to put on a brave face, but the effect was slightly marred by the way he was forced to lean against the doorway for balance.

“My oh my,” Sigan said, “two unannounced visitors in one day.  But we are getting popular around here.” Several of his men laughed quietly.  “Tell me, big fella,” he said, turning back to Odrick, “who might you be?  Or no, wait…I recognize you, don’t I?”  He bellowed a laugh. “Gods, you’re the blacksmith’s son, aren’t you?”

Odrick opened his mouth, as if to argue it, but finally sighed and nodded, a defeated expression on his face.  “Yes.”

The crime boss nodded.  “Well, points to you for not lying—the gods know I can’t stand a liar.  Now, do you mean to tell me you want to take on this one’s debt?  And close the door, will you? I hate a draft.”

Odrick hesitated then stepped further into the room.  A moment later, Katherine walked in behind him, her face pale with fear.  She closed the door behind her, coming up to stand beside Odrick.  

“I don’t mean to take on his debt,” the blacksmith said, fishing into his tunic and withdrawing a large sack of coins.  “I mean to pay it.”  With that, he tossed the bag onto the tabletop.  It landed with a heavy clunk and several coins spilled out among them, Rion could see the golden shine of suns.  

Sigan barely seemed to notice, though.  He was too busy staring at Katherine.  “My, but you’re a pretty thing.”

“Pretty enough to eat,” one of the other criminals said, and Sigan frowned.

“Must you be such a cliche?” he demanded.  “And show some respect—pull up some chairs for our new visitors.”

The man’s expression looked like that of a child called down for acting out, but he made his way to the table and pulled out two chairs before wordlessly stepping away.  

“There,” Sigan said, “that’s better.  Please, have a seat.”  

“They’ve got nothing to do with this,” Rion said, “let them go, Sigan.  I’m the one you’re interested in.”

The big man laughed again.  “No offense, Rion, but of the three of you, I find that the woman here is the most interesting.  Tell me, lass, what’s your name?”

“Leave her alo—” Rion began, but paused as the crime boss held up a finger.

“Another demand out of you, Rion,” Sigan said, his voice matter-of-fact, as if talking about the weather, “and I’ll have my men slit your parents’ throats.  Do you understand?”

Rion’s teeth clenched together so hard that his jaw ached, but he gave one sharp nod.  

“Good,” Sigan said, turning back to Katherine. “Now then, what’s your name?”

“K-Katherine,” she said.

“Ah, a beautiful name for a beautiful woman.  And tell me, Katherine, how does a woman like you get mixed up with a piece of shit like Rion?”

She winced. “It um…it’s complicated.”

He laughed.  “It almost always is, you know?  And why have you come?  Part of the payment, perhaps?”

“Damnit, Sigan,” Rion hissed, “I told you—”

“And I told you,” the crime boss growled, “to keep your mouth shut.  Do you want your parents dead, Rion?  Is that it?”

“Not part of the payment,” Katherine said.  “I’ve…we’ve come to ask for your help.”

“Oh?”  Sigan asked, raising an eyebrow, an amused expression on his face.  “And what sort of help would that be?”

She glanced to Rion who waved her on impatiently.  “I…we need you to smuggle us out of the city, past the guards and Redeemers in the forest, to take us to the southern desert.”

“The Ferinan lands?” Sigan asked.  “There’s not a lot of folks that go there, lass.  Nothing in those lands but snakes and sand and little else.”

“So you can’t help us?”

“Oh, I didn’t say that.” Sigan grinned.  “Not a lot of folks that go there, but there’s some.  Never been myself, but some of my…friends have.  You see, there’s a certain herb that grows there, barely visible as it only peeks out from the sand by an inch or two, but…”  He trailed off, his grin widening.  “Never mind.  Still, I wasn’t lying to you—it is a dangerous place, a savage place.  No food to speak of, and no water but what you bring with you.  Why don’t you stay here instead, lass? Why, I’m sure I can keep you safe well enough, and I wouldn’t ask anything too terrible for my protection.”

“Thank you but no.  We need to go.”

“There’s that ‘we’ again.  Just how many are we talking here?”

“Five in all.”

Sigan whistled.  “Five, is it?  One person is hard enough to hide, but five?  Well, you can’t exactly strap ‘em all to the underside of a wagon, can ya, lass?  Be a bit cramped, understand.  Still…five…funny, but I’m put in mind of some fugitives from the law, traitors to the Light, it’s claimed.  Heard news of it just this morning.  Word is, the Chosen’s got nearly all her men out searchin’ for ‘em, and you can hardly pass a tavern or lantern-pole without seein’ the proclamation.  From what I understand, there’s a fairly mighty reward for any civic-minded citizen turns ‘em in.  I reckon the Chosen means to have a conversation with them, and what with them bein’ Dark-friends and all, I imagine it’ll be a short one indeed.”

“We’re no friends of the Dark,” Katherine snapped.  “It’s lies, all of it.”

“Oh, come now, lass.  Everybody’s got a little bit of darkness in ‘em, aye?”  He gave her a wink.  “And lies, you call it?”  He settled back in his chair, shrugging.  “It almost always is.  Anyway.  Passage for five people out of this shit hole and on to another one.”

“The southern deserts,” Katherine re-iterated.

“Nah,” he said, shaking his head slowly, “not that far.  You see, lass, believe it or not, there’s folks out there who don’t appreciate the…call it ‘service’ I do for the city, folks as would take any opportunity to foul up the works of an honest-working man.”

“Honest-working man?”

He laughed.  “Well.  A man, anyway.  My friends, the ones I was tellin’ you about?  They ain’t got any trips planned soon.  Still, we ought to be able to work somethin’ out but, then…it’ll cost ya.”

“If it’s gold you need,” Odrick said, speaking for the first time in quite a while, “then I can get more.  I—”

“No.  Not gold.  Not this time.”  Sigan eyed Katherine.  “I’m sure we can find some other way of payin’ what you owe.  Oh, don’t blush so much, lass.  I won’t ask nothin’ that’ll compromise your virtue.”  He grinned wider.  “Well, not too much anyway.”

“Whatever price you ask, I’ll be the one to pay it,” Rion said.

Sigan bellowed a laugh.  “Oh, Rion, I suppose you’re a pretty enough guy, if a bit tense.  But my tastes don’t really run that way.”

Rion’s hands balled into fists, and he rose from his chair, aware that, as he did, several of the thugs—who’d been silent and still for the proceedings—started forward.  “Enough of this.  You’re wasting our—”

“Shut your mouth!” the crime boss shouted as he rose, slamming a fist down on the table hard enough that Rion could hear the wood crack.

“Now, that’s better,” Sigan said a moment later, all traces of anger gone.  “The price, Rion, will be decided on between me and the lady here.  Besides, I’d think you have more immediate concerns.  Such as your dear old mom and dad.  They’ve been waitin’ on you, Rion.  Oh, I’ve got some friends of mine keepin’ ‘em company, but they ain’t exactly the best conversationalists, you understand?  Might be your parents are gettin’ bored.  Maybe even bored to death.”

“Where are they, damn you?”

Sigan glanced between him and Katherine.  Then, finally, he shrugged.  “They’re over on Riverside.  Third house on the left—you can’t miss it.  It’s the one looks like the sort of place a man’d die in.  Just tell ‘em I sent you.  And if you don’t want to end up getting a few new holes poked in you, tell ‘em ‘the sun shines on the rich and poor alike.’  That’d be this week’s pass phrase.”

Rion took a step toward the door then hesitated, glancing back.  “And you’ll let them go?”  

“Oh sure.” Sigan said. “Why, I’m offended that you’d even feel the need to ask, Eriondrian.  Me and the lady here, we’ll just finish up your negotiations, then she’ll be on her way.”

Still, Rion hesitated, not liking the idea of leaving Katherine and Odrick with the crime boss.  “Go find your parents,” Katherine said, nodding at him.  “We’ll be fine.”

“Of course they will,” the crime boss said.  “Oh, and Rion?  I’d hurry—and whatever you find there, when you get to Riverside, just remember it’s on you.  And take the blacksmith with you—the way he’s weavin’, he looks like he’s getting ready to pass out.  And as much as I fancy my place here, it wouldn’t do for him to fall asleep.  Why, there’s no tellin’ what the boys would do.”  He winked. “They’re criminals, after all.”

Rion looked one more time at Katherine, and she nodded again, telling him it was okay.  Then, with a curse, he ran for the door, shame and guilt and fear for his parents all battling within him.

 

***
 

Sevrin watched the forms of the men stalk through the dark trees, frowned at their pathetic attempts at silence as they tracked their quarry.  He would have laughed at the sight of them, so ungainly in their black armor, their red cloaks catching on thorn bushes and limbs, but the pain of his god’s displeasure still lingered, and so he only watched.

He had come upon the Redeemers some time ago, speaking to their commander from the shadows.  At first, the man had been terrified, stumbling away and calling for reinforcements, mistaking Sevrin for an attacking nightling.  Foolish.  Sevrin was not a nightling, just as he was not a man.  He was something else, now.  Something better.  As for the nightlings, they would be his to command.  So his god had promised him.  Not that there were any close just now.  They had learned to avoid the bright one, the man who bent fire and light to his will, learned it as he had slain their kin, those long-time hunters becoming the hunted as he tore into their ranks, heedless of their raking claws and snapping fangs.

Sevrin, too, was wary of the man, his power, and so when his god had determined that it would be better to use more conventional means to deal with him, he had agreed willingly enough, would have even had he not just been taught a lesson in obedience.  The man was dangerous, possessed of a power he did not yet fully grasp.  But even lights could die—even the greatest flames could be snuffed out.

And so the red-cloaked men moved through the woods, and Sevrin watched, waiting for what would unfold.

 

***
 

Alesh sat silently, a short distance away from the cave mouth where Sonya and Darl slept.  His back was up against a thick tree trunk, his dark thoughts a match for his surroundings.  He had sat so, thinking of what lay ahead, of what he might lose, for some time, silent save for the slow, rhythmic sound of his breathing.  

So it was that the sound of a twig snapping resounded in his head like a thundercrack, shattering his silent contemplation, and he was on his feet in an instant, his hand on the borrowed sword sheathed at his side.  At first, no more sounds came, and he was beginning to think that he had imagined it when he caught sight of a flutter of red, almost imperceptible in the darkness, somewhere ahead of him, among the trees.

Not imagined, not that, and he knew that color, that red.  Not the color of blood, but not far from it.  Redeemers.  And they were here.

There was a click behind him, and guided by instincts honed over years of training with Chosen Olliman, Alesh spun, drawing his sword in the same motion.  A blur of something flashing toward him, and Alesh’s sword flew up as if of its own accord.  A slight impact, and a clatter as something rebounded off his blade, disappearing into the darkness.  Alesh glanced after it, frowning, then a soft, muttered curse drew his attention, and he spun to see a man twenty feet ahead.  He wore the black and red of the Redeemers, and he was crouched over something, his arms working.  A moment later, Alesh realized what it was—a crossbow.

A vicious snarl came unbidden to his lips, and he charged at the man.  There would be others, he knew, scattered among the trees, somewhere in that darkness, but just then, his thoughts were only on the one.  The man looked up, and his eyes widened as he saw Alesh barreling down on him.  He shouted in surprise, pulling the crossbow’s lever, and another bolt flew toward Alesh.

But Alesh had seen the man preparing to shoot, and he was already leaping to the side, rolling away.  The bolt hurled harmlessly off into the trees, and a second later he was on his feet again, rushing forward.  These men, these men had taken everything from him.  Chorin, Abigail, the Chosen.  And now they were back to take what little he had left.  They had come for his life—but not just his, Sonya’s too, Darl’s, and the others he had come to know.

“You cannot have them!” he yelled, and the man recoiled at the sound, stumbling back as his fingers quested for the handle of his own blade, sheathed at his side.  He was too late.  Alesh’s sword cleaved into him, making a red ruin of his face.  The man screamed, an inarticulate cry of agony and fear, and fell back against the tree he’d been crouched beside.

He would have collapsed then, but Alesh grabbed his shoulder, hauled him up, and plunged his blade into the man’s stomach hard enough that it stuck into the tree behind him.  Another scream, the man’s terrified eyes studying him, and Alesh felt his mouth twisting into a smile.  He was still trying to work the sword free when something struck him in the arm like a hammer blow.  He staggered, catching himself on the trunk and turned away from the dying man to glare into the surrounding woods.  Another man, another crossbow and, looking down, he saw the bolt sticking through the meat of his arm and out the other side, a stream of blood pouring from the wound.  

He stared at it in surprise, feeling a strange sort of detachment from the wound, as if it wasn’t his arm that had been pierced by a crossbow bolt, but someone else’s.  The scar on his shoulder began to burn, quickly drowning out the pain in his arm, and he bared his teeth at the man, starting forward.

 

***
 

Darl was a light sleeper—a necessity in the desert wastes, for though the Palietkun were a peaceful tribe, the wilderness of the desert attracted others.  Murderers and thieves, fleeing the accountability of the law, bandits evading those tracking them, and all such ready to take advantage of any foolish enough to allow them to approach without challenge.

During his training he had also learned to trust his instincts, to understand that sometimes the body knows what it knows, a truth that stood regardless of whether the mind had caught up yet.  So when he awoke to a slight rustling sound outside the cave, alarm bells ringing in his head, he did not tell himself it was nothing, or that he was imagining it.  

Instead, he reached for his spear where he’d put it before going to sleep.  He glanced at the girl, Sonya, to see that she was still asleep.  Then he rose, stalking to the cave mouth with silent footsteps and putting his back up against the wall beside the opening.  Lightbringer, guide my hand, he prayed.  

The first man through was little more than a shadow, but the bared steel in his hands was enough to explain why he had come.  He took a step toward the sleeping girl.  He did not take a second one.  Darl struck with the speed of one of the desert vipers of his homeland, the spear’s tip sinking into the man’s neck and through it.  The man would have fallen, but Darl reached out and caught him, pulling him to the side and easing him to the ground as he bled out.  

“Well?” someone whispered from outside the cave.  “Is it done?”

The girl stirred at the sound, but she remained asleep.  “Damnit, answer you bastard.”  Another voice, different from the first.  That meant two, at least, probably more.  And if they came into the cave, Darl would be left with no room to maneuver, would be overcome by their greater numbers in seconds.  So he said another silent prayer to Amedan to watch after the girl, to keep her safe.  Then he darted out of the cave mouth.  A shout of surprise, then another, and he was among them, his spear doing its bloody work.

 

***
 

They were all around him now, a dozen, maybe more, red cloaks appearing in the trees as if out of nowhere, rushing forward like nightlings themselves.  Four lay dead at his feet already, their sprawled limbs and spilled blood making footing treacherous as he weaved in and out of the strikes of their comrades.

He knew that, had it not been for the training he’d received from Olliman, he would have been cut down in seconds.  As it was, his mind was still trying to grasp what was happening, how the men had found them, while his muscles did the work.  His steel dug a deep chunk out of the space between one of the men’s shoulders and neck, and the Redeemer collapsed to his knees even as Alesh stepped away, pulling his blade free.

That made five.  Seven including the two crossbowmen, the second of which hadn’t managed another shot before Alesh had cut him down.  But for all the damage he was doing to their ranks, there seemed to always be more rising to take the place of those that fell beneath his blade.  And for all his efforts, for all his training, the greater numbers of his attackers were beginning to tell.  His arm throbbed where the crossbow bolt still stuck out of it, part of it broken away at some point during the fighting, but he sported several other shallow cuts along his arms and legs, and there was a painful gash in his side from where he hadn’t quite managed to leap away from one of the men’s blades quickly enough.

None of them mortal wounds, at least in the immediate sense, but each one stole a little more of his strength.  With each fresh wound, he grew a little slower, his movements more sluggish.  He remembered, as he fought, the way he had felt when he’d gathered the light of the Redeemers fires around him, the way his sore muscles and weary body had suddenly been full of energy greater than any he had ever known.  

These men had come in the dark of night, creatures of it as much as the nightlings, but they were still men, and a few carried torches, not the first he’d seen, for they had counted on the element of surprise to do their work for them, but amongst the trees he could see the twisting flames.  He parried a lunge from his current opponent, and his counter stroke cut across the man’s chest, and he fell away.

In the brief respite this provided him, Alesh reached his free hand out in the direction of the flames, wincing and trembling with the pain of the crossbow bolt embedded there.  He called to the flames as he had before while hanging from the Traitor’s Tree, but this time, they did not answer.  Another attacker charged him while he was distracted, knocking him to the side against a tree.  

He ducked, and the sword passed over his head by inches, sticking into the tree.  A shout of surprise came from the Redeemer as he realized he’d missed.  The man tried to pull his blade free, but he was too slow, and Alesh countered, cleaving a bloody furrow across his throat.  He spun, looking for the next attacker but, for the moment, they all just studied him.  A dozen men, their features demonic in the wavering, ruddy glow of the torches.

They had come again.  Come to take his friends from him, to leave him with nothing and no one.  And now, even the light had abandoned him. “No,” he growled, his voice hoarse and low and sounding as if it belonged to someone else.  “No.”  He called again for the power, reached for the light.  The light, as before, gave no answer.  But something else did.

The scar on his shoulder suddenly blazed with agony, worse pain than any he had ever felt, and he screamed.  A strange sensation overcame him then, a pulsing, growing sensation, originating from the black, puckered wound, carried on those black lines, so vein-like, radiating out from it.  Liquid darkness, coursing through his muscles, burning and chilling all at once, carrying rage within it.  

That wave of onrushing fury rose in him, rose and rose, rushing forward and sweeping aside the exhaustion that had been stealing into his limbs, pushing away the pain, scouring it from him.  And there, in that maelstrom of rage, a weapon was forged.  A blade shaped from hate and guided by it, a blade to slay all those who opposed him.  A blade to slay the world.

And as the pain vanished, Alesh opened eyes that had been squeezed tight against it, and that which stared out from his sockets was not using his eyes, but the hate’s, the hand that grasped the handle of his sword in a white-knuckled grip not the weary, struggling grip he’d had a moment before, but one that was ready.  Eager.  

The men standing before him had lost all their menace, what threat they had once possessed nowhere in evidence.  They were nothing to him now, wheat ready for the scythe, damned sacrifices in a world full of them, men whose blood would attempt to quench a thirst that was, in the end, unquenchable.  

He felt the scar, searing into his flesh, so hot now that it had grown cold, the flesh around it numb, but it was a small, inconsequential thing, just as were those black, throbbing lines, pulsing and stretching, crawling up to his neck, and around his shoulder like some great hand, fashioned by darkness.  

Alesh wasn’t aware he was moving until the first man screamed, a piercing wail of agony that reverberated in the woods as the sword carved a crimson trench across his stomach.  Then he spun, smiling, as he moved to the next closest.  “The Son of the Morning” they had called him, but as the bloody work began in earnest, it was not the light he carried with him.  

It was something else.

 

 

 

Chapter Nine 

 

 

 

Rion hissed a curse of frustration, as he helped Odrick to his feet for the fourth time since they’d left Sigan’s place.  The blacksmith was big, heavy, and by the time he was finally leaning with his back against the wall, both of them were panting with exhaustion.  

Each second that passed felt like an eternity to Rion, an eternity where his parents stood surrounded by criminals.  If they’re still alive at all.  He forced the thought down with a will, just as he had the other times he’d had it, but he was also aware that it was getting harder to ignore.  “Look, Odrick,” he said, “we need to get you to a healer.  Blows to the head are dangerous things.”

The blacksmith leaned on the wall with his eyes closed, and Rion was starting to think he had fallen unconscious standing when, finally, he opened his eyes, studying Rion with an unfocused, dazed look.  “N-no,” he rasped, shaking his head slowly, woodenly, as if scared it might come off.  “You might…need help.”

Rion shook his own head in wonder.  The man had nearly gotten himself killed trying to defend Rion’s parents—a thing he should have done himself—and now was stumbling, half-conscious toward a group of thugs with the intention of fighting them, if it came to it.  Not that it would be much of a fight.  The only question is whether they would cut the man down, or if he would fall unconscious before the violence started.  A friend, then.  A man who had proven himself true time and again, had risked his life on multiple occasions to help Rion, even when there was nothing to be gained except a painful death.  Rion had failed often, and those he cared about had suffered for it—were suffering still.  But he did not want to fail this man, this friend.  And he would save him.  If he could.

“Odrick, listen—I appreciate everything that you’ve done.  Truly.  Maybe even enough to let you win at cards the next time we play,”—a small smile from the blacksmith at that, one that quickly turned to a wince of pain—“but you’re done in, can’t you see that?  Gods, man, you can barely stand, let alone walk.”

The blacksmith looked around at their surroundings, as if noting them for the first time, his eyes squinted against his own pain.  “Not…far to go…now.  I can make it.”

A friend, but one who seemed to have a death wish, so Rion did the only thing he could think of.  “Damnit, Odrick,” he hissed, “don’t you get it?  You’re slowing me down.  The longer I sit here playing nurse-maid to you, the better the chances are that I find my parents dead.”

The big man recoiled as if slapped, a stunned look of hurt on his eyes, and in that moment Rion hated himself.  “Rion,” the man began, “I didn’t mean—”

“Forget what you meant,” he interrupted, knowing he had to push further, to make sure.  “Do you want my parents to die, Odrick?  Is that it?”

The blacksmith’s mouth worked and, at first, no sounds came.  Then, “O…of course not, Rion.  I just wanted to help—”

“And you can help.  You can let me take you to a healer while I go and see about my parents.  You’re of no use to me like this.”

The big man studied him for a moment then nodded, slowly, a look of defeat and shame on his face.  One Rion had put there.  “Okay, Eriondrian.  I-I’m sorry.”

I’m sorry.  The apology was so ludicrous, given what the man had done for him, that Rion nearly burst out laughing, laughter that, he thought, might well turn to tears.  Instead, he only gave an abrupt nod, studying the street.  A healer’s sign, in the distance, and that at least was a bit of luck.  Now, there was only hoping his luck held a bit longer, and that the shop was still open.  “Come on,” he said gruffly, “it’s not far.”

 

***
 

Rion watched as the healer—an old man with a hitch in his walk—and his assistant led the blacksmith into their shop.  Odrick shot one more worried look over his shoulder, and Rion gave him the most confident smile he could.  Given the circumstances, he doubted it was very convincing.

A moment later, the door closed behind them, and Rion heaved a sigh.  Watch over him, Javen.  If, indeed, I am your Chosen, please watch over my friend.  The god didn’t answer—busy playing cards, maybe—but that was alright.  Rion had enough to worry about without risking speaking with the notoriously fickle God of Chance.  If many more people—or gods—decided to kill him, they’d have to start drawing lots for the honor.

One more glance at the shop, and then he was running through the streets, taking back alleys where he could, and ignoring the suspicious looks of those few people he passed.  Without the wounded blacksmith to slow him, he made better time, and it wasn’t long before he reached the house Sigan had indicated.  

The shutters were broken and hanging askew.  The door looked ready to fall in if someone knocked too hard, and there was a suspicious stain on the stoop, dulled by weather and time but the dark crimson of it still visible underneath the accumulated grime and dust.  A place of murder and other unsavory criminal activities, so obvious it looked as if Sigan had paid some artist to come in and set it up just right.  Give me the “murder” look.  What?  The sinister blood stain costs extra?  Well, it can’t be helped, can it?  Got to do the thing right.  So obvious a den of iniquity the city guards tasked with patrolling the district couldn’t miss it.  Unless, of course, they were paid to do just that.  

Rion checked his knives in their sheathes, then started toward the house.  The street was silent, almost eerily so, no screams issuing from inside the house, no pleas for help.  A good thing, at least.  Unless, of course, what pleading there had been had happened already, and the screams, such as they were, had long since been silenced.

A cold feeling in the pocket of his trouser leg.  The coin—but what that cold was meant to signify he couldn’t imagine, and now was not the time to ponder it.  He reached the door, took a deep breath, and drew his knives.  Then, he gave the latch of the door a kick, expecting the flimsy wood to give way with ease.  It didn’t.  Instead, pain lanced up his foot, his leg, as the latch, at least, was surprisingly solid, and he nearly fell, having to catch himself on the wall for support.  

The brave hero come to save the day, he thought sardonically, working his foot back and forth in an effort to banish the numbness spreading through it.  Gods help us all.  He stood once more, preparing to give the latch another kick, then hesitated as a thought struck him.  Frowning, he reached forward and grasped the handle, giving it a twist.

Unlocked.  Of course it is, he thought, shaking his head at his own foolishness.  Sure, it didn’t exactly make sense for criminals planning to do criminal things to forget to lock the door, but he should have at least checked.  It wasn’t as if his life had been making much sense lately anyway.  But, more importantly, had he only imagined that scuffling sound, when he’d kicked the door?  As if someone were preparing for him to enter, maybe loading their crossbow or moving closer, ready to cut him down?

The element of surprise was wasted then, squandered, and the only thing he’d gained from it a sore foot.  It doesn’t matter, he told himself.  You’re going in anyway.  You always were.  Baring his teeth in a snarl, Rion charged inside.

He held a blade to either side of his body, crouched low, waiting for an attack.  But none came.  His eyes were still trying to make sense of the room when his nose picked up the scent of blood.  Thick and cloying, as if he hadn’t entered a home after all, but had somehow wound up in a butcher’s workshop instead.

The front room of the house was empty, without even so much as a chair to show that it was used.  He noticed a door at the back of the room and, frowning, half-expecting a trap, he made his way toward it.  He put his ear to the door.  The sound of breathing from somewhere beyond.  Enough to know that someone was there, on the other side.  Was someone waiting for him?  Did he stand, now, with his own ear pressed against the door, his own blade held ready?

Rion stepped back, preparing to kick the door open, then hesitated.  Tried the latch.  Locked.  With a shout, he kicked at the door and, this time, it gave way, and the door crashed open.  He rushed into the room with a cry, then froze as he realized there was no one to fight.  The smell of blood was coming from this room, an overpowering odor that made his eyes water.

Gods, not a butcher’s shop. after all.  A charnel pit.  His eyes scanned the room and, at first, he couldn’t understand what he was seeing.  Four dead men lay scattered in a near-perfect semi-circle, blood pooling on the floorboards beneath them.  A chair lay on its side, the wood of it being soaked though with one of the spreading crimson stains.  But what drew Rion’s attention was the two people huddled closely together in the center of that circle of mayhem. They looked disheveled, pale and terrified, but appeared unhurt. “Mother?” he said.  “Father?”

The old man and woman blinked at him, as if seeing a ghost.  “Rion?” his mother asked in a tremulous, fearful voice.  “I-is that you?”

Breathing a heavy sigh of relief, Rion sheathed his knives and rushed forward, embracing his parents.  “Gods,” he said, “I thought…thought that you—”

“That’s alright, son,” his father said, patting his back, “that’s alright.  Your mother and I are fine.  If a bit…well, it has been a trying day, I’m afraid.”

Hasn’t it just? Rion thought, but right then, he felt none of the usual pressing weight of the danger he was in, of the danger waiting further down his path.  For such worries, such fears, were crowded out by the immense sense of joy and relief that he felt, and he hugged them tighter.

“G-gods be good, Rion,” his father said in a strained, muffled voice, “you’ve gotten quite strong.”

Suddenly embarrassed, Rion took a step back.  “Sorry, I’m just…I’m glad you’re both okay.”

“As are we,” his father said, grinning.

His mother nodded, her gray hair, usually in a bun, wild and in disarray.  “Rion, I can’t be sure, but I think…I think these men planned on hurting us.”

“Well, you’re fine, thank the gods.  But tell me,” he said, glancing around at the corpses lying on the ground.  “What happened?”

His mother suddenly looked uncomfortable, and she glanced at his father.  Lord Tirinian sighed, rubbing a hand through his thinning hair.  “It’s…well, it’s a bit hard to explain.  I…I’m not sure you’d believe us.”

Rion nearly laughed at that.  He’d spent the last few days dealing with the supposed savior of the world, having conversations with gods and being chased by men serving a conspiracy that threatened the entire realm.  His standard of what was believable hadn’t been raised—it had been destroyed.  “Try me, Father,” he said.  “You might be surprised at what I’m willing to believe.”

The old man studied him for several seconds then nodded again.  “Very well. These men took us,” he said, gesturing at the corpses. “They locked us in this room and, for a time, left us alone.  Save for this one,” he said, gesturing at one of the dead men, “who was sitting in the chair there, against the wall.  Then, we heard the door to the street open as someone came in.  They talked…I’m not sure what about.  I couldn’t hear,”—he glanced at his wife who shook her head to indicate she hadn’t been able to either—“but I don’t think it was anything good.”

He swallowed, remembering.  “Anyway, the men came in, and they had their blades drawn.  They nodded to that one, in his chair.  Our guard nodded and drew a blade—the one lying there, on the floor—and started to rise.  But when he did, he tripped, and somehow…”  He paused, wincing.  “Saying it now, I can hardly believe it myself.”

“What is it?”  Rion said.  “What happened?”

“Well,” his father said, “the knife…when he tripped, it struck his fellow, that one there, in the neck.  They were surprised of course—so were we—and the man with the knife too.  He sort of stumbled back, shocked, I guess, and tripped over his chair.  He was flailing against the wall, trying to get his balance, the chair under him making it harder, and one of his hands struck the wall, the one holding the knife.  It somehow…gods, it sounds insane, but it flew out of his hands, and he fell.  He didn’t move after that and, judging by the angle of his neck…I don’t think he will ever again.”

Rion nodded slowly, seeing how it must have played out.  The God of Chance had promised to look after his parents, after all, but he hadn’t expected something quite so…dramatic.  “What about this one?” he said, nudging the corpse of the third one with his boot.  The man lay on his back, and one socket of his eye was a red ruin.  

“Ah, right,” his father said, wiping a hand across his forehead.  “Well, see…when the knife flew out of the other man’s hands…it struck him in the eye.”  He shook his head in wonder. “I’ve never seen anything like it, Eriondrian.  If I hadn’t seen it happen myself, I would have thought someone was guiding it.”

Oh, but they were Father.  “And he fell here?” 

“That’s right.  Didn’t make a sound.  I think the knife must have went into his brain, or…well, I don’t know.  But he hasn’t moved since.”  His father sighed heavily.  “And that’s…that’s what happened.”

Rion studied the room, seeing it play out in his head.  Then, a realization struck him, and he frowned, pointing at the fourth man, the one his father hadn’t mentioned who lay on his stomach, a knife protruding from his back.  “What of this one?  Or, no, let me guess, the man with the hole in his eye tripped or stumbled and accidentally stabbed him?”

His father winced.  “I…yes.  Something like that.”

Rion raised an eyebrow.  “‘Something like that’?”

His father took a breath, opened his mouth to speak, then hesitated, glancing at Rion’s mother.  She was wringing her hands together, as if nervous, and she only met her husband’s eyes for a second before studying the floor.  “Well, dear,” she said, slowly, obviously reluctant.  “The thing is…well.  I’m afraid I stabbed him.”

Rion blinked in surprise, staring at his mother in shock.  He glanced back to his father who nodded, wide-eyed, and he didn’t think he imagined the sweat on Lord Tirinian’s brow as he patted his wife’s back with a slightly-trembling hand.  “It was a good thrust, my dear.  Clean.”

The last hours had been the most terrifying, stressful hours of Rion’s life, and the week past had been little better.  Hunted by crime bosses, attacked by Redeemers and nightlings, speaking with the gods.  He couldn’t help it.  He began to laugh.  Quiet at first, but soon, the laughter grew louder, and he saw his father’s lips twitch, as if he was nearly laughing himself.

Then his mother looked up at him, waggling a finger.  “Eriondrian Tirinian, this is no laughing matter.  Why just look at me,” she said, holding out hands covered in blood. “I’m a mess.”

That, of course, only made it worse, and soon Rion was laughing harder, unable to hold back the mirth—a mix of relief and outright incredulity—that overcame him.  His father started to laugh too, but then cut off at a scowl from his wife.  “So uh…son,” he said, pointedly avoiding her gaze, “where have you been all this time?  We were worried.”

That sobered Rion quickly enough, and he winced.  “Well, that’s a long story, Father, and a hard one to believe.”

The elder Tirinian raised a gray, bushy eyebrow at his son, glancing meaningfully at the corpses scattered about the room.  “Ah. Right,” Rion said.  “I’ll explain it the best I can but first…first I think we’d better get out of here.”

“You’re right, of course,” his father said.  “Lead the way, son.”

Rion nodded, starting for the door, and his parents fell into step behind him.  “Shame to leave the place in such a mess,” his mother said. “What would Lady Averton say?”

Lady Averton had been his mother’s best friend since Rion was little.  The fact that his mother, surrounded by the corpses of men who’d planned to kill her, was worried about her opinion now, threatened to crack his calm facade, and he fought down the smile trying to come to his face.  “I’m sure she’d understand, Mother.”

 

***
 

Katherine stepped out of the crime boss’s tavern and into the street, half-expecting someone to come rushing out and pull her back in.  Sigan had treated her kindly enough, but she got the impression that he was always one wrong word away from violence.  And judging by the wary looks his men gave him when he wasn’t watching, she wasn’t wrong.  Thinking of her conversation with the crime lord, she brought her hand to her bare neck, where the golden horn, given to her by Alashia, had once hung.  Such horns could not be bought, only earned.  At least, that was, until Sigan had made it the price of his help, and she felt at once ashamed and naked without it.

The horn was a symbol to Katherine of when her life had turned around, when Alashia had taken her off the street where she had been begging for food, and given her a job, a life.  Her most prized possession.  And now it was gone.  Still, there was nothing she could do about it, so she wiped a finger across the tears gathering in her eyes and stepped into the street.  As she walked, she said a prayer to Deitra, the Goddess of Music and Art, that Rion’s parents were okay.  More often than not, she wanted to strangle the man, but whatever flaws he possessed, it was clear that he cared deeply for his parents.

Katherine told herself there was no point in worrying about it.  She would know the truth soon enough once she met the others at the forest cave.  And she, at least, had good news to share.  Sigan had agreed to help them, had told her that their escort would meet them in the early afternoon of the following day.  She had hoped for him to arrive sooner, maybe even tonight, but the crime boss had explained that the man would need to prepare for the trip and such things took time.  Katherine knew he was right, but that didn’t mean she liked it.  The longer they stayed near Valeria, the better the chances they’d be found, and she felt the danger growing, as if a noose lay about their necks, slowly tightening with each passing minute.

Still, there was nothing to be done for it, just as there was nothing to be done for whatever fate had befallen Rion’s parents.  Nothing, at least, but to hope.  To hope his parents still lived, to hope that she and the others would not be discovered before they were able to flee to the south where Darl’s tribe waited.

Of course, she and the others were not defenseless.  After all, she, Rion, and Alesh had all been chosen by the gods, Alesh with the power of fire and light, Rion with the ability to bend random chance to his will, and Katherine…well, she wasn’t entirely sure what being chosen by the Goddess of Music and Art meant.  

Chosen.  Something about the word, the thought of it, struck her, and she paused in the street, feeling as if she had forgotten something important.  No, she realized, her eyes widening.  Not something.  Someone.  Chosen Alashia.  The woman who had saved her and her family from their pathetic, destitute existence, who had bent on that fateful day and pulled Katherine up not just from where she’d sat on the street, playing for coin, but from her old life altogether.  You have played for empty streets, the woman had told her, now, I would have you play for kings.

And she had, hadn’t she?  More than once, she’d been invited to one of the Chosen’s castle halls to play her music, yet that was not the best gift Alashia had given her.  Instead, she had given her a chance.  The chance to make a difference.  The chance to matter.  

Shame suffused her as she realized that, since she had come with Darl and Sonya to the city under the Chosen’s orders only to be attacked by the guards escorting them, she had thought little about her benefactor.  Even telling herself that they had been busy trying to stay alive felt like an empty excuse, for there had been quiet moments—brief, perhaps, but there nonetheless—where she might have sought to discover Alashia’s fate.

A fate that, it seemed to her, could only be bad.  She knew that Chosen Tesharna was a traitor to the Light that she had—for reasons Katherine couldn’t fathom—chosen to side with the Dark.  The last Katherine had heard from Alashia, she had been Tesharna’s guest.  One of the others—most likely Rion—might have said that, for all Katherine knew, Alashia could also be a traitor, could be working in the conspiracy with Tesharna.

But he would have been wrong.  The woman who had saved her so long ago, who had taken her and her family under her wing, would not so easily abandon the Light.  But then what has happened to her?  After all, Tesharna was clearly preparing to make her move, to begin a plan that must surely have been long in the making.  What possible place could a sweet old woman, still possessed of some of the powers her god had given her—namely, the ability to sometimes see into the future—want with the Dark?  And, given Alashia’s unique ability, wouldn’t Tesharna want to dispose of her counterpart as quickly as possible?

No, Katherine thought.  No, you mustn’t think like that.  Tesharna couldn’t…she wouldn’t…But the truth of the matter was that she would.  

Katherine knew that Alesh and the others were waiting for her and Rion to return.  She also knew that, this late at night, no one would be granted audiences with Chosen Tesharna and even if she did somehow manage to see the Chosen, it wouldn’t take her long to figure out who Katherine was and to either orchestrate an “accident” that ended with Katherine dead or—more likely—to just kill her outright.  No, going to the castle wasn’t an option.

So what then?  She bit back a curse, considering just how big of a fool she was, when she realized that she could have asked Sigan about the Chosen’s fate.  If anyone knew what was going on in the city, the crime boss would.  But she was quite some distance away from Sigan’s tavern now, and she didn’t love the idea of spending anymore time with him and his men than she absolutely had to.  Once Rion had departed, he had been polite enough—at least, as polite as anyone can expect a man who spends his days and nights ordering around thieves and murderers—but she hadn’t missed the way he and his men had looked at her.  No.  Better not to give him a chance to change his mind about letting her go.  Which left her with few options.  Katherine did not know Valeria, had only been once or twice, and if Alashia had any other agents placed in the city, she did not know them.  

Suddenly, Katherine was struck with an idea, and she found herself smiling.  True, the normal avenues of finding out the Chosen’s fate were closed to her, but she had spent years as Alashia’s agent, and her primary job in that role had been to gather information, to listen to every rumor, sifting through them until she found the truth.  

And if rumors had a home, it was in the mouths of drunkards.  Drunkards who, this late in the evening, would be sitting in their favorite taverns, having pints of ale and sharing anything they’d heard or experienced—often far more than the listener was interested in hearing—to anyone unfortunate enough to be near them when the ale began to do its work.

And if Alashia is still alive? a part of her asked.  If she is in prison or being tortured?  What will you do then?  How will you save the woman who saved you?  But no.  It wouldn’t do to think of that just now.  One thing at a time, one step at a time.  It was the only way forward—Alashia had taught her that.  Katherine would be late returning to the forest cave, but Sigan’s man wasn’t showing up until the next day anyway, and she would get there in plenty of time to leave with the others.  Or so she hoped.

It didn’t take her long to find a tavern, and would not have even had she been blind.  For this late in the night, those who’d set out to get drunk already had, and their raucous shouts and bellowing laughter were like a beacon blazing in the darkness.  Katherine paused outside the tavern door, taking a slow deep breath.  A simple thing, air into the lungs and back out again, but enough to work a transformation, to change the Chosen of Deitra, one-time agent—spy, truth be told—into Mistress Elizabeth, a traveling singer and harpist of no small renown, one who any tavern owner would be thrilled to have on his stage.  A hand drifted to her neck where the golden horn usually hung, then she remembered her trade to Sigan, and she felt the horn’s absence as an almost physical pain.  You can be that woman again, horn or not, she told herself.  You have to.

Then she stepped inside.  A small tavern, the furnishings crude, simple affairs, much different than the usual places she performed.  But what the common room lacked in ornamentation, its guests made up for in eagerness.  A man stood on the stage, clapping his hands and leading the tavern’s patrons—all of whom were singing along, stopping their feet in time with the music—in a bawdy song about a young princess and her unlikely and scandalous encounters with a “man of ill-repute but great girth.”  It was a simple song, one enjoyed not for its complex rhyming schemes or meter—of which there were neither—but for its salacious content.  

Katherine smiled to herself.  Such songs were frowned upon by most of those other musicians who she’d met in service to Chosen Alashia, men and women who had forgotten about the simple joy of the music, too busy thinking about themselves, about how great they were.  But even simple songs had power.  Power enough, for example, to pull an entire common room of people to their feet, to make them clap and laugh and dance.  Power, even, to brush away some of the stress that had settled on her shoulders over the last weeks, the weight of which had become so familiar that she had not even noticed herself bent beneath it until the melody pushed it aside.

There was magic there, a magic that did not care who or what the listeners were—husbands, faithful or not, wives, honest or not.  It did not matter, none of it.  All of it was swept away by the power of the simple song, and, for a few minutes, they were all made into something else.  Something better.

She knew she needed to hurry, to make it back to the others as soon as possible, but she stood there, clapping along, sharing happy glances with those around her, sharing in that moment as the song went on.

Then it was done, and they were once more the people they always had been.  Merchants and prostitutes, clerks and smiths, and her.  Katherine gave her head a slight shake, as if waking from a dream, and she saw others about the room doing the same.  She wondered why this song had struck her so poignantly, then realized that it wasn’t the song.  Or at least, not just that.  It was her.  She who was now able, it seemed, to understand the nuance of a song’s melody, its effect, in a way she never had before.  

Filled with a sudden feeling of hope, she started toward the bar, meaning to strike up a conversation with the barkeep.  She would have to be subtle, indirect, for though she wanted to discover what had happened to Alashia, the last thing she needed to do was to draw attention to herself.  She took a seat at the bar and was considering what to say when someone tapped her on her shoulder.  Elizabeth, the musician, had played her music in many places, and she had long since grown accustomed to the awkward—often unintelligible—advances of men drunk enough to convince themselves that what she wanted more than anything else was to be hit on by a man whose breath smelled like stale ale and whose idea of seduction was something along the lines of, “You got a pertty face,” or “I got me a room upstairs.”

So she suppressed a sigh and turned, expecting just such an advance, but she was surprised to find that the person standing in front of her wasn’t a drunken man.  In fact, it wasn’t a man at all.  The girl was skinny—too skinny, if Katherine was any judge—and she looked to be around twelve years of age.  “Blonde hair, green eyes,” the girl said, blinking.  “Pretty, too.  You’re actually here.”

Katherine frowned, glancing around the common room, thinking that perhaps some drunk father had sent his daughter over to woo her in his stead.  It wouldn’t have been the first time, but no one seemed to be paying her or the girl any attention.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  “Do I know you?”

“’Course not,” the girl said, “how could you?  We only just met.”

Katherine waited, but when nothing more was forthcoming, she nodded slowly.  “Right.  Well, I wish you a pleasant day, but I’m afraid I’m busy—”

“Maybe not as nice as she said,” the girl said, frowning. “Still, she got most of it right.”

She hesitated, feeling confused and more than a little unnerved.  “She?”

“That’s right,” the girl said.  “The old lady with the crooked arm, got a hand like a claw and one leg looks like it was set on fire.  You know, walks with a cane?”

Katherine’s heart began to beat rapidly in her chest.  “Wait, do you mean Ala—”

“No names,” the girl hissed, and Katherine started at the vehemence in her tone.  The girl glanced around as if to make sure no one was watching then turned back to her.  “Gods, she said you were good at this.  Two misses now—I’m beginning to think she was puttin’ me on, after all.”

“Forgive me,” Katherine said, “but I don’t understand any of this.  Who are you?  What’s your name?”

“No names, I said,” the girl repeated.  “Names can get somebody killed, don’t you know?  Anyhow, my name doesn’t matter.  What does is the woman paid me a fortune to come and meet you and so I’m doin’ it.  Don’t think I didn’t consider not.  After all, I already had the money, didn’t I?  I as much as told her that when she gave it to me—didn’t figure there’d be any way she’d catch me if I decided to run, not with the cane and all.  And you know what she said?” the girl finished, leaning in.

“Um…no.  No I don’t.”

“She said she knew I’d come, said she’d seen it.  Weird, right?  I figured she was pullin’ a cart with no wheels, if you know what I mean, but what the hey?  Crazy coin spends too, and I figured there wouldn’t be no harm in comin’, seein’ if she was nutty after all. Unless, of course, there is harm, but I always have been too curious—my ma tells me so all the time.”

“This…this woman, she paid you to do something?”

“Sure did,” the girl said, “enough to get me and my ma out of Cheapside, and I would’ve come for that, if nothin’ else.  Well, probably.  ‘Less I was busy, you know, doin’ something else.  Or bein’ somewhere else.  I could be, you know.”

“I’m sorry…” Katherine said, her head spinning, “you could be what?”

“Somewhere else,” the girl said, shaking her head as if Elizabeth was daft.  “Gods, but it’s a good thing you’re pretty, ain’t it?  So do you want it or not?”

“Want what?”

The girl rolled her eyes impatiently. “Well, the letter of course, what else have we been talking about this whole time?”

“I couldn’t guess,” Katherine said dryly.

“So she gave it to me, got it all folded up and fancy, looks like the sort of thing might be sittin’ in some lord’s manor somewhere, you know?  Him sittin’ around, talkin’ about the horses he owns, maybe what to do with this pile of money or that one.  Yeah, he’d be openin’ a letter like this.”

“Who—”

“The lord,” she huffed in an exasperated tone.  “You don’t hear well, that it?  All that hair gettin’ in the way?  But not a real lord, just a made-up one.  Or maybe a real one, that’s for you to say.”

“For me?”

“Well, sure.  It’s your letter, ain’t it?”

Katherine pinched the bridge of her nose for a moment.  “May I have the letter?”

The girl reached into her tunic, withdrawing a folded parchment, and Katherine’s breath caught in her throat when she recognized Chosen Alashia’s seal.  She reached for it, and the girl drew back, studying her doubtfully.  “I know some words, long as they ain’t so big.  You need me to read it to you?”

“I can read fine, thank you,” Katherine said, snatching the letter away.  She stared at the seal, cracked in several places, the wax filling the cracks looking newer, fresher than the rest, and frowned.  “Have you read this?”

“Well.”

She raised an eyebrow, glancing up at the girl.  “Well what?”

“You can read well.  That’s how you’re s’pose to say it.”

Katherine took a deep breath, telling herself that it really wouldn’t do to start shouting at a stranger in a city where, should the guards discover her, the best outcome she could hope for would be a quick death.  “And the seal?”

The girl fidgeted. “Here’s the thing, a little old lady, all mangled and such, comes up to you, tells you she’ll give you a fortune to deliver a letter to such and such a person at such and such a time, well, that’s suspicious ain’t it?  Type of thing you’d want to know more about.”

“So you did read it.”

“’Course not,” the girl said defensively.  “I’m just sayin’ it would be understandable.  Readin’ it, I mean.  Unless, of course, she likes to use big fancy words, the ones folks use to make themselves look smarter.  She seemed like the type, you know.  To use big words.”

“And was she?”

“Surprisingly, no.  Actually, most of them—” The girl cut off, her eyes going wide.  “That is, I couldn’t tell you one way or the other, could I?  Havin’ not read it and all.”

“Of course,” Katherine said dryly.  “My mistake.”

She started to open the letter then realized the girl was still standing there and looked up at her again.  “Yes?”

“Yes what?”

“What?”

“Well, you said yes.  I didn’t ask a question, so yes, what?  Yes as in you do think she’s a woman to use big words, or yes as in you want me to read it to you?”

It was several moments before Katherine could speak.  When she did, she did so carefully, thinking over each word.  “What I mean to say is, do you need something else?”

The girl snorted. “Sure, all kinds of things.  Some nice supple boots like yours’d be good.  Or maybe a horse.  Never had a horse before, but I always thought I’d like one.  They’re pretty.  Big too.  Or, at least, pretty big.  They tried to find me, you know, after she gave me the letter.”

“Wait…a horse tried to find you?”

The girl gave her an incredulous look.  “No, of course not, what in the name of the gods would a horse try to find me for?  I don’t even know how to ride one, or what they eat.  Grass, I guess, but seems like they’d have to eat an awful lot, on account of they’re so big.”

“So who then?”

“Oh, that.  Guards.  Bunch of ‘em.  At least, I think they were guards.  Didn’t much look like ‘em.  Or talk like the guards do.  Come to think of it, they might not have been guards at all.  Probably weren’t.  They had swords, though, big ones.  Or maybe…average size?  I don’t know a lot about swords.  Knives though, I like knives.  And crossbows.  Or I think I would.  Never had one, but I like the idea of ‘em anyway, like ‘em from a distance, as it were.  Haha.  Distance.  Get it?”

“No,” Katherine said, feeling her patience unravel.  If the guards were following the girl, it wouldn’t be long until they charged inside, taking them both.  “Anyway, what happened?”

“With the guards?  Or not guards?  Well, I made it away, didn’t I?  Otherwise, maybe I wouldn’t be standin’ here talkin’ to you.  Not that I’ve particularly enjoyed it so far, but you never know, there’s still time.  I’m charitable like that—everyone says so.  Well.  Not in my hearin’, but I wouldn’t be surprised if they do.  Say so that is.”

“What I meant,” Katherine said, “is, is there anything else I can help you with, or are you finished?  If so, I would really hate to keep you from your business.”

“How could you keep me from it?” the girl asked, appearing genuinely curious.  “After all, just now, you’re my business, ain’t you?  Or, at least, the letter is, and since it’s your letter, it makes sense that you’re my business too.”

“Yes, quite,” Katherine managed, feeling a headache forming from listening to the girl’s rapid, round-about way of speaking.  “Well, thank you very much for delivering it.  Now, I believe our business is concluded, and you may be on your way.”

“Sure,” the girl said.  “Just as soon as you give me my payment.”

“Payment?  I thought you had been given a small fortune already.”

“Well, I had.  But that was her payment.  Not yours.  And she told me you’d have two whole dawns for me.  Told me I just had to ask.  Nice-like.  So this is me.  Doing that.”

Katherine frowned.  In the last few days she had been chased and attacked, set to be executed, and yet she felt herself growing nostalgic for those moments.  “So you mean to tell me that all you’ve been waiting on to leave was payment?”

“Sure.  What else?”

“You should have said something sooner.”

“Well, I couldn’t have, could I?  Be weird, askin’ for payment before I gave you the letter.  What are the chances you’d have given me money without anythin’ in return?”

“Besides your absence?  Fairly good, I’d say. Now, how much?”

“Two dawns ought to do it.  That’s what the woman told me to ask for, so I’m askin’ for it.  Thought about askin’ you for three, if I’m honest, but I didn’t want to be greedy, make a nuisance of myself.”

“Gods forbid.”  But there was another issue.  Katherine had spent the last days running for her life, trying her best not to be killed by the Redeemers, by Tesharna’s men, or, of course, by the nightlings.  She couldn’t remember the last time she’d checked her coin purse.  With a sigh, she reached into it, hating how empty it felt.  For a moment, she thought there was nothing inside, then her fingers brushed against a coin, then another.  

She withdrew everything from the purse, the girl watching her closely, and set the coins on the counter.  Two dawns stared up at her, and she blinked.  Too much to believe that it was just happenstance that Alashia would guess the exact amount of money she had.  Not a coincidence at all…but the Chosen had always told her that her ability to see into the future was muddy, little more than random images and feelings.  This seemed strangely specific.

She was still thinking about that when the coins seemed to vanish into thin air, and she looked up to see the girl withdrawing her hand from her own tunic.  “Thanks.  Now, I suppose I’d better be going.”  Katherine nodded, breaking the seal of the letter and beginning to unroll the parchment before she realized that the girl was still standing there.  

“Unless, that is,” the girl said, suddenly not meeting her eyes, “you’d like for me to come with you.”

Katherine frowned.  “You don’t even know where I’m going.”

“Well.  Surely, you’re going somewhere, and you seem like the sort that has adventures.  You do, don’t you?  Have adventures?”

“I’m a musician, a singer.  The most adventure I get is walking from one tavern to another.”

“Which are you going to now, then?”

“What?”

“Which tavern? After you leave this one, that is.”

Katherine stared at the girl.  “I’m afraid that isn’t any of your business, and, if it’s all the same to you, I don’t like discussing my plans with complete strangers.”

“Marta.”

“Excuse me?”

“My name,” the girl said, glancing around as if afraid someone might overhear, “it’s Marta.”

“Pleasure to meet you, Marta.  I’m Ka—Elizabeth.”

“Sure, sure.  So, now that we’re not strangers,” the girl said, “can I go with you?”  Something eager in her eyes, so eager as to be almost desperate.  In her role as Alashia’s agent, Katherine had seen such looks before.  It was the look a man—or a woman—got when they were running from something.  But whatever the girl’s problem was, Katherine had more than enough of her own.

“I’m sorry but no.”  The girl nodded, a dejected expression of disappointment covering her face.  “Trust me, I’m doing you a favor,” Katherine said.  

The girl didn’t respond for a moment, then she finally raised her head, her eyes narrowed angrily.  “How can I trust you?  After all, we’re strangers.  Aren’t we?”

With that, she turned and stomped away.  Katherine watched her disappear into the crowd, surprised and more than a little unnerved by the encounter.  Then she remembered the letter and all thoughts of the girl vanished.  She glanced around, making sure she was alone, then unfolded the parchment.  

Katherine,

I would say that I hope this letter finds you well, but I have seen some small part of what you have undergone in the days past, so I will not.  I wish for you to know that I am sorry for what you have suffered.  I would have protected you from such pain, were I able.  Still, by now you have met allies, and that gives me some peace.

I know that you are concerned for my welfare and it is that concern which has brought you to this tavern.  As I write this letter, I am preparing to leave Galia, the city that I love, and begin the journey to Valeria, accepting Tesharna’s invitation.  I am old, Katherine.  Old and tired, and Galia is my home.  In truth, I am finding it difficult to leave, to say goodbye.  For this will be the last time I look out upon my city, just as this will be the last time that you and I will speak.  Tomorrow, I leave…I will not return.  That much, at least, has been shown to me.

You might wonder why, knowing what fate awaits me, I would go to Valeria.  I can only tell you that I have seen the results of the other choices I might make—clearer visions I have rarely seen—and this is the best option, the only real one.  For down the others lie death, not just mine but many more.  So many.  I know this must not make any sense to you and perhaps it never will, but I ask only that you trust my choice.  The lives of thousands, Katherine, for that of one old woman—it is an easy trade to make.  At least, mostly.

By the time you read this, I will be dead.  Do not pity me, whatever you do, for I have lived longer, fuller years than most, and I am so very tired.  I think I would like a rest.  Know too, that I love you, that I have loved you since you were a young girl playing such beautiful, sweet music in the street.  Never lose that girl, Katherine.  Remain a light in a world that so desperately needs it.  There are dark days ahead.  I cannot see what will come, in the end, but remember that you are not alone, and that no matter how dark the night gets, still it is chased away by the sun.

Stay close to Alesh—he will need you and the others, in the days to come, but perhaps you most of all.  And whatever happens, keep your faith, Katherine, that most of all, for it is a light when all others go out.

—With love,

Alashia, your friend

P.S. Keep she who carried this letter close.  I do not know much, but I know that she has some part to play in what is coming.

By the time she was finished reading the letter, its contents had begun to blur, and Katherine wiped furiously at her eyes.  Alashia had known she was going to die, yet she had come to Valeria anyway, had sacrificed herself to avoid whatever possible futures she had seen.  Katherine did not have the Chosen’s gift, but she understood well enough that, had Alashia not come to Valeria, she and Darl would not have either.  Instead, they would have taken Sonya with them and traveled to Galia.  Which meant that no one would have been in the city to try to save Alesh.  And if he had died there, on that tree?

It didn’t bear thinking about, that was all.  Alashia had made a sacrifice and, because of her, they still had a chance to…to what, exactly?  Defeat a conspiracy?  Defeat Shira, the Goddess of the Wilds, herself?  To destroy the nightlings, once and for all?

Keep your faith, the Chosen had said, but Katherine feared she had lost it already.  What hope did they have against the forces arrayed against them?  The last part of the Chosen’s letter replayed in her mind, and Katherine rose, sweeping her gaze about the room in search of the girl.  She didn’t see her and walked further into the common room, past tables of patrons laughing and drinking.  The girl was gone.  She went through the room again, ignoring the suspicious glances she received as she carefully examined each person’s face, but the girl, Marta, was nowhere to be found.  Her master’s last order, and not even five minutes after receiving it, she had already failed.  

She moved back to the barkeep.  “Excuse me?”

“Ma’am?  Everythin’ alright?  Weren’t nobody botherin’ you, were they?” the tavernkeep asked, already reaching for a short, stout length of wood hanging on the wall.

“No, no, nothing like that.  I just…the girl that I was speaking with earlier, do you know who she is?”

“Girl, ma’am?”

Katherine hesitated, surprised that the man didn’t know who she meant.  After all, they’d been sitting right at the bar, and he couldn’t have missed them, if he’d tried.  “You know, young, twelve or thirteen.  I was just speaking with her.”

“Sorry, mistress,” the man said, eyeing her warily now, “but I don’t remember any such girl.”

“How can that be?”  Katherine asked, frustrated, and wondering if the man thought to play some game with her.  

But when he shook his head, he looked serious enough, and if he was pretending, he was a better actor than could be found in any of the mummer’s troupes she’d seen over the years.  “No girl, ma’am.  Just you.”

Katherine opened her mouth to argue but decided against it.  Either the man was messing around with her—in which case, any further questioning was a waste of her time—or…or what, exactly?  You imagined it?  No, not that.  She wasn’t imagining the letter she still clutched in one hand, after all.  She noted several of the tavern’s closest patrons watching her with glances as wary and untrusting as the barkeep’s own, and realized that, in her exasperation, she had yelled that last.  “Never mind.  Thank you.”  She hurried out of the tavern, away from the weight of those stares and breathed a heavy sigh of relief when she was in the street once more.

She folded up the letter, tucking it carefully into her tunic, then started toward the gate.  The man had to have seen the girl, there was no way he could have missed her.  For whatever reason, he had been joking—never mind that it wasn’t funny.  That was all it was.  Besides, Katherine had plenty of things to worry about already without adding to them.  She needed to make it back to Alesh and the others, to tell them she had found them a way out of the city.  And if they were lucky, they’d sneak away without Tesharna or the Redeemers being any the wiser.

 

 

 

Chapter Ten 

 

 

 

Alesh ripped his blade out of the Redeemer’s stomach, watched as he collapsed to the ground in a lifeless heap, and he felt content.  Satisfied.  These men had come for him, and they had paid for it, had suffered what they would have made him suffer, had they been able.  He did not feel sadness or guilt, no shame at what he had done, at the dead bodies that lay scattered about him.  He felt nothing at all, save for a dark hate.  And, of course, the burning of the scar on his shoulder, a burning that had seemed to spread throughout the rest of his body into his heart, his mind.  

He stood panting, his chest heaving from exertion, his mind full of dark satisfaction and a hate, an anger that killing the men had done nothing to quench.  Then, a name seemed to appear within that maelstrom of thought, the swirling storm of fury that was his mind.  Sonya.  At first, the word appeared without context or memory, without any connection at all and therefore was bereft of any feeling or reaction.  Then, in the slow, muddled way that awareness sometimes seeps back into a man when he first awakens, Alesh began to remember.  

Sonya.  She was his friend.  His sister.  The closest thing to family he had left.  And she was in danger.  He was running then, dodging around the shadows of the trees, heedless of the bushes and thorns that snatched at his clothes.

He emerged from the trees to see four corpses lying in front of the cave mouth.  In the middle of them was an unconscious form, one he recognized as the Ferinan.  At least, he thought the man was unconscious.  He might have been dead—from this distance there was no way to be sure—but the two men standing over him had apparently decided not to take any chances and, even as Alesh watched, one raised his sword, preparing to strike.

There wasn’t time enough to reach them before the blow landed, so Alesh charged forward, hurtling the sword at them as he did.  It flipped end over end until the handle struck the man in the shoulder, and he grunted, he and his companion turning to see the new threat.  

They were both armed, Alesh now with nothing save his hands.  He reached the men in another moment, and the first swung his blade in a wide arc.  Alesh dodged to the side, surprised by how easy it felt, and then reached forward, grabbing the man’s face and slamming his head against the cave wall.  It struck the stone with an audible crack, and the man’s skull seemed to reshape beneath his hands before he let go, and the man dropped.

He heard the swish of something through the air, and ducked just as the sword’s blade passed over his head.  With a growl, Alesh spun, launching himself at the man and tackling him to the ground, knocking the sword free as he did.  Alesh had no blade of his own, but he needed none.  He struck the man once, hard, in the face, then again.  And again.  Until his struggles slowed then ceased altogether.  

Finally, he rose and stalked to the Ferinan, kneeling and checking the man’s heartbeat.  Alive then, only knocked unconscious by a blow to the head, evidence of which could be seen in the blood running down his forehead.  Frowning, Alesh stepped inside the cave.

His eyes scanned the gloom.  “Sonya?”  No answer, nothing save a silence that seemed menacing, full of deadly promise.  “No,” he rasped.  “No.”  He ran outside, his gaze sweeping the woods for any sign.  “Sonya? Sonya!”  Realization struck, and his hands balled into fists at his sides as rage coursed through him. They had taken her.  The fire of the scar, of his anger, grew, demanding action, demanding revenge.

Something fluttering against one of the trees caught his eye, and he stalked toward it.  A parchment, tacked against the tree trunk with a dagger.  Shaking with barely-restrained fury, Alesh ripped it free.

If you want the girl, 

Travel south to the town of Celadra.

Come alone or she dies.

I will be waiting.

That was all, no signature to mark the man who had written it, and none was needed in any case.  Alesh would learn who had left the message soon enough, would learn the reason before he ripped the life from his body.  He shot one more glance at the Ferinan, lying unconscious.  The others would be back soon.  They would see to him.  And there were no Redeemers left to harm him, not here, at least.  Alesh had seen to that.  

He started south, traveling into the darkness, a part of it, the only light to guide his way coming from the fire blazing inside him.  They could not know what they had awakened, what they had set themselves against.  But they would learn.  He would teach them.

 

 

 

Chapter Eleven 

 

 

 

The Broken walked the dirt trail as he had walked many others before it, with no regard for where it led, giving no thought to where it carried him from.  The past was a river stretched out behind him, yet it was one that found itself brought up short by a mighty dam built in its path, a single frozen instant in time, after which nothing mattered, after which nothing could matter.

Broken, they had called him, and they had spoken true.  What they did not understand—what they refused to see—was that it was not just him, but the world itself.  The world was a garden, giving rise to all matter of growth.  But what the others did not comprehend was that it was a garden in which the very ground itself was poisoned, the very air they breathed, and any fool knew that whatever might arise from such ground, whatever might breathe such air, was destined to be poisoned as well.  

Some few of the world’s wise men might recognize as much, but such spent their time in libraries, their backs permanently bent from poring over scrolls and ancient parchments, searching for some answer as to the cause of the poisoning.  Priests read their holy books, said their silent prayers, ones often choked with tears, searching for some way to cure it.  Fools all.  The why, the Broken knew, did not matter.  The world was sick, was poison.  Perhaps it had always been so, perhaps not.  It made no difference.

And as for the cure…there was only one.  Death.  The one who brought that cure would be thought cruel, evil, but the truth was that what he did would be a mercy.  The world was a dying man twisting and writhing in his bed, the agony he felt so great that all that issued from his mouth was foul and poisoned.  Such a man, without hope of recovery, would not curse the one who brought him peace.  Would, if he were able past the madness the pain brought, thank him for it.

Not that even the thanks mattered.  The Broken—for so he thought of himself, the man he had once been having died years ago, along with his family—did not do what he did for thanks, would not have known what to do with it had he received it.  He did it only because it was something that must be done, a necessity made clear to him as he knelt before two broken, bloody bodies, one that—

His thoughts cut off at the sounds of shouting in the distance, and he turned toward the direction from which they’d come.  This close to the wasteland that was the southern desert, the trees around him were scraggly, pitiful things, bent and twisted, scratching out an existence in a place which seemed bent on refusing them.  A clear enough analogue, if one were needed, for the world itself.  Still, for all their poor state, the tree cover was enough to block the source of the screams from his vision.  

The path curved up ahead.  He followed it, not hurrying, only walking as he had been, and as he took a turn in the trail, moving toward the source of the screams, it was not curiosity that drove him, but an imperative even he did not fully understand.  

 

***
 

Fifteen minutes later, he reached a clearing that sat on one side of the road.  Bits of clothes lay scattered on the path, and here and there he saw crimson spatters of blood staining the debris.  The grass was marred by the side of the road where the horses leading the wagon—or wagons—had been forced to charge off the path, toward the clearing.  An ambush then, one they had not seen coming.

His gaze followed the trail left by the scattered debris, and the Broken saw, in the distance, that it was not a single wagon after all, but a caravan of half a dozen.  Beset by their attackers, the drivers had fled off the road and had tried to circle their wagons in a desperate defense—one that had only been partially successful.  

Five of the wagons had managed to get into a circle, but the sixth had been separated, cut off from the rest in much the same way as a herd animal would find itself cut off from the pack by predators.  Now, it sat twenty feet away from the others, and a quick glance at the front where the driver slumped over the reins of the harnessed horses, unmoving, an arrow protruding from his chest, made the reason clear enough.

Two of the bandits were busily ransacking the back of the wagon as the Broken watched, discarding what they deemed of no worth and loading the rest into the saddle bags of their waiting horses.  They were too busy going about their business to have noticed the single horseless man watching them from the road.  

The other wagons were further on, the bandits circling them from horseback, firing arrows at them intermittently.  The caravaners had brought guards, but either they had skimped on spending too much coin, or they had woefully underestimated the dangers they might face in their journey.  Three men—their dress marking them as hired mercenaries—lay dead near the wagons, and he could make out two more knelt inside the protective circle, firing crossbows back at their more mobile attackers.

But for all their efforts, the outcome was not in doubt—six bandits circled the wagons, using their mobility to fire a seemingly endless supply of arrows at the beleaguered defenders from all directions—and in moments another of the mercenary guardsmen was down, spurting blood from where a wooden shaft had caught him in the neck.  

A tragedy then, one in which no hero would come to save them, and one that would be over in half an hour or less, depending on how long it took the remaining mercenaries to realize they’d be better off siding with the bandits, turning on those they’d been hired to protect.  It would happen, sooner or later, of that the Broken had no doubt.  Mercenaries had a reputation for such changing loyalties, but the truth was that they were not alone in their corruptibility, and any sins they committed were ones they shared with the world itself.

The Broken watched the carnage for another minute, then another.  Had anyone been present to witness him, they would have been shocked at the lack of expression on his face, surprised by the blank regard with which he took in the bloody scene, and the stillness of him standing there, unmoving and unmoved, as if he were no living thing at all, only a part of the landscape, witnessing, without feeling, the bloody play taking part before him.  

He watched.  He waited.  Then he moved.  And for all the truth his brothers had laid open when they named him Broken, there was nothing of that in the swift, predatory grace of his passage through the tall grass of the clearing.  He had no sword or spear—his weapons had been stripped from him when he was exiled—but then he needed none.  After all, he was the weapon.

The two bandits were still looting the wagon, loading their horses down with the stolen goods, and they did not notice the Broken’s approach until he was nearly upon them.  Finally, one must have heard the swishing of grass, and looked up from his horse’s bags.  “Aye, who the fuck are you then?” 

The Broken said nothing.  But he did give answer.  He rolled under the horse’s head before bounding toward the man, leaping into the air and bringing his knee crashing into the bandit’s face, meeting nose and cheek and teeth and shattering all in a fountain of blood.  He landed on one knee beside the bandit as the man collapsed to the ground, choking and gurgling on his own spit and blood and broken teeth. 

The Broken paid him no mind, turning instead to the other bandit who was busily pulling a sword from where he had stowed it on his horse.  The Broken did not hurry, taking his time instead, walking in the slow, swaying grace that was the beginning of what his once-people had called the Dance.  

The bandit knew who he was—what he was.  He could see the truth of it in the man’s gaze, in the naked fear painted across his face.  He watched as the urge to flee warred with the need to kill this man, this thing which had come upon him, and in that way conquer his fear.  The Broken continued closer, in no hurry, waiting without any feeling one way or the other to see how it would go.  

“Bastard,” the bandit growled, then he made his decision and charged.  Death then, but it was always going to be that, no matter his choice.  The Broken side-stepped the over-handed strike, lashing out with the ridge of his hand into the man’s throat.  A crumpling beneath his hand as what was there gave way.  The dead man toppled, the sword falling from his hands, and his face began to turn blue as he pawed vainly at his throat, searching frantically for air that would not come.  The Broken watched him struggle, watched his hands turn to desperate claws, raking at his throat as if somehow he might fix that which had been broken.  Had he spoke, the Broken would have told the bandit it was no use—what was broken could not be mended, not truly, and what was taken, what was lost, could never be found again.

In another moment, it was over, and the Broken turned to stare at the remaining bandits.  They circled the wagon, another guard down now, whooping and yelling, the attackers glorying in their own strength, their own impending victory.  The dead man’s sword lay at his feet, within easy reach, but he did not touch it, would not.  For the truth of the blade, of the sword, was one he had abandoned long ago, its whispered secrets, ones that had once tasted like cool water on a hot day, soothing and fine, had long since turned to ash in his mouth.  

No, the sword, his people believed, was the refinement and seeker of truth, a companion of the Dance, and what truths it held were false and without flavor to him now.  So he left it, moving instead to one of the horses.  He emptied the saddle bags of the goods the bandits had stowed, for the road he walked was one of death.  In such a place, such a world where the dead and dying lay stretched out before him, one of the darkest truths was that coin—and all its trappings—meant nothing, were nothing.  They were only the frantic scramblings of a dying man at a fatal wound already received, a terrified, desperate hope in a world where it did not belong.

He leapt onto the horse and gave its reins a snap, and then they were moving, flashing across the field toward the nearest bandit.  The man turned at the sound of his approach, spinning his own mount around, and gave a shout as he saw the Broken closing in.  He aimed the crossbow, and the Broken lay low on the saddle.  In his haste, the bandit’s shot went wide, and in another moment, the Broken was on him.  He planted his foot on the horse’s back, leaping off as it charged past the bandit and his mount.  He sailed through the air, directly at the man, and he grasped hold of the bandit’s head with both hands as he hurled past.  

There was a wrenching pop, and a second later the Broken landed on his feet in a crouch, the bandit falling from his mount beside him.  A quick glance showed that the man’s neck had been wrenched around and now lay at an unnatural angle.  Two of the nearest bandits had witnessed their companion’s death, and the Broken dove under the horse, heard the beast cry out as the two crossbow bolts that had been meant for him sunk deep into its flesh.  

Mad with pain, the beast screamed, charging away, but the Broken was already rushing toward his nearest opponent.  The man’s eyes were wide, and he was fumbling at the crossbow, trying to reload it, his hands, in his terror, betraying him, and he had not finished when the Broken arrived, leaping up into the saddle behind him.  He wrapped one arm around the man’s forehead, another his neck, and gave a savage twist.  As the dead bandit fell away, the Broken snatched the crossbow from his lifeless hands and spun, ducking and hearing the whistle of a passing bolt even as he finished loading his own weapon, firing in one smooth motion.

The bolt took the man in the heart, and he was pitched off the back of his horse from the force of the impact.  Voices from the circled wagons, shouting as their hope renewed at the appearance of this unlikely savior, but the Broken paid them no mind.  He was no savior, not him, and the truth was that there was nothing left in the world that might be saved.  

He gave the horse a kick, and it broke into a gallop, charging around the circle of wagons.  Soon he came upon another bandit, but the man fell to a crossbow bolt from inside the wagons before he reached him, so he hung onto the saddle with one hand and leaned out, riding close and ripping the bolt free before the man toppled from the saddle.

The remaining two bandits noticed his approach and rushed toward him, their swords raised, coming in on either side of him, meaning to box him in and leave him with nowhere to flee.  They did not know, could not know, that the Broken had no intention of fleeing.  He let them come, let them grow confident in their assured victory.  Then, a moment before they reached him, he lifted his leg over the horse, grasping the reins tightly.  He dropped to hang from one side of his mount, and both of the bandits sweeping attacks missed.

But in the split-second before the horses carried their riders past, the Broken lashed out with the crossbow bolt he still held, plunging it into the artery of one of the men’s legs.  Blood fountained in a gush, coating him and his mount as they charged by.  As soon as he cleared them, the Broken was already spinning his horse back around, charging toward the remaining bandit who was struggling with his own scared mount.

The Broken waited until he was close, then leapt, extending both legs in a kick that sent the bandit hurling from his horse.  The Broken followed him, landing in a crouch that turned into a roll, carrying him back to his feet.  He stalked toward the bandit who still lay on the ground, gasping with pain.  “P-please,” the man groaned, staring up at the bloody-coated figure looming over him, “don’t.”

“It is a mercy,” the Broken said, and he knelt beside the man, wrapping his arms around the bandit’s throat almost gently, pulling him close.

“D-don’t—” the man pleaded, his voice rasping as his throat was constricted under the increasing pressure of the Broken’s arms.  But it was the last he spoke, and his struggles slowed, as the Broken continued to squeeze, his face expressionless until, in time, the man’s frantic efforts stopped altogether, and he was still.

The Broken laid the corpse on the ground, and leaned back, studying it.  Those eyes, open but seeing nothing, looking into the great abyss that waited for all men, that the world itself would come to in time.  

“Oh, thank the gods.  You saved us.”

The Broken slowly lifted his head to see that the remaining caravan guard had come up to stand before him.  Young, in his early twenties if that, barely a man at all, staring at the Broken as if he were some god come to save them.  But he was wrong, and if the Broken was a god, his purpose was not to save, but to end.  

The Broken said nothing.  Instead, he rose and started toward the corpse of the other bandit, lying motionless in a large crimson pool.  

“It was unbelievable,” the guard said, following behind him, “the way you…it was incredible.”

The Broken was barely listening.  He reached down and pulled the crossbow bolt free of the man’s leg, then turned to the guardsman.

“Those whorls,” the young man said, pointing at the swirling designs visible on the Broken’s bare arms and face.  “Those…those are Ekirani markings, aren’t they?”  His eyes went wide.  “Man, I cannot believe our luck, to stumble on an Ekirani blademaster out here in the middle of nowhere.”

The Broken looked over the man’s shoulder at the half a dozen merchants gathering at the edge of the circled wagons, watching him with a mixture of hope and fear.  Then he turned back to the mercenary.  “I am not Ekirani,” he said.  “I am the Broken.”

He tightened his grip on the shaft of the crossbow bolt and started forward.  There was no saving the world, no rescuing it from itself.  It was a truth these men did not know, not yet.  But they would.  He would show them.

 

***
 

He stood in the center of the wagons when it was finished, and let what was left of the arrow shaft fall to the ground.  Dead bandits, caravaners, and guards lay around him. Blood coated his face and clothes, nearly obscuring the swooping black whorls that covered his body from the top of his head to the bottom of his feet.  Nearly, but not entirely, for such markings as these were made to be seen.  They would never fade or crumble, and nothing save the rending of his flesh would take them from him.  For these markings symbolized what it meant to be Ekirani, represented the Dance to which all Ekirani men were dedicated to upon their birth.  The tribe was known throughout the land for their skill in combat, but it was not their ability to kill on which they prided themselves.  Instead, it was the peace, the harmony, they believed the Dance granted them, and it represented a way—the only way, so they believed—of a man moving through his life.  

Peace.  Harmony.  All lies.  Pretty enough, like some fine vase sitting upon a shelf, but like that vase, fragile, easily destroyed.  

The Broken had long since given up such beliefs, and knew the Dance for what it truly was—a path, like so many others, no better, no worse.  A path that led broken men down broken trails to a destination that would be, once they reached it, as broken as the world they had left behind.  No sound issued in the clearing—the horses having long fled before the slaughter—and the only thing to be heard was the rustle of the wind through the twisted tree-tops and the swish of the grass in the breeze.  Yet, for all the stillness, his instincts, honed over a lifetime spent in the practice of the Dance, detected someone regarding him, and he turned.

A massive man, seven feet tall at least, his shoulders impossibly wide, stood only feet away.  He stared at the man, surprised that anyone could have made it so close without him knowing.  The giant made no threatening move, yet menace, danger, seemed to radiate from him.  His thick hands were calloused as if from fighting, and long dark hair hung nearly to his waist, adorned with fetishes the Broken did not recognize.  There was something savage, something wild about him.  There was a sword strapped at his back, one nearly as long as he was tall, the blade only inches away from the ground.

They studied each other silently for several seconds.  Then, finally, the Broken spoke.  “I did not hear you.”  

“No,” the stranger said, his voice deep, almost impossibly so, the sound of it like boulders scraping together.  “For if there is a single truth to battle, Tarex, it is that the worst of it comes upon a man without trumpets or horns to announce its arrival, and no matter his diligence, he is always caught unprepared.”

“We are to battle then?”

“Men and gods alike are always in battle, Tarex,” the giant answered.  “What some call peace is only a lull in the fighting, the struggle.  A man is born into battle.  One that, in the end, every man will lose.  This is a truth known to you, I think.”

He did not disagree, nor would he have, for the man’s words echoed his own thoughts.  “I am Tarex no longer.  Not for many years now.”

“You are who you are,” the stranger answered.  “That, too, is a battle no man can win.”

“I am Broken.”

“Yes.  As all men are, as all men must be.”

“You as well?”

The man gave a small smile at that, but there was no humor in it.  “I am no man, Broken.”

“I know.  You are Paren, the God of Conflict and War.  You are the Doombringer, the Destroyer of Hope.”

“I am.  And a thousand names besides.  Does that frighten you, Tarex of the Ekirani?”

“How could it?” he asked honestly.  “I know you.  I have known you all my life.”

“So you have,” said the god.  His massive head turned, sweeping the clearing and those dead scattered among it with his gaze.  “Tell me, Tarex, if given power enough, what would you do with the world?”

“It is dying,” the Broken said.  “And in that death, there is pain.  I would end it—all of it.”

“For them?” the god asked.  “For the wife and son you lost?”

Memory swept over him with a shocking vividness.  Two bodies, broken, destroyed.  It was to avoid the memory that he always walked, ceasing only to sleep before beginning again.  The memory that had dogged his footsteps, never far, a hound loping after him, calling out from time to time to let him know it had not left, would never leave.  It was the way it had been for many years—the Broken walked, and the hound of memory followed.  Yet now, under some power of the god’s, he found himself confronted with that creature, that beast, found that what had slowly, over the passing of time, become little more than a shadow of which he caught the barest glimpses, now stood in front of him, inarguable in its reality.  

That beast reared back, clamping down on him with the teeth of remembrance, and there was no hate or anger in its gaze—it did only what it was made to do.  Other memories, ones he’d thought long buried by the passage of years, flooded back.  The inexorability of what his brothers had called his “fall” but what he believed then and still believed, was no more than the opening of his eyes, the unclouding of a vision that had either failed or refused to see the truth.  He remembered the first time the Dance had become something else, no longer an exercise of harmony and peace, but one of blood and death and ending—yes, that most of all.  All things, all manner of creature, marched slowly toward their ending, and the world marched with them.  He was the ender, the one who would bring them all to it sooner, if he could, and in so doing save them the inevitable pain of their journey.

The Broken remained silent for some time, saying nothing.  The weight of memory was incalculable, heavy enough that some might be bent and bowed beneath it, but it was one with which he was familiar, a weight he had grown accustomed to carrying.  So, finally, he shook his head.  “I started this path because of them, but they are not what keeps me on it.”

“What does then, Tarex the Broken?” the god said, his voice little more than a growl.  “Is it riches you seek?  Acclaim?  Honor?”

“Riches are no more than paint upon a corpse, acclaim nothing more but the breath of the dead speaking of their own, and honor is as much a myth now as it ever was.”

“What then?  What is it that you want?  What is it that drives you, exile?”

“Death.  I want death.”

“Whose?”

The Broken met the god’s eyes unflinchingly.  “Everyone’s.”

The god studied him for several moments, then finally gave a single nod.  “Very well.  Yet for all your skill, for all that you have been a servant of mine even before you knew it, still your abilities are not equal to the task you have set yourself.”

“No man’s ever are.”

“No,” the giant said, giving a small smile.  “They are not.  It is a common enough conceit—of men and gods alike—that one might happen to possess all the tools one needs to achieve his goal.  You are not the man you need to be, not yet.  But you will be.”

There was a feeling then, like soundless thunder, and the Broken thought that he felt the very ground beneath him tremble in its wake.  Turning, he saw a staff lying on the ground.  On either end of the staff had been fashioned a foot-long blade, and the shaft itself was crafted of a metal he did not recognize.  The blades shone in the sunlight with deadly promise.  

“Some weapons,” the god said from behind him, “are tools.  Axes that might kill a man or fell a tree, knives used to gut fish or to slit throats.  And in their multitude of uses, their truths becomes marred, shadowy and unclear.  This one, though, is different.  It has only one use, only one purpose.  Do you know it?”

He knew.  Staring at that weapon, there would be no way not to.  “Death,” he said.  

“Yes.  Take it, Tarex the Broken, and with it my blessing.  You will become what you have sought, and with its deadly truth you will enlighten the world.”

He did, kneeling and retrieving it.  The metal was cool beneath his touch, nearly freezing.  Yet, it felt right in his hands, as if it belonged there, as if it had been crafted, forged just for him.  Or, perhaps, he had been forged for it.  He was still marveling at it, turning it over in his hands, when he winced as something cut into his flesh.  Blood leaked from his hand, staining the weapon’s shaft, and he pulled it away…but he saw that it was only a small cut.  He searched the shaft for the jagged edge that had scored him but could find nothing and, frowning, he lifted his eyes to look at the god.

“There is always a price, Broken.”  Paren said.  “You know that.”

“Yes.  What would you have of me?”

“I would have you do what you have wanted to do for many years, Tarex.  The world is a wounded animal, dying slowly.  And in its death throes, it lashes out, harming all that it can.  I would have you end it.”  He turned, looking north. “I would have you end him.”

“Him?”  

The god did not answer, only studied the distant tree-line and the world beyond as if his godly vision granted him images far past the Broken’s perception.  “There are those of my kin, Broken, who do not know the truth as we do, who believe the world, in all its corruption, is not beyond saving.  They are wrong, yet in their error they have sent one to save it.  You will meet him, and you will show him the truth.  But I warn you—this one is no normal man, and as I have gifted you with power, so has my father gifted him.”

“Your father?”  The Broken might have long ago lost faith in the world and its gods, but he knew them all, had been taught at a young age.  “You mean Amedan.”

“Yes.  My father has grown old, Broken.  And in his age, he sees hope where there is none, believes that which has long been beyond saving still salvageable.  But I will show him that he is wrong—we will show him.”

“It is enough,” he said.  Then he turned and began stalking in the direction the god had indicated.  

“Wait.”

A single word, but there was power in it, power enough to freeze him in his tracks, making his muscles suddenly refuse to obey his commands.  He looked back at the god.

“You will meet this one in time, Tarex.  But first, I have another task for you, others who must be shown the truth.”

“Others?”

“Yes.  You know of the Ferinan?”

“I know of them.  They are great warriors.”

“Yes, and in that they serve me.  Yet they are foolish, filled with a hope that does not belong.  You will teach them, Broken, the only way you know how.  You will go south.”

“And what of him?” he said, staring north once more.

“He will come to you, in time.  Are you so very eager then, Broken?  To prove yourself?”

Tarex the Broken said nothing.  Instead, he only turned and began the long walk back to the southern desert, to where the Ferinan people might be found.  The god knew much, understood much, but he did not know everything.  Tarex did not search for validation, for a way to prove his worth—he never had.  He searched only for an ending.  And, perhaps, among those sand-choked wastes, he would find it.

 

***
 

Paren, the God of Conflict and War, stood silently watching the one who called himself the Broken stalk past the bodies of those he had slain with no more thought than a man might give to the unlucky insects he crunched beneath his boot.  A good servant, a messenger carrying a crimson message to the world, one borne in Paren’s name.

“Ah, Mother,” he said, “you will like this one, I think.  You will be happy with my choice.”

“She is never happy.  You know that.”

Massive shoulders shifted in an almost imperceptible movement, and the God of Conflict held the giant two-handed sword in his right hand, hefting its impossible weight with ease.  “Why have you come, brother?”

“You know why,” Javen said, moving to stand beside his giant kin, his eyes following the disgraced Ekirani’s progress.  “I have come to ask you to leave off this madness.”

“Madness?”  Paren asked.  “It is not madness to kill that which is dying, Youngest.  It is a me—”

“Save your justifications,” the God of Chance responded.  “I know well what you would say, for they are words I have heard as well, and they are not your own.  She twists the truth, you know.  She always has.  And what she does, she does not out of mercy but of jealousy, of hate.”

“You are wrong, brother.  She wishes only to make the pain stop.”

Javen sneered, and suddenly one eye blazed a brilliant white even as the purely black one that was its opposite seemed to become an impossibly deep well, one in which the world itself might drown.  “You know nothing,” he hissed.  “You are a fool, brother, and though you call me ‘Youngest,’ you are possessed of no more wisdom than I.”

The giant’s body trembled with rage, and he took one step toward the other god.  “What, then?”  Javen demanded.  “You would slay me?  Your brother?  What mother would condone such a thing?  Even mortals, for all their faults, would not attempt to justify such an act.”

“We are not mortals, brother,” Paren grated.  “And in what is coming, gods and mortals alike will suffer before the end.”

Suddenly, the God of Chance’s eyes lost their supernatural luster, and he looked nothing so much as tired.  “In that, at least, you are right.  But it is not too late, Paren.  You might save them yet, might save us.”  He turned, regarding the vague form of the Broken in the distance, marching toward death and destruction like some marionette, thinking his thoughts, his steps, were his own, not realizing he was guided by the will of another.  “Even he might still be saved.”

“No.  Not this one.”

And in those simple words, Javen understood the true depths of his brother’s fall, understood that his words were not just for the exiled Ekirani but for all of creation, gods and mortals alike.  “If so, it is only because he refuses to understand what he has become, refuses to give thought to the truth of his…imperative.”

“And you believe this a weakness,” Paren said.  “But in this, too, you are wrong.  You would make all men scholars, priests who, looking upon the world and discovering they do not like what they see, might create justifications for it, might fashion from their own desperate fears a hope that does not, that never has belonged.  This one will do what is asked of him, will be the executioner’s axe, doing what it was made to do, what it must do.  The blade cares naught for such useless considerations as you pose, nor should it.  They only get in the way.”

“And what of him?”  Javen asked.  “You make of him, your servant, a weapon.  And even weapons might be scarred.  Might be broken.”

“He is broken already, brother.  The only difference between him and the other mortals is that he knows it.  Besides, what happens to him is irrelevant.  There is no room for sentiment in war, Youngest.”

“If it is war, then it is a war of your making,” Javen said.  “Yours and Mother’s.”

“The world is always at war, Javen.  It is a war that began the second the first mortal breathed his first breath, one that will not end until the last to remain breathes his final one.  We will win.  The war will end.  There is no chance of any other outcome.  Now, I weary of your words.  Go,” he went on, hefting his sword, “else Wrath seeks your flesh.”

Javen stared at his brother, then at the massive sword he held.  “You are a fool.  Just as she is a fool.”

The giant snarled, moving in a blur faster than any mortal eye could track, faster even than gods could comprehend, for he was the embodiment of battle, of death by blade and arrow.  Yet, when his massive sword fell, it was not accompanied by the familiar sound of blade striking flesh, but instead by laughter.  “A fool, as I said,” the God of Chance said from behind him.  “And you will lose.”

Growling, the God of Conflict spun to face his twin, but he was gone.  Fled.  “Laugh while you can, brother,” he grated.  “From what is coming, you cannot flee far enough.”  Slowly, he sheathed the massive sword, his twin’s laughter still echoing in his mind.  But for all that laughter, he did not miss the single drop of blood staining the grass where his twin had stood.  The blood of his brother.  The blood of a god.  Thunder rumbled overhead, calling to him.  “So it begins,” he said, then he too vanished, answering his mother’s summons.

 

 

 

Chapter Twelve 

 

 

 

The sun was just beginning to rise into the sky when Rion made his way into the woods outside the city.  As he walked, he scanned the forest around him for any sign of the patrols they had seen the day before, but was surprised after half an hour of walking to have seen and heard nothing.  Had Tesharna pulled her men back, then?  It didn’t seem likely, not after only a day or two of searching.  But what other possibility was there?

As he drew closer and closer to the forest cave in which he and the others had taken shelter, a feeling of unease began to come over him.  Less than half a day before, when Darl had led him and Katherine through the forest, they’d had to skirt patrols on every side, and he had been anticipating the difficulty of coming back since they’d left.  Now though, the patrols were gone, seemingly vanished into thin air, and though he felt some relief that it appeared his trip back would be easy enough, something felt wrong.

There was no reason for the patrols to have left so quickly, no reason for the troops to have abandoned their search.  Unless, of course, they already found what they were looking for.  

He told himself he was being ridiculous, jumping at shadows, but if the past weeks had taught him anything, it was that shadows were not as safe as some imagined, that, oftentimes, they had teeth of their own.  

He was still warring with himself, arguing the point back and forth, when he came upon the bodies.  Their red cloaks marked them as Redeemers, as did their midnight black armor.  Not that the armor had done them any good against whatever they had faced.  At first, he thought they must have been set upon by animals—nightlings, most like—but then he noticed the rents in their flesh, many of which were too smooth, too straight, to have been caused by fangs or teeth.  

No.  A man had done this.  A man with a sword, and it was too much to hope that there was another sharing these woods, another who would give battle to the Redeemers.  It had to have been Darl or Alesh, but the Ferinan—from what Rion had seen—did not prefer a sword but a spear.  Alesh, then.  Rion scanned the bodies for any sign of the man but found none, only one red-cloaked corpse after another. Yet as he gazed at them, his gorge rose in his stomach, and despite the fact that the man had clearly walked away from the encounter, Rion was not comforted.  

For the bodies he gazed upon were not the product of a battle but a massacre, not a fight, but butchery.  Though he was no swordsman, Rion could see that each corpse possessed far more wounds than would have been necessary to bring the man down.  It was as if Alesh had not been satisfied with their deaths, and had meant to carve contentment from their flesh with blow after blow from his sword.  Rion had never considered himself a man easily disturbed, but he pulled his gaze away from the ravaged bodies, swallowing hard.

He half-walked, half-stumbled into the trees, away from the massacre, and soon, he came upon the cave.  More dead men, but many of these, at least, had died clean.  If a man could die clean, that was.  Rion walked past the bodies, not daring to examine them too closely—his stomach was lurching dangerously—until he came upon the cave entrance.  Two more dead Redeemers lay broken and battered, and, between them, a form he recognized.  “Shit,” he cursed.  

He knelt beside the Ferinan, putting his finger under the dark-skinned man’s nose and was relieved to feel the almost imperceptible touch of his breath.  Alive, then.  Lucky, considering the blood running down the man’s head and from one ear.  Clearly, he had taken a beating.  Suddenly, Rion felt very exposed, but more than that, he felt…haunted.  It was as if the forest around him still echoed the violence that had taken place here, as if it was not yet done.  “Darl, wake up,” he said, giving the man a shake.  

The Ferinan did not respond, and Rion found himself wishing he had taken the time to learn anything of healing.  He was just about to shake the man again when leaves crunched behind him.  With a shout of surprise and terror, Rion spun, sliding one of his blades from its sheath, and his face heated when he saw Katherine standing a few feet away, her eyes wide with terror.

“What happened here?” She asked.

Rion grunted, sliding his knife back into its sheath.  “Nothing good.”

“I saw others,” she said, walking forward, “in the trees—” She cut off, her eyes widening further as she saw the Ferinan lying prone on the ground, and she let out a shocked sound, rushing forward and kneeling beside him.  “What happened to him?” she demanded.

“How in the name of the gods should I know?”  Rion said.  “I only just got here a few minutes before you did.  He’s breathing, at least.”

She nodded.  “I’ll see to him.  Go check on Sonya.”

Rion nodded, leaving her to it, and drew his knife again before heading into the cave.  He knew at once from the heavy silence that it was empty, but he moved inside anyway, crouching to avoid hitting his head on the cave’s low ceiling.  He turned over the bedroll.  Nothing.  He hissed in frustration, looking around.  A small, open cave, with no tunnels or indentions big enough for anything larger than a rat to fit in.  Nowhere for the girl to hide when they’d come.  The air inside the cave began to feel oppressive, and Rion quickly stepped back outside.  

Katherine was still crouched over the unconscious Ferinan, and she looked up at him, a question in her gaze.  Rion had a hard time meeting the desperate hope in her eyes, but he gave his head a shake, “I haven’t found the girl.”  He saw her jaw tense as she gave an abrupt nod, turning back to the dark-skinned man.  

“A bad head wound, but there hasn’t been too much bleeding.  He should recover soon.”

Desperate to distract himself from what they had found, from the girl’s absence, Rion said, “The man’s got a tendency of getting hit over the head.  Were I him, I think I’d walk around with a helmet on.”

She shot him a quick glance, and he winced, expecting an angry tirade at his flippancy, but she must have seen something of the truth of his own hurt, his own need in his eyes, for she gave him a small, tight smile instead.  “Yes, I’ll have to mention as much to him, when he wakes up.  And Alesh?” she asked.  “Were there any signs—”

“Nothing.  At least, nothing to indicate that he’s still here.  He was though…the bodies…”

“I know.”

Relieved that she had seen, that he wouldn’t have to recount his own feelings on the matter, Rion nodded.  “So what do we—” He cut off as the coin in his pocket began to grow cold, and he had seen enough in the last few days to know what that coldness meant.  Javen, the God of Chance, or, perhaps more accurately, Rion himself as the god’s chosen, was at work.  Suddenly, an errant wind blew, and something fluttered in front of his face.  He reached out, catching it on instinct, and was surprised to see that it was a sheet of parchment.  

Frowning, he straightened it and began to read.  “Night take it,” he said.  

“What?” she asked. “What is it?”

Wordlessly, Rion handed her the parchment, watched her expression grow troubled as she scanned its contents.  When she was finished, she looked up at him.  “They’ve taken her.  They’ve taken Sonya.”

“Yes.  And that crazy bastard Alesh has gone after them.  Alone.”

“But…but why?” she said.  “He knew we’d be back before long.  Why would he not wait for us?  He’ll have a better chance of getting her back with us along, surely he knows that…what was he thinking?”

Rion pointedly looked at the two bodies of the Redeemers at the cave entrance.  Unlike the others scattered nearby, these two had been butchered in the same fashion as those he’d come upon in the woods.  “I don’t believe he’s doing much thinking right now.  And what thoughts he’s having…I’d wager they’re red ones.”

She didn’t respond to that, just turned back to the Ferinan and began to wipe the blood from his face.  

“What do we do now?”  Rion asked after a moment.

She went still then, and was silent for several seconds.  “There’s nothing we can do,” she said finally, not turning to meet his gaze.  “Sigan’s man will be here in a few hours, and then we’ll start out.  Leaving before then would be risking ourselves for no purpose, and if we die trying to charge after him, we won’t do Alesh or Sonya any good.  Not to mention the fact that we can’t leave Darl, and we certainly can’t carry him all the way south.”

“So what then?”

In answer, she moved around to grab the Ferinan’s arms.  “Help me carry him into the cave.”

Rion bent to grab his legs, and after a fair amount of cussing on Rion’s part—Darl was heavier than he had any right to be, so far as he was concerned—they managed to get him inside the cave, and laid him down on the bedroll.  Panting from the exertion, Rion leaned back against the cave mouth.  “Now what?”

“Now we wait until Sigan’s man arrives.”

Rion nodded.  “And if the Redeemers come back?”

She met his eyes, her expression grim.  “Then we die.”

 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen 

 

 

 

The wound in his arm still throbbed, and he was aware of the blood dripping onto the ground and marking the path he walked crimson, so that any others, coming after, might recognize it, might know it for what it was.  Had he stopped to consider it, Alesh would have thought that fitting enough, for it seemed that the journey of his life had always been painted by such crimson signs.  But he did not stop, and he did not consider it.  

For him, the path behind meant nothing, and it was only that which lay ahead that mattered.  Blood and more of it, the blood of those who had taken her, of those who had dared to take her.  He made no attempts at stealth as he ran through the woods, setting himself a brutal pace that would have long since done him in had he not still been full of that unnatural energy that had come to him when the Redeemers had attacked, the energy that seemed renewed by not just the outer darkness beneath the treetops, but the inner darkness of his own heart.

Twice they had come upon him, two and three at a time.  He had cut them down, taking pleasure in the sounds of their screams, in the looks on their faces when they realized that they had charged when they should have fled, that they had attacked when they should have knelt low, prostrating themselves before the rage which drove him, begging for a mercy that did not exist.  He would have killed them anyway—they had earned their deaths and more—but they made it easy by rushing him, drawing close so that he could cut them down without hardly slowing.

He pushed himself to his limit and past it, running along the trail as fast as he could, hoping to chase down his quarry, but no matter how fast he ran, his prey continued to elude him.  Still, he did not despair.  He would find him, and when he did, the fool who had dared to take Sonya would learn the depths of his fury.

 

***
 

Despite his newfound power, Sevrin was afraid.  His god had ordered him to take the girl, to bring her south, yet for all of his ability to travel through shadow, flitting from one to the next, the one who pursued him seemed to never tire, was possessed of a strength, a will that was hard to fathom.  More than once, he had sensed the man only a short distance behind him, had pushed himself to his own limits in order to evade him.  The Redeemers waiting in the woods, those who Sevrin had warned of their target’s coming had, so far at least, done little to slow the man, buying with their lives no more than a few spare seconds between Sevrin and his hunter.

He had thought, once he had experienced the unbelievable pain and terror that had accompanied the powers his new god had given him, that he would never be afraid again.  To find himself scared now, of this man, made him angry, and once more he considered slaying the unconscious girl in his arms outright, considered exacting from her flesh, her soul, the pain that he dared not try to bring to the one hunting him.  But, not for the first time, he rejected the idea.  After all, so long as the girl lived, she was a barrier between him and the man chasing him.  Besides, to kill her would anger his god, and the pain of his recent displeasure was still too fresh in Sevrin’s mind for him to consider disobedience.

Take her south, the shadow had said.  And so he would.  And then, when he reached those allies of which his god had spoke, he would make the man suffer for daring to chase him.  And when that was finished, when the man lay broken and destroyed beneath him, then he would find Rion.  He would find him, and he would make him pay.

 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen 

 

 

 

Darl awoke to bouncing, and the sounds of growled curses from beside him.  Memories of the fight, of the Redeemers, flashed in his mind, and he jumped to his feet, lurching as the ground on which he stood shifted, and he felt himself falling.  Then a hand was on him, pulling him back.  “Sit down before you fall down, you crazy bastard.”

Frowning, Darl looked around and realized for the first time that he was sitting in the front of a wagon.  “Thank you, Mister…?”

“Mister Stupid as Shit’d do well enough, I think,” the man said, shaking his head and sending his thick jowls to quivering before he turned and spat off the side of the cart.  Then he scowled at Darl.  “Well, don’t just look at me you damned fool, sit down.”

Darl complied, feeling as if he must surely be dreaming.  “Forgive me, sir, but you are a stranger to me.  And…what’s more, where are we going?”

The man sighed, clearly annoyed.  “You ask me, we’re on our way to the land of the dead, and in a hurry too.  Not that anyone does ask me, mind.  As for who I am, I’m the damned fool Sigan paid to get killed alongside you all.”

“‘You all’?”  Darl said, finding it surprisingly difficult to order his chaotic thoughts, and the cart driver’s penchant for cryptic answers was doing little to help matters.

The man grunted, then clucked at the two horses who slowed then led the cart to the side of the road and stopped altogether.  That done, the driver turned and slid open a compartment leading to the wagon.  “Well, why don’t you tell him?  Just hurry it up, will ya?  I expect we’ll be dyin’ soon enough either way, but that ain’t no reason to hang around and wait for our deaths to find us.”

Darl leaned over, peering inside the opening, and grinned as he found Katherine and Rion staring back at him.  “Ah, you are both okay, thank the gods.  It is good to see you.”

“It’s good to see you too, Darl,” Katherine said, and although she smiled convincingly enough, Darl had spent the last several years as her partner and had seen enough of her moods to know that something was troubling her.  

“What is it?” he asked.

She glanced at Rion who only winced and looked away.  “How much do you remember, Darl?  About…about what happened at the cave?”

Darl frowned.  “They found us, the men in red cloaks.  I do not know where the Dawnbringer was, for he was on watch, and I awoke to the sound….”  His eyes went wide suddenly, as fear lanced into his heart.  “The girl, Sonya.  She was taken.”

“By who?”  Katherine said, leaning forward.  “Who took her, Darl?”

He frowned in concentration trying to remember.  He had been fighting the two men, had been confident that he would have the best of it, when something had struck him from behind.  Then he was falling, but he remembered a brief glimpse of a shape before unconsciousness took him.  “Shadow,” he said.  “Shadows took her.  It was as if the very dark was given form and substance.  He was a man but…he was not.”

“A man?” she said.  “One you recognized?”

Darl considered that then nodded.  “Yes.  He was the one who captured us and brought us to Falen Par at the tree where the Son of the Morning was hung.  The one that knew you, Rion.”

The man’s eyes widened at that.  “Wait…gods, do you mean Sevrin?”

Darl shrugged.  “I do not know his name.  I only know that he is badly scarred now, when before he was not.  And…”  He trailed off, troubled, hoping that perhaps he had imagined the rest.

“And what?”  Katherine prompted.

“He wears shadow about himself,” Darl said, his voice little more than a whisper.  “It hides him and, more than that…his hand…it was shadow only.”

“‘Shadow only’?”  Rion demanded.  “What in the name of the gods does that mean?”

“I don’t know,” the Ferinan said slowly, shaking his head.  “But I fear that the gods themselves have entered the fray, and however dangerous Shira the Wild One is, we no longer must contend with her only.”

They all studied each other silently for several seconds until the driver leaned in.  “Can’t say as I know much about gods or shadow hands.  But I can tell you this much—we hang around here any longer, we won’t have to worry about ‘em on account of we’ll be dead.  Dead, on account of we sat around chattin’ while the Redeemers found us when we should have been puttin’ as much distance between us and the city as we could.  Get me?”

“He’s right,” Rion said.  “We need to go.  Now.”

“But what of your parents?”  Katherine asked.

Rion glanced at the driver who pointedly looked away, beginning to whistle softly.  Then he frowned.  “They’re safe.”

“And the Chosen?”  Darl asked, studying Katherine’s face.

She shook her head slowly, handing him the note.  The Ferinan read over it, a look of profound sadness coming over him as he did.  “I have never met one as worthy of carrying the light as she.”

Katherine only nodded, apparently not trusting herself to speak.

“And the other?” he asked.  “The one she spoke of in the letter, who brought it to you?”

Katherine winced.  “Gone.  I…I lost her.”

Darl put a hand on his friend’s shoulder.  “All will be well, Katherine.  The light will reach even the darkest places of the world, if given time enough.”

“Speaking of time,” Rion said, “I’d say it’s about time we got out of here.”

“Past it, really,” the driver said, the sarcasm thick in his voice, “but, then, who am I to say?  Besides, that is, a fella doesn’t much relish the idea of windin’ up with his head decoratin’ the city walls.  Now, close that hatch, manservant, and let’s be about it.”

Darl turned, frowning at the man, but the driver shrugged.  “Got to be somebody, hadn’t ya?  That skin of yours’ll draw attention, but a manservant ain’t unheard of, even the Ferinan kind.”

“My name,” Darl began, “is—”

“None of my business, that’s what it is,” the other said.  Then he gave the reins a whip, and they started forward.  “Less I know the better, Ferinan.  That way, when I inevitably get tortured for helpin’ you, I can’t tell ‘em nothin’  ‘cept that you were dark-skinned.”  He shrugged, turning back to the road, and then, barely loud enough for Darl to hear, “And maybe a bit of an asshole.”

 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen 

 

 

 

“My Chosen?”

Tesharna turned from the large sculpture of her within her castle’s inner courtyard to see one of her guardsmen approaching.  “What is it?”

“It’s one of the Redeemers, Bright One; he wishes to speak with you.”

Tesharna turned back to the sculpture.  She enjoyed coming and gazing at it, from time to time.  Most always, her visage, immortalized in stone, granted her a measure of peace when her own world was chaotic and uncertain.  The woman depicted there, her face turned up as if in challenge, her eyes seemingly possessed of secret knowledge, did not fret or worry, and there was no room in her for doubt.  Such a woman as that had no need to fear, for there was no question that she would, in the end, reach whatever goal she strove for.  Beautiful in her strength, hers a face blessed by the gods themselves to never age, for even those immortals recognized the perfection of her countenance.  

She had visited the statue more often of late, seeking that peace, that certainty.  After all, the last few days had been trying indeed.  “Let him in.”

“Of course, Brightness.”

A moment later, the door opened, and she turned to see one of the Redeemers enter, dressed in the black armor and red cloak of his kind.  “Chosen,” he said, nodding his head.

Tesharna’s jaw clenched, and she studied the man, standing so arrogantly before her, as if he were somehow her equal.  “Do you think not to kneel before one chosen by the gods themselves?” she demanded.

The man shrugged.  “Amedan is not my god, Brightness.”

“What news do you bring?” she hissed.

“The traitor and those helping him have escaped.”

Tesharna bared her teeth in a snarl.  “Escaped?  How?”

The Redeemer shook his head.  “We don’t know.  We found where they were hiding, but they killed more than a dozen of my men and escaped.”

“You mean to tell me,” Tesharna said, her patience fraying, “that we have nothing to show for all the men we sent out except for a dozen corpses?”

He winced.  “Well.  Not just that.  The traitor has become separated from the others—that much we know.”

“Separated?  And how do you know that?”

“Because…”  The man hesitated, clearly reluctant to answer.  Then, finally, he sighed.  “Because we’ve been tracking him.”

Tesharna stared at him.  “If you’ve been tracking him, then why hasn’t he been taken?”

The Redeemer’s jaw clenched tightly.  “We’ve tried.  He keeps killing the men I send against him.  Barely even slows him down.  And not just kills—the bastard is butchering them like hogs for harvest.”

Gods, I am surrounded by fools.  Fools one and all, Tesharna thought.  “And where is he going?”

“South.”

“South?” she said, incredulous.  “Why?”

The man shook his head.  “I’m not sure.  But he is.  And the bastard isn’t stopping.  Not even to so much as sleep, from what I can see.”

Tesharna considered that, frowning.  “And what of the others?  Alashia’s agent, and the Ferinan?”

“We’ve lost them.”  

Tesharna began to shake with sudden rage, but the man held up a hand.  “Still, it’s not all bad news.  We’ve got their names.  The woman is Katherine Elar, goes by the name of Elizabeth—a musician of some renown.  I don’t know the Ferinan’s name, or that of the little girl, but the other man’s name is Eriondrian Tirinian.”

Tesharna froze.  “Did you say Tirinian?”

“I did,” the Redeemer said, a smug smile on his face.  “From what I hear, he’s one of your city’s most prominent nobles.  Funny, but it seems he’s been sittin’ right under your nose all this time.”

Tesharna wasn’t angry anymore; she was furious.  Not only had the man escaped, along with his accomplices, but it now turned out that one of those accomplices had been here in her city all this time.  She turned to the guard stationed at the door.  “Send troops to the Tirinian home and make sure—”

“We already did,” the Redeemer said.  “They’re gone, with no sign of either of them, or their son.  Seems that they out-thought you on this one, Brightness.”

Tesharna stared at the man’s arrogant smile, the way he watched her, clearly pleased with himself, and her patience—which had been holding on by the slimmest of threads—suddenly snapped.  She flung her hand in the Redeemer’s direction, and though she did not touch him, he grunted in surprise and pain as he flew across the room as if slapped by some invisible god.  He struck the massive stone statue of her, and there was an audible crack at the impact before he collapsed to the ground in front of it, leaving a smear of blood where he’d struck.  

“Y-you can’t,” the Redeemer gasped as she stalked toward him.  “W-we’re allies…y-you can’t—”

Snarling, Tesharna lifted her hand, and the man rose into the air like a puppet whose strings had been given a violent pull.  He levitated there, his feet dangling several inches off the floor.  “You think to tell me what I can and can’t do?” she demanded, and the man squirmed uselessly against the force holding him, gasping in pain.  “You think to criticize me?”  

She clenched her hand into a claw, and the man’s eyes bulged in their sockets as his throat began to compress.  “You fool,” she hissed, stalking closer, so that she was only inches from the man’s writhing form, watching as his face began to turn blue.  “You are nothing to me, no more than a bug that I might squash beneath my heel at any time.  I am a queen, the most powerful person in the world.”

The man did not answer, could not, and his face had begun to darken considerably now.  His eyes fluttered in their sockets, the only sound issuing from his throat a strangled wheeze as the pressure continued to increase.  With a snarl, Tesharna brought the fingers of her clawed hand together, and the man’s neck exploded in a shower of crimson mist.  His body collapsed to the floor, his head following a moment later and rolling several feet across the ground, leaving a bloody smear to mark its passage.  Then, Tesharna was suddenly overcome with a terrible exhaustion, and she staggered, catching herself with one hand on the statue.

For several seconds, she stared at that hand, at the agedness of it, the skin wrinkled, the bluish veins visible beneath.  Great power had been bestowed upon her by her goddess, greater even than that which she had once been gifted by Amedan, but such power came at a price.  She forced her eyes away from that trembling hand, the hand of an old woman, telling herself that it did not matter.  Soon enough, she would do what her goddess had asked of her and would receive the reward she’d been promised.  Eternal youth.  Eternal beauty.  And power.  Power great enough to make the world itself kneel at her feet.  

Come.

The word exploded in her head, and she cried out, feeling as if her head were going to shatter.  She would have fallen had she not still been supporting herself on the statue.

“M-Mistress?”  Someone asked. “Is everything okay?”

For a time, Tesharna could not answer, could barely even hear the man’s words, as the maelstrom of agony raged inside her head.  Then the pain, the pressure, began to subside, the echoes fading like the thunder of departing lightning, and she gasped with relief before turning to the guardsman who had spoken.  “What?”

“Y-your hair,” the guardsman said in shock, his fear almost a palpable thing.

Not at first understanding what the man meant, Tesharna reached up and took a strand of her hair, pulling it so that she could see it. Her skin went cold as she saw that a large swath of her once beautiful, lustrous dark hair, hair that poets and bards had called “ebony perfection” in her youth, had gone a dull, lifeless gray.  It does not matter, she assured herself again, tucking the hair back and out of sight.  She will give you your youth again.  She promised.  

The guardsman was still watching her.  And was that disgust in his eyes?  “I’m fine,” she snapped.  “Now, get this mess out of here, and send in one of the maids to clean up the statue.”

“Of…of course, Chosen.  Right away.”  He turned and started for the door, unable to completely hide his eagerness to be away.

“And guardsman.”

“Yes, Brightness?”

Tesharna was turned back to her statue, regarding its countenance.  So beautiful, a beauty that had inspired dozens of poems and songs.  And unlike her own beauty, the stone would never age, would never become old and haggard.  She frowned as she noticed a white stain on the marble.  Leaning closer, she realized it was bird droppings marring the marble surface.  “After the maid is finished, have her clean these bird droppings as well.  Once she’s done, have her flogged and tell her and the other maids that I expect this sculpture to remain perfectly cleaned at all times.  Do you understand?  And send a messenger by my room later.  I will have a correspondence I wish delivered to Chosen Leandrian in Ilrika.”

“Of course, Brightness.”  She did not turn to watch him leave, but a moment later she heard the sound of the courtyard door shutting behind him.  As soon as he’d gone, she hurried toward her room.  Her goddess wanted her, and she did not like to be kept waiting.

 

***
 

Tesharna strode through the castle hallways, barely resisting the urge to break into a run, for a woman of her station must display confidence in all that she did and said, must show none of the fear that was creeping through her.  Shira had not spoken to her since the single word in the inner courtyard, but then Tesharna would not have expected her to—her goddess did not repeat herself, nor was she patient with those who did not obey.  Evidence of that could be found in the growing pressure inside Tesharna’s head, pressure that seemed to double with each passing moment.  By the time she finally reached her quarters, she was staggering, nearly blinded by the pain in her head and behind her eyes, as if jagged shards of glass were embedded there.

“Chosen,” the guard stationed at her quarters began, “is everything—”

“Open the door,” Tesharna screeched, and the man hurried to comply.  A moment later, Tesharna was stumbling through, slamming it shut behind her.  She hurried to her wardrobe, hitting her shin on the side of her four-post bed as she did, but she barely noticed, the incredible pain in her head leaving no room for anything else. 

Barely able to stay upright, she reached her wardrobe, slinging the doors open and thrusting aside the clothes hanging there, heedless of the expensive dresses—many costing a small fortune—that fell into ragged heaps on the floor.  There, hanging at the back of the wardrobe, was a shape covered by a dark cloth.  Whimpering in pitiful mewls of terror and agony, Tesharna grasped desperately at the cloth, and pulled it aside.

“I’m here, Goddess,” she wheezed at the mirror.

For a moment, the reflective surface remained dark, and the pain in her head doubled, then trebled.  Tesharna gasped, and suddenly found that she was unable to breathe, the pain too great for her even to manage to draw breath back into her lungs.  “P-please, Goddess,” she moaned, staring at the mirror, “pl—”

Tesharna. Look at me.

There was a roar in her mind, as if of distant thunder, and the pain began to abate.  Distant thunder, yes, but thunder that could be only the prelude to a terrible storm, if her goddess was displeased.  Tesharna slowly opened eyes that had been squeezed shut against the pain and realized that, at some point in her distress, she had fallen to her hands and knees.  Swallowing hard, she looked up at the mirror.

At first, she saw nothing but her own reflection.  A woman of once legendary beauty, but older now, and despite the blessings of a Chosen, that age showed.  Where once her skin had been unblemished perfection, now wrinkles stood out at the corners of her eyes and mouth, and her once long, lustrous hair now had several streaks of gray.  Her face was pale, possessing none of the youthful glow it’d once had.  Who is this hag looking out at me?  Tesharna thought wildly.  She is a stranger, someone I do not know, someone I do not want to know.

No sooner did she have the thought than the image in the mirror began to change.  It was subtle at first, a darkening of the edges, as if clouds twisted and shifted beneath the glass surface, tiny sparks of what might have been lightning within their roiling masses.  Then the vision expanded, and soon the entire mirror was taken up by the clouds, the forking illuminations of what was now unquestionably lightning within their depths, and Tesharna wasn’t sure whether it was her imagination or not, but she thought she could hear the sounds of thunder, as if the place the mirror showed was not just an image, the wildness of the sky a projection of her goddess’s will, but a real place, one where dark clouds roiled in unending waves, swallowing everything and everyone they touched.  

Tesharna.

“Y-yes, Mistress?” she asked, and had one of those who knew her been there to see the trembling, aged woman who spoke in little more than a pleading whisper, they would not have recognized her.  For that woman had nothing in common with the grand Chosen Tesharna whose likeness could be found at nearly every street corner in the city, had no similarity to the woman who, during the Nightfall Wars, was known for her courage as well as her tactical genius.  

I am displeased, Tesharna. Each word was like a hot knife being jammed into her head, and Tesharna mewled in pain.

“M-Mistress, I live only to serve you.”

Is that so?  You were wrong to kill the commander of the Redeemers, for it is not the fault of those men that your quarry escaped you.  It is your own fault.  You had him in your grasp, a dagger at his throat, and nothing standing between his life and death but the twitch of a muscle.  But you did not kill him, as I commanded.  Did you?

The last two words exploded in her mind, and Tesharna gave a choked, strangled scream, cringing in upon herself.  A moment later, the pain lessened, and she reached up to her ear, only to bring back fingers slick with blood.  “N-no, Goddess.”

No.  Instead, you betray me. You send this dangerous one, this one who I have told you must die at all costs, to this Traitor’s Tree of yours, so that, in his death, you might be glorified.  The Son of the Morning lives now, Tesharna, not because of any fault of the Redeemers, but because of your vanity.  For your vanity, you would betray everyone you know, all those beliefs which you feign to hold so dearly.  For your vanity you would betray yourself—would betray me.

Tesharna found herself trembling, and was unable to stop the pitiable, mewling sounds of terror that escaped her mouth.  “P-please, Goddess.  I am loyal.”

You are loyal to nothing but your own pride, Tesharna.  You have listened to the songs of the poets, to their flowery words and twisting of the truth, and you, the fool, have believed them, have thought yourself a goddess.  Is that it, Tesharna?  Do you think to be my equal?

“Of…of course not, Mistress.  I did not mean—”

Look, Tesharna.  Look upon the mirror and see yourself as you truly are. See what you will become, should you fail me again.

The Chosen Priestess Tesharna of Amedan, once member of the Six, known for her courage and wit, realized that in her fear, she had turned away from the mirror.  Slowly, she brought her gaze back, not wishing to but knowing that to disobey would only make her punishment worse.  When she looked back at the mirror, she gasped.  An ancient woman stared back at her.  Her flesh sagged impossibly, as if it had begun to melt from her face.  Her eyes were red-rimmed, dried-out orbs, shifting listlessly within their cavernous sockets.  The woman smiled, a ghastly, terrible expression to behold.  Few teeth remained and those that did were black with age and rot, her skin a sickened, yellow color as if she was diseased, but even all of that wasn’t the worst of it.  The worst was that her hair—her once beautiful hair—now hung in strips from a wrinkled scalp, and where the skin of her head showed, so too did angry sores that wept a thick, oily pus.  

Her once alluring face, admired by thousands, looked like the skull of some decaying cadaver, the skin stretched so tight that it looked as if it would soon begin to rip.  Tesharna wanted to look away from that horrible visage, wanted it more than she had ever wanted anything in her life, but she could not, her gaze held in place by some invisible force.  And as she was forced to stare at that countenance, her countenance, slowly, the skin began to erupt in boils, before it started to fall off in patches of rotten flesh.

Tesharna screamed then.  She forgot about all her own ambitions, all the things which she had worked for, forgot that she was a woman of power that few possessed.  Forgot, too, about the guardsman standing in place outside her door, believing the fiction that he could protect her, that anyone could.  Her scream was loud and terrible, the wailing of some tortured beast, driven mad by suffering and possessed of none of its humanity.

“Chosen Tesharna!”  The guard threw the door open and charged forward, his sword drawn, his eyes scanning the room for the threat.

“N…no,” Tesharna gasped, “g-get out, you…you shouldn’t—”

Witness, Tesharna, the full weight of my displeasure.  Tesharna’s eyes were pulled, of their own accord, to the guardsman, still searching for any danger.  At first, nothing seemed to happen.  Then, a curious expression crossed the man’s face, as if he was trying to solve a particularly difficult riddle.  A second passed, then another, and Tesharna watched as the man’s puzzled expression slowly began to change.  “C-Chosen,” he said, looking at her, “something…I don’t feel right…” 

He took a halting, uncertain step toward her. Then his face began to change.  His youthful features—the man was in his early thirties or younger—began to shift, the flesh bubbling and writhing as if serpents squirmed beneath his skin.  “Chosen, what’s happening?” he asked, and with the next step, he nearly fell, but managed to catch himself on the wall.  When he pulled away, Tesharna was sickened to see skin clinging to the stone surface where he had touched it.  

Another step, and the skin of his face continued to fall off off in bloody chunks that struck the floor with a wet splat.  Tesharna tried to rise from where she was still on her knees, wanting to run, to get away from the monstrosity coming toward her, but she was frozen in place.  The guardsman opened his mouth, as if he would say something more, but nothing came out but a wet, gurgling wheeze, then a lump of flesh fell out of his open mouth, and it took Tesharna several seconds to realize that it was his tongue.

“P-p-please,” Tesharna stammered, her body shaking so bad with her fear and disgust that she could barely breathe.  “D-don’t come a-any closer.  P-p-please.”

But the man did.  Another step.  Another splat as some piece of him struck the ground, and his body began to shrink, deflating beneath his clothes as if some giant, invisible beast were taking bites out of him.  His helmet fell from a head that was far too shrunken to hold it any longer, and his body seemed to go through weeks of decay in a matter of seconds.  His once golden hair—beautiful hair, and the reason, coupled with his once handsome features, that Tesharna had picked him to guard her room—began to to lose its color, falling out of his head and taking patches of skin with it.  

Another step, and the man was less than a foot away.  He reached out with one desiccated hand that was little more than bones and rotten flesh.  Tesharna tried to shrink away, but still her body would not obey her commands, and she felt his touch, warm and sickly as if with fever, against her skin.  She had thought she did not possess the strength to scream anymore, that the pain of the last minutes had stripped it from her.  She had been wrong.  

The dying man’s hand clamped around her arm, the bones digging into her, painfully tight, and as she watched his flesh fell away until his skull was visible beneath it, then that too fell, breaking into chunks of bone that, moments later, turned to a fine, gray powder.  In seconds all that was left of the guard was his clothes and a pile of dust at Tesharna’s feet.

Tesharna stared at that pile that had, minutes before, been a young man in the prime of his life, and thought of the same thing happening to her, thought of the ravages of time, not some distant thing that might happen one day, not the slow, plodding decay of the flesh as it marched closer to its own death, but as an immediate, inarguable reality.  And she was afraid.

Do you see, Tesharna?  This one did nothing to fail me, has aroused none of my ire, and yet I have done this to him so that you might understand.  Do you, Tesharna?  Do you understand?

“I…I do, Mistress.  Please, do not…I am loyal.  I swear.  I have failed you, but I will not do it again.  I will send men now to kill this one you have spoken of.  I will do it myself if you wish.  This Alesh, he will not survive the night.”

No.  You will do nothing against this one, Tesharna.  For I have others who will succeed where you have failed, others who will make him suffer for his arrogance, for my husband’s arrogance.  I have other plans for you.

“I l-live only to serve you, Mistress.”

No, Tesharna.  You live only because you serve.  Remember that.  In the end, you and your kind are nothing but sacks of meat, no more than cattle waiting to be butchered by your betters, if they take it in their mind to do so.  And for all your vanity, you are the same.  Remember that.  Please me, and I will bless you with a beauty beyond the ken of men, will make of you a temptation that no man or woman can ignore, that will be spoken of for eons to come. But fail me, Tesharna, and you will come to know pain and despair that you could not even imagine.  Now, gaze upon the mirror.  There are things I would say—things I must show you.

And the Chosen of Valeria, known throughout the world for her beauty and grace, for her courage and tactical genius, gave the only answer she could.  She obeyed.

 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen 

 

 

 

The Palietkun people of the southern desert were the largest of the Ferinan tribes, composed of several hundred men, women and children.  And though they slept in thick canvas tents, regularly moving from place to place as their nomadic forebears had before them in search of food and water, when they chose a place to take up temporary residence, it was as if a small town appeared on the blighted landscape overnight.  A small town whose lights shone brightly in the darkness, sanctuary to any who found themselves stumbling through the broken landscape.  For even here, in this place, the nightlings came, always testing the perimeter, searching for any signs of weakness in the defenses.  

But tonight, as every night, they would find none, for while most of the world forgot their history, had long since lost the knowledge of how to make fires that burned bright and true, the Ferinan, the Palietkun, had not.  And while what few of those in the wide world who remembered—the Lightbringers they called themselves—guarded their knowledge jealously, like misers who would not even use their coin to buy food to live, lest they have less of it, the Palietkun did not.  The knowledge of true fire, of the herbs and powders used to make flames that would not falter, was sacred, but it was also knowledge to be shared with all, to help all.  

To do anything else was to send the ignorant into a war they did not understand, blind and weaponless, was to pretend that the man who sent them so was not culpable in their inevitable deaths.  Such knowledge was to be shared, to be used as a shield not just for the Palietkun, but for all peoples, strangers perhaps, but all taking part in the war against the Dark, whether they realized it or not.

And this knowledge, this sharing, had saved more than a few travelers who found themselves in distress, who felt the breath of the darkness as it crept toward them, ever hungry and ever cruel.  When the Palietkun found such desperate souls wandering the desert, they fed them and gave them water, a place to rest, and flame to see them to their sleep.  In doing so, they believed they performed a sacred duty, for each soul saved from such destruction was one who could stand tall against the darkness, another soldier with which the eternal battle might be fought and perhaps—one day—won.

Such men and women, when they were saved, were often half-mad with fear, and the Dawn Whisperers concocted herbal remedies to give them peace until their minds returned to them.  But the ones who the Palietkun scout and his partner—for the Palietkun believed only fools ventured into the darkness alone—watched approach in the distance did not hurry, and they showed no signs of fear at the blanket of night enveloping them. 

Many carried no torch or candle to guide their way, and had there not been a moon, the scouts would have never seen them at all, so much did they seem a part of the darkness in which they walked.  Their exact numbers were difficult to determine in the poor light, but there were a hundred warriors, a hundred at least.  The scouts turned and met each other’s eyes, and though they used no words, they understood well enough what such a force meant—what it could only mean.  Death had come upon the Ferinan, upon the Palietkun.  Death in black armor and crimson cloaks.

The scout pointed at his partner, then behind them to where the whole of the Palietkun tribe lay only a mile away.  A distance that seemed very long indeed, when men such as they ventured into the night, but now seemed all too short.  When the scout pointed at his own eyes and then back at the men, the message clear enough.  Go.  Tell the others.  I will watch.  

The other scout did not argue, for the Ferinan, raised in the desert among its many dangers, knew that the price of hesitation, in such times, was death.  Instead, he rose, silently, and was just about to begin to break in a jog that would carry him back to their people when a streak of silver flew out of the darkness.  The Ferinan were trained to fight at an early age, trained to defend themselves against desert beasts and nightlings, should the worst come and the light fail.  So it was that the strike—almost too swift to follow—did not take the scout’s head from his shoulders, as it had been intended to do.  Instead, he leapt away, but for all his speed, the blade still cut a deep furrow across his arm.

The other scout jumped to his feet, lifting his spear from where it had sat on the ground beside him and rushing to stand in front of his partner, raising his weapon.  The man who stood regarding them looked calm, untroubled, and he held the shaft of his weapon at its center, one of the blades that protruded from either side of it resting lightly in the sand, the other pointing into the sky.  The Ferinan scout saw the man, understood at once the meaning of the whorls and serpentine markings on his face.  He also understood that he was outmatched, that he and his companion both were.  It had only been one strike, but he had long been trained in combat, and the speed of the blow was enough to make him have some inkling of the skill this one possessed.  Enough to kill him.  Enough to kill them both.

“Go,” he said to his partner standing behind him.  “Go now.”

Perhaps his partner hesitated for a moment, perhaps he gave some desperate look to the man who he had known since they were children, to his friend, hoping, wishing there were some other way.  Perhaps he even told himself that his partner would be victorious and never mind that it was a lie.  However, there was no way to know for sure, for the scout did not look away from this hunter who had come upon them, dared not, and in a moment he heard the near-silent footsteps of his companion as he raced across the sand to tell their people of what was coming.

“He goes to warn them,” the stranger said, his eyes studying the remaining scout.

The Ferinan did not answer, for while they were taught how to fight and how to live, so, too, did the Dawn Whisperers teach their people how to die, how to meet their deaths.  His death had come upon him in this one, he knew—it lay somewhere in the keen edge of this stranger’s unusual weapon, and he would meet it the best he could.  

“It will not matter, in the end,” the Ekirani said, and there was something almost regretful in his tone.  “It cannot.”

The Ferinan remained silent, and the stranger finally gave a single nod.  “Very well.  Fight well, Ferinan,” he said.  Then he moved in a blur, the edge of one of his blades whistling through the night air, and the haft of the scout’s own weapon rose up in answer, then it began.  As it transpired, the Ferinan did fight well, fought with a skill even he had not thought to possess.  Yet for all that, it was over in moments, and the stranger with the whorls on his skin stalked off into the darkness, leaving the corpse behind him.

 

***
 

For all their knowledge of flames, for all their trust in the light, it was a practice of the Palietkun people—one handed down for generations—to post watches along the borders of their camps.  So it was that when the bloody scout stumbled toward the camp, barely able to keep his feet, he was discovered by one of their number who called for assistance.  The scout recounted his tale and, in moments, he was being carried back toward the encampment, another sent ahead of them to gather the Dawn Whisperers.  They would know what to do.  They must.

In minutes, the Dawn Whisperers, five of the Palietkun tribe who had been deemed the wisest of them, were gathered in their tent in the center of the Palietkun encampment.  They had only just arrived, seated along a collapsible table—one of the few items, save for weapons, the tribe possessed that was built of wood—when the wounded scout was helped inside.  His good arm was thrown over the shoulder of the man who had found him, and the other had been hastily-bandaged, blood already staining the white fabric a deep crimson.

The Dawn Whisperers shared a look, for one did not have to be wise to understand that the blow was a killing one.  The man had lost much blood already, was losing more, and he would not live for much longer.  They listened without interruption as the man spoke, as he told them of those who approached, described for the Whisperers their black armor, their crimson cloaks.

They listened, all of them gathered there, and they said nothing, for the man was dying, and in his dying, he spoke truths.  Death Truths, their people called them, and believed them to be the voices of the gods themselves, speaking through the mouths of those who approached the veil.  When the man finished, he was barely lucid at all, his eyes rolling in their sockets.  “See to him,” one of the Whisperers told the man holding him, “prepare him for his journey.  It will not be long.”

The Ferinan nodded, his face solemn at the approaching death of one of their own, but showing no reaction at the news that one had brought, and why should he?  After all, the people of the Palietkun tribe chose their Whisperers for just such reasons as this, and they trusted them to make the best decision for their people.  A decision that, in this case, the shared look of the Whisperers meant they all understood would be a bloody one, no matter what.

“They will be here soon,” one of their number said, an old matron, her face wrinkled with age.  She, like the rest of her people, wore no face paint to cover the passing of the years on her flesh as the northerners did.  For she, like the other Ferinan, believed the ravages of time badges of wisdom, deserving of reverence and pride.  

“Yes,” another said, this one a man, also aged, thin from his years, but not without the corded, wiry muscle that showed he had once been a warrior.  

“If only the First Witness were here,” another said, and they all turned to look at the youngest of their number, a youth of no more than fifteen years.  There was always one such, for the wisdom of youth was a wisdom all its own, one lost in the passing of time but no less important for all that.  Yet, the others understood that the wisdom of youth was a fickle thing, often clouded by the rampant emotions and yearnings of the young.  In this case, that emotion was writ plain on the girl’s face for all to see, should they but look for it—fear.  Fear and the naivety of the young which believed that their heroes, those they revered, were invincible, capable of incredible feats, of doing what no man—or woman—could do.  Such naivety was part of the wisdom, tied to it, the two intertwined so that only the wisest, cleverest, might think to separate one from the other.  But that wisdom, the wisdom of hope, would not serve them now.  The understanding they now needed was of a colder, bloodier kind.

“Darl-asheek Binakrala has his own task,” another of the Whisperers said.  “One that is equal, if not more important, than the saving of the Palietkun itself.  For we are but one people among many, and if a man must sacrifice his foot to live, then who would not?  Better to be crippled and lame than to be nothing.”

The youth did not respond, which was wisdom too, and was right.  In normal times, death—to the young, at least—was a strange, alien landscape, but those elders who sat within the room understood it well, had caught glimpses of it from time to time, had felt the dried, ashen sand of that place beneath their feet.  “One hundred warriors, he said,” spoke another.  “One hundred at least.”

“Likely more,” another agreed.  

“And of the one he spoke, the one with the strange weapon?”

They all turned to the eldest, the wrinkled matron, for though they were all Whisperers, she was counted the wisest of their number, the one who—despite her milky, rheumy eyes—was best able to see past the mists of uncertainty and fear to the truth where it lay hidden.  “He is an instrument, a tool whose purpose is the spilling of blood and that only.  Worse, he knows this, has found a peace within that simplicity.  He will leave none alive.”

The youngest shifted anxiously, and though she did not speak, she might as well have, for all turned to look at her, knowing the direction of her thoughts.  Death came for them, for their people, and if that death could not be conquered, what choice was left to them?

“We must gather the women and children,” the eldest said finally, “and we must send them south, deep into the desert.  The other tribes will help, and these men who come, though they might be the workmen of death, sent out to reap its harvest, they know little of our ways.  Even their lust for destruction will not sustain them should they venture into the deep parts of the wilderness.”

“But why?” the girl asked.  “Why have they come?”

“It is no use,” the eldest said, her voice not unkind, “to ask why death comes in the shape it chooses, for come it will, always and without fail.  Now, go,” she said to the girl.  “Go and gather the others—what preparations can be made must be made, but waste no more time than is necessary, lest you do not make it out of this storm.”

The girl hesitated, wincing, a look of shame on her face.  “I…but I shouldn’t leave—”

“There is no shame in living, girl,” the old matron said.  “But there is great shame in throwing your life away to no purpose.  Now go and live—the Palietkun will have need of your wisdom in the coming days.”

“But…what of you?” the youth asked, glancing at the other four.

“We are too old,” the matron said simply.  “We cannot make the trip, not in haste, and trying to do so would only slow the rest down.”

“But…surely, there must be—”

“Hope is a good thing,” the matron interrupted, “a blade grasped in defense of yourself, of others, but a blade can cut the one who wields it as easily as it can that it defends against—false hope, is what such wounding is called, girl, and we have not the time for it.  We thank you for your compassion, but here it serves no purpose.  Go, now, and take the others with you.  Protect them.  If you can.”

The girl’s face trembled, as if she might break into tears at any moment, but she did not.  Instead, she rose, nodding to each of them in turn, then left the tent.  Once she was gone, one of the Whisperers turned to the matron, saying, “Do you believe they will be alright?”

The matron considered the question for several seconds before she answered.  “I believe that what can be done has been.  Now,” she said, slowly rising, the aches and pains of her aged body making themselves known, “will you come with me, brothers and sister?  Our death comes, our ending comes, and I would meet it with you at my side.”

The others rose, grasping hands, and as they walked out of the tent toward what would ultimately be their deaths, it was not fear that suffused their faces, but peace.

 

***
 

The Broken led those men he had been given toward the encampment.  Strangers, they were, that walked behind him, and strangers in front as well, but he thought nothing of that.  For many years, since he had seen the truth of the world and its workings, he had been a stranger, an exile from the facade of civilization which men built around them.  Truth, real truth—not the hopeful, pitiable ramblings of priests and scholars who thought the world might change should they only claim it so—made strangers of all men.  For how can one, knowing that, in the end, he was alone and would always be alone, knowing that life was but the name given to the march to death, ever feel as if he knew anyone?  How could such a man as that know even himself?

The fires blazed in a circle around the encampment, wreathing it in flame.  But what caught the Broken’s attention was not the masses of tents, their thick fabric seemingly frozen in the still night air.  Instead, it was the formation of spear-wielding warriors spread out in front of the camp, nearly a hundred, if he was any judge, and the four elders standing before them.  

He waved the red-cloaked men to a stop and walked forward, stopping feet away from the four elders.  “Why have you come?” one asked, a squat, old woman whose rheumy eyes and wrinkled face showed no fear.

“You know why, Mother,” the Broken said, something about the woman, about the clear knowledge in her eyes, making him use the title given only to those Ekirani women who were most revered.

“Yes.  But do you?”

Something about the way she said it, so casually, without fear or anger, without despair, slipped past the defenses—walls built of apathy and loss—that the Broken had erected around himself.  Just the slightest touch, like a blade sliding between the joints in a man’s armor, not enough to kill, but enough to draw blood.  Enough to wound.  His mouth worked and, for a time, he could think of nothing else to say, still mentally reeling from the unexpected barb of her words.

“You think yourself no more than an instrument, a weapon,” the woman went on, “with no more emotion, no more burden of choice, than belongs to a sword or a dagger when it does its bloody work.  But you’re wrong.”

He saw something then—not in her face, for hers was like stone, her eyes twin needles piercing his mind—but in the others around her, those three elders who looked to her for guidance, sought to follow her example.  Yet for all their want, for all their seeking, they fell short, and what he saw in their eyes was hope.  He felt his armor raise again, an almost tangible thing, as he noted that hope, and when he looked back at her he saw that she recognized the change.  “Perhaps,” he said, “but it does not matter.”

She did show an expression then, a slight, nearly imperceptible crinkling of one side of her mouth in a smile that held no joy but sadness, not for herself, but for him.  The walls of his own dedication to his task shook under the weight of knowledge that brought, but in the end, they held firm.  “There is nothing that matters more,” she answered. “Only the dead feel nothing, and by doing what you have come to do, you will become worse than they—a revenant of flesh and bone who would feel nothing and yet feels everything instead.  A creature of hate, not just for the world, but for yourself.”

He noticed that she did not say “if” but “when,” for she knew the truth of how the thing would go, how it must go, and he found that he was humbled.  His tutors, long ago, when he had still been of the Ekirani and little more than a child, had told him that wisdom was the ability to see the truth and not shy away from it.  That it was to understand that the truth is not a thing that might be changed to suit the needs of those who saw it, but was immutable and inarguable, the foundation on which the world was built.  This woman saw it in its fullness, more clearly than any he had ever met, and her faith came not in the belief that the truth would save her, but in the knowledge that it would exist, would remain long after she was gone.  

He glanced at the weapon in his hand, gifted him by a god, the God of Conflict and War, and for the first time in a very long time, the Broken felt doubt.  “There is more than one truth, Mother,” he said finally, his voice little more than a whisper.

“No.  There is only one,” she said.  “There has only ever been one.”

“And that is?”

“You know it.  But, knowing, you would strike yourself blind instead.”

Silence in the clearing then for several moments.  The Broken could feel the eagerness, the need, of the men behind him.  Could feel, also, the knowledge in the Ferinan before him, those desert warriors who studied him, their spears at the ready.  The three elders who had not spoken, who had chosen to tie their wills, their hopes—no matter how false and unwanted—to this old woman standing before him.  And she carrying that burden without complaint, fighting for it without seeming to fight for anything. 

He thought of his wife, of his child, and of truth.  It could be that the woman was right, that there was only one singular truth connecting all things, an invisible thread that ran through every living soul.  But such truths were of the living, for the living, and they had no business with him.  For the dead had truths of their own.  In those blank, lifeless orbs, they had shown him, with the stale air that lingered in their chests, unmoving, never to move again, they had whispered these truths to him.  

“You are wise,” he said.  “I want you to know…I take no pleasure in it.”

“And that, perhaps,” she said, “is the saddest thing of all.  A man should find some pleasure, some joy in the tasks he sets himself.”

His mind refused to acknowledge those words, his thoughts skirting around them like rats fleeing before a deluge of rainwater.  “There is no pleasure left in the world, Mother.  It is a dark and cruel place, and what is given is only given so that it might, in time, be taken away.”

“No, Exile,” she said, and he tensed as he realized that she knew.  She, alone of all those he had met, knew the truth of the tattoos on his skin, saw the difference in those he bore and the others carried by those men and women who had once been his brethren.  “You are wrong in that nothing is given, ever.  Joy, happiness, peace.  Anger and hate.  They are only borrowed.  Who, I wonder, are you borrowing from?”

The Broken found himself short of breath, her words ringing in his mind.  “You…you would take my hate, and in doing make of me a shadow.”

“No, poor man,” she said, giving a slow, sad sigh.  “You are a shadow already, and it is you who have made yourself thus.  The emotion you feel now, the confusion, is not your own, but no more than a fleeting memory you have stolen, which rightfully belongs to the man you once were, the man who you killed long before you ever picked up that,” she said, nodding to the weapon.

Silence again, as the Ekirani listened to her voice and then, when she had finished, silence as he listened to those other voices, those that he had heard since finding his family, as he listened to their whispers, their dark promises.  “Forgive me, Mother, but I am what I am.  You are wise and powerful in your wisdom, but you have not changed that.”

“No,” she said, “but then, you are wrong in thinking that I have tried, Exile.  Even if I had, my efforts would have been wasted.  The living change.  The dead only remain.”

He nodded, hefting the weapon.  “Go in peace, Mother.”

“Peace?” she said, and this time her smile was more genuine.  “That would be nice, I think.”

The slice was smooth, clean, as smooth and clean as he could make it, and whether the doing of it was a mercy for her or for himself, he could not have said.  She fell to the ground.  Perhaps, the look on her face was one of peace, but he couldn’t know, would not have recognized it even if it were.  He motioned to those behind him and it began in truth.  The fight was long and brutal, as he had known it would be, and in the end, the others did not go smooth.  Did not go clean.  But they went just the same.

 

 

 

Chapter Seventeen 

 

 

 

Kale crumpled the letter in a white-knuckled fist and, with a snarl, threw it into the fireplace.  It caught instantly in the tall blaze and in moments it was nothing but blackened ash.  If only other problems could be dealt with so easily, he thought angrily.  

“Chosen?”

Kale laughed, but there was no humor in it.  Once, he had wanted nothing more than to be called by such a title, to be given the respect that had once been Chosen Olliman’s.  He had yearned for it, lusted after it, for he was no commoner, but the son of a great house, the richest in all Ilrika.  He deserved such respect, such…worship.  

But now that he had it, he found that all the bows, all the kneeling, seemed somehow empty, somehow false, and he was growing more and more sure that the same guards and nobles who called him “Chosen” and “Bright One” laughed and mocked behind his back.  The man was still looking at him, waiting for an answer.

“What?”  Kale snapped.

The guard shuffled, as if afraid, and though his expression was servile, Kale couldn’t help but think he saw amusement dancing in the man’s eyes, and it was all he could do to keep from lashing out.  “Forgive me, Bright One,” the messenger said, “but…do you wish to send a reply?”

Kale stared at the man for several seconds.  “Get out.”

The messenger complied, hurrying to the door and closing it behind him.  But had that been a smile on the man’s face, the moment before he turned away?  He considered calling the man back, demanding what he’d meant by it, but dismissed the idea.  Such a thing would make him look weak.  

Instead, he stepped closer to the fireplace, holding out his hands.  Each morning, he had a servant light a blazing fire in his quarters, and each night he slept under several thick, warm blankets.  Yet always, Kale was cold.  It was a cold that pervaded him, ran through him on the inside as much as the outside, and so no amount of coverlets or clothes or fires touched it.  It had not always been so—this much he knew—only since he had taken over as Chosen.  And, perhaps he imagined it, but it seemed to him that the cold was growing a little more pronounced, a little more prominent with each passing day.

You are imagining it, he told himself for what must have been the thousandth time.  You must be.  It is only your nerves, your worries that’s all.  And it wasn’t as if there wasn’t enough to worry about, that much at least could not be denied.  Alesh and his companions had not only escaped their execution, but continued to avoid capture despite Tesharna’s efforts.  Alesh, the one man who knew the truth of what had happened, of what Kale had done, and Tesharna had had him in her grasp only to let him slip through her fingers.

But as bad as that was, it was not his only concern.  The riots in the street were growing worse.  Nothing terrible, not yet, little more than half a dozen merchants complaining about how they were going bankrupt since Ilrika’s Lightbringers had vanished, and they could no longer hire them for safe passage to other cities to ply their wares.  Hardly riots at all, in truth.  More like angry speeches, and though such men never dared blame the city’s woes on Kale directly, the meaning of the words—at least such words as were related to him—were clear enough.  Damned merchants and their damned complaints, he thought, rubbing his hands together in a vain effort to bring some warmth to his chilled flesh.

But it wasn’t just the merchants anymore, was it?  No, it was the commoners too, complaining of food shortages, of lack of essentials such as clothing and oil for their lamps, and why not?  After all, the regular stream of merchants that had once carried such materials to Ilrika had ceased since Olliman’s death, those who had once come apparently deciding not to risk the journey to a city they viewed as unstable.  Fools all and not just fools but cowards.

Recently, even the nobles had begun to grow restless.  After all, many of them owned shares in one merchant’s ventures or another, and as weeks passed, they were losing small fortunes.  Oh, they did not come outright and say so—direct confrontation was rarely the weapon of well-born men and women—but they were restless just the same, and the reports of Kale’s spies told of whispers.  Whispers of discontent, that something must be done.  None whispered of rebellion—not yet—but it was only a matter of time.  Kale would kill the first to utter such treasonous words, but if they continued after that?  He could not put the entire city to the sword.  After all, what purpose in all of this, in everything that he had suffered, if he ended up ruling nothing but a pile of rubble and corpses?

“Something troubles you, Chosen.”

Kale started, having forgotten the man was there, so still and silent had he been, and his own surprise, his own fear, made him angry.  He spun to scowl at the man standing at one side of the room.  “Of course it does,” he snapped.  “Everything is falling apart.”

The man hesitated, and Kale squinted his eyes, trying to see if there was an amused smile on his face, one he felt sure was there. But, as always shadows seemed to gather about the man wherever he walked or stood, and Kale could make out nothing specific.  The hint of a nose, of wide-cheek bones, no more than that.  “Everything is well in hand,” the man said, and Kale made a disgusted sound at the words, the same words he’d been hearing since the man had first appeared.  “My mistress will see to it.”

There was no need to ask who that “mistress” was.  The man had shown up days after Kale had taken the city, soon after the…celebrations, as the city abandoned their fruitless worship of Amedan, choosing to honor Shira instead.  He had been waiting for Kale in his quarters despite the guards stationed outside the door and had introduced himself by the title of Shira’s Proof.  Whatever that meant.  Kale had nearly called his guards to cut the intruder down, but the stranger had known things, things that no one should know—could know—not unless they had been there.  Or if someone told them.  Someone like the Goddess of the Wilds herself.  

“‘Well in hand,’” Kale muttered.  “You have said as much before, yet the riots continue, and the city continues to whisper behind my back.  My own guardsmen—”

“Are loyal, Chosen,” the Proof interrupted.  “They serve their purpose and will continue to do so.”

Kale stared at the man, gritting his teeth that this…this stranger should think to interrupt him.  But for all his anger, what he felt now, more than anything, was fear.  And cold.  Always cold.  “She promised me power,” he said, and he did not like the desperate plea in his voice.  “She promised me.”

“Yes,” the Proof answered.  “And our mistress is faithful to those who serve her, Chosen Leandrian.  Has she not kept her pact with you?  After all, you have what you wanted—you are the Chosen of Ilrika, have supplanted Olliman himself, once most revered of all the Six.  The men and women of the city adore you, worship you nearly as if you were a god yourself.”

“They laugh at me,” Kale hissed.  “They plot and scheme behind my back.  They think I do not know, but I do.  I know.”

“Then perhaps,” the stranger said, “you should show them the truth, Chosen.  Perhaps, they need reminding of your true power.”

“My power?” Kale spat in disgust.  “And how would I do that?”

“Blood is the greatest power, Chosen Leandrian.  It always has been and always will be.  The power of blood—to draw it.”

Kale turned to the man.  “You would have me what, exactly?  Kill someone?”

The shadows that gathered about the man shifted slightly, as if in a shrug.  “Sometimes, an example must be made.”

“And who, exactly, did you have in mind?  Who should be made an example of?”

Another shifting, another shrug.  “The who does not matter—it never does. Only the example, only the blood.”

“You would have me murder my own people,” Kale said flatly.

“They are only people, Chosen.  There are always more of them, spreading like a plague upon the face of the earth, profaning that which was pure and holy, imposing their ‘civilization’ upon the wild places of the world, taming them with their swords and their fire and making of what was once fine a cruel parody.”

Kale regarded the man in silence for several seconds, feeling that there was something in his words, in the passion—usually nowhere in evidence when the man spoke—that filled them.  But he could not seem to focus.  “Gods, why is it so cold?” he said, and gritted his teeth to stop them from chattering.  “It’s always so cold.”

“Would you like for me to put more wood on the fire, Chosen?”

Kale was shivering now, and he nodded desperately.  “Yes.  Gods, yes, please.”

The man moved toward where the wood was stacked beside the fireplace, seeming to glide, even the motion of his steps hidden within shadow, and soon several more logs fed the blaze.  “Is it better, Chosen?” the stranger asked.

Kale hesitated then, slowly, the chill numbness began to fade from his limbs.  “I…yes.  Yes, it is.  Thank you.”

“Our goddess cares much for your welfare, Chosen Leandrian, and she has commanded me to do all that is within my power to grant you your wishes.  After all, it is the pact you made.”

“O-of course,” Kale said, too relieved to be free of that creeping, stalking cold to think much about the man’s words.  “Of course.”

“Now, Chosen,” the man said, turning back to him, the shadows around his face seeming to writhe, “about the example…”

 

 

 

Chapter Eighteen 

 

 

 

“I still say it’s a fool’s plan,” Rion muttered from his place inside the wagon’s compartment.

“I agree with the lad,” the driver said from up front.  “There’s better ways to die, I reckon, than walking right into the headman’s axe.  I’ve always thought drinkin’ myself to death sounded like a good way to go.”

“Thank you for your input,” Katherine called back, “but we don’t have any options.”

“No option save dying,” Rion muttered.  “Yeah, well, that sounds about right.”

“And what would you have us do?”  Katherine said.  “You heard Darl—the trail has gone cold.  It will take him some time to find it again—if he even can—and I, for one, find the idea of a warm bed in an inn preferable to another night spent in the woods with those…those things around.”

Rion scowled.  Not that there’d been many of the things as she called them.  Whatever else Alesh was, it seemed that in his bloody march, he was at least thorough.  They had heard a few nightlings hissing in the dark as they spent the nights of the last two weeks huddled in the wagon on the side of the road, what must have been a dozen lanterns hung from the outside, but no more than that.  Either the nightlings had suddenly decided they cared nothing for the flesh of men anymore—unlikely—or Alesh had been thinning them out as he made his unerring way toward the town of Celadra.

Not that Rion was complaining.  The gods knew they had enough to worry about without some monster taking a bite out of them while they slept.  “And if the Ferinan can’t find the trail?”

“He’ll find it,” Katherine answered quickly.  Too quickly to be believed, in truth.  Then, “If it’s there…”

Rion didn’t have to ask what she meant, for he knew well enough, and the worry writ plain on her face was one that he shared.  Up to this point, Alesh’s trail had been easy enough to follow—the corpses he left in his wake were better than breadcrumbs, not to mention the trail of blood he left himself.  Rion couldn’t imagine how a man could bleed that much and still stay upright.  But a day and a half ago, the corpses and the trail of blood had vanished, seeming to disappear into thin air.  There were the corpses, the blood on the trail…and then there was nothing, no sign.  So they had been forced to make a decision: to break off in search of him through the woods—which would necessitate leaving the wagon behind—or to continue on down the rutted wagon path and hope they picked up his trail further on.

Walking through the woods with only what they could carry with the knowledge that the Redeemers and the nightlings would be only too happy to kill them, hadn’t seemed like much of a plan to Rion and thankfully the others had agreed.  So they’d continued on and now planned to enter the town—if a town it can be called, he thought ruefully—and spend the night there, asking around to see if anyone had any information on Alesh while Darl hunted around the town’s outskirts in search of any sign of what direction the man had gone.

And as far as Rion was concerned, the Ferinan had gotten the better end of that deal.  How, exactly, were they supposed to ask about Alesh without drawing attention to themselves?  Hey there, fella.  How’s the ale?  Piss-poor?  Well, it would be, wouldn’t it?  Tell me, since we’re so close now and all, you seen a guy walkin’ through here lately, lookin’ like he’s been dragged through glass, big old mean scowl on his face?  Oh, you can’t miss ‘em, he’ll be the one coated in blood—most of it not his own, mind, but not all—the one that, you know, is damned crazy.

Not a conversation he looked forward to, that much was sure.  Still, the woman was right—they had no other options—so he only sighed, shaking his head.  “Perhaps we’ll get lucky, and he’ll have passed out inside the gate.  Or, shit, since we’re hoping, maybe he’s just decided to give the whole thing up, maybe take a nap in the nearest inn.”

“Yeah,” she said, the tone of her voice making it obvious she wasn’t really listening, “maybe.”

Rion sighed, turning back to where the driver sat up front—the Ferinan having already abandoned the cart to start his search when the town had come into view.  “Well, let’s get a move on, huh?  No need to make the Keeper of the Dead wait, is there?”

 

***
 

The sun was low in the sky by the time they reached what served as the town gate.  In truth, it was no more than a single log supported by two stumps, one of which had a notch carved into it where the log lay.  A pathetic attempt at defense, and the single guard stationed at the gate was little better.  He wore a grease-stained tunic and simple trousers, both appearing in immediate danger of busting from the pressure of his prodigious gut.  In place of a sword, he carried a stout length of wood—not that he carried it now.  The guard was sitting with his back propped against one of the stumps, his eyes closed, his snores audible even over the steady clop of the horses’ hooves.  A line of drool worked its way down his unshaven face.

The driver called to the horses, and they stopped a few feet away from the guardsman who stirred but did not awaken.  The cart driver cleared his throat loudly, but still the guard slept on, and Rion hissed in frustration.  If he was going to die, he’d just as soon get it over with instead of spending an hour waiting for the fat man to wake up.  “Good evening!” he shouted.

“Eh?” the guardsman said, snapping awake and looking around himself in confusion.  Then he saw the cart and stumbled to his feet, studying them with red-rimmed eyes and wincing in the sunlight as if it was the brightest part of the day instead of no more than an hour away from night.  Rion had seen such eyes before, and it was obvious the man had spent the night before drinking.  “Who goes there?” he slurred.  

“My name,” the driver called back, shoving Rion into the compartment with a scowl, “is Fentin Arcarest, and I’ve got my merchant’s brand there on the front of the cart…if you can see it that is,” he finished, mumbling the last.

“Ain’t never heard of no Fentin Arcarest, merchant,” the guard said, scowling, his hangover obviously making him irritable.

“Really?” the driver said. “Surprising then, is it?  After all, you seemed to me to be a scholar, one well-informed.  So well-informed, in fact, that I would expect you to know every single merchant and tradesman the world over.”

The guard narrowed his eyes, clearly trying to decide whether or not he was being mocked.  “You getting smart with me, fella?” he demanded finally.

“Somebody needs to,” the driver muttered again, before he raised his voice, calling back, “Of course not.  I’m sure you have a job to do.  I wish only to enter town, stow my cargo, and then find a nice inn and a good night’s sleep.  I’ve been on the road for nearly two weeks, guardsmen, and I am tired.”

“Two weeks, is it?” the man said, a mean smile coming to his face, and Rion realized he wasn’t going to make it easy for them.  “Well.  Where you from then?”

“Originally?” the driver asked. “My mother.”  Rion could have slapped the man for running his mouth when the last thing they needed to do was piss off the town guard—or whatever served as the guard, at least—and draw attention.  The guardsman took several moments, but even a hungover fool couldn’t miss the insult in the driver’s words.

Finally, he scowled.  “Mmhmm.  Well, I’m gonna need you to step on down from the wagon and open it up.  Let’s see just what cargo you’re toting.”

The driver grunted, pinching the bridge of his nose in an effort to gather his patience.  An effort that Rion felt the fool should have made earlier.  “Look, guardsman.  I don’t want any trouble, and I’m sure you’ve got other…important matters you’d prefer to be about.  My insignia is there, plain enough for you to read, if you can, and I really don’t have the time to waste—”

“My job’s the security of the folks in this here town, merchant,” the guardsman said, his chest puffing up as he tried—and failed miserably—to suck in his prominent gut.  “Folks count on me to keep ‘em safe.  That don’t seem like a waste of time to me, does it you?”

“No,” the merchant said, “not a waste of time.  The waste of time was making you a guardsman—they might as well have set up a scarecrow in your place.  The gods know it would be less of an embarrassment.”

The guard’s chubby face flushed a deep, angry red at that, and his fingers worked where they gripped the length of wood.  “Open the wagon.  Now.”

“No,” the merchant snapped back, “and you’ve no right to ask it of me.  Those markings—since apparently you’re unwilling or, more likely, unable to read them—mean that I am a merchant in service of Chosen Tesharna herself, ruler of Valeria and one of the Six.  That means that my cargo—such as it is—is none of your concern, and that I must be allowed safe, unhindered passage through Tesharna’s lan—” He cut off with a squawk of surprise and outrage as the guardsman—who’d spent the time during the merchant’s speech moving closer—slapped him hard across the face.

“This ain’t Valeria, merchant,” the guard said to the outraged driver, “and you’d best remember that. We’re just a little country town full of country folk and, round here, manners go a long way.  Now, I won’t ask you again—the next time, Wanda here will do the asking,” he finished, brandishing a stout length of wood. “You follow?”

“H-how dare you,” the driver sputtered, but the guardsman raised the length of wood, and that got him moving quickly enough.  He practically leapt from the wagon, then started toward the back.  

The guardsman followed, talking as he did in a calm, self-satisfied voice.  “See, there’s been a lot of strange goings-on lately.  What, with those nightlings killin’ Olliman—if the rumors are to be believed—and a group of criminals escapin’ their rightful execution at the hands of Chosen Tesharna, why, a man in my position can’t be too careful, can he?  Shit, they even say there’s a Ferinan in the group, one of those dark-skinned savages.  You ask me, we’d be better off if we cut down all of their kind and had done with ‘em.  They come up here from the south time to time—not often, but far too much for my likin’.  They ain’t got no business botherin’ civilized folk with their strange ways.”

“Civilized, is it?” the driver said, and though Rion had lost sight of them, he could hear them at the back of the wagon, and he shared a worried look with Katherine.  

“Well, sure,” the guardsman answered, “just as civilized as can be.  Why, I think if you learn how to hold your tongue, merchant, you’ll enjoy our little town of Strellia just about as much a—” He cut off as the back of the wagon fell open, and his gaze locked on Katherine and Rion. “Well, well.  What have we here then?”

Rion glanced at Katherine, opened his mouth to speak, but the driver beat him to it.  “Newlyweds is all.  They’re poor—the gods know that’s goin’ around more’n pox in a whorehouse—and paid me to ride with the rest of the cargo to meet their parents.”

“That right?” the guard said, studying the two of them suspiciously.  “And what of it, you two?  The fat man here speak true?”

“Fat?” the merchant said, flabbergasted, “Are you—”

“He does,” Katherine interrupted.  “We…our families do not have a lot of money.  We travel south to Perria, my home, to stay with my parents.”

The guard nodded slowly.  “Perria, is it?  Well.  A bit close to those savages in the south, you ask me.  Never could imagine why someone’d live that close to those heathens, given the choice.”

Rion noticed Katherine’s jaw clench, and she opened her mouth—likely to defend the Ferinan and her friend Darl and, just as likely, get them all killed or thrown in the dungeons—but he beat her to it.  “Yes, sir,” he blurted.  “I couldn’t agree with you more.  Maisel here is a wonderful woman, and I’m lucky to have her, but her family ain’t got a lot…mine neither, far as that goes.  That’s actually why we’re goin’, see, to tell her folks that she’ll be movin’ up north with me and mine.  To break it to ‘em easy-like, you know?  I’m with you—I wouldn’t think of raising a family, not so close to those spear-totin’ bastards.  Why, might as well have wolves for neighbors.”

He could feel Katherine scowling at him, but he was studying the guardsman, watching the man nod, satisfied to see his own foolish prejudice reflected in another the way only foolish, prejudiced men can be.  “Well, that’s alright then.  You seem smart enough.  Still,” he said, glancing at the merchant, “it’s awful suspicious, two folks ridin’ in the back of a wagon like this.  And what’s in those boxes there?” he said, nodding his head at the stacked crates that had been the bane of Rion’s existence the last few weeks, making the already cramped compartment nearly impossibly small.

“Just wheat is all,” the merchant said, scowling at the guard’s back as he leaned into the cabin, peering inside.  “Fetches a high price further south, what with them not hardly bein’ able to grow it and all.”

“Mmhmm,” the guard said, forcing his bulk into the wagon.  He leaned over, opening one of the boxes at random, and Rion bit back a curse as he realized it was the same one in which Katherine had stowed her harp case. Damnit, I told her to get rid of it.  By now, the Redeemers no doubt knew plenty about Rion and his companions, and it was too much to hope that Alashia hadn’t mentioned Katherine’s musical talents to Tesharna either before the ruler of Valeria betrayed her or, more likely, after, while the torturers did their work.  The man pushed the bundles of wheat aside, his eyes going wide as he noticed the case.  “Uhuh…so what’s this then?” he asked, glancing at Katherine who sat closest to the box.

“It’s…it’s my harp.”

“Harp, huh?  Expensive instruments, I’ve heard.”  The guard made a thoughtful sound, and Rion knew they were in trouble.  Apparently, the man had decided that doing his job instead of being a lazy piece of shit could be fun, after all.  “Tell me, how is it, that a poor girl like you—pretty though, I’ll grant ya that—can afford such an instrument? Or is it,” he continued, turning to glance knowingly at the merchant, “that it isn’t her harp at all?  Merchant, you wouldn’t be trying to smuggle merchandise into my town, would you?”

“Smuggle?” the driver said in, as far as Rion was concerned, an impressively incredulous tone considering the fact that he was smuggling, not a harp, maybe, but criminals who the Chosen herself would pay handsomely to see strung up.  “Why in the name of the gods would I smuggle a harp?” he demanded.

The guard shrugged.  “I’ve seen folks try to smuggle in all manner of things.  Illegal herbs, mostly, ones to make a man see rainbows where there ain’t none, to make pretty things like this one say yes when what they mean is no.  Shit, weren’t too long ago I saw a man try to smuggle in a bag of wooden eyes, just as shaved and smoothed as you please.  Stolen, of course, and the gods alone know what he meant to do with ‘em, but he had ‘em alright.”

“We’re not smuggling, harps, sir,” Katherine said.  “I swear.”

“That right?” he asked with a wink.  “If I open up the rest of these boxes, I ain’t gonna find no wooden eyes?”

“No, sir.”

The man studied her for several seconds, taking the excuse to eye her up and down, as if the veracity of her statement could somehow be found in her neckline, and though the woman drove him crazy, Rion found himself annoyed at the man’s lack of decorum.  Not that he had any designs on her himself—better to stick his head in a lion’s mouth and take his chances.  Not to mention the fact that Alesh seemed to fancy her, and that was one lion who was all too likely to bite, so far as he was concerned.  Instead, he found himself angry at the guardsman’s regard, the way he would be if someone was looking lecherously at his sister.  Not that he had a sister, of course, but he imagined it would feel something like this.  “Look,” he said, “why don’t you stop wasting our time, eh?  If it’ll make it any easier, I can give you a few coins to smooth our passage, make sure that you’ve got plenty of drink when the night comes.  Maybe enough to meet a new friend, a lady one, if that’s what you’ve got in mind.”

It was the wrong thing to say; he realized that at once.  The guard did not smile, as he’d meant him to.  Instead, his eyes narrowed further still, so much that it was a wonder the bastard could make anything out at all.  “A bribe, is it?” he said.

“Of course not,” Rion began, “I wouldn’t think to—”

“Let me tell you somethin’, stranger.  We might be simple folk around here, but we ain’t stupid.  A man is hidin’ out in the back of a wagon, tryin’ to give me coin to keep me quiet.  Well.  It don’t take a genius to figure out something’s wrong, does it?”

“Obviously not,” Rion said, the words escaping him before he could think better of them.

“Come on,” the guard said, striking the inside of the wagon with the length of wood, “I’m takin’ you lot to the captain.  She’ll decide what’s to be done with you, and you can bet that if you’re hidin’ anythin’, we’ll figure it out right quick.  The captain’s a clever one, and they ain’t no foolin’ her.”

“Can’t be too clever,” Rion spat.  “She hired you, after all.”

The guard’s face twisted angrily, and he was opening his mouth when Katherine spoke in a hurried voice.  “It is my harp, sir.  Really.”  Everyone turned to look at her, and she looked at the guard uncertainly. “Would…I can play it for you, if you like.”

“Yeah?” he said, folding his arms across his chest.  “Yeah, why don’t you just?  This ought to be good.”

Rion stared at Katherine who finally met his eyes.  What are you doing? he mouthed, but she looked away, pulling her harp case from the box and removing the instrument gently, as if it were some fine masterpiece instead of what appeared to be a second-hand harp, the likes of which could be found in any instrument shop in Valeria.  

She sat the harp in her lap, and one of her hands came to her neck, as if reaching for a necklace or pendant that wasn’t there.  She hesitated, looking at the guard.

“Changed your mind, lass?” he asked.  “There ain’t no reason to make a fool of yourself—your husband there does enough for the both of you.  Why not just leave off and come on?”

She pulled her hand away from her neck, forcing a smile.  “I was only going to ask if there’s something specific you would like to hear.”

The guard grunted, smiling as if he were in on some joke.  “Alright, I’ll play along.”  His chubby face twisted in thought then, after a moment, he barked a laugh.  “Sure, I’ve got one.  A local tune of the town, but since you’re such a well-traveled musician, so famous and all, well, I’m sure you’ve heard of it. It’s called the Mummer’s Fart, it is.”

Rion gritted his teeth.  The man was obviously trying to make it impossible for her to succeed here, and it was likelier than not that he’d made the song up on the spot.  He turned to Katherine who was frowning.  “I’m sorry, but I don’t know that one.”

“Well, there it is then,” the guard said, as if he’d expected as much all along—which of course he did, the bastard—Rion thought, and the guardsman began to reach into the wagon to pull them out.  He froze when the harp’s first note struck the air.

Strong and clear, and Rion himself was surprised by the quality of it, coming as it did from such a plain instrument, nothing like the ones used by the musicians who played at the balls the noblemen and women of Valeria seemed to have every week.  Then that note was followed by another, and another, and suddenly Katherine was playing a lively tune, the kind that musicians saved until everyone in the tavern was well and truly drunk and any hesitation or inhibitions they might have had at singing along had long since been drowned by ale.  

Then she began to sing.  Her voice was clear, sweet, yet as strong as the music accompanying it, and Rion found himself so entranced that she had been playing for nearly a minute before he realized that, judging by the chorus that told of the “mummer’s fart” she was playing the exact song the guard had asked for.  With effort, he pulled his eyes away from her fingers dancing lightly on the harp strings to glance at the fat guardsman and saw a look of stunned surprise on the man’s face.  

Turning back to Katherine, he saw the same surprised expression on her face, as if she had no idea where the tune came from, as if someone else was controlling her hands.  But for all that, she played on, sang on, and her voice and the harp made of that bawdy, crude song something good, something fine.  The guard began to clap along, a wide, almost child-like smile on his face, and Rion marveled at that before he realized that he, too, was clapping, his foot stamping along with the beat of its own accord.  Even the normally dour-faced merchant who had driven them this far was smiling pleasantly, as if the world was just exactly how he’d want it, and he wouldn’t change a thing, even if he could.  

Rion knew it was stupid, foolish, for them to be so affected by a song—for he, himself, to be so affected—but knowing it changed nothing, and when the final note of the harp drifted away in the air, he felt an unexplainable joy mixed with disappointment that it was over.  He looked up to the guard when the man cleared his throat and realized to his shock that the fat man’s eyes were full of unshed tears.  

“By the gods,” the guard said, his voice a reverent whisper of the kind usually reserved for a priest’s sermon.  “By the gods.  Miss, that…that was…”  He trailed off, shaking his head, as if the words would not come.

“I believe that’s how it goes,” Katherine said in a voice that was almost shy.  “I’m sorry if I got bits of it wrong, but—”

“It was perfect,” the man said.  He laughed disbelievingly.  “Gods, but I’ve never heard a voice so fine.  Miss, I’ve always liked that song, heard it first when I was but a child.  Loved it then and still do, but I know it ain’t exactly the sort of thing fancy bards play in castle halls.  It’s shit, truth to tell, but it’s of a kind I’ve always enjoyed.  But you…you made it into somethin’ else.  Somethin’ fine.  I ain’t a clever man, miss.  Anybody knows me’d tell you so, and I ain’t got the words for what that was.  But if it weren’t exactly like all the other versions I’ve heard, that just means they’re the ones wrong, not you.”

“I…thank you,” Katherine said, a noticeable flush to her cheeks.

“No, don’t thank me,” the guard said.  “I’m just the lucky lout got to hear it, and I don’t reckon I deserve to hear somethin’ like that, not on my finest day.”  He paused, wiping at his eyes with one sleeve of the stained tunic he wore under his jerkin.  “Just the same, I thank you, from the bottom of my heart, for playin’ it for me.”  

“It was my pleasure,” Katherine said, and Rion could tell by her own smile, by the triumphant dance of her eyes, that she spoke nothing but the truth.

Several seconds of silence passed then as the guard just nodded slowly, his eyes distant, remembering, perhaps, the sound of those notes in the air, clear and strong, sweet and true.  Then he started, as if waking up from some trance.  He glanced up at the sky where the sun had nearly vanished beneath the horizon, and slapped himself in the forehead.  “Gods, but I’m a fool.  Here I am, just a noddin’ and grinnin’ like I got nothin’ to be about and you fine folks are needin’ somewhere to stay.  Why don’t you all follow me in that wagon of yours?  We ain’t got but the one inn in town, and Shek, the owner, can be a greedy bastard when he’s of a mind.  I’ll make sure he treats you fair.”

With that, he started toward the front of the wagon, and the three of them only stared after him.  Finally, the merchant cleared his throat.  “That was fair playin’, lady,” he said, doing his best to make the statement casual, but Rion didn’t miss the way he hastily rubbed a hand at his own eyes before starting after the guard.

Once they were moving again, Rion looked back at Katherine.  “What in the name of the gods was that?”

She grinned.  “Music.  I’m surprised you haven’t heard of it.”

“That’s not what I meant and you know it,” he said.  “I could have sworn, by the way you were acting, that you didn’t know that song he talked about.  And the way you made it sound…”  He shook his head slowly, unable to find the words to convey the feeling the song had left him with.

“I don’t know the song,” she said then frowned.  “Or, at least, I didn’t.”  She shook her head.  “I can’t explain it, Rion.  I’ve never heard of that song before in my life, not until the guard mentioned it.  But it was as if my fingers knew it, even if my mind didn’t.”

Rion studied her.  It seemed that being a Chosen of the gods wasn’t just about having the entire world trying to kill you, after all.  Normally, he wouldn’t have said that being able to play a song you’ve no memory of was a fair trade for having men hunting you with the express intention of separating your head from your shoulders.  But then, he had heard the song, hadn’t he?  

“Well,” he said finally, “then I guess we’ve got your fingers to thank for saving us.  That bastard was all but ready to throw us in the dungeons until you played.  Now, unless I am much worse at reading people than I’ve always thought, I’d wager he’d lick your boots clean if you asked it of him and be thankful for the chance.”

She blushed again. “Don’t be ridiculous,” she said, her voice soft and low, little more than a whisper, but he could hear the pleasure in it.

Rion grinned and settled back in the wagon.  A guardsman on their side, and a night’s sleep in a comfortable bed instead of on the hard ground.  Things were finally beginning to look up.  

 

 

 

Chapter Nineteen 

 

 

 

They were coming for him again.  Somewhere out in the darkness, their blades lusting for his blood.  They hid in the shadows, as their kind always did, but such concealment would serve them no better than it had those who had come before.  They would come—with their blades, and their need, and he would cut them down.  For what the Redeemers did not yet seem to understand was that the shadows were no longer their allies.  Or, at least, not just theirs.

Alesh was connected to the darkness of the sparse woods around him—growing sparser with each step he took toward the southern deserts—in a way he did not quite understand.  It was something to do with the scar in his shoulder, with the black lines radiating from it, the ones he could feel pulsing and growing, creeping over him the way mold might slowly, inevitably, cover rock and stone in the dark, untraveled places of the world.  It was all about the scar, somehow.  It did not burn anymore, not as it had.  Instead, he burned, burned with a rage and fury that refused to be quenched even by the blood of his enemies, that only seemed to grow brighter, burn stronger, with each life his sword took, with each step he made in pursuit of his quarry.

His world had shifted so that there was nothing except the rage, nothing save the putting of one foot in front of the other, continuing the hunt.  His left arm—from which the arrow still protruded—throbbed dully, and he glanced at it as he ran.  Coated in blood, the skin around the arrow angry and puckered, putting off its own fire, yet its heat nowhere near enough to match that of his fury.  He had lost use of the arm hours ago, but that was no matter.  He needed only his sword arm to do what he must, and should he lose use of that as well, still he would not stop, would rend the objects of his ire with his teeth, if he must.  That was what the one he chased did not understand, what the ones who came at him did not seem to grasp.  He would not stop.  He would never stop.  Not until he had his vengeance.

There was a shout from off to his left as one of the red-cloaked men charged onto the path, his cry announcing his arrival.  He need not have bothered.  The creeping darkness lurking at the base of the tree trunks had told of him, the flittering shadows of leaves rustling in the wind had whispered of his approach.  And so, when he came, Alesh greeted him. 

A spin, his sword leading, the parry powered by an unnatural strength, and the Redeemer gave another shout, this one of surprise, as his blade was knocked free of his hands.  Before he could react or dodge out of the way, Alesh gave a shout of his own and brought his sword back around in a blow that cleanly separated the man’s head from his shoulders.  The body collapsed, and Alesh hesitated, not wanting to stop there, wanting to carve the price of this man’s transgression from his flesh, to write with his blood a crimson testament to the Redeemer’s foolishness for standing against him.

Yet, he did not.  The shadow was somewhere up ahead with Sonya, and should Alesh give in to his hunger, his lust for blood, then he would only delay his catching of the one who had dared take her, would only prolong the time before he could punish the man for his daring.  Besides, he told himself as he ran on, a grim smile of anticipation on his face, more would come, soon enough, others whose blood he might spill, whose agony in which he might bathe.  They would come, and they would die.  As they always did.

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty 

 

 

 

Despite the guardsman’s obvious love for his hometown, Rion thought it a sad, mostly pathetic sort of place that was also—in some indefinable way—menacing.  The main thoroughfare—it couldn’t exactly be called a street, not something so pitiful—was nothing but a dusty track worn down by the passage of feet and wagons.  The men and women that walked by, eyeing the cart and its driver suspiciously, looked tired, weary, and without humor.  Even the children which followed along at their parents’ heels seemed somber, plodding along and engaging in none of the games of chase or tag that most children did.  

It felt as if the very air Rion breathed reeked of bitterness and desperation.  The homes and few shops they passed were slipshod affairs.  No merchants or shopkeepers stood on the street hawking their wares, choosing instead to stay inside, lurking behind their counters, as if even the idea of profit wasn’t enough to arouse in them the necessary energy to step outside.  Not that Rion could blame them.  If they stayed huddled in their houses and shops, he supposed that they wouldn’t be forced to confront themselves with the fact that they lived in a shit hole.  

Another thing that struck him oddly—and terrifyingly, truth be told—was the sparseness of light.  Oh, there were a few torches burning, hung from the sides of buildings or planted on either side of the path, but Rion was from Valeria, one of the largest cities of Entarna, and even the poor district had better lighting than this town.  “Gods,” he said, “how do they survive the night?”

“I don’t know, but don’t speak so loudly,” Katherine answered back in a whisper.

Rion frowned, wondering at what she meant.  But then he heard it.  Or, he supposed, it was more accurate to say that he didn’t hear it.  An eerie silence lay over the town.  The children did not laugh or shout, the men and women they passed said nothing, even to each other.  The only sound was the low drone of the wind, and the whistling of the guardsman escorting them as he tried to repeat the tune Katherine had played.

Rion decided then that he did not like Strellia, not at all, and he would be more than happy to get out of the town as soon as possible and knock the dust of it from his boots.  He hadn’t been to many small towns, but he felt that there should be…well, more.  More people, more laughing and singing, more everything.  It was as if they rode through a town of the lonely dead who had said all that they would already, and now preferred to keep themselves to themselves, each existing in a world of his own, a world of despair without hope or joy.  Or escape.  He wasn’t sure where that last thought came from, rising unbidden into his mind, but he did not like it.  Not at all.  

“We should leave,” he said.  “Something’s not right here.”

“And go where?”  Katherine asked, but there was none of the usual lack of patience she showed him in her voice, only a worried tone that made it clear she shared his misgivings.  “We don’t know where Alesh went and even if we did, Darl is out there, somewhere, looking for tracks.  We told him to meet us.  If we leave, who knows how long it would take him to find us…if he’d be able to find us at all.”

“I still don’t like it.”

“No,” she said, shaking her head slowly.  “I don’t either.  But it’s not exactly like we’re spoiled for choice.”

Rion grunted at that, wanting to argue but unable to.  “Well.  At least he’s happy enough,” he said, nodding his head in the guardsman’s direction.  Despite the man’s bulk, he practically seemed to be skipping as he walked beside the wagon.  Katherine was opening her mouth to respond when the guardsman waved for the driver to stop, and seconds later he’d pulled the wagon to the side of the street.  

The guard walked up and poked his head inside the compartment. “Alright then, miss.  Sir.  We’re here.”

Rion and Katherine peered out of the compartment at the dust-covered, dilapidated building the man had indicated, and he must have seen some of their dubious thoughts in their expressions, because he grinned, giving them a wink.  “Aye, it don’t look like much, I know.  But the beds are clean enough, and for all her husband’s money-grubbin’ ways, Lynn—that’s Shek’s wife—can cook finer’n anybody you’re likely to meet.”

That said, the guardsman continued to grin in at them, the expression seemingly frozen on his face, and Katherine and Rion shared a troubled, doubtful look.  “Well?” the guard said finally, still grinning.  “You all comin’ or you gonna sit there ‘til you grow roots?”  He bellowed a loud guffaw at that, as if he’d just told the world’s funniest joke, and Katherine gave Rion a look before climbing out of the wagon.

Rion reluctantly followed, and as soon as his feet touched the ground of the town, he imagined that some of the life had been sapped out of him, as if the packed dust drained the blood of those who dared walk on it, perhaps in an attempt to bring its ruined soil back to life.  Rion frowned at the latched door of the inn, and at the dirt gathered on the small porch in front of it, no footprints or markings to indicate that anyone had visited the inn for a very long time.

The guard followed Rion’s eyes.  “Ah, I see.  Strellia’s a fine town, mister, but it’s a mite dusty, too, they ain’t no denyin’ that.  As for the lock, Shek is a money-hungry bastard—believe I told you as much—and I reckon he’s just about terrified someone’s goin’ to steal all his stuff.”  He leaned in toward the two of them, whispering conspiratorially, “Not that the old man’s got anythin’ worth stealin’, but if you tell ‘em I told you so, I’ll deny it ‘til I’m blue in the face.”  He gave another bellowing laugh, clapping a hand on his ample stomach.  “Anyhow, he’s a nice enough fellow, the missus too, just so long as you don’t get on his bad side—man can be meaner’n a hornet, if you do that.  Otherwise, he’s just as sweet as plums.”

Katherine and Rion shared another glance at that, and the guardsman slapped him on the back, grinning wider still.  “Well, come on then—hang around here much longer’n I expect the council will start chargin’ you rent.”

He started away then, and Rion turned to Katherine.  “I hate plums,” he muttered.

If she saw the humor in it, she didn’t show it, instead still wearing the curious, slightly-worried expression she’d had in the wagon.  “Come on,” she said.  “It’s late, and I’m tired.  It’ll be good to get some dinner and sleep in a real bed for a change.”

He glanced around him at several people who had stopped in the street, watching him the same way a pack of feral dogs might when deciding if they’d found their next meal.  “Just as long as that dinner isn’t us,” Rion muttered, then he heaved a sigh and hurried after.  

The guard had to knock three times, shouting for Shek, before finally the door eased open with an ominous creak that Rion thought would have been more at home in a graveyard than a town where people lived.  Or, at least, lived after a fashion.  It didn’t seem to him that the townspeople of Strellia had done much living, not in some time.

A wizened, craggy face poked through the shadowed opening of the door, eyeing the guardsman, then Katherine and Rion where they stood behind him with a suspicious, critical glare.  “What’s that then?” he said.

“I said,” the guard answered in a voice loud enough to make Rion wince, “that you’ve got visitors.  Customers, even.  You remember customers, don’t you, Shek?”  He turned back to Rion and Katherine, giving them a wink and speaking in a voice that, while lower than the one he’d used before, was only normal volume.  “Man’s ears hadn’t worked right since I was a kid, too much dust in ‘em, I reckon.”  He grinned.

“I can hear well enough, Barrel.  Now, who are these folks you bring to my door?”

“Barrel ain’t my real name,” the guardsman said to the two of them, “just what folks took to callin’ me.  Never really understood it myself.”

Rion glanced at the man’s prodigious stomach, then back up to his face quickly.  “I can’t imagine.”

The guardsman gave his meaty shoulders a shrug, turning back to the old man.  “What matter where they come from, Shek?  They ain’t goin’ to steal none of your stuff, alright?  Look, they’s just newlyweds, out of towners passin’ through on their way to the girl’s parents.”

“That right?” the innkeeper said.  “And just whereabouts are your parents located, girly?”

Rion waited impatiently while Katherine told the story again, but found himself surprised by how smoothly the lie left her mouth, so much so that by the time she was finished he was of half a mind to believe her himself.  

In the silence that followed her explanation, the innkeeper, Shek, nodded slowly, his tongue working at a loose tooth in his mouth, the action making wet, squelching sounds that made Rion’s stomach turn dangerously.  “Well,” he said finally.  “S’pose I can’t say no to a married couple now can I?”  He grinned then, and there was something decidedly unpleasant about the expression, reminding Rion of a vulture or some other bird of prey.  

That, he thought, is the way a rat would grin on finding something dead and tasty.  If rats could grin, anyway.  

“You two’ll just be needin’ the one room, eh?  The one bed?” the old man asked in a decidedly lecherous voice.

“Yes.  One room will be fine,” Katherine said.

“Uh-huh,” the old man said, his tongue still working at the loose tooth, around which Rion could see his gum was black as if diseased.  “Just the one.  Sure, sure.  Will the lady be wantin’ a bath, too?”

Katherine hesitated, glancing at Rion.  “I…I think I’ll be fine without.  Just a room.  Thanks anyway, though.”

“Ah, she don’t mind a little dirt then, eh?” he asked, giving Rion a knowing wink.  “Well, come on in, and old Shek’ll set you right.”  He finally pushed the door open, and they followed the innkeeper and guardsman through.

The inside of the inn was much as Rion had expected—dusty, unwelcoming, and empty.  At least, that was, except for the single man who sat in the corner of the common room.  A full mug of ale waited in front of him, but he made no move to drink it, instead staring at Katherine and Rion with dead, somehow vacant eyes, so still that he might have been a piece of the furniture if not for the creepy stare.  “It’s a uh…nice place you have here, Shek,” Rion ventured.

“Sure it is,” the guardsman, Barrel, agreed, “just so long as you don’t mind all the rats and spiders and such.  And the smell, o’course.  There’s that too.”

“Ain’t no smell,” Shek snapped, but Rion noticed he ventured no argument about the rats and spiders.  “Anyway, I’ve had just about enough of your sass for one day, Guardsman Barrel.”  He leaned toward the guardsman who stood his ground but looked uncomfortable.  “You reckon they would like you talkin’ so, particularly around newcomers?”

The guard grew very serious then, an apologetic expression twisting his features, one that was so overdone that it would have been comical under other circumstances.  “I didn’t mean nothin’ by it, Shek.  Honestly,” he said in a weak, tremulous voice.  “Was just foolin’ about, that’s all.”

“Foolin’ about, is it?”  Shek asked.  “Well, I s’pose that’s true enough.  You bein’ a fool and all, you can’t rightly help it.”  He gave a piercing cackle, and it was all Rion could do to keep from covering his ears at the terrible sound of it.  “Now,” he continued, turning back to Rion and Katherine, “I suppose you’ll both be wantin’ food too, no doubt.”

He said the words in such a way that implied they were putting him out.  “That would be…good,” Katherine ventured.

The man only continued to stare at her, the gaze somewhere between hostile and lecherous.  “We’ll pay, of course,” Rion added.

“Oh, sure you will, lad,” the innkeeper said, giving him that vulpine grin again.  “Sure you will.” Several seconds of awkward silence passed, then he finally gave his bony shoulders a shrug.  “It’ll be two dawns for each of ya,” he said, a challenge in his voice.

The price was outrageous, more than Rion would have paid to stay at even the finest inn in Valeria, and he was just opening his mouth to say as much when Katherine grabbed him by the arm with a surprisingly strong grip.  “That’ll be fine, master,” she said.

The old man grunted sourly, as if disappointed she hadn’t argued.  “Well.  I’ll go see what the old bag has to cook.”  With that, he turned and walked through a door at the side of the room.  Before it closed all the way, Rion heard a voice from within.

“Old bag, is it?  I’ll show you—” The rest was cut off by the door’s closing.  He’d been just about to ask who the man had meant by “old bag,” but it seemed clear enough, and judging by the sounds of things getting knocked around coming from the other room, it looked like he was paying for the comment.

Rion glanced at the guardsman, raising an eyebrow.

Barrel shrugged, his face still pale as if with fright.  “They go on like that, sometimes.  I wouldn’t worry about it.  Anyway,” he said, forcing a smile he clearly didn’t feel, “they’ll treat you alright.  I’ll make sure of that much, the least I can do for the song.”

“Barrel,” Katherine said, “what did Shek mean by ‘they’?”

“What’s that?” the guardsman asked, and an almost hunted expression came on his face for an instant before he forced the smile once more.  “Ah, nothin’.  He was just…my parents.  Sure, he just meant my parents, that’s all.”

“Your parents,” Rion said flatly.  

“That’s right,” Barrel said, nodding his head far too vigorously.  “Well.  I’d best be off—if I don’t get back to sittin’ on that gate soon, I imagine it’ll up and float off.”  With that, he turned and walked away.  He did his best to look calm, but Rion couldn’t help feeling that the man wasn’t walking so much as he was fleeing.

“Not his parents,” Katherine said quietly.  

Rion shook his head.  “No.  Anybody old enough to dress themselves isn’t that scared of his parents.”

“Who then?  Or do you think it matters?”

Rion spared a glance over to the side of the room and noted that the man sitting there hadn’t moved at all, still sat watching them with that cold, vacant gaze.  Oh, it might matter, he thought.  It might just matter a great deal.  “I’m sure it’s nothing.”

“Right,” she said slowly.  “Me too.”

“What’s nothing?”

They turned around to see that Shek had returned, though there was an unmistakable battered look to his appearance, one not wholly tied to the new black-eye he appeared to be sporting.  

“What?”  Rion said.

And Katherine spoke a second later, “Nothing.”

The two looked at each other, their eyes wide, then back at Shek, who was watching them with a frown, some of the suspicion back in his gaze.  “I don’t much like whispers,” he said.

“Then maybe don’t have an inn that feels like a tomb,” Rion said, scared for a reason he couldn’t explain, and his fear making him angry.  “People might be more likely to talk normally if they didn’t feel like they were attending their own funeral.”

The old man’s bushy eyebrows turned down in a frown to match the one on his lips.  “What are you tryin’ to say?”

“Forgive me,” Katherine said, scowling at Rion and stepping in front of him.  “Please, pardon my husband.  It has been a long journey, and he is tired—we both are.  He didn’t mean any disrespect, neither of us did.  But please, if you don’t mind, could we be shown to our room?”

The old man studied her up and down, the lecherous grin slowly eclipsing the anger on his face.  “Want to get right to it, eh?” he said.  “Well, sure, and why not?  Now, you listen, young miss.  If this one here doesn’t give you what you need…”  He trailed off, glancing behind him at the door he’d come out of, a worried expression on his face that slowly turned to a scowl.  “Never mind.  This way—I’ll show you to your room.”

Katherine started after him then turned back to look at Rion, still standing where he had been.  “It’ll be okay,” she said quietly.  

“Sure,” Rion mumbled. “I imagine there’s some flies out there that thought the same before the spider had its meal.”  But when she started forward again, he followed, feeling the eyes of the stranger in the corner track him across the room.

 

***
 

She stood in the middle of a deserted city street.  She did not remember how she had come to be there.  Buildings rose up on either side of her, tall and regal.  There was something about them that struck her as odd, and it took Katherine several seconds to realize what it was.  The buildings were shaped differently than any she had ever seen before, all round, curved edges where those she were used to were angular and cornered.  The doors were also different, taller, standing nearly twice as high as the top of her head, and wider than any she had seen.  It was as if it was a city made for giants.  But where those giants were was anybody’s guess, for no one shared the street with her.  She was alone.

She took a furtive step, not sure where she was going, and froze at the sound of her footstep echoing in the stillness.  A stillness that beggared her imagination.  No merchants called out their wares, no street walkers shouted out dark, sweet promises.  No priests sold absolution and holiness for a few coins.  There was only the silence.  The stillness.  Not even so much as a gentle breeze stirred the air.  It was as if she was in a dead place, a place that had been created by ghosts, for ghosts, and then even they had abandoned it.  

Slowly, she became aware of a distant sound, almost too low to hear.  She concentrated, focusing on that sound, trying to draw the thread of it out from that terrible silence, suddenly desperate for some proof that she was not alone in this dead place.  After a time, she realized that it was the sound of a woman’s voice, singing.  And even though she could not make out the words of that song, that voice, Katherine knew at once who it must belong to, for no other save the Goddess herself could have such a perfect voice.  

As soon as the realization came to her that it must be Deitra, Katherine could hear the song more clearly.  She couldn’t make out the words, but her heart ached at the sadness buried in the melody, and she thought she had some sense of the direction from which they came.  She started down the street, feeling like a trespasser in a place of silence and stillness that was at once sacred and, somehow profane.  As was often the case with dreams, the journey toward her destination seemed to take no time at all even though she had a vague idea that she had spent minutes, maybe even hours, walking through that dead city, her footfalls ringing in the silence like clarion bells.  

But the next thing she knew, she was standing in front of a door, could hear the muffled sound of the goddess’s song coming from somewhere within.  No wooden sign hung over the giant door to mark it as a shop or tavern, but there was some symbol carved deep into the stone wall beside it, though what it was or what it meant was lost to her.  

Katherine reached out with both hands to push on the stone slab that served as a door, expecting it to be difficult to move.  Instead, the barest touch sent the door pivoting soundlessly inward, the stone slab, that surely must have been hundreds of pounds, moving as if it weighed nothing.  Katherine stepped into the room and breathed a sigh of relief.  Deitra sat on a small stage that appeared to be carved from stone in a chair so tall that an average person would have had to climb to get into it.  One of the goddess’s legs was crossed over the other, and she sat almost demurely, her hands folded in her lap, as she hummed.

“Ah,” she said, turning and giving Katherine a slow, sad smile.  “You have come, my Chosen.”

My Chosen.  It was the first time she had heard the words spoken from the goddess’s mouth, and the casualness of it almost stole her breath.  I do not deserve this, she thought.  Gods, but there must be some other…some better.

“There is not,” the goddess said, as if she’d spoken aloud.  “And there need not be.  You are more than adequate for what is coming.”

“Forgive me, Goddess,” Katherine said, “but…this is a dream.  Isn’t it?”

“Yes, Katherine Elar, it is a dream, and we its dreamers.  Tell me, what do you think of this place?”

“It’s incredible,” Katherine answered honestly.  “I’ve never seen a city like it. But it’s also…”  She hesitated.

“Speak, Chosen.  It is never wrong to tell truth.”

“Well, Goddess,” she said, wincing.  “It’s…sad.  Maybe even terrible.”

Deitra nodded as if she’d expected such an answer, running a hand through her long, thick hair.  “Yes, Katherine Elar.  This place, and those who once lived here, were both sad and terrible.”

“But is it real?”  Katherine asked.  “Or only another part of the dream?”

“Oh, it is real,” Deitra assured her.  Then, slowly, an anguished look came over her face.  “Or, at least, it was.  It and its people fell, Chosen.  Many, many years ago, long before your own kind walked the earth.  What you stand in now is a memory of it, at its greatness.  I cannot say for sure that I got all of it right.  Time passes, after all, and its greatest sin is not its moving—like some great beast that sweeps all before it—but the eventual erasure of all that came before.  The forgetting, Katherine.  For time is the ruler of us all, mortals and god alike, and there is no defeating it, no slowing its journey.”

Katherine frowned thoughtfully.  “But where does it journey to, Mistress?”

“Oblivion,” Deitra said simply.  “Oblivion was its home, and it journeys ever onward, seeking it again.  Still, the faults of the world cannot be laid at its monstrous feet, for though time ever continues its onward march, there is no cruelty in it, just as there is no kindness, for it is unaware of that it destroys in its passage.  Time, Katherine, is a great, blind beast, lumbering ever onward through a world in which it can see nothing, feel nothing, searching only for an end.”

“Mistress, that strikes me as very sad.”

“Yes.”

The goddess offered nothing more, and Katherine glanced around, noting the many alien features of the room.  The tall, thick chairs were only the start of it.  There was also the floor, rising as it reached the center of the room and dropping off toward the corners.  And there were the markings etched into the stone here and there, ones she did not understand.  Katherine thought how sad it was that they would never be understood again.

“Why do you show me this, Mistress?” she said, struggling to get the words out past the sudden lump in her throat.

“Remember, Katherine—truth is never wrong.  It only is.  And though time passes, all of histories lessons need not be forgotten, must not be forgotten.  For these ones who lived here were once as your people are now.  They possessed hopes and dreams, and they are gone.  I played here once,” she continued in a voice barely loud enough to hear, “many years ago…”  The goddess hummed a single note and suddenly the world around Katherine came apart, the edges of the stone room crumbling and peeling away in clouds of dust as if struck by some great storm, and she was buffeted by a wind that seemed to come from nowhere.  

The walls flew apart, not with great, terrible violence but slowly, carried away like fallen leaves on a breeze, and soon, Katherine and the goddess stood in the wreckage of the tavern.  Little was left save the crumbled foundation stones, and here and there a small piece of wall that had somehow escaped the devastation.  Katherine gazed around her, shocked, then saw that it was not just the building in which she stood that had been affected, but the entire city.  The once tall, stone buildings, stout and regal and alien, were now destroyed, crumbled into dust, a few scattered stones the only evidence that people had once lived here.  Tears came to her eyes then, and she turned back to Deitra, saw the goddess watching her with a profound sadness in her own gaze.  

“Embracing the truth is never wrong, Katherine Elar,” Deitra said.  “Yet it is rarely without pain.”

“W-why?”  It was all Katherine could force past her throat as the tears began to fall, but Deitra seemed to understand her meaning well enough.

“Because you must know.  You must understand,” the goddess said, her voice full of compassion and empathy.  “This is what you fight for, Katherine, you and the man, Rion, and, of course, Alesh.  This is the fate that searches for a way past the threshold of all peoples, and only you and those others can keep it back.  It wants in, this fate, it lurks outside, in the shadows, searching, always searching for some means of entry.  You need to—you must—deny it.”

“How?”

“Leave your doubt behind, Chosen.  It does not serve you, not in this, not ever.  You have been selected for a reason—believe that, and see that the others believe.  For the world stands at a precipice now, and one misstep will carry it over to shatter on the rocks below.  The Son of the Morning has left you, hasn’t he?”

“Yes,” Katherine said, “there was a note…”

Deitra nodded.  “He must be returned, Katherine.  He must be brought back to himself.  The darkness which now sustains him might give him strength but so, too, does it destroy him, for such unholy power is never free.  You must hurry, you and your friends, and you must find him.  Else…”  She trailed off, glancing around at the ruins of the city.  There was no need for her to finish, for her meaning was clear enough, could be found in the crumbling skeleton of what had once been a living, breathing city.  

A sudden look of alarm came over the goddess’s face.  “There is little time, Katherine.  Doom comes.  Remember—you must bring Alesh back from the shadows, however you may.”

“Doom, Mistress?”  Katherine said, her heart suddenly racing.  She looked up at the sky, expecting to find it filling with storm clouds as it had the last time Shira had intruded upon the dream Deitra gave her.  She remembered distinctly the storm, the great roiling mass of dark clouds, the thunder, the wind tearing at her, and the goddess too.  “You mean Shira, Goddess?  Your mother is coming?”

“The doom is not her, Katherine Elar, not this time, and the danger is not mine but yours.  Now, awaken, and guard yourself—you and the man, Rion, have stumbled into a nest of vipers, and being ignorant of the danger will not save you from their bites.”

The goddess opened her mouth and a single, unearthly note filled the air, rising and rising in pitch and intensity until it wasn’t a note at all but a wail, the funeral wail for all that had been lost, the dying city and its people, for all that might be lost.  Suddenly, Katherine felt a pressure pushing against her, as if someone of great strength were shoving her away.  

Bring him back, Chosen, a voice said in her head, fading as she felt herself being pushed away, bring…him…back.

 

***
 

Katherine awoke with a gasp, sitting up in bed.  She was bathed in sweat, and her breathing was ragged.  In the darkness of the room, she could see nothing, could hear nothing save for her own heart hammering in her ears, and the soft snores of Rion from where he slept on the floor.  Nothing, no footsteps outside in the hall, no banging on the door from someone trying to force their way inside, yet she felt hunted just the same, and the goddess’s words echoed in her mind.  A nest of vipers.  

“Rion, wake up.”  When they’d finally made it to their rooms, she’d been so tired that she had done nothing but remove her boots before lying down and promptly falling asleep, a thing for which she was now grateful.  She began pulling on her boots, and in the seconds the simple task took, the silence began to take on an ominous, almost suffocating feel.  “Rion,” she hissed louder, not daring to speak beyond a whisper.

The man continued to snore, and Katherine tugged on her second boot before kneeling next to him—his form little more than a shadow in the gloom—and giving him a shake.

He groaned softly, wiping a hand across his face, but he did not wake.  She gave him another shake, harder this time, and when he still did not rouse, she slapped him across the face, perhaps not as soft as she could have.  Rion jerked awake, and she only just managed to clamp her hand on his mouth, muffling his scream of surprise.  “Quiet,” she said.  “Something’s wrong.”

“I’ll say,” he muttered sleepily once she’d taken her hand away. “I’ve dreamt of being wakened by a woman before, but never with a slap to the face.  What in the name of the—”

“Shut up,” she hissed.  “We have to get out of here.”

He frowned.  “What about Darl?  Has he shown up yet?”

Katherine realized that in her haste to comply with her goddess’s wishes, she hadn’t even given the Ferinan man a thought, but she forced the shame down, shaking her head as she scanned the room.  “No, he’s not here.”

“Then why do you want to leave?” he said, sitting up and propping his back against the bed.  “Gods, woman, you’re the one that kept saying how much you wanted to sleep in a real bed, under a real roof.  A real—”

“Yes,” she snapped, “but that doesn’t mean I want my throat cut while I’m sleeping.”

His knives were in his hands a second later, his eyes scanning the shadow-filled room.  “Who is it?  Have the Redeemers found us?”

“I don’t know,” she said.  “But Deitra came to me in a dream and told me that we were in danger.”

Rion sighed, grabbing his own boots and pulling them on.  “Of course she did.”  He was standing a moment later, then he frowned, looking at Katherine.  “You hear that?”

“Hear what?  I don’t hear anything.”

“Exactly.”  Eriondrian Tirinian was a nobleman, one who had spent his life in the luxury of his family’s manse, attending balls and gentlemen’s clubs with his rich, powerful friends.  But Rion…well, Rion was a man who wiled away his hours in the poor district, playing cards and dice with men who wouldn’t think twice about cutting a man’s throat for him, if they got it in mind to do so.  And men like that, he’d found, almost always had it in mind.  He knew the streets, knew criminals, just as he knew the silence that often fell before the violence struck, that moment of stillness before the blades were drawn and the blood was spilled.  He knew that moment, had felt it before.  And he felt it now.  “Something’s wrong,” he said, and Katherine rolled her eyes as he echoed her earlier statement.

“I told you as much.”

But Rion didn’t seem to be listening.  His eyes were scanning the room.  “No windows.  Gods, but I’ve been a fool.  Two doors on the left, and the stairs on the right, isn’t it?”

“What?”  Katherine said, not following him.

“We don’t have any time,” he growled. “The hall, outside.  I was tired, and wasn’t paying much attention, but I remember two doors on our left then the stairs on the right.  Do you?”

“Y-yes.”  

He gave a single, sharp nod.  “And a window, on the wall by the stairs.  Small, but maybe big enough.”  He turned, eyeing her critically. “Do you have a weapon?”

She swallowed, shaking her head, and he hissed a curse.  “Alright, leave everything—we’re going to have to move, and fast.  Just stay behind me and—what in the name of the gods do you think you’re doing?”

“Getting my harp,” she said, continuing to slide it out from underneath the bed where the driver had stowed it.

“Look, lady, we have to get out of here, and we don’t have time for you to be lugging around a—”

“We never would have made it here if not for my harp,” Katherine snapped.  “Or do you not recall the guardsman?”

His jaws clenched, but he nodded.  “Fine.  Just so long as you’re prepared to hit someone over the head with that damned thing, if it comes to it.  You can buy another harp, if you have to, but you’ve only got the one neck.  Now, when we get out here, you follow my lead, understand?”

“Of course.”

 

***
 

Of course, Rion thought, as he rested his hand on the door knob.  Oh, sure, the woman would follow him willingly enough, in the same way a farmer followed an ox when plowing his field.  Let the ox think he was in control, let him believe it, just so long as he walked where the farmer wanted him to go, he needn’t be reminded of the reality of the thing.  But he banished the thoughts from his mind.  They would not serve him, not now.  They were in a town they did not know, facing a danger they did not understand, and right now his only concern was getting out alive.  He tried the door and wasn’t surprised to find it locked.  

“Damnit,” he said, “they’ve locked us in.”

“Then…what do we do?”

“Just hold on a minute,” he muttered, trying to slide the edge of his knife into the crack separating the doorway from the door itself.  But he discovered a second later that there wasn’t enough room.  “Of course the bastards would make sure this was the one door that was actually in good shape.”  He turned back to see her staring at him, her face pale in the gloom, her eyes wide with fear.  

“What do we do now?” she asked.

“I…” he began, not knowing how he was going to finish, but suddenly there was a sound from the other side of the door, and he held up a hand, demanding silence.  A grunt, and the sound of someone working at the latch.  “Get back,” he whispered to Katherine, stepping away from the door himself and raising his knife.  

They waited in tense silence as whoever it was fumbled at the latch, making more noise than Rion would have expected from men coming to murder people in their sleep.  When the door finally opened, he lunged forward, his knife leading, and heard a shout of surprise from the shadowy form standing in the doorway.  The figure stumbled away, barely evading the blade.

“W-wait,” a voice said, “it’s me, damnit.”

Rion hesitated, frowning at the man’s familiar voice.  The newcomer held a lantern, its flame casting the dark hallway in an orange glow.  Rion caught a glimpse of the man’s face and grunted in surprise.  “Barrel?  What are you doing here?”

The man winced, holding up a hand, and in the ruddy light Rion saw that it was coated in blood. Peering closer, he noted that the man was bleeding from a wound in his stomach.  Katherine must have noticed as well, for she hurried forward. “Oh, no he must have gotten you,” she said, shooting an angry look at Rion, “come in, please, and we’ll—”

“Thank you, lady,” the guard said, clamping his hand back down on the wound, “but there’s no time.  It wasn’t your husband here who cut me.”  He shot a look over his shoulder. “Listen, they’ll be here any minute—you two gotta get out of town.  Now.”

“Who’s ‘they’?”  Rion demanded.  “What did you do, bringing us here?”

“Nothin’,” the guard said, shaking his head, “nothin’.  Or, leastways, I didn’t mean to.  But the council met about it—ain’t often we get strangers in town, you know?  And…the goddess, Shira, well…she told them to take you.”

“To take us?”  Rion asked.

The guard nodded somberly, and there was no trace of the amusement Rion had seen in his eyes after Katherine’s song.  “And kill you.”

Rion let out a hiss. “You fucking ba—”

“Enough,” Katherine snapped, silencing him.  “Do you mean to say that this town…worships Shira?”  

The guardsman nodded. “Yes.”

Rion groaned.  “Of course.  All the towns in the world, and we walk into one full of worshipers to a goddess who wants to see us dead.  Gods, but my luck must be turning.”

“Would you shut up?”  Katherine demanded, then she turned back to the guard.  “Of course,” she said, as if only just realizing something.  “That’s the ‘they’ Shek was talking about, the ones you were so afraid of.”

The guard nodded again, leaning his bulk against the wall, as if he could no longer fully support himself.  

“But…if that’s true…” Katherine went on, “then why are you here?  Why are you helping us?”

The man’s mouth worked for a second, as if he couldn’t come up with the words he meant to say.  “Thing is—” he began, but they all froze at the sound of footsteps on the stairs at the end of the hall.  Furtive, quiet, barely audible, but roaring like thunder in Rion’s already anxious mind.  The guard spun, raising the lantern aloft, and Rion heard Katherine gasp beside him.  Not that he could blame her.

In the shifting, orange light, the people crowding the stairs, making their way up them, looked like demons from some demented painter’s masterpiece.  There were twenty at least, those that couldn’t fit on the stairs waiting down below.  They ranged in age from a young boy that couldn’t have been anymore than eleven, maybe twelve years old, to several old men and women, including Shek, the innkeeper, who was near the front of the group.  But what struck Rion the most was how none of them spoke, not even when the lantern light fell on them.  That and, of course, the knives they all held, including the youth.  Their eyes, too, were strange, barely human at all, eyes that belonged on some wild beast stalking its prey.  

It was the most terrifying thing Rion had seen in a week full of terrifying things.  He would have screamed if he could, but the air seemed to have frozen in his lungs, his throat, and all that escaped him was a wheeze of shock and fear.  The townspeople were taking their time, obviously glorying in the fear their presence induced, anticipating the slaughter to come, and why not?  There were many of them—far too many—and what was coming seemed all too certain, all too unavoidable.  

Rion considered jumping over the railing to the ground floor, but he immediately dismissed the idea.  There were more down there, dozens of them.  It appeared as if the whole town had shown up, as if they’d all come out to a party.  But if it was a celebration they had planned, it would be a crimson one, the sounds of screams and wails of agony replacing the normal shouts of laughter.  Too many to make it past, even if the fall—fifteen feet at least—didn’t break his ankle or worse.  

“Thank you, lady…for the song.”

Rion turned back to see that the guardsman looking at Katherine, his face almost childlike in its innocence, its near-worship of her.  He smiled a small smile and gave Rion a wink.  Then, with a bellow of terror and determination, Barrel rushed toward the mass of people, the closest of which had just reached the top of the stairs.  The guard continue to yell as he charged, his thick stout of wood—Wanda, Rion thought wildly, he called it Wanda—raised in the air above his head.  

Their would-be killers were pressed so tightly together that they couldn’t have dodged the onrushing guard even if they’d wanted to.  For all their combined mass, the guardsman was a big man, and when he struck the first of their number, a ripple went through the group.  Men and women toppled and fell, never letting out so much as a scream, and suddenly the stair railing broke and the group, including the guardsman, went spilling over the edge to crash onto the ground below.

“No!”  Katherine screamed, in her voice the shock, the horror that Rion himself felt.  

He risked a glance over the edge to see that several of the people had not risen from where they’d fallen, some with legs twisted at unnatural angles from the long drop, and one or two did not move at all, their necks clearly broken.  The guardsman, though, was getting to his feet, had only just gotten one knee under himself when those who had risen, along with the others who had crowded the room, surged forward in a tide of humanity, their knives flashing.  Barrel screamed in agony and fear, and Rion saw hands come back, the darting, questing blades of steel they held red with blood.  The guardsman fought on, swinging his wooden club in wide, vicious arcs, and Rion heard more than one skull crack beneath the stout length of wood.  

With his other hand, the guardsman shoved those closest to him away, but for every one he felled or knocked away, two more took his place, and soon he was being dragged down under their combined weight.

“Leave him alone!”  Katherine screamed from beside Rion, and the sound of her voice somehow managed to order his own frantic, chaotic thoughts.

“Come on,” he said, grabbing her by the arm, “we’ve got to get out of here.”

He dragged her toward the window, relieved to see that it was bigger than he had remembered.  They would fit through it, surely.  We’d better.  He used the handle of his knife to break the glass, running it quickly around the edges to tear away any lingering glass.  “You first,” he said, pushing her toward the opening.

“W-we can’t,” she protested, looking back, “we can’t leave him.”

Rion grabbed her arms roughly and spun her toward him.  “Listen,” he said, “listen.  If he isn’t dead already, he’s wishing he was, and there’s nothing we can do to help him, you got that?  If we try, we’ll both just end up dead, and how will that help anyone?”

Her eyes were wide.  “B-but we can’t—”

“Do you want Alesh to die, is that it?” he demanded, hating himself for his cruelty but knowing that they were running out of time.  Any second, those below would finish with the guardsman, and then they would be coming up the stairs.  “Do you want Sonya to die?”

“Damn you,” she said, her face twisting with anger.  “Damn you.”

“Damn me if you want,” he said, giving her a shake, “just get out the fucking window.”  He pushed her toward it.  She shot one more look at the dying guardsman’s weakening struggles, then, to Rion’s great relief, she began to climb through the opening, pushing the harp case in front of her.

A quick glance behind showed the townspeople finishing their bloody work and beginning to rise.  Rion couldn’t see much of the guardsman in that mass of people, but what he did see was enough to make his stomach turn threateningly.  Blood and entrails, as if he’d been torn to pieces by beasts…or nightlings.  The thought was not a welcome one, but it would not leave him.  “Hurry up,” he hissed as some of the townspeople began to look up, regarding him with those blank, dead stares.  

“I am,” she snapped back, her voice muffled from where her head—and half of her body—now hung out the window.

Rion’s heart hammered in his chest as several of the townspeople began to drift, almost mindlessly, toward the base of the stairs, their bloody knives clutched in white-knuckled grips.  “Stay back you bastards!” he yelled, and though he tried for a dangerous tone, his voice came out tremulous, afraid, and the townspeople continued forward as if they hadn’t heard him at all.  The first to reach the stairs was Shek.  The old innkeeper’s face was twisted in a soundless snarl, his face and hands covered in blood.  

A shiver of fear ran down Rion’s spine as he looked at the man, hardly a man at all now, but something else, something…darker.  “Woman, get out of the damn way!”  Rion yelled, spinning back, and was surprised to find that she was gone.  Hissing a curse, he clambered up the wall.  He started to pull himself through, his breath coming in ragged, terrified gasps, but grunted when his pants leg stuck on a nail about halfway.  Shit.  Shit shit shit.  

Tugging desperately now, straining, his own teeth bared in a grimace of expectation.  How close were they?  Were they right behind him, raising their knives even now?  In just a moment, would he feel the sharp steel of their blades digging into him?  Stuck, he thought frantically, pulling with all his strength, gods, I’m stuck.  Like a fly in a spider’s web, and he knew well enough how it ended for the fly.  Then, suddenly, a hand was on his arm, tugging him forward, and he let out a yelp of surprise as whatever had been stuck finally gave, and he was yanked out of the window.

He nearly tumbled to the ground—a fall that would cripple, if not kill outright—but he scrabbled desperately and managed to grasp the windowsill.  Heaving ragged, terrified breaths, he glanced over and saw Katherine watching him from where she clung to the wall as if with no effort at all.  A moment later, he saw why.  Apparently, homicidal townspeople didn’t have enough spare time between murdering strangers to see to something so mundane as repairing the walls of their homes and businesses, and the wood wall was pocked with indentions from weather and time.

All too aware that he was still visible through the window and that someone need only stick a knife out of it to ruin his day, Rion scanned the wall nearest him, then latched on to several handholds that he could just make out in the moonlight.  He was just beginning to pull himself away from the window when bony fingers locked around his ankle with surprising strength, and he let out a grunt of surprise.  He  risked a glance and saw the innkeeper, Shek, staring at him, his face still twisted in that eerie, silent snarl.  “Let go, you bastard,” Rion shouted, trying to pull away, but the man held on.

The innkeeper raised the knife he held in response, and Rion lashed out desperately with his other leg, catching the man full in the face.  Shek’s nose shattered beneath his boot, his grip faltering but not releasing altogether, and Rion kicked him again, then again, until he was finally able to break free.

Then he lunged for a handhold to the side of the window, pulling himself away from the opening only moments before knives flashed through it.  “What now?”

He turned to see Katherine watching him, her face pale and ghostly in the weak moonlight. “We have to get down to the street,” he said between his panicked breaths.  “Are you hurt?”

She shook her head.  “You?”

“Not yet.  Come on.”  He started down the wall, going as quickly as he could without risking breaking his own neck.  After all, it wouldn’t take long for their would-be murderers to realize what they were doing, and the thought of them waiting somewhere below him, hidden by the darkness, was nearly enough to make him freeze.  But there was no help for it—it wasn’t as if he could spend the rest of his life clutching to the wall.  They could only hurry and hope that the townspeople hadn’t made it out of the inn and around the side by the time they reached the street.

Moments later, he dropped the couple of feet to the dirt path, cringing in expectation of a blow.  But none came, and a second later Katherine landed beside him.  Then a scuffling, dragging sound pulled his attention, and he looked up to see shadowy forms, indefinable in the darkness, moving at the corner of the inn.  “Come on,” he said.  “We have to get out of here.”

“But where do we go?”

“I’m not that picky,” he said, watching those shadows approaching.  “Come on.”

Then they were running.  Rion had been exhausted when they arrived the night before, barely able to keep his eyes open, and the truth was he’d been so caught up in his own worries that he hadn’t paid much attention to the path they’d taken through the town.  Nor had he asked the driver where he was going to take the wagon and horses before they’d shuffled up to their room to go to sleep.  Horses that would have been by far the best way of the two of them getting out of town with all their parts in their proper places.

Fool, he scolded himself as they ran, you should have paid more attention.  After all, he’d spent enough time in the poor district of Valeria to know that it was rarely the knife you saw coming that got you.  A man couldn’t afford to be careless—not if he enjoyed breathing, anyway.  He rushed down a narrow alley between two buildings, Katherine at his heels, and they emerged onto what he thought was another street.

Something about it niggled at his mind, then with a shock he realized what it was.  There were no lights, not so much as a single candle burning on the walls of the shops to keep the nightlings at bay.  But he distinctly remembered seeing some when they’d come into town—not many, but some.  Had those few he’d seen been only for show then, something to keep visitors to this small, evil town from being suspicious?  Now he thought so.  But light or no light, he couldn’t miss the shadows to their left.  Some distance away now, but moving closer, taking their time.  And why hurry?  After all, the whole town was a trap, one that Rion and Katherine had walked right into.  

Fool, he told himself again, his heart galloping in his chest.  He shot a quick look behind him and saw that the end of the alleyway—the one they had come down only moments before—was now full of more shadows making their slow, methodical way forward, gliding through the darkness like phantoms.

“Shit,” he said.  “This way.”  He turned and ran to the right, and as he did, he reached into the pocket of his trousers, grabbing Javen’s coin.  Javen, if you’re out there, I could really use a bit of luck right now.  Not a great prayer, maybe, but to the point, and there was something to be said for that.  Besides, Rion wasn’t the sort that prayed often, and hoped the God of Chance—if he was listening—wouldn’t hold it against him.

Did he only imagine the coin growing cooler beneath his hand?  He couldn’t be sure, but he ran on, taking one alleyway at random then another, concentrating on the horses, thinking of them, hoping maybe that would help.  He was running so fast, concentrating so fully on the idea of the horses, on the coin in his hand, that he wasn’t paying attention to where his feet were going.  The lapse in awareness cost him a moment later when he took a turn out of an alley mouth and tripped over something.

He hit the ground hard, grunting as he went into a roll.  A second later, the air was knocked from his lungs as he struck a wooden wall.  Wheezing for breath, he climbed to his feet.  

He’d only just gotten there when he heard a snorting sound from close by.  He spun, drawing one of the blades out of his tunic as he did, expecting the townspeople to come barreling down on them.  But there was no one.  “What the—”

“Horses,” Katherine gasped from beside him.  “Rion, it’s the horses.”

Rion was still trying to figure out what she meant when the scuffling sound came again, followed by an unmistakable neigh.  Either she was right and they had somehow found the horses, or one of their would-be murderers enjoyed doing impressions.  The night was almost completely black now, and he was unable to see so much as his hand in front of his face.  He walked forward, his arms extended, feeling along the building until his questing fingers found the latch of a door.  A large barn door, big enough to fit horses and a wagon.  He grunted in surprise, realizing that the wall he’d struck belonged to the stables.  Had he not fallen, he would have almost certainly missed them in the darkness.  

Rion breathed a heavy sigh of relief, telling himself that he would have to take a moment—when he wouldn’t be murdered for it—to thank the God of Chance.  And maybe ask the bastard if he can help me without me having to fall on my ass next time.  

“Come on,” he said in a whisper, “in here.”

He walked inside, so tense with anxiety and excitement that he jumped, startled by the sound of Katherine closing the door behind them.  

“What?  What happened?” She asked at the sound of his strangled scream.

  “Nothing,” he said, glad she couldn’t see his face heat in the gloom.  “Gods, I can’t see a damned thing.”

“Wait a second, there should be a…there we are.”  Light suddenly bloomed in the darkness.  Rion blinked, shielding his eyes until they grew accustomed.  “It was hanging from the wall here,” she said.  

“Do you think that’s smart?” he asked.  “What, with the whole damned town hunting us?”

“I think it’s smarter than stumbling around in the dark until they find us,” she said back, and he was surprised to find that he was glad to hear her snappy attitude return.  Better that than the terrified whimpering threatening to escape from his own throat.  

“It won’t take them long to figure out where we’ve gone and come looking for us,” he said.

“Then we had best be gone when they get here.”

The lantern she held was small, the orange light serving to accentuate the shadows more than banish them, and most of the stables were still cloaked in darkness.  “Can I see that?”

She handed it to him, and he held the lantern aloft, stepping further into the stables.  His attention was immediately caught by a wagon—the same one they’d ridden away from the forests of Valeria and into town—sitting in the center.  Oddly, the horses were still attached to the harnesses, looking back at him and the light as he approached.  Rion didn’t know a lot about horses, but he knew enough to know that they shouldn’t have been left harnessed but put into a stable stall and allowed to eat and rest.  

Surely the driver would have known as much as well—considering it was his business to know—so why would he leave them?  Unless he didn’t, Rion thought.  Unless he came out here for some reason and—He made a strangled, startled sound in his throat when he saw the driver’s form sitting atop the wagon, bent over the reins.  “Gods, man, you scared the shit out of me.”

The driver’s back was to him, and he didn’t answer, didn’t so much as turn to regard Rion.  Just an ornery bastard, aren’t you?  Not much of a people person.  “Look,” Rion said, walking up beside him, “we have to get out of here.  This town is damned crazy, and the townspeople are murderers, so—” He gasped, recoiling, as he saw the reason for the driver’s inattention.  

If the man hadn’t known the townspeople were homicidal maniacs dedicated to Shira, then he had learned it, that much was clear.  His throat had been slit, and blood had poured out over the front of his jerkin, making it appear as if he wore a crimson apron.  

“What is it?”  Katherine asked from somewhere behind him.  “What’s happened—” She cut off, letting out a gasp of her own, as she came up to stand beside him.  “Oh, gods.”

“Yeah,” Rion said, swallowing past a throat that was suddenly terribly dry.  “He must have found out something was wrong, decided to get out of town.”

“He died because of us.”  Her voice was low, little more than a whisper. 

Rion turned to look at her, a flippant remark on the tip of his tongue, but he saw the pain, the anguish, in her face and swallowed it.  “I…he was a criminal, Katherine.  This is how they usually end up.  And don’t blame yourself for this—you’re not the one that slid the knife across his throat.”

“No,” she said, “but if we hadn’t come…if we hadn’t have asked Sigan for help, then—”

“Then we would all be dead,” he said simply.  “And if what Amedan and the others said is true then this is bigger than just one merchant criminal, Katherine.  We’re talking about the world here, about a night that comes and does not leave.  One that we’re meant to stop.  Maybe the gods were fools to choose us, but that part’s done, and if we keep standing here, talking and blaming ourselves, we’ll wind up dead too, and that won’t help anyone.”

Tears gathered in her eyes then, but she breathed a ragged sigh and nodded.  “You’re right.  Let’s get him out of the wagon.  Then we need to leave before the townspeople find us.”

The man was heavy, incredibly so, and by the time they’d finally managed to work his bulk out of the wagon and onto the hard-packed earth of the stable floor they were both panting for and covered in sweat.  “Alright,” Rion wheezed, “now we need to—” He cut off at the creak of the stable door opening.  

By the light of the lantern he still held, Rion saw that the man who stood in the doorway of the stables was none other than Shek, the rude—and homicidal—innkeeper.  

“Hi again,” the old man said, the vacant, distant look that he and the others had shared nowhere in evidence now, replaced by a hungry, almost lustful gaze.  “You all aren’t thinkin’ of leaving us so soon, are you?  Strellia not to your likin’?  That it?”

“Of course not,” Rion said, gripping the knife he still held tightly.  “We love the idea of bastards murdering us in our sleep.”

“Oh, not in your sleep, lad,” the old man said, grinning and displaying a row of rotten teeth.  “You’d have been awake, I promise you that much.”

“Just leave us alone,” Katherine said.

“Sorry, miss,” he said, his eyes dancing with a dark amusement that was anything but apologetic, “but we can’t do that.  The goddess wants you, you see, and the goddess gets what she wants.  Now, why don’t you two come quietly?  I can’t promise it’ll be painless, but it’ll be fast, anyway.  If you make me call the others, you’ll regret it.  Our goddess told us to get it done, but she didn’t tell us to hurry.  If you make it difficult for us, we’ll take our time about it.”

Rion bared his teeth, thinking of rushing the man anyway.  Sure, there was no way of making it to him without him getting a shout off and drawing the others, but any chance was better than none at all.  Better that, better to try, than to wait for his death to come to him.  

He was just preparing to charge when he was surprised to see a girl, one that appeared to be about twelve years of age, walk through the open door of the stable to stand beside the man.  At first, Rion thought she was just another one of the townspeople.  But unlike the innkeeper, her clothes were not dusty or bloody, and she held no knife, only stood with a slightly curious expression on her face, staring at the man beside her.  

“Wait,” Katherine said incredulous.  “Marta?  Is that you?”

“Who is Marta?”  Rion said, frowning.

“The girl who delivered the note, the one I met back in Valeria.”

“What?” the innkeeper asked, spinning and holding his knife up, searching for whoever they were talking about, but the strangest thing happened then.  When his eyes fell over the girl, they only skimmed past without hesitation, as if he didn’t see her at all.  Finally, he turned back, grinning.  “Nice trick, that.  But it won’t save you—nothing will, not now.  You’ve angered the Dark Goddess, and those that anger her don’t last long.”

“I don’t understand—” Rion began, but the girl spoke, interrupting him.

“This fella here, he’s all covered in blood,” she said, raising an eyebrow and examining the man, apparently not frightened by the knife he held.  “Is he a butcher then?”

Katherine winced.  “Um…sort of.  Marta, you need to get out of here, these people, this town, they’re—”

“Crazy?  All covered in blood and walking around like a bunch of the dead that have up and risen out of their graves?” the girl asked.  “Sure, and why not?  I always wondered what it was the dead got up to, and now I know.  Anyhow, is this fella a friend of yours?”

“He’s going to kill us,” Rion managed, blinking and feeling as if he was dreaming.

“Who the fuck are you talking to?” the innkeeper demanded, all pretense of amusement gone, but he still didn’t seem to notice the girl standing directly beside him.

“Kill you?” the girl asked. She paused, turning to Katherine.  “That somethin’ you’re wantin’ or…?”

“No,” Katherine said.  “No, I would rather not be killed.”

“Ah,” the girl said, nodding thoughtfully.  “Why didn’t you just say so then?”  

“Damnit,” Shek growled, “who are you—” but he cut off, his words turning to a groan as the girl withdrew something she held in her hand—a tin water pail, it looked to Rion—and struck him over the head with it.  A second later, the innkeeper collapsed to the ground, unconscious.

Rion blinked in surprise.  “I don’t…how did you—”

“He didn’t see me,” the girl said, as if it was obvious.

“Right…” Katherine said.  “But…we see you, so how could he not?”

The girl shrugged.  “Most people don’t, you know?  See me.  They train themselves not to—oh, and not just me.  All the poor, the homeless.  Beggars.  Orphans like me.  That sort of thing.”

“But…he actually didn’t see you,” Rion said.  “Like…at all.”

“Oh,” she said, “that.  Well, technically, he did see me—he just forgot.  Or put it out of his mind.  ‘Willful disregard’ I think the old bastard called it.”

“‘Old bastard’?”  Rion said, having a hard time keeping up with what the girl was saying.

“Yeah,” she said, as if he was dense. “You know the one.  Old guy, got a limp, like maybe someone stomped on his foot a few times.  All old and dirty, wearin’ rags, with an eye patch and that ring he wears, the one made of twine.”

“Wait a minute,” Rion said, “you don’t mean—”

“The God of the Poor and Homeless?”  Katherine finished in a breathy whisper.  “Do you mean that you spoke with Alcer?”

The girl shrugged.  “Might have been his name.  Couldn’t say for sure.  He was nice enough, I guess, but he smelled like death itself.  I think he could have done with a good washing.”

Rion and Katherine shared a look.  “Well, um…”  Katherine said, “what…what did he say?”

The girl rolled her eyes.  “A lot.  He likes to talk, does that old geezer.  He was all ‘chosen this’ and ‘chosen that.’  I don’t know, I got bored.”

Rion thought of his coin, of Katherine’s harp.  “Did he…did he give you anything?  This go—I mean…old man?”

“Sure,” she said, holding out her hand and showing one of her fingers, around which was a circle of faded twine.  “This here.  I told him I wasn’t into jewelry—even the kind made out of string, the sort looks like a child done it.  But he wouldn’t let it go, goin’ on and on, so I figured it’d just be easier to humor him.  I’m pretty sure he was soft in the head.”

I’m beginning to think I am as well, Rion thought.  “Anyway,” he said finally, “we’d better go before the others come.”  He started to walk to the cart but Katherine spoke.

“A minute ago…you said you were an orphan.”

“What’s that now?”  The girl asked, but she was staring at her shuffling feet, her face the picture of shame.  

“Back at the inn,” Katherine said, frowning, “you talked about your mother.”

“Yeah,” the girl said, a distinct pout in her voice, “and you said your name was Elizabeth, even though I know it ain’t.”  Katherine said nothing and finally the girl sighed.  “Fine, I lied or whatever, okay?  It’s just, you go around tellin’ folks you’re an orphan, they look at you a certain way.  You learn pretty early that people are more comfortable if they think you got a ma at home whining over your hurts and complainin’ at you about doin’ the dishes or whatever.  And we were getting along so well, I thought, you know, why ruin it with a little thing like the truth?”

By Katherine’s expression, Rion thought that maybe they hadn’t gotten along so well after all, but he didn’t bother saying so.  “Come on,” he said.  “We’ve got to go.  Now.”

“But…what of Darl?  He’s supposed to meet us here.”

Rion shook his head.  “We can’t wait for him.  Besides, he’s got a better chance of surviving than we do.”

Katherine hesitated before finally nodding.  She threw open the stable doors, then hurried toward the wagon.  Rion had only just gotten up himself when the little girl appeared, as if by magic, sitting in the compartment, her neck craned and peering out at them.  “So.  Where we goin’?”

“We?”  Rion asked.

“Well, sure,” the girl said.  “You wouldn’t just leave me here, would you?  I’m sure my ma will be happy to pay you, if you see me home to her, safe and all. She sure does dote on me—a bit embarrassing, sometimes, what with the way she’ll rub my head and always insists on fixing me sweets—but, I guess maybe I love her anyway.”

“Your mother,” Rion said flatly. 

“Yep.”

“The one you don’t have?”

The girl froze like a hare that had just sensed a predator then slowly looked at Rion at Katherine.  “Ah, right.  Well…yeah.  That’s the one.”

“Listen,” Rion said, pinching the bridge of his nose and feeling a headache coming on, “in case you haven’t figured it out already, we’re not the safest people to travel with and, frankly, the last thing we need is—”

“You can come,” Katherine interrupted.  “But stay quiet.”

Rion turned to her, aghast, and the woman shrugged.  “Alashia said I should keep her close, Rion.  Besides, she was Chosen, just like we were.”

Rion grunted.  “And what if this Alcer sided with Shira, you ever think of that?”

She pointedly looked at the unconscious innkeeper still lying on the ground of the stable.  “Then we’d be dead.”

Rion sighed, giving the horses’ reins a whip to turn them around.  “Fine, but I’m not happy about it.”

“Are you ever?”

And with that hanging in the stillness, they rode out into the darkness of the night.

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-One 

 

 

 

“As I said last week, Chosen,” the man went on, “we can not continue, not as we have.  With the disappearance of the Lightbringers, my guild has lost—and continues to lose—a significant amount of profit.  Something must be done and soon, else we go bankrupt.”

Kale stared at the man from where he sat on the throne of his audience chamber, wanting—not for the first time—to ram a sword through his fat belly.  To hear the man’s incessant complaining, someone would have thought his family was only seconds away from starvation, but that didn’t keep him from appearing to be fatter every time Kale saw him.  “I heard your concerns, Guildmaster Balen,” he said, forcing himself to seem calm, in control.  “And I am working on it.”

He had been forced to put the Lightbringers of Ilrika to the sword when he’d taken control of the city, to make sure its citizens did not flee at news of Olliman’s death.  But there were other sects of the guild, dozens of them.  He’d sent messages to the nearest days ago but, so far at least, there had been no answer.  

“You said as much last week, Chosen,” the merchant persisted, bowing his head as if by doing so he might avert Kale’s displeasure, “but while we wait to hear news from the other guilds, my workers cannot afford to feed their families.  We’ve had to lay off nearly twenty percent of our workforce already, and I expect much more will come soon.”

“Cannot afford to feed their families,” Kale said, the thread of his patience finally snapping, “and yet, Guildmaster Balen, you seem healthy enough.  Perhaps, if you are so concerned with the welfare of your employees—and certainly not just your own profits—you may want to consider giving them some of the food off your own table.”

The fat man’s face grew a deep, angry red at that, and he started to speak, but Kale held up a hand, silencing him.  “I would choose my next words carefully, were I you, Guildmaster.  It has been a long, trying day for me, and I am quite low on patience.  Now, I have sent messengers to the guilds, and I will send more.  Is there anything else the Chosen of Ilrika can do for you?”  It was good, he thought, to remind the pompous bastard who he was speaking to.

“O-of course not, Chosen Leandrian,” the man said, bowing his head again and wiping an arm across his sweaty face.  He rose clumsily to his feet, awkward for all his bulk, then waddled out of the audience chamber, surprisingly fast.  Gone, then.  Fled.  But he would return, that much Kale knew, for there had been other such conversations, other such threats, yet the man came back just the same, voicing the same complaints, the same entreaties.

It was as if the guildmaster did not take Kale’s threats seriously, as if he was yet another of those who feigned obedience only to laugh and conspire behind his back.  Still, he had to admit, if only to himself, that the threat—in large part—was idle.  The man might have been a frustration, but Guildmaster Balen was said to be the best Merchant’s Guild head in a hundred years or more, and Kale would need his help if things did not improve soon.

The knowledge that he needed the guildmaster’s help—just as he did with so many other of the city’s nobles and functionaries—sickened Kale.  He was the Chosen, after all, not them.  He was the one to whom the goddess had promised all the power, he was the one who had sacrificed so much, had risked so much to get to where he was.  To now be forced, after all of that, to smile and nod, to pretend to listen to their inane speeches, their selfish complaints, was almost more than he could endure.  

And on top of all of that, on top of all the worries and concerns of being the ruler of Ilrika, now there was the rash.  He’d woken up with it a couple of days ago, but it was unlike anything he—or the healers he’d called on—had ever seen.  A gray patch of skin, about the size of a coin, that had appeared on the inside of his forearm.  It itched terribly, an itch that no amount of scratching alleviated.  When he touched it he felt nothing, had felt nothing even when the healers had probed at it with those looks of concentration that seemed the exclusive purview of learned men when they pretended at a wisdom or knowledge they did not possess.

As if responding to his thoughts, the itch suddenly became worse, and he scratched at it beneath the long-sleeved tunic he was wearing to keep it covered, scratched and scratched, yet it did no good.  Since the strange mark had appeared, the itch was always there.  And despite all the healers’ attentions it seemed, if anything, to be getting worse.  But what worried him the most was that, although he hadn’t measured it, Kale was fairly sure that the rash—or whatever it was—was growing.  When he had looked this morning after bathing, it seemed to him that it had nearly doubled in size in his sleep.  He had told himself he only imagined it, that it had always been that big, and had rubbed a thick coating of the paste one of the healers had given him onto it.  The man had sworn by it, claiming that it was a remedy for any rash, even, he believed, one as strange as the one on Kale’s skin but, so far, the unguent had had no noticeable effect.

“Chosen.”

He looked up at the sound of the voice to see his chamberlain standing before him, a short, squat man, his shoulder hunched with age, his gray hair thinning.  “What?”  Kale snapped, his thoughts—and the itch, always the damned itch—making him irritable.

“Forgive me, Bright One, but I was only asking if you were ready for the next parishioner.  Lord Gustan of the Healer’s Guild seeks an audience regarding a shortage of healing supplies.”

Kale’s jaw clenched tightly—if he had to listen to another guildmaster’s complaints today, someone would suffer for it.  “Tell Lord Gustan,” he sneered, “that while he may suffer from a shortage of supplies, his Chosen suffers from a shortage of time, and he is to make do on his own.”

The man’s eyes widened slightly at the anger in Kale’s tone as well, no doubt, at the fact that he was dismissing one of the most powerful men in the city, but he nodded.  “Of course, Chosen.  The following parishioner is a farmer who seeks to—”

“Enough!”  Kale roared, standing, and the chamberlain let out a terrified whimper, recoiling as if he was afraid of being struck down.  “The farmer too can manage on his own,” Kale continued.  “I will be taking no more audiences today.”

The squat man bowed his head in acknowledgment then hurried toward the audience chamber door.  Kale watched him go, a snarl on his lips.  The man had done nothing, yet he found himself wanting to hurt him, wanting to listen to him scream and beg, to see his blood coating his hands and—gods, what is wrong with me?  

He needed some rest, that was all.  He’d had little enough of it in the last days, thanks to the damned rash and the damned itch.  And the cold, of course, the cold that could never be banished no matter how big the fire or how much coverlets he piled on himself.  Yes, he would get some sleep, and he would feel better.  Even the Chosen of the Goddess Shira, after all, needed sleep.  He walked from the audience chamber, two of his guards falling into step behind him as he did.  But their presence there, at his back, offered him no comfort.  Instead, he thought of how easy it would be, how simple, for one of them to stab him without him being aware of it.  Oh, he knew they whispered, knew they conspired against him.  With a growl, he rounded on them. “Leave me.”

“B-but, Chosen, our duty—”

“You are my guards, and your duty is whatever I say it is.”

The man swallowed hard, sharing a look with his comrade before nodding.  “Of course, Bright One.  Forgive me.  We will be here, if you need us.”

Kale frowned.  They would be there, if he needed them, would they?  Oh yes, no doubt all too happy to pick him up, should he fall.  And, in the doing, if one of their knives found its way to his throat, his heart?  

He promised himself that he would get to the bottom of the conspiracy against him, would discover those who perpetrated it, and he would make them suffer.  They would learn—all of them—that he was not a man to be trifled with.  He stalked to his quarters, ignoring the guards who saluted him as he passed and the servants who scurried out of his way.  

By the time he finally made it to his rooms and closed the door behind him, the itch of the rash had grown so terrible that he had to choke back a scream.  He dug at it frantically with his fingernails, feeling as if he were going mad.  There was a lance of pain through his arm and blood began to blossom on the white sleeve of the tunic he wore.  “Damn,” he growled.  He pulled the shirt off and tossed it on the floor with disgust, staring at his bare arm.  He had scratched hard enough that his nails had dug into the flesh, drawing blood, yet the rash remained there as stubborn as ever, and it was only the skin around it that had given way.  

The itch grew worse, and he began scratching at it again, heedless of the blood he drew, the blood coating his fingers, as he hurried to the bureau by his bedside.  Growling, he slung one of the drawers open, retrieving the bottle of unguent the healer had given him.  The man had advised him to apply it by dampening a cloth with the stuff then pressing it gently on the rash, but Kale turned the bottle up, dumping its liquid contents out onto his arm.  Praying that it would help, that it would stop the itching before he went mad.

It didn’t.  “Gods, but I must be cursed,” he said, sitting on his bed and continuing to scratch, the oil of the liquid mixing with his blood.

“Not cursed, Chosen.  Blessed.”

Kale started at the sound of the voice and spun to see the hooded man known as Shira’s Proof standing by his bedside.  “You,” he said.  “How dare you enter my chambers?”

He could not see the man’s face, cloaked in shadow as it was, but his voice, when he spoke, sounded apologetic.  “Forgive me, Blessed One, but I heard that you weren’t feeling well and thought that I might come to see if I could be of some help.”

“Not feeling well,” Kale said, barking an angry laugh.  “It’s this damned rash—it’s driving me mad.  And all those old fools that call themselves healers claim to have never seen anything like it.  Even the unguent that costs a damned small fortune does nothing.”

The Proof stepped forward.  “May I examine it closer, my lord?”

Kale thrust his arm out.  “Here.  But I don’t expect you’ll be any more useful than the rest of those bastards.”

The man nodded his head slowly, making a thoughtful noise in his throat.  “Ah, yes.  I have seen such a rash before, Chosen.”

Kale felt a flare of hope, and he looked up at the man’s shadowed features.  “You have?”

“Oh yes,” the man said.  “I have seen it.”

“I-is there a cure?  Gods, man, I cannot take anymore of this itching, I swear I cannot.  Tell me what you want, what you need to fix it, and you will have it.”

The man’s smile might not have been visible, but it was clear enough in his tone.  “Oh, no reward is necessary, Chosen, for we are both servants of the Goddess, and it is my pleasure to offer you what help I may.  There is a remedy for such rashes and, by chance, I happen to have some on me right now.”

Kale couldn’t believe his luck, felt himself almost shivering with excitement as he watched the man reach into his tunic and produce a tiny vial of clear liquid.  Kale frowned at it.  “It looks like water.”

“Not just any water, my lord.  Water from an oasis far to the south, one that is said to have healing properties.”

“I ask for help, and you show me water?”  Kale demanded.

“I believe, my lord, if you will let me apply some to your arm, you will note the difference quickly enough.”

Kale had nothing else to lose, so he watched, scowling, as the man applied a drop of the water.  He rubbed it in thoroughly with his fingers, massaging it into the gray, scaly rash.  After a moment, the man stepped back.  “There now, Chosen.  Do you feel any relief?”

Kale opened his mouth to scream at the man for his useless cure then, to his shock, realized that the itch had subsided and soon it was gone completely.  “By the gods,” he said, nearly struck breathless by relief.  “You cured it.”

“Not completely, my lord, not yet,” the man answered.  “But a regular application once daily should eventually rid you of the rash.”

“Very well,” Kale said.  “Thank you.”  He reached out his hand for the vial, but the man made no move to give it to him.

“Forgive me, Chosen,” he said, “but it is better if I apply it.  The water is strong medicine, but there is an art to applying it to the flesh, to ensuring that it seeps through the skin to the heart of the…rash.”

Normally, perhaps, the man’s refusal to give him the bottle might have angered Kale, but just then he was too happy to be rid of the itch to be offended.  “Fine, fine,” he said, waving a hand dismissively.  “It does not matter.  But hear me—you will arrive on time with that remedy each day, and should you fail to appear, your next visit will be to the executioner’s block.  Do you understand?”

“Oh yes, Chosen,” the man said, and Kale frowned at what sounded like amusement in his tone.  “I understand very well.”

Now that the itch was gone, Kale found himself thinking more clearly than he had in days, and he regretted dismissing Guildmaster Balen so quickly.  The guildmaster was powerful, a man who, if he so chose, could make Kale’s life considerably more difficult.  As, in fact, could the representative for the Healer’s Guild, and the many others who had begun to make more and more regular visits to the castle, practically daily now, demanding some solution to the shortages they faced.  “And what of the Lightbringer guilds?” he said.  “I have still heard nothing from any of them, no matter how many letters I send.”

The man nodded slowly.  “Such men, Chosen, are convinced of their own importance, their own preeminence.  They defy you and, in their defiance, they threaten not only your rule, but the lives and well-being of your citizens.  You remember before how we spoke of making an example?”

Kale frowned.  “I remember.”

“Perhaps they would be the perfect candidates for such a…demonstration.”

“What did you have in mind?”

The hooded figure shook his head slowly.  “I am sure that is not for me to say, Chosen.  There are no doubt those far wiser than myself who might counsel you.  I only know that all your efforts to heal the city are undermined by their disobedience, and that conspiracy which you have spoken of…I have heard some whispers myself.”  He held up a hand, forestalling Kale’s question.  “Nothing, as of yet, that points to anyone directly, but I believe it will, in time.  Either way, it is my belief that, in refusing to even so much as acknowledge your summons, these Lightbringers seek to make of your rule a farce, to make you look…pathetic.  Weak.”

Kale felt his lips snarl at that.  “I am not weak.  It is I, after all, who defeated Chosen Olliman, who saved the city from the path of doom on which it trod and brought it under the safety of Shira’s protection.”

“Of course, you are right, Chosen,” the shadow said, his voice as smooth as butter and, Kale thought, perhaps as slippery too.  “I would never claim otherwise, but these men…these Lightbringers.  They are remnants of the old world, worshipers of the false god, Amedan, and they believe that they are better than you, wiser than you.  They are accustomed to being treated nearly as kings themselves, have come to expect it.  You must teach them differently, you must make them understand that their obedience to you is not a choice.”

“But how?”  Kale demanded.  “I have already sent them messages—they know of our need.  If they don’t want to listen, what am I supposed to do about it?”

“As you say, Chosen,” the other man answered, “they know well of our need, of the suffering they are causing.  What they are doing is turning against your kingdom, betraying you.  What is one called who betrays?”

“A…traitor.”

“And what does a king do, my lord, when one of his subjects betrays him?”

Kale nodded slowly, realization beginning to dawn.  “He punishes them.”

“Yes.  An example must be made, Chosen Leandrian, and you are the one who must make it.  These men would make you and your people suffer—you must show them what true suffering is.”

Kale glanced at the rash on his arm, the skin there feeling cool and comfortable.  “Yes,” he said.  “Leave me, shadow man, and when you go, send the commander of my forces to me.  I have some things which I would like to discuss with him.”

The man bowed low.  “Of course, my lord.”  

Kale was still looking at the gray rash on his arm, so he did not see the man leave, but when he finally realized that he had not heard the door shut, he glanced up to see that he was alone.  A strange one, this Proof, but one that had the blessings of their goddess—of that there could be no doubt.  And for all his strangeness, there was wisdom in his words.  The Lightbringers had chosen treachery, had stood against their rightful king.  They would be taught a lesson, would be punished.  And the best punishments, the best lessons, required blood.

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Two 

 

 

 

“Get off damn you!”  Rion shouted, struggling to break free of his attacker’s grasping hands while keeping hold of the reins of the horses as they careened through Strellia’s dusty streets.  Finally, he managed to break free, and he gave the man a shove, knocking him off the wagon and sending him tumbling into the crowd of people chasing them.  The townspeople were on either side, pressing in from all directions, heedless of their own safety as they tried to jump onto the wagon and use their knives—many still stained with the guardsman’s blood—on Rion and Katherine and the girl, Marta, who huddled in the wagon’s compartment.  

Rion had long since lost count of the number of men and women who had been trampled underneath the horses, so caught up in their lust for blood that they either didn’t realize—or didn’t care about—the danger in which they put themselves.  So far, they had been lucky in that the wagon hadn’t become bogged down under the mass of bodies, but the repeated impacts as they ran their would-be murderers over had not been kind to it.  It felt looser, wobblier, and there was a crooked lean to one of the front wheels that he did not like.  It didn’t take much effort to imagine what would happen should the wagon give out in the middle of the street, leaving them stranded, surrounded by the insane townspeople.  

Another man jumped up on the side of the wagon as it barreled past, managing to gain purchase on it instead of tumbling underneath the bouncing wheels like so many of his comrades.  Rion dodged to the side to avoid the man’s swiping knife, but not enough to avoid a shallow cut across his arm.  He tried to push the man away while still focusing enough on the path in front of them to keep the cart from slamming headfirst into the wall of a building, but the man held fast.  He was raising the knife he held, about to attack again, when a bounce from the cart—as yet another of the murderous townspeople went underneath the wheels—jolted the blade out of his hands, and it fell away into the milling mass.  

Rion’s relief was short-lived, for seconds later the man’s hands were clamped around his throat.  His attacker was old—in his sixties, at least—and thin, yet he was possessed of surprising strength and, try as he might, Rion could not break free of his grip.  Not, at least, without using his other hand, and as it was holding the reins, the only thing keeping them on their path, that was not an option.  He shot a desperate look at Katherine but saw that she was currently using her harp’s case as a bludgeon, striking two people—a fat, gray-haired woman and a middle-aged man—who were clinging to the wagon’s other side.  

He spun back, lashing out desperately now as dark spots began to gather at the corners of his vision, but the man would not let go, baring his teeth in a feral snarl, and Rion could force no breath past his constricted throat.  Just when he thought he could take no more, the girl, Marta, appeared, apparently having climbed out of the back. “Stop!” she yelled, then, an instant later, her foot struck the old man in his exposed teeth, and blood spattered along the side of Rion’s face as his attacker fell off the wagon.  

Wheezing, Rion rubbed his free hand at his sore, abused throat.  “T-thanks,” he gasped.

“I asked him to stop,” she said, her face heating as if she was embarrassed.  “You heard me, right?  Ask him to stop, that is.”

“Sure,” Rion croaked, thinking again that the girl was one of the strangest people he’d ever met.  

“You should probably try to go a little faster,” the girl said, climbing back into the back of the wagon and poking her head out.  “I think these people want to hurt us.  Or, well, you anyway.”

Rion gritted his teeth, giving the reins another snap. “Oh, you think?  Faster?  What a good damned idea.”

He nearly died twice more before they made it to the edge of town.  Only his ability to dodge and sense danger coming—one honed over his time spent in the poor district dealing with criminals and murderers—kept him alive.  That and, of course, his luck.  The coin in the pocket of his trouser leg felt like a chunk of ice, and the skin it was pressed up against through the fabric had long since gone numb.  Luck then, and a lot of it, but even the longest lucky streak in the world ran out sooner or later—a man need only ask a gambler to be told as much.  So it was, with these thoughts in his head, that he saw what served as the town gate in the distance and felt a heavy sense of relief.  It didn’t last long.  A grim certainty suddenly rose in his mind.

They must have closed it, he thought.  And if that were true, they were done.  The crowd around them had thinned out dramatically and the bobbing, orange light of the lantern showed none ahead of them, but having to stop to open the gate would take more time than they had.  

But as they drew closer, Rion was astonished to find that it was open, which was just as well, as the horses—panicked from so much blood and in pain from the wounds they’d suffered along their flanks and sides in the fight—were apparently as eager as he was to be rid of the town and weren’t planning on stopping no matter how many times he pulled on the reins.

They charged out of the town and onto the road leading south, and Rion was shocked to find that he was still alive.  Finally, once they were free of the gate, the horses began to slow, and Rion looked back.  He felt another surge of eerie terror as he saw the vague, shadowed forms of the townspeople behind them, gathering soundlessly at the gate, watching them leave.  “Creepy bastards,” he muttered.

“Maybe you just have to get to know ‘em.”

“What’s that?”  Rion said, turning and looking at the wagon opening where the girl had poked her head through again.

“The people.  You said they’re creepy.  I said, you know, maybe you just ought to get to know ‘em better.  Lots of folks aren’t as bad as you think, once you do that.”

“They didn’t seem much interested in having an ale and a chat,” he said sarcastically, then turned to Katherine.  “You alright?”

She was staring at the harp case that now sat in her lap, at the blood and hair matting its surface.  “I…I don’t think so.”

“Are you hurt?”

She forced a smile she obviously didn’t feel, turning to him.  “I’m fine.  Or, at least, as fine as can be expected.”

“Which is to say that you feel like shit,” Rion responded.

Her answering grin was a little more genuine this time.  “Something like that.  Just tired, I guess, and…”

“Yeah,” Rion said, knowing what she meant.  He’d never considered himself a particularly empathetic man, and he hadn’t cared much for the guardsman anyway, nor the driver as far as that went.  But nobody deserved to die like that.  “I’m…you know, tired too.  But I think we’d best keep going, at least for a little while longer.  I didn’t get a good look in those stables, but the last thing we need is some of those bastards getting clever and chasing after us.  Better to put as much distance between us and that bloody little town as possible.  At least, if you’re up for it.”

“I agree,” Katherine said.

“Good, that settles it then.”

“I also agree,” the girl offered, “’case you were wondering.”

“That’s…that’s good,” Rion answered.  Away from the town, the scraggly trees of the southern region of Entarna served to block out what little moonlight there was, and the darkness began to feel deeper, almost suffocating.  Say this for having a town full of murderous maniacs chasing you, he thought, it keeps you distracted anyway.  “Hey, do me a favor…Marta, isn’t it?”

“Sure,” the girl said.  “Leastways, it is when it is.  When it isn’t, though, well, it’s something else.”

“I’m…sorry?”

“I like to try on new names sometimes, you know.  Did you ever wake up one way and just think, you know what?  I’d like to be Sharon today.”

“I…I can’t say I have.”

She shrugged.  “You should try it.  I think you’d make a good Sharon.”

Rion frowned at that, fairly certain he was being mocked, but when he looked at the girl her expression was serious, innocent.  “Okay, Sharon, could you hand me one of the lanterns the driver kept back there?  It’s getting awful dark up here with only the single lantern, and after the kind of night we’ve had, I’d rather not have to worry about nightlings taking little bites out of us.”

“Who’s Sharon?  Anyway, you must not know a lot about nightlings.  They don’t take little bites, see, but big ones.  Like, real big ones.  On account of they have really big teeth.  ‘Chomps,’ I think you’d call them.  Yeah, I’d probably go with ‘chomps.’”

“Fine,” Rion said through gritted teeth.  “Well, in the interest of avoiding chomps, do you mind handing me a lantern, or is it too presumptuous of me to assume that you also would prefer not to be eaten?”

“You use a lot of big words when you’re annoyed, did you know that?”

“Damnit—” Rion began, but Katherine spoke over him.

“Marta, please,” she said in a patient voice.  “The lanterns.”

“Sure, no problem.”

Rion turned to look at Katherine who shrugged, grinning.  The girl disappeared into the back of the wagon, then her head popped out again a moment later.  “Which lanterns are you wantin’?”

“The ones that make light,” Rion said, carefully controlling his temper.  

“Aaah,” the girl said, nodding, “right, those ones.  Well…they’re gone.”

“What do you mean ‘gone’?”  Rion demanded.  “There were plenty of them—shit the bastard had at least a dozen back there he’d bring out every evening.”

“Right,” the girl said with obvious reluctance.  “Well, here’s the thing.  Remember that time when all those folks in that town tried to kill us, when they were jumpin’ on the wagon and all?”

“Do you mean like less than half an hour ago?”  Rion snapped.  “Yes.  Yes, damnit, I remember.”

“Right, that’s the one,” Marta agreed.  “So, anyways, they were tryin’ to climb in the back, and I was reachin’ for stuff, you know, to throw at ‘em.  And uh…well.  I guess they must have stolen all the lanterns when I wasn’t watchin’.  Which would be hard because, of course, I was watching.  You know, the lanterns.”

The relief that Rion had felt at making it away from the town relatively unscathed quickly vanished, replaced by that primal fear of the dark that that every mortal seemed to possess.  “You were watching,” he said, “yet you mean to tell me that these people—who were doing their level best to kill us, I might add—decided to steal our lanterns instead.  Oh, and they must have been invisible since somehow you didn’t see anything.  Because you were watching.”

“Well,” she said defensively, “I was.  Except, you know, when I was savin’ you.  I do seem to recall havin’ to take my eyes off ‘em for a second there, while I kicked that fella had you by the throat.”

Rion stammered then, turning to look at Katherine incredulously.

“Marta,” she said, “do you mean to say they stole the lanterns or you threw the lanterns at them?”

“Uh…yes.”

“We’re screwed,” Rion said flatly. 

“Ah, it ain’t so bad,” the girl said.  “I like darkness well enough, and the nightlings never do seem to notice me all that well.  Least, probably.  I don’t know, I couldn’t really say on account of I’ve never actually seen a nightling…or, you know, met one.”

“Well,” Rion said, “let me just tell you, Marta, that they aren’t very friendly.  And whether or not your ability to go unnoticed—a blessing for all those around you, so far as I’m concerned—works on nightlings, I can tell you for certain that Katherine and I have no such gift.”

“Oh.  Right,” she said.  “We’re screwed then.”

The girl tried to say it light-heartedly, but he could see the fear in her eyes, and a quick glance at Katherine showed the woman’s own troubled expression.  They had made it away from an entire town bent on their death, but it seemed they would die just the same.  Unless…

Rion pulled the horses to a halt, then grabbed the only lantern they still had, pulling open the small door and peering inside at the reservoir of oil within.  “Damn.”

“Is there not enough to make it through the night?”  Katherine asked.

Rion shook his head.  “An hour.  Maybe less.  I guess the driver didn’t plan on leaving out before he had a chance to refill it. Of course, he didn’t plan on getting his throat slit either.”

“So what do we do?”  Marta asked.

Rion had no answers.  They were still close to the town—too close.  If the townspeople had come after them, they would catch up with them soon enough, even if they were on foot.  The alternative, though, was to push through the darkness with a lantern that would soon begin to sputter and eventually go out, hoping that all the nightlings that normally crowded the night had decided to take a day off.  

“Damn,” he said again.

He met Katherine’s eyes, saw the understanding in them, the truth of the doom they faced.  He shook his head slowly. “I don’t…”

“We go forward,” she said, and Rion was surprised by the strength, the certainty in her voice.  “Those townspeople could be right behind us for all we know.  We’ll go until we don’t think we can any longer, until the lantern light is too poor, then we’ll stop and make a fire somewhere off the road.”

Simple enough words, Rion knew, but saying them wouldn’t make them any easier.  Even if the lantern’s reservoir was full, only the foolish or the desperate would travel the night with a single lantern to protect them and as the oil diminished so too would the lantern’s flame.  The nightlings were hurt by such light—could be killed with it—but they had been known to risk the light before, if only for a moment, to get at their quarry.  Still, there was little choice, so he rehung the lantern from the front of the wagon and gave the horses’ reins a snap, starting them forward.  

They traveled in silence, the only sound that of the steady clomp of the horses’ hooves on the packed earth of the trail.  They did not speak.  After all, everything that could be said had been, and words would not stop the fangs of the nightwalkers.  Such creatures could not be reasoned with, could not be bribed or cajoled.  They would do what they always did—what they were made to do.  Just as soon as the light went out.

This far south, away from the main hub of civilization, the roads drew far less traffic, and were much more poorly maintained.  In places, the path was grown up with weeds so thick that, in the darkness, the horses lost the trail, and Rion had to stop while they searched for it again.  But the overgrown road was not the only problem.  Here and there, dead trees lay across the path, knocked down by some passing storm and left to rot.  In such instances, Rion was forced to find a way around—not daring to risk one of them getting out to move the debris—and this, too, wasted precious time.    

By the time he was forced to navigate around the third fallen tree, they had only put a few miles between them and Strellia, and Rion didn’t think he imagined a brief sputter from the lantern, as if it were giving them warning.  But they still weren’t far enough from the town and its deadly inhabitants, so they did the only thing they could do.  They pressed on.

They had not spoken for some time, and Rion had been lost in his own dark thoughts, thoughts to match the blanket of night around them.  The girl, Marta, had fallen asleep in the back of the wagon, her soft snores melding with the clomp of the horses’ hooves into a lulling sort of melody that had Rion struggling to keep his eyes open.  Those noises and only those for nearly an hour, so when Katherine said his name, he jumped, startled.  

“What?” he said, rubbing a hand across his eyes and realizing he’d been half-dozing.  

“Look.”

He did not like the scared sound of her voice, and as he followed her gaze out into the sparse trees on one side of the road, Rion wasn’t surprised to see shadowy shapes flitting around the thin trunks.  “Shit.”  He had hoped it would take the creatures longer to find them, had even hoped that, perhaps this far south, they would not bother hunting the roads as so few travelers used them.  It had been a vain hope, he knew, but it had been some small help in keeping back the burgeoning terror that threatened to rise in him.

“What do you want to do?” she asked, her eyes never leaving the shadows of those creatures, and a quick glance to the other side of the road showed that they were gathering there as well, easily keeping pace with the cart’s slow progress.

“I don’t know,” he said.  “I just wish I knew how much more time we had with this damned lantern.”

“Let me see it.”

They both turned to see Marta sticking her head out of the wagon’s compartment.  Rion shook his head slowly, the image of the girl—who seemed careless and flighty and, quite possibly, insane—dropping the lantern and breaking it, of the nightwalkers surging forward in a tide of fangs and teeth, flashing through his mind.  “I think we’d better not.”

“What, don’t you trust me?” she demanded.

Rion stared at her.  “Why in the name of the gods would I trust you?  You’ve lied to us like a half a dozen times since we met.”

“Yeah, so?” she said, and Rion found that he could think of nothing in response to that.  “Look,” she continued after a moment, “I don’t want to get gobbled up anymore than you do, alright?  But I know something about lights—my father was a light merchant, you know.”

“Marta,” Katherine said slowly, “you said you were an orphan.”

“Oh.” The girl winced.  “Right.  Fine, that’s a lie—I’ve never met my father.  His loss.  Or, well, maybe not, I don’t know.  Anyhow, I still know something of lights.  And what’s the harm?”

“Look around us,” Rion snapped.  “That’s the damned harm.”

“Just trust me, would you?” she said, and Rion was just opening his mouth to tell the girl what she could do with her trust when Katherine spoke in a quiet, subdued voice.

“Let her see it.”

“You can’t be serious,” he said. “Why in the—”

“Rion,” Katherine interrupted in a soft voice, meeting his eyes, “what difference does it make?”

He stared at her for a second, then another, waiting for her to realize how foolish she was being.  When she didn’t, he grunted.  “Fine, but when she fumbles the lantern, and you’re getting chewed on, don’t blame me.”

He grabbed the lantern then, careful despite his anger and fear, and handed it to the girl who took it with a casual grab that made his stomach lurch.  She popped open the small latch and glanced at the reservoir.  “Fifteen minutes or so left,” she said.  “But the light will start to flicker noticeably in another ten.”

“Is that right?”  Rion said dryly.  “Can tell all that from a quick look, can you?  I guess it’s from that light merchant father of yours.”

“Righ—” She cut off, frowning.  “I don’t have a light merchant father, okay?  I don’t know nothing about fathers or mothers neither.  What I do know about though, are lights.  And it would have been closer to twenty minutes, if you hadn’t sat here jawing at me for so long.”

Rion had had enough of the girl.  He didn’t have much patience in the best of times, and this was certainly not the best of times.  “And just what do you kno—”

“Marta,” Katherine interrupted.  “How do you know that?”

“About lights?” the girl asked, and Rion wanted to scream, as if there was anything else she might be talking about.

Katherine nodded, doing what Rion thought was a saintly job of resisting the impulse to strangle the girl—an impulse he was currently battling with himself.  

“Growing up on the streets,” the girl said, her face as somber and serious as Rion had yet to see it, “you learn about lights.  About what you can count on and what you can’t.  About…monsters.”

“You just said less than an hour ago that you’d never been close to a nightling,” Rion said, exasperated.

She met his eyes then, and he thought he could see something of the person she really was, the person that hid behind all the lying and joking and talk.  A wounded, scared person, one who had suffered much and expected to suffer more before it was through.  “Nightlings aren’t the only monsters the world has,” she said in a quiet, barely audible voice.  “And all monsters hate the light.  What they do…they like to do it in the shadows.”

Rion had nothing to say to that, suddenly found himself feeling guilty of all things.  As difficult as his life sometimes was, he’d never been forced to live on the streets.  He had believed that his trips to the poor district had educated him on such a life, on what it was to live poor.  He realized then, gazing at the fragility in her eyes, her face, that he had been only a tourist, some nobleman slumming for the thrill of it who didn’t understand the true dangers lurking in the shadows.  He had been a fool, an arrogant fool.  And what was worse, he had been naive.

“I believe you, Marta,” Katherine said.  “And…thanks.”

The girl nodded silently, running a hand across her eyes.  “Of course.”

“Fifteen minutes,” Katherine said, turning to Rion, and he was glad for the excuse to look away from the girl’s face, from the pain he saw there.  “Not long.”

“No.”  He glanced back the way they had come, trying to decide how far they had traveled, how long it would take for the townspeople to catch up with them, if they wanted to.  He didn’t worry about horses, not anymore.  If they’d had spare horses to use, they would have caught up with them already.  That meant that, if they were coming, they were walking.  And he couldn’t even hope that the nightlings might kill the townspeople, for he had noticed how none of them had carried lights in the town, had seemed at home in the darkness.  Rion did not like that thought, not at all.  He’d heard stories of the Dark worshipers being able to travel without light before, but he had thought them no more than that—stories.  It seemed, now, that they had been true after all.  “Shit.”

Looking around, Rion saw a curve in the road up ahead.  They wouldn’t be able to do much to hide a fire from the townspeople if they were in fact following them, but if they could make it around the curve in the road, at least the blaze would be partially concealed.  He gave the reins a snap, and the horses started forward again, the lantern light bobbing to and fro.

“Do you have a plan?”  Katherine asked from beside him.

“Make it to the turn in the path and go around it,” he said.

“And then?”

“And then…we’ll see.”  They would have to make a fire, that much was certain, but how they would do that without straying far enough in the woods for the nightlings—now crowding the lane on both sides, slinking to keep pace—to pounce on them, he had no idea.  

One thing at a time, he told himself.  One thing at a time.

They were nearly at the curve in the path when something struck the wagon hard.  The three of them screamed in surprise, as the cart lurched to the side, the back wheel rising off the ground before slamming down again.  Rion spun to see a large nightling, shouldering at the cart, trying to tip it over.  He snatched the lantern from where it hung, then twisted and held it aloft, and he caught a brief image of the nightling baring its long, deadly fangs before it let out a hiss of pain and skittered away into the safety of the shadows.  “I hope it hurts, you bas—”

He cut off, giving a grunt of surprise as the wagon was struck on the other side.  He turned, and the orange, ruddy glow of the lantern fell on another nightling, which growled and followed its companion back into the darkness.  His breath coming in ragged gasps, Rion snapped the reins, urging the weary horses forward, and doing his best to cover the whole of the wagon in the lantern light.  But try as he might, the shadows surged forward as if alive whenever he moved it, and he would drive away one of the nightlings only to have another strike the cart from the darkness.

Again and again, and the wood creaked warningly, giving a tortured sound.  The horses, sharing their riders’ terror, had broken into a gallop despite their exhaustion, and they reached the curve in the road, then passed it.  Rion was just beginning to hope they might be able to outrun the creatures when they were struck again.  This hit was far harder than any of those that had come before it, and his heart leapt in his throat at the unmistakable sound of wood breaking.  He fumbled the lantern, nearly dropping it, as the back-left wheel of the wagon broke loose of its axel.  Rion shouted as the wagon tipped, collapsing on that side and dragging across the ground as the horses surged forward, whinnying with terror.

But terrified or not, the horses could not keep up the pace they’d set, not while dragging the dead weight of the wagon behind them, and they began to slow.  Rion was lying nearly on his side now as the wagon continued to lurch, and his free hand clutched the front, the only thing keeping him from falling.  

A howl from the darkness around them, and another nightling hurled toward them, striking the wagon near the horses with such force that Rion’s grip was knocked loose.  He was aware of the lantern slipping from his sweating fingers.  Then, the next thing he knew, he was tumbling across the hard-packed trail, striking the ground and rolling end over end until finally coming to a groaning stop.  Gasping for air, Rion looked up to see the horses breaking free of their harnesses and, in seconds, they were loose and sprinting into the woods, their eyes wild with terror.  

He noticed what he at first took to be the flame of the lantern sitting a short distance away then realized with a thrill of fear that the wick had somehow been jarred loose in the crash.  What he’d taken to be the lantern was only the wick, lying on the ground, its poor light flickering, ready to go out at any moment.  The lantern housing—including the reservoir containing what little oil they had left—lay on its side a few feet away.

Rion stumbled to his feet, all too aware of the shadowy forms closing, surrounding him.  He nearly tripped as his ankle threatened to give way beneath him, and he realized for the first time that he must have sprained it in the fall.  He ignored the pain as best he could, staggering forward.  By the time he reached the lantern and scooped it up, Katherine had appeared near him.  She held the girl, Marta, in her arms, obviously straining under the effort.

The girl herself was unconscious, one side of her face coated in blood from a wound on her head she must have received in the crash.  But Rion had no time to worry about her, for in seconds the flame of the wick would go out and the creatures would waste no time tearing him and the others limb from limb.  He shuffled toward the lantern, opened the reservoir, and his breath caught in his throat at the diminished oil inside it.  Some of it must have spilled from the lantern when they’d been knocked over.

He carried the housing to where the wick lay, Katherine following behind.

Damnit, Rion thought.  The creatures were closing in on all sides of them now, a hungry tide of darkness, and he could see the glint of fangs and teeth in the poor light.  No time to make a fire, no time to grab firewood or tinder.  No time at all.  He opened the reservoir, saying a silent prayer that the grass was not too wet from dew, then poured some of the oil on the open flame of the wick.  It immediately blazed brighter, and there were hisses and grunts of pain from the nearest creatures as they shied away.  

“What are you doi—”

“The only thing I can do,” Rion snapped.  He poured more of the oil out, doing his best to space it evenly as he traced a circle around them.  The flame caught and, in seconds, they were surrounded by a ring of fire, so close that he felt the uncomfortable heat of it against his skin.

There was not enough room to lay the girl down, but Rion helped Katherine set her on her feet, and they each draped one of her arms across their shoulders.  “That won’t last long,” Katherine said in a quiet voice, glancing at the flames.

“No,” Rion agreed.

They stood there in silence then, and in minutes the flames surrounding them began to gutter and weaken.  Some of the creatures, eager for their meal, moved forward toward the light, testing it, only to give angry howls and hisses before retreating into the shadows once more.  Rion struggled to think of some solution, some way out of this, but there was nothing.  They were going to die here, in the darkness, and there was nothing he could do about it.

“Rion.”  He turned to find Katherine studying him, the truth of the thing in her eyes.  “Thank you.”

“Thank me?” he said, nonplussed.  “For what?”

She gave him a small smile.  “For trying.”

Rion found himself having to look away from the genuine gratitude in her gaze.  Damn you, Alesh, he thought.  Where are you when we need you?  Off slinking through the darkness like some monster, but if you were here, we might be saved, we might…But there was no point.  The man wasn’t here, that was all, and there was no way of knowing if he was even still alive.  And if he was?  Would he wield flames like Amedan, the God of Fire himself, would he strike these hungry, foul things down with swords made of fire and light?  It was ridiculous.  Stupid.  But, of course, the man had done it before—Rion had seen it.

Only, he did not think Alesh was the same man he had been then, thought that there was a darkness in him now, one to rival even that found in the hungry, lustful hearts of those creatures that surrounded them.  One that might, in truth, be greater.  Anyway, he thought, I hope you live, Alesh.  And I hope you save the girl.  Yes, he decided.  Perhaps they would survive.  It would be good to think so.  After all, someone should.

“I’m…sorry,” he said, his voice quiet.

“For what?”

He hesitated, staring at the flickering flames, the only barrier between them and certain death, beginning to die down in earnest now.  “I…I don’t know.  For being an ass, I guess.”

“It’s okay,” she said, putting her free hand on his shoulder.  “Someone has to be, don’t they?”

Rion was about to answer, but something caught his eye in the darkness off to their left, in the woods.  An orange flicker.  No, he told himself.  No, it’s just your imagination, that’s all.  No sane person would be out here.  Why would they be?  They wouldn’t, that was the truth.  He turned away to stare at the creatures in front of him, drawing a dagger from the inside of his tunic.  “I’ll be taking one of you bastards with me—that much I can promise you,” he said.

The creature he was eyeing seemed to meet his gaze, baring its teeth in response, as if it understood his words.  “You’ll do,” Rion said, raising the knife.  In seconds, the flames would go out.  He would have to be fast, would have to be lucky, but he thought he could make sure that one, at least, never killed anyone again.  It wasn’t much—it wasn’t enough, not really.  But it was all he had.

He bared his own teeth in a silent snarl, then just when he was preparing to charge out over the tiny flames, a ball of fire flew out of the woods, landing amongst the creatures.  Screams of rage and pain, as they scattered, then another ball of fire, and another followed.  In the space the creatures made to get away from the agony of the light, Rion saw that they were torches.  But how—

A second later, there was a shout, and he turned to see someone charging into the creatures from one end of the path, carrying two torches raised high.  At first, he couldn’t make the man out then, as the creatures fled before the flames, making a path through which the figure charged, Rion realized it was the Ferinan.  

Darl wore no shirt, and his muscled, dark torso shone with sweat and blood in the light of the torches.  But if whatever wounds had caused the blood pained him, he showed no sign as he rushed forward, and in seconds, he reached them.

“Oh, by the gods, Darl,” Katherine breathed, “I thought you were dead.”

“Not yet,” the Ferinan said, grinning widely.  

Looking closer at him, Rion saw that the man had several lengths of wood strapped at his side, pieces of what had been his shirt wrapped around them to create makeshift torches.  Rion, who had expected to be being digested right about then, laughed.  “Damnit, man, but it’s good to see you.”

The Ferinan winked. “Ah, I knew you would warm up to me sooner or later, friend Rion.”

“Warm up?  Gods, man, I’m tempted to kiss you right now.”

“How about instead of that, you show your gratitude by taking one of these torches?”  Darl said.  “My left arm is…not working well at the moment.”

Rion saw then that the blood on the man was from a long gash down his left bicep, and he quickly took the offered torch.  “It looks bad,” he said.  “You going to be okay?”

“Better than you were getting ready to be, I think,” Darl said.  

“Darl,” Katherine said, moving forward to examine the wound, “we need to bandage this as soon as pos—”

“In a few minutes,” the Ferinan interrupted.  “For now, we should each take a torch—those flames will keep the creatures back, but they will not last long.  We need to gather firewood and quickly.  Then, we will see to my arm.  And who is this?” he said, indicating the unconscious girl.

“Later,” Rion said, “I’ll introduce the two of you.  Though, I doubt you’ll thank me for it.”

Darl asked no more questions, and he and Rion set about gathering firewood while Katherine watched over the girl in the ring of light the torch provided.  It was an unenvious job, gathering wood with creatures hungry for his blood surrounded him, hissing and growling from the shadows, but Rion figured it was a lot less of a pain than getting torn into pieces would have been, so he went about it without complaint.

He carted what wood he could find back, making several trips, until finally Darl said that they had enough and instead of making one large blaze—as Rion had expected—the Ferinan set about crafting several smaller campfires in a ring around them.  “This way,” he explained, seeing Rion watching him thoughtfully, “if one goes out, we still have others to protect us.”

The man knew more about surviving in the darkness than any sane man should, so far as Rion was concerned, but he wasn’t about to complain as that knowledge was what was currently keeping him and the others alive, so he only nodded.  “Of course.  Smart.”

“For a dusky-skinned savage?”  Darl asked, grinning.

Rion winced.  “For anybody.  I really appreciate what you did, Darl.  Truly.  We thought you died somewhere outside the city.  The townspeople…”

“I know,” the Ferinan said, bending and using the torch he carried to light another of his blazes.  “I met one of their hunting parties, in the woods.  Three of them.  I did not get many questions out before they decided to let their crossbows and their swords do the talking for them.  By the time I backtracked to town in search of you and Katherine, you had already gone.”

“Three of them,” Rion said, impressed, once again, by the Ferinan’s skill.  “That what happened to your arm, then?”

Darl glanced at the wound.  “No, that came later.”

“Sure,” Rion said, thanking the gods that the man was on their side.  “Of course it did.”

Soon, half a dozen campfires were lit in a circle around them, and Rion felt safer than he could remember feeling in a very long time.  The girl lay unconscious in the center of the circle, Katherine sitting beside her.  She had seen to Marta and Darl’s wounds, bandaging them with the remaining strips of the Ferinan’s shirt which he’d saved in case he needed them and now she was checking on the girl.  Rion stood beside Darl, watching them.  He had recounted their experience in the town to the Ferinan who had listened as he worked, making no comment.

“What do we do now?” he said in a whisper.

The Ferinan smiled.  “Perhaps you should get some sleep.  I will keep watch for these townfolk of yours, but I do not expect that they will venture this far, not in the darkness.  For though they might think it their ally, shadows have a way of turning, of changing when a man least expects it, and only a fool trusts them.”

Rion frowned doubtfully.  “These people didn’t strike me as particularly clever.  Insane, sure, but not clever.”

Darl nodded.  “And so I will watch.”

“But you haven’t had any sleep either,” Rion protested, feeling guilty at the thought of lying down while the Ferinan stood guard over them.  “I can take first watch, and—”

“No,” Darl answered.  “You have had a traumatic experience, Rion.  There is no shame in being tired—all men grow weary, sooner or later.  It is the way of things.  Rest, and I will wake you soon—you may take the next watch.”

Rion grunted.  “Fine, but make sure to wake me up.”

“Of course.”

Sighing, Rion walked closer to the center of the firelight and lay down, staring up at the starless sky, the moon a pale, almost invisible sliver in that blanket of darkness.  He could hear the rustling of the creatures circling around their makeshift sanctuary, the occasional hiss or grunt, angry at being rebuffed when they had been so close to feeding.  How could a man sleep with such noises, knowing that, less than a dozen feet away, creatures prowled the darkness, looking for any sign of weakness, any opening they might exploit to come at him and the others?  Well, he thought, maybe I won’t get any sleep, but you bastards aren’t getting a meal either.

But despite this thought, the trials of the day and days before it took their toll and, within seconds of closing his eyes, Rion was fast asleep.

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Three 

 

 

 

He stood beside the ocean.  He did not know how he had come to be here or why.  It was night, and the moon was a sickly orb in the sky.  The sand beneath his feet and on the shore around him, was black, as if it had been burned by some great, raging fire.  The air was still and there was no sound, only his breaths, pluming in the cool air before him.

Where am I?  

He knew that he had been walking.  To the south.  Always, to the south, to the man who had taken Sonya.  Blood behind him on the trail and blood ahead, and he…he wanted it.  Didn’t he?  He felt strange, uneasy, like a man who has woken from some terrible nightmare and found that the ground beneath his feet—the ground on which he has built his entire life—is nowhere near as steady, as sure, as he believed it to be.

Perhaps, the question was not “Where am I?” but instead, “Where have I gone?” For he did not remember much of the past days and weeks.  Nothing but blood and steel and death.  Yes, that he remembered all too well.  And had that truly been him, cutting those men down, reveling in the feel of them dying beneath his blade, glorying in that violence, in their screams?

There was a sudden roar from the ocean, the waves tall, the water shifting tumultuously as if some great beast lurked just beneath the surface, restless and preparing to break through.  The sky overhead was choked with storm clouds, churning black and big and cruel.  They flew across the sky, impossibly fast, impossibly dark, as if the storm they would bring was worse than any the world had ever seen, was worse than any the world would see again.

Rain began to spill from those skies in sheets so thick he could see little of the world around him.  Spilling as the blood had from those men who had come against him.  No, the question was not where he was, not truly.  The question, the only real one, was who he was.  

Visions of the past days and weeks replayed over and over in his mind, one dead man falling beneath his blade, then another and another.  So many that their individuality meant nothing, could mean nothing.  They were only more, more dead to keep the others company, more sins to stack high against him. 

I am not that man.  

But he was.  Denial would not change that, and he could not refute the blood that stained his hands even now.  

“Alesh.”

The voice was quiet, barely audible over the driving rain, and he frowned, turning to stare down the shore.  A robed man walked there.  Each step he took appeared to be an incredible struggle, as if some great, invisible weight pressed down on him.  His robe was ragged, torn in a dozen places, and he left a trail of blood behind him, blood that shone in the darkness like fire.  

At first, Alesh did not know this suffering stranger, did not recognize him.  And then he did.  “Priest?” he said. “What are you—” He cut off at the crash of thunder.  Lightning lit up the sky, showing that churning maelstrom of ocean and cloud in all its terrible truth.  The priest cried out, collapsing to one knee.

Alesh hesitated.  The man was still some distance down the beach, and the storm was only growing worse.  How long before those great waves in the distance rose up and swallowed the shore and the sand, swallowed him, too?  He should leave.  Run while he could, away from here, away from this nightmare place and its storms.  

Torrik.  My father’s name is Torrik.  The thought came unbidden to his mind, as if spoken by someone else, but the words were enough to galvanize him.  He began moving, running toward the fallen man.  He was there soon, kneeling beside him.  Closer, he saw that the man’s face was bloody and bore several long cuts, as if claws had raked him.  Lightning struck again, closer now, the light of it blinding in the near-darkness, and thunder roared as if angry that Alesh should go to this man, should help him.  

Alesh put one hand on the man’s shoulder, gazing up at the sky.  “You should not be here, Priest.  No one should.”

“I-I know,” the robed man answered in a gasp.  “But I came to retrieve something lost.”

“Your mind?”  Alesh said.

A small smile from the robed man, and he raised his head with noticeable effort, meeting Alesh’s eyes.  “You.”

Alesh’s mind finally caught up then, and where before a dark fog had settled over his memory, his thoughts, now they shone through clear.  Not a priest, not this man, but a god.  A wounded one.  Maybe a dying one.  Another crack of thunder, and a quick glance showed the massive, roiling waves coming closer to the shore now.  How long did they have?  Minutes?  Moments?  

“The storm grows worse.”

Alesh turned back to the god, Amedan himself, father of all the gods.  “Yes.”  And again, “You should not be here.”

“No one should,” the god answered, repeating Alesh’s own words.

“Then you’ve doomed yourself,” Alesh said.  “There is no escaping this place, I think.  And what of your wounds?  I see no one but us—how did you come to be so hurt?”

“The journey into darkness, Alesh, is never without pain, though it might seem so, at first.  Look, then, at your own hands.”

Alesh did, saw the blood staining them.  “It’s not mine,” he said in a whisper.

“You’re wrong,” the god said.  “It is yours in truth, now, for you have taken it, and in so doing have made it your own.”

The words pierced Alesh, more real, more agonizing than any of the blades with which those men had attacked him.  For swords, daggers, these could be parried, could be stayed.  But there was no staying the truth, no avoiding it.  “Do you have a plan, then?” he said, wanting—needing—to change the subject.  “To get us out of here?”

“I cannot get us out of here, Alesh,” the man said.  “You brought us here, carried us on a road paved in crimson.  Only you can show us the way out.”

“Wait a minute,” Alesh said, “do you mean to tell me that you came here without a plan?  That the most powerful god, the father of all the minor gods in the world, can’t do anything?”

“This is not that world, Alesh,” the man said.  “But then, I think you know that.  And yes, I had a plan.”

“Well?”  Alesh demanded, glancing at the towering walls of water surging closer and closer to the shore, crashing against each other as if impatient to swallow these two interlopers who had dared venture near.  “What is it?”

The god gave a weak laugh.  “Faith, Alesh.  That is my plan.”

He shook his head, staring at Amedan.  “Faith.  Better if you would have brought an army.”  He wiped an arm across his face in a vain effort to clear the rivulets of rain water and ocean spray from his eyes.  “Or maybe a tent.  Not that it would matter much.  There’s no way out of here.  Nothing.”

“There is always a way out, Alesh.  A way back.”

“Then stop being so damned cryptic and tell me already!”  Alesh shouted, and it seemed to him that, as if growing from his own anger, the sounds of the storm grew louder.  

“I cannot show you, Alesh,” the god answered weakly.  He wavered, and would have fallen if not for Alesh’s hand on his shoulder.  “You must find it yourself.  As every man must.  As every god must.”

Alesh growled in frustration.  They were running out of time and, as always, the god might as well have been speaking a different language for all the use his advice was.  He glanced around the shore.  Nothing.  Nothing but sand and more of it.  And the storm, of course.  Coming toward them, the air practically sparking with energy from the nearby lightning strikes which grew greater and greater in number by the second.  

“There’s nothing, damnit.  Nothi—” He cut off as he noticed an outcrop of rock in the distance.  Had that been there before?  It didn’t matter.  What did was that it was far away, and the storm would be on them in moments.  Far, but he could make it, he thought.  If he ran.  If he left the god behind.  He hesitated, thinking.

Then, he made his choice, rising and draping one of the god’s arms over his shoulder.  As he did, he no longer felt the driving rain on his skin.  He could see it—still coming down in sheets all around them—but it was as if an invisible roof hovered just above their heads, keeping it away.  Even the angry sounds of the thunder sounded distant, muted, as if it had receded.  But there was no time to think about it.  The god was heavy—heavier than Alesh would have believed possible, and shelter was still far away.  

“It’s…so…far,” he panted.

The god was wincing in pain, but he managed to speak in gasps.  “The further a man journeys down his chosen path, the longer, the more arduous, the return must be.”

Alesh didn’t bother trying to consider what that meant, only forced one step in front of the other, struggling under the weight of his burden.  

A terrible struggle, each step a trial all its own, a test all its own.  The storm around them raged with insane hunger, lightning strikes only feet away but not able, somehow, to penetrate the small, protective bubble in which they found themselves.  Alesh was sure they would not make it, that they could not.  Such a storm, after all, was meant to consume, to destroy, and whatever kept it at bay could not stand for long.

Then, suddenly, they were there, and he was lying the god down underneath the shelter of the large slabs of stone.  

His breath heaving in his chest, Alesh leaned against the wall of the small cave.  “Good thing you did…whatever you did.  It brought us through…the storm.”

“I did nothing, Alesh,” the god said.  “You did.”

Alesh blinked at that, staring out of the small opening at the storm raging outside, and he realized that such a storm, such a place, could not take a man, not truly.  He must give himself to it first.  And he had, hadn’t he?  With steel and blood he had brought himself here, to this place, to this ever-hungry storm.  “They have Sonya,” he said, his voice a quiet whisper, barely audible even to his own ears.

“I know,” the god said.  “But she is not here, in this place, Alesh.  She never was.  And so you would not find her here.  You never could.”

“And the others?  Katherine and Rion…Darl?”  

“They have suffered,” the god said.  “But they live yet.  They journey, Alesh, but the darkness presses in, always, and without you to light their way, they will fall.”

Doubt began to rise in Alesh’s mind, but he forced it back down.  Doubt would not help him, not now, just as it would not help his friends.  “But how do I get to them?” he asked. “How do I leave—”  He cut off as light burgeoned deep in the cave, not the ruddy glow of torchlight, but the bright, soft light of dawn.  “Wha…that was not there before,” he said.

“It was always there, Alesh.  You just had to choose to see it.”

Alesh rose, staring toward the light, somewhere beyond which, he knew, his friends waited for him.  But he paused, looking back.  “What of you?  Will you be okay?”

“Oh,” the god said, rising awkwardly to his feet.  “I think I will be leaving now.  After all, I have found what I came for.”

Alesh grunted, gave a nod.  Then he turned and stepped into the light.

 

***
 

He was walking.  At first, he thought that the storm, the beach, and Amedan had been nothing but a dream, one he’d fallen into without ever slowing his pace, but he dismissed the idea.  No, that had been real, the thunder and lightning, the anger he’d felt, it had all been real.

He had been dreaming, but not then.  Instead, he had spent the last several weeks in a dream, a red dream and one from which he had not thought to waken.  The truth was that he had hardly thought at all, and what little had passed through his mind had been full of venom and poison.  And he realized that in his journey, he had not sought to protect or save Sonya, not really.  Instead, it had become a journey of death, one in which he had only wanted to inflict pain on those who had wronged him, to make them hurt as he hurt.  

That anger, that hate, had been enough to keep all thought, all other sensation at bay.  But now, free of that maelstrom, feeling came rushing back and, with it, pain.  Pain so great that Alesh staggered and fell to one knee.  His whole body hurt.  A dozen cuts and scrapes, some shallow and some not, muscles sore and weary beyond belief from his journey and, worst of all, the pain in his arm where the arrow had taken him.  A terrible, throbbing, sickening pain, and it was all he could do to keep from retching out the contents of his stomach on the forest path.  He had no idea what that would be.  He didn’t remember when he’d last eaten, but judging by the dull, empty ache in his stomach, it had been some time.  

Even his head felt fuzzy, his thoughts muddled, and there was a dizziness overcoming him that he did not like.  Yet he realized that, for the first time since he could remember, the scar on his shoulder did not burn.  He looked down at it and felt some relief to see that the black lines that had been spreading from it had shrunken, now only appearing around the scar itself as they had since he’d been a child.  His relief, however, was short lived as he noted that a piece of the crossbow bolt still stuck out of his arm, most having been broken off in one of his fights with the Redeemers.  The flesh around the wound was an angry, swollen red.  Pus leaked from it, and there was a foul smell to it that left no doubt that the wound had become infected.  

Which probably explained some of the dullness to his thoughts and the feverish heat suffusing him.  How long had he been traveling?  And just how bad was the infection?  He had heard of men dying from less, and there was no denying how weak he felt.  He had studied some small bit of first aid during his time as Chosen Olliman’s servant.  It had been one of the many subjects in which he’d grown interested while spending nearly all his free moments in the castle’s library, but for all his reading, he had nowhere near the necessary knowledge to deal with the infection.

So do what you can, he thought.  Don’t waste time worrying on the things you can’t change.  He ripped a piece of his shirt free—it was easy enough, as most of it was in rags anyway—then walked to the nearest tree and sat down.  Then, clenching his teeth, he pulled at what remained of the crossbow bolt.  Pain, hot and terrible, as the shattered piece of quarrel seemed to fight his efforts.  Finally, it came out with a sickening squelching sound, and the dizziness washed over him, threatening unconsciousness.

Alesh bit his tongue, and the sharp pain brought back some clarity.  He shook his head and examined the bolt in his hands.  Coated in blood and pus.  He grunted in disgust and tossed it away.  He cleaned the wound as best he could, then wrapped it in the makeshift bandage he’d fashioned from the fabric of his shirt.

Once he was finished, he rose unsteadily to his feet, using the tree for support until the worst of the dizziness passed.  Then he started forward, continuing down the trail.  There was nothing else to be done.  He wasn’t sure how far he walked or for how long—in his battered, fevered state, the landscape around him was little more than a blur, and time lost all meaning.  

Eventually, he topped a rise and saw a town in the distance and without knowing how, he knew that he had reached Celadra.  Somewhere within that place, the one who had taken Sonya waited.  He, and who knew how many others.  Somewhere, too, there might be a healer, one Alesh could find to cure the infection coursing within him.  If, that was, such a cure was still possible.  

Those who had taken Sonya would have laid a trap for him, that he knew.  They would be lying in wait, ready to pounce, and in his weakened state it would not take much at all for them to bring him down.  He had passed the last town over a day ago, and were he to turn around, he knew he would not make it there before the fever overcame him.  So, with a slow deep breath to steady himself, he began down the hill toward the town of Celadra and whatever fate awaited him there.  There was nothing else to be done.

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Four 

 

 

 

“What does it even mean, anyway, stealing?  It’s just a word, idn’t it.  Like ‘criminal’ or ‘king.’  Just a word.”

“Yeah,” Rion grumbled, “just a word.  Like ‘execution’ or ‘torture.’”

Katherine was unable to repress her sigh.  Marta had roused a short time ago while they were loading her onto the two horses Darl had stolen from a farmhouse.  Katherine was glad the girl was alive and well, but she would have just as soon she slept for a few hours longer.  Since she’d woken, they’d been riding south, and the entire time Katherine had been forced to listen to her and Rion bickering like two children about the morality of stealing.  If it continued much longer, she was sure she’d have to really start considering the morality of murder.

“Right, exactly my point,” the girl said.  “I mean, sure, stealin’ can be bad, but if you ain’t got it, and you need it, is it still bad?  Speakin’ of, did I ever tell you the story about how I stole the sun once?”

“The sun?”  Rion said, incredulous. 

“That’s right, the big one, up in the sky there.”  She pointed at it then, as if they all might have thought she’d meant some other sun.  “But I put it back, so it wasn’t really stealin’.  Borrowin’, maybe.”

Rion made a disgusted sound.  “You didn’t steal the damned sun,” he snapped.

“No,” the girl said, “that’s what I’m tellin’ you.  I borrowed it.  The same ways the dark-skinned fella there borrowed the horses.”

“Somehow I doubt the farmer will see it that way, or the soldiers, when they find us.”

“Well, least they can see,” Marta said.  “On account of I returned the sun and all.”

Rion hissed and was opening his mouth to speak, but Katherine beat him to it.  “Enough, both of you,” she said.  “You didn’t steal the sun, Marta, that’s a lie just like all the others.”  

The girl looked ashamed, refusing to meet her eyes, and Rion laughed.  “Of course she didn’t, thank the gods someone is—”

“And you, Rion,” she said, “why don’t you just let it go?  First of all, yes, Darl stole some horses, but soldiers are already after us, and the gods know they can’t kill us twice.  So why don’t you just shut up and either say something productive or don’t say anything?”

He opened his mouth as if he intended to protest, but in the end he only scowled.  The girl too, remained silent, and Katherine breathed a heavy sigh of relief. Finally.  Peace.  None of Rion’s incessant complaining or the girl’s outrageous lies.  Of course, it couldn’t last, and less than five minutes later, Marta was speaking again.

“The moon.  Now, that might be fun.”

“What’s that?”  Rion asked, and Katherine cringed.  Seconds later, the two were back in a heated debate about whether or not it was possible to steal the moon and—since that wasn’t stupid enough—what a person would do with it once they had it.  

Darl raised his hand where he rode ahead, motioning for them to stop.  He led his horse to the side of the road and hopped out of the saddle, frowning down at something Katherine couldn’t see.  After a moment, he turned, beckoning them forward, and Katherine hopped off her own horse, all too happy for an excuse to escape her two companions, if even only for a moment.  

She heard them dismounting as well and turned.  “You had both best stay here—I’ll see what’s going on.”

“Stay here?”  Rion asked, shooting a scowl at Marta.

“That’s right,” Katherine said, “the soldiers might come, and we wouldn’t want to all be grouped up, if they did.  Besides,” she continued, meeting his eyes, “there’s less chance of one of us being killed that way.”  Or one of us becoming a murderer, as far as that goes.  

He opened his mouth, perhaps to disagree, but Katherine started away, ignoring Rion’s groan from behind her as Marta started up again.  She made it to Darl and followed his eyes down to something lying in the grass on the side of the road.  “What is it?”

He frowned.  “A broken shaft from an arrow or crossbow bolt.”

Katherine frowned.  “But what is it doing here, in the middle of nowhere?  We haven’t seen a single traveler on the road and—” She cut off, realizing whose blood it most likely was staining the grass at the base of the tree, whose flesh the arrow must have pierced.  She turned to the Ferinan who watched her with a troubled gaze.  “Alesh.”

He nodded.  “I believe so.”

“Well,” she said, swallowing.  “At least…I mean, at least he got it out, right?  And he isn’t here, so he must still be alive…”  She trailed off, all too aware of how weak her argument sounded, even to her own ears.

“Yes, or at least he was.”

“What do you mean by that?” she asked in a breathy, scared voice.  There was something in the Ferinan’s tone that she did not like.

Instead of answering, he knelt and picked up the piece of wood, lifting it to his nose and smelling it.  With a frown of disgust, he tossed it away, nodding.  “As I feared.  Infection—you can smell it.”

“Infection,” Katherine repeated, and the word had never seemed so full of dire portent as it did then.  “How…how bad?”

He regarded her, his expression somber.  “Bad.  Another day, perhaps two.  If something is not done…”

He did not finish, and Katherine did not need him to.  His meaning was clear enough, and she found herself remembering the dream, remembering Deitra telling her how important it was that they find Alesh.  She stared down at the blood-stained grass, at the wooden shaft, and felt an unreasonable hate for that small sliver of wood.  To think that the world’s hopes, its chances of surviving, might be destroyed by something so simple…it was almost more than she could stand.  Then her eyes caught on the blood, and she felt a flare of hope.  “The blood.  It’s still wet.”

The Ferinan nodded.  “Yes.  The Son of the Morning must have passed here only a few hours ago—I suspect some time in the night.”

“We’re close then,” she said.  

“Yes.”

“Then let’s find him.”  She walked back to her horse, climbed into the saddle, and the two cut off their bickering enough to study her.  

“What was it?  Why does Darl look so worried?”  Rion asked.

“It’s nothing.  Alesh is close—let’s go.”  

 

***
 

The town of Celadra was quiet, too quiet, and Rion found himself thinking of Strellia, the memories of a whole town out to kill him and his companions still fresh in his mind.  “I don’t like this,” he said.

“So you’ve said,” Katherine said.  “But it doesn’t matter what we like—Alesh is here.  Somewhere.”

“Yeah?”  Rion asked, glancing around at the empty buildings, at the abandoned street through which they led the horses.  “Where is he then?”

She didn’t answer.  Instead, she led her horse forward to where the Ferinan rode up front.  “I don’t think she likes you,” Marta said from beside him.

Rion scowled.  “Oh?  And I suppose she just loves you then, is that it?”

The girl shrugged.  “I don’t know.  Could be she does.  Definitely likes me more than you anyway—you talk too much.”

Rion’s face heated.  “I talk too much?  Gods, you haven’t stopped talking since we found you.”

The girl said something else, but Rion wasn’t listening, too busy watching as Darl and Katherine stopped in front of a small building, its sign marking it as a healer’s storefront. Frowning, he rode up to them.

“—would have come here,” Katherine was saying.

“Perhaps,” Darl agreed.  “We had best check at any rate.”

Rion suddenly felt very vulnerable, out in the open as they were.  “You sure we should stop?” he said, studying the town around them.  “I mean…if Alesh is here, surely he’ll hear us and come out.”

“Unless he can’t,” Katherine said.

Rion frowned.  “And what does that mean?  Why wouldn’t he be able to—”

“Enough, Rion,” Katherine snapped.  “Just…wait here with Marta.  We’re going to check it out.”

With that, she dismounted, the Ferinan following suit.  The two hitched their horses to a post made for the purpose and soon they were disappearing into the healer’s shop, the sound of the door closing behind them echoing like a thundercrack in the stillness.  “I don’t like this,” Rion muttered to himself.  “Not at all.”

“What’s to like?”  

He turned to see the girl, Marta, beside him.  She, too, was casting worried glances at their surroundings, as if she expected an army to materialize out of thin air at any moment.  Not that she had much to worry about.  Being invisible sounded like a pretty damned good trick just then, better than rolling the god’s eyes at dice every time, that much was certain.  

There was a scuffling sound from a nearby alleyway, and Rion spun, his hand reaching for one of the blades in his tunic.  But he saw nothing.  Just empty streets and alleys.  Just your damned imagination, he thought.  At least, this time.  And the next?  Would he turn around only to see a town full of people bearing down on them, moving in that eerie, silent way that the people in Strellia had?  A cold chill ran through him, and he found himself holding his breath, trying to look everywhere at once.  “Come on,” he said after a minute.  “Let’s see if they need any help.”

For once, the girl didn’t argue, but followed him silently through the door, apparently as eager to be off the street as he was.  The inside of the healer’s shop was cast in a gloom only slightly marred by the dull sunlight filtering through the windows.  The walls of the room were outlined with shelves on which sat a collection of herbs, vials, and mortars and pestles, enough to rival some of the best healers’ shops in the city, and Rion supposed that, so far away from civilization, a well-stocked healer’s would be a priority.  

A thin layer of dust coated everything, and of Katherine and Darl there was no sign save the imprint their feet had made on the dusty floor.  Several doors branched off from the main room, leading to what Rion suspected were rooms set aside for patients too sick to go back home and that the healer—or healers—would want to see to personally.  He saw that one of the doors was open and started toward it.  As he drew closer, he could hear the faint, muffled sound of conversation from somewhere within.  “Stay here.”

As he walked, Rion was all too aware of the prints his own feet left on the floor, feeling as if he were trespassing in a place he did not belong.  It was as if he were traveling through some great mausoleum in which only the dead were welcome.

They were inside the room, huddled around the small bed.  “Hey, what’s going on?”

Katherine started, turning to look at him.  “What are you doing in here?”

“Trying not to die,” he said dryly, “same as always.  Anyhow, what are you looking at?”

The Ferinan reached down and grabbed something, then held it up for him to see.  Several strips of bandages, coated in blood as if they’d been dunked in a bucket of the stuff, and a half-empty vial of an amber liquid he didn’t recognize.  “What’s all that then?”  Rion asked.

Darl met his eyes.  “Someone came here to patch themselves up—there was a single line of footprints in the floor when we walked in.  Whoever it was, they lost a lot of blood.”

Rion felt his heart speed up in his chest, and he studied their worried looks.  “That doesn’t mean it’s Alesh.  It’s a town, after all, and this is a healer’s.  Anybody that gets hurt would be brought here.  Shit, for all we know it might have just been one fool farmer or another treated his mule badly and got a good kicking for it.”

“One of the farmers—and mules—that we have seen cluttering the town?”  Katherine asked, raising an eyebrow.  “And never mind that—you were supposed to stay with the horses.”

Rion snorted.  “Gods, woman, what do you think’s going to happen to them?  The town’s dead, all of it.  They’ll be fine for a few minutes.  Unless they maybe die of boredom.”

“That’s not the point,” she began, “it—” But whatever she had been about to say was drowned out by the first sound of any significance they’d heard since entering the town.  It was the sound of the horses.  Screaming.

The three of them rushed into the main room to see Marta slamming the door shut and throwing the latch.  She turned back to them, blinking.  “Any of you know some fellas in black armor and red cloaks?”

Rion’s heart lurched in his chest.  “Why?”

“Well,” the girl said, “they just killed the horses.”

Katherine turned and scowled at Rion, but it was Marta who spoke.  “Why would they do such a thing?  They were nice horses.  They listened to my stories without calling me a liar.”

“Your lies, you mean,” Rion muttered, but he was barely paying attention, his thoughts on the death of the horses, on what that meant.  

“Right,” the girl said.  “Still, that don’t explain why they would kill them.”

“Isn’t it obvious?”  Rion snapped.  “They don’t want us going anywhere.”

“How many?”  Darl asked, and the Ferinan spoke so rarely that they all turned to look at him.

Marta hesitated.  “Eight, maybe?  It’s hard to say for sure on account of some of them went around back.”

The three adults shared a look at that.  There was no reason for them to go around the back of the healer’s.  Unless, of course, there was a way out.  Unless there was a way in.  “See to it,” Darl said, nodding to Rion and Katherine as he hefted his spear. “I will watch the front.”

“Shouldn’t we—” Rion began, but cut off at the sound of someone banging on the door to the shop.  

“Go!”  Darl said. “Secure the door, if you can.”  

Rion started away, pausing to glance back and see the Ferinan and the girl struggling to push one of the large shelves over.  It fell, sending glass vials falling to the floor where they shattered.  Then they pushed it into place, and moments later the shelf’s bulk blocked the bottom half of the doorway.

His attention was pulled away as Katherine grabbed hold of him.  “You check that door,” she said, pointing to one of the closed doors.  “I’ll look here.”

Struggling to bring some semblance of order to his frantic thoughts, Rion nodded, opening the door she’d indicated and stepping inside.  He cast his gaze around the room.  A bed, a small nightstand, a shelf, but no door, no way out—and then a woman’s scream sent chills down his spine, and he rushed out of the room.

A quick glance at the door showed that the Redeemers had broken it down, and the Ferinan was doing what he could to hold them off, his spear darting forward with incredible speed, like a snake lashing out, swift and deadly.  But they kept coming even as the wounded among their number fell away.  Rion couldn’t tell for sure in the chaos, but it looked as if dozens crowded the doorway, trying to climb over the makeshift barricade.  More than eight, that was certain.  Far more.  The girl, Marta, stood a little way further back, slinging potion vials at the men there as if she were at some county fair trying to win a prize.  

Rion could do nothing to help them, so he said a quick prayer that the Ferinan was able to hold the door as he charged into the room into which Katherine had disappeared.  This one wasn’t a bedroom but what appeared to serve as an office or study.  A large desk sat in the room’s center and behind it, a door.  A door that was currently open and crowded with red-cloaked men pushing their way inside.  Shit.  

Katherine screamed again, and Rion spun to see that one of the men had pushed her back against the wall.  Both of the woman’s hands were clamped around the wrist of her attacker’s sword arm, desperately struggling to keep the steel at bay.

Rion reached into his tunic, withdrawing one of his blades and—in the same motion—hurled it at the man.  It flipped through the air, end over end, before it finally lodged itself in the Redeemer’s back, between his shoulder blades.  The Redeemer bellowed in pain, stumbling away from Katherine and dropping his sword, pawing at his back in an attempt to withdraw the dagger that was just out of his reach.

Katherine was gasping even as she reached down to scoop up the man’s sword, but Rion had no time to worry about her.  Another moment, and the Redeemers crowding the doorway would be inside, and all the luck in the world wouldn’t save them then.  So he did the only thing he could think of—a thing he’d tried, with only moderate success, to avoid all his life: he charged into battle.

The red-cloaked man at the front was big, at least fifty pounds heavier than Rion himself.  He was stepping inside to allow another of his companions in, so Rion charged into him, his shoulder leading, knocking him backward and forcing him out of the doorway to give himself an opportunity to close and latch it.

At least, that’s what he meant to do.  What actually happened was that the large Redeemer was only knocked back one step, but remained standing, caught by those behind him, while Rion himself bounced off as if he’d struck a stone wall.  He stumbled and would have fallen had his back not struck the desk in the center of the room.  

The Redeemer grinned cruelly, then drew his sword, swinging it in a vicious downward arc.  With a yelp, Rion rolled backward off the desk, narrowly avoiding the steel that cleaved deeply into the wood.  He didn’t manage to get his feet under him after the desperate maneuver, and he hit the ground hard, cursing.  He jerked himself back to his feet in time to see his attacker trying to pull his sword free of the oak desk.  Before the man had a chance to get it loose, Rion lunged forward, jumping onto the desk and burying one of his knives in the man’s throat.

The Redeemer’s eyes snapped open wide as blood spurted from the wound.  Rion ripped the blade free, and the Redeemer stumbled backward, pressing his hand against his throat in a vain effort to stop the crimson flood.  “Serves you right,” Rion spat, but a quick glance up and his moment of triumph died a quick death.  

The doorway was empty and the Redeemers that had been clogging it were inside.  Six of them, spreading around the room.  Too many, Rion knew, and he had the sudden urge to flee back into the main room with Darl and Marta but dismissed the idea as quickly as it had come.  If they did that, they would have enemies at their front and back, would become surrounded in moments, and it didn’t take a tactical genius to know how that would end.

So instead, as the red-cloaked men spread out around the room, he backed up to stand beside Katherine who held the sword she’d appropriated in a two-handed grip.  Rion was no master at arms, no talented swordsman, but a quick look at the awkward way she held the weapon let him know that she wasn’t either.  “What do you think?” she asked.

“I think I’d maybe like to go to a nice tavern, have a few ales, play some cards and pass out.”  Rion muttered.

“Sounds good,” she said, meeting his eyes.  “But we probably ought to finish this first.”

He saw the fatal resignation in her eyes, her understanding of what was going to happen in her expression.  “Well,” he said, nodding sharply, “we’ve got guests.  I guess we’d better go ahead and see to them.”

He drew a second dagger from his tunic then turned to watch the closest man who had been creeping around on his left.  “Good luck,” he said to Katherine as she turned to watch another.  Then he charged the nearest man.

The Redeemer let out a shout of surprise, not having expected Rion to come at him, and the truth was Rion was just as shocked as he was, but he ducked the man’s wild swing, burying one of his blades in his side, up under his armor.  The man screamed, bringing his sword back around, but Rion was already moving again, stepping to the side.  He ripped his blade free and, before the man could turn, plunged it into the back of his neck.  The Redeemer stiffened, the sword falling from his hands, and a second later he followed it to the floor.  

One down, Rion thought, but he was already exhausted from the brief scuffle.  Still, it was something.  He was just turning, preparing to meet the next, when something struck him in the side of the face with the force of a smith’s hammer.  Light exploded in his vision, and he wasn’t aware of his feet going out from under him.  

The next thing he knew, hands were on his tunic, jerking him roughly to his feet, and a snarling face was inches away from his own.  “You’ll die bad for killin’ Gregor, boy.  I’ll make sure of it.”

Rion was dazed, the room and the man’s face little more than vague blurs, and he opened his mouth, intending to ask the man how someone could die good, but he never got the chance.  There was a flash of something at the corner of his vision, and the Redeemer’s eyes went wide, threatening to bulge out of their sockets.  Then Rion watched, confused, his scrambled mind not understanding, as the man’s head slid from his shoulders in a crimson fountain.  

But even in death, the man refused to let go of his hold, and Rion was dragged to the ground with him as he fell, grunting as he struck the hardwood of the floor.  

“—you okay?”

The voice was muffled, unclear, and Rion blinked, staring upward at the figure above him, and dazed or not, a flood of fear filled him.  The apparition looming over him was coated in blood as if he’d taken a bath in the stuff.  I must be dead, I must be—The thought cut off as he recognized something of the man’s features beneath the crimson mask covering them.  “A-Alesh?” he asked.

“You shouldn’t have come here,” the man said, “none of you should have.”

“You’ll…get no argument out of me,” Rion said, his tongue feeling two sizes too big in his mouth, his words sounding woolly and unclear even to his own ears. 

But if the man had trouble understanding, he gave no sign.  Instead, he grabbed one of Rion’s hands and pulled him to his feet.  “K-Katherine,” Rion said, “we need to—”

“It’s okay, Rion.  I’m safe.”

Alesh turned to her and, as he did, Rion saw her standing with her back against the room’s wall.  She still held the sword, and it trembled in her hands, but no blood coated the steel.  Looking around the rest of the room, Rion saw with surprise that all the Redeemers lay scattered on the office floor, save for one who was sprawled across the desk.  None of them moved, and considering that most were missing their heads, Rion decided he would have been pretty upset if they had.

“Y-you saved us.”  Rion asked, bewildered, and part of him felt like laughing.  All this way, all those days traveling trying to save him, and instead the man had shown up at the last second and rescued them.

“Not yet,” Alesh said.  “Come on.”  He led them back into the common room where the Ferinan was still struggling to hold off the Redeemers trying to force their way inside.  One had a hold of Darl’s shoulder and was trying to pull him out, had actually dragged the Ferinan halfway across the toppled bookshelf, yet still Darl’s spear arm flew out, wounding or killing any that came close as he struggled to break free of the man’s grip.

Alesh didn’t hesitate, charging forward.  A flash of steel, and the Redeemer’s arm was severed at the elbow.  The man screamed, stumbling back into his comrades, of which, Rion noted, there were still far too many.  A dozen?  Two?  There was no way to tell for sure by the poor view the doorway provided.  He turned and scowled at the girl.  “You said eight.”

“Well,” she hissed, “I’m sorry if my counting skills don’t match your expectations.  I’m sure my tutor will be disappointed the next time he visits me in the alleyway I live in.”

Rion blinked at the surprising vehemence in the girl’s tone, but his attention was caught by Alesh who rushed to one of the still-standing shelves and began looking through its contents.  He noted Rion watching him.  “Make a fire,” he said.

“A fire?”  Rion asked.  “Gods, man, why in the world would I do that?  We’d burn the whole place dow—” He froze, blinking.

“Make a fire,” Alesh repeated, then he resumed sorting through the shelf’s contents as if looking for something.

Fire, Rion thought desperately, make a fire.  An idea struck him, and he rushed back into the office where he’d seen parchments lying on the desk.  Wincing in disgust, he pushed the body off the wooden surface, his stomach roiling uncomfortably at the still-warm, dead weight of it.  Then he grabbed the stack of parchments he’d seen.  Damp with blood, but dry enough to burn.  He hoped.  He realized then that he didn’t have any flint, that it—along with their other belongings—had been stowed on the horses.  The dead horses that were currently surrounded by Redeemers.

“Make a fire,” he muttered.  As if Rion hadn’t seen the bastard make fire swirl around his fists, hadn’t seen him control it.  Yet somehow this had become his job.  Clenching his teeth, he knelt beside the dead Redeemer, searching in his pockets and, to his surprise, came up with a piece of flint.  Grinning, he rolled the parchments together as tightly as he could, then struck the flint.  Just a spark then nothing.  Come on, come on.

Again and still nothing.  He could hear shouts from the other room.  Had the Redeemers already made it inside?  Were they even now cutting down his friends?  “Come on, damn you!”  he shouted, then, finally, the parchments caught.  Cackling like a madman, he grabbed the flaming papers and rushed into the common room.  Darl and Alesh were both at the door now, fighting back the Redeemers who had apparently decided they were tired of being stopped and were pushing their way forward in a hungry tide.  “Fire!”  Rion yelled. “I made the fire!”

“Congratulations,” Marta snapped, pausing in throwing decanters full of some known liquids at the Redeemers, “but you didn’t exactly discover how, did you?  I mean folks have been doing it for—”

“Get ready,” Alesh said, stepping past Rion.  As Rion watched, the man hurried to the side of the room and threw open the lid of a small chest sitting at the bottom of the shelves.  Then he withdrew a large vial full of some unidentifiable liquid, turning to the door.  “Get back!” he yelled, and immediately Darl stepped away.  A second later, Alesh hurled the vial at the door and the Redeemers trying to come through it.  The vial—and its contents—smashed in a shower of glass, the liquid it had held coating them. “Throw it,” he said to Rion.

“What?”

“Throw it!”

Rion did, tossing the flaming parchments he held at the Redeemers in the doorway and feeling like a fool.  But when the flames struck, they erupted into a blaze, and he was forced to back away at the unexpected heat.  The flames spread hungrily, and the Redeemers began to scream.  

Rion swallowed, hard.  “What in the name of the gods—”

“Diluted extract from the fire blossom plant.  Garn carried something similar,” Alesh explained. 

“Diluted what from what?”  Rion stammered.  “And who is Garn?”

“A Lightbringer who tried to kill m—never mind, it doesn’t matter,” Alesh said.  “Come on, we’ve got to move, now.  That fire won’t last long.”

They all followed him to the shop’s back door.  As they made their way there, Rion saw that Darl sported several small cuts and scratches, but none, at least, that looked fatal.  Alesh though…it was a wonder the man was still standing.  He was covered in minor wounds, and there was a bandage wrapped around the arm hanging limply at his side that was coated in blood.  “We’ve got to get out of this town,” Alesh said.   “Now.”

“Leave?”  Katherine said. “But what about Sonya?”

“Not here,” Alesh said, opening the back door and peering outside.  “Maybe she never was.  It was a trap—they’ve taken her further south.”

“But how do you—”

“I’ll explain later,” Alesh said, “if we survive.”

That wasn’t exactly the sort of thing to help a man find his courage, but Rion followed Alesh and the others out into the street.  Alesh started down it, but froze as at least two dozen Redeemers piled out of a nearby alleyway, clogging the street in front of them.  He hissed a curse.  “Come on.  This way.”  He turned and had taken several steps in the other direction when a man stepped out into the street.  

He wore a sleeveless leather jerkin and trousers, and his messy, shoulder-length hair did little to disguise the looping tattoos covering his face and every part of his skin that showed.  The man stood patiently, his expression calm, and in one arm he held what looked like a staff with a nearly foot-long blade one either end.  He gripped it almost casually, one of the weapon’s ends planted in the ground at his feet.

“Shit,” Alesh hissed, seeming more dismayed at this man’s appearance than he did at the army of Redeemers behind them.  “Come on, we’ll have to go through an alleyway, try to work our way around.”

“B-but it’s just one man,” Rion said as he followed the others, “surely we can—”

“That isn’t a man,” Alesh said.  “Not anymore.  That bastard nearly killed me when I first got here.  Now, save your breath—we’ve got some running ahead of us.”  

And on that, at least, he was proved right.

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Five 

 

 

 

 

Sevrin glided over the desert sands with ease, the darkness of the night around him lending him strength, and he breathed a heavy sigh of relief.  There had been a few occasions, on the long journey, when he’d thought that his hunter was going to catch him despite the abilities with which his shadow god had gifted him.  But he had made it to the desert.  As for the man—his hunter—he was wounded, slowing, and those soldiers waiting for him in Celadra would no doubt finish the job.  Sevrin was safe, then.  Safe to carry the girl’s small form—bundled in his arms, unconscious—further south.  And once news of the demise of Amedan’s Chosen reached him, Sevrin would deal with her the same way he intended to deal with Rion.  After all, once his hunter was dead, Sevrin’s god would have no use for her. 

He bared his teeth in a grin, thinking of it.  First he would deal with the girl, then he would make Rion suffer. For once Amedan’s Chosen was dead, his god had told him he would be able to exact his revenge.  Sevrin was so lost in thoughts of his revenge, in the pleasures he would pull from Rion before he finally let the man die, that he didn’t see the giant form standing atop the rise of the dune until he was almost on him.  Sevrin came to an abrupt halt, studying the stranger.

The man was large, at least seven feet, and wore a faded robe that looked stretched over his massive frame.  He had long gray hair, and his face possessed wrinkles that told of his age, yet his body was thick with muscle, and he looked as if he’d have no problem at all crushing boulders in his large hands, if he took it in mind to do so.  He stood still, without a lantern, staring into the darkness, and had Sevrin not known that one of the powers his god had gifted him was to disappear into the darkness, he would have thought that the man looked directly at him.  Which, of course, was impossible.

A fact that was proved as the giant said nothing, didn’t so much as stir a muscle, remaining incredibly still, as if he were carved from stone.  Sevrin bared his teeth, preparing to launch himself at the stranger.  He had spent the last days and weeks being hunted like some animal, fleeing as if he were some child running from the bogeyman.  He had told himself he was only doing his god’s bidding, that, should he have been allowed, he would have turned and dealt with his hunter easily enough.  But he had only partially believed it, for the fear he had felt had been real enough, and the reality of it shamed him, angered him.  It would be good, then, to vent his anger on this unfortunate stranger, to expunge any feeling of weakness from himself as he made the giant suffer.  He took a silent step forward, the giant still unaware of his presence, then hesitated.

Bring the girl south, his god had told him, and do not let yourself become distracted again. Words spoken over and over while Sevrin received his punishment, while he endured pain greater than any he had ever imagined.  And was the man before him not exactly that?  A distraction?  

No, Sevrin told himself, reasoning it out.  After all, does he not stand in your way?  Not a distraction then, but a barrier, one keeping you from doing your god’s will.  Yes, that was it.  The shadow would be pleased to hear of Sevrin dealing with this man, of his commitment to his given task.  Grinning, he took another step forward.

The man finally moved for the first time, heaving a heavy sigh, his massive chest rising and falling with his breath.  So unexpected was the movement after the man’s preternatural stillness that Sevrin froze in surprise. The giant glanced up at the sky with a frown, as if seeing something there he did not like, then he gave his head an angry shake and spat before turning to look in Sevrin’s direction once more.  “Leave the girl,” he said.  His voice was deep and harsh like stone sliding against stone.

Frowning, Sevrin glanced behind him, but there was no one there, no one the man could be speaking to save Sevrin himself.  No.  No, that wasn’t possible, for he had called the shadows to himself, and they gathered around him, concealing him.  Slowly, he began to step to the side, out of the man’s penetrating stare, but the eyes followed him.  “I’m not in the habit of repeating myself,” the man said.  His voice was hard, unforgiving, and Sevrin felt a thrill of anxiety run through him despite the fact that his newfound powers meant he could easily defeat any normal man.

The man grunted, glancing up at the dark sky again as if in reproach.  “Look,” he said, his gaze settling once more on Sevrin.  “I don’t care what you’re doing.  Time was, I’d have destroyed you, if I could, but that time is past now.  Besides, any man lives to my age knows the darkness can’t ever be defeated, not really.  You’re just another shadow in a world chock full of ‘em.  And that’s alright.  You can go on about your shadowy way, worshipin’ nightlings, shit, fiddlin’ ‘em in the dark, if you’ve a mind.  It’s none of my affair.  But you’ll leave the girl.”

Sevrin bared his teeth.  The man saw him alright.  Never mind that it wasn’t possible, that his powers should have hidden him.  The man saw him.  And, even more ridiculous, this old man was threatening him.  He carried no weapon, at least as far as Sevrin could see, and even if he had, it would have prevailed him nothing, for Sevrin was greater than any man, far greater.  Yet, the words had been spoken so casually, so easily.  “And if I don’t leave the girl?” he hissed.

The man sighed again.  “I think you know.”

Sevrin studied the giant, angry at his arrogance, his false courage and the audacity of him to threaten the dark itself, and angry, too, at the chill of fear he felt.  His god would understand, he was sure of it.  With a growl, he launched himself at the giant, calling on all his god-blessed speed and swiftness, surging forward, a breath of shadow.  Fast, incredibly fast.  But not fast enough to cover the distance before the man reached—almost calmly—into his robe with both hands, withdrawing small, cylindrical devices.

With a shock, Sevrin realized what they were, what they must be, a moment before the man snapped both his wrists and suddenly an explosion of light filled the darkness.  It struck Sevrin like a physical blow, and he screamed as he was hurtled back, swept away by a wave of illumination and pain.  And, for a time, he forgot about the stranger, forgot, too, about the girl he’d been carrying.  There was the pain and the light.  And nothing else.

 

***
 

The giant watched the shadow flee before the light of the two Evertorches and grunted in satisfaction.  Then, he walked to the girl’s unconscious form where the shadow had dropped it and knelt.  He held a finger against her neck then nodded, looking up at the sky.  “She lives,” he said, “so that’s something.  You’re lucky that I came—I told you, I’m done doin’ this sort of thing.  Been done with it a long time now.”

There was no answer, but then, he had not expected one.  Frowning, he bent and gently picked up the girl.  Then he rose, looking back the way he’d come, into the darkness.  The light of the Evertorches was bright, and he considered picking them up.  After all, most considered them priceless artifacts.  In the end, he decided against it.  For one, he did not want to jostle the girl any more than was necessary.  Besides, the Evertorches might be famous to some, worth a small fortune for their ability to keep nightlings away, but to him they were worth an afternoon or so, no more, for that was the length of time it took him to build one.  After all, building things was what he did.  It was why they had once called him Larin the Builder.  

He snorted at that, in disgust at those who had once practically worshiped him and at himself as well.  Then he started back down the dune, leaving the light behind him.  The nightlings would not bother him, Evertorch or not.  They had learned long ago that to do so was to die terribly.  Even the damned beasts learn their lessons, he thought.  He glanced down at the girl in his arms and heaved a sigh.  Why then, can you never seem to?

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Six 

 

 

 

Alesh led them through the streets at a run, glancing behind him from time to time to make sure the others were keeping up.  He was curious about the girl that was with them, but he would ask about her later, if they survived.  For now, he was only focused on making it out of the city alive, and that was more than enough to worry about without adding to it.  He would trust that the others wouldn’t have brought someone along who could put them in danger.

“Do you know where you’re going?”  Rion panted.

“Yes.”

“But how?  For that matter, how did you find us?  And who was that tattooed bastard back there?”

Alesh paused at an alley mouth, holding his hand up for silence and peering into the street.  He could see Redeemers at the end of it, but they were far enough away not to notice them.  Or so he hoped.  “Come on,” he said.  “And hurry.”  They ran across the street, Alesh expecting to hear a shout of alarm from the Redeemers at any moment, but they reached the alley without incident.  

He turned on Rion.  “Look, we don’t have time for this, alright?  I was hurt when I got here, and I looked for a healer’s.  I patched myself up as best I could and had just left when that ‘tattooed bastard’ as you call him, came on me.  We fought, and I managed to get away before any more Redeemers showed up.”

“Your arm,” Katherine said, “you would have been able to take him if not for your arm.”

Alesh said nothing to that.  He wasn’t sure he could have taken the man even if he’d have been the healthiest he’d ever been.  In fact, he was pretty sure he couldn’t have.  He’d gotten lucky, that was all.  It had been a brief encounter, and one he’d barely escaped from with his life.

“And what of Sonya?’  Katherine said.  “How do you know they took her further south?”

Alesh sighed, starting forward through the alleyway.  “I asked one of the Redeemers.”

Rion snorted.  “Yeah?  Just volunteered the information to you, did he?”

Alesh turned, meeting the man’s eyes.  “I asked hard.  Now, enough talk—we’re close to the southern gate, or at least what stands for a gate in this town.  I can’t expect the Redeemers will be stupid enough to let us go without a fight.”

They reached the end of the alley, and Alesh poked his head around, peering to the south.  As he’d expected, four red-cloaked men stood in the road, their swords drawn.  

“What do we do?”  The voice came from right behind him, and Alesh turned to see the girl standing there. 

“Darl,” he said, turning to the Ferinan, “can you fight?”

The Ferinan nodded, hefting his spear and walking up to stand beside Alesh.  “Good,” Alesh said. “Now, we’ve got to get it done and fast.  If we waste any time, the others will come up from behind us, and we’ll be surrounded.”

“Yes.”

“Alright then,” Alesh said, eyeing the motley group, all of them save the Ferinan studying him with wide, terrified eyes.  “You all stay close but don’t get in our way.”

Then, knowing each second brought their doom closer, he charged out of the alleyway, the Ferinan a step behind him.  The Redeemers let out shouts of surprise at their appearance and rushed to meet them.  Alesh side-stepped the overhanded blow from the first and plunged his blade into the man’s side.  He heard footsteps behind him as one of the man’s comrades charged him.  Alesh tried to pull his blade free, but it wouldn’t come loose, and he was forced to abandon it, leaping away and narrowly avoiding his new opponent’s attack.  The wounded man, however, wasn’t so lucky, and the blow that had been made for Alesh clove deep into his side.  

Alesh started forward, but something flew out of one of the alleyways, whistling through the air only inches from his face, and a quick look showed a crossbowman in the alleyway, knelt on one knee, reloading his weapon.  

But before Alesh could make a move toward the crossbowman, the second Redeemer was on him, swinging his sword in a wide, vicious arc, meant to cleave him in two.  Alesh rolled under the flashing steel, past the man’s guard.  Olliman had trained him extensively in unarmed combat—something Alesh had always thought was just an excuse to make him Kale’s punching bag—so when the Redeemer tried to raise his blade for another strike, Alesh knew what to do.  His fist lashed out, striking the man in the pressure point at his elbow.

The Redeemer’s sword fell from suddenly nerveless fingers, clattering to the ground, and Alesh’s second strike took him in the temple.  The Redeemer staggered, but didn’t go down, and Alesh was preparing to finish it, when he heard a shout from somewhere behind him.

“Watch out!”  

He lunged to the side by instinct—or at least he tried to—but the Redeemer had recovered enough to grab him, pulling him close and meaning to bury the dagger he’d drawn from his waist in Alesh’s stomach.  Alesh heard the tell-tale click of a crossbow release and winced in expectation of the pain the bolt would bring even as he held the man’s knife at bay with his good hand, trying to break free.  

But no pain came.  Somehow, the crossbowman had missed from less than a dozen feet away.  Alesh grunted in a surprise he saw shared in his opponent’s face, then he slammed his head forward with as much momentum as he could.  The Redeemer’s nose crunched, and he howled in agony, dropping his blade and stumbling away.  Alesh followed, pivoting and landing another blow to the man’s temple.  This time, he collapsed to the ground as if his legs had been cut out from under him and remained still.

Panting for breath, Alesh spun, meaning to deal with the man with the crossbow, and was surprised to find him lying sprawled on the ground.  The young girl stood over him, a blood-stained rock in her hands.  Satisfied that the man was dealt with for the moment, Alesh turned to witness the Ferinan spitting the last of the two Redeemers he’d faced on his spear.

The Redeemer’s body stiffened, and when the Ferinan pulled the spear free, he collapsed to the ground.  Alesh started toward him then stumbled, nearly falling, as the wound in his arm throbbed agonizingly. He had done what he could to clean it at the healer’s, but he knew it wasn’t enough.  The infection had already set in, had spread, and it would take someone of far greater healing ability than himself to cure it.  If there even was a cure anymore.

Still, there was no time to worry about it, not now, for if they stayed here, they would all be killed—that much was certain.  Giving his head a shake to clear the dizziness from it, he shambled toward the first Redeemer and grasped the handle of his sword, pulling it free.  That done, he walked to the girl where she still stood, gazing down at the Redeemer she’d struck, the rock held loosely in her hands, a look of vague confusion on her face.

He knelt beside her, taking the rock and tossing it aside.  “Thank you,” he said.  “For saving me.”

The girl blinked and finally turned to meet his gaze.  “Does it…get easier?”

Alesh followed her gaze back to the Redeemer, knew well enough what she meant.  He found himself thinking about the past days and weeks spent slaughtering the men as they came at him, one after the other, their faces no more than a blur.  But their blood…that he remembered all too well.  It had been a simple thing to become that creature, that monster that cared only for death and pain.  Simple.  But not easy.  “No,” he said finally.  “Nor should it.  Still, I do thank you for saving me—I would have died, otherwise.”  He offered her his hand.  “I’m Alesh.”

She smiled a small, almost shy smile, taking his hand.  “I’m Rose.”

“Rose,” Alesh said.  “That’s a pretty name.”

“Thanks.  That’s why I chose it.”  Alesh frowned at that, but she spoke before he could.  “And, I guess I did save you, huh?”

“Yes, you did.”

She nodded, her face somber enough, but her eyes danced mischievously.  “I thought you would be mad, you know, since I got in your way and all after you told us specifically not to.”

Alesh paused, then remembered the words he’d said before they fought the Redeemers.  He turned to look at the others who had come up to stand behind them and saw an amused expression on Katherine’s face.  Then he laughed.  A great, bellowing laugh that felt good.  He did not remember the last time he’d laughed, felt almost as if he had forgotten how, and the girl grinned widely, clearly pleased.  “Well, Rose,” he said, rising, “you can get in my way anytime, alright?”

“Rose?”  Katherine asked.

“That’s right,” the girl blurted.  “It’s a pretty name.  He said so.”

Rion snorted, saying nothing.

“Alright,” Alesh said, looking up at the sky.  “We’ve got to get out of town as quick as we can, but it’ll be dark in a few hours.  We should check the nearby buildings, see if we can find any lanterns or—”

“Alesh.”  Rion’s voice, and there was an unmistakable edge to it.  

“Yes?” he said, turning to the man who said nothing, only pointed down the street.

Alesh looked in the direction he’d indicated and saw men gathering.  They were still far away, but they were close enough for him to make out the black of their armor, the red of their cloaks.  Dozens of them, possibly as many as a hundred, but it was the one who stood at their front, holding the staff with a blade on either end casually at his side, that drew Alesh’s attention.  

For several seconds, the two groups only studied each other, neither making a move.  Who are you?  Alesh thought, staring at the tattooed man.  He was an Ekirani, of that much Alesh was certain.  But Ekirani—though famous for their prowess in combat—were also known for their strong sense of honor, of morality, all of it tied up their art form with the sword, the one they referred to as “the Dance.”  During his interminable hours spent in the castle’s library, Alesh had read about the Ekirani—not much, as there was not much to read, the Ekirani being a reclusive people, at least regarding their own beliefs—but enough to have some vague idea what the tattoos meant.  

“Come on,” he said, his eyes never leaving the figure.  “We’re leaving.”

“What about the lanterns?”  Rion asked.

“There’s no time,” Alesh said.  “Let’s go.”  He ushered the others ahead of him, relieved and more than a little unnerved by how easily they accepted his role as their leader, as if they believed he knew exactly what he was doing, that he had a plan.  The truth, though, was that he had no idea what he was doing, and his plan consisted of only surviving the next few minutes.  He followed them as they started down the path.  

They were close now, close to finding help.  They needed only to make it to the Ferinan’s lands, and there they would find allies.  Darl had said that his own tribe numbered in the hundreds, and if they were half as good in a fight as their chief, they would be a great help indeed.  If we can only make it there.

The others disappeared around a curve in the path, and Alesh turned to glance back.  The Redeemers and the man with the staff stood where they had minutes ago, making no attempt to give chase, at least not yet, only watching them.  Alesh frowned, then turned and followed after the others.

 

***
 

The Broken watched the small group disappear around the path, watched the one turn and look back.  And in that gaze there was none of the fear he had grown used to seeing in the eyes of men when he came upon them, only determination, a willingness to see the thing through.  And that was no great surprise.

One of the few tenets of his people the Broken still held to was that a man could learn much of another by the way he fought, and his brief scuffle with this one had been enough to show him the length of the man’s resolve, his strength.  Even with one arm clearly useless, the man had not fallen as so many others had, but had fought well, fleeing not out of fear but out of an understanding that the battle in which he was engaged could not be won, not then.  And that, too, earned him the Broken’s respect, for while many men were cowards, many others threw themselves into battle and, once undertaken, took no heed of whether they had any chance of victory, enslaved by the emotions—anger and lust, chief among them—that such a contest often conjured up.

This one, though, was different.  Special, just as the Broken’s new god had told him he would be.  But all the courage and honor in the world could not ward off infection, could not defeat the poison that even now coursed its way through the man’s veins.  He would fall and soon.  The Broken only hoped that he would be there to give the man what he deserved—a noble death.  That, at least, he would do.  

“Sir?”

The man had disappeared around the path, following his companions, keeping himself between them and the danger that the Broken—and those men who now served with him—represented.  The Broken turned, silently regarding the red-cloaked man who had spoken.

The man shifted, obviously discomfited by the Broken’s steady gaze.  

“E-excuse me, sir, but…what are your orders?”

The Broken studied the man for several more seconds.  “We follow.”

“But…sir, if you don’t mind me saying, they’re as good as dead.  That one fella can barely stand, let alone fight, and the others…well, the nightlings’ll take care of them soon enough.”

“You are saying that he can barely stand, yet he killed two of your men with ease?  No.  They go to the Ferinan lands, and we will follow.”

“But, sir,” the man said, swallowing.  “I…I mean, there’s nothing there for them.  The Ferinan have been dealt with.  There’s nothing for them out there, in the desert.  They’ll all be dead before the week’s out.”

“Then we will bear witness.”

The man’s mouth worked, and, reluctantly he said, “We’ve got wounded…sir, the—”

“All men are wounded, don’t you understand?  All men are dying.  Now, those who cannot follow will be left—we go.  Now.”

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Seven 

 

 

 

“—so that’s how I stole the diamond only to put it back again.  What do you think?”

“Sounds great,” Alesh said.  

Rion snorted from somewhere behind them, but either Rose didn’t hear or chose to ignore him.  In moments, she launched into another story, one that quickly shaped up to be just as improbable as the last.

Alesh didn’t mind.  The truth was, he was glad to listen to the sound of the girl talking, glad to be hearing a voice in his head besides the one that had spoken to him over the last few weeks, the one that demanded blood and death, that knew nothing of joy or pleasure or amusement.  For the girl’s stories were amusing—they were that if nothing else.

Besides, the girl’s incessant chatter—he was fairly sure she’d yet to take a breath since they’d left Celadra over two hours ago—also served as a welcome distraction from the pain in his body, particularly that of his arm, as well as the fever that he could feel spreading through him.  His vision had begun to blur badly over an hour or so ago.  Now, the few trees and bushes they passed were little more than vague shapes, indistinct as if seen through water.  He said nothing to the others—after all, it wasn’t as if they could do anything about it.    

The Ekirani and the Redeemers were coming—of that much he was sure—and stopping to try to do something about the wound, about the infection and the fever it had caused, would only put Alesh’s companions in more danger.  And that, of course, was assuming there was anything to be done, a fact which he was growing more and more certain wasn’t the case as the fever found purchase in his body and began to run rampant.  

He thought he would probably die—there didn’t seem to be another way for it to end.  But he told himself with each shuffling step that he would, at least, get them to the Ferinan.  Sonya was there, he believed, somewhere among that desert wilderness.  And once he found her, and she and the others were with the Ferinan, they would be safe.  Or, at least, they would be as safe as anyone could be, in such times.

So he listened to the girl.  He kept silent.  And he walked.  And, thanks to the fever, he burned.  

“You’re a good listener, you know that?”

Alesh gave her a smile.  “Thanks.  Sonya has told me as much.”

The girl got a strange look on her face, one he couldn’t quite identify.  “Who’s Sonya?”

He thought of Sonya, of the countless times she’d come running into his room, excited about one thing or the other the way only children could be.  He would get her back—he had to.  “A friend,” he said quietly.

A sour expression crossed the girl’s face, as if he’d said something to offend her.  “I had a friend before.  A good one.  Until he stole all my coin.  You have to be careful, you know.  About friends.”

Alesh laughed.  “Well.  I don’t think I have to worry about her stealing my coin, anyway.”

“You never know,” the girl said, then she abruptly turned and stomped back to where Katherine followed at the end of the line.

Alesh glanced at Darl who had been walking on the other side of him, and the Ferinan watched him with an amused expression on his face, as if he knew something Alesh didn’t.  But if he did, he didn’t seem to want to share, so Alesh only grunted and turned back to the trail.  

And he walked.  

And he burned.

 

***
 

Katherine found herself smiling as Marta jabbered on at Alesh, but to her surprise, he didn’t seem bothered by the girl’s unending talk, seemed to be concentrating on something.  It’s probably the pain, she thought.  He hadn’t complained of it, but that didn’t make her feel better.  His shoulders looked stiff, and he seemed to take each step almost gingerly, as if unsure whether or not he would be able to make it until he did.  She couldn’t imagine what he’d been through in the last days and weeks, but proof of much of it lay in the innumerable scratches and bruises that showed on his skin.  And what of the wound, the one in his arm?

She hadn’t gotten a good look at it, as they’d been too busy running for their lives, but Katherine reminded herself—for at least the dozenth time—that they would have to see to it soon.  Such wounds—if it was the one left by the crossbow bolt, and it seemed it must be—could be dangerous, if left alone.  And if what Darl said was true, it was already infected.  She had nearly called for them to stop several times already, but in the end she had decided against it.  Those men, the Redeemers, were following them, that she didn’t doubt, and according to Darl they would reach the Ferinan lands in another day, perhaps two.  And if the wound was that bad, surely Alesh would have said something.

She was pulled from her thoughts as Marta fell back to walk beside her.  The girl was frowning and, for one of the few times Katherine had seen, she said nothing.  “Is everything alright?” she asked after a moment.

“Men,” the girl said, making the word a curse.  “They’re fools.”

Katherine laughed.  She couldn’t help it.  The incongruity of hearing such a world-weary statement from one so young was strange.

Marta turned and scowled at her.  “What’s so funny?” she demanded.

Katherine cleared her throat, choking down her laughter.  “Nothing.  Just…what’s bothering you?”

“Sonya this, and Sonya that,” the girl said.  “Everything’s about Sonya.”

And then Katherine knew.  The girl had a crush.  Oh, she’d had some when she was younger as well, remembered, particularly, an actor who had been a member of a visiting troupe.  She’d been little more than a child herself then, but the man, wearing his cape, running a hand through his long blond hair as he pronounced—with theatric emphasis—each of his lines, had seemed the epitome of a knightly hero, the man who surely all the story books must have been about.  It was only later, when she grew older, that she considered that the man was paid to act as such, and that the sword he waved around so gallantly was made of foil.  Also, if she were being honest with herself, the man had been a terrible actor, no matter how strong his jaw or how broad his shoulders.  

She remembered him well, just as she remembered the feeling she’d had, how fragile a thing it had been—how fragile she had been—and when she turned back to the girl, she made sure her expression was serious.  “Sonya is young—seven or eight, no more than that.  She is like a sister to him.”

Marta nodded slowly.  “A sister?”

“Yes.”

“Well,” the girl said, suddenly looking embarrassed.  “I guess that’s good then.  Or not, I don’t know.”

Katherine shrugged, as if it was of little importance.  “I just thought you might want to know, that’s all.”

Marta turned her nose up so high that Katherine thought she ran a real risk of tipping over.  “Whatever.  I don’t care nothing about him and his sister.”

But you do, Katherine thought, turning to study Alesh’s back.  And, gods help me, so do I.  There was something about him, something different that she found she couldn’t define.  Part of it was the way he put everyone else’s needs before his own, part of it was his broad shoulders—as broad as the actor’s had been, if not more so—and his face, handsome in the rare moments it wasn’t twisted with worry or anger.  And the rest of it…well, she didn’t know what the rest of it was.  But then, that was part of the magic of the thing, wasn’t it?

“He’s hard,” Marta said.

Katherine started, pulled from her own thoughts, and she felt her face heat as she turned back to the girl.  “I’m sorry, what’s that?”

The girl flushed.  “I said he’s hard, you know, like…like iron hard.  Like a sword or…I don’t know, something else that’s hard.”

Katherine remembered the way he’d dealt with the Redeemers at the gate, the way he’d charged them, never hesitating even though he was wounded.  “Yes.”

“But soft too,” Marta went on, as if thinking out loud.  “Vulnerable.  Like…like maybe he hasn’t had a lot, and he’s scared he’s going to lose what little he does have.  I don’t know…I guess that sounds stupid.”

“No,” Katherine said, shaking her head slowly.  “No, it doesn’t.  Hard and soft.  I think that’s just about right.”

“Really?”  Marta said, meeting her eyes.

Katherine nodded.  “Really.”  And she believed that the girl had hit on it exactly.  Alesh had a lot of rough edges—the world had seen to that, as it always did—but in rare moments, such as when he’d been reunited with Sonya, there had been an almost childlike innocence and joy to him.  And the way he looked at Katherine sometimes…she felt herself flush again.  

“He is…something,” she said.  “I think—” She cut off as Alesh suddenly stumbled and collapsed to the ground, as if his legs had given out beneath him.  She rushed forward, but Darl was already kneeling beside him, turning him over onto his back.  “What is it?” she said.  “What’s wrong?”

“I’m…fine,” Alesh said, his voice sounding strained.  “I just…tripped.  That’s all.”

Katherine glanced to Darl who gave a single shake of his head, his expression troubled.  “Is it your wounds?” she asked.

“I told you,” Alesh said.  “I’m fine, I just wasn’t watching where I was going.”

Katherine frowned, holding her hand out to his forehead.  She snatched her hand away, shocked at the heat.  “By the gods, Alesh,” she said, “you’re burning up.”

“It’s a little…fever, that’s all.”  He started to rise, but his strength seemed to leave him, and he fell back to the ground, wincing.  “I just need a second.  To rest.”

Katherine looked at his arm where the makeshift bandage was wrapped around his wound, saw that it was stained with blood—along with another yellowish substance—and felt her heart skip a beat in her chest.  Let it not be bad.  Please, gods, let it not be bad.  “Alesh, I need to look at your wound.”  She reached for his arm, but he pulled it away.

“I told you, I’m fine.  There’s no time.  If you’ll help me up, we have to—”

“Enough,” Katherine snapped, her fear making her voice crack.  “Look, those men will either catch up with us or they won’t, but if we don’t see to your wounds, you’ll be no good to any of us, and you’ll slow us down even more.  Is that what you want?  Do you want us all to die because you slowed us down?”

A profoundly hurt look came on his face, and Katherine wanted to cry out at the anguish there.  “O-of course not,” he said, “but…”

“No buts,” she said, forcing the words out past the sudden lump in her throat.  “We can’t afford to stop for days while you recuperate because you pushed yourself too hard.  So whatever this is, we have to see to it.”

He hesitated, meeting her eyes, then with obvious reluctance, he offered his wounded arm to her.  Katherine began to peel the bandage back and before she had gotten close to taking it all the way off, the smell of infection, of rot, struck her, and it was all she could do to keep a straight face.  Swallowing, she continued to peel the bandage off until the wound showed, and she could not help the gasp that escaped her.  Rion and Marta also let out cries of surprise and disgust.

“How long ago did you take this wound?”  Katherine said, forcing a calm into her voice though she felt like screaming and crying all at once.

“I’m not…sure,” Alesh said.  “A week ago?  Maybe more.  The days…they sort of blend together.  I don’t remember much.”

His words came out in a slur now, and he seemed sluggish, as if it was all he could do to force himself to speak.  His eyelids flitted, seeming to grow heavier even as she watched.  Katherine turned to Darl, and the Ferinan was studying her, his worried gaze communicating his thoughts clearly enough.  Katherine swallowed down the lump rising in her throat.  “I’m going to need everyone’s water, Marta. Bring it to me.  Rion, see if you can find something we can use as a bandage.”  She looked up at Darl who nodded.

“I will make a fire.”

“Damnit,” Alesh panted, “there’s no time for…” He trailed off, his eyes closing, and moments later he was unconscious.

“He’s right, you know,” Rion said from where he stood beside Katherine, his own expression troubled.  “They can’t be too far behind us, and you said yourself we can’t carry him.”

“So what do you want to do?”  Katherine snapped. “Leave him, is that it?”

Rion recoiled as if she’d slapped him.  “Of course not.  I’m just…I just think we should consider what we’re going to do, that’s all.”

“We’re going to see to his wounds,” Katherine said, “that’s what we’re going to do.”

“Of course,” he said.  Then, reluctantly, “And after that?”

“After that, we’ll see,” Katherine said.  “But if I have to carry him on my own back, by the gods, Rion, I will.  We won’t leave him.”

He studied her for a second then nodded.  “I’ll go find some bandages.”

 

***
 

In the end, they hadn’t had to carry Alesh on their backs, as Katherine had said—and as Rion had feared.  Instead, Darl had made use of his seemingly limitless store of practical knowledge—perhaps, Rion had to admit, a bit more useful than his own education on the finer points of cards and dice—and had fashioned a litter from some branches and strips of clothing.

It wasn’t pretty, but it worked well enough.  Rion grunted as one of his feet struck a rock, and he nearly tripped, just managing to keep hold of the stretcher.  Just too bad it doesn’t make the bastard any lighter, he thought.  He glanced back at Darl who held the opposite end of the stretcher and scowled.  They had been at it for hours now, two at a time taking a turn at carrying the litter—except Marta, as she was too young—while the other carried two torches, leading the way while the girl carried two more behind them, keeping the nightlings at bay.

Rion’s arms felt rubbery, and he was bathed in sweat from exertion, but the Ferinan seemed to carry his end of the litter with ease, even having a conversation with Marta while he did.  For her part, Katherine spent her period of rest constantly glancing back at Alesh from where she led the way down the path, her expression troubled.  Not that Rion could blame her.  They had not been able to rouse the man from his unconsciousness, and one didn’t need to be a healer to know that wasn’t a good sign.  But unconscious or not, Alesh didn’t seem to be having a good time of it.  

Amedan’s Chosen was bathed in sweat, and he shifted restlessly where he lay in the litter, mumbling incoherently.  His fever had gotten worse, and Rion didn’t think he was imagining the heat he could feel coming off the man in waves.  The Son of the Morning, supposed savior of mankind, slain by infection.  It would have almost been funny, if it weren’t true.  

Alesh might have been a bit too serious for Rion’s tastes, and more than a little bit of a creepy bastard, but he seemed a good enough sort, if you could get past the way he tended to scowl at everything like he was trying to decide if maybe he should kill it.  And he was a good fighter—possibly a great one, though Rion wasn’t the best judge of such things—a trait that couldn’t be overestimated when a man was being chased down by an army of soldiers doing their level-best to murder him.  But, perhaps the most apparent of Alesh’s traits—at least at the moment—was that the bastard was damned heavy.

“Tell me again…how far away your…tribe is?”  Rion panted.

“Not far,” Darl responded, and Rion wanted to kick him.  Not that he would, of course.  The Ferinan was also a good fighter, and Rion didn’t relish the thought of getting a spear through his guts.  The problem with optimists, he decided, is that they disdain specifics.  How far?  Not far.  Not ten miles, not twenty, only “not far.”  How much longer?  Not an hour, not a day or two days, only “soon,” as if their perspective had no room for details.

Rion was forced, then, to look to their surroundings to gain some idea of their progress.  The scraggly trees and bushes that had crowded the roadside had given way to hard-packed, sun-baked ground, and what little plant life Rion saw in the glow of the torches were pitiful, desperate looking specimens.  Not so unlike ourselves, he thought sourly.  They were all covered in the dirt and dust of the road, covered in sweat as if they each ran their own fever, much like Alesh’s.  How long until we’re all trying to carry each other on litters? he thought.

But even that wasn’t the worst of it.  Rion had never considered himself a spoiled, rich nobleman—mostly because he was a poor nobleman with just enough coin to get himself into trouble.  But he had begun to realize that there were degrees of poor, different levels of desperation—many of which he wasn’t finding particularly alluring.  Namely, he stank.  He wasn’t sure when the first breeze had carried his own smell to him, but since then he hadn’t been able to smell anything else.  To make matters worse, he was tired.  Exhausted, really, and why not?  And the most damndest bit of it was that he couldn’t even complain—oh, he’d tried, of course, but Darl had only given him that small smile—the bastard—and Katherine would only make some comment of how at least he wasn’t near-death from fever, glancing worriedly at Alesh as if reminding herself of the man’s plight.

But the more and more Rion considered it, he thought maybe the man didn’t have it so bad, after all.  Sure, maybe he was dying and maybe he was plagued with disturbing dreams brought on by fever—his incoherent ramblings seemed to indicate as much—but at least he got to lie down, to sleep.  

Sleep.  Even the thought of it brought a yawn, and Rion blinked to bring some relief to eyes that felt as if they’d been filled with sand.  

He’d seen men fall to sleep in strange positions before.  Reclined in a chair, or lying with his head in a pile of his own puke after having drank far more than was good for him.  He’d even once heard tale of a prostitute falling asleep in the middle of…well, earning her coin, heard that it had taken the man quite a while to discover it as she had gone on making her fake noises of pleasure without interruption.  Crazy, unbelievable, but Rion realized that, just then, maybe he did believe it, that he certainly wanted to believe it.  After all, if a woman could fall asleep in the middle of that, then why couldn’t someone fall asleep while, say, walking and carrying a litter?  And who’s the optimist now? he thought sourly.

It couldn’t be done, was ridiculous to even think so.  Still…there was only one way to know for sure.

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Eight 

 

 

 

Kale reclined in the throne in his audience chamber, smiling pleasantly as Guildmaster Eskal, the leader of the Lightbringers of the northern town of Farilax, was marched through the door by his guards and dumped unceremoniously in the floor.  

“Ah, Guildmaster Eskal,” Kale said as the guards took station on either side of the door.  “What a pleasant surprise.”

The man climbed laboriously to his feet, then shuffled forward.  He was clearly favoring one leg from some recent injury, and his clothes were ragged and torn.  His face had a pinched, strained look, as if he was trying to restrain some powerful emotion.  “Chosen Leandrian,” he said stiffly, bowing his head.

“I am glad to hear from you, Guildmaster, truly,” Kale went on, finding himself pleased at the man’s beleaguered state.  “I have sent several messages to your guild, and I was beginning to believe my messengers were being waylaid on the road by bandits or worse.”  He paused, shrugging. “It was the only explanation I could think as to why I was getting no response.  Don’t you agree?”

The man’s jaw clenched.  A proud man, that much was sure, but also a broken one, and why not?  That had been the task Kale had set his soldiers, after all.  An example had needed to be made and, judging by the fresh cut on the guildmaster’s face, and the haunted look in his eyes, one had been.  “Of course, Chosen,” the man managed in a voice ragged with barely restrained emotion.

“Still,” Kale went on, “you needn’t have come yourself, Guildmaster.  I mean, there are others you have, others you might have sent, are there not?  Truly, I am…humbled by your presence here.”

The guildmaster’s fingers worked, as if he wanted to reach for a weapon.  “I…I had to come.  There were not enough of us left, after…”  He made a strangled sound in his throat and tears began to gather in his eyes.  

Perhaps not so proud any longer, Kale thought.  “Oh?” he asked innocently.  “But I am sorry to hear that, Eskal, truly.  I may call you Eskal?”

“If it pleases you,” the man said through gritted teeth.

“Yes, I believe it does,” Kale said.  “I find much that pleases me lately, Eskal.  Still, it must be said that, by the look of you, you and yours have suffered.  That it too bad.  I do so abhor needless suffering.”

The man’s carefully controlled mask of contrition broke then, and he bared his teeth with a growl, starting forward.  “You son of a—”

Kale had been ready for it, had even hoped for it, and he surged out of his own chair toward the guildmaster.  Kale had been trained by Olliman for years, but in the short time since he’d begun to worship Shira, his speed and strength seemed to have doubled, and he was on the man in a moment.  Eskal barely had time to draw a fist back when Kale’s own punch sunk into his gut.  The breath exploded out of the guildmaster, and he doubled over.  

“It is proper,” Kale said, staring at the panting man, “to kneel before one’s Chosen.”

The guildmaster spat.  “I’ll never kneel before you, you ba—”

His words turned to a scream as Kale kicked him in the leg he’d been favoring.  The weak leg gave out beneath him, and the guildmaster collapsed, sprawling on the ground.  “Oh, but that is not the way to kneel,” Kale said, chuckling.  “You must be on your knees, Guildmaster.  Here—let me show you.”

He grabbed the man by the hair, jerking him roughly so that he fell to his hands and knees before him.  “There now,” Kale said.  “That’s better.”

“Do what you will to me,” the man hissed, clearly in pain, “you’ll never be my Chosen.  I’d rather die than serve you and your forsaken goddess.”

Kale looked at the man curiously.  “Why, Guildmaster, don’t be ridiculous.  I would never seek your death, would not see such a fate befall you.  After all, in such troubled times as these, men with your training are more important than ever.  Your wife and child though…”

At the mention of his family, all fight went out of the guildmaster, and he seemed to shrink in on himself.  “What do you want from me?” he asked in a dull, lifeless voice.

“Eskal,” Kale grinned.  “I want your help, of course.  If you would be so kind as to give it, that is.”

“Fine.  You’ll have it.”

The man started to rise, but Kale slapped him hard once, across the face, and he fell back down again.  “I know, Eskal,” he said.  “I know that I will have it.  And you, I suspect, will be honored to serve your Chosen in such a way, will you not?”

The man rubbed a hand across his mouth, wiping the blood away, then he met Kale’s eyes.  “Of course.”

Kale felt better than he had in days, weeks.  Power, she had promised, and power she had given.  The power to bend men to his will, to watch those he had always known as less than himself cower before him.  “Tell me, Eskal,” he said.  “Just how honored are you?  For there are other guilds out there, you know, to which I could have gone.”

“I’m…very honored,” the man said, each word a struggle.

“Oh?”  Kale asked, grinning widely.  “Enough to beg?”

 

***
 

Kale watched his guards lead the crippled guildmaster out of the audience chamber, feeling pleased.  The last few weeks had been trying, but things were finally beginning to come together.  With the “assistance” of the Lightbringers, the merchant caravans would begin running again, and soon the people who whispered about Kale and his ineffectual leadership would come to celebrate his rule.  And those who did not…well, where one example might be made, another might be also.  

Grinning, he looked down at the floor where some of the guildmaster’s blood stained the tiles.  He would have to get a servant to see to that, and soon.  His eyes caught on one of the long sleeves of his tunic, saw that it had been pushed up in the brief fight with Eskal, and that gray, rough skin showed beneath it.  His good mood evaporated in an instant, and he tugged the sleeve down with a hiss, once more covering the rash.

In the last few days, the rash had spread dramatically, covering nearly all his arm and half of the shoulder on the same side.  “It grows worse,” he said to the empty room.  “You said that it would get better, yet this damned thing continues to spread.”

“Ah, Chosen,” the Proof said, and Kale turned to see him walking out of a previously empty corner of the room, “it will, in time.  The medicine needs time to begin working—until then, the rash might spread a touch further, an inch or two, but then it will begin to recede.  Soon, it will be gone forever.”

“So you keep telling me,” Kale spat, rounding on the man and jerking his sleeve up, exposing the gray, scaly skin.  “And yet all I see it is getting bigger, growing.  How long until I am some monster, some freak?”

The man made a breathy sound at that, one that might have been a laugh, but when he spoke his tone was respectful.  “I understand your doubt, Chosen. Truly, I do.  Yet, I ask only that you trust not just me, but our goddess.  Does the medicine not stop the terrible itching?”

Kale frowned.  “Yes, but what of it?  If this continues the way it has been, I’ll be forced to wear a mask and walk around like some actor in a play.  And how seriously, I wonder, will the people of the city take their new ruler when he looks like this?”

“It will go away in time, Chosen,” the man said in a soothing voice.  “As for how the people of the city will treat you…have you not seen evidence of that now, in the guildmaster who, I daresay, regrets ever refusing you?”

Kale felt another flash of contentment at that, but it was gone a moment later.  “I do not like this.  Not at all.”

“Of course not, Chosen, and why would you?  But you have done well—is it not clear to you, even now, that the goddess has blessed you, has put you into a position of power where those who oppose you are made to bow at your feet?”

Kale hesitated, nodding slowly.  “Yes.”

“Power you asked for, Chosen,” the man went on, the shadows under his hood seeming to writhe, “and power you have received.  Our goddess is faithful, is she not?”

Kale nodded again, scratching at his arm where the damned rash was beginning to itch.  “Yes, of course.”

“Does it pain you, Master?  The rash?”

“It itches,” Kale said, scratching more desperately now, yet he could feel nothing, get no relief, for the itch, as always, seemed to come from somewhere beneath the skin, from his very blood itself.  “Gods, but the itch is enough to drive one mad.”

The Proof studied him.  “Come then, Chosen.  It is near time for your daily medicine.  And trust me—trust our goddess.  We will see that you are well taken care of.”

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Nine 

 

 

 

“Damned desert.  Damned sand.”  

Katherine glanced away from the back of the stretcher and Alesh’s form lying there to where Rion walked behind them.  She wanted to say something, to tell him to stop complaining, but instead she only looked away again, continuing to trudge behind the Ferinan.  The fact was, she was too tired to argue with Rion, too tired to do little more than put one foot in front of the other.  The sand made even such a typically easy task as walking a challenge, seeming to shift beneath her feet as if it was possessed of a will of its own.  A will that, more than anything, wanted to see her fall.

Marta walked beside Rion, uncharacteristically quiet, apparently too exhausted to bother with her usual stories.  One good thing, Katherine supposed, about walking all through the night was that nobody had any energy left to argue which was just as well.  The heat of the sun baking her skin made Katherine short tempered, and judging by the looks of the others, she wasn’t the only one.  They all looked miserable, hot and tired and annoyed.  Except, that was, for Darl who, when he glanced back from time to time, was smiling.

Rion must have noted the most recent look, for he grunted.  “What in the name of the gods are you smiling at?” he demanded in a breathless voice. 

“It is good to be home, friend Rion,” the Ferinan, his gaze taking in the sweeping sand around them, the tanned, featureless landscape unbroken save for the dunes that rose out of it seemingly at random.  

“If this was my home,” Rion muttered, “then I’d take up traveling.  Or dying, maybe.  Either one would do.”

Darl laughed, apparently in too high spirits to be offended by the other man’s dour mood.  “You will see, Rion.  When we reach my people, you will be treated like a king, as all visitors are, and I suspect that your outlook on life in the desert might be changed.”

“Not likely,” Rion said.  “And anyway, how do you think to find this tribe of yours?  All I see is sand and more of it.”

“It is nearing the close of the year,” Darl said, “and so the Palietkun will have ventured to the northern oasis.  We should not be far from them now.”

“Not far,” Rion grumbled.  “Well, I hope you’re right.  If we have to walk through this damned place for much longer, the Redeemers and that tattooed bastard won’t have a chance to kill us—we’ll run out of water and all die of thirst.”

“I wouldn’t worry so much about it,” Marta said, glancing at Rion, a serious expression on her face.  

“Is that right?”  Rion demanded.  “And why is that?”

The girl shrugged.  “Well.  Because you’re old.  When old people worry, they get wrinkles.”

The stunned look that came on Rion’s face was too much for Katherine, and she began to laugh.  Darl followed, then Marta, and soon even Rion was grinning.  

“Gods forbid I get a wrinkle,” Rion said, shaking his head, and they walked on.

To Katherine’s surprise, she began to feel better, as if she had found some reserve of strength, of will, that she had not known she possessed.  Perhaps it was the simple laughter, or maybe the Ferinan’s obvious excitement at seeing his home once again was infectious.  Either way, the litter didn’t seem as heavy in her hands, and when it was time for Rion to switch with her, she thought that she could have walked another mile, perhaps two without much effort.

Instead, she let the man take his turn at the burden, checking on Alesh and wincing at the fever that practically burned her at the touch.  “Gods watch over him,” she whispered, then she made her way to the front of their small group to walk beside Darl.  The Ferinan was still smiling, had even begun to whistle softly.  A tune she did not know but one that, Katherine realized, she could have played just the same, had she but lifted her harp from its case where it was slung across her back.  

“Excited to be home?” she asked, more as a means of making conversation than anything else.

The dusky-skinned man nodded, his eyes getting a faraway look.  “It has been many years, Katherine, since I have been among my people.  I did not know how much I missed them until I came so close to returning.  And what news I bring?” he said, grinning.  “The Son of the Morning has been found, as well as others of the gods’ Chosen.”

A Son of the Morning, yes, Katherine thought, glancing back at Alesh who twisted in his sleep—if what had befallen him could even be called sleep.  But one that is doing poorly.  Gods, let it not be too late.

“He will be alright,” Darl said, having noticed her look.  “You will see.  The eldest of the Whisperers knows much of the healing art, far more than any man or woman I have ever met.  She will make him well again.”

Katherine nodded, not trusting herself to speak past the sudden lump in her throat.  Just hang in there, she thought, watching Alesh turning and mumbling in his sleep.  The world needs you to be okay.  I…I need you to be okay.  

“Well, thank the gods.”

They turned to look at Rion, and he was grinning widely, pointing ahead of them.  “Smoke.  Your people must have some campfires going, cooking lunch.  Gods, I hope it isn’t desert snake, but even if it is, I’ll probably eat it.  I’m starving.”

Marta was grinning too, and Katherine found a smile on her own face, one that slowly withered as she noticed the Ferinan’s troubled expression.  “What is it, Darl?  What’s wrong?”

“My people do not cook during the day,” he said.  “We do so at night.  Resources in the desert are scarce, and since we must light fires at night to ward away the Bane, it makes sense to do our cooking then as well.”

“So maybe they just decided to cook during the day,” Rion answered.  “Gods, Darl, no matter how shitty our luck, you’re always grinning like the world is nothin’ but rainbows and bunny rabbits and now you’re worried over a little smoke?”

The Ferinan didn’t answer, staring off in the distance at those thin pillars of smoke, the source of which was hidden behind a large sand dune.  

“I’m sure everything’s fine,” Katherine said.  “Rion must be right—they just decided to cook during the day, that’s all.”

“Perhaps.”

“But you don’t believe so,” Katherine ventured, feeling concern bud in her own chest.

“The Palietkun are an old tribe, Katherine,” Darl said.  “And with age comes tradition and the honoring of it.  Cooking at night…it is a small thing, but it has always been so.”

She could see the anxiety in the normally unflappable Ferinan, could see his eagerness to see what was wrong.  “Go,” she said, “I’ll take the stretcher.”

“You’re sure?” he asked, turning to her.

“Of course.”

“Thank you, Katherine,” he said.  No sooner had she taken the stretcher from him than he was gone, darting off in the direction of the smoke.  Katherine was shocked to see how quickly he moved, as if the man had limitless energy.  She, too, was eager to see that everything was okay, just as she was eager to have the woman Darl had spoken of, the Whisperer, see to Alesh’s wound.  But at the rate they’d been traveling, she thought it would be at least another hour, perhaps more, before they reached the source of the smoke.  

“What’s wrong with him?”  Rion asked.

“I don’t know,” Katherine said.  But that wasn’t exactly true.  A dread had begun to rise in her as she stared at those gray pillars, writhing and shifting in the air as if beckoning them onward.  There was something cruel, something malicious about that beckoning and a tune began to play in her head.  A somber tune that sounded like nothing so much as a funeral dirge.

 

***
 

The smell reached them before they made it to the top of the dune.  The smell of death, of meat left to rot in the hot sun.  Rion grimaced. “Maybe I’m not so hungry, after all.”  But looking at him, Katherine saw that his flippancy was not genuine.  Instead, it was a shield against that awful smell, and his expression showed that he shared her misgivings about what they would find.

“Marta,” she said, when they were near the top of the dune.  “Why don’t you wait here with Alesh?  Rion and I will go make sure everything’s okay.”

“Or I can wait with him,” Rion said, “if you’d rather.”  He seemed to wither under Katherine’s glare, then swallowed.  “Alright, alright.  I’m coming.”  He eased his end of the stretcher onto the sand and came to stand beside Katherine, who did the same.  

Katherine glanced at Marta.  “You’ll be okay?”

The girl nodded, apparently her own worries and fears leaving her without anything to say.  Katherine turned to Rion.  “Ready?”

“Not really, but we’d better go before I lose my nerve.”

 

***
 

She could see the devastation as soon as she crested the rise, and she heard Rion give a sharp intake of breath beside her.  Feeling as if she were walking in some dream, Katherine started forward, and he followed, neither of them speaking.  

The air felt thick, and it was hard to breathe, as if the terrible violence that had occurred here had marked this place, profaned it.  Tents lay scattered across the ground, torn down and ripped apart, and she saw several camels with their throats slit, lying on their sides amid blood-drenched sand.  But neither of these were what caught her eye, not truly.

Bodies lay here and there among the carnage, possessed of grievous, often unnecessary wounds, as if their killers—whoever they had been—had not been satisfied with their deaths but had insisted on carving into them even long after they were nothing but corpses.  Something niggled at Katherine’s mind, some errant oddity, but it could not make it through the dull haze that had settled on her thoughts, could not pierce the creeping numbness that horror at such destruction brought.  

Rion was also silent.  He uttered no flippant remarks, no complaints, and Katherine almost wished he would.  Something, anything to pull her out of this nightmare, to show her that she was more than just a ghost wandering through a massacre, a silent witness to some terrible tragedy.  But he said nothing.  And they walked on in silence.

Fires burned—it was they which produced the smoke—but no food cooked on them.  Instead, they consumed tents and the belongings of the people who had died.  Dozens of corpses.  Dozens of fires.  But Katherine did not feel the heat of them on her skin, for what heat they created was not great enough to overcome the numbness, the cold spreading through her.  

The Palietkun, at least, had not died without a fight.  Clasped in the hands of the corpses, she could see spears similar to the one Darl carried, and she felt some small satisfaction that many of their points were coated with crimson.  But what contentment she felt at the sight quickly dissolved.  What did it matter, after all?  Perhaps they had wounded many of their attackers, killed many of them, but not enough.  Not all.  So what difference whether their spears were bloody or not?  They were dead.  All of them dead.

They found Darl at the end of the camp.  He was on his knees beside the corpse of an elderly woman, his head hanging low, looking wretched and terrible in his grief.  Bodies of Ferinan lay all around the woman, as if this was where they had made their stand. Among them were other corpses of men in black armor and red cloaks.  Katherine stared at her friend, at the grief writ plain on his features, and she wanted to say something, to offer some words of comfort, but found that she had none in her.  It was as if her insides had been scraped out, scoured away with the flames and the blades of the Redeemers.  So she only stood beside him.  It was not enough, too weak an answer for what had come, what had happened, but she could do nothing else.

“They stood here,” the Ferinan said, his tone lifeless, as if he were already dead.  “The Palietkun.  My people.  They stood and tried to protect the others, to hold the men off for as long as they could.”

Katherine placed a hand on Darl’s shoulder, found that it was shaking, and she forced her eyes away from her surroundings, to the woman lying by the Ferinan.  She could not answer it all, could not begin to approach that great tragedy not even within her own thoughts.  But, perhaps, she could answer this one, at least.  “Who was she?”

Darl’s face writhed, and for a time he did not speak.  Then, when he did, he did so in a voice that was barely audible.  “The Whisperer, my people called her.  The eldest among us, the wisest.  She was without equal.”

He covered his face with his hands then, and he wept.  Katherine felt tears winding their way down her own cheeks, and a glance at Rion showed a stricken look on the man’s pale face.  He had not known these people, just as Katherine had not, but it did not matter.  In their pain, in their tragedy, they knew them.  “Darl,” Katherine began, “I…I’m…” But words failed her.  What could she say?  What could anyone?  “I’m sorry?”  What did such words even mean when placed against this? What could they mean?  

“The Palietkun are no more.  They stood here,” Darl repeated, “so that the others might flee.  The eldest and the lame—those too weak or slow to run—armed themselves and did what they could.”

Katherine realized then what had been bothering her while she’d made her way through the camp.  All the Palietkun bodies she’d seen scattered among the burning tents had been old men and women.  Those who had been left behind, who had stood to defend the younger generations as they escaped what had come.  “But…then that means some still live.”

“Yes.”

“Then…then your tribe, Darl,” Katherine said, “it still exists.”

The Ferinan shook his head slowly.  “They have killed the oldest, Katherine.  The wisest.  And in doing so, they have severed us from our past, from what made us who we are.”  He sagged, seeming to shrink before her eyes.  “The Palietkun are no more.”

“But Darl…” She trailed off.  She looked up at the sky and saw that the light was beginning to fade, casting the world around them in shadow.  And she stood by her friend, sharing what she could of his grief.  It was all she could do.

 

***
 

“It’ll be dark soon.”

Katherine nodded.  “I know.”  They were low on supplies, so they were scrounging the remains of the camp to see if they could find any water, or food that would travel.  Not that they knew where they would go now.  After all, their plans had rested on the Palietkun, on the help they would give.  But all that was left of what had once been one of the most powerful tribes of the desert were children.  She had asked Darl where they had gone, if they were safe, and it had been one of the very few things that had managed to get an answer out of the Ferinan.  He’d told her that one of the Whisperers, the youngest, still lived—at least, her body had not been found among the dead.  And that she would have led them to one of the other tribes who would take them in.  The children were safe.  

After that, he had lapsed into silence, closing his eyes and weeping silent tears, and no words of Katherine’s had been able to stir him to speak again.  Rion, too, had tried, but it was as if the dusky-skinned man hid somewhere within himself, away from the world and its pain.  Katherine paused in rummaging through a leather pack she’d found to glance at him and saw that Darl still knelt as he had for the last hour since they’d arrived at the camp.  

The tears threatened again, but she forced them away, wiping her eyes and turning back to the pack.  Supplies.  She might not be able to help her friend with his grief, not now, but she could find them supplies.  That, at least, she could do.  

Clothes, a small stone knife, nothing else that would prove useful.  She set them down with a sigh and walked to where Alesh lay on the litter a short distance away.  After it had become clear that Darl had no intentions of moving—but soon, please, gods, soon—she and Rion had gone back to get Alesh and bring him to the camp.  Katherine had asked Marta to keep watch, ostensibly in case anyone should come, but more because she did not want the girl witnessing what had happened here.  There had been a look in Marta’s eyes that made Katherine think she knew her true motives, but she had voiced no complaint, only nodded silently.

Katherine lay her hand on Alesh’s forehead and jerked it back.  “The fever’s getting worse.”

“He needs a healer,” Rion said.  

And that was true.  That was one of the reasons they’d been in such a hurry to get here, for Darl had said that the Whisperer would have been able to heal Alesh.  That, sadly, was no longer an option, and Katherine didn’t know what they could do now.  The closest healer she was aware of was miles and miles away, and Alesh would not make it that far.  She doubted if any of them would.

After all, they were nearly out of supplies—less than half a day’s worth of water and food left—and, so far, their scrounging had turned up nothing.  The Redeemers might have been monsters—were monsters—but they were thorough ones.  And among the more mundane worries of food and water…night was coming.  The fires the Redeemers had lit still burned, but they were dying down.  How much longer would they last?  A few hours?  Less?

Still, that concern, she believed, could be put off, at least for a time.  For while their searching hadn’t turned up any food or water, it had turned up clothes and simple tools easily enough, plenty that they might burn, if it came to it.  The greater concern was the Redeemers.  She and the others had escaped Celadra, but how long until the Redeemers, until the tattooed man with the bladed staff, caught up to them?  They were coming—that much she didn’t doubt.  And each minute she and the others wasted here brought them closer.  It was a cold thought, battling with the empathy for her friend, but one that could be ignored no longer.

“I’m going to go talk to him.”

“Good luck,” Rion said, the tone of his voice making it clear that he wasn’t confident in her chances of rousing the Ferinan to action.

As she walked toward Darl, Katherine thought of what she would say, of the words she might use to make him understand the direness of their situation.  She never got to try.  There was a scream from behind her, and she spun to see Marta sprinting down the dune as if the Keeper of the Dead himself were after her.  She was shouting something, but the wind of the desert and the unending susurration of the sand rendered the words unintelligible.  

As she drew closer, Katherine could make out some of them.  “Air ear!” the girl screamed, her eyes wide with panic, and Katherine frowned.  Air ear…it didn’t make any sense.

She frowned, walking toward where the girl was coming from, struggling to listen, and Marta shouted again, her words making Katherine’s skin go cold.  Not “air ear.”  They’re here.  The Redeemers had come.

  

***
 

He was barefoot.  The grass he stood in was laden with dew, and the coolness of it against his skin felt good, was a relief from the constant, terrible burning.  And the pain, the feeling of poison coursing through his veins, consuming him from the inside out.  There was none of that.  Only the wet grass on his feet, and a slight breeze, cool and kind against his skin.

And there was the darkness.  But this darkness did not seem cruel or malevolent.  Instead, it felt comforting in a way he could not understand.  He was still puzzling on that when something caught his eye, in the distance.  A flicker of orange that could only be a flame.  And, judging by the size, not just a flame, but a campfire.  There was no fear, for he felt that such things as fear or worry did not—could not—belong in this place.  Not fear then, only curiosity and, yes, excitement.  The sort of excitement a stranger might feel after having been gone for a very long time and finally returning home.  

He took a step toward that distant fire, and the next he knew he was standing on the edge of the firelight.  A gray-robed man sat on a log by the flames.  He had long white hair to his shoulders and held something in his hands that Alesh couldn’t make out, for the figure’s back was to him.  Alesh was just about to speak when someone else stepped out of the darkness.  An old woman dressed in the sleeping clothes of a peasant.  “Hello,” she said, a nervousness in her voice.

“Hello, Adeline Harcren,” the gray-robed man said, his voice soft, kind.  “Please, will you share my fire?”

“I…I suppose so,” the woman said.  She was wringing her hands anxiously, but she stepped forward and sat primly on another log situated opposite the old man.  “Where…where am I?”

“You know, Grandmother,” the man said in a patient voice.

Alesh frowned at that, but the woman nodded slowly.  “I’d thought as much.  I was asleep though…wasn’t I?”

“Yes.”

She nodded.  “Well.  That’s a blessin’, I suppose.”

The man did not reply, and they sat in silence for a time.  Alesh felt guilty, watching the two of them from the shadows, but it was as if he could not speak, could not even move.  

“My son,” the woman said finally.  “I hope he’s alright.  I worry for him, you know.”

“Yes, I know, Grandmother,” the man said.  “Would you like to tell me of him?”

The woman studied the figure seated opposite her for several moments then finally nodded and began to speak.  It seemed to Alesh that she spoke nearly of her entire life, of all her worries, her concerns, and the gray-robed man listened.  He did not speak, barely moved, yet he seemed to share in the joy and the pain that the woman’s memories brought.  Then, finally, the woman trailed off, as if she had said all that she would, and there was nothing left.  

“A good life,” the old man said.  

“Yes,” she said, nodding, a small smile on her face.  “I s’pose so at that.”

The robed man waited for a time, then, “Are you ready, Adeline?”

She swallowed, her eyes going to whatever object the man held.  “Will it hurt?”

“The dead do not hurt, Grandmother,” the man said. 

She rose, and the stranger rose with her.  Then he reached out, and Alesh realized with a shock that he held a brand, one that glowed white-hot.  It touched the woman’s arm, searing a mark into it, but she did not cry out, only stood with a curious expression on her face.  

Finally, the man pulled away, and the woman looked up at him.  In her old, wizened features Alesh saw the innocence, the hope of a child.  “What now?” she asked.  

“Now you walk, Grandmother.”

She nodded, staring off into the seeming perpetual night around the fire.  “It is dark.”

“Yes, but you will find your way.”

“To where?” she asked, not scared, only thoughtful.

“To memories, Grandmother.  New and old alike.”

She gave another nod then stepped away from the campfire and, in a moment, disappeared into the darkness.  Alesh’s heart rampaged in his chest as he realized what this was, where this was, and who the gray-robed man must be, as an old verse, learned when he was little more than a child, came to him.

 

And the fire’s red; he keeps it hot

For those who’re dead and those who’re not,

If you don’t see him wait a while,

He’s up ahead, a foot, a mile

Waiting, watching, his brand in hand

You may run or crawl, sit or stand,

But no man ever leaves his land.

 

The man seated before him was the Keeper of the Dead, and this was his land.  “You burned her,” Alesh said, his anger seeming to break whatever paralysis had taken hold of him.  He found that he was angry, angry that even in death, mortals must suffer the unjust cruelties of the gods.  

The figure turned to regard him.  His face looked like that of a kindly grandfather, one who spent his time bouncing his grandchildren on his knee and telling them stories.  But when he saw Alesh, his eyes went wide.  

“You are not supposed to be here.”

“No one should be here,” Alesh spat.  “Isn’t it enough that you torture us in life?  Now, we have to suffer in death too?”

The God of Death frowned at that, as if confused, then his eyes opened in realization.  “She felt no pain.”

“You still burned her.”

“Yes.  So that she might have a light to find her way.”

“Then why not give her a damned torch?”  Alesh demanded.

The man gave a slow smile.  “The dead, Alesh, Son of the Morning, have no belongings, no possessions.  They have only themselves, can have only themselves, and in that, they are blessed.”

Alesh tensed.  The god knew who he was.  “Why have you brought me here?”

“You have brought yourself.  You dream, Alesh, and in your dreams you travel.  As your mother did before you.”

“My mother…”  He was stunned to silence by a grief that was overwhelming in its strength, a grief he had thought long buried.  Growling, he gave his head a shake.  Damn my dreams, he thought.  For surely this must be a dream, one brought on by the fever.  Just as he had had the premonitory dream of Ilrika’s burning so long ago. Just as he had dreamed of Amedan.  If only I could control it, he thought.  But it was too late for such worries.  The Keeper of the Dead was watching him, knew who he was, and if there was anyone who would be on the side of Shira and the other dark gods, then surely it was he.  The last line of the old nursery rhyme returned to Alesh then. You may run or crawl, sit or stand. But no man ever leaves his land.  

“What do you intend to do with me?” he said.  “Are you working for Shira?”

The god gave a small, sad smile.  “No, Alesh.  My mother’s crimes, those of my sisters and brothers who have joined her…they are theirs and theirs alone.  I am my father’s son, now as I have always been.”

Alesh grunted.  “You expect me to believe that the God of Death, is on the side of the living?”

“And why wouldn’t I be?” the god asked, as if genuinely curious.  “Oh, I know the stories that are told of me, Chosen.  I know that people fear me.  But death is not evil, is not even an ending.  It is only a transition, and I do what I can to give comfort to all those who must make it.”

Alesh frowned, wanting to argue, but he remembered the way the god had spoken to the old woman, remembered how he had helped ease her mind.  “You’re…not like other gods,” he said, the words out of his mouth before he realized it.  Still, they were true just the same.  Alesh had met several of the gods now, and all of them seemed to wear power about them like a cloak, seemed to make the very air shimmer.

The Keeper nodded, smiling.  “The dead are not proud, Alesh.  They have no use for pride.  They are humble and so I, their guide, am also humble.  Now, you must leave.  Your task is not yet finished, and your friends need you.”  The god raised a hand, waving it in the air, and suddenly a murky vision appeared in the darkness in front of them.  

Alesh’s breath caught in his throat as he noticed the corpses.  “What…what happened?”

“Death,” the Keeper said sadly.  “It came on them before their time.”

Alesh started to speak then the vision seemed to shift, and he saw figures standing among the wreckage.  Katherine, Rion, and Marta.  And Darl, a short distance away, crouched and as still as if he were carved from stone.  But the strangest thing of all was that Alesh saw himself, too, lying on a litter.  Then the perspective shifted again, rising over a nearby sand dune like a bird in flight.  He felt a vertigo, thought he might be sick, but then the terrible shifting stopped, and he saw them.  Redeemers.  Men in black armor and red cloaks, men who would bring death to any who opposed them.  And at their front walked the man he had seen in Celadra, the Ekirani.  “T-they’re coming for them,” he said.  “They have to get out, I have to warn them.  But…”  He hesitated, looking back at the god.  “I don’t know where to take them…”

“There is a place,” the god said.  “A man who might help.”

And suddenly, knowledge appeared in Alesh’s mind as if from nowhere, and he knew of where the god spoke.  “But how—"

“The dead have their own secrets, Son of the Morning,” the god said.  “Now, go.  There is little time.”

Alesh swallowed, started to turn, then hesitated.  “Keeper, there is a girl…Sonya.  She’s like a sister to me.  I was wondering—”

“She lives still.  The one I have shown you, he took her back from the shadows.  He watches over her even now.”

Alesh breathed a heavy sigh of relief, feeling as if a great weight had been taken from his shoulders.  “Thank you.”

The Keeper of the Dead nodded.  “I wish you luck, Alesh.  Now, you must hurry.”

Alesh gazed around at the perpetual darkness surrounding the small glow of the campfire.  “And just how do I do that?”

“You know how,” the Keeper said.  “You know the path you must take.”

And—just like that—he did.  “Alright.  Thanks.”  He turned and started into the darkness.

“There will be pain,” the god said from behind him.

“It’s okay,” Alesh said, gritting his teeth.  “I’m getting used to it.”  

And then he ventured into the darkness.

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty 

 

 

 

“Damnit,” Rion hissed, “they’ll be here in a few minutes.  We have to go.  Now!”

“Darl,” Katherine said, ignoring him and speaking to the Ferinan. “Please.  There’s no time.  We have to leave.”

“And go where?”  Darl asked. “My people are here, Katherine.  There is nothing left for me.  And if these Redeemers could so easily defeat them, then any tribe we travel to will stand no chance.  We would only bring death to their door.  No,” he said, shaking his head, “I cannot do that—I will not.”

“Well we’ve got to go somewhere,” Rion snapped, “otherwise, we’ll be having this argument in the Keeper’s Fields.  It’s about to be dark, and if the Redeemers don’t kill us the nightlings will.”

Katherine turned and glanced at the man, at the girl standing beside him, her fear writ plain on her face, before looking back to the Ferinan.  An optimist, Rion had called him, but he was not that, not any longer, and she began to understand how much she had come to rely on the Ferinan’s unflappable hope during their association.  “Darl,” she tried again, “there’s got to be somewhere we can go, somewhere—”

“I think I’ve got the answer for that.”

They all turned and Katherine gasped as she saw Alesh standing there.  He looked ill-used, and it was clear that it was all he could do to stay upright, but he was standing.  It was only then that she realized she had not thought to see him awake again, had feared that he would slowly slip into death.  She was embracing him before she realized it, not bothering to try to hide the tears that came to her face.  “You’re alive.”

“Sort of,” he said, laughing tiredly.  He grabbed her shoulders gently, pulling her away.  “We should talk…later.  But right now, we’re out of time.  And I think I know of a place we can go.”

“Not that I’m not glad to see you awake,” Rion said, “but how would you know anything?  You’ve been unconscious the whole time we’ve been in the desert.”

Alesh winced.  “The Keeper of the Dead told me.”

Rion blinked.  “Wait a minute.  Do you mean…are you saying that you died?”

Alesh shrugged his good shoulder.  “Only a little.”  He walked to the Ferinan and offered him his hand.  “Come, Darl.  I grieve for your people, but we will see them avenged—we will see justice done.  I promise you.”

The Ferinan hesitated, then slowly reached up, grasping Alesh’s hand firmly and allowing himself to be pulled to his feet.  “It is good to see you again, Son of the Morning.”

“It’s good to be seen.”

“Yeah, this is nice and all,” Rion said, glancing up at the fading sun, “but night’s here.  Maybe we can have our reunion later—after we’re all dead and the nightlings are chewing on us.”

Katherine opened her mouth, meaning to snap at Rion, but Marta spoke first.  “Where are we going to go?” she asked, staring at Alesh with wide, terrified eyes.

He offered her a smile.  “Further into the desert, Rose.”

“Who’s Rose?”  Rion asked, then shook his head.  “It doesn’t matter.  Further into the desert, you say?  Away from civilization.”  He grunted.  “And away from any shelter from the nightlings.  Perfect.”

Alesh met his eyes.  “Leave the nightlings to me.”  

“But, Alesh,” Katherine said, “you’re not well.  How far can you make it before your strength gives out?”

“Far enough,” he said, and he’d only just gotten the word out when a howl sounded in the distance.  A sound each of them recognized all too well.  The nightlings were coming.  Alesh stared off into the night then reached his hands up to either side.  At first, nothing happened, and Katherine was about to ask him what he was doing when something changed.  

The low flames of the campfires around them flared brightly, doubling, then tripling in size.  Alesh bared his teeth and suddenly the fire began to drift toward him.  It came in bright streamers of light until it reached him, then it began to swirl around him in great looping orange whorls.  Shining like a beacon in the darkness, he turned to the others.  “Stay close behind me.”

 

***
 

Rion’s breath was rasping in his lungs, and he felt as if his legs would give out beneath him at any moment, but he ran on, shocked that he was forced to struggle to keep up with Alesh.  The man had been nearly dead only hours ago—in truth, he still looked as if he were on the short list for a visit to The Keeper—but now he was running as if he’d slept for a year.  And not just running.

The flames that seemed to hover around him, swirling in such a distracting way, kept most of the nightwalkers at bay, but not all.  Some of the creatures—apparently too furious or too hungry to care about self-preservation—attacked anyway.  And despite his wounds, despite that he only had use of one arm, Alesh knocked them away with his good hand which was wreathed in flames, barely slowing at all.  And where he struck, creatures screamed and howled and died.

Darl ran beside him, the Ferinan’s spear lashing out with incredible speed and precision, fending off any who made it past Alesh’s guard or who tried to creep in from the opposite side of those swirling flames.  Not that there were many, for the nightlings who risked the light seemed intent on Alesh to the exclusion of all else.  

Yet for all the Alesh’s power and Darl’s skill, they were all growing more tired by the second, and the small group hadn’t had it all their way.  Alesh bled from several gashes along his back where one of the nightlings’ claws had scored him, and the Ferinan’s side had been cut deeply enough that Rion thought he could see ribs.  

Chosen by the gods or not, able to make flames obey his commands like scolded puppy dogs or not, if Alesh didn’t find the place he was looking for soon, they were all going to die.  “How much farther?”  Rion shouted.

Alesh paused to grasp the throat of a nightling that had pounced out of the darkness, stopping it in mid-flight.  He gave a savage twist, and Rion heard something snap.  A moment later, Alesh tossed the broken body of the creature back into the darkness and ran on.  “Not much farther,” he shouted back over his shoulder.

Rion cursed and followed, his own blades gripped in sweaty hands.  So far none of the creatures had attacked him or Marta where they ran at the back of the group—for which he was grateful—but he didn’t trust that to last.  After all, how much longer could Alesh keep going?

They’d survived longer than Rion would have ever thought possible, but no matter how many of the creatures Alesh and Darl killed, there were always more to take their place, and he and the others could not keep running forever.  They were tired, all of them, and Alesh, in particular.  And not just tired, Rion thought, dying.  The man had taken the last several hundred paces at a shambling, drunken run, and the lines of fire that had once glowed brightly about him had now shrunken to a dull golden glow.  

Suddenly, Alesh came to a staggering halt, and Rion thought that the time had come, that whatever final reserve of strength the man had found had finally run out.  He glanced anxiously at the creatures roaming along the edges of the increasingly small circle of light surrounding Alesh, hissing and snarling, eager to get at them.  

“Alesh?”  Katherine asked.  “What is it?”  And judging by the worried tone of her voice, Rion knew she was having a similar thought.

Alesh glanced around into the darkness, as if looking for something.  “It…it should be here.”

“What should?”  Marta asked.

“The place…where the person who could help us is…”  He trailed off, searching the darkness surrounding them.

“The one the Keeper of the Dead told you about?”  Rion muttered, walking closer to the man, his eyes scanning the shadows in case one of the creatures decided to attack.  “Who could have guessed that the Death God isn’t reliable?”

“It should be here,” Alesh repeated in a troubled voice, as if Rion hadn’t spoken.  

They all shared worried looks, save for Darl, who peered off into the night, a curious expression on his face.  “Does anyone have a coin?”

“I hate to crush your optimism after you just got it back, Darl,” Rion said, his own eyes tracking a nightling that paced the edge of the light, its incredibly long fangs bared in a silent snarl, “but I don’t think they can be bribed.”  Still, he reached into his pocket, withdrawing a coin at random—it wasn’t as if he would be able to spend it—and handing it to the Ferinan who took it with a nod.

Then, without a word, he turned and threw it into the night.  “Hey,” Rion said, “what did you—”

The Ferinan held up a hand, asking for silence, and reluctantly Rion subsided.  A moment later, they were rewarded with the sound of the coin chiming as it struck something.  Not a nightling or sand, not to make that sound.  It had sounded as if the coin had struck…stone.

The others must have come to the same conclusion, for Alesh gave the Ferinan a fierce—if pale and sickly—grin.  “Come on.”  He led them toward the source of the sound at a shambling jog.  As he followed, Rion couldn’t help but notice that the nightlings had begun to shy away from their party, retreating into the shadows as if they’d had their fill of violence.  

Rion was just about to ask if the others noticed this strange behavior when he saw that the others had stopped, were gazing into the darkness.  Frowning, he followed their eyes and grunted in surprise.  From the faint glow still radiating from Alesh, he could make out the outline of a stone wall, fifteen to twenty feet high at least.  And not just a wall, but a massive structure, as if a castle had been plucked up by some god and placed here, in the middle of the desert.  

“Thank the gods,” Alesh breathed.  

Thank the Keeper of the Dead, Rion thought, but that was gratitude he’d rather not express in person, at least not anytime soon.  How did a man get a letter to the lord of the underworld anyway?

“We need to find a door.”  This, too, from Alesh, and they began walking along the wall.  It was a slow, tedious process, the sand beneath contriving to shift beneath their feet, and Rion couldn’t imagine how anyone could build a castle on sand without the whole lot of it crashing down.  But just then, he didn’t care.  What mattered was that the nightlings seemed to not like the place, staying well away despite the fact that there were no lights to ward them off and that, inside, they might find shelter from the creatures as well as the Redeemers who could not be far behind.

“Here,” Katherine called, and the rest of the group moved to her to find a large door, practically twice as tall as Rion himself.  

“What do we do now?”  Rion asked.

Alesh glanced around at the group, all of them watching him, then shrugged.  “Knock?”  He suited action to words, and the vibrations of his fist on the thick wooden door seemed to echo in a night that had grown terribly, eerily still.

They waited, but no answering call came from inside the castle, not so much as the sound of footsteps.  Frowning, Alesh knocked again, louder this time, and Rion and the others waited anxiously for any sound.  None came.

“I don’t guess the God of Death told you whether or not the bastard was home, did he?”  Rion asked.

Alesh started to answer, but Darl spoke first, his voice tense.  “Dawn Bringer.”

Alesh turned, glancing at him, and Rion and the others followed the Ferinan’s gaze away from the door to where a man stood at the edge of the light behind them.  Rion’s heart fluttered in his chest as he saw that it was the same man from Celadra, the one who carried the double-bladed spear, the one who Alesh had insisted on fleeing from.  The man said nothing, only watched them, an unreadable expression on his face.  

“What do you want?”  Rion demanded.

The man ignored him, turning slowly to face Darl.  “They fought well, your people.”

The Ferinan tensed at that, taking a step forward as if intending to charge the tattooed man, but Alesh grabbed his shoulder, stopping him.  “You killed them,” the Ferinan said, his voice furious and sad all at once.

“Yes.”  No feeling one way or the other, sounding as if he might have been commenting on the weather instead of the butchery of several hundred innocents, and Rion felt his own anger rise in response to the man’s casual manner.  He also noted, for the first time, that the man stood alone, the Redeemers who had accompanied him nowhere in evidence.

“Who are you?”  Alesh said.

“I am the Broken,” the man replied, and if he felt any anxiety at being alone, facing off against the five of them, he did not show it.

“And why have you come?”  Alesh asked.

“You know why, Son of the Morning,” the man said.  “I have come seeking an ending.”

“An ending to what?”

The man met his eyes, and though his gaze was placid, calm, Rion thought he could see madness dancing in it.  “Everything.  Will you come, Son of the Morning? Will you meet me?”

Alesh took a step forward but was stopped by Katherine’s hand.  “Alesh, you can’t.  You can barely stand and—”

“There’s no choice,” he said, his own voice calm, but Rion could hear the exhaustion and pain in the man’s words.  Alesh turned to Darl, and the Ferinan gave a single nod.  “Keep trying,” Alesh said over his shoulder.  “We’ll buy you some time.”

But by the sound of his voice, by the brief look the two men shared before stepping to meet the newcomer, Rion thought they held no illusions about how it would end.

 

***
 

Alesh was weary beyond belief.  During his training sessions with Olliman and Kale—what felt like a lifetime ago—he had often left the courtyard, bruised and battered from his practice bouts, thinking that he couldn’t be any more tired, any more worn out, than he was.  He had been wrong.  And, just then, he would have given nearly anything to have felt that way.  

For now, it was all he could do to stand, let alone walk.  He had found reserves of strength he had not known he’d had while they’d charged through the darkness, the light and the fire he’d bent to his will seeming to reinvigorate him.  But what effect they’d had was long gone now, and his feet felt impossibly heavy, as if lead weights had been tied to them.  

Standing was difficult, walking toward the man with the Ferinan beside him, a trial, a challenge all its own, and he knew that he would not be able to fight for long.  If at all.  Still, there was no choice.  Perhaps Katherine and the others would get the door open, and they, at least, might be saved.  

“You are hurt,” the man said, studying Alesh as the two men came to stand a few feet away.  “I would have it otherwise, if I could.”

Alesh grunted.  “Care to come back in a couple of weeks then?”

“I’m afraid not,” the man said, apparently missing the sarcasm.  “You and those others with you stand in the way of the end, a much-needed end.  The world is sick—has been sick for a long time—and there is no cure for what ails it.  It suffers now, and I seek only to end its suffering.”

“Don’t talk as if you’re some savior,” Alesh growled.  “You’re a murderer.  No better than some common street thug that kills for coin.”

Anger flashed in the man’s eyes at that, the first sign of any emotion he had shown, but it vanished in another instant.  “I do what must be done.”

“Like killing old men and women?”  Alesh demanded.  “Enough talk,” he continued, drawing his sword.  “You’ve searched for death—come find it.”

“As you wish.”

The man moved in a blur, and Alesh barely got his sword up in time to parry the man’s attack.  The Ekirani struck again, bringing the opposite end of his weapon around in a sweeping motion almost too fast to follow, and Alesh was forced to leap back, narrowly avoiding the questing steel.  

His feet struck the ground, and he stumbled, his legs threatening to give out beneath him.  The Ekirani, though, leaped forward, his weapon raised above his head, and Alesh would have died then had Darl not intercepted his weapon, knocking it away with the haft of his spear and standing in front of Alesh until he was able to find his footing.

Gods, he’s fast, Alesh thought.  Too fast.  

There followed a blur of motion as Ekirani and Ferinan lashed out with their weapons, knocking each other’s attacks aside and countering with strikes of their own.  It felt as if it lasted for an eternity to Alesh, but in truth it was only seconds.  Then, Darl grunted in pain and staggered back, a cut across his chest where one of the staff’s blades had caught him.  

“You are skilled,” the Broken said, holding his own weapon casually as the Ferinan’s blood dripped from its tip.  He began to pace then, first one way, then the other, always keeping his side to Alesh and Darl, and the two circled him warily, Alesh concentrating on fighting back the waves of dizziness that threatened to overcome him.

He risked a glance over his shoulder and saw the others still gathered at the door, Katherine banging on it while Rion peered at the latch.  They would get inside.  He needed to believe that, had to believe that, for if what the Keeper had said was true, Sonya was somewhere within.  Yes, they would get inside.  They only needed more time.

With a growl, Alesh launched his fevered body forward, his sword leading.  The man batted the attack aside easily enough, but Alesh wasn’t finished.  Calling on the last remnants of his strength, and all the training Olliman had given him, he fought with a skill he had not known he possessed.  His sword seemed to come at the Ekirani with a mind of its own, an overhand strike, followed by an attack from the side, then another, the blade everywhere at once, a dozen blows in rapid succession.  And the Ekirani weathered them all, his face a placid mask, the only indication that he had to put in any effort coming in the form of a single step back, taken under the barrage.

Alesh stood, panting for breath, wavering on his feet as he studied the man in disbelief, who seemed no worse for wear after the brutal exchange.  The Broken bowed his head a fraction, as if in acknowledgment of Alesh’s efforts.  Then he moved.

Alesh parried, and parried again, but the Broken’s weapon was everywhere, too fast to follow.  A line of fire traced its way up Alesh’s good arm as the blade scored him, then another on his front leg that he had retracted a fraction too slowly.  And on and on the attack went.  Alesh felt his parries slowing as his body’s remaining strength faded, and he cried out, staggering back as the tattooed man’s blade struck his shoulder a glancing blow and blood blossomed there.

The Ekirani watched him, and Alesh bared his teeth.  “Come on then, you bastard.”

The tattooed man took a step forward, planning to do just that, but Darl lunged at him from the side, his weapon leading.  Alesh had a moment of hope that in his distraction, the Ekirani wouldn’t notice before it was too late, but the tattooed man seemed to sense that the strike was coming.  He suddenly hopped back, leaning his chest and face away, and the spear missed him by inches.    

Before Darl could strike again, the Ekirani’s fist lashed out with blinding speed, striking Darl in the ribs, and Alesh thought he heard something crack before the Ferinan stumbled backward.

Darl lunged his spear forward even as he retreated, and the Broken was forced to spin, parrying the weapon.  It was a small opening, but the one Alesh needed.  He lunged in, swinging his sword in an arc at the Broken’s unprotected side, but the man’s hand was there, knocking the blade away.  Then he pivoted and his kick took Alesh in the midsection.  The next thing Alesh knew, he was lying on the ground, wheezing, and he realized he no longer held his sword.  He looked up as the tattooed man moved to stand above him, watched as the Broken stared at his hand, bloody where he’d knocked Alesh’s sword away.  He studied it curiously, as if surprised that he’d been cut, then his eyes traveled to Alesh on the ground, and he raised his weapon.  

Alesh gritted his teeth, knowing he wouldn’t be able to move in time.  The Ferinan was just picking himself up from the ground, one arm wrapped around his midsection, a pained expression on his face.  He wouldn’t be able to help.  Suddenly, there was a loud click, as if of a crossbow release, and something flew out of the darkness.  Something flew over Alesh’s head, and he saw with surprise that it was a net with what appeared to be lead balls tied to the ends of it.  The Broken brought his weapon up to deflect it, but the blade did not cut through the net’s material, instead becoming tangled in it as the net looped around the Broken himself.

The man staggered back, and a voice boomed from somewhere behind Alesh.  “Get inside!  Now!”

He twisted, looking back toward the castle, to see a barrel-chested, gray-haired man of at least seven feet in height standing in the doorway.  One hand held the door while the other carried a device that looked similar to a crossbow but was different in ways Alesh’s fevered mind couldn’t comprehend.  He glanced back at the Broken and saw that the man was even now working himself free of the net.  In seconds, he would be out, and he would finish what he’d started.

Hissing in pain, blinking back the black spots gathering in his vision, Alesh stumbled to his feet, then grabbed Darl and, leaning on each other for support, they started toward the castle.  As they neared the door, Alesh turned and tensed as he saw the Broken rising from where he’d untangled himself from the net.  Then, without preamble, the man began charging toward them, his expression still blank.  

“Come on, damnit!”  A hand grabbed Alesh, and the next thing he knew, he was being tossed through the large, open doorway as if he weighed nothing.  He rolled on the ground and looked up in time to see the Broken through a crack in the door, only feet away from the castle entrance.  Then the door slammed shut, and the gray-haired giant’s thick arms tensed with strain as he slid a massive beam into place, barring the gate.  

Alesh’s vision was blurring badly now, but he got the vague impression that they were in some kind of courtyard, with grass and bushes that seemed incongruous with the desert surrounding them.  He was relieved to see Katherine, Rion, and Marta standing to one side, their forms indistinct, as his vision failed him.  “I…thank you,” he rasped.

The giant man loomed over him, and though Alesh couldn’t see clearly, he could make out the scowl on the man’s face.  “Sure, why not?” the stranger grated.  “And, since we’re on that, why don’t you tell me who you are before I kill the lot of you?”

Alesh opened his mouth, meaning to answer.  But the darkness that had been gathering in his vision, his mind, surged forward, and the only answer he was able to give was passing out.

 

***
 

Heat, burning through him, scouring him from the inside out.  And pain.  Terrible, shocking pain.  He could hear voices, but they were muted and unclear, unable to make it through the storm of agony raging inside him.  Vague shapes hovered around him, smears of light and shadow, indistinct and unknowable.  More pain, a growl from someone, what might have been a curse.  And then he fell into the darkness again.

Alesh’s eyes came open slowly.  They felt heavy, thick, and there was a creeping numbness spreading through his body.  Such a feeling might have alarmed him at another time, but after days, weeks spent in constant pain, he could feel only relief.  He tried to turn his head, to look around, but his body didn’t want to obey his commands.  A surge of panic threatened at that, but he fought it down.  He was alive, and that was more than he had expected to be.  “Hello?” he asked, his voice a croaking whisper, his throat impossibly dry, as if he’d swallowed a bucketful of sand.

No answer, and he cleared his throat, trying again.  A moment later, there was the sound of a door opening, of rapid footsteps, and a familiar figure appeared above him.  Relief and joy flooded through Alesh as he gazed at the face above him.  “S-Sonya?”

“You’re awake!” the girl exclaimed, and Alesh grunted as she leaned over, hugging him tightly.  “Uncle said you might not wake up for days, if at all, but I told him you would.”

“Y-you were right,” Alesh said, straining the words out past the fierce embrace.  “And you have no idea how happy I am to see you, but if you don’t stop hugging me so tight, I’m liable to pass out again.”

Sonya giggled at that, but she let go, and Alesh took a deep, grateful breath.  Something the girl had said struck him, and he tried to speak but broke into a coughing fit.

“Oh, I’m sorry, he said you’d be thirsty.”  The next thing he knew, a glass of cool water was pressed to his lips, and he drank greedily, thinking he had never tasted anything so good.  

“T-thanks,” Alesh said.  “But…who’s ‘Uncle’?”

Sonya winced.  “He’s not really my uncle—he just told me to call him that.  You’ll like him, Alesh.  He’s fun.  And he knows all sorts of games.  He saved me.  He’s also the one that saw to your wounds.”

Alesh felt a little of his strength returning and glanced down to see that his body was practically covered in bandages.  And, what was even more noticeable, the dull, throbbing pain in his arm where the crossbow quarrel had pierced him, the pain that had been his constant companion for the last several days, was gone.  “Good riddance,” he mumbled.  “What about the others?  Katherine and—”

“They’re fine,” Sonya said.  “All of them.  Darl was a little hurt, but Uncle saw to him, and he’s all better now.”

Alesh breathed another sigh of relief, nodding slowly.  “Now, this uncle of yours.  Who is h—”

“Larin, that’s my name.”  Alesh followed the sound of the voice to see the giant gray-haired man from the gate standing in the doorway. 

Larin.  Something about the name struck Alesh as familiar, then his eyes widened in realization.  “Do you mean Chosen Larin?  One of the Six?  The one everyone knows as the Shaper?”

The big man grunted, frowning.  Then he knelt beside Sonya. “Why don’t you go see to the others, little miss?  Make sure they’re not touching any of uncle’s stuff.  Your friend and I just need to have a little talk.  We’ll be along directly.”

“Okay, Uncle,” she said, smiling widely, then she reached up and gave him a peck on the cheek before disappearing through the doorway.

They watched her go, and the big man gave another grunt.  “Never much cared for people, but that little girl…she’s something else.”

“Yes,” Alesh managed, “she is.”

Larin turned back to him, frowning.  “She’s also the only reason you’re not dead right now.  I don’t like unwelcome visitors to my home, stranger, and I damned sure don’t like it when they arrive with an army at their backs.  To answer your question, yes, my name is Larin, once Chosen of Amedan.  Though it’s a name I haven’t heard uttered in years.  As for that ‘Shaper’ nonsense, you can keep it to yourself.  I’ve always liked to build things, that’s all, liked working with my hands.  It isn’t my fault if some superstitious fools want to go giving titles to everything they come across, as if everything has to have a damned name, has to be labeled and categorized so those pretend scholars can turn their noses up at it.”

Alesh frowned.  During his time spent in the library of Olliman’s castle in search of the identity of his parents, Alesh had read what few writings there were on Chosen Larin, known to most as the Shaper.  A quiet man, they had said, one who preferred to work behind the scenes.  But they had never mentioned the man’s obvious dislike of people—nor had they mentioned that he was over seven feet tall. “But…but you’re famous,” he said.  “All the world loves you.  Why would you hide away in the desert like this?”

The big man snorted.  “All the world loves me, eh?  Sure, and this year maybe long-sleeved tunics are in, and the next short.  Stranger, peoples’ likes and dislikes change with the seasons—most quicker than that—and they never need much of a reason to start hating what they once loved.”

Alesh found himself thinking of Olliman, of the way the citizens of Ilrika had gone from adoring him, thinking him nearly a god himself, to despising him, over the course of a single year.  “I think I understand.”

The man grunted, as if it didn’t matter to him one way or the other.  Fun, Sonya had said.  The man didn’t seem like much fun, not then, not with the way he was scowling at Alesh like he was a particularly ugly bug he was considering squashing.  “Thank you for patching me up.  My name’s Alesh, by the way, Cho—”

“I know who you are,” the big man said.  “I know what you are.  Your friends filled me in while you were sleeping.  Now, why have you come, Alesh, Chosen of Amedan?  And why have you brought death with you?”

Alesh winced.  “I’m sorry for that.  We came to get help from the Ferinan, the Palietkun tribe, Darl’s people.  But…”

“But the men you brought to my door killed them.  I know.”  The man shook his head.  “A damned shame.  Those Ferinan were as good as they come.  They didn’t deserve what happened to them.”

“No.  But, you see, that’s what we’re trying to do.  We’re trying to stop those bastards from being able to do anything else like that again.”

The giant snorted.  “I’ve heard it all before, boy, long before you were ever born.  There’s always some great evil needs fightin’, and that’s the thing about evil—it never ends.  Neither does the fightin’.  And all for what?  More blood, and little else ever comes of it.”

“So what then?”  Alesh demanded, suddenly angry.  “We’re all supposed to just hide in the desert like hermits?  Just let the world be damned?”  He shook his head, shocked at the difference in this man, one of Amedan’s Six, compared to Olliman, the man he’d grown up serving.  “Olliman would never have—”

“Don’t talk to me about Olliman, boy!” the man suddenly roared, a wildness in his eyes.  He hesitated then, his massive chest heaving as he fought to get himself under control.  When he spoke again, it was in a normal voice, but Alesh could hear the barely-contained anger.  “I knew Brent.  He was a friend, maybe the only real friend I ever had.  Oh, he was the wisest of the Chosen, sure, the best of us, but he was also just a man.  A man with his own doubts, his own fears, a man who sacrificed everything for his people, and for what?  If what I’ve heard is true, the bastards thanked him for all his sacrifices by killing him.”

He shook his head, and when he went on, his voice was haggard, tired.  “I tried to tell him, once the war was done, when Argush, the king of the nightlings, was destroyed, to leave it, to come with me.  I told him that without the nightlings to hate, the world would find something or someone else soon enough.  Leave them to it, I said, let them pick up the pieces.  You’ve done enough.”  He turned to regard Alesh.  “Do you know what he said to me?”

Alesh shook his head, finding it difficult to speak when he could see the naked grief on the old giant’s face.  

The man smiled, his gaze getting a far-off look.  “He said, ‘Larin, you love to build—the Evertorches, your inventions, all of it.  Why not, then, build a better world?”  He wiped a thick finger across his eyes.  “A better world, that’s what he wanted.  And for that, the bastards killed him.”  He sighed.  “When I first saw all you at the front of the castle, I just assumed they’d come to finish me too, figured maybe my days of hiding—” The older man cut off at a crash from somewhere outside.  “Damnit.  Alright, boy, it’s time to move—you going to get up or just lie around all day?”

Alesh opened his mouth to say that he couldn’t move, but then he realized that, as they’d been talking, the strength had slowly returned to his body.  He grunted, rising, expected there to be pain but finding hardly any at all.  He stood, taking an inventory of his wounds and tried to flex his hurt arm.  The fingers at the end of it moved, if barely.

“You’ll get feelin’ back in it eventually,” the giant said.  “You’re lucky to have the arm at all—any healer I’ve ever met would have had it off and called it a job well done, as full of infection as it was.”

“So…how did you fix it?”  Alesh said.

The big man grunted.  “It’s what I do—fix things.  Anyway, maybe I’ll tell you later.  Assuming we survive the next few hours.”

Alesh nodded, and then they were moving.  They’d barely left the room when there was another crash from outside, and he thought he heard wood splinter.  “Nightlings?” he asked the other man as they hurried through the castle hallways.

“No, not those bastards.  Those damned things learned long ago not to try to enter my home, lights or not.  Not particularly smart, but even dumb beasts will learn eventually, if they see enough of their fellows die.  Not worth it just to gnaw on the grizzled bones of one ancient, ornery bastard.  I’ve got enough booby traps around this place to wipe out a generation of them, they make an issue of it.”

Alesh frowned at that, but he remembered the way the nightlings had shied away from the castle, backing up as they drew near even though no lights had been lit.  “What then?” he asked.  

The man paused at a window, opening it, and pointed with a thick finger, withdrawing a cylinder from his tunic as he did.  He gave the item a twist then tossed it through the opening with a casual motion, yet for all that, it hurtled through the air, and brilliant light shot in all directions.  Alesh realized with shock that it was an Evertorch, and was stunned that the man had so casually thrown one away, as they were worth a small fortune.  

But his true surprise came when the light of the Evertorch illuminated an army.  Men in red and black, and others wearing the uniforms of Tesharna’s soldiers.  Hundreds, possibly thousands of them.  “T-that’s impossible,” he said, staring.  “There…there weren’t that many before.  How long have I been unconscious?”

The man raised an eyebrow at him. “Two days.”

Alesh blinked at that.  Two days.  And now they were trapped.  They couldn’t fight their way out, not against so many.  They walked on and soon he followed the big man into the entryway of the castle.  The others stood there, whispering in nervous voices and glancing out the windows at the army.  They turned at Alesh and Larin’s approach.  

“Ah,” Rion said, “you’re awake.  And just in time for the show.”

Katherine met Alesh’s eyes, giving him a smile that was at once relieved and anxious, and he returned it the best he could.  Rose and Sonya stood a little away from the rest of the group, talking in hushed tones.  Just met and already best friends, but then that was the way of children.  

“Dawn Bringer,” Darl said, “it is good to see you awake and well.”

Alesh was still sore, and he didn’t know if “well” was how he’d describe himself, but he nodded.  “Darl, about your people…I’m so sor—”

“Later,” the Ferinan interrupted in a soft voice.  “Later, my friend.  For now, we must concern ourselves with the present.”

Alesh nodded again.  “Of course.”

“So…” Katherine said, “do we have a plan?”

“Preferably,” Rion interjected, “one that doesn’t end with the lot of us getting murdered.”

“Wish I’dve kept my invisible horses,” Marta muttered.

They all turned to look at her, and she shrugged.  “You know, they’d be handy in a situation like this.  But I gave ‘em away to a man I met.  He was invisible too, so I suppose that’s alright.”

They all studied her incredulously, but it was Rion who spoke.  “What good would a damned invisible horse do us, even if such a thing did exist?  I mean, we’re not invisible, are we?”

The girl nodded, thoughtfully.  “That’s a good point.”

Alesh blinked, not sure of what to say to that, then another crash from outside, and they all looked to see that the soldiers had gotten a tree—the gods alone knew where they’d found it out here in the desert—and fashioned a battering ram, and were now smashing it against the door.  Alesh turned to Larin.  “You said you had booby traps.  Enough for that many?”

The big man snorted and shook his head.  “No.  When I built this place, I counted on nightlings, prepared for them.  What I didn’t count on was an army of men hungry for blood showing up on my doorstep.  Still,” he said, a glitter in his eyes, “the first of ‘em to come through’ll be in for a nasty surprise, anyway.”

“That’s great,” Rion muttered, “maybe we’ll find time to celebrate before we die.”

The giant scowled at that but said nothing, and Alesh found the others looking to him, waiting for what he would say.  “Alright,” he said, glancing at Larin, “is there another way out of this place?  A back door?”

The man nodded.  “Yes.”

“Good.”  Alesh sighed.  “We’ll have to try to push through.  They should be weaker at the back, if indeed they have surrounded the place.  If we can force a hole…” He trailed off.

“Then what?”  Rion said.  “Assuming we even make it through their lines, who cares?  We’ll be in the middle of the desert with no way of knowing where we are or where we’re going.”

Alesh opened his mouth to speak, but Larin beat him to it.  “Might be there’s another way,” he said grudgingly.

They all turned to him, and he shifted, obviously uncomfortable with so much attention.  “Well.  I told you, I figured it’d be only a matter of time before someone came for me, bastards like the ones did for Brent.  So…” He shrugged, almost sheepishly.  “I rigged the place to blow.”

“To blow?”  Alesh asked.

The big man nodded.  “That’s right.  There’s certain herbs that when dried…suffice to say that the place’ll go up like some of those firecrackers merchants sell at fairdays.  Only…bigger.”

Alesh shared a glance with the others.  “How much bigger?”

“A lot.”

“Wait a minute,” Rion said, “do you mean to tell me that for the last two days we’ve been sitting in a castle that could…what, explode?”

“That’s right,” Larin said.

“Well, sure,” Rion said dryly. “Why not?”

Just then, there was a crash from outside, far louder than those which had come before it, and they all looked out the window to see that the castle’s gate had been broken down.  Red-cloaked men and Tesharna’s soldiers poured through the opening like ants, then Alesh heard a distinct click.  A moment later, what appeared to be dozens of crossbow bolts flew out from either side of the courtyard’s wall, impaling the intruders who screamed as they died.

“By the gods,” Rion breathed.  “Remind me to never visit you uninvited.”

The giant grinned widely, a glint in his eyes. “You already did.”

Rion swallowed hard, and Alesh couldn’t help but agree with his anxiety.  It was one thing to be killed in battle; it was quite another to be killed without ever even seeing your enemy.  Still, for all the devastation the booby trap had wreaked, leaving dozens of soldiers dead or dying on the courtyard ground, more were piling through every moment.  “If you have a way out of here,” Alesh said, turning to Larin, “we’d better take it.  We’re running out of time.”

The big man seemed to hesitate, then sighed.  “Follow me.”

He led them through the castle, down to what Alesh took to be a wine cellar.  Past rows and rows of barrels stacked on end, until they reached a stone wall with two unlit torches mounted on brackets.  Alesh was just about to ask what they were supposed to do now when the big man reached out and grabbed one of the torches, pulling it down.  There was a grating sound, like stone sliding against stone, and the next thing he knew, the wall—which had looked perfectly solid—slid away to reveal a doorway. 

Alesh blinked.  It seemed there was no end to the skill Larin had with building things with his hands.  He shook his head in wonder.  “Evertorches.  Walls that slide into themselves, booby traps.  If you would have shared some of your knowledge…”

“Then people would have found a way to use it to kill each other,” Larin snapped.  “It’s what they do, after all.”

Considering that there was an army of soldiers trying to murder him and his friends, Alesh didn’t think now was the time to disagree.  Instead, he remained silent as the big man reached over and grabbed a lantern from where it sat on a nearby barrel and flipped a switch.  Light blossomed in it, clear, almost white light.

“How did you do that?”  Rion said.  “Without flint or—”

“You want to get a lesson, or you looking to survive the night?” the giant demanded, and Rion went silent.  The big man watched him for another moment then grunted in satisfaction.  “This way.”  He led them through the opening into a long, dark tunnel.  Sandstone walls pressed in on either side.  Larin reached up and pulled a lever embedded in the wall, and the wall slid shut behind them.    

The big man continued further down the tunnel, the only light that of the lantern he carried, and it was all Alesh could do to follow.  They were underground, in tunnels carved out of the earth, and he couldn’t shake the feeling that, at any moment, the ceiling—and the thousands of pounds of earth and sand on top of it—would come crashing down.  Judging by the ragged breathing of his companions, he wasn’t the only one who’d had the thought.  Only Sonya seemed unaffected, following the giant easily enough, an amazed smile on her face as if she had just discovered some magical world.

The big man drew a long stick like a taper from his tunic then ran it against the wall.  There was a hiss and suddenly flame blossomed at the end of it.  That done, he glanced back at the way they’d come, heaved a sigh, and pressed the open flame against a thin line of rope running so perfectly between the cracks in the stone that Alesh hadn’t noticed it.

Another hiss as the rope caught, and they all tensed, expecting an explosion, but nothing happened, and they looked to Larin.  “What do we do now?”  Alesh asked.

The big man grinned.  “I’d vote for run, myself.  According to my calculations, these tunnels ought to hold after the explosion—it’s why I made them, after all—but, it ain’t the sort of thing a man can test, is it?”

And that was enough for the lot of them.  They were off and running, sprinting down the hallways, the lantern the big man held swaying in the darkness as they traveled through the belly of the earth.  Minutes later, there was a distant rumble followed by an impossibly loud thunder of sound.  The walls shook, raining dust and small pieces of rock around them, and they all froze, tensing as they expected the tunnels to collapse on top of them.

But finally, the shaking, the thundering stopped, and they all breathed a heavy sigh of relief in unison.  “Well,” Larin said, clearly pleased, “it worked.”

Alesh didn’t love how surprised the man sounded, but didn’t bother saying anything.  Sonya was standing beside him, smiling.  She glanced at Marta who gave her an encouraging nod before turning back to Alesh.  “I’ve got three feet,” she pronounced, her expression serious.

Alesh frowned, and they all turned to stare back at Marta who winced and avoided their eyes.  “What?  Comes in handy to know how to lie, sometimes.  Anyway,” she muttered to Sonya, “we’ll work on it.”  Alesh couldn’t help but laugh.  Soon they were all laughing at the ridiculousness of it all, at the fact that, despite everything, they were still alive.

Sonya offered Alesh her small hand, and he took it.  Then they began down the tunnels once more, and he found that he felt better than he had in days.  The darkness that had been creeping through him, that had threatened to consume him entirely, was not gone, not completely, but it was receding.  And as for the tunnels they traveled, for where they might lead, he didn’t worry.  Perhaps they would lead into daylight, perhaps into darkness, but that, too, did not matter, for Alesh and the others had their own light.  They carried it with them.

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-One 

 

 

 

Chunks of rock bigger than a wagon flew past the Broken, and he lunged from side to side, narrowly avoiding the debris hurtling at him and the soldiers, dodging the big pieces, and knocking the small ones away with his god-gifted weapon.  It seemed to go on forever, that deafening, deadly explosion—then finally it was over, and the Broken stood with only minor scratches and abrasions.

Many of the men who had been near him had not been so lucky.  Dozens, perhaps as many as a hundred men lay on the ground, writhing in pain or not moving at all.  The force of the exploding castle had seemed to go out in every direction, and he did not doubt that there were more casualties among the troops who had been spread out, encircling it.  

“Sir?  What do we do?”

The Broken turned to see a Redeemer approaching.  The man was unscathed, proof that he’d been far enough away from the blast to avoid the worst of it.  The Broken stared thoughtfully down at his hand.  The wound he’d taken had stopped bleeding, but it was still coated in dried blood.  Then he looked back up at the castle, little left of it now but the foundation stones, the rest of it scattered as far as he could see.  “We find them.”

“But…sir, they’re dead, surely.  No one could survive that.”

“No,” the Broken said, shaking his head slowly.  “They live yet.  Trust me,” he added, studying the ruins.  “I know something of death.”

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Two 

 

 

 

Kale Leandrian awoke with a choked gasp, and it was some time before he got his ragged breathing under control.  He was drenched in sweat.  For the last week or more, he had not felt well, not well at all.  He’d spent the days with his stomach churning dangerously, his skin fevered, seeming to writhe with whatever sickness infected him.  He had sent for healers, but they had told him it was only a passing illness, one that would be gone in another few days.  He had called on the last over a week ago.  Since then, he had not seen another, spending his days instead cloistered inside his quarters, being seen to by the Proof.  

The rash had spread—he was not sure how much, as he had broken the last mirror days ago, and dared not send for another.  But he could see it on his hands now, and on his chest when he removed his shirt.  Yet even that wasn’t the worst of it.  The worst was the dreams that plagued him each night, left him tossing and turning, moaning with fear, so that he was never able to get any rest.  Red dreams.  Dreams of darkness and blood and screams in the night, dreams of fangs and claws and the taste of flesh.  Even his very thoughts, upon waking, felt strange, alien, as if they didn’t belong to him at all but some animal, some…beast.  

His senses too, had changed, perhaps as some symptom of the sickness.  His hearing, his sense of smell, all had become more acute, so strong, in fact, that he could smell the guards stationed outside his quarters, could hear their quiet whispers, asking after each other’s families, talking about the weather.  The smell of them so strong he could almost…taste it.

Today, though, he felt better.  Stronger.  And he thought that whatever sickness had possessed him was finally beginning to depart.  He did not even feel the itch that normally plagued him, though he had begun taking the shadow man’s ointment several times a day now, and he was long due for his next dose.  

“How do you feel, my lord?”

Kale turned and saw the shadow man standing in the corner.  He was there now, always there, and though no lamp was lit, Kale could see him plainly.  “I think…I think I am getting better.”

“Yes,” the shadow said.  “You are.  You have done well, Kale Leandrian, and our goddess is pleased.”

“Done well?”  Kale asked.  “But I’ve done nothing.”

“Oh, but you have,” the Proof insisted.  “Still, you need not take my word for our goddess’s pleasure.  Would you speak to her, Kale Leandrian?  Would you speak to your goddess?”

Kale hesitated.  There was something strange, almost eager in the shadow’s voice that he did not like, as if the man knew something he didn’t.  “Very well,” he managed.

The man picked up a cloth-covered bundle from where it sat against the wall and walked toward Kale.  He paused, holding it in front of Kale from a foot away, then removed the cloth and tossed it to the side.  Kale winced, seeing that it was a mirror, and afraid of what he might find reflected in its surface.  But he needn’t have been afraid.  The mirror—if indeed that’s what it was—was clouded, its surface showing nothing but darkness.  

“There is a flaw—” he began, then cut off as that darkness within the mirror began to shift like storm clouds.

A moment later, a voice came from within it.  “Ah, Chosen Leandrian,” it said, a woman’s voice, one full of power, and he knew at once that he listened to the voice of his goddess.  “You have done well.”

“Done, Mistress?”  Kale asked, forcing the words out of his suddenly dry throat.

“Indeed.  You have asked for power, Kale Leandrian, and I have given it to you.  Can you feel it?  Your new strength?”

Kale hesitated.  But the truth was, he could feel it.  His body felt more alive, more energized than he ever remembered.  He felt stronger, faster, and, of course, there were his senses, far greater than they ever had been.  “Yes, Goddess,” he said.  “I…I feel it.  But…I think, perhaps, something is wrong.  I have been having strange dreams.”

Chuckling from the mirror, loud and pleased.  “Red dreams, Chosen?”  Shira asked.  “Blood dreams?  Tell me, Kale, have you heard of the leader of the nightlings, the one slain by Olliman?”

Kale nodded slowly, surprised at the change of topic.  “Argush.  They called him King Argush.”

“So they did,” the goddess replied, the storm clouds swirling in the mirror’s surface in an entrancing, almost hypnotic way.  “Yet, for all their supposed knowledge, the scholars who wrote of those events were fools.”

Kale could hardly breathe, let alone answer, so consumed was he by the swirling clouds in the mirror, ones that, he felt if he looked closely enough, would form some pattern, some shape he could understand.  “Fools, Mistress?”

“Indeed,” the Goddess of the Wilds answered, “for you see, Chosen, Argush is not a name—it never was.  It is a title.”

“Title?”  Kale said, struggling to order his chaotic thoughts.

“Just so.  A word from a tongue not spoken in hundreds of years.  Would you like to know what it means?”

“Y-yes, Mistress.”

Laughter again, ringing like thunder.  “It means ‘death of the light,’ Chosen.  It was the title I gave him, my most trusted servant, he who I tasked with leading my army, the one I created.  And it is now the title I give to you.”

“Your…army?”  Kale asked.

“Yes.  My children.  You know them as nightlings, others as the Bane.”

Kale’s breath caught in his throat, and his heart began to hammer in his chest.  “But…Mistress, forgive me, do you mean…do you mean to say that you made the nightwalkers?”

Laughter again, so loud and piercing to his newfound senses, that Kale grunted in agony, and the next thing he knew he had collapsed to his knees.  “Yes, Argush,” she murmured.  “They are mine.  Just as you are mine.  They serve, just as you will serve.”

The clouds shifted then, seeming to part, and suddenly the mirror was just a mirror.  And in its surface, Kale saw a creature staring back at him.  Gray, mottled skin like scales on its face, and crimson eyes, glowing in the darkness.  But there was something of that creature he recognized, something…familiar.  He reached a hand to his face, his breathing ragged and shallow, and the creature did the same.  But the hand was not a hand at all—it was a claw.  

Understanding came then and with it, terror.  Kale Leandrian, once son to the wealthiest noble in Ilrika, once apprentice to Chosen Olliman, screamed.  He screamed, and he screamed.  The sound of it carried through the castle.  And to those guards outside his quarters, to those servants going about their daily tasks, it did not sound like a man’s scream at all, not truly.  It sounded like a howl.

The shadow man pulled his hood away, revealing his face for the first time, and it was not a man’s face at all, but that of a beast, its amber eyes glowing with amusement as it spread its fangs into a wide, bestial grin.  

Would you like to know a secret, Argush? the goddess’s voice came, this time not from the mirror, but from within Kale’s head.  

The truth of shadows, Lord Argush, is that they are not born.  

They are made.

 

 

 

Come say hello!

 

Well, dear reader, we have come to the end of The Truth of Shadows.  I hope you enjoyed spending time with Alesh, Katherine, and Rion.  The third book of The Nightfall Wars will be released soon.  While you wait, you can get started on a new series by checking out A Sellsword’s Compassion, Book One of The Seven Virtues.  
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Note from the Author

 

Dear Reader,

This is the end of The Truth of Shadows.  I hope you enjoyed your time with Alesh, Katherine, Rion, and all the others.  Alesh and his companions have evaded The Broken and those who sought their death—at least for now.  Their enemies grow greater by the day, and there is no telling what the future might hold.

Yes, this part of the journey is over, but there is much more to come.  The road ahead lies in shadow and light both, and there is no way to know where it might take us.  The forces are gathering, those of the Dark and the Light, and in what is coming, gods and mortals alike will fall.  Will our heroes be enough, or will they be swept under the rising tide?

Perhaps the fires of Alesh’s anger will not burn bright enough to cleanse the plague that has come upon us.  It is possible that, soon, Katherine’s harp will play a funeral dirge, and her voice will sing a song of mourning, of loss.  And I fear that even Rion’s luck may not be enough to see us through.

I cannot promise that all those who we have come to know will survive the coming storm—in truth, I cannot promise that any of them will.  I can only assure you that, whatever fates awaits them—whatever fate awaits us—we will meet it together.

I’d like to take a moment, before I say goodbye, to thank all those beta-readers without whom this book would have been much worse.  You are a breed all your own, and I cannot thank you enough.  Thanks also to my wife—after all, someone has to deal with the day-to-day tasks of this world while I go gallivanting in fictional ones.

Thank you for coming on this journey with me.  For now, rest while you can.  There are dark days ahead.  But, just maybe, we will find our way through.

We’ll speak again soon,
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