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  "In rivers, the water that you touch is the last of what has passed and the first of that which comes."


   


  —Leonardo da Vinci 


  


  



  Chapter One


   


   


  



  



  They gather around the bonfire, drunk and laughing, unaware of the malicious eyes spying them from the forest. The entire village, from newborn to elder, will join the ceremony tonight, paying their respects to a world they never knew. Above the towering redwoods rises the same cold moon that shone down on forgotten Ages, still bearing the relics on her dead and pockmarked face—the old lone banner hanging static in the void, pale red stripes and a blue starry night, the patriotic emblem of a country long gone.



  An avenue cuts through the center of the village, laid in stone and lined with torches flaring wildly in the cool night breeze. Rings of huts and cabins branch out like cul-de-sacs, their entrances thrown open and flickering candlelight seeping out onto the footworn soil. A boy of twelve bursts from one of these little dwellings and tears off toward the promenade, takes several long strides and stops, reverses his direction so suddenly he almost topples over, then runs back inside.


  His mother is laughing at him, her young cheeks flushed from wine. She sits on a little rawhide stool and braids feathers in her hair.


  “Forget something, Jack?”


  He slinks over and picks up a bundle of palm fronds, taller than him and painted brilliant red and orange. The cycle is tonight. Jack is playing Fire.


  He flashes a lopsided grin and runs off, weaving between several people, careful to not thwack them with his enormous multicolored fronds. He pauses at the entrance of a cabin with walls of thick pine and a thatched roof.


  “Jack. Come in,” says Keethan, lacing his boots by the light of a dented metal sconce. Jack unloads his bundle on the stoop and greets him with a deferential nod. “Are you ready for tonight?”


  “Yes, I think so. I hope so.”


  “You’ll be fine, I know. You’re a good study. Lia is just out back, almost ready.” He calls over his shoulder, “Lia, Jack is here.”


  “Coming,” answers back a sweet high-pitched voice. Lia walks in, leading her mother by the hand, and Jack is struck by how pretty she looks in her little deerskin dress, lined with fur, skinny brown arms dangling at her sides, covered halfway to the elbows in an odd assortment of bracelets and charms. Her long, oil-black hair is tied up and fastened with much ornamentation and she wears a curious smile on her face.


  “Where is it?”


  Jack narrows his eyes on her and tilts his chin toward the door. She says nothing, but arches her small eyebrows in childish and demure provocation. Jack is trapped and knows it. He moves stoically onto the stoop, attaches his headpiece, and hoists the great orange fronds, deadpan. Lia grins wildly, her large brown eyes turn manic.


  “Be Fire.”


  He sighs and begins undulating spastically, the colorful palm blades rustling and erupting over his head until Lia collapses in a peel of shrieking laughter. Her mother moves to pick her up off the floor, the little hyena, and sets her back on her feet.


  Keethan winks to his wife. “You see, Marni, see what she does to him?”


  “He’ll be fine.”


  “He’ll be afraid to leave his house after tonight.”


  A deep bell toll reverberates through the village, along with the whispering sound of distant cheers. Keethan collects his things and ushers them outside, blowing out the candles as he leaves. Bonfire flames lick the sky above the roofs of the low cabins and rich woodsmoke stings their nostrils. Lia elbows Jack and takes off running, and he raises his fiery appendages like a spear and chases after. Keethan and Marni walk hand in hand down the stone promenade, joining up with Jack’s mother and the few last remaining stragglers and heading off to the courtyard to watch the cycle—The Solstice of Fire.
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  The Nezra hide in the trees, motionless. Their heads and bodies are shorn hairless, their smooth skin blackened with soot ash, the whites of their eyes lucent and clear. Brave Sons of the Temple—far away from home, risking their lives for righteous glory. Most are concealed well back in the forest, but two scouts perch at either end of the village’s promenade, using the high limbs as watchtowers and regarding the ceremonial proceedings with blank stares.


  At the far end opposite the courtyard, past a small cluster of wood and stone buildings, a village guard makes his rounds. He walks the outer bounds of the settlement beyond the tree line, a thick fur draped around his shoulders, an enormous bow slung low across his back. Several pouches around his waist jostle and bounce with each step he takes across the uneven forest floor.


  High above him, the darkened form follows his movements with cool detachment. When the lone guardsman curves right and trudges off out of sight, the soot-rimmed eyes return their vigil to the courtyard and the revelers seated around it.
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  The children crouch behind the fire, fixing their costumes and fidgeting before their big moment. Most of them have played in the cycle in years past—it has been performed since long before even the eldest in the village were children and played in it themselves. It has gone on for centuries.


  “Nervous?” Lia asks.


  Jack is shifting from foot to foot. “No, are you?”


  Lia smiles serenely and shakes her head no.


  Rows of wooden benches encircle the footworn stage and every seat is full, the village having nearly outgrown itself. Olen steps to the front of the spirited congregation and moves to quiet them, his wild shock of gray hair lit like a halo by the roaring bonfire.


  “Been a good year,” he says. “One I’m thankful to have seen.”


  The small audience stills itself, rapt with attention as Olen’s grizzled old voice cracks over the fire. He dispatches the village business, carrying on about the new irrigation system and giving brief salutations to those who helped in its construction. He calls out the new mothers and fathers, holding their little bundles close for warmth. Small, pink faces peer out and gaze at the fire like solemn little monks. When these niceties are complete, Olen lowers his gaze.


  A drummer boy beats a taut, hide-wrapped barrel and a low bass rumble vibrates the ground. Two men traverse the clearing carrying long wooden poles, which they mount before the fire. Stretched between the uprights is a patchwork stitching of hides, glowing amber, backlit by the roaring flame.


  “Much has been lost,” says Olen, his voice turning grave. “Turned to dust. Gone. The world was not always like this. Almost every people I’ve encountered in my long years has told a story of terrible fire and destruction, and the tellings run common. I’ve dreamt since I was a boy that someday we’d know why. But for now, at least, this is all we have… and all we know.”


  Behind the luminescent screen of animal skins, silhouetted by fire, a wiry girl named Jeneth rises and begins rhythmically stirring her arms through the air. The shadow she casts is enormous next to her slight body, a spectral apparition summoning forth the Ages, her limbs disproportionate, her figure warped and flickering.


  Two lines of children snake slowly around the fire, moving with a crouching skip-step, and the lines join at the center to form a circle. The circle splits and becomes a figure eight. The figure eight splits and becomes two loops, and they in turn split again and suddenly there are four small circles churning like gears, the children in their regalia marching in step with the drum swell.


  They take out lengths of colored ribbon and begin passing them back and forth, hand over hand and above their heads, and when they step out to the far reaches of the dirt-floor stage, the entwined ribbons form complex patterns of eclipsing diamonds. Jeneth writhes ecstatic, her shadow looming—the dance of civilizations coming together and falling apart.


  A little boy stumbles and loses his ribbon and the corners of his mouth curl up sheepishly as he runs to retake his position and catch up to the steps. In the furthest row of benches the boy’s parents grin wide and a hushed giggle lights through the crowd.


  The rhythm turns warlike and severe. Each cell pulls its thread from the geometric vector and the children begin to bind themselves with the ribbons. Jeneth is frozen behind the screen of skins, her image wavering, ethereal in the dancing flames.


  A reed flute sings an eldritch melody as young Haylen steps tenderly forward. She wears straps of hide around her limbs and torso. There are bones, animal bones, tied to the straps—ribs where her ribs would be, femurs and fibulas attached to her leggings, skinny bones covering her arms. Her face is painted in a grotesque skull masque. She is Famine, Sickness, and Death. In the audience, the levity fades and their moods become serious. Tears well in some of their eyes as Death pirouettes in wide meandering arcs through the bound ranks, taking their small hands from the bindings and gently kissing them, and at her very touch they shrivel and thrash in the dirt.


  Three boys enter, Jack in front with two behind, and they bear their makeshift flames high above their heads, rippling and twisting them with violent arm motions. The triad breaks and they sweep the brightly painted palm fronds across the ground and swirl them back through the air, a frenetic firestorm, chaos and destruction that sends the beleaguered chorus scratching and crawling across the ground. Jeneth appears now as just a small dark mound, her back arched over and her head buried in her hands.


  The deafening riot of drums ceases abruptly, the calamitous Fire recedes, and the night is still—even the forest seems rendered silent, suspended momentarily as if time’s very passage has stopped. The stage is empty. The cowering mystic form behind the screen undulates, adagio, like a faint and laboring heartbeat.


  Lia steps to center stage, unhurried, and begins her dance in silence. She is draped with garlands of lush greenery and wreaths of pressed flowers. Graceful and gorgeous, her tiny ballet sweeps across the vast open space as the reed flute pours out a few sparse notes. Jeneth is ascending now, the pulse of her movements growing stronger with each beat. Lia is lost in her dance, elegantly rising on one arched foot and spinning urgently and perfectly, then crouching and sprinting lithely across the dirt stage and soaring into the air, spinning and spinning.


  The shadowed demigoddess on the backlit rawhide is again reaching skyward, conjuring new creation from some mysterious deep. They dance in ecstasy as the bass drum booms and the vibrant music swells.


  The villagers rise to their feet and step down from the raised seating, joining Lia and the other children who are running out from behind the bonfire. They dance and drink and shout and laugh in the golden amber firelight for what feels like eternity.
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  The Nezra observe this impassively. Their espionage of the village has lasted well more than a year’s time. This is the night of their choosing because it is the longest night of the year and the village will be gone to inebriated slumber before sunrise. They have watched long enough to know in which cabins the strongest and most powerful men live. They will strike these homes first.
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  The skeletal remnants of a tremendous feast lay strewn across the tables of the dining hall, and the adults are carrying their fattened stomachs across the long chamber to a small tavern at the end, still serving wine in fired clay mugs. After pleading their parents’ permission, the children run onto the largely deserted promenade to play forts.


  When the elaborate ritual of team selection is complete, they scamper off to their respective forts and begin their gruesome campaigns of infiltration and murder. Jack huddles with Jeneth, Braylon, and a few others to conspire and plot strategy. Braylon, the oldest, takes charge.


  “We have to spread out to the edges and get around behind them,” he says, scratching arcs and arrows on the ground with a bent stick. “Aiden and Phoebe cut up the middle, Jack and Creston take the left side, me and Jeneth will go right. Everybody else stay here and guard the fort.”


  Jack and his partner, a slight boy of only seven, creep down the side of a cabin, stepping slowly and softly. They flatten their backs against the rough wood and peek around to see if the coast is clear. They wait for a shadowed form to pass on the far side of the promenade then scurry across the short expanse. Creston is killed immediately. William leaps from his hiding place in the bushes and slaps his frail back, before wheeling and searching for Jack. He is too late. Jack counters behind, then lunges and swats William on the shoulder, smiling broadly. Creston and William slink off to the dead pile.


  Alone and deep in enemy territory, Jack forges ahead. He is on his hands and knees, moving toward the far edge of the cul-de-sac, where he will double back and wage a surprise attack. Prone on the ground, he elbows his way across the exposed space to shelter again behind a darkened hut. He is making good progress, crawling forward, when something lands hard on his back and knocks the wind out of him.


  “You’re dead,” Lia whispers, rolling off onto the dewy grass and giggling hysterically. She looks like a little crazy person.


  “Lia…”


  “Sorry.”


  Jack dusts himself off and starts to head toward the dead pile.


  “Wait,” says Lia, “come over here.”


  She takes his hand and leads him away from the cabins and the game, toward the small group of buildings situated at the end of the promenade. They pass by the metalworks shop, where tools and arrowheads are fired and hammered, a potter’s shack with its rough stone kiln, and across a thin gravel lot they come to an open door—thick wood beams frame the entrance, aligned perfectly with the village’s centerline. From this doorway it is a straight shot down the middle of the promenade to the bonfire and courtyard at the other end. They look down the way and see a few parents and elders making their way back from the dining hall, turning in for the night. There is a quick shriek from the murkiness behind a row of cabins and Jeneth walks sullenly onto the promenade to join the dead pile.


  Lia pulls Jack to the edge of the door. Usually this building is boarded and locked, but on special nights like this it is kept open, so the villagers can roam here and be reminded. Inside it is gloomy with sconcelight. Jack takes up one of the torches mounted outside and they cross the threshold.


  It is a museum of sorts, a shrine to lost days, with a large gallery containing artifacts uncovered from under and around the village, and a more intimate room in back that houses the reliquary. Lia huddles close to Jack’s side, he can feel her trembling. He flashes the torch along an array of small mementos mounted on thick boards, smoothed and polished. Many coins, pendants missing their chains, bits and pieces left from the inner workings of machines long since decayed. Their faces are graven as they walk slowly and look with reverence upon each object, the profound antiquity spellbinding the two.


  There is a colossal metal gear, half as tall as Jack, with teeth that are flecking off, its surface peeling, various shards of all shapes and sizes, a rectangular case, small enough to be held in hand, made of some strange composite, with its face gone revealing a corroded jumble inside, its purpose unknown—more coins, and a collection of small statues, some of worn stone, some of metal. Jack and Lia scan the menagerie of objects looking for one in particular, an artifact they found together just outside the village only last year when they were scavenging and playing in the forest.


  “There it is.”


  She plucks it off the shelf and turns it gingerly in her hands. A small gold-plated statue of a tree, growing up out of a heavy base, with raised lettering along the bottom that reads Big Sur. More writing underneath, scratched and indecipherable. They guessed it must have been the name of some very special tree. She remembers their excitement when the loose dirt fell away and they knew they had found something more than a simple rock. They washed the muck off in a shallow crick and ran back to the village to show their parents, screaming madly. She sets it delicately back on the ledge and twirls off into the gloom.


  “You were good Fire tonight, Jack.”


  “Thanks. Your dance was perfect.”


  She smiles.


  Jack moves down the wall, casting the torch’s glow on a display of metal plates, scoured clean of their markings by the passage of ruthless years. Only one bears writing, tight block script indented on the surface. Part No. 837503. He stares intently at the inscription, as if some deeper hidden meaning will manifest itself.


  “What do you think happened to them?” Lia asks.


  “Who?”


  “The fallen.”


  “They burned.”


  “But what made them burn?”


  Jack is silent for a long moment, brooding. “I don’t know.”


  They have heard stories about how things used to be, but not much. They have been told that men had mastered the skies with metal wings, and that everywhere there were lights shining down from tall glass buildings even more enormous than the giant redwoods surrounding their village. They have been told that people starved in such droves that the numbers become abstract and surpass the limits of their understanding, and that the world burned fiercely and sickness scourged the land. It is impossible to know how much of this is true, or if it is just the stuff of myth and legend.


  The next exhibition is Jack’s favorite. Since an early age he has gone on the village’s hunting expeditions, learning the craft, though he has yet to score a kill. His eyes gleam as he inspects the old worn tool before him, the wooden stock rotted and fallen away, but the barrel, trigger and bolt handle still intact, though sallow with age. It is cold to the touch, and he runs his fingers down the length of the rough metal cylinder. He comprehends this, grasps its purpose. It was used to shoot holes in animals so you could feed your family.


  He moves to the next installation, similar, but altogether more menacing. It is immense, far larger than the other specimen, and of a metal that shows less corrosion. The inner workings are jammed with rot but it is remarkably intact, its barrel extending from a long tarnished cylinder dotted with perfectly round holes, its stock solid and heavy. This machine was used to shoot holes in people, the elders have told him.


  “Jack, bring the torch.”


  She is standing by a door along the back wall, leading to the reliquary. Decades ago, when the village expanded its first small gardens to create the planting fields they have today, their tools kept striking worn stone blocks buried just beneath the surface of the soil. A graveyard. What few remains they found were reinterred at their own small cemetery a short walk from the village, but the stones were brought here. Jack and Lia hold hands as they enter the cramped and musty chamber, firelight jerking and twitching off the ominous stone facades.


  Many in the village have old names. Jack moves to the end of the row to find the gravestone that bears his namesake and reads its dimpled and worn carvings.


   


  JACK W. HANFIELD


  2071 - 2213


  May His Soul Find Peace


   


  His fingers trace lightly across the surface of the gravestone. Next to him Lia is shivering, gooseflesh rising on her thin bare arms. Footsteps click in the main room. Lumps of fear rise in their throats and Lia lets out a short gasp.


  “Ahh, here’s our two lead players now,” exclaims Llyde, Jack and Lia nearly jumping out of their skins. “You both did a fine job tonight, I thought. You’re quite the little dancer there, Lia.”


  “Thank you.”


  “We were just looking around, Llyde.”


  “I trust you. I like coming here myself. Makes you wonder what else is out there, buried.” His vision drifts off, momentarily lost in thought. “I do need to lock up though. And your parents are looking for you out there.”


  They bid Llyde goodnight and move outside, replacing the torch in its holder as they leave. They can hear their parents calling their names from down the way.


  “Jaaack… Liiiaaa…”


  “Coming,” they shout back, and trot off to find their parents talking down by the entrance of Lia’s cul-de-sac.


  “There you two are—we thought you’d wandered off into the woods, we were about to go looking,” says Marni. “Time to turn in. Goodnight, Jack.” She bends and gives him a hug. “Goodnight, Elora.”


  “Night, Marni. Come on, big Jack, let’s go.”


  Jack and his mother walk through the empty promenade and onto the dirt path to their cabin. They say their goodnights and settle in, Elora sleeping behind a partitioned area in back, and Jack lying down on a straw mat in the front room. He pulls his fur coverings tighter against the deepening morning chill and falls fast asleep, dreaming of an Age when they rode enormous metallic birds into the sky and lived in high towers that touched the very clouds themselves.
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  In the last hour of darkness before dawn, the Nezra descend from the trees. The forward scout is the first down, waiting for the night guard to stroll by below, then dropping silently through the air and landing on his back. He slices Llyde’s throat before they hit the ground and slaps a quick hand over his mouth to mask the death moans. When Llyde is still, the man rises and removes a small whistle, which he sounds out once.


  In the surrounding forest, the darkness itself seems to advance as the Nezra move forward in stealth. They enter the village. There are dozens of them, bare-skinned except for the cloths wrapped around their waists, shin-high leather boots, and belts, worn like sashes over their shoulders, with various implements attached. They move like shadows, each warrior a black hole unto himself, capable it seems of collapsing all matter and substance down into eternal annihilation and then blinking out of existence.


  The scouts flash strange hand signals, pointing out certain cabins as they stalk down the promenade. The warriors crouch, their movements feline as they position themselves in front of the cabin doors. They remove thin flat metal pieces from their belts and wait. The scouts stand by until all are in place then sound out the whistle once more.


  The warriors slip the metal rods through the crack between door and jamb and pop the wooden crosspieces up and out of the bar holders and burst through the doors.


  Mayhem erupts. They kill first the men, then the women, and finally bind the children with rough, fibrous ropes and cast them out onto the dirt-packed ground. Most are murdered before they even wake up. The few that struggle are rheumy from sleep and alcohol and are subdued with little effort. The first slew of cabins is sacked in a matter of moments, screams piercing the night, terrified children wailing and struggling against their bindings. When the cabins are cleared, the scouts take torches and set the thatched roofs ablaze.


  A few old men and women step outside, hearing the commotion, and look on dumbstruck at the carnage. The Nezra leap on them like panthers, cutting open their throats and dumping them on the ground, while others move to the cabins that are still closed and dark.


   


  [image: ]


   


  Jack stirs in his sleep, hearing his name, and thinks he is still dreaming. He rubs his eyes and sits up. Lia is calling his name. She is screaming.


  He rolls off his thin mattress and moves to the front of his cabin, sliding the wooden bar up and cracking the door ajar. The village is on fire. There are his friends, wriggling on the ground, their wrists and ankles tied behind their backs. He starts to run out but stops—he sees the warriors and the violence they are performing, and his bladder lets go and his legs buckle and shudder uncontrollably. Olen hobbles out of his cabin, cursing and swinging a long heavy stick at one of the dark assailants. Two more come up from behind and unmercifully cut him down.


  Jack slides the door shut, panicking at the realization that he is charged alone with defending his home. He leans down and grabs his bow, then reaches a trembling hand and pulls one long arrow from its satchel. Forcing himself to breath deeply, he calms his hand enough to pull the door back open and slide the arrow against the bow and draw the string back taut. He sees one of the warriors outside, walking toward him, face steady and full of wrath.


  “Jack?” His mother is rousing herself from sleep.


  His fear turns to unspecified redness and a bizarre calm overtakes him. He lets the arrow fly. It is a dead shot. His first kill.


  The arrow pierces the warrior midchest, missing his ribs and striking directly into the meat of his heart. He falls to his knees, never breaking his gaze. Jack is momentarily hypnotized by the desperation in the dying man’s eyes, and he doesn’t hear the two warriors scaling along the outer wall of the cabin.


  “Jack! Get in here!” Elora is screaming, moving around the partition.


  A soot-blackened arm grabs Jack and wrenches him from the doorway and throws him down. Another warrior jabs his knee into his back, colliding his head with the hard dirt ground.


  “Jack! Oh no no no, Jack!”


  He sees the dark foot step over him and make for his cabin’s entrance. Motes of light swirl like pixie dust, his vision fades to black, and Jack’s fragile mind will record no more events from this night.


  


  



  Chapter Two


   


   


  



  



  Jack awakens in a cage. Thick, straight branches lashed together with ropes, two long poles extending from the top, which the warriors use to carry them, like demented pallbearers. His head is throbbing as he opens his eyes to slits and looks around, searching for his mother, for Lia. There are only children in the cages, at least from what he can see. He is situated near the middle of this morbid caravan, cages stretching out in a line to his front and rear, sounds of crying and screaming all around.



  He peers through the wooden slats—off to the east the sun is rising, brilliant pink gossamer clouds spreading out in a herringbone across the azure sky. Billows of smoke from his still-burning village creep over the canopy of trees.


  The soot that camouflaged these warriors in the nighttime makes them look strange and unearthly in the daylight, like demonic wraiths marching lockstep through some enchanted forest. When he turns to look at the man holding up the back of his cage, Jack finds him already staring through the rough wooden bars, his gaze cold and accusatory.


  He trembles to hold back tears, but cannot—his cries join in with the rest of the chorus as they bounce along in their little cages. The worst are the babies. Their cries pierce the tranquil morning and send forest creatures scurrying to their burrows. No words are spoken.


  They are heading north, this much he knows. Jack has seen this landscape before. They are not a far walk from the village and he yearns throughout his body to run there now. He slides his hand along the bottom of the cage, to the corner, and tests the rope bindings there. A rough hand pries his fingers away. Jack looks up. The stare is unwavering.


  He withdraws and huddles in the corner of his cage, watching the horizon bob up and down with each step taken, feeling those unforgiving eyes burn into the back of his skull. They march on like this for some time, leaving the land of his familiarity and entering unknown territory.


  They pass by copses of thick, tall trees and move down a shallow ravine with a burbling stream running through at the bottom. The procession halts and the cages are set down on the sloping bank. The warriors step away, shuck their loincloths, and walk slowly toward the gentle waterway. They wade out into the waist-deep stream and scoop up handfuls of water and slather themselves with it, their flesh streaked with running darkness.


  There are no longer sounds of weeping. The children are catatonic as they watch this bizarre spectacle. For one brief macabre moment nearly all of the warriors are submerged at once, thrashing and scrubbing the soot from their heads, and the surface of the water appears molten and boiling. Tendrils of black emanate from each man and cloud the narrow stream. The Nezra leave their filth swirling behind them and emerge tawny and dripping.


  The cleansed warriors climb the bank and dress themselves in simple attire. One returns carrying a wooden bucket. He moves down the line, allowing each of the children to take sips from a cup that he dips and then offers through the narrow slats. When this brief respite is complete, they heft the wooden cages and continue along through the forest.


  Through their tears the children gape at the gargantuan trees towering above, with auburn bark and trunks as big around as Jack’s whole cabin. He thinks briefly of the little statue he and Lia found, and longs all over again for his ruined village and his mother.


  Haylen is in the cage in front of him. She looks terrified. She and Jack shoot each other furtive glances, the expression behind her eyes always carrying the same question—What is happening to us? He desperately wishes he could talk to her, comfort her, but he dare not make a sound.


  The crying abates eventually, only the occasional low whimper breaks the serenity of the beautiful forest morning. The steady crunch of footsteps and birdsong are the only other noises. Overhead, the sun reaches its zenith. Warm light dappled by the leafy canopy strobes across their faces.


  And still they move forward.


  Their northward trek has been arcing to the west gradually, and as the sun begins to fade toward evening they find themselves marching straight toward it. They make a tight turn up a rocky hillock and Jack can see the front of the convoy. The two forward warriors are mounted, riding the backs of some magnificent beast he has never seen before—tight, dark brown coats with flowing manes, thick muscular haunches.


  He scans the cages looking for Lia, to no avail. She must be near the back of the line, he figures.


  When the mounted warriors reach the top of the small hill, one of them raises his hand stolidly in the air and brings everyone to a halt. He dismounts and flashes quick signals to the rest of the men and the cages are once again placed quietly and softly on the ground. The warrior takes a bow from his back. Another joins him, also armed, and they hunker down and slink over the mound.


  Time passes and they wait.


  Jack becomes mortified, wondering what ghastly murders they are committing on the other side of the hill.


  The sunlight grows dusky and still they are not back.


  Finally the two disappeared warriors crest over the top of the hill, one of them carrying a small deer around his neck and shoulders like a shawl, its limp head swaying back and forth. More hand signals and the cages are again hoisted, but only momentarily. They arrange the little wooden prisons in a circle around the small clearing and set them back down.


  For the first time since morning the children are left alone as the warriors huddle and whisper to each other, the first real verbal communication any of them have witnessed among the strange clan. Several of them splinter off with knives and begin butchering the animal, and others walk off into the darkening forest for tinder. Most remain to watch the cages.


  “What are they going to do to us?” Haylen whispers.


  “I…” Jack’s throat catches—the thought of her question sends a new ripple of shivers down his spine. “I don’t know,” he finishes weakly.


  From the vantage of this new arrangement, Jack can see more around him. He realizes for the first time that there are women along on the caravan, probably kept back at the tail end of the procession. They pick up the babies from their tiny baskets and begin nursing the ones that will feed, then bouncing and cooing the others to quiet their mewling. The women are pretty, not altogether dissimilar from the women he knew in his own small village.


  He again courses his eye across the circular row of cages. There is a shrouded form bundled on the ground just outside the ring, containing the clan’s only casualty. Behind him is Lathan, a boy of five. His face is drawn back in a stellar rictus of shock. Jack tries to get his attention but the boy stares off in a daze. The children are all mangy and reeking of their own filth. They haven’t been let out of the cages once all day. They are starving. He can see the hunger in them and feel it in his own belly.


  Five cages behind him he sees Lia. She is already looking straight at him, her big brown eyes still glossy and moist.


  Are you hurt? she mouths, pointing to her temple on the identical spot where he feels a bruise throbbing on his own forehead.


  He shakes his head. Are you?


  No.


  What she does next breaks Jack’s heart. She moves to the front of her cage, gripping the bars tightly, and just looks at him. Tears well up as he scoots forward and does the same. They stare at each other, simply and intensely, while the nightcalls of nocturnal creatures echo through the thick primeval woods, the last frail glimmers of sunset fading fast.


  Several Nezra warriors materialize from the shadows carrying sticks and branches in their arms. In the center of the ring of cages they construct a smaller ring of stones and stack their kindling and branches there. One of them strikes a flint across a flat rod and in several moments the tinder catches a spark.


  Jack holds Lia’s stare as the warm firelight oozes across their faces.


  The campfire grows and the men come back with hunks of flesh skewered on sharp sticks and begin holding them over the flames. The smell is overpowering. The bucket is brought around again and they are allowed another drink.


  The warriors and the several women they have brought along eat and drink in silence around the fire, while a halo of petrified faces look on with hungerlust. When they have eaten their fill they pass scraps and half-eaten bones through the slats of the cages. The children gnaw on them like wild animals, cleaning every last bit of meat and scraping at the marrow.


  Settling in right next to the cages, the warriors lie down to sleep. The man carrying the back end of Jack’s cage throughout the day lies down facing him, letting his dreadful stare linger before his eyelids finally close and he falls asleep.
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  The next five days pass much the same as the first.


  On the seventh morning, overwhelmed by fatigue and hunger, Jack is only remotely aware of the sensation of being lifted up and carried off. Sleep has been scant and tortured. He lies curled in a fetal position, the wooden bars digging into his sides, a prickly numbness spreading through his worn body. He stares in hopeless resignation as the beautiful panoramic vistas glaze by.


  The terrain here is steep and the caravan cuts switchbacks through the scraggy brush as they climb the foothill. Their progress is slower today and the tired crew takes frequent breaks to unload their burdens and rest, panting and letting the slight breeze cool the sweat from their drenched bodies.


  One of the men carrying Haylen’s pen loses his footing. There is a small cascade of dirt and rubble, followed by a dull thud as the cage hits the rocky upslope. Haylen lets out a startled screech, the first noise any of them have made all day. They are growing accustomed to their new reality, the futility of weeping having finally dawned on them. The men lift her off the ground and climb upwards.


  After much grunting and heaving, they reach the pinnacle and lower the cages. Beyond the remote landscape the crisp gray line of the ocean collides with a pale blue sky. Most of the children have never seen the ocean before, some of the youngest have never even heard of it, and they regard it wearily.


  They descend the hill as they climbed it, switchbacking relentlessly, hairpin turns creaking the wooden bars against the bindings and tipping the exhausted children at severe angles. They are cargo now, dead weight.


  Down the hill and through more woods they trudge along. Jack is certain now that this expedition will never end, that he will live in this cage forever and never die, eternally roaming the forest in a tiny prison with the unrelenting glare of a maniac trained on him throughout. The last bit of adrenaline in his spent body fires off at this extreme notion and he scrunches his face tightly, trying desperately to stop existing.


  The gradient levels off and he feels sunshine on his skin. He peeks at his surroundings, delirious, and what he sees makes him sit up and grip the bars, taken aback. They are parading down the center of a long straight passageway, overgrown with tall grass and shrubs, mounds of rubble rising up on either side. The piles are tremendous, flat-faced and angular. They do not look like natural rock. Crooked rectangles are cut through the stone and metal, dissolving away and collapsing, their shapes only just recognizable. A surge of realization floods his clouded mind.


  This is the old world.


  This is what they have spent eerie nights around the campfire fantasizing about. He’s only ever seen glimpses. It floats by like a fever dream.


  They cross an intersection and Jack looks down another long, linear grass field, lined with disparate heaps of wreckage that reel off into the distance, a few facades still standing against all hope. He tries to imagine them the way they were, tries to imagine machines swirling in the sky, to see people walking on these avenues in whatever fantastic clothes they might have worn, living their daily lives here, and he can only just barely. It all seems simply impossible.


  Trees grow up through some of the ruins, their branches extending from the square openings and becoming part of the very structures themselves. They pass through a monumental shadow, cast down from the tallest building any of them has ever seen, ten rows of paneless windows extending upwards, ending in a jagged mess at the top. Deteriorating concrete held together by rusting steel, fragile as a house of cards, as though the whole edifice might shift in a strong gust of wind and crush their meek procession under an absurd pile of rubble.


  Their cages are set down at the next cross street. Again two armed warriors crouch with weapons drawn and creep along the cracked facades, making their way down the neglected avenue. A family of boars root and scurry around the brambles down the next block, digging their snouts into the dense underbrush. A large male disappears through the overgrown doorway of a forgotten building, while the rest mill about and move further down the way. The warriors stay sleek against the broken walls, taking cover when they can find it.


  As a half-grown female trundles across the street an arrow flies, silent and straight, penetrating her side just behind the shoulder blade. She lets out a horrid grunt and tries to scamper off around a corner. A second arrow pierces her hide and she slows, zigzagging a drunken weave. The other boars are running hectic, shrieking and grunting, terrified, their squeals an offense to the peaceful afternoon. The huge male stumbles out onto the avenue and surmises the danger. He shuffles hotly, then turns tail and tears off with the other stampeding boars.


  Walking slow, nonchalant, the warriors encroach upon the dying hog and slice her open with a dispassionate jerk of the wrist. They drag her carcass back and the caravan proceeds, marching on as the day grows long.


  The ruddy haze of dusk sets on them and they repeat their nightly ritual, circling the cages and building a camp. The fire’s orange glow plays a freakish lightshow on the crumbling ruins, their shapes seeming to morph before the children’s eyes. A few of them cower and shield themselves as the strange shadows form phantasms that dart and flicker, looking like specters of the old world come back from their fiery ruination to seek unholy revenge.
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  At first light, in the crisp morning, they move.


  The traces of civilization become sparse, odd mounds here and there covered with weeds and field grass. The procession turns north. They wind their way through more ruins, squat moldering buildings with a few standing outliers, then struggle up a barely worn and treacherous path until they emerge atop the high plateau.


  The Temple looms before them.


  A monumental palace, built of smooth off-white sandstone, enormous blocks nearly as tall as a man. Each ascending tier sets in a bit further, its tapered apex leveling off flat with a colonnade of redwood beams enclosing an ornate rooftop terrace. It cuts an imposing silhouette across the gorgeous natural landscape, stark and trapezoidal. Two wings branch off from the side, one of them still under construction, connected by high-vaulted arches formed by a labyrinth of trelliswork. Semicircles of palms radiate from the Temple’s grand entrance, framing a lavish staircase that fans out onto the grounds. At the head of the staircase, covered by a redwood portico, two enormous wooden doors stand wide open, large enough for a giant to pass through.


  The plateau overlooks the misty valley, where the ruins of the old cities spread out below them in a fragmented grid. They march across the grounds. An elaborate garden encompasses the palatial structure, lush greenery, manicured trees and shrubs, with gravel paths meandering around the carefully arranged landscape. From the veranda at the base of the opulent staircase, a shallow reflecting pool stretches across the garden, its footprint expansive, its surface tranquil and cool. Several grooves funnel water through small fountains that trickle lazily in the afternoon sun.


  There are people milling about. They do not scream and run for their lives when they see the murderous warriors approaching. They smile.


  The children look apprehensively from their cages. The people gather around them, gawking through the slats at the grimy, terrified children curled up inside. A few of them wave. A handful of the children, bleary-eyed, wave back.


  Jack peers out curiously as a man wearing a shirt of rough linen and simple black leggings jaunts down the staircase, surrounded by a small entourage, and strolls casually across the sandstone veranda, stopping frequently to greet people, moving always in the general direction of the procession.


  There is now a chattering corridor on both sides of them, the throng collecting more new faces steadily. The children, independently, are each thinking roughly the same odd thought—they all have such nice smiles.


  Small cottages are scattered about the gentle hillside, puffing out light smoke. Behind the Temple, built on the rise of the hill, is a broad sloping terrace with stone benches ascending up the natural rake of the terrain.


  The cages are carried through an entrance just to the side of a broad, crescent-shaped stage. The heavy wooden door slams shut, leaving the giddy crowd outside—only the man in the linen shirt enters with them. He surveys the cages and moves about the warriors affably.


  “Welcome back,” he says, softly embracing each man he encounters.


  He looks in at the children, little more than a cursory glance, and they are all transfixed by his strange features. The man’s eyes are clearest blue, a trait lost to the Ages and rarely seen for many long centuries. The children did not imagine a person could be born with eyes of such a color, so bizarre and unnatural they seem.


  The nursemaids carry their little baskets past him and he beams warmly at the infants, taking a few miniature hands into his own and playfully nuzzling them. The women give a swift curtsy and sweep their little bundles off to some other location, taking the smallest toddlers with them as well, and the man with blue eyes escorts them out.


  The warriors set the cages down in the center of the cavernous room. Jack’s tormentor on the long voyage kneels by his side, tapping the slats with his knuckle. Jack is breathing deeply, hoping if the man aims to hurt him that he will get it over with quickly.


  He grins, then slowly rises, holding Jack’s eyes with his own, then collars a fellow warrior and they hustle out of the chamber.


  More stewards enter the holding area and start untying the ropes that lash the cages together. Their practiced hands make quick work of the task. A couple of them notice the shrouded form laid out on the cold stone floor and hurry to it, pulling back the cover and revealing the purple, death-frozen face beneath.


  “Oh, Vallen, oh no,” moans an old woman. “Oh, his poor mother. How did this happen?”


  “This one here.” The warrior hits the slats. “This one killed him.”


  Jack peers up earnestly from his cage.


  The old woman’s mouth gapes wide, shocked as she looks on Jack in horror. Gradually her expression softens and she releases her suspended breath, regarding him now with something akin to pity.


  “Well,” she resigns, “I guess that’s what you should expect from a boy raised by savages.”


  


  



  Chapter Three


   


   


  



  



  The stewards finish unknotting the bindings until the sides of the cages fall flat on the stone floor. When every one of them is liberated the children sit immobile inside, looking dully around, afraid of being set free.


  “Come on, little ones,” says the old woman. “My name is Ezbeth. I’m going to help you. Come on, now.”


  No one moves.


  She kneels, her voice lilting. “I know you’re scared. It’s okay. That was a scary trip.” She frowns childishly. “It’s all over now. You’re safe. Don’t be shy, come on out.”


  The stewards go from cage to cage, gently tugging on arms and legs, pulling the children out. Jack feels someone grab his upper arm and guide him from his foul smelling prison, his joints and thin muscles on fire, cramping as he tries to extend his body and stand up. He kneels shaking on the ground and a man places his hand gently on Jack’s bony back.


  “You’re all right, there, boy. Take you’re time. You’re all right.”


  Gradually they all manage it, taking slight steps like newborn fawn, glancing frantically around the room.


  Braylon unfurls, steadying himself on the edge of his cage, and lunges at the nearest steward. His wasted body collapses and he is brutally thrust to the ground. A severe looking man with a square jaw straddles his back and digs his knees into his ribs.


  “I wouldn’t do that, young man,” he says, his presence commanding. “We will lock you away and you won’t see daylight till this time next year.” He flashes militant eyes at the children. “Anyone else want to get violent with me?”


  They shirk back and cling to the cold walls. He cautiously lifts his weight and stands, then offers Braylon a hand. Braylon looks contemptuously at the extended gesture while the tension chills the room. Slowly, he reaches up his hand and accepts the help.


  “That’s good,” says the man. “If you can all learn some respect, we’ll get along fine here. Now, wasn’t that easy?”


  Braylon stays silent.


  “I said, wasn’t that easy?” he repeats, calmly and without malice.


  “Yes,” Braylon whispers.


  “Thank you, Nisaq.” Ezbeth sighs. “No more roughness, okay?” She looks around imploringly.


  Lia shuffles up behind Jack and puts her arms around him.


  “You killed that man?”


  Jack only nods.


  She looks at him with big scared eyes. “I wish you killed them all.” The words sound utterly surreal spoken from her delicate lips.


  Ezbeth grabs Lia and guides her to the far side of the room while the stewards shepherd the children into two lines, boys and girls. Jack joins his line, standing by William and Aiden.


  “Now listen,” says Ezbeth, “you must all be starving. The sooner you do as we say, the sooner you will be fed. Girls, you are going to follow me in just a moment, and boys, you will go with Nisaq. Do not speak, and do not touch anything. Your hands are filthy.”


  She moves to a broad doorway, leading to a sconcelit corridor, and beckons the girls to follow. Haylen is at the front of the line and her feet slip nervously across the stone and begin to move her body toward the door. The female stewards go along as well, and Nisaq takes his place by the exit.


  “All right, young men, follow me. Let’s get you cleaned.”


  The hallway is a sheer cavern that extends off into hazy gloom in both directions. Dreary candlelight turns the pale sandstone a ruddy orange, illuminating ghostly the paintings and furs hung along the walls. Some of the paintings depict the blue-eyed man.


  Jack glances to his left and sees the line of girls shambling away, following Ezbeth to some unknown destination within the monstrous structure. Nisaq leads the boys to the right and they follow without contest. Their path cuts left and they find themselves in an open space in the corner of the Temple. A small open door allows a shaft of pale blue light to cut through the dimness. A few of the boys silently consider making a run for it. None of them do.


  They dogleg around a side hall and enter the murky and humid baths. A kettle boils above the mortared fireplace. A steward uses it to warm the bathwater in the low trough that stretches the length of the skinny chamber.


  “Take those rags off of you,” orders Nisaq.


  The numb and brain-addled boys peel off their rancid clothes, losing their balance and stumbling around, then throw them away in a basket on the floor. The boys cover themselves in embarrassment and the basket is taken away for torching.


  Nisaq gives further instructions and they obey, spooning ladlefuls of water over their dirty and tired bodies. They scrub with cloths laid out on the wash trough and finally rinse with warm clean water, slicking off the last layer of grime and watching it swirl down and out of the baths.


  “Good. This wasn’t so bad, was it?”


  A few of the boys murmur soft responses. A steward gives them rough towels and they dry themselves.


  “Follow me this way.”


  Two long benches cling to the walls of the clothier’s chamber. Each boy receives a little bound bundle containing open shirts and simple rough pants. They need no command and quickly begin dressing themselves in the new attire.


  “Form a line when you’re dressed and Railek will help you find boots that fit.”


  As each new boy steps forward, Railek looks ponderingly at their feet and selects a pair of high-cut leather boots. The cleaned and clothed boys sit on the benches and lace up.


  “Everyone stand, let me look at you.” Nisaq moves down the line, inspecting each one with businesslike acumen. “You are… one of the finest looking groups we’ve had the pleasure of meeting.”


  The boys shuffle and cast their eyes about.


  “Hungry?”


  They nod and murmur.


  “Follow me.”


  Nisaq guides them to the dining hall one level above and they snake around the wood beam partition that divides the room. Cozy torchlight glimmers, shining down on the tremendous banquet that has been laid out for them. The smell makes them delirious.


  “Take as much as you want,” says Nisaq. “We want you to be strong for the ceremony tonight.”


  Roasted meat, vegetables, and flatbread—all still steaming. Cautiously, they step forward and fill their plates, eyes wide and ravenous. Nisaq arranges them around a large redwood table and they sit frozen, staring vacantly at their food.


  Jack drinks down a cup of water and the liquid sloshes in his empty stomach. He tests a small bite, wondering if this is just some vicious ploy to poison them all, or perhaps, more darkly, if they are being served some previous batch of stolen children. The meat is delicious, seared and salty. Venison. He takes another bite. His dormant stomach comes alive with hunger and he begins stuffing bite after bite into his mouth. Around him the other boys are doing the same.


  Ezbeth appears at the entrance, leading the band of girls. They curve around the partition and enter the opposite side of the dining hall, scrubbed and wearing fresh clean dresses of simple linen, with little leather slippers on their feet. Ezbeth guides them through the same process and soon they are huddled over their plates, devouring every last scrap.


  Ezbeth and Nisaq confer privately by the entrance.


  “How are they?” she asks.


  “Fine. A fine group.”


  “Have you had any trouble from this one,” she says, pointing to Jack. “He may be violent.”


  Nisaq breathes deeply, thinking. “He’s calm. I think he’ll come around. We’ll fix him if he doesn’t. And the girls?”


  “They’re lovely.”


  “Wonderful.”
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  Ezbeth takes the girls to a rough-hewn lodge, built off to the side of the amphitheatre, overlooking the bluffs, a temporary structure while the Temple dormitory is constructed. Stewards corral them inside like little ducklings while two sentries stand guard.


  “Come in, girls, and see your new home,” sings Ezbeth. “You can each pick your own bed and start getting settled in.”


  The girls take hesitant steps through the lodge, stealing cautious glances toward their captors. Ezbeth and the stewards smile and wave them forward. They choose their bunks and stand nervously by, awaiting further instruction. Lia picks one in the back corner, as far away from the door as she can get.


  Jeneth stops in the middle of the room and turns to face Ezbeth.


  “Why did you bring us here?” she asks, her voice cracking. “Who are you?”


  A few of the girls shush here brusquely, fearful her questions might trigger another windfall of violence from the killers stationed at the door.


  “It’s okay,” says Ezbeth, “What is your name, young lady?”


  “Jeneth.”


  “Jeneth, those questions and many others will be answered tonight at the welcoming ceremony. Right now, all you need to do is make yourself at home.”


  “This isn’t my home.” Her voice is firmer now, stronger.


  “Jeneth, shut up.”


  The other girls step back instinctually and press their backs to the walls.


  Ezbeth’s demeanor remains calm and cheerful.


  “I know it doesn’t feel like your home now. But it will. That I can promise.” She strides to the door, turning back before she leaves. “You have some time to rest—use it. We’ll come for you shortly.”


  Their captors exit and the girls can hear the bar being slid into place outside, locking them in. Silence falls on the lodge. The little wallflowers, as if drawn by magnetism, gather in the center and embrace each other wordlessly, their tender sobs the only communication any of them can manage for some time.
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  “Enjoy your quarters, boys. We worked hard to provide them.” Nisaq’s deep voice booms as he walks through the chamber, situated in the completed wing on the west side of the Temple. Narrow shafts cut through the sandstone reveal thin fragments of the outside world. “Take a bunk, whichever you like, they’re all the same. And probably more comfortable than what you’re used to sleeping on.”


  The wide-eyed boys scatter around the room, staking tentative claims on the bunks.


  “I think, with a little time, you’ll grow to like it here,” he says, letting his sparkling gaze dart about the room from face to terrified face. “For now, just relax. I’ll be back very soon.”


  The door closes with a thud and they are locked inside.


  Braylon is up first, coursing along the wall, peering out the thin vertical windows.


  “We’re up high,” he says, “and I don’t think any of us could fit through these windows anyway.”


  William furrows his brow. “What are you talking about?”


  “Running. That’s what I’m talking about. Getting out of here.”


  “They’ll kill us,” William says plainly. “You heard what he said to you back there. He’ll lock you up somewhere and kill you.”


  Lathan starts crying again, begging for his parents through choked, ragged breaths. Jack puts his arm around him, and scrawny Lathan pushes him away and buries his face in the mattress.


  Aiden chimes in. “William is right. There’s too many of them, we’re not strong enough. Besides, we can’t run and leave the girls.”


  Braylon ponders this. He moves to the door and slides his hand along the doorjamb, squinting, trying to see through to the hallway. Cupping his hands, he puts his ear to the door and listens.


  “I think they’re gone.”


  “They’re not gone. They’re going to kill us.”


  “They’re not going to kill us,” says Jack. Everyone turns and looks at him. “They would have done it by now… right? Why would they bring us all the way here just to kill us?”


  William’s mind wheels with murderous conspiracy. “What if they kill us tonight at that ceremony they talked about?”


  They look to Jack, who remains silent.


  Aiden sinks to the floor and buries his head in his hands.


  “So were just supposed to sit here,” Braylon spits, accusatory. “Sit here and wait for them to come back?”


  “Where would we run?” asks Creston from the corner. “We don’t even know where we are. There’s nothing but forest. Does anyone even know how to get back to the village?”


  Braylon swivels to face him. “The village is gone. It’s burned and gone, and so are our parents.”


  His words cut deep and Creston withdraws, tears welling up all over again.


  “Don’t do anything stupid, Braylon. Maybe we’ll have a chance to run, but this isn’t it.”


  “Jack, what do you think?”


  Jack works the puzzle in his mind, playing out different scenarios. None look promising. “I think our best chance is to do what they say. At least till we know what’s going on.”


  “So none of you want to fight?”


  The boys are shamefaced at this. Braylon glowers at them and kicks the edge of his bed, splintering the wood and knocking out one of the crosspieces. It flies across the room and chocks off the wall. The door bursts open immediately and Nisaq storms in, flanked by two warriors. He seizes Braylon and jerks him toward the door.


  “Let me go.”


  “I don’t like doing it this way. I warned you.” Nisaq shouts in his face, nose to nose. “You’ll go in the pit tonight and see how you like it. Would anyone like to join him?” He cocks his head around with wild eyes flaring.


  There are no volunteers.


  He passes Braylon rudely to the warriors, who grab his arms and whisk him from the room against his curses and protests.


  “This was your first test and you’ve failed. Any more talk of escaping and you can join your friend. Have I made myself clear?”


  The boys gawk at him, mortified.


  “When I ask you a question I expect an answer. Have I made myself clear?”


  “Yes…” they mumble.


  “Good.”


  Nisaq pivots and leaves, slamming the door shut.


  They plant themselves on their bunks and fixate on the door, beyond which they can hear the cries of their friend become a faint echo. They sit immobile and listen to each other breathe, afraid to even look at one another.


  After an eternity, Nisaq returns and finds a room full of obedient boys. Bolts of anxiety ricochet through their guts as they see the cadre of warriors standing at attention in the corridor, a brilliant crimson stripe painted straight down the center of each one, like a holiday ribbon bisecting their heads and torsos. The sashes they wear no longer contain utensils of murder—they are decorative, embellished with bits of shiny ornate metal.


  “Stand up.”


  They obey.


  “In just a moment you are going to follow me,” says Nisaq, his sonorous voice full of warmth and honey. “I expect you to carry yourselves with respect and dignity. I will show you where to sit, and you will sit there quietly. You will not speak unless you are spoken to. Do you understand this?”


  “Yes," they say in unison.


  A radiant smile spreads across Nisaq’s hard face. “Good. This way.”


  The boys line up and follow him down the hallway, tensely aware that one of their brethren is missing. They spoke not a word since Braylon was ripped from the chamber, but the sick relief was palpable—relief that it was Braylon facing this unknown punishment and not themselves. Secretly, and not without guilt, some of them think he brought it upon himself anyway. The warriors spread out along the line and usher the boys through the winding Temple corridors to the amphitheatre, where they will finally meet the favorite son of this noble-blooded dynasty—King Arana Nezra the Second.
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  “Girls, it’s time,” chirps Ezbeth. She steps through the lodge, giving the children a last minute once-over. Their faces are puffy, but presentable. “Line up for me, just like you did before.”


  The girls stand as if possessed and form an arrow straight line down the middle of the lodge and march outside. Streamers of gold and purple crisscross the sky as the evening sun sets over the ocean. The air is alive with frenetic excitement, the amphitheatre nearly full, row after row of toothy grins and glittering eyes stretching high up the side of the hill, and the gathered forms stomp their feet and cheer as the frightened children exit the lodge.


  The certainty of impending doom sets upon each young girl, convinced that they will be painfully sacrificed, their throats slashed like their parents to satisfy the twisted pleasures of the bloodthirsty audience. Their feet want to resist but they are incapable. In dreamlike limbo their zombii walk carries them toward the stage, lambs to the slaughter, counting down the last moments of their mortal lives.


  Nisaq walks toward them from the opposite direction, a train of cleaned and groomed boys following along. He meets Ezbeth in the middle and they instruct the children to sit, front row seats for the horrorshow, boys and girls separated by a center aisle. The crowd erupts.


  Directly behind the benches, in lines of supreme precision, stand the warriors. Their ranks extend from one side of the stage to the other, and many rows deep, a legion of shaved and red-striped heads. Rigid, warlike postures give them a statuesque appearance, as though they are cut and sculpted from the very sandstone upon which they stand.


  Beyond the last tier, situated almost at the crest of the hill, encircled by a ring of lush pines, rests the King’s Gallery.


  Arana rises.


  His multitude of followers stir in their seats as he descends the central aisle, each step spurring them further until the sound of thunderous stomping echoes off the hillsides. He has traded his simple attire for more stately wear, leather-trimmed and embroidered. His hands are unroughened. His face clings to boyhood. Deafening cheers compete with the roar of stomping feet as the young sovereign proceeds through the gridwork of warriors and steps upon the stage and faces them, blue eyes sparkling, a wide, white smile opening across his face.


  “Tonight,” he begins, “we celebrate the proud return of our Temple Sons.”


  The crowd rises to its feet and cries out.


  “And their precious bounty…” He fans his hands out and gestures to the horrified children. This elicits another berserk outpouring and Arana moves to quiet them. “Brave children, who have made a long and difficult journey to be here with us. Some of you made that same hard journey yourselves.”


  Whistles and calls ripple across the amphitheatre.


  “These children will no longer endure the unspeakable suffering of the old ways.” Here he settles his piercing eyes directly on the children, down the row, looking intently through each of them. They are at once repulsed and mesmerized by his bizarre gaze. “I envy you the most. Your journey is only just beginning.”


  The children stifle sobs and sit perfectly still.


  “You have no need to be scared anymore, children. Ever again. You are safe. You are part of our family now.” He is beaming as he looks upon them, bursting with patriarchal pride. “I am your King. You will know me. Look around you—this is your family. These are your brothers and sisters.”


  The children do as they are told, swiveling their heads around shyly and beholding the virtual sea of ecstatic faces spanning up the hillside.


  “Sadly,” he says, his tone darkening, “we know that these are dangerous ventures. These brave Sons risk their lives when they leave our Temple… and sometimes they do not return.”


  A hush falls over the amphitheatre.


  “We lost a young man on this venture—a proud soldier named Vallen. I grieve for his parents, and for his brother.”


  His gaze darts briefly to Jack, whose heart thunders. He shrinks in his seat under the weight of the hideous blue stare.


  “His sacrifice was not wasted.” Arana shifts his demeanor again, pacing the stagefront like a prowling lynx. “There is a sickness in this land—a sickness passed down through the old ways, handed down from parent to child, through the forests and valleys and along the coast—there are people who perform dark rituals that celebrate the great destruction and invite its vengeful return. On the night of these children’s rescue, their people were honoring these old ways.”


  Scattered grumbles.


  “They worshipped Fire!”


  Hysteria.


  “And their sick rituals were cruelly acted out… by these innocent children.”


  Disgust crescendos in the well-lathered crowd. Arana closes his eyes somberly.


  “These children need your help letting go of what has passed, and accepting a new way into their hearts.”


  Jack watches in stupefied awe. He doesn’t understand what any of this means.


  “The world is ours. Our gift. And I will not allow the savagery of forest scum to ruin what we have built. I will not allow deadly rituals to plunge this world back into chaos. If they want Fire,” he shouts passionately, “then we will let them burn.”


  The horde unleashes a belt of angry lust that puts their previous display to shame, set to rip the whole structure apart if the zeal does not diminish.


  The young King hardens his visage and strides abruptly upstage and vanishes from view, while the pandemonium swells and echoes through the valley and antique ruins below.


  What follows is a unique form of humiliation. The bashful children are pawed over and ogled at by their new family. Bright, sanguine faces ask questions that seem absurd under the circumstances. How old are you, little boy? What games do you like to play? What is your favorite food? The boys and girls give polite one-word answers to their queries and do their best to remain obedient. The strange people respond with smiles of amazement, as if their simple, terse answers are the most marvelous words ever spoken.
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  Smoke wafts from the chimney of the girls’ lodge and a sentry stands vigil just outside the door. The girls wear thin nightgowns and sit in a circle around the cobbled stone fireplace with Sena. She is a young woman herself, having barely left her teenage years behind.


  “Did they hurt your family too?” asks Jeneth. She has taken to speaking for the group.


  “This is my family. I was born here, I’ve always lived here.”


  “But…” Jeneth ruminates over how exactly to phrase this. “You’re all so… nice. I don’t understand how… how you could kill people.”


  Sena inhales sharply, a bit shocked. “That’s not really how we talk about it here. I know others who’ve been brought from away, and it takes them a while to understand it was for their own good. We don’t want to hurt you. That’s the last thing we want to do.”


  “Our parents are dead because of you.”


  “They’re not dead because of us. Their own actions caused this. You didn’t know any better. You didn’t know they were hurting you.”


  “Our parents didn’t hurt us,” says Lia.


  “Oh, honey, I don’t mean they caused you pain. They hurt you in here.” She points to her heart.


  “What does that mean? You don’t even know them.”


  “I know…” Sena gathers her thoughts carefully. “I’ve known of people like them. I know their rituals seemed harmless to you, but you’re too young to understand. They are an invitation to the spirits of Fire. They are very dangerous.”


  Jeneth shakes her head, confused. “What rituals? What are you talking about?”


  “You know what happened to the world, right? It burned. It burned because they were sick—because they wanted it to burn. And your people were sick, too. Did they want to see everything ruined this time? The whole world and everything in it?” Her voice waivers and she mists over with tears. “I have… two babies at home… and when I look a them… their little faces… I just want them to be safe…”


  She puts her face in her hands, overtaken.


  The girls sit in bewildered silence and watch nervously as Sena weeps long into the night.


   


  [image: ]



   


  “I was brought here when I was seven,” says Quinlan. The boys sit cross-legged on their bunks and listen. “I don’t remember much about my old family. We lived in a cave near the coast, somewhere north of here.”


  “Did they burn your parents?” asks Aiden, far too simply, as if this were a normal question.


  “Of course. They had no choice.”


  “But why? Didn’t it hurt you?”


  “I know I cried a lot at first. I understand, though. They were set in their ways. They wouldn’t fit in here. But I promise you, it gets easier. I have a good life here now. Better than I would have had living in a dirty cave.” Quinlan is looking at them, but not. There is something missing behind his eyes. “As for worrying about your old family, they were given to savagery and the sooner you put all that behind you the better. We’re civilized here.”


  “Do we look like savages to you?” asks Jack.


  Quinlan raises his eyebrows innocently. “You did when they brought you in.” Jack starts to form a reply to this absurdity and Quinlan cuts him off. “You can have a life so much happier than you would have had living like animals in the forest.”


  “I was happy before,” says William, slumping his shoulders and staring at the floor.


  “You’re going to be fine. It just takes time. Nisaq says it’s like training wild horses. It takes time and patience, and sometimes it seems cruel, but in the end they’re a lot better off.”


  This peculiar analogy evades the boys and they say nothing.


  “Well,” says Quinlan, scooting to the edge of his bunk, “I think it’s time to get some sleep.”


  He moves around the chamber and extinguishes the sconces, plunging them into darkness.


  The whole night has seemed like a prolonged hallucination. Jack curls up on his mattress, worn to the core from the evening’s bizarre convocation. As he lies there gazing at the ceiling, he falls asleep. Deeply.


  He dreams.


  He is back in his village, flames rising around him. He sees his mother at the end of the promenade and she is shimmering. His father is standing behind her, his face blurred, a veiled memory from his early childhood. He walks toward his mother but she does not get any closer. She looks so warm and comforting, such safe refuge, and Jack runs to her. As he runs the promenade stretches impossibly below his feet, new stones appearing out of thin air and widening the chasm that separates them. He runs harder and faster, and the stone avenue stretches farther and wider until his mother is just a speck on the horizon, shimmering and flickering like some mystical apparition. Suddenly the concourse shrinks and Jack is rocketing toward her at breakneck speed, the light twinkle of her hazel eyes, her beautiful soft face coming into view, closer and closer. Just as he should reach her, just as he is extending his arms and anticipating her tight embrace, he jerks rigidly awake, drenched in cold sweat. He looks around at his dormitory and lies flatly back on his mattress, tears bursting from the corners of his eyes, realizing with dread that he has only traded one nightmare for another.


  


  



  Chapter Four


   


   


  



  



  Jack stands at the head of the reflecting pool, in a loose cluster with the rest of the boys, and breathes deeply the salty ocean air. It is pristine and fresh, humid from the wall of marine fog that boils toward them from the west. It is a good smell, he thinks, but it is not the forest. Savagery or not, that was the place he called home.


  They dawdle around, waiting for Quinlan to return so they can tour the Temple and grounds. Warriors stand around them and stare off at the ocean, looking bored and restless, hardly seeming like the same men who committed a gruesome massacre of their village only days before.


  Under the high archway, Quinlan appears. Nisaq walks with his arm around Braylon’s shoulder, fatherly, pulling him close and leaning in so that his whispers are not heard by the others. He gives instructions, gesturing with his free hand and sometimes pointing up at the Temple. Braylon listens pensively and gives small nods.


  Quinlan arrives, blinking around absently in the morning sun. Nisaq halts Braylon off to the side to finish his confidential lecture. The deep resonance of his voice carries but the children cannot understand what he says. Braylon looks downcast as Nisaq levels his attention on him.


  “Okay?” Nisaq says, as a parent would say to a child after tough discipline has been sanctioned.


  Braylon nods. “Okay,” he says in a low, husky voice.


  Nisaq gives him a firm squeeze on the shoulder and he is allowed to rejoin the group. The boys move to give him space, almost as if he bears contagion.


  “Are you all right?” Aiden asks from a distance, a bit scared of the answer.


  “I don’t want to talk about it.”


  “Good morning,” Nisaq booms.


  “Good morning,” they say.


  “I’m going to leave you in Quinlan’s hands today, but first,” he pauses, smiling, “I just want to thank all of you for such a good job at the welcoming. You handled yourselves, and everyone thought you were just wonderful.” He joins Quinlan at the foot of the staircase. “The hard part is over. You’re here. Today should be a simple day, and I’m sure you need that. Quinlan will take you around the Temple, so just relax and listen. I’ll join you later.”


  They follow Quinlan up the grand staircase toward the giant redwood doors. Jack looks around as they ascend and off to the left he sees the girls walking the garden paths, led by Ezbeth and Sena. He slows, looking for Lia. She is near the back, walking as gingerly as a little sparrow on the gravel path while a brute killer stands guard beside her. He hopes she will look over, that she will notice him, but she does not. The warrior at rearguard gives him a pat to keep moving and he hops the last few steps and quickly passes through the entrance, looking very tiny indeed next to the massive doorway.


  Natural light maps a slanted shape across the floor and illuminates the ground level of the foyer. Colonnades of stout sandstone pillars reach upward, fading into dimness as they stretch to greater heights, and the foyer’s lofty ceiling is obscured by dark shadows, seeming, by some trick of perception, to continue on forever. A row of crude, skinny windows courses along the front facade, and galaxies of dust specks float languidly through the slivers of light. Curved twin staircases envelop the foyer and rise to a lavish balcony. Their mouths drop open and they turn in slow circles, looking up, trying to grasp the enormity of the space.


  “Arana Nezra the First started building this Temple thirty years ago,” says Quinlan, acting as their docent. “His son continued building after his death.”


  Jack takes Lathan’s hand and walks him to the pillar and they run their fingers over the rough texture. Lathan is either settling down or disconnecting entirely, Jack isn’t sure which. Quinlan guides them straight ahead, down a narrow corridor off the main foyer that runs through the center of the Temple. Jack feels a tug on his sleeve and there is Creston, looking up shyly.


  “Will you hold my hand too?”


  “Sure, Creston.”


  Jack and his new wards travel down the imposing corridor with the other boys while Quinlan rambles on about the illustrious Temple. The walls on both sides are painted with sweeping scenic tableaus that stretch from floor to ceiling. Jack looks on one that depicts the grounds and hillside before any construction began—only a few small huts dot the landscape and the rest is rough, tall grass and craggy boulders, filling the space now occupied by the Temple’s gigantic footprint.


  “This was the first village, settled here over forty years ago.”


  The mural transforms to chronicle the passage of years. A tight-knit cluster of huts are circled together on the high cliff overlooking the ocean, with simple figures brushed in, some carrying lumber or playing in the fields, others huddling by a small, coarsely painted campfire, looking, all in all, like a fairly pleasant sort of place to be.


  Ahead, a concavity recedes back into the stone, ringed with sconces and metal reflectors that angle their light toward the focal point—a framed linen canvas with a small memorial arranged below. The portrait shows an old man, long gray beard hanging down, with vibrant brown eyes and a kindly face. He is shown wearing simple robes with garlands draped around his neck.


  “Arana Nezra the First.”


  A few items are arranged neatly below the portrait, items that apparently belonged to the man himself. Some scraps of garments, trinkets, a neatly folded fur, the skin toughened and dried, and an aged and worn hammer and chisel.


  “He cut the Temple’s first stone with these tools here,” says Quinlan with an air of astonishment.


  Opposite this small tribute, in mirror image, is another indented concavity. There is no portrait here, only an ornately carved stone enclosure, low and squat on the ground, with a flat slab laid over it.


  “What’s in there?” asks Aiden.


  “His bones.”


  Aiden recoils from the grimly lit sarcophagus and casts a sidelong glance at Jack. William shuffles up next to them.


  “Are they going to put our bones in those boxes after they kill us?”


  “Shut up, William.”


  Quinlan is already moving down the hall and the boys speed up to catch him. The settlement expands further—sturdy cabins have replaced the ramshackle huts and the population has grown to multitudes. Their manner of lifestyle has changed and the whole village has taken on a new aspect—they seem to have advanced suddenly and in radical fashion. A flock of people encircles Arana Nezra the First and another man, not present in the earlier depictions. This new man is clean-shaven with slicked-back hair, and his clothes have been strangely tailored, giving him an altogether foreign appearance. Nezra the First rests one hand on the outlander’s shoulder as the tribe genuflects before them.


  “The prophet,” says Quinlan, “who came from far away and taught us many things.”


  They come to another niche in the hallway, with double doors made of thick logs stitched together with black metal bands and rivets, framed by an archway, proscenium-like, with an intricately carved mosaic running down both sides.


  “This is what’s left of that village,” Quinlan says softly, then disappears through the forbidding portal.


  Burnt lumber is stacked in little piles resembling burial cairns. Larger pieces of timber are mounted on the walls, old framing joists, blackened and crumbling, covered with a meringue of light white ash. The ceiling is low and it feels as if the weight of the entire Temple pushes down on them, entombing them with the rest of this scorched detritus. Thick, musty air makes their breath ragged and hard to pull in.


  “What happened to it?” asks Jack, already dreading the answer.


  “Burned,” says Quinlan, “by savages.”


  He surveys the relics with sullen reverence and his damning words linger in the stale air. The boys lower they heads and crowd by the door like chastened schoolchildren.


  “Ready to move on?”


  Many small heads nod yes.


  Back in the main corridor they advance along the display. Gone is the mural’s bright tone. The vision depicted before them is terrifying and bizarre, and lumps of nerve rise in their gullets. Fire engulfs the burning cabins painted on the wall and the boys are horribly reminded of their own ordeal, barely a week old in their minds yet. The rising flames become demons with mouths of sparked teeth and sunken orbital sockets, full of hateful vexation. The happy people are now melting, their forms sagging and crusted with charcoal.


  The flames continue to expand across the mural until the corridor is consumed by the gaudily painted inferno, the torchlight on the walls animating the wisps of smoke and fire in a twisted optical illusion. The boys huddle close together as they pass through the bleak tunnel.


  Gradually, the blaze subsides and the scene turns into a junkyard of burned wreckage. The scenery is painted as if in daylight, with warm sunshine illuminating the ground and pronouncing the many varied colors, but the sky that hangs above this panorama is of darkest night. The Milky Way streaks across like a vein of silver ore, with night mists and comets sprinkled throughout. This midnight sky is torn open and purple light shines down upon a people painted in the center of the smoldering destruction. They are all sitting on the dirt, looking up at the one figure portrayed standing—Arana Nezra the First. He holds in his hands a small bundle, bathed in purple light, with the petite face of a baby smiling down at the onlookers with brilliant blue eyes.


  They move further down the corridor. Banners of rainbow light encircle the good people, the gallery of bright faces, each carrying out some necessary task while the evanescent spirit glow swaddles them. The kind old face of Nezra the First watches over them, translucent in the sky, an apparition of everlasting love. The scene is beautiful and joyous. The Temple floats above the ground like a sandstone zeppelin. The boys scan the painted faces, so content and wholesome looking, clinging to their families and loved ones. Their eyes track lower on the painting and at the feet of those good, wholesome people are the bodies of fallen savages—twisted death shapes crushed under the feet of the Temple born.


  “The cleansing,” says Quinlan.


  A swell of heartache bursts in Jack’s chest as he looks at the spent carcasses, trampled so joyously to death.


  Quinlan beckons them forward.


  They come to the end of the corridor and find themselves facing directly a huge full body portrait of King Arana Nezra the Second. He stands cavalierly before a backdrop of billowing white clouds and not one, but two suns bathing him in golden light. Sparkling sapphire gemstones are set into his irises and they glimmer in the murky torchfire.


  Quinlan opens a side door and harsh light floods in from outdoors, nearly blinding them. They find themselves in the long hallway at the rear of the Temple, near the baths. The heavy sliding door is open and they are led outside, onto the stage of the amphitheatre.


  Nisaq stands in a semicircle with several of the Temple’s residents, carrying on about something that has them all very serious.


  “Here they are… Quite a display, isn’t it?”


  They tell him what he wants to hear and he beams that proud smile back at them.


  “We’ll eat, then tour the gardens,” he says, “I just want to take care of this first. These men here will give you your work duties. Listen closely, because tomorrow morning this is who you’ll report to.”


  The boys stand in a line and wait anxiously to be called upon. The youngest are assigned to the fields to plant and harvest, William and Creston are to apprentice the metalworks, and lastly, a suntanned and weather-beaten man named Karus steps forward, holding a small slip in his hand.


  “This last detail is for the quarry. That’s for the rest of you that’s left. Braylon, Aiden, and Jack. Report to me in the morning after your lessons. Make sure you get a good night’s sleep, it’s going to be a long day.”
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  The girls huff up the tight spiral staircase, tired from their walk around the gardens and provinces. Sena leads them down a slim hallway toward the kitchen and they enter through an arched side door. The heavy heat of the ovens gusts into their faces, droplets of sweat bead on their small foreheads.


  An island of mortared sandstone takes up the center of the enormous kitchen, with pots and pans dangling above it from a bracket chained to the ceiling. Ezbeth leans against the counter, drinking from a stone mug, engrossed in conversation with the head cook. Sena leads in the newcomers, and Ezbeth perks up and addresses them with airy lightness.


  “Hello, girls. How did you like your tour of the gardens? They’re pretty, aren’t they?”


  “Mmmhmm,” say the girls.


  “I’d like you to meet someone, and be nice because some of you will be working with her starting tomorrow. This is Calyn, head of the Temple kitchen.”


  “Nice to meet you, girls. Come in, come on in. Don’t be shy in here,” she says, coming around the island, wiping her hands on an apron that covers her wide belly. She pats a couple of them on the head then scoots forward the few who are hanging to the rear. “Do you girls like sweets?”


  A few little smiles break out and they nod yes.


  “Let’s see, I think I might have a little something for you.” She rummages on a shelf against the side wall and pulls down a little basket full of honey drizzled sweet rolls and distributes them around. “Here you go, darling.”


  She hands a roll to Phoebe, a quiet little waif, who takes it politely and starts nibbling. Lia smells hers first, still leery, and ventures a small bite. It is better than anything she has ever tasted.


  “Go ahead and show the girls around, Calyn. They’ve probably never seen a kitchen this big before.”


  The kitchen takes up an entire upper corner of the Temple, laid entirely in stone, with several rotund chimneys protruding up through the ceiling. A row of giant open-faced ovens line the wall, two with fires burning and hogs rolling on mounted spits. At the far end are several squat, round ovens, each with mortared vents rising from their tops. On the other side of the island, along the outer wall, is a trough for washing, fed by two wooden pipes fitted with stopcocks. Calyn brings them to the center of the room.


  “All right, well, this is where all the cooking gets done. That’s about it.” She laughs wildly at this. “Sorry, now, these are the ovens, and these are the pigs we’re roasting for dinner. Smells good, hmm?”


  The girls circle around to watch the shiny brown carcasses spin lazily in the flames.


  “Here is for soup,” she says, smacking the side of a heavy iron kettle tucked in the corner. “In these small ovens we bake our bread, and over here, look at this,” she moves to the trough and turns the handle on one of the stopcocks and water splashes out of the pipe. “Bet you never seen running water before.”


  The girls look quizzically at the flowing pipe, still chewing on their rolls.


  “You’re a quiet lot, aren’t you?”


  “They’re tired,” Ezbeth says apologetically. “They only just got in yesterday and we’ve been walking the gardens all morning.”


  “Oh, I see, well maybe you’ll get a little nap. Anyway, through here is the storage, and that door goes to the prep room.”


  Beyond the wide arch they see scullery girls standing around a long table, peeling and chopping vegetables.


  “We’ll have two of you in here,” says Ezbeth, “Lia and Haylen, you’ll meet Calyn tomorrow morning to start work. Phoebe, Jeneth, and Eleta, you’re going to be in the sewing shop downstairs, and the rest of you will come with me and I’ll teach you how to be housemaids. Not bad duties, girls. It’s certainly better than the quarry.”


  “Is this why you brought us here?” asks Lia.


  “What’s that, dear?”


  “To make us work for you? Is that why you stole us?”


  Ezbeth giggles. “Sweetie, we didn’t steal you. We saved you.”


  “You sent bad people to kill our parents.”


  The slap comes hard and fast, knocking a string of spit out of Lia’s mouth and leaving her jaw slack and trembling.


  “You watch it, little girl. My son is one of those men. They’ve done more to protect us than you could possibly imagine and I will not tolerate that kind of garbage.”


  Lia rubs her chin and precious little tears roll down her cheeks.


  “I’ve given you good work, Lia. Don’t ruin it for yourself.”
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  First thing in the morning the children attend their lessons. They learn about their beloved King. They learn that he is one of nearly one hundred and sixty children fathered by Nezra the First, that he was born only days after the fire that ravaged their settlement, and how his uniquely colored eyes are an omen, proof of his otherworldly origins, sent here from the Beyond to protect his family in the flesh, that without him the Rain of Fire will return and retribution will crash down upon them from angry skies. The native children, born of the Temple, chant songs and recite invocations about Nezra the Second, their protector, thanking him for warding off the destruction.


  Jack, Braylon and Aiden meet with Karus after their lessons to begin their trek to the quarry. Karus leads a slope-backed horse, saddled with their gear, and they walk along beside her, leaving the Temple grounds by a dirt road that cuts through the foothills and winds north. Stone and wood outbuildings are situated just beyond the grounds, a small manufacturing district with glass and metalworks. A handful of men trudge along behind them, heading off to a day’s work. They pass farmholds set into the gentle hillside in ascending tiers, with workers, many of them children, moving about the rows and turning the soil. Beyond them lay the stables and training fields.


  Jack startles with instinctive fear when he sees the pack of wolves running the fields, their snouts furrowed into snarls exposing pink and black gums and sharp rows of yellow teeth. They leap on the men and scamper at their feet, and make no move to rip out their throats or tear at the flesh of their arms and legs. Here these mean creatures seem to suppress those primal urges and the boys have never seen a lot more tame.


  Some of the men journeying with them Jack knows to be warriors, but they are wearing simple clothes and only a couple of them bear weapons openly. They have cycled out of their training regimen and are being sent to the quarry to keep up their strength breaking rocks. One of the men is Halis, and Jack knows him well. He is the man whose ruthless stare kept him company for that long week he spent in his cage. He is the man whose brother Jack killed with an arrow while his village turned to ash around him.


  “You boys do hard work before?” asks Karus.


  “We’ve helped dig,” says Aiden.


  “Well, that’ll help. None of you looks too strong, though. We’ll change that. You’ll go to bed tired, I promise you.”


  The signs of Temple life fade away and they travel onward, the broad path underfoot curving through fields of billowing grass, a few odd crooked buildings poking through here and there, slanting and cracked like large tombstones. The countryside seems to have been sculpted specially to accommodate the road they are walking, and the terraforming doesn’t look to be a recent job. Pieces of hill are sliced away to allow the road’s passage, and these areas are much overgrown with weeds and straggly pines.


  “Gonna be a long walk, boys, relax and enjoy the view.”


  Karus takes on conversation with a couple of the plain-clothed warriors, and Jack falls in with Braylon and Aiden.


  “So what happened to you the other night?”


  “They took me to a room underneath the Temple,” says Braylon, his jaw tense, “and they put me in a hole in the ground and locked me there.”


  “Did they hurt you?”


  “No, they didn’t touch me. But it was dark and freezing. I could hear… people breathing.” Braylon swallows hard and squints off toward the distance.


  “What did Nisaq tell you? Did he threaten to kill you?”


  “No.” Braylon collects his thoughts. “He told me that if I played by the rules, I could be a great man someday.”


  The boys walk in silence and turn this over in their minds.


  “What do you think he meant by that?”


  “I didn’t ask.”


  They stop after a while and eat a cold lunch by the side of the road. In the distance ahead, a white angular shape emerges over the horizon.


  “Here’s the crew now,” says Karus.


  They finish eating and move forward, and as they get closer they see two dozen men fighting the massive stone block, pulling the ropes wound around it, grunting and heaving in the noonday sun. The block is lashed to a huge sledge that rolls slowly over the track of logs laid out in parallel on the road, and as the block passes over the rear of the track the workers lift the heavy logs and carry them to the front and lay them down at the head of the line, creating a perpetual conveyer for the enormous sandstone to move upon. The men grit their teeth and flexed tendons stand out on their arms.


  “Hold. Straighten her up.”


  Men hunker low and reposition the log as the groaning stone hulk bears down upon it, pressing into the hard-packed ground as it rolls. Their progress is painfully slow.


  “New recruits?” yells the apparent foreman.


  “Three for now,” says Karus.


  “We can use them. See you back there in a few days. Have fun breaking rocks.” The foreman laughs and sets his attention back on his tremendous burden.


  “Don’t mind him, it’s not a bad as it seems. At least you get to work outside.”


  This is cold comfort to the three boys, and as they walk they keep snatching glances at the monumental stone snailing away over the hill. Each block in the Temple had to be moved in just this fashion, it occurs to them. Eventually it recedes from sight and they turn back to the road ahead.


  “I see you keep looking at the old mare here,” Karus says to Jack.


  “She’s pretty.”


  Karus laughs at this. “She’s old and broken down, boy, not much use for anything but this. You want to hold her reins for a while?”


  “Yes.”


  He runs up to take the leather lead in his hands and the mare looks at him with big doleful eyes.


  “Just hold her steady, she’ll follow you.”


  “Does she bite?”


  “No, been known to kick a little though. Don’t get right behind her. Give her a little pat, there, let her know you’re her friend.”


  Jack strokes his hand along her thick, trunk-like neck and she snorts softly through wide nostrils. “Hello there,” he whispers to her. She lowers her head and huffs and Jack leads her on the rest of the way, and as the fiery colors of evening spread over the countryside they see ahead of them the great cavernous quarry. The crews are winding down for the night, gathering around a small encampment and heating stew in a big black pot slung over the fire. They whoop and beat on pans as Karus and the boys approach.


  “Look at the little boy leading old Karus by a leash!”


  “Shut up,” yells Karus.


  They roar with laughter and get up to meet the new hands.


  “Be nice, we have company here. Men, this is Jack, Aiden, and Braylon.” Karus points to each boy as he names them and the crew nods and extends brief salutations. Next he unties the bundles draped over the longsuffering mare and they fall to the ground with a thud. The crew is up, parsing through the packages to see what food and supplies they were sent.


  “I thought they were going to send us out some fruit… or some bread. We had nothing but old soup here for the last week.”


  “Stop crying or I’ll bring you nurse milk.”


  “I’ll take it.”


  “Here, Jack, see that row of posts over there? Take her on over and tie her up for the night. Halis, show Jack how to tie her up. And get her some water and grain.”


  “All right,” says Halis. “Come on, Jack.”


  Jack’s feet turn to lead on the ground as he looks into those familiar bitter eyes.


  “Problem, Jack?”


  “No.”


  Jack follows to the side of the shelter, leading the mare, and watches with apprehension as Halis takes the lead and loops a tight knot around the post.


  “Like this,” he says, “nice and tight. Water is over here.”


  Halis goes around the corner and motions for Jack to follow him. Cold fear clenches him and he looks furtively to Aiden and Braylon. Their attention is with the crew and they don’t notice.


  “Come on, Jack, let’s go.”


  He steps around the corner, where Halis is dipping water out of a barrel into a wooden bucket. When it’s full he holds it out to Jack.


  “Here, take it.”


  As he reaches for it, Halis shoots a hand up and clenches it around his throat and the water spills all over his clothes. He tries to breathe and a thin retching sound comes out.


  “You took my brother,” Halis says icily. “You ruined it.” Jack wheezes and looks at him with huge round pupils. Halis belts him in the stomach. “Don’t you speak a word of this, do you understand?”


  Jack squeezes a small affirmative noise out of this burning throat and Halis relents.


  “Good.”
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  Away up on the Temple’s flattened apex, under the intermittent shade of the slatted redwood terrace, Arana leans with his elbows resting against the balustrade and gazes out at the expansive grounds and reflecting pool. His followers move about far below like figurine miniatures, walking off to their homes or work or lounging around the pool as if posing for a portrait session. Arana tilts his mug and empties its contents, then holds it out and shakes it with a slight flick of his wrist. A stunning young beauty rises from the divan and carries over a decorated clay carafe and pours his mug full of pale wine.


  “Thank you, Isabel,” he says. She is swollen with child and Arana brushes a wisp of chestnut hair from her face and tenderly kisses her forehead. She smiles politely and bows to him.


  Keslin stretches his arms out along the back of the padded bench, legs crossed effetely, simmering with content. “And Vallen is no loss at all. Killed by a child. Not really the mark of a bravery.”


  “I saw the boy. What, twelve? Thirteen?”


  “Around.”


  “What is he like?” Arana asks, intrigued.


  “Sent to the quarry. Don’t know much else.”


  In the years since these ventures began, they have endured only five such casualties, and none inflicted by a child. Arana nods and looks off. Shuttles of wind set the branches swaying in the inland forest and the gentle rasping of leaves purrs across the Temple grounds, and he quietly pays homage to the everlasting forces of the Beyond that have coursed through him since birth.


  Keslin flicks his sharp eyes at Arana and watches this odd reverie with mild curiosity. Two housemaids arrive and shift quietly between the furniture, gathering cups and servingware, and then slip out the way they came, unnoticed. Isabel dozes and snores lightly and Arana wakes her and steadies her to her feet and sends her inside. He takes her place when she’s gone, hitching a leg up and reclining back in the midday warmth.


  “I think we should go back to the city.”


  Keslin shakes his head briskly. “There’s nothing there. It’s dead.”


  “We should look harder. I’ll go myself this time. I’ve always wanted to.”


  “That’s not wise.”


  “Why?”


  “You could be hurt… or worse.”


  Arana shakes his head dismissively. “No, I won’t.”


  “We should push south.”


  “He’s not from the south.”


  “It doesn’t matter,” says Keslin. “We don’t know what’s down there—and we should.”


  “I thought we were done with this business for a while.”


  “We may never be.”


  Arana narrows his eyes on Keslin. He disengages the subject and takes a long swallow of wine. “Tell me more about this settlement. What did they know?”


  “Very little, I’m afraid. These people didn’t have much. Seeds. No new kinds, but we brought back a few sacks. No animals, they were hunters. Few metals, mostly just rusted scrap. No writings to speak of, only a few hides written in their own poor hand, a few gravestones. We burned it all.”


  “And the weapon?”


  “Not working, but well kept. Would you like to see it?”


  Arana nods. Keslin leads him down the curved staircase, past his quarters to the balcony overlooking the vast foyer. They descend to ground level and steal away through a side door set back in the hallway and climb down more stairs to the antechamber outside the Temple’s keep. A musty compost smell emanates from the dank quarters, and Keslin and the King take up sconces to light the way. The stone walls are wet with fungus, and from the dark and foreboding corners of the keep comes the scurrying of rats and other unseen vermin. Trapdoors are set into the filthy floor, held tightly shut with thick wooden bars, low moans escaping from the subterranean cubicles beneath.


  Keslin withdraws a flat-toothed key from his belt and springs open a fat and creaking lock, slinking the chain through a metal loop and dropping it to the floor with a rattling clank then rolling back the heavy wooden door.


  “Wait here,” he breathes.


  He takes his sconce and moves around the perimeter of the secluded vault, igniting the torches that rest aslant in their mounts. Soft light blossoms throughout and illuminates a worktable cluttered with various dismantled assemblages, and at the forward end is the immense, oxidized machine gun recovered from Jack’s village.


  “It’s tremendous,” says Arana, caressing the worn stock.


  “The best we’ve found,” says Keslin, eyeing the piece with the same grave fixation.


  Scattered about are many broken down actions, brushed clean of rust and arranged neatly in order of their removal for easy reconstruction. Several parts gleam freshly, prototypes recast in iron at their own metalworks, evidence of their attempts at reverse engineering these antique weapons.


  “What I wouldn’t give,” Keslin laments, “to know what makes these beautiful machines work.”
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  “You’ll have to watch your tongue around Ezbeth,” says Calyn. “About yesterday, I’m talking. She’s a good woman, but she does have a temper.”


  Lia juts her chin forward. “She’s mean.”


  Calyn laughs. “You’ll have a hard time convincing me she’s mean. It’s called tough love.”


  “Tough love sounds mean. And she doesn’t love me.”


  “Yes, she does, you just don’t see it. She’s pulling for you, same as we all are.”


  “Pulling for me to what?”


  “To fit in, Lia. To be happy here.”


  Lia stands next to the water trough, rinsing and scrubbing carrots. There is a mountain of vegetables next to her. “I’ll never be happy here.”


  “Honey, don’t say things like that.”


  “It’s true. I hate it here.” Lia throws the carrots down and tears up.


  “Oh. I see.” Calyn goes and puts a warm arm around her. “Now listen, I’ve had a lot of girls come through here over the years. I’ve seen a lot of sadness, Lia, and all I can do is try to help. But I will say this,” she says, squaring Lia’s shoulders so she is looking straight at her, “some of the saddest girls end up being the most happy down the road. I’ve seen it happen time and again. I had a young girl named Elise come through my kitchen, and I’d never been so worried about any of them, before or since. She used to curl up in the corner right over there,” she nods to a dusty corner with sacks of grain stacked waist high, “and she used to just lay there and sob. If I went to try and touch her, she’d scoot back like I was aiming to bite her or something. Of course I meant her no such harm, but she didn’t know that. She was missing her old village, her old life, and I suppose that’s some of what’s bothering you. You’re stuck there up here,” she points delicately to Lia’s head, “and you’re having a hard time letting go. It took young Elise a very long time to let go, but in her own time she did. Sooner or later the crying will stop, and you’ll choose happiness. It’s such a simple choice, when you think about it.”


  She gives Lia a tender kiss on the forehead then goes back to the island to roll out flatbread with a heavy pin. Her words wash over Lia and she can only faintly perceive the fractures in her psyche they are causing. She looks up at Calyn.


  “But I miss my parents. I’ll never see them again. Because of you.”


  “Not because of me, dear. I’m sure they meant well, and I’m sure they treated you nice, but that’s dangerous magic they played with, Lia. I’ve seen the hills alive with Fire. I’ve seen it with my own eyes. It’s a tragedy that you lost your parents, but it would be a far worse tragedy if their foolishness got you and all your friends burned to a crisp by calling on the dark spirits. We don’t like this—don’t think that. Don’t think we take pleasure in this. It hurts us even more than them, but it’s the right thing and it’s got to be done.”


  “But they killed them—”


  “Lia, please—”


  “They waited until they were asleep and… and they killed them and burned them and—”


  “Lia! Stop it. I don’t need to know the workings of it. I’m sorry for what happened to you but it was for the best.”


  Lia looks up with eyes full of painful need and Calyn turns and busies herself at the counter, working a ball of dough with rough, flustered fingers. Lia watches her shyly, wondering how she’s gone so cold all of a sudden. She climbs back on her little step stool and picks up a skinny, green-plumed carrot from the tepid bath and stares at it absently. “Where is Elise now?”


  “She works down in the sewing shop. One of the head stitchers, and her work is good. She has her own family, four beautiful children. Would you like to meet her sometime?”


  Lia nods yes.


  “I’ll ask her when I see her next. I’ll bet she’d love to meet you. You’re such a sweet girl, Lia, it breaks my heart to see you sad like this.” She forages on the countertop and fetches out another sweet roll. “Don’t tell anyone I gave you this, I don’t want them getting jealous.”


  “Thank you.”


  “Oh, you’re adorable. You’re welcome, Lia. Now, finish rinsing these off so the girls can get chopping.”


  Lia slogs her way through the pile of carrots and potatoes, working her small fingers over the surface and rubbing away the dirt. She works in a daze, robotically, and when the pile is spent she reaches up and turns the stopcock on the waterspout to give everything one last rinse. She collects them, cleaned and shining, in little baskets and carries them back to the prep room where more girls huddle over the center table, dicing and cutting. Haylen is there, clumsily chopping potato slices, her bony fingers growing numb.


  “Here’s more.”


  “Thanks,” says Haylen, and pushes a small basket toward Lia. “These are done.”


  She takes the basket to the kitchen and Calyn hefts the heavy iron lid off the kettle.


  “Dump them on in.”


  Lia lifts the basket and tilts it over the edge, watching all the diced potatoes tumble into the boiling broth. Maybe if I just be good, she thinks, this will all end. She wonders, foolishly, if perhaps she did something wrong to deserve this. She goes back to the trough, where baskets of tomatoes sit lined up for her, and begins washing and rinsing. Those tiny hairline fractures in her mind become rough tears and she can feel herself cleaving in two. Part of her is here, in this kitchen, doing this work… and another part of her is somewhere else entirely.
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  Jack’s shoulder throbs with dull pain as he swings his pickhammer down, sending a burst of stone chips and shards flying into his face. He squeezes his eyes shut and wipes the sweat from his brow. He has hammered on this one line all day and most of yesterday. It chips away so slowly he would swear that it grows back at night when everyone is sleeping.


  He has lost track of days, he only knows that one full moon cycle has passed. At their nightly raucous campfire dinners, when everyone is bursting with chatter, Jack sits off to the side and watches that lonely white disk wax and wane, it being the only thing of familiarity to look upon.


  Braylon is gone on a trip back to the Temple. He is older and stronger and they are teaching him how to lash the great stones to the sledge and guide them over the rolling timber. Jack squints against the sun and sees Aiden two steps below him, wielding his pickhammer in similar fashion.


  Under Jack’s shirt is a collage of blue and yellow bruises, mementos from Halis. The punishment is discreet, never in front of anyone else, and Halis is always careful to avoid hitting his face. He looks around and doesn’t see him anywhere.


  “Whatcha stopping for, Jack?” barks Karus. “Those rocks don’t cut themselves!”


  Jack turns back to the narrow groove that torments him and levies another bone-jarring hammer strike against his chisel. The hot sun bounces off the light stone of the huge quarry and makes it look almost glowing. It is otherwise barren and dusty, lunar and forlorn.


  After his shift he will meet up with Aiden, but they have less and less to talk about as the days go on. Peaceful solitude is becoming more consoling than forced conversation anyhow, and he finds himself staring off dumbly at the horizon, trying unsuccessfully to push all thoughts from his mind.


  When he sleeps he has the same recurring dream of his empty village. Usually his mother is there, shimmering, and he runs toward her. Sometimes she is gone and he simply walks alone through the burning village, immune to the scorching heat. He crosses that old stone promenade, a whirlwind of firestorm around him, looking for any traces of those he loves and finding none. Sometimes he wakes up in the middle of these nocturnal visions and remembers them. Other times the end of the dream deteriorates into a kaleidoscope of abstraction and he awakens hours later with no recollection.
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  Lia sits on the corner of her small bunk and runs her fingers through her long hair to loose out the tangles. The other girls are bustling about, making their beds and folding their nightgowns, stowing them away in their little cubbies and getting dressed for the day. They smooth down the wrinkles on their linen dresses and pull on their leather slippers. Sena sits calmly by the fire, nursing one of her babies. She has taken to bringing them around to show off to the girls. The other infant rests in a low bassinet off to the side of the mantle and Jeneth makes googly eyes at her. The baby girl peels out a spirited giggle when Jeneth pops up, then returns immediately to stoic seriousness every time she ducks away and hides. Phoebe watches with total amusement.


  “She likes you,” says Sena.


  “I love babies. She’s so quiet, doesn’t she ever cry?”


  “She’s my good one. This little guy here is the troublemaker.”


  “Can I hold her?”


  “Of course, here.” Sena scoots forward and helps lift the baby into her arms.


  Jeneth’s eyes mist over as she looks at the tiny face. “Oh, I want one just like her. She’s so cute.”


  Sena smiles and rocks back. There is a knock at the door.


  “Lia, Haylen, you ready to go?”


  It’s the kitchen steward come to round up the girls for their morning duties. Everyone is running late today—they stayed up well past their bedtime, playing games and talking around the fireplace.


  “Hold on, almost ready,” yells Haylen.


  Lia pads across the hardwood floor and waits outside by the door. She looks beyond the amphitheatre and off in the distance some of the young boys are being led to the fields for a day of planting. Jack is nowhere to be seen. She hasn’t seen him or heard of him in over a month and it worries her. She bottles it up and puts her smile on.


  “Good morning,” she says to the steward.


  “Good morning, Lia. What’s taking Haylen so long?”


  “She’s lazy,” she says, and sways back and forth, twirling her dress. The steward laughs.


  Finally Haylen joins them and they make the slow climb up the service stairs to the top floor to start work.


  Calyn swirls around the kitchen like a tornado, stoking fires and shouting orders. They are preparing a lavish dinner for Arana and his warriors, and the frenetic pace keeps the girls busy, moving from pantry to prep room and back again. On the central island there are dozens of quail laid out, their tiny eyelids closed and their limp bodies looking oddly peaceful.


  “Girls, good, come over here.” She beckons Lia and Haylen to join her by the array of dead quail. “Have you gutted a bird before?”


  “Ewww.”


  “I take it you haven’t. It’s easy enough. Haylen, I’ll have you pluck and Lia, you’ll gut.” Calyn pulls them around to the far end and picks up one of the floppy birds and demonstrates how to fix it. Lia scoops up the bird as though she might still hurt it in death, then reaches inside the cavity carved out by Calyn and grabs the slimy innards with her petite hand and drags them out onto the countertop.


  “Easy as that. Good job, now toss them in the bucket.” Calyn pats them on the shoulder and scurries into the prep room to get everyone organized.


  Lia and Haylen set themselves to their task, chopping, plucking, slitting and gutting until one side of the counter is piled high with bald, eviscerated quail.


  A sunny young woman with her hair wrapped around her head in braids walks through the service entrance and takes a few steps into the kitchen. She bites her lip and looks around.


  “Calyn?”


  “Who’s that?” says Calyn from the prep room, wringing her hands into her apron. “Elise.” They hug each other like sisters and Calyn takes her hand and leads her inside. “Lia, this is Elise. This is the young woman I told you about.”


  “Hello, girls. We’ve been so busy downstairs I could hardly get away until today. How’ve you been, Calyn?”


  “Getting along. Say hello, girls.”


  “Hello,” says Haylen.


  Lia looks up shyly, her arms covered to the elbow in blood and gore. “Hello.”


  “Keeping the girls busy, I see.”


  “Always a big rush. Go ahead and get cleaned up, girls, it’s about time for a break anyway.”


  Lia washes off in a scrub bucket and Calyn sets a few chairs around a small table situated in a corner nook.


  Calyn calls Bree in from the prep room. “Would you run and tell Ezbeth that Lia and Haylen will take their lunch up here with me today? Come here, Elise, let me look at you.” She holds Elise’s blushing face in her hands. “Pretty as ever. Sit down, make yourself comfortable, I’ll fix us something to eat. Lia, would you grab that little bowl of fruit I set up on the shelf there?”


  Calyn fetches some slices of salted pork from the pantry and has Haylen fix a few vegetable salads, and they spread this small banquet out on the table in the dining nook. They sit down to eat and Calyn and Elise get carried off in small talk, going on about their families and their work.


  “Jorrie made me this,” says Elise, showing off an intricate metal broach with turquoise stones set in a star pattern, pinned at her right shoulder, holding her robe-like gown together.


  “It’s beautiful. He does good work.”


  Elise turns to the girls. “What about you two? How are you doing?”


  “Fine,” Haylen murmurs.


  “Do you like working with Calyn?”


  “Yes, she’s nice. She gives us sweets.”


  “Oh, I remember that.” She looks at Lia. “And you? How are you getting along, dear?”


  “Okay, I guess.”


  “Okay, you guess?” She shoots a quick glance at Calyn and takes Lia’s hand. “Calyn said you might be a little sad still. She probably told you how much I used to cry when they first brought me here.”


  Lia nods.


  “Well, all I can tell you is that it gets better all the time.”


  “Don’t you… miss your parents ever?”


  Elise adjusts her posture. “Sometimes, but not as much. In my old home, when a baby was born, we’d be lucky if it would live to see the first year pass. It was a hard life. I don’t miss it much anymore. I’ve got three boys and a girl growing healthy and I’ve had no losses at birth. I’m thankful I’m here. I’m thankful for all I have now.”


  “You have a husband?” Haylen asks.


  “Yes, I do, something like that.”


  “How did you meet him?”


  “He chose me.”


  “What does that mean?” asks Lia. “How did he choose you?”


  “He chose me at the bonding rights. He’s a decorated soldier and he had first pick. He picked me. He said it was because I had pretty eyes. You have pretty eyes too, Lia, I’ll bet you get a good man too, someday.” Lia wrinkles her nose at the thought. “You’re still young, but in a couple years you might decide you want that.”


  Lia shrugs. The part of herself that she allows out during the day envies these happy girls. Just a little. Her mask slips a bit and she thinks on Jack. He’s the only boy she’d ever want to be chosen by, and she doesn’t even know where he is or what they are making him do. She thinks about the way she always used to pick on him, and the way he always took it so sweetly. She remembers the time they were playing in the woods and she ambushed him with a clod of mud, laughing ecstatically, and even though she could tell he was kind of mad he still held her hand all the way back to the village because it was getting dark and she was scared. Stop it, she tells herself. There is another quake and her mind bifurcates just a bit more. She smiles and looks Elise squarely in the eye.


  “That sounds really nice,” she says.
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  The sledge crew arrives back just before sunset, haggard and roadworn, and Jack and Aiden go to meet Braylon. He is laughing and joking with the rest of the crew, looking like a clan of long lost brothers coming home to a reunion. Jack and Aiden wave, and Braylon runs up and claps them both on the back.


  “It feels like it’s been forever since I’ve seen you. How’s the quarry?”


  “Boring. Same thing all day. How was the sledge crew?”


  “All right, I guess. Probably better than being cooped up here. It took us six days to move that block to the Temple.”


  “What did you do?”


  “They gave me a rope and told me when to pull. What about you?”


  “Hammered rocks all day. My arm hurts.”


  “That’s nothing, look at my hands.” Braylon turns his palms up and splays his fingers, showing off a cluster of ripe red blisters. “We wrap them up, but it doesn’t help much.”


  “That’s pretty nasty.”


  “Yeah,” says Braylon, scratching his arm and peering around. “I’m starving, is there anything to eat?”


  “There’s stew at camp.”


  They plod toward the rickety shelter and Braylon stows his gear away and settles around the campfire, scraping soup out of a bent metal bowl.


  “Did you see anyone while you were back there?” asks Jack.


  “Not really. I saw a few boys out in the fields on the way back, but they were far off, I didn’t get a good look at them.” He’s old enough to sense what Jack is getting at. “I heard Lia was on kitchen duty. Her and Haylen.”


  “Sounds better than this,” says Aiden, pitching rocks into the fire.


  They sit around until the immense strain from the day weighs their bodies down, and when they rise it takes all the last strength they have to drag themselves to their narrow cots at base camp and pass out cold. The blackout of sleep is so opaque that when Jack opens his eyes in the morning it feels like he has lost time, as if he had just laid down only moments earlier. He tugs on his leather boots with muscles that are inflamed and aching and has a cumbersome time getting his shirt over his head.


  Outside Karus is already full of harsh vigor, spurring the weary crew to climb down into the quarry and start cracking. Jack is one of the first ones out. He slings his pickhammer over his shoulder and heads down the dusty ramp to his station. It’s a gorgeous day, warm sun with a perfect cool breeze. The kind of day he used to pine for in the old village. Jack lines up and drops the day’s first flurry of hammer strikes, then flips the handle over in his hand and scrapes out the loose rock.


  While he works, he wonders about running. He calculates his chances alone in the wilderness, no tools, except maybe this cursed hammer, no bow for hunting, not that he’d be able to kill anything anyway. He grits his teeth and swings the hammer down hard, rattling his small frame, barely noticing the pain, then he winds back for another strike. Just as he’s drawn his arm back, just as the hammer is at the top of its arc, momentarily suspended and weightless feeling, a sharp pain blasts his side. The pickhammer falls limply from his hand and he doubles over, holding his kidney and grimacing in agony.


  “You dropped your pick, Jack.”


  He struggles to his hands and knees and Halis launches another rock. It thunks off Jack’s back and knocks him prone on the ground again.


  “Leave me alone…”


  “No.”


  Jack pushes himself up on shaky legs and lunges. Halis shoves him back down and sits on top of him, with his knee on his chest, digging his knuckles into Jack’s ribs.


  “You’ll have to do better than that. You’re not very strong, are you?”


  “Get off me.”


  “You know, maybe we’re even,” says Halis. “You took one from me, I took one from you.” He stands, satisfied with his torment.


  “What… does that mean?”


  “Haven’t you ever wondered which one of us slit your mother’s throat?”


  As Halis turns away the full weight of his words wind their way into the darker recesses of Jack’s mind, and the anger and bile that course through him give his young muscles an extraordinary spur and he hefts the pickhammer and swings it easily through the air, connecting with Halis’s face and shattering his jaw, gouging a rough jagged tear across his cheek. He emits a sickening guttural sound that Jack has only heard from an arrowshot animal and falls on his back. Jack is upon him, hot tears burning his cheeks, his little balled fists pummeling the mangled mess that Halis once called a face, bits of blood and jawbone spitting up into the air.


  Jack is vaguely aware of a far off distant voice, and it takes him a moment to realize it is his own ragged scream, ancient and primal, shredding his vocal cords. Halis floats away and he looks wildly to his side and sees the men holding his arms, dragging him backwards, his heels digging parallel trenches in the dusty sandstone.


  


  



  Chapter Five


   


   


  



  



  Soft cries and a few high-pitched wails radiate from the nursery, and in the maternity chamber down the hall one single prolonged shriek cuts through them all. It rises and falls in waves, a piercing siren that spirals down the Temple’s corridors, and has carried on as such since before sundown. Isabel lies on a bed in the center of the stifling chamber, her chestnut hair drenched with sweat. An old, wizened midwife sits at the foot of her bed with a look of acute apprehension. She murmurs to the nursemaid, and the young girl fetches a bucket of cool water and sponges it onto the Isabel’s forehead.


  Arana paces behind them. “Why is it taking so long?”


  “Some births are harder than others,” comes the midwife’s response.


  From the corner, Keslin looks on sardonically.


  “It’s all right, Isabel,” soothes the midwife. “Keep taking those deep breathes.”


  More labor pangs grip her midsection and she belts out another fantastic scream, clawing at the bed sheets with hooked fingers. Arana cringes and turns away, absconding to the corner with Keslin.


  “I hope this isn’t for nothing, all this.”


  “You don’t have to watch,” says Keslin.


  “Neither do you.”


  “True.”


  The hallway outside is empty, which is unusual during a birth. There should be a delegation waiting with bated breath to get a first look at the new baby, but they have learned to stay away on nights like these—nights when it is their King’s progeny they are expecting.


  Their attention drifts back to the exhibition of labor before them. Isabel is flushed and slicked with sweat, writhing in pain. Keslin considers it animalistic. Arana only watches expectantly, weighing the odds of bitter disappointment.


  “Any prospects in the new lot?” he asks, changing the subject.


  “Mmm. There’s a boy getting along well with the sledge crew. Braylon. He’s tall, getting stronger. Nisaq says he’s got a streak in him, but it looks like he can tame it. I’ll give him a few more months to finish settling in.”


  “What about that one boy? The twelve year old.”


  “The boy who killed Vallen?”


  “Yes, him. What about him?”


  Keslin laughs. “He’s in the pit.”


  “For what?”


  “For splitting Halis’s face open with a pickhammer.”


  “Really? What happened?”


  “Halis told him he killed his mother.”


  “Ah,” says Arana. “What’s his name?”


  “Jack. He was covered in bruises, his whole body.”


  “Halis did that do him?”


  “From the looks.”


  “How is Halis?”


  “He’s just next door. Do you want to see him?”


  Arana looks impatiently at Isabel. “Yes, quickly.”


  They slip out quietly and move around the corner to the small infirmary. Keslin walks past a few beds occupied by the old and sick and leads Arana to a thin cot set along the back wall.


  Halis is unrecognizable, his entire head swaddled in strips of linen soaked through with blood, with one little gap left open, and through this gap a hateful eye watches Keslin and the King approach.


  Keslin smiles. “He can only take liquids.”


  “Halis, can you hear me?”


  The huddled and shrouded form of Halis gives a nod, ever so slight.


  “I understand you were hurting the newcomers?”


  Halis only glares up through his stained wrappings.


  “Look where it got you.” Arana bends low, close enough to smell the sickly fetor wafting up from Halis’s gore-soaked rags. “If you lay a hand on him, or any of the others, ever again, I will lock you down with a swarm of starved rats and your wreck of a face will be the least of your worries, I can promise you.”


  The only response is a choked gurgle.


  “Do you want to see under the bandages?”


  “No, Keslin, that’s not necessary. Let’s go.”


  They step softly through the infirmary. A few frail old faces watch them leave.


  “How long will you keep Jack locked up?”


  “A good long while, I suppose. He nearly killed Halis. Do you want us to take him out early?”


  “No, leave him.”


  A mousey little nursemaid scampers up to them, breathless. “It’s coming,” she says, and turns to run back.


  They take long, quick paces back to the maternity chamber where the midwife is on her feet, crouching over the struggling Isabel. She calls out sharp instructions while the nursemaids mop Isabel’s forehead and grip her hands tightly. She seizes with another contraction.


  “Easy, Isabel, go easy,” the midwife says. As the gust of contraction starts to recede she says, “Now push, Isabel, nice and easy and push.”


  Arana looks over her shoulder. His face takes on a pallor as the small, slick head starts to show.


  Isabel crests over another wave of spasms and she’s told to push again. The midwife cradles the head and waits at attention for more to follow, and soon it does. The first fragile cries of life spring from the curled and purple form in the midwife’s hands, and she places him on Isabel’s chest and covers them both.


  Arana pushes her aside and takes his place by Isabel, lifting the blanket and peering at the traumatized newborn. He has left this chamber before with false optimism, seeing eyes as light as his own at birth, only to have them darken to brown or hazel in the following months, but there is no mistaking this child. There is no gift from the Beyond in this room, no protector for the future, save Arana himself. He covers the baby and leans close to Isabel.


  “Unworthy,” he whispers to her.


  This is the seventh child she has born him, and that word from his cold lips sets her distressed mind on edge. She works a wad of saliva in her mouth and spits it out onto his face.


  He brushes it away and turns to the nursemaids. “Take this boy to the nursery and see to him.”
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  Jack is flying above a magnificent city. Bracing wind ripples his clothing and pulls the skin back taut on his face. As he soars higher, the clouds recede and he rockets toward the edge of the sky and all the uncertainty that lies beyond it. What separates the earth from the firmament he does not know, whether he will emerge on the distant shore of some exotic world, or be ripped limb from limb in an epic annihilation that leaves not a speck of his mortal husk intact. Fearless, he ascends.


  He rolls over and looks down at the earth, flat and never-ending, with the translucent spires of great buildings growing up like towering stalagmites. On the avenues that run between them, he sees people and machines flowing along in some invisible current, the blood of the city coursing through asphalt veins. A burning sphere zooms past him, hurtling toward the surface with a tail of black smoke streaming behind it. He watches helplessly as it strikes one of the colossal glass and metal structures and explodes with a low rumble. The impossibly tall building lists to the side—slowly at first until it reaches its tipping point—then it falls furiously, knocking down everything in its path.


  More fiery spheres blitz down from the skies above. The magical tether keeping him aloft suddenly evaporates—the force of gravity reasserts its authority over his body and he plummets toward the ground. The entire city is burning, a raging inferno now, and as he freefalls he can hear the people’s screams rising from the blanket of smoke. He knows that he will join them, that his insane downward trajectory will land him squarely in the middle of this disaster, that he will alight like dry tinder and suffer complete immolation and know no more.


  As the flames grow to encompass his entire field of vision he snaps awake.


  Darkness.


  A dank odor, with a hint of something more foul. Decay. The rat that he killed. He cannot see it, but he thinks it is there. It was yesterday, or maybe the day before, or maybe many days before that. In some indeterminate past, a rat crawled under the wooden trapdoor that confines him and he killed it. Or maybe it has yet to happen, and this thought and these smells are mere premonitions of some future event. He reaches his hands out and feels along the cold wet floor, padding them along the walls until they land on a stiff, furry lump.


  There it is.


  They come once a day, to bring water and thin gruel and to empty his bucket. He does not beg or plead with them. He remembers why he is here. At the beginning of his punishment, he thought that if given the opportunity to play events out differently he would have done exactly the same thing all over again. Now he is not so certain. The waking hours in this pit are exquisite torture, and with sleep it is always a gamble. He is not sure how much more of this his sanity will withstand.


  He drops the rat in the bucket.


  The dreams are not always nightmares. He dreamt once that he was a toddler again and that his father was holding him in his rough, strong hands while his mother laughed and cooed at him. He wished he could have frozen that moment and never woken up. It brought with it the recollection of his father’s passing, weak and feeble on his straw mat until one morning he was still. Keethan and Marni would sit vigil with his mother during the last days, and that was when he and Lia first became friends. Her older brother was taken by a similar mysterious illness, and through this she was perhaps uniquely able to help Jack cope with his loss. Other children, and even parents, were frightened of the sickness and kept their distance. She would hold his hand and walk with him through the forest, or just sit with him in their small cabin, and sometimes not a word was spoken between them and that was fine.


  He thinks back to the day they were captured, when they sat around the campfire in their cages and Lia stared at him with that look of infinite compassion on her face. He closes his eyes and pictures her that way. Blocking out all else, he focuses intently and gazes back at her with his mind’s eye and wonders if she can somehow feel him looking.


  He hears the creaking of hinges and his mirage fades. Sounds of footsteps—voices and crying. He stands and listens as they pull back the panel covering the pit next to him, and he winces at the sobbing of the new prisoner. With a harsh crack the door is slammed shut and locked, and the shuffling footsteps leave the keep and plod upstairs.


  Through the thick trapdoor he hears soft, sniffling cries.


  “Hello?” he says. The sniffling stops. “Who’s there?” he asks, louder. “I’m Jack. What’s your name?”


  For a great long moment the steady dripping of condensate grime is the only noise heard. Finally, muffled and distant, he hears a young girl’s voice cut through the stillness.


  “Isabel,” she says.
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  The sewing shop is a hive of activity, seamstresses bent over cluttered workstations, their dexterous fingers stitching nimbly. Young women stand still with their arms outstretched and a flurry of fitters whirls around them, pulling and tugging on their garments and making quick dashes in chalk to signal what must be taken in or let out. The bonding rights ceremony is three days away and they are sorely behind.


  Elise leads Haylen and Lia down from the kitchen. Calyn has relinquished them for the day, at her request, to help meet the deadline.


  “Since you girls are so good with knives I’ll have you at the cutting table,” says Elise.


  She walks them past the sewing stations to a broad table at the rear, with several children working around it and many lengths of rough fabric spread out flat. Elise shows them how to take the small, sharp blades and cut around the tracings to create angular, oddly shaped swaths of fabric which they hand off to be fitted together and sewn. Eleta is working next to them, carefully razoring out the left hemisphere of a flowing gown.


  “It’s easy,” she says. “Just make sure you don’t snag the threads.”


  “Thanks,” says Haylen, settling in next to her. “Do you like it here?”


  “Yeah, it’s okay usually. We’re too busy right now, though.”


  “Where’s Phoebe,” asks Lia.


  “She over there. All they let her do is spin thread. She hates it.”


  Lia and Haylen look for her in the spinning room, glumly turning her staff while another girl winds the fibers into thread.


  “She wants to learn sewing,” Eleta continues, “but they said she’s still too small. Jeneth is learning. She’s good.”


  They busy themselves for a while, making small slices, then realigning the fabric and slicing some more.


  “What’s it like in the kitchen?”


  “It’s good,” says Lia.


  “It’s so hot,” Haylen adds, “but Calyn lets us eat all the time.”


  “I thought I saw you two!” says Jeneth, running up with a bundle of fabric in her arms. “Did you come to save us?”


  “Yeah, Elise asked for us.”


  “Ooh, good. Look at this…” Jeneth unfolds the fabric she’s holding, a long dress in mid-construction. She holds it up against her body and poses for Lia and Haylen. “I sewed this part myself.”


  “It’s so pretty. You did all that?”


  “Some of it. It’s going to have fur around the neckline, and there’s a shawl that goes around it like this—” She demonstrates, turning at different angles. “I’ve never worn anything this nice. Look at them,” she says, motioning to the line of elegant young maidens, flushed and smiling, standing still while attendants fit their dresses trimly against their curved physiques. “They all look so happy.”


  Elise approaches and puts her arm around Jeneth.


  “Jeneth, honey, how’s your stitching coming?”


  “Almost finished. I just wanted to show Lia and Haylen.”


  “She does good work, doesn’t she?”


  “It’s beautiful.”


  “Speaking of work, you’d better get back to it. We’re running out of time.”


  “Okay.” She turns to go back to her station. “See you tonight. Don’t cut yourselves.”
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  “Did you get in trouble?”


  For a while she can’t even respond to Jack’s question. Isabel is crimped over in her tiny cell holding herself, her mind an emotional cocktail.


  “Yes…”


  “Me too,” says Jack, and waits for her to say something else. He strains to hear her voice but the only noise is that steady drip and the endless scratching of the rats. “Are you okay?”


  “No,” she says, “I’m not.”


  “What happened?”


  “I’m unworthy.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “My baby… my baby is not a gift.” She chokes up all over again.


  “Is the baby okay? What do you mean?”


  “He’s a good baby. He’s beautiful. There’s nothing wrong with him.”


  Jack leans back against the cold wall and tries to untangle her words. She makes as little sense as most things here.


  “Why are you here?” asks Isabel.


  “I hurt a man bad.”


  “Oh. Why did you do that?”


  “He took something from me.” The moment replays, unbidden, in Jack’s mind.


  “How long have you been here?”


  “I’m not sure,” he says. “A long time. Will they ever let us out?


  “Probably. Sometimes they don’t.”


  Sometimes they don’t. Jack is not tall enough to reach the lid of his cell, when he jumps he can barely touch it. Even if he could reach, it’s doubtful he could work the lock and open it, and even then he would be confronted with more locked doors. He is trapped.


  “Why… why are you unworthy?”


  “What?”


  “How come you’re unworthy?” he repeats, louder this time.


  “Because… the Beyond wouldn’t send me a special child.”


  “What kind of special child?”


  “A child with spirit eyes.”


  “Like the King has?”


  “Yes. Like Arana’s.”


  He learned about this at his lessons. There is power in the King’s gaze, and Jack would swear he almost felt it once.


  “What happens to the babies? The ones that aren’t special?”


  “The whole family raises them. He has fifty-three.”


  “He has fifty-three babies?”


  “Children. Some of them are grown. Seven of them are mine.”


  Fifty three, Jack thinks. His entire village had a population of only a little more than twice that. “Are you the Queen?”


  “No,” she says, sullen. “I will never be.”


  They hear footsteps coming from the stairwell and cease their conversation. The door grinds open on rusty hinges and someone approaches the pits.


  “Quiet,” the sentry shouts, and beats an axe handle against the wooden coverings. “And stay quiet if you want food and water today.”


  They do as they are told.
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  The young women stand in a line at the head of the Temple Hall, dressed in their newly minted gowns and lavish jewelry, preening like ornamented pixies for the audience of rough-knuckled men. Ezbeth stands to one side of the spacious hall, checking her list against the faces in the crowd. Only one vacancy stands out, one man given bonding rights this season who is not in attendance because tonight he lies in the infirmary, the bones of his face as incongruent as unmatched puzzle pieces.


  Sentries pull open the double doors and Arana steps into the Hall, dressed as simply as the other men in attendance. He meanders between the tables, greeting the spirited men and engaging them in bits of conversation along the way. The women smile and pose and watch him intently. He makes a round of the entire Hall, speaking to nearly every man, smiling and asking after their families or giving gracious accolades, eventually making his way to a thick wooden table at the front of the Hall.


  When he is seated, the crowd quiets to a hush and Ezbeth commences the bonding rights ceremony. She froths on about what an honor it is to be chosen and how these are the most coveted proceedings at the Temple, and finally calls the girls forward one at a time and speaks to their virtues. The girls smile on all the while before giving sweet curtsies and retaking their places in line.


  Arana is first to select and Ezbeth turns the ceremony over to him. He entered the room decided, and takes no time in calling the women forth.


  “Mazi… and Freja,” he says.


  They step demurely forward and approach him. He inspects them at length, feeling their waists and hips, turning them around and gazing into their eyes, separating their lips and rubbing the pad of his thumb across the fronts of their teeth. The women stand still and allow themselves to be handled thusly.


  “I’ll have them both,” he says.


  Ezbeth raises an eyebrow in mild surprise. “Of course,” she says quickly—with Halis absent there would be one girl unchosen anyway. Arana leads Freja and Mazi to the front of the Hall, where Ezbeth releases them from her guardianship and declares them bonded. A din of congratulations breaks out and Arana exits the Hall as he entered it, politicking every step of the way, until at last he reaches the doorway and lights off down the corridor with his new possessions at his side.


  The doors crack shut and Ezbeth moves down the list, from warrior to craftsman, until all men have chosen and all women have been selected.
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  There is no view of the night sky from his subterranean pit, but if Jack could see it he would know that five full moons have passed their phases since his incarceration began. He itches all over from the cold, moldy air and his flesh is scabby. It is getting more difficult to grasp the distinction between dreaming and wakefulness, the two states blend together in a carnival of deranged visions. When he finds himself alone in his burning village with his mother shimmering in the distance, he is horrified to find her face has turned hazy, nearly as blurred as his father’s. When he awakens, the hallucinations take over where the dreams leave off and the nightmarish cinema continues.


  He is in such a stupor when the trapdoor of his cell is lifted and dropped on the floor. Jack doesn’t bother looking. He expects to see his bucket hooked and lifted out of the pit by rope, but it doesn’t happen.


  “Jack,” a familiar voice says from above.


  He raises his head wearily and sees the King kneeling by the lip of his cell, reaching down into the pit.


  “Take my hand, Jack. Don’t be scared.” Jack lifts his emaciated arm and Arana hoists him up and sets him on the ground. “That’s better. Not very nice down there, I imagine.”


  Jack shakes his head.


  “Do you understand why you’re here?”


  Jack nods.


  “Good. I’m not angry with you. And I’ve told Halis to leave you alone. What do you think of that?”


  “Thank you.”


  Jack watches his eyes, riveted, afraid they might emit some force that paralyzes him or boils the blood in his veins, such as it’s been told.


  “You were just doing what you thought was right, weren’t you? You were defending your family—that’s why you killed Vallen. You didn’t know any better.” Arana puts his arm around him. “You and I are very much alike, Jack. We both have an instinct to protect. Would you say that’s true?”


  “Y—yes.”


  “That same instinct that put you in this pit could do great things for you in the future, if you learn to use it to protect this family, to defend this Temple. Do you think you could do that?”


  “Yes.” He speaks without thinking, his voice unfamiliar to him.


  “You could make a fine soldier someday.”


  Jack casts his eyes down and stares at the ground, wishing more and more that this entire conversation will prove to be an elaborate concoction of his crazed mind.


  “You have a lot of time to decide. Come here.” Arana pulls him close and gives him a tight, fatherly hug. “I love you as one of my own, I hope you know that.” He releases his embrace and clasps him by his thin shoulders. “I only want to give you mercy, Jack. Please let me know when you are ready to accept it.”


  Arana lowers him into the pit and replaces the hatch and locks it, then pivots to leave, his footsteps echoing up and out of the keep.


  Jack plunks down on the floor of his cell. Strange emotions stir inside his weary mind.
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  “Come out, little mice,” chants Lia, “come out, come out.”


  The girls open their eyes and break from their circle by the fireplace and start to crawl about on all fours, squeaking and chittering their front teeth together. They scuttle around the room, clinging to the walls and turning over baskets, foraging around in the cubbied shelving. Sena turns round and round watching them, giggling to herself.


  Jeneth opted out of the game, feeling more mature than all this, and she rocks by the fire holding Sena’s baby girl, lost in her own world. One of the little mice clops around the foot of her chair and squeaks at her.


  “Very cute, Phoebe.”


  Phoebe squeaks again and races off.


  “Got it,” says Eleta. She moves to the center of the lodge and holds the prize above her head—a little ball of twine colored red. The rest of the girls stop being mice and run and circle up again.


  “Very nice, Eleta. That was hid good that time.” Sena sighs and rubs her hands together. “Well, it’s getting late we should—”


  The whole lodge erupts in protest. “One more! Please please please—”


  “Okay, okay, settle down,” Sena says, backpedaling. “One more game, and then bedtime. Eleta, you’ve got the ball.”


  “Okay,” she says, “but you play too this time.”


  “All right, I’ll play, but only if you all promise to go to sleep right after.”


  They nod solemnly. The girls close their eyes and Eleta paces the floor looking for a good hiding spot.


  “Now,” says Eleta, commanding the space, “come out, little birds, come out.”


  The girls take their cue and rise up, flapping their arms and cawing while they fan out across the lodge looking for the ball. Sena flaps around with them, feeling profoundly stupid. Lia soars across the room, jumping from bunk to bunk.


  “Careful, Lia.”


  “Sorry.”


  They use their little beaks to peck around by the mantle, by the door, around the bunks, squawking and cawing and chirping insanely, turning the whole lodge upside down. The door glides open and an armed sentry stands at the entrance, his hand resting casually on the machete at his hip.


  “We’re fine,” Sena spouts off quickly, “We’re fine, we’re just playing a game. We got a little loud.”


  He nods, a bemused look on his face, then backs out and bars the door behind him.


  The girls remain stock still in their places, glancing around at one another in hushed silence. Haylen is the first one to break. She shakes slightly then falls on the nearest mattress, laughing convulsively, and the other girls join in, grinning and chuckling like little imps.


  “You girls are crazy,” says Sena, shaking her head. “Completely crazy. I think that means it’s time for bed.”


  “But we didn’t find the ball!”


  “We’ll find it tomorrow. Come on, get in your bunks and I’ll blow out the candles.”


  They grudgingly obey, a few of them giving Sena a quick hug before climbing onto their bunks and snuggling in. Sena walks a circuit around the lodge, blowing out the sconces as she goes. Each little puff of air she blows turns the lodge a bit dimmer.


  “Goodnight, girls,” she says, and blinks out the last flickering candle.


  Lia rolls facing the wall and pulls her covers up over her head, still panting from playtime. She lies awake while Sena moves the bassinet close to her cot and settles in. The other girls are rustling around in their bed linens, trying to get comfortable. When the lodge quiets down and the gusts of night breeze and a few gentle snores are the only noises, Lia lets her facade fall away. Here in the safe haven of night she allows herself to remember how much she hates this place, how much she misses her parents. And Jack. She worries about Jack. Scary rumors have spread and it feels like her first months here again, when she didn’t know if he was alive or dead. She curls into a ball and spends the last scraps of her energy pining for his company before drifting off to sleep.
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  In the passing months, Arana’s clandestine visit has continued to haunt Jack in these pitch-black confines, wedging into his thought pattern and embedding itself—more vivid even than the incident with Halis, which he has relived countless times in his head, and worse still because he feels himself horribly enticed. He has spent sleepless eternities turning the offer over in his mind, nauseated that he would even give it consideration. To join their ranks is to become a murderer. But, Jack thinks, I already am a murderer.


  He thought about starving himself. They bring so little food and water as it is, starvation would be the simplest form of suicide. Eat no food and drink no water and perhaps he would just fade away, everyday less and less of him until finally he would vanish. But some aspect of his mind will not allow this to happen, and even in his most delirious states he reaches out and drinks the water and eats his gruel.


  The trapdoor rises and thuds on the stone floor, and when Jack sees the phalanx of warriors looking down he thinks they have come to perform his execution.


  “You’re finished, Jack. Your time is done.”


  They reach down and pull him out and he stands on spent legs, blinking around, the faint torchlight contracting his pupils. He was slight to begin with and now he looks all joints and ribs, his body melted away from malnourishment.


  “You’ll spend the night in the Temple and return to the quarry tomorrow morning, on orders of King Arana Nezra the Second.” The lead warrior stops and regards Jack curiously for a moment. “They say you’re the boy who killed Vallen.”


  Oh no, Jack thinks, not again. “Yes. I am.”


  He waits for the blows to come, for the three warriors alone with him in the secluded keep to exact their revenge. The man simply takes him by the arm and leads him upstairs.


  They stop at the baths and wait for him to clean himself, then to the dining hall for a cold dinner. This whole process calls back eerily his very first day at the Temple. The dining hall is empty, everyone else has eaten earlier, and Jack picks at the plate they’ve set aside for him. Months with such a minuscule amount of broth and water have shriveled his stomach down to nothing and he manages only a few bites.


  When he is finished they walk atop the vaulted arch toward the dormitory. The guards stationed at the familiar entrance lift the bar and open the door for him.


  “It’s Jack!”


  William, Creston and the boys crowd around and squeeze him tightly and Jack falls into their arms.


  “We didn’t think we’d see you ever again.”


  “I thought so too.”


  “Where were you?”


  “They… took me away for a while.”


  “You look pretty beat, Jack, why don’t you sit down,” says William, and guides him over to a bunk. “This is yours, we saved it for you.”


  “Thanks. It’s good to see you. Everyone okay?”


  “We’re fine here. What about Aiden and Braylon?”


  “At the quarry still, I think. I don’t know. I haven’t seen them for so long.”


  “Welcome back,” says Quinlan. “Everyone here missed you quite a bit.”


  “I missed everybody too.”


  “Jack, look at this,” says Creston, nearly bursting. He reaches into the neckline of his shirt and draws out a round metal pendant with a swirled sun and moon engraved on its front. “I made it myself.”


  “That’s really good work, Creston.”


  “Thanks. Here.” He lifts the leather strap over his head and hands it over. “I want you to have it. For coming back.”


  “Creston,” says Jack, his throat catching, “thank you.”


  “I’ll make another. William made one too. His is better.”


  William looks at Jack and shrugs.


  “Put it on.”


  He slips the cord around his neck and straightens out the pendant. “Thanks, Creston, it’s really nice.”


  Bashful Lathan is standing at the back of the group and Jack waves him forward and hugs him.


  “Hi.”


  “You’re getting big, Lathan, I almost didn’t know you.”


  There are two boys not joining the celebration. They sit off to the side, trembling on their bunks, waist length hair hanging down into their faces, casting dolorous looks at the excited boys.


  “Who are they?”


  “That’s Alok and Bojin. At least, we think that’s what they’re called.”


  Jack catches their eye and nods in their direction. “Hi. I’m Jack.”


  “Tah… mon tondessa.”


  “They don’t know how to talk,” laughs William.


  “They’re new. They came from a group of wanderers.”


  “Oh.” The tragic reality of their circumstance dawns on Jack. “I’m sorry…”


  “Saarek tah?”


  “I… I’m sorry.”


  They look wide-eyed and pleading at Jack, as if they expect something more from him.


  “I think we should turn in,” Quinlan says, interrupting the moment. “Jack has a long day ahead of him, we have to let him get some sleep.”


  “Why?”


  “I have to go back to the quarry.”


  “You’re leaving again?” says Lathan. “You just got here.”


  They procrastinate around for as long as Quinlan will tolerate, then reluctantly climb into their bunks. A real, soft mattress feels like bliss after six months of lying on wet stone, but his mind still wanders and reels when the candlelight is extinguished. That feeling of dreadful claustrophobia hasn’t left his senses yet and he lies awake most of the night.


  In the morning he says a tearful goodbye to his friends, then the warriors lead him away to begin his trek back to the quarry.


  The morning sky throws a pinkish veil over the Temple as the first workers of the day emerge from their cottages and shamble across the grounds. They walk him to the outskirts near the stables to meet Karus and the others who will make the journey north.


  “Jack!” yells a voice from a brigade of young warriors waiting to go to the training fields. Braylon emerges from their ranks, waving, and jogs over to meet him. “We were worried about you. I heard what happened with Halis.”


  “Oh. Yeah.”


  “Don’t worry. I don’t think he was too well liked here.”


  “It doesn’t matter.”


  Braylon looks at him intensely and clasps his shoulder. “I know what you went through down there. I can’t imagine six months of it, though.”


  Jack only nods.


  “Back to the quarry?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Tell Karus to jump off a cliff for me.”


  Jack smiles. “What are you doing, Braylon?”


  “Training. I just started. Better than the sledge crew at least.”


  “You’re a soldier?”


  “Well… I will be,” Braylon says with reticence. “It’s not as bad as you think. It’s just—”


  “It’s okay, Braylon.”


  “We get to go out and hunt, and we’re learning how to shoot arrows and fight and they’re going to teach us how to ride horses and—”


  “Braylon, it’s okay. I understand.”


  “You do?”


  “I think so.”


  “Thank you,” Braylon says, and gives him a quick embrace. “It’s just nice to feel like I belong somewhere again.”


  “I know, Braylon. I know.” Jack misses all those things too.


  “Braylon, get in line—”


  “I’ve got to go. Take care of yourself, Jack. Try to stay out of the pit.”


  “You too, Braylon. I’ll see you.” Jack watches him go until the warrior at his side nudges him to keep moving.


  At the stables, Karus finishes tying up several bundles and stacks them on the old mare’s back. A team of warriors, off duty from their training, mill around with packs hoisted over their shoulders, waiting for Karus and the boy.


  “Ah, here he is,” Karus belts. “Look at you, Jack, wasted away!” He feels Jack’s scrawny arms and back. “You don’t have a fistful of meat left on your whole body.”


  “Hi, Karus.”


  “Did you miss me?”


  “Yes.”


  “The boy’s a good liar,” says Karus to the men. “All right, you don’t look fit enough to carry one of these bundles all day, but I seem to remember you had a way with this old sack here.” He pats the side of the stolid mare. “Take her lead there, Jack, you know what to do.”


  He says hello to the bedraggled horse and takes the leather straps in his hand.


  Karus hefts his bundle and hobbles off to the north. “Head out, everybody, head out. Don’t get left behind or we’ll let the lions eat you.”


  Jack leads the old girl, surrounded by his brethren rock breakers, and they follow the dusty, worn road as it winds between the hills and away from the Temple’s provinces, past the broken down rubble and on through the wild country.


  


  



  Chapter Six


   


   


  



  



  Two years pass without brutality.



  The crew takes to Jack and he takes to them, with no hint of retribution or scorn. He finds comfortable solace in the work, the meditative drudgery of it keeps his mind from wandering into darker territory. He has been appointed lead of the upper crew on the south face, and he treads along the slanted tier with a stout length of timber balanced on his shoulder. Corded tendons stand out on his neck and arms, and hundreds of days of working in the sun have turned his skin a deep umber.


  On the lower tier, men tip the wooden sledge at an angle and work a tangle of ropes around the joists, slipping them under the carriage and tying them off. Jack calls the rest of the crew back to help dislodge the stone and tip it onto the platform. Twenty of them gather round, each carrying long poles, which they slide down into the groove. Jack takes his place in the line.


  “All ready down there?” he calls.


  “Ready.”


  “Pull.”


  They pull back on the timber poles, straining and grunting, and the stone tilts forward ever so slightly. As the back end rises off the ground, several more crewmen shove logs underneath to shimmy it up and the stone settles at an angle. They rest and collect themselves then heave back again, timber creaking against the hard stone as it cants forward a bit more. A second set of crewmen takes up ropes. Their feet slide forward on the dusty rock as they lean back on their haunches, grimacing and belting out deep growls as they struggle to keep it from falling all at once and splintering the sledge to pieces. The carriage groans as the stone settles onto the platform and the exhausted crew drops their ropes.


  “That’s it,” says Jack.


  He wipes sweat and dust off his face and trudges off to the shelter for some water and food, horsing around with the rest of the crew on the way back. He has not seen his old friends since his release. Only Aiden is still here, and Braylon when he’s out of his rotation. Soldierhood has served him well, Braylon says, though he has yet to be sent out. Scouting and hunting only. His day will come.


  He thinks about Lia every once in a while. He wonders if she would even remember him.


  They eat around the campfire, and as the first stars of the night peek through the twilight they see Karus limping down the road with a shift of new workers. He unpacks the provisions and ties up the mare, then settles in next to Jack.


  “You’ve been called.”


  “Called?”


  “By the King. You’ll go back with the sledge crew in the morning.”


  “Why?” Jack knows why.


  “You’re on to bigger things. Sent for you special.”


  “Oh.”


  “Next time I see you, you’ll be on the short shift, I suppose. I’ll miss you, Jack. You’ve a better eye for detail than a lot of men twice your age.” Karus spits and wipes his sleeve across his mouth. “How old are you now, anyway?”


  “Fifteen, I think. I lost count.”


  Karus coughs out a hoarse laugh. “Wait till you’re as old as me. I’m somewhere between fifty and a hundred.”


  “Thanks, Karus.”


  “It’s all right. You’ll do fine, don’t look so torn about it. Most men put their time in eventually.”


  Jack nods and stares into the fire.
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  Lia passes the knife to young Tarina and rubs her back warmly. The scared child holds the knife as she would a venomous snake.


  “Remember how I showed you?”


  “Yes,” Tarina says meekly. She stares at the mound of potatoes in the basket.


  “Do you want to try one yourself?”


  Tarina shakes her head rapidly and tears up. “I want to go home.”


  Lia crouches down and pulls the girl close, smoothing back her hair and brushing a tear track from her cheek. “I know you do, honey. I’m so sorry.” She gives her a tender hug and whispers in her ear. “It gets better, I promise.” Lia sets the knife back on the counter and leads Tarina back to the water trough. “We’ll keep you on washing duty for now. If you need anything, you come talk to me, okay?”


  “Okay.”


  “Lia?” Calyn shuffles in from the prep room.


  “Yes?”


  “Bree forgot this. I need you to take it over to the King’s rooms.” Calyn hands her a basket of steaming flatbread and sends her off.


  Lia walks down the skinny service hall, unescorted, and steps toward the sentries standing rigidly by the parlor entrance.


  “We forgot to send this,” she says, holding back the cloth cover and showing the contents.


  One of the sentries steps inside to announce her arrival, and after a long moment he reappears and opens the door wide for Lia. She holds the basket out and he waves it away.


  “He asks that you bring it to him.”


  Her stomach tightens and she enters. Arana’s parlor spans the entire upper frontage of the Temple, with a lavish bedchamber in the far corner. The walls are covered with the hides and crudely taxidermied mounts of animals his father once killed, several paintings, tanned writings, and a dispersal of artifacts recovered from their journeys. A candelabra of buck’s horns illuminates a prominently mounted plaque, dark crimson with rust, engraved with an image of the picturesque landscape surrounding the Temple’s provinces.


  At the far end of the parlor, Arana’s two child-bearers lounge by the fireplace, each resting in their final weeks. Freja pulls a comb hypnotically through her long hair, and Mazi sits warming her feet at the fire, lazily working a pair of knitting needles. A housemaid stands to the side, ready to attend them.


  Lia walks meekly toward Bree, standing next to the heavy rectangular dining table. Keslin carries on talking, but Arana has stopped eating and watches her approach.


  “Bread,” she whispers, and gives the basket over to Bree.


  “Bring it here,” says Arana. Bree takes a step and Arana raises his hand. “No,” he says, fixing his eyes on Lia, “you, please.”


  Her leaden feet drag her around the table and she places the basket before Arana and he reaches out and takes her hand.


  “What is your name?”


  “… Lia.”


  “Lia.” He stands and takes her other hand and looks deeply into her. “Where are you from?”


  “I work in the kitchen.”


  “Clearly.”


  Keslin quiets his rambling and smiles over his shoulder at Freja and Mazi. They look on icily as Arana surveys the new girl.


  “You were brought from the forest?”


  Lia parts her lips but no words come out. Arana leans forward and smells her, taking long, slow inhalations. His breath is bitter with wine. Her once small frame has grown womanly and he turns her in a circle before him and runs his hands down her side, feeling her contours, then turns her again and cups her breasts. She stands perfectly still and watches helplessly. He brushes back her hair and thumbs her eyelids wide open.


  “Look at her eyes, Keslin, they look like wolves’ eyes.”


  “They’re very nice.”


  “Thank you, Lia.”


  “You’re welcome,” she says, trembling.


  Arana retakes his seat and dismisses her with a flick of his wrist. She dips her knees and gives a slight curtsy, then turns and takes one deliberate step after another toward the door, fighting the urge to run as fast as she can.
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  Jack fidgets on a bench with three other boys of his age on the Temple’s high terrace, the omnipresent warriors watching over them. He looks off at the horizon. They used to say that the world is a circle like the other bodies in the sky, and that if a man travels far enough in one direction he will sooner or later double back on himself, but as Jack looks out toward the furthest reaches he thinks it has all the appearances of infinity, like he could take a never-ending swim if he lit out on a straight enough path.


  Arana jogs briskly up the last few steps and Keslin pulls his aging body along after. The three boys at Jack’s side stand immediately, and he jumps up quick to match them.


  “Brave men, Keslin. And you are men now,” he tells them. “Children no longer. This day marks your passage.”


  He motions them to join him by the rail, then puts his arms around their shoulders and together they look out across the expanse. Far below, people are traversing the garden paths and Jack scans their faces as best he can from this distance. None look familiar.


  “This is not my Temple,” says Arana, talking low and with tremendous gravity. “It is yours—if you defend it, it belongs to you. Look at all of them, and over there, every one of those homes has a family living inside. You must be willing to give your lives for these people, to fight and die for them, if that’s what it takes. If you can do that, if you can make that promise to me and to the Temple, then your rewards will be endless. Look at me.” They look. “You have been Nezra since birth,” he tells Jack’s companions. “We are blood. And Jack, you’ve come from far away, but I know you are able. Will you make this promise to defend your family?”


  Three of them nod. Jack does not.


  “Tell me then. Look at me and tell me, I promise to defend this family with my life.”


  Down the line they go, each boy reciting the promise. Jack is last. This moment has been on his horizon for over two years and he wonders if it is even possible for him to say no. He has envisioned himself declining the call to service and being thrown back into his cell and locked away and forgotten until some future detachment pries open the sealed trap and finds the skeleton of a fifteen year old boy, chained and grinning. In the end, it is that same inner force that commanded him to eat even when he wished to starve that speaks for him. He looks Arana squarely in his crystal blue eyes, mindful of the occult powers they have been known to possess, and recites the pledge.


  “I promise to defend this family with my life,” he says.


  A sick numbness spreads through his body and he wonders if the King is working some strange magic on him.


  “Very good,” Arana says, and Jack can see the victory on his face. “Keslin, meet these new Sons of the Temple. Men, this is Keslin. He handles all matters of defense, and has since the earliest days. You are in his control now.”


  “Welcome, men,” Keslin declares grandly, surveying them with keen eyes. “You are in for quite an adventure. Follow me.”


  He leads them to the clothier and waits in the corridor while Railek outfits them. After a short span, the four novices emerge wearing the standard attire—high-cut boots, black cloths around their waists, and belts fitted over their shoulders. Jack flinches when he looks down and realizes he looks exactly like the armed warriors at his side, with only one exception—his hair has not been shorn.


  He guides them out past the amphitheatre and on toward the outer provinces. People stop and give encouraging smiles as they pass. Jack stares straight ahead and tries to block them out. They diverge from the quarry road and march single file past the stables. In an open field, Keslin stops and unties the belt that cinches his shirt closed.


  “I want you to have a full understanding… of what it is we do… and why we do it.” He pulls back his shirt and lets it fall. The boys gasp. Across his torso, starting from his left shoulder and cutting a mean path to his beltline, is a texture of flesh that would look unhealthy on a corpse, pinkish and boiling, gruesomely marbled with old scar tissue. “I was here…” he avows, “when everything burned, I was here. I carried my dead child in these arms.” He raises them, palms up, and his forearms are a spider’s web of gnarled and mottled disfigurement. “I will not let it happen again.”


  They behold him grimly, unable to look away.


  He slips his shirt back over his shoulders and ties his belt off, then leads them the rest of the way in silence. They walk to a slatted wood structure set back from the quarry road, and when Keslin enters the men milling around stop and face him rigidly.


  “Come meet your new recruits,” he calls out.


  A man rises and approaches from the rear of the barracks, stout as a boulder, with lithe, twitching muscles that look distinctly engineered for this grisly business. He inspects the four young men in a vaguely reptilian fashion.


  “This is Taket. Obey him.”


  Taket is a well-seasoned scout. On a long, dark night nearly three years back he sat perched in the high branches of a great sequoia and watched Jack perform his ceremonial Fire dance with thoughts of heartless murder on his mind. He proceeds down the length of the aisle, his great bulk and long stride making it seem as though his footfalls would shake the whole flimsy barracks with each step, yet he treads silently. Jack and his fellow recruits watch him leave. Keslin leans back against one of the bunks and grins.


  “I think you’d better follow him,” he says.


  They hustle out the front entrance to catch up. Taket walks past a battery of warriors and accelerates until he is sprinting away, and the recruits fall in with the rest of the team in pursuit of his swiftly receding form. He leads them down a trail that veers northward along the bluffs, waves slushing over the tumbled rocks below, the path cutting dangerously close to the edge, a sheer drop straight down to a jagged shore.


  Jack huffs along as the path curves inland through piney scrag. A steep upslope slows their pace as each man shambles to the top, stepping from boulder to boulder. Taket runs them hard, stopping only at small streams to drink then racing off again. Before long Jack’s breathing turns ragged and a hot throb burns in his chest, but he does not slow. Their path weaves through the forest and back along the coast. In the late morning they struggle up another rocky incline, pale dust sticking to their sweaty skin.


  Taket stops and stretches, waiting for his team to collect. Jack is second to last and when he reaches the top he staggers and pants and looks around. Behind them, a line of smoke landmarks the Temple, some distance away now. The path winds down the other side of the hillock and ends at an alluring crescent of sandy beach, shrouded on both ends by immense outcroppings. Taket stands with his feet spread and his arms crossed, appraising his men. He looks toward his four new additions.


  “Do you know how to swim?”


  “Yes,” say three of them.


  Jack shakes his head no.


  “Then today,” says Taket, “you will learn something.”
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  “Look how fat she is,” Phoebe commands, stretching her skinny stick arms around Jeneth’s much pregnant stomach. “I think she has five babies in there.”


  “I don’t have five babies. You’re asking for it. Someday, when you’re pregnant, I’m going to sit around all day calling you fat like you do me.”


  “Okay,” says Phoebe. She puts her ear against Jeneth’s belly button and listens. She gasps. “I can hear them.”


  “That’s my stomach growling, stupid. All day long,” she tells Lia, “all day long she’s like this.”


  “I think it’s your babies growling.”


  “Babies don’t growl, Phoebe.”


  “You look beautiful,” says Lia.


  “Thank you.”


  “Here, sit down, Jeneth. Your feet must be tired.” Lia takes her hand and guides her to a bed in the corner. She has moved into a smaller room in the nearly finished wing, living now with Haylen and two other girls who were born at the Temple. “I’ll get you another pillow for your back.”


  “That’s okay, I can’t stay long. I have to walk Phoebe back to the lodge, then I’m meeting Eriem after his training.”


  “I’m so happy for you, Jeneth. He seems like a good man.”


  “He’s great. I just get nervous they’re going to send him out. It’s so dangerous.”


  “Yeah,” Lia says absently.


  “Guess who just started training with them? Eriem just told me.”


  “I don’t know. Who?”


  “Jack.”


  Lia freezes. “He’s…”


  “He’s doing well. Eriem says he’s a fast learner.”


  A fast learner, Lia agonizes. What is he learning, how to steal children? She rakes herself and shoves these thoughts into a deeply hidden compartment in her mind and locks them away until bedtime. “I’m glad that he’s okay.”


  “It’s too bad he’s not older.”


  “Why?”


  “I remember how well you two always got along. It’s a shame he won’t be choosing, that’s all.”


  “Oh.”


  “Don’t worry—you’re so pretty, I’m sure you’ll get snatched up quick.”


  Lia forces a thin smile. “Thanks.”
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  Jack’s training continues on through the long summer. They run everyday, always in the morning and sometimes again in the evening, and for distances that grow to feel endless, breaking from the path to climb trees or dive from high cliffs. At night, sleep comes deep and heavy. Days at the quarry become an afterthought with the time spent on this cruel regimen. They grapple and learn to fight, squaring off in impromptu bouts, and when they are not fighting each other they seclude themselves and strike at roped up shadowmen, stitched with leather and packed with sand. They practice bladework and learn the most vulnerable parts of the human body. Everyday he discovers a new way to hurt people.


  Taket swings them around behind the barracks for a rest before their afternoon drills, and Jack snatches an apple and stands in line for a drink of water.


  “I knew you’d end up here.”


  “Hey!”


  “How is it?” Braylon asks, draping an arm around his shoulder, brotherly.


  “It’s hard,” says Jack, drinking down a ladleful of water, then wiping his arm across his mouth. “But… at least it’s not boring.”


  “Exactly. Have they taken you hunting yet?”


  “Just once. Hey, where’ve you been? I haven’t seen you since I’ve been back.”


  Braylon grins wide. “It was the greatest thing I’ve ever seen. A city… the biggest city ever… the size of the whole forest.”


  “You saw it?” Jack says, envying the adventure.


  “Yeah, we went all around it. King Nezra rode out special for a few days to see it for himself.”


  “What was it like?”


  “There’s water all around it. We rode up north and around because there’s no way across, and the whole way there are buildings… buildings everywhere.”


  “Whole ones?”


  “Not really. They looked mostly like the ones down over there, only bigger.” He nods off toward the ruins.


  “Were there people?”


  “We saw a few fires around, but not much. Mostly animals. But it went on for as far as you could see, and they had us searching through all of it. For over a month.”


  “Searching for what?”


  “Don’t know, exactly.”


  “They didn’t tell you?”


  Braylon narrows his eyes, thinking. “They said it’s supposed to be a place that knows things.”


  “How can a place know things?”


  Braylon shrugs.


  “They send us looking every two or three years,” says Feiyan from the water line. “This was the second time I’ve gone. Didn’t find anything the first time either.”


  “Why do they want to find it?”


  “They don’t even really know.” Feiyan dips the ladle and drinks, then sidles closer to them. “We’ve been looking for it for years and haven’t found anything. I’m not sure it’s out there.”


  “No,” says Eriem, catching his breath, “it’s real. It has to be. What about Thomas?”


  “How do you know he told the truth?”


  “What did he ever lie about?”


  “Who is that?” asks Jack.


  “What? Didn’t you learn this? He was here a long time ago.”


  “The prophet?”


  “Yes.”


  “I forgot his name.”


  “He said he came from a city to the north. Taught how to build the Temple and plant fields, all sorts of things. He must have learned it somewhere.”


  “Maybe he was smart and worked it all out himself. If there was a city out there that could build temples like this, why haven’t we found it?”


  “We haven’t gone far enough.”


  “It’s legend. Nowhere I’ve seen could come close to building something like this.”


  “Whatever it is, it counts. My first venture.” Braylon rubs a hand over his freshly shaven head.


  “Barely,” says Eriem, goading him, “there’s no danger.”


  “There’s plenty.”


  “We scouted a group of wanderers in the northeast. They paint themselves with animal blood and eat raw meat and fight with spears. That’s danger.”


  “Are you going?”


  Eriem nods. “I just found out. I won’t even see my baby born.”


  Taket launches out of the barracks and calls the men out to the range. Jack takes his bow and runs off to queue himself in front of the straw targets. His first few volleys go wide and he repositions himself and tries again. The arrow thunks into the outer edge of the bundle and hangs limply. He curses himself and draws another, aligning his sight down the thin shuttle. His mind betrays him with a bitter memory, and he envisions the dying eyes of the man he killed when he was twelve, such unmistakable malice extinguished so quickly by one lucky shot. He recalls the eerie calm that overtook him in that instant, that blinding red haze, and he stills his hand and quiets his mind, then releases the bowstring.
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  Lia stands with her arms outstretched and her back straight. Elise smoothes her hands down the sides of Lia’s dress and makes a few rough markings around the bottom.


  “It’s going to look beautiful,” says Lia.


  “Thank you. I wish Jeneth could help, I know she wanted to sew your dress.”


  “I think she’s going to have her hands full for a while.”


  “I know. She’s so sweet, she got Jeneth’s looks, I think.”


  “Mmm.”


  Elise pushes her arms softly to her sides and smoothes down the sleeves. She straightens the waistline and brushes away a few specks of lint.


  “I’m really happy for you, Lia.”


  “Thank you.”


  “I mean it. I hated seeing you sad. You deserve a really happy life, and I know you’re going to get it.”


  “Thank you. I owe a lot to you, for helping me through.”


  “Please, we have to look out for each other, don’t we?” She squeezes Lia’s hand. “Okay, slip this off. Just a few little changes, I promise it will be ready. And Lia…”


  “Yes?”


  “Remember to smile.”
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  They ride back in the morning after a grueling month spent in the forest with Taket, allowed only their short hunting knives and no other tools, surviving off what they could kill at short distance. They swept a great arc around the provinces and covered more land than Jack had ever seen.


  By early evening they arrive at the stables to water their horses and brush them down. Jack unsaddles one of the calmer mares and leads her back to her stall. He smoothes down her bristly mane and carries over the sack of grain and pours it out into her trough. Cullen bars the gate of the next stall over and sits off by the stable doors waiting for Jack to finish. The other conscripts have been charged with butchering the wild boar they cornered and killed on their last day in the woods. Taket granted them a rare night off to lay by the barracks and roast the kill in their own fire pit.


  The day trainers are winding down their practice, stowing their gear away in the armory and suiting into different attire before wandering back to the Temple to be with their families. Braylon lingers around with the last few, turning simple tasks into lengthy processes. He is sharpening his knife for the third time when Jack and the recruits return to the barracks.


  “Welcome back. Kill anything?”


  “Yeah. There’s pig cooking. You’re here late, they keep you?”


  “Just leaving,” says Braylon, but he makes no move to rise. “I thought I’d go check on Jeneth. She can’t even sleep until Eriem comes home.”


  “How’s Mariset?”


  “Beautiful. Jeneth can’t wait for you to meet her. Says she misses you and hopes your well.”


  “Tell her thanks.”


  “I’ll do that.” Braylon takes a deep breath and settles in next to Jack. “I wanted to talk to you… You probably don’t want to hear this, but I thought it should come from one of your friends. Jeneth said… at the bonding rights in three days, Lia is going to stand.”


  “Oh,” says Jack, twisting his face in confusion. “I haven’t even seen her in years.”


  “It’s all right, Jack, I know. You were together all the time back home, I just thought you should know.”


  “I… I don’t…”


  “She’ll be fine, don’t worry. I know how you feel.”


  “You do?”


  “Yeah. I always… I kind of wanted to end up with Jeneth, doubt if you knew that.”


  “No.”


  “I don’t think she did either. But Eriem’s decent to her. She has a good life. I still don’t like him much,” he says, grinning. Jack grows quiet. Braylon stands and throws his pack over his shoulder. “Anyway, I thought you should hear it from me.”


  “Thanks.”


  “It’s okay. Hey, imagine if a girl from our little group became Queen of the whole Temple.”


  “Yeah,” says Jack. “That would be something.”


  Braylon claps him on the shoulder and lights off for the dormitory. Jack lies numbly back on his mattress and drapes his forearm across his face and a keening moan escapes his throat.


  In his sleep he makes a familiar voyage to the ghost village of his dreams. It has grown oblong and hopelessly distorted. Flames no longer dance around him—he is surrounded by cold wet ash, and at the far end of the warped promenade he sees a shimmering form, but it is not his mother. It is Lia. No fire rages between them, yet still she glimmers behind a wall of heat waves. He runs to her, but Jack knows this story. He will come tantalizingly close and never reach her. He sees as he draws near that she is a child still, the way he remembers her best. Black hair tied up with garlands of flowers and ivy draped over her tiny form. She shimmers and he runs to her, but it is useless. She retreats faster than he can advance. He looks down at his own body and sees that he is coal-blackened from head to toe, wearing a sash of murder weapons and wielding a razor sharp machete. He realizes with horror that she is running away from him—running for her life.


  In the pale, thin morning he awakens groggy and shaken and remembers none of it.
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  Arana stands along the balustrade of the high terrace, sighting off at the distance through a short metal scope with Keslin at his side, looking like helmsmen at the prow of some strange vessel. A caravan of lean and rangy warriors twists between the collapsed rubble in the valley and pushes through the final ascension before emerging onto the Temple grounds, a train of prisoners twenty cages deep in tow.


  “A day early,” Keslin beams.


  Arana snaps the scope closed and hands it off to an attendant. They wind briskly down the stairs to the foyer where Ezbeth and Nisaq are collected with a crew of stewards, watching the caravan approach. They carry on through the vast entryway and down the grand staircase. Arana greets his followers as he passes the reflecting pool, the favorite son engaging his supplicants. Keslin marches off and takes a tally of heads and finds all men accounted for.


  The caravan curves around back of the Temple, accruing a gallery of onlookers, and gathers finally in the holding area behind the stage. They roll the door shut behind Arana and he commences working the room, going from one man to another.


  “Welcome back,” he tells Eriem. “You have a beautiful baby girl waiting at home. You make the Temple very proud.”


  He moves on to the next.


  In the cages, traumatized by the freshly discovered depths of human cruelty, sits a new batch of children waiting for their spirits to be broken and reshaped like so many wild horses.
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  Lia sits on the edge of her bed, wearing her pretty gown, and weeps. She has paced through her options a dozen times looking for some opening, some flaw in the Temple’s security. Sentries patrol the corridors endlessly, and past them she would be met with locked doors and guarded exits. Even if she succeeded in reaching the outside she would be captured or killed before she fled the provinces, or eaten alive in the woods if she made it that far. It would be suicide, and if suicide were her poison there would be no reason to leave her bedchamber whatsoever. She could cut her veins here and now and be done with it.


  She stands and undresses, hanging her gown and accoutrements delicately back on their rack, then slips into her nightgown. She reflects on Jeneth and Phoebe and the rest of the girls that rely on her. In a daze, she blows out the candles and pulls back the covers and climbs into bed, far too early.
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  Faraway cheers echo from the amphitheatre. Jack walks down the road with his training group, late on their way to the Temple to watch the parade. He would have preferred to stay behind and miss the whole endeavor, but the barracks and all the shops are locked and closed for the morning.


  He hangs off to the side when they reach the amphitheatre. The men with selection rights sit in the front row, tight, conceited smiles on their lips, and Nisaq calls them to the stage one at a time and gives each a glowing introduction and speaks of their accomplishments. Jack recognizes some of them as the men who burned his village and murdered everyone but the children. They smile and bow humbly as the audience cheers.


  Next, the women are paraded on stage in similar fashion, with Ezbeth singing the praises of each pure young woman. Jack doesn’t want to look but he cannot help himself. Lia is gorgeous, and so different from the child that he remembers. The men scan her body with want in their eyes, her delicate features, the tan hollow of her neckline. He looks away and walks.


  He crosses under the trellised archway and meanders along the garden path by the pool, nodding casually to the warriors stationed at the perimeter of the grounds. A low marine layer has settled in the valley and the rusted girdings of ancient buildings spike up through the gray haze.


  The morning ceremony draws to a close and the assembled crowd spills out of the amphitheatre and swarms the grounds, chattering blithely as they collect in the garden to watch the last of the parade. The procession of girls in their finery walks across the head of the reflecting pool toward the Temple entrance. Lia is in the middle, flashing a frozen smile around at the masses of onlookers. She turns her head in Jack’s direction and across the vast pool their eyes lock—the first time in years.


  Electricity shoots through his body. In this instant they are back in their cages and Jack sees her through the rough bars of the cages that once imprisoned them. The distance between them collapses in a spiraling tunnel and he flashes to that horrifying day, dirty and scared, pretty brown eyes wide with fear as she looked deeply across the ring of cages and he looked back, the orange campfire lighting their solemn faces. He holds her gaze now as then, and they cling to each other across the distance.


  Lia.


  They used to play together. They found a little golden tree together.


  She follows the girls in her coterie and turns to climb the grand staircase and their connection is broken. Jack watches her leave, his feet immobile on the ground, throngs of people coursing around him, a stone in running water. One bumps his shoulder.


  “Sorry,” Railek says, and walks off to steward the newcomers.


  Jack looks around. He looks at the Temple. He looks at the ocean and the ruins. He looks at the people, smiling happily, enjoying the gardens and the beautiful pool.


  The hair stands up on his arms.


  In the distance of hindsight, he will remember this as the exact moment when so many hopelessly muddled thoughts resolved themselves to astounding clarity.


  Lia will stand for selection in the bonding rights ceremony tomorrow night. She will be chosen. If she is chosen by Arana Nezra and bears him an unworthy child, she will be locked away. If she bears him a blue-eyed son, she will be his Queen. She will be chosen, by someone else if not the King, and the women who are chosen are expected to submit—if Lia contains any remnants of her former self then she will not submit, and the women who do not submit are taken by force.


  Jack will not allow this.


  


  



  Chapter Seven


   


   


  



  



  The Temple commoners stand around in various cliques as the festivities die down, holding forth about all manner of business, delaying their return to work as long as possible. Jack walks a slow circle around the grounds. He pauses at the rear corner, near the abandoned girls’ lodge, and walks his eyes up the ascending tiers of the tapered structure and watches the chimney smoke puff out and float away on the breeze.



  “What are you doing, Jack?”


  He snaps his head around and sees a group of sledge workers dawdling around by the stage.


  “Just looking.”


  “It is beautiful. It’d better be.”


  “How’s the soldier’s life treating you? Karus said you’d probably be a hero by now.”


  “It’s treating me fine. Still training. I should probably be getting back there now.”


  “It’s not even lunch yet, what’s the hurry?”


  “Practice.”


  “Oh, clear the way, the young master needs his practice.” The men let out a wry laugh as he passes. “Good luck to you.”


  “Thanks,” Jack says, smiling as he strolls down the roadway toward the training camp. The fields are deserted and the barracks remain shuttered, only a couple of listless sentries stand watch.


  “How was the parade?” one asks as he approaches.


  “Same as the last one I saw. I’m going to the field early.”


  The sentry nods and Jack heads off toward his spoken destination. When he gets around the corner, out of sight, he changes course and angles in along the side of the building. The back wall behind the washroom has turned damp and rotted, in need of replacement. He stops and darts his eyes around, checking the fields and outbuildings for any strays that might be watching. Tensely satisfied, he reaches to his side and draws a knife from its sheath and kneels down by the rear corner, working the blade between the horizontal slats along the bottom. He shimmies it down the length of the gap, prying it out little by little, careful to not split the rotted board in half.


  He takes another quick look around, then sets his knife off to the side and grabs the board with both hands and pulls it free, laying it down flat on the grass. Prone on his side, he rolls into the washroom. It’s pitch-black as he walks through the barracks, hands outstretched and waving around before him to sense out obstacles. Soon he adjusts and the dim minuscule light sneaking between the clapboard cracks gives him just enough to see by. He takes up a heavy bundle of rope hung on the far wall and hears a creaking outside the door. He slips his arm through the coiled rope and hustles back into the washroom just as the locks are being fumbled with.


  On his hands and knees he peers through the slim horizontal opening he pried out for himself and looks around for any legs and feet walking about. If they catch him at this he’ll be questioned and imprisoned for sure. He rolls outside into the daylight and pulls the rope out after him, taking quick haste in pushing the fallen board back into some semblance of its rightful position, then tosses the rope up onto the roof of the barracks and quicksteps away.


  “Did you take a fall?” calls Feiyan.


  “Huh?”


  “How come you’re all dirty?”


  “Getting some rolls in before training.”


  “Oh. Taket’s back, we’re going out.”


  Jack falls in line and treads off for the day’s regimen, fetching a look behind as he goes to make sure the lower board holds its place.
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  Lia can feel his eyes lingering on her through dinner. He carouses and laughs at the head of the banquet table, the center of attention, entertaining his followers with stories of adventure and conquest, and still she can feel those blue orbs tracing back to her time and again. She sits with her hands folded politely in her lap, staring absently across the table at the men sitting opposite, candelabras lighting their faces with rosy warmth. The entire Hall is draped in elegance, bouquets nestled between the serving platters and wreaths and laurel spangling the walls. Without turning her head she looks left and Arana narrows on her, tightening his thin smile. She shies away and looks down at her empty plate just as the steward comes by to snatch it.


  It feels like the last meal of my life, she thinks, for surely tomorrow her world will change irrevocably—she will be sequestered into domestication by some warrior, or else serve out her life as Arana’s broodmare.


  “Lia!” Lia jerks out of her reverie and faces Ezbeth, who looks on her expectantly. “It’s your turn.” Lia stares blankly. “To say a few words,” Ezbeth finishes, with pronounced irritation.


  “Oh, of course. I just… I came from a small place… with no hope… no promise,” she begins, smile fossilized on her pretty face, “until I was rescued and brought here, to this Temple. I have had the chance to learn duties, and to feel like I’m a part of something much bigger than myself. I’m very thankful for all of this, and I’m looking forward to the next part of my journey.”


  She has made her way down the length of the banquet table, addressing each man briefly in turn, until at last she faces Arana. She does not shy or look timidly away, but meets his piercing stare with her own, captivated by the repulsive satisfaction she sees in his eyes.


  “Wonderful story,” he says.
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  Jack plunks down his bed, sore from the day, and reaches down underneath the wooden frame for his pack. He lays it out and rifles around until his hand grasps onto the pendant that Creston gave him. He pulls it out, mindful not to snag its leather necklace cord, and turns it over in his hands. The blended sun and moon. He rolls onto his side, kneading the pendant between his fingers, waiting for the other garrison to return from the range.


  Long about dusk they come traipsing in. It is their first day back since the previous week’s exploits and adrenaline is running high amongst them. Eriem walks with new confidence—his performance was a resounding success. They stow their gear and change in the washroom before most of them set out for the Temple, back to their cottages and dormitories.


  “Eriem,” calls Jack.


  “Hey,” he says, setting his things down. “Good to see you.”


  “How’s Jeneth and the baby?”


  “Good, thanks. Prettiest thing ever.”


  “I think she takes after Jeneth.”


  “I think you’re right.”


  “Listen, I have something I’d like to give to a friend. I wonder if you’d help me?”


  “Who? What is it?”


  “It’s just this.” He holds the necklace out. “I’d like Lia to have it. Will Jeneth see her tonight?”


  Eriem looks skeptically at the pendant. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”


  “We grew up together. I just want her to know I wish her good things. Will you?”


  He thinks a moment. “Yeah. Okay.”


  “Will she see her tonight?”


  “I’ll make sure she gets it.”


  “Thanks, Eriem. I owe you.”
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  The map is buck hide, cured with rich tannins and stretched wide and tight across the wall of Arana’s chamber. Symbols in multicolored pigment are etched across its tawny surface, showing a primitive depiction of the coast and inland territories. Spiked chevrons illustrate the encountered mountain ranges, and slithering lines the rivers and streams. Arana and Keslin stand shoulder to shoulder as they study it, swaying a touch from too much wine.


  Black points show the villages and settlements, and X’s designate those that have been attacked and conquered, with tight scribbles listing the bounty and children acquired. Over the inland valley region, fresh ink is drying.


   


  burnd and cleered


  19 taken


   


  “I would go here.” Keslin taps a point, the script denoting a village of eighty. “Or here,” he says, sliding his index finger down along the coast. “Those are forest rats, and these live in ruins and dance naked. Neither have strong defenses.”


  Arana stares at the points. “Naked?”


  “On a hill by the southern coast. They’re a vulgar sort.”


  “Make a plan,” he says, taking his mug and lurching toward the fireplace. “Why do you have so little faith in me, Keslin?”


  “I have a lot of faith in you.”


  “You think I’m insufficient,” says Arana, slurring his words.


  “I don’t follow…”


  “Why we go out and do these ventures… it’s because you think I’m not enough.”


  “Arana…”


  “To protect us. I’m not good enough.”


  Keslin narrows on him cleverly and scratches behind his ear like a mange-ridden mongrel. “That’s not true at all.”


  “I want to go looking again.”


  “We just went.”


  “We were close.”


  “We were not. We’ve spent years looking and it’s gotten us nothing.”


  “It’s out there.”


  “If it’s out there we’ll find it. But after this is dealt with.”


  “There must be another city… farther north than we’ve ever been.”


  “He could have lied,” says Keslin. “Maybe he didn’t want to be found.”


  “He wouldn’t have lied to my father.”


  “I just think it’s a stunning waste of time.”


  “You’re wrong. Think what we could do if we found their secrets.”


  “We could have the forest cleaned of filth in half the time if we put all our strength there. Instead we roam around, chasing whispers.”


  “I know it’s out there, Keslin.” He sets his mug down with a firm thunk. “You would never have talked to my father this way.”


  “I’m very sorry,” Keslin says. “Why don’t you use your powers to guide us? I’m sure we’ll find it in no time.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “Nothing.” Keslin settles back, his face cryptic. “Even still, it’s not worth the risk. Better to scout what’s close and work our way out from there. If the great city is out there, we’re sure to find it someday.”


  “Fine,” says Arana, growing restless, “go south.”


  Keslin nods. He pitches back the rest of his wine and braces himself to stand. “I should leave you be. Tomorrow is your big ceremony.”


  Arana glares into the fire, glassy and drunk.


  “A forest girl, Arana. I’m a little surprised.”


  “I want… new blood in the family.”


  “She won’t love you the way the others do.”


  “She won’t have to.”
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  “Sweet little Mariset,” coos Lia. The little peach bundle in her arms gurgles and waves her hands clumsily in the air. “What do you want, huh? You want your mom?”


  “Oh, please. Keep her. Maybe Eriem and I can sleep.”


  “She can stay as long as she wants.” Lia peppers Mariset’s forehead with a barrage of kisses.


  “Look at you, you’re a natural.”


  Lia’s breath hitches and she hands the baby back to Jeneth and paces around. Haylen looks on from under her covers.


  “Nervous?” Jeneth asks.


  “No.”


  “Yes she is,” says Haylen, “she can’t sit still.”


  “That’s normal. I was so nervous I couldn’t sleep at all.”


  “Maybe a little nervous.”


  “You’ll do great. You were the prettiest girl out there this morning.”


  “Thanks.”


  “I brought you something. A gift from an old friend.”


  Lia scrunches her brow. “Really? What?”


  Jeneth draws the leather necklace and pendant from her blouse and hands it over. “From Jack. With good wishes.”


  “From Jack?” Haylen bursts, hopping out of bed to get a look.


  “When did you see him?” Lia asks sharply.


  “I didn’t. Eriem passed it along. Says Jack hopes you’re well.”


  “Is that all he said?”


  Haylen grabs the pendant and holds it to the light. “Maybe he put a secret message on here for you.”


  Lia turns clammy as Jeneth and Haylen ogle at the pendant under the candlelight.


  “Nothing. Pretty sun and moon, though. Did he make this?”


  “I don’t know,” says Jeneth—the thought hadn’t occurred to her.


  “Tell him…” Lia collects her words. “Tell him I said thank you very much.”


  “I’ll do that.” She looks down at Mariset’s drowsy eyelids. “I think she’s ready for bedtime. You should try to sleep, too, if you can. Come here,” Jeneth says, and stretches her free arm around Lia and gives her a tight squeeze. “You’ll be fine. Promise.”


  She shows herself out and Lia kicks off her slippers and tries to follow her advice. She climbs into bed and turns the pendant over and over in her hands, trying to suss out some meaning from it. The sun and moon. She resigns that maybe it is just a simple gesture and nothing more. The strand of hope she had clung to since their eyes met earlier dissolves and vanishes. A gift. And best wishes.


  She reclines and fumbles with it like a worry stone, rubbing the pendant and slipping the cord absently through her fingers. The sensitive pads of her fingertips glide over some rough hash marks indented into the leather. She sits forward and holds the strap up to the dim tallow candle at her bedside and sees that it is not hash marks at all, but writing, softly engraved on the thin leather cord. One simple phrase—


   


  kichin at midnite — jack
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  Lights out in the barracks.


  Jack lies tense and fidgety, clenching and unclenching his hands, staring up at the ceiling as the rustling slows and quiet snores take over. So many things could go wrong and he scrolls through the possibilities with a deepening sense of vertigo. And what comes next, he wonders, assuming they don’t end up riddled with arrow shafts on the Temple grounds? The deep woods are dangerous, but he’s not half as scared of them as he was when he was a little boy, and he thinks he can fight his way through and maybe settle someplace far away from here. A little cabin, just the two of them. He can almost see it.


  His breath comes deep and measured. It is time.


  He sits up rigid and slow and slides his feet onto the wooden floor, and a fast glance around the barracks shows everyone to be sleeping. His boots are at the foot of the bed and he snatches them up in slow motion then reaches down for his backpack. One unfaltering step after another he creeps down the long aisle, silent as a ghost mist, and passes into the darkened, musty washroom.


  Numb and tingling he sets his things down and scoots into the corner and feels along the base for the board he loosened earlier. It pops out and he catches it, lowering it slowly onto the ground outside, and rolls through the opening. Out with his boots and pack, and the board goes squarely back into place.


  The night is balmy and clear. Jack scans across the horizon then risks a jump toward the eave to fetch the rope he stashed earlier. He thumps the roof as he grabs it and lands with a soft thud, rope in tow. He freezes, listening for any commotion and hearing none.


  Clinging to the shadows he sets out for the tree line, with his pack over one shoulder and the length of rope wound around the other.


  When he reaches the cover of the small copse he kneels and looks back toward the barracks at the night sentry standing watch. He turns and looks at the hills. All is quiet.


  He picks his way through the thin woods and trudges up a shallow incline that turns steep and rocky toward the top. At the crest he hides behind the arc of pines and looks down the sloping expanse of the desolate amphitheatre. Two sentries by the rear entrance. Jack sneaks along the ridge of the King’s Gallery and comes down the western side, crouching down below the stone wall that runs its course.


  Near the bottom he stops, panting from adrenaline, and looks around for any sentries that might be strolling the grounds. The two by the entrance are talking quietly, lulled by the many slow nights they’ve spent on the shift.


  Quick as a shot, Jack slips across the clearing and holds up sleek against the Temple’s sandstone footing, just next to the trellised archway that leads to the boys’ dormitory. He hides his pack in a dark corner then jumps up and latches onto one of the wooden crosspieces of the arch. The Temple’s first tier is double high and he hoists himself up onto the surface and flattens out prone. What if she didn’t get the message, he thinks with dread. What if she’s not even there?
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  Lia lies in bed with her eyes wide open and cooks up excuses. She’s been through a hundred and none seem remotely plausible. When it feels to be about the middle of the night, she kisses the little pendant hung around her neck and sets her bare feet on the floor, feeling around for her slippers.


  The corridor is clear of roaming sentries and she walks off toward the stairs with the facsimile of casualness, though her heart pounds and there is a whooshing sound tunneling through her ears. With shaky hands she grips the banister and winds up toward the landing, running her lines over in her head one last time.


  A solitary guard stands by the wooden bridgeway and he locks on Lia as she approaches.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Going to the kitchen, if I may. I forgot to tell the girls to add more stock to the kettle. The soup’ll be burned by morning and Calyn will have me locked in the pit.” She lets out a shrill laugh. That last bit was an unfortunate improvisation and Lia clenches her jaw. She was always a terrible liar and figures she probably just sealed her mortal fate.


  “Okay,” he says.


  She bows and moves past, suppressing her exhilaration, stepping nimbly across the overpass. She gets about halfway.


  “Wait,” the sentry calls, “you were in the parade this morning. I saw you.”


  “Yes, I was.”


  “Then why were you working?”


  “Just helping out. A favor for Calyn.”


  “She has plenty of girls to help.”


  “It’s okay, I don’t have to go now. I just… woke up and worried and…”


  “No, let’s go. Together.” He leaves his post and treads across the bridgeway and grabs her by the upper arm. “Lead the way.”


  My death and Jack’s too, she thinks.


  She crosses the bridge and curves around toward the rear corridor. When the sentry scowls down she looks up and smiles as sweetly as she can. The service door looms ahead and beads of sweat break out on her forehead, a horrible tell, and she doesn’t think for a moment it’s gone unnoticed.


  The kitchen is dark and empty. The sentry fetches a torch and they enter. The kettle isn’t even lit. He jerks her roughly around to face him.


  “Hard to burn soup that isn’t cooking.”


  “I… they must have…”


  He squeezes her arm and a bolt of pain shoots up her shoulder. “What do you want here? Tell me or I’ll—”


  Jack leaps from the open-faced oven behind them and tears at the man’s face and they fall to the ground in a struggling heap. The torch skitters across the stone floor and Lia slides away and knocks into the counter, and in the strobing torchlight she sees Jack and the sentry with their hands at each other’s throats. Jack takes a knee to the side and loses his advantage and the powerful sentry rolls on top of him, veins bulging on both their foreheads.


  Lia slides along the center island and grabs for a heavy rolling pin tucked in the shelving underneath and crashes it into the back of the man’s skull with all her strength. There is a wet crunch and he rolls off to the side, unconscious. He lies there, still and bleeding, and Lia clubs him again anyway.


  “Quick!” Jack is on his feet, dragging the limp body to the pantry door. “It’s locked…”


  “Hold on, I know where she keeps the key.”


  She douses the torch in the water trough and fetches the key from the sideboard while Jack cuts a length of his rope and binds the man, then they shove him in the pantry and lock him away.


  “Jack—”


  She opens her mouth to say something else and no words come. They gaze at each other in cockeyed bewilderment for a quick hot instant then Jack grabs her wrist and pulls her off.


  “This way.” Rope dangles from the mouth of the open chimney and he pulls her to it. “I’ll go first, then I’ll pull you up.”


  “Wait.” Lia goes back to the sideboard and unlocks a storage cabinet. An assortment of knives gleams dully. She picks one for herself and one more for Jack. “Okay. Let’s go.”


  He goes hand over hand up the chimney shaft, which is still warm from the day’s roasting, and emerges at the top like a burrowing animal and looks across the rear of the grounds. Quiet. The guard on the west bridge is inside, around the corner, and Jack climbs out of the chimney and reaches down behind him to tug Lia out.


  They crouch on the second highest tier, exhilarated and tarnished with chimney soot. He unties the rope and takes Lia’s hand, guiding her to the archway, then snakes the rope through one of the trellises.


  Shouts echo from the distance. Jack tightens up and they cling to the side of the Temple, his insides rearranging themselves as he watches a slew of warriors course along the eastern tree line, cursing and barking orders, weapons drawn. They fan out on the grounds in a broad sweep, several of them going from door to door amongst the cottages and rousting the men from sleep.


  “Lia, do you still want to—”


  “Go!”


  He pulls her close and tells her to wrap her legs around his waist, then he swings out over the tiers and rappels down, uncinching the rope as they descend. They drop to the ground and he looses out the rope, letting it fall at his feet in a noodly heap.


  They stay flat along the corner of the Temple and Jack sneaks a glance past the amphitheatre and sights them scouring the tree line.


  “Come on,” he whispers, grabbing his pack and pulling her across the way, toward the old girls’ lodge. They scurry around back and take stock of their situation. The bluffs are clear, at least for now. The sentries seem obsessed with the opposite side of the grounds and Jack figures they must be searching the woods for them. The next sight confuses him utterly. A tight cadre moves toward the Temple’s rear entrance, dragging a screaming and wide-eyed stranger along with them, all trussed up with bindings.


  “Lock everything down. Lock it down now,” they yell to the perplexed guards.


  Jack slinks over to a stray palm by the edge of the bluffs and starts to tie his rope, listening and watching over his shoulder at the commotion.


  “What going on?” the entrance guard asks, drawing his machete and scrambling to the door.


  “Spies,” they shout back. “Spies on the Temple grounds.”
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  Howling and maddened, the stranger thrashes against his captors, his efforts lost as they haul him brutishly down the corridor and barricade the door. He is whisked straight to the keep and shackled to the wall, and a call is sent to wake the King and his cortege.


  They strip his clothes and parse through his things, leaving him naked, bleeding and chained. Keslin shambles in, his wiry gray hair matted with sweat, his eyes alive with panic. The prisoner screams out like something wild and even the warriors step back a pace.


  “Who is he?” Keslin asks, stepping through the pack and stopping just outside the range of the chained man’s flailing.


  “We saw him in the woods,” says Cullen. “He was watching the Temple.”


  “Watching us?”


  “There’s another that got past us. We’re looking everywhere.”


  “Fine. Good.” Keslin darts his eyes around pensively. “Where are his things?”


  “Here.”


  Keslin ransacks the pile of tattered clothing, feeling along the seams and turning the pockets out. He snatches the torn satchel and dumps its contents on the filthy keep floor—a knife, a fishing line, an assortment of perishables, writing instruments. A small parchment slips free and flutters to the ground.


  “Please,” the man gasps, “I’m just going through, I wasn’t doing anything.”


  Keslin lifts the parchment between thumb and forefinger and carefully pries open its folds. Drawn in ink is a compact diagram of the Temple and its provinces. He turns it forward, displaying it for the prisoner.


  “What is this?”


  “Please…”


  “Watching us,” Keslin says again, almost stupefied.


  “That’s right,” says Cullen.


  “Have you called out the barracks?”


  “We have. They’re out now, searching the woods.”


  They had sent the call as soon as the shadowed form of the prisoner’s accomplice slipped their grasp, and in the wild confusion, as the groggy men set about arming themselves and mounting the search, they had not noticed that one bunk in the barracks was already empty and void of body heat.
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  Jack slips over the edge first, loose dirt and gravel cascading down and clicking off the rocks far below, and he tightens his grip and slides down slow and steady with Lia not far behind. Their descent takes them to a rocky landing, still some ways above the crashing shoreline. He steps off to the side and helps her down, then looks forward to the jagged terrain. No one in sight—just a rugged and near vertical distance to cross until they can cut inland.


  They cling to roots and jutting rocks and gradually pick their way to a narrow shelf that runs along the cliff face and their progress quickens. Above the din of crashing waves they hear the outcries of searchers above, parsing the grounds and ruins in rapid pursuit. They scale around an outcropping and stop cold. A lone figure barrels toward them, and as he draws near the gray moonlight shows his face dimly.


  “Jack,” calls Braylon, “I thought I saw him come this—” He spots Lia cowering behind and reels back in confusion. “What is this? What is she doing here?”


  “We’re leaving,” says Jack.


  “No. No, you’re not. Are you crazy? Look, go back the way you came and I’ll try to cover for you.”


  “We’re not going back there. Come with us if you want, but we’re leaving.”


  “I can’t let you do that, you know that. What’s wrong with you, Jack? You’re putting a lot of people in danger here.”


  “What? Listen to yourself, Braylon.”


  Whether it is a conscious action or not is unclear, but Braylon has reached to his side and drawn his blade.


  Jack grabs Lia’s hand and advances. “Let us go.”


  Braylon shoots a hand out and wrenches Jack by the scruff of his shirt. He slaps the hand away and Lia squeals and shirks back.


  “Here! Down here,” shouts Braylon. “I’m sorry, Jack, this is for your own good.”


  Jack shoves him and tries to scramble past. Braylon raises up his blade and fixes to strike with the hilt, and as his arm arcs down Jack locks onto it and they counter each other, heaving and shoving. He draws back again and lunges forward in a rush, and without thinking Jack swings his arm up and lodges his knife in Braylon’s solar plexus. All motion stops suddenly and a warm stickiness trickles down Jack’s hand and forearm. Braylon’s mouth gawps wide open and closed like a landlocked fish and the horror of realization floods across his face a moment too late, a twisted grimace of regret and sorrow. He clutches Jack’s shoulder, his life slipping quickly away.


  “Braylon—” Jack pulls him close and holds him as he dies. “I’m so sorry. Oh, no…”


  “Jack…” he says, “… run…”


  They are his last words.


  Jack lays him down and whispers soft apologies as he tugs the boots off his feet and takes his bow and satchel and slips them over his shoulder. Lia’s fist is balled up against her mouth and she blinks tears out of her eyes.


  The wolfmongrels are barking and raving just above them—Braylon’s call has drawn the pack’s attention their way.


  “Come on,” says Jack, “keep quiet and stay back.”


  They skulk along the thin ledge and an aura of firelight glows on the trail ahead, cast down from the torches above. The searchers are moving to the forward end so they can double back as Braylon had done.


  “Oh, Jack, they’re coming.”


  Jack considers jumping and making a swim for it, but the rocky shoal extends too far out and they would surely land in a broken heap. He feels his way along to a small alcove and they push through a veil of foliage, looking for a place to hide out and figure their next move. Right away Lia shrieks and jumps on Jack.


  “There’s someone here,” she breathes.


  Jack draws his knife on the huddled form. “Who are you?” he asks, rattling forward with his blade.


  “Hold! Hold!” the man says, his voice ragged and shaky. “I won’t hurt you.” Jack pauses and tightens his grip on the knife handle. “You killed that man,” the stranger says. “You’re not… a part of them?”


  “Not anymore,” says Jack, struggling to comprehend what is happening.


  The stranger gasps. “You’re running.”


  “Tell me who you are or I’ll kill you right now.”


  “I’m the man they’re looking for.”


  “I don’t…”


  “Look here, boy,” he says, and points down to his leg. Even in the murky darkness Jack can see the white shinbone glistening, a compound fracture, black blood pooling around his foot. “Fell coming down here. I’m done for. And so are you if you stay with me, the dogs are on my scent.”


  “They’re coming, there’s nowhere to go,” Lia says in a panic, gulping air.


  “Do they know you’re gone?” the stranger asks.


  “I don’t know,” says Jack, analyzing his situation freshly. “Maybe… they don’t.”


  “Maybe is good enough. I think I can help you get away, but you have to do something in return.”


  “What are you talking about?” Jack can hear voices descending the bluffs. They are not far off now.


  “I want you to go somewhere and give them a message.” He pulls a tattered scrap of leather from his shirt and thrusts it forward. “It’s a map. You’re here,” he points to a corner of land jutting out from the coast, “and I come from here,” he moves his finger down the map and etches a scribbled star. “Go there and warn them. Tell them that Ethan and Renning are dead. Tell them Nezra knows about Alexandria.” He scrawls the message on the back of the map.


  “What is Alexandria?”


  “A place worth dying for. I don’t have time to say more, but if you go you’ll understand. They can answer your questions. Go there and warn them,” he speaks rapidly, “and if you swear this to me, I’ll do what I can to get you out of here safely. At least for now. Will you go? Tell me now.”


  “Where are we again?” Jack asks as he takes the map.


  “Here. And you’ll be going south, which is this way. Can you read?”


  “Some.”


  “Good. Will you go?”


  Jack looks to Lia and she is dazed with fear. She nods yes.


  “We’ll go.”


  “What are your names?”


  “Jack.”


  “Lia.”


  “I’m Ethan.”


  He pulls himself up, dragging his wasted leg behind him.


  “What are you going to do?”


  “I’m going to let them catch me. When they stop the search and clear out, run south as fast as you can.”


  “Thank you,” says Lia.


  “Just don’t break a promise to a dead man.”


  He hops out of the shrouded recess, then drops to his knees and crawls along the ledge toward the encroaching voices.


  “There—”


  “There he is.”


  “Get the hell off me.”


  Jack and Lia hold stock still as the violent frenzy ensues. The men strike Ethan’s damaged leg, and he screams so shrilly that Lia nestles closer to Jack’s side and buries her face in his shoulder.


  “What is that?”


  “I killed your friend,” Ethan says, and there is another sharp crack and then silence.


  Dark shapes lurk past the alcove and cast their light on Braylon.


  “Dead.”


  They drag his body back the way they came and join the others, still binding the unconscious Ethan. Murmurs and footsteps continue on for so long a time that Jack is sure they’ll search deeper and find the two of them cowering in the shadows. He takes the shallowest breaths his lungs will allow and sits holding Lia for the longest time, feeling like the night will never end.


  In due course, the warriors take their prisoner and their fallen brother and move south along the bluffs to the spot where they descended. After they’ve gone, Jack and Lia sit motionless for another span of time, terrified to move, convinced there must be one last man lying in ambush just outside ready to slice them.


  Ever so slowly, Jack leans forward and peers out. They’re gone. He sits back and holds Braylon’s boot up to his own foot. Braylon’s are a bit larger and he switches his out and gives them to Lia.


  “Put these on.”


  They lace their boots, then Jack shoves everything in his pack and slides the satchel of arrows over his shoulder along with the bow and steps out onto the ledge with his knife drawn. Lia pokes out behind him and they move with caution along the westward face, toward the ruins.


  They pass the steep incline the warriors used to reach the grounds and they hear harried voices off in the distance by the Temple. Crouching low, they move on down the hill that leads to the valley below, spiny bushes and dry weeds scratching at them as they go. Lia’s foot slides away and Jack catches her with his free arm and they cut an impromptu switchback down the steepest part of the hill. At last the grade levels off and they pick up pace, wending their way through the collapsed wreckage and racing off on their southern course. A thin sliver of moon casts a pale nimbus over the ruins and the air is still. The Nezran Temple fades into the distance, and soft footfalls tattoo the night as Jack and Lia escape into the untamed wilderness.


  


  



  Chapter Eight


   


   


  



  



  In the high cloistered dormitory, a group of new boys crowds around the thin window, squeezing together in a heap and craning their necks to see the action unfold on the grounds. They watch breathlessly as the unconscious man is dragged across the garden, his leg bent wickedly askew. When the eruption began, they had thought with heartbreaking naiveté that perhaps someone had come to rescue them.



  Calyn huddles with her husband in their cottage, his fighting days long since gone, and they look out their own small window at the goings-on. They invoke the spirits of the Beyond and whisper devotions to their King’s divine protection—swearing off the Rain of Fire and saying their due should it all come crashing down.


  Jeneth holds little Mariset close and rocks her gently. Eriem escorted them to Sena’s cottage to stay through the night, before suiting himself up and joining the hunt. Sena wraps an arm around each toddler and they sit in silence, gazing up at the ceiling as if waiting for a squall to pass. Such is the way across the hillside, frightened denizens cowering in darkened rooms, waiting for the spark that will ignite their downfall.


  As the night grows quiet they venture out to see that their Temple is not burning, that whatever trouble had assailed them is dealt with and all crises apparently averted. The unsettled men keep watch through the dark hours, pacing the grounds and chattering nervously about the unknown origins of these intruders, speculating as to their intentions and wherewithal. They look to the Temple’s crown and whisper solemn wishes that their sacred protections have not been revoked.


  Arana watches from above, silent and still. All candlelight around him has been extinguished and he stands in darkness, frozen in place since the chaos began. His breath is racing and he attempts to control it, his mind a swirl of confused thoughts. No premonition has foretold the arrival of these midnight prowlers, no vision or wisp of vision, nothing to portend the events he has just witnessed with his own sparkling spirit eyes. He opens himself as a willing vessel and bades the forces lingering in his very blood to show themselves.


  The night answers with silence.


  On shaky legs he snakes down to the underground keep, steadying his hand along the wall, averting the concerned looks of the men that escort him. In the antechamber he hears the suffering of the chained prisoners, and when he passes the heavy keep door he sees them—one old, one young. Ropy strings of drool hang from their mouths, their bodies covered with welts and lacerations, and Keslin stands to the back, ministering new abuses for his men to perform.


  “Who are they?” Arana asks.


  “Trying to find out,” Keslin says, flushing with exhilaration. “They won’t speak a word. Found them just past the tree line. Spying on us.”


  “Spying?”


  Keslin hands over the parchment. Arana unfolds it and stares in terrified wonderment at the finely sketched layout of the Temple and surrounding provinces. Bold letters inked across the top read NEZRA.


  His blood runs cold. An interminable silence passes as Arana looks from parchment to prisoners and back again.


  “We can add two horses to the stable,” Keslin says optimistically. “They were tied a ways back in the woods. Here’s the rest of their things—we’ve been through it… this little drawing is all we’ve found.”


  The clothing is scattered across the back of the keep. Arana sifts through the garments numbly, casting aside the boots and packs and belts and toolkits. He picks up a torn jacket and lays it out flat. There is something disturbingly familiar about the odd tailoring—the seam line at the shoulders, the tapered cut. It has been years, not since his childhood days, but he has seen craftwork like this before.


  Frantic footsteps rush down the stairs and a breathless sentry bursts into the keep and shatters the stillness.


  “We finished our head count,” he says, panting. “We’re missing two.”


  “Who?”


  “One girl gone from her room, and the east guard is not at his station.”


  They blink around at one another, dumbstruck, until all eyes eventually settle on the King. He tries to form a sentence but his dry, clumsy tongue forbids him and his jaw simply drops open and hangs slack.


  Keslin is the first to move. He advances on the prisoners and wrings his hands around Renning’s neck, crunching his crooked old thumbs into his windpipe.


  “If you’ve hurt them…” he seethes. Renning’s eyes bulge in confusion and his face turns a deeper shade of purple. He releases Renning and clutches onto Ethan. “Or maybe it was you? You’ve already killed one of ours. Where are they?”


  Ethan’s head lolls to the side and he mumbles unintelligible nonsense. Keslin grabs a stout length of wood from a pile and slams it into his broken leg. Ethan’s eyes sharpen to fine points and he wails so fiercely the sound carries up the stairs and into the foyer, resonating through the whole structure like an enormous woodwind. His cries shrivel away and he passes out again, his shocked body quivering and rattling his shackles.


  “He killed… one of ours?” Arana asks. “Here? At the Temple?”


  “On the bluffs. Braylon’s body is upstairs.”


  Arana’s mind reels.


  “Let’s go,” says Keslin, already lurching toward the stairs.


  They break for the upper levels and run to the vaulted overpass that connects the Temple with the dormitory, then fan out down the off-shooting corridors with Keslin charging after, shouting orders.


  Arana walks to the center of the high bridge and looks out across the calm waters of the reflecting pool, his consummate protections come to naught, his lifelong streak of Temple harmony shattered to pieces—the evidence of his failure lying on a cold slab in the Temple morgue.


  Almost immediately a frenzy of hollers from the furthest corner draws him away and he strides down the hall toward the warriors collected at the narrow service entrance. A path is cleared for Arana and Keslin and the stifled moaning from behind the pantry door quickens their pace. They arrive just as the door is battered once more, busting the wood plank at the hinges and throwing it open with a loud crack.


  Bound and disoriented on the floor is their missing sentry, his scalp coated with dried blood and his mouth muzzled with rope.


  When he’s undone he sits for a moment and takes several long, deep breaths. Then he pours forth. Arana listens in stunned silence as the account unfolds, his pulse throbbing in his eardrums. The heaviness deepens when they find the soggy torch in the sink and the cabinet of knives standing wide open, with two slots empty.
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  As dawn breaks, Jack and Lia push forward. They ran through the night and they run still, holding hands so tightly their knuckles have turned white. At streams they stop and fill the waterskin, and along the way they pluck berries and a few less desirable things to chew on as they flee through the dense underbrush.


  Jack looks behind for any sign of the Nezra, or anything else that might be stalking them, for the forests are teeming with carnivores. It’s clear as far as he can see and they carry on. They follow the map and keep the coast to their right hand side, and as they make more ground their panic and fear turn slowly into exultation.


  A rough, dizzying climb takes them to a high tableland that overlooks the coastal cliffs far to the south and north, a landscape so prehistoric and majestic that for a moment they forget their worries and gape like mystified newborns at the wild, unknown frontier. Sun-dappled mesas recede off into the luminescent haze, rolling and cresting, the product of untold aeons of the earth’s churning. The cliffs drop off sheer down into the yawning ocean, which spills out so far and wide that Jack and Lia feel at once minuscule and enormous, like tiny sprites standing on the shoulder of some ancient god.


  They come together, and if one could amplify this sight to the finest grain it would be impossible to perceive which of them moved first to embrace the other.


  “Jack, we made it!”


  As they cling to each other, the years they spent in exile fall away and they pick up easily, despite all that has passed, and even though she is a new Lia, and he knows that he is a new Jack, it is as though they were never separated. The moment lingers and the elixirs of the wild seep into their worn souls and they feel something dry and brittle begin to crack open.


  As they part, Jack looks along the northern coast and off in the faraway he sees the smoke of the Temple.


  “We have to keep moving,” he says, “they’ll know we’re gone by now.”


  Down the hill they run, into the emerald green hollow, dots of red and purple wildflowers blooming around them. A few unnatural shapes jut from the earth at odd angles, vestigial remnants of a world they never knew. They stay clear of open spaces when they can, using the ivy-covered slabs of old stone as cover in case any mounted searchers rise over the plateau behind them. Jack peers through a few intact windows at the decomposing scrap metal arranged inside—a dreary tableau of loss and ruin, home now to things that slither and crawl.


  A stream runs through the fold of the valley, a mossy boulevard of burbling water and glossy stones, and he guides Lia down to its thin bank.


  “Here, take off your boots.”


  “What are we going to do?”


  “Let’s walk upstream awhile and cross over, maybe we can cover our scent. They’ll have the wolves after us and we can’t move fast enough to outrun ‘em.”


  Lia needs no further motivation—she sits on the bank and pulls off her stiff leather boots and steps into the bracing stream. She sinks into the mud. The soft putty feels good between her tired toes and the cool water washes over her feet. Jack walks a false trail off the other side of the stream then shuffles backwards and splashes in behind Lia and they trek along against the lazy current. The foliage thickens as they move inland and the bows of green-leafed oak trees sway languidly above them, shading them from the midday sun and giving cover from the high ground.


  Jack clambers up a low, rocky waterfall and Lia scales up behind him. They step carefully around collected limbs and branches and slosh through deepening water, rising almost to their knees. Jack looks hungrily at the slippery trout that mingle around the stream and dart and scatter as their footsteps plunk down in the mud. He makes futile snatches at a couple of them and they slip lithely from his fingertips and race away.


  His movements are slowing. They need rest. Neither of them has slept since the night before and exhaustion is setting in.


  When the coast is gone from view they leave the stream and sit wiping the mud off their feet with fallen leaves, then lie back on the sloping bank and let the sun dry them, feeling like they could pass right out and sleep the whole day through. They tie their boots on and hike through the woods until they find an outcropping of boulders.


  Jack grabs a thick branch and sweeps away a corner, looking for snake holes and other things that might intrude upon them. He’d rather make more distance but his thoughts aren’t clear and their pace has slowed to a crawl. They scatter nettles and dry leaves, then nestle back in the enclave and pull more branches up around them. It’s not much, but it is enough, and as they sink into the matting and curl together, sleep steals them quick.


   


  [image: ]



   


  Halis sits atop his horse at the edge of the summit that borders the Temple’s lush gardens, looking out over the senescent valley with the straight-backed posture of regal austerity. He grins with slow malice. His face is a mask of lopsided disfigurement. Six other riders await their orders next to him, called to find the runaways. The wolfmongrels snarl and gnash against their leathery leads, flicking their golden brown eyes around with icy cleverness, and the mounted wranglers struggle to hold them back.


  Keslin walks down the line and inspects each member of the search brigade—seven mongrels, seven horsemen. They wear looks of hard-set resolution. Keslin’s own visage is grim from the further revelations that first light had brought. The rope dangling over the edge of the bluffs, the sooted handprints along the Temple’s outer walls—and the perplexity of Braylon’s body found with no boots or weapons has seemingly explained itself—the prisoners in the keep can at least be exonerated of murder.


  Keslin steps to the front of the brigade and addresses them. “Kill the boy, return the girl. Separate if you lose the scent. Do not return until you’ve found them.” He gives a nod and they set forth, hauling off after the snapping wolfmongrels.


  The grounds are largely empty save for them. Most stay inside, behind barred doors, lest there be any more outsiders conducting spywork in the forest. He hobbles back toward the Temple, silver blood coursing through his veins. Arana and Ezbeth wait under the portico in the center of the enormous entryway, watching keenly as the horsemen and wolfmongrels descend from view.


  “How long will it take?” Arana asks, just as Keslin is mounting the grand staircase.


  “Not long. They couldn’t have gone far on foot.”


  Arana nods disconsolately. “Lock these,” he tells the sentry after Keslin enters the foyer. They swing the towering doors shut with a hollow boom and throw the bars across.


  “It’s risky to leave the girl alive,” says Keslin. “She could corrupt the others.”


  “She won’t have the chance—she’ll bear for me and she can spend her last nine months in the pit.”


  Ezbeth flinches.


  “Well…” Keslin grimaces and scratches at his armpit. “About the others… I worry about them.”


  “How so?” asks Ezbeth.


  “If one can run, so can the rest.”


  “I don’t think it should be a problem,” she says. “They’re very well behaved.”


  “That’s what we thought about these two. You can’t tame out their instincts entirely. How do you know this isn’t the beginning? What if they’ve sworn some kind of oath?”


  “An oath?”


  “It’s never happened before,” says Ezbeth.


  “It happened last night and it will happen again. It’s a matter of time.”


  “Wait, what are you suggesting?” she asks.


  “Nothing,” Keslin says earnestly. “Just that it worries me.”


  They click judiciously down the central corridor, past the mural of Temple history, each thinking unspoken thoughts. Ezbeth breaks off and makes for the service stairs and Arana catches her elbow.


  “What are you going to tell them?” he asks.


  “What would you like me to tell them?”


  “I don’t care… just don’t say they’ve run away.”


  “The girls from Lia’s room already know. At least they know she’s gone.”


  “Tell them that we’re holding them.”


  “Why?”


  “Suspicion.”


  “Very well,” she says, and plods heavily up the steps, leaving Keslin and the troubled young King alone in the rear wings of the amphitheatre.


  “Any word from our spies?” asks Keslin.


  “None,” says Arana. “They seem content to die.”


  “Then we will not let them.”
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  Jack wakes up with a splitting headache in the late afternoon. He nudges Lia and they push their branch-laced shelter aside and collect themselves. He listens attentively to the forest, glancing across the tree line for any motion.


  “I think it’s clear.”


  Lia sits rubbing her temples. “Can we kill something? I’m starving.”


  Jack gives her a sheepish grin. “Sorry, we have to keep moving.”


  She looks at him for a spell, working him with her large brown eyes, then she takes her knife and a rock and moves from tree to tree looking for grub holes. Jack sneaks back to the stream to fetch more water and by the time he returns she has several fat white worms wriggling on her palm.


  “Breakfast,” she says, and gives him a couple.


  “Thanks. I’ll shoot the next thing we come across.”


  They set out, hoping to make as much distance as they can before nightfall. The sun hangs low in the west and they keep it to their right as they set off. They plod through the peaks and troughs of the interior woodland, chipmunks and rabbits lighting off into the brush as they approach. Wherever they settle for the night, Jack figures he can sit still for a while and try to skewer one.


  They walk in comfortable silence for a while. Lia’s being has been split asunder for years, and without the presence of her captors she still catches her thoughts trying to follow the same poisoned patterns, so ingrained they’ve become. As they march, her fractured mind slowly reassembles itself, melding from two Lias back into one, and each moment with Jack threads a new suture point.


  “Do you think there’s anything left? Of our home?”


  “No,” says Jack. He knows what she is thinking because he thought it himself. Part of him wants to make a straight shot back there now, if they could even find their way, just to see it, to be there again. “I don’t think we should go. I think it would only make us sad.”


  Lia nods and lets out a shaky breath.


  They carry on, each lost in their own contemplations. A few breaks in the canopy provide a clear shot to the coast and Jack looks apprehensively around for any searchers.


  “Why… why did you join them?”


  Her question catches him off guard. “I don’t really know if I had a choice. I tried not to think about it.”


  “It’s okay.”


  “I don’t know if it is.”


  “Did you ever… did you have to…?”


  “No. I never burned people.”


  Lia exhales deep relief.


  “What about you?” he asks. “What was it like?”


  She grimaces. “I wish I could say I hated every moment. Working in the kitchen wasn’t bad—sometimes it was nice. That’s why it was horrible.” Jack gives her a curious look. “After a while, I didn’t mind when they were mean. It was easier to hate them then. The worst times were when they were… normal.”


  Jack nods. He thinks back to the empathy Arana showed him in the pit and he shudders.


  “I wish we could’ve left with everybody.”


  “We never would’ve made it.”


  “Do you think they’re okay?”


  Jack snaps off a thin twig from a manzanita and plucks the little leaves off and flings them away. “I don’t know,” he says softly.


  He knows one who is not okay—Braylon—dead by his own hand. He thinks of Lathan and Jeneth and Phoebe and rest they left behind, and he takes Lia’s hand and they pace along solemnly.


  They tread along a scenic crest, where the lichen-covered manors that once enjoyed stunning vistas of the ocean now rot with quiet dignity.


  “Can I see the map?” Lia asks, mostly to break the silence. Jack hands her the pack off his shoulder and she digs it out, unrolling it carefully and squinting to read by the evening light. “These look like little mountains,” she says, running her fingers over the inked diagram. “And rivers.” She holds it out flat and orientates the line of the coast along the right, so it matches the natural layout, then focuses on the little star drawn in at the bottom. “How far do you think it is?”


  “Farther than we’ve ever gone, I know that.”


  She turns the map over in her hands and reads the scribbled note.


   


  Renning and Ethan dead


  Nezra knows of Alexandria


   


  “Al… exan… dria,” she sounds out slowly, learning the exotic new word. “What is… Alexandria?”


  “A place with answers, the man said.”


  “What does that mean? Answers to what?”


  “I’m not quite sure…” he says, “but I think I have an idea. Remember those paintings in the Temple? The ones that told how it started?”


  “I’ll never forget.”


  “There was a man, they called him prophet…”


  “Thomas.”


  “Yes. It could be chance, but the way they showed that man… the way he looked and everything… it reminded me of this Ethan who saved us.”


  “Oh yes… I remember.”


  “So this prophet taught the first Arana how to do all the things he did. He told how to build the Temple and everything.”


  “So where did he come from?”


  “Don’t know. They spent a lot of time looking… but they never found it. Some say it’s legend, that it doesn’t even exist. But now… I think he came from here.” Jack points to the star. “And if one man can teach how to build a temple like ours, then think what a whole city could do. They must have temples that are so huge you can’t even imagine.”


  “Not another temple,” Lia says wearily.


  “I thought that, too, but… Ethan wasn’t friendly with them back there—they wanted him killed. He said we have to warn somebody about the Nezra, so I thought… whoever they are, maybe they’ll be on our side. If we can reach them.”


  “Maybe,” she says, tucking the map away and slinging the pack over her shoulder. “Or maybe this prophet is the one who taught them how to burn people.”


  “We don’t have to go…”


  “No—I want to go. I want to find out. I’m just scared.”


  Their shadows stretch out skinny and long and the timbre of the forest makes its evening transition, eerie hoots and rustlings from the peregrinations of unseen night feeders echo around them. They hike more briskly, looking for a hiding place to settle in before the light is gone. Jack draws his bow and holds an arrow between his fingers, searching for prey and predator alike. Around a bend they see a small, shaded clearing and tread cautiously toward it.


  “Wait,” says Jack.


  What looked like shadows from a distance now comes starkly into view. The ground is blackened, surrounded by a ring of scorched trees and bushes. A strip of black earth cuts east from the epicenter, where the flames ran their wind-driven course.


  “Wildfire?”


  “No… look…”


  Jack points to the straight lengths of burned wood, some still fastened together at right angles. Piles and piles of them come into focus as they move quietly into the blighted area. A wasteland in microcosm lay spread out before them. The settlement couldn’t have been much to begin with, and it has been utterly ravaged. The ash is rain-packed and old. Stray weeds poke through the charred layer, thin green shreds of life gasping for air and sunlight. As she looks around, Lia feels profoundly grateful they did not sojourn back to their own destroyed home.


  “Oh… oh, it’s horrible.”


  Slithering vines entangle carbonized skulls and ribcages, half sunk into the earth and overlaid with moss and scattered leaves. Jack and Lia take fragile steps through the hallowed ground, stilled by the dreadful energy surrounding them, drifting along like delegates of the living haunting a field of ghosts. The susurrations of wind sound like the playful laughter of distant children, ebbing and fluxing through the cool, darkening twilight.


  They stop and pay their respects, breathing in the acrid musk of razed land. Neither of them gives voice to the notion, but they both know very well what happened here, and who is responsible—a menacing reminder of their own pursuers.


  “Come on.”


  Deeper into the woods they roam, searching for a place to lay their heads. They wander down a narrow escarpment, bound in by thick groves of trees, and by the last wisps of daylight they set a small camp.


  “If you fetch some sticks and tinder, I’ll see if I can shoot something. Stay close.”


  Lia hops around, plucking up dry branches and handfuls of dead weeds. Jack slinks a little farther south and picks a spot to nest. He sits patiently, steadying himself, and before long it pays off. A chubby opossum malingers across the forest floor, holding fast to the brush line, snuffling about for insects and carrion. As Jack draws the bowstring the opossum flashes its beady little eyes and starts to wobble away. The arrow lodges into its hindquarters and Jack snatches it up and kills it.


  He crosses over a rocky knoll and dresses the carcass, cleaning off the arrow and stowing it, then carries the meat back to their camp. Lia sits around the little ring of stones she assembled, with sticks bunched together in the center like a little teepee. Jack sparks it with his flint and starts to skewer the meat for cooking. He’s been restless since they passed the burned village and he takes constant glances over his shoulder, worried that some soot-blackened warrior could drop from the trees at any moment.


  “We’d better put the fire out after we cook this.”


  “I was afraid you’d say that.” She sits down next to him and holds her skewer over the flames. “It smells really good.”


  “Thanks. Better than worms.”


  “I don’t know, I’m getting a taste for them.”


  “I can dig some out for you, if you want.”


  “That’s okay.”


  They sit by the warm fire, eating the greasy dark meat and licking their fingers clean. When they’re finished Jack tamps out the fire and they move to a little sleeping spot they’ve picked out. Lying close together for warmth, they listen to the sounds of the forest and stare up at the night sky.


  “Do you think there’s people out there?” Lia asks, fixing on a distant star.


  “People like us?”


  “Same or different, either way.”


  “It’d be strange if there weren’t. It all looks too big for just us.”


  “Way too big,” she says. “How far do you think it goes?”


  Jack ponders. “Not sure. But they used to know. My mom said they used to know all about what’s out there in the stars. She said people used to fly out to the stars pretty much all the time.”


  “I wish I could fly out there right now.”


  “So do I.”


  The crisp points glitter on like a scattering of quartz crystals, cool and cryptic, and the celestial talismans of yore glide by silently above, from one horizon to the other, sailing along on their Ageless journey.
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  The prisoners are dragged through the central corridor, deep within the heart of the Nezran Temple, images of horrible conflagration flashing by them as they go. The blaze encompasses them and the hideous screaming demonbeasts that rise from the flames have the two mysterious travelers believing they are being led to some macabre execution chamber and these are the gates through which they must pass.


  The warriors drag them past the scenes of wreckage and stop finally in front of a happier depiction of a much simpler village than now stands—rustic wood beam cabins and a flock of villagers encircling two men. Ethan’s eyes narrow on one of them. His skin is chalky and he trembles with blood loss and burgeoning infection. There is a crude splint strapped to his leg, soaked with blood, and it takes two men to hold him up.


  “You know this man,” Arana says, pointing to the prophet. Ethan shakes his head. “Did he send you?”


  “No one sent us. We’re roaming.”


  “Roaming?”


  “Yes,” says Renning, expressionless in his restraints.


  “Why did you draw our Temple?”


  “Because… it’s beautiful. I’ve never seen anything like it.”


  Arana launches toward him and seizes him by the shoulders. Renning flinches, expecting a blow to come. Arana focuses raptly on his eyes, looking intensely through them, a growing vacantness on his face. Renning looks back, mystified. Arana stares into him for a great, long moment that stretches into awkward silence. The warriors shift and glance around. He releases Renning and clasps his hands onto Ethan’s feeble shoulders and practices the bizarre mesmerism again, boring deeply into his wide pupils.


  Keslin lingers around the foyer, glancing askance at Arana’s activities, then hitches toward the corridor.


  “I think I know where you’re from,” Arana whispers into Ethan’s ear. “You know this man, I can see it in your face. Did he tell you about us?”


  “I don’t know him. Please, please just let us go and we’ll be on our way and never bother you again.”


  “Only if you tell me what you know.”


  “We don’t know anything.”


  “You know what we call ourselves.”


  “No.”


  “You do, it was written on your drawing. How do you know our name?”


  “We…”


  “Yes?”


  “Break his ribs,” says Keslin.


  The men look to Arana and he nods tensely. Two warriors brace Renning against the wall while a third feels along his abdomen for the sharp floating ribs, then cracks a pickhammer solidly against his side and snaps one off. Renning hinges over and jerks with pain and the warriors adjust their footing to hold him in place.


  “It only gets worse from here,” Keslin tells him. “Talk to me now and I’ll put you down quickly.”


  “I have… nothing to tell,” Renning wheezes. He fixes on Arana and grins through bloodstained teeth. “You will never find it. Never.”


  


  



  Chapter Nine


   


   


  



  



  Morning mist shrouds the cliffs, dampening the search brigade’s visibility, and they put much reliance on the olfactories of the wolfmongrels. The silvery beasts pull their handlers along, zigzagging through the brush, seeming to run them in circles. The wind has not been kind and they lost the scent trail in a cluttered valley less than a day’s ride from the Temple.


  They split ways at the crest, two riding tight along the edge of the cliff and scouring the breakers for any traces of movement or washed up remains, the others galloping on and surveying the long distance ahead. On the adjacent ridge Feiyan jerks the bridle and halts, then removes a compact scope and peers into the haze through warped glass.


  Back in the valley, they follow the stream past the dilapidated neighborhoods and push into the deep woods. Halis holds to the rear and keeps his horse at a leisurely trot. A scar like a jagged wire cuts across the rutted surface of his jaw, and his lunatic half-grin shows all the teeth on the left side of his mouth gone.


  The wolfmongrels coalesce and howl wildly, and Halis’s baleful rictus spreads deeper. They have found something.
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  When Lia rises, Jack is already stowing their things and fitting himself out for another long hike south. She sits up and rubs her aching feet, ruddy blisters blooming along her heels. Jack has two rabbits bound together with dry roots and he shoves them into the pack and slings his bow over his shoulder.


  “How long have you been up?”


  “A little while. I got food.”


  She smiles sweetly and tries to stand up. “Ouch. Oh, I hurt everywhere. How come you’re okay and I’m not.”


  “Practice.” He grins and jogs off, shimmying up a nearby tree and returning with the meat left from their cookout the night before. He tears her off a piece and stuffs the rest in his mouth. “You ready?”


  “No, but let’s go.”


  Lia winces at the first few steps but slowly finds her gait. She digs in the sack for her kitchen knife and carries it tightly at her side as they walk. Jack raises an eyebrow.


  “You know how to use that thing?”


  “Yes,” she says confidently. “If we get attacked by potatoes.”


  “The woods are crawling with them.”


  “I’ll protect you.”


  “Here,” says Jack, holding her wrist and repositioning the blade in her hand. “Hold it like this. If something comes at you, swing up and forward. Aim for the soft parts.” He guides her arm slowly, letting her get a feel for it.


  “I’m not going to ask how you know all this.” She waves the knife daintily up through the air and Jack chuckles. “Stop laughing.”


  “I think, if anything happens, you should probably just hide behind me.”


  “Don’t worry about that. I’m good at hiding.”


  They ramble on gently for a time, hopping streams and treading up and down the rolling terrain, talking casually and letting the morning sun warm their tired skin as the dense forest recedes behind them. He doesn’t know where they fit on the scale of the little map they carry, but he’s sure they’ve a very long ways to go yet, and he feels vulnerable and exposed without the thick canopy to shield them. His paranoia deepens as they progress farther into the open territory, and he keeps constant vigil over his right shoulder and slides the knife out of its sheath.


  “Did you see something?”


  “No,” he says, “nothing. Just keep an eye out.”


  The day cycles on—high midday sun burns off the fogbank and brightens the landscape with deep vibrant greens and a sky of cerulean blue. They traipse across a vast rolling field, surrounded by waist high grass billowing in the breeze, polkadotted with spright yellow butter cups and golden violets. The whole world looks to be in bloom and they gawk around, breathing it all in.


  A plump brown snake whips through the grass at Lia’s feet and she clutches onto Jack and squeals.


  “Snake.”


  Jack tilts his head back and laughs.


  “It’s not funny,” she says, crossing her eyes at him.


  “It’s kind of funny.”


  “It’s not.”


  “He’s not the kind with poison. He can’t hurt you.”


  “Well, I didn’t know that.” She lets go of his arm and purses her lips.


  “You don’t like being laughed at, do you?” She says nothing, but gives him a look that clearly says no. “Oh, I see. Of course, you have no trouble laughing at me, though.”


  “When did I laugh at you?”


  “You used laughed at me all the time.”


  “And your feelings are still hurt after all these years?” She gives him a smug little grin.


  “Sorry,” he says. “If you see another snake, just kill it with your knife moves.”


  “I’m not talking to you anymore.”


  “There’s no one else to talk to.”


  She shoots him a sideways glare, the softness underneath betraying her, then she looks off to the west, catching thin glimpses of the faraway ocean from time to time.


  “Are we going the right way?”


  “I think so,” says Jack. “Still mad?”


  She laughs, her gold-flecked brown eyes twinkling in the sun. “Of course. I’m furious.”


  Speckled monarchs flutter capriciously across the field, wobbling from one wildflower to another like drunken fairies. A slick little waterway rushes through the cleft below and Jack sets his sights on it.


  “We should hike up a ways and cross over, like before,” says Jack. “When we get to the stream lets—”


  His heel catches a loose rock and he flails backwards, landing with a hard thud, and slides down the gravelly slope on his rear, bouncing over boulders and ricocheting off the dry shrubs. Pulling his bow around front of him, he reaches out with a free hand and tries to gain purchase and fails. He skitters all the way to the bottom and finally scrapes to a stop.


  He stands up and dusts off, then grabs his aching rear end and stiff-legs around in a circle. She’s still halfway up the incline but he can already hear her laughing. He looks up and sees her doubling over, barely able to climb down herself as the hilarity has nearly crippled her.


  “Okay,” she calls, “that was pretty good.”


  She leans back and sort of crab walks the rest of the way down, snatching up the blade that he dropped in his fall, laughing the entire way. Jack stands sober-faced and watches her antics. When she reaches the bottom, she stumbles around and ogles at him.


  “Are you okay?” she asks finally.


  “I’ll get by… Are you?”


  “Mmm. Better now. Okay, so what were you saying before you—” She loses it all over again before she can even get the words out.


  Jack eyes a little bent stick nestled in the grass and he steps coyly toward it. He raises it up a bit with his foot and hooks the end of the bow around it. “I said, I think we should walk down this stream a ways and—Snake! Snake!” he cries, and flings the curvy stick out of the grass toward Lia. She squeals again and falls backwards onto her rump.


  “Don’t do that,” she scolds, pulling herself to her feet and marching straight up to him. “That was mean.” She slaps his shoulder as hard as she can. He just smiles at her and she hits him again, realizing awkwardly that he is not the slight little boy she used to pick on so mercilessly. She pokes around on his chest and stomach with a funny, quizzical expression, then lifts her face to meet his gaze and they stand toe-to-toe and admire each other in warm silence.


  “Don’t panic.”


  “What?” she giggles.


  “Turn around slowly and don’t run.”


  She does so, and her smile drops clean away. A lean and rangy mountain lion springs down from a rock ledge and stalks toward them, honing on them with desperate eyes. The lion’s shoulders are hunched up and the fine hairs on its neck and back bristle straight up as it sets one paw deliberately in front of the other, advancing steadily.


  Lia shrinks back and clings to Jack.


  “Give me the pack,” he whispers.


  She hands it around from behind and he fetches out the two rabbits he stowed and throws them out as an offering. The lion yawns its mouth wide and hisses, shiny fangs glistening. It shirks back, then clips forward at an angle and hisses again, shunning the dead rabbits for a larger feeding of live prey.


  Jack shouts and hollers, trying to startle it into retreating, but it continues to advance, hunting them with feline grace. He sneaks a hand up and grabs an arrow and aligns it across his bowstring and takes aim. Lia’s trembling hands clutch onto the back of his shirt and she whimpers as the lion circles around, fixating on her specifically. Jack counters and the lion pounces.


  He lets his arrow off and it sticks lamely in the left haunch, doing little to slow its headlong charge toward Lia. Its powerful forepaw slashes across his chest, tearing open three fresh red stripes, and he tumbles to the ground. Lia screams and swivels to run and the immense cat crashes into her and sinks its fangs into the soft meat of her shoulder and drags her roughly to the ground. She shrieks in terror. It sets its full weight on her thin body and stretches its jaws wide and fierce and rears back to tear into the back of her neck and dislodge her vertebrae.


  Jack scrambles forward, pulling his knife, and lunges onto the back of the attacking lion, sliding his arm around, underneath its foreleg, and plunges the blade in all the way to the hilt and twists sharply. The lion jerks violently and belts out a high warbly yelp and rolls off of Lia. Its paws twitch in the air and its jaw hinges open and shut, slower and slower each time until it is still and dead.


  Lia lies curled in ball, struggling to breathe through her hitching, ragged sobs, and Jack crawls to her.


  “It’s over,” he says. “It’s all over. Let me see your shoulder.”


  She sits up and hugs him tightly. “Jack, your chest.”


  “I know. Let me see your shoulder.”


  She leans away and pulls back her torn nightgown. Her shoulder is so covered with blood that Jack can’t make anything out of it. He fishes the waterskin out of their pack and douses it with cool water. There are two nasty puncture wounds on her upper back, streaming blood, and a third on the front of her dainty shoulder, and as soon as he rinses them out, the little divots fill back up with thick warm crimson.


  “Can you move it?” he asks. She rotates her arm around in a circle and nods meekly. “Okay. You’re going to be okay.”


  They sit for a moment, catching their breath in a quiet daze, then Jack stands and starts to pull everything back together. He dusts off the discarded rabbits and packs them away then takes up his bow and tests it a couple times. Before long, Lia is on her feet helping him drag the dead lion to a rocky niche and cover it.


  “So much for my knife moves,” she says, plucking the weapon from the grass.


  They shamble down to the edge of the water and plunge in, letting the shallow current pull them downstream. It winds them back toward the coast. They float along the deeper parts and slog through the rest on foot. They exit the water before it curls around toward a steep cascading drop-off, then lie on the bank wringing out their drenched clothing. Lia tears some strips off the bottom of her gown and does her best to patch Jack and herself, and the rags soak through immediately. They pull themselves up, looking bloody and torn, and continue moving south.


  The looming tree line looks like salvation and Jack is happy to leave this little parcel of open country behind. The rest of the day is long and tense. There are no more jokes—only quiet determination to find a place to hold up for the night before they both collapse.
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  The trail they’ve hunted since morning dissipates, and toward evening the search brigade loses track over the windblown hills.


  At dawn they separate and branch out in a widening arc from the last known traces. Cirune and his men ride along the ridgeline and sniff out old mountain trails, while Feiyan and the rest head south in the general direction of their travels, hoping to catch up to them or cut them off.


  The sun has barely crested the mountaintops before Feiyan’s team comes upon tumbled down rocks and bloody ground. The wolfmongrels at their side bay hysterically.


  “Over here,” he calls.


  He rides east and lets the horse clop its way down into the gulch and they follow the scent around in loops. The riders dismount and search the area on foot, and soon they strike upon a stiffening lion carcass tucked away beneath a cool ledge.


  Jarrik lifts the dead creature’s paw and holds it up for the others to see.


  “Blood,” he says, nodding at the dried crimson coating the lion’s sharp claws, with more smeared on its snout and whiskers. “They’re injured.”


  They mount up and cross the gushing waterway, diverging on the opposite bank to search upstream and down. In due course the mongrels fix on their scent again. The track is clear and strong and when they reach the ridge bordering the gulch they spark a quick fire, tossing on fistfuls of green grass and fanning out the thick white smoke to call back the other horsemen and hasten their pursuit.
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  Jack consults the map. Never in his life has he seen one so precise, just the Temple’s crudely drawn maps showing only rough approximations, and the farther they press into the south country the more he realizes that every single crooked line and angle represents something in the natural terrain. He surveys a hooked fissure extending into the ocean and the range of mountains way off to the east.


  “I think we’re here,” he says finally.


  “How do you know?” Lia asks, nibbling on a scrap of tough rabbit meat.


  “I think this mountain is that mountain,” he says, pointing to the corresponding subjects. “And look up ahead… it looks like this spot right here.”


  Lia nods and her face darkens. It looks like they’ve barely moved at all, the little star at the bottom is so hopelessly far away. She takes stock of their situation and starts to feel uneasy—as rended as they are thus far she can’t imagine what will be left of them if they ever reach their destination.


  They plod along, Lia in her ragged nightgown, shredded at the shoulder, high leather boots too big for her dainty feet, and Jack in his thin shirt with the front ripped away and a coarsely assembled bandage strapped across his chest, dappled with blood.


  The wind whips around them, seeming to come from all directions at once, blowing strands of Lia’s hair in her face and fluttering their tattered clothing. They work their way up the side of a low, grassy berg and Jack checks over his shoulder, scanning the northern horizon. Puffs of white smoke rise skyward and disperse in the gathering tumult.


  “They’re coming,” he says, “and they’re close.”


  “What are we going to do?”


  “I’m not sure, yet. For now, let’s keep moving.”


  “I’m not going back there,” she says, giving him a hard look that seeks to convey a deeper meaning.


  “I know.”


  Jack decided before they even set out that he would not be taken alive. He looks in her eyes, and without a solitary word spoken the makings of a clear pact are established.


  They force their worn bodies ahead, traversing the highland with a limping trot, each step sending jolts of pain up their sore legs. Jack counts out his arrows and starts to figure on which place to make their stand. Nothing around looks to give them even the remotest of advantages. All he can think to do is run, and they run with all their might.


  As they near the edge of the high prominence, a wisp of smoke rises before them and Jack’s heart clenches, fearful at once that they’ve been boxed in from all sides.


  Lia sees it too and grabs onto him. “We’re trapped.”


  He walks forward cautiously. “Let’s sneak up and take a look.”


  They sink to the ground and shimmy through the weeds, then sit with their backs propped flat against a boulder that hangs above the drop-off. Broad lowland stretches out below, bordered all around by steepening foothills. Settled in the midst of another decayed villa is the bonfire of a roaming tribe.


  “Who are they?”


  Jack shakes his head. The dale is checkered with rectangles of twisted wreckage and cracked, slumping buildings. On the coastal side the tribe has erected a makeshift settlement, using one of the last fully standing walls as a rampart for their lean-to. Jack spots several dozen at first glance, some sheltering themselves under the long thatched canopy they’ve constructed, while others shift around the fire and shout inaudible calls to one another. They wear furs and skins of Neolithic disposition, their hair shaggy and dirt-coated, and a few of their children rollick naked and grubby around the unkempt boulevards.


  Jack draws out their map and looks for any writings that denote the colony’s existence. Assuming they’re situated where he thinks they are, he sees no mention whatsoever.


  “Wanderers, I think.”


  “Maybe they can help us…”


  He ponders this, watching their movements sharply. “I don’t know if they can help us, but we ought to at least warn them what’s coming.”


  He takes an appraisal of the rocky outcropping they’re perched upon and calculates the gentlest way to reach the bottom. They run inland a stretch and trudge obliquely along the stone face of the descent, approaching the encampment from behind. Cowering behind spiny shrubs, they pick their way forward one station at a time, not wanting to reveal themselves.


  The sight at close range gives them second thoughts. A row of spears with heads of chipped stone stands up against their lean-to, surrounded by a bevy of other sharpened objects. Pieces of honed metal lay scattered about, not the sort that have been fired and hammered, but looking more like wayward objects stropped against rocks or whatever else might thin their edges to a razor’s breadth. Several of the men have bows over their shoulders, with arrow tips coated in black pitch.


  “Maybe we shouldn’t do this… maybe I was wrong.”


  “We’re stuck,” he says matter-of-factly, “we don’t have a choice.” He hands her his bow, holding back only one small knife, so as to not seem a threat when he approaches. “Okay, wait here, and if anything happens, you run, understand? Run.”


  Lia nods, her eyes wide.


  Jack hops down the last few boulders and takes slow steps toward the tribe. He avoids the shadows and walks right out in the open with his hands at his sides, trying to look as unthreatening as possible. A concrete hulk rises out of the ground slantways with warped metal bars protruding like rusted weeds. He climbs up and treads the concourse, glancing back one last time at Lia, who watches him anxiously from the bushes. A couple of the tribesmen have already noticed him approach and they narrow on him skeptically as if they’re not quite sure he’s real.


  “Hello,” he calls. “You’re in danger.” All heads swivel toward him. Jack holds his empty palms out flat, then points up to the ridge he and Lia just descended. They are murmuring quietly to each other with looks of confusion and Jack can’t make out their words. “Do you understand? Danger. You have to run,” he says, pointing emphatically toward the ridge.


  The women set about corralling the children and hustling them under the lean-to, while the men continue to stare pensively and whisper to one another. One of them points at Jack and makes furtive comments to his mates and their expressions darken.


  “Kine tah denok,” shouts an old woman.


  Jack hitches back a step.


  They draw their crude bows on him and pace forward brazenly. He holds his ground and tries to keep calm.


  “Kine ton d’e’stranna sahl lah cherreth,” calls a stout man by the fire. He rises and takes up a hardwood pole with a curved metal blade strapped to the end, like some archaic sickle, and sweeps it through the air is if it needs priming. He wears fur around his waist and a necklace of bones drapes across his red-painted chest.


  Jack figures him to be their leader. He stumbles backwards and tries to work out some sign to explain himself, pointing urgently to the ridge and waving his arms.


  Lia cries out from the brambles, pitching back as two tribesmen rush toward her from the cover of a shelled-out building.


  “Run!” Jack screams, and he launches himself off the concrete outcropping just as an arrow whizzes by his head. He lands with a thud, pumping his legs frantically, and the tribesmen take up their arsenal of spears and blades and give chase. Lia clambers down and manages only a couple long strides before they latch onto her. She kicks out, growling at them, and they seize her flailing legs and pull her to the ground. Jack barrels straight ahead with his knife drawn, sorely missing his bow and arrow. The men pin Lia down and hold a curved metal disk to her throat, scalloped with razor-sharp teeth.


  “Nadannak,” they shout. “Nadannak!”


  Jack skids to a halt and drops his knife, shrieking for them to stop. The men of the tribe engulf him and he feels many hands clasp onto his body and drag him back toward the lean-to.


  “Liiaaa!” he yells, and his brain electrifies with panic when she does not respond.


  The tribesmen stop suddenly and look curiously toward the ridge. The wind ripples around them, snapping their hides and rags about, and when it swoops in at just the right angle they can hear the nearby baying of wolfmongrels and the increasing rumble of pounding hooves.


   


  [image: ]



   


  Feiyan and his two searchers thunder across the highland with the mongrels sprinting lithely alongside them. They sent the call and rode ahead, allowing for the other detachments to find the trail and catch up on their own, after Feiyan and his crew have cinched the hunt.


  The wolfmongrels dart straightaway for an angled shelf and the horsemen follow suit, clicking briskly down into the valley. They see the smoke and reckon it belongs to the runaways—there is no one else in sight. Tight smiles play at their lips as they close in on their target. They ride single file, with Feiyan in the lead, and as they reach the halfway point of their descent a flaming arrow screams out of the ruins and lodges into the left haunch of the forward steed. It bucks wildly and throws Feiyan to the ground, then slams into the wall of the escarpment as the flames scorch its hide. In a mad frenzy it loses its footing and plunges down the rocky drop-off and breaks itself to pieces.


  The rearward horses stomp crazily down the ledge as more arrows fly and the riders fight to hang on. Feiyan draws his bow, searching for the source of the attacks, and sees only grown-over storefronts and piles of rubbish. He hunkers down behind a bank of foliage and waits for another flurry to come, and soon it does. A fiery arrow flies into the bristly shrub he hides behind and it lights up quick and furious, drawing him into the open. He doubles over and makes a crouching sprint for the cover of the ruins.


  Jarrik struggles to regain control. He snaps the reins and his horse rears back on its hind legs then blasts forward, riding toward the source of the flaming volleys.


  Cullen, the last member of their team, bolts down the ramp and gallops toward the commotion. A slick shot pierces his horse through the side of the head and they both keel to the ground, the rider’s leg pinned under the threshing hulk of his mount. He works himself free and scrambles along the ground, seeking refuge behind a nearby structure with his machete drawn. Two tribesmen emerge from the shallow hidden nooks and try to collar him. He swipes out with the blade, slicing one of them across the torso just as the other spears him through. He gurgles blood and cants over, dead before he touches the ground. One of the mongrels dives forward and clamps down on the spear-carrier’s leg, gnawing and thrashing its head. They plunge the spear into its neck and cast it away.


  Jarrik guides his horse through a cluttered alleyway and comes up behind the tribe’s nest. Several archers slink behind the stone wall, with another holding a torch around to light up the pitch before they fire. Jarrik shoots one of them at distance then canters back for cover. The tribesmen surge forward in a rush, levying a hail of arrowfire at Jarrik and his mount. He lobs off a couple more shots but they overtake him in an instant, skewering him through the neck. Melted tar runs down his chest and the flames encase his head. He slumps over and his horse sets off, bucking and threshing as its hide lights up with bright, demonic fire. Horse and rider go caterwauling across the ruins, smoldering and screaming, both spiked through with a dozen burning quills, looking like some bleak harbinger of doomsday come to warn of the apocalypse several centuries too late.


  Feiyan wanders through the side streets, holding fast to the rubble, and when he reaches a forked intersection he realizes despairingly that he is surrounded. A menagerie of filthy tribesmen with ropy, knotted hair marches toward him from all directions, their spears thrust out, their eyes steeped in icy hatred and their sadistic grins reeking of utter and profound bloodlust.
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  Jack and Lia fight nasty flashbacks as they huddle in the crawlspace with their ankles and wrists bound up, spears leveled on them starkly. The women and children of the tribe sit across the dim space, holding on to each other, regarding the young trespassers with suspicion. The riot outside ceases. Footsteps and scraping sounds approach the holdout. Jack doesn’t know whether to feel relief or terror when it is the tribe’s leader that appears at the misshapen doorway, and not the Nezra.


  “E’stranna maan,” he says.


  Jack is lifted to his feet and carried into the alleyway. The tribesmen stand in a semicircle around Feiyan, several others keep him pinned to the ground with his arms and legs drawn out. They march Jack straight to his prone, struggling form.


  “Jack…” he moans. “What’s happening?”


  Jack says nothing.


  “Tah eh kine tondessa?” the leader asks, his voice a throaty growl. “Kine?” he repeats, and gestures back and forth between Jack and Feiyan.


  The tribesmen watch Jack expectantly. He is not certain what they want from him, but he gets the notion that he’d better do something quick. He lowers his head and works his jaw around for a moment, then lifts his face and spits on Feiyan. This elicits a reaction and the men chatter vigorously in their unknown tongue.


  “Enah kine? Mah sikelern des maan, des e’stranna?” The leader hovers the spear over Feiyan’s head then nods to Jack’s captors and they release him. “Tah sikelern e’stranna…”


  “Jack? Jack, what is this?” Feiyan croaks.


  “Sikelern.” The leader places the spear in Jack’s hands.


  “I think he wants me to kill you, Feiyan.”


  “He’s crazy, Jack. Don’t do this.”


  Feiyan pleads with such pathetic helplessness that Jack ruminates briefly on the nobility of killing an unarmed man held to the ground—and then he thinks on Lia, and his lost family, and the home that he will never see again, and he raises the spear above his head and plunges it down into the center of Feiyan’s chest. Everyone steps back and watches the warrior quake on the ground, the spear shaft trembling in the air as he spasms. When he is still and dead they rush forward and kick his corpse and run him through with a broad assortment of sharp instruments.


  “Tonaa. D’estranna sahl lah cherreth.” He walks to the crawlspace and takes the hand of a little boy and leads him to Jack. “Lah cherreth.”


  His words are unknown but the meaning comes clear in an instant—Men like these stole children from us. He bows his head and raises his palms, and without thinking Jack returns the gesture. Two men come forward and present him with his bow and knife, and soon they all crowd around him, chattering and touching him.


  “Sajiress,” the leader says, gesturing to himself.


  “Sajiress?”


  “Eyah.”


  Lia rushes from the underground hideout and bursts through the circled tribe and throws her arms around Jack’s neck. “What happened?”


  “I’m not really sure, but I don’t think they want to kill us anymore.”
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  Droplets of cool mist speckle Cirune’s face, precursors of a more wicked storm rambling across the horizon. The others have ridden ahead, Halis figures, and he bristles at the loss of finding the boy himself. Still, if all goes without a hitch, they should have the dead boy and the live girl back at the Temple by nightfall.


  The damp air sharpens the scent and the mongrels run in a tight, undeviating line toward a tendril of rising smoke. Cirune gives his horse a swift heel kick and spurs it to a full gallop across the high ground, then jerks the reins and they trot along the ridge toward the sloping concourse angling into the valley.


  It smells of burnt meat.


  They click down the uneven ramp past the scorched shrubbery, still hissing and steaming in the light drizzle. The horses neigh and become hesitant and their riders urge them forward. Cirune glances uneasily at the remains of the old coastal town and the eerie stillness therein. Through jagged doorways and broken windows they scour for any sign of movement, and the only activity they see is the circling of gulls on the far side of the confined valley, diving and squawking, devouring something.


  Cirune grasps his blade and steers his horse around standing piles of old junk and concrete, heading toward the bonfire hidden around the next wall. Their formation tightens and they clip forward steadily, the horses chuffing and dipping their heads as they approach. Cirune rounds the corner and draws up on the reins.


  Three men hang upside-down from the eave of the lean-to, lashed at their ankles, swaying gently in the pulsing wind, and their limp, dangling fingertips trace curvatures on the ground as they rock back and forth. One is burned to a husk and his melted skin sloughs off onto the ground, and the others are so coated with gore they cannot tell one from another. Only their scant remaining attire shows them to be members of the brigade. The hungry mongrels swarm them and begin tearing chunks of meat off their forearms and faces.


  Cirune turns to his back and is met with cold, trance-like eyes as the rider behind him slumps over and falls off his horse, an arrow sticking pertly out of the base of his skull, black liquid boiling down the nape of his neck.


  “Get out of the valley!” he shouts, and he charges for the inclination that will lead him back to high ground. Halis and Gallat scatter wild, bearing down on their fitful steeds and galloping past the ruins at breakneck speed.


  The first slew of arrows flies quick and silent from the darkened interiors and Gallat is struck and thrown to the ground. His horse lights off in a hurry, racing headlong back toward its native pastures. Gallat rolls on the ground to tamp out the burning arrows, then snaps off the molten shafts and flings them aside and shambles down a deserted side street for cover.


  Halis rears back and reverses direction, following Cirune as he cuts across the center of the valley. Up ahead, a small pack of tribesmen crosses the thoroughfare and disappears into the ruins.


  Halis angles away, taking a circuitous route in an attempt to come around behind the tribe, and Cirune sets off to regain the straying brood of wolfmongrels.
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  Jack watches in despair as Gallat’s horse sprints toward the foothills. He had warned them away from shooting the horses because he had hoped to collar one and ride it out of this place. He crouches with the tribe’s archers on the second story of a ragged heap. The ceiling caved in long ago, taking most of the floor with it, and they cling to a thin ledge that runs the inside perimeter, with a twisted mess of scrap metal spiking up from below.


  Jack and a few others make a slow, heedful climb to ground level and steal out onto the mulched-over street. The way is clear, but the barking of the mongrels fast approaches. Their little unit disperses, fanning out through the narrow channels that run between the dilapidated buildings. Jack partners with a wily-looking troglodyte with matted, filthy hair and they proceed down a slender alleyway with their bows grazing from side to side.


  Halis rides around a corner just ahead and Jack lets off a shot. The arrow sticks into a tangle of ivy and Halis spurs forward and disappears.


  “En’ota carissa,” the primitive whispers, and motions Jack to follow him through a jangled, rusty framework that leads to the next side street. One of the mongrels fixes on Jack’s scent and scrambles in after him, bolting under the collapsed beams and zeroing in. He wheels around and raises his bow just as the creature is diving for him. It locks onto his arm and sends his bow clattering to the ground, then commences shaking its mangy head and rending the flesh on his forearm. His partner tries to set his aim, but can’t get a clean shot without the risk of hitting Jack. He smashes his fist down on the mongrel’s head and it releases Jack and goes for him instead, snapping at his hands with dripping canines. Jack slides out his knife and stabs it in the throat and finally it relents.


  “You okay?”


  “Eyah. Oh-kay,” he replies, just before an arrow thunks into his eye socket. Halis.


  Jack nosedives under the metal beams and shimmies back the way he came, dragging his bow behind him, and when he reaches the alleyway he speeds away as fast as his legs will carry him and cuts left at the next corner. Cirune sits atop his horse and looks off down the length of the avenue. Jack creeps along the rutted contours of an old shopfront and trains his bow and fires. The arrow chocks into the meat of Cirune’s thigh and he startles on his lead, sending his horse skittering off to the side.


  Jack ducks back and takes cover. Cries and screams burst from the opposite side of the valley and he breaks for them, his arm dripping a crimson trail. He meets up with several tribesmen and they race around the bend just as the remaining mongrels finish rousting the women and children from their hiding place under the wreckage. They lunge for Lia, and the boys and women crowd around her protectively and strike out at the mongrels with bloody fists. The rain quickens its pace and turns the scene into muddy, writhing confusion. Jack pushes his way through the horde and jabs at the mongrels with his knife blade. Two others creep around behind and spear them through and they yowl and shudder and die in the crimson mud.


  The tribesmen usher the women and children into their hideout, then form a circle with their backs to one another, facing out. All around them nothing moves, only the steady patter of rainfall. The circle expands as they trod outward, searching.


  Away past a distant intersection Halis and Cirune ride by in a flash, pierced and bloodied, but alive and on the move. Jack and the others pursue them but they recede too quickly to ever catch up on foot. After a vigorous sprint they simply stop and watch them go.


  The rain washes away the blood from his forearm and Jack inspects the cluster of frayed punctures left by the wolfmongrels. He tightens his hand to a fist several times then holds the arm up against his chest.


  They turn and start to limp back. Gallat, wounded and left to fend for himself, jumps from a rock wall and tears off after Halis and Cirune. This last one seems more an annoyance than a threat and they grudgingly round him off and dispatch him coldly, then drag his carcass back to be strung up with the rest.


  


  



  Chapter Ten


   


   


  



  



  A quiet gathering sees Braylon’s body laid to rest in the gloomy afternoon. Warriors in ceremonial cloaks lower the enwrapped form into the slender trench dug for a grave, then solemnly take up shovels and cover him away. The men Braylon worked and fought with stand to one side, and his friends from the old village occupy the other. Keslin hovers around, working himself up to the task of speaking over the deceased, as he does for all those slain in action. His old, arthritic knuckles are swollen and sore from laying into the trespassers and he fumbles with the scrap of notes he’s written for the occasion.



  “Friends and fellow soldiers,” his recital begins, “here we see a brave young man off to the safe refuge of the Beyond. Braylon gave his life protecting others, and now will be safeguarded himself, for all time.” Keslin drones on mournfully about bravery and honor as eddies of gray drizzle swirl around them.


  Jeneth swaddles Mariset more tightly in her blanket and bounces her impatiently as Keslin speaks, a deep uneasiness mounting inside her. She wants to leave, to run back to her cabin, bar the door, and huddle inside with Mariset and never come out again. Usually it is a joy to see her old friends, but as they stand in a crooked line around Braylon’s grave she finds she can barely look at them. It is not the cheerful reunion she had longed for, what with one of their lot dead and two others gone missing.


  Keslin finishes his remarks with gratitude for the warrior class and a timeworn promise to defend the Temple, and establishes that Braylon’s valor will never be forgotten. To those who knew him well, they sound like empty words.


  “Have you heard anything about Lia and Jack?” Haylen asks quietly as the funeral disbands.


  “Same as you’ve probably heard,” Jeneth says. “Missing is all I know.” Eriem gives her a tight squeeze and a peck on the cheek, then saunters off to chat with the men in his brigade.


  “I heard they’re dead,” Haylen says soberly. “It’s what everyone is saying.”


  “Don’t believe everything that goes around.”


  “If they’re not dead, where are they? Why don’t they come back?”


  “I don’t know, Haylen. Maybe they’re lost.”


  Jeneth swallows hard and fights the urge to tell Haylen everything she knows about that night. The warriors know the truth and Eriem has more than hinted at it. Jack and Lia have run, she knows, and abandoned her and everyone else. Some say they’re dead, killed by the spies that got Braylon. Others spread much darker rumors that they were in league with these intruders, and perhaps helped them gain access to the Temple’s secrets. Every person she talks with offers a different story, and the official line from the upper echelons has changed several times in the telling. They have run, this much she believes, but why they would do such a thing eludes her. Just when they were starting to find happiness here.


  “Calyn thinks those men had something to do with it. She thinks they stole them away to teach them spywork. Says they’re probably living with a band of thieves in the forest by now.”


  “Well… maybe…”


  William has been listening, and he leans in to offer his own twist. “They fell in the ocean trying to save Braylon. It’s the only thing that makes sense. That’s why there’s no bodies.”


  “Wait, they were both trying to save Braylon?”


  “It’s the only thing that makes sense.”


  Jeneth sighs and looks around for Eriem, still carrying on with his mates. A triad of Temple girls studies Jeneth and her friends skeptically. Jeneth makes eye contact with one of them, and the girl looks quickly away. She has noticed these surreptitious little glances plenty in the last couple of days. They look at Jeneth like they know something about her, something they don’t like.


  “Eriem,” she calls, “are you ready?”


  “Just about, hold on.”


  “I think they escaped,” says Aiden. “I think they saw a chance to run and they took it.”


  “Why would they run away and leave us?” Haylen asks, saddened by the thought.


  “Wouldn’t you have run, if you could’ve?”


  “No. All my friends are here.”


  “Well…”


  Haylen gasps and tugs on Jeneth’s dress. “What if we helped ‘em escape?”


  “Haylen, keep your voice down,” she hisses. “How? How could we have helped them?”


  “That necklace. Maybe it meant something secret. Maybe the spies gave it to them.”


  “Creston gave it to him, he’s not a spy.”


  They turn and look at Creston.


  “I made it in the shop,” he says thinly. “He gave it to Lia?”


  The Temple girls are watching them again, talking under their breath to each other. Jeneth strides over to Eriem and pulls his arm.


  “The baby’s cold. We have to go.”


  “All right.” He bristles at her touch and says his farewells all around. “Let’s go, then.”


  Jeneth coddles Mariset against the cold and they start their long, silent walk back to their pretty little cottage on the hillside.
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  A cannon burst of thunder rumbles over the coast and fat, heavy raindrops plunk down all around. The tribe falls back to their lean-to and starts collecting their scant belongings, all the while keeping a watchful eye on the ridgeline for any sign of Cirune and Halis. They fled north, but Jack and the others are grimly aware that they are not gone, that it is not safe to stay here.


  Jack climbs back through the jumble of iron beams that encase the fallen tribesman. He hefts the dead body over his shoulder and steadily works his way back out and carries him back to the shelter. There is no time to bury him. They perform a brief, woeful ceremony and cremate him on the remains of the dying bonfire.


  Lia and the rest of the women set about doctoring the injured men. She wraps Jack’s wolf-bitten forearm with hastily cut strips of hide, then redresses the wound on his chest, and he, in turn, fixes the failing bandage on her shoulder.


  “Tah tevra ota desna diwaa tondessa, eyah?” Sajiress says to them. He touches Jack and Lia on the shoulder then gestures around to the rest of the tribe. “Diwaa mah ton,” he says, and points to the far side of the valley.


  “He wants us to go with them?” asks Lia.


  “I think so,” says Jack, turning to Sajiress. “Yeah, we’ll go. For a little while.” They don’t have many other options, he figures, and the horizon is sizzling with lightning from the coming storm.


  When their weapons, food, and rudimentary tools are stowed away for travel, they set off in the opposite direction of the fleeing Nezra horsemen. They help Jack and Lia along as fellow travelers, and without any scorn or ill will that the two led such an enemy their way. The men especially seem livened by their encounter.


  They seem a young tribe. Sajiress looks the eldest, and his face has only just begun creasing with age.


  They emerge from the valley drenched through. Their fur and hide clothing sticks to their skin and makes progress sluggish. The constant threat of ambush slows them further and they are at least thankful that the rainfall provides some concealment of their movements. When they reach the top of the far ridge they fall in line and start to hike inland. The children scamper through the rain like overgrown chipmunks. Here is just another day for them, situated in the midst of a seemingly endless arrangement of tribulations.


  Lia presses against Jack and clutches their pack tightly to her chest as they go, keeping a keen eye on the underbrush for any sudden motion. They don’t make much distance before one of the tribesman calls to Jack and points off with his spear toward a line of trees to the south, with a brown-speckled and sad-looking horse sheltered underneath. He looks fit, save for the arrow sticking out of his hindquarters.


  Jack signals to Sajiress and sets off, walking casually through the downpour.


  “Can we get him?” Lia asks with tempered optimism.


  “Maybe. Try going down there, and if he comes that way just take a step or two toward him. I’ll try to get around closer.”


  She walks to the other side of the tree line, where a stretch of open land would give a quick retreat if the horse decides to bolt. Jack closes in slowly from his left side, taking only a few steps at a time so as not to startle him. The horse looks at him, then looks away. Jack advances a few steps and slaps his hands against his thighs, but the sound is lost in the rain. He circles around and advances a touch more. The horse shuffles a bit and eyes him warily. Jack recognizes the spots on his coat. He’s ridden this one before.


  “Balazir,” he calls out, “come here, boy.” Balazir neighs and works himself deeper under the tree cover. “Come here, Balazir, I won’t hurt you.” Jack steps forward and the horse holds his ground, looking back at him with one big liquid eye. Slowly, Balazir turns his head and faces Jack fully, then starts to amble toward him. Jack beckons him forward and grasps onto his reins and Balazir dips his head and snorts. “You’re gonna be okay, boy” he soothes, and runs a hand down Balazir’s soaking mane. He studies the arrow and figures it will be a chore to remove, and leaves it be until they’ve made their escape.


  The tribe has been transfixed watching him charm the elegant creature. They’ve seen negligible few of them in their days, making their tentative migrations back to the blossoming central pasturelands, and have never known their true worth. Balazir shies from them and they from him. Jack leads him on, with Lia and Sajiress at his side, and they press through the tall grass on their way to the shelter of the forest canopy.
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  “You can’t hide from them forever,” says Keslin.


  Arana leans against a ledge on the far wall of his parlor and peers out the thin vertical window. The grounds look sullen and gray.


  “What are they saying?”


  “They need you to comfort them. We’ve told them everything is fine. They want to hear it from you.”


  “And what should I tell them? That I’ve failed?”


  “You’ve not failed.”


  “Two men violate our home… our Temple, Keslin, that I’ve been sworn to protect. And then two of our own escape and there is nothing that I can do.”


  “They are not our own.”


  “Not anymore.”


  “Not ever. They’re forest trash who were given a chance at happiness and spit it back in our faces.”


  Arana scratches his fingers through his hair and rubs his knuckles into the dark circles under his eyes. His face is paling and gaunt.


  “I think we’ve been much too kind in our approach,” Keslin presses. “What is it you were trying to do the other day? With the prisoners? Were you trying to put them in a trance, or something?”


  Arana says nothing. He walks across the parlor, absently flipping a smoothworn coin he’s plucked from a display on the ledge, troubled by the first real turbulence he’s experienced during a life of tranquility.


  Keslin watches him eagerly. “I think it’s time to try something new.”


  “We’ve beaten them nearly to death, what more can we do?”


  “Follow me,” Keslin says. “I think we might get them to talk yet.”


  He guides Arana through the halls of the immense Temple like a father leading a son to his first day of lessons. Arana tightens whenever they pass a line of workers moving to their stations or sentries making their rounds. He forces as much strength as he can manage as he passes them, and they meet his eyes tensely and nod back, following vacantly the motions of old allegiance.


  In the confined chamber outside the underground keep, a terrified young boy sits on the floor and traces figures on the ground with his fingers. His lower lip is wet with saliva and he has no earthly notion of how much danger he is in. Two warriors stand to either side of him, their arms crossed, and they straighten when Keslin and their King approach the landing.


  “What is this?”


  “Just wait.”


  “Are you going to hurt him?”


  “Of course not,” Keslin says, a touch offended. “We just want them to think we might, since they don’t seem to care about themselves.” He walks over and lowers himself to the ground in front of the boy, his arthritic bones cracking as he settles. “Hello.”


  The boy looks up vacuously and studies the gnarled old man before him.


  “Do you like play at make believe?” Keslin asks.


  “… yes.”


  “We’re going to play a game, okay?”


  The boy studies him further, with the speed and demeanor of a tortoise.


  “It might be… a scary game. But you’re going to be fine, okay?”


  The boy goes back to his figures.


  Keslin grunts as he rises, then reaches a hand down to the boy and they enter the keep. The boy startles when he sees the sagging forms shackled to the wall, covered with raw wounds, and he turns and tries to pull away and run back to the antechamber. Keslin tightens his knotty hand around the boy’s and drags him forward. Arana hovers at the door and looks on.


  Renning averts his eye and feigns unconsciousness as he hears them draw near, and Ethan hangs perfectly limp beside him.


  “Time to wake up,” Keslin says.


  Ethan does not stir. Keslin swings his arm crookedly through the air and cuffs him across the jaw. His head jerks stiffly to the side and the rigor mortis fastens it in that oblique position. Keslin lays a palm across his cheek.


  “Cold,” he says. “Well, that leaves you, friend.”


  He wheels on Renning, who slumps against the wall looking starved and feverish. His scarred body has been lanced so thoroughly that little untouched flesh remains to be abused.


  In the far reaches of the keep a crew of workers mixes a fresh batch of mortar in an iron kettle. The first few rows of stone are already laid and two elder craftsmen shuffle and bend down to trowel off the excess, leaving neat, even lines between the blocks. The craftsmen and crew take sly glances at this new and aberrant undertaking, murmuring to each other in the hushed tones of conversing mourners.


  “I think you’re going to tell us where you’re from.”


  Renning doesn’t budge. He hangs limp and waits for a burning iron to be thrust at him, but it does not come. He hears rustling fabric and a quiet scraping, then a sound pierces the musty cellar that makes him cast off his pretense of slumber—the child screams. He throws his eyes wide open and there before him Keslin holds a curved silver blade up against the little boy’s gullet.


  “You son of a bitch, you wouldn’t dare.”


  Keslin’s face is vacant as he digs the sharp tip into the tender skin of the child’s neck, drawing a small rivulet of blood and another scream of panic. Arana fidgets anxiously and the warriors around him watch the event straight-faced.


  “Let him go,” Renning pleads, “he’s a child.”


  “Tell me what I want to know.” He presses the knife a touch deeper and the boy jolts rigid in his arms.


  “Please. Please, don’t do this—”


  “Where are you from?”


  Renning chokes and looks on helplessly.


  Keslin twists the boy’s head, gripping him by a fistful of hair, and whispers into his ear. “Ask this man where he’s from.” The boy sucks air frantically and looks from one cold face to another. “If you want to live, ask this man where he is from.”


  “Wh… where…” he wheezes, and then spasms with fear and his throat closes up.


  Keslin tightens his arm and coils the boy closer to him, serpentine, and feints with his knife hand. Renning twists and contorts and says nothing.


  “I’ll leave you to think on it. I’m sure you don’t want this boy’s blood on your hands.” He turns back to the small audience that has watched his performance and beckons them forward. “Get this corpse out of here. And lock the boy in his place.”
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  They hike until the rain forces them to stop, then make a fireless camp under some crudely lashed thatching that provides meager cover from the downpour. Despite being waterlogged and uprooted, the tribe seems not the least bit inconvenienced. They chatter on in their peculiar tongue and share sun-dried meat with Jack and Lia.


  With Halis and Cirune on the loose, the men arrange to guard the camp through the night, dividing into shifts and pacing anxiously along the perimeter. Jack takes up arms and tries to join them, but after much insistence that he sleep he grudgingly obliges. He and Sajiress crouch down under their makeshift awning and attempt a conversation. With silly gestures and awkward pantomimes not befitting the tone of the subject, Sajiress lays out the story of how his people came to be attacked by the Nezra.


  They had separated only briefly, from what Jack and Lia can glean—a small group of adults and only several children had gone foraging on their own, and pushed farther into new territory than they had intended. Sajiress inscribes their movements on the muddy ground, using rocks and sticks as stand-ins. He points to Balazir, standing glumly in the rain, telling how they were attacked by men who rode horses, and he mimics the action foolishly.


  “Denok,” he says, touching the boots that Jack and Lia wear, “kine des.”


  Jack understands now why they were so leery when he and Lia first approached—they wear the boots of murderers.


  A woman named Sika watches and nods along with Sajiress’s telling, for it seems she was the only living witness to the encounter. She had strayed off on her own and returned just as they were hefting the children away, leaving a burning pile of corpses behind.


  Sika can barely speak when the story is finished. Sajiress sits back and folds his hands across his belly and looks keenly at Jack and Lia. He nods to them—it is their turn.


  They take one deep breath apiece then launch into their tale. Though it rends old scar tissue fresh again, they tell every bloody detail, completing each other’s thoughts and acting out the details along the way. They conclude with their escape from the Temple, represented by a skull-sized rock. Jack is a small gray pebble and Lia is a little pine cone, and they puppeteer themselves across the muddy ground toward the scattering of rocks that Sajiress has designated as his tribe.


  They wipe the mud on their soaked clothes and sit shivering in the cold rain. The tribe encircles them and lays their hands all about them in a strange and profound embrace.


  Sajiress pitches forward, full of fire and spite, and takes up the various rocky representations of his tribe and of Jack and Lia, and arranges them in a line before the Temple rock. He advances them forward and plays out a miniature assault on the Temple.


  “Tah eh lah,” he asserts, “tevra e’stranna ton, de Temple, eyah, lah sikelern d’ton.”


  “No,” Jack says sternly. He lifts the Temple rock and crashes it down on Sajiress’s pebble army, splattering mud on their faces. “No.”


  Sajiress ruminates on this, staring at the mess they’ve created. “Enah? No?”


  Jack shakes his head. “No. I’m sorry.”


  Sajiress accepts this reluctantly and they sit in reflective silence. The patter of raindrops dwindles and slows to a stop. Lia slicks the water off her skin and scampers over to Balazir and whispers to him sweetly. He chuffs and lowers his head, eyes glistening.


  “Can we fix him now?” she asks.


  The arrow is still lodged in his left haunch. Jack has been dreading this—there is no good way to go about it. “I guess we better, before it gets too dark.”


  He stands up on tired feet and solicits the others for help. They have several lengths of hemp rope stowed with their belongings and Jack takes these out and loops them together to make a crude kick-rope to hobble Balazir’s legs.


  “Oh, he’s not gonna like this,” Jack warns, and hands the ropes to the rugged crew that has gathered to help him. They hold the lines with two or three on each strand, and Balazir begins to stir nervously. Jack grabs the flint and rod out of his pack and gets one of the pitched arrows from Sajiress, then sparks the tip and holds his hunting knife in the dull flame.


  “Okay,” he tells Lia, “I’m going to work this in to give you some room, and you’re going to pull the arrow out.”


  “I am?”


  “You’ll be fine. He’s going to struggle, but just… go easy.”


  He shoos everyone away from the back of the horse and he and Lia take up their positions by the left flank. He shimmies the tip of the blade in and widens the puncture wound just a touch, and Balazir neighs uneasily and bucks against the ropes.


  “Slowly,” he says, “go ahead and pull it out.”


  She rocks the arrow shaft as gently as she can manage and starts to dislodge it from the sinewy muscle. Balazir tries frantically to kicks his legs out and everyone startles for an instant before bearing down on the ropes to steady him.


  “It’s okay, go again.”


  Lia grasps it again and wiggles it loose, then extracts the stony tip and throws it on the ground. Jack pulls his blade back and lets the wound close up on itself. Balazir bucks a couple times then settles as everyone backs off. They let down the ropes. He clips away nervously and Jack holds crisp on his lead. He and Lia pet the horse’s broad neck and shoulders, whispering soft reassurances into his ears.


  “It’ll have to do,” he says, inspecting their shoddy surgery. The arrow is gone, at least, and it could have cut much deeper. He leads him on a short walk to let him drink and graze, then ties him back up for the night.


  “Think they’re watching us?” Lia asks as they walk back to the camp.


  Jack sighs a heavy breath and shakes his head. “I don’t know what they’re doing.”


  “Maybe we should stay with them for a while.”


  “They can’t protect us forever. I don’t want to cause them more trouble.”


  Lia nods and looks at the entangled pile of sleeping bodies nestled under the sloping thatchwork.


  “We’ll go before sunrise,” says Jack. “Try to get ahead of them.”


  They settle into the pile themselves, hoping to get some sleep before they strike out again. The rain abates for the rest of the night and the woods are quiet, save for the occasional whispering of the spearmen walking their slow circuit around the camp. In the lonesome hours of early morning, Jack rises and gets his pack in order. Lia is sleeping so still and peaceful that he hates to wake her, but he leans down and taps her shoulder anyway.


  “Let’s go,” he whispers.


  “Hurrama… hmm…”


  “Lia, wake up.”


  “Uhn… oh… I’m awake.”


  She unknots herself from the slumbering hive and takes dizzy, loping steps across the mud to help Jack finish saddling Balazir. Stray droplets of accumulated rainwater from the canopy drip all around and one catches Lia on the back of her neck and sends a shiver down the soft indentation of her spine.


  There are no stars in the sky and the waxing moon is as faint as a sandworn etching. Sajiress walks the night shift, his feet looking like they wear shoes of mud. He breaks away when he sees the young strangers stirring in the camp and goes to see them off, taking up a bundle of provisions he’s laid for them—some food, an assortment of arrows, a fur shawl, and some hide straps to bandage their bites and scratches.


  “Thank you,” they say, accepting the goods. Jack fishes out one of his knives, the kitchen knife that Lia swiped, and offers it as a gift—they have nothing else to give.


  “Tanaa.” Sajiress rubs his thumb along the blade. “Lah tevra ota granlan dar’mont. Tah adanna serchess, en vei d’sonna.” He bends to the ground and draws out a jagged line, pointing off to the mountain as he does so.


  Jack fishes around in the pack for their map and he unfolds it carefully and holds it before Sajiress. He points to the muddy contours drawn on the ground, then runs his finger along the matching topography on the map. Sajiress works it over with squinted eyes, then points to a fork between two rivers, just on the other side of the low ranges.


  “Granlan,” he says. “Tevra diwaa?”


  Jack smiles and shakes his head.


  “Lah kine. E’caraan.” Sajiress repeats their names again, mostly to himself, and they manage some sort of awkward farewell. He turns and paces off to his patrol.


  Jack unties Balazir then slips a muddy boot into the stirrup. “Ready?”


  “Yes.”


  He hoists her up and they scoot around for a moment, getting situated. Lia pulls the fur snug around her shoulders and kisses her little cosmic charm, and Jack hooks his bow onto the saddle and delivers just a touch of pressure with his heels and Balazir livens and rambles forward.
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  Halis slides the scope back into its pouch and creeps to the clearing off yonder where the horses are tied and his partner lay sleeping


  “They’re moving. And they’ve got our horse.” His words are warbly and salivating through a half-mouth of teeth.


  Cirune grumbles and rolls to his side and gets his good leg under him to stand on. He suffered his own crude operation last night—Halis digging hooked fingers into his thigh to pull out the stone fragments embedded therein. His face tightens with deep creases as he puts weight on it, and he takes a stiff and painful walk to his horse and rests against its heaving side.


  “Could use a hand here.”


  Halis glares back at Cirune, then throws his pack over his shoulder and goes over and shoves him up onto his saddle. He studies Cirune’s torn leg and the busted, skittish horses. They’ve no arrows and the mongrels are dead.


  “Can you ride?”


  “Yeah, think so,” Cirune says. “Let’s get this over quick.”


  “The boy has arrows and a fast horse. There’ll be nothing quick about it.”


  “What?”


  “We’ll track them,” says Halis, keeping his scope at hand. “There’s better places they could’ve run. They’ve got somewhere in mind… and we’re going to find it out.”


  


  



  Chapter Eleven


   


   


  



  



  Arana Nezra the Second lies supine on the floor of his private terrace, arms and legs outstretched, staring listlessly at the billowing white mountains that pass above the joists of the wood beam awning. He has grown weary of watching the horizon for his searchers to return—no news arrives and day after day they do not appear.



  He recalls dreamily the feelings of astral invincibility that his father instilled upon his young mind, and he reaches into his inner abyss and attempts again to conjure them, to call forth the powers he has been told since birth he possesses, and he cannot feel even a wisp of them. Prior to the intrusion five days ago he had thought that his very presence acted as deterrent enough, a stopgap against further violation, but he knows now that is not true, and he wonders what he is, far within, if he cannot make a weak man tell secrets merely by intentioning it, or control the fate of a people with the will of his own heart.


  Keslin clambers unannounced up the terrace stairs, straining for breath as he reaches the top. He looks amusedly at Arana, flat on his back. There is a metal serving platter laid with pitchers of water and wine and Keslin pours a bit of each into his mug and falls back on the padded bench, looking contented.


  “Anything?” Arana asks.


  “Nothing yet. Give it time. He’ll talk.” Keslin swigs from his mug and throws his arm over the backrest and reclines his head like a leisure traveler who’s found the perfect spot.


  “And if he doesn’t?” Arana sits up and faces him. “What if these two were just scouts clearing the way for a larger attack?”


  “The thought has crossed my mind.”


  “We’d be slaughtered!”


  “I hardly think so.”


  “They’ve… they’ve done something to me, Keslin.”


  “Oh?”


  “Worked some force over me… a curse.”


  Keslin smiles. “What kind of curse, Arana?”


  “My gift… they’ve ruined it.”


  “This is why your powers have failed?”


  “It must be.”


  “And you’ve felt them previously… these powers?”


  “I—I always thought they would come… I’ve been told my whole life…”


  “You’ve protected us with your powers, with your gift from the Beyond, this is what you think?”


  “Yes,” he says sharply. “Don’t you?”


  Keslin sighs out a long exhalation and smoothes his hands along his thighs and rises. He comes around the low table to Arana and places a roughened hand on his shoulders. “You’re on in years, Arana. You’re not a child anymore. How have you gone all this time and not realized the truth about yourself?”


  “What does that mean? What truth about myself?”


  “You do not have powers, Arana. You are not a gift, not from the Beyond or anywhere else.”


  “You lie.”


  “I’m the only one who’s ever told you the truth.”


  “My eyes, Keslin. You can’t explain my eyes.”


  “The prophet that you’re so fascinated with, he called your eyes a fluke, I believe that’s how he put it. The trait was once common, he said.”


  “He told you this? A fluke?”


  “He did. A trait mostly gone, he said, but not entirely by the looks of it. Stronger traits overtook it. Just before he left us, he told me these things. But I think I knew it already.”


  “Stronger traits?” Arana clasps his hand over his mouth and stinging tears well in the corners of his contentious blue eyes.


  “It’s true. I’m sorry. You are a man, Arana. Nothing more.”


  “No.”


  “Then conjure magic. Possess me with your mind control.”


  “It can’t be,” Arana says. “My father—”


  “Your father has done you wrong, I fear.”


  “He loved me…”


  “I’m not saying he didn’t. He loved you deeply, more than anything. And he didn’t lie—he believed. Until the day he died he believed, and so does your family. I think you know I’m right on this. I’m surprised you’re only now questioning yourself.”


  “It’s a curse.”


  Keslin places his hands on him and whispers softly and with great sincerity. “It’s not a curse. You do not have powers. But it’s going to be all right. There are other ways,” he says, a broad smile spreading across his craggy face. “We do not need magic. I know far more effective methods.”
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  Balazir’s brisk gait carries them southward, his sturdy hooves kicking up clods of mud as he trots through the soggy woodlands. Lia wraps her arms around Jack’s waist and the two of them pulse with the rhythm of the horse’s stride, checking constantly over their shoulders for any sign of their pursuers.


  “That was lucky,” Lia says flatly.


  “What?”


  “Finding those people like that. They would’ve gotten us if we hadn’t found them.”


  “I know.”


  “What if it’s gone?”


  “Huh?”


  “Our luck. What if it’s gone?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Jack, they’re still out there. And what if they send more?”


  “Just keep watching.”


  “I am… but there’s more out here than just them.”


  “I know. Don’t let it get to you.”


  “Okay, it’s just… we’ve got so far to go. Are you sure the map’s right?”


  “It hasn’t been wrong yet.”


  Lia takes it out and unrolls it. She furrows her brow and looks at the map, and then at the terrain. She doesn’t even know where they are, it all looks the same, and she worries that Jack is only guessing when he shows her their progress.


  “Jack…”


  “Yes?”


  “If we don’t make it…”


  “We’re going to be fine, Lia.”


  He speaks it so sincerely that she wants to believe him, but she knows his subtle ways and she can hear the hint of uncertainty in his voice.


  “I knew you’d come for me,” she says. Her breath tickles the back of his neck when she speaks.


  “We should have left when they first stole us.”


  “They would have killed us for sure. We were so small then, Jack.”


  “I don’t like it that you had to go through any of that. It never should have happened, anyway. We should have… I don’t know… but we should have done something.”


  “There was nothing you could have done. I thought they’d kill us the night we ran. I was almost sure we’d die, Jack, but I still wanted to go. We made it further than I ever thought we could, and if this is it…”


  “Lia, it’s okay.”


  “If these are the last days we’ll spend together… I’m okay with that, and you shouldn’t blame yourself if anything happens. I know how you are sometimes. I want to be here, and I wouldn’t ever give this up for anything.”


  Jack feels one of her hot tears drop on the back of his shirt and soak through.


  “Me either,” he says.


  He guides them to a languid creek and Balazir dips his head and drinks. They fill their waterskin and set out rations from the food Sajiress gifted them. Lia pulls her oversized boots off and sits on a rock and soaks her sore feet in the cool water, and Jack makes a visor of his hand and looks back over the ground they’ve just covered.


  “Where are you, Halis?”


  “Huh?”


  “Nothing.” Even with a good horse, the two of them in this enormous landscape leaves a small and helpless feeling in the back of his mind, and between the reassurances he gives Lia he has to fight off his own growing sense of doom. “Let’s go. We can eat while we ride.”


  Lia pets Balazir’s long face and kisses his cheek, then hooks her foot in the stirrup and swings herself up behind Jack and they surge forward.


  The narrow cut on Balazir’s hindquarters has been drawing flies all day and he swats constantly at them with his tail. Lia covers the wound up as best she can with a scrap of cloth that refuses to stay put. As she fusses with it again, Balazir swishes his tail around and lashes her across the face, and she yelps and gives him a playful slap on his hind and he bursts into a gallop that catches Jack off guard.


  “What are you doing back there?”


  “Nothing.” She stifles a laugh, then jerks her head around to make sure nothing is following them, recalling harshly the last time they let their guard down. “How’s your chest?”


  “Itchy. Your shoulder?”


  “It’s okay.”


  The sun finally manages to poke through the simmering gray mantle that stretches to the furthest horizons, and the yellow light shines down in distinct angled rays that spotlight the far off hills with patches of glowing brilliance. They emerge into an open meadow and Jack gives Balazir a sharp, quick heel-spur. Lia braces her arms tighter around his waist and they rumble across the rolling country with the damp wind buffeting against their faces.


  “He’s fast.”


  “He’s one of the best.”


  They barrel south along the coast for most of the afternoon, watching the scenery glide by and feeling more thankful than ever that they aren’t hiking the distance on foot. Balazir is quick to respond to the lightest of touch and he runs more powerful than Jack could have hoped. Lia keeps vigil, and out of the corner of her eye, blurry in the distance, she sees a glint of something shiny. It flashes just for a moment, in a random beam of sunshine, and is gone before she’s even sure it was there at all.


  “Jack…”


  “Yeah?”


  “I think I saw something.”


  He slows and trots to the side. “Where?”


  “Over there, on top of that hill.”


  He squints and peers off. All looks peaceful and still, save for the darkening skies, which stir with the threat of more thunderstorms. “What did you see?”


  “Something shiny, I don’t know.”


  He surveys the entire ridge with slack eyes, then pulls Balazir to the left and sets him running again. Nature gives way to more man-made rubble and they meander through the relics of old homesteads and residential streets. Most are piles of compost, but some of the larger manors were poured in stone and still stand against the onslaught of years, gothic looking in the midst of thorny vines and lazily sagging boughs. The stone looks old, yet unwizened by fire and heat, and Jack and Lia are absorbed by some of the most intact sites they’ve ever happened upon.


  “It almost looks pretty,” she says in wonderment.


  Jack keeps quiet and looks into the darkened recesses and collapsed living rooms, leery of the abundance of hiding places the neighborhood affords. They round a bend and saunter down a main street, structures leaning on either side of them.


  “People have been here,” he says, “recently…” He points off to a row of buildings where the brush and vines have been pulled clear, leaving behind a tarnished and veiny silhouette. Footpaths are worn down through the undergrowth and a few stone pits bear the mark of recent fire. “Don’t seem to be here now, though.”


  In the center of a jumbled, overgrown roundabout stands a thickset stone building, official looking, with columns and a stately entrance that spills down into the verdant, once-groomed circular park that surrounds it. One entire facade, running the length of the building’s side, has been cleared of all vegetation and words have been painted crazily, with curlicues and flourishes and letters that stand as tall as a man. Time Gets Everything, it says.


  “What is this?” Jack says, and ambles closer to investigate.


  Lia’s hands seize around his midsection. “What if they’re still in here? What if they’re not friendly?”


  “I think… I think everyone is gone.”


  He rides a slow circuit around the quaint and decaying municipal building, and they see everywhere the evidence of recent human handiwork. Clutter is cleared away and arranged in neat piles, abandoned ruins are shored up and fortified with scrap metal and hewn lumber, and in a secluded arbor in back there are the makings of a small garden. The ground was cleared and the earth turned, but the effort looks to have been forsaken, for already the weeds and bracken have begun their steady reclamation of the land.


  Lia gasps. “Look.”


  He sees it too and starts for his bow, then stops himself. Embedded before them in small mounds of stone are several upright poles, fastened with crosspieces that form makeshift arms, and the whole constructions are covered with tattered hides, with rotten bulbous heads fastened crooked on top.


  “Do you think Sajiress did this?”


  “I don’t think so,” says Jack. “It's in our words. Some group, though… wanderers, maybe.”


  “I don’t like this,” she says, and moves closer.


  They ride a wide path around the clan of cadaverous scarecrows and wind their way through the central district, past more hopelessly wasted residences and grassy side streets.


  “Why would they all just leave?” he wonders aloud.


  “Maybe they didn’t. Maybe they’re hiding… watching us.”


  Jack looks at her apprehensively and quickens Balazir’s gait.


  “I mean… a long time ago,” he says, “in the old days. This is all just falling apart, like everything else. It wasn’t burned, not recent, not ever, from the looks of it. It looks like all the people just left, went away, but why?”


  “Olen said the sickness got everybody that didn’t burn. Maybe they all got sick and died.”


  “Maybe.” It’s the likeliest explanation, but Jack still feels an odd pit in his stomach as they ride through the last of the ruins.


  “It’s gone, though,” she says, “all the sickness.”


  “Supposed to be.”


  “If we’re alive today, that means it can’t kill us.”


  “That’s what they say.”


  “It must have been scary.”


  Jack nods. He knows how scary sickness can be, they both do. He imagines whole families stricken down like his father, entire communities obliterated by some unseen predator, carting their diseased and dead away for shoddy funerals in mass graves. The neighborhood no longer feels empty, but possessed of forlorn revenants, lingering on through the centuries and seeping into the stone and earth like mold.


  He tugs the reins and guides Balazir to a route that leads up a small hill, an old road by the looks. They clop over a slab of asphalt and pick their way carefully to the top, avoiding the sunken ditches that rainwater has dug. When they reach an open stretch, Lia hands Jack the waterskin and some dried berries.


  “You know,” he says, chewing, “I think I met their children.”


  “Who?”


  “Sajiress. At the Temple… a while back, half year or more. I met two boys that talked like that.”


  “Why didn’t you tell him?”


  “I guess I was afraid he would—if he knew they were alive—I think he’d go straight there and try to get them. They’d all be killed if they even got close to the Temple.”


  “Yeah, probably… but still, I’d want to know if my children were alive.”


  They leave the topic unsettled and push ahead in silence. A drop of wetness lands on the back of Lia’s hand and she looks skyward.


  “Oh no… it’s raining again.”
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  “How far are we going to follow them?” Cirune says, leering at Halis. Trickles of blood crawl down his left leg and pool in his boot.


  Halis shimmies up the tilted piece of roadway on his hands and knees and trains the scope on the tiny horseback forms receding over the next hilltop. “Far as we have to,” he says finally.


  “Cause we could get the lead on them. It’s a straight shot down the old road. I know a place up ahead where I think we could take them.”


  “What if we miss?”


  “What if they slip away? I’m cut up, so are the horses. We need to hurry up and get back.


  Halis halts and squares himself off. “You can ride back if you want. I’m going to find out where they’re heading. You think it’s chance the two of them run the same night we caught those men looking in on us? They’re together. This boy could have been helping those two all along, for years they could have been planning this. If you want to walk away, then go. I won’t stop you. You can tell Keslin you’ve failed. I won’t fail.”


  Cirune watches him ride off, then spits and kicks his horse to catch up.
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  The old pass sidewinds inland for a stretch and they follow it, more or less, cutting off through the woods occasionally and scanning the path behind them. They’ve seen nothing all day, save for the slight glint that caught Lia’s eye earlier, and Jack allows himself a thin sliver of optimism.


  The rain falls haphazardly from indecisive thunderheads, drenching them one moment and then ceasing completely. Lia holds her little fur over their heads like a canopy whenever it pours down, though it does little to keep them dry. They haven’t seen the sun since afternoon, but it must hang low in the west and night will come early with the dense, overcast skies drowning out the dusk. Jack veers off course and takes Balazir in search of a bit of water.


  “You should teach me how to ride him,” Lia says as she hops down.


  “I think so, too.” He drops to the ground and leads Balazir the rest of the way down the ravine. “He’s a good one to learn on.”


  Lia kneels down and splashes water on her face and neck to revive herself. She’d been dozing off to the gentle cadence of the horse’s steps, falling asleep hunched over behind Jack with her head resting on his back. A couple times she awoke to find drool running out the corner of her mouth and felt bad that he was too sweet to wake her and mention it. She wets her hands and runs them through her already damp hair and tousles it about and ties it back, and when she rises a glimpse of motion straight ahead startles her speechless and a lump catches in her throat.


  “Some of the horses are touchy, sort of, and you never quite know what they’re going to do, but—”


  “People,” she wheezes.


  He looks up and sees the two watchers. Only their wide eyes are visible as they crouch behind a fallen, moss-covered tree trunk and stare earnestly from the far side of the stream. A boy and girl about their age, from what little they see. They look neither frightened nor aggressive, but Jack slides his hand along the saddle and grips his bow and teases an arrow out from his satchel just the same. Slowly and innocently the girl stands, and she wears not a stitch of clothing. Jack blushes at her nakedness and Lia watches dumbstruck. The boy kneeling beside her tries to pull her back, but she steps out and raises her hand and waves. Lia flicks a glance toward Jack, slack-jawed by Balazir, then raises her own hand and waves back.


  “Hi,” says the girl.


  The boy whispers urgently, then fastens a length of cloth around his waist and rises. He hands the girl a rolled up skin of some sort and she holds it limply at her side.


  Lia looks at Jack again.


  “Hello,” he says, tightening on the bow.


  “What are you doing out here?” the girl asks, almost laughing.


  “We’re just… going through. We’re leaving now. Okay?”


  She eyes him in a fetching manner he’s not quite used to, and he feels almost naked himself under the odd scrutiny.


  “I’m Kas,” she says, “and this is Jinn.”


  Jinn watches expectantly, keen on the weapon he holds.


  “I’m Jack…”


  “Lia.”


  “Are you hunters?” Jinn asks, and nods toward the bow.


  “Yeah… yes.”


  “Do you live near here?”


  “No… we’re going south. We just stopped to drink. And rest.”


  For several moments they stand on opposite sides of the stream and regard each other curiously.


  “Are you bleeding?” Kas asks, seeing the deep red stains on their clothing and the sorry bandages they wear.


  “We were,” says Jack.


  “What kind of hunting are you doing out here?”


  “It was a lion. We got attacked.”


  Kas splashes across the stream and comes right up to them. “It looks bad,” she says, inspecting them. “Are you two out here alone?”


  Suspicion bites them and they offer no answer.


  “It’s okay,” she says. “I’m not going to attack you. You have the weapons.”


  She raises up her hands and displays her nude form. What had looked like streaks of dirt from a distance now appear as ornate designs, painted on finely, strange totems and vines of fire snaking around her limbs and torso. Her hair hangs in knotted, tangled strands. She unfurls the bundle in her arms and slips the tanned leather dress over her head and pulls it down taut.


  “You should take care of this,” she says, touching Jack’s bandage.


  “We’re okay. We just needed to stop and rest, we didn’t want to trouble you.”


  “It’s no trouble.”


  Jinn plods across the stream and joins them. “Where are you from? You must have a home somewhere.”


  “It’s kind of hard to tell. We left our home.”


  “Ah. You’re going south?”


  “Yes. For now.”


  “To where? What’s in the south?”


  “Don’t know. We’re looking for… someplace new.”


  “There’s something down there,” Jinn speculates. “We just met people from the south.”


  “It must be nice,” says Kas, “wherever they came from.”


  “Who did you meet?” asks Lia.


  “Renny, I think. One was called Renny. And the old man was…” She pauses and looks to Jinn. “What was the old man?”


  “Ethan?” says Jack.


  “You know them?” Kas asks, incredulous.


  “Yes,” he says, “yes, Ethan, we met Ethan.” A thousand questions flood into his mind. “When were they here?”


  “Two months? Three?”


  “Do you two live out here in the woods?” Lia asks.


  Kas laughs. “No, we live up there now.” She nods toward an obscured structure atop a high knoll. “You should come with us. We can take care of these bites.”


  “Yeah,” says Jinn, warming to them a bit. “There’s a storm coming. You should stay.”


  Jack and Lia find stupefied agreement in each other’s eyes and consent to follow the two young strangers to their home. They lead the horse along and ascend to the derelict mansion that rests on the hilltop. Lightning plays in the distance, throwing the structure into harsh silhouette, and a dull rumble shakes the ground under their feet. Balazir spooks and neighs uneasily.


  They leave the overrun path and step onto a stone walkway, freshly cleared of debris, which leads to an enclosure surrounding the main house. Enchanting voices drift along an eddy of wind that swirls around the courtyard, making their source hard to discern. They seem to be emanating from directly behind them, almost inside their heads, and yet a subtle shift of the wind carries them off distant and woeful, like invisible voices sounding from minute fluctuations in the natural atmosphere.


  A tent city stands behind the mansion and the thatching and hide covers flap around in the growing turbulence. Several bodies move back and forth, carrying their provisions inside to keep them out of the coming gale.


  “How long have you lived here?”


  “Not long,” Jinn says.


  Segments of fallen columns are arranged in a perfect circle in the courtyard. Situated at the center is an odd sculpture of rusted scraps—a mechanical man standing brutally atop a pile of other figures, wretched and twisted—overlooking the gray valley. The parts of his body are cobbled from found objects and pieces of old machinery, and he wears patches of sod for hair atop his rusted, canister head. The mechanical man watches them with jagged, sprocket eyes. They skirt around the display and continue toward the gathering of tents.


  “We don’t stay anywhere for too long.”


  “Why not?”


  “We just don’t.”


  They reach the outer circumference of the tented settlement and two of their fellows come up to meet them. They wear markings on their barely-clothed bodies as well, and they smile crookedly at the visitors.


  “Look what we found,” Kas chirps.


  “Hello,” they call.


  “They know Renny and…”


  “Ethan.”


  “Ohhh. Welcome.”


  “This is Tryna and Hilen,” she says, “and here is Lia… and this is Jack.” She touches his shoulder when she says his name and her fingers trail lightly down his arm and play at his wrist. “Let’s get inside.” She pulls them along a crumbling veranda to the mansion’s misshapen entryway.


  “Is there someplace dry I can tie him up?” Jack asks, twirling Balazir’s lead in his hands.


  “Yes. In here.”


  “You want us to bring him inside?”


  “You don’t want to leave him out here, do you?”


  He shrugs and follows her across the threshold and hitches Balazir to a pillar that separates the front room, facing the courtyard, from a longer chamber that stretches off into darkness. The floor collects a few random pools of rainwater from slinky leaks streaming down the walls and a small collection of goats stretch out their leashes to take sips of it.


  “Sit down,” says Kas, “let’s get warm.”


  Three small fires burn in a tight formation, their smoke wafting up through cracks and openings in the dilapidated ceiling. In the center of these pyres the strange chanteuses sing a wordless, syncopated aria. Their voices resound like some kind of primal howling, elusive at close range, and their divergent voices suddenly coalesce into one, indistinguishable from each other and beautifully disorienting. The small audience is so enraptured they barely take notice of the two new faces in their midst, let alone the fully-grown horse tied up in the corner.


  By and by their chill wears off and the odd performance reaches its conclusion, and after their final cry the painted divas leap over the fire and run out into the screaming thunderstorm. Lia scrunches her face and watches them go.


  “What was that?”


  “Don’t you have singing?” Kas asks. “Ah! Wait here.” She jumps up and runs off.


  Jinn sits back and studies his guests. “So… you said you left your home?”


  “Yes.”


  “Why? Don’t you have a family?” Tryna asks.


  “Not really. Not anymore.”


  “Why not?”


  “We should… we probably should have told earlier, we’re sort of running from someplace.”


  “You left your family?”


  “Our families were killed,” Lia says matter-of-factly. “We were stolen by the people that killed them.”


  “Ah…” says Jinn, and the weight of her words sinks in slowly. He inhales and struggles to form a response just as Kas returns with a basket of fruit and a bowl of goat’s milk.


  “You two must be hungry.” She hands out apples and berries, and passes the bowl around.


  “Thank you,” says Jack, taking a gulp of the warm milk.


  “Kas, they’re running… from people who killed their family.”


  “Who?”


  “They’re called Nezra,” says Jack, and begins to recount the details. As their story unfolds a gathering crowds around and listens. They tell again about their burned village, their murdered parents, and the bizarre clan that whisked them away and molded them to their liking. In a world such as this, Jack figures such tales of harsh cruelty would be commonplace, but as he looks at their confused faces he remembers his own simple childhood naiveté.


  “That’s how we met Ethan,” says Lia, taking over where Jack left off. “The night we ran, they caught them just outside the Temple. We found Ethan hiding from them… and he gave us this.” She draws out the map and unrolls it on the ground, then turns it over and displays the stark message scrawled on back.


  “They’re dead?” Jinn asks, mystified.


  “Most likely.”


  “These… Nezra… what makes them so mean?”


  “They’re not all mean, most of them were… normal.”


  Jinn wrenches his head at an angle. “I don’t understand.”


  “We don’t either,” says Jack. “But they are looking for us, and they’ll come this way sooner or later. It’s not safe for you to stay here anymore.”


  “Why?”


  “Because if they find you, they’ll kill you and burn everything.”


  “But we never hurt them.”


  “It doesn’t matter.”


  Kas purses her lips. “So we have to leave?”


  “Yes. And soon. I’m sorry. It doesn’t matter that we’ve been here, they would find you anyway. They scout along the whole coast and all through the forest. I don’t know how many homes and people they’ve destroyed, but it’s many.”


  “Where should we go?”


  “As far away as you can. Get away from the coast, and don’t go north.”


  They are encircled by the youth of the settlement, and he lets his words rest on them. Their eyes are glassy and dilated, and even though they are enthralled by Jack’s telling it seems they do not respect the weight of it, as if it were just an extension of their amusement, a bit of storytime following the musical performance. The older relations stand in the shadows with hard-set faces, unconflicted about the authenticity of the tale they have just heard.


  “Have you been followed?” an old woman’s voice sounds out from the dark gallery.


  “I don’t know,” says Jack with a pang of guilt.


  “We thank you for the warning,” says the aged matriarch, stepping toward the fire ring. Hard lines crease her brow and a long braid winds around the dark cloak she wears. “But I’m afraid I must ask that you not stay here tonight.”


  “That’s fine,” says Jack.


  Kas erupts. “No—it’s not fine. It’s raining terrible, you can’t send them out in that.”


  “I’m sorry for them, but they can’t bring this to us. We won’t allow it.”


  “They didn’t. Don’t you listen? They’re trying to help, you want to send them out to get killed?”


  “Stop it, Kas. Don’t talk like that.”


  “Killed!” she screams. “Killed killed killed!”


  “Kas,” the old woman warns.


  “We’re not stupid.” She heaves and sways unsteadily, her cheeks flaming with anger. “What are we running from? Ah? You don’t tell us anything, why are we running?” She spits the words out staccato and the whole room watches her outburst.


  “This is not the time, Kas. They can stay the night, but they leave at sunrise.”


  Kas makes no comment, but relaxes her posture and relents.


  “We should go,” Lia says meekly.


  “No. You’re staying,” says Kas. Sportive grins break out on the faces of the young flock. “I’m sorry. They mean good, but I know they lie.”


  The matriarch watches them heedfully before retiring to the recesses of the mansion. The rest of the adults finish milling around and storing things away, then begin to wander off and disappear down the bleak corridors.


  “We said we’d care for these cuts,” says Jinn, breaking the weird tension. “Let me get some things.”


  His friend Hilen rises and they go together, whispering and laughing as they fetch supplies from a tent on the near side of the veranda.


  “You said you’re running?” Lia asks. “What did you mean?”


  “I wish I knew.”


  “We never stop moving,” says Tryna. “Since I can remember, we never stay anywhere for long.”


  “How do you know you’re running? Lots of people wander.”


  “I just know,” says Kas. “They never tell us anything bad. Ever. You’ve seen a lot of bad things, haven’t you?”


  Jack and Lia nod.


  “We see it,” says Tryna, “we see things when we travel… and I always thought they… they soften everything. There’s more they don’t tell us.”


  “Where did you start from,” asks Jack. “Do you remember?”


  “Not really. Somewhere way east. My whole life we’ve been moving west, and looking everywhere up and down along the way. It’s supposed to be better here. At least they want us to think that.”


  “It’s bad out east?”


  “It must be. Most of us are too young to remember, and the older ones don’t talk about it.”


  Jinn carries in a bowl of water and a leather flask, Hilen holds a little clay pot and strips of rough-woven cloth.


  “It’s not much, but it might help. Take these off,” says Jinn, motioning to their soiled bandages.


  They start peeling. The crusted wrappings pull at their scabs and draw fresh spots of blood, and besides the bites and cuts they are covered with a range of welts and bruises. Jinn and Kas clean them with soaked rags until the water in the bowl is opaque with crimson.


  “How long were Ethan and Renning here?” asks Jack, wincing as Jinn douses his chest with stinging liquid.


  “A few days.”


  “Did they say where they were from?”


  “Somewhere south, that’s all. They showed us things, they asked a lot of questions, wanted to hear where we came from, where we’re going. We didn’t have much to tell them.”


  “What did they show you?”


  “How to do this,” says Kas, smearing honey from the clay pot over their raw wounds. “It stops you getting sick.”


  “They asked if we can plant things,” Tryna adds. “They told us to go east to the valley, but the silent ones don’t trust them.”


  “That writing,” says Kas, tapping the pack where they keep the map, “it said something else. Nezra knows… something…”


  “Alexandria,” says Lia. “We don’t know what it means.”


  “Is it someone’s name?”


  “I don’t think so.”


  “It’s a place,” says Jack.


  “That’s where you’re going!” Kas sits forward. “What kind of place is it?”


  Jack shrugs. “It’s supposed to have answers.”


  “To what questions?”


  “We’ve heard stories about it, but that’s all.”


  “Stories! Do you even know if they’re true?”


  “Not really.”


  Kas throws her head back and laughs. “Well, I hope you find it.” She and Jinn finish their work and bandage Jack and Lia up with the course fabric, tying off the loose ends. “Here,” says Kas, handing over the leather flask to Jack. “Drink this.”


  “What is it?”


  “It’s good.”


  He drinks the reddish amber liquor and nearly chokes, a tingling hotness spreading down his windpipe. Kas takes it and passes it to Lia.


  “Drink,” she says, and Lia does, gasping and fanning her face with her hands.


  Jack takes a few apples and wanders over to lonesome Balazir and feeds him one at a time. He crunches sloppily through them and nuzzles against Jack’s honey-reeking chest, and Jinn brings over the supplies to treat his arrow-shot behind.


  Kas rummages along a sagging wall for a length of dry wood and twists the rest of the fabric around one end, then wets it with the liquor and touches it to the dwindling flames. Holding her makeshift torch she beckons them forward.


  “Come on,” she says, “we have things to show you.”
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  “You’re crazy,” Cirune says, shaking and drenched in the unabating rainstorm. “We should have took them this afternoon.”


  Halis stares at him coldly.


  They nest in a cluster of trees, downhill from the arcane mansion, their horses hitched and miserable. Cirune slackens the tourniquet twisted around his thigh and casts it away, then peels back the saturated wrappings and feels gently along the open gash on his leg. His fingertips are coated with fresh smears of blood and heavy raindrops wash them away almost instantly.


  “This is stupid. They’re just roaming around, they’re not going anywhere.”


  “They are.”


  “I shouldn’t have listened to you. We can’t go much farther like this.”


  “Get some sleep.”


  “How am I going to sleep in this?”


  “Then don’t sleep,” Halis barks, “but shut your mouth up.”


  “Crazy. They should never have put you on this brigade. Should’ve known you can’t handle it—you’re wasted in the head, you know that?”


  “I said shut your mouth.”


  Cirune limps a pace toward Halis. “Our orders are to kill the boy and take the girl, not follow them around for days because you have a feeling.”


  “Turn back then, coward. I don’t need you here.”


  “Coward? I’m not the one who’s afraid to go get them.” Cirune clumps forward and stands with his arms folded, surmising Halis from close vantage. “What happened to your face?”


  “I’ll kill you if you don’t stop talking.”


  “You’ll do no such thing so don’t threaten it. I know your problem—you fear the boy. You’re scared he’ll kill you like he did your brother, or tear off the other half of your ugly face.”


  Halis charges forward and punches Cirune in the jaw, and Cirune comes right back with a sharp uppercut that sends Halis stumbling backwards.


  “A little boy crushed your face and you fear to see him again. A little boy, Halis, and you call me the coward. If you can’t beat a boy then you can’t beat me and you’d better not try it again.”


  Halis kicks their gear and sends it flying, then throws his head back and screams until every last bit of air is evacuated from his lungs, doubling over and shaking on the ground. Cirune watches in disgust. Out in this dismal environ, soaked to the bone, shot in the leg and stationed with a lunatic. He’ll ride on them tomorrow, he decides, and with all the strength he has left, with or without Halis.
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  A wretched cry rattles between thunderclaps and dissipates into the surging racket. They stop in the center of the leaking gallery and listen to it fade away.


  “Coyote?” asks Lia.


  A twitching strobe of lighting strikes nearby, illuminating their faces with blue-white clarity, and the crash that accompanies it shakes the stone floor under their feet, setting the whole mansion alive with creaks and groans. Jack glances up at the high ceiling, swathed over with wisps of cobweb and fungal discolorations, afraid some loose tiles or joists will break loose and crash down. He and Lia step over fallen shards and moldering woodwork and look at the vague designs still showing through on the wall, baroque and complicated. Gilded portrait frames, tilting like parallelograms, the canvases long-since eaten away, spindly columns and wasted furniture, overturned tables with bent metal legs, cracked marble tops. Kas lights a newly swept area where crystal vases and cups are arranged in lines, cleaned and polished, encircled by an odd collection of tarnished silverware and broken ceramic figurines, their rosy smiles fractured and flaking away from protracted neglect. She moves ahead with the torch and the others crowd close behind.


  They jag through a short hallway and emerge in a candlelit foyer, vacant of debris, with the front entrance and broad windows covered over with leafy branches and warped planks. No furniture, no rats nests, no salvaged heirlooms. Empty, save for the seven unmoving figures arranged in an arc. In the dimness they appear as sculptures, as if constructed from found objects like the centerpiece in the courtyard. Kas walks around front of them and lights them aglow and still they look carved or cast somehow, delicately whittled for long years by ascetic craftsmen. Their faces bear the deep character of age—thin lips, concave eyes, gray hair touching the floor, and they wear their loose clothing in disordered fashion, slipping and falling off their frail, bony shoulders. They look like they’ve been sitting in this arrangement for Ages, at least since this rotting mansion was first deserted centuries ago during the long lost years of history.


  “Did you find them here?” Jack whispers.


  “No.” Kas looks at him sideways. “They’re family. We brought them.”


  “Oh.”


  A few have their eyes closed in repose, and some stare straight forward with unwavering eyeballs that do not flinch or dart when Kas and her small band pass by.


  “They don’t talk,” says Jinn. “Not for years.”


  “Did something happen to them?” asks Lia.


  “I think a lot happened to them,” says Kas. “Our parents won’t tell us and they don’t tell anything, not even hello. Ever. But we followed them west. They led us.”


  “They walk?”


  “Ah yes, they walk. They’ll lead us away from here, too. And soon, I guess… if what you say is true. That there are people coming here that will kill us.”


  “How do they know where they’re going?”


  Kas just shakes her head. “I don’t even ask anymore. Come on,” she says, pivoting around and heading off in another direction. “We shouldn’t really be in here, I just wanted you to see.”


  She leads them down another leaking corridor, stained olive-green with mold, and they enter a different wing. A chandelier lay bent and twisted in the center of the chamber and dark shapes hustle into the shadows as they enter. A bolt of lighting flashes blinding light across the walls, illuminating the imagery painted from floor to ceiling—sparse curved lines, abstract and indiscernible. Another flickering strobe bursts outside and the images reveal themselves with abrupt clarity—tangled human figures, naked and writhing, their enigmatic expressions showing either twisted pleasure or horrifying pain, perhaps both at once. Jack shirks back from the walls, fearing that the thin-lined faces are watching him somehow.


  Kas sits on the remaining lower steps of a collapsed staircase and warms her hands together. Roaring wind rattles the gray wooden planks covering the doors and windows and an icy chill swirls around them. The storm is worsening, rain coming down in silver sheets.


  “So, this is what we think,” she says, and she flashes her eyes toward Jinn, Hilen and Tryna. “Our group used to be very big, and there were more people.”


  “A lot of families, living together,” says Tryna. “East.”


  “Ah yeah, somewhere east, they say.”


  “They talk about what they had. What they had… like it was good, like they didn’t want to leave it.”


  “But they had to because of something—”


  “Something went wrong.”


  “What?” asks Lia.


  “I think maybe they had a fight,” says Kas. “A fight they couldn’t make up from, and so we left. I think the rest of our family is still living out there somewhere.”


  “Mmm,” says Hilen, “this is what you want to think. Probably nothing is out there. Probably they are all dead.”


  “Yeah,” says Tryna, “I think that’s right. Dead. And from something… terrible.”


  “It must’ve been if it made them never talk again,” Jack marvels.


  “Sickness?”


  “Maybe sickness. Or something like happened to you two,” Hilen says. “Maybe they had found a good place, and other people decided they would take it from them. That’s what happens, isn’t it?” He looks at Jack. “Isn’t it?”


  “I… it happens. Yes.”


  “Yes,” Hilen repeats, feeling vindicated of his theories.


  “Whatever it is, it’s gone. If it was good, it doesn’t matter, because we never knew it,” Jinn says despondently. “And we just walk. One place to another. We always move. We don’t settle.”


  “We don’t get attached.”


  “Hold nothing, they say.”


  “Ah yeah. Hold nothing with you.”


  “When we got out here, close to the water, I think they were hoping for… hoping to find what they lost. Another good place,” Kas explains. “And they haven’t found it and now they’re sad all the time and they pretend not to be, and they don’t want to tell us why because they don’t want to scare us. But I can tell. Like I said, they mean good.”


  The others nod in agreement.


  The strange liquors they drank seem to amplify every sorrowful statement and Jack feels a comfort of sorts—relief to know they are not alone in running. He reaches an arm out for Lia and she folds herself into his side. Kas watches, and Jack watches her watch.


  “You are lovers,” she says. Jack’s face flushes with hot embarrassment and he says nothing. “Were you told to be together?”


  “No. No one told us,” says Lia, thinking back on the arranged Temple life that was almost her destiny. “Why? Do they tell you?”


  “Yes,” Kas says simply. “In a way. They tell us who we can mate with. We have to keep the blood mixed around.”


  “What blood?”


  “Family blood.”


  “Why?”


  “Or else it goes sour,” says Jinn, “and the children don’t grow right.”


  “Oh.”


  “Of course,” says Kas, her gaze touching back on Jack, “new blood would fix that.” He gets that hot feeling again, like his ears are on fire. He’s not well acquainted with the business of childbearing, but he knows what she is driving at. Jinn watches dully, not seeming to mind her advances in the least. “Do you have children together?”


  “Huh? No,” says Jack. “We… we don’t.”


  Lia looks up at him glassily, then rolls her eyes toward Kas.


  “That’s sad,” says Kas, “you’d have pretty children.”


  “Thank you,” Lia says firmly.


  “Mmm,” she says, and the moment stretches out clumsily.


  “Are you tired?” Tryna asks, saving them. “We can go back, if you want.”


  “Yeah, we should sleep. We have to leave early.”


  “I’m so sorry.”


  “No, it’s okay. We should leave before dawn anyway.”


  They wander back the way they came and Jinn and Hilen prop up a little tent and gather some furs.


  “You can use this,” Hilen says. “Do you need anything else?”


  “Thank you, no, this is good. Everything is very kind.”


  “Good,” says Kas. “And if it storms tomorrow, you can stay here if you want, I don’t care what they say.”


  “We’ll be fine.”


  Outside the wind screeches and drives hard rain onto the veranda. They climb into their tent in the corner of the front chamber and huddle together.


  “They’re nice,” Lia says, “but they’re so strange.”


  She curls against him, shivering, and he wraps his arms around her. As he lies there, the tent and the whole world beyond it seem to swirl around him, pulsating to the beat of his own heart, and just as he starts to fall backwards into a dizzying sleep, Lia speaks.


  “You think it’s true, don’t you? I mean, I know there’s something there, but… do you really think it’s that place you heard stories about?”


  “Hunh?”


  “Alexandria.”


  “Yes. I do.”


  “Me too.”


  


  



  Chapter Twelve


   


   


  



  



  A blue eye.


  It stares, distorted, from the polished glass. Arana leans closer, his wine-rankened breath fogging the surface and tinting the orb with a milky haze. It speaks nothing to him, offers no condolences, reveals no hint of any cosmic significance. It stares coldly back from the other side of the mirror, blasphemous.


  Outside his parlor, the Temple sleeps—only the creaking echo of sentries on their rounds, the static of crashing waves, low murmurs from the corridor—all else is silence. He withdrew here early in the evening, his absence palpable in the Temple Hall. He imagines them whispering about him—he wonders if they quietly suspect that he is an impostor.


  He narrows his eyelids down to slits and focuses solely on the little black pupil at the center of that mocking blue halo. He strains again to conjure the endless worlds that were promised him, and the lies of his father ricochet through his addled mind, the great and lofty bestowals—the cruel mixture of sincerities and deceptions.


  Arana takes the glass in his hands and hurls it across the length of his parlor. It shatters against a portrait of himself, standing valiantly at the head of the reflecting pool, the Temple rising above him like some gaudy behemoth. Broken shards tinkle to the floor and the frame tilts askew. He walks to it and faces himself. Beams of light descend upon him from the churning skies, highlighting his features with a golden spirit glow. He pulls it from the wall and breaks the frame over his knee and extracts the stiffened canvas and rips it again and again, rending it to tattered shreds.


  He takes the pieces and cants drunkenly toward his fireplace, steadying himself on one of the high-backed lounge chairs, and throws them into the flames. The mismatched collage of his own image catches afire and turns to fluffy white ash, the pieces curling in upon themselves. He sits and watches it burn, a sheen of perspiration on his hardened face and two small reflections of fire sparkling in the middle of those dark, bitter pupils, consuming a likeness of the very face that beholds it.


  When the canvas is all but cinder, he rises and staggers to the door. The sentries startle when he bursts into the corridor.


  Arana makes for the balcony and the men attending him hustle to keep up their escort. He acknowledges none of them, his mind consumed of only one thought—more effective methods. His arrhythmic footsteps reverberate through the empty Temple passageways, through the foyer, and finally to the sunken landing that spirals down to the underground keep. The guard unit stationed at the bottom watches him descend, perplexed looks falling over them. He stops in front of the barred wooden door that conceals the keep.


  “Open it.”


  The sentries do as they are bidden, lifting the bar and pushing the door open to the dismal interior. A tiny sconce fights off pitch-blackness. New courses of stonework lay drying in the back shadows, the tiers standing over waist high. Small, dark shapes race along the walls. It smells of decomposition. The man guarding Renning snaps awake and stands nervously at attention when his leader enters.


  “Give me your knife,” says Arana. An instant of hesitation passes and the man offers it forward. Arana wraps his fingers around the hilt. “Get out.” They start back ever so gradually, riveted by their King’s every movement. “Get out!” he screams, trembling. They collect in the antechamber and watch. He paces over and slams the door, then turns to face his prisoners.


  Renning hangs slack, his shoulders straining against the weight of his body. He does not stir. A short distance away, curled on the floor like a sleeping dog, lays the boy. His lip quivers. His slow, doleful countenance looks up at Arana, a glint of sorrowful hope in his sluggish eyes.


  Arana squares himself in front of Renning. “Wake up.” He belts him across the jaw.


  “Ungh…”


  “Tell me your secrets.” He hits him again. “I know you can hear me. Tell me who you are.” He hits him again. “Tell me where you’re from.” Again. “Tell me.”


  “A city…” says Renning, “to the north.”


  “Lies.”


  “A hundred miles… it’s there.”


  “Who are you?”


  “I’m nobody.”


  “Why are you here?”


  “I heard… such wonderful things about you.”


  Arana throws an elbow into his teeth, scattering the few he has left out onto the floor. “Stop lying. Tell me. What do you know?”


  “More than you ever will.”


  Arana takes the knife and pulls the boy up by his hair. He squeals when the knife touches his throat.


  “Put him down—”


  “Tell me or he dies.”


  Renning looks at the boy. A small droplet of blood slides down the knife’s blade and falls to the floor. The boy looks up in anguish. Renning tries to lift himself and his weak body gives out.


  “Kill me.”


  “I will not.”


  “Please.”


  Arana curves the blade in deeper and blood flows freely.


  “Please,” he says again, tears coursing down his cheeks.


  “Where are you from?”


  “South.”


  “Where south?”


  “Please, please kill me.”


  “Where south?” He pulls the boy closer and tightens his grip.


  “It’s… it’s… a hundred miles…”


  “You’re lying.”


  Arana commits the act, quick and businesslike, and lets the body fall from his arms. It twitches on the ground in the final convulsions of death. Renning screams. Arana backs away and looks at what he has done, staring in terrified astonishment like a boy who’s just stumbled across his first carcass in the woods. His maddened eyes are spread so wide the entire circlets of blue are visible. He wipes the blade clean on Renning’s torn shirt and tucks it back in his belt.


  “Tomorrow I’ll send for another one,” he says shakily. “We have lots of children.”
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  The heavy ashen cloud cover breaks apart and bright neon pink shines through the cracks. They stumble out of their tent and sit rubbing their eyes on the rain-soaked veranda, twigs and soggy clumps of leaves strewn about from the deluge.


  “We slept too long.”


  “Good,” says Lia.


  She wanders alone down the garden path, stretching her arms above her head and yawning wide. Jack leads Balazir outside and ties him up by a patch of tall grass, then returns to collect their things. The matriarch peers around the gallery entrance and startles when Jack sees her. He gives a respectful nod and goes about his business.


  “I’m sorry for what happened to you,” she says as she approaches.


  “Thank you. It was good of you to let us stay.”


  She gives the slightest of acknowledgements. Her mouth seems incapable of smiling. “It wasn’t my idea. These people that hunt you, are they many?”


  “Yes.”


  “Do you know anywhere that is safe?”


  “No.” It is the answer she was expecting. “But you have to leave the coast. There must be someplace out there.”


  “There are places. We passed settlements. We were afraid to approach them.”


  “Why?”


  “We were afraid they would see us as enemies. That they would kill us. We have something in common, you and I.”


  “We do?”


  “I was raised in a wonderful place. By the best people I’ve ever known. And I watched it all vanish before my eyes.”


  “What happened?”


  “It's gone. That's all I care to say.”


  “Oh. I’m sorry. Maybe you can make a good place of your own, someday.”


  “I’ve been trying for thirty years. Here,” she says, and hands him a satchel of fruit. “It’s not much.”


  “Thank you.”


  She looks in him intensely, then turns and walks back down the long gallery to begin preparations for her clan’s departure. Jack weaves between the tents and steps back out to where Balazir stands, absently chewing a mouthful of grass. He unties him and climbs in the saddle, then ambles down to get Lia.


  “Look,” she says. “H-E-L-P. See?”


  The word is spelled out across the downslope that drops away from the mansion. The stones that form the letters are sunken halfway down into the earth, with a netting of yellowed weeds covering them—they have been laid out as such since before Kas and her friends ever arrived here.


  “I wonder if they ever got it,” he says, and pulls Lia up behind him. He touches the reins and Balazir steps carefully off the mossy patio and trudges across the enormous stone E and moves on down the hill.


  “It looks like they wrote it for people in the sky to see.”


  “Maybe they did.”


  The burgeoning sunlight steams the rainwater out of the drenched earth and makes the air heavy and damp. Jack pushes the horse as fast as he can on the soft ground and they start to find their course again.


  “Can you look at the map?” he asks. Lia digs around and pulls it out. “See that road we were on?”


  “I think so.”


  He scoots sideways and points to a crooked line that stretches down the length of the long shoreline.


  “How come their map is so good?”


  “They must’ve wandered around a lot.”


  “That road goes all the way south.”


  “Yeah, it looks like it does.”


  “We’re going to follow it?”


  “We’re going to stay close to it. I don’t want to go right on it, though.”


  “Why not?”


  “Don’t know. A bad feeling.”


  Lia turns around, itching with paranoia all over again, and surveys behind her the vigorous stretch of lush country they’ve just covered. She scours the northern horizon’s multicolored highlands and along the shadowy folds of interior woodlands, searching for any sign of the last two horsemen from the decimated search brigade. A family of deer traipses through the grass, lowering their sleek heads to graze and then bounding off to other domains. She sees no warriors giving chase, but that itchy feeling still remains that she and Jack are not alone out here. She shifts around and settles in for a long ride. Away back in the distance, engulfed by a scruffy parcel of dense growth, shines that little flash of glinting light that had caught her eye yesterday, and she turns her head and does not see it.
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  “Hurry up, we’ll lose them.” Cirune dances his knife blade absently between his fingers. His clothes are still damp and his skin is paling.


  “They have a map,” Halis says tonelessly, his voice coarse and gravelly. He sits astride his horse and peers off through his scope.


  “Now you’re just seeing things. Give it to me.”


  Halis canters back and thrusts the scope over. Cirune takes it and works himself around to a good sightline, then squints down into the eyepiece. The girl is folding something up and stowing it in the pack slung over her shoulder.


  “Still think they’re just roaming around?”


  “No. But I still think you’re scared of the boy.”
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  Lia giggles and her insides feel weightless as Balazir leaps over the top of an uprooted tree trunk and runs steeply down the ravine on other side. He careens around a bend in the shallow crick bed and speeds off again, his nostrils flaring and his stout-ribbed sides heaving splendidly. Jack grins and spurs him just a touch more and he responds fiercely, his heavy hooves pummeling the forest floor. Old oak and pine trees and tall waving grass streak by in a furious blur of green, freckled through with golden poppies and sprays of purple.


  The old road is to their right and it meanders down through the cut rock and curves back along the precipitous rind that lines the coast, its far edge crumbling and falling away. Some stretches of it are simply gone, replaced by gaping chasms that cascade down to the sandy, dreck-covered beach.


  “I hope they leave,” says Lia.


  “They will.” Jack tells her about the brief conversation he had with the stern old woman. “Been walking most of thirty years, she told me. Thirty years. What was I thinking?”


  “Huh?”


  “Us,” he says. “I thought we’d just… I don’t know… settle down someplace nice. Build a house and live out on our own. But there aren’t any nice places.”


  “Did she tell you what happened to her?”


  “Her home is gone, that’s all she said.”


  “Think someone burned it?”


  “Burned it or stole it, I don’t know which.”


  “Maybe it was another king.”


  “I sure hope not,” says Jack.


  “There must be more of them out there. They probably blew the world up to begin with.”


  “I never heard of one before Nezra, but if there were others like him then they must’ve.”


  “How could people do that? All the horrible things they’ve done. Burn people, Jack. Burn people to death.”


  “It’s because of what happened to them…”


  “Bad things happened to us—we don’t go around burning people.”


  “Well… no.”


  “I just don’t understand how they can be so nice and so mean at the same time.”


  “They’re wicked.”


  “But they’re not,” says Lia. “They’re not wicked. In the kitchen, if Calyn saw me looking sad, it made her sad, too. But when I tried to tell her what happened to my parents, about that night they died… she just wouldn’t listen. She didn’t care. She didn’t want to know about it. And the other girls, too, they were the same way. They’re not wicked, most of them.”


  “Do you think King Arana is good?”


  “Maybe. If he was somewhere else, with different people, maybe he would be. Maybe he wouldn’t think everything belonged to him.”


  Jack looks at her sideways and her face is full of bashful sincerity. A good Arana. The thought had never occurred to him. The only Arana he can envision is the one he has known, the one who ordered the slaughter of countless villages across the countryside.


  “What if I was born in his place?” Jack poses. “What if I was born there, and I was told all those things about being everybody’s protector? Would I turn out like him?”


  “No, you wouldn’t, you’re… oh… ohh—” She stops herself, chewing her lip pensively. “Maybe you would.”


  “I killed Feiyan and he didn’t have any weapons,” says Jack. “They were holding him on the ground, and I killed him. I killed Braylon.”


  “Yeah,” says Lia, “I know.”


  “Do you think it makes me wicked?”


  Lia softens her eyes on him and shakes her head. “No, Jack.”


  “But, why not? Feiyan was doing what they trained him to do. I don’t know what choice he had, ever since he was little they told him what to do and he did it. They told him he’d be wicked if he didn’t do it. And he has a family and two boys and they love him, and I killed him.”


  “When he did what they told him, did he feel bad after?”


  “I don’t know.”


  The steep, pine-covered mountains have been encroaching on their path, little by little, forcing them closer to the coast and the sheer drop-off that lies at its edge. Their shadows pool directly below them in the noonday sun, and the airborne moisture from the nightlong downpour makes their skin hot and sticky with sweat-grime.


  Gradually the rising foothills force them back toward the old road. Jack can’t see it, but he knows it is there. Only the trimmed contours of the landscape betray its true path—the ground underfoot looks the same all around. Ahead of them lies a slender concourse that clings tightly along the slanted face of the mountainside. It snakes away for some distance, then curves out of sight. They look around behind them one last time before committing to the passage, then Balazir steps timidly forward onto the constricting pathway.


  The surf below foams and slushes up onto the rocks and the gulls call out and swirl shiftlessly overhead, and all around them is white noise and insolent squawking. The steady jet of ocean wind dries their damp foreheads and cools them considerably, and they pass the sloshing skin back and forth and take long drinks of the stale water. As the sun tracks downward, it throws light on the towering western face and brightens the tips of the close-packed pine trees, stretching above them like an armory of green arrows.


  Jack rides along the ascending shoulder, keeping as much distance from the edge as he can manage, picking their way along the thinning shelf like a couple of long-lost sherpas.


  “Anything coming up behind us?” He speaks quietly and keeps his eyes trained on the line ahead.


  “Nothing,” she says after a spell. “So this is the way they came, Ethan and Renning?”


  “I guess so.”


  “They came up this way, going north… and they found Kas and her family, and they stayed with them… and then they went to the Temple…”


  “And they got caught.”


  “Will they really kill them?”


  “Probably. They don’t like it when people get close to the Temple.”


  “What were they doing?”


  “I have no idea.”


  “Has it ever happened before?” she asks.


  “Not for a long time. Just these two, I think.”


  “Do you think they were running, too?”


  “Running?”


  “Like us. I mean, if they came from such a good place, why would they leave it? Why didn’t they just stay?”


  “They weren’t running. Could’ve been looking for something, though.”


  “Looking for the Temple?”


  “Why not? If they did know the prophet, he might have told them about Arana… maybe they wanted to go up and see for themselves.”


  “If they knew what Arana does, that’s enough reason to stay away. They’d be stupid to go there and sneak around.”


  “I hope they’re not stupid,” says Jack. “That’d make us pretty stupid, too, following their map and doing all this for them.”


  “True,” she says, looking around at the precarious situation they’ve gotten themselves into, plodding along this degenerate trail. “But this does feel a little stupid.”


  “A little. I think Kas thought we were crazy.”


  “You’re still thinking about Kas, huh?”


  “I’m not. I’m just—”


  “I don’t think I like the way she looked at you.”


  “Yeah,” says Jack, “me either.”


  Lia squawks louder than the circling gulls and doubles over onto his back, laughing. “Yes, you did. I saw you blushing.”


  “No.”


  “Ohh,” she gasps, “you’re blushing again!”


  “It’s the heat.”


  “It’s Kas running around with no clothes on.”


  “You’re crazy.”


  “I know. And you’re blushing.” She pokes his cheek.


  “Stop it.”


  “No,” she says, and pokes him again.


  Jack looks back over his shoulder at her crooked smile. Her hair is matted and filthy, dark hollows under her eyes, ripped and bloodstained gown, and she looks as pretty as she did at the Temple parade. She looks back with mischievous sweetness.


  “Jack…”


  “Yes?”


  “The road is gone.”


  “Huh?”


  He swivels back just as Balazir rounds the bend, and up ahead a landslide has carried off an entire section of road. The face of the mountain runs down slanted, like an enormous dirt ramp, into the ocean. Stunted trees sprout from of the muddy incline, half as tall as the surrounding pine forest. Jack halts Balazir.


  “Oh no.”


  “What are we gonna do?”


  Jack puts a hand over his mouth and looks despairingly at the missing terrain. “We can either go back the way we came… or we can try to go up and around.”


  “I don’t want to go back.”


  Jack nods.


  They dismount and grope their way up the first couple rises, then urge Balazir to follow. He treads the steep pitch with more agility than either of them. They grab roots and branches and pull themselves along in tiring little bursts, and as the road diminishes with the sickening height, Jack and Lia fall back on an embedded slab of rock and lie panting and shaking. Only a few scant drops fall from the mouth of the waterskin when Lia tilts it back and drinks.


  “Okay,” says Jack, “now we just have to get back down.”


  “I’m so thirsty, I almost miss the rain.”


  “Don’t say that. We’ll find water when the road widens out.”


  “How far is that?”


  “Not sure, really.”


  Lia crawls off the mossy slab and descends with a controlled slide. Balazir stands sideways to their bearing and takes slow, measured steps that angle down the face of the mountain. He is not as sure-footed on the descent, dangling his hoof out before him as if he doesn’t quite know where to place it. Halfway down, his hooves slip and he churns his great hind legs in search of ground that does not shift or crumble, and to no avail. He falls to his side and rolls, his legs kicking out above him in a wild panic. They stop and watch breathlessly as he struggles, hoping against all else that he does not maim himself as he slides frantically down toward the chasm.


  “Balazir!”


  He grinds to a halt, a hair’s breadth away from careening over the edge and tumbling to the broken rocks on the shore. The fear in his face sends harsh pulses through their nerves. Balazir props his hooves in front of him and slowly rights himself, then pushes his massive body onto a flatter tier. He stops and breathes for an instant, then skitters down the rest of the slope and looks back up at them with watery black eyes.


  Jack scrambles down, sliding from tree to tree as fast as he can. He jumps off the last boulder and goes to Balazir and takes his lead and walks him forward.


  “Is he okay?” Lia calls.


  “I think so,” says Jack, rubbing his side and looking him over. “He’s not limping.”


  They stop there on the western edge of the world and take the last of the fruit from their pack and sit looking out over the expanse. Jack works his knife around the core of the remaining apple and quarters it and feeds two quarters to the horse, then splits the rest with Lia.


  When they’ve finished their meager rations, Jack and Lia step cautiously to the edge and peer over.


  “I can’t believe they built a road here.”


  “I know,” says Jack. “I would have just flown everywhere.” He rubs a handful of dust between his palms like talc.


  Lia goes and scratches her fingernails gently along Balazir’s coat and he nickers softly. He swings his large head around and sniffs at her shoulder, where sweat and melted honey trickle down, and drags his rough tongue across her upper arm, lapping at the salty sweetness around her bandages.


  “Balazir,” she squeals.


  Balazir grunts and pursues her more aggressively. She laughs and pulls her arm back, and the horse regards her with his drawn, serious face.


  “Don’t do that,” she tells him.


  He chuffs and saunters away.


  “Are you okay?”


  “He tried to eat my arm.”


  “I see that.”


  She slicks horse spit off her shoulder and wipes it on her nightgown. Jack ties off the drawstring on their pack and pulls himself into the saddle, and Lia slides on behind him and they advance southward as the afternoon dwindles. Balazir dips his head and drinks from a clouded, muddy puddle left from last night’s rain. Jack ventures a couple small sips, foul and dirt tasting, and decides to hold out until they cross something better.


  They weave between the thin scattering of pines and ride lightly over another veering camber that clings to the outer shoulder of the mountain. Around the way, the road opens into a small sanctuary, shrouded on all but one side by rising inclines and overhanging forest. Stone chimneys stand amidst the foliage as tombstones for the homes they once warmed. Not much else stands besides.


  They trot through the lost mountain hamlet searching for water. In a shallow ditch near the deepest reaches they find it, thin rivulets trickling down off the rocks and collecting at their feet. Balazir gulps about a dozen mouthfuls before they’ve even climbed all the way down off the saddle, and they dip their heads in right after. Jack traipses around, stretching his legs and inspecting their whereabouts, and Lia grazes Balazir around the grassy channels that run through the burg.


  She pokes around in the soggy dirt with a broken stick, turning up various odds and ends, doorknobs, an ornament of eagle’s wings, broken utensils, and a drab, bent wheel with disintegrating spokes. Balazir watches sluggishly, with tufts of grass poking out of his mouth as he chews.


  “Jack?” She drops the stick and paces around looking for him.


  “Over here,” he calls, walking toward her with something in his arms.


  “Jack, don’t you dare.”


  “Easy,” he says, “it’s dead.” He stretches the coiled snake out and holds it above his head, thick and ropy, with black and white stripes alternating down its length. “We can eat it.”


  “Did you kill it?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Gross.”


  Jack smiles and loops it back up and packs it away. “Balazir doing okay?”


  “He’s eating a lot.”


  “I guess that’s good. When he’s done, let’s get out of here.”


  “It’s too bad, you know… I could almost live here. Look what I found…” She shows him the little metal wings she dug out of the topsoil, and dances them through the air in a drunken flight pattern. “Screeee! Screeee!” she says.


  “What is that?”


  “It’s a bird.” She swooshes it past his head, then pitches it away in the brush. “Okay, let’s go.”


  They leave the pleasant little recess behind and carry on down the narrow crust that winds them southward. Past several more harrowing curvations, the mountains begin to level off and their path turns away from the narrow coastal drop-off and sweeps through the low foothills. The entire landscape flattens out and slopes gently down toward the sandy shoals at sea level, and a late afternoon fogbank creeps inland and piles up against the far-off hillsides like an enormous snowdrift.


  “Why are we stopping?”


  “We’re going to switch places.”


  Lia brightens and turns rosy as she jumps down off Balazir, then she hooks her foot in the stirrup and swings up onto the front of the saddle. Balazir sways his head around and snuffles at her boot. Jack climbs up behind and slips his arms through hers and shows her how to hold the reins. He takes her hands and touches the reins to the side of the horse’s neck and tugs back gently with the other hand and they ride around in a wide circle while Lia hitches with laughter.


  “Now just pull back a little and he’ll stop.”


  “Okay… Now what?”


  “When you’re ready, squeeze your legs together, give him a light touch with your heels, and he’ll go.”


  She does so and Balazir lumbers forward.


  “Why is he going so slow? How do I make him go fast?”


  “Uh… why don’t we just go slow for a little while. Practice turning.”


  “Okay.” She rides a tight figure eight and smiles back over her shoulder at him. “I’ve been watching you.”


  “Oh, I see. You want to go fast?”


  She nods furiously. Jack tells her how to send the signal and she clenches her heels swiftly and they surge into a loping gallop, charging across the open field through the bright sunlit fog.


  They settle and build a small fire at eventide, and they sit quietly and roast their snake meat. Lia looks idly at the map and ponders the great distance they’ve covered in the last two days, and the nascent, unknown world she’s seen for the first time. After they’ve eaten, Jack tamps out the fire and they lie down for the night. Lia falls asleep first and Jack listens to her soft purring as he tries to unwind his tense muscles and calm his strobing mind.


  He closes his eyes.


  Crickets and wind song and whispered neighs from Balazir, and above this delicate refrain he hears the trampling of hooves riding down on them.


  “Lia, get up.”


  “Hmm?”


  “They’re coming!”


  He dashes to Balazir and unfastens his bow and wheels around with an arrow drawn back. Lia runs to him and clings to his back, holding the kitchen knife in her small, trembling hand.


  “Untie him. You ride, and I’ll shoot.”


  Balazir shuffles his hooves and whinnies as he hears their approach, and Lia’s quick hands fumble in the pitch dark for his lead. The silhouettes of two horsemen rise over the embankment and scream toward them.


  “Forget it,” says Jack. “Go!”


  She hesitates for an instant, then turns and runs for cover. The horsemen split their course, one following Lia’s trajectory, the other narrowing in on Jack. He trains his bow on the shadowed form and releases the string, grimacing as the arrow strikes the foreleg of the horse, missing the rider completely. The horse rears back and screams. Jack fires off another shot and Halis dodges around the side of the horse and loses his hold on the reins. He tumbles to the ground and launches himself at Jack with his machete drawn back.


  Jack backpedals and tries to slide out another arrow, but Halis is gaining too fast to maneuver. He swings the long bow in a wide arc and cracks it in half against Halis’s blade, knocking it aside. Halis reaches out and clamps his free hand over Jack’s throat and pushes him to the ground and falls on him with a barrage of punches leveled at his face and sides. Jack raises his forearms up to shield himself and Halis gnashes and snaps at him like a feral boar. Jack tries to pull away, only to be dragged back and elbowed sharply in the ribs. Lia screams as Halis works his knee onto Jack’s chest and keeps on pummeling him.


  Cirune rounds the thick trunk that Lia hides behind and snatches at her again. She swings out with her little knife and Cirune pulls his mount to the side and doubles back on her. She stumbles away, clutching their pack against her chest, looking wildly around for Jack. Cirune feints to her left, then rears his horse back and crosses to her right. He reaches a hand down and clutches a tangle of her hair, then spurs his horse forward, dragging her along behind. He rides to the tree where Balazir is hitched and draws out his blade and cuts the lead, then throws his foot out and kicks roughly into Balazir’s side and sets him running.


  “No!” she screams.


  Cirune hefts her up by the hair, then works his other arm under her shoulder and drags her over the pommel and rips the pack out of her hands. From the corner of her eye she sees Jack on his back, his face a mask of blood.


  Halis bears down on his throat. Through the blood in his eyes Jack can see nothing—he flails his arms out, reaching for anything. He feels along Halis’s shoulders and lays his palms across his face, and he can feel the rippled flesh on his cheek, the hollowed indentations and the jagged scar. Lightheaded and on the verge of unconsciousness, he presses a thumb into Halis’s eye socket and bursts it open. He emits the same horrible sound he made at the quarry years ago when Jack ruined his face the first time. He scampers out from underneath the thrashing form and kicks his heel into Halis’s jaw, then pounces on him like a true savage.


  Cirune rides around and barrels toward Jack with his long blade ready to slice down into him. Lia struggles in his grasp, holding her knife tightly with the blade pointing back toward her wrist. She works her arm around behind her, aiming for the soft parts, and sinks the kitchen knife into Cirune’s side and he lets out a tortured howl.


  Jack fumbles in the dirt for the machete and he swings it and chops it squarely into the pale meat of Halis’s throat and a river of steaming blood pours out. He stands and staggers clumsily forward and falls to his knees.


  Frantically, Lia works herself off the saddle and drops to the ground. Cirune twists his hand deeper into her hair and rides over to Halis’s deserted horse, skittish and backpacing away, and lashes it, corralling it toward the direction he sent Balazir. He tries again to pull Lia onto his horse and she claws feverishly at his forearm, drawing thin streaks of blood.


  “Jack! Jack, help!”


  On shaking legs, Jack stands and immediately falls to the dirt again. He feels around for loose stones and begins hurling them at the receding horseman. The first couple go wild, and he finally connects with the third. Cirune flinches and Lia drives her elbow into his ribs. She bucks back against the knife handle, still lodged in his stomach, then leverages herself against the horse’s barrel-chest and pushes away. She feels a tearing on her scalp, and when she tumbles to the ground she sees Cirune lording over her with a fresh, red clump of hair in his hand.


  Jack is on his feet now and advancing steadily. He looks like he’s been painted in blood. He fixes on Cirune and sways the machete before him like a pendulum. Nimble Lia scrambles backwards on the ground, then leaps into a lopsided sprint. Cirune makes a false start toward her and Jack steps into his path and they eye each other viciously. With increasing dread Cirune feels along his torso and fondles the knife handle that protrudes from his side. He winces and cries out again, weighing his options behind a panicked veil, then pulls the reins to the side and tears off after the other two galloping steeds. The machete drops from Jack’s hand and he sinks to the ground and watches Cirune ride away.


  “Lia…”


  “I’m here.”


  “Are you hurt?”


  “I’m more worried about you.”


  “I’ll be fine.” He pulls himself up and looks around. “Where’s the… the…”


  “He took it,” says Lia. “He took everything.”


  Jack puts his head in his hands, and as Lia starts toward him he rushes away and kicks Halis’s corpse in the head. He screams and stomps brutally down, again and again, shattering the dead skull underneath.


  “Jack! Stop it!”


  He crumples at Halis’s feet and stares blankly into the night. Lia settles behind him and wraps her arms around his neck.


  “He killed my mother.”


  “Jack, I’m so sorry.” She holds the pendant in her hand, wearing its surface down with her thumb, then slips it back in her gown and turns Jack’s face toward hers and caresses his blood red cheek.


  “We shouldn’t stay here,” he says. “In case he comes back.”


  “We don’t have a map…”


  “I know.”


  “Where are we going to go?”


  “South.”


  They brace themselves against one another and start to move, holding nothing with them. The only map that guides them now is the scattering of distant light across the night sky, cast down from distant, faraway worlds some untold aeons ago. They put the North Star at their backs and walk slowly into the enfolding darkness.
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  With no pressing deadlines in the shop, the Temple girls laugh and carry on brightly. Since the days of the infiltration, their initial fear has transformed into a kind of exuberant solidarity, spurred on by talk that a larger invasion was suppressed, put down in its infancy by the strength of the ethereal shield that protects them, and that order has been restored and the perpetrators of this vile act safely imprisoned. They feel, at last, that things are getting back to normal.


  Narrow aisles run between the tables and workstations and Elise navigates them breezily and settles in with the new apprentices and inspects their simple stitchwork.


  “How are you coming, Phoebe? Let me see.” Phoebe hands up the dress. It has frayed, uneven seams and crimps and puckers where none should be. “Hmm, okay,” says Elise, “I think you’re going a little too fast. Let’s try again, and take your time with it, okay?”


  “Okay.”


  Though her work is fairly lacking, she plucks the needle in and out with unmatched vigor. She makes a face so serious it’s comical and pulls out the thread she has spent most of the morning on and gets ready to start all over. Before long, she is absorbed in childish reverie and she does not notice, and is still far too young to understand, the distrustful glances that are stolen toward her and the other outsiders.


  A couple of the native girls start humming together the melody of a spirited anthem from their lessons, sotto voce and only sometimes in-tune. Several others join in playfully and their little singalong gains momentum until they nearly abandon their work altogether to trill out the esoteric chant of their strength and supreme heritage. Phoebe sways with their odd rhythm and belts out the chorus as loudly as her small voice will allow.


  Jeneth buries her head in her work. She mouths the words along with them, her face strained and remote. If she were not numb to sensation, she would feel the slipping pin pricks that sting her fingertips whenever her concentration falters. Each meticulous stitch she completes brings her closer to the moment when she can leave the shop, gather Mariset from the nursery, and hurry back to the refuge of her cottage—though even that haven has grown cold as of late. She and Eriem fought about the necklace again last night. The weight of his accusation presses on her still, and she assembles words and phrases in her head she hopes will convince him unquestionably that she is not trading favors with some outside force, assisting the spies or working in concert with her runaway friends to subvert the Temple and its well-being. She will try again to save what they have, though a growing voice tells her it is hopeless, and she dreads another sleepless night, icy and touchless.


  The girls reach their crescendo and erupt in ripples of laughter.


  “Don’t you like our song?” asks Akena. She gives Jeneth a crafty look from across the table.


  “I like it,” Jeneth says, eyes focused on her work.


  “Doesn’t seem like you do.”


  They huddle on the far side of the table, looking askance and giggling. A sociable girl name Jespira leans in and utters some bit that sets her friends off again.


  “What did you say?” Jeneth asks, snapping her head around.


  Jespira’s tight lips bend in a patronizing smile and she gives no response.


  “She said maybe you’d be happier out in the woods somewhere.”


  Jeneth tries to stare them down coldly but flushes under their concerted scrutiny, and she looks back to her stitching and can feel their eyes working her over hotly. She collects up her things and backs away from the table and scurries down the aisle toward the station where Phoebe sits. Akena heads her off and grips her by the elbow.


  “We don’t know what your friends did,” she hisses, “but we know they did something.”


  “You don’t know anything. They didn’t have anything to do with what happened.”


  “Oh, yes they did, and you helped them get away, didn’t you? You helped pass a message to those men. We know more than you think we do, and if you think about trying anything like that again we’ll be watching.”


  “You don’t know what you’re talking about. Let me go,” she says, and jerks her arm back. Jespira laughs and Jeneth glares so spitefully it pulls the attention of the entire shop their way. Jeneth turns away from her gloating face and paces quickly down the aisle and settles next to Phoebe, flustered and breathing heavily.


  “Hi.”


  “Hi, Phoebe. Want some help?”


  “Mmmhmm. What did that girl say to you?”


  “Nothing. Just ignore them.” Jeneth turns Phoebe’s dress in her hands listlessly, self-conscious of the watchful eyes that observe them.


  “Why are they laughing at you, did you do something funny?”


  “No.”


  “Oh. Well, you must have and not known it, like when I had a green bean in my hair from eating and I didn’t know it until I got to my room and everybody laughed at me…”


  “How did you get food in your hair?”


  “From eating.”


  Jeneth sighs out a constrained laugh and scoots closer to Phoebe. “Thank you.”


  “For what?”


  “Just… thank you.”


  The girls around them take up humming a new melody and the light chatter bubbles back to its previous level. Jeneth helps pull the rest of the faulty stitching out of Phoebe’s dress and shows her how to line up the seam and stitch it together evenly.


  “How come mine’s not as good as yours?”


  “Because you need more practice.”


  “All I do is practice.”


  “Are you getting better?”


  “Yes.”


  “See?”


  “When will I be as good as you?”


  “Just keep trying and you’ll get it someday. It just takes time.”


  “I want to make my own dress when I get bonded, I want to make it all by myself and make it the best dress of any of the girls.”


  “Well… you have a lot of time to think about that.”


  “It’s going to be so long it goes all the way across the Temple and squirrels and birds can stand on it and ride along behind me.”


  “Are you going to put green beans in your hair?”


  “Yeah, probably gonna to put a lot of them.”


  “I can’t wait to see that.”


  The shop door opens and two sentries stride through. The girls look up briefly then return to their work and their song. Elise gets up from her workstation and steps to the entrance to meet them and they speak quietly for a long moment. Jeneth darts her eyes up and catches Elise looking back her way, a worried look on her face. The two men pace through the shop, heading straight toward her, and her palms begin to sweat. Her mind floods with all the accusations and rumors that have swirled through the Temple’s gossip circles and she fears they’ve come to imprison her in the keep. In an instant her mouth seems to dry of all moisture and she watches, mortified, as the sentries come to a halt directly behind her.


  “Which is Phoebe?”


  “I am.” Phoebe looks up bashfully with her bottom lip tucked under.


  “Come with us.”


  “Where we going?”


  “You’ll find out when we get there.”


  “Why?”


  “King’s orders.”


  All work draws to a standstill and every girl, native and outsider alike, is riveted by the unusual encounter. Phoebe looks around shyly and starts to follow the men out of the shop.


  “No,” Jeneth scrapes out with her dry, nerve-wracked voice, and she watches helplessly as Phoebe is led away. They have heard rumors of a little boy taken from the fields in just this manner. He was never returned.


  “Where are you taking her?” Elise asks as they move past.


  They ignore her and proceed through to the corridor, leaving the shop behind in stunned silence. Phoebe pads softly down the sandstone walkway and looks up curiously at the men who escort her, their rigid faces trained straightforward. They take her through the grand foyer to a secluded offset niche and descend the tight staircase. At the bottom of the landing an old man crouches in the darkness. Phoebe is taken to him.


  “Are you Phoebe?” asks Keslin.


  “Yes.”


  “That’s a very pretty name. Thank you for meeting me.”


  “You’re welcome.”


  He pulls her close and peers into her frisky little eyes. “You look like a clever young girl. Tell me, Phoebe… do you like to play make believe?”
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  Tacking northbound on the mountain road, Cirune drives his steeds. He bears down with his heels, gripping the reins like a drowning man, his face a portrait of agony. His stomach is wrapped and clotted with stiff blood, and each time his horse’s hooves rebound off the hard ground it sends a fresh spike of pain into his side. Halis’s injured horse wants to veer off course and run wild, and each time he rides around to shepherd it back he loses valuable time and is contented to let it go forever the next time it strays. Noble Balazir keeps pace brilliantly.


  Through the winding pass and over the hills and valleys he rides, hurtling on a straight shot back to the Temple, the lone survivor of the ill-fated search brigade. He fears bleakly the disgrace he will face at having lost the runaways after coming so close, but he hopes the pack lashed to his pommel will keep him from the pit, if he lives long enough to deliver it, for if that scrap of hide contains what he believes it does—nothing less than a map to the lost city of their dreams—then it will be more than enough salvation to see him through.


  


  



  Chapter Thirteen


   


   


  



  



  The blackness behind Jack’s eyelids begins to redden and he opens them. The sun is rising. They had limped a ways and collapsed behind a viny stone partition, and as he sits up and yawns, disoriented, the dried cake of blood on his face cracks and flakes away like the faces of the old porcelain figurines on the floor of the hollowed-out mansion. Lia sits next to him, hugging her knees to her chest, and looks upon him tranquilly. A single rivulet of dirty crimson trails down the left side of her face.


  “Were you watching me sleep?”


  She nods warmly. “We need to clean you up.”


  She helps him to his feet and they stumble out into the open and look around at the cloudless day. Rainworn concrete walls lay embedded in the earth like the monoliths of some occult formation, leaning over in rough lines and arcs across the meadow, as if the whole arrangement were laid out carefully on ancient ley lines by astrological mystics. They tread through it wordlessly, carrying no bow, no map, no provisions.


  As they walk, frames and flickers of motion from the night’s assault flash through their minds in a psychedelic bazaar. Jack tries to push it away, and he conjures in its place a vague replica of the map they lost, trying in vain to reconstruct mentally the lines and symbols. His head throbs and he gives up. Lia swivels about as if every feature of the landscape poses an imminent threat. Past the violent imagery and the ringing in their ears, the only steady thought that pierces the fog of their minds is how sorely they miss Balazir.


  They curve west and go toward the beach. Groves of palm trees stretch and tilt toward the sun’s slanted pathway like enormous dandelions straining for the light. Sandpipers play at the water’s edge, and Jack and Lia doff their reeking boots, slog through the sand, and wade out into the brewing froth and immerse themselves in the cold morning swell. Lia bends forward and soaks her ratty hair, working the strands between her fingers to wash out the grime, and she feels daintily around the sore patch where a fistful of it was crudely ratcheted away. Jack flips over and backstrokes away from the coast. He slackens his body and allows the ocean to carry him on its current, and he rolls and tumbles with a passing wave. As the water stills, he bobs up and down and looks back toward the shore where Lia paddles and splashes around, backlit and bathed in solar radiance, her lacerated nightgown sheer and clinging. Jack submerges and pistons his legs through the turbulent water, tendrils of wavering kelp brushing against his body. Back in the shallows he puts his feet down and walks upright through the plush sand.


  “Come here,” says Lia.


  Jack goes to her and she runs her fingertips across the swelling around his eyes and the fresh cut on his cheek. She unwinds the wrapping around his forearm and takes the bandages off his chest and cleanses them, then scoops up handfuls of saltwater and splashes it onto his wounds. Delicately she traces her fingers over the punctures and cuts and he pulls her close and holds her. She nuzzles against the crook of his neck and they breathe deeply in each other’s arms as the ebbing water laps around their waists.


  “Maybe you were right.”


  “About what?”


  “That they’re wicked,” she says. Jack’s face grows stormy. “You’re not sorry, are you… that you killed him?”


  “No. I wish I could kill him every day for the rest of my life, but it wouldn’t bring our parents back.”


  “At least he won’t kill anybody ever again.”


  “Yeah,” Jack says flatly, thinking on the scores of young warriors ready and eager to take Halis’s place. As he looks at Lia, he thinks again how close he came to losing her and his heart feels heavy and sore. He brushes a wet slither of hair from her forehead and kneads her soft earlobe between his thumb and forefinger. She looks up at him with glistening brown eyes that contain a depth of innocence Jack fears he may never know again, the light and graceful purity of never having killed. He traces his lips across hers and they fall against each other urgently, conveying themselves in a silent language more ancient than the perished world that surrounds them.


  They tread back to the shore, whispering low to each other though no soul breathes anywhere near that may overhear them. The thin, scalloped beach is strewn with tangles of kelp and driftwood and water-worn bits of shell and they walk across it, hand-in-hand, and climb back to the grassy shelf where their boots lay airing in the breeze. They lie on their backs and let the warm sun dry the saltwater off their skin and soaked clothing, closing their eyes and sinking into the cool earth and feeling the minute scrabbling of tiny insects marching through the grass beneath them. Lia feels something land on her arm, with legs as soft as eyelashes, and she lies perfectly still and lets it explore the inner bend of her elbow for a spell, then it takes wing again and flies off with a buzz that tickles her ears.


  By and by, they peel themselves off the ground and leave behind two well-formed impressions of their bodies in the soft grass, with a little bridge between where their hands had clasped. They sit cross-legged, knees touching, and mend each other. Lia smoothes out the stained strip of cloth that serves as a wrapping for Jack’s arm and winds it round and round, tying it off gently at his wrist. He sits quietly and watches her work. She turns around, her back facing Jack, and he pulls the strap of her nightgown off her shoulder and swathes it with a long cloth that he weaves under her armpit and over the soft pronouncement of her clavicle, spreading it out flat so it covers every rank puncture. They work slowly and deliberately, completing each small motion with meditative concentration.


  When their ministrations are complete, they stand and face southward. Their feet do not carry them forward. They simply stare off with the same long-range deadpan common to carnivorous hunters. They look past the rippling expanse, beyond the faraway mountain ranges gracing the horizon like brushstrokes, deeper and farther than the human eye can afford to see, and they imagine it there, Alexandria, the place that knows things, and each evokes in their own mind a vision of its beauty, their manifestations rivaled only by the greatest palaces of history gone by, a castle with spires of gold, or perhaps a floating city replete with meandering canals and monuments that bear testimony to the aspirations of highest spirit, and they can feel it breathing out there in the far-flung reaches… and it beckons them forth, and with tender boundless yearning they advance.
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  The manacles are not needed. Phoebe cowers in the corner like a fearstruck doe in the midst of a lion pride, too frightened to move, and the hammered iron cuffs lay coiled at her side, unfastened. Warriors have been circulating through the keep all morning, but she has grown accustomed to their presence in her years at the Temple and she does not recoil from them. The raving man shackled to the wall, however, terrifies her deeply. His body is more gruesomely broken than anything her lowliest nightmares have manufactured, and she shudders with revulsion each time he addresses her with his manic pleading eyes and dead wretched voice.


  “I’m not gonna let them hurt you,” he tells her, and she pulls herself into a tighter ball and buries her face in her folded arms and wheezes out a dry, keening sob. He will break free of his bondage, she is sure of it, and descend upon her like some feral gore-coated monster from one of the vile netherworlds she has been lectured to endlessly about. He is an emissary of the dark spirits of Fire, she believes, sent to reclaim her mortal flesh as punishment for some unknown offense. “I promise you,” Renning says, “I won’t let them kill you.” She blocks out his pleas and hums under her breath a lilting song of refuge meant to bring shelter and safekeeping.


  Her tiny serenade feathers lightly through the dismal keep and a few of the craftsmen look up from their work and strain to hear above the wet slap-scrape of mortar being smeared across the courses of the stone barrier, captivated by her fitful rendition. As the song ends, her voice weakens and fades away and they turn their somber faces back to the work at hand. Their construction now follows a discernible layout, rows of stone cells lined up around a central corridor, receding all the way back to the furthest wall of the keep.


  A familiar female voice carries from the antechamber and Phoebe rouses herself and looks toward the door.


  “Let me in,” Ezbeth demands. “I want to see her.”


  “No one is allowed in, I’m sorry.”


  “Not allowed? I’ve never been forbidden anywhere in this Temple before. What have you done to her?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Then let me in to see.”


  “You’ll have to wait for Keslin or King Nezra.”


  “I’ll get them myself.” Her haughty footsteps rise in pitch as she ascends the staircase.


  Renning’s chains jingle as he adjusts his posture, and for a long span the slapping and scraping of the masons are the only other sounds that permeate the keep. Phoebe is worn silent and she twirls a strand of hair vacantly.


  Ezbeth returns at last, with Nisaq and Keslin, and the keep door is opened wide for them. She elbows past the sentries and rushes to the scared child in the corner.


  “It’s okay, sweetie, Ezbeth’s got you.”


  “Get her away from there,” Keslin says.


  Two sentries walk heedfully toward Ezbeth and take her by the elbows and try gently to pry her away.


  “Get your hands off me.”


  “Leave the child be, Ezbeth. You’ve seen her, she’s alive, now leave it be. This isn’t your place.”


  “The care of these children is most certainly my place. More mine than yours, and I’m taking her out of here.”


  “No. You’ll leave her where she is.”


  “What is wrong with you? What is this?”


  “We don’t all get to play at games and maid work, Ezbeth, some of us are charged with defending this Temple, and I take that charge very seriously.”


  “Defending us from this child? What’s happened to you?”


  “They’ve brought their sickness here is what’s happened, and we’re going to dig it out.”


  Ezbeth backs away from Phoebe and relents. The sentries release their grip. She rubs her elbows and scowls about the room at Keslin and the sentries. Hard, matronly creases run down the sides of her mouth.


  “I have never been treated this way,” she says. Nisaq stands with his arms folded and watches acutely, his placid face betraying nothing. Ezbeth levels on him, pleading for an ally. “What about you?”


  “I’m not sure this is any of our business. I’d just as soon not know what goes on down here.”


  “How can you say that? After all we’ve done for them, the lengths we’ve gone through to rescue them, to bring them here and shape them into… into good people… only to have them locked down here and… and…”


  “Please listen to her,” Renning croaks. The entire assemblage turns and looks at him, his head raised limply from wasted shoulders. “Please take this girl out of here.”


  “See now, Ezbeth?” says Keslin. “See what you’ve done? You’re interfering with our work down here and I’ll ask you again to leave.”


  “I’ll tell you,” says Renning, “I’ll tell you everything. Just please let her go.”


  “There, Keslin, you’ve gotten what you wanted… now let the child go free.”


  “He’s lying.”


  “Nisaq?” she pleads again. His face remains stony.


  The slews of craftsmen work their trowels aimlessly, slopping mortar on the floor and leveling over areas they’ve already covered. Their faces are ruddy orange by the light of the flickering work lanterns and their ghostly visages look on with rapt conviction, absorbing every sight they see, and they shoot each other ominous glances when Arana enters the keep surrounded by his retinue of guards. He stops next to Nisaq and flicks his eyes around at the odd gathering.


  “Ezbeth is here to check on the well-being of the girl,” says Keslin, “and she is satisfied and she is now leaving.”


  She gives Keslin a dirty glare then strides to the threshold. “King Arana,” she says impertinately. “Is this what your father would have done? Torture children?”


  “My father is not here.”


  “She’s not even nine years, Arana.”


  “Ezbeth, I think you’d best let this drop,” says Nisaq, his voice deep and comforting.


  “Children, Nisaq. How can you let them do this to children?”


  “No one likes it, Ezbeth, but I’m afraid the times call for it.”


  She lets out an exasperated sigh. Arana places his arm benevolently around her shoulder and leads her to the antechamber.


  “I’m sorry, but they can’t be trusted. Their lives are not worth ours and I won’t have them put my family at risk.”


  “But—I’ve put my life into making them civilized. I’ve cared for them.”


  “They’re calling on dark spirits,” Keslin counters. He looks briefly to Arana, a knowing tell in his eyes. “They must be. It’s why all this has happened. They’ve brought their dirty rituals here with them and set up practice at our Temple.”


  Keslin’s volley stuns Ezbeth and she works her stubborn jaw, trying to work out a response. “We’ve… we’ve unlearned them… we’ve scrubbed it all out of them.”


  “You haven’t. Not completely.”


  “There’s no way to know what they’re hiding.”


  “I haven’t the barest hint that they’re hiding anything. I don’t know what more you want, I don’t know what more can be done for them.”


  “Nothing more can be done. The matter is settled.”


  “Is this your will,” she asks Arana, “or is it Keslin’s?”


  She awaits no response and pushes briskly past and mounts the stairs as quickly as her withering legs will carry her. Arana watches her leave, confounded by her outburst. Keslin grins with sportive amusement.


  “I’ll talk with her,” says Nisaq.


  “Please.”


  He nods loyally and ascends the stairs with dignified grace.


  “She’ll come around,” says Keslin. “That talk of Fire will get her.”


  “Mmm,” says Arana, squinting off philosophically. “And you? Do you think they call on dark spirits?”


  “I think they’re raised as animals, and I don’t think you can tear it out of them no matter how hard you try. Whatever they’re calling on… it’s no good. But it doesn’t matter—either way, they’re not to be trusted.”


  “No.”


  “Now…” Keslin steps back into the keep and holds the door for Arana like a dutiful porter. “I believe our man is finally ready to talk to us.”


  “Send them away,” says Arana, nodding toward the dimly lit craftsmen carrying on their pretense of masonry.


  “Of course.”


  Keslin enters the construction area and releases the workers for the day. They set about stowing away their tools in worn wooden tool bins, slopping out the wet mortar from their buckets and smoothing over the last courses they laid.


  “Leave your things,” says Keslin, “you can get them tomorrow.”


  A couple of them start to make protest, then decide better of it, and they form a line and shamble out of the keep. Keslin closes the door behind them, leaving the sentries to stand watch in the antechamber.


  Renning leers at Arana as he prowls across the keep and reaches his hand down to young Phoebe. She takes it without contest. He lifts her up, her thin body feeling much heavier than the scant weight she must carry, and he brings her before Renning and displays her proudly.


  “This is Phoebe,” he says. He settles on the floor and places the girl in his lap. She shies from the grotesque figure chained to the wall and buries her small face against her protector’s chest to block out the sight. Arana reaches around behind him and pulls from its sheath a long, serrated blade, which he brandishes fluently behind Phoebe’s back. “Now, Renning, I think you have a story to tell us… and I think you’d better tell it true.”
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  “Hurry up, I can’t hook him.” Lia crouches on a greenish boulder at the edge of the stream, postured like a little gargoyle, holding a knobby oak branch out over the water and watching the line weave back and forth across the surface. Fastened to the end of the line is a knotted coil of wriggling earthworms, and fastened to the worms is a speckled and fire-colored trout. They had used thread from the fraying hem of Jack’s linen shirt, tying it together for double-thickness, with a flimsy wooden barb as the hook. “He’s getting away.”


  “Hold on.”


  Jack kneels in a grassy patch on the bank and holds a long, straight branch down on the ground, slicing off curled peelings of young oak and honing the tip down to a fine point, whittling it into a makeshift spear. He drags the blade across the tapered end twice more and slips the knife under his belt, then takes the spear and bounds over to the stream where Lia sits, and he eyes the precarious catch over her shoulder.


  He tiptoes over to a slanted boulder, and then another, working himself into the middle of the stream. He steadies himself over the trout and raises the spear up high, studying his aim, then thrusts it down into the water, giving it a good hard jab at the bottom, and then swashes it back out with the trout flailing upon its point.


  “Got it.”


  Lia springs off her boulder and lopes over beside him and watches with a morbid grin as he slides the fish off the pointed tip.


  “I’ll get some more worms,” she says, and jumps back to the bank and falls to her hands and knees, crawling about and picking through the grass with her face close to the ground.


  Jack steps back over and sets the fish on the ground, then draws out his knife and scrapes off its scales and slits it up the middle.


  “I can’t find any… oh, here’s one.”


  “Here,” says Jack, “let’s try this.”


  He gives Lia a handful of guts and they walk on opposite sides of the crick and chum the shallow water.


  “They’re gonna eat their friend?”


  “I hope so.”


  They bend down and wash the slime off of their hands, then Jack takes his spear and sets one foot on a flat rock and straddles the crick and waits. Lia forages till she comes up with more worms. She wraps the thread around them, winding them into a squirming ball, then ties it off and plunks it back into the water. She sits down on the opposite bank, stretching her legs out, and dances the bait idly through the water.


  “We’ll see who they come to first,” she says pertly.


  “It’s like when we used to go to the big river.”


  “Yeah. That was so long ago…”


  They grow quiet, reliving silent memories.


  “I see one,” says Lia.


  “Your side or mine?”


  “Yours—he’s just under you. I see his little eyes.”


  Jack looks down at a bit of chum swirling in the slow current, and from underneath the rock on which he stands a timid trout makes a quick play for it. He pistons the spear down and skewers him, setting off a cloud of muddy silt. He extracts the fish and tosses it on the bank.


  “Think we’ll settle like that someplace again?” she asks.


  “Someday, I guess.”


  “You want to wander?”


  “Kind of. I don’t know. I always wanted to see what’s out there.”


  “I guess now we get to.”


  “Yeah.”


  “I like the water. It’s pretty out here.”


  “It is. Never seen anything like it till we got to the Temple.”


  “I wonder how far south it all goes.”


  “The water?”


  “The world,” she says simply. “Ethan’s map just ended at the bottom, like the lines wanted to keep going but there wasn’t any more room to draw them. That’s not all there is to the world.”


  “No, course not. There’s lots more in the east, too, enough to spend thirty years walking around it.”


  “Unless those old people led Kas and her friends around in circles for thirty years. I wouldn’t have followed those people anywhere.”


  Jack laughs. “I don’t want to wander around that long. But maybe for a while.”


  “Fish stole my worms.” She holds up her oak branch pole and the thin line has been picked clean. “I didn’t even see ‘em take it.”


  “Have to be smarter than they are.”


  She whips him with the wet line. “Hey, it worked the first time.”


  They tarry around for a while longer and catch a couple more, then clean them upstream and set out on their way. The gentle sunshine and flattening landscape make their progress a bit more comfortable, but already the old blisters on their feet are starting to freshen up and sting again. As they walk, Lia carves off little squares of shiny white fish meat and they chew languidly and look around at the changing scenery.


  As they press farther south, the signs of recent human activity become more abundant. They have strayed beyond the broad circumference of burned villages and slaughtered tribes and finally reached a land that is unsullied by the vengeful exploits of the Nezra. It feels a relief, to travel and not be chased, but they fear it will not last. From time to time they still peer over their shoulders, half expecting to see a new brigade rumbling toward them from the north.


  The day passes its midpoint and far to the west a pale blue ghost moon descends into the calm ocean. Rocky outcroppings and narrow sandbars extend outward from the coast like gnarled fingers reaching for the deep. The remains of burned-out bonfires are scattered along the shoreline, with drifts of sand collected against them from the many days they’ve gone unused, evidence of wanderers who’ve come and gone with unknown purpose toward unknown destinations.


  Jack and Lia look nervously about for any remaining inhabitants and they see no one. Despite the absence, the land feels far from lonely. Screeches and calls abound from the shadowy inland breaches, and every step they take causes the field grass to rustle with the furtive evacuations of small creatures fearing their approach, lizards and gray mice that scuttle about and halt suddenly at the sight of these two enormous giants trespassing on their homeland. The travelers look back as curiously as they are looked upon. It is a populated world they roam, prosperous with life, and they seem little more than mere creatures themselves in the midst of it all.


  They walk with purpose through the living afternoon, traipsing through the rolling pastures and hiking past decayed barns and farmhouses, town squares, neighborhoods and the like, inspecting the subtle geometry that their concrete foundations have left behind on the flourishing ground, showing only the rough shape of the structures that once stood atop them, barely discernible rectangular formations poking through the underbrush as if they, too, are sprouting from the fertile earth in which they are planted. Jack and Lia peer at them as new age archeologists who’ve discovered an untrodden site ripe for study, imagining the exotic artifacts their excavations might turn up.


  The mountains lay far to the east now, curved like an irregular crescent, and a sliver of smoke rises from one of the slopes in the distance.


  “People?”


  “Could be,” says Jack. “It’s not a very big fire, though. Must not be many.”


  For a short span in the late afternoon the fire remains visible and their eyes keep darting back to it, wondering what kind of small band could be camped on the face of the foothill. They move past it, and as Lia fetches one last glance over her shoulder she sees that it has been extinguished. The last of the smoke rises and dissipates in the light blue sky.


  “What if they saw us?”


  Jack chews his lip. “We’re pretty far away… I don’t think they could.”


  “We’re out in the open.”


  “I know,” he says, troubled, and looks over his shoulder again.


  They march over the top of a crooked gathering of hills and glide down the other side into broader, sweeping grasslands. They stop halfway through their descent to rest and survey the course ahead. Jack’s arm hangs loosely at his side with the long machete gripped in his hand, and its sharp blade grazes the tips of the grass stalks at his feet. Lia holds the whittled spear like a walking staff and she squints across the expanse before her. The land looks carpeted with green, glowing slightly golden in the evening sun, with clusters of cockeyed old trees scattered throughout, bursting with new foliage. A vigorous river spans across the low point, deep looking and wide.


  A tremendous herd of deer steps daintily along the water’s edge, and they lower their small mouths to the running current and drink. Others mill around them, ranging from petite fawn clipping about on spindly legs to enormous bucks with multi-tined antlers and stern dispositions.


  “Look at all of them.”


  They settle down on their haunches and watch the spectacular parade pass by. A stout buck ambles upstream, and the rest take their time in catching up. A few of the deer sit in the grass with their legs tucked under them, looking around at the countryside as if on a picnic. Lia coos as the littlest ones frolic around the edges of the herd, running spry circles around some of the eldest.


  Jack looks downstream and grips her elbow. “Look.”


  “No,” she gasps.


  A baleful mountain lion slinks out from a thicket of brush and creeps low along the ground toward the herd. An aging buck sees it first and spikes up his tail. The rest of the herd swivels their heads and for one fleeting instant every single one of them freezes in an exquisite tableau of shock.


  The lion sprints.


  The herd breaks for a narrow passage through the hills, stampeding in a mad frenzy and crying out in fear. The lion is a blur—he gains on them instantly and veers toward a terrified doe stuck near the end of the pack. She darts to the side and bounds ahead and the lion leaps on her, knocking into her shoulder and throwing her off balance. She manages a couple more strides before the weight and ferocity of the lion pull her to the ground. Her kin race away and do not look back. The lion hugs his foreleg around her neck like an old friend and sinks his fangs into the soft white fur of her throat and she goes limp in his embrace.


  Jack and Lia sit petrified on the hillside and watch as the lion drags her away from the kill spot. He stops and looks around, then yawns widely, showing a vicious row of bloodstained teeth.


  “They left her to die…”


  “Mmm.”


  “Why didn’t they kick him to death? There was so many of them.”


  “It’s just not what they do. They run.”


  Lia leans forwards and looks on somberly as the lion returns to the doe and clenches its jaw around the scruff of her neck and hauls her across the ground toward the patch of brush that he used as his concealment before the attack. He places her carefully under the thicket and uses his forepaws to scoop piles of dead leaves and twigs over her body.


  “Is he burying her?”


  “He’s hiding her. He’ll eat her later.”


  Lia’s hand flies to the bandage on her left shoulder and she imagines the nape of her own neck caught in the vice-like jaws of the lion, being dragged off dispassionately and eviscerated with surgical precision, then covered away so that he can return later to eat a leg, and again the next day to devour an arm, and so forth until she is nothing but a little pile of bones. She shivers and hugs her arms tightly around herself.


  “I’m glad you didn’t run away from me.”


  “Never.”


  They observe the lion’s unwholesome activities for a long span. Cool evening breeze is flowing toward them from the west by the time he finally finishes his work and leaves the vicinity.


  “Let’s go.”


  Jack peels off his sweat-soaked shirt and wraps it around the machete’s blade, then uses his belt to strap the little bundle to their spear. They hike down the rest of the hill, looking wildly around for the lion’s return, then scamper across the open field, past the bloodied ground, and when they get to the edge of the river they stop. Jack hands Lia the bundled spear.


  “Hold on to this and I’ll swim us across.”


  He wades into the slick current and Lia steps in after him. He gets behind her and braces an arm under her shoulder and pulls her into the deepening water, kicking out with his legs and stroking powerfully with his free arm. He angles upstream but the current still pulls them downstream as they progress. They flop down on the opposite bank and lay back, breathing heavily.


  “They teach you that at the Temple?”


  “Yeah,” says Jack, “it wasn’t all bad.”


  “Least we had beds to sleep on.”


  “We did have beds. And hot food. Wanna go back?”


  Lia smirks at him and shakes her drenched hair, spritzing him with cold droplets.


  Jack unties the bundle and wrings the river water out of his shirt, then fastens his belt and slips the machete through it. Lia takes the spear and uses it to heft herself back to her feet.


  Across the water, the mountain lion has returned to his hunting ground. He prowls along the river’s edge and flickers his distrustful eyes their way.


  “He’s back.”


  “Let’s just go.”


  “Will he follow us?”


  “I don’t think so. Not across the river. If he does—”


  “We fight him,” she says.


  “Yes.”


  They hike until the light is all but gone and only a thin amber glow silhouettes the spiky palm groves along the beach, and before long they happen upon the remains of a quaint little hillside town. They meander down a flowering avenue covered with delicate ferns and blossoming berry shrubs, their vibrant colors dulling and taking on the dark tannins of evening. They trudge past small ranges of toppled brick and cinderblock, webbed over with ivy, and make their way to a center point where several winding roads seem to converge. There is a modest structure there, with four walls but no roof. Jack and Lia climb an earthen ramp that was once a stairway and stand at the threshold of a doorway pulled off-kilter by the onslaught of gravity and peer inside.


  A tangle of greenery has grown over a compost of old wood beams and machinery. A long marble counter stands in the middle of the large main room, next to a corroded wrought-iron gate. They look around by the dim light of the Milky Way, searching for a corner in which to sleep. Jack clears out some brush and finds the ground absent of animal burrows and snakes, at least for now, and he settles there with the strained sigh of a man much older than his fifteen years. Lia leans the spear against the threshold and joins him. They lie down in the corner and doze off quickly, the day having taken its toll.


  Near the middle of the night, Jack’s eyes open. Some beast lumbers outside their shelter. Lia hears it too and flinches awake. Slow, crunching footfalls pass by the entrance in curious fits. It moves a pace or two, then pauses to sniff around with low, grunting inhalations. It moves on a bit more and repeats the process. Jack and Lia huddle together, their skin slickening with a sweaty film. It lurches heavily toward them and casts a sinister shadow on the cluttered interior shapes, hulking and long-jawed. Their pupils dilate with fear and they take thin, measured breaths. After a long excruciating wait, the footfalls round a bend and dwindle away.


  “What was that?”


  “I don’t know…”


  “It sounded big.”


  “I think it’s gone… listen…”


  The only sounds now are familiar ones. They lie back down in their corner and settle in, and they find that sleep does not come so easily as it had before.
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  I’ll never make it, he thinks. Not like this. His travel is too slow, and his blood loss too fast.


  Cirune lowers himself painfully from his exhausted steed and limps over to Balazir and hitches him to the nearest tree. He clutches his side and drags his lame leg back over to his own horse and belts it across its hindquarters and spurs it off into the night. Balazir is the quicker of the two and he’ll do well without the extra burden.


  He sits down in the grass and removes the wrapping around his waist and inspects the damage. It is not the depth or severity of the wound that concerns him—the blade pierced mostly meat and fat. What worries him is how freely it has bled throughout the day. The steady undulation of the horse’s gait continually ripped open any scab or clotting that tried to form, and the wound reopened itself and poured more blood than he could stand to spare. He rode with one hand on the reins and with his other hand he pressed dirty rags against his side, hoping to stanch the flow and quell the drainage. If he can sleep for a few hours, it might seal itself and he can set out in the morning on a faster horse and maybe reach the Temple by day after next, with a few drops still left in his veins.


  He hunts no food and builds no fire. He does not even pile nettles underneath him to make a softer mat. He simply closes his eyes and lets the delirium take him into blackness, uncertain as to whether or not he will ever wake up again.


   


  [image: ]



   


  When the night sky lightens to gray, the raccoons come home. They shamble up the earthen ramp, single file, like a little work crew returning from the mines. Two hollow-eyed adults touch their skinny snouts to the floor of the entrance and sniff around. They crane their necks and peer inside with worried faces—Someone has been here. Three little kits bound up the ramp and thump into them, then scamper past and run inside, cooing and rolling around on the debris, gnawing on sticks and slapping at worms on the ground. The adults let out a trilling chitter and the kits ignore them and cavort obliviously.


  Lia sits bolt upright and watches the shapes move about in the gray dawn. “Wake up.”


  “Hmm?” Jack raises his head and blinks around, trying to adjust his vision.


  The two plump adults move onto the marble countertop and surmise the forms huddling in the corner. They leer at them peevishly with their black-ringed eyes. One of the kits holds a millipede in its little black fingers and chews it sloppily and stares at Jack.


  Jack feels around for the machete.


  “What are you doing?”


  “I’m starving.”


  “You’re going to kill them?”


  “One of them.”


  “You can’t!”


  “I thought you were tired of eating bugs.”


  “I am, but… they’re cute.”


  Jack sighs and looks into her eyes, dark and glossy in the shadows. “All right,” he concedes, “but don’t blame me if you get hungry.”


  She smiles coyly. Soft orange light filters through the haze and the morning brightens ever so slightly. Lia sits up and stretches her arms and a deep yawn overcomes her. The little family on the countertop watches her intently, and when her mouth opens wide and shows its teeth they lurch off the counter and scramble quickly away to their darkened, brushed-over hideout.


  “Huh,” says Jack, “they looked at you and got scared away.”


  She slumps her shoulders and rolls her eyes toward him. Jack smiles and grabs the long blade and stands beaming in the doorway, looking out at the sunrise.


  “Bear,” he says. The massive tracks zigzag around their shelter.


  “What.”


  “Last night. It was a bear that went by. Big one.”


  “That doesn’t make me feel any better.”


  She takes her spear and jogs lithely down the ramp and turns in a slow circle to get a full view of their whereabouts. Whimsical old lodgings from time out of mind. Cobbled stone buildings that would have befitted a lord’s fiefdom in some other millennium. It lay on the crest of a smooth green hill, overlooking the misty purple valleys around it like a rotted fairy tale kingdom.


  “Where are we?”


  Jack ventures down the winding avenue a ways, toward a three-story villa covered with a ropy tangle of kudzu. Brown moss coats the old stone like velvet. He leans over a tall arched window and looks inside. It is cleared of rubbish and thick furs lay scattered about the clean-swept floor. More signs of humanity in the corner, piles of hides and wooden tools, kindling and firewood stacked against the opposite wall. Jack’s heart begins to pound.


  Lia saunters up behind him and reads the courtly lettering chiseled in above what looks to be the entrance. “Olde… World… Inn… What does that mean?”


  “I think there’s people living here. We have to go. Now.”


  She snaps her head around instinctively and her knuckles go white around the spear shaft. The streets here are far from straight—they curve around haphazardly and make oddly angled intersections. Their sightlines are limited every way they look, shrouded by buildings and imposing oak trees that block the passages like weathered old gatekeepers. They see no one.


  “Here,” says Jack, “this way.”


  They stalk along the exterior of the Inn, stepping lightly, trying not to crunch the gravel beneath their boots and give away their presence. There is a sharp caw from the other side of the street and a flock of crows lights off from the leaning belfry of an old church. Jack jerks his head around and watches them flap away. Still no people, and he starts to wonder if he’s overreacting. Just as the thought crosses his mind, they see campfire smoke rise from behind a steep vaulted structure that stands directly ahead of them. They freeze at the corner of a three-way intersection and watch the smoke float skyward above the pointed roof, then motion catches their attention from the next corner down and they spot a few figures shambling across the street. A young man, barely older than Jack, carries a coyote carcass in his arms and an older heavy-set woman leads three goats along on leashes. Two rough-bearded men follow, each with long, stout bows over their shoulders. The woman laughs, and the men soon join her. Jack follows their motions until they disappear down the obscured side street. Friendly or not, he isn’t interested in lurking around their territory lest it bring about a test of their marksmanship. His machete would do little against them.


  Lia spots an escape. “There—“


  On the far side of the intersection, a narrow alley cuts off the main avenue and runs between a sturdy little tavern and a tilted framework with a few clapboard panels still clinging after all these years.


  They find the right moment in each other’s eyes and bolt across the street together. They can see wisps of flame from the campfire through wreckage to their left, with many figures passing in and out of view. They look like simple people, the sort that Jack and Lia grew up with. They pause for the slightest of moments and watch them, each feeling a pang of desire to go be with them. To roast meat and laugh around a fire. To be with family, even if the family is someone else’s. A mongrel starts barking.


  “Baron, shut up!”


  The barking intensifies.


  Jack and Lia skid around the corner, into the thin alley, and angle sideways between the shrubs and stunted trees that grow down the entire length. The mongrel must have been loosed because its baying draws closer.


  “Baron, get back here!”


  Jack and Lia reach the end and burst out onto another large, serpentine avenue. They hear the brush moving behind them and they hear the fevered panting, and they raise their weapons in anticipation, ready to strike at the snarling mongrel when it emerges.


  Soon enough it does, and Jack looks quizzically upon it and does not strike. It is a dumpy gray thing with stubby legs and a short snout. Not the sort he’s used to encountering, but what it lacks in size it compensates for with zealotry. It barks at them so strenuously it risks convulsion, and they lower their guard.


  “Shut up,” Lia hisses, and the creature rears back and growls from the very depths of its stunted bosom.


  “Hey!” shouts a hardened old-timer. He draws his bow around and fumbles with an arrow. “Baron, get the hell away from ‘em.”


  The old man clumps down the way, with his elbow drawn back and cocked at a high odd angle, ready to let go the arrow. He looks like he’s making a spectacle of the weapon more than anything, and the boy at his side watches his actions and mimics them with his own small bow.


  Jack sneaks a look over his shoulder and sees them coming, albeit not very fast. He snatches the runt mongrel up by the scruff of his neck and the little body goes slack in his hand. He licks his black lips and whimpers, working his wide round eyes back and forth between them.


  “Shhh.” Jack swats him on the rear. “Quiet.”


  Baron lick his chops again, humiliated. He risks another feeble growl and Jack shushes him again.


  “Get ready to run,” he says. He sidles closer to the edge of the brick wall and sees the old man hobbling toward him, then flings Baron out onto the avenue. He lands with his four paws splayed out on the ground and skids into a barrel roll, then jumps up and counters around in fitful circles, trying to gain his bearings.


  Jack and Lia sprint down a long, straight thoroughfare that cuts down the hill and away from the strange old village. They are laughing by the time they reach the bottom.


  “That was the ugliest thing I’ve ever seen.”


  Lia doubles over behind a boulder with her hand over her mouth. “I thought we were gonna die,” she giggles. “Ooh—are they following us?” Her smile drops and she spins around and squints up the hill.


  The old man stands at the top of the rise.


  “Stay way from here,” he shouts in no particular direction. “Better not a stole nothin’.”


  A smile cracks on Lia’s face again and she plunks down on the ground. “What should we do?”


  “Wait for him to go away, I guess.”


  “Do you think they would’ve killed us?”


  “Probably not, but… you never know.”


  “I’ll bet they’re nice.”


  “You always think that. Even if they were, they still might’ve shot at us. Sajiress did.”


  “Mmm. True.”


  “Are they gone?”


  “There’s two of them talking now. They’re looking down the other way, though. Oh wait… there they go, I think they’re leaving.”


  Jack pops up and looks after them. When they’re out of sight he takes Lia’s hand and ventures down through the rest of the town. The outlying areas are not of stone and the structures that once stood have moldered into the earth and given birth to sturdy new trees with roots that snake down over the mounds. Jack’s stomach gurgles and he wishes he had a fresh, warm raccoon slung over his shoulder. He settles for berries and grub worms.


  Along the way, he fetches dark gray rocks off the ground and strikes them against the back edge of his machete, then pitches them away.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Looking for flint.”


  “What’s it look like?”


  He seizes up a rock. “Kind of like this.” He strikes it against the metal. “But not.”


  They carry on and keep a swift pace through the day, even as every step sends a sharp sting into their feet. Lia hands him rocks from time to time, and Jack keeps striking them until one finally sparks.


  Their spirits lighten considerably as they drift southward, and as dusk sets in they make a little camp next to a burbling stream. Jack wades into the water with the spear and skewers some food while Lia strolls across the forest floor and snatches sticks and limbs for firewood.


  They spark the tinder and the small fire takes hold. They use little tonged sticks to hold their fish out over the flames and they sit studiously and watch them cook.


  Neither says a word until they’ve finished eating, the simple daily act has taken on sacred importance of late. When they’ve licked the tines of their sticks clean Jack casts them away from their camp, then digs out a couple divots with his machete and drives stout, upright limbs into the holes. He ties off a third limb across the top with stripped vinery and they lean leafy branches against it and make a little shelter and crawl inside. He lies on his back and Lia nestles close to his side, facing the fire. She narrows her eyes and stares deeply into the flames.


  “So… what do you think it knows, this place? It can’t be just building things and growing food and all that. We knew most of that back home, enough of it to live anyway. There has to be… something else… but what?”


  Jack is quick with an answer. “They know about the world, I think. How it burned and everything.”


  “Is that why the King wants it?”


  “I think so.”


  “So he can destroy it?”


  “So he can steal it for himself. He fears whatever they know, and he wants it because he’s afraid of it, because he wants to be the one who’s feared.”


  “What if he gets there?”


  “I just hope they’re stronger than he is. Much as he says he wants to keep the world from burning, I know pretty well he’s lying. So do you.”
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  The Temple stands atop a sea of fog like an enormous turret. Silent gray mist overlays the valley and ocean and seals itself against the bluffs, isolating them from the great wide world, and only the broad prominence of the grounds and the provincial hillsides are visible above it. At the edges of this ominous barrier stands a formation of warriors. They glower into the vast gray obscurity, their faces betraying a fear that perhaps some abomination may arise from it, as if the very fog itself might assemble, absent the ways of nature, into an army of wayward ghosts with swords of vapor and come marching across the plateau to do battle.


  Their ranks have grown as the crews are called back from the quarry, and old men who’ve withdrawn from service don their warrior’s attire once more and arm themselves for the coming storm. They stand at all points of entry and exit, and they watch.


  Halfway up the hillside, a creaky cottage door opens and Jeneth steps out onto the gravel path. Pairs of eyes surveil her movements steadily, from one station to the next. She holds her baby in her arms and walks with her head down—the warriors’ intrusive stares writhe and linger on her skin. She felt welcomer here years ago, when she was first carried into the Temple in her filthy wooden cage. So much has changed. Her eyes are red-rimmed and bloodshot. She slept not a wink during the night, and it wasn’t little Mariset that kept her awake.


  Across her path walks William. Their eyes touch briefly and in his look he asks a question, subtle and unspoken, and Jeneth catches his intent and shakes her head somberly. No, her signal tells him, there is no news of Phoebe. William figured as much, and he shuffles off with the other boys toward the metalworks. Plots and schemes swirl in his mind.


  An invisible wall of furnace heat washes over him as he enters. Hot cauldrons of molten ore bubble over fires that rarely stand unlit. By the dingy orange glow he pulls on his leather work gloves and joins the master workers by the cooling barrel. Already his head pounds in rhythm with the striking hammer and he looks dully around the dim shop. Wiry Creston carries an armful of unsharpened blades through the center aisle and outside to the depository where vast piles have accumulated—piles of tools, buckles, harnesses, arrowheads, and more swords and knives than could be counted with the simple maths they’ve been taught.


  William reaches his leathered hand into the warm brine and fetches out more cooling blades and hands them off to another waiting apprentice.


  “Thanks,” says Jorrie. Jorrie bears the prestige of being Temple born, though he is only half-kin to the Nezra. His mother is of the forest and his veins carry that defect alongside more noble blood. “I’m sorry about your friend.”


  “It’s okay, Jorrie.”


  “Something bad is happening, isn’t it?”


  William shakes his head and turns back to the water barrel.


  “Come on, you know something… you always know something,” Jorrie presses. “What’s going on?”


  “If I find out,” says William over his shoulder, “I’ll be sure to tell you.”


  The striker sinks more glowing blades into the brine and William watches them darken and steam the water. He knows well enough what is happening, though he dare not breathe a word to anyone—it doesn’t take a spirited imagination to understand that these are the preparations for war.


  There is commotion at the door and harried voices call every able-bodied man to the front. They take up arms and push through the smoky metalworks and emerge onto the misty grounds, then follow the general flow of rushing men and hustle off. More followers burst from cottage doors and the Temple’s grand entrance, coursing past the reflecting pool to the edge of the plateau. They stand shoulder to shoulder, their weapons drawn.


  Taket heads the frontline of this tremendous swarm, his right arm raised high in the air, ready to give the call that will send the horde behind him storming down the escarpment toward whatever approaches.


  The deathly moaning draws closer. Hooves crunch unevenly on the twisted path below.


  “Hold,” shouts Taket.


  The flaring nostrils of Balazir materialize from the murky swirl, and his powerful forelegs carry him toward the last rise and he becomes fully manifest, brown-speckled with broad, bellowing ribs. A sagging rider holds dearly to the crooked saddle. He grips the reins tightly with one hand, and the other dangles at his side like a ragdoll’s. Balazir hitches himself up onto the plateau and ambles forward a few paces and snorts toward the many faces that behold him, then shuffles back and settles himself.


  Cirune falls to the ground.


  His eyes loll back in his head. An entourage encircles him and lays him out flat and begins taking an inventory of his wounds. Through his rattled senses he feels the hands lain upon him, smoothing the sweat off his forehead and peeling back the hardened bandages on his leg and side. With the last of his feeble energy he thrusts his arm into the air, and in his tightly clenched fist is a crumpled scrap of thin hide.


  


  



  Chapter Fourteen


   


   


  



  



  They walk for days. The sun and moon chase each other around in circles, light and dark in a seemingly endless rotation, and as the firmament spins around them it begins to seem as if they are passing through the eye of a slow motion cosmic hurricane. In the light, they make ground. They pick fruits and berries, and fish the streams and ponds. In the dark, they sit wearily by their campfire and tremble at horrible shrieks of nocturnal slaughter, as delicate woodland creatures meet their end in the jaws of skilled night predators.



  They traverse the changing landscape. They pass through regions where the shoreline is serrated from vast wedges of land that have fallen into the ocean, where small archipelagos dot the coast, all with man-made rubble on them. Little islands of ruin. They pass hill country with natural orchards scattered throughout like an enormous marketplace, and traverse graceful stretches of carnage and decay that still bear the mark of a civilization more advanced than their own. On and on they walk, through the serenely dangerous daylight and the howling, raucous nights.


  With their map stolen, they lose all sense of perspective, all sense of where they might stand in the midst of this enormous landscape, and over every crest they half expect to see the great city rising from the earth. Time after time it does not appear, but as they ascend each new incline that lingering hope bites at them anew and fills them with the expectation that it must lay just ahead, around the next bend, just over the next hillside, so tantalizingly close it seems if they concentrate deeply enough it will appear of its own volition like some desert mirage made real.


  A placid river leads them to a cleft between hillsides and they come upon a broad, olden pathway that follows along the V-shaped groove. Jack holds Lia’s hand as they trek through the sharp ravine, and they emerge at the crest of a grand valley. A splendor of wreckage is spread before them, angular and withering, laid out like a sweeping maze that looks to entrap all who enter.


  “Remember this on the map?”


  “Umm… sort of.”


  Jack slumps down on a fallen tree trunk and peels off his boots. Fine, white layers of skin are fraying off his red and blistered heels. Lia sits next to him and they rub their tired feet and give their bones a chance to settle. He eyeballs the sun and calculates their remaining allotment of daylight. However fast they hike, he figures, nightfall will catch them somewhere near the middle of the monstrous labyrinth.


  “Maybe over those next hills.”


  Lia gazes off dreamily. “I’m not sure this place wants to be found. What if we passed it already and didn’t know?”


  “No, it’s ahead,” he says automatically. “We just haven’t gone far enough.”


  They lace their ragged boots and tread down into the valley. The languishing suburbia sprawls for miles in every direction, dead neighborhoods, dilapidated buildings with floors collapsed and layered together like geological strata, and in like kind every layer has some lost story hidden within. Pressed between them like autumn leaves are the skeletons and livelihoods of the masses that once inhabited these communities, reduced eventually to parchment fossils and mineral deposits.


  They bounce down the way, gravity doing its part to pull them into the confusion below. The entire valley is so overlaid with craggy trees and crooked, slithering vines it looks like a tremendous grotto.


  Lia squints around. “Do you feel like… someone’s watching us?”


  “No. I don’t think so.” As soon as the words cross his lips he scolds himself for lying.


  They pick a spot on the distant ridge for their landmark should they lose their way down in the low-lying areas, where the old roadways slice through the ruins like sunken chasms.


  “These people were crazy.”


  Jack laughs. “What are you talking about?”


  “How come they all had to live right here?” She spins in a wobbly circle with her arms outstretched. “They could live anywhere. There’s so much space. And look at these places, all shoved together.”


  “They must have really like each other.”


  “They better have,” she says, and gets right up in his face, “cause they lived this close.” She widens her eyes like saucers and leers at him. “Come on, Jack. You’re so quiet today.”


  “Sorry, I just—”


  “Have a bad feeling?”


  “Sort of bad.”


  “I knew it. I can always tell. And you don’t want to worry me?”


  “I guess.”


  “Then stop it. If you’re worried, I want to be worried too.”


  Jack smiles tightly.


  She flickers her eyebrows and leers at him again, grinning slyly. “Should I worry?”


  “Still think someone’s watching us?”


  “Kind of.”


  “So do I.”


  They veer off the broad freeway, favoring concealment over speed, and pick their way through the cramped side streets. Jack chops idly with his machete at the sedge and bracken, and Lia withdraws from her gown a deep green bundle, a huge alocasia leaf packaged and bound with root fibers, filled to bursting with the fruit they’ve picked. She rations Jack out a handful of dark purple berries and palms the rest for herself.


  She sneaks little glances at him between bites and he has that far-off distant look about him again—the look that makes her crazy.


  She flings a berry and it hits him in the face.


  Jack turns his head and raises an eyebrow.


  “Well…?” she says demurely. “What aren’t you telling me?”


  He scrunches up his face. “So… we’ve been walking five days since they found us. Since they took everything. Five days. If Cirune rode fast enough, he could make it back to the Temple in two and a half days, maybe less. If he even made it there at all—and we have to think he did, right? If they turned right around and went out looking for us again on horses, they could be back on us by tomorrow or day after, I figure. Then I thought, maybe they didn’t wait for anybody to come back. Maybe they just sent out more searchers. And if that’s what they did…”


  “Then they could be anywhere.”


  “Yes. Anywhere.”


  “That’s what you’ve been thinking about all day?”


  “Mmm,” he says. “Worried now?”


  “Yes.”


  They walk down the middle of a long residential avenue, surrounded by straight rows of papery old trees, many with dead trunks rotted out, and their younger offspring are sprouting haphazardly across the open spaces. They pass an unkempt field with a pallid brick building standing at the center. Broken letters on its facade spell El ment ry chool. On a grassed-over blacktop there stands a solitary upright pole. They forage around in the overgrown field and come up with just enough to clear their heads and stop their stomachs from growling.


  Thick sunlight beats down on them from a pale sky, guiding them along as they shamble through more neighborhoods. Past a wilted office building that looks to be slowly imploding, they come to a wide intersection. The narrow cross street angles into a long, flat boulevard that stretches far across the valley. An old, rusted track runs the length of it, and the metal undercarriages of the railcars have become a pleasant flowerbed for sprays of yellow violets and purple lupine. Lia stops and picks a few stems and twists them together absently as they walk.


  Scores of field rabbits dart away quick as light and Jack briefly contemplates the length of time it would take to stop and trap a couple of them. Maybe toward dusk, he figures, when they settle down for the night and make camp. He is deep in such ruminations when Lia places the yellow and purple crown upon his head.


  “King Jack.”


  “I don’t want to be king.”


  “But you’d make a good one. And it looks pretty on you.”


  He fights the urge to yank it off his head, and instead laces his fingers through hers and declares her his Queen, to which she consents, and they bound down the vast boulevard, hands clasped between them like lovers on honeymoon. They carry on with the same comfort and ease they once found in their old home village. They make conjectures about the customs and ways of the long-ago people, the unknown lives that were once lived on these very same streets, and now lay buried beneath ever-compounding layers of topsoil. There are two worlds surrounding them in tandem, they see. One world which deconstructs steadily back into the fine particles that once formed its constituents, and another which takes those fine particles and rebuilds itself one minuscule piece at a time until it blooms abundant. In the trees and wildflowers rest the bodies of the folk who once traversed these paths in olden times. Growth and decay everywhere, melted together so seamlessly they look inseparable.


  Shapes in the hazy distance catch Jack’s eye and he turns. Several dirty gray wolves carouse down the middle of the road. They dig their muzzles into the earth and sniff around fastidiously, then jog ahead with such grace they are almost prancing. Their advance is unhurried, but deliberate.


  Jack grabs Lia and pulls her flush against a leaning half-wall. They crouch down and watch the wolves.


  “Are they from the Temple?” Lia asks through a clenched jaw. “Are they already here?”


  Jack flicks his eyes across the roadway behind the wolves. Empty.


  “They look wild,” he says. The pack is several blocks off now and gaining. “Come on.”


  He hops up onto the low wall and Lia hitches her leg up and climbs on after. They jump down the other side and work their way across an uneven rectangle of toppled posts and weeds and concrete. The far wall has collapsed outward and they stumble across it toward the next street over. As they turn the corner, one of the shabby wolves leaps atop the wall and watches them dash away. It slinks down and sniffs cautiously over the ground they just trod. The rest of the pack soon joins in, stealing out onto the street and sneaking down the way.


  Jack leans out and spies them.


  “Are they coming?”


  “Yes.”


  The wolves pick up speed as they weave and lope down the street, matching their pace precisely. He grabs Lia’s arm and races away.


  “They’re hunting us.”


  He stops in the middle of the street and roars at them and brandishes his blade. They slow down and skulk along the edges of the gutter, watching him dumbly with cocked heads. Lia screams and yells alongside him. The wolves sit motionless and wait for the exhibition to end. Jack advances on them and they retreat a few paces, but as soon as he turns and walks back they rise and follow him.


  “All right,” he says, “that’s not working.”


  They veer into a narrow channel that runs between rickety storefronts then sprint away as fast as they can. The wolves creep out onto the road and follow at a distance.


  Jack pounces on Lia and drags her suddenly to the ground. He lies on top of her, panting and swiveling his head around.


  “Jack!”


  “Shhh. I thought I saw someone. A man.”


  They slide back into a nest of foliage and look around wildly. The coast ahead is clear, and behind them they see only the steadily approaching wolf pack.


  “Where did you see him?”


  “Over there, I thought.”


  Lia shakes her head, eyes widened with primitive fear. “I don’t see anything.”


  “Okay,” he says, heaving himself back to his feet, “let’s see if we can lose them.”


  They run ahead and the wolves pursue. The pack plagues them for blocks, pressing the two forward with their relentless advance.


  “They’re trying to tire us out,” says Jack through hitching breaths.


  “It’s working.”


  “We should try to climb someplace they can’t get us, one of those trees maybe.”


  “And then what?”


  “Wait.”


  “I don’t know, Jack.”


  “There’s nothing else to do. They’ll kill us.”


  They break for another corner, hoping to find good cover or a high place to hide. Sitting at the end of the short alley is another wolf. It scrabbles up onto all fours when it sees the two. Jack looks into its eyes and freezes. He hears a clapping sound from down around the corner and the wolf shoots off out of sight.


  They shy away from the alley and keep on the main avenue. The confident wolves are loping ahead and closing the span between them. They run past shaggy palm trees with layers of dried husks hanging from the slender trunks and they make for a stately old oak that grows up through an enclosure of rubble. Lia scales the mound of detritus with quick agility and Jack clambers up and over behind her and they nearly throw themselves at the lowest hanging branch of the oak and start to pull themselves up.


  A low roar sounds from the street, too deep to belong to any wolf, and Lia whisks her head around to face Jack.


  “What is that?”


  “Just keep climbing.”


  “There it is again.”


  Beneath the baying of a solitary wolf rises the throaty growl of some enormous creature. Jack pushes with his legs and hooks onto a higher limb. From this height they can see out onto the street. It is desolate of wolves. The barking has stopped. Jack bends his neck around and moves a well-plumed branch out of his sightline and looks off the other way. Nothing.


  “Where’d they all go?”


  “Down there,” says Lia.


  A great, brown bear trundles down the roadway toward their hideout. It yawns its mouth wide and sways dumpily as it walks.


  “Bears climb, don’t they? Don't they?”


  “Yes…”


  Here is where panic sets in. Jack fumbles his way across the high branches frantically, electric shocks bolting through his guts, searching for a course that will give them some headway.


  “Lily!” a man’s voice calls out.


  Jack grips the bark and Lia seizes his arm. The voice sounds again, low and gravelly.


  The bear pauses and looks around.


  Footsteps shuffle nearby, and soon enough a man comes into view. He is clad in buckskin from head to toe—rough trousers, sewn together with crudely dimpled seams, and a dark leather mantle around his shoulders, covered in tears and stains and trimmed with fox fur. He looks into the branches of the oak and smiles at the boy and girl that cower there.


  “They’re gone,” he says. He is deep-creased and bearded, with hair colored the same dingy gray as the wolves’ and skin as tanned as the various hides he sports. “You can come on down, it’s safe.”


  Jack and Lia sit still and look at him.


  “B… bear…” Lia manages.


  “She won’t bite you. Least I don’t think. Of course you’d be in the jaws of those wolves right now if not for her. You could say thank you.”


  Jack watches in awe as the old man walks right up to the bear and ruffles her light brown fur and throws his arm around her neck. She sways her head around and nuzzles against him and the simple action nearly knocks him to the ground. Jack swings down a few branches to get a cleaner view. The stray wolf is there, too—the one he had seen alone in the alleyway. It looks up at the old man like an obedient servant and the man reaches in his satchel and draws out a length of dried meat and slips it into the wolf’s mouth.


  “It’s all right, young man. They’re civilized.” He looks not to have washed in years. The bear seems cleanest of them all.


  Jack hops off the lowest limb and climbs atop the rubble pile and looks down at the odd collection of wanderers. The bear watches without a flicker of emotion in her small eyes and the wolf regards him with only slightly more interest. The old man gazes back with a troubling sense of familiarity.


  “Have you been following us?” asks Jack, realizing stupidly that he still wears a wreath of flowers on his head.


  “I’ve watched your passage,” the man says curiously. “This is dangerous land for young one’s like yourselves. I thought you might be lost, or out of your minds altogether. Which is it? Lost? Or crazy?”


  “Neither,” says Jack, pitching his crown into the bushes. “We’re just passing through.”


  “Oh. I see. You have a name?”


  “Jack.”


  “Jack. That’s a fine old name. Never known a Jack. And your friend, there?”


  “I’m Lia.”


  “Lia, pleased to know you.”


  “What’s your name?” she asks, hopping off the tree limb and sidling up next to Jack.


  “Called Miles,” he says crisply.


  “You walk around with them?” asks Jack, nodding toward the animals.


  “Only friends I’ve got.” Miles waves them down off the mound. “She’s Lilith, and here’s Ruck. Come here, let ‘em know you’re friendly. That is, if you are friendly.” He angles his hand toward the machete that hangs at Jack’s hip and looks at him expectantly.


  “Stay here,” Jack whispers, then ventures down into the street and takes a few steps toward them.


  Miles leads the wolf forward and lets him poke his muzzle around Jack’s boots. He tentatively reaches a hand down and Ruck drags his warm tongue across it and looks up pleadingly.


  “That’s enough, Ruck. Sit down.”


  The wolf sits. The bear rises from her haunches and walks a half circle around Jack, then stretches her neck out and touches her pointed snout lightly to his elbow. He turns to wave Lia down and finds her already standing behind him. The bear scopes her out in similar fashion then sulks off behind Miles and looks dully around the neighborhood.


  “So…” begins Miles, “passing through, you said? Where you headed?”


  “Nowhere really. Just wandering.”


  “Ahh, struck by wanderlust. Kindred spirits.”


  “Are you headed somewhere?”


  “I’ve destinations in mind, but not of the definite sort,” Miles replies. Jack squints at the unfamiliar lingo he employs. “Say, those are some well-made shoes you’re wearing. Haven’t ever seen any like that. Where are you two from?”


  Jack inhales but makes no comment, recalling how their boots almost got them killed. He looks at Lia and finds her just as speechless.


  “Don’t care to talk about it? Just as well,” agrees Miles. “None of my business where you’re from or where you’re going. Just making conversation.”


  “Do you live here?”


  “I live everywhere.”


  “How long have you wandered?”


  “A long time, Lia.”


  “And they go with you?”


  “For several years now. Raised them since cub and pup.” He scratches his fingers through his straggly beard and looks up at the sky. “I’d come upon a terrible sight, three dead wolves, ripped to pieces, and a lone pup curled up next to them. Then I saw the bear, crying and bleeding out. They’d killed each other protecting their young, you see. I found the little bear cub not far off, crawling around scared and I couldn’t bring myself to leave her, so I took the babes and raised them as my own.”


  “I’ve seen tame wolves,” says Jack, “but never a bear. How do you know she won’t kill you?”


  “I don’t.”


  Their conversation lulls and each party merely stands and drinks in the strangeness of the other. Boy and girl, bruised and bloodied, facing the old man with beasts for companions.


  “Gonna be dark soon,” says Miles. “I’ve got some fish strung up at a little spot not far from here. It’s not much, but I’ll share it.”


  “Thanks… but we should probably keep moving.”


  “Now I suspect you’re crazy again. You’re already beat to hell, both of you. I don’t care to think what’ll happen to you out here alone at night. There’s more than wolf packs in these parts, you know.”


  “How do we know you won’t steal from us?” Lia asks.


  Miles laughs, a hoarse cackle. “What would I steal? Shoes that won’t fit me? A sword I have no use for? I offer you a hot meal and a safe night’s sleep. All I ask in exchange is a little company. Take it or leave it.”


  They confer softly and decide that if the old man wanted them dead, he could have simply let the wolves kill them and saved himself the trouble.


  “Okay,” says Lia. “We’ll go.”


  Miles nods an affirmation. “Follow me.”


  They set out through the labyrinthine ruins, conversing about all manner of things relative to their separate journeys, and the bear and the wolf walk easily down the avenue alongside them.
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  Arana paces across his parlor, cold sober and obsessed with the discrepancy he sees in front of him. The buckhide map has been pulled from the wall and spread out flat on the dark-stained dining table with a ring of candles around it, and it shows new markings over a far-off southern desert region, unknown to the Temple, culled forth from the bloodied Renning while young Phoebe cried and cloaked her face against his chest. A smaller map lay crumpled on top of the larger one, returned to the Temple by Cirune, with a hastily scribbled star drawn in along the southern coast. The markings on the separate maps do not match. Arana revolves around the table, observing the plots from every angle as if some minor overlooked detail will resolve the disparity.


  Thin vertical shafts of light track across the chamber as the sun wheels toward the ocean, and when the thin orange crescent sinks beneath the surface, the pale light darkens and disappears with the dawning of night and the parlor illuminates with dirty hearth fire.


  It begins at sunset.


  Arana leaves the maps behind and stills himself before the flames. He sits on his lounge as unmoving as a stoneworked bust of himself, and he does not stir even when the terrified screams float through with the night breeze and become general on the grounds. There is no use risking an escape by doing it softly, he reminds himself. Their methods are becoming more effective by the day.
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  The swollen moon shines down through a dwindling aperture in the overcast sky. Whorls of cloudmist bleed over it until only a vague luster shows through, then finally it is gone and the entire valley seems to disappear under the darkling stratus. Miles breaks off a young branch from a nearby tree then rifles around in his satchel and comes out with a small bundle. He looses out a length of soaked linen from the bundle and fixes it to the stick and strikes it ablaze.


  There are scratchings in the darkness and a quavering growl rumbles from Ruck’s throat, his shiny teeth bared to the gumline. The bear’s eyes look diabolical in the fire. Jack’s pulse quickens as she edges up next to him and rubs her hide against him like an over-sized cat. Miles swishes the torch around and guides them across an open lot with a stagnant fountain situated in the middle, the muddy water covered with green foam. There is a quick, burbling splash as they pass.


  “How far up was it?” asks Miles.


  “Two or three days,” says Lia.


  “I think I know the place. Old tourist town. The fellow that chased you, was he a big man?”


  “Yeah, he was.”


  “Bald and bearded?”


  “I think so.”


  “That’s Collins, if memory serves. They’re good folks. They tame wolves up there. Breed them and tame them. I ought to make my way back there one of these days.”


  “You know them?”


  “Not well, but yes. I’ve met a lot of people.”


  Jack tells him about the mansion and the old matriarch, and about Sajiress and his people.


  Miles shakes his head. “No, I don’t believe I ever came across any of them. Don’t sound familiar. Were they friendly?”


  “They were nice.”


  “Some of them were a little too nice,” says Lia. “Where all have you wandered?”


  Miles rattles out a heavy sigh. “Been up and down the coast. Spent some time up in old Canada. That’s a hell of a long ways north. As beautiful as ever up that way. Nearly settled there, but other destinies called to me. That was all a very long time ago. Went down south for a while. Too hot down there. There’s people that make it work, but I don’t know how. I’d planned on walking the course all the way down to a different land, but I turned and came back. Just didn’t suit me.”


  “Is there anything down south?” Jack asks. “Anything… strange?”


  “I saw nothing but strangeness. What do you mean, exactly?”


  “Like a new city, or something?”


  “There’s cities along the way, but none new. There’s a few new towns scattered about, though. Some of them have things pretty well figured out, and some of them… well, there’s a lot of misery out there yet.” Miles looks at him with a shine in his eye. “Does that answer your question, Jack?”


  “Yeah…”


  The wolf marches beside a line of brush that clings to the outer facades. Along the way, he rummages in the weeds and digs his paws into the earth, and a couple times comes out with something alive. He sleeks his forepaws low on the ground with his hind end curved up into the air, and carefully parses the creatures apart with his fangs and gobbles them, then bounds down the avenue to catch up.


  After a few more corners are turned they reach the camp. Two leaning walls enclose it, the rest of the building is scattered across the intersection. Firewood is already stacked in the center of the clearing and Miles lights the tinder, then nestles the torch in a pile of stones. He hustles around, quick for an old man, and clears the weeds and debris off a broad ledge.


  “Here, sit down, rest yourselves. I’ll start the fish cooking.”


  Ruck and Lily prowl opposite ends of the neighborhood. They venture down the street a ways, snarling occasionally at the shadows that move through the undergrowth. The smell of cooking fish brings them back. The sit on the outer bounds and watch Miles officiate over the fire as if he’s performing some arcane ritual with the gutted fish as offerings.


  “That’s one thing that’s earned my keep with them,” he says, leaning forward and turning their dinner over the flames, “they’ve got a taste for cooked meat.”


  Ruck stares at the shrivel-eyed fish with saliva dripping from the slack corners of his mouth. Lily paces. Miles settles back and lets everything brown over the flames.


  “Have you ever been to the east?” asks Jack. “We’ve heard it’s bad out there.”


  “It’s a hard trip to make. Long stretches where there’s not much to live on. I’ll bet if you could get far enough east, things would get better. But that’s only a guess. I’ve never made it that far and I probably won’t ever try to again. Ah, here.” Miles pulls out the translucent skeletons and pitches several fish out into the street in varied directions. The animals chase after their respective shares and hunker down protectively to eat. He carries the rest over toward Jack and Lia and sits down to join them. “I’d urge you to eat quick.”


  They comply, and when they’ve finished Miles cleans up and carries their skins and heads away. Ruck leaps on him, forepaws planted on his shoulders, and licks his neck with a greasy tongue, then lopes over the rubble and runs a circle around the fire and jumps on the ledge where Jack and Lia sit. Lia giggles as Ruck bumbles into her and licks her and burrows his head into her side. He hops on Jack and straddles him across the ground, snorting and yapping, and they roll around like brother pups playing on a den floor.


  Lia watches Miles tangle with the bear. Lily drags him to the ground and plants a leg across his chest and seems to almost ravage him, his old legs flying up in the air as the huge bear spins him around and clobbers him. As they wrestle, Lia feels certain that the man will be mauled, that the bear will rise above him with fresh blood on her fur and the old man’s entrails dangling from her vicious maw. But she doesn’t. Miles gets up laughing and dusts himself off. The bear sits forward like an enormous toddler and glances around at the others.


  Miles stumbles back, winded, and plops down in front of the fire. He passes a leather flask around and they drink. After a few moments of idle conversation, Jack poses another question.


  “When’s the last time you went up north?”


  Miles cackles again. “You’ve asked about every direction except west. Don’t feel like swimming?” He settles back coyly on his elbows and levels on them. “Why are you two out here? Did you run away from your parents?”


  “No.”


  “Well, you’ve run from something.”


  “We’re looking for something,” says Lia. “A place, maybe you know of it—it’s called Alexandria.”


  Miles scratches at the wiry hairs on his chest. He shakes his head. “Don’t know it. Where is it?”


  “That way,” says Jack, pointing.


  “I don’t like to disappoint you, but there’s no such place over there, or anywhere around here, unless I’ve missed it all these years. How did you come to know of it?”


  “We met someone who came from there,” says Lia.


  “Have you considered that you’ve been taken for fools?”


  “We’re not fools,” she says, and holds his gaze after she says it.


  “I’ll take you at your word. Why do you seek this place? What do they have that you should risk your lives to find it?”


  “Answers.”


  “To what questions?”


  “It’s supposed to know things.”


  “What does it know?”


  “Not really sure.”


  “What do you want it to know?”


  “What happened to the world.”


  “If you want to know what happened to the world, just take a look around. It’s written everywhere.”


  “We want to know why it ended.”


  “What’s the use of knowing what broke it? It’s already broken. Why should there be cities to burn down in the first place? Why should there be glass and steel and men to put them together? Why should there be anything? Where did it all come from?” He stops talking and stares at them, waiting for an answer.


  “Um… the Beyond?” Jack offers timidly.


  “Mmm. Maybe. Maybe not. What about that? Can this place you seek answer that?”


  “I don’t know,” says Jack. The thought had never occurred to him.


  “Well, you have to start asking the right questions if you want the right answers,” says Miles. “Of course, it’s not really the end of the world, or we wouldn’t be sitting here talking about it. The world won’t end for a very long while yet, trillions of years in truth, but that’s not much comfort. As for what happened to civilization, you could know all the aspects of it and still be left to speculation. They argued for thousands of years about the fall of Rome and that was small compared to this.”


  “What’s Rome?” asks Lia.


  “An empire from the ancient times. And the funny part is, their monuments will probably outlast our own. Long after we’ve turned to dirt, there will stand the Parthenon on the Acropolis, laughing down at our crypts. But in due course, time will take that, too, and there will be nothing left of any of this, not even a memory. Not even a graveyard or a ghost to haunt it.” He hitches himself onto one knee and declares to the night. “The gorgeous palaces, the solemn temples, the great globe itself, yea, and all which it inherit, shall dissolve. And like this insubstantial pageant faded, leave not a rack behind.” He settles his eyes on Lia.


  “What does that mean?”


  “Not my words.”


  “Whose words are they?”


  “An old poet’s. But not his anymore, either.”


  “Whose are they now?”


  “Time’s. She gets everything in the end. That’s what it means—all that you will ever have shall be taken away, in some manner or another. That I can assure you.”


  His words leave them despondent and they sit quietly and avoid looking at each other. Miles watches them with a peculiar expression on his face.


  “Of course,” he continues, “the end is not the end…” He kneels by the fire and rustles around in the brush for a stick. “They had a theory, centuries back. A theory that binds the forces and describes everything in the known and unknown world, numbers and letters and symbols that summed everything up very nicely.” He scribbles the equation on the ground with the bent stick, rapt with concentration for a long moment as he delineates the strange figures in the dirt. It looks like hieroglyphics when he’s finished and Jack and Lia scowl at it.


  “What does it say?”


  “It is… a cycle. Round and round, you see?” He swirls his finger in the air. “The simple to the complex and back again for a length of something that is not Time, in which all things that can ever be shall happen… even this,” he says. “Even this.”


  Miles looks at them intently, smiling.


  Jack and Lia stare at the equation.


  Miles dusts it away. He flickers his eyebrows impishly and stirs the fire with the stick he used to inscribe the theory. Wood sparks dance in an eddy of cool air and fly upwards.


  “But what it says, I do not know.”


  “Is that what made everything? Some cycle?”


  “Didn’t make us. Allowed for us. Wherefrom came the cycle? That’s the real mystery.”


  “Do you know?”


  “It wouldn’t be a mystery if I knew. I suspect maybe that’s the point. I’m not sure even the mystery itself knows. It may be conjecturing the same questions about its origins as we are, lost in some cosmic ocean of creation wondering why it should be so. Over the Ages, they believed every different thing you can imagine and then some. They all perished away just the same in the end.”


  Jack and Lia wear confused faces. Miles uses so many old words they’ve never heard before that they struggle to decrypt his meaning.


  “So they all just died?” Lia asks, pulling on a thread at the hem of her gown.


  “Mmm. Billions of them.”


  “But why? Why did they have to die?”


  “They didn’t—not in that way, at least.”


  “They wanted to die?”


  “No. Quite the opposite. They wanted to live forever. They’d doctored themselves in such a way that death was denied its natural course. Over a century and a half, some lived. No one’s meant to live that long. They betrayed the cycle.”


  “What?”


  “Their covenant. To die. To go back into the dirt and be reborn. They fought against it—and they lost. They thought themselves masters of the land, and the land taught them otherwise. Her lessons are strict—I can see by the scars you wear that you know I’m true.”


  Jack thinks back on The Solstice of Fire. They have known of cycles before, civilizations coming together and falling apart, death and rebirth, these notions were not hidden from them.


  “So that’s it? They broke the cycle and they died?”


  “No. Of course not,” Miles bristles. “I told you, you can see this from every angle and still not make any sense of it. Of course there’s more. But what do you want me to tell you? Do you want to hear about bombs going off and children burning? Families dying of plague and starvation? About how they longed so dear for a hero and none came? I won’t talk about it. There’s no use in it. Those things are small. Massacre. Famine. Disease. They all happened. For thousands of years they happened… and civilization carried on. It was something inside them… something deeper. Destruction like this has happened before… and it will happen again, many times over, and not just here, but in exotic places so remote we could never touch or see them, worlds apart from our own.”


  The fire dwindles low and Miles starts toward a pile of scrap wood to replenish it.


  “I’ll get it,” says Jack.


  “Thank you.”


  Lia sits back with her palm resting on her cheek and watches Jack tend to the fire. An uncomfortable thought itches her mind.


  “If it’s all going away someday,” she says softly, “if we lose everything and we can’t ever get it back… then what’s the point?”


  Miles nods slowly. “That’s better. Much better. You’re a clever girl.” He inscribes a circle on the ground with the stick. “For death is only part of it, you see. Just as you have an obligation to die… so, too, do you have an obligation to live. To avoid either is to break the cycle. There is no need to ask how civilizations come to an end, Jack. Time will see to that. The question you should be asking… is how do they begin?”


  Jack crouches by the fire. The bear and the wolf slumber next to him on the ground. He looks at the old nomad’s face. He imagines him clean-shaven with slicked-back hair. He imagines him decades younger and less worn. He wonders why he didn’t see it sooner.


  “You’re the prophet.”


  “I’m prophet of nothing.”


  “You’re Thomas.”


  “I’ve no idea what you’re talking about,” Miles says blithely.


  Jack sees something in his eyes and wonders if it is the shame of deceit. “Then tell me how you know all this.”


  “I know nothing. Everything I’ve told you could just as well be false.”


  “Why did you leave?”


  “Leave where?”


  “The Temple. Did you leave because they started killing people?”


  “What?”


  “Jack?”


  “Did you blame yourself? Why do you live out here with animals? Is it because you don’t trust yourself around people anymore?”


  “What’s wrong with you?”


  “My mother is dead,” Jack bursts. “And her parents are dead, and our home is gone. It was burned to the ground. Burned by a man named Arana Nezra, and you knew him. You knew him when he was just a child. He has blue eyes. And you knew his father. You were there when it started. And all I want to know is why? Why?” he fires, red-faced and trembling. “You have so many answers, can you tell me that? Can you tell me why my mother is dead? Is it part of your cycle?”


  Miles is stricken. Ruck jumps up on all fours and skitters to his master’s feet and glares at Jack, a low growl working in the back of his throat. Miles sinks to his knees and soothes the wolf, smoothing back his fur and whispering in his ears. He looks back to Jack.


  “Sit down,” he says softly.


  Jack remains standing. Lia watches the confrontation with dark, wet eyes.


  “I am he,” says Miles. “Please. Sit down.”
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  Eriem’s side of the bed is cold. He left for the night watch before sundown. Jeneth sets her bare feet on the floor of their tiny, two-room cottage. Muffled cries have awoken her and she rubs sleep out of her bleary eyes, then shambles across the room to gather Mariset in her arms and rock her back to sleep.


  The crib is empty.


  As the fog of sleep clears, she realizes that the cries had not come from inside their cabin, but from the hillside and grounds. In a frenzy of panic she moves to the sideboard and lights a candle and flashes it around the room. All of Mariset’s clothes and toys are gone. Her hand flies to her gaping mouth. She feels like she’s been struck in the chest.


  She treads cautiously toward the door, toward the screaming. As she reaches for the lever, the door bursts inward and two men move slickly through it and grab her by the arms. Thoughts of spies and far-away armies flash through her mind, until she catches a glimpse and recognizes them as friends of Eriem. They have sat at dinner together in the Temple Hall and talked and laughed and got along well. They force her to the ground and bind her hands behind her back, then haul her back to her feet by the elbows. She flails and fights against them.


  “Settle down, Jeneth. We’re not going to hurt you.”


  “Where’s my daughter?”


  “She’s safe.”


  “Where is she?”


  Jeneth screams through clenched teeth and tries again to pull away. They jerk her roughly though the door and march her down the path toward the Temple.


  The grounds are chaos. They are being carried away, all of them—all who were not born here. People who have been at the Temple longer than Jeneth are being escorted from their cottages with their hands tied behind their backs, pulled screaming from their children and carted away as prisoners.


  Strands of Jeneth’s fine hair adhere themselves to her tear-wet cheeks, flushed with an anger more profound than any she’s ever known, stronger yet than the anger she felt years ago when they first stole her away from her own parents. The only image that burns in her mind is of her daughter’s face. She turns her head and bares her teeth and bites at her captors.


  Someone calls her name from the dark entrance by the amphitheatre and she looks up to see Elise being dragged toward the Temple as well. They hand her off to sentries and she is whisked away—an assembly line of forced bondage, swift and efficient. Jeneth goes limp and contorts her face in fathomless anguish. My daughter, she thinks, my baby.


  They cart them through the sanctum at the heart of the Temple, with panoramic frescoes of fire ensconcing the fevered prisoners as they are led to their confinement. Lines of young children are led down from the dormitories and set along the same path until a sizable crowd stands gathered at the mouth of the secluded staircase.


  Jeneth looks around for her friends and sees Haylen down the hall, bound with ropes and sobbing. She sees Aiden and Creston far behind, just making their way down. At the head of the stairs, wearing an oddly calm expression, is William. One of the men holding him is Eriem. She would gouge his eyes out now if loosed. She calls his name and she knows that he hears it. His head flinches slightly, but he will not face her.


  The slow crush carries her toward the keep. The sounds from below make her knees go weak. Clenched and sobbing, she descends the staircase that leads to her internment, feeling less and less human with each step she takes.
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  The man once called Thomas sits stoically and absorbs the last of their tale. He pitches more wood on the fire. Wolves howl in the distance and Ruck stirs at his feet apprehensively. Jack and Lia sit on the ledge, bundled together under a warm fur, exhausted from yet another telling of their story.


  “Dead?” Thomas asks.


  “Most likely.”


  He hangs his head. “I knew Ethan. He was a boy when I left.”


  “It’s real, then? You’ve been there?”


  “Yes. It’s real. I was born there. I lived my childhood there.”


  “What is it?” asks Lia.


  Thomas pauses and thinks for a spell. “It knows things, yes, that’s true. Ways and thoughts passed down from the days before. But, it is something far more… They are… humanitarians.” He reads the confusion on their faces and explains to them the meaning of humanitarian. “You see, that’s what Ethan and Renning were doing. Helping people cope with a long, hard winter. And it’s carried on for centuries, generation after generation, all the way back to the time of the downfall.”


  Jack and Lia are transfixed. A surge of relief floods them as they realize that their journey has not been in vain.


  “Why did you leave?”


  “I was impatient. No,” he corrects himself, “I was reckless. I wanted to be part of something greater and I didn’t want to wait for it. So I left. I left when I was just a little older than you two are now. I left that home with a head full of pride and knowledge, and I roamed for years looking for a place to put it to use. I wanted to build great things. I was inspired by the palaces of old—thought people needed an anchor, something to unite them. I was humanity’s great hope, so I thought.” He rubs his eyes with crooked fingers. “In the summer of my eighteenth year, I made my way up the coast. I saw so many things along the way. There was devastation, yes… tired groups of wanderers living only to survive, barely a generation removed from the caves that hid them during the long storm. But I also saw a world on the move, a beautiful, growing world, full of possibility. That’s what I sought—a new life. A life with possibility. And there, on the central coast, I thought I’d found it. It was just a small settlement back then, but it was alive. It was glowing. I could see from afar that life for them was much more than just simple survival. I ventured to approach them and was met by a man named Arana Nezra. Said the name was of old, noble blood. He was as warm and kind a man as you could ever hope to meet. He’d led his people down from the frozen north, a hard journey that lasted years, and along the way they picked up more followers who shared the same vision that he had—the vision of a beautiful life together. That was all. It was so simple, really. I had no idea how wrong things would go.


  “We became friends. We’d talk long into the night about the world and all that had happened to it, and about the situation we found ourselves in. I told him many things he had never known before. When he asked how I knew so much, I lied. Told him I came from a city to the north, that I’d picked everything else up on my travels. He believed me. He trusted me pretty deep at that point, I think, and he had good reason—my true home was the only thing I ever kept from him. Everyone took to me very kind because of how close of friends I was with him. He’d led them through every kind of hardship imaginable to get there, and they loved him more than their own families, some did. Those people would have followed him into the ocean to drown if that’s what he wanted of them. Of course, I never worried that he would misguide them in such a way. Though he did have a love for women, I tended to turn a blind eye to all the fathering he’d done. He was so selfless with them, otherwise. He truly cared, this I believe. Cared about each and every one of them. Always talked about the life he wanted to give them. He had these grand visions, these beautiful dreams, and I told him I could help make them so. We rebuilt the settlement from the ground up, carved out planting fields, set irrigation ditches, built a medical lodge where I’d see to people. We transformed the landscape, and when we stepped back and looked at what we’d done, it nearly burst our hearts. It was perfect. It was the most beautiful place I’ve ever seen in my life.


  “From that point it was set. They started to revere me as they did him. Some offered up that I was a prophet of some sort, and the notion held. Arana and I had plans to build something grand, something permanent. We scouted out a quarry to the north with good sandstone, and we started to figure ways to get that stone back to our little haven on the cliff. We were idolized. With more food from the fields, our numbers grew. I had favor with nearly everyone. Nearly.


  “There was one, in particular, who never took a liking to me. A man named Keslin. He joined in with Arana early on, and he was a broken man when they found him. He had cleared out from a dead settlement in one of the blighted regions. One by one, he’d lost his family and been left with nothing. Arana took him under his care, and Keslin stayed right by his side during most of the long journey, second in charge, so to speak. He was jealous, I think, that I’d moved in and taken his place. Thought that I was complicating things with all my ideas. And he thought we were blind to the dangers in the world. I guess, in some ways, he was right.


  “We had a few wonderful years there… beautiful, peaceful years. And then, one night, the worst happened. It was a small band of people, they numbered far less than us, but we were unprepared for what was coming. And it was so pointless, too, because if these people had only approached Arana, I know he would have taken them in as his own, fed them and clothed them. But they didn’t. They’d eyed our tools and our food stores. They’d seen how good we had it and they wanted it for themselves. It happened while we were all sleeping, and it wasn’t simple thievery.


  “You have to understand, Arana’s people weren’t soft. Far from it. They’d endured some of the worst suffering that nature can meet out. But they weren’t vicious and brutal, not like this group that besieged us. They laid to waste everything we’d fought so hard for. They ravaged our fields, set fire to the homes we’d built, took everything that wasn’t set into the ground. It was horrible. I’ll never forget that night for the rest of my life. We lost so many children. It was death and confusion everywhere. And it was over as quick as it started, and us left there stunned on that cliff with our homes burning around us. I don’t need to speak further on it.


  “That night marked a turn. Keslin felt confirmed of his earlier suspicions—that we were defenseless, a target for thieves. He’d lost his family all over again, lost them all in the fire, and it haunted him. Arana went back to seeking his council, which was just as well—I’d had about enough of being worshipped, anyway.


  “It wasn’t long after that night when the child was born.


  “In the old days, there was a greater variety of people, you see. Different colors, different traits. The world was well on its way toward melting them all together when the downfall happened, but afterwards, after so many had been lost, some traits all but vanished. These traits weren’t gone, mind you—they were sort of hiding inside us. And when that child was born, he possessed one of these hidden traits. The boy’s eyes shone clearest blue, and that little bundle mesmerized every man, woman and child left under Arana’s care. He’d fathered the child, most likely. Took credit for it, certainly, and the boy took his namesake. Arana Nezra the Second, he was called. Soon enough, Arana started telling people the boy was a sign of something greater. Some divine protection cast down upon his people, and, oh, how they longed to believe it.


  “All this while, the change was happening. They began producing more weapons than tools. The grand vision was put on hold. Despite their child savior, these good people started to see everyone in close range of the settlement as an enemy to be bested. Troubled wanderers no longer found a home with Arana. They were chased away or, at worst, killed on sight. What I saw around me were the makings of something terrible. For the second time in my life, I left the place I’d called home and ventured out on my own. I left in the middle of the night, fearing they would have killed me if they’d known I was leaving.


  “I went south for a while, but it wasn’t to my liking. I spent long decades out there alone, and finally ended not far from where I started. My foolishness has caused a lot of death, Jack. You were right—I don’t very much trust myself around people anymore. When I saw you two out wandering on your own, I knew—at least a part of me knew—that you’d run away from them as I had.” His hard face cracks with tears. Thin rivulets run down his cheeks and leave tracks of clarity on his begrimed skin. “I am so sorry… for everything that has happened to you. None of it ever should have happened. None of it.”


  Ruck leaps up and dutifully licks his tired face. He pats the wolf down and settles him back on the ground, then looks at Jack and Lia with eyes that seek neither forgiveness nor consolation. They sit bundled under their fur, trying to untangle the strands of Thomas’s story. It does little to soothe their grief.


  “I still don’t understand how they could’ve done what they did,” says Lia. “We lost everything, too, and we didn’t turn out like them.”


  “Mmm,” says Thomas. “You don’t want to hurt them back? You don’t want to take from them? Show them how they’ve hurt you?”


  Lia starts to say no, then stops herself. “Yes. But they did hurt us. If they’d hunted the people that burned them, that would be different. We didn’t burn their homes down. They burned ours.”


  “Yes, I see. But suppose you settle down somewhere again, some nice little place that you’re happy to call home. Suppose you’re settled there, all nice and cozy—maybe you’ll have a couple young ones of your own—and then one night, long about the middle of the night, you hear strangers out in the darkness. Strangers with unknown intentions. You might feel differently, then. You might feel threatened and strike out blindly, to protect your own. It’s a short step from there to much darker tendencies. A trauma like what you went through, it changes a person. It’s changed you, I’d wager, in ways that your young minds can’t yet fully understand. And it’s not the thinking part of your mind that’s been affected, but a much older part, an ancient part. It’s hard work to stay civilized. It’s hard work because it’s not natural.”


  “So were going to end up like them?”


  “No. I just mean you have to try at it. Take Ruck and Lily for example. Consider the two possibilities. One in which the bear and the wolf are raised separately in the wild, each by their own kind, and in that way they would surely be hateful enemies. Each would fear the other and like to kill them. Or, consider they are raised by me, in which case they become friends. Same bear. Same wolf. A difference only of what they are taught and how. And of these two possibilities, I tell you, young man, young lady, it is this one,” he says, gesturing to Ruck and Lily sleeping cozily by the fire, “that is the unnatural of the two.”


  “Unnatural?”


  “Mmm. I think some part of them cares about me as they would their own kind. Then there’s another part that, if they’re provoked in such a way, could revert back to the rawest wild. But the same could be true of me. And you. There are savage ways in all of us.”


  Jack flinches. “We’re not savages.”


  “Are you so sure? There’s a thin line in here,” he crooks an elbow and points to his cranium, “that separates the higher from the lower, and at this thin line there are monsters, brutal monsters, rattling their cages, deep within the earliest forebears of our minds, fighting to break through. Always been there, even long before the downfall. Always. While they busied themselves in steel towers, there were some hidden workings buried deep, then and still, violent remains from an earlier Age when our ancient kin lived and died by the sharpness of their teeth and the quickness of their retreat—these workings written inside a body in such a way that it could spell a creature’s fate before it’s ever birthed from its mother’s womb. And it takes a lot of work to overcome that. For if you feed the monsters, the monsters will grow. And if they grow strong enough, they escape into the higher reaches and run wild and chase anything civilized clean away.”


  “It’s wicked.”


  “It’s not wickedness, not outright. It’s the drive to live. It’s what kept you alive out here in the wild, I reckon. It’s what tore civilization to the ground, and it’s also what gave them the will to build it up in the first place. Fierce protection of yourself and others like you. All creatures have it. But, lo, it rattles those cages. Doesn’t know when enough is enough. Yes, Jack, there are monsters in you, and even you, Lia. But it’s your choice whether or not you feed them.”


  The fire has burned down to embers and Thomas pokes at it with the stick.


  “Is that what happened to Arana? He fed them?”


  “Partly. He’s a different case, altogether. He’d not been born, yet, when the fires happened. Before I left, he’d shown sparks of being a bright young boy. Had a gentle way about him. It’s discouraging to hear that he’s crowned himself King. Absurd. If he’s King, then I’m Emperor of the Universe.”


  “So what’s wrong with him?”


  “He was brought up with all that rot his father taught him, and I guess he believed it.”


  “So… he has no powers?”


  “Only the power to make people think he has.”


  Jack nods, remembering all the times he feared some force would overtake him. “Will the people at Alexandria know how to stop him?”


  “Doubtful. Not if they’re as strong as you say. Arana wants to find this place very badly, doesn’t he?”


  “He’s searched for years.”


  “Then he’ll someday find it. This map that Ethan gave you, what did it show?”


  “It was a drawing of the land and the rivers, all down the coast, and there was a star at the bottom where he told us to go.”


  “Can you draw it?”


  “Sure.”


  Jack takes the stick and works from memory, drawing a rough depiction of the shoreline. He fills in a few remembered details, then finishes it off with a little star.


  “Ah,” says Thomas, with a touch of relief, “I see. Ethan was smart. This is not Alexandria.”


  “It’s not?”


  “No. It’s an outpost. Finding the outpost could lead them to the right spot, though. They don’t seek it for the beauty or the sciences. They’re not interested in the finer crafts. If they’re as I remember, as you say they are, then they’ll seek the knowledge to make war machines. It would be disastrous if they ever found it.”


  Jack and Lia stare glumly at the little star for which they’ve risked their lives. Thomas reads their disappointment and smiles.


  “You desire to reach this place?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then I’ll help you.” He places his finger on the star. “These people can take you there. You’re on the right track, and it’s not far off. Not far at all if you cross the wetlands.”


  “The wetlands?”


  “It would take days to go around, tough climbing, or one day to pass through. The choice is yours. Get some rest. I’ll lead you there tomorrow.”


  They situate themselves in various nests and fall asleep by the dying glow of the campfire cinders.


  They stir in the dead of night. Jack looks up groggily and sees Ruck in the center of the intersection with his head turned skyward, crying out in the moonlight. His woebegone howl is answered back in kind. Ruck and his nameless counterpart tarry back and forth until Thomas grumbles for him to shut up. The little camp quiets itself and they drift back to sleep.


  Come morning light, Jack stumbles off the ledge and walks out into the street. Thomas is rolling with the bear again. He shouts a brief salutation to Jack even as Lily’s enormous brown mass descends upon him and pins him to the ground. She flips him over with her snout and closes her jaw playfully around his arm and shoulder. He extricates himself, buckskin jacket tousled, his wild hair sticking up in spikes, and as he is rising from the ground Lily rams him and sends him staggering forward. Thomas grabs her by the jowls and whispers to her.


  “Nice day for walking,” he says, turning to Jack.


  “How far is it?”


  “Just over those hills. We’ll make it by nightfall.” He swivels and shouts down the street. “Ruck!”


  The wolf jumps from some disheveled interior and trots back toward their camp with something bloody in his mouth. He edges up to Jack and sets the catch at his feet. It is too mangled to even discern what creature it might have been.


  “Brought you a little present, Jack. Say thank you.”


  Jack bends and pets the wolf and scratches at his ears. Ruck licks him with his bloodstained tongue, then fetches his kill and meanders away.


  “Is your friend awake?”


  “I’m here,” says Lia. She stands by the toppled wall and scratches her head and yawns.


  They waste little time gathering their things, and as the full, round sun is liberated from the horizon they set out toward a notch in the southern hills. Ruck bustles along at his master’s feet, and the stench between man and animal is indecipherable. Jack and Lia fall in close together, nervous butterflies twitching in their bellies. Lily rumbles along behind them, serenely oblivious to such matters as those that worry her human companions. She is thinking dimly of fish.


  “Not a bad escort,” Thomas tells them, with the air of a man profoundly at home in his element. His nimble old limbs traverse the treacherous ground easily, and he quotes the old poets and sings old songs with meanings lost entirely on his small audience. Jack and Lia watch him with confounded expressions as he carries on in his odd manner. Ruck wears a face of endearing bafflement, as though he were charged with taming Thomas instead of the other way around, and looking like he finds himself utterly failing at the task.


  They amble on merrily through the morning, and by the day’s high point they find themselves scaling the pass that cuts through the hills. Thomas takes to quizzing them about the world.


  “The earth and sun—which goes round the other?”


  “Earth goes round,” says Lia.


  “Mmm. Good,” affirms Thomas. “What is it that keeps your feet on the ground?”


  “What?” Jack asks.


  “Our shoes?” says Lia.


  “Hmm…” says Thomas, pulling at his beard and grinning. “If you throw something up in the air, why does it fall back down?”


  “Because it’s heavy.”


  “Wouldn’t a feather fall, too?” Thomas poses.


  “Oh, yeah…”


  They confess to being stumped, and Thomas expounds lengthily on the concept of gravity and the interactions between the forces. “Strange what people passed along and what they didn’t,” he concludes. He sweeps his arms across the broad landscape. “Wherefrom came the mountains?”


  “Haven’t they always been there?” asks Lia.


  “Not hardly. The whole earth’s not always been here, how could the mountains?”


  “Oh,” she says. “I don’t know.”


  Thomas explains to them the movement of the plates beneath their feet, he talks of swirling rock piles in space that look like autumn leaves spinning downstream in a circular current, he talks of distant planets like their own, he tells of travels that were made into the mysterious blackness and how there are human skeletons in the void, their empty sockets looking down at the earth from crypt-like space stations. Jack and Lia listen attentively to the words they understand, and they stop him with their own questions when he uses words they don’t. Beyond a certain point, his meaning becomes too abstract for their thinking and they simply nod along politely.


  Up the hill they climb, Thomas lecturing all the while. As they near the top, he grows quiet and watches their faces drop open.


  A broken city lay before them, a saw-toothed and sinister heap of skyline, rising above the lush terrain with tendrils of ruin leaking out from the heart of it. The great bulk of the earth has pulled most of the sleek buildings to the ground, and the colossal beams and pillars remaining upright have settled against one another, pyre-like, forming new structures that bear little resemblance to the old. Grim cathedrals of wreckage with steeples of emaciated gridiron.


  The entire basin is washed over with wetlands, and the avenues that crisscross the massive swamp are little more than muddy waterways, gilded with a lime-green veneer and stippled with reeds and rushes. Everywhere there are embankments of mangrove and palm trees, and the creeping vines that scale the towers seem to be almost holding the structures together rather than rending them apart.


  It looks wholly unpassable. They walk toward it, human and beast alike, pilgrims in a forsaken land. The broad route runs alongside a tremendous mound and the terrain begins to change around them.


  “Here lays a mass grave of millions,” says Thomas, throwing his arm nonchalantly toward the mound. “Dead from fallout and biological plague.”


  “Bio-logical,” says Lia, the word new on her tongue.


  Beneath their feet, millions of mortal husks have disintegrated and fed the land. The vegetation is lush here. It grows dense and jungle-like and they fight against it. Jack chops them a narrow path and they worm their way through slowly. The animals become mischievous. Lily takes to sitting down right in front of their path and Thomas repeatedly coaxes her to move, murmuring to her like a child.


  They reach a clear vista and Jack surveys the swamp from a closer vantage. It is encircled by rough, densely overgrown hillsides, and it would be a slow and torturous hike to cross around.


  “How are we supposed to get across it?”


  “There’s a way. If it’s not been stolen. We ought to stop along here and set up for the night before it gets dark. You’ll want to cross in the daylight. And you’ll want to stay on the main channel.”


  They heed his words and settle themselves. They dine on scant pickings and a couple of rodents by the light of a small fire, then lie down wearily to sleep. Jack and Lia toss and turn and the night feels much longer than usual.


  When light finally breaks, Thomas leads them to a rank waterway that feeds the swamp, and he is less profuse in conversation as they near the head of it. They pad along the muddy ground on the eastern bank and Lily wades out into the water. As she lumbers along in the current, Ruck watches keenly from the bank, with one forepaw raised daintily as if waiting for it to be kissed.


  Thomas comes to a full stop and looks around at the trees, seeming to almost count them. He steps away from the bank and takes giant steps through a confused web of flora, pulling branches aside and scouting around.


  “Come here and give me a hand.”


  Jack swings the machete down and hacks his way through to the spot where Thomas stands. He pulls the leafage away, and tucked down underneath is a little rowboat made of lashed-together reeds and wooden crosspieces.


  “Where did you get this?”


  “Found it,” says Thomas.


  “Whose is it? Are there people here?”


  “None that I’ve seen, other than passing wanderers.” Thomas pulls at the prow of the little skiff and dislodges it. “This looked to have been forgotten. So I took her out. I’ve explored only through parts of this, and I know it’s crossable, but, listen,” he says heavily, “keep on the main course. Don’t stray. Easy to get turned around in there.”


  Jack nods and helps him drag the skiff back to the muddy bank. Lia looks pensively at the small craft. They tether it to the shore and then launch it out into the water to test that it floats. The reeds are pitched and hide-covered and it slips straight with the current and bobbles atop the water, right and true.


  “This passage will take you across to the far side. Keep a quick pace and you’ll make it by sundown.” He looks down to the ground and takes a slow, deliberate breath. “I hope you reach your destination,” he tells them earnestly. “Careful of what you find there. It’s a dangerous substance they handle. I’ve seen with my own eyes what it can do in the wrong hands, as I’m the one that placed it in them.”


  “It’s not your fault,” says Lia. “It’s monsters.”


  Thomas lets out a terse laugh. “I make no excuses. I wish there was more I could do for you.”


  “There is something,” says Jack.


  “Oh?”


  “If you see your friend Collins again, tell them they’re in danger if they stay there. The Temple will come looking for us. They’re likely to kill anyone they come across.”


  Thomas winces. “Of course. I think I’ll see them again very soon.”


  “I’m glad you told us what you know. And she’s right—it’s not your fault. They still would have become killers.”


  “That may well be.”


  “We’d better not waste any more light,” says Jack, glancing at Lia. He climbs into the little skiff and grabs the makeshift ore resting in the hull.


  Thomas nods cordially. “I’m glad to have met you.”


  “Thank you,” says Lia. “We’d have been eaten by wolves if not for you.”


  Thomas smiles. Lia takes his hand and steadies herself as she steps into the skiff. When they’re situated, he unties them and heaves against the stern and pushes them into the current.


  “If you see my brother, tell him that Thomas says hello. Tell him I love him.”


  “Who’s your brother?”


  “You’ll know him if you see him.”


  Jack plunks the ore into the water and they float downstream toward the sprawling marsh, and a network of moss-covered branches envelops them. Thomas stands on the bank like some rustic frontiersman, his long beard flowing in the breeze, and the bear and the wolf sit nobly at his side. They stay for a long while and watch Jack and Lia diminish away into the rusted iron swamp, worrisome looks on each of their faces.


  


  



  Chapter Fifteen


   


   


  



  



  Arana speaks to his father. It matters not whether they are connected through portals in time and space, where living mouths commune with dead ears and a resonance is carried across the threshold, or more detached and mundane channels through which thought and message evanesce and never return. He whispers breathlessly with newfound ease, and he forgives his father for the forgery of his youth and the unkept promises of transcendent greatness. He feels his father’s presence, the duality of him, tangible and elusive as he was in life—the legendary man who carved the Temple’s first stone with strong, gentle hands.


  Behind him, the amphitheatre is half-full of women and children, stark and clear in the bright morning light. They sit with strangely placid faces and watch the man they know as their King commune without hurry in the blinding sun.


  Arana imagines that his father would not know him if he were truly here now, so different is the boy from the man. He thinks of what he was meant to be—a protector of his father’s vision, a kind authority. Long hours he has spent searching for some connection between himself and that boy, and the trail has run cold. Through peacefully closed eyes he asks his father for his own forgiveness in return.


  Silence greets him, and he expected nothing more.


  He turns slowly and faces the sparse crowd, stripped of false vestiges. They do not thunder with applause, nor do they shun him. They only sit in the liquid sun and wait.


  Down the quarry road, a battalion marches. Arana looks on sternly as they assemble before him. Rows of horsemen lead the parade, war-painted and severe, followed by men of every age, suited and armed and freshly shorn, marching with stoic calm toward the amphitheatre. The great and courageous Sons of the Temple, clad for an undertaking more dangerous than any they’ve met before. The ranks fill in slowly. Morning shadows glide across their faces as the men form one line after another and settle into rigid formation.


  When the last warrior takes his place, Arana paces forward to the lower gallery and speaks to his followers.


  “Some of you are old enough to remember a man named Thomas,” he says plainly. He meets recognition in some of their eyes. “Some of you remember his betrayal of my father. This man arrived unbidden, he spoke dangerous lies about his true home, and he fled in our time of need. He left us to suffer. Some of you remember this.” His voice is crisp and low and it cuts through the air like a whip-crack. He speaks simply. Gone are his well-practiced theatrics. “But all of you, even the youngest… all of you remember the two men caught spying on our land barely a month ago yet. You remember barring your doors and hiding in the darkness.


  “We know now that these men share the same origins as Thomas. We know they are from a place that preserves dead ways, a place that seeks to use these ways to destroy us. They hate what we have built. They hate the vision that we share. And the day has come when we must make a stand, or allow ourselves to be swept away by their wickedness.”


  Younger siblings and worried mothers nod somberly in the amphitheatre. In the wings, Keslin cracks a thin smile.


  “In recent days,” Arana continues, “you have noticed that certain people were taken from their duties. These people were corrupted—and they are now safely removed, and will remain so until the matter is resolved.”


  Stifled chatter crisscrosses the amphitheatre.


  “This morning, our army will march south to the hidden city. We do not know what they will encounter when they get there, but I will say this—our numbers have never been stronger. There are no other fighters spoke of in the land with the power to overtake us. Join me in asking that the light of the Beyond shine down upon them on this important venture.”


  Arana closes his eyes and raises his face toward the bright, clean sky—his only deceit—and as the warriors steel themselves for another ruthless campaign, the gathered forms in the audience raise their faces as well, true believers all, and the Temple grounds hum with the sussurus of their whispered incantation.
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  The reed skiff glides through the murky water, leaving behind swirling fractals of slimy film that spin around in their wake like elongated curlicues. Slithering forms cut gracefully through the surface then resubmerge in silence. Jack dips the ore and rows them slowly forward, perched up on his knees like a little gondolier, looking side to side as they go. There is a ubiquitous buzz that permeates the swamp and he listens in, trying to separate the sound out into its constituent parts—there are insects of many varied forms, the rasping of sedge grass rippling in the wind, smoothly flowing water, and a deeper, more subliminal noise that sounds like the steady breath of the swamp itself. Lia sits curled in the stern and watches the dark landscape drift by like a gloomy cyclorama.


  “I don’t like this.”


  “It’s just a little ways farther. Thomas said we’re close.”


  “I heard him.”


  They crouch low and float under a fallen pile of warped I-beams, crosshatched over the water like a jumbled overpass. A gallery of long-legged birds sits perched atop, and they turn their heads dismissively as the tiny boat moves past. Jack rows them around a bend in the waterway and pilots the craft toward the rising sun. The iron skeletons of a once great city rise above them, fragmented and decayed, more imposing than they had seemed from the hillside.


  “By the billions…” says Lia, looking up at the structures.


  “How much is that?”


  “Too much.” She scoots around and kneels behind Jack, resting her chin on his shoulder. “Want me to row for a while?”


  “I’m okay.”


  “Do you think the world will ever look like this again? All full of buildings and people?”


  “Not for a long, long time.”


  “I don’t know if I’d want it to,” she says wistfully. “It’s not very pretty.”


  “I’m sure it looked better when it was new.”


  “Not as pretty as the mountains.”


  “No. I guess not.”


  “And how did they build all this anyway? Did they steal people and force them to work?”


  “They would’ve had to steal a lot of people,” laughs Jack. “I think they used machines.”


  “Somebody had to build the machines. Seems impossible. Didn’t they do anything but build things and fly around all the time?”


  “That sounds all right to me.” Jack peers at her over his shoulder. “You’re sour.”


  “I’m just nervous.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Miles,” she says. “Thomas. He said it’s dangerous what they have there. I just—I’m not sure I really want to know about the old days, about these people that used to live here. I thought I did, but it’s just all so sad.”


  “We don’t have to stay. We can go there, warn them, and leave. I’m not sure they’ll tell us anything anyway.”


  “And then where will we go? Thomas won’t use his name anymore because he’s so scared the Nezra’ll find him. Will we have to do that, do you think? Change our names and hide forever?”


  Jack scrunches his face and thinks it over—it doesn’t sound like such a bad proposition. “We might,” he says grimly. “And I’ll grow a beard and make friends with a lion and a goat.”


  “I’d like to see you with a beard like that.”


  “You’d have to grow one, too.”


  “What?” She punches him.


  “So we could hide, you’d have to.”


  “What about the lion and the goat?”


  “Well,” says Jack, pondering it, “the goat might have to shave his.”


  “Oh… of course. I’m feeling much better about this.”


  “At least we have a plan.”


  “Yeah,” she says darkly, tasting his irony. “A plan.”


  Sprays of light fan down on them from the canopy as they emerge from the towering gridwork and float down the middle of a wide open wetland area, through a corridor walled in by tufts of tall flowing grass stemming up from the muck.


  Ahead of them, concrete roundabouts arc over the surface of the water like a giant cloverleaf, partially blocking their path. Jack navigates slowly between the network of thick, stone columns and sunken pieces of road, and at several points he draws his blade and cuts through the undergrowth because the slender passage is nearly sealed off by encroaching vines and sedge. Lia poises behind him with the spear and pushes the skiff away from the rocks that brush against the underside of its thin leather hull. Sharp angles of light show them the mouth of the dark tunnel and Jack paddles toward it. As they near the exit, a shiny snake, as thick as Jack’s leg, uncoils before them and hangs aloft from an overhead lattice of ivy—a long, lithe squiggle against the backlit opening. Jack rows against the current and slows them to a stop. The snake swivels its head elegantly toward them, then slips into the water with barely a splash. Jack and Lia sit petrified in the bobbing skiff. Something fat and heavy scrapes against the bottom, bulging the reeds underneath them, and they lock onto each other with bulbous eyes.


  “Go,” Lia whispers.


  Jack dunks the ore and rushes it through the water and the little craft wobbles forward. Lia clenches the spear and stares at the opaque surface of the marsh water. It is tranquil and smooth, save for their slender wake. Jack steers around more obstacles, working his arms desperately. Lia hears a splash just to her left, and as she is turning toward it the snake launches from a plank across the water to her right, a blur of green and black, with clean, soft pink inside its wide-hinged jaw. It lashes at Jack and catches him by the pant leg, its shiny fangs piercing through the rough fabric. Lia jabs it with the spear. The long, furled body thrashes in the water as the snake tears at Jack’s pants and pulls free a scrap, then eclipses back into the slurry. A thin cut opens on his thigh and he paddles feverishly through the underpass.


  Lia screams as the snake jolts at them again, shooting from the debris like a forced projectile, straight toward her throat. She swipes the spear shaft at the yawning mouth that hurtles toward her and swats it sharply. The blow sends it off course and it splashes into the muddy water headfirst, with the tail sliding up and over the skiff. Lia pierces it on the soft underbelly as it submerges and a trail of snake blood dribbles across her lap.


  They reach the mouth and surge forth into the open, and Jack rows like he has a race to win. Lia kneels with her back pressed to his and looks bleakly over the crimson spear tip toward the darkened cloverleaf. A flash of green catches her eye and she lets out a crisp shriek just as a fat toad lurches into the water. She exhales slowly.


  “How’s your leg?”


  “It could be worse. You okay?”


  “Yes,” she says with awe, adrenaline still coursing through her. “I am.”


  They trade places so Jack can tend to himself, and Lia takes up the ore and guides them down the lazy waterway, through the heart of the swampland metropolis. The old, corroded ruins lean over in the same general direction as if they were blown outward. Lia curves between skewed posts and beams and they enter a vast circular cesspool, sparsely vegetated and devoid of fallen buildings altogether. They have reached the epicenter. The steady hum of the swamp echoes distantly and a strange quiet befalls them. She arcs around the outer perimeter and rows to the far side, where the rubble now lay in the opposite direction like windblown weeds. They pass several crooked side-passages and finally reach an inlet to the cavernous main channel, and they follow its slowly curving path throughout the afternoon.


  Quick shapes rustle in the thickets and abscond away before Jack or Lia can glimpse them. They glance around uneasily and plow forward. Already the wetlands are marinating in dusk and Jack begins to worry they will not make it across before sundown.


  “I’m starving,” he says, “do we have anything left?”


  “We ate the last of it.”


  He settles back in the stern and keeps watch, his belly grumbling. They have nothing to drink except rancid bog water, and they are both covered from head to toe with rosy insect bites that itch and tingle. The mudbars are overgrown and rife with snakes and crawlers, and offer no dry land on which to camp. If nightfall comes, they will have no choice but to sleep in the skiff.


  “Jack, we’re blocked off.”


  Lia raises the dripping ore and they coast along with the current. The watery thoroughfare is closed off with a scaffolding of fallen debris, heaped before them like a mountainous junkyard.


  “We’re gonna have to go around,” says Jack, hating the words as he speaks them. He recalls Thomas’s warning—keep on the main course. “There,” he says, pointing at a narrow inlet that branches off the wide channel.


  She makes for it cautiously. The little passage envelops them, walled in by trees and rickety constructions laced over with weeds, and the drone of cicadas grows so loud it drowns out all other noise.


  “Look for a way back around,” he says, scouting over her shoulder.


  Lia peers into the shady alcoves, searching for a line that cuts straight through. Pale, white shapes are caught up in the tangles of foliage and she squints to make out their details. A deer’s skull, wrapped in twisted branches, twin horns projecting outward. The whip-like skeleton of a snake, braided together with slinky strands of ivy. Fragments of ribs and bent leg joints, all fastened high up on the surrounding structures with much deliberation.


  “Skulls, Jack…”


  “Keep going. We gotta find a way out of here.”


  As they venture forward, the skeletal fragments become commonplace fixtures, hanging from every surface like holiday ornaments. A sagging branch juts out over the water with three white orbs suspended by brittle fibers. They sway and spin lazily on their tethers, slowly rounding their hollow eyes toward the skiff. Human skulls. The mandibles have fallen away, and Jack and Lia peer up inside the dark braincasings as they float underneath.


  Lia’s hands shake the ore and Jack reaches around to steady her grip, and together they row toward a bleak offshoot on the right-hand side of the prow. They maneuver the claustrophobic crooks and curves, pushing away from the high piles of greenery and concrete. Bones run the length of it.


  “Did Thomas tell you about this?”


  “Nothing,” says Jack. “That junk must’ve fallen recent.”


  “No more luck.”


  “Don’t say that.”


  A soft patter draws their eyes toward the muddy bank. A branch snaps across the other bank and they swivel their heads furiously and see nothing. Jack’s skin glosses with sweat as he realizes that some entity in the swamp now stalks them.


  A towering slab leans out over their path, looking as if it might topple at any moment, and a complete skeleton dangles from its top edge, stitched together at the joints like a gruesome marionette. Jack and Lia duck into the hull and still the bony feet scrape across their backs as they pass. The slender concourse weaves them toward an open patch where the vegetation has been all but stripped away. An altar of bones lay situated at the center, comprised of remains from every kingdom—pieces of human and animal rearranged to form some new creature, wholly unknown in the natural order, with multiple arms and appendages reaching out, mantis-like, as if to clutch the two and feed them into its ribcage mouth.


  Furtive scrabblings issue from the surrounding marsh and become profuse. They row with throbbing arms, daylight fading fast. A fallen tree drives them into a narrow culvert and the ore scrapes along the sides as they paddle through it.


  A spray of water erupts and a patchwork net of old vines closes around their craft and capsizes them. In an instant, they are underwater and fighting against the braided cords tangled around their arms and legs. Jack fetches a quick gasp of air before being dragged back under. He wheels around and catches Lia by the arm and pulls her to him, and they plant their feet in the mud and push their faces back above the surface.


  Naked figures, sallow and filthy, lurch toward them from the bank. Deep-sunk black eyes leer out from their lumpen heads as they gather the netting and cinch it around the two struggling bodies they’ve caught.


  The spear bobs on the surface next to Lia and she grasps it and holds it protectively to her body. Jack plunges underwater and claws at the mud, searching for his machete. In the opaque froth, he slices his hand on the blade then feels around for the hilt. The vulgar, emaciated figures tread skittishly around the bank, holding rocks and stones in their bony fingers. Lia jabs at them with the spear tip, and they commence to stoning them from all sides. Jack cuts an opening in the net and pushes through as heavy rocks thump off his arms and back.


  Once free, they slog downstream a few paces, their feet suctioning in the mire. A stone clips off Lia’s knee and she hobbles into the filthy water. Jack swings the blade at one of the wiry freaks and it jerks backwards and falls. He lunges and runs him through, and a wretched wail belches out of the thing’s mutant mouth. He hauls Lia to her feet, amidst a bevy of flying rocks, and they break for the bank. Clammy hands grasp at them, tearing their clothes from their bodies. The battery of miscreations encircles them, shying only when the spear or blade is thrust out. They look like inhuman things, birthed from the very filth of the swamp.


  “Stay behind me,” says Jack.


  He pushes back the horde, flashing the blade before him like a propeller, severing their fingers and carving gouges in their flesh, and still they persist. They close in on Lia and she fights a frenetic tug-of-war to hold onto her spear. They knock her to the ground and Jack wheels around and chocks the blade into to the long, bluish neck of the one that felled her. Blood spouts onto its kin and they pounce, licking at it and chewing the rubbery flesh.


  While Jack is turned, helping Lia, two cold hands slip a length of vine around his neck and twist. He gasps and drops the machete, then drives an elbow into the torso of the thing, sending it backwards, and kicks it into the culvert. He grabs Lia and his blade and they crawl higher up the rise, into a thickening confusion of vegetation. Lia’s struck knee is engorging with fluid and she leans her weight on the spear shaft and climbs while Jack fights off their pursuers.


  Smaller figures, child forms, follow in the wake of the mayhem and snatch up the cleaved fingers and chunks of flesh and gnaw on them ravenously.


  From the higher ground, Jack gains the advantage and levels his gore-coated blade at their throats. They hiss and shriek and slap at it like cornered animals. Lia pushes her way through the brush and Jack backsteps after her, parrying against the onslaught. Only the most voracious give chase, snapping at them with putrid mouths full of rotten teeth.


  They forge deeper into the thick. Three pale wraiths tear after them, while the rest of their sickly brood seem content to stay behind and eat their own dead. The swamp floor is a tangle of pitfalls and Lia struggles to stay upright on her burning knee. A false step sinks her foot into a reed-covered pool of water and she topples backwards. Jack stands off against two of their attackers, and the third lunges into the thicket of reeds after Lia. She sloshes frantically onto her back and raises the spear like a mast, bracing it against her side, and the hungry form impales itself with a terrifying shudder. The blue-white body slides down the length of the shaft, pinning her in the briny muck. It exhales its final breath on the hollow of her neck, hot and rancid.


  Jack watches in horror as bloodied hands grasp the blade of his machete and attempt to wrench it away from him. He twists the blade and slices the hands away, then runs the sharpened tip into the thing’s stomach and a burst of red and jaundiced vitals issues from the jagged opening. He spins crazily, searching for the others, and panics when he sees no one, not even Lia.


  “Where are you?”


  “Here,” comes her muffled cry.


  He walks toward her soft voice and a wretched heap of flesh and limbs and clicking teeth crashes into him. Cold, ravenous fingers dig into his face and eyes. Jack recoils and flails his arms out, his skin rippling from the ghastly sensation of being touched by those hands. He belts the thing across the jaw and it flinches momentarily, then dives for him again. Jack brings his knee to his chest and digs his heel into its midsection, then rolls back and throws it over him. It lands with a wet slap and Jack crawls atop it and throttles it with his bare hands. Whoops and shrieks abound from the bone altar on the other side of the mudbar and he looks up from his strangulation to spy out any more oncomers. In the darkening swamp, he can’t tell one shadow from the next. When the thing is dead, he rises and searches for Lia.


  He finds her submerged in a crater of sludge. The impaled corpse is fish-belly white and covered with ribbons of blood, and Lia struggles to work herself out from under it. Jack hefts it like a bag of chattel and pitches it into the bog water where it sinks with a feeble stream of bubbles. He reaches a hand down and she takes it. Thin shreds of nightgown cling to her muddy body.


  “What are those things?”


  “People,” says Jack.


  He hands her the machete and dives into the water. She limps in after, and he takes her under his arm and strokes downstream through the fetid green lather and swarms of mosquitoes. Luminous mist hovers over the surface. He swims until his arm will turn no more, then they pull themselves onto a shallow bank by the exposed roots of an old tree. They wretch out lungfuls of filthy bile and fall back against the knotted trunk, coated from head to toe in rotten dreck, looking very much like a couple of aberrant swamp dwellers themselves.


  “Can you walk?”


  Lia flexes out her knee and winces. “Think so.”


  She throws an arm around his neck and leans her weight against him. They travel all night long, picking their way through the muddy, infested swamp by moonlight. Day is breaking by the time they reach the edge of it. They climb an escarpment of dry land, famished and thirsting, dried sheets of mud flaking off their bare skin. Lia’s eyes flutter as she hangs onto Jack, and he lays her down in a bed of grass and passes out next to her.


  Bright light awakens them. Piercing headaches pound through their skulls. Lia braces herself and tries to stand and quickly topples over, clutching her knee.


  “Tighten up?”


  “Yes,” she says, teeth gritted.


  Jack chops down a small sapling to replace the spear they forsook in the swamp. He strips the branches and places it in her hand, then pulls her to her feet. They sway unsteadily against one another and begin to climb. The hill is low and flat, but it feels like the steepest they’ve ever mounted.


  In the afternoon, they hike through scattered coastal woodlands. At the first stream, they lie on their bellies and drink like serpents. They are worn quiet from exhaustion and manage few words, but in their modest glances much is spoken. They are so unbearably close, and both of their countenances contain an equality of dread and hope, each emotion so intense and simultaneous they cannot tell one from the other. It makes them twitchy and alive.


  A trail of windblown scrag leads them to the rock-strewn shoreline. They plod heavily across the sand, tracing the water’s edge so their footprints dissolve behind them. Every large outcropping they skirt leads them to another, as if the beach is elongating to make their destination impossibly far no matter how close, and Jack thinks back to the nightmares that used to wake him in a cold sweat.


  Their breathing is rhythmic and synchronized. They wind around another bend and what they see on the other side drops them to their knees. The outpost is nestled in the gentle hammock of the valley. Horses graze in a fenced pasture. Several stone buildings spout cookfire smoke. Jack scoops Lia into his arms and they hold onto each other, soft and unhurried. Numbness tingles their bodies as they gaze off at the idyllic little settlement, golden sun twinkling off the waterfront like an array of polished coins. It doesn’t even seem real. Lia presses her lips to Jack’s ear.


  “There are good places,” she whispers. “Beautiful places, Jack.”
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  The Nezra settle for the night not far from the old mansion, deserted now atop the knoll. They circle a ring of men around a small bivouac and take turns sleeping in shifts. In the center of the ring, several warriors dust out the campfire and stow away their gear before lying down with their heads resting on their packs. The horses stand in groupings around the perimeter of trees to which they are bound, trance-like on stiffened legs. A bent, limping form passes through the rows of sleeping men, lurching several times in the dark. Keslin. He steps past the line of watchmen and walks out to a raised anvil of rock. Taket kneels there on a bent leg and looks over the map by the light of a small lantern.


  “Four more days,” he says. “If we keep this pace.”


  Keslin appraises the map and runs his finger down the length of their route, resting it on the coastal star. “There’s nothing there.”


  “Why are we going?” asks Taket, looking up at Keslin’s tired old face.


  “We’re not.”


  “We have orders.”


  “I’m changing them.”


  Taket narrows his reptilian eyes.


  “One of the two is lying,” says Keslin. “Ethan with his map, or Renning with his confession—and I know which. The map is worthless. It’s a trick.”


  Taket scowls down at the map. “How do you know?”


  “Because I saw Renning’s eyes when the girl bled. He told the truth. Tomorrow morning, we change course. We’re going to move across the southern tip of the valley, between these ridges here, and we’re heading to the second location first. If I’m wrong, then we double back and come up on this other spot from the east. It’s what we should have planned from the outset.”


  Taket holds the lantern up to the map, scanning the light across the faded desert to a second marking drawn out in some oasis.


  “We’ll ride in ourselves, if we can, and we’ll burn it to the ground.”


  “Search it and burn it,” says Taket. “Arana wants everything brought back.”


  “No. It’s worthless, I promise you—whatever they have is rot. All Thomas ever did was poison the well. We burn it.”
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  “Damn it,” says Nyla.


  Her wrench clatters to the floor and she nurses her pinched thumb, glaring at the stubborn driveshaft. She snatches it back and works the handle against the coupling, levering it into place, and with her free hand reaches down and fetches a long bolt resting on an oily cloth. She slips it through the aligned holes and lets everything settle into place, then spins the nut and wrenches it tight.


  She steps out into the courtyard and looks around for the old weaver, wiping her hands on a frayed rag. Into the keg again, she thinks rightly. A tireless crew of children flashes past, racing down the stone walkway toward the gazebo to listen the concert.


  “Aaron,” she calls after her own, a scappy kid about ten.


  He turns impatiently, backpacing away. “What, Mom?”


  “Save me a seat,” she says, and her boy turns and bolts off.


  Discordant pluckings wobble through the air as the musicians finesse their tuning keys, strumming absently as if their minds are elsewhere, then adjusting and strumming again. She spots Rick in the grass, his dumpling stomach spilling over the top of his belt buckle. She catches his eye and he nods very seriously, then bumbles down the walk to meet her.


  “Finished already?” he calls, halfway across the yard.


  She smiles and spins back into the mill, her pony-tail whipping around behind her. Rick dawdles into the doorway and leans his shoulder against it.


  “What’d I break?”


  “The shuttle arm,” she says, smacking the loom with her wrench.


  “It’s fixed?”


  “Let’s see,” she says, stepping around a barrel-sized iron tank, braced with thick straps and riveted, wisps of steam hissing out from the overflow valve. She reaches across and turns the lathed handle, gives the flywheel a nudge, then stands back as the mechanism begins to spin. The massive loom animates—skeletal metal arms shuttle back and forth, internal gears click round, and the beam glides up and down on its pivot, trying to snatch at threads that aren’t there.


  “Don’t run it so fast next time,” she says, grinning.


  “Thought I’d busted the whole thing,” he bellows, his voice rising above the din of the machine.


  Nyla powers it down and releases the pent-up steam from the boiler, then collects her tools in a little wooden box and shoves it back under the workbench.


  “Coming to the show?” asks Rick.


  “I’ll be out—just gonna get cleaned up.” She plucks the fabric of her stained smock.


  He salutes her, then empties his mug and meanders back down the walkway. Nyla scrubs the grease from her hands, swishing them around in a bucket by the door and flicking off the excess water. She steps out into the cool evening, closes the mill door, and sets off toward her cabin along the ridge, longing for a wash rag and a clean blouse. She takes three steps and freezes—a panicked voice calls her name. She sweeps her eye over the gathering audience, looking for the source. The little concert begins—acoustic thrumming spills from the gazebo, and the various gossip circles quiet themselves and settle in on blankets laid out across the yard.


  “Nyla!” calls Tyler, cutting through the placid melody. He runs across the walk, waving his arm frantically.


  Nyla sighs, wondering what else is broken that needs fixing, and starts to shuffle toward him.


  “We got a problem,” he yells, and the mandolin players cease mid-chord.


  The faces in the courtyard follow her movements as she jogs down to meet Tyler.


  “What is it?”


  “We have visitors. You need to hear this.”


  “Visitors? Who?”


  “Don’t know. They said Renning is dead.”


  “What?”


  Tyler leads her away from the perplexed crowd, between a row of cabins, and out toward the fenced pasture where the horses roam. She sees her husband, Denit, leading a pack of men with their bows leveled at something approaching from down the hill. She breaks into a sprint, coursing along the graying wood fence, and spots the boy and girl at the bottom of the slope, climbing over the rocks toward their settlement. They look wretched. The boy stops and picks the girl up off the ground and they press forward. A red-crusted machete dangles from the boy’s hip. Denit trains his arrow and advances a few steps.


  “Hold right there,” he yells.


  The boy stops and raises up his palms.


  Nyla bristles past and moves down by Denit.


  “What’s going on?”


  “Saw them when I was closing up the gate,” says Denit. “Said something about Renning and Ethan.”


  Nyla looks at them and tightens her face. “Who are you?”


  “My name’s Jack.”


  “You look hurt.”


  “A little…”


  “You needing help? Why did you come here?”


  “We have… a message,” he says, catching his breath. “We’re told to tell you… Ethan and Renning are dead.”


  Nyla pushes brazenly away from the armed men and runs down to meet them. “How do you know this?” she asks, her voice hushed.


  “They took them.”


  “Who? Who took them?”


  “They live up north on the coast… in a huge Temple. They have a king, Arana Nezra the Second. He took us, too. We got away. Ethan said they know… they know about Alexandria.”


  Nyla’s hand flies to her mouth.


  “We came here to warn you,” says the girl, steadying herself with a tall walking stick.


  Nyla steps closer and looks them over. They are ripped to shreds, cut in a dozen places each, and bruised all over. She takes two more tentative steps, listening to her instincts, then rushes over and helps brace up the girl.


  “I’m Nyla,” she says.


  “Lia.”


  “Come on, let’s get you inside. Denit, give me a hand.”


  The group drops their weapons and hurries down. They take the two in their arms and help them up the slope, toward a wide stone shelter at the edge of the settlement.


  “Boil some water,” says Nyla to the scattering of onlookers. “Get me some milk and bread for poultice, and heat up something to eat. Are you thirsty?”


  Jack and Lia nod yes. A canteen is produced from the crowd and they take long slogs as they are led into the shelter.


  “What happened to your leg?”


  “Got hit with a rock,” says Lia.


  “We’ll wrap it up soon as we get you clean. I’ve got some clothes that might fit you. Tyler, you have a son about Jack’s age…”


  “I’ll see what I can find,” Tyler says, and starts off.


  They go through the murky shelter and out the back door. The expansive courtyard is carpeted with blankets, parents reclining with their children, and every face turns toward Jack and Lia. They dart their eyes shyly across the crowd as Nyla escorts them along the walk to an open-air wood beam structure tucked back in a grove of shade trees. They climb the steps, nervously aware that everyone is still watching them, and Nyla walks to the back of the structure and pulls shut a cloth curtain, behind which lay a row of tubs. In a short while, people start carrying buckets of hot water behind the partition and splashing it into the tubs, filling them to the brim with steaming water.


  “Soap,” says Nyla, handing them a white bar. “Take as long as you need. Clean those cuts—what is this, did you get bit?”


  “A lion,” says Lia.


  Nyla nods, bewildered.


  Jack and Lia step to either side of the cloth curtain and peel off the tatters of cloth stuck to their filthy bodies, then sink into the tubs. Their baths darken instantly with blood and dirt. Jack dips his whole head under water and works the slippery soap around in his hands. It smells of honeysuckle. Across the partition, Lia lets out a little groan as she massages her swollen knee.


  “Are you okay?”


  “I’m great,” she says. “Are you?”


  “I’m better now.”


  They soak until their fingers prune, hot water stinging their wounds, then rise and dry themselves. Disembodied hands reach through the curtain and hand over rough undergarments, pants, and shirts. When Jack is dressed, he slinks around the curtain and waits for Lia. A moment later she steps out, wearing a loose-fitting blouse and pants that bunch up around her ankles.


  “That woman knows,” she whispers. “She’s heard of Alexandria, I could see it in her face when you told her.”


  Jack smiles. “We found it. This is the little star.”


  “Jack? Lia? I’m Ellen,” says a kindly old woman.


  “Hello…”


  “News travels quick, here. You’ve got everyone talking.”


  “What are they saying?”


  “They want to know who you are…”


  Jack isn’t entirely sure what to tell her. “We’re wanderers.”


  The old woman gives them a sly nod. “Come on inside. Nyla wants to tend to you.”


  The small concert has turned into background music and the audience is alive with chatter. Ellen walks them through the middle of the courtyard, back to the stone shelter they passed through earlier. Nyla sits by the fireplace with an array of bandages and liniments laid out, with two empty chairs facing her. Ellen puts a warm hand on each of their backs and guides them over.


  “Which of you is banged up worse?” asks Nyla.


  They point at each other.


  “Okay, I’ll start with you,” she tells Lia, and swabs alcohol over her bite wounds.


  Lia puckers her lips, waiting for the burning sensation to still itself.


  “Not bad… you’ve got some infection. How about your knee? Can you bend it?”


  “Yeah, but it hurts.”


  Ellen kneels down beside her and starts working a strip of fabric round and round her knee, cinching it snug.


  “How far away is it? This… temple,” asks Nyla as she works.


  “It’s pretty far north.” Jack hisses as she pours alcohol over the three scab-encrusted stripes across his chest. “Took us… eleven days, I think. We had a horse for two.”


  “You said… they have a king?”


  Lia nods gravely.


  “And an army,” says Jack. “They stole Ethan’s map. They know how to find you.”


  “Find us? Why do they want to find us?”


  “You have something they want.” Jack meets her eye and a look of recognition passes between them. “That place…”


  “How many people live there?” she asks, cutting him off.


  “Maybe a thousand. They have hundreds of soldiers.”


  “These people took you?”


  “They burned our home in the forest,” says Lia. “Killed everyone but the children.”


  Ellen’s breath hitches. “They killed everyone?”


  “They took us all to the Temple, all my friends, and they made us be like them. You know the place they’re looking for? Alexandria? Someone said you could take us there.”


  “Who said that?” asks Nyla, wrapping a milk poultice around Lia’s shoulder.


  Ellen looks curiously at Nyla, burning for fresh gossip.


  “Thomas,” says Lia. “Only he’s not called Thomas anymore. Do you know him?”


  “Thomas? I don’t…”


  “He has a brother. They grew up there together and Thomas ran away.”


  Nyla freezes in the midst of her work. “He’s my uncle,” she says numbly. “You met Thomas?”


  Lia nods. “You do know him.”


  “I’ve heard stories about him. He left before I was born. That was… so long ago… Where is he?”


  “He lives everywhere.”


  “How did you find him?”


  “He found us. He saved us from wolves.”


  “Is he… okay?”


  “Sort of. He’s friends with a bear.”


  “What?” Nyla rinses her hands in a bowl of water then leans back, rubbing her temples.


  “He told us you could take us there,” Jack presses. “To Alexandria.”


  “You can ride a horse?”


  “Yes.”


  “Good,” she says. She rises and gathers up her supplies. “In the morning, we’ll ride out to my father’s house. We have to tell him what’s happened.”
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  “I hate you.”


  “Jeneth, I’m sorry.” Eriem kneels in the darkly lit corridor, next to one of the heavy wooden doors that secure the cells in the keep.


  “Please tell me she’s okay…” Jeneth says through the barrier.


  “She’s fine. She’s in the nursery. I won’t let anything happen to her. I promise.”


  “What good are your promises?”


  “I’m sorry…”


  “How could you let them do this to us?”


  “I had no choice. None of us did.”


  “You had a choice. Don’t lie. You could have broke their orders.”


  “Jeneth,” he says, exasperated. “Don’t say that. Please, just stay calm and keep quiet. They’ll let you out soon, I know.”


  “Go away.”


  “Jeneth…” He pounds on the door. “Jeneth, you hear me?”


  Nothing. He can hear whispering inside the cell. He reaches his hand underneath the door and someone grinds a heel into it.


  “Get off!” He quick snatches back his hand. “I asked to stay on Temple duty so I could be close to you,” he says roughly.


  “Go away,” she cries. “Please, just go away—I don’t want to talk to you anymore. Ever again.”


  He leers at the door and presses his face close to the crack between the jamb. “You know, I was about to stand with Ezbeth… but you’re on your own. Stay down here if you want.”


  Jeneth falls back against the wall and buries her face in her hands. Misery is general around her. Shapeless forms cowering in the dark, clinging to each other, uplit from the torchglow snaking under the door like a fog. Phoebe curls against her and latches onto her elbow. A jagged red line runs across the side of Phoebe’s throat, with crude black X’s of stitchwork holding her skin together.


  “It’s gonna be okay, Jeneth,” she says.
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  “Here’s an old fool,” says Collins to his wife.


  “Friend of yours?” asks the watchman who spotted him.


  “Something like that.”


  The timeworn traveler ticks sprightly up the roadway toward the Olde Village, and the bear and wolf chase through the brambles ahead of him.


  “Hello, Collins.”


  “H’lo, Henry. Been what, ‘bout a year or more?”


  “About that,” says the man with many names. “How are you, Mary?”


  “We’re fine. Still got your family, I see.”


  “Sorry. Ruck, get down.”


  “What brings you?” asks Collins. “Passin’ through?”


  “Not exactly. Something’s coming this way, something you ought to know about. Wanted to… have a talk with you.”


  “All right, well…” Collins puts his arm around his wife, perplexed. “I suppose you should come on in. You hungry?”


  “Always.”


  They wander through the winding roads, catching up on their adventures. Candlelight flickers through the vaulted stone windows and shadows pass of families settling down for the evening. Crickets thrum in the bushes, and the scent of roasted meat drifts through the streets. They come around to a sizable bonfire pit, burning low on its last few logs. Collins tosses on a couple more and takes a seat on a wooden bench angled toward the flames.


  “Rest your feet, there, Henry. Can I get anything for your… for them?”


  “They’re fine.” He smiles, stained teeth showing through a mess of beard. “Collins, I should start by confessing that I’m not called Henry. Never was.”


  “Oh?”


  “My name’s Thomas. I didn’t tell you because I was scared.”


  “Scared of us?” Collins asks, a touch intrigued.


  “No,” chuffs Thomas, “not in the least. There’s a bad lot living to the north of here. The sort that kill and steal. I’ve come to advise you and your friends to leave this land and hide out somewhere, at least for the time being.”


  “Hide out,” says Mary. “We’ve lived here years, we can’t just up and leave.”


  “We’re not leaving,” says Collins. “This is our home. And anyone comes to take it from us, they’ll have to reckon with me.” He touches his hand to the bow strapped over his shoulder.


  “Collins, listen to me—they’ll kill every last one of you. You can’t fight them. It’s possible you can come back here someday, but right now you’ve got to leave. There’s no choice, I’m sorry.”


  Collins leans back and grimaces, rubbing his broad stomach. Several children chase through the plaza, laughing and squealing.


  “How’d you come to know all this?”


  “It’s a long story, but I know it to be true.”


  “And they’re coming… these killers?”


  “Yes. I believe they are.”


  “You’ve come around here before with some awful wild notions. How do I know this isn’t one of ‘em?”


  “I run from them myself, long years ago. Because I’m a coward. It’s how I ended up out here. Collins, you have to believe me—they’ll burn this place to the ground, with you in it. Listen to me—you have to run.”


  Collins works him over with hard eyes. “All right,” he says, taking his wife’s hand. “We’ll leave. First thing in the morning.”


  Thomas sighs out a breath of relief.


  “I’ll round up everybody tonight, tell them to get their things in order.”


  “Good. It’s best, you’ll just have to trust me.”


  “All right, then. You want to join along? Strength in numbers.”


  “Naw, Collins. Afraid I can’t.” Thomas pats his hand on his thigh and Ruck rises tiredly and weaves toward him. He scratches at his ears and looks back to Collins.


  “You look like you got something else on your mind…”


  “There was… one other thing,” says Thomas. “Something I wanted to ask of you.”


  “Oh?”


  “If memory serves, you used to have several old ponies tied up around here.”


  “Still do.”


  “I’d like to propose a trade,” says Thomas, positioning himself grandly. “A bear and a wolf for a pony.”


  Collins cackles until he coughs up balls of phlegm. “What in hell would I want a bear for?”


  “She’s good protection.”


  “What protects us from her?”


  “Little bit of love,” says Thomas, grinning slyly.


  Collins laughs until his chest rattles. “You’re crazy.”


  “I know it,” says Thomas, low and straight-faced.


  “Hold on… you’re serious?”


  “Mmm.”


  “Oh my. Thomas… I’ll have to think about that one.”


  “Sleep on it.”


  “That I will.”


  


  



  Chapter Sixteen


   


   


  



  



  The first shine of morning light sees three separate bands embark upon three separate paths that each lead to the same destination, distant and solitary in the desert expanse. Keslin turns his army on a new course, old Thomas spurs his bartered pony, and in the quiet valley outpost, Nyla saddles their mounts and lays out the provisions for a long ride east. There are dozens of horses milling around, each with loaded saddlebags draped over their haunches and small kits hooked over the pommels. Nyla closes the gate then arches her back and stretches, looking out over the morning tide with a reflective air, as if she’s already feeling its absence.


  Out back of the shelters, Jack and Lia struggle to pull their boots up over their pant legs. The salve on their feet squishes between their toes and soaks the wrappings around their blisters. Their muscles have tightened such that they can barely move, and they stumble around clumsily, grinning at each other. Lia slips a blouse over her head and gets lost in the pleats and folds.


  “Um… Jack…”


  “Hmm?”


  “I’m stuck.”


  He straightens her out and lowers the collar around her head. The loose neckline slips off the curve of her shoulder and he rights it, smoothing it delicately over her bandages.


  “I told you we’d be okay.”


  “You did.” She slips her arm through his and looks up at him. “But we’re not there yet.”


  Nyla put them up for the night in her living room and they awoke to find the cabin empty. They limp out into the courtyard, catching the eye of a few early risers. A young woman steps out onto a small wooden porch behind one of the cabins and calls over to them.


  “Breakfast is hot if you’re hungry.”


  As soon as she speaks the words, Jack realizes that he is ravenous. They wander over and climb onto the porch. The smell of food cooking makes his knees weak.


  “So you’re the two,” says a thin old fellow, resting back by the fire with his feet kicked up on a wooden ottoman. Three teary-eyed children sit dolefully on the floor at his feet.


  “Good morning,” says Jack.


  “Would be if I weren’t leaving. What’s all this about an army? Where you two from?”


  “Drink your coffee, Keith. Leave them alone. Nyla told you everything last night.” The woman hands Jack and Lia plates heaped with eggs and biscuits. “Sorry, he’s a little…”


  “Don’t be,” says Lia.


  “I’m June.”


  “I’m—“


  “—I know who you are. You knew Renning?”


  “Not exactly,” says Jack with his mouth full. “We met Ethan.”


  “You saw them killed?”


  “We didn’t see it, no. I think Ethan figured they would be, though.”


  June stumbles back against the counter.


  “You knew him?” asks Lia.


  “I’m his wife.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  She sweeps a tear out of her eye with her thumb. “These are our kids. This is Renning’s dad, Keith. He’s not… he doesn’t understand. His mind…” She taps her head.


  “Oh,” says Jack. “I understand.”


  “You came all the way here to warn us?”


  Jack nods.


  She takes them both by the hand and squeezes. “Thank you.” Another tear breaks free. “Excuse me,” she says, and cups her hand over her mouth and leaves through a side hall.


  Keith eyes them from the fire, looking them over suspiciously. “You done something to my boy?”


  “No, not us, we…” Jack stammers and scratches his head. “We didn’t do anything.”


  Keith levels his gaze and the children at his feet watch Jack and Lia hypnotically. They chew uncomfortably under the scrutiny, and both are quite thankful when a few more settlers straggle in and start filling their plates.


  “Get some sleep?” asks Denit.


  “A little.”


  “That’s about what I got.”


  He pours out cups of black, bitter coffee and Jack and Lia make sour faces when they taste it. June shuffles back in, her face puffy, and scoops up two of her children and nods for the third to follow her along. They disappear into the back room, collecting their things.


  “We’re about to set out,” says Denit. “Nyla’s getting your horses ready. We’ll be riding out with you.” He nods to the men, a little over a dozen now, milling around the kitchen and back porch. “I guess we got no choice but to trust you—you seem pretty sure of yourselves.”


  “We are,” says Lia.


  “How strong are they—this army?”


  “Very strong.”


  “They took your folks?”


  Lia nods tightly.


  “I’m sorry for you. It’s awful.”


  Nyla shouts out a call from the fenced pasture and everyone quickens their pace with breakfast, shoving the last scraps into their mouths and hustling out the front door.


  “Saddle up,” she yells. “If you’re riding with me, we’re leaving.”


  Jack and Lia hurry over to meet her, looking like the rest of the settlers with their new apparel. Jack wears a jacket of well-milled cloth, crisp seams at the shoulders, a familiar cut. The only relics they carry of their former selves are the pendant around Lia’s neck and the long blade that Jack filched from the dead Halis, the machete forged at the Nezran metalworks.


  “How you feeling?” asks Nyla.


  “Sore.”


  “Feel sick or dizzy?”


  “No.”


  “Come on over here, meet your ride.” She leads them to a dark mahogany horse with his head dipped in a bucket of grain. “Here, Jack, he’ll be good with you. Lia, yours is saddled right there. Take a just minute to get ready—we need to hurry up and get everyone out of here.”


  “Where are they all going?” asks Lia.


  “We’ve got a little hideout up in the hills. They’re going to try to make it there by sundown.”


  Denit drifts over and kisses her on the cheek.


  “All set?” he asks.


  “Think so.” She darts her head around. “Are we forgetting anything?”


  “We’re cleared out.”


  “Then let’s get going.”


  Flocks of settlers gather around the pasture carrying sacks full of their belongings. They load up a few horses with food and supplies, then line up their sorrowful caravan and begin their evacuation. Nyla and Denit jog over and pull their son close, hugging him tightly. When the round of anxious farewells is concluded, the fellow travelers trudge back to the pasture as their families set out on foot for the mountain hideaway. The remaining few, two dozen in all, enter the gate and slip stoically onto their saddles and ride in nervous circles, waiting for Nyla’s lead. She clips over on her black horse, a finely whittled bow angled across her back, and leads them through a narrow cleft that cuts away from the valley, leaving their oceanside haven behind.


  They ride along the southern edge of the wetlands, passing an abundance of demolished cities and towns. Row after row of grassed over avenues, each looking the same as the last. The rising sun beats down and everywhere the palm trees sway with the breeze, making the vast decomposing basin look like some kind of forgotten paradise.


  “I thought we were pretty well hidden,” says Nyla. “I guess you can never get too far away.”


  “How long have you lived there?”


  “Since I was about your age. This was always my favorite place growing up. My grandfather founded it, oh, seventy years ago, I think. He fell in love with the ocean.”


  “I don’t blame him,” says Lia.


  “Where did you grow up? Before… you know…”


  “Out in the middle of a great big forest.”


  “What was it like?”


  “Simple,” Jack says warmly.


  They follow a weaving concourse that snakes through the mountains ringed around the basin, and the signs of the old urban sprawl grow scarce. Their horses strain against the incline, driving higher and higher up the old pass. Jack rides next to Lia. They turn sideways on their saddles and look down into the basin, into the staggering enormity of it, trying to comprehend how they crossed it all on foot. The rank wetlands swelter in the sun, a muddle of concrete and vines and filthy water.


  Their small caravan crests over a dry mountain road of hard dirt, cacti, and sagebrush. The desert lay below, flat and desolate, blurry through a veil of heat waves. They ride slow down the eastern slope then kick into a brisk trot when they reach the flatlands. The air dries out and the temperature rises considerably. Jack works his jacket off and they tie cloth bandanas around their heads and squint against the reflected sun.


  “How far is your father’s house?” asks Jack.


  Nyla surmises the horizon, as if the answer lay out there somewhere. “We’re looking at a three day ride or so. Usually takes me four, but if we push it…”


  “Is that where Thomas grew up?”


  “It is. I lived there when I was young, too.”


  “What’s it like?”


  “It’s lovely. It’s lonely. It’s no place to raise a family. Not anymore.”


  “Is that why you left?” asks Lia.


  “I never really left,” she says. “I’ll always go back.”


  “But what is it?” asks Jack. “Why is it so important?”


  Nyla gives him a subtle nod and quickens her horse, riding ahead of the pack. Jack and Lia follow suit and keep pace, putting distance between themselves and the others.


  “Not everyone here knows what we keep. I’m not sure how much my father wants them to know. I’m not sure how much he’ll want you to know. But I will say this—his work has saved a lot of lives. Countless. This isn’t the only outpost—there are others.”


  “Started by your father?”


  “And his father, and his father before him, and so on.”


  “What about Ethan and Renning?”


  “They were emissaries. They sought people in need.”


  “We met Renning’s wife.”


  “How is she taking it?”


  “Bad.”


  “I would too. He was a good man.”


  “And Ethan? What was he like?”


  “He was like family to me.” Nyla’s delicate face turns stony. “He was one of my father’s favorites. When they were younger him and Ethan used to ride out together, looking for new colonies or the means to start one. They set up new trade lines, strengthened the old ones.”


  “Trade lines?”


  “Mmm. Say you’ve got livestock, lots of sheep to make wool, but you don’t have much corn or wheat. Maybe there’s another settlement with corn, but needing wool to make clothes. They’d put one in touch with the other so they both got what they needed.”


  “How come they never found us?” asks Jack.


  “It looks like they did.”


  “Before, though—our home in the forest. Did they ever look in the big forest?”


  “They might have, a long time ago. How long did your people live there?”


  “For a hundred years or more.”


  “Nobody ever came into the forest except us,” says Lia. “That’s what made it so nice. At least until the Temple found us.”


  They carry on, asking an endless barrage of questions, and the answers lead only to more questions. The monotony wears on them, riding with flummoxed minds and tired joints, and their mouths grow too dry to speak. Gusts of wind blow grit and hot air in their faces and they turn their focus solely toward the dusty trail ahead.


  By late afternoon, they no longer see the scoured footprints of old cities in the sand. Signs that there was ever a civilization here at all have vanished entirely and the land looks much as it has for many thousands of years and longer—a vast ocean of sand reflecting the blue sky in silvertone.


  The men from the outpost grow fidgety and restless as the day comes full circle, and in the varicolored dusk Nyla canters off to the side, peach light spread across her chalky face.


  “Let’s stop here,” she says, and dismounts.


  They unpack the horses and water them, then situate themselves on thin blankets spread out over the sun-warmed ground. Inquisitive hoots trill across the endless desert arena, accompanied by the brazen yipping of coyotes. They eat a few small bites and drink sparingly then lie down to sleep under the crisp, clear sky.


  Jack lays his head on his pack and watches the landscape eclipse into darkness, thinking about where they go from here, if they ever stop running. His mind buzzes with thoughts of outposts and colonies, trade lines and uncharted territories. Lia stirs in her sleep and he watches the delicate curve of her eyelids, her eyes underneath flickering to and fro, deep in slumber, and he wonders what dreamworld she is lost within.


  They advance throughout the entirety of the next two days and still do not arrive. Through the long, listless hours they learn the life story of every man along for the ride, and tell their own in turn. They set camp for a third night and Nyla tells them they are close.


  Come morning, the horses are testy and worn-down. The weary band mounts up and pushes ahead, feeling dry and brittle and hungry.


  At midday, in the deepest heat, they see a dark speck on the far off horizon, surrounded by stars of light like glittering gemstones—a river. Jack licks his cracked lips and stares at it, drawing closer with every hoof strike.


  The thin tributary meanders through the sand, watering a small refuge of greenery that looks alien and misplaced in the desert wasteland. There are no temples, no golden spires, no graven monuments—only a few groves of palm trees and a couple of rickety wooden sheds. Situated in their midst is a large two-story house. A shaded porch wraps around the frontage, with a stone walkway leading up to several curved steps. When the riders draw near, kicking up dust, a weathered old man rises from his rocking chair and steps to the front of the porch and raises his hand in a high salute.


   


  [image: ]



   


  “I can’t stand to think of it,” says Ezbeth.


  “It’s not all that bad.” Calyn lowers herself into a chair by the kitchen nook. “We feed them well. Sometimes I sneak them a little extra.” She gives a crafty wink. “Least they don’t have to work.”


  “They’re locked up like animals, Calyn.”


  “Well… I think that’s a bit harsh. And it’s only for a time. Till things get back to normal.”


  Ezbeth leans back and wrings her hands. “I’m not sure I want things to go back to normal. I’m not sure what I want anymore.”


  “You’re worried about your boy, that’s what’s got you.” Calyn takes her hand across the table. “Listen, he’s going to be just fine. He’s a good soldier.”


  Ezbeth withdraws her hand and pinches her fingers to the bridge of her nose. “They’re my life, those children. I love them like my own.”


  “So do we all.”


  “Do you? Would you like to see yours locked up down there?”


  “That’s a bit different, I think. My children were born here—” Calyn pushes her chair back and trundles off to the pantry. “I’ve got something I think’ll help,” she calls gaily, opening up the cupboard and pillaging through it. She draws out a rounded carafe and whirls around the island, grabs two mugs, and returns to the table. “Supposed to use this for cooking.” She winks and pours them each a full glass of violet-colored wine. “To better days…”


  “To better days.” Ezbeth drinks in a daze and pushes the mug away.


  “Just know that the King and his people are doing everything they can to keep us safe.”


  Ezbeth chortles. “I think the power has gone to our young master’s head.”


  “Nonsense. He’s an even kinder sort than his father.”


  “He is nothing like his father. His father was a decent man, not a child killer.”


  “Ezbeth!”


  “He never would have allowed this.”


  Calyn peers around at the scullery girls working away in the prep room, then leans in close to Ezbeth and whispers.


  “I know you had your time with him—as have many women, I might remind you—but don’t forget how many died because of his weakness. Don’t forget that. Young Arana understands. He is guided. He is a special man. And whatever he says is the right way… is the right way. It’s just that simple.”
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  A look of concern touches Hargrove’s face as he watches his daughter’s horse slow to a trot and click up the walkway, followed by half of the men from the outpost. He scans the boy and girl riding near the back of the line with an eye not accustomed to welcoming strangers, then steps down off the porch and walks to meet them in the front yard.


  “What is all this?” he drawls.


  “Dad… ” She drops down and throws her arms around him. “Something terrible has happened.”


  “Nyla, what?”


  “A cult. They got Renning and Ethan. They burn settlements and kill everyone but the children. These two got away.”


  Hargrove’s face goes slack as he looks at the boy and girl, their ill-fitted clothing covering dusty bandages, their skin a mosaic of cuts and bruises. They peer down soberly from atop their horses.


  “You run?”


  They nod.


  “How did you find us?”


  “Ethan gave us a map,” says Jack, “but they stole it.”


  “Who’s they?”


  “Nezra soldiers…”


  Hargrove looks to the others, expecting to see some flicker of disbelief in their faces, but they peer back earnestly as if they know it to be true—and the boy, for his age, speaks with tremendous conviction.


  “Dad… they’re coming. They know how to find us.”


  Hargrove takes in a deep breath and turns off toward the horizon as if contemplating the fairness of the day.


  “Come on around back.”


  They follow him along the side of the house and hitch their horses to the clothesline posts and porch beams. A couple of the men start toward a small gabled shed looking for pails. Jack climbs down and helps Lia to the ground and they stagger around on wobbly legs. A small vegetable garden lay behind the house, with carefully tilled rows sprouting tiny green stalks. Wire fencing extends from the rear of the shed, boxing in a dozen squawking foul. The backyard slopes down to the thin river that feeds the little oasis, and the two men carry their pails toward it to fetch water for the trough.


  Jack looks around dizzily—it’s pleasant enough, but he wonders why anyone would kill for this place.


  Nyla walks her father over and he extends his hand to Jack.


  “Ryan Hargrove,” he says. He turns and takes Lia’s hand and gives it a quick shake. “Come inside. Tell me everything.”


  He leads them through the kitchen door at the far end of the back porch. A low counter runs along one wall, and in the center is a slanted wooden table with a gouged and worn surface. Hargrove moves to a rounded fireplace that adjoins the surrounding rooms and lights a small fire under the black kettle that hangs from a swinging arm. Nyla ushers them into the front room and shows them where to lay their things.


  “It’s empty out here,” says Lia. “Don’t you have any neighbors?”


  “Not anymore. The river’s been drying up. Some years it barely flows. There used to be a lot more here.”


  The front room extends forward, bordered on two sides by the long, covered porch. Slatted shutters are folded back and a warm breeze flows through the broad windows. An ill-matched assortment of chairs and tables are stationed about the room, layered with stacks of crinkled parchment. Jack shucks off his jacket and unfastens the blade he’s kept at his side throughout.


  “Make yourselves comfortable,” says Nyla, stowing his things on a cluttered shelf by the enormous window. “We’ll have food in a bit.”


  She shuffles back into the kitchen to help her father. Jack and Lia fidget in the front room, not sure whether to feel welcome or not. The house is cluttered from floor to ceiling with trinkets and boxes of old knick-knacks, stacks of writings, antique furniture, everything coated in fine layers of desert dust.


  “Something’s not right,” says Lia. “This isn’t the place from those legends.”


  “Huh-uh,” says Jack, looking cock-eyed at the piles of disarray.


  Through an open door he spies a smaller side room, full of equipment and strange machinery. He peeks in and nods for Lia to join him.


  “What is that?” she whispers, clenching onto his shirt sleeve.


  Standing in the corner is a large mechanism of gears and springs, taller than them, faced with a dial numbering one through twelve. It clicks when it turns. They slip across the hardwood floor and watch the gears tick round slowly, an eerie mechanical heartbeat.


  “Some kind of machine.”


  “What does it do?”


  Jack shakes his head.


  A workbench lines the opposite wall, with awls and files and skinny metal tools laid out next to an assortment of foreign gadgets. He walks toward it and knocks his head into some apparatus hung from the ceiling by wires. He steps back, rubbing his forehead, and at first he takes it to be a taxidermied bird, but with closer inspection he see that it, too, is a machine of some sort. Silver wings extending from a sleekly crafted barrel, with fins like a fish fanning out from the tail-end. It jerks and sways on its wire mount and he reaches up to steady it.


  “I know what this is,” he says, Lia clinging to his back, looking up.


  He reaches for it again, magnetized, and Hargrove calls them back into the kitchen.


  “I suppose you’re hungry.” Four bowls are arranged around the table, steaming with soup. “Not much, but it’ll hold us till dinner.”


  “Listen,” says Nyla, taking her seat, “there’s something else you should know… They met Thomas.”


  Hargrove sits back and narrows his eyes skeptically. “My Thomas?”


  “Only he’s not called Thomas anymore,” says Lia, coming round the corner. “He told me to say hello. And that he loves you.”


  “Where… ?”


  “He lives in the woods with a bear and a wolf. He told us about Arana Nezra the First.”


  “A bear and a wolf…?”


  “They’re his only friends. He doesn’t trust himself around people anymore.”


  “What?” Hargrove slumps and stares down into his soup, confused. “He ran away forty-odd years ago… It’s not possible. I thought he was dead… or so far gone we’d never hear of him again. Nyla, are you sure it’s him?”


  “It sounds like him. It sounds like the man you told stories about.”


  “How? How did this happen?”


  “We met him in the valley by the swamp.”


  “Wait,” says Hargrove. “Start at the beginning. Where are you from?”


  “The forest.” Jack looks to Nyla, and she nods for him to proceed. “We got stolen by these people, the Nezra people, and they took us to what’s called a Temple.”


  “Temple?” asks Hargrove. “Where is this Temple? Can you show me on a map?”


  “I think so.”


  Hargrove screeches his chair back and bustles into the cluttered side room, digging through various piles until he produces a folded map. He lays it out flat on the kitchen table and Jack and Lia huddle over it. It is broader and more expansive than the one lost to Cirune, showing the whole of the great landmass upon which they are situated, not just the western shoulder. Notes and little numbered dots are scribbled haphazardly across the natural features. A crooked line is drawn through the center of the continent, and there is only one note written east of that line—


   


  Unknown Fate


   


  “Right there.” Jack points to an outcropping of land along the central coast.


  “Monterey,” says Hargrove.


  “That’s what it’s called?”


  “That’s what it used to be called.”


  Lia reads the tightly scripted letters—Monterey Bay. She scans over the map and her eye catches on more fine lettering. “Big Sur… Jack, look!”


  His eyes mist over as he looks at the faded tree symbols demarcating the forest. “That’s where our home was…”


  “In the redwood forest?” Hargrove runs a hand across his head and smoothes down his wiry salt-and-pepper hair. “What happened to you there?”


  “They came at night—the Nezra—they burned it all down. They…” His throat closes. Looking at that little sketched forest brings it all flooding back. Lia reaches for his hand under the table and squeezes. “They killed everyone… they killed my mother… her parents. They took all the children back here, to the Temple.”


  “There’s a man there,” says Lia. “Arana Nezra the Second. Have you ever heard of a king before?”


  “I’ve heard of lots of kings,” says Hargrove, “although I doubt very much that he is one. Go on… tell me about him.”


  “They say he has spirit eyes. That he was sent from the Beyond.”


  Hargrove’s face darkens.


  “He has blue eyes. His father told everyone he was special. A gift.”


  “Who’s his father?”


  “Old Arana,” says Jack. “He’s dead. He knew your brother.”


  “He told them about the old days,” says Lia. “They called him prophet.”


  Hargrove looks at her. “Prophet?”


  “He taught things they never knew. He taught old Arana how to build the Temple.”


  “Oh… ” He gulps in a breath, as if he’s about to speak, and then he rises from the table. “Let me show you something.”


  They follow past the fireplace into the side room. Hargrove sets to rummaging through the piles and boxes again, casting aside scrolls and thick books. He extracts a heavy tome from the bottom of a stack, papers slipping off onto the floor, and he thunks it down atop his workbench.


  ”Here,” he says, opening the leather-bound journal and thumbing through the pages. “Does your Temple look anything like these?”


  Various sketches grace the pages, drawn with a skilled hand. One shows a towering cathedral with winged buttresses branching outward. Another shows olden castles with tall gates and watchtowers. Hargrove turns the page. A city built along a mountaintop, with trapezoidal monuments lining its course. On the opposite page, a grouping of pyramids on a flat expanse, three of different sizes.


  “It looks like all of them,” says Jack. “What is this?”


  “My brother’s journal.”


  Below the drawings they see his name signed in cursive—Thomas Hargrove. He flips to the back of the journal and his face softens. He turns the picture toward Jack and Lia. Two boys, their arms over each other’s shoulders, with ornery grins on their faces and close-cropped hair bristling on top of their heads.


  “We were seventeen when he drew this. Shortly before he went away.”


  “He left this behind?”


  “He left everything behind. Carried nothing. And he left this Temple, too? You said he lives in the woods?”


  “He lives all over. I think he felt bad for what happened.”


  “Oh no,” says Hargrove, steeling himself, “what did he do?”


  “It wasn’t him,” says Lia. “It was wanderers. They came and burned their houses down. Thomas said it changed them. Made them start killing people.”


  “I see.” Hargrove looks in deep thought. He cracks his old knuckles. “How did you come upon Ethan and Renning? Were they at the Temple?”


  “They caught Renning spying on them. It was the night we ran away. Ethan was hiding from them. We found him, but his leg was broke, he couldn’t walk. He gave us his map and asked us to come find you. He saved our lives. He let them catch him so we could get away. He wrote on the map—Ethan and Renning are dead.”


  “Ethan. He didn’t want us to go looking for them.” He plunks down on a wooden stool and stares out through the window. “They were spying?”


  “Mmmhmm,” says Lia. “Spying on the Temple.”


  “They’re not supposed to approach groups that look dangerous.”


  “These people don’t look dangerous. Not from far away.”


  “You have to know them,” says Jack. “Arana says the world is his.”


  “The King?” asks Hargrove.


  “Yeah. The King. Everyone who doesn’t follow their ways… he gets rid of them.”


  “He’s done this before? What he did to your settlement?”


  “He’s done it for years. All through the forest and coast. Says they’re calling on dark spirits.”


  Hargrove settles his weary old bones and looks at Nyla. “It’s a genocide.”


  Jack nods, though he has no idea of the word’s meaning.


  “And you?” he continues, looking at Jack and Lia in awe. “You’ve come all this way? Just to warn us of this?”


  Lia nods.


  “Ethan said you’d give us answers,” says Jack.


  “He did, did he? Answers to what?”


  “What happened to everything?”


  “That’s not an easy question.”


  “Wherefrom came the cycle?” asks Lia, with a familiar cadence that makes Hargrove flinch. “Do you know?”


  “The cycle?”


  She describes for him the equation that Thomas had drawn around the campfire. Hargrove allows himself a nostalgic smile, thinking of his long-gone brother.


  “You won’t find answers to those things, young lady. I’m sorry if you were told otherwise.” The smell of spiced chicken cooking on the grill floats in from the backyard fire pit. Hargrove breathes it in. “Smells like dinner’s about ready. Nyla, would you run out back and check on them?”


  “What do you want, Dad?”


  “Drumsticks,” he says, smiling. He thrusts his hands in his pockets and studies them seriously. “So… you want answers?”


  They nod keenly.


  “Well… you’ve made a long journey to be here. You’ve risked your lives. I suppose you’re entitled to some answers.” He turns and ambles back toward the kitchen. “Help me move this table. Not used to this much company.”


  Jack and Lia carry the table down a narrow hallway, and Hargrove clears off a smaller table and joins them together in the center of the front room. He arranges a variety of chairs and stools around it, then lays out pieces of silverware.


  “We’ll have a little something to eat,” he says, “and then we’ll go.”


  “Go?”


  “To Alexandria.”
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  Thomas looks a ludicrous sight riding his pony through the desert, like a windswept vagabond clown lost in the elements. He rides in his britches with a threadbare shirt wrapped around his shaggy, long-whiskered head. The old pony looks tuckered to the brink of collapse. He spurs it on mindlessly, fearing for both of their lives.


  The first two days of his travels were quite lonesome. For the last day and a half he has watched the cloud of dust over his shoulder, drawing nearer each time he looks. An army. He wonders if any of his old friends are along for the ride.


  “Hold on, boy.”


  He slides down off the saddle and takes stock of his whereabouts, searching for familiar landmarks. In his delirium, the rocks and far-off mesas appear to shape-shift, the ground under his feet seems liquid. He sways and tastes the wind. He reaches into his saddlebag and takes out his flask, fumbling the last few drops of water into the tired pony’s mouth. The pony coughs grit from its lungs.


  Thomas faces the trail he’s just ridden. His tracks are fading under the pixilation of sand. Away back in the distance, a pale tornado of hoof dust rises above the flatness, gaining on him. He hooks his foot into the stirrup and flies backwards, landing on his ass with his foot still caught up. He groans and slaps at his head to clear it. Slowly, he stands and pulls himself awkwardly onto the saddle and touches his heels back. The pony, loath to move, trudges forward.


  “Just a little further, old boy. Stay with me.”


  The fluxing desert morphs into a vision of his childhood. He is twelve years old and his father and mother are guiding he and Ryan along the river in back of their house, riding up to see the big lake. He never lived a day more perfect. He sees the adventurous grin on his brother’s face just before he spurs his horse and tears off. He hears his father’s voice, yelling for him to slow down. He hears himself laughing as Ryan gallops away, and he laughs all over again from the thought of it, dry and ragged—a lunatic display in the empty desert.


  The illusion disperses and he snaps back into the moment. His lips are so parched they’ve sealed themselves shut and he works his tongue around to pry them open. He slicks the sweat out of his eyes and settles back for the ride, delivering to the pony a soliloquy meant to inspire the troops of England at Agincourt.


   


  [image: ]



   


  Hargrove starts to rise and Nyla places a hand on his shoulder and takes up his empty plate.


  “Sit down, I got it.”


  A wry smirk tinges his face and he stays put. Nyla and the others carry the dishes into the kitchen and make quick work of cleaning up the front room. The desert glows with shades of red and orange through the tall open windows and the breeze running through has finally cooled. Hargrove leans back and picks at his teeth, thinking on their predicament. Nyla and the men are whispering about it in the kitchen. He notes the worried faces of his two young visitors, then rises and shuffles down the hall.


  “Nyla, sweetie… why don’t you tell everybody to head out back. We’ll be around before long.”


  “You need anything?”


  “We’re fine. You want to join us?”


  “Sure,” she says, wringing her hands on a wash cloth. “Give me a minute.”


  “Tell Denit he’s welcome.” He dawdles around in the kitchen, hunting through the drawers for something sweet.


  In the front room, Jack shoots Lia a nervous glance. They collect their meager belongings and shuffle toward the mudroom that leads to the front door, leaving behind the clanking of dishes and hushed discourses trickling through from the kitchen. Talk of armies and fighting. Scared talk.


  Jack opens the door and guides Lia through with his arm around her. They step to the curved edge of the porch and gaze off at the tedious landscape.


  “What are we gonna do when they get here? These people barely have weapons…”


  Lia shakes her head. “I don’t know, Jack. Maybe we’ll run.”


  “We’re in the middle of nowhere. There’s no place to run. We can’t make it out in this desert by ourselves.”


  “Nyla said they have a hideout somewhere.”


  “I’m tired of hiding.”


  “So am I,” she says, though she means a different sort of hiding.


  They stand on the porch and watch the fiery sphere in the west sink perceptively toward the dry sand on the horizon. One by one, shimmering stars peek through the darkness in its wake. The front door whines open and Hargrove cocks his head toward them curiously.


  “Where you headed?”


  “I thought you said you were taking us.”


  “I am. But it’s not out there.” He waves them inside and disappears through the mudroom.


  Jack holds Lia a minute longer, wishing for some easy way out of this mess, and feeling a despairing lack of solutions. They turn and move back inside, where Hargrove has rearranged all the furniture in the front room, shoving everything back along the walls. He stacks chairs in the corner and motions for Jack to help him lift the table. When the center of the floor is clear, Hargrove reaches down and peels up the corner of a matted old rug and pitches it aside.


  Concealed beneath is a large square door with a rope handle. He lifts it back and lets it swing over and fall to the floor. A blast of dust swirls around the room.


  “Careful,” he says, and lowers himself down a wooden ladder to an underground platform.


  “You go,” says Lia, pushing Jack softly.


  He peers down into the pitch-black cellar, then places his foot on the first rung and descends. Lia climbs down more slowly, her knee still aching, and Jack steadies her on the last couple steps. In the darkness, they hear metal grinding on metal and a thin ring of murky light opens along the floor.


  “Give me a hand here, Jack.”


  Together, they pull back the rusted circular hatch. Cool air drifts past his face and Jack fights a quick spell of vertigo as he looks down the vertical shaft, boring deep into the earth. The duct is lit with strange patches of murky white light. He searches for the source but sees no lanterns or torches—only dimly lit metal rungs receding downward for a great long ways. Hargrove lowers himself over the lip and starts clacking down the rungs.


  Lia looks over the edge queasily and Jack peers up at her.


  “Can you make it?”


  “Catch me if I fall?”


  He smiles and disappears through the portal. After a long descent they reach a wider, circular platform. Hargrove moves past it and continues on down the spiraling stairs. The light is coming from thin, milky panels set into the walls. Only a few of them still glow. Jack reaches up and touches one.


  “You coming?” calls Hargrove.


  They curve down the stairs and arrive just as he is turning a metal wheel and opening an upright hatch on the middle landing. The spiral stairs continue further down, seemingly forever.


  “Did you build this?” Lia asks in astonishment.


  “No,” laughs Hargrove. “I can barely keep it running.”


  He steps through the hatch door. Flickering white light throws spectral illumination across the crescent-shaped room. It is dingy looking, with skeins of dried rust water crisscrossing the metal walls. Hargrove ushers them to a round window on the far side.


  “Touch it,” he says.


  Jack reaches out and places his hand on the glass, cold to the touch. It feels so good after the desert heat that he presses his face against it. Through the glass, he sees tall black columns arranged in formation, several stories high, blinking with scatterings of pinpoint light.


  “What does this machine do?”


  “It remembers.”


  Lia steps forward and gazes down into the shaft, coursing her eye along the sleek black pillars.


  “What does it remember?”


  “Everything. From thousands of years back, all the way up until twenty-two thirty-seven. It’s all here. Everything we’ve ever known about the world and about ourselves is written inside of here. We keep these things. That’s our purpose.”


  Nyla's footsteps wind down the stairs and she ducks through the portal.


  “Hi. Denit decided to stay up top.”


  Lia fixes on a framed portrait fastened above the window, showing a handsome young man with slicked back hair, peculiar clothes, and a mysterious smile. Etched on the frame is the name Ryan Hargrove.


  “That doesn’t look like you,” she says.


  “He would be my great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great grandfather,” says Hargrove, counting out the greats with his thumb and fingertips. “He built this. Over two hundred and seventy years ago. Just before the collapse.”


  They stand simply, looking up at the picture.


  “Why?” asks Lia.


  “He was a philanthropist.”


  “What’s a filanothrist?”


  “A powerful person who wants to do something good. He built this as a lifeline, after it became clear that the last days were near. Named for the city in old Egypt—the library. It’s a preservation effort. Built to last a thousand years. By the looks, it won’t last half that. Time gets everything, I guess.”


  “So there’s writing in there?”


  “There is. But not writing the way you and I are used to. It’s coded. Runs off electricity.”


  Jack furrows his brow.


  “I’ve heard of that,” says Lia. “It’s lightning.”


  “Well, sort of. It has its own power source, but it’s failing. To fix it, I’d have to work with matter on the tiniest scales. I’ll stick with gardening.” Hargrove grins. “I fear we may be the last generation of keepers who truly understands what it is we’re keeping.”


  Jack traces his fingers over the cold glass, a solemn look on his face. “I don’t understand.”


  Hargrove flicks his eyes toward Nyla. “You want to know what happened to the world, Jack? Lia? Would you like to see what the collapse of a civilization looks like? Are those the answers you're looking for? Because I can show you…”


  Jack turns to Lia. She nods meekly.


  “Yes.”


  “Come on, we’ve got to get something from below.”


  They step back over the metal lip of the portal and descend more steps, the light turning darker as they travel lower. A chill in the air runs clean through to their bones and they start shivering. Lia rubs her thumb against Jack’s palm as they descend, round and round, lower and lower. A strange noise emanates from the depths, more felt than heard. Everything seems to be steadily vibrating. A solitary plink of water breaks the monotony of the hum.


  Nyla bears down on another metal wheel, stuck in place with rust. Jack goes to help her and they jerk their body weight against it to dislodge the mechanism. It screeches slowly until the hatch pops free.


  They enter a small dark chamber, sulking in dim red light. Another clear wall stands before them. Nyla feels her way along the corner to a near-empty shelf and reaches for a stack of zippered pouches.


  “No,” says Hargrove, “it’s not needed. Nothing to contaminate anymore.”


  He steps to the clear enclosure and produces a square key, which he inserts into a slot, and the first of two doors cracks open automatically. He proceeds to the next, and when it opens, a wave of air gushes out under pressure. By the thin red glow, Jack sees row after row of shelves stretching back into the darkness. They are empty, save for one. A solitary black case rests alone on the barren shelves and Hargrove takes it carefully into his hands.


  “This is our last,” he says.


  They leave the clear composite doors wide open and trudge up the tight spiral, back to the crescent chamber on the middle landing. Hargrove lays the black case on the floor. Beads of moisture form on its cool surface. He pulls a tab along the corner and peels a line from around its edges, unfastening the case, then folds it open and removes a clear panel with wires dangling off the sides. He carries it over to a small console, where a similar panel is already installed, and takes a few moments to switch them out, setting the old rigging off to the side and connecting the new in its place.


  “Hope it works.”


  “Here,” says Nyla, fetching two chairs, “have a seat.”


  She feels along the edge of the console and lifts a thin black lid, exposing a jumble of buttons and controls. Hargrove positions himself before it, dancing his fingers over the console as if trying to remember the routine. Tentatively, he clicks a series of buttons and the screen flickers with blue light.


  “Ah. There. Pull up your chairs, let’s see if I can get this going.”


  He enters more commands and the blue light becomes an image—a glorious city. Jack’s heart pounds as he looks on it. Tall glass towers, just as he’s been told.


  “These are some of the last transmissions,” says Hargrove.


  The image begins to move. The glorious city vaporizes in a fantastic ball of flame and the screen turns bright white. Changing patterns of light strobe across their drawn faces as they watch the horrors progress—a tiny apocalypse reflected in their eyes. More cities, felled by shockwaves of inferno. Violent hordes consumed with flame, their faces shriveling like burnt paper. Bodies so shrunken with hunger they look like ambulant skeletons. Armies of steel machines. Lia’s color drains from her trembling face. Jack is expressionless, void of emotion. A sudden wave of nausea rolls over him. Thomas was right—they never should have looked. Every image is worse than the last. There is no sense to it. Nothing to be gained. Every step they took through the cities of old, through those empty decaying streets, every step was a trespass on hallowed ground. All his fantasies about the old days seem so childish now.


  “Make it stop,” he says.


  Hargrove taps his console and the screen flickers to blue. He looks at them and says nothing. For a long moment they stare at the field of blue light, letting the slaughterous imagery fade from their retinas.


  Nyla steps forward and places her hand on Lia’s trembling shoulder.


  Lia breathes heavily and looks up to her. “Monsters…”


  “It’s a lot to take in. I wish I could offer more in the way of answers,” says Hargrove. “I gave up trying to figure it out a long time ago. Decided there were better things to worry about.”


  “How do you know it won’t happen again?” Jack asks numbly.


  “It may well. History is full of savagery. No reason to think that’s the end of it.”


  Jack rubs his knuckles in his eyes until a mosaic of expanding squares eclipses his vision.


  “It’s not all bad,” says Nyla. “There are good things, too. Would you like to see?”


  “What kinds of things?”


  Hargrove touches the console and a crackling sound issues from the corner of the room.


  “Bah,” he says.


  He stands and bangs his fist against a perforated vent and beautiful music pours through it—a multitude of instruments never heard before in their lives, full of magnificent sound.


  “This was written seven hundred years ago by a deaf man.”


  He calls forth more images and the screen once again animates with a pageantry of brilliance. Hargrove begins in the early days and proceeds through the millennia with a quickness that bewilders his young audience, still of the forest at heart. They watch civilizations rise. They watch them fall. Yet through it all, and despite the failures and losses accrued through the centuries, what they see is a great ascension, a quest lasting thousands of years with no end point. The ache of destruction becomes a wistful thing next to the majesty of creation. These are the people Jack has dreamt of, in bright crisp attire, carrying on through streets of wonder with casual aplomb. They see the great works in their former pristine grandeur, before the scourge of Time wore them brittle and picked their bones clean. The whirlwind of visions comes to rest on a vast, barren red desert. Jack and Lia sit breathlessly on the edge of their seats, knowing at once that it is not the earth they see before them. An insectoid contraption with metal legs and a shiny exoskeleton settles itself on the surface of that red wasteland and two figures emerge wearing suits of silver, their heads encased by translucent globes. They bound airily across the alien vista, and they plant in the hard-packed redness the flag of a forgotten people.


  The screen flashes to blue. The only sound is the steady thrum of subterranean machinery.


  Hargrove rests his hands on his stout belly. He is beaming.


  “A hundred years,” he says, “from the days of horse and buggy until the Age of great cities. We could lift ourselves out of this mess in a hundred years time. We have the force of knowledge behind us. We don’t have to wait centuries for new ways to be devised. We know the way. It’s all so simple, really.”


  “How?” asks Jack. “Everything is gone. It’s all gone.”


  “Oh, they had certain advantages that we don’t have. But the opposite is also true—we have a blueprint that they did not. Yes, their population was stronger. They had more established trade routes. Resources were plenty. We’ll have to power our work differently, but it can be done. Oh yes, Jack, it can be done.”


  Hargrove smiles so brightly he seems at once more youthful than his two boggle-eyed visitors.


  “A hundred years…” says Lia.


  “A hundred years. When your grandchildren are as old as I, this world could be a very different place indeed. I’ve dreamt it my whole life. We have everything we need right here.”


  “But your machine is breaking.”


  “Let it break. Come on upstairs. I have something else to show you.”


  He starts up and out of the crescent chamber and Jack snatches one last look at the sparkling pillars beyond the glass, barely able to comprehend the sheer volume of work contained therein. They climb to the upper landing and Hargrove opens the hatch he had bypassed earlier and they step inside. Black composite trunks are stacked floor to ceiling like coffins in a catacomb.


  “Everything we need is here.”


  He unlatches one of the trunks and creaks it open, revealing a silverwhite rectangular plate, so shiny it looks wet to the touch. With slow reverence he reaches inside and raises the plate, handling it as delicately as he might hold a butterfly.


  “Platinum.”


  Jack and Lia step close enough that their breath fogs its surface. It is engraved with minute writings on front and back, full of odd symbols that call back the dirt-written equation that Thomas had drawn by firelight.


  “This tells of the movements of astral bodies, thousands of years worth of studies.” He hands it to Lia then lifts out another. “Here is the chemistry. Below that, more physics. More of the sciences in here. In this one lay the humanities,” he says, swatting the side of a high-stacked trunk. “Here, the engineering. And over here, more philosophy. It’s a scant collection, but it’s enough. The rough basics. You could build quite a society with the knowledge contained in these trunks.”


  “Why do you keep them locked down here?” asks Lia. “Why don’t you share them?”


  “We do. I have a small printing press. We run copies of the vitals, the things people need to live. The settlements we work with know we have something. But the full extent of it we keep hidden. It would be disastrous if it fell into the wrong hands. Such as this supposed King you speak of.”


  “So Ethan and Renning…”


  “Were spreading the word. Field work. We’ve done it for generations, since the downfall. For a long time not much happened. The die-off in the aftermath was terrible. Most people weren’t killed by war but by nature. Preventable deaths. Some of them we reached, most we did not. And records have been kept so that these last two hundred and seventy years aren’t lost to history. I’ve scrolls and ledgers from the earliest keepers here, the ones who lived down in this shaft until the poisons cleared from the air. Some are from the man I’m named after.”


  “The man in the picture.”


  “Exactly. Little by little, people came out of their hiding places and started to live again. Hasn’t been easy, though.”


  A thought occurs to Jack. His own ancestors were there, surviving the terrors he and Lia have just beheld. They must have been, he thinks, or I wouldn’t be here. The notion sends a shiver down his spine, imagining some long-gone relatives of his, citizens of the tall glass cities, perhaps bearing some of the same familial traits as he, fighting their way through the horrific downfall. He thinks of the voice that rang in his head when he was locked in the pit, urging him forward, and imagines that they must have heard it too.


  “Hargrove!” Denit’s voice echoes down the shaft.


  “Yeah?”


  Denit shouts more words, garbled and incomprehensible. Hargrove sighs and sets the plate carefully in the black trunk.


  “Time to get back up, anyway. Let’s see what he wants.”


  He stows everything as it had been and they climb back through the narrow shaft, rung over rung, until they reach the cellar. Nyla stays behind to seal the hatch and the others go up the wooden ladder to the front room. Jack is last out—when he surfaces, he sees Denit and Hargrove leaving by the front door.


  “What happened?” he asks Lia.


  She shakes her head, then takes his hand and leads him outside. The men from the outpost line the edge of the porch, staring off at the horizon. Hargrove shuffles up and joins them. At first it appears they are looking at nothing, just the dark empty desert, but as they step closer the fires becomes visible, burning like a votive memorial on the far-off horizon.


  “It’s them,” says Lia, tightening on Jack’s hand. “Where are we gonna run?”


  He wishes he had a response.


  Hargrove turns around, scratching his head, and addresses the gathering.


  “Here’s your King’s army, now,” he says derisively. “I guess we’re leaving a little earlier than I thought—they’re not twenty miles off yet.”


  Nyla steps out onto the porch and startles when she sees the fear in everyone’s eyes.


  “Dad… what’s going on?”


  “We’re leaving. Now. We’ll head north,” he says, turning his thumb toward the men. “You’ll ride south, down to Marikez. The plates are going with you. Tell Marikez to send everyone who’s able and willing to fight. We’ll chart his route.”


  “Where are you going?”


  “To the Temple," he says. "To kill the King.”


  


  



  Chapter Seventeen


   


   


  



  



  Their fires are so close Thomas can smell them. He huddles behind a spray of sagebrush, the pony curled beside him.


  “Wake up, friend.”


  The pony shifts and lows out a bovine moan. Its jowls are reared back, baring its teeth at Thomas.


  “I’m not leaving you here to die,” he tells the wretched creature. He snatches the lead and tugs it like a leash. “Get up.”


  The pony wheezes to its feet with tired disdain. Thomas throws the saddle off onto the sand to lighten its load, then pulls it forward in the darkness, walking alongside it with his arm over its bony shoulder.


  “Little ways more,” he reasons, “and I’ll give you all the water you can drink.”
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  They form a human conveyer from the upper-most chamber of the sunken library, through the house, across the back porch, and out into the yard—swift, nervous hands passing the plates along in a seemingly endless stream. Some of the men have never seen what lies beneath Hargrove’s floor, and his quick, rattling explanation leaves them further confounded. Plates of history, each century emblazoned in platinum, pass from one man to the next, across the backyard where they land finally at Nyla’s feet. She wraps them in cloth and trusses them together with heavy twine, tying off tight little knots that look impossible to untangle. Three horses stand obediently and accept the weight of the Ages on their drooping backs. The elder men know what they hold, understand its importance. Some of them rode out as Ethan and Renning had done, as Hargrove had done in a younger life.


  Jack stands at the edge of the trapdoor, reaching down to accept another silvery-white tablet.


  “That’s it,” says Hargrove.


  Jack sinks back on the floor, rubbing his arms, thinking there is more to know in all the world than he had ever imagined. He caught only glimpses of the small engraved text as it passed through his hands, only enough to ignite more curiosity.


  Hargrove climbs out of the cellar, slick perspiration covering his knobby old body.


  “That about does it,” he says, with a touch of sadness.


  “Did you really mean it? You’re going to the Temple?”


  Hargrove pulls down a stool and sits rubbing a handkerchief across his brow.


  “Don’t see any other way,” he says. “If that’s their army up on that hill… then they’ve got thin protection back at the Temple. If we don’t go now, then we might just as well say we’re never going. And then what? Let them keep killing? I have friends that used to live close to there. Someone’s got to stop that man.”


  “This Marikez,” says Lia, standing in the doorway with a satchel over her shoulder, “how many does he have?”


  “Oh… depends how many he’s willing to part with. Maybe thirty, forty.”


  She catches Jack’s eye. “It’s not enough.”


  “I don’t feel too good about it myself, tell you the truth. But I don’t know what choice we’ve got now. They’ll storm this house come morning time.” Hargrove looks around, pushing back a wave of memories. “I want you to go with Nyla,” he tells Lia. “She’ll need your help convincing them to join us.”


  “I want to go with you.”


  “You’re still limping on that leg of yours. It’s too dangerous. Nyla needs you down south. I’m sorry. And I need Jack with me.”


  “Okay,” she says, reluctant to separate again..


  “Well…” says Hargrove, steadying himself to his feet, “I’m gonna run out back and see how they’re coming.” He gives Jack a sympathetic look over his shoulder as he leaves.


  They collapse against each other.


  “I’m not leaving you, Jack.”


  “You have to go with Nyla.” He pulls her tight and runs his hand along the hollow of her back.


  She pushes her wet face against his chest. “Let’s just go. You and me. We’ll run away.”


  “I have to do this.”


  “They’ll kill all of you,” she says, her voice strained and hushed. “You said so yourself.”


  “Hargrove’s right—this is our only chance. The army is away. I have to go.”


  His words settle on her and her face contorts in a sort of anguish. “I know.”


  Their embrace feels so numb and distant that it makes Jack’s bones hurt. He can sense what she is thinking as she clings to him—that it is the last time they will ever see each other. He starts to say something, to tell her everything will be all right, and she kisses him quick before he can speak it.


  She pulls away, and she wears that look on her face again—the look of profound understanding, of infinite compassion, the look he clung to in the pit while his stomach growled and the world seemed hopeless. Warmness spreads through his jangled nerves as he gazes into her glossy brown eyes. She turns, without saying a word, and goes outside to meet Nyla by the post where their horses are tied.


  Jack stands alone in the front room, next to the dark open cellar, and listens to the hushed commotion all around. He never thought, after risking their lives to run as far away from the Temple as their legs could carry them, that he would turn around and run right back. He supposes this is his calling—and if this is his calling then there is no use in fighting it. He lets out a shaky sigh and trudges out onto the back porch.


  Hargrove stands in the backyard, crooked up against the clothesline post, and watches the proceedings with a calmness only achieved with age. The men from the outpost scour through the shed, pulling out anything that might serve as a weapon—old garden tools, rusty shears, poles that can be sharpened to spears. Jack shuffles past the door and looks in on them, imagining their chances against the Nezra. Even if the Temple is left guarded only by the old and weak, their chances against them still look slim to none.


  A thought cracks open in his mind—the vision of a skull-sized rock crushing a tiny pebble army. He rushes over to Hargrove.


  “I know how to get more men,” says Jack in a hurry.


  “I’m listening…”


  “They’re in the valley… by a fork in the river…”


  “Who?”


  “Dad—”


  Nyla leads her horse over, looking grief-stricken, and laces her arms around her father’s neck. Lia sits on her horse, off to the side, rubbing the little celestial pendant between her thumb and forefinger.


  “Be careful, sweetie,” Hargrove tells his daughter. “And don’t worry on us. We know what we're doing.” Nyla looks up to him with deep admiration and holds his cheek in her palm. “Get Marikez. Tell him we need him more than ever.”


  She springs up onto the saddle and checks that her freight is tied down securely. The third horse is laden with cargo only, and she tugs its lead and starts to amble down toward the river. Lia takes one last longing look at Jack, then pulls the reins and circles around to follow Nyla.


  Jack feels alone at once. He glazes over, watching her ride away, and doesn’t realize Hargrove is speaking to him until he feels the hand on his shoulder, shaking him.


  “Come on inside with me, I’ve got a couple things left to do.”


  They creak up the back porch steps then move down a darkened hallway to a staircase leading to the second story. Hargrove holds a plated candle before him, his hand cupped around the flame, lighting the way up the groaning steps. They curve around a bend in the staircase and emerge in the stale, musty attic. It looks like a salvage yard of old machinery. The tiny orange flame reveals a menagerie of gears and sprockets, wooden boxes overflowing with antiquated odds and ends, a gallery of long metal rods leaning in the corner, tarnished old wires and casings.


  Hargrove weaves through the aisles between heaps, shielding his flame, and works his way to a rolltop desk buried amidst the clutter. He flicks a switch on a tall wooden stand and the attic illuminates with incandescent light, the crooked filament burning yellow-white in its glass casing, throwing harsh shadows against the walls, stark machines in silhouette, looming tall and black along the upper molding like mechanized bogeymen. Hargrove rolls back the corrugated top and busies himself with rummaging through reams of disorganized files, pitching some away haphazardly and collecting others in a neat little pile.


  Jack wanders across the creaky floorboards, squinting at the odd collection heaped around him. There are worktables buried in old papers, with measuring sticks and containers full of peculiar implements arranged carelessly, schematics tacked crudely to the wall, the dry pulp edges curling with age. The attic smells more ancient than any place he has ever been. Fine old dust tickles his nose hairs.


  A large machine rests in a tight outcropping, its edges touching the cracked plaster walls. It is full of gears and tremendous rollers, like it was meant to flatten things down to nothing and then spit them back out onto the cold metal tray. Jack reaches out slowly, as though it might bite his fingers off, and touches it. Discarded papers crunch under his foot and he picks one up and uncrinkles its folds.


   


  On the Proper Treatment of Common Ailments


   


  Written below are long columns of blocked text, with thin-lined diagrams and pictures. He drops it from his hands and lets it float back to the floor.


  He paces along the worktable, drawn to the dismantled oddities scattered across its top like an elaborate riddle, and he works to reconstruct them in his mind, imagining how the pieces might fit together and then, once so, what on earth they might work in concert to accomplish. He leans down and inspects a dust-coated metal box, with crude dials affixed to its facade and a whittled wooden switch stuck in the Off position. A thick bundle of wires protrudes from the back and snakes down through the top of a wooden barrel on the floor. He stares at the switch, looks over his shoulder for Hargrove, and flicks it toward the engraving that says On. The sharp hiss of static cuts through the stale air and quickly dies, and Jack flinches and jumps back, then, as an afterthought, reaches his arm out straight and jerks the switch back down. He turns—Hargrove is looking at him with raised eyebrows.


  “My father’s work.”


  “What was that noise?”


  “Outer space.”


  Jack looks to the ceiling and backs further away, tipping over a box of heavy assemblages that clank and rattle against the floor. Hargrove rests his elbow on a stack of crates and smiles across the expanse of the attic.


  “It’s background interference.”


  “What’s it for?”


  “It’s a radio. You can send and receive messages with it.”


  “Messages from space?”


  “Other people with radios.”


  “Who else has a radio?”


  “No one. We wanted to use them on our trips, but we could never get them small enough as to be portable, with the battery and all. So here it sits.”


  Jack works the switch again but the juice has run dead.


  “Come on over,” calls Hargrove. “Give me a hand.”


  Jack winds his way between the thin aisles, boxes and machinery brushing against his sleeves as he passes, and finds Hargrove kneeling in a small niche by an octagonal bay window. Set before him is a tripod with a slender cylinder perched atop.


  “Here she is.”


  “A scope?”


  “Mmm. A good scope. Have a look.”


  Jack squats down on the floor and peers up through the eyepiece. “I can’t see anything.”


  “Here—” Hargrove settles in his place and swivels the cylinder on its mount, tightening a wing nut at the base, then proceeds to adjust the eyepiece ever so slightly. “Try it again.”


  Jack crouches down and sets his eye against the gasket. It tickles his eyelashes and he blinks. When he settles in, he sees the cold lunar landscape through the eyepiece, half in light, half in dark, covered over in craters from the endless pummeling it has taken through the Ages. It looks close enough to reach out and touch, and still distant enough to make his heart ache for faraway lands.


  “It’s something, ain’t it?”


  “It’s beautiful.”


  Hargrove unscrews it from the tripod and hands it off to Jack. “Run this down to Denit. Tell him, if he hasn’t already, to fetch out that little keg of powder from the shed.”


  “Powder?”


  “Mmm. Powder.”


  Jack holds the long scope close to his body and walks down toward the kitchen. Hargrove takes a quick look around, takes a deep breath of the sour air, and descends the staircase.


  “Tell ‘em I’ll be out in a minute,” he says, heading into the front room where the wooden trap still lay wide open on the floor. “I’ve got something yet to do here.”


  Jack watches him lower himself down the wooden ladder and disappear from view. Powder, he thinks. What good is powder? A deep uneasiness begins to tug at him.


  Outside, some of the fellows have already taken to their horses, waiting to set out. The night is dark and quiet—sunrise is still hours away. He finds Denit tightening his saddle and delivers Hargrove’s message.


  Denit pats his hand along his saddlebag. “Already taken care of.”


  Jack shuffles down to his horse, feeling like he’s about to throw his dinner all over the ground. He pets his hand down the coarse mane and it makes him think of Balazir—probably standing over on the ridge where the Nezra’s fires are burning. He hooks into the stirrup and pulls himself onto his new horse, then rides over to join the other men.


  “Gonna be a long ride,” says Trevor, a tanner from the outpost.


  “I know.”


  “Denit said you were a fighter.”


  “I was a soldier.”


  Trevor smiles. “Where do you put our chances?”


  “I’m… trying not to think of that.”


  “Smart man.”


  “You?” asks Jack. “Were you a fighter?”


  Trevor rolls up his sleeve and shows tributaries of old scars. “Convoys used to get attacked all the time. Hard work setting a new line.”


  “What about Hargrove?”


  “Oh yeah. He was quite a bruiser back in his day.”


  The kitchen light goes dim as Hargrove snuffs the candles. He looks around the dark kitchen, sighs, and walks back to the front room. A small ornamental cupboard hangs by the doorway, each shelf containing a row of neatly arranged pipes. Hargrove waves his finger before them, tracing over each row, until he lands on one resting on the middle shelf—rich umber wood with a thin carven stem. He slips it into his pocket, then shambles out the back door and climbs atop his horse.


  “All right,” he sighs, sliding into the saddle. He shines a toothy grin over his shoulder, then snaps the reins and gallops into the yawning dark.
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  Wisps of sunlight creep into the tarnished sky as Thomas and his beleaguered pony straggle into the oasis. The front door is closed, the windows shuttered. The eaves are sagging a bit, the clapboards paling, but still in all it looks as it did when he left home some forty years ago. He pulls the reticent pony to the porch and reaches a shaky hand out to touch it, fearing it to be yet another hallucination. He digs his fingers into the wood and collapses on the steps. The pony, smelling water, fights against its lead and Thomas lets it slip from his fingers. It makes a straight shot down to the river, lumbering slowly on its knobby legs.


  Thomas rolls onto his belly and works himself onto all fours. He crawls the last few feet to the front door, then curls his hand into a fist and knocks. Never before in his life has he knocked on this door—always just walked right through—and it saddens him, the realization that this is no longer his home. He reaches up and tries the knob and the door swings open with a high-pitched whine. The interior is dark and quiet. Thomas pulls himself to his feet and stumbles inside.


  “Ryan!”


  No answer.


  He clumps across the front room, thousands of memories shooting off in his brain like fireworks. The same old rug is laid out of the floor, worn thin with age. He sees his father’s old chair, broken down and shoved into the corner. Through the open door, he looks in at the side room where he and Ryan used to play.


  “Ryan!”


  There is a jumble of old books and papers laid out on the side table and Thomas makes for them. His head knocks into one of the winged models and sets it rocking back and forth. A journal is laid out on top of the pile, its leather cover draped open. There is his own youthful face smiling back at him, drawn with the neat lines and feathered crosshatching that he recognizes as his own. He looks into the shaded gray eyes, shards of clean pulp peeking through the irises to show the light twinkle. There is his brother, spray of cowlick across his forehead. It comes rushing back. They stood on the back porch so the light was better. He set the old polished glass in the corner, and he sketched quick because Ryan was too antsy to sit still for very long. He drew rough lines and filled in the finer details later. His mother asked for a tracing of it to hang next to her desk upstairs.


  Thomas holds the leather cover in his hand and wanders away toward the kitchen, letting the journal flap at his side the way a child would do. The house is so quiet. So still. It feels like it hasn’t been lived in for years. There is the table where he took his meals as a boy. He pulls back a chair and sits looking out the window, across the back porch, down toward the river where the old pony meanders along the water’s edge.


  He listens to the house settle.


  They must be downstairs. In the library. Hiding.


  He rises and walks to the front room and slaps his head. The rug. Perfectly in place over the trapdoor.


  They’ve fled, he realizes, and just as well. Now there won’t be any argumentation about what he came here to do.


  He throws back the rug and deftly pulls the rope handle on the trap. It cracks against the hardwood floor. Thomas slips on the ladder and tumbles into the cellar, dropping the journal. He jackknifes forward, clutching his shin, then crawls in the darkness and feels out for the hatch. He tightens his hand around the wheel and grinds it slowly, round and round, until a puff of cool air whispers past his face. Sullen red light fills the cellar. Thomas opens the hatch and laughs.


  A metallic buzz rumbles up from the deep and the red light strobes. Thomas grips the edge with clawed hands and his laughter rages down the shaft, mingling with the electric buzz and the spectacle of light. He laughs until tears burst from his eyes and fall five stories to the landing below.


  It’s been forty rough years since he has felt such a close kinship with his brother. He snatches the splayed-out journal off the cellar floor and turns to the back page and kisses his brother’s graphite lips.


  “You’re a genius,” he says.
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  Jack rides at the head of the caravan, next to Hargrove. The old man takes out his small notebook and a folded map and begins to study their route, checking his bearings against the ornate wooden compass in his palm.


  “What’s that?”


  “Compass,” says Hargrove, passing it over. “Here.”


  Jack turns it in his hands and watches the little disk spin on its axis. “Why do you need it?”


  “Tells you what direction you’re headed.”


  “But… why do you need it?”


  Hargrove laughs, sensing the brightness of the boy. “Precision. Better than the sun and stars.”


  Jack reaches across to hand it back.


  “Keep it. You can be my navigator.”


  “Okay. What’s that?”


  “You’re gonna chart our course. Here, take the map.” He veers close and passes it over as they ride. “Show me where your friends live.”


  Jack lays the map across the pommel and traces his eye over the narrow valley between the coastal ranges, searching for the forked river.


  “Here,” he says, pointing.


  “Where?” Hargrove squints across to read it.


  “North of… Elpass… Robbles.”


  “Huh? Ah, I see. El Paso de Robles. You’re sure they’ll help?”


  “I know they will.”


  “Fair enough. We can use all we can get.”


  Jack looks around behind him. There’s little more than twenty of them in all, and they each wear a look of deep anxiety. A couple of them ride hunched over their saddles, drifting in and out of consciousness after a long, sleepless night. One jerks awake just before he topples over, and he stiffens himself and ogles around. Only half of them carry bows—the rest are armed with a hodge-podge of old shed tools and hunting knives. He starts to wish that he had bolted with Lia when he had the chance.


  “Do you have a plan?”


  “Something like a plan,” says Hargrove, riding with one hand and gesturing with his other. “My hope is they won’t suspect us. That would buy us some time to lay up on the high ground and see what we’re dealing with.”


  Denit rides forward and keeps pace with Jack. “I never properly thanked you.” He smiles with a kind, creaseless face.


  “What for?”


  “It’s a brave thing you did. May well have saved our lives.”


  Jack feels ashamed to accept the gratitude, feeling at fault somehow for the whole mess.


  “It’s okay.”


  “Nyla said the same—she has a better eye for people than I do. Knew right away you weren’t lying to us.”


  “We promised Ethan.”


  “But most people wouldn’t have kept their promise.”


  “Tell us more about these people,” says Hargrove. “What are their defenses like? How do they fight?”



  Jack starts in on a lengthy discourse about the Temple’s methods of warfare—about blackened warriors hiding in trees and their ruthless protocols, stockpiles of weaponry, stealth attacks. Hargrove listens quietly and interjects rarely. He seems especially interested in the King.
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  Lia’s legs straddle awkwardly the bound plates, braced on either side of the saddle with heavy ropes. The added weight impedes their horses and the slow pace has her restless, clenching her teeth.


  “How far are we?”


  “A day’s ride.”


  “Have you ever been there before?”


  “Not since I was little. Marikez runs a route that spans a hundred and fifty miles south along the gulf.”


  “What does he do down there?”


  “Brings back coffee and dried fruit, grains and spices, mostly. It’s how they stay alive. They’re right along this same river, and it’s not what it used to be.”


  “Why don’t they move?”


  Nyla shrugs. “Tradition.”


  “Do they have an army?”


  Nyla considers the question, smiling a little. “Not an army, no. Just good people. My father’s done a lot to help them. They were nearly starving when he found them. Didn’t want to give up their land. They still don’t.”


  “They’re friendly, though? You think they’ll help?”


  “Yes. Don’t worry, Lia. We’ll be in good hands.”


  “I’m worried about Jack.”


  “He’s in good hands, too. The best.”


  Lia studies her face, wondering if she truly understands what they are up against. Has she seen violence with her own eyes, or just watched it on a panel of light?


  A ways south, the river fans out and shallows and Nyla crosses over to the other bank, then slows to a halt and slips off her saddle.


  “Let’s switch. Give this one a rest.”


  They drink from the river and tighten the bundles. The river is dirty and barely flowing in places, and the banks are the parched bed of what used to be gushing water. Nyla pulls a jar of fruit out of her saddlebag and pops the top. Lia digs around and finds bread and soft cheese, and they stand on the cracked riverbank and eat, staring off at nothing.


  “I’m riding back with them,” says Lia, after a long spell of silence.


  “That’s not a good idea. You’ll be safer down here.”


  “I don’t want to be safe. I want to be with Jack.”


  “I understand. I miss Denit and Aaron.”


  Lia tightens up her face, pushing back a wave of heartache.


  “You love him, don’t you?”


  “Always have.”


  “He’s going to be all right.”


  “Don’t say that. You don’t know that.”


  “I believe it,” says Nyla. “He’s pretty smart, isn’t he?”


  “Yes.”


  “So is my dad. He won’t let them do anything stupid.”


  “My friends are back there. I’m going.”


  “I understand.” Nyla stows their things away makes no further contest.


  They let the horses finish grazing on the scant pockets of grass, then saddle up and trudge along the bank. Lia stares back the way they came, looking to see if they are being hunted.
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  Thomas sits like a bearded old maid in his brother’s faded rocking chair, the wooden spindles white as sun-weathered bones, pitching back and forth in the hot arid draft with his journal laid out across his lap—the pages full of bisected ellipses and angular perspectives, mechanical diagrams and personal notes. His skin is burnt bright red and peeling. He flicks up his eyes without raising his head and surmises the far-off column of approaching riders, kicking up a spew of desert sand in their wake. He returns to his reading.


  13 June 2456—Another good trip to the canyon with Ryan and Dad. Found evidence of recent activity, as many as fifty heads, judging by the size of the camp they left. Encountered no one. Wonder where they all went?


  He turns a few pages.


  18 September 2456—Another two weeks with Jacob. Weather too nice to leave. Three settlements here already, and two more since he arrived 7 years ago. Numbered on the left. We expect more to migrate down—esp. if valley keeps greening.


  He looks up. They are no longer a condensed speck in the distance—each horseman now appears as its own separate moving speck. He turns the pages.


  27 April 2457—Turned away again. Number 97 would rather starve than accept our help. Hostile.


  He can hear the rumble of their hooves.


  07 July 2457—Another early harvest. Best in 10 years, Dad says. Ryan and I finished the coop, and we’ll all ride down next week to trade with Maya. The most generous people we’ve found, though they haven’t much to give, and their records are astounding. They have carven tablets dating back 150 years or more. Hope to get etchings on next trip.


  15 July 2457—Returning with a rooster and three hens. I told them my ideas. Maya and her people are fine survivors, but they do not like change.


  02 August 2457—I dreamt a beautiful palace on the seaside.


  Penciled below is a quick freehand of an Atlantean paradise standing high atop a cliff. He tries to recall the night he dreamt it and cannot. He coughs out a bitter laugh. He looks up. They’ve arrived.


  The column breaks and fans out in an arc around the perimeter of the oasis. Their bows are drawn yet they make no move forward—only loiter around the outskirts with rigid faces. A rider to the rear brings a scope to his eye and looks at Thomas.


  Thomas raises his hand and waves.


  They fall back and chatter some more.


  A solitary rider, the man with the scope, paces forward and stops at the base of the walkway. He squints up at Thomas. Behind him, the dusty warriors keep their bows leveled.


  “Hello,” calls Thomas.


  The man raises up his hands. “We mean you no harm.”


  “I see that.”


  “We’re looking for something.”


  “Oh?”


  “A city. Near here. Do you know it?”


  “I might. What’s it called?”


  The man hesitates. He is soaked with sweat. He looks toward his men, then back to Thomas.


  “Can’t tell you if I know it,” says Thomas, “if you don’t tell me what it’s called…”


  The man narrows his eyes. “Alexandria.”


  “Ah. A city, you say? Don’t know any city called Alexandria.”


  “Do you know any place called by that name?”


  “Only this place.” Thomas spreads his arms out and gestures to the run-down old house.


  The man hitches back and looks at him cockeyed. “Don’t play games, old man.”


  “I never do, Keslin.”


  Keslin startles, and the recognition is like a thunderclap in his mind. “Thomas.”


  “Been a long time. We have unfinished business, you and I.”


  Keslin waves his men forward and they storm the sagging front porch, quick as a flash, and Thomas makes no move to escape as they dismount and climb the steps. They knock the chair out from under him and wrench him to his feet. A scattering of warriors stays in the yard and another wing breaks off and kicks open the front door and rushes inside.


  “Are you alone here?”


  Thomas laughs.


  They jerk his arms behind his back at a pained angle and manhandle him through the splintered doorway. Keslin elbows his way inside and looks around the dingy interior, baffled. Footsteps sound from the ceiling above as the warriors search through the attic. They turn over chairs and tables, burst open more doors, pull portraits off the wall. The commotion is rapid and short-lived—they quickly finish parsing the entire house and find no one else.


  “What is this place?” Keslin asks, narrowing in on Thomas. “You’re not alone here, are you? Where are you hiding them?”


  “Are you looking for the pony?”


  Keslin hobbles forward and kicks him in the kneecap. Thomas’s legs buckle and the warriors lift him back up.


  “The boy. Jack.”


  “Don’t know him.”


  “Oh, but you do. Him and his friend.”


  “You leave them the hell alone.”


  “Where are they?”


  “East. Sent them as far east as they can go. You’ll never find them.”


  “You’re as poor a liar as ever, Thomas. Break his teeth out.”


  They wrestle him to the floor—one man straddles him while another brings a booted heel down across his mouth. Thomas bucks and screams and spits out a soup of his own teeth.


  “Where are they?”


  Thomas’s wild scream turns to laughter and he spits his last tooth in Keslin’s face. Keslin belts him in the stomach and he reels with joyous laughter.


  “What in the hell is so—”


  And the ground rumbles and quakes as if the great round planet is set to rip open at the seams, and as Thomas laughs and Keslin screams, they disintegrate instantaneously in a blinding surge of furious white light.


  


  



  Chapter Eighteen


   


   


  



  



  The horses tremble and rear back as the hollow blast echoes across the wide-open desert, and on the distant horizon, thousands of years worth of human ingenuity billow skyward in a widening plume of thick black smoke. Jack peels off to the side and shields his eyes against the sun. The explosion looks a tiny thing from so far away, but the boom that rolls through the strata resonates in their ribcages and brings them all to a quick halt.



  Hargrove’s face is cryptic as he surveys the destruction. He canters ahead and stares off at the smoke, resting his hand on his hip casually. Slowly he wheels back around, as if he is about to address the men with a speech.


  “Hup!” he shouts, and spurs his horse and tears off.


  They race across the empty desert range, a ragged band of refugee cavalrymen with their makeshift armory. The men press upon Jack, fearing the explosion to be the work of the militant encampment whose fires they watched from the porch only a few hours earlier. Jack assures them that, for all of their wicked contrivances, he has never known the Nezra to possess such a power as this. After a time, Hargrove grows weary and quiets their speculations and confesses his own hand in the matter.


  “I did it,” he says. “I blew the whole damn thing up.”


  “So it weren’t the army?”


  “No.”


  A wave of relief and astonishment enlivens the haggard men and they cinch their heels and hasten their gait, crowding around Hargrove as he dispenses his secrets.


  “That old fortress has been down in the earth there for almost three centuries. Built to withstand a nuclear bombardment.”


  “And you burned it?” says Trevor.


  “Cratered it. It was done for, anyway.”


  “How’d you come across something like that?” asks Jason, a young man only a little older than Jack.


  “My ancestors,” Hargrove says, and explains to them the mission his family line has been sworn to uphold.


  A new sense of gravity overtakes their journey. They ride in long silence through the enormous day, where overhead the earthly atmosphere seems to have extended itself into pale blue infinity. They veer north at Hargrove’s behest, riding along the centerline of a steep dry gulch until they come to a collected pool of run-off. The thin bath tastes gritty and they drink down as much as their bellies will hold.


  “You know the land,” Jack says to Hargrove.


  “Been years, but I’ve been through here before. Used to make the same outings as Renning and Ethan.”


  “Why did you stop?”


  “Turned fifty. Took on the role of caretaker at the house.”


  Another pang of regret rolls through Jack’s gut. “What are you going to do now that it’s gone?”


  “Build another house. Live out my days in peace, if there’s any to be found.”


  “Will people still go out on those trips? The human terrians?”


  “Why? Interested?”


  “I don’t know… maybe.” He thinks about the map in Hargrove’s kitchen, about the frontier of Unknown Fate, and a tingle of adventure stirs inside him.


  “We’ve gone out less and less over the years. They used to send out big expeditions, every seven years, in all directions. I’ve read about them in the journals. Usually they made it back. Sometimes they didn’t. That had mostly ended by the time I came up as a boy. Most of the outings I went on were just simple upkeep. I played a matchmaker of sorts, putting one settlement in touch with another, each having something the other needed.”


  “Thomas went along with you?”


  “Side by side. I think he got a taste of the world and liked it. He was always spinning his wheels… but that was all so long ago it seems like another life. He set out on his own in the summer of fifty-eight.”


  “Fifty-eight?”


  “The year. Fifty-eight.”


  “What year is it now?” asks Jack.


  “Oh… if my math adds up, this would be late March of the year twenty-four ninety-nine. But that’s old-fashioned time keeping. We might as well start back at zero for all the good it does.”
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  Taket is only peripherally aware of the hands that roll him onto his back and apply the tourniquet to the shreds of flesh and slivers of bone that were once his left arm. The heat waves continue to boil over them, emanating from the molten crater that burns in the desert heat like an underground coal fire. The carnage spreads outward from the crater in an acrid black radius, full of dead and dying horses, dead and dying men, flaming and smoking like the hells of some medieval triptych. He screams as they cauterize the severed flesh of his arm with flaming shrapnel from the blast.


  Only twenty-three remain—those who had been guarding the perimeter of the decimated oasis. They behold the wreckage with devout superstition, eyeing the source of the explosion as if it might erupt again, fearing the dark forces responsible may not yet be satiated. Noxious fumes spew from the earth like the breath of some slumbering subterranean demon now awoken, full of mean venom and ancient fury.


  The brave Sons of the Temple leave the dead where they lay and drag the wounded down by the parched riverbed and arrange them in neat lines to perform a quick and reckless triage. They are sick with the task, operating on some baser level with their thinking minds disengaged from the gruesomeness. Those that can still ride are given grisly treatments by trembling, blood-slippery hands and left to suffer, the rest are dispatched swiftly in the same manner applied to the lamed horses—a slick cut of the throat and on to the next.


  Taket rises, holding his severed forearm against his chest, and looks around at the carnage. His men are covered in black char and red gore. The surviving horses have run scared, cutting a wide arc outward into the dry desert then doubling back to the bank upriver. Taket limps toward them, a hellish vision, and the horses start and skitter as he draws near. Only one seems fearless and calm—a tall, brown-speckled steed with an arrowshot scar on its hindquarters. Taket calls him forth and soothes him, then fastens his right hand on the pommel and hefts himself onto the saddle.


  He rides through the bloody field of dead like some arcane horseman on a mission of soul collection. He surveys the limp and mangled bodies and pieces of bodies, then rides a wide swath around the blast radius, peering into the smoldering crater that runs straight down into the earth like a tunnel to the underworld. There is nothing to salvage. He makes his way back to the provisional camp along the river, where the wounded bellow in agony as crude and painful treatments are administered to their injuries.


  “If you’re fit enough to stand, come with me. We need to tie down the horses.” He raises his remaining hand and points skyward. “When the sun is here, we leave. If you cannot make it, it is your choice whether we end your suffering or leave you to die.”
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  “Do you think this is all that’s left of it?” Lia asks, clicking her heel against the bundles. “Alexandria?”


  “This is all. Nothing could have survived that blast.”


  “You’re sure it was your dad?”


  Nyla nods. “It’s funny… he talked about doing it a long time ago, he just didn’t have the heart. It wouldn’t have lasted another twenty years, the way things were going.”


  “Aren’t you sad?”


  “We’ll move on. We have everything we need right here.”


  “What’s it for?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Does it just teach people how to plant and build? We could already do that, and almost as good.”


  “I’ll bet you could. No, it’s more than just planting and building. It’s… everything. It’s our history.”


  “Not our history. Theirs.”


  “Ours, too. Don’t you want to know what it used to be like? How they used to be, how they used to think?”


  “I always used to… We used to sit around and talk about it all night.”


  “What did you say?”


  “That their world was like magic.”


  The golden desert turns slowly to dusky lavender and they hasten their pace. They have been riding at an almost imperceptible incline, and by the dim-starred twilight they reach the brow of a sandy mound that sweeps down toward the village where Marikez resides, nestled in the bend of the shallow river. Points of torchlight flicker around the darkening settlement, shining out from the many flat-roofed tents that surround the outskirts. The tented abodes are walled with colorful cloth exteriors that billow softly in the cooling night, giving the whole settlement the mystique of some traveling gypsy caravan. Situated in the center is a more permanent structure of wood and stone, with sullen light creeping out from a wide-open doorway.


  Vague forms shuffle between the tents, wearing flowing robes and banded head-dressings. Lia and Nyla float toward them on weary horses, laden with the bound platinum plates.


  In the dusty yards, old women mill about the clotheslines, unpinning the day’s wash and folding everything away in woven baskets. They look up from their work with spooked faces and hiss out warnings to the others and scurry inside. In only a matter of moments, the alleyways between the tents are empty and the entire colony looks a ghost town.


  “Are you sure they’re friendly?”


  As the words part Lia’s lips, droves of armed men fan out through the outer quarters and take cover. She can see them in the shadows, their glinting arrows trained straight at them, following their slow advance down the sandy way.


  They skirt past a few outlying shelters, flaps of red cloth snapping around them. Nyla stops in the center of a circular plaza and rides a slow circuit around.


  “We’re sent by Ryan Hargrove,” she calls out to the creeping shadows.


  They sit still on their horses and wait, and for a long while no one moves.


  Three figures advance through the deepening night—one striding up the middle, flanked by two armed men. He enters the round market and studies the two young women who’ve suddenly appeared from the desert. He takes another step forward, squinting against the darkness.


  “Nyla?”


  “Yes.”


  She hops down and bounds toward him, leading her horse along. Lia sits quiet and watches. The man is swarthy and sun-darkened, with a long mane of coarse brown hair. Nyla runs into his arms and they embrace tightly.


  “Hello, Marikez.”


  “It has been years,” he says, stepping back and taking her in. “You were so little last I saw you.”


  “It’s wonderful to see you. So much has changed here.”


  “More of everything, all the time. How is your family? Your boy?”


  “They’re fine,” says Nyla, wearing a strained smile on her face.


  “What’s wrong? Is your father ill?”


  “No. He’s… he’s fine. We’ve come to ask your help.”


  “Of course. Anything.” Nyla’s worried silence speaks volumes and a deep crease furrows his brow. “What is it? What has happened?”


  She turns and beckons Lia to join them. She rides over, leading the third horse along behind her.


  “This is Lia.”


  “Welcome,” he says. He takes her hand and helps her down from the horse, then turns to Nyla. “She’s your friend from the seaside?”


  “No. She… we only just met.”


  Marikez flashes a look of confusion and Lia raises her hand meekly and waves.


  “We have something that needs to be kept safe. It’s very important.”


  A slew of onlookers have gathered around the plaza, curious old faces and excited children. They eye the rectangular bundles lashed over the saddles.


  “Perhaps we should talk elsewhere,” he says.


  With the kindly grace of a gentleman, he takes the third lead from Lia’s hand and guides them through the quaint neighborhood of tents and shelters. Unknown spices float on the air and Lia swivels her head, drinking in the oddities hung from beams around the open-air dwellings—dried gourds and snakeskins, carven tools and utensils, child puppets with crisscross eyes and strange little wooden toys. The leery forms shuffle and stare as Lia and Nyla stroll past with their much-burdened horses in tow. They round a corner and head toward the center of the colony. Several of the children follow along at a distance, and on either side of the lane sit families around fire pits and old men who smoke pipes and watch them pass with casual disinterest. The homes grow sturdier as they approach the innermost, and oldest, part of the settlement. Wooden structures paling from the sun, with packed layers of mud and straw insulation.


  “Don’t let me forget,” says Marikez, “I have something for your father.”


  They pass the central stone building and come to a modest dwelling just beyond. Marikez hitches the horses in his small yard and two girls run up to greet him, throwing their arms around his stout legs. He hefts them in his arms and carries them to the side of his house where their mother sits idly, talking with the neighbors. Lia walks back out into the lane, flexing out her leg, and peers around the small community.


  “When I was little, this is all that was here,” says Nyla.


  “What happened?”


  “They grew.”


  Shouts issue from down the way where a group of young boys kick a leather ball around the dirt lane. Lia turns and looks and they stop in her gaze, struck by the two strange beauties standing in the middle of their usually boring neighborhood.


  “Hi,” says Lia, smiling expectantly.


  They freeze, then run off in a half-crazed fit.


  Nyla laughs.


  Marikez brings his family over and introduces them around, then takes his children to the curtained doorway of his small house and they slip inside. He returns a moment later, holding a small bundle.


  “Come,” he says, moving to the fire. “Sit down.”


  “Thank you,” says Nyla.


  “Now, how is it that I can help you?”


  “Something is happening up north along the coast. People are being slaughtered. I should let Lia tell it—she knows more.”


  “Slaughtered?”


  His face grows dire as Lia begins. When she tells the worst of it, he leans forward with his hands in his lap like a boy being lectured.


  “Arana Nezra. You’ve never known of him before?”


  “No. Most of our contacts were in the central valley. No one has heard of him.”


  “He kills them if they come close,” says Lia. “Or even if they don’t.”


  “They’ve been there… how long? Forty years?”


  Lia nods. “But they’ve not been killers that long.”


  “This is horrible,” says Marikez. He fixes his eyes on Nyla. “What have you come to ask of me?”


  “My father rode out this morning… for their Temple. With some of the men from my home. He wants to see if they can be stopped.”


  “Yes?”


  “And he would like your help.”


  “I see.” Marikez sits back and stares up at the sky. “I have my people here to think about.”


  “I understand. I understand if you can’t—”


  “And if these killers are as bad as you say… then it is only a matter of time before they find your lovely home by the ocean, is it not?”


  “Probably.”


  “And they have already reached your father’s house?”


  “Yes…”


  “Then it may only be a matter of time before they find our lovely home. Your father has meant so much to us here. If he believes this man is a threat, then I believe it. Of course I will help you.”


  “Thank you.”


  “We’ll go house to house,” says Marikez, rising. “We’ll call them out. I can get you fifty men. And horses. Where is this Temple?”


  “We have a map.”


  “I can take you there,” says Lia.


  “Good. Very good.” He unwraps the bundle in his lap and removes an intricately whittled pipe with a long, fine stem. “This is not the gift,” he says, taking out a little drawstring satchel. He opens it up and wafts the cherry-sweet tobacco under their noses. “This is. I’ll take it to him myself.”


  “I don’t know how to ever thank you.”


  “Come visit more often. We miss you.” He motions to the horses. “You said you have something for us to keep? What is it? Valuables?”


  “It’s… kind of a long story.”


  Nyla steps across the yard and unties the bundle from her horse, then crouches down and pulls back the cloth wrapping and removes one of the plates. She carries it back toward the crackling fire and hands it to Marikez. It looks glossy and wet in the firelight, full of tiny lettering barely readable to the naked eye. Marikez runs his fingers over the inscriptions, scrutinizing them with mystified eyes, then turns it over in his rough hands and peers at still more miniscule writings on the back.


  “Is this your father’s work?”


  “He didn’t make them. Preserved them, only. They were handed down…”


  “From?”


  “From before the fall.”


  Marikez tugs at his beard, thinking. “These are very old, then.”


  “Two hundred and seventy years, at least.”


  “The American Civil War?” he reads. “This is what happened to everything?”


  “No. That was six hundred years ago. It’s history.”


  He examines the plate suspiciously. “This is your father’s secret? Lost words?”


  “This is it.”


  “The writings he gave us… the books he said he discovered… came from these?”


  “Everything.”


  Marikez laughs robustly, gleaming at the plate.


  “Can you keep them safe?”


  “Of course. I'd be honored. I have just the place. Come.”


  They step into the narrow alleyway, vacant now as the neighborhood sleeps, and they unhitch their horses from the post. Marikez guides them to the stone building at the heart of the settlement, where an aged watchman reclines by the open door, half-asleep.


  “Our sanctuary,” he tells them. “Victor, wake up.”


  “Hmm…”


  “I need your help. Quickly.”


  He bids old Victor to rouse himself and call everyone out from their slumber for a midnight meeting at the sanctuary.


  Lia and Nyla untether the rest of the bundles and start carrying them through the gloomy shelter, past rows of the settlement’s own carven tablets. Lia gazes up, taking them for tombstones at first glance, then seeing more closely that the chipped and smoothworn tablets each contain their own engraved history, written in the dark years by Marikez’s forefathers, telling the story of their own long struggle for survival in the aftermath. They pile everything in a pitch-black side chamber, then Marikez pulls the door shut and braces it.


  “There. Night and day, they will be guarded.” He takes their elbows and ushers them to the front row of benches. “Please, sit down. I’m going out with Victor to gather everyone… when I come back, I’ll need your help,” he says, turning to Lia. “I need you to tell them everything you’ve told me. And I promise you… they will go.”


  With that, he bustles out the door toward the plaza, leaving Lia and Nyla alone in the sanctuary. Lia looks down at her hands and rubs them, hoping this will be the last time she has to speak to an audience about the tragedy she endured.


  Slowly they trickle in, wearing long undershirts with dark-ringed eyes and hair astray, none too happy about being pulled from their warm beds. Their moods continue to spiral as the dreadful news is delivered. Many seem disbelieving of Lia’s telling, but after Nyla bears testament and Marikez speaks to the debt they owe her father, they break away and fall into quiet deliberation.


  In the morning, Marikez makes good on his promise, with forty-seven men and women saddling their horses and nearly clearing out their small stable entirely. They ride down the centerline of the settlement and congregate in the plaza, with bows and broadswords slung over the robes they wear, making them appear at once monastic and militant.


  Lia circles around the edge of the plaza, past clusters of worried settlers, and finds Nyla standing with the contingent that will guard the sanctuary.


  “I think we’re leaving…”


  “Take care of yourself, Lia. When this is all over… you and Jack are welcome to come live with us on the coast. There’s always room for more.”


  “Thank you,” she says, swallowing hard. “I’d like that.”


  “Tell Denit I expect him back in one piece.”


  “I will.”


  “Tell him I love him.”


  “I will.”


  They turn their horses and parade through the settlement, past the early wooden buildings and finally through the leaning hovels at the outskirts. The citizenry follows them to the outer bounds, then stops and watches them disappear into the desert heat waves.


  By sundown they pass the still-burning wreckage of the oasis. Light ash bristles across the sand like new fallen snow, collecting daintily on the bodies of the dead. Lia rides along the edge of the river with Marikez and two of his men, surveying the line of bloody indentions and stiffening carcasses spread along the bank, where already the buzzards have picked clean the eye sockets and started into the tougher meat. Lia’s skin ripples, looking into the dead faces and recognizing all of them.


  “They saw to their wounded and left the rest to die.” Marikez looks across the scene of carnage, taking shallow breaths of the rancid air. “Hargrove rode out this way. And these Nezra followed his trail.”
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  Hargrove leads them through the unspoiled desert for many days. He talks all along the way, pointing off to faraway vistas and telling of the people and settlements he has encountered throughout his life. Most of the men have heard it before, but Jack rides in lockstep during the long journey and absorbs every word.


  “Good farming people up north of here,” he calls, motioning off toward the tip of the broad green valley that engulfs the horizon. “I’ll bet they’re seeing the highest yields they’ve had in decades. Centuries. In fifty years, mark my word, this land up here will be booming.”


  “Have you gone to the east?” asks Jack.


  “Oh, to a point.”


  “What’s wrong with it?”


  “Centuries of draught. Hard living out that way. We never made it past the continental divide, though. Might be better further out.”


  “Lia and I met people from the east. They hated it.”


  “I don’t blame them.”


  “What’s the worst you saw of it?”


  “The worst?” Hargrove cocks his head and gives Jack a queer look. “Are you sure you want to know?”


  “I want to know what it’s like, that’s all. These people… they were running from something out that way.”


  “Ah. Well, I don’t know if this relates, but… probably the worst of it happened, oh, about twenty-five, thirty years ago or so. We were looking for settlements, looking for a place to make contact and set up new lines. Mostly what we found was misery. People that would just as soon kill us as accept our help. We nearly turned back, and I wish we had. We weren’t far off from land we once knew had been fertile, so we pushed a bit farther to see what we’d find. Not long after, we thought we’d found what we were looking for—a nice, well-built settlement. Looked like they had done well for themselves. We saw the buildings from far off—log cabins, cobblestone streets. They’d sectioned off land for crops. As we rode in closer, though, we saw the crops were untended. Overgrown, rotting on the vine. Some of our group held back, in case they turned violent on us we wouldn’t all be lost. Me and several others set out in the morning to approach them, see if they were friendly or not. We expected to be met as we rode in, but no one came. We kept riding, and soon entered the town. The streets were as well-laid as they looked from far away, but they were empty. Weeds had just started up through the cracks. We called out to a few cabins—no one came. We circled around and knocked on their doors. No one answered. I’d seen smaller camps abandoned, lots of them, but never a place like this. People don’t just up and leave a place like this. We chanced entry of one of the little cabins and found it empty, too. Door to door we went, searching for any sign of life and coming up short every time. As we got toward the far end of this town… it hit us. We could smell it in the air. It was coming from a long shelter they’d built, stone chimney with a shingled roof—must have been build by hard-working, intelligent people. By the time we reached the doors leading in, we could barely hold our stomachs down the stench was so strong. The doors were locked from the inside. We forced them open and what we saw I will never forget for the rest of my days—there they all were, the whole lot of them, the entire town, stiff as boards, sitting on rows of wooden benches, facing away from us. I crossed my arm over my mouth and nose and ventured inside. They were in the early stages. We must have just missed them. Dead. All of them. Men, women, children. Dressed nice, canting over in their seats. Don’t know how they did it, poison or some such thing, but it was clear it was by their own hand.”


  “Why?”


  “I don’t begin to understand. Haunts me to this day. No writing. No explanation. Nothing. These good people had just decided to end it, just like that. If I had to guess, I’d say someone there talked them all into it. Things like that have been known to happen.”


  “But… how?”


  “The mind is a workable thing, Jack. It can be fashioned like clay by the right hands. I think you understand that.”


  He thinks back to his lessons, where his wits were first embezzled by traders in the fortunes of Fire, and he sees the Temple for what it truly is—not only a thief of children, but a thief of minds. He remembers Quinlan’s vacant stare—a mere shadow of himself, held hostage for some mystic ransom.


  He looks into Hargrove’s craggy face as they ride, and for the first time since he was stolen from his village years ago, he sees something worth aspiring to, a model of what he would like to become—a daring explorer, riding out into the uncharted territories with centuries of know-how at his fingertips.


  “You known Lia your whole life?” Hargrove asks, breaking the lingering silence.


  “We grew up together.”


  “She’s awful sweet on you.”


  “She’s not always sweet,” says Jack, with a hint of a smile.


  “What was it like, your settlement?”


  Even a few months ago, a question like that might have brought tears to his eyes. But now, for some inexplicable reason, he finds himself happy to reminisce.


  “It was the best place I’ve been. We always had something going on. Days we’d fish… hunt… play games. Our parents taught us our letters and numbers. Nights we’d have big cookouts, everyone coming down to the bonfire to eat. Then we’d all, me and my friends, we’d all go out in the forest and play games and pretend like it was the old days.”


  “You knew a bit about the old days, did you?”


  “Yeah. A little.”


  “Passed down to you?”


  “I guess. We found some things buried, too. Things from back then.”


  “And you knew how to tend fields?”


  “We knew some. We built ditches for water. Planted a field out in a clearing.”


  “It’s amazing how some carried on. They sound like they were good people, Jack. Wish I’d have met them.”


  “Me too.”


  They ramble on through the increasingly green landscape, learning each other’s stories and talking about the world around them. It puts their minds at ease from the task at hand, if only for a little while.


  They curve north and follow along a winding freeway, lined with the angular heaps of old homes and towers of commerce. Far ahead, Jack sees the outline of the mountains that had been to his left during their long trip down the coast. At the horses’ feet are discarded provisions left behind by crisscrossing wanderers—spent furs and broken tools and old bones serrated with hatchet strikes.


  Shortly before sundown, Jack spots them in the distance, at the fork of two rivers, the unmistakable pitch-black silhouettes of Sajiress and his tribe, their bare, rawboned bodies moving diligently against the backdrop of the honey red sky.
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  Taket watches the drifting sands, a granite man. His blood is foul, his nerves burn with phantom sensations, yet he stands acutely and watches the sand hover like mist over the desert rock.


  The young men look off after him, trying read the land in a similar manner and finding themselves illiterate. The blood of their fallen brothers covers them like grotesque war paint, great smears of it about their limbs and faces, dried and dusty. Some of the youngest recruits stare listlessly, as if their hearts have let go, shocked as they are to have lost so much of their fleet, each with eyes wide like a spooked child’s, missing their warm beds at the Temple and the other safe comforts of home.


  Taket turns an about-face and surveys the ruddy landscape to their rear, finding nothing but monotony on the darkening horizon. But he had seen it earlier—they all had—the dirty swell of distant riders following in their wake.


  He mounts back up and turns the remainder of his men to the northwest, following the inconspicuous traces of some mounted caravan etched faintly on the amorphous sand. He spurs the wellborn Balazir and the others grapple with their ghastly mounts to rejoin him, their afflicted horses now trembling with patches of their hides scorched clean away, lurching across the desert twilight like an army of nightmares.
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  Sajiress paces toward them with his arms outstretched majestically, as if the entire valley were his kingdom alone. He looks at Jack with skeptical wonder, not quite trusting his own eyes, then calls back over his shoulder and trills out a mouthful of peculiar oddities that sets the small cavalry glancing askance at one another. Hargrove sidles up next to Jack and talks through the side of his mouth.


  “You weren’t kidding—for all my days, I can’t place it.”


  Jack dismounts and saunters over, his horse’s nostrils steaming in the moonlight. Sajiress grips him by the arms and turns him around, as if sizing up his price for market.


  “Jack.”


  “Sajiress.”


  “Mari’don diwaa lah’ton?”


  Jack looks at him and smiles. “It’s good to see you.”


  “Tah tevra ota carisser?” asks Sajiress, bewildered by the slew of strangely armed horsemen muddling around the outskirts of his camp.


  “Friends,” says Jack, placing his hand on his chest.


  “Hello,” says Hargrove, raising his hand in salutation.


  Sajiress offers back a stiff mimicry of the action and parts his lips to show a tarnished gray smile.


  The tribe edges forward shyly and Jack steps into their midst, locking eyes with the men he fought with on that bleak, rain-drenched day that seems like forever ago. The swell of bodies carries him back to the heart of their camp, and Sajiress takes Hargrove’s arm and pulls him and the rest of his men along after.


  A ring of thatched shanties, barely shoulder-high, encircles the glowing fire, and the split river whisks past them in a hushed flow to the east. Denit and the others tie the horses and unburden them while the tribesmen look on, captivated.


  Sajiress calls out a slew of orders and a frenzy of activity follows as food and water and fur blankets are fetched. Hargrove listens in keenly, wearing the look of a confounded anthropologist. The straggling men are shepherded round the fire and given the closest seats by their new hosts.


  A tanner from the outpost leans in and whispers to Hargrove. “Where they from, Canada?”


  Hargrove shakes his head tightly.


  A side of venison is thrown on the fire and a bladderful of cool river water is brought from the muddy bank. The dirty, roadworn men accept the hospitality modestly, offering up awkward gratitudes to the half-naked smiling denizens. Jack stands off the to the side with Sajiress, gesticulating around at the horses, the men, the trail they’ve just ridden, playacting and fetching up objects to use as placeholders in the narrative he seeks to convey. Sajiress nods along pensively. Hargrove watches their little puppet show from across the fire, recording the encounter in his mind for future reference.


  “Temple,” says Jack, holding a stone. He again sweeps his hand toward the men seated around the fire, then walks his fingers back to the stone. “To the Temple. To kill the man who stole your children.”


  “Temple? Tah cariss des… sikelern…”


  “Yes,” says Jack, “sikelern Temple.”


  Sajiress stares at the men in a daze, and he begins to nod stoically. “Eyah, Jack… lah cariss diwaa.”


  “Sajiress… they’re alive.” Jack nods toward a gallery of small children with dirty faces. “Chur… Churth…”


  “Eyah…” says Sajiress, creasing his brow. “Cherreth.”


  “Yes, they’re still alive. They’re at the Temple.”


  “Alok e’sahl?”


  “Alok, yes. And Bo—”


  “Bojin.”


  “Yes,” Jack says with tempered hope.


  A semicircle of tribesmen stands by a trussed-up stack of provisions and looks on. Sajiress addresses them briskly and a fire lights up in their eyes. He speaks succinctly in his native tongue and the bare-chested men listen raptly, looking back and forth between he and Jack with a growing sense of import.


  Off in the shadowy orange of the fire, Hargrove unfolds a small parchment and adds a few lines to the history he is writing.


  They eat and drink and exchange odd pleasantries with one another. Children are brought forward and introduced, and they look with great curiosity at the belts and packs of gear the men wear over their finely stitched attire. Jack makes his way around and greets all the faces he remembers and they welcome him in like family.


  Hargrove splits away from the group and takes on with Sajiress. Soon they are engaged in a depth of conversation that suffers not a bit from their lack of fluency with one another—they jaw on like boyhood friends.


  “What?” says Denit to a small, huddled group.


  “Uket,” says the wild-haired fellow seated across from him, taking a woman’s hand. “Uket.” He nods to Denit.


  “Nyla. Mine is Nyla.”


  “Nyla. Tah eh d’ranna cherreth?” He lofts a grubby, naked child onto his knee and tilts his head eagerly. “Hanh?”


  “One,” says Denit. “One boy. Named Aaron.”


  The hairy one smiles and pulls more meat from the bone and passes it to Denit and Uket. Jack makes his way over and sits down next to Denit.


  “Holding up?”


  “Fine. Just getting to know Uket and… something, here.”


  “Raji.”


  “We should try to sleep soon.”


  “They’re going with us?”


  Jack nods.


  “Can they fight?”


  “Yes. Good, too.”


  Hargrove hunkers down next to them. “I think I got it,” he says vigorously. “They were abandoned as children. Their parents left them… or were killed. Couldn’t figure out which. Look around—there’s none here older than Sajiress. No elders. They raised themselves up in the wild. Completely cut off. Lost everything. They’ve wandered all over from the sound of it. Probably seen more than I have. Astounding.”


  “Do you think it’s…”


  “Doubtful. Too long ago and too far away to be the Nezra.”


  “Two of their own got stolen away by the Temple, though. I’ve met them”


  “Their children? Really? Is that why they’re so eager to fight?”


  “I think that’s part of it.”


  “Listen, Jack… we’ll be there within a couple days. There’s no telling where that army is right now. With any luck, they’re dead—but I don’t count us a lucky bunch. They’re likely right on our heels. Marikez, if he’s coming, will be a day or two behind them. If we wait for him to catch up, we may get jumped and lose the one chance we have to get this done. We go it alone. Understand? I need you to draw that Temple for me. Every detail you remember. Everything that’s around it. Anything you think might be useful. I’ve got to start figuring a way to go about this without getting us all killed.”


  “Do you think there is a way?”


  “Always.”


  They huddle by the firelight, long into the night, working out a course. Jack draws intently with the ink and stylus, shaping out the contours of the grounds and provinces, sketching in the topography and points of entry. Hargrove and Sajiress watch every line materialize.


  At first light, they outfit themselves and prepare to set out. They double-up on the horses, hooking blades and sharpened gears and bundles of black-tipped arrows onto every buckle and strap available. Three of the stouter women ride along, well-proficient hunters, and nearly all of the men. The children cry and gasp as their parents take the first weary steps away from camp.


  Sajiress sits on the back of the saddle behind Jack and they ride alongside Hargrove at the vanguard of the caravan, pushing north through the slender valley toward the bay that rests at the head of the river. The travel is cumbersome but they make do as best they can, taking breaks along the riverbank to drink and wet their heads.


  They camp once more in the crook of the valley, somber and silent around the campfire, overcome with their new reality.


  In the morning, they wake up and ride. The overloaded horses pick carefully through a series of old cities lining the river, trailing down the long corridors two by two. By the weakening light of evening they depart from the curvations of the river and emerge on the edge of the Pacific.


  They unload their gear and lay out a quick camp. Hargrove tugs Jack’s sleeve and they wander off with Sajiress in search of higher ground. Hargrove carries a slender tubular case under his arm and they make a slow climb to the crest of a low mound, hashed over with cracked walls and linear grassways. The view to the west is stunning. The sun lay out on the surface of the ocean like an enormous glowing jackolantern, throwing into stark relief the flocks of birds that turn with supernatural precision over the slate of water. Hargrove grabs onto a ledge of concrete and pulls himself up, then opens his case and removes the telescope. He rests the barrel on an outcropping of rubble and peers off at the point of land extending from the bay. Through the polished eyepiece, he sees in the distance a wisp of light gray smoke trailing up from beyond the next hill.


  “There she is.”


  


  



  Chapter Nineteen


   


   


  



  



  Sprays of flowers line the corridor, with hand-made trinkets and effigies and arrangements of votives, melted down to hardened puddles of wax on the floor. A spry little housemaid curtsies past the armed sentries and leaves her small offering at the King’s chamber, a scented wreath that she pins to the middle of the ornate wooden door. She lingers for a moment, hoping to feel some wisp of his great presence as he communes with the forces of the Beyond.


  He has not left his chamber in days. He lies in trance-like repose, overseeing from vast distances the safety of his men in the field and beseeching a higher authority to shine a favorsome light upon their victory—or so his followers have been told. None would know with certainty, for they have not seen him since the Sons of the Temple left on their journey to some faraway city days ago.


  In truth, he sits quietly before the fire. Scattered about him are the accumulated treasures of his ventures—decayed mementos from a bygone era, frail writings he has perused a thousand times.


  He beseeches nothing.


  Offers no cosmic protections.


  Lingering doubt makes ravenous consumption of his mind. To stand is agony. To eat is torture. Lustful vulgarities offer no pleasure. To live as a man is anguish, and he wonders how any of the others tolerate it. He tries to imagine the glory he will feel standing atop a mountain of ancient ways, when the lore of Alexandria is brought back to the Temple and bestowed upon him—yet some mental pestilence still worms its way through his brain. He settles back, with his relics spread across his lap, and watches the flames lick the edges of his sandstone mantle, wondering if perhaps he has made a horrific mistake.


  A scuffling in the corridor rouses him ever so slightly. A woman’s voice calls to him through the door.


  Ezbeth.


  She argues with the sentries, and more voices join the fray. Dread seizes his heart, fearing that they’ve realized his shortcomings and come at last to lock him away in the pit of his own devising.


  A single knock clicks off the redwood door and a struggle ensues.


  Arana steps numbly to the door and opens it.


  “There you are,” she seethes. She is in the grips of the sentries, her loose gown hanging amiss from her bony old figure.


  A bevy of onlookers stands gathered on both sides, taking shy steps backwards as their King moves into the corridor. The sentries offer quick apologies and Arana waves them away and squares himself against Ezbeth.


  “What do you want?”


  “We have come to ask that you release them.”


  Arana settles on the small alliance and they wilt under his gaze. Old Karus is in the back, darting his eyes to the ground, with several housemaids, tears welling up, and two of his own warriors. Eriem bites his lip and swallows hard.


  “She set you to this?” he asks them. “You follow her now?”


  They offer no reply.


  “They agree with me,” says Ezbeth.


  Their sadness bites at him, and for a fleeting moment he nearly concedes. He longs to put everything back just the way it was and continue on as before, happily loved and cherished. Ten dissenters, he counts, and wonders how many more are afraid to show their faces. Strangely, his love for them has not faltered—even now he is staggered by the purity of it. Whether they requite or not has become irrelevant in these late days, and if fear should be mingled with their love’s return, then the needful sacrifice must be paid. It is the cost of tranquility.


  “What you’ve done is cruel. They don’t deserve this. Please. Release them.”


  “No,” he says by rote.


  “Your father would be ashamed of you.”


  Arana cinches up the loose folds of her gown and thrusts her back against the stone wall, hard enough to bruise the hard bone of her skull.


  “My father’s whore,” he breathes into her ear. “That’s all you ever were. You have no right.”


  “Arana—”


  He presses his thumbs into the hard ribbing of her throat and her eyes flutter wide open, hazel and bloodshot, with the faintest specks of cerulean blue around the irises.


  Infinite shame befalls Karus as he watches and does nothing.


  “If you love them,” he tells her, “if your loyalty is with them, and not the Temple, then you can die with them.”


  He releases her and she keels to the ground, grasping her throat. He motions to the sentries and they brace her up gently and take her away.


  “My offer stands,” he tells her brittle alliance. “Would anyone else like to join her?”


  Karus hobbles back and the housemaids turn and scurry down the hall.


  One steps forward.


  “I’ll go,” says Eriem.
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  “Here,” says Hargrove, “let me hand it up to you.”


  Jack reaches down, grabs the scope, and lays it gently off to the side, then offers his hand back to Hargrove. He grips it and pulls himself onto the rock ledge, his hands shaking slightly.


  “Getting old,” he says.


  Sajiress and Denit have already moved ahead, perching on a thin trail that leads to the top of the rise. Jack slings the case over his shoulder and claws his way up the densely grown path, Hargrove following after, taking his time and picking footholds carefully. When the grade flattens, they crawl prone on the ground through the bushes and weeds, looking for a clearing.


  “Ellah,” says Sajiress, flagging down the others.


  They shimmy over to the alcove he’s found and nestle in beside him. The rear corner of the Temple juts out from the low hill where the amphitheatre lay, still hazy in the morning fog.


  Hargrove’s eyes light up, lost in the bizarre beauty of it. He sees his brother in every line and detail.


  “All right,” he sighs, “let’s see what we got here.”


  He takes the case from Jack and unscrews the end cap and withdraws his telescope. Denit makes a canopy of low-hanging branches to shield the reflection, then Hargrove hunches down and lines up his sight. Through the circular lens, he sees simple folk muddling about the grounds, coming and going through the Temple’s broad door. He scans past the edge of the reflecting pool, off toward the ruins, and narrows on the line of warriors guarding the perimeter.


  “Here,” he says, and passes it off to Sajiress, then draws from his jacket the folded map that Jack drew. He compares the map’s features to the landscape surrounding them and finds it accurate. “Arana lives at the top?”


  “Yeah, up there.”


  “That’s the chimney you used?”


  “The one on the corner. You can’t see it from here.”


  “Ah. They’ll have it blocked off by now, anyway, if they’re smart.” Hargrove drums his fingers and traces his eyes across the crooks and lines, deep in study, jotting down notes and symbols on the map. “Is there a quick way to get down into that valley?”


  “Have to hike the hill behind those homes over there.”


  “Mmm. Not much cover.”


  “It’ll be easier at night,” says Denit.


  “Yeah, I think so. We’ll set up down there, down in the rubble of that old town. You remember what we talked about, Jack?”


  “Yes.”


  “We can draw them out, and we can get you in, to a certain point… and then it’s up to you. You’re the only one that knows his way around in there.”


  Jack nods. He looks down at his hands and finds them trembling.


  “We’ll go at sundown,” Hargrove says finally. “Let’s get ready.”


  They hike down the small hill and head back to their camp. Denit and Hargrove break off with the men from the outpost and begin dividing up the black powder from Denit’s saddlebag into polite little mounds on the surface of a flat rock. Jack sits on the ground with Sajiress, circled around by the fighters from his tribe, and he proceeds to lay out the plan in miniature using found objects and lines drawn in the dirt, looking like they’re playing out some minor children’s game for amusement. One of the tribesmen mechanically strops his blade against a stretch of leather, diligently watching the little game of chance take shape. Jack moves their tiny rocks with cold deliberation, his heart pounding.


  Sajiress takes in the crude depiction of their strategy, then looks at Jack and points to his head. “Eyah.”


  In Jack’s mind he sees spirit eyes, and he scolds himself for ever cowering in their presence. He has known the truth throughout, only lost sight of it for a time. These are not supernatural wraiths he will face, manifesting from thin air—they are mortal men who bleed and die when shot through the heart. Jack has known this since the age of twelve.


  The tribesman places the freshly sharpened blade in his hand, the one Lia had given them, and he rises and moves down to the water’s edge. Sajiress and several of his men follow suit. They stand in a line looking out at the peaceful bay. Jack scoops his hand down into the water and splashes it on his head, then works his fingers through his wet brown hair and begins to saw off great clumps of it with the knife. When the length of it is trimmed, he drags the blade across his scalp and pares off the stubble, then turns to Sajiress and hands the knife to him. Sajiress kneels over and studies his shadow on the ground. His head is so abundant with hair that he hardly knows where to begin.
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  Lia gallops alongside Marikez, a long metal-tipped spear braced against her saddle. She looks longingly at the river, remembering the times she spent there as a child, when her family and close neighbors would journey away from the village and camp out under the stars.


  “Are you okay?” asks Marikez.


  “I’m fine. Just thinking. My old home is near here.”


  “The home you lost?”


  “It’s just over that hill, in the forest.”


  Marikez looks to the west, where the redwood forest looms nobly, rising out of the foothills like a drove of aging sentinels.


  “It’s beautiful.”


  “Thank you.”


  “You miss it?”


  “Every day.”


  “I can’t imagine…”


  “I hope you never have to.”


  “It will happen. We’ll lose our home someday, too. Though for different reasons.”


  “Why?”


  “Our river is dying. Without good trade, we wouldn’t eat. We have two more good decades, maybe three. Probably we should have moved long ago, but we have very old roots there. My mother, Maya, she was a good woman, but stubborn. Refused to give it up, even the years when our water ran dry.”


  “Where will you go?”


  “This valley doesn’t seem such a bad place. Maybe here. I don’t know, really. It’s up to our people.”


  They trek through the lonely cities along the bank, where flocks of birds use the tilting gridiron as enormous aviaries, their squawks and chirps echoing through the hollow of the boulevard upon which they ride. Marikez turns his attention to a strong-looking woman named Rosa, planning out their next stop. Lia rides forward and takes the lead. The wind whips braids of hair across her face as her horse beats the path ahead.


  The trail slips away from the river and cuts left, through a cavernous runway of sinking skyscrapers. She looks back at the resilient people who’ve joined her cause, feeling a heavy responsibility for each of their lives.


  Ahead, a metal framework lay sprawled across the roadway like the fossilized spine of some prehistoric leviathan. They slow their progress and start single file up the easiest path over the blockage. As Lia’s horse minces down the other side, a scream rings out behind her.


  She canters ahead and turns her horse, and back across the fallen wreckage one of Marikez’s men slips off his mount with an arrow in his chest. Marikez and Rosa bound off the rubble next to her, then wheel around to see the rest of their caravan bunching up at the mouth of the slender passage.


  “Take cover,” shouts Marikez.


  More arrows zip through the air. One punches into the ground at the feet of Lia’s horse and it rears back frantically and she fights to settle it.


  “Over there,” she cries, and bolts across the roadway toward the slanted opening at the foot of a great structure. She ducks beneath the fallen pillars and shelters inside, Marikez and Rosa right behind her. Outside there is another scream and the commotion stops suddenly. Marikez drops off his horse and creeps toward the opening, then risks a look back toward his riders. Three lay dead a ways down the road and the others are absent from view. He draws his bow and trains it along the black window openings, waiting for motion or a sign from their attackers. The horses snort and shuffle into a corner, seeking a way out.


  The street falls deadly quiet. Lia grips her spear with both hands and crouches forward with Rosa.


  “Expecting us,” says Rosa.


  She takes her bow next to Marikez and aims down the opposite way.


  Time passes.


  Sweat dampens them and their arms begin to shiver on their bows.


  “Here they come,” says Marikez simply.


  He lights off an arrow and slips another against the bowstring. Rosa steps out from cover and fires a quick shot, then ducks back as a hail of arrows whizzes past.


  “Come on,” says Marikez, “they’ve seen us.”


  They press farther back into the dreary recesses of the abandoned lobby, a virtual terrarium, overrun with weeds and creeping kudzu. Marikez ducks behind a large column and Lia finds cover with Rosa behind a long marble counter. They sit still and wait.


  After an agonizing minute of silence, Lia crawls on the ground and peers around the corner. Two of them stand in the center of the space, slinking toward her. She fetches a rock and chips it off a far column, then skirts around the other side of the counter with Rosa.


  The warriors split off to the edges of the room. Rosa rises slowly and peels off an arrow, skewering one through the neck. As she lines up another, the second man rushes her. Marikez lofts a shot and it goes wide, just missing him. Rosa stumbles backwards and the warrior raises his blade. Lia slides onto the surface of the cracked marble, levers herself to her feet, and pushes off the edge of the counter with her good leg, throwing herself through the air with her spear thrust forward. The tip sinks in just below his shoulder blade and they tumble to the ground. Lia keeps her grip and shoves the spear tip deeper. He drops his machete from his lamed arm and tries to snatch it back with the other, and she withdraws the bloody spear and plunges it down again, running it through his belly with sickeningly little resistance. He shudders and locks eyes with her.


  She watches him die. He was Calyn’s boy.


  Marikez is back at the opening, scanning the street, and Lia and Rosa rush to his side. A one-armed man on horseback bursts past them, racing down the street, leading his small army over the twisted metal obstruction. Lia knows the horse at once and hot anger flushes through her, seeing the monster that now rides Balazir. Rosa raises back her bow and Marikez stills her.


  When the Nezra warriors have surmounted the rubble-strewn pass, the counter-attack begins. They hear it more than see it, and the uproar soon reaches a fever-pitch.


  “Now,” says Marikez, launching from the opening and sprinting toward the mangled pile that divides the roadway. He clambers up and surveys the battle. His fighters, some mounted, some on foot, engage the bloody warriors as they descend the tight passage. Marikez and Rosa start firing on them. Lia huddles behind, tightening her fingers with nervous tension. The Nezra scatter wild, abandoning their horses and diving for cover.


  Rosa lets go another shot, then bucks forward as an arrow tears through a chunk of her thigh. Lia spins and sees two warriors stealing away behind a concrete wall. She calls to Marikez, then works herself down to street level and hides in a vine-covered niche. Rosa leans back against the rusted iron beams, ripping her robe and tying a quick tourniquet around her leg while Marikez covers her.


  One of the warriors steps out and lobs a shot, then shirks back. Marikez fires and misses. When the warrior steps out a second time, Marikez is ready and his arrow lodges in the man’s ribs. He stumbles back and falls, and two more arrows follow in quick succession, striking his leg and back.


  Across the barricade, a stillness has settled, both sides shielding themselves from view. Unseen archers fire on Rosa and Marikez. They stumble over the beams and lurch down the other side and run toward shelter.


  Lia reaches to her side and withdraws the knife she took from Marikez’s armory, short-bladed with braided leather around the handle. She pushes her head through the vines then swiftly pulls it back. A warrior treads fast along the outer wall. As he passes the shadowed niche, Lia swings her arm through the tangle of vines and runs her knife into the soft hollow of his chin. He seizes onto her arm and bucks to the ground, and she keeps pushing until she sees the blade rise between his teeth and puncture the roof of his mouth, and further still until his eyes flicker out and his body jitters to a stop.


  She scampers out and runs to join Marikez, picking her way over the pile. An arrow thumps off the trunk of a sapling growing out the mound, and Lia rolls to her side and nestles herself amidst the flaking metal beams. She crawls under the snarled mass of junk and edges closer to the other side of the street. Bodies are strewn haphazardly, some still moving. Beyond that, it is vacant.


  A short distance separates her from Marikez’s hideout. She takes a deep breath and rushes across, loping awkwardly on her wounded knee. An arrow strikes neatly in the ground before her and she flinches back. Marikez steps out and shoots toward the source of the attack, giving her enough time to cover the distance and join them under the fallen wall. A smattering of arrows chocks off the concrete.


  The outnumbered Nezra have vanished. Birds chirp dulcetly from the slanted rafters of the slowly listing buildings. Marikez looks from window to window, searching out their archers. He sees one on the forward corner, across the street.


  “I have to find the others. Rosa, can you shoot?”


  She nods. Lia takes her hand and pulls her toward the edge of the wall, then hands her the bow.


  “Watch there,” he says, pointing up toward the corner, then he steps out and hoists himself atop the wall and runs down the other side.


  He dives in an open storefront and scans around. A whispered call issues from the darkness and five of his men step forward. He beckons them over and motions across the street.


  “There,” he says, “on the second level.”


  “Jivann is there,” says the man to his side. “On the ground.”


  Marikez stares into the shadows, then risks a call.


  “Jivann.”


  A lean young man shies his head out and locks eyes with him across the boulevard. Marikez points to the floor above him and Jivann nods and disappears through the interior of the building.


  They stiffen their backs and watch the window. Out of the blackness, a body hurtles through and crashes to the ground.


  “Quick,” hisses Marikez, tearing out onto the street.


  They careen around the corner, drawing a weakening barrage of arrows, and slip into the adjacent structure. Three young warriors stand flat against the wall, out of arrows, gripping their machetes with sinewy arms. One slashes at Marikez, the blade grazing along his arm. He parries and beats the blade away, then lunges in for his own attack. The warrior counters with a flash of swordplay and the clanging of metal on metal erupts in the confined space, Marikez beating his sword down repeatedly on his stiff-armed opponent, driving the man’s blade lower and lower until Marikez lands a blow to his forehead and cracks a seam into his skull. He falls limp, and Marikez spins to his back and sees two fallen Nezra, draining blood into the dry ground. One of his own lies next to them, with a rough slit open at the base of his sternum.


  Marikez steps to the open frontage. Quiet. He signals and they bolt around to the next building, nearly collapsed, with no point of entry. They keep moving down the way, expecting a hail of arrows that does not come.


  “Is that all?”


  Pounding hooves drone louder and Taket flashes past in a blur, making straight for Lia’s little hideaway. He rides with a knife between his teeth, gripping the reins taut with his only hand.


  Marikez drops his blade and unfastens his bow, fumbling for an arrow. Two of his men flank him and loft an arrow apiece, both missing. Marikez finally gets off his shot and it goes off-kilter, wobbling through the air and bouncing off Taket’s back.


  Lia perches behind Rosa and feeds her an arrow. Taket rumbles toward them, releasing the reins and gripping the knife out of his clenched teeth. He leaps onto the wall and jolts toward Rosa and she pierces him in the hip joint with a quick arrowshot and he falters and skids to a halt. Lia reels backwards as he swings his blade through the air, prone on the ground and shoving forward with his legs, missing her face by a hair’s breadth. Rosa draws on him, narrowing in for the kill.


  “Hold,” shouts Marikez from down the way. “Don’t kill him.”


  They skulk back along the fallen trusses and look around at the body-strewn street. Marikez waits, watching for more warriors, then slowly steps out and makes his way toward them, his men countering behind, sweeping their bows across the rows of jagged window openings.


  “I want to see what he knows,” says Marikez, drawing near.


  They stand in a loose semi-circle around the struggling Taket. He sits up, facing them, maimed, and with only his knife to defend himself. He leers at Lia with pure contempt in his eyes, then raises his blade and opens a thin red slash along his throat.


  Marikez throws up his hands, then turns sorrowfully to take stock of his injured and dead. Rosa limps down the street, joining the others, and they move from one recess to another, collecting the fallen arrows and rounding up the horses.


  Lia steps gingerly away, patting her hands on her hips. “Balazir,” she calls out sweetly.


  He comes to her at once.
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  Night falls on the Temple. Solemn commoners retire early to their cottages, awaiting good tidings from the field. Long days these have been, anxious for their brave Sons to return. One by one, their candles snuffed, the humble little cottages blink out and join the peaceful darkness and the provinces fall to slumber.


  Alone on the high terrace, Arana watches over them. He glimpses the quarry road, winding off to the north, where a younger Arana once walked with his father to see the unearthing of the great stones that would become his Temple. Simpler days, to be sure, but he can no longer remember if they were better. He tilts his mug and drinks bitter wine.


  A golden aurora lights up behind him and he turns starkly to the south.


  The mug slips from his hands and shatters on the terrace floor.


  Down in the valley, the ruins burst alive with Fire.
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  Soot-black and crouching, Jack watches from the trees above the provinces as the black powder charges light the liquor-wet tinder ablaze, erupting in a series of loud cracks that streak across the base of the cliff and combust in a wall of flames. The fires coalesce and grow stronger as the ocean wind feeds them. It burns slowly up the steep hill and flashes out through the decrepit ruins, where it lights dry vines like fuses and spreads warmly through the haunted streets, spewing out a column of smoke that glows amber in the night.


  It takes long moments for the terror to set in.


  The men who line the Temple’s perimeter stagger backwards hypnotically, enraptured by the blaze, expecting a fuller onslaught to ignite them where they stand, then they break for the Temple, beating their legs faster as they near the grand staircase.


  A scream sirens from the provinces, drawing out sleepy neighbors from their beds, and havoc ensues. They collect their families and stream from their cottages, headlong toward the refuge of the Temple.


  Jack holds his breath steady and watches the scores of people cross the grounds, running for their lives. Temple children shriek across the bridgeways toward the main structure. Sajiress and his men hold up next to him, black and sinister in the limbs of the surrounding trees.


  The crowd rushes past the amphitheatre, shoving their way in through the wide entrance, armed men ushering them in. When the last have passed, they roll shut the heavy door and batten it down.


  The riot ceases and the blaze roars low in the valley. Inside they will be congregating in the foyer, the warriors branching off to man the narrow windows with their bows. Just like the drills Jack ran in training.


  Numb to the core, he shifts his weight on the crooked limb. Thick smoke from the valley makes the air acrid and bitter, hazing over the grounds and dampening his view. He watches the door. Soon they will emerge, and there will be no turning back when they do.


  Three men, led by Denit, arc through the cluster of cottages and launch a volley of arrows at the Temple’s east tower, then shirk back into the forest, drawing fire.


  The voice is telling Jack not to move. The voice tells him death awaits. He tries to block it out and it speaks back louder, without form or syntax. He thinks about precious Lia, her silly laugh and her crooked smile, and the voice presses deeper and threatens to unwind him. A quiver spasms his hand and he tightens it to a fist. He turns to his left—Sajiress is looking at him, full of concern. Back to the door, wishing both for it to open and stay closed, his mind a cyclone of conflicting thoughts.


  It opens.


  Thirty men slip through, hastily cloaked with soot, and break for the line of cottages. They meld into the smoky shadows and vanish.


  There is a clash down below and Jack doesn’t know if they lost one of their own or scored a kill. He stares into the shadows and sees something move. He waits for the form to emerge, sees the banded strap of weapons slung over its shoulder, and fires down upon it. The arrow strikes high on his left shoulder and the warrior falls. He draws back slickly and finishes him.


  An arrow flies wild into the trees. They are shooting back. Jack slides down to another limb and looks behind him and spots two more, harboring around a cottage wall. He lines up a shot and lets it go as the forward warrior creeps out. It misses and thunks firmly into the redwood siding. They shoot back toward Jack’s location and he flattens himself on the limb, nearly dropping his bow, arrows splitting into the bark below him. From the next tree over, Sajiress checks one of the warriors in the neck with a near-perfect shot and his partner withdraws.


  Sounds of violence fill the woods. Jack clutches onto the limb and slides down, hanging with his fingers laced, then drops to the ground and presses his back against the trunk of the tree. Sajiress pads to the ground beside him, and soon the rest of his men.


  Sajiress nods up the wooded hillside and they jog toward the sound of painful cries. They find one of their tribesmen twisting on the ground with an arrow in his spine. Sajiress places his hand on the back of his neck and whispers something to him, then lights off deeper into the woods. An arrow hisses by Jack’s head and he dives to the ground—the others scatter for cover.


  Jack elbows forward into the underbrush and situates a fresh arrow, one of his last. A dry sprig snaps behind him and as he pivots, he sees a flash of metal catch the dim light. The warrior barrels toward him. Jack fires and the shadowy form swerves, then pounces and chops his blade down. In a furious blur Jack drops the bow and sweeps his own blade out of its sheath and they clash into the scrub, the warrior’s momentum throwing him back. Jack pushes with all his might, locked up in a stalemate.


  “Jack…” the man whispers hoarsely, and bears down with newfound vigor to kill him.


  His arms strain to fend him off. He brings his knee up and glances it off the man’s side to little effect—the warrior throws his leg over Jack’s midsection to pin him, and Jack lets out a ragged choke as the air is squeezed out of him, their blades crisscrossed between their coal black faces.


  He shoulders his elbow forward, edging their blades off to the side, and tries to gain leverage. One of Sajiress’s men runs to help him and is shot down mid-sprint. Jack bucks on the ground to shake the warrior loose, and affords himself a narrow gap to slip through. Their blades screech edge to edge as Jack rolls to the side, and he springs to his feet and swings, cutting into his arm. The warrior rebounds and raises his machete and Jack slices across his face, and again into the back of his neck as he falls.


  Across the way, Sajiress spies out the shooter’s roost and circles around behind. With quiet grace, Sajiress runs his sword into the archer’s back and lets the body fall limply off his blade.


  They hear behind them tentative footsteps and whirl around to see their own tribesmen step into the smoldering moonlight. Together, they perform a rough sweep of the surrounding woods, then drag the bodies of the fallen warriors back to the clearing and commence removing their weapons, boots, belts, and the cloths from around their waists, leaving them naked and dead on the dry brush floor.


  They rush out of their own breeches and outfit themselves in their newly acquired apparel, fastening the cloths and draping the belts over their shoulders, and in a quick instant they stand decorated as the men they just killed.


  Cold fear edges back into Jack’s mind as he stands circled around with the tribesmen, their white eyes wide and boring deep into each other. They abscond down to the cluster of cottages and wait in the darkness, surveying the grounds. The rear door of the Temple is boarded and shut. Jack fixates on it, frozen.


  Sajiress places a hand on his back. “Jack… Go.”


  There is no more voice and no more fear. Only the ground and his feet. Each step carries their small coalition closer to the amphitheatre, closer to the Temple door
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  “Is it them?”


  “I can’t tell from here,” says Hargrove, his voice sick with worry.


  He sits mounted on his horse, far back from the Temple, with his scope held out long before him. Through the eyepiece he watches the ink-black figures sprint across the grounds, cutting through the thick smokescreen that now blankets everything, the orange glow dying low as the fire burns itself out through the spent valley.


  As the band of men draws near the amphitheatre, a crack opens along the heavy door by the stage.
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  A sentry steps through the narrow opening, waving them in. Sajiress lowers his head and charges. The sentry beckons them once more, oblivious, and Sajiress clutches his machete and jabs it into his stomach and rips the blade out roughly. He grabs the sentry’s arm and flings him out onto the sandstone walk, then rushes through the door with Jack and his men close behind.


  The men inside flinch, stupefied by the shock of it. Sajiress and his brood descend upon them, drawing out their primitive blades with cold precision and ripping into their flesh before they have a chance to fire back. The old sentries scatter from their post, retreating down the corridor, and the black-sooted tribesmen give vicious pursuit. One hard old warrior reaches the bend in the corridor and shouts out for reinforcements. Jack sights him and lodges an arrow in his side and he screams out in agony.


  Panicked voices ring through the Temple, emanating from the masses huddled in the foyer and echoing through the varied corridors. Above the frenzy, Jack can hear Nisaq’s deep voice thundering over the crowd, urging them to hold still and keep calm.


  Sajiress strikes a final blow to the man he’s locked with and the melee is over in a flash. The rear corridor is strewn with the bodies of the door watch, some still alive and clutching themselves while the sandstone under their twisting forms darkens with broadening pools of red. The repercussions of terrified sobs from the foyer fill the sconcelit hall.


  Sajiress helps one of his men to his feet then hustles over to Jack, an expectant light in his eyes.


  “This way,” says Jack.


  He runs toward the corner stairs, a tight formation of shadowy figures crouched behind him. A solitary warrior rounds the bend ahead of them, a young man of Jack’s age. They said their pledge together on the Temple apex while Arana gazed at them proudly. His eyes fly wide when he sees the counterfeit Sons barreling toward him, and he tensely withdraws his machete to strike. Jack hacks his blade down into the crook of his neck, carving a bloody V in his flesh.


  They mount the stairs—curve after curve, up the winding spiral, past landings with empty corridors that recede away toward the darkened chambers where the Temple’s archers have stationed themselves. Thin shouts ring off the walls. They ascend further and hear footsteps clicking down the stairs ahead of them.


  “Danaak,” hisses Sajiress, and throws his arms across the pass.


  They flatten themselves against the walls of the landing, waiting for the source of the footsteps to appear. A bevy of the old and retired, drawn to the commotion. They look sad and almost comical in their warriors attire, and when they see Jack and the tribesmen they make no move to raise their weapons, mistaking them as their own. Sajiress moves on them and they backpedal, confusion spreading on their faces.


  “What—”


  He cuts one and their predicament dawns on them. Two of the eldest turn and bolt immediately back up the stairs, the rest stiffen up and bear their arms, severely outnumbered by the tribesmen.


  “Run,” Jack tells them. “Lock yourselves in a room and don’t come out.”


  “Jack?”


  “Get out now or we’ll kill you. Run.”


  The proud men wait for someone to break, and when one finally does the others follow suit, hightailing back up the way they came, then veering off the next landing and running toward safer confines.


  They charge upwards.


  Around the next corner, an ambush is awaiting them.


  Sajiress falls, struck through the ribs with a shivering arrow. Jack loops an arm across his torso and drags him up the stairs.


  “Enah,” he says, and pulls himself to his feet.


  They scramble up the next flight and divert from the stairs, breaking off down a side hall, one level below the highest floor, underneath the kitchen. They kneel in an arc, facing the entry to the landing, their bows drawn, waiting for the warriors to show themselves. Raji drops his satchel to the ground and removes a tightly packed bundle with a powdered stem protruding from its side. He touches the stem to one of the torches mounted along the wall and crooks his arm back.


  Six warriors tear up the stairs and emerge in the dark corridor. Jack and the others fire off quick shots, dropping the first two and stinging a third. Raji lofts his bundle and it bounces off the sandstone wall and rebounds into the staircase. The blast is deafening against the stone walls, and thick black smoke pours from the entrance.


  They race away, several tribesmen running backwards with their bows still leveled at the stairway entrance. Sajiress reaches to his side and extracts the bloody arrow and pitches it to the floor, glossy wetness spreading over his charcoal skin. They slink past open doors where the archers are firing out the narrow windows onto the grounds, bundles of arrows stacked next to them.


  Jack peers around the corner. Empty. They pad softly across the stone floor. Cool night air filters in from the open bridgeway, leading to his old dormitory. Jack is ready with a shot and he picks off the bridge sentry as they glide past. Up ahead, they are met with another staircase, leading to the entrance of the King’s rooms. An enormous portrait hangs at the top of the landing, and the tribesmen look quizzically at the bright sapphire eyes that twinkle down at them.


  “Wait,” says Jack, and he kneels down on the stairs.


  Distressed voices shout orders at the top of the rise. Jack creeps up like a spider and peers over the top step. Five warriors move slickly down one side of the L-shaped corridor, and an entire detachment stands guard outside Arana’s parlor.


  “This is it,” he says. “The King.”


  Sajiress nods and fixes his eyes on his men, ready to lead the charge.
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  “Anyone missing?” asks Hargrove, quick counting their heads. The last few men who laid the charges in the ruins only just shambled back over the slope to join them.


  “This is everyone,” says Denit, stepping forward.


  “Tyler up there on the hill spotted smoke from our camp. I need someone to ride back with me—this might be our friends from the south.”


  Denit circles around and addresses them. “Landon, you’re with Hargrove. The rest of you, come with me.”


  Hargrove passes his scope over to Denit, then joins up with the saddlemaker, Landon, and they gallop off toward the camp.


  “The others are already inside,” says Denit. “When we get down there, if the shooting’s too heavy and we can’t get through, pull back to the grove behind the theatre. Otherwise, we’re riding straight to that door and we’re going to blow it open. Understand?”


  Reserved nods from the men and they sally forward.
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  Holding fast on the lower landing, Raji doles out the contents of his satchel. He snatches up the tight bundles and passes them around, anxious to hear them crack. Sajiress takes a clutch of pitched arrows in his hand and the rest follow suit. A torch is passed around and they light their armaments ablaze. Raji holds the powdered stems of his bundles to the flames and passes two off to Jack.


  They spark and sizzle in his hand. Time seems to slow, if only in his mind, and suddenly they are climbing. A blitz of warriors accelerates toward them from down the corridor and the King’s sentries draw out their blades. Raji throws his bundles against the redwood doors and scatters the detachment, suffocating smoke filling the air.


  Jack steps into the corridor. Pitched arrows whiz past his head, dreamlike, and he winds back his arm and lobs his charges into the midst of the advancing warriors. They flinch at the fireballs spiraling toward them, falling to the ground with molten tar seeping into raw wounds, and Jack watches mesmerized as the charges explode in a burst of yellow light and black smoke. The warriors fall to the ground, pawing at their faces and screaming.


  He runs.


  More charges blast against the doors. Arrows fly through the thick cloak of roiling smoke and click off the sandstone walls. They flatten themselves against the walls of the corridor and fire off blindly in both directions. Arrowfire is coming in a constant barrage and the tribesmen are falling to the ground, stuck through with quilled shafts. Sajiress grabs Jack and jerks him roughly behind, shielding him, and pushes into the onslaught headlong. They reach the corner of the L-shaped corridor, just a few paces from the doors leading to the parlor.


  Raji is shot through the leg. He crawls across the floor and fetches his satchel. He lights another charge and throws it into the warriors approaching through the swirl of fog to their rear, choking the corridor with more opaque smoke.


  Jack and Sajiress hold up along the corner, straining to breathe. The King’s sentries are down the hall, fighting their way back to their posts. The remaining tribesmen flatten themselves in a line along the wall, awaiting their orders.


  Sajiress grits his teeth and grimaces. “Sikelern King…”


  Jack nods.


  Sajiress launches himself around the corner with his men charging after. He rips one of the blown doors from its hinges and holds it before him like an enormous shield, and they press down the corridor toward the sentries, still firing heavily from down the way. The tribesmen shoot swiftly around the wooden barricade and advance with much difficulty.


  Jack levels on the door, his heart pounding. He sprints across the hall and slips through the ruined doorway and bursts into the parlor, sweeping his machete around before him.


  The parlor is hazy and sullen from the dwindling hearth—and it is empty. He courses along the wall, throwing chairs and tables out of his way. At the far end, he reaches the closed door to Arana’s bedchamber and kicks it roughly open. A frightened woman cowers on the opulent bedspread, clutching the sheets. Jack runs through, pulling back closet doors and peering into the darkened corners. Nothing.


  Back in the parlor, he wheels around in frantic terror, searching for the man he came to kill.


  He eyes the stairs.


  He pumps his legs across the length of the chamber, and as he reaches the bottom step a fierce scream rings out from the corridor. Sajiress.


  Jack bolts up the tight spiral, hitching to a stop before he reaches the top. He creeps up the last few steps and peeks over the top of the rise. Two archers are firing off toward the amphitheatre, with their backs to him. Standing at the far corner of the terrace is Arana, his arms folded tightly around him, his face stunned free of all emotion.


  He takes quick stock of himself—he has no arrows, only his blade. He traces it before him slowly, rounding the last steps and cowering behind the divan. The archers are only three paces away—they’ll cut him down before he ever reaches the King. He peers at them through the smothering cloud and recognizes them. They’ve sparred together. Jack performs a quick calculation in his head, trying to remember which is the fleeter of the two. He will kill that one first.


  He springs forward silently and drives the blade deep into the man’s back. He gurgles and threshes and Jack drives his boot into his spine and slips his blade out. The other archer startles back with his bow raised and lights off a frenzied shot. It misses by an inch and Jack swats the bow out of his hands with the machete. The voice that seemed fit to doom him earlier now guides him, and he listens to it, and it drives him forward, his blade blurred in the moonlit smoke, opening a stream of blood along his assailant’s throat.


  “No!” Jack wheezes, lurching back toward the stairs where Arana just fled. He bounds down after, three steps at a time, and sees the finely-attired figure of his former King rush through to the parlor toward the door. The fighting has moved further down the corridor as the tribesmen advance, and Arana would have clear passage to the side stairs.


  Jack streaks across the length of the parlor and throws himself in front of the door. Arana staggers backwards and flashes out blindly with his short knife, slicing a mean cut along Jack’s forearm as he tumbles to the floor. His arm webs over with blood and it makes his grip slippery on the hilt. Arana risks a move past him and Jack sweeps the blade through the air and drives him back, then pulls himself to his feet.


  They stop in place and behold one another. Horror spreads across Arana’s face as he looks at Jack, smeared with fine soot and outfitted from the Temple’s armory, looking an exact replica of the men he has sent to massacre so many unnamed villages. Arana throws his knife to the ground and steps numbly backwards and falls against the sideboard, clutching at it with white knuckles.


  “Jack…”


  He slumps back, looking pathetic and defeated. “It’s not me, Jack… It was never me.”


  Jack says nothing.


  “They used me… They lied to me about everything.”


  Blood leaks from Jack’s arm and makes him lightheaded. The glorious King is crying, staring into his eyes with such child-like innocence, so adept at begging sympathy. The innocence looks so real, so fresh and genuine. He remembers what Thomas had told him—a gentle way about him, signs of being a bright young boy. They stare across the parlor, transfixed, each seeing in the other some parcel of himself. With sickening dread, Jack realizes that he does not hate this man. He sees the loneliness in his eyes, the eyes of a child with a hopelessly broken and recast mind. The eyes of a victim. The machete in his hand feels heavy and his mind fills with thoughts of the guilt and troubled sleep he suffered at having killed Braylon and Feiyan, and the blood he only just spilled on the terrace. Blood loss clouds his mind, and the machete begins to lower.


  Arana traces his hand along the sideboard, wrapping his fingers around something, then lunges forward and swings the new blade at Jack’s face.


  The machete is so swift it appears invisible as it slices through the air and splits Arana’s knife hand to the base of his palm. He falls to the floor, clutching his mangled appendage back together, and Jack lands on top of his hinging body and presses him down flat and slides the blade against his throat.


  “Jack…” gasps Arana, “what have I done?”


  He bears down on the blade and whispers two words he never thought he would hear himself speak to this man.


  “I’m sorry,” Jack says, and slashes his throat. His eyes are calm and placid as they gaze through their sooted camouflage, and they are the last thing Arana Nezra the Second ever sees.
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  Denit retreats back behind the amphitheatre with those that remain alive, and he stares bleakly at the Temple apex, fearing all to be lost. The arrowfire from the Temple’s narrow windows is too thick to press through, and he drops down off his horse and paces frenetically, trying to suss out their options.


  “Trevor…”


  “Here.


  “Think we could run along top of the theatre and crawl down the far side?”


  “Let’s try it.”


  “Denit!”


  “What?”


  “Denit—they’re here.”


  The thunder of hooves beats down the quarry road, and Denit turns to see Hargrove and Marikez leading the cavalry at breakneck speed toward the Temple.
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  The tribesmen have reached the extent of their advance. Footsteps thunder up the stairs from all directions as reinforcements arrive to defend their King. Sajiress lay sprawled across the floor, pierced through in several places. More bodies slumped against the walls. The burnt redwood door is spiked so thoroughly with arrowshafts it is ready to fall to pieces. They turn to run back toward the stairs, but more forces are blitzing toward the top.


  Jack steps into the corridor, carrying the dead King in his arms, and the hail of arrowfire ceases abruptly. He steps over the fallen bodies and wends between the slack warriors like a phantom. They falter back and let him pass, the whole crush of them, regarding him like some supernatural thing, as if me might vaporize before their eyes and light back to the Beyond from whence he came.


  He descends the stairs, blood leaking down his arm, his and Arana’s entwined. He is dead weight. Cold comfort. It means nothing to Jack, but he must do it, because they must see him dead.


  Harried voices ricochet off the tapering interior of the sandstone foyer. Jack crosses the balcony. The Temple’s entire citizenry is huddled below, sobbing and clutching at one another. He steps to the rail and a hush falls over them as they behold the limp body of the man sworn to protect them from the Rain of Fire.


  He lets the body roll from his arms. It spirals through the air with droplets of blood streaming along behind it like a comet’s tail, and it lands with a dull crack and a splash of red.


  As if exerting a repulsive force it drives them back, a widening circle of clear sandstone, at the center of which lay the broken King.


  Madness shatters the astounding calm.


  Nisaq throws his hands high and shouts to pacify them, but he is overtaken by the wrenching and tearing crowd. Desperate to escape, they press forward against the door and throw its bar and burst through. The crush of people spills onto the stairs, with Nisaq there in the midst of it all, jittering on the ground as their feet pass over him, and the crowd screams from the Temple, bleating to the impassive skies their sorrowful pleas.


  Jack stands at the balcony, feet firmly planted, and watches them run.
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  Marikez and Hargrove lead their charge against the endless stream of arrows bolting down from the Temple’s high windows. The Nezra are sharp marksmen, picking them off easily as they draw near. Marikez signals them to cut wide and ride toward the cottages for cover. As they gallop around the side of the Temple they see the flood of terrified people, hundreds of them, fanning out in wild directions across the grounds, their thinking minds lost and gone.


  “Here!” calls Hargrove. “Back here, get out of their way!”


  The battleworn group retreats to the narrow walkways between the cottages, lurking just out of the Temple’s range. Horrified families run back to their homes, shrieking as they see the horsemen rifling through the provinces. Some run ahead anyway, slamming their cottage doors and trembling in the darkness. A huge swath of them cuts away and arcs back toward the amphitheatre, darting away in a mad frenzy, unsure of where to find sanctuary, and the grounds are a complete jumble of running bodies.


  Hargrove spurs his horse.


  The riders burst from the provinces and blaze their horses through the rush of wild-eyed people, barreling in a straight line toward the rear doors. The frantic stampede arrests the Temple’s archers mid-shot, straining to aim against the swell of confusion. A few of their shots kill their own and they hesitate on the draw. Sad and bloody shapes of the fallen innocent litter the gardens and lower tiers of the amphitheatre.


  Marikez reaches the door just as swarms of people burst it open and pour through. They ride against the current, single file into the Temple. There are more masses of people climbing the stairs, running to the upper quarters, tears streaking down their faces.


  Lia looks wildly for Jack. She sees the scullery girls from the kitchen, her old friends, fighting with each other about which way to run. She weaves between the dead bodies on the floor, looking under their sooted veils at the features beneath, ice chilling her veins as she encounters each new one and knows, just knows, that it will be Jack’s face she sees.


  Weapons drawn severely, Marikez and his forces drive them out, rearing their steeds back and pressing them through the doors and out of the Temple. When the rear corridor is cleared, they slide the heavy door shut and barricade it. Trevor rallies a small unit together and they stand watch against intruders.


  “What’s down this way?” Hargrove calls to Lia, looking off down the eerily painted corridor.


  “The sanctum, and stairs to the balcony. Have you seen him?”


  “No, Lia. I haven’t.”


  She drops from her horse and breaks for the service stairs, calling out his name and inspecting every blackened corpse she passes.


  Hargrove and Marikez ride down the macabre corridor, horses' hooves clacking on the sandstone, the frescoes around them turning from terrifying to peaceful as they advance toward the foyer. A colorful portraiture catches Hargrove's eye as he flies past, of a young man with slicked-back hair, a machine-tailored jacket, and a keen light in his eyes.


  The enormous foyer stands deserted, calm and vacant, save for one.


  Hargrove ambles up to the strangely garbed corpse. Dead eyes of a color he has rarely seen outside of pictures stare back at him.


  “This must be him,” he says grimly.


  “It is,” says Jack, peering down from the balcony.


  “You’re alive.”


  He smiles thinly, thrumming at the crest of an adrenaline crash. He moves toward the stairs to meet them in the foyer, a distant ringing in his ears. An old friend is waiting for him at the head of the stairs.


  “I mean you no hurt,” says Karus, showing his empty hands.


  Sajiress limps down the corridor behind him, arrows protruding from his leg and back. He slicks the blood off his sword and makes for Karus.


  “Enah,” says Jack. “What do you want, Karus?”


  “Your friends… I can take you to them.”


  “Where?”


  “The keep.”


  “Everything okay up there?” yells Hargrove.


  “Sajiress needs help. He's hurt bad.”


  Marikez unhooks the kit from his saddle and runs up the steps and rushes back to see to him.


  Karus takes off his shirt and wraps it around Jack’s arm, then cinches his belt around his bicep to slow the blood loss.


  “That’s a bad one,” he says, and takes Jack’s weight against his side and they work their way down the stairs.


  Hargrove takes hold of him at the bottom. The others race over and Karus leads the way down to the antechamber.


  The sentries have abandoned their posts. A fat padlock braces the keep door and Jack hacks at it until it slips free and clunks to the floor. They enter the keep. The row of flat trapdoors is lined up before them, and a central corridor recedes away into the gloom, with many barred doors lining its course.


  Hargrove and Sajiress go from one trapdoor to another, breaking off the latches and throwing them open.


  “Renning!” cries Hargrove, lowering himself to the floor and reaching his hand down to the emaciated form of his compatriot. “Renning, what have they done to you?”


  “Ryan…?” he says, rubbing his eyes.


  He sprawls out on the floor and Hargrove kneels down and tends to him.


  Denit splits the wood of the trapdoor next to them and a high-pitched scream drills through the keep. He looks up innocently and backs away.


  “Ezbeth, is that you?” Karus says, shuffling forward to lift her out of the pit. She lies back on the dirty floor and looks wildly about the room at the band of bloody men.


  Jack moves down the foreboding central corridor. There are no torches. He slides the bars out of their holders and lets them fall to the floor, one after another, until he stands in near-darkness at the end of the line. He goes door to door, searching for his friends. They scream when he enters. He forgot what he looks like.


  “Jeneth? Lathan?”


  The sallow forms huddle and slink back from him, mortified. He moves to the next, creaking the door back wide and stepping through. An atrophied body hurtles into him from the dingy interior and Jack startles. Several more join the fray and he backpedals away, knocking into the opposite wall as the feverish prisoners assail him, dirty fists beating on his chest.


  “Stop!” he cries. “William… stop!”


  “Jack? Is that you?”


  William and the others fairly clobber him on the ground, gripping him in a tight embrace. They burst from their grimy cells and converge in the center of the keep, crying and holding fast to one another.


  “What happened?”


  “I killed the King,” says Jack, not quite believing it himself.


  A soft voice calls out to him from the door, and the sight of her forces the tears he has been holding back to break free. Lia rushes to him and falls into his arms and kisses him until her lips are black with soot.


  


  



  Chapter Twenty


   


   


  



  



  Their walls collapse in cascades.



  The Rain of Fire does not come and their longcast spell splinters and dissolves away.


  A surprising lot of them are finding a new life here, casting off bitter-clung superstition—though the reconciliation has been tenuous at best.


  Some stay gone, apocalyptic cults roaming the forest still, waiting in vain for an inferno of destruction that will never come.


  Already the keep has been emptied—the implements of torture carried out into the daylight and set ablaze, soft gray smoke carrying their wickedness away on the cool Pacific breeze. Relics bearing Arana Nezra’s name or likeness were summarily burned and turned to ash and thrown back into the earth, along with the corporeal being itself.


  Behind barred doors, some whisper that they are happy to see the old regime go, and those voices multiply and grow less hushed with the passage of time.


  The grounds are returned to green splendor, and it made sad work for those tasked with collecting up the bodies and digging their graves.


  Jack stands at the edge of the cliff, looking across the charred field of ruins in the valley. He thinks of his mother. He thinks of the lost village of his dreams, and in a waking daze he sees her shimmering on the old stone promenade, coming closer, and he feels her warmness, and he knows that she is asking for peace. And he knows what must be done.


  “Jack!” Lia is standing by the reflecting pool, smiling. “Come on.”


  Everyone is heading out toward the old quarry road. They pass the towering white palace and skip off to join them. Hargrove is waiting by the side of the road with his hands in his pockets, grinning back at them. Together they fall into the flow of bodies and trek off to meet the incoming band of riders.


  Hargrove sees his daughter and throws his hand high. Nyla rides at the head of the dusty caravan, poised gracefully in the saddle, and she holds in the crook of her arm a shiny silverwhite tablet, glowing brilliantly in a wash of bright sunlight.
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  In the summer of 2499, the small group from the forest makes a solemn trip through the enormous redwoods, returning after long years to the place of their birth. They hold hands in a circle in the middle of the promenade, bowing their heads in silence while the forest song whispers to their hearts. They inter their families’ precious remains in the village cemetery, so they can be with their grandparents, and their parents before them, and it is a sacred place to them all. Jack and Lia have talked and decided they will go into the earth there too, someday.


  They stand and breathe in the lingering presences. All else is lost—there is nothing here but memories, and they leave carrying them.
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  From out here the Earth is gorgeous, rotating majestically on her invisible axis, aquamarine with swirls of churning pearlescent white. Nightfall slips across the globe like a curtain being drawn. Gone are the arterial skeins of twinkling amber light that once coursed across the surface of her continents at night. The great land masses turn slowly below, dark as the surrounding emptiness that contains them.


  A lonely vessel glides by, with bold black letters standing out against the stark white metallic surface that read SERAPEUM 587JRX39USA. She is Alexandria’s daughter, a failsafe, an exact replica of the entire precious payload carried inside—the lost knowledge of a civilization in ruins, preserved incorruptible in this digital mausoleum. Only a small blinking green light gives hint of the artificial sentience on this riderless voyage—the electric currents of the olden masters. She arcs off silently into the blackness, having completed thousands of cycles thus far, and prepared to complete many thousands more.


  Far down below, on the distant shores of a dark continent, a celebration is underway.


  Swells of revelers arc dreamily around the radiant white palace, the sandstone tiers laced over with streamers of flowers and hanging lanterns. They carouse along the garden paths and make their way down to the luminous reflecting pool. Tiny metal skiffs with lit candles float on the surface of the water, hundreds of them, and the gardens are alive with magical light.


  Inside, Nyla and Denit pass through the wide sandstone corridors and come to rest by an open doorway, where inside an old man huddles over his desk, bent to his ink and paper.


  “Happy New Year, Dad.”


  “Ten more minutes,” says Hargrove, blowing out the sconce. “Unless my clock’s wrong.”


  He scribbles one last note, then collects up his things and greets them at the door. He kisses her cheek and they head off to the gardens, passing by open chambers where the old sciences are taught by candlelight.


  Lingering on the grand staircase, they meet Sajiress and his reunited kin. He smiles and extends a hand, enamored of the new custom.


  “Hello, old soldier,” says Hargrove, taking his hand. “Care to join us? Diwaa?”


  Sajiress hefts Alok onto his shoulders and they cross the grounds to join the congregation along the coast. Marikez and Karus wave them over and thrust glasses into their hands as the last moments of the century float by. Hargrove and his daughter spot Jack and Lia off to the side of the pool, bright with laughter, and they move to embrace them.


  “It’s something.”


  Lia smiles. “It’s beautiful.”


  “Been a hell of a long time coming. Jack, how do you fair?”


  “Better now,” he says, taking a glass.


  “Wish Thomas could see it.”


  “So do I.”


  Hargrove’s new prototype is sure to be off, but they adhere to it regardless, counting the numbers down together as the thin metal sliver ticks toward the emblazoned 12 at the top of the dial. With a blossom of explosions over the coast, they raise their glasses high and toast the passage of the year.


  Jeneth carries little Mariset over to meet them, Eriem walking with his hand around the small of her back. Lia whisks her away and holds her high, her arms outstretched, the ruddy little face looking down at her and smiling. The rest of their old friends slowly make their way over, longing for a happy reunion.


  They clamor for Jack to say a few words and he shyly declines, until he feels petite hands on his back pushing him forward.


  “I just… I thought, in honor of Hargrove, who is one of the best and bravest men I’ve ever known, and for all the people who fought, and for the ones that didn’t make it to see this night… that we could call this city Alexandria, so that we never forget why we’re here, and how this all came to be.”


  The decision is unanimous, and as a new century dawns on this awakening planet, a stronghold is established against the darkness—this new city, Alexandria, which will stand through the coming Age as a beacon of light and reason.


  The crowd breaks and music fills the air. Hargrove looks up to the shimmering palace and drinks to his brother, wherever he may be, then strikes a match to his pipe and wanders down along the garden path, lost in an old man’s reverie.


  As the celebrations soars, Jack takes Lia’s hand and they slip away from the festivities and walk alone down the quarry road. They stumble from too much wine and collapse in the weeds, laughing. Eventually they weave toward the stables and light their way down to the last stall where Balazir stands with peaceful calm. Jack saddles him while Lia whispers drunken things and giggles.


  They lead him outside and fumble onto the saddle, then ride down to their little spot along the cliffs. A river of galactic beauty flows slowly above them. They hitch Balazir and lay out a bed of fur. The shore is alive. Algae blooms off the coast and as the waves roll in and crash on the rocks they sizzle with electric blue. Jack settles in next to Lia, looking off at the vibrant ocean, and he shares with her Hargrove’s most beautiful secret. She looks quickly to the sky in wonderment, as though she might see it there, the Serapeum, traveling its ghostly orbit.


  There is only the cosmos.


  She closes her eyes and lies back on the soft fur, basking in the brilliant starlight. Jack lies back with her, holding her. Their voices are soft, almost whispering to each other. They talk about their journey, about science and the mysteries, and about small things too. They talk until their eyelids grow heavy, conversation sparse, and they drift into a deep golden sleep and dream of the future.
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