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Prologue: Names to Disremember
 
    
 
   What is life but a slow dance of falling petals?
 
   P’dáronï of Armittal, Time Was, Time Is
 
    
 
   El Shashi. What a name!
 
   Whisper it reverently, friend. Hurl it as a weapon. Let it fester between vindictive curses, or let it be your benison. Quash an unruly child? Assuredly–and in a breath enrage or elate any audience. But be warned. Though it once convulsed entire cities in celebration, this name has spawned more quarrels than there are fleas in fifty Fiefdoms. Time was, joy and laughter attended El Shashi’s deeds. Now the sum of its sorrows would swell the very oceans.
 
   Is it not given that one name should birth a hundred more, their syllables worn as river-stones, shaped and reshaped by the ebbing and flowing of the gantuls of humankind? And such a salcat’s basket I concede: names fanciful and foolish, beautiful and bland; names miraculous in power, and names that creep from some nameless hole but to shrivel and cower from the light. Here, epithets rub shoulders with proverbs. Here, runes lie graven upon the walls of palaces and upon tombstones. Should a man own such a wealth of titles, what a dreary burden that might prove.
 
   El Shashi, author of a thousand legends, named among the Gods! Yet was he not man? And named as a man? Ay, time’s shroud has veiled this truth. Like the ever-shifting mists of foul Ariabak, throne-city of Ulim Godslayer, the truth of El Shashi is felt but not found, heard but oft misunderstood; retold, but twisted in the telling.
 
   Incline an ear to an ulule for a makh or more and she will doubtless spin a yarn of a life stranger than most, which made El Shashi the best-loved man in the Umarik Fiefdoms, and yet the most reviled. Is the common ukal not a coin of two sides? One for valour; the other forever stamped with villainy.
 
   Love him or loathe him, one cannot–one must not–be indifferent.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   I contend that a name’s truth is both strength and curse, a deceitful vessel wallowing in the gulf betwixt utterance and understanding. Names bear a weary weight. They are a travel-worn, battered baggage that litter life like signposts to places best forgotten.
 
   Ah, to forget but for one makh that which was! In Dusky Fahric, the tongue of scholars and poets, his name means ‘wonder-worker’. If only the legend were so inoffensive–hiding as a stagesmith’s mask a clutch of the greatest tragedies in Umarik history. I marvel that these very symbols I scribe do not groan and cry out as a woman in the throes of labour, or from the quim slump insensate upon the scrolleaf in inky blots of remorse.
 
   I mark this advisedly, for at my great age, the desire to peer back across the serried valleys of memory is both a distraction and a too-frequent pastime. Should I digress it is, in the words of the peerless poetess Phari al’Mahi kin Saymik, ‘for the grey weariness of bone and marrow that mists my ailing flesh’.
 
   At last, I have resolved to die.
 
   I have named both time and manner of my death.
 
   Should this knowledge mark me uncommon? So be it. What man may escape such a treacherous mire of myth and mystery? Even the grave is denied sway over my life. Ay, and many a secret stowed in the depths of my being should best perish with me.
 
   A taper gutters. My hand begins to tremble as the quim scratches my life’s last act in spiderlike lithlin runes across an unfurled scrolleaf. The past rises before me as a spectre wrenched untimely from the grave, wailing its paean to desolate skies. Mata–She ignores my every petition. Echoes of ancient aches plague my thighs and calves. And through the annals of our time, as through my quoph, the many names of El Shashi reverberate like the booming cough of a great Qur’lik message drum–Soulstealer, Kin-Reaper, the Burning One, the Whisperer, the Running Man, Stormtide over Gethamadi, Benok Holyhand, Scourge of the Westland, the Plague-Rider, and, worst of all, Bringer of the Wurm.
 
   All these names and more have I earned. For I and he are one.
 
   I am El Shashi.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   If it be counted vanity to chronicle one’s deeds and days, then let vanity be my watchword. How many long makh did I not chew the fat, before committing to quim this account? Tales abound! Legends survive to multiply with a tenacity shared only by the common cockroach. My life has become a hewehat field trampled by the scholarly horde. Against their doom be held what lies remain cased in rune and leaf.
 
   I despise falsehoods. For as persons what we perceive, what we recollect, and what we convey in word and writ, are necessarily filtered through the apparatus of the seven senses. Far better to sup from the source, than to set store upon the third-hand renditions of fools and charlatans.
 
   Ay. But I grow churlish with age, truly told. Let them low and bray as jatha in the traces. I cast not a brass terl upon their shrine.
 
   Perhaps I feared the searing of truth. Why slash open old wounds to no good end? How I longed to set the record aright, to pare clean the embellishments and fabrications of a thousand ulules over a lifetime spanning eleven gantuls–nay, closer to twelve, on my honour.
 
   You gasp? Be assured, Benethar, of my candour before Mata and before all men. Last Glimday, no less, I dandled the first descendant of my twelfth gantul upon my knee. And a fine infant he was too, hale and squalling to the skies. Even amongst the Eldrik, mark my words, the pinnacle of my great anna is revered.
 
   Again, is it self-serving to seek to shock, to instruct the ignorant, or to dispel long-cherished myths? Or rather to disappoint, stripping to the banal bone events others have costumed in the finest robes of vivid imagination? I fear that I simply cannot have grown up in every one of the hundreds of Umarite villages that claim to have nurtured the great, the wondrous, the astounding El Shashi, whoever or whatever they imagine him to be. And I am neither a royal Hassutl, nor an Eldrik Sorcerer, nor Mata in bodily form. I am not even a royal bastard. There! I have ruined the claims of no less than eleven Lines which to my knowledge profess this worthless distinction.
 
   Nay, though my conceit is ample and amply demonstrated from quim to scrolleaf, it is scant motivation. Nor do I seek to spread blame, thereby diminishing my own, or to assert some mistaken superiority. My reasons are deeply personal. Soul-scouring. Sweet Mata, break these shackles!
 
   How I thirst for my catharsis, a final purging of bitterness, or my quoph will never know its final rest. Did I not promise a full record to my loved ones? Granted, I intend the truth of El Shashi to resound beyond the Fiefdoms. But how can I even begin to portray the mines of sorrow into which I will delve, and the agony of tearing from memory’s darkest caverns, such offences as would make the very bedrock take voice and scream? Myriad voices, myriad accusations and regrets that scourge my dreams and attend each waking makh …
 
   Grief is a companion closer than any shadow.
 
   Heading this catalogue of misdeeds is one that has plagued me longer and deeper than any other–my betrayal of the man who was both friend and father to me. I have never forgotten that act of filthy cowardice. Nor have I been allowed to forget. I have paid for it season upon season for anna thrice a mortal lifetime, and more. Though it cost torment as unto my last breath, Benethar, I must lay this matter to rest.
 
   Thus by rune and by quim, shall I recount the names of El Shashi.
 
   I shall lay open a vein and splurge my lifeblood upon the scrolleaf, revealing his curse, and his salvation.
 
   In all these matters the Wurm is foundation, heart, and end.
 
   
  
 



Scrolleaf the First
 
    
 
   Being an account of his youthful folly, of how El Shashi came into his powers, and of the augmentation of the Wurm.
 
   For reasons you will understand, friend, certain references, names, and places have been changed to protect those concerned from the avengers.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 1: Rubiny
 
    
 
   2nd Levantday of Youngsun, Anna Nox 1353
 
    
 
   Breathing deep of the sathic-scented air, I owned it an excellent morn. I sensed a gentle promise of Springtide’s warmth and clear skies in Suthauk’s golden eye, but without the scorching brunt of Doublesun beating upon one’s brow like the insistent clanging of a blacksmith’s hammer. Once Belion rose, later in the season, the white sun would scorch the world into tans and browns. Woe betide the unprepared farmer. His crop would shrivel and die.
 
   As the hindmost jatha hitched to my cart lowed dolefully, I stretched out to tap it with my master-prod. The beast lurched forward, making the rear axle groan as a tree grinds against its neighbour on a stormy night–this despite the application of half a pot of grease and last eventide’s filthy labour. I champed my jaw. A breakdown out here could cost me dear. When I reached home–my friend Janos the Armourer’s forge was none too busy, this season–I must have the axle seen to.
 
   Warily, I negotiated the soaring fromite massifs that flanked the crest of Hadla’s Pass, named after a famous ulule said to have perished here one tempestuous Alldark week. Squeak. No old-timer deep in his cups could have whined more insistently than that axle. The echoes played tricks with my hearing. But this morn hinted at nought of darkness and death. The early sunshine struck golden notes upon the trail’s rocks and bushes as though the very skies had reached down to play melodies to delight the eye. A white-crested yaluk warbled genially midst the rocks nearby. ‘All’s well with the world,’ I imagined him singing. A worm-laden belly makes any bird sing the sweeter!
 
   So the world appeared to me.
 
   At length the rocky cleft drew open, allowing my eyes to roam afar from my eagle’s perch upon the very rim of the Yuthiyan Mountains. Far, far below my feet, tiny patchwork farmlands nestled into the mountainous folds as if a litter of puppies jostled for the teat. Smoke from a clutch of cooking fires trailed lazily into the vaulting heavens. Red kites swirled as specks upon unseen thermals. And the road yonder described a brown ribbon dallying between the wheaten fields before vanishing without a trace amongst the dark green crowns of an immense ulinbarb and lyrithbark forest lovingly miscalled Hadla’s Skirts by the locals. A barrier so snarled and intertwined as to be well-nigh impenetrable. Just one road had been hacked through it by the painstaking labour of Roymere’s luckless convicts, braving the heat and cobras by day, and the grey timber wolves and marauding jerlak by night. How many anna; how many lives had it cost? Even bandits refused to operate within its bounds, preferring life without to death within.
 
   Vast Roymere. Not a gentle mistress. This was frontier country, wild and beautiful, a land of trackless forests and jagged, deeply-scored ravines, above which soared peaks studded with mauve fromite deposits–as Janos oft opined, the kind of land a man could fall in love with. Or mark his favourite proverb, ‘A land to shape a man, rather than man to shape the land.’
 
   As the cart rumbled on, I recalled a recent conversation. “I find it passing strange, Arlak,” Janos had noted, “that the gently bovine jatha has a close cousin, the belligerent jerlak, that so actively and with distinct intelligence hates all things human.”
 
   I paused brushing down my jatha, hitched to the staypole between us, and snorted so forcefully it hurt my nostrils. “Huh!”
 
   “After all,” he pressed, with sly intent, “jerlak have been known to band together to destroy an entire village. The reason jatha are not harnessed side-by-side, young master, is that they will fight and turn into jerlak. Did you tie the traces aright?”
 
   I dropped the currycomb as though burned, while stealing a quick glance at the staypole. Just to confirm … Janos doubled up cackling like a lyom. I burned.
 
   Ah, that brand of humour I loved so well. A wiry ferret of a man, Janos. He had dark hair he wore unfashionably long, but neatly tied back, and flint-grey eyes that sparked like a cheerful bonfire when he waxed passionate on a subject. Learned and erudite as any ulule, what he did not know of the world bore no mention. And his stories! He could talk the very water out of a well. Quite why he chose backwoods Roymere for his dwelling I had never puzzled out, no matter how persistently the questions simmered in my mind and how delicately I tried to approach the subject.
 
   Thus I measured the sturdy backs of my three dun jatha in their linear traces, and considered the sweep of their double horns, as wide as a man spreading his arms, and felt my guts squirm as though I had swallowed a live shadworm. My knuckles clenched white upon the carved bone trace-handles. Curse him! Right now, Janos was probably chortling in that scraggly wisp of facial hair he called a goatee. If there is some other way to arrange beasts of burden, I know it not. And he was right. Harness jatha in tandem and they will fight to the death, for reasons no one has ever explained to my satisfaction. Yoke the same pair nose to tail, or turn them out to pasture together, and they become as docile and stupid as hunks of rockwood.
 
   How came this to be, I reflected idly? A question to stump the wisest ulule. A question to provoke a yammarik to righteous wrath.
 
   In the back of my cart I had stacked some of Janos’ curved Lykki short swords and enamelled broadshields, bound for the regional market at Elaki Fountain, where I hoped with luck for profitable trade. Perhaps I should flog this load on the cheap. Teach Janos to play his mind-games! I slapped my knee and chortled heartily, before it popped into my mind what repayment he might exact at our next lesson. This sopped up my mirth quicker than a fresh-baked roundel sweetbread tossed into the gravy-bowl.
 
   Janos was teaching me the blade–an unusual occupation for a farmer’s son, I’ll warrant, but it was my choice and I who first sought him out. I have no love of farming. I planned to enlist. For that, one needs skills. It was three anna before I understood the true quality of Janos’ swordsmanship. I hurled the accusation in his face one Rushday after dinner, ‘You’re holding back! You’re deliberately letting me win!’ ‘Keeps the fires burning, my son,’ came his dry riposte. I slammed the door and stormed home as if I were a mountain squall rushing off to dash its fury against a nearby peak.
 
   Ay, from that day on, Janos changed his teaching methods. He thrashed me daily until a strange plague of bruises multiplied upon my person. Now, I recall to my shame, that the pain and fear of his instruction motivated me more excellently than ever before. I became an able student–after I finished cursing him. Many a morning at lyom’s-crow I could barely rise from my bed for the aching tenderness of my body. I hobbled about like an old-timer and tended my bruises with a paste of rimmerwort and lurdik-flower.
 
   But Janos had been there for me when it counted most.
 
   It was on this very road, I mark–not an arrow’s flight beyond Ry-Breen Crossing where the third and deepest ford sluices ravenously across the cold underpin and a ferry must perforce run during the Rains–that my foster-parents were murdered, these nine anna past, in the anna of my majority. Roymere law holds majority to be one’s fourteenth birthingday, whereas it is sixteen in most other Fiefdoms. They were returning on their regular trading route when their cart broke down. So they chose to camp out that night rather than hike the league or so to the nearest village, as would any sensible trader. Although Roymere is by and large a peaceful demesne, their cargo was valuable.
 
   This I learned, or later pieced together, from those who chanced upon the bodies.
 
   What is certain is that a Faloxxian raiding party–part of a tribe in later anna wiped out to the last child by a Roymerian militia force–fell upon them during the makh of darkness as slaghounds to the slaughter. What hope, a Matabound pair against fifty wild barbarians? For though plunder aplenty lay hid in the carts, those who know the Faloxx ken their fondness for raw flesh, stripped slowly and–the word burns my tongue as acid–skilfully, from the living victim and shared out about a bonfire to feasting, merriment, and amorous cavorting in the shadows.
 
   My spittle plopped in a clod of mud beside the rust-red track. Why should the fates overtake my beloved family, but spare me? When would I travel this road again without pain’s dagger pinned through my heart? The last time I had seen them alive, was the day they left for that ill-fated trip. They ordered me to stay and look after the farm. I spurned them, sulking, while they said a loving farewell. Had I but known it would be the last …
 
   My eyes strained for a sight of the broad fields of lime-green hewehat grain that lined the Ry-Breen River, often visible from this height on a clear day. Today my gaze seemed blurred and unreliable.
 
   “Trader! I say, trader!”
 
   “What in Mata’s name …”
 
   “Are you deaf, boy? Bound to block the pass till eventide?”
 
   I felt my cheeks colour. I knew this man from the marketplace, by sight, if not by name. I muttered, “Peace, you old sot!”
 
   “What say you?” His jowls bulged into ripe turnips. “You’re Arlak, I mark? Sorlak’s whelp?”
 
   Had I not been disturbed in my dark thoughts, my ire might not have peaked so. It stopped my throat like a well-corked skein of Gurbian red.
 
   The other sniffed, “Out of my way, then, you uncouth tropik-hopik!”
 
   My arms guided the cart upon the verge. The carter pulled alongside and looked askance at me. He sighed, and added in troubled tones, “Young Arlak, I believe in every man’s fair chance. Therefore, by my grephe I declare: on this journey you will reap nought but sorrow. Turn back, and set out another day.” He must have seen my expression darken, for he added quickly, “Peace to you.”
 
   “Peace to you,” I muttered to his back, more disturbed than annoyed. He hurried on as though Ulim’s howling Hunt were snapping at his heels.
 
   Truly told, this grephe is no fable. The power of the sixth sense is common to all persons, to a greater or lesser degree. Its stirring might be felt in the recognition of eyes meeting across a busy marketplace, or in the inkling that one is being watched, an affinity for certain arts, a gift of healing, or even in the ability to discern truth from falsehood. Some individuals hone the grephe to an astonishing skill. A strong sense of grephe is basic to the respected trades of fortune telling, hunting, athocaries, quatyls, spying, and the like.
 
   Words of grephe are neither lightly spoken, nor lightly received.
 
   So I chewed and stewed upon his grephe all that afternoon, tromping my way from a cheerful mood into the slough-pit of despair. Would that I could have dismissed it out of hand! “Surly brat,” I berated myself. “You wronged a man an honest grephe-offering.” I tossed the jatha their head and thundered down to the plain, wrapped in a storm-cloud of my own making, embittered and consumed by thoughts of my empty present and misfortunate past.
 
   But once down into the foothills that would lead me shortly into Hadla’s Skirts, my mind drifted on to other matters.
 
   Janos had given me a new jerkin that very morn. I fingered the supple leather, worked with subtle patterns of swords crossed in battle, eagles soaring, a charging tygar, and other symbols of power, and owned it an excellent gift. Far too fine for a farmer’s son. It put me in mind of Rubiny o’Telmak. Ah, Rubiny! A maiden as beauteous as she was heartless, as coveted as she was aloof, as sweet of body as she was cruel of disposition! Janos had vowed she would look kindly upon me should I wear the garment. My loud chuckle startled the jatha. I stilled them with a firm slap of the traces. Truly told, it is customary for young men of my age and station to invite a girl to the harvest dances on the Doublesun cahooday, a regional festival of considerable note, when the twin suns bear down with their utmost brilliance and the stifling makh of darkness is mercilessly brief. Rubiny had turned me down flat four anna running. She did not sashay out with another, though there were suitors aplenty. She simply did not want me. So she claimed–why else spurn my invitations? And a man has his pride!
 
   Let me be swift to advise: Rubiny was the very incarnation of quathly desire. Lissom of leg, full of bosom, bright of eye, flame-red of hair, she was nought but a deer gliding amidst common hogs. She had owned me heart, hand, and hearth, since I first beheld her one Youngsun morn bearing a basket of brown-speckled eggs fresh from the lyomhouse at Telmak Lodge.
 
   But where before I might have mooned over her beauty for a makh or more, this day my heart was consumed with a helpless, blind fury that knew no stanching, a bleeding anger as raw as fresh-crushed bitterwort. I could not avoid meeting Rubiny at the inn. Her lip would curl. She would revel in my stuttering importunities, my brash and graceless tongue, my country drawl, and my dusty half-boots. She would ready whip-words of rejection to lash from her lips. With her smile, she would flay me bone-deep.
 
   My doubled-up fists struck puffs of dust from my thighs. I should rather die. Better still, I should shun her company, drink myself into oblivion, and then … enough!
 
   Half a makh before sunset, right on schedule, I heaved the cart to a standstill in the forecourt of Telmak Lodge and alighted cockerel-stiff to the dark, freshly-swept flagstones. My lead jatha lowed like a lovesick Hakooi minstrel sawing at a five-stringed lummericoot, hoof-weary and hungry besides. A drudge regarded me toothlessly from his indolent throne upon a bale of thorrick beside the wide-flung stable doors–soaking up the day’s last warmth, I suspected, until his master returned with kicks and curses to chivvy him along.
 
   I inhaled deeply, feeling my stomach stir. Sweetbread a-bake in the kitchen, or I was a greater idiot than that drudge. Delicious! And–Mata be praised–did I smell beef stew with rich gravy? The house special! Toris, the head cook, was an absolute marvel. Her fare fed local legend, making Telmak Lodge the envy of every inn south of Elaki Fountain.
 
   Ay. I had before me four days further travel through Hadla’s Skirts, keeping a sleepless watch for lean, hungry timber wolves and the even more dangerous jerlak, before partaking of Sherm Inn’s dubious charms on the northern fringe. Bedbugs and fleas–but better than an icy night beneath the cart! Then, several makh of the fifth morrow should bring me to the Ry-Breen Crossing, and with favourable progress over the twin massifs of Shaly Ridge to the north and a shade east, I would reach Elaki Fountain by midday the day after that. A route I knew as well as the lines upon my own palm.
 
   But first, I must gird myself with the courage needed to brave Telmak Lodge.
 
   I saw to my animals before my own comforts. My father had drummed into me by word, and by leather strap when words failed to impress, ‘A man who cares not for his animals cares not for life itself.’ Then I saw my chattels locked in the safehouse and the guard paid his due.
 
   These tasks struck off, I ducked into the pumphouse. Truly told, I smelled skunksome even to my own nostrils. Laziness born of lack of company in the mountains, Arlak! Another day I might have oiled my hair, or paid five brass terls for a hot shave and a trim of my unruly curls, but not this day. Though my personal grooming had latterly been the chief object of Rubiny’s scorn, mirrors tell no lies. Roymerian maidens are bold creatures withal, and audacious in pursuit of a man. Many a compliment–ribald or courteous–have I savoured for my mother’s jet-black hair, striking dark eyes, and tan complexion. A rangy frame square in the shoulder and lithe in the hips and waist comprised my father’s bequest. Combined with my demanding work and outdoors lifestyle, it needed little by way of maintenance. Thus, from my early manhood, I had been left in no doubt as to what maidens should wish to do with a man of my ilk. In turn I exercised scant restraint. Why, in Mata’s name, spurn one’s natural gifts?
 
   In the mirror my grin failed to cheer.
 
   Janos did not believe in such liberties. His austerity was oft apparent, from the simplicity of his single-roomed log cabin, to the way he took meals, to his outlook on life. After my parents’ death, he took me in until I could face living again. Unbidden, his dry scorn echoed in my memory: “So help me Mata, we might be trapped in a blissfully rustic village a hundred leagues from civilisation, Arlak, but the depths of your ignorance astound me!”
 
   “I know lots of things, Janos.”
 
   “You couldn’t find darkness in a mineshaft, boy! Wake up!”
 
   I scowled fiercely at the wall.
 
   “Fine. What’s the capital city of Yumark?”
 
   “I … I don’t know. Do I care? No. Where’s this leading, anyway?”
 
   “Yumark is a city, you overweening ignoramus!” His forefinger danced beneath my nose. “Right, my mind is fixed. Your education starts today–like it or not. You’ll dig vegetables by day, and study the scrolleaf by night.”
 
   And so I learned from Janos the lay of the lands, numerology, the ways of the senses, and how to read and write in both the Umarik and Eldrik scripts. I learned to speak the liquid Eldrik tongue. Janos instructed me in the nuances of shalik rune interpretation, in the histories, politics, and many subjects besides. Some of his methods were inexplicable, such as the practise of hypnosis, but the breadth of his knowledge was uncommon and his ability to instruct, dazzling. Religion played no great part in the breadth of his teaching, but it did figure in subtle ways. Before I knew it, Janos became the voice of my conscience. We clashed in various ways at various times, and none more so than over my conduct with the daughters of Yuthe.
 
   My brace of terls clinked into the housekeeper’s box as I welcomed the genial sunlight on my shoulders. A fresh linen shirt chafed my skin agreeably, starched and hot-pressed by a servant, and I found myself strutting a little as I entered the courtyard. Janos would have snickered at such preening.
 
   Janos. Ever my keeper. He held that the quoph, the third soul, was immortal, and that it required proper discipline to elevate the quoph to the divine plane of Mata, the creator God.
 
   We Umarites hold that persons have three souls. The lowest of these is the quath, sometimes called the animal soul, which is the seat of emotions, desires, and one’s fundamental needs. What the Eldrik call the personality, we call the quatl–one’s character, background, and upbringing, beliefs, and so forth. And lastly there is the quoph, which lives on after death. This is the highest, deepest, and most mysterious of the three souls. Some believe in an afterlife, some pray to gods or yammariks, some believe in reincarnation–and then there are men like me, men who have little time for religion, who believe that there is nothing after death. A void. Nothing forever.
 
   His religion was not for me. I should step out of the shadows and make my own mark upon my own life. Refuse to be his lackey forever!
 
   So thinking, I combed my fingers through my hair and regarded Telmak Lodge’s wood-frame solidity. My gaze stepped warily across its heavy dark beams and white-limed walls, its deep casement windows and protruding double-gabled façade, as though I had never seen it before. The forecourt was busy this makh. A man’s entrance might go unnoticed. He might steal into a dark corner and there, unremarked, drain his cups.
 
   As I sidled forth, I had no greater wish.
 
   Several makh later, as I quaffed my fourth draught of a potent, bitter Imurian root beer to an inward sigh of pleasure, I became aware I had company. Peering blearily over the rim of my silver-lipped goblet, I discerned the flawless features of Rubiny o’Telmak and coughed involuntarily, spluttering beer upon the table.
 
   I wiped my mouth upon my sleeve.
 
   “Learned our manners from a swineherd?” she greeted me. I was trying to decide if the table was moving, or if it was my head imitating a rowboat upon my shoulders. “How is farm life? Still growing your scrawny vegetables in the mountains?”
 
   I swallowed, and tried to hide my soil-blackened fingernails beneath the tabletop. “Goosh, er, hello Rub–”
 
   “’Goosh’? Had a drop too much, Arlak Sorlakson?”
 
   People were turning on their benches, sensing entertainment at hand.
 
   “Prob’ly.”
 
   “Hopeless, that’s what you are! And you know what they say. He who can’t hold his beer, can’t hold a woman.”
 
   Shame I could not punch a certain woman! Who had warned her of my arrival had done me an ill service. While it was beneath the daughter Telmak’s station to wait upon customers, baiting customers was clearly a coin of another stamp. Her long Roymerian skirts, gathered close to her trim waist and embroidered in painstaking detail by the labour of her own fingers with scenes of traditional country life such as beekeeping, beer-brewing, keg-wrestling at the Doublesun Cahooday festival, and hawking, swished as she moved closer to my bench–the better to inspect my inebriated state, I imagined.
 
   At least I had seen the pumphouse! I no longer stank of three days of eating the dust of my jatha team. Proudly, I wore my new jerkin over a clean rumik, belted neatly at the waist, and a travel-worn but acceptable pair of thexik trousers that formed the basic wardrobe of nigh every man in the room.
 
   I grunted like an articulate hog at my goblet, “I haven’t any problem–”
 
   “But I hear you do have a particular problem,” Rubiny cooed, arched of eyebrow as she played to her audience. “A rather … small … problem. Haven’t you, peasant boy?”
 
   People sniggered loudly. The room suddenly felt hot. The clever tongue of a trader served me well in the marketplace, but in her presence it became nought but a stout plank. I blurted out, “Wait just a stinking span!”
 
   “Now, now, watch your tone,” she warned. “I’m the daughter Telmak and you would do well to remember your station. It’s you who’re doing the stinking around here, you dung-shovelling simpleton!”
 
   Laughter beat against my ears. A dim recollection of my earlier resolve percolated through my addled wits and assumed a deadly new form. I stumbled to my feet, slurring, “To Hajik with you, wench!”
 
   She gasped.
 
   “Leave me, I–”
 
   “What?”
 
   My eyes were pinned to her torso. I had forgotten how attractively her dress moulded itself to her fine figure. “Leash … me …”
 
   Rubiny drew back a step, drawing ragged breath, and crossed her arms across her chest as if to ward off my lascivious gaze. Then her brow drew down and she snapped, “What? No invitations this season? Highsun approaches!”
 
   I blinked several times. Processing a simple thought took forever. “What for?”
 
   “What do you mean, what for?”
 
   “Waste my breath, Shrubbiny, I would.”
 
   Her voice rose as the breath of a storm wind snapping at one’s cloak. “How dare you mangle my name like that, you worthless, striploose male! You’re sloshing with beer!”
 
   “Quite.” Care had fled hand in hand with common sense. Had I not started this fight? Four large goblets of strong beer spoke up for me: “You’ve something to say, shrub–Rubinshee?”
 
   “Say? To you?” Rubiny drew herself up. Her response achieved a shrilling pitch that pained my ears. “Will you not declare your undying love and devotion, as before? Have you tossed a copper for a few shop-worn lines from some halfwit ulule? Or composed an ode to the beauties of your own nose? Don’t embarrass me again! Last time you slobbered over my hand like some hog at the trough–disgusting!”
 
   Our audience roared and hooted. Shame made me angry enough to momentarily burn through the fug in my head. Leaning across the table, I shot back, “Have you something intelligent to say, Rubiny? That’s what I meant. Because way I see it, this beer makes for the better company!”
 
   Some distant part of me could not believe what had just spilled from my lips. It cried that the goose was loose, that the Alldark Hounds had been unleashed and the recall whistle tossed into the ocean’s blackest depths. Another part of my quatl cheered lustily. This makh, for the first time, Arlak was man enough to speak his mind plain and clear.
 
   I felt sick.
 
   I may as well have driven my hunting knife between her ribs. Rubiny’s features blanched to a dreadful pallor and she sagged like a half-drained wineskin, clutching the nearest chair back for support. Tears started in her eyes, a sight I had never seen before–but, rather than summoning the herald for a victory chant, I pictured myself slinking away beneath the tables as a cur flees the beating of a master’s stick.
 
   Thick silence enfolded us.
 
   An apology should have been in order. Instead, all I could grit between my teeth was, “I care for nought but a quiet drink, Rubiny o’Telmak. Now leave a man be.”
 
   I saw her spin, but I never saw what she held. Pain exploded in my jaw. I dropped as though I had been kicked by an angry jatha.
 
   Next, I remember being sprawled beneath the wooden bench I had been sitting on, watching an ulinbarb-twig broom sweeping toward my tender skull.
 
   The morn was upon me.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 2: Elaki Fountain
 
    
 
   Riddle me rhyme, riddle me ree,
 
   What silk ties tighter,
 
   Than Gethamadi?
 
   Traditional Hakooi handfasting ceremony: Love Knot
 
    
 
   There was no athocary at Telmak Lodge, so I had to make do with pinching shut the gash on my chin and continuing my journey. I fingered the bruised skin with grudging admiration. It would scar later.
 
   Rubiny must have struck me with a goblet. Roymere goblets are hardwood on a cast ormetal base, with a moulded ormetal rim, often carved with pithy sayings or charred with the heated tip of knife in a process called umanthi. Evidently they made for serviceable clubs as well as drinking vessels. Surely no woman alive could otherwise possess such strength of arm?
 
   For once, I had stood up to her and not just meekly bowed my head. Good. Served her right, the number of times she had humiliated me!
 
   Anyways, best I forget my adder-tongued nemesis. I should find a sweet girl to grace my home–a Janos phrase shop-worn by recent overuse. A vein throbbed at my temple. Gods, I had anna ahead to sample life’s richness. Staid and settled at my age? I should think not!
 
   Why did thinking about her always make me fume? Rubiny o-blasted Telmak! So much for Janos’ jerkin improving her favour. Rubiny had proved her favour upon my jaw instead.
 
   The day’s travel was thirsty work, made thirstier by the lingering queasiness of my abused innards. My hangover pounded like Janos’ forge at full blast. A sultry humidity rose in waves from the tilled fields and the cloying burnt-umber scent of bragazzar woods alongside the track tickled my nostrils with gritty pollens. I removed my undershirt and let the sweat run freely down my neck and chest. At a small river crossing I paused to refresh myself, but after a makh or two in the muggy depths of Hadla’s Skirts, the cool waters seemed but a fever-dream. I tossed the jatha their head, and slumped into a lolling doze upon the sun-drenched bench of my cart.
 
   In the late afternoon, the weather broke in a thunderstorm that grumbled and snarled overhead like an elderly dog which has lost his former menace. I ducked beneath the cart to shelter from the short but heavy shower that followed. Come nightfall, I carefully set about my camp the tripwires and bell-snares that would warn of a wolf’s approach–knowing I had to sleep or I would be less than useless come the morn. I dreamed of last anna’s disastrous proposition to Rubiny and how she had tongue-thrashed me until I fled from her presence, and later of the carter and his dire prediction for my journey. My sleep was ill, my dreams Ulim-haunted.
 
   The first word to pass my lips when dawn broke was a curse.
 
   Beyond the low hills of Shaly Ridge, five days beyond Telmak Lodge, the route changed from a deep-rutted cart track into a proper road paved in burgundy-coloured wishbone bricks. Sowing season had at last yielded to Springtide. This region was well named the breadbasket of Umarik, for here the fruit plantations of the ridge’s northern face turned to ripening fields of grain: moxi and lymat in the higher regions, and verdant hewehat where the road abutted the stream locally called the Silcan, which meandered sleepily from the Urm Hills to the walled town of Elaki Fountain, whence I was bound.
 
   Thus my mind turned to my vegetables, the kale, lohki, renj, and limmerwort, and the herbs which would only grow in the mountains, and I began to calculate the profit I might turn this week. As the piles of terls and ukals mounted in my head, I began to smile. When I saw the bustling crowd at the towering town gates, I whistled a merry tune.
 
   I banished the trader’s grephe, and Rubiny, from my thoughts.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   The marketplace was heaving. Jammed against the three-man-tall sandstone defensive ramparts at the southern end of town, it perfectly captured the suns’ reflected heat. Bloodlike runnels of russet clay dust, scuffed up by a thousand boots, streaked my forehead and neck as though I had been daubed with costly Lanthrian dye. Jatha lowed, swine squealed, and caged lyoms screeched their fear. The stench of dung and faeces overpowered all else. Three days running, I paid a waterboy to fetch sustenance rather than leave my stall. Because another border spat with the Lymarians to the north had flared up, Janos’ swords fetched nearly half again what I had expected. My cart emptied rapidly and my purse knocked weightily upon my thigh. I envisaged a return days earlier than usual.
 
   Perhaps, I mused, I should sample the city’s entertainments before I left? There were no such diversions beneath Janos’ watchful eye. Indeed not.
 
   Although I stank like those swine!
 
   Nothing a makh or two in the pumphouse would not remedy, and then … ay. As the shadows lengthened that day, I was in an expansive mood, haggling more out of habit than need. My eyes touched the Songstrel spire that was Elaki Fountain’s signature feature, a delicate finger of rosy palisk-quartz from which the dioni and daimi orisons were daily and seasonally sung to the Gods, calculating that sunset was less than a makh distant. In my hands I held the last and finest Lykki short sword.
 
   “Hold, trader!” A bear’s-paw of a hand stopped the blood in my wrist. “Let me see that blade.”
 
   This man towered head and shoulders above me, and I am no stripling. His visage was a battlefield of scars.
 
   “But I’ve a customer already.”
 
   I stared up at the man’s lips, parted in a salikweed-stained snarl. Use of the weed, which is said to be addictive and grants a man berserker strength in combat, stains the lips, teeth, and gums a bluish-purple. It also kills. This man would not live beyond his thirtieth anna. “Your customer,” growled the lips, “is no longer interested in this weapon.”
 
   The other man said, “But I–”
 
   The giant’s grip tightened until I yelped in pain. “He isn’t interested.”
 
   My bones ground together like a poorly greased cart wheel. From the corner of my eye, I saw my erstwhile customer bolt. No fool he. But that left me with the big ape. Should I yell …? No. Instead, I tried a nervous bluster, “I’ll summon the guard if you don’t back off–”
 
   “There’s no need for nastiness. Release him, Tortha.”
 
   Her voice was honey to my ears, and the stillness of a forest pool enshrouded by dappling willows. There was no need to see her face to know she was beautiful. The man called Tortha stepped back; relinquishing his hold as a wardog leaves a corpse–reluctantly, baring its teeth in a blood-dipped snarl. From behind him stepped a slight figure, robed in dove grey from head to foot, neither short nor tall but comfortably in between. My eyes could not penetrate the shadows beneath her hood. But she was rich, and cultured, and despite her disguise, completely out of place in Elaki Fountain’s steamy marketplace.
 
   There is a trader’s instinctive skill of sizing up one’s clients. Few make good profits without this grephe-talent. Often the body or hands grant clues no speech can convey, and so it was with this woman. An image flashed to mind: me as a torfly entangled in her spun-silk web, a delectable but deadly entanglement. My fingers curled around the sheathed Lykki sword. A snake coiled in my gut.
 
   The better to disguise my unease, I lowered my gaze. Proper deference to one of high station. “How may I assist you, Honoria …?”
 
   “The sword. Name your price.”
 
   Not for her the nuanced approach. “This is not just any sword,” I began, glancing from the woman to the brute. “This is the finest example of its craft in all Roymere–” Tortha’s deepening scowl reminded me of my mortality. I hurriedly adjusted my sales pitch, “–but for you, I can offer the excellent price of two … of one hundred Lortiti Reals.”
 
   Tortha was grinning, I noticed sourly, no doubt enjoying my discomfort. The woman did not hesitate. “Done and well bargained for,” she purred. “Give the trader his due, Tortha.”
 
   My hands quivered as I accepted the heavy pouch from his paw. One hundred was a fair price for a blade of superior quality, but it was still a substantial sum, the province of the truly wealthy. Janos would be delighted.
 
   “Aren’t you going to check it?”
 
   “Check it? Why, Honoria, I would not be so presumptuous–”
 
   “It could be ormetal.”
 
   I balanced the pouch in my palm, hearing a reassuring clink, conscious of the heft and texture of the thick coins beneath the pliant leather. “I’m certain that all is in order.”
 
   “Check the bag!”
 
   Her command made me jump like a startled bullfrog. I fell to loosening the buckles as frenziedly as Yuthe’s nectar lay within and immortality itself were in my grasp, all the time thinking: Why was this so important to them? Why a sword? What were they truly buying?
 
   But oh! The sight of one hundred Lortiti Reals softly glimmering, the thick pure gold of the highest quality, the hallmark of the golden marmoset graven upon each side … I must confess, a fool’s grin lay plastered across my face as I peered within the pouch.
 
   In that instant, a pale, slim hand reached up to the brocade collar of my jerkin and the woman remarked, “What a very fine garment you’re wearing, trader–a garment worthy of a Hassutl! Where did you get it?”
 
   “It was a gift.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “From the same man in Yarabi Vale who made the sword, actually, a craftsman of great skill and repute–Janos the Armourer.”
 
   “And how excellently it fits your broad shoulders!” she exclaimed, stepping closer to examine the beadwork.
 
   Myrrh? I wondered at her perfume. Myrrh for embalming, and what else? Cinnamon? Cloves? Most unusual … and cloying. I felt odd. Was it the heat? What had I just said to her? My memory of our conversation was as dust sliding between my fingers.
 
   She said, “I am called Jyla, and I have an eye for quality work. That is why I picked out your Lykki short sword. I’m always in the market for a good sword.”
 
   I coughed. Such a remark I might have attracted in an alehouse, or even a brothel, but never in my experience from a lady of her undoubted station. Innuendo, yes, but as subtle as a charging pachyderm. This was beyond flattery. Suddenly, I could not quickly enough see the backs of this strange pair.
 
   I snapped the pouch shut. “Thank you exceedingly for your custom, Honoria Jyla. You are as gracious as you are radiant. I shall convey your compliments to Janos when next I see him.”
 
   “Does this Janos not trade his own wares?”
 
   “He does not travel much,” I replied quickly. “I act as his agent … ah, in this region. For a small commission, you understand. Business is business.”
 
   “Of course,” Jyla agreed, adjusting her hood to allow me a glimpse of her eyes. “Business is business, trader. A good eventide to you.”
 
   “Likewise be yours.”
 
   My reply was automatic; my fingers, clasping the pouch against my thigh, were as cramped and immobile as the branches of a petrified tree. A shadow had crossed my quoph just then, a chill deeper than mere bone or flesh could endure–for I was certain of what I had seen.
 
   Her eyes were black. Sclera, iris and pupil alike were as black as onyx, holes of nothingness bored into a statue’s perfect face; twin voids out of which no good thing could conceivably emerge.
 
   I could not suppress a shudder.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   I own, I tried to forget all about the Honoria Jyla. But, just a few makh after I departed Elaki Fountain, I had the double misfortune to encounter another Honoria. As my fingers deftly stitched a red-crested parakeet’s broken wing, I was leagues away in ruminations worthy of any cud-chewing jatha, thinking:
 
   I have always loved animals. Janos labelled my way with animals ‘magic’. This, mark my words, from an otherwise rational man … utter hogs-breath! Granted, I can calm a wild black bear enough to treat its injured paw, and even the most ferocious storm kestrel will bend its wing to my touch. My greatest boast is this: I have touched a blue condor. Truly told, I have touched that rarest of birds, which is said to signify Mata’s favour and is indeed, the embodiment of Her presence in the world. Let the credulous attend! The condor brought me no good fortune. That selfsame makh, I learned of my parents’ murder.
 
   Magic? I expect it requires respect. Animals mistrust fear, but warm to respect. Janos insists it is more to do with heart. He once said that I could not knowingly abide the suffering of any of Mata’s creatures, nor allow them harm. Ay. When I see a jatha limping, or a hedgehog torn by the spotted salcat’s cunning claw, something inexplicable happens within my quoph. It is a desire to help, but at once more fundamental and more compelling. When as a child I used to hold my breath, my father would smile and say, ‘You’ll need to breathe sooner or later, Arlak.’ This desire was akin to spring water welling up; an endless upward and outward pressure. It must spill over. A powerful river, it could not but flow.
 
   In those unbearable seasons after the Faloxx slew my childhood, I tried desperately to fill the ache hollowing out my breast from the inside. But it was Mata’s creatures that saved my sanity. I began to bring animals home, great and small, furred and feathered. Janos said that caring for them taught me to care for myself.
 
   So that is what I was doing with the little girl’s pet parakeet when the Honoria Telmak happened by in her violet-liveried takibuge.
 
   “Arlak Sorlakson!” shrilled a familiar voice. “Halt, driver!”
 
   My head jerked. I took in the driver’s colours, and almost lost my grip on the bird. A silent curse, ‘Oh, larathi!’ What awful timing!
 
   The takibuge crunched to a stop. The door creaked, the footman muttering obsequiously as he adjusted the alighting-step. I drew myself up, careful to keep my gaze modest and low. The Honoria Telmak–Rubiny’s mother, no less–was a commanding woman, rumoured to keep her husband in strict tow.
 
   I soothed the iridescent red-feathered head with a fingertip. “Hush, little one.”
 
   The lady stepped down, doubtless surveying the scene–my trader’s cart with its great ironbound wheels, drawn to the wayside behind a smaller family wain, and a family of six children and their mother enjoying a picnic lunch beneath the pungent wattle trees whilst I attended their pet.
 
   “Honoria Telmak,” said I, paying homage the traditional way. This involved holding a fluid and deep bow, with the left hand clasping the parakeet behind my back and the right burshingling just above her turquoise, sequined slippers, which were back-stitched in the Zeasi style, fifteen ukals a pair or I was no trader. “I’m indescribably honoured by your–”
 
   “Huh!” she sniffed. “Empty pleasantries, Arlak Sorlakson!”
 
   I held the bow stiffly, waiting her approval before rising. My fingers were growing tired with all that stupid wriggling burshingling demanded, and I could hear the family behind me–all girls, mark my words–whispering and giggling together. The Honoria’s glare burned a hole to eternity in the nape of my neck, while a thumping hangover, carefully cultivated over three days of most enjoyable carousing at Yuthalia, Elaki Fountain’s premier pleasure house, did my cause little aid.
 
   Her right slipper tapped away fiercely. But why this barely-concealed rage–unless it concerned my last altercation at Telmak Lodge? In which case she should instead be gloating at how Rubiny had dealt with me!
 
   “Rise!”
 
   I raised my aching skull to a precise degree, and extended my hand. “Master Telmak.”
 
   “Never mind that!” snapped the Honoria, slapping her husband’s hand down. “What have you done to my daughter, you wastrel whelp of a sow?”
 
   A wordless squeak passed my throat.
 
   She spat, “What. Have. You. Done? Speak!”
 
   “Done, me? Nothing, of course, nothing–”
 
   “Nothing? Is that all you have to say? Nothing?”
 
   “B-But … I have not laid a finger upon the daughter of the House–”
 
   “If you had dared lay a finger upon her person, I’d have it chopped off in a trice!” The Honoria Telmak shook her head so violently that a bejewelled hairclip flew past my nose to lance into the soft sward. “What did you say to her Rushday last, you … you stinking sodbuster? I checked the records. You were there that very day, you cannot deny it! Why, she came to me in tears! My own daughter, in tears over a useless, philandering male!”
 
   “Rubiny was–”
 
   “Silence, husband!” she roared. “If I wanted an opinion I would ask those good women, who this rake is doubtless terrorising with his lecherous, stinking panting as he plots how best to despoil them all–why, even down to this little one, who in Mata’s precious name must be barely five anna if she’s a day!”
 
   Her insults were leaves snatched away by a rushing stream. I reeled at the notion that Rubiny had been crying over me! She didn’t care a whit … did she? My feet itched to dance a rowdy jig! But I was forced to straighten my lips, especially when the little girl piped up:
 
   “Mummy, I’m nearly seven, aren’t I? Why’s the rich lady so cross? What’s a rake?”
 
   “What are you grinning at?” the Honoria demanded, her chin a-quiver in wrath. My lips compressed themselves instantly into a thin white line. “When I learn what you did to my daughter, Arlak Sorlakson, you’d better wish all of Ulim’s demonic Hunt were loose on your trail! I’ll ruin you and your miserable little enterprise, mark me! Fancy, the gall, upsetting my Rubiny! Now, what have you to say for yourself?”
 
   How could I respond? I tried from my height not to appear as though I towered above her; I schooled my eyes from straying to the provocative cut of her gown–for she was Rubiny’s mother, after all, and the daughter had clearly inherited her mother’s charms–and deliberately imagined tumbling her in a hay barn. Inappropriate? Shallow? Ay to both marks. But this silent rebellion was proof against my humiliation, an act of revenge confined to my thoughts alone.
 
   “Huh! I thought as much!”
 
   “I swear, I’ve done nothing to–”
 
   “Nothing again? Be silent! I’ll be the judge of your nothings!”
 
   Judge and executioner both, thought I.
 
   Now the Honoria Telmak called to the family, “Has he been harassing you?”
 
   “No, I–”
 
   “One more word out of you!”
 
   “He was looking after Jewel!” The little girl came running up. “See?”
 
   “Who is … Jewel?”
 
   “Her parakeet,” explained the mother in a flustered rush.
 
   “Jewel hurt her wing and the nice man made it better! Look, see, he’s stitched her wing with magic string!”
 
   The Master Telmak interjected, “Indeed, with silk of Gethamadi.”
 
   “Gethamadi silk? What does a vegetable farmer know of Gethamadi silk?”
 
   “He sewed Jewel’s wing better!”
 
   The Honoria seemed taken aback. Clearly, my little champion was doing far better than I at mastering the situation. I opted for a careful nod. “It is a hobby, Honoria Telmak. Eventide in the mountains can be lonely.”
 
   “And a fine job you’ve made of it,” the Master of Telmak Lodge added, scratching the parakeet’s head with an expert touch. “You’ve healing hands, Arlak Sorlakson.”
 
   His eyes twinkled conspiratorially as he stole back into the Honoria’s shadow, the very picture of a demure and dutiful husband. He moved oddly, I noticed, like a man twice his anna. But I knew I held his sympathy. And he had provided a graceful exit for the Honoria, which after a pause to regain her poise, she duly assumed.
 
   “I remain extremely dissatisfied with your conduct, young Arlak,” she huffed, squaring up to me again. “Just because you’ve a pretty face does not permit you to entertain ideas above your station. Rubiny o’Telmak is the fairest flower of a fine and rising House, with wonderful prospects and a future that expressly excludes Matabond vows with a man of your spendthrift reputation and lowly occupation!”
 
   “Yes, Honoria.” I had long since given up on Rubiny, so what loss this? Nonetheless, sweat trickled down my nape.
 
   I might even escape lightly, I had begun to hope, when she tittered, “You have my permission to apologise to my daughter, Arlak Sorlakson. Next time you sojourn at Telmak Lodge, you will grovel in the dirt in the forecourt as the wicked wastrel you are and thrice declare to the heavens the depths of your wrongdoing. You will beg Rubiny’s forgiveness. If fortune smiles upon you, she may grant you the slipper’s toe to kiss.”
 
   Thus leaving me aghast and gaping, the Honoria Telmak swept back to her takibuge, alighted with the aid of her husband’s arm, and snapped a command to proceed. In the dust-clouds of her passing, all six girls raced up to me, jabbering excitedly:
 
   “Who was that?”
 
   “Who’s Rubiny? Tell us about Rubiny!”
 
   “Ooh, this is so exciting!”
 
   “Mummy, what’s a wastrel?”
 
   “Girls, now girls, please! Let the man breathe!”
 
   “Ooh, he is pretty, mother, don’t you agree? I thought so the moment I saw him! Look, his ears are turning bright pink!”
 
   Ay, in such disgrace did I begin my return journey to Yarabi Vale.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 3: Janos
 
    
 
   No blade cuts keener than the knife-edge of betrayal.
 
   Old Roymerian Proverb
 
    
 
   Foul clouds scudded toward me on a capricious easterly wind like slate roof-tiles flung by an irate giant. The chill was unseasonable. From the clouds, tendrils of mist seeped down to brush the barren cart-track with clammy tentacle-tips, obscuring what was ordinarily a fine view from the crest of Hadla’s Pass down the length of Yarabi Vale to my home. A few dozen farmholds were sprinkled along its loam-rich floor, and a tiny clutch of mountain croftholds lay buried beneath the pass.
 
   The village was named after the rare yarabi bird, whose flaming plumage had once graced the finery of Hassutls and nobles. The vale had enjoyed a fleeting notoriety, attracting fortune-hunters from as far afield as Lorimere, Sulikarn and the eastern isles of the Aenkal Archipelago. They wiped out the gorgeous birds within seven anna. Many a yarn did the ulules spin, claiming renewed sightings and good-luck feathers. Janos himself was a believer.
 
   Liars, I fumed. Twenty silver ukals could not purchase an honest woman among ulules. Was this not foolishness, fireside fables, and verbal flummery? As for Janos–why, I expected better of him.
 
   I tugged my left ear, keenly regretting the incident six days past. Bright pink indeed, and worse afore eventide. Considering my reputation, that parakeet might just be the most expensive bird in Umarik history. How would I ever bring myself to grovel in the forecourt of Telmak Lodge? Whatever had possessed the Honoria to dream up such a grotesque form of apology–oh! I gritted my teeth. One guess: “Rubiny!”
 
   I could strangle the wench! If only she weren’t so comely, so vivacious, so … everything!
 
   A difficult trick, too, considering my fingers were frozen to the trace-handles. As usual, I had forgotten to pack my gennet-hide gloves and burnoose. I could no longer feel my nose and lips. I burrowed my chin into my collar, grumbling, “Ulim’s breath!” Bone-weary. Sick and cold. Those three days of revelry seemed a lifetime away. And they had not helped me forget Jyla. Not a jot.
 
   Best to drag myself back to home and hearth. Stoke the fire, kick off my half-boots, mull a measure or two of that nutty Salkuri red wine I’d been hoarding, and count the spoils of my trip. The trader’s grephe must have been satisfied.
 
   I slapped the foremost jatha irritably with the traces. “Ge’on, you!”
 
   Janos would crow in delight. My ten percent I could offset against the cart’s repair, with plenty to spare. Ten whole Reals! That opened new vistas. For the first time, I would have solid capital to my name. Enough to lift me from the mire? I could not imagine farming herbs and vegetables all my life. Farming was regular, dependable, and dull. I was destined for greater things.
 
   Knew I more of my destiny than other men? Nay. But I knew what I wanted–or at least, what I didn’t want. There were hardships graven upon the care-worn faces in the village, marks of a life and a future that frankly, frightened me. My parents’ murder had forced me to face my fears. Escape beckoned. And I had given it thought, oh sweet Mata, anna of thought. Schemes I counted by the bushel, and dreams by the cartload.
 
   So what inhibited me still?
 
   The sky spoke of a squall brewing. Given the blustering, ice-fingered wind, eventide had closed in fast and early. The narrow streets were deserted. The watch would have howled at my clattering haste, had they not slipped indoors makh ago.
 
   Golden lanterns winked behind guarded shutters.
 
   The blocky houses of Yarabi village were built from a pale sandstone, quarried locally, and fashioned with slate roof tiles and window-boxes brimming with gay bluebells, phuletips, and old-mother’s wisp. This dusk, the sodden sandstone seemed sallow and unwelcoming, rather than warm and homely. The flowers, blighted by the cold, drooped as though weeping at a sudden misfortune. The villagers were huddled indoors, enjoying hearth and fire, sipping their limmerwort tea or nibbling at those foul lurg nuts they held so dear.
 
   I felt transient, surreal, a living intruder in a silent spirit-world, a moth fluttering against the windowpane of reality.
 
   Beyond the village, my sense of isolation grew. Coniferous woods of brazen, stinge, and dwarf pine hemmed in the familiar track, providing sanctuary from the rising breeze. Low branches became unseen veils rustling against the cart’s sides. Though I must have driven this way a thousand times, this night I felt a thrill of apprehension that made me revel in a dangerous speed, the trees and branches whipping by, and at the sight of the first welcome lantern lighting the path to Sothi’s farm just ahead. Two more, then Janos’, and then mine a rabbit’s hop thereafter.
 
   Nearly home.
 
   The flat log bridge came as a shock of thunder, oily black waters flying by amidst a bruising rattletrap jouncing that well-nigh pitched me upon the hindmost jatha’s back. Wild laughter burbled from my lips.
 
   I was scaring myself. Muttering between clenched teeth, I hauled the jatha back to a sensible pace for the climb to the bluff above the river. One had to be careful on the switchbacks or a nasty accident could ensue. I gathered the traces in my fists and leaned over the animals to deliver my commands.
 
   With the ascent safely behind me, I let the cart rumble on past the turnoff for Farmer Lyat’s, with its lantern hanging from the familiar knotted pine, and hunkered down as best I could for the quarter makh or so it would take to reach Janos’ place. Usually, on this stretch, one could see his welcome lantern. I hunched deeper into my jerkin, beyond shivering now. O for the simple comforts …
 
   Odd! Squinting against the wind’s bitter knife-edge, I made out one welcome lantern, but not two. Roymerians make a point of never letting the welcome lantern snuff out, even in the foulest weather. A lit lantern signifies friendship, peace, and hospitality. It says, ‘Be welcome at my hearth, be you friend or stranger.’
 
   Perhaps he had forgotten to top up the oil?
 
   Pressed argan oil brought by slow coastal lugger from the faraway city of Mara-Udal in Damantia, I reminded myself, yielding profit of no less than eight ukals to the barrel. I had in my cart twenty barrels, which made … where was that accursed lantern? I marked it not. Mine always swung freely from a dwarf pine hard by my gate, buffeted by any breeze, whereas Janos’ stood firm upon the squat stump of an ulinbarb tree. The light out there swayed perceptibly.
 
   I worried at a fingernail.
 
   This was completely out of character. In Janos’ foundry, every tool had its place. The floor was swept each evening. He laid his table for dinner regardless of whether or not he had company. He sliced flatbread with short, definite strokes of his cutter, before spearing each square with the tine and raising it to his mouth with excruciating precision. Janos was a fastidious man, mark my words. Lanterns did not go out on his watch.
 
   By the time I reached the turning, I had imagined a dozen mishaps that could have befallen him since my departure. My thumb bled freely. How to tell the difference between fear and a real grephe, I wondered? I turned the jatha with a low bark, telling myself that under the guise of sharing the good news, I should look in on him. Just … in case.
 
   I checked the jatha and leaped down to check the lantern. Touched it. Still warm, I felt, and heard a sloshing of aromatic oil that indicated a good supply. It could not have blown out, for the shutter was latched shut, and the wick neatly trimmed. Of course. Pernickety Janos would have it no other way. I scratched my stubble. Then, why?
 
   Suddenly, as if bitten by a torfly, I leaped after the still-moving cart and sprang up to the footrest. In one movement I scooped up the traces and hissed the jatha on.
 
   I could smell the forge already, a distinctive blend of burnt umber and darkwood mixed with tangy alloys fired furnace-hot. Janos must be home, working. Doubly strange then the lantern had gone out …
 
   Janos’ low, neat bungalow appeared dark and still, so I did not bother with the front door. Heaving the cart to a standstill, I flung the traces over the nearest staypole and rushed up the path past the kitchen, taking the familiar stone cut steps three at a time. The forge was built back into the hillside behind the house, in what must once have been a small cave for barkdeer or rock lynx. Both had been mercilessly hunted in the heyday of Yarabi village, but now they were slowly returning as large tracts of the valley floor fell back to their natural state.
 
   Sight of the forge doors dashed these thoughts from my mind. The right stood ajar, the left was shut fast. Twice the height of a man, they dwarfed the slight figure that moved between them, backlit in orange flame by the open furnace.
 
   She was as startled to see me, as I was to see her. Our exclamations sparred midway:
 
   “Clear off, stranger!”
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “Ah …” she hissed, and the syllable stuck a hot poker into my gullet. “The trader from the marketplace!”
 
   Her! Jyla! A thousand thoughts, every last one of them ill, jammed into my head at once. I tried to push myself onward, to square my shoulders, but my boots seemed nailed to the top step. I rasped, “What are you doing here? Where’s Janos?”
 
   “I might ask you the same question, boy,” she smiled coolly, “but I would rather thank you first.” Jyla made a half-buskal, a mocking perversion of the common gesture of appreciation. “For leading us hence–thank you.”
 
   My hands knotted into fists.
 
   “After all, our Janos has proved most elusive over the anna. And resourceful.” Her laughter tinkled as if tiny icicles were dropping to the ground. “That is, until you betrayed him. You have my … heartfelt gratitude.”
 
   “Where is Janos?” My voice belonged to a stranger. “Where is he?”
 
   “Such touching concern,” Jyla tittered. Her black-in-black eyes glittered like hideous diamonds, and her voice flicked in an instant from honey to iron. “Would you see your precious Janos? Tortha! Stop fooling about. Bring him out.”
 
   There was a low moan that I mistook at first for the cry of poorly oiled hinges. But when Tortha banged the forge door open, the moaning soared into a raw, lingering scream. I have never since heard a living creature utter such a sound. I wish I never had. It tore an unspeakable wound in my innermost quoph.
 
   I squinted against the forge’s brutal, shimmering heat. There was a figure nailed to the door. Great, thick iron nails at shoulder, hip, lower thigh, and left ankle, pinned a man cruelly to the heat-scarred wood. Blood crusted his torso. Where his nose had been lay a smoking ruin, a gaping sore in the flesh. His left ear hung by a thread. He had bitten through his lower lip. Only his eyes were familiar, grey as flint, and thus I knew him for Janos.
 
   Tortha kicked the door. He shook it violently with both hands. Janos shrieked again and again as his body flopped about upon its pinions; Tortha’s perverse mirth spilled forth into the night.
 
   The man roared, “Give greeting, Janos! Your apprentice is come.”
 
   Despair creased Janos’ expression before he forced a smile–more a grimace–to his lips and sighed, “Arlak.” He mouthed, solûm tï mik, which means ‘son of my hearth’ in Dusky Fahric. An endearment, and a secret signal between us.
 
   But before I could think upon it, Jyla said sharply, “Boy! Have you used nails before?”
 
   “Nails?”
 
   “Like this.” Suddenly, one of the thick iron nails floated in the air between us. “A simple tool,” she noted, studying my reaction, “and singularly effective, wouldn’t you agree? Once driven home, they are nigh impossible to extract.”
 
   I had the impression this statement was meant for a test. I glanced at Janos for guidance, but he watched Jyla with neither malice nor anger, but with a quietude of spirit that given the situation, seemed utterly misplaced.
 
   “Iron nails. Sharp enough to pierce flesh. Blunt enough to make it interesting.” Jyla raised her hand and the nail drifted through the air toward Janos. “Where shall I place this one? Your choice. Neck?”
 
   The leaping forge flames made a brazen statue of her flawless features, as if she were chiselled of cold, unfeeling marble. “What about an eye? Left or right?” How could this be, I thought dully. A vine of such beauty; its fruit nought but evil? “Maybe his arm will suffice.”
 
   Jyla flicked her fingers. The nail shot forward to impale Janos’ left wrist, and pinned it upright as if she had calculated to trap him in the act of asking a question.
 
   Janos cried out, a thin and distant sound swallowed in the hot vomit spewing from my mouth; in my retching, gagging, and coughing; kneeling helplessly in the dirt, still heaving long after my stomach had nought left to expel. Then, by force of will, I staggered upright, shouting in my mind, ‘Surely no man alive can endure this agony?’ His wounds, his face … what could Jyla possibly want from him? I knew Janos kept secrets–but this? Unthinkable! Nothing, nothing could ever justify the torture of Mata’s own.
 
   Warily, I faced up to Jyla across the several paces that separated us. My hand rose absently to wipe my mouth, but my eyes were frozen in their sockets. Was she a Sorceress? Only the Eldrik claimed such powers. I simply could not comprehend her presence, here, in this place I had visited uncountable times.
 
   “What a shame you stumbled into this, you fool,” she said, casting her words like barbed hooks meant to impale. “You cannot possibly understand how important this man is to our cause, or what he has concealed over the anna. These are momentous events, beyond your ken.”
 
   I wanted to brand her a madwoman, but there was no madness in her now. Cool, rational, her words seared the night. “At least you will die knowing that you have done the Eldrik the greatest service imaginable–indeed, the greatest service in the history of our people. They will proclaim you a hero; they’ll celebrate your name in song. Arlak the betrayer. Arlak, our saviour.” She raised her fingers, clawed into mystic forms, and such was her expression and demeanour that I swear I felt Nethe’s own claws squeeze my neck. “Now, mark my words, I will end this swiftly.”
 
   “No!” Janos jerked against the nails. Fresh blood bubbled from his lips. By his suffering, he compelled our attention. He repeated, more weakly this time, “No. Have … pity …”
 
   “Pity? When you had none?”
 
   “What is done cannot be undone.”
 
   Jyla spat, “Never!”
 
   “The greatest magic cannot defeat this doom.”
 
   “What do you know of magic, you worthless nothing?” she exploded. I cowered, half-expecting the vitriol in her tone to come spitting forth as real acid. “But your kind were there–ah yes, you were there, with Lucan, when he committed that vile offence! And you’ll tell me everything, Janos. Every tiny detail. I won’t let you die before you do, because that would be too easy. And you know I have the power.”
 
   Janos rasped, “Do your worst, Myki Mahdros.”
 
   I knew the reference–it was drawn from an ancient Umarite legend, wherein Myki the Snake cheated the Goddess Yuthe of the nectar of immortality, hoping to make himself one of the Gods. Imyni, the Goddess of Hunting, hunted Myki to the ends of the lands and shot him through the heart with one of her burning arrows, thus recovering the nectar. Some versions of the tale, though, claimed that Myki had two hearts and thus cheated death. Why he should mention it now was beyond me.
 
   Jyla let an amused smile curve her lips upward. “Petty name-calling. Pathetic.” But that smile never touched her eyes. Not even close.
 
   The effort appeared to drain Janos. He slumped upon his pinions, hanging as a dead thing from a rack.
 
   “Of course, your protections are powerful, Janos, and it will take time to circumvent them. I’ll break you … eventually. But can I afford the time? The cost?”
 
   Jyla’s black, dead gaze dismissed him and swivelled to fix on me. I broke off wondering about Janos, afeared now for my own flesh and blood. “But here we have young Arlak. Is he an opportunity granted by the Gods? Ah–” she snapped her fingers, “–I have it now. Yes. I’ll give you the choice.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   A squeak. Another time I would have cursed at the embarrassment, but the Sorceress had me in her thrall.
 
   “You, Arlak. Now listen closely if you wish to save your friend. Here are your choices. You can fight Tortha. Beat him and you win Janos’ life. Or you can fight me. Beat me, and I’ll grant you mercy.”
 
   Lunacy! I moistened my lips. “These are my choices?”
 
   “Me or Tortha. Choose wisely.”
 
   Suicide either way, or I was no judge. Tortha would crush me. He wore nought but a pair of thexik trousers; in the forge’s blaze, his massively muscled upper body gleamed like several pythons oiled and knotted together. Jyla, in her sorcerous pomp, would toy with me as a salcat toys with its luckless rodent dinner. “I can’t just … walk away?”
 
   The smoulder in her expression made my attempted levity fall flat. I stalled, “What weapons–?”
 
   “Bare hands!” Tortha broke in. “I’ll snap your arms and legs like twigs, little man. Then I’ll roast you slow, feet-first in the furnace while you writhe in agony, unable to pull yourself free. Now–choose!”
 
   Choose? The horror! I glanced several times between my two tormentors, unable to decide, unable to think, my head pounding fit to burst as I struggled to process what I had seen and heard. Crises have always brought out the worst in me. This was intolerable. The wrong choice would cost Janos his life–it would cost both our lives. Jyla or Tortha. There was no choice. I kept coming back to that. No choice. Janos had been my father when I had none. Now he was their trophy animal, pinned the forge door with nails driven through his body and … in my mind I screamed: No, no, NO! I can’t do it, I can’t decide, I can’t abide it any longer …
 
   Then I bolted.
 
   I was the wind unleashed. My long legs scissored across the ground. Instinct took me down the path past the outhouse, my arms pumping as they had never pumped before. The speed of my descent made the air whistle past my ears. A single, scared-rabbit bound took me over the vegetable patch and deep into the bushes beyond. I dodged through slashing branches onto the game trail I had explored so many times as a boy, relying on my agility, dancing a quicksilver trail between boulders as tall as my shoulders.
 
   Action was better than thought, any action, or I would have burned away in that traumatic crucible. But fear soured my gratitude. I remembered Janos’ broken body. I could almost taste Tortha’s sick pleasure. I felt the condemnation of eyes as black as Nethe’s pit. Perhaps, if I ran fast enough and far enough, I would never have to see them again.
 
   The wind carried Jyla’s high, shrill laughter to my ears. Triumphant.
 
   Tortha I could not hear at all.
 
   My boots drummed the hard-packed trail. Ahead I could dimly make out the olive grove that marked the end of Janos’ land and the start of the wilderness proper. Flee! Nothing else mattered. For a moment, as my flight lengthened, I let the glorious scent of freedom fill my nostrils.
 
   He loomed as a boulder cloaked in darkness. With the flat of his hand, Tortha struck me spinning. My head exploded. In a trice the giant man had me pinned to the ground, breathless and dazed, and cheerfully whistled a tune through the gap in his front teeth as he trussed my limbs like a prize hog.
 
   “Fool,” he scoffed. “You did nought but her will.”
 
   Then he raised a rock in his right paw, and clubbed me senseless.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 4: Jyla
 
    
 
   How incandescent the romance
 
   Twixt moth and flame
 
   How quixotic
 
   Fatal
 
   P’dáronï of Armittal, Time Was, Time Is
 
    
 
   “Out! Out!”
 
   The guard thrust his baton into my rat-hole, and jabbed me in the ribs. When I did not stir quickly enough for his liking, he laid about my back and shoulders with the air of a connoisseur of affliction. Sadist! He enjoyed his job far too much. But my sour thoughts belied an alacrity to obey. Anything to avoid being beaten again.
 
   The dungeon door clanged open. I staggered forward, blinking against the torchlight as if I were a mole freshly roused from its burrow.
 
   “Filth!”
 
   “Gods, he stinks like a rotting corpse!”
 
   “Come!” Coarse laughter rang in my ears as I nearly brained myself on the low stone ceiling. “Hurry! The mistress must not wait!”
 
   Raising a hand to my forehead, I drew it back sticky with blood.
 
   Jyla had left me to moulder in her dungeon. Twenty-three days of solitude, marked by a bowl of slop served twice daily by a mute drudge, who ignored my every attempt to communicate. He did not empty the leather waste-bucket. The stench of my own faeces, the lack of space, and the impenetrable blackness had combined to drive me to despair. I exhausted myself in self-recrimination, reliving Janos’ fate a thousand times.
 
   And now she wanted me.
 
   “Move!”
 
   The brightness stabbed my eyes. I marched as best my chains allowed, hustled along by a guard on each arm. Squinting through my eyelashes, sun-blind as a dune mole, I perceived that we crossed an open courtyard, which completely surrounded a tall, slender tower fabricated of quarried rose-quartz blocks. My half-boots scuffed up puffs of dust as we crossed that sandy space and rounded the tower’s base. We halted before a solid, ironbound door. One of the guards fumbled at his belt for keys, the other man mined his left nostril for delicacies.
 
   I had long wished to know where I was held captive. The accents of my jailors sounded eastern to my untutored ear; the few sounds that drifted to my ear, unfamiliar and unwelcoming. But now, glancing at my captors, I saw foreign garb as well. Were we in Hakooi, fabled for its minstrels? Or as far as desert Lorimere, fifty leagues and more from Yarabi Vale? It was certainly further afield than Arlak Sorlakson had ever travelled.
 
   A rough blow against my shoulder plunged me through the doorway onto my already aching knees. “Up!” A boot propelled me forward as if I were some mangy cur the guard wished to kick out of his way. The chains tangled up and I crashed headlong into a flight of stone steps.
 
   The gloomy hallway stank of dead animals. I spat blood. Hopefully I had not lost any teeth. What use, rattling my chains at this treatment? I said nought as they hauled me bodily up the dank stairs, for I was too weak to climb.
 
   We plodded up and up that spiral staircase until I imagined we should arrive in the heavens themselves. My legs felt as ribbons blowing in a breeze. The starvation diet I had endured during my incarceration allowed them to handle my weight with the ease of grown men lifting a child. At length the guards halted before a second, smaller door. The one to my left gestured abruptly for his fellow to knock. The other balked. Even I sensed the strangeness emanating from those plain hardwood panels.
 
   “Enter!”
 
   Jyla’s voice. I fought an urge to scratch my skin as though I had been covered in a thousand exploring ants. The door swung open upon well-oiled hinges. A hard palm thrust me inside. The guards dared not cross the threshold; instead, they scrambled back down the stairs, shoving and scuffling to be fastest to depart. This speared the fear of Ulim’s Hounds into my quoph.
 
   A magnificent chamber greeted my awed gaze. Surely, far larger than the tower could support? The floor was a mirror-still pool of clear liquid–presumably water–so depthless that the effect was of standing on the edge of a cliff and peering over a vertiginous drop. My eyes rolled upward. Above my head, a domed, cobalt-hued ceiling arched to an impossible height, supported by ornate columns of priceless lapis lazuli. An evocative smell teased my nostrils–rich, exotic spices for which I had no name, which I traced to a brass brazier set upon a pedestal of highly polished onyx in the centre of the pool. The pedestal was perhaps three paces across, and raised but a handspan above the pool’s surface.
 
   Fluid movement behind the brazier brought the woman Jyla to my notice. Barefoot, robed in purest white samite, she trod a stately circuit around the pedestal’s circumference. She wore a towering headdress draped in an ornate netting of tiny, blood-coloured crystals, and her slender neck bent with a heron’s suppleness to support its weight. The water conveyed her soft, sibilant chanting perfectly to my hearing. The language was archaic and melodic, falling upon my ear with a subtly hypnotic power. Even from a distance, the sight of her spread the chill of an Alldark ice storm through my veins.
 
   A familiar paw crushed my left bicep.
 
   “Greetings,” said Tortha, with a purple-rimmed smirk of his lips. “Step this way.”
 
   He led me–or forced me, truly told–to advance out over the water. Vertigo tugged at my senses, but the walkway extended automatically beneath our feet, keeping exact pace with our progress. The jingling of my chains mingled with Jyla’s chanting, which never faltered during the age it took us to cross the pool, and to the tune of this discordant plainsong I arrived at the pedestal.
 
   She did not acknowledge my presence.
 
   Tortha cast me rough-handed at the brazier’s base, and there secured the chains upon my wrists to an iron ring embedded deep within the oily black stone. My reflection sullied its surface–ragged beard, soiled clothing, pallid skin, and fear acid-etched upon my brow.
 
   After watching Tortha withdraw, I turned my attention to Jyla, the author and mistress of my misery. Her sheer silken robes whispered as she moved, but where before I might have found the sight and sound erotic, this day I felt uncurious and detached from the business of living. Perhaps I had exhausted all possible emotion during my incarceration. Perhaps I had given up. Whatever the reason, fate no longer held claim upon my life.
 
   I knew she wove magic, but to what purpose?
 
   I wondered again at Jyla’s obsession. No-one beneath the suns is born evil. They choose their path–so my father taught me. Though a child may do wrong, and be taught wrong, true depravity is the acquired habit of adults. But Jyla! Could ought but Ulim’s own spawn be so steeped in evil? Jyla, mark my words, would maim, ruin, and torture without hesitation or regret. Small wonder Janos had chosen to live in hiding! To my knowledge he had never left Yarabi Vale, yet I knew he must have travelled the lands to acquire his great knowledge. What was his secret? I burned to know. It must be a cause dark and sinister, vast and terrible, that this murderess should pursue it unto death …
 
   As for Tortha, he had brute strength. He despised the weak. Jyla’s service offered opportunity aplenty to bloody his hands, I assumed, a duty he patently took cruel pleasure in perfecting. He had come to my cell one night, reeking of lethola spirit, to spit and rail at me through the bars. And the weal-marks of his whipping were not yet healed.
 
   What would my parents have made of this? Dragged to the tower of a Sorceress, bound to her whim and pleasure? And Janos? I had taken flight rather than fight; made no attempt to save him. Coward! Fool! Fool through and through … had I but done differently on that fateful night, had I but driven past! Ay, and had I not thought it through, considered the angles, replayed those events until I loathed myself with a loathing that burned as glowing coals in my heart? Why ignore the trader’s grephe? Why tell Jyla where Janos lived? Why tarry in Elaki Fountain, acting the whore?
 
   I had betrayed the man I loved as a father.
 
   Would he ever forgive me? Was he already dead?
 
   As my bitter reminiscence proceeded, I became aware that the chanting had stopped. A silence as deep as black waters surrounded us. Jyla’s stony orbs studied me as though I were a loathsome species of crawling insect she had discovered on her bedroom floor and was contemplating crushing with her heel.
 
   She said, “You’re bleeding.”
 
   I replied in low tones, “What is it to you?”
 
   “I need you alive and well–for the moment.” Jyla offered this without inflection, not threatening.
 
   Had ought changed? Patience, Arlak, I counselled myself. Wait her out. Do not give in to your enervation …
 
   At length she continued, “You intrigue me, Arlak Sorlakson. You hail from a Roymerian village which even by Umarite standards is a stinking hovel. Yet your bearing is worthy of a Hassutl. Here are sensitive hands. Hands made not for dirt and calluses, but for the quim, for poetry, and musicianship. Perhaps … perhaps even for magic.”
 
   She touched me then, just the faintest brush of her fingertips, akin to a lover’s butterfly touch. My skin prickled. I did not realise I was shaking my head when she said: “You disagree? Yes, so do I. It puzzles me why Janos should choose for his protégé, a man so riddled with weaknesses?”
 
   “I am no Sorcerer, truly told.”
 
   “No–and neither was Janos, despite my suspicions. A most skilful opponent, mark my words. I broke him only yesterday, even with the aid of your uncaring betrayal. A difficult man. Janos of the guardtower will. He is all the man that you’ll never be.”
 
   “Nought will you gain from me!”
 
   A spider’s smile crept around her lips. I knew at once that my denial was baseless. A trick, a cruel manipulation, and my cowardice had doomed Janos. Jyla had been leagues ahead of me all the while. I felt unclean, used, abused.
 
   “Don’t cower!” she snapped suddenly. “It’s unbecoming in a man.”
 
   “It’s modest …”
 
   “It’s pathetic! What passes for culture in the Umarik Fiefdoms is a filthy perversion of the natural order! Where is the balance, the harmony, the respect for the way things ought to be? I’ll never understand the Umarite mind, even embodied in such a pretty specimen. Were you not such a spineless species of toad–well! I might have considered umak talis with you.”
 
   I cast my eyes to her feet. A dalliance with Jyla? I admit, for a moment something akin to desire warmed through my better judgement, for she was beautiful–as an icicle is beautiful, or a prism lit by refractive light–and powerful, and different to any woman I had ever known. But she was also as deadly as a mountain adder. A woman who would use and cast aside as she pleased, never sparing a thought to the good. Her contempt swamped my momentary wish. Heat flooded my cheeks.
 
   “So I broke Janos!” I flinched as her sudden shout echoed across the chamber. “I tortured him. I snapped him in twain and learned everything he knows; everything he had to tell. Ay, I sucked him out to a dry husk. In the end he begged to answer my questions.”
 
   Janos? It hardly seemed …
 
   “And now I know I need you, and your especial connection with him. Janos implored me to save you–and I will. He would even have appreciated it. He loved you–more the fool he.” In her mouth, the word ‘love’ twisted into a curse. It paralysed me, this unforeseen notion. “You’re a malleable material, Arlak, mine to shape and to hone. A tool for my needs. For you I have prepared this chamber, and a magic simple in structure yet profound in effect. It will be a … special creation. One day, you might even come to appreciate the irony.”
 
   Jyla moved closer, until her black eyes filled my world, like a night sky devoid of stars. The darkness was formidable, intoxicating, ravenous. “I need you to be selfish, Arlak,” she whispered, cupping my cheek tenderly. O accursed hands! “There, that isn’t too difficult, is it? Great power will be yours to command, but housed in such a flawed vessel, it can only lead to misuse. Your selfishness and wrongdoing will magnify the enchantment a thousandfold.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “I’m raising a Wurm. You’ve heard of those, haven’t you?”
 
   “Ulules’ tales–”
 
   Jyla shook her head, breaking the connection, and stepped backward with a graceful flexion of her thighs. “Idiot!” she sneered. “Enough inane chatter.”
 
   At once she was all business, regal and haughty, drawing her robes about her person with a purposeful snap, transfigured into the role of Sorceress. Her hands began to weave a complex series of symbols in the air, moving as with a mind of their own in sequences of hypnotic power. I caught myself gaping like a dullard and hated myself all the more.
 
   Suddenly she cried: “Orlio immio oorrallia aatak!”
 
   No human larynx could have produced such a thunderous command.
 
   The result was spectacular. Like flower petals peeling away from the stalk, what I had taken for a solid dome above my head split along its seams and began to fall away slowly, majestically, into the space around the tower. Gods alone knew what the people on the ground must have thought. There was no other sound, just the sight of the dome pieces dropping past the edge of the pool, and though my ears expected it any moment, there came no thundering report of pulverised stone upon the ground below. Instead, a cool breeze soothed my fevered brow, bringing the aroma of sweet pine needles and rich, loamy soils.
 
   Every way I turned, my wondering gaze took in snow-capped peaks sparkling in the golden evening sunshine. They were ancient, riddled with caves and bearded with long-needled coniferous forests, resembling ranks of hoary-eyed kings wearing gilded crowns, with long beards flowing down over their slumbering chests. Where was I? What was this place? We were level with the heavens, eagles in our eyrie.
 
   I could see for leagues around from the onyx platform. Verdant pastures lapped gently at the base of the mountains, and a flock of egrets made brilliant white specks against the darkling forests.
 
   Serenity.
 
   “Oalisi aatak!”
 
   Jyla stabbed her hands into the pool. She held that pose so immobile, and for so long, that I began to wonder if some kind of seizure had not overtaken her. At length I noticed the surface begin to stir, yet a turgid sleeper, but steadily wakening to an unseen force. The pool became agitated. Her shoulders quivered, pressing downward, transferring some arcane energy, I imagined, into the waters.
 
   “Inio alik alakin!” She sprang back, startling me, and then began to stalk the pool’s edge. Watching. Waiting.
 
   Something was happening. A pressure on my eardrums, a salcat’s paw stroking my spine. I realised I had risen from my knees into a hunched-over standing position, the better to inspect my fate, but could see nothing alarming until I followed Jyla’s glance to the skies.
 
   My jaw sagged open.
 
   “Can you feel it, Arlak?” Jyla’s fingers sank into my hair as a tygress sinks its talons into rabbit-flesh. Dear Gods! What demoniacal strength possessed her hand–she would surely lift my scalp clear of the bone beneath! “Mark how the Wurm rises! Soon you will be invested with power the like of which mortals may only dream. As it unfolds within you, as the magic overwhelms and consumes you, you will be unable to hold back. Mighty Arlak! Mighty, helpless Arlak. My web will tear you from your wretched existence and make you great!”
 
   The sight held me transfixed. Above the tower, despite horizons as clear and blue as a pearlock’s eggshell, a glutinous grey-black mass of clouds surged together, seething and boiling as though dragged protesting to this rendezvous by Jyla’s invisible conjuration, and held prisoner against its will. Unnatural energies crackled between angry, jostling thunderheads. Growls of fractious displeasure sounded from their midst, giving me the impression of a pack of gigantic, snarling hounds confronting each other over a choice hunk of meat.
 
   The magnitude of her power!
 
   One hears stories of magic. A good ulule would know hundreds. The mad wizard and the evil Eldrik Sorcerer are as much ingredients of folklore as moxi flour is basic to bread-baking. Their abilities are fabulous, embellished by the poetic and bardic arts, encased in a storyteller’s rune and leaf. Reality was a harsh teacher. Instantly I grasped three truths: the limitations of my education, how I had laughed at those tales with a disbelieving heart, and how frail was the vessel that cupped my life.
 
   Jyla uncoiled her fingers. Thrust my head aside. “You’ll serve, Arlak. You’ll serve me well.” I was speechless. “Now give me your narrowest attention,” she declared. “Mark my words and be forewarned! At your every failure, the cost will be multiplied. Double my power. Double your forfeit. Your deeds shall feed my Wurm!”
 
   I had to assert myself. “I will never serve–”
 
   “Your will is neither barrier to man nor to child,” Jyla cut in. “What choice you had, Arlak, you squandered in betraying Janos. Look! Water and wind! Nature’s strength against yours. Which, think you, will triumph?”
 
   “What did you do with Janos? Where is he?”
 
   “In the water. In the sky. All around you.”
 
   She was serious.
 
   “You’re crazy!”
 
   “Mere drivel. Power is all that matters, nought else.”
 
   I shook my chains, helpless as any newborn babe.
 
   The rising wind plucked my rags and tousled my hair. The platform trembled beneath my feet. I expected the water to slop over the edge any moment, for a circular mill-race surrounded us.
 
   The Sorceress began to chant forcefully in a guttural tongue, a long rattle of syllables that built on itself with each repetition. To my ear it resembled the smattering of Low Eldrik Janos had once drummed into me. Should I not understand …? At length, however, Jyla’s labours provoked an eerie, throbbing wail from above, as though the mythical blackbeast had taken form to hunt its prey in the makh of twilight and howled answer to her summons. The clouds swirled faster and faster, I saw, goaded by her unending, increasingly impassioned efforts. She was sweating despite the cool atmosphere. The tendons of her neck were hawsers so taut I could have plucked them for music, had I been able.
 
   Mark my words, I was sore glad of my captivity. Jyla, unafraid, remained in the open with her robes clinging to her slight figure as the wind buffeted her this way and that. A sudden gust could knock her right over the edge, I imagined. The storm might yet turn to my advantage. The white cloth would flutter as she plummeted through the air …
 
   But the clouds marched to her cadence, weather and water hearkening to her call as if a vast instrument thrummed at its master’s fingertips. The wind picked up spray up off the pool, soaking me from every angle, and as I wiped my face I became aware of a new sound; rather, I felt it in my bones, a basso rumble that quickly intensified until I thought my teeth would shake loose from my jaw and patter around my feet as hailstones. Then the wind changed.
 
   My lungs laboured to draw breath. My feet became light. Jyla’s robes shot skywards. Suddenly I could no longer keep my stance, for a fierce up-draught rushed beneath my body, lifting me with astounding facility, flipping me upside-down. Only the manacles entrapping my wrists kept me from being plucked away instantly.
 
   Forked lightning struck the platform.
 
   I screamed.
 
   Jyla, arms outstretched and head flung back, screamed too in a kind of ecstasy, at precisely the same moment. Our cries mingled until they became indistinguishable.
 
   With that, Nethe’s breath struck the world.
 
   Up surged the water from the pool. Down came the clouds. A dark, snaking funnel descended towards my feet. Mark my words, at that time I knew nothing of tornados, for the Umarik Fiefdoms do not suffer such freak weather. But I believe it was a tornado Jyla created that day. And I was its target.
 
   The storm attacked as if intent on driving its weapons into my flesh, pummelling my body this way and that until I feared the manacles would tear my hands clean off my wrists. It tossed me about as a leaf blasted by a gale. All I could do was to squeeze my eyes shut and endure, to hold my face when the wind dropped for a moment, and then be hoisted aloft by a fresh gust. How could she still be standing? The wind shrieked as if the thousand cacodemons of Ulim’s Hunt loosing tongue together, as the crack of Ulim’s whip lashed them on through the ever-darkness of Alldark Week.
 
   But even more terrifying was Jyla’s next command: “IMMACO WURI AATAK WURM!”
 
   This, at last, I understood. Through the tempest, I glimpsed the Sorceress striding to the brazier, insensible to the slashing rain and a windstorm that could hoist a grown man aloft. She cast an object within. Her once-comely features were drawn into a death mask, as though her life were somehow sup to those demons I had envisaged and they had claimed payment due for the magic she had wreaked upon an innocent world.
 
   A thick, greasy tendril of smoke began to leach from the brazier. It did not dissipate as I would have expected, nor did the raging storm shred it. Instead it swayed, coiled beneath the blast, and oozed toward me.
 
   I wanted to cry out, ‘What more? What more can I stand?’ But now the sweet stench of burning flesh suffused my nostrils. It triggered the memory of how, in my ninth anna, I had chanced upon a charred body in the bragazzar woods near Yarabi village; how I fled to my farm, never stopping for breath; how upset I had been when I burst into the farmhouse only to discover my parents were away trading. Janos found me quivering beneath my bed that eventide. He told the Layik of the village, the head woman. The scandal broke that same night. My find unearthed a cell of Ulitrists–those Ulim-worshippers who, it is said, dissect corpses in search of arcane knowledge and burn the remnants for Ulim’s pleasure.
 
   Were Janos’ organs sizzling on the coals? Was Jyla an Ulitrist? Her independence decried such an association. She would see allegiance as an impediment, I supposed, making her motivation no less opaque to me than before. But I did note a sick stirring of grephe at the thought–and agonised again over Janos’ fate.
 
   Wurms, I understand now, are augmented forms of the crawling or squirming classes of insects, of which the Fiefdoms are bedevilled in abundance. The Sorcerer applies his or her powers by means of a sorcerous construct–the Web of Sulangi being one amongst several–to enlarge a creature’s size and power far beyond what nature intended. Eldrik Warlocks are particularly fond of these monstrous pets. Even the brutal Faloxx hunt elsewhere, though it took the annihilation of not one but two invading armies to drive that message home. No one bothers the Eldrik. No person, to my best knowledge, had ever crossed their borders.
 
   The smoke slithered into my hands.
 
   Lasciviously, it curled in bracelets about my wrists. It clung to my skin with a touch at once feather-light and inexorable. The brutish wind gave it no pause. Stinging rain could not sweep it away. The smoke behaved as an animate liquid–never sticky, never hurried, spreading up my arms as smoothly as oil.
 
   The smoke felt as I imagined Jyla must feel. O hateful touch! No sorcery of hers would overmaster me unopposed. I hurled my fullest strength against the manacles, fighting claw and fang against the way the storm pummelled my body and blinded my eyes, and against the weird smoke, but it mattered nought.
 
   Water streamed into my eyes. I wiped them clear on against my upper arm only to see Jyla’s face close enough to spit at, her expression marked with a kind of maternal delight that perversely mimicked what I had once seen on a woman who that makh delivered her babe at the roadside safe and sound, and, cradling it in her arms, gazed adoring into her newborn daughter’s eyes. So Jyla perceived her creation.
 
   I, glimpsing movement behind her, beheld: A bird … a blue condor? Here?
 
   The tornado made a fluttering rag of my body. The great bird should have been smashed against the tower. Instead, it drifted through the uproar, wings outspread as though buoyed upon an afternoon zephyr. Effortless. Not a pinion was ruffled. Not a feather seemed out of place.
 
   Its eyes fixed upon mine. Suddenly, I could not look away. Surely I dreamed? Peace streamed from the bird’s gentle gaze into my fevered mind. I imagined it speaking: ‘Come. Here is an oasis of tranquillity, if only you will take your rest.’
 
   A sending of Mata’s? But … I was no believer!
 
   The smoke slid up into my nostrils. Slipped down my throat. I tasted grit, ash, and the tang of blood. I could not breathe. My lungs burned, but the thing would not relent. Deeper and deeper it spread. I heaved, tried to cough, and strove with every fibre of my being to vomit it up. Nethe’s chills wracked my body. Had I the use of my hands I would have reached down my own throat to claw the ghastly thing loose. Yet my eyes, as if drawn by strings, swivelled to follow the condor as it dipped behind Jyla.
 
   “What?” she grunted. “What are you–?”
 
   The Sorceress whirled. The bird was an arm’s-length from my right hand, circling behind me so that I could no longer see it, but I could follow Jyla’s reaction perfectly. Surprise. Shock. Then a white-lipped fury that had it been unleashed, would have immolated us all.
 
   The wind broke off as though a door had slammed shut upon its wrathful storehouse. A deafening stillness enveloped the world.
 
   I crumpled upon the platform. Barely had my head smacked against cold stone, and my mind registered that the tower had again been struck by multiple branches of lightning, when I became aware of a new sound, a shriek that climbed rapidly through the registers until it attained a pitch that stabbed knives into my eardrums. I distinctly felt something burst. I clutched my head. Curled into a foetal ball, I prayed most fervently to die.
 
   Then the wind returned. Where before it had been a whirling dervish, now it was a wall, and many times amplified. As I shot sideways the manacles saved me once more. Jyla grabbed for the brazier, but the wind knocked it over and dumped the contents into the pool. The hissing steam was whipped away, snuffed out as though it had never been. Another blast picked up the Sorceress and flung her across the platform, dashing her against my flapping body. She clutched my waist. Jyla somehow found purchase amongst my soiled rags. Her eyes, stripped at last of all arrogance, pleaded with mine.
 
   No human-made edifice could have withstood this renewed assault; the inexorable stress, the ferocity of Nature stressed beyond forbearance. The tower groaned. Long and low, its stones voiced the one clear thought remaining in my head–death knell.
 
   The tower began to tilt.
 
   The wind was an unforgiving tyrant. Slowly, digit by digit, it prised Jyla loose. What her fingers would not release, unravelled thread by thread beneath the windstorm’s awesome force. I could do nought, nor would I have done, to offer her aid. She even used her teeth to hold on, but her efforts were doomed. The cloth frayed. Ripped. She seized my belt, lost that, and snatched at my trousers. For a moment I thought she might be secure, but her grip slipped again under the tremendous pressure and she scored bloody trails with her fingernails down to my knees, then ripped my calves open, and now the last bastion, my ankles, came into her clawed grasp.
 
   At the very last, Jyla gazed up my body’s length into my eyes. She smiled–hideously.
 
   Then she was torn loose.
 
   A single flutter.
 
   Gone.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 5: Reawakening
 
    
 
   O to find a new beginning
 
   My reinvention
 
   Of nascent wholeness
 
   My becoming
 
   What I have never been
 
   Oldik Laymarson, Verses Beyond the Rumik, Scrolleaf the Third
 
    
 
   “Drink up,” said the old woman, thrusting a bowl of broth into my hand. She stumped back to the fireplace, humming tunelessly.
 
   I stared at the herbs dancing slow curlicues upon the hot liquid, and at the rising steam, trying to remember. How long had I been here? When last had I sat abed? What day was it?
 
   “You’re hungry, lad. Drink.”
 
   And this manner of greeting? I sipped, yelped, blew the half-unfurled herbs across the small bowl. Veined leaves gelid with sap. That smell … konis? Baltagia tea? The words came to me as from a great distance. Untried. Unwieldy, like lumbering farmers attempting a delicate dance.
 
   Gazing over the blue-glazed rim of the bowl, I took in the bundles of herbs tied to the hut’s roof, which consisted of a latticework frame of wattle branches overlaid with layers of woven reed mats, the rude fireplace, the cooking pot hanging above it. There was a simple pallet for a sleeping-place. I took in the woman’s knotted calf muscles half-hidden beneath a clean peasant smock, wooden clogs upon her feet, and her iron-grey hair tied back in a careless bundle. I could have been anywhere in the Fiefdoms.
 
   The old woman dipped a ladle into the pot and drew out a portion for herself. Without turning, she called, “Stop gawping and eat. I’ll not have a stickman in my house–better I plant you in the garden to scare off the crows.”
 
   This made me smile. The odd, unremembered sensation around my mouth made me reach up to touch an explosion of beard that beggared belief. I drew out a leafy twig and gaped at it.
 
   “Well you’ve been living rough for some anna, mark my words,” she remarked, setting her bowl aside. Reaching to a shelf, she drew forth a pakari flatbread and broke it in half. “Bread you can have when I’ve seen that broth safely down. No telling what you’ve been eating. Found you running with some speckled deer, my daughter did. Telia lured you here. In all my anna, never have I seen a sight more peculiar. A man deer.”
 
   Broth! My tongue howled its delight. Had it not been so hot I would have gulped it down and the bowl too.
 
   “Starving?” She had not turned around, but still seemed to know my every thought. “There’s more.”
 
   I tried my voice. “I … grateful.”
 
   “Rusty as an old tine!” cackled my hostess. “I’ll wager ten brass terls to a tinker’s boot you haven’t spoken in anna. Now you can thank me by finishing your sup.”
 
   “What anna is it?”
 
   She squinted at the ceiling. “It must be … don’t think I rightly know. All’s a-muddle in my head. It must be Summer’s Richness. Harvest season’s a ways off and the Glooming farther still.”
 
   “It’s the twenty-fourth anna of Gracious Albora’s reign, and today is Sayth, the day of rest,” piped a new voice. “Is he awake, mother?”
 
   I automatically tugged the covers over my nakedness. Mata’s name, I had not a stitch of clothing upon my body! Fancy … and as the rush doorway fell to again, I beheld the merry eyes of the old woman’s daughter, and grew flustered at her frankly appraising stare.
 
   “He is nought but washboard bones and a shaggy mane!” She pecked the old woman on top of her head, set her basket beside the table, and smiled at me. “Doubtless she hasn’t introduced herself?”
 
   “She? Who’s she–the cat’s mother? Huh! Who’s been swanning off to the village all morning whilst I sweat buckets tending this poor puppy?”
 
   “I am Telia, and this is Agria, my mother. You have to understand she’s–”
 
   “Go on, say it, you ungrateful wretch!”
 
   “Forgetful.”
 
   “The anna I wasted teaching you your manners. Huh!”
 
   Telia was taller than most women, with a face that was characterful rather than comely, but I sensed a wholesomeness about her manner that I warmed to. She was not yet a matron, but maturing towards that station, being perhaps fifteen anna older than I.
 
   “What’s the standard anna?” I inquired.
 
   “One thousand, three hundreds, fifty and six,” Telia replied. By this mode of counting I knew her at once for an Elbarath–courtesy of Janos’ teaching–from a Fiefdom which lies a hundred or more leagues south of Roymere. Mata’s name, I was far from home!
 
   By her reply and the season, I calculated I must have spent some three and a half anna in the wilderness, in madness. And that was when I began to remember what had been.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   I lived with Telia and Agria until full Harvest, turning my hands daily to the tasks that governed life in the deep backwoods. I split wood to store against the coming cold seasons of Rains, Alldark Week, and Thawing. The walls I chinked with winterbrush and brown sponghum moss. As the days grew short I gathered the last berries and edible tubers from the forest surrounding their home, went hunting several times, and traded in the village for supplies. Ay, my fresh-shorn locks set tongues a-wagging there!
 
   My hands were kept busy, but not busy enough to prevent my mind from dwelling upon the past at great length. The realisation that a considerable portion of my life had been wasted–or stolen from me–was painful and disorienting. The anna! Where had they flown? A great gap, then Jyla. The tower. Janos. The storm … her grand design apparently ruined by Mata’s envoy.
 
   What did it mean?
 
   What had Jyla done to me?
 
   The memory of Jyla’s sorcery seemed a nightmare wreaked upon some stranger’s person. Not I, not this withered husk of a man. But my wrists bore scars from the manacles. When had I lost those? Even as a quim to the scrolleaf, so had Tortha’s rod and whip scored its tale upon my flesh. As the days rolled into seasons, I found I could recall the past in ever-greater detail. I knew too much. I dreamed repeatedly of Jyla, tasting again the smoke of her sacrifice, walking panting and choking upon my own vomitus.
 
   I found it in my eyes. The day I borrowed Telia’s glass, the better to extract a thorn from my cheek, I saw it lurking there. The accursed Wurm. Or did I imagine it?
 
   The glass slipped from my nerveless grasp. Shards burst star-like from the point of impact. Shattered, silvery slivers winking back my fractured life.
 
   It is commonly held that a man’s eyes mirror his quoph. Zealots of the highly religious and influential Grathayn sect, which is strongest in the southern Fiefdoms, practise matali-ur-uli or ‘light overcomes darkness’ to exorcise the evil they believe is rooted in the quath and corrupts the quatl and quoph if left unattended. Matali-ur-uli involves using mirrors to direct sunlight into the bound subject’s eyes. I hear it can make one go blind–may I never suffer such ignorance! Even before Doublesun matali-ur-uli will blind the subject, but Belion’s brilliance makes a smoking ruin of the flesh. This to save the quoph? Idiocy!
 
   Thus, the broken looking-glass became a portent to my febrile mind. A curiously beautiful, enigmatic motif. To know this madness was to behold the visage of my inmost terrors. My sanity resembled aged scrolleaf–thin, brittle, and curled at the edges. Truly told, when the terrors descended upon me I thought I should stop breathing, and shadows would stalk the edges of my vision, and I cowered in a corner for makh barking at all comers.
 
   White was the colour of my mourning. Sunk in a bottomless well of depression, I made myself a terrible burden to Telia and Agria. I treated them harshly, but never a harsh word did they return. Their kindness restored my life. Slowly, nourished at their hearth, I gathered strength. The fears abated. I grieved for my friend Janos, who I had betrayed.
 
   My soles itched to tread new roads.
 
   And so, as Glooming season turned to the Rains and the harvest was safely stored in granaries the Fiefdoms over, Agria shared with me her deepest longing and the best way I could express my appreciation to her daughter.
 
   That selfsame night, I fled with nary a backward glance.
 
   Ay, the Arlak of old might have obliged with scarce a second thought, but I was far from that man now. Grant her a child? A kindly thought, except that my terrors far overshadowed any sense of obligation. Perhaps the ulules had invented one too many tales birthed in the contaminated seed of demon-possessed men. To what Nethespawn monster might Jyla’s foul labours give rise, lay there but a grain of truth therein?
 
   


  
 



Chapter 6: Magic
 
    
 
   Warlock’s Roost, 3rd Joinday of Highsun, Anna Nol 1603
 
    
 
   I dipped my quim in the lithpot, trapped the excess ink against its rim, and said, “You will understand, Benethar, that two hundred and fifty anna ago I knew as little of the ways of magic as I knew of the world beyond Roymere.” I scratched a careful note on the scrolleaf. “I was ignorant and cocksure. The more I have learned, the more I realise there is to know. There can be no end to the accumulation of knowledge in one man’s lifetime. There are mysteries that can never be fathomed, just as my own life is a mystery. I enjoy mysteries. They humble the wise.”
 
   His reply, a low groan, rattled the shutters in their casements for a span.
 
   “Ah, forgive me. I assumed you required no grounding in the fundaments. Jyla stole more from you than ever I imagined.”
 
   Lightning crashed against the tower walls. Yes. I stepped over to the scroll rack and selected a leaf from Eliyan’s writings. An Eldrik of no mean reputation, he had once been Lead Sorcerer of the moderate L’yæm faction.
 
   I thought, ‘Once torturer, once friend, now long dead.’
 
   Unfurling the scrolleaf upon the podium, I read:
 
    
 
   To the seeker, let it be known of the art and practise of magic:
 
   Magic is life.
 
   Magic is all around us–in the air, in the ground, in people, infusing all living things. It takes as many different forms as thought. It has structure, meaning, and flow, and yet consists of nothing that can be measured. It can never be used up. It simply is.
 
   Magic is neither good nor evil. It is a tool that can be used equally to either end; in itself, it remains devoid of moral imperative. Its use is child’s play compared to the wisdom and judgement required in knowing how or when to apply it.
 
   The practise of magic depends upon the ability to concentrate and harness this ubiquitous potential. Two key ingredients are required of the student who seeks mastery: time, and sacrifice.
 
   By sacrifice, I mean that the knowledge of magic is not inborn to either the Eldrik or the Umarite, but learned by necessarily painful and lengthy discipleship, preferably at the feet of a great teacher, who by their ability and grasp of the mysteries may be able to shorten the student’s path to mastery. No person grasps it overnight. There is a great body of lore built up over many gantuls by the labours of dedicated men and women, wherein the grateful student should be immersed. Some learn quicker than others, true. But all learn sooner or later that it is far more difficult to do than to undo. Creation hallmarks mastery. Destruction is the province of the amateur.
 
   Consider: Great magic requires great time to prepare. It is said that Mata spoke and the world was–only, the word that She spoke was longer and more laden with meaning and infinite minutiae than the sum of all the lifetimes of all the people who have ever lived. But it seems mortal man may never plumb magic’s depths. Granted, magic requires a certain belief in what cannot be seen. But sometimes it takes on a life of its own. Unintended consequences arise. Tiny mistakes create oceans of chaos.
 
   The condor’s appearance on that fateful day was one such event. Consequently, something inexplicable happened to El Shashi that has not to my knowledge been repeated in any man or woman before, or since.
 
   In the realm of magic, El Shashi is a creature apart. Ulim’s accursed henchman, I have heard it breathed. For did he not wield power unimaginable? Ay, and was this power his own, or did it belong to the Wurm? To this subject we shall return anon. But it is clear that Jyla intended the Wurm first and foremost to be the vehicle by which and in which a titanic source of magical power should be collected. Never before had a Wurm been raised to this purpose. No person, save Jyla alone, had laid claim to this knowledge.
 
   Magic is by nature diffuse. To gather it takes effort and care, a task laden with hazard. Magic has no desire to be concentrated in one place, but in theory can be infinitely concentrated as long as the vessel, or the wizard, is powerful enough to keep it thus. A delicate art indeed. It cannot be rushed. A mistake can spell instant annihilation.
 
   One such artifice for the concentration of magic is the so-named Web of Sulangi …
 
    
 
   “Ahoom!” thundered my companion.
 
   I nodded ruefully. “Indeed, Benethar. Jyla devised a unique way of amassing more magic than has ever been amassed since the beginning, and a means to sustain it over many anna, for her need and ambition required no less than the greatest edifice of magic in history.”
 
   The quim hesitated over the scrolleaf, trapped by my memories.
 
   “And to accomplish that, she used me.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 7: Alila and the Rising
 
    
 
   The bread of playing God is but crumbs of misery.
 
   Old Roymerian Proverb
 
    
 
   “Mata’s timing,” averred Farmer Lak, in a slow, gravelly voice, resting his fond gaze upon his wife as she waddled out of the lyomhouse. He hooked his stubby thumbs behind his belt buckle. “Need the extra hands, mark my words, stranger. Only ten weeks now. A daughter by the way she’s carrying. Blessings indeed.”
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   I signed the buskal of Mata’s peace, a circle made above the heart with one’s hands pressed palms together. Judging by the shrieks coming from behind the house, this family was a lively one and possessed of several older blessings as well.
 
   “Can’t say as to where you’d sleep.”
 
   I glanced up at him. His brawny, work-stooped shoulders bunched together behind his neck as though twin jatha strained at the yoke. He was a huge man, fully half a head taller than me and twice as broad through the middle. He reminded me nought more than of an ulinbarb tree, weathered and durable.
 
   “Had an outbuilding fire just last Rushday. Burned the place clear out. The other hands is sleeping in the barn, but there’s no room there ‘less we turn out the animals.”
 
   “Have you timber?”
 
   “Nethe yes, but neither joiner nor fitter who costs less than this farm pays in two anna.” He shook his head gloomily. “It’s a sore trial of faith, mark my words.”
 
   Just then, several shouts interrupted us. “Father! Father!” Two young tearaways burst around the corner and flung themselves at the farmer without a care for life or limb. I took a backward step, but he swooped on them with a great bear-hug, spun them around, and settled them one on each hip before I could catch my breath.
 
   “You scamps! What do you want?”
 
   “Alila took my sweetbread.”
 
   “I had it first!”
 
   “Liar!”
 
   “Silence!” Farmer Lak roared. He glared at each girl in turn, and then smiled at me. “I gladly present my daughters, stranger.” Nodding left and right, he said, “Alila. Jeria.” Bare-limbed and dark-haired, the twins pouted identically at me. I marked them for perhaps six anna of age. “Girls, give greeting to our new farmhand …”
 
   “Arlak,” I supplied.
 
   They smiled sweetly and chorused, “Be welcome, Arlak!”
 
   “Father, she took my–”
 
   “But I had it first!”
 
   “Be still! By all that is holy, squabbling in front of a guest! Have you no shame?”
 
   They were likeable rascals, I decided. A handful indeed. But Farmer Lak’s heart clearly matched his jatha-girth. He must love his children as dearly as my parents had once loved me–before Mata had torn them from the world of the living and cast them aside like chaff upon the fire. And then Janos, too, leaving me with no-one in this life, save Jyla … why? Larathi, why?
 
   I watched Lak dealing with the twins, settling the dispute, setting them on their way with a fond swat upon each departing behind.
 
   “You have children, Arlak?”
 
   “No.”
 
   My flat response elicited a knowing grunt. “Ah. Well then. You some kind of joiner?”
 
   I shivered and rubbed my arms. Mild days as yet, but first frost was imminent. I needed to find a place soon or I would become one large ice-sculpture out on the road. “No, but I’ve built outbuildings and houses before. I was a farmer myself. Have you tools? I’ll have the roof secure before Alldark Week.”
 
   The farmer squinted into the distance. “You say so?” I imagined he sought to weigh up my promise against my threadbare cloak, tatty thexik trousers, and boots I had salvaged from a roadside ditch.
 
   Catching his gaze, I looked him levelly in the eye. “My word on it. My grephe too.”
 
   He pursed his lips, looked me once more up and down, and roared, “Done and a good bargain!” and crushed my fingers with his two-handed Elbarath handshake. “Get you to the pumphouse, Arlak. Be welcome.”
 
   A man must be worth his word, a good and trustworthy tenet by which my father set much store. So I worked, and worked relentlessly, from dawn till dusk outdoors in the rain, then after dark in the barn by the light of an oil lamp. I cultivated blisters and splinters by the dozen. By Alldark Week, true to my promise and fuelled by my anger, I had the roof up and the last chinks in the walls tightly wadded with winterbrush and sponghum moss scraped off the rocks that lined the drainage ditches alongside the fields. Farmer Lak pursed his lips, declared his pleasure at the result of my labours, and crushed my hand again.
 
   I vowed nevermore to shake hands with an Elbarath.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   A rude patch of straw in an unused cattle stall doubled as my bed, with a blanket scrounged from somewhere–I dared not ask–by Alila and Jeria. I treated their exuberance with a gruff caution that shed off the twins like water off a marshlark’s back.
 
   After being closeted indoors for the whole of a snowbound Alldark Week, while the family made their religious observances and burned potent Jartian incense to ward off Ulim’s Hunt, I began to extend and improve the lyomhouse according to a Roymerian design. After that I turned my busy hands to a new cradle for the babe and a snug room beneath the loft eaves for the twins, reached by a ladder. This sealed their affection. Artlessly, they delivered me kisses in tandem that made Farmer Lak cluck disapprovingly … and I? I had to fake a fit of coughing to stay my weeping heart from bursting its banks like a river during Thawing.
 
   The other farmhands gave me scant greeting. Perhaps they misliked my foreign ways, unaccustomed to their rough jesting and tiresome Elbarath homilies; or, closer to the mark, because I had skills that brought ready praise from the Honoria Lak and her husband. I worked not in the fields, but close to the main farmhouse, which bred resentment and mistrust. For my part, I brooded over Janos and ignored their mutterings.
 
   As the brief southern snows gave way to Thawing season, I grew more and more of a mind to move on. It had been a good wintering. But I had grown over-fond of the place. The Lak family’s kindness was simpler and more honest than I could either bear or spurn. The long road beckoned. Yet I tarried, until I tarried one day too many.
 
   O cursed, fateful day!
 
   On a chill Rimday at the makh of sunup, a biting easterly breeze whined about the farm buildings. The other hands, swaddled in every stitch of clothing they owned, stamped their feet to keep warm and muttered imprecations against the bitter weather. We all pitched hay from the barn’s upper level down into a cart, ready to take to the mournfully lowing jatha in the paddock–they were hungry as always, and doubly so in this wretched weather.
 
   I felt Lurgo’s eyes upon my neck. He was the youngest hand, a big, raw country lad, and meaner than a tygar with kittens when riled. I made it my business to keep up with him though it cost me blistered hands and an aching back.
 
   “Lurgo!” Farmer Lak held up his lantern. “Clean up down here, will you?”
 
   I leaned on the haft of my three-tined pitchfork and grinned at Lurgo.
 
   “Ulim’s Hounds,” he grunted, scowling back fiercely. “Ah have to clean up yer mess again, stranger!”
 
   “Jeria, Alila, come down ‘fore you get hurt!”
 
   Lak’s bellow elicited giggles from beneath the straw beyond where we worked. Farmer Lak had an uncanny knack for knowing exactly where his daughters were at all times. In a trice two dark heads popped up, not unlike puppies at play with eyes a-twinkle and tongues happily lolling–the twins, who must have been spying on the men’s labours. They scrambled to the edge and looked down.
 
   “We were just playing, Father!”
 
   “I shan’t speak a second time! Arlak, you asleep up there?”
 
   Glowering at the twins’ piping laughter, I set to pitching great forkfuls down to the men below. At their father’s growl, the girls ran along the edge of the loft, as daring as hill-goats. Alila glanced back to make a silly face at me.
 
   Imp!
 
   In that instant, her ankle turned. I thought I heard a rat squeal. She might have stepped on it, or been startled as the rodent leaped from the straw. Whatever the cause, Alila was perhaps three paces beyond my reach when she toppled over the edge. I hurled myself forward. But quick as I was, she fell quicker.
 
   Directly onto Lurgo’s upraised pitchfork.
 
   The little girl had no chance to scream. She sighed. Alila looked at her father and he at her. Then a gout of crimson burst from her mouth. It surged over Lurgo’s shoulder and splattered down his back. The farmhand staggered beneath the unexpected weight. He dropped his pitchfork, eyes bulging. He stared stupidly at his hands, as if by their own volition they had committed an act of unspeakable profanity.
 
   We as one man gaped in disbelief. Someone swore.
 
   There came a piercing scream from the doorway of the barn. The girls’ mother, come to call them to mornsup, clutched her swollen belly as she screamed and screamed again, then sank to the dirt floor in a dead swoon. Farmer Lak thundered forward, swooped, cradled Alila’s body in his great arms.
 
   “She lives!” he cried. “Alila! My Alila!”
 
   “Dear sweet Mata,” groaned Lurgo. “What have I done?”
 
   Jeria was howling too.
 
   That Alila was yet able to draw breath was a miracle. All three tines of the pitchfork had knifed clean through the child’s torso. Grotesque metal fingers protruded from her back. Blood welled steadily from the puncture-wounds, trickling over the farmer’s forearms and pooling on the floor beneath her body. It seemed to me that a little more of her life drained away with each precious drop.
 
   Truly told, I saw much, but was inwardly preoccupied with a feeling I had never experienced before. My heart was being slowly crushed. I stopped breathing. My eyes fluttered in their sockets like a moth’s wings. And then a thrilling sound, the rushing of a great wind mingled with the piercingly sweet notes of a hunting horn, flooded from my mind along every course and weft of my being, raging and churning and sweeping away what had been before. It was glorious, irresistible music. Music to savagely liberate bonds I had never known existed, at once so painful and so pure that I began to sob.
 
   I felt reborn.
 
   Redeemed.
 
   True as the ten days of Alldark shroud the lands, it was music I could have abandoned myself to forever. But then in an eye blink, my world shifted. Suddenly I found myself kneeling upon a vast plain beneath cloudless skies of the same gentle mauve colour as the humble liplin flower, which grows in abundance upon waysides throughout the southern Fiefdoms. The vision caught me unawares. I have never enjoyed this grephe-talent. As in a dream I scrambled to my feet, casting about to gain my bearings.
 
   Wind lashed my back. “Arlak!”
 
   I staggered. Half turning, I saw a gigantic, disembodied head floating through the plane of this strange land, mantled in crimson velvet. This horror wrung a cry from my blood-bitten lips. A beautiful mask obscured the face, similar to those worn at the Festival of Yuthe, a Roymerian celebration of fertility and womanly power. But the eyes! Ah, the eyes! Boulders of obsidian, blacker than night, absorbing all light and giving nought in return, they were the orbs of my nemesis.
 
   Jyla!
 
   More frightening, even, was a weird stirring of grephe within my quoph; a slithering sensation, part-felt and part-imagined. I tasted smoke and blood. Memories flashed before me: the storm, the brazier, Jyla casting something upon its glowing coals …
 
   Her mouth yawned cavernously. “Mark you how the Wurm rises! Now is the makh!”
 
   Was this how a Sorceress toyed with her victims? Sending nightmares to suck out the very marrow of their existence? I stood no larger than a worm before a maw that could have swallowed me many times over.
 
   I threw up my hands in a futile, warding gesture. “No!”
 
   Through my fingers I saw her lips part. I cringed, expecting another blast of sound, but instead the mouth rushed towards me and in an instant, swallowed me as easily as the leviathan of the deep swallows a minnow. I tumbled, falling through space, into profound silence.
 
   Soft as a womb, a foetal warmth enfolded me. Insidious as a snake, a silken embrace stole about my being and murmured treacherous endearments to my quath. Taste of this well, it murmured. Drink of the waters. Drink deep. Lose yourself in the great ocean billows, swim the restless surging currents, descend into the never-plumbed abyss and find there what you have never dared imagine.
 
   At Jyla’s brief nod, a slim plinth materialised before me. Upon its marble top stood a golden chalice, encrusted with rubies, and stylised vines entwined about the bowl of the vessel in a chasturn patterning of glistening linnite crystals. Chasturn was of Lorimere origin, a trade secret, far too costly for a trader of my ilk. A Hassutl’s table could scarce command such exquisite workmanship.
 
   A golden chalice. A nectar of incalculable power. I was one sip from immortality.
 
   But … the price! What price?
 
   As a decision crystallised in my mind I perceived Jyla’s flawless visage once more, now unmasked, mocking my terror. I cringed. The Honoria Telmak had once smiled such a smile. She too had known my very thoughts, sensing my revulsion as she laid out the terms of my apology to Rubiny, taking pleasure in the death-grip she wielded over life and limb.
 
   “Drink.”
 
   I had anna ago tipped the scales with the coin of my betrayal. This bitter cup was my just portion and recompense. How could I resist? I touched the cool metal to my lips and uncaring, quaffed its whole contents.
 
   Darkness slammed across my vision.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “Just leave them be, stranger,” Lurgo’s snarled above me. “Just git.”
 
   I groaned, wanting to shake my head to clear it, but fearing I should aggravate what was already a splitting headache. I must have blacked out, too, and fallen from the platform. I was fortunate not to have killed myself.
 
   Alila’s foot twitched a handspan from my face. I looked along the length of her body to Farmer Lak, who with tears streaming down his cheeks, murmuring his love, stroked his dying daughter’s hair. The mother cradled Alila’s head in her lap, her neck curving down to droop her long auburn hair over the child even as a desolate willow weeps over a wind-still pond.
 
   Expecting grief’s clenched fist, I recognised instead a wild hope swelling in my breast. My legs were ribbons, powerless to hold any weight, yet I had a crazy urge to be sprinting ahead of the storm with my burnoose billowing about my body … for, mark my words, storm it was. There was a great beast unchained in my mind. It was raw power. It was compassion. It exerted a savage, wordless dominion over my quath.
 
   I scrambled forward on hands and knees, throwing off Lurgo’s restraining arms as though he were week-old babe. My mouth worked. I wanted to tell them to trust me, but found myself frothing like a rabid salcat.
 
   The moment I touched Alila’s back, right up near her wounds, lightning struck from deep within my gut, through my outstretched arm, and speared into her small body.
 
   “Unnnhh!”
 
   I was screaming, crying, laughing, I know not. Jyla! To unleash the promised power was a chalice of commingled pleasure, terror, and agony.
 
   This was the makh! This was the rising of the Wurm!
 
   The pitchfork I extracted with a single, fierce draw of my arm, and thrust it into Lurgo’s quailing grasp. “Hold this.”
 
   Working by instinct rather than knowledge, I smoothed the broken places, willing flesh and bone and quoph to return to their natural arrangements. I poured into Alila everything that I had. Too quick! Spasms cased her limbs; her body jerked and her head struck the floor. One mite more and I would have snuffed out her life.
 
   ‘Learn greater care, Arlak,’ Janos had admonished me over and over, despairing of teaching me the ways of the forge. ‘The metal is malleable but you must strike cleanly. Concentrate on what you want it to become. The hammer will respond to your will.’
 
   “Be still, hands,” I commanded myself, closing my eyes.
 
   “Beat gently, little heart.” This to Alila.
 
   The great barn was as silent as death. I let my touch rest a moment longer upon her wounds. It felt right. I jerked my hands back to my sides.
 
   But see now: Farmer Lak, who had begun to growl a curse, instead caught his breath in wonder.
 
   The little girl gave a small cough. Then another.
 
   Her thin chest heaved.
 
   Her dark eyes flickered over us in bewilderment.
 
   Then Alila sat up suddenly, unshadowed and bright of eye, and exclaimed, “Father? Father? Why are you crying?”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   That eventide, after the makh of darkness, I stole away with the clothes on my back and nought of the coin Farmer Lak sought to pay me, save a fair wage for my labours on the lyomhouse. The farmer would understand. He would be grateful–for none of them could grasp the miracle that had transpired, least of all I, Arlak Sorlakson. They trusted Mata; they had their beliefs. I had nought.
 
   Truly told, it was fear that lengthened my stride that night. Fear, and a bitter self-loathing as broad as the mountainous backbone of Roymere herself. Had I dared hope Jyla’s bequest would come to nought? Was Janos’ death a bad dream? Were my anna of madness but some aberration? Nay. This I knew: Jyla the Sorceress had taken command of my life and launched me as from a mountaintop into the abyssal unknown. A terrible, latent power had been awakened within me, a power which spoke to my darkest fears. I was Arlak no longer. I was a freak. A monster.
 
   Was my fate thus written? ‘Double my power. Double your forfeit. I need you to be selfish, Arlak.’ Ah, her words rang clarion-clear in the halls of my memory! But their meaning was as far beyond my understanding as the stars lie beyond the skies. Should my deeds feed her Wurm?
 
   No!
 
   I lurched onward.
 
   Never!
 
   


  
 



Chapter 8: Gramyre Town
 
    
 
   Gramyre in Elbarath, 1st Joinday of Harvest, Anna Roak 1360
 
    
 
   By middle Youngsun I grew sore weary of bedding down beneath prickly black-hedges and frequenting the squalid alleyways of nameless towns where men more desperate than I hunted in packs. One night a band of thieves beat me senseless. They stole nought but my tattered blanket and worn-out boots. I determined thereafter to find honest employ in Gramyre, the southernmost Elbarath town, which overlooked the lazy Nugar River’s brown expanse. This was a wet, well-forested region, renowned for its lumber and smooth golden ale.
 
   But there was no open-armed welcome for foreigners.
 
   All the work I could find was mucking out stables or drudging in rough taverns. It paid a pittance and I slaved every day including Sayth, without rest. Everywhere I turned I met the raised palm of rejection, ere a word slipped from my mouth.
 
   A whole season I scraped for but seventy brass terls. My stomach gnawed with hunger. But then a moment’s good fortune netted me a whole ukal, glinting in a stinking midden. With these riches I bought a pair of loose, striped breecs, simple workman’s sandals, a tasselled rumik pullover with a deep hood that dragged almost to my knees, and one invaluable makh in the pumphouse with a scrap of lye soap that, judging by the embedded hairs, had recently seen service on the shopkeeper’s pet lumdog. I scrubbed. Scraped. Shaved my unruly beard. And thus fortified, proceeded to sell myself as a bondservant to a local pleasure house.
 
   Ah, the Eldrik might recoil in horror, but in those days in the Umarik Fiefdoms, indenturing oneself was no dishonour for a young, unattached man. In this way he might learn the manners and graces benefiting his station, and the skills for beautifying and cosseting women. With hard work and a slice of good fortune, in a few anna he might rise through the ranks and be picked for the Matabond to a woman of substance. And thence he might eschew the daily draught called uliktak, the close-guarded secret of these brothels, which keeps his seed unfruitful.
 
   And be Matabound? I spat upon the thought. Money was my goal. That meant I had to become sought after without attracting the jealous plotting of the other men. A handsome escort might make a handsome living. What better life could a man desire?
 
   A chill of grephe tainted my quoph every time I honed this line of reasoning in my mind. But I ignored it like a wicked father ignoring his children’s petitions. Are not quathly avarice, and ambition moreover, qualities most virtuous and masculine? Who would employ a laggard, who eats up more profit than he ever makes? I convinced myself that Jyla was gone. Buried. Hundreds of leagues removed. That she had no hold on me, nor upon my life. But even so my attitude stank of cowardice, of a brand of desperation, of lies hiding lies.
 
   Perhaps it was safest not to dwell on the past.
 
   This thought unexpectedly brought a proverb of Janos’ to my mind. Well I remember it, for every time I complained at another history lesson, he would say, ‘Arlak, to forget the past is to forget who we are.’
 
   Sometimes I wished for less wisdom and more ignorance.
 
   And what good fortune had ever smiled upon me? Had Mata not stolen all I loved in the world? And cast me destitute into the Fiefdoms with a curse upon my head? A fine reward I had reaped for following Her ways!
 
   Two seasons of meticulous work and faultless grooming won me from the scullery to the bathhouse. Here my task was to tend the fires beneath the great brass tubs where the women bathed. I had to keep my eyes downcast at all times–one glance above the knee earned me six strokes of the lash and three weeks scrubbing every floor in the place.
 
   But the day after I returned to the bathhouse, the housemaster picked me out.
 
   “Torri is the name,” he whispered, pushing me through the corridors. “Her mother paid twenty ukals to the mistress.” The housemaster shoved me into a room. “Get changed. Here’s your rumik. Put it on. Careful, or I’ll have your hide striped till I see bone and you’ll be shovelling dung for the rest of your miserable life. Slippers–I’ll get those. And perfume.”
 
   He banged the door shut as I fell to changing into the short rumik. It was similar to the Roymerian rumik, only the fine, creamy linen was cut shorter to mid-thigh and revealed more of the chest between the broad double lapels. Making for a more toothsome display, I reflected sourly. Always remember the customer.
 
   “You will do the house honour. Never breathe a word to anyone.”
 
   I glanced at him.
 
   “Not like that. Tie the belt like this.” The housemaster corrected my knot impatiently, then lowered his voice. “She’s ugly as a porker, understand? But that fool Lurak burned all the costumes. Hajik Hounds! This season’s been hard on us all.” He sighed. “None of the other houses would have her, nor our consorts.”
 
   Lucky me, so I earned the short end? I made a face in the mirror.
 
   “Guard your thoughts!” he snapped.
 
   I lowered my head, smarting. Right he was.
 
   “You don’t have a reputation to consider,” he continued, yanking the broad collar of my rumik straight, “but you’ve shown ability and you kept your own counsel over the Gaerlak affair. I’ve been watching. Mark my words, this Honoria would become our patroness–she has wealth enough. But if word were to spread? Disaster.”
 
   That an unwritten prejudice against ugliness kept many women from the gates of these pleasure houses, I had no doubt. One had but to hear the way the consorts talked–empty-headed, preening cockatoos to a man. Money smoothed many a path. But how ancient was the belief that ugliness in a woman is mark of a curse, which could just as readily be conveyed to others? What ulule did not know a dozen tales centred on the unfortunate, unsightly hag who snatches bad children from hearth and home at the height of Alldark Week’s foulness? Grimalde, some call her, or Nethella, the Great Hag of the underworld called Nethe. An icon of Umarik prejudice, Janos had called her during one of his interminable philosophical asides.
 
   Then, I laughed. But my recent experience was a lamp new and bright. The housemaster’s attitude rankled. ‘Ugly as a porker’ was no civil appellation, no way to describe any woman who walked Mata’s good earth. I should have attended more closely to Janos. Better still, I should grant this woman the chance she had been refused elsewhere.
 
   Had I not received a second chance at life?
 
   “I’ll do it,” I declared.
 
   “Good!” The housemaster clapped my shoulder heartily.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   At Torri’s low whisper in the boudoir’s darkness, I wondered how to respond. Should I attempt a kindly speech? Blurt forth the truth, that to me she represented no more than a chance at advancement in my bond-house? Twenty ukals for intimate speech, a massage, and nought else! I scarce believed it myself. But then … during our tryst I had touched the puckered scars on the back of her neck, and upon her right arm and flank. Burns, I imagined. Disfiguring burns splashed across her flesh. Why then choose massage? Knowing my hands must touch that which others most hated and she herself hated too?
 
   I stared upwards into the gloom, unseeing.
 
   Not only was the boudoir heavily screened to exclude any hint of light, but Torri wore a stagesmith’s mask that covered her whole face save eyes and mouth. Her rumiaflower perfume, mingled with the heady scent of Sulian incense slowly charring and curling on a coal brazier, made me feel warm and lethargic.
 
   She tried again, “Thank you for being … willing.”
 
   “Nonsense,” I grated, and had to clear my throat. “I’m grateful, Honoria, for your generosity, and confess I–”
 
   “Did my mother pay you that well?”
 
   “Larathi to that!” I snorted, before I could stop myself.
 
   I cringed. Profanity was not in the script! Torri could have me lashed, or worse … I lay stiff as a length of timber in the darkness, my heart leaping about in my throat like a frisky jatha overfed upon Springtide-ripe herikbane. She quivered from head to toe. Any moment, I imagined, she would leap off the bed in a screaming rage and I’d lose all I had schemed so patiently to gain … but what was this? A sound–a sob? Was she weep … no! Laughter! Praise Mata, she was giggling merrily at my embarrassment.
 
   Sheer relief set me chuckling too. In a moment we had each other rolling. Torri’s anger melted, washed away in a cleansing stream. When last had she laughed? And I? I could not even remember. My diaphragm heaved, my lungs labouring as if to release a gale, yet the sound of my own mirth distressed me.
 
   The loneliness, since Janos died, had been crushing.
 
   I felt absurdly grateful toward her.
 
   Then I wept.
 
   Torri stroked my brow for the longest time. At last I found peace enough to master my emotions. Shame dried my tears.
 
   She said lightly, “Was it that bad, Arlak?”
 
   “Nought of your doing, honoured one,” I returned, roughly. ‘Less harsh of tone, Arlak,’ I told myself. And aloud, “I’m sorry. You could not imagine what I’ve been through. You should go.”
 
   “I purchased a whole night’s company.”
 
   I raised my hand to stroke her hair. “Did you?”
 
   “Don’t.”
 
   “Don’t what?”
 
   “Just–it reminds me.” She sighed, and I felt her shift away on the fine sallinen sheets. “You have been so nice … I would not have that change.”
 
   I fished for a suitable rejoinder, but found only silence.
 
   She added bitterly, “You wouldn’t understand the world of a scarred woman, Arlak–you’re too beautiful to ever understand.”
 
   Has beauty its own curse, the converse to the curse of ugliness, I wondered? Where did pride in one’s natural gifts spill over into vanity? How rarely had I examined myself in this quoph-searing mirror …
 
   Mata’s truth, had she seen me beforehand? I knew the women sometimes spied on the consorts before choosing their favourite. But I had thought the housemaster’s demands too sudden … she added, “Do you draw the envy of many? Tell me, how came you to this–this mockery?”
 
   “I feel no mockery in my service,” said I, taut with umbrage.
 
   “I am surely no prize–or did you this for pity’s sake?”
 
   She knew how to rile. I exploded, “In Mata’s name, woman! I had no choice.”
 
   That must have hurt.
 
   “Sorry. I’m sorry.” I stumbled on, “I’m but a bondservant to this house, Honoria, and a foreigner in this land.”
 
   But her words had stirred up something else. Pity? Ay, and the power to put that pity into action. No natural process or disease I knew of could have produced such a dreadful outcome. Indeed, why should it remain so?
 
   The power surged forth, shockingly responsive to my thoughts. Fervent. As if it had been lurking there all along … a latent charge, a river swollen with the seasonal rains of Glooming which sweeps all manner of silt and vegetation before its formidable flow. How facile to shape the commands with the tools of will and empathy. How much more challenging to initiate the questing of my hand.
 
   I felt a jolt. Not quite lightning, this time–afraid, I had held back at the last instant.
 
   Torri gasped, “Nethespawn!” Her hand leapt to mine.
 
   “What?”
 
   “That … tingling. What did you do?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   She jerked away. “Liar!” Torri must have been checking herself in the darkness, for she cried, “My skin–it’s changed … what in Mata’s name is going on here?”
 
   How many makh had I not wrestled to convince myself that healing Alila had been a one-off event, that my will did not dangle from the strings of Jyla the puppeteer? Janos would have sneered, ‘Only cowards abdicate responsibility, Arlak.’ These words I remembered from an argument we once had over my failure to diagnose lormix–a type of parasitic fungus–in my jatha. It had led to infections on the neighbouring farm too, which I had initially refused to pay for. Responsibility was another virtue Janos had laboured to instil in me.
 
   Not a personal favourite, I thought with a grimace.
 
   But necessary.
 
   Could it be? Would it rise again at my behest?
 
   If only to pound the truth into my obstinate skull, I reached out again and found Torri’s arm in the darkness.
 
   This time I proceeded with greater care, allowing my fingertips to trail along delicately and sense the changes as they happened. I had no need of her hiss to confirm what I already knew. To Hajik with doubt! This was real–but suddenly I felt faint, and slumped back upon the pillows to catch my breath.
 
   Mata’s preserve me–Jyla was right. What power! A simple touch had wrought wholeness. How was this possible?
 
   Torri stroked her arm as though she could not believe the change so keenly communicated through her fingertips. She examined herself over and over in childlike amazement. “Feel this, Arlak! The skin’s perfect! Can you feel it?”
 
   “Perfect indeed,” I murmured.
 
   So what of Jyla’s Wurm now? Dread coiled in my belly, and flicked my bones with a frosty forked tongue. Sick dread born of onyx eyes, attending my every waking makh. What did I know of Jyla’s sorcery? Panic’s giant hands clamped around my ribcage, squeezing mercilessly. A metallic tang of blood and smoke rose in my throat–a taste remembered in anna of my nightmares. The taste of Janos’ death.
 
   And yet heard his voice in my mind, a lesson from my youth, ‘You will not progress beyond hacking at the wind, Arlak, if you cannot learn to keep your peace. It is peace, not anger, that separates the true warrior from the pretender. Walk with me.’ We walked nine makh that day up Hadla’s Pass before cutting off onto a precipitous goat-trail up to the peak called Felldawn by the locals, who believed it inhabited by a legion of Nethe’s hellhounds. Janos led me all the way to Hadla’s Drop–a cliff at the summit where legend claimed the storyteller Hadla, despairing of unrequited love, had leaped to her death.
 
   I knew a man who had jumped from here.
 
   ‘Stand at the edge.’ I glanced back at Janos. ‘Go on. Closer still … good.’
 
   ‘What are we–’
 
   ‘Silence!’
 
   When he issued commands, Janos’ voice sometimes had a peculiar edge that I could not disobey. Yet another oddity. Though half a head shorter than most men, Janos had confidence, a strength and quality of presence, far beyond the ordinary. I had once witnessed him halt a drunken brawl with a single shout.
 
   ‘Now, shut your eyes. And keep them shut.’
 
   Strange how with my eyes shut the capricious breeze seemed magnified, how it whistled around my ears and plucked my hair with sinister intent, how it buffeted my body toward the edge. I began to sway. Panicked, my steps stuttered backward.
 
   I threw Janos a guilty glance.
 
   His gnarled forearms twined across his chest. ‘Feeble. You’ve all the courage, the spirit, of a yellow-bellied salamander.’
 
   Enraged, I forced my feet to return to the edge and issued stern commands to my eyelids and legs. But this time, the wind carried Janos’ voice to ears attuned for listening.
 
   ‘Have a focus against your fear, Arlak,’ he urged. ‘Listen to your heartbeat, or the rush of wind in your lungs, or picture something dear in your mind and focus on that to the exclusion of all else.’
 
   Even the memory was enough to ease my alarm. I felt the rise and fall of my breathing. Easy. Truly told, I had lost the art of meditation that Janos had taught me–I was out of practice.
 
   “Touch my face,” Torri whispered.
 
   Do it again? By my grephe, why not? I willed the power forth.
 
   Crimson pain!
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “Arise, you dumb nadal!” cried Torri. “It’s Joinday and there’s a queue at the door.”
 
   I groaned into my blanket, “I’m weary unto death.”
 
   “Up! Off your pallet!”
 
   She prodded my neck with her foot. Torri had recently taken to wearing Suliki half-boots, currently high fashion in Gramyre Town, complete with the risible affectation of a long, sharply pointed toe that made the wearer resemble a strutting sparrow. She might as well have jabbed me with a dagger.
 
   “One last word, Arlak. It’s nigh the makh of dawn and–”
 
   “There’s coin to be earned.”
 
   “Indeed. A servant should earn his keep.”
 
   Servant indeed! Bitterly, I sighed, opened my eyes, and scanned her scowling visage. I inquired, “What is my keep, mistress? Tell me–how much of the bond-contract do I still owe after these four anna? Our house prospers … exceedingly.”
 
   “Oh. So that’s your grievance, Arlak?” she said, coldly. “I’ve no obligation to you. That shadworm housemaster of yours must have smelled the terls and ukals. To Hajik with his greedy quoph! Get up. If you have not seen five customers within the makh, I’ll have you displayed. Publicly.”
 
   Poor wretches chained to market pillories, splattered with rotting kale and excrement and every manner of filth known in the Fiefdoms … ay, a common fate I had no desire to suffer. Lately my sullenness–born of frustration, and the grit of tiredness lodged in every joint of my limbs–had boiled over once too often. Torri would carry out her threat. I read that clearly in the set of her shoulders, and in her thin-lipped responses. Had I not been pulling in money hand over fist, running our healing business … truly told, there lay the nub.
 
   Were all women set upon simply using a man? Driving the beast of burden until he dropped? Cheating him of his dues; sucking the very husk of him out like the fabled Nethe-spawned night-eaters, summoned by Eldrik Warlocks, were said to?
 
   I dragged myself up to my elbow, fuming:
 
   Four anna had I slaved for Torri and her mother. The prospect of freedom, of a relationship with Torri, had faded before the first season ended. After purchasing my contract from the housemaster she toyed with me for a space, but now I slept behind the scullery with the drudges and house servants. Torri set up an athocarium for me. I worked there from dawn to dusk as the customers streamed in. Endless streams of sick humanity, desperate for a cure. Many had seen false athocaries, who had stolen their money with nought to show for a cure.
 
   It used to be I could rest. Business started slowly. But alas, word spread faster than wildfire. What I offered was no shim-sham fakery. My healings were permanent; my unguents, potent. With success and fame came better lodgings and clothing for Torri, her liaison with a man of real substance, more and more customers, and the fierce enmity of the other local healers.
 
   Ay, I counted many failures too. There was the man with tapeworm. After it obstructed his bowel, his stomach swelled to the size and shape of a Gurbian wineskin. In my anxiety to rid him of the worm I forced it through the skin of his stomach, and as it burst out, there followed such an explosion of pus and rotting food and flesh that it splattered all over the walls, floor and ceiling of my athocarium. The poor man screamed the house down for a makh while I fished about inside his torn abdomen for the remnants. We had to close for cleaning–but no need to send the other customers home. They had long since fled.
 
   I popped a man’s eyeball out of its socket by accident. I sent a woman away after treating her for a canker, only to have her distraught husband turn up the following morn with the news she had died during the night. His grieving, accusing face haunts me still. I remember twin girls born to a woman who were strangely conjoined at the navel. From what I could tell they shared a heart and lungs. They died in my care. And then, there were many I had to send away with nought but a palliative for their pain. The disease, incurable.
 
   I knew, deep in my marrow, I was a blunt instrument. ‘O Mata,’ I would pray, ‘please assuage the victims of my ignorance, ineptitude, and impatience. Mata, forgive me!’ Then I would rage: ‘I asked nought of You. Take this curse away! I hate You …’
 
   What I had once seen as a bottomless well of power, proved all too soon a tygar of no mean stripe. By this I mark, I needed time to replenish my resources–but Torri allowed none save a half-day rest on Sayth, the second day of the week–or I became incapable of healing so much as a planter’s wart. I had to learn to husband my strength. Therefore I undertook a hurried education in the many athocarial arts which needed no miraculous improvement. In this, Janos’ intense tutelage served me well. Skilled tutors were in short supply and expensive, but I expedited instant funding by the simple argument that thus I could see and deal with many more customers.
 
   Telling. Indeed, and how!
 
   For a time Torri, overjoyed by her healing and consequent reintroduction to society, had been a different woman. I remembered her laughing every morning as she beheld her restoration in our bedroom mirror, how she rubbed her arms and pinched her cheeks in delight. Had she forgotten? When had she become so bitter and resentful? Why such a disparity between physical healing, and the healing of the heart?
 
   Or had my actions only served to strip away the layer to concealing the true rottenness beneath?
 
   My cynical preoccupation whiled away the makh until dusk, when Torri and her mother departed for the daimi orison. They were religious when it suited. I perched upon my four-legged stool, trying to decide how to fob off my last customer until the morrow.
 
   He was a weathered husk of a man. A lifetime’s experience was etched upon on every digit of his face, and a mass of wrinkles framed rheumy eyes misted over with cataracts. My customer could barely see, but he saw more clearly than I.
 
   “Fie!” he spat. “Lost our power, have we?”
 
   I clucked my tongue. “Nay, I–”
 
   “Lost your nerve?”
 
   “No!”
 
   He peered across the desk, perhaps trying to make out my form in the gloaming. I reached for my sparkstone, set the lamp ablaze, and trimmed the wick deftly. Janos would have approved.
 
   “Then tell me–what do you want, young man? What will move you to act as only you seem able?”
 
   His question, his whole mien, pinned my limbs in place as my thoughts exploded into life like dry tinder inhaling a flame.
 
   “Must I plead my age? My frailty?” he said. “Must I tell my story, how I have suffered at the hands of all manner of charlatans, swindlers, and fools?”
 
   “Nay, not that.”
 
   “What then? Dance you a merry jig upon the table?” My laughter rang too loud in the close space. “What about money? I am not come for tawdry pigswill. I want your best. What does that cost?”
 
   I sucked in my cheeks.
 
   “Ah … I see how it is.” He leaned forward, resting his hands atop his embossed ulinbarb cane, and said, “Well, my young buck, I’ve a great fat purse bulging with ukals and nothing better to spend them on in my last days. Do you know what it is to live in darkness? To be unable to see the faces of loved ones? That is my daily pain.”
 
   If his words had struck me before, now they became hammer-blows pounding the message-drum of my heart.
 
   “Mayhap you are a bondservant. Tell me–what is the price of your contract? Does your mistress lie to keep you bound? How much coin would buy your freedom?”
 
   Freedom? Ah! Taste it, Arlak! I had hardly dared imagine … the silence between us thrummed, as if the whole world held its breath.
 
   I wet my lips and croaked, “Name your price.”
 
   His crook-toothed grin flashed at me.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   I had a dilemma. Staring at the small tower of sliver ukals winking upon my palm–twenty-one in all, or three days’ takings–I could not decide. I felt as a man being unfaithful to his wife. My dealings with Torri, though overwhelmingly one-sided, had at least been honest to this point.
 
   The old man left my chambers with a skip of sprightly delight and eyes that beheld the world as though all were new. I had a searing migraine and wished nothing more than to slump down on my pallet and shut my eyes to the world.
 
   My toe prodded the door shut. My fingers curled protectively around the coins. I should not be caught holding such a sum. I should hide it. Twisting on my heel, I wandered back across the room. I stroked the coins. Rolled them this way and that. Reformed the little tower upon my palm. Placed it on my writing-desk so that I could regard the fruit of my greed and desperation from a safe distance.
 
   Suddenly, an earth-tremor made the tower of coins collapse. I dashed across the room and pocketed them in an instant. Keep the ukals, of course. Decisions could wait on the morrow.
 
   Tremors–Roymere used to have several each week. One grew accustomed. But I could not remember any since my arrival in Gramyre Town. Would I not have noticed? The room shook again. One of my pots crashed to the floor. I had shelves stacked to the rafters with expensive supplies in the back … I took two or three steps across the room, thinking to see to my stores, when something struck the building a staggering blow from beneath. The structure groaned. Bottles leaped about and shattered on the floor. I heard a noise akin to rats’ claws scrabbling across a slate-tiled rooftop, only much louder.
 
   Something was down there … “Oh hush!” I said aloud. “It’s noth-”
 
   CRASH! The floorboards between my boots buckled and splintered upwards. Nails shrieked and ripped loose. Dust exploded into my face.
 
   Forget the supplies! I sprang for the doorway. Two great bounds across the reception, fingers fumbling with the door key–be cursed to Hajik I’d been meaning to oil the lock all season–as my ears conveyed the sounds of some unknown monster thrashing about back there, smashing against the walls with such great force that bits of plaster and wood rained down from the ceiling and the wood-lattice walls splintered. The sound tore into my gut and lent my fear wings.
 
   I burst out onto the street, all bellowing and enraged-jerlak snorting as I bulled over a woman carrying a basket of produce. I glanced off the side of a cart, feet pounding the cobblestones, before finding my escape stymied by a milling herd of goats. Larathi! I doubled back, too fast, and ducked as the carter slashed his prod at my face. A blow to my shoulder sent me reeling into the path of a merchant’s takibuge. It slewed, to a chorus of alarmed shouts from the servants aboard.
 
   Their cries were suddenly drowned in a rumbling crash as the entire side of the building housing my chambers slumped to the ground. Into the ground.
 
   People froze in disbelieving tableaux.
 
   The earth might as well have grown the maw of the mythical sea-serpent, and bitten a chunk off the building. There came a prolonged groan of tortured beams as the roof, bereft of its underpinnings, developed a wide crack up to the eaves and sagged down atop the mound of rubble. What had been the wall of my athocarium developed an unseemly outward bulge before collapsing in a spurt of lime powder and a clatter of bricks. Red roof tiles avalanched briefly into the pit with a tinkling of shattered shards, like notes plinked upon the seven-stringed lummericoot.
 
   Curses and wondering comments assaulted my petrified form. The brave advanced toward the scene of destruction, stepping gingerly lest the ground show further signs of caving in. Someone shouted for the watch. The clamour was indistinct, an insignificant counterpoint to the impressions cascading through my mind.
 
   What had I seen before I fled? Spines? Scales? An animalistic, heaving bulk half-seen, half-felt down there … my knuckles burned. I knelt in the road and rubbed my skinned digits aimlessly. I could not rightly remember, and it was important that I did, I knew, because …
 
   The insight I had been seeking crystallised in my mind as a flash of deathly-white terror. My face flushed cold, then hotter and hotter until I thought my veins would surely burst from my forehead. My sweat ran in thick, heavy droplets down my neck.
 
   The Wurm! Oh, what had I done?
 
   How many times had I not pondered those fateful words? How many times had I heard them play through my mind, prey on my dreams, disturb my waking makh? ‘Mark you how the Wurm rises!’ she had shrieked. Ay, I had the promised power, but not the belief. I had never truly believed, until this wave broke upon me, and broke my existence too.
 
   Mata sustain me! I regained my feet, wringing my hands.
 
   “You were selfish, Arlak,” I berated myself. “You took his money and summoned the Wurm. You fool! Jyla’s Wurm!”
 
   Curious stares, a turning of hard faces toward me, brought pause to my tirade. I realised I had spoken aloud, much more loudly than I had intended. I had to leave.
 
   I put my feet to the road, and ran.
 
   I cared not where.
 
   
  
 



Scrolleaf the Second
 
    
 
   Recounting a tale in which horrors and happiness are juxtaposed.
 
   Herein a youth is catapulted into his manhood,
 
   Refined as through the fires of battle.
 
   Of love we shall speak, and his beloved, and chronicle the tragic consequences of a ruinous rage.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 9: The Appearing
 
    
 
   Lymar Battlefield, last Xarday of the Richness, Anna Nox 1361
 
    
 
   That day, I truly beheld the Wurm for the first time.
 
   It seemed at its outset a day identical to many before–as ordinary a day as is served by war, which is itself an extraordinary affair. A brisk breeze had whisked the previous night’s rain clouds yonder to the northern horizon, where they floated in sullen grey puffs, as if contemplating a return after being scolded hence. Sodden turf squelched underfoot. Bald vultures made grim sentinels atop the gaunt loiol trees lining the gully between the opposed encampments. Fifty paces tall, lean and straight, loiols rise to a single, risible tuft of lavender leaves at the very tip–exactly where a vulture might choose his roost. Here, where Ulim stalked the still-living, the bald vultures congregated in their stupendously ugly, scabby-headed thousands to appraise the impending feast. Perhaps they laughed at us men. To them, we represented ready meals on the hoof.
 
   Beneath the loiols, soldiers cursed as soldiers will. They grumbled through a breakfast of roundel sweetbreads and goat-cheese, griped as they strapped on their armour, checked and rechecked their weapons, and swapped boastful stories and rough jests to raise spirits. Men whinged continuously as we drew up in our ranks, and my voice joined the chorus too.
 
   For I was afraid.
 
   Fear was my invisible brother-in-arms. It woke me at dawn, marched with me to the battle-line, and seeped beneath my enveloping cloak during the darkest makh. Did one ever become accustomed?
 
   Becoming a soldier was easy. Too easy. Having turned up with the right equipment–a sword, leather cuirass, and roundshield–the coin of hire was mine for the asking. How I rejoiced that day! I roughed my tongue across cracked, chapped lips. All of my romantic ideals had been dashed in the first makh of battle. Prove my manhood? Mark my name? Naïve, boyish fancies. Pipe-dreams of yesteranna.
 
   I had last seen Torri an anna before. A part of me longed to return to that simple life; a life without killing.
 
   For the hundredth time that grim morn, I checked my short-sword. Janos’ training had kept me alive so far. But no amount of groundwork could have prepared me for the sensation of feeling skin and cartilage part wetly as I drove my blade into a living body, followed by the grating of metal upon bone and the struggle to quickly withdraw before another enemy fell upon me; for the sight of gore dripping off the sword, running freely down the grooved channel and up my sword-arm to the elbow; for the stench of excrement as men’s bowels voided themselves in death or mortal terror; for a clamour so deafening that I could not hear myself shout; and for slipping upon coils of intestines spilled and trampled into the bloody carcass of the field.
 
   I felt grateful to Janos. Angry, too–why had he not warned me? Why had he not beaten the notion out of my dense skull? Stupid, callow youth I had been–Arlak would never have listened. Ay, that were truth indeed.
 
   Now, the battle lines were drawn up once more on opposing hillsides.
 
   To the south stood the Roymerians–a motley assemblage of some two hundred professional cavalry, and foot-militias bought to service with the coin of a dozen local Hassutls numbering some two thousands, who were armed with basic Lykki short swords, roundshields, and jatha-leather armour. My place was amongst the militias. Behind us stood a mass of civilians who hardly knew which end of a blade to grasp and who yesterday had to be brutally whipped before they would advance to the battle-line.
 
   Luckless swine.
 
   To the north the Lymarian horde milled restlessly, like ants stirred from their nest. The reason for their agitation soon became clear.
 
   “Told you,” spat the fellow to my right, Garrak by name. “Reinforcements.”
 
   “There’s already three of them for every one of us!”
 
   Left and right, my comrades spat in unison. “Tell it to the yammariks, pretty boy.”
 
   I felt myself redden. “In Mata’s name …”
 
   “In Mata’s name?” Garrak mocked. “Learn to curse like a man, to Hajik sink your quoph! What say you, Salk?”
 
   “Truly told,” grunted the other, and cursed at length in Tulkish, his native tongue. I thought him a surly brute, Salk, but a good man in a pinch. Truly told, while they might mock my proper speech, they trusted my blade. As dear as brothers we were, a brotherhood forged of death’s imminence. Had I not this Joinday past cleaned Salk’s back of a clinging Lymarian who was about to slash his throat with one of their ugly, serrated daggers?
 
   Death. My quoph had become heartsick of it. Men could die suddenly, or suffer for makh, for days even, in terrible agonies–before at last Mata’s light faded from their eyes, leaving nought but an empty casing to be discarded amongst the many others. All that remained was a dent upon the sward where the body had lain. My own living flesh was the more precious, the more expendable in comparison; my blood to be poured out in contempt of life’s vessel that carried it.
 
   A roar surged from the Lymarian ranks. The drums struck up in furious disharmony for a moment, before merging into a strong rhythm that throbbed through our bodies even across the valley.
 
   “What’s happening?” I muttered.
 
   The soldier to my left gasped. “Sybali!”
 
   Word rippled through our lines like wind setting a forest a-whisper. ‘Sybali! Trance-warriors! Nethespawn!’ The Sybali were a feared warrior elite, a caste of warrior-born who made reverence to Liathe, the Goddess of Sorcery–whose consort is none other than Ulim, God of the underworld and lord of all things wicked and depraved. Liathe’s symbol was the ulikarn, the double-bladed dagger carved of narwhal-horn. The men whispered that the Sybali trade their eternal quoph to the night-eaters, and from those ravening shades draw powers such as immortality in battle, blades that never shatter, and inhuman speed. Disdaining any form of armour, they rely instead on an ulikarn in each hand, and several makh of ritual meditation prior to battle that put them into a special trance.
 
   Worst of all, they were women.
 
   Many women command armies, but they do not march in the rank and file. That is a man’s duty. Soldiering is a menial task, of little regard in Umarite society. We men are the expendable ones, for we have no womb in which to nurture new life. One hoped war was a necessary evil when all proper diplomacy had been exhausted–as the Hassutls say, mark my words, dripping platitudes from their mouths onto the blades they are sharpening. Should a woman become a soldier? Unthinkable. Unless one is born Sybali.
 
   For every rule an exception.
 
   These thoughts and many more flitted through my mind as I strained–along with thousands of other pairs of eyes–to mark the white-robed line filing through the Lymarian ranks. Plain to see how men pressed back to give them wide berth. At the front they broke both left and right in seamless order. For a span the drums beat incessantly as the Sybali lined up before the Lymarian horde, a white quim-stroke of death upon the hillside’s dark scrolleaf.
 
   Then the line began to move.
 
   Our own drums spoke, signalling ‘hold’. One of the Hassutls–the one from Freyal in the far north-west of Roymere, he who actually dared to nick his blade in the heat of battle, and thus the only one of the Hassutls who commanded real respect among the militias–rode along the line toward us, shouting something. Encouragement? His lips moved, but I could hear nothing above the barbarous din. I wondered if the civilians would flee.
 
   The Sybali crossed the valley floor at a steady trot, followed closely by the bulk of the Lymarian army. I could feel the advance through my feet. Eight thousand men on the move makes the whole world tremble. From where I stood in the fourth rank, I gazed over the shoulders of my fellows and watch them pour up the hill towards our position like a great, glinting shadworm, a multi-segmented insect that dwells beneath every boulder or rotting tree-trunk in the Fiefdoms. Their conical, pointed helms and upraised spears bristled toward the heavens, as thorny as stinge bushes with their finger-long white barbs, and each helm sported a gaudy ponytail that presumably indicated their allegiance. The crimson ones fought the best, we Roymerians agreed.
 
   The customs of war are curious withal. Though they could have gained advantage, the Lymarians refused to outflank us with their greater numbers but instead, each day, would match the width of our front man for man. At sundown they broke off battle to allow both sides time to collect their dead before too many vultures arrived. Our yammariks took the corpses away for embalming, prayers, and burial in the Shrine of Akki-Ayali, which some call the Hall of Victors, while the Lymarians cremated their dead upon great bonfires laced with bitterwort branches and dwarf peppers. Garrak said they believed a holy smoke was pleasing to Mata. The stench drifted across the battlefield as if the miasmic breath of Nethe incarnate rose from Ulim’s hellish halls. Despite the smoke, millions of biting torflies feasted on the battlefield, turning the late afternoon black with their swarms. The grey ash of dead men encrusted our tents and clung to our nostrils.
 
   I tried not to think upon the dead. Eventide after eventide, the yammariks removed them by the cartload. Worse, the injured. Their cries, muffled by the great cornsilk tents of the athocaries, formed a piteous backcloth to my increasingly fitful sleep.
 
   Waking, I thought upon the dying. Sleeping, I dreamed of stealing into the tents to heal them.
 
   Had I not the power?
 
   Day by day, my reasons for not employing that power grew dimmer. My swordplay became more reckless. I snapped at my comrades, became foul-mouthed and foul-tempered, and hated myself the more. My eyes grew hollow in their dark sockets.
 
   The Wurm stalked my conscience.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “Roymere!” howled Freyal.
 
   “ROYMERE!” we howled back. “ROY-ROY-ROYMEEEEEERRE!”
 
   Three thousand swords crashed against roundshields.
 
   Jerked back to reality, I ran after Garrak and Salk. I took my place in the line. The Sybali were closing in fast. A volley of javelins shafted above my head, finding ready targets amongst the Lymarian horde. I saw a white robe fall.
 
   Then the two forces slammed together. Shield locked against shield. Blade shattered blade. We may have been shouting, I know not. The roar of battle was all-consuming.
 
   Somehow the Sybali had already danced through into the second and third ranks, striking with the speed of vipers. They were astonishing, at once beautiful and deadly. How they moved! Our soldiers blundered about; jatha in harness by compare. Time after time, our blows met only thin air. Theirs found throats, eyes, joints, and fingers. Our units collapsed inward in a dozen places. Wedges of Lymarian foot soldiers rushed forward, breaking us apart and grinding us up as a stone-mill grinds hewehat kernels for flour.
 
   Abruptly, Garrak and I came face-to-face with a white robe. Her face was a mask of white paint, her hair drawn back in a clasp was white too, and her robe was spotless. The only splash colour was the red of her hands–one clasping a ulikarn drenched in blood, and the other, I realised in shock, was a stump yet spurting blood.
 
   She lunged at me. With a grunt, I made to parry, but hit nothing. While I stared stupidly at the space she had briefly occupied, Garrak folded over as if he were a cloth folded in twain, gutted by a blow I had not even seen. He took the Sybali’s ulikarn with him. He must have, for she came up empty-handed. I almost smiled as I swung at her head.
 
   A kick numbed my knee. A second dropped me on my back. And even as I fell, I felt a blow upon my wrist and suddenly, the Sybali loomed over me with my own sword clutched in her good hand. Salk’s javelin sprouted out of the Sybali’s thigh. No mind. She vaulted over me, rolled in a tight ball beneath his upraised shield, and stabbed upward with the full strength her arm.
 
   Salk’s armour saved his life. The metal-reinforced leather edging turned the blow, causing it to slice narrowly across his upper thigh rather than deeply into the groin as intended. He lunged down with his shield, intent on crushing her, but the woman was quicker than quicksilver running down a windowpane. Her body jack-knifed. Slithered between his legs. The Sybali rose wraithlike behind him and then slipped past my soldier friend to rush at me. It was only as Salk tried to pounce upon her, and his calves separated uselessly from his ankles, that he realised something was wrong.
 
   She had hamstrung him.
 
   The sword whistled down. I rolled desperately. The blade snicked my arm as I fetched up against a corpse. The Sybali tripped over my rotating torso, but then performed an impossible pivot upon that maimed stump, as if she were a slender trout which, having ventured into the shallows, has to flee the flashing strike of a heron’s beak. She raised my sword for the fatal blow.
 
   The contact between us was enough to channel the power.
 
   Dark and ugly was the power I unchained that day, and diabolical in conception.
 
   Her heart ruptured.
 
   I thrust the Sybali’s dead weight off my chest, wanting nothing more than to rid myself of the body and its accusing expression. I scrabbled for my sword. I put my roundshield up; took a look around. Garrak stared open-eyed at the sky. Someone had opened his throat, saving him an agonising death. I averted my eyes from the mess of his stomach. Salk, a hard-bitten soldier of over thirty anna’s service, sat gripping his ruined ankles and rocking slowly back and forth. Tears tracked down his grimy cheeks. He would never walk again.
 
   Without my touch …
 
   Revelation! My shoulders quaked with a primal emotion. As though yanked by traces hitched to a brace of jatha, I lurched across the space between us. Kneeling, I closed my quivering hands over Salk’s. I shut my eyes and there found, for the first time since I began soldiering, that shady pool of the quoph’s peace Janos had fought so hard to teach me. Did I hear the rush of a condor’s wings?
 
   So long denied, the enormity of my actions became as clear to me as the lucent days of Doublesun. What had I become? A tool of pain. An anti-healer. Destroyer, rather than saviour. One who revelled in creating suffering. No. I had never revelled in death–had I? Had I done ought in my military service save render Ulim my utmost devotion?
 
   I bowed my head. Indeed, I could not have raised it by any power at my command. The sense of iniquity was too crushing. Arlak was not some unthinking brute. Arlak had conscience, intelligence, and choice. Yet all that I loathed most I had chosen to do, and more.
 
   I wailed, “Oh Mata, o God, how I have failed!”
 
   Salk stiffened. His body leaped off the ground. I thought it was the power. I thought it was my doing, for his eyes were swollen wells of wonderment–but before I could stammer an apology, the ground lurched again. It grew a spine which tossed us aside, uncaring. Screesh! was the sound it made. The ridge elongated before our astonished eyes. A monstrous mole-run burrowed through the earth, waist-high, shedding great sods of turf off its back as it rumbled off a short ways.
 
   Above the cabingdabash of battle, I could hear the beast panting as if an armourer toiled at his forge-bellows, pumping great gasps of air into the white heart to raise the temperature until metal runs like water.
 
   That sound! Every last vestige of colour drained from my face.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Five blazing lanterns lit the inner sanctum of the great pavilion, but gloom still festered in its corners. The twelve Hassutls held council here, though this eventide the room was more crammed than usual–for my interrogation, no less.
 
   “It chased him, sah,” Salk said, in the same ramrod-formal tone in which he had delivered his briefing. “Where he ran, the beast chased after.”
 
   “And that was when the Sybali abandoned the battle!”
 
   Freyal rounded upon the officer who had interrupted him. “Name and rank, soldier?”
 
   “Lammak, sah! Tenlead of the Jerlak, sah!”
 
   That made him a leader of ten units, some two hundred men. Less–many less–since we started this war. From my chair, I observed the altercation. Chained hand and foot, I could do nought else.
 
   “Did I ask you a question, soldier?”
 
   “No sah!”
 
   “How do you fancy the first rank, soldier?”
 
   Crafty! This Hassutl was dangerous. He knew officers preferred to stay further back. This man’s punishment was either to declare his cowardice, or to join the first rank where the most men died.
 
   The officer yelped, “I shall do as you command, sah!”
 
   A good reply, but Freyal missed not a beat. “Then return to the Third, Lammak of no rank. Tell your superior officer to report here immediately.”
 
   Thus instantly demoted, the unfortunate man nearly ran out of the room. The Hassutl spun on his heel. His glare spared no man. “We lost six hundred and twenty-six soldiers, good men all, today!” he barked. “Who else wishes to play the fool, let him be dismissed now!”
 
   No-one moved.
 
   Our force had been decimated.
 
   In the great pavilion, the Hassutl’s word was law. Freyal it was, I had learned, who had forged this unlikely coalition to counter the Lymarian advance–and from what I had seen, it was his iron will that bound them together. A bristling tygar of a man, his loose-limbed frame easily filled his armour; functional armour rather than formal. This set him apart from the other Hassutls.
 
   He prowled over to Salk with sleek, pent-up menace. “Carry on, soldier.”
 
   Salk shot back, “Sah! He ran toward the Lymarian line, sah! The beast chased after and ate three, mebbe four o’ the Nethespawn afore they could blink. It were that fast, sah!”
 
   “Describe the beast.”
 
   “It were nothing I never done seen before, sah.” Salk plucked his beard. “Ah’d say it were a shadworm, only them critters grow no longer than your arm, sah. It had these feelers it waved like this–” he wiggled his fingers above his head “–and the body were red rings, like rusty armour.”
 
   “How big did you say, soldier?”
 
   “Mebbe … five men laid head to foot, sah?”
 
   Forget the Wurm’s body, I thought sourly. The end I’d seen came armed with a thicket of mandibles and pincers that had shovelled man after screaming man into its maw. Not that I’d paused to request further details or make polite conversation, mark my words! The entire episode had lasted less than a span before the Wurm burrowed into the ground and disappeared once more.
 
   The Sybali had not been sighted since.
 
   All because of a misuse of my power. Misuse? Exactly how selfish was it to save my own life? To protect myself, and Salk too, from the Sybali? My jaw clenched so hard, my ears hurt. And Jyla’s forfeit? Obviously the Wurm would appear when I used her bequest to maim rather than to heal. This second time it was clearer–I killed the Sybali woman by breaking apart an otherwise healthy heart. But the first? All I’d done was take the old man’s money …
 
   Selfishly.
 
   What would happen if the Wurm caught me?
 
   “Arlak!” Freyal’s bellow snapped me out of my reverie.
 
   “Yes, sah?”
 
   “Your explanation is due, soldier.” I must have looked blank, for he added with heavy sarcasm, “How came a simple ranksman by such a pet? Who are you? Where do you hail from?”
 
   This was easier. “I’m Arlak Sorlakson of Yarabi Vale, sah. It’s near–”
 
   “I know Yarabi Vale.” Freyal was prowling again. “To my knowledge, Yarabi Vale is home to a clutch of vegetable farmers who have never in a thousand anna displayed the slightest hint of a Warlock’s skills.” He paused to smile at me. “And you, Arlak Sorlakson, are sweating.”
 
   True, every word of it, down to my excessive perspiration. The Hassutl was not only dangerous, he was observant too, though why it should matter … “Yes, sah,” I offered, as blandly as possible.
 
   “Dishonest men sweat differently,” said Freyal, still smiling. “They have a special stink about them. And dishonest men who are hiding a secret–they stink worst of all.”
 
   I sat trembling in my best imitation of a pinned rabbit.
 
   “So, Arlak Sorlakson, why don’t we go over your story one more time? And just in case a detail or two might go adrift in the telling, I’ll ask Tomak here to stand ready to help you keep your thoughts in order.”
 
   Tomak was the Faloxxian brute picking masticated bits of meat out of his gums with the largest, most wickedly barbed dagger I had ever seen. His face was a mass of scarified tissue, swirling patterns painfully picked into the skin and deliberately made to scar by rubbing ash mixed with colouring agents into the open wounds. I had heard campfire tales about him. Apparently his tribe were especially skilled in the arts of torture, and their favourite pastime consisted of competing to see how long they could keep a man alive while removing all of the skin from his body with special, thin-bladed knives they fondly referred to as ‘person peelers’. They wooed their women by constructing necklaces for them of human teeth–the more necklaces, the higher her status in the tribe.
 
   Freyal’s smile never slipped. “I’m especially interested in turning this secret weapon of yours to our use, Arlak Sorlakson. I want to know what rituals you have developed to summon the creature. How long can you hold the conjuration? How can we use it to defeat the Lymarians?”
 
   I sucked in my lips. How much should I tell?
 
   “Tomak, remind our guest we don’t have all eventide.”
 
   “Wait!” I yelped. “It’s called a Wurm, sah.”
 
   Freyal’s smile showed all of his teeth this time. He drawled, “I know. The Mistress Jyla sent word by message-drum. Mayhap you know her? I see you do.”
 
   Thus, in one dread stroke, was my ruin laid bare.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 10: Scourge of the Westland
 
    
 
   There is a Beast, a many-headed Beast,
 
   A devourer of men and despoiler of life,
 
   Whose breath is the blast of Nethe,
 
   And whose name is War.
 
   Phari al’Mahi kin Saymik, Wurm’s Tails
 
    
 
   Madness. Utter madness. Who, of his own volition, hurls his mortal self headlong towards a horde of eight thousand enemy warriors, pursued by a creature of sorcery?
 
   The first time, the Lymarians did not know what was coming. Perhaps they took me for a madman, or for a heroic fool–the more fools they–and let me advance to within a javelin-throw of their lines before they saw the earth rise behind me, and the Wurm burst through with a grating scream.
 
   I slipped in turning aside. The huffing, screeching monster thundered straight into their lines, levelling men as tufts of hewehat grain yield to the sickle’s sweep. So many were packed together, escape was impossible. Until the Wurm burrowed back into the earth, all that I could hear was the terrified bawling of men trying to flee, and above that, the shrieks of the dying.
 
   Freyal remarked favourably upon this ‘efficient’ form of warfare.
 
   I spent the makh of darkness alternately weeping and throwing up, until my stomach took up knives and tried to slay me.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Have you ever killed a man in order to make it possible to kill other men? They brought me a prisoner. I killed him. This summoned the Wurm. Panicked, I ran at the Lymarians with all the grace of a long-legged, clucking lyom fleeing the butcher’s cleaver. They tried to kill me.
 
   This time, I lost my nerve. The Wurm surged out of the sod and chased me across the valley, all the way to the Lymarian camp, before a withering hail of javelins convinced me to run a different course. I had just started back when the Wurm vanished beneath the soil again, the trail of its passage marked by a freshly ploughed ridge of soil and sod connecting our two camps. I was fortunate one of their darts did not spit me as a farmer spits a hog for the Doublesun Cahooday bonfire.
 
   Freyal had Tomak discuss my failure of heart with me–but not too vigorously. He needed his no-longer-secret weapon alive, and able to run. This cut short Tomak’s favourite threat of breaking my kneecaps. But he was nothing if not creative.
 
   What was needed, Freyal declaimed, was a different strategy. Tens of men were not enough. He wanted to slaughter hundreds, if not thousands.
 
   I crawled miserably into my tent and tried to stanch the bleeding of my nose and lips. I dared not heal myself.
 
   And I no longer had any companions to tend my wounds. Freyal removed them, but they would have shunned me anyway. I missed Salk’s constant grousing. Janos’ voice seared my conscience. I wanted to believe I was so afraid of Freyal, I had no choice but to do his bidding. But there were worse enemies trapped within the walls of my skull.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Two makh before dioni orison, or dawn, Tomak tapped my shoulder. “Do it.”
 
   In the murky, cloud-obscured moonlight, the inner sentry line of the Lymarian camp was nought but shadows upon shadows. The raiding party had silently garotted three men in the outer circle and replaced them with our own. Our soldiers clustered around me, close enough to smell the oily-sweat of their armour.
 
   I turned to the prisoner. He was half-dead already–a sword thrust near the heart I could have healed with a touch. Instead, I killed him artfully. How depressing to choose the most painless method to murder a man. To have this power over life, but nought over my own. Scant time for thought. The ground beneath my feet was already a-tremble.
 
   That was Wurm-sign.
 
   Doubled over in a scuttling, hunch-backed beetle run, I set off toward the Lymarian camp. I would have to rely on speed and surprise to take me past the remaining sentries. The Wurm was unpredictable. Though I could sense a wrongness, a peculiar silence as the night birds and insects keeping still perhaps in fear, the beast did not surface immediately this time, but instead, I heard a prolonged, rumbling groan as though the earth itself were suffering a colossal case of indigestion. The camp yet slumbered. But the sentries exclaimed in alarm as I barrelled past them.
 
   “Halt!”
 
   I felt something score my right side, perhaps a blade, but kept right on running–my life depended on speed. Don’t look! Don’t stop! I couldn’t help myself. Terror will do that to a man.
 
   Just before I reached the serried ranks of tents, I chanced a backward glance to see if I might glimpse the Wurm.
 
   At once, I saw a disturbance. A heaving wave of scrubby grasses and low, redolent sulg bushes surged towards me at about the pace of a man walking with a purpose, borne on the back of rising clods of earth and boulders shifted from their foundations deep beneath the soil. I gasped aloud, “It has grown! Oh Mata save me! It wants to feed!”
 
   Even in the dim moonlight, there was no mistaking how the snaking, lengthening mound dogged my path, how easily the unseen bulk thrust the earth aside, how it ascended with ominous intent …
 
   Ah! What terrors lacerated my quoph! For it seemed to me the beast longed for nought but to sate its craving with human flesh; that from its inception it was Nethe-bent on destruction; that this appetite for unregenerate malevolence was somehow reflected or rooted in my own being; and that the wellspring of it all must be Ulim himself–the snake in my quoph.
 
   The plan was to run the Wurm through the camp. In my hands rested the power to break the Lymarians. I was the whip, the lightning-bolt from a clear sky. If only our cause were just. If only I could believe in the war.
 
   If only I could believe at all.
 
   My foot caught on an exposed root. I crashed to my knees. In that instant, the beast passed by beneath my body. I saw, not three paces beyond my outstretched hands, several dark appendages break free of their earthy encumberment. The Wurm’s insectoid body slithered into the open. The rasp of its segments across the ground sounded like heavy, aged leather scraped across stone. It hurtled onward, scarcely changing direction, directly into the heart of the Lymarian encampment.
 
   The screams began.
 
   Scrambling to my feet, I tried to ascertain the beast’s whereabouts. A solid band of clouds had drifted across the moons. Men rushed in all directions, making the site resemble a termite-hill vigorously stirred by a stick. Finding myself well shielded in the general mayhem, I trotted on, angling to my right hand, trusting and dreading that at some point, the Wurm would start to seek me out–and if I did not maximise the damage, I would have Freyal and Tomak to answer to.
 
   Would I ever be motivated by ought but fear itself? Mata forgive …
 
   Suddenly I heard a commotion behind the nearest line of tents. Feelers loomed over a ridge-pole. I broke at once into a dead sprint, caring not where I ran.
 
   Ay, this chase lasted until the song of morn thrilled the air–so much longer than before, I was physically shattered by the time the Wurm went to ground. I barely had strength left to stumble back to our lines, collapsing thrice on the way and once more within sight of my tent. Nobody helped me. I resorted to crawling.
 
   In the grim pastels of a bloody sunrise the Lymarian camp lay dazed, as though struck by an avalanche. Broken bodies beyond counting dotted the rubble. Bald vultures had flocked there in their hundreds, boldly picking at the rich booty. Men I had counted comrades flinched at the sight of me.
 
   I crumpled half-atop my bedroll, and lay insensate until the night was well advanced.
 
   Then I woke, sweating and shouting and thrashing, from a nightmare filled with Ulim himself. The Death-God was robed in the snowy white of deepest Darkenseason, and his breath was an ice-storm. From the train of his robe whistled glacial winds and sudden blasts of ice and snow. I was his thrall. I was his footman, lashing his carriage through a frozen Alldark wasteland. ‘Death-bringer!’ cried he, regarding my cringing form with malevolent glee. ‘Child of my heart! Seek you to fill Nethe’s long halls by the deeds of your own hand?’
 
   Truly told, never had the breath of demons felt so close. I imagined they might come rushing through the tent-flap any instant. My hands trembled so hard I twice knocked the lantern to the ground trying to light it. The very darkness within my tent pulsed and oozed with an oily malice. Predatory fangs and blood-dipped claws lurked in every corner, while evil licked my quoph with a tongue of ice. Beneath the blankets, my body shivered as though it possessed an icy core that would never thaw again.
 
   I looked around frantically. But there was nothing there.
 
   Your deeds will feed my Wurm. How right, how unimaginable, those words had now been proven. These days, with the white of death all about me, Jyla’s evil felt fused to my immortal quoph; fused with unbreakable bonds. Daily I tasted the ash of her smoky conjuration in the back of my throat. If this was all that Janos’ death was worth, then what was the point of living? How many now lay murdered at my hand?
 
   Ay, this thing I had become. This beast that lurked inside … who was the beast now? Arlak, or the Wurm? Could I but end my own life … and yet I could not. I would never give that sorcerous vulture the pleasure of driving me to ruin. I would yet live to employ the power for good, and every time I did, I would gloat at her description of my inevitable misdeeds. I would be stronger than Jyla counted on, more stubborn than she cared for, and resist her wiles and devices to the end of life and bone. So I resolved.
 
   In the darkest makh of that night, I struck upon a plan.
 
   Soon, the Wurm would rise no more.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “They’re calling you the ‘Scourge of the Westland’,” Freyal cried, clapping me cheerfully upon the shoulder. “After we destroyed Sulakin, the Lymarians sent a delegation to sue for peace. But the terms were not to my liking.”
 
   I bit my tongue, muttering, ‘That is, my dear Freyal, after I destroyed Sulakin Town for you.’ A simple disguise had won Tomak and I through the gates. We were meant to pick a victim, but I stopped Tomak’s heart instead. Good riddance. When the Roymerian army trapped me trying to steal out of town, I blamed the Wurm for his death.
 
   Sulakin was nigh the end of me too. Buildings slowed the Wurm until it learned to dive beneath them, to buckle walls with its back, and to appear in unexpected places rather than blindly thrashing after me as before. Grephe alone turned my stride aside a jerlak’s snort before the Wurm collapsed the road not three strides ahead of my racing boots. Hot cinnamon breath blasted my back as I dived into a side alleyway and made good my escape. ‘The Wurm learns,’ I repeated to myself. Was the Nethe-spawned demon beast maturing? Or was it just luck, or Gods-play, that the chase turned out that way?
 
   Houses crushed. Children screaming. Jatha bellowing. Lyoms squawking. Men tearing their faces in despair. Families and lives torn apart in a flash. Images of murder swarmed in my mind. The Wurm, unleashed, was an indiscriminate fury shaped by the paths I chose to run. In a moment of Doublesun-madness these deeds required no thought. But afterward …
 
   “What you see before you, is the remnant of their army.” The Hassutl chuckled evilly. “Today, Arlak, you have it in your hands to end this war. Now go. Join the ranks.”
 
   The strategy was simple. Hide amongst our militias. When the battle was joined, kill a prisoner and make merry–Freyal’s term again–on the Lymarian side. He was not concerned if a few men of Roymere ‘stood in the wrong place’.
 
   I did not share his optimism. End the war? Freyal was a man of war. His ambitions would not be limited to resolving a simple border dispute. Already, during the nightly strategy and planning sessions in the great pavilion, he spoke of conquests, of new alliances, and renegotiating the ancient land contracts, for in those days Roymere was carved into many fiefdoms each ruled by one of the great Lines. What reason had he to stop now? And he was in daily drum-contact with Jyla, telling her every detail of my misdeeds. She must be agog with pleasure. Her black-in-black eyes haunted my dreams all the more.
 
   The prisoner was a Lymarian veteran who had taken a javelin-thrust into his bowels so deep it had fractured his backbone. The puncture-wound was gangrenous. Truly told, I was surprised he still lived.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I whispered, touching him.
 
   I chased a man’s Mata-born quoph from his body. Forgive my iniquity …
 
   The Wurm rose with shocking speed. All the warning I had was a tiny, premonitory tremble beneath my feet before the beast surged out of the ground, twice, three times the height of a man with the power of its thrust, and, bellowing as it fell, scattered friend and foe in all directions.
 
   BRRAOOMM!
 
   Had I dared pray the Wurm would be crushed by its own weight in the fall, I was sore disappointed. Indeed, I was knocked aside as it snatched the dead prisoner from my hand, and this provided a helpful boost to my retreat. The great bellows-noise started behind me, huffing in my direction, and the screams began.
 
   Thank Mata for long legs and a fit body. I stretched my legs on the uphill run toward the main Lymarian force. I sliced my roundshield’s leather stays off my left forearm and dropped the weight without second thought. No need for that anymore. I yanked my helm loose. Several more pounds of metal tumbled away. Given half a chance I would ditch the thigh plates as well. Men were not meant to run in armour! Our unit Onelead believed in running through muddy fields in full armour was essential training for ‘soft farm boys’–and while I had cursed him for a whole season, which was the length of my induction to the ranks, now I thanked him with my every breath.
 
   Once I broke into the clear, I slowed. Where to now? I could not hear the Wurm, could not see it. Larathi! Keep moving, Arlak. Two brass terls to a Lortiti Real said the beast was somewhere nearby. I trotted on, scanning the ground ahead, trying to regather my breath. Be cursed to Nethe if I was going to let some overgrown insect get the better of me!
 
   I too was minded of a shadworm. The interlocking body rings, the burgundy hue of its armoured carapace, the multi-jointed feelers … how under the heavens did Jyla plan to use the power the Wurm garnered from these events? I had to find out more about the Sorceress and her designs on my life. But where to begin? Was it magic that allowed her Wurm to move so easily above or below ground, through soil and even rock? Why did it feed so voraciously upon people–was that the source of its strength and growth? Since my last run the creature had doubled its length again, or I was no judge.
 
   Filling my boots with scorn, I said to my surroundings, “What are you planning to do, Arlak? Take a tailor’s measure of the beast for its new robes? Ha! Robes of sallinen and the finest burnoose for that overgrown maggot-body?”
 
   Ah! Just a trin or so ahead was a clump of boulders in which I could hide; see off this appearance of the Wurm.
 
   What was that? My legs halted of their own accord. I peered at the rocks. How queer–was something moving in there? My nape prickled as though a troop of fire-ants were investigating my collar for food. I felt a flicker of grephe at odds with my rational self. “Don’t be silly, Arlak,” I grunted. “Conserve your energy.” Two more paces, just ten or so short of the boulders now. Halt again. Peering. “That’s no branch, stupid. That’s–”
 
   KERUMM! The rocks exploded outwards, slower than I believed possible, yet faster than I could react. Desperately back-peddling, I tripped and thumped down on my rump. A boulder spun end-over-end toward me. My eyes had time to widen before it briefly trapped my foot, and rolled on. Unthinking, I used my power to slam down the pain. No! Go, Arlak! Diving to one side. Rolling over and over, using the slope, my arms and legs flailing to keep me moving as fast as possible.
 
   The ground heaved and buckled as the Wurm ravenously gobbled up the earth behind my tumbling body. At least half its length lay buried in that single movement. I scrambled away, bad foot or none.
 
   I must heal myself. I forced the power inward.
 
   The ground shook again.
 
   The wind fluttered in my ears as I found my stride. My crushed foot, I healed instantly. A burst of sheer terror bought me a lead, but at a pace I could not hope to sustain. Soon, the beast closed in again. ‘Sherrwweeeekk!’ was the sound of its shriek, like the call of a hunting falcon, but ten times greater.
 
   I forced myself to slow, to regulate the frantic rhythm of my heart. I looked inward. And it seemed to me then that I began to hear Janos’ voice chanting indistinctly in the distance. The haunting cries of sea-birds tingled in my ears. By degrees, my feet began to strike the ground ever more softly until it felt as though I were flying rather than running; that my arms were wings and my mind observed my flight from a place apart from my body; that the hypnotic flow of Janos’ voice had transported me to a place beyond myself, a place where no effort was required to outrun the wind.
 
   That makh, I discovered a certain joyful purity in the act of running. The smooth inter-working of ligaments and muscles, the flexion and extension of joints, diaphragm, and ribcage powering the lungs, heart pumping gouts of life-sustaining blood through my system–I grasped  how marvellous an organism was my body, appreciating it in wholly new ways with the benefit of Jyla’s curse.
 
   I felt invincible. Though a few Lymarians spread out to try to catch me, and they cast their darts, to my heightened senses they were slow and clumsy. I was a zephyr, blowing where I pleased. Instinct supplied my balance. Running stripped away the non-essentials; gave me respite from my cares. Even a dagger’s slash did not slow my headlong rush. I thought, and was healed.
 
   So I blew through the Lymarian camp that day, and kept right on sprinting into the deep forest beyond. Freyal would never find me. The noise of the Wurm slowly fell behind. Boughs and hanging vines slapped my face. Roots threatened to trip me, but I hurdled them with breakneck abandon. Cuts and bruises gave me no pause.
 
   After a long time, as golden Suthauk dripped into Belion’s white eye, peeping just above the forested, hilly horizon, and the better portion of a day had been expended in my flight, I realised that the Wurm was gone.
 
   I was alone with my ghosts.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 11: The Slipper’s Toe
 
    
 
   Love? A pox on the notion! Why, I buy it by the potion,
 
   And toss it into the ocean.
 
   Is love not born inside a lie, a pretty pastime till we die?
 
   Mark it mine? Fie!
 
   Then why do I pine, stare into my wine, refuse to dine?
 
   If I be not … thine?
 
   Popular Hakooi Ballad, Anon
 
    
 
   As I recall, that day set my feet upon a fresh course. No longer was I Arlak no-name. I was Arlak, Scourge of the Westland. That, if I could, I would have cast this title to the ground, spit upon it, and crush every last syllable into dust with my boot-heel, mattered nought. What I had wrought in the seasons of the Lymarian war felt abhorrent. That boy I had been before, that puppy in the pleasure-house, was dead. Now, in the season of my ruin and Ulim’s triumph, I understood at last what I was not. Jyla would have me become that monster of the Westland. Give her the pleasure? May I wither and rot at the thought!
 
   The drive to make atonement exhausted me. For the sake of my quoph and my sanity, I took upon myself a new mantle and a new name. As I tramped the byways of rural Roymere, plying my new trade, I began to call myself El Shashi.
 
   Janos spent anna schooling me in Dusky Fahric, which is the scholarly tongue, seldom known by common folk. But a few phrases enjoy wide renown. They are woven into every ulule’s repertoire. This phrase ‘El Shashi’, which means ‘worker of wonders’, is oft used on stage and in fable to signify a moment at which a story changes either through supernatural intervention or unexpected circumstance; its cusp or turning-point. The ulule or actor will don a blue cap or ribbon that denotes Mata’s favour, or dress in white to denote Ulim’s vindictive pleasure. For me, El Shashi stood for all that I wanted to become, both in quoph and in deed.
 
   Solemnly, I sold my sword. With its coin I purchased the robes and accoutrements of an athocary. I became an itinerant healer. Not for me the setting up of chambers–that mistake I had made in Gramyre Town. Never again, I vowed.
 
   After a time I chose to put the dust of the long leagues upon my boots, spending the coin of my penance the length and breadth of the Fiefdoms, far beyond the borders of my native Roymere.
 
   But mark this: how should a man choose whom to heal?
 
   Or where to ply one’s trade?
 
   For I bear witness that the Fiefdoms are many, and many more the towns within their borders, and their villages and hamlets, innumerable. Jyla’s bequest opened my eyes twofold: to the myriad faces of our human needs, and to my pitiful inadequacy in the face of them.
 
   Should I choose this path, I choose not that.
 
   Should I choose this hamlet, I leave five more in my wake.
 
   Who could know how best to locate the suffering, the weak, the destitute, and the dying, save Mata Herself? Who would presume to judge one worthy of succour and not another? Should I heal the pickpocket, the swindler, or the woman suffering from cataracts, who nightly beats her husband raw and bloody with switches of hand-tied darkthorn? Should I succour the rapist, the drunkard, the village layabout, or any and every manner of scoundrel that plagues the Fiefdoms?
 
   I had no answers to these questions.
 
   Truly told, even the knowledge of power must change a man. The name of El Shashi was at once a mantle, a scourge, and such a terrible burden of responsibility as I could never have imagined. It alienated me from my fellow Umarite. Without noticing it, I became a social recluse, keeping my robe closed upon my chest. I feared even a simple touch, for that was how I dispensed healing. That was how I made my diagnoses, how I transformed lives.
 
   My touch brought relief and hope, or despair.
 
   That boy-farmer of Yarabi Vale had vanished, consumed by the Wurm. I felt transient, a nomad, a wind blowing unseen, never-may-care, through the myriad affairs of men.
 
   When had this despicable conceit developed, that I should judge the needy? Utter presumption. Bald-faced arrogance. Mata’s sweet name, that I could excoriate it from my quoph and start afresh!
 
   Ay. I recall a beggar I healed of ulcerated sores upon his legs, which he displayed openly the better to solicit pity and the coin of passers-by. He spat upon me, beat me about the head with his lyrithbark cane, and called down the most dreadful curses at my importunity. How dare I rob him of his income and way of life?
 
   I healed a village Layik of a paralysed leg. The good woman proceeded to follow me for nigh ten leagues from village to village, begging me to become her Matabond lover. The more I refused, the more bitterly she wept and tore at her hair and cried to all comers the depths of my cold-heartedness. It culminated in the woman setting the town guard upon me for a fabricated crime–I received twenty strokes of a willow cane upon my exposed buttocks for my troubles. But I was free of her.
 
   My reputation, I learned, could raise false hopes. One anna I was invited to spend the cold seasons over Alldark Week amongst the Frenjj people of the south-eastern Hakooi lowlands, a land of fierce heat and nigh unbearable humidity. There, the rich, loamy soils supported two harvests an anna, and the Frenjj grew their gigantic vegetables–beets the size of a man’s head, corncobs the length of a forearm, giant kale which stood the height of a man, and much besides. The Frenjj themselves were a tall, proud people, dark of complexion and noble of brow. But along their rivers, many fell prey to a baffling malady, called ‘string-fly’ in their tongue–a kind of worm or maggot which burrows beneath the skin, and if drawn forth, resembles nothing more than a length of white thread. But over time, the tracks scar and stiffen the joints until a young man moves like his grandfather, and a woman can no longer work with her hands.
 
   I failed the Frenjj outright. Scar tissue was resistant to my power. It felt dead. I could not move it, remove it, nor change it. Of course there were other maladies to heal, but this matter of string-fly frustrated my every guile and I departed with the sour taste of disgrace in my mouth.
 
   I dared not travel further than Hakooi, for beyond the tinkling-chambers of the talented minstrels lie the dread plains of the cannibal Faloxx; but instead, turning my face northward, I passed the forested length of the Hakooi and Elbarath Fiefdoms, and travelled right up to the vast sands of desert Damantia and the wondrous mountain fastness of Mara-Kern, where they worship the great eagles and men have learned to glide upon wings on the fierce, scorching thermals that rush up past the edges of the city. It churned my stomach to see them leaping off cliffs half a league or more above the desert. I declined their enthusiastic offers to assist me in casting myself off the nearest precipice. I wish I could claim it was my own bravery–but, truly told, as thanks for healing his aged father of a severe liver infection, a young man arranged for his friends to abduct me, truss my hands, and take me for my first and only flight.
 
   After I had finished cursing and howling, I did thank them.
 
   Truly told, these and other wonders did I witness over the anna: wonders such as the sulphurous, burning pits of Sukan, which is the closest imaginable place to Nethe and the people mine the scalding calderas for gold as red as sunset; or the God-serpent of the Kren, an iridescent python of such tremendous proportions it feeds upon half-grown jatha; and when crossing the Straits of Adallan to Sulikarn, a land of teeming jungles and venomous snakes, the delightful play of sea creatures called porpoises, which sported around our boat and raised their heads from the water to gaze at us with eyes full of curiosity and intelligence.
 
   But life without love is an empty vessel.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “Rubiny o’Telmak!”
 
   My second cry echoed most satisfyingly around the forecourt of Telmak Lodge, which, seen from the perspective of a penitent kneeling in its dusty forecourt in the early eventide, was just as I desired it. I had chosen the busiest makh of the busiest day. I scouted the location several days beforehand and kept watch upon the gates to determine that the said lady was both at home and not yet promised to another–would not blue promise-ribbons adorn the gateposts to proclaim the news to all?
 
   I was drawing a decent crowd.
 
   “Rubiny o’Telmak! I humbly crave an audience!”
 
   I mopped my brow. Despite it being the makh of eventide, it was early Doublesun and Belion’s heat and light reflected fearsomely off the clay-white plasterwork of Telmak Lodge. That brilliance cast deep shadows across the main entryway, where I expected Rubiny to make her appearance.
 
   Quite suddenly, my heart leaped like a jatha scored by the branding-iron. There! The woman herself, as striking as ever I remembered. The suns lowering behind my shoulder burnished Rubiny’s unbound hair into cascade of titian flame, wherein her eyes were as luminous as jade pearls.
 
   This moment I must have imagined … oh, a thousand times. The dust of four Fiefdoms’ journey suddenly became as trifling footnote upon a forgotten scrolleaf.
 
   I was dumbstruck.
 
   Rubiny dusted her floury hands upon her apron. Her cheeks were flushed. I imagined she must have been in the kitchen, perfecting the cakes and sweets for which the Lodge was famous–one of a true lady’s skills, if ulules’ moral tales are to be trusted, lay in ruling the household. For that she must know it inside and out.
 
   All this gushed through my mind, and out gushed my carefully prepared speech. The silence deepened.
 
   She, squinting against the suns’ light, said, “Why do you call my name, stranger?”
 
   Now her mother appeared too, and the Master Telmak in her shadow. The two women turned aside to confer in whispers. The Master stared directly at me. His eyebrows arched, and I saw the corners of his mouth tighten.
 
   Courage infused my backbone.
 
   “Honoria Telmak!” I cried, dipping my forehead to the flagstones. “I kneel before you to beg your pardon! I abase myself. Before all present, I declare that I am the most wicked and corrupt of men, who once dared slight the good name and reputation of the daughter Telmak!”
 
   The Honoria returned my bow with a miniscule inclination of her head. “Well and fine, stranger, but that does not explain why you are wiping my courtyard with your brow, and causing this ridiculous scene.”
 
   I spread my hands in the full buskal of abject pleading. “Great Lady of Telmak Lodge, I beg your forbearance. On the last occasion I supped within your halls, when deep within my cups, this dung-shovelling simpleton–” deliberately borrowing Rubiny’s own words, “–did make occasion to cravenly insult the peerless daughter Telmak after she greeted me with nought but kind and gracious words.”
 
   “Arlak!” Rubiny squeaked. Her hands flew to her mouth. “Oh my–”
 
   “Arlak Sorlakson!” the mother shrieked. “You!”
 
   “In apology for my boorish insults and drunken advances, I shall three times grovel in the forecourt of Telmak Lodge like the wicked wastrel I am and here declare to the heavens and before all assembled, the depths of my depravity. I plead that the daughter Telmak should grant me the slipper’s toe to kiss.”
 
   Slowly, holding my breath, I raised my head. Truly told, my boldness was plain for all to see! Rubiny’s eyes glistened–whether with tears or embarrassment, I could not tell. The Honoria’s face was a mask of dark fury. And the Master Telmak? He gestured with his chin. Up here.
 
   As I cast myself upon the topmost step, I knelt on a sharp piece of flint and hissed in pain. Rubiny’s stifled giggle fell like cool rain upon my fevered head.
 
   At last, after all these anna, I had done something right.
 
   Her slippers were informal ladies’ wear, red velveteen slip-ons with a very low heel, but the silver stitching on the seams betrayed her station. I addressed them with great fervour.
 
   “Rubiny o’Telmak, how I have wronged you,” I declared. There was nothing for it now but to play this scene out. “I am a worthless male who deserves nought but your scorn and contempt. I grovel–”
 
   “As well you should!” hissed the Honoria.
 
   “Rubiny o’Telmak, I brought shame on both you and this illustrious Lodge, undoubtedly the finest in the many fiefdoms of Roymere and beyond. I abused your hospitality to a guest and heaped the shame of irremediable selfishness upon my own head. I grovel before you. I pray your forgiveness.”
 
   I was fast running out of adjectives. Would I lie for love? Ay. But that was not my heart. I despaired. How should I better dress my stupid, stilted words …? Before I knew it, my third apology slipped out thus:
 
   “Rubiny o’Telmak,” I said, “I have become a fool for love. From the moment I first laid eyes on you, to this day, this love has been as immutable as Roymere’s great mountains. Truly told, you know my feelings, my beloved.” Grief, what had I done? I wanted to sink through the steps. I continued miserably, “Why else grovel, if not for love? Grant me the slipper’s toe. Please.”
 
   The silence became deafening. Even the clucking lyoms held their beaks.
 
   A tiny scraping sound. Rubiny’s slipper prodded my nose.
 
   Dear sweet Mata she …
 
   The Honoria’s outraged bray resounded throughout the courtyard as she kicked me as hard as she could, right in the ribs, down the steps and away from her daughter.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “Rubiny!” I whispered hotly, “what are you doing here? In Mata’s name–”
 
   “Finding you,” she shot back.
 
   I slumped back on my pallet. “Ulim’s scabrous scullions, woman! Do you often scare people in night’s dead-time? In the male quarters, moreover?” In the shadows by the doorway, the large salcat which had been curled up by my feet gave me a slit-eyed stare of utter disdain, before stalking out of the door with a dismissive flick of its tail.
 
   “You didn’t bed down at the Lodge.”
 
   “And have your mother’s servants beat me raw for good measure? I hid here for good reason!”
 
   “So you didn’t mean it?”
 
   The intense rumiaflower scent of her perfume set my head a-spin. “Oh, be reasonable, woman!” But my growl failed to achieve an iota of menace. “What would the Honoria say?”
 
   “Don’t you mean, what hasn’t she already said about my reputation? If you only knew what I’ve endured this day, for your sake!”
 
   I fumbled for my sparkstone, cursing the darkness. “Worse than grovelling in the forecourt like some numbwit, and being kicked down the stairs? I think my ribs are broken.”
 
   There came that playful giggle again, the one that punctured my ire with sweet ease. I could not believe Rubiny had come. Did I dare hope …? “I must confess,” she whispered back, “I have never had a man declare himself a fool for my sake. Truly told, a day to remember.”
 
   “Fool I was,” I muttered, trimming the wick to the lowest glow I could elicit. At least the wretched woman had the sense to wear a travelling burnoose and not some fancy frock! “Fool I am. The world’s greatest fool! Your mother will kill me. Please, for the sake of all that is good in this world, you must return to Telmak Lodge.”
 
   Rubiny’s titian hair ensnared and winked back the small flame. In the intimate lamplight, her eyes were solemn, dark emeralds, and I wished for nought but to lose myself in them forever. In a low, steady voice she said, “Take heed, Arlak. I do not wish to speak of the Honoria, or Telmak Lodge, ever again. I’ve made my choice.”
 
   Truly told, my heart leaped as at the very joys of Springtide. I searched her face. “Rubiny?”
 
   “Arlak.” Her forefinger touched my lips. Her touch was at once fire and balm to my quoph. “Hush now. Let us speak anon. Truly told, I’ve run away without my parents blessing or knowledge, and a thousand wild jerlak would not convince me to return. Don’t frown.”
 
   “You’re crazy.”
 
   “Mayhap I am, but so are you.” Her lips quirked upward. “Fancy kissing my slipper’s toe? What in all the Fiefdoms made you dredge up that quaint custom?”
 
   I chuckled. It was starting to make sense now. “The person we are not talking about, Rubiny. Was it not you who–”
 
   “Not I!”
 
   “Gods, I wanted to strangle you!”
 
   “Shh.”
 
   I glanced at the door. “Sorry. But what happened was, the Honoria stopped me at a roadside near Elaki Fountain–anna ago, now. Made a huge kafuffle in front of a family of six. Said you were upset and I had to beg you for the slipper’s toe. The girls teased me about it for three makh solid over evensup.” I drew her hand to my chin. “Look, you wretched, wretched beauty–you left me this beastly scar.”
 
   Rubiny’s eyes sparkled. “My poor Arlak,” she murmured, moving her fingers aside to kiss the scar. “Ormetal is so heavy.” She nibbled her way from my chin to the corner of my lips. “I wanted nought more than to knock your daft head off. Fancy, mmm, telling me to leave you be? In front of all those people?”
 
   I was enjoying her sweet kisses far too much to make any rational reply.
 
   “I’m sure it won’t be the last time either.”
 
   Truly told again! I twined my fingers into her hair and set about kissing the daughter Telmak as thoroughly as she deserved. Half a span of breathless passion later, sallow lamplight spilled abruptly across our trysting-place.
 
   “Ha! What have we here?”
 
   Rubiny and I jerked apart as though burned. I, squinting, made out the housemaster and his two sons. The housemaster waved an old sword, pitted with rust, in a manner that suggested he was more familiar with a hoe. The sons held a quarterstaff each. They gaped at the dishevelled pair of us as if they had just seen Ulim’s Hunt ride past in the full panoply of its demonic glory.
 
   “It’s the daughter Telmak! Back, you striploose vagabond!”
 
   I made a habit of sleeping fully clothed on the road, using my pack for a pillow. It is harder to steal things off a man when he wears them. I had no weapons, however, save the belt-knife that every Roymerian carries. I drawled:
 
   “Put the sword away, old man. I’ve no desire to see you hurt.”
 
   “Get your hand off the knife!”
 
   I drew Rubiny behind me–not without protest–and added, “As a trained soldier, I can tell you have no real idea how to use that.”
 
   “You’re no soldier.”
 
   “It’s the athocary’s robe, isn’t it?” I sighed. Rubiny kept bumping my back as she rearranged her apparel. “I have just returned from the border war, truly told, and have little patience for sword-waving simpletons.”
 
   “The border war?”
 
   “Hush.”
 
   “Hush?” snorted the housemaster. “I’ll have your hide! Stealing away the daughter Telmak indeed! Why–”
 
   “You cannot steal what wants to be stolen,” I pointed out, and heard Rubiny giggle behind me. Trust a woman to be overexcited by my kisses. Kissing her again, soon, was my most pressing concern–right after seeing off the housemaster and his boys.
 
   Waving the sword at my midriff, he scowled. “Don’t you play your fancy words with me, sonny! Now, hand her over.”
 
   I grabbed for my belt-knife. The housemaster belatedly lunged, missed, and stumbled to his knees. One of the boys swung wildly with his staff. He managed to strike only the overhead roof-beams, lose his balance, and fall upon his father.
 
   The father clutched his neck. As Rubiny gasped, I saw blood spurt upon the floor. The other son stood petrified in idiotic tableaux, holding the lantern aloft in one hand and his staff in the other.
 
   “Father!” they cried.
 
   The wound was jagged, ugly, probably ripped by the man’s own sword-tip. The son tried with terrified fingertips to press the flaps of flesh shut. Blood kept jetting out. It splattered upon his burnoose and up to his elbows in no time. I reached out with my free hand. Touching the old man, I dove into him, found the rent vein, and willed the tissue whole. The crimson spurting slowed at once to a trickle.
 
   “Hold still.” I smoothed the wound with my fingertips.
 
   When I was done, he sank weakly to the floor, cradled in his son’s arms. Father and sons, they stared at me as though I were a two-headed snake.
 
   “You’ll need to rest,” I told him. “Be grateful to Mata you live.”
 
   “By the Gods, who are you?”
 
   Turning, I read the same question in Rubiny’s eyes. “We’ll be leaving now,” I muttered. “Do not attempt to follow us. I’ll explain it all, beloved …”
 
   I took up my pack and reached out to clasp Rubiny’s hand in mine. How little of each other we truly knew. Yet it was a beginning.
 
   Together, we stepped though the doorway and into the night.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 12: Happiness and Discontent
 
    
 
   Beware the honeypot of pleasure, and be content in every trial. For pleasure is fleeting, but trials strengthen the quoph.
 
   Phari al’Mahi kin Saymik, My Father the Yammarik
 
    
 
   Lorami Fountain, on the east side of Hakooi near the Roymere and Elbarath borders, is the kind of town that many pass through, but only those who linger get to know each other well. One or two thousands dwelt within the thick sandstone walls, built to keep out the marauding Faloxx. The houses were typically Hakooi in design–blocky stone units, with sloped slate roofs to shed the snows of Alldark Week, and the ubiquitous music chamber-come-reception area that marked them apart from Roymerian designs. How the Hakooi adore their music!
 
   This was where Rubiny and I settled as the Glooming season turned to Rains. She was pregnant with our first child. I refused to stay on the road.
 
   With the proceeds of my work we purchased a tiny but cosy house behind an athocarium, not far from the gate called ‘Love Gate’ by the locals. We chuckled at this. Every time we passed through the archway, we paused for a kiss–oftentimes long enough to make some trader chuckle at us, or a matron whisper to her friend about ‘shameless youngsters’. Here we lacked for nought but real wealth. Rubiny never questioned why I charged a standard rate no matter the ailment or the labour to cure it–but I understood, deep within, the seductive power of my greed and selfishness. I mistrusted my quoph. How I wished I could have given the daughter Telmak more, much more, but she declared her contentment.
 
   Indeed, we were more than content. I took to fatherhood with baffling ease. Sherya, our first daughter, was the very image and temperament of Rubiny.
 
   At the time the Wurm returned, Sherya was four anna old. Rubiny and I had been together for five anna. My wanderings might have belonged to another lifetime.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “I can’t believe I won,” said my wife, beaming at me.
 
   “I’ll have to behave myself now,” I teased. “Local justice! If only they knew you as I do.”
 
   Rubiny pressed her side. “Ooh.”
 
   “Kicking you in the ribs again?”
 
   “This child of yours is all knees and elbows,” she grimaced, and paused to mop her brow. The season was unbearably hot and humid. Step outside, and the noontide heat had us bathed in sweat before we had turned a corner. “Must be a boy. Are you hoping for a boy this time, Arlak?”
 
   “Truly told, I would be grateful for either,” I said, fondly watching her rolling walk. Rubiny had miscarried twice since Sherya was born. Tough on us both, but on her especially. To resist the temptation to meddle–unbearable! But Rubiny was adamant about her beliefs and wanted no intervention. Now she had a nine-months waddle. “I couldn’t imagine having a boy as well. Sherya’s such a handful …”
 
   Sherya skipped ahead of us, a mop of red curls and endless energy. We watched her for a span, darting between the sparse holitaph holiday crowds. All the women wore canary-yellow headscarves and long sardi-dresses, with their wide fluffed and flounced skirts, trimmed with tiny silver bells that tinkled merrily as they walked. The men wore their best kabari tunics, a veritable riot of colours. Ay, the town would liven up later, in the cool of eventide, I thought–the street vendors would appear, selling their brith buns and spicy jatha-meat kebabs, and hordes of musicians and entertainers would arrive from the surrounding villages, and there would be dancing and merriment late into the night. I did love this holiday.
 
   “Odd thing about that carbuncle on her nose, wasn’t it?” said Rubiny, referring to her opponent in the election. “Wasn’t there when we saw her Sayth last.”
 
   “Nasty,” I agreed.
 
   “The kind you could heal in a snap, couldn’t you, love?”
 
   Or create with equal facility, I thought guiltily. A harmless bit of foolery. After all, I wanted Rubiny to win, didn’t I? Mister Dutiful Husband. The title fit like a yammarik’s hair shirt. Mark my words, I was jealous of Rubiny’s successes even as I cheered from the sidelines. Why begrudge her this trifle? I could not understand myself sometimes.
 
   What would Jyla have made of my happy state? Did she even know where I was? Did she care that I had a family now? The Wurm had been dormant these five anna. I hoped she could not touch my family here. ‘Oh please … Mata protect us, protect our children …’
 
   “Where are your thoughts, my husband?”
 
   “Drifting,” I admitted. “Deep in the past.”
 
   “You should let those things go.”
 
   “My heart, what I wouldn’t give for the power to forget.”
 
   “You’re too melancholy–”
 
   “I’m afraid,” I said, pulling out my honesty to wave it as a peace-offering. “Sometimes I suspect I’m too happy. I’m terrified Jyla will tear it all away.”
 
   Rubiny linked her elbow with mine. “I know. That isn’t Mata’s way, but … I know. I wonder sometimes that my parents will not find a way to spoil it for us too. Have they not looked for us? Do they not worry about me?”
 
   “Maybe you’d want to show them their grandchildren?”
 
   “I’m afraid they’d disapprove.”
 
   “Sherya is beautiful.” I squinted against Doublesun’s glare. “Belion is blazing today. Feels like a thunderstorm brewing, doesn’t it? Where is–”
 
   “There, beside the bragazzar tree.”
 
   “Ah. I wish she wouldn’t run off like that.”
 
   “Her father’s daughter, truly told.”
 
   “Huh!” I snorted, and then stiffened. “See that?”
 
   “What?”
 
   My voice rose an octave. “That!”
 
   The bragazzar tree, which stood in the centre of a small square, quivered noticeably, as though the warm sifadoon buffeted it with a vengeance–only, there was not a breath of wind this noontide. I narrowed my eyes. Felt a horrible sensation beneath my skin as if ten shadworms had laid their eggs there.
 
   Oh, Larathi!
 
   “How odd …”
 
   But my sandals were already pounding the flagstones, full gallop. Of all these people, I alone knew what was coming. I shouted, “Clear the square! Get back! Everyone get back!”
 
   Sherya was turning to look at me, her apple-green eyes full of innocent questions, when the stones beneath her feet began to rise.
 
   I took the last five paces at a headlong dive. The rough-cut granite flagstones shredded my thin burnoose and the skin beneath. I snatched Sherya up one handed, cradling my little girl to my bosom as the ground rocked and pitched violently. As toys are cast aside by an artless child, so were we tossed off the side of the mountain that was the Wurm rising.
 
   I crashed to my knees. Rocky soil showered my bowed head. Dust danced crazy patterns upon the flagstones as I curled my body over Sherya’s, feeling the terrified drumbeat of her heart against my breastbone, wincing at the sharp crack! of rocks split asunder by the Wurm’s vertical ascent. The ancient bragazzar gave vent to a great, dying groan as it toppled sideways, crushing a nearby house. Later, the sound of its untimely-terminated life would plague my dreams.
 
   Please let her be unhurt … I peered past my shielding arm.
 
   Larathi! This beast was a chest-high mole-run-maker no more! How could I have forgotten? It tore the earth’s fabric rudely, emerging segment after smooth segment as though squeezed forth by Mata’s own hand.
 
   When it towered to twice the height of the nearest house, the Wurm’s ascent slowed, and its long, jointed feelers began to scent the air. I smelled burnt cinnamon, mingled with smoke from a fire hungrily sniffing around the stricken bragazzar. It would seek me out. Me alone. Nothing could stand in the Wurm’s way–not walls, nor houses, nor even the very foundation stone of Mata’s creation. It came to me in a flash what I must do.
 
   I staggered to my feet. My left arm, broken without my knowing it in the fall, flopped at my side as though pinned to my shoulder by ribbons. I deposited Sherya at my feet. “Wait here for mommy.”
 
   She was too petrified even to wail.
 
   Go! The gate! I sprinted across the square, deliberately closing with the Wurm, daring it to scent and follow me. I would head for the countryside. Just one hundred and fifty paces and I could be through Love Gate. Lead the Wurm into the fields where no-one lived … lead it away from my family. Dear Mata protect!
 
   A backward glance. I saw the sightless Wurm withdrawing into its giant pit. Grey smoke curled into an almost translucent Doublesun sky. My forehead tried to make a dent in the back of a cart.
 
   Spitting dirt. Shaking my head to clear it. The Wurm … gone. Looking this way, that–people were starting to gather, to gawk. My legs would not obey. I saw a large crack appear in the middle of the road. It snaked toward my feet.
 
   “Clear the road! Clear the road!” I cried, waving my good arm. I must have looked like a madman. Somebody’s grandfather thwacked me with his cane. I dodged a fat dog, picked up my knees, and hared for the gate. The rows of neat houses either side of the road were shaking. Roof tiles slid down, shattering amongst the milling crowd in a deadly hailstorm of flying shards.
 
   Quick! I healed my arm.
 
   A waggoner with a whole train of jatha was just passing through the gate when I arrived in a pressing haste to escape. No mind. I sprang for the traces, swung onto his seat, and from there scrambled headlong across the load and jumped down again. Just as he turned to curse me, the ground shifted beneath his cart. The terrified jatha surged forward, pulling him to safety as a substantial section of the town wall crumpled dramatically.
 
   I put my head down, and dashed out into the fields.
 
   The Wurm rumbled after me like a faithful hound; only, a hound would have spent eventide napping by a warm fireplace at my feet. This creature wanted Arlak for evensup. The trees to either side of the track juddered visibly. I sensed the vibration of the Wurm’s progress even through my pounding feet. There was a pressure in my mind–the Wurm’s presence, churning up the hideous darkness in my quoph.
 
   I increased my pace up the long incline out of town, surprised at how out of breath I became. Arlak had enjoyed too much of the quiet life. Dear Gods, what would Rubiny say? She had never seen the Wurm before. But I could explain. Ay, it was simple. Silly. She would understand … surely? We were too long Matabound for this to come between us. No-one had been hurt. Despite the Wurm’s taste for flesh, this time, I had cheated it. No need for people to die. With luck no-one would even notice my absence.
 
   How many makh? I tried to calculate in my head. Every chase was longer than the last. Last I recalled, I had summoned the Wurm in the early makh of dawn, run it through the Lymarian encampment, and kept fleeing the beast until eventide. That meant–larathi! I could expect almost a day and a half’s terror. My muscles burned already. I slowed to a walk, glancing several times over my shoulder for signs of the Wurm. Did it already rest in the earth’s bowels?
 
   ‘Hush, Arlak! Play not the fool!’ I rebuked my errant thoughts.
 
   As I paused to look back over Lorami Fountain, basking in the golden rays of first sundown, the town appeared serene, untouched by the day’s events. Cooking smoke clung to the tall square chimneys, unmoving on a wind-still eventide. A few hands trudged home from a day’s labour in the thorrick-fields. But my heart hammered in my throat as I completed a slow survey of my surroundings. It was quiet. Ay, too quiet. Doublesun’s heat made my head pound. Walking on briskly, I pulled off my outer burnoose. Maybe once Suthauk set in the late eventide makh the day would cool down, but right now I was wearing far too much for any serious running.
 
   Best keep moving. I broke into a trot again.
 
   I had to rub my arm. How many thousands of breaks had I set, only to botch my own? I pressed in with my senses, trying to establish the point of failure. Janos would have tut-tutted, ‘Haste is the enemy of excellence, Arlak!’ I smiled at the memory. Animals, dealt with in haste, become fearful and fretful. Indeed, I remembered my father’s gentle way with animals … when last had I remembered him?
 
   My nostrils twitched. What an odd smell–something burning out here? Umber? Cinnamon?
 
   “Oh Larathi!” I howled as the ground gave way beneath my feet.
 
   I threw myself backward, twisting my body so violently that every vertebra in my back popped. The soil crumbled to nothingness beneath my frantic, flailing hands. I slipped deeper into the hole, already down to my chest, when my fingers suddenly closed about a sturdy tree-root. For less than a heartbeat, I was breathless with sweet relief.
 
   Then a vast snort boomed through the caverns beneath me. SHWWEEEESH!
 
   To this makh I know not with what manner of strength I hoisted my body free, but it was as though I had sprouted an eagle’s wings and taken to the great thermals of my native Roymere. I next remember collapsing at the bole of a spreading lurmint tree. But before my astonished eyes the tree’s roots, gnarled anchors as thick as my waist, began to ping loose of soil they had held firm for five hundred anna and more. The whole tree shuddered. It began to sag. And the Wurm, thundering upward from the black depths, attempted to swallow the lurmint whole–root, branch, and leaf.
 
   In a trice I was inside its throat.
 
   I own it must have lain in wait. The monster was showing signs of intelligence–circling ahead, delaying an attack, and not merely thrashing along blindly as before. Hunting me? Perhaps I had stumbled into its trap. Given the leisure of retrospection, I would conclude that before this makh, I had still felt somewhat in control. I could lead the Wurm. Make it travel where I wished. Keep running until it returned to ground. This in turn had fed an illusion of security and comfort. Now the jatha had turned jerlak, an altogether more cunning, dangerous, and ruthless creature.
 
   A second, wholly more inexplicable surprise was sprung upon me the instant the Wurm’s jaws closed about that lurmint. For a candle’s flicker of time, I witnessed a waking dream of Janos. I sat at the jalkwood table in Janos’ kitchen. My head had sunk upon my chest as though I were sleeping. Janos stood directly behind me, his hands resting upon my head in the pose of a yammarik imparting the keya blessing of manhood upon a young man. Yet I recognised something sinister in the way he gripped my head, in the fierce set of his jaw. I sensed I wished to flee, but was held immobile by an unseen compulsion.
 
   He chanted, ‘Solûm tï mik, in the name and by the power of Mata I charge you to seal this trust until–’
 
   But his voice faded, as though this leaf of memory scurried along on the wings of a blustering Glooming storm, and I realised that the wind’s strident music had turned into Jyla’s laughter blasting through the hallways of my mind, shredding the memory, blowing its wisps to Nethe. A presence stirred around the foundation-stones of my embittered quoph.
 
   The darkness was chittering back to her …
 
   A magical creature which burrows with ease through the earthy ores should not have been troubled by a mere tree, I imagined. But the lurmint was ancient. As the Wurm’s muscular maw ground shut, the tree resisted with a fearful din of splintering, snapping branches, and deep groans. Its thickset trunk twisted and became lodged crosswise in the beast’s throat. The Wurm roared! It convulsed like the huge river pike the Hakooi hunt with harpoons from their flat-bottomed riverboats, when a weapon is mistakenly thrust through the belly.
 
   I was hugging a root or branch–I cannot rightly recall–with both arms and legs wrapped about it. But my perch began to bow under the immense pressure. I saw mauve fields. Now sky, the clouds tinged a weird, wine-purple colour. Magic? Ay, great magic, prickling my neck in the same way Jyla’s first conjuration of the Wurm had all those anna ago. The realisation struck me forcibly. Stuck in the Wurm’s throat, my senses assaulted and abused by the beast’s unique magical essence, I sensed now the connection pulsing between us–a connection as intimate and necessary as some ghastly umbilical cord. Arlak and the beast; Arlak feeding the beast? The beast, feeding off of my healings? By what sorcery had she achieved this? The Sorceress needed power? She was … collecting magic? Unbelievable!
 
   Then I tipped upside-down as the Wurm’s bulk rolled sideways.
 
   Again, a sliver of a vision entranced me:
 
   I see Janos. Hiding in a flowerbed. Fragrant flowers, small and delicate, their petals the colour of eventide and their hearts, candle-bright. He is peering through the foliage. Hiding.
 
   Voices. Two women. Nay, a woman and two young girls. The lady is speaking to someone, a man. He cannot see the woman’s features, but at eye level, he can see the girls. Perhaps three or four anna of age, they hold hands with the woman, one to either side. Their mother? One is part-hidden behind her skirts. The other, who is close enough to touch, turns to look at Janos.
 
   He freezes in palpable shock. Yet the girl cannot see him. Impossible. Her eyes, set in a face of elfin, ethereal beauty, are disquietingly milky. She must be blind. But surely … for as she twirls her tumbling, white-blonde ringlets in her fingers, it is clear that she is regarding him directly, that his presence has been revealed.
 
   Janos raises a trembling digit to his lips.
 
   Voices: ‘I cannot abide it any longer, father!’
 
   ‘But you must, Aulynni. You must. You must understand my position, the position of the Council! This is a great thing we’ll accomplish, for the greater good of our people …’
 
   ‘Father, don’t patronise me!’ the woman hisses. Her desperation rises as she continues, ‘I’ve read the scrolls. Surely, you who are foremost of the Sorcerers; you of all people, have the power to deny this vile … this thing … this abomination! How will these new exiles be chosen? Who writes the accursed lists? Who will decree their fate? Is all life not equally sacred? Have you not taught me this?’
 
   ‘Oh Aulynni, be not distressed. Within the moon–’
 
   ‘Father, Talan-son-of-Lucan, I beg you, must I fall upon my knees? Must I grasp your cloak and weep for these who are already doomed? What Lucan did was monstrous enough! Now this! Have you no pity?’
 
   The man sighs. ‘There, now you’ve upset Amal. Come here, child.’
 
   He must be bending towards her. A pair of arms can be seen through the leaves, outstretched, and the child is trapped in a no-man’s land between the two adults. The man is still moving forward.
 
   ‘Don’t you dare touch her!’ The woman yanks the child back to her skirts. As she whirls, the child’s countenance turns from a profile hidden by her long, dark hair, to face us briefly.
 
   I was staring into a mirror, deeply shocked. That little girl was the very image of me! But the vision rushed on without regard for my thoughts:
 
   Something breaks in the woman’s voice. A hint of hysteria, perhaps even madness, as she whispers, ‘I’m sick of your lies. You pervert and poison everything you touch.’
 
   I see him now. Talan. He has turned as pale as his silvery shock of hair; his dignity, a trembling mess. ‘No, no …’
 
   ‘I will fight you to the end, Father. Mark my words. From this day, you may count me your deadliest foe.’
 
   Talan’s eyes dart toward Janos. No! He’ll be exposed! But the little blind girl is smiling as she wriggles her fingers. ‘Nothing but pretty flowers,’ she chirps.
 
   And the dream dissolved into nothingness.
 
   The Wurm reared upwards to the sky, taking such great breaths that the wind whipped through my hair. A rumbling earthquake began in its belly. The immense muscles of its throat flexed and surged as ocean billows. The lurmint tree bent further. Roots and branches snapped with sharp retorts. The trunk itself began to tear down the middle with a sound akin to cloth rent at the seams. And as the Wurm bore down with all of its hugely augmented power, there came a thunderous crack and I was suddenly and helplessly catapulted out of the Wurm’s craw like a stone whizzing from a slingshot.
 
   A patch of springy lurganberry bushes broke the worst of my fall. In my dazed state, I tried to swim out of them. I bled from a hundred scratches, but nothing mattered to me save to find my feet and flee from the beast. On torn hands and knees I scrabbled my way loose of the clinging brush. Kicking. Fulminating. Down a narrow gully I stumbled on failing legs, along an animal track, until I found my way choked by a rambling thicket of gold-petal tearaway briar.
 
   A kind of madness gripped me. Like a looming black thunderhead, full of unspent malice, it puffed Ulim’s breath into my being until I shuddered limb to limb and could barely summon the will to plant one foot before the next. I was running from it. Running into it. Fleeing from my own shadows.
 
   I found myself screaming, “Mata! Mata! Mata!” over and over. As if She would care. It was part curse, part cry for help.
 
   This day the heavens were mute.
 
   Every face under the suns was set against me. Each time I stopped to catch my breath, I sensed the Wurm closing in and I would press weakly on. Though I wanted to salve my wounds, my thoughts were the contents of a swine-trough and the power, usually so responsive, a well run dry. I ran blindly. I neither cared for nor counted the bruises I gained. I ran, and ran, and ran, until the night was old, my feet bled freely through my flapping boot-soles, and my ill-fitting trousers chafed my inner thighs raw.
 
   I ran through the following day, through the burning, debilitating heat, into the eventide following. I stumbled, I crawled, I stole a jatha from a farmer’s paddock and slept a couple of makh upon its back before the terror of the Wurm awakened me and I had to sprint away once more.
 
   A long time after that, when the stars rode high and bright, I realised I was running from nothing at all.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   I slunk into our kitchen, weeping.
 
   Rubiny was curled up in the rocking-chair close to hearth’s warmth, with a babe suckling at her breast. Tiny, dark curls, fingers curled around her mother’s thumb. Precious. Too bad the selfish father had been out in the fields discovering how five anna out of the militia makes one unfit. My wife’s eyes looked puffy and bloodshot from crying, but she was dry-eyed now. And white with rage and exhaustion.
 
   “The midwife left three makh ago,” said Rubiny, her every word etched in tiredness. “We’ve another daughter. Congratulations.”
 
   It would have been better had she called me all the names under the suns. Instead, she was being excruciatingly civil. And the distance between us felt a hundred leagues wide.
 
   “How is–”
 
   “Sherya? Sleeping.”
 
   As she should be, considering it was the makh before dawn. It had taken from noontide to noontide, and most of the eventide following, before the Wurm had finally disappeared to wherever it spent the times between. My legs resembled pork jelly. By then I found myself three leagues from town, and had ploughed more fields in more circles and cut-backs than I could remember. But no-one had died.
 
   This time.
 
   “And how are–”
 
   “Fine. Thank you for asking.”
 
   “Can I–”
 
   “I don’t need anything right now.”
 
   I could not stand it any longer. “Look, I’m sorry, Rubiny! It was meant to be a joke. A stupid, practical joke.”
 
   She nodded slowly. “Ah, the carbuncle.”
 
   “I had no idea. How was I to guess it would summon the Wurm?” I sounded like a peevish old man, even to my own ears. “Had I but known!”
 
   “I did wonder what selfish thing you’d done.” Rubiny scowled at my ruined boots and bleeding feet. “Didn’t you heal yourself?”
 
   “Several times.”
 
   “A pretty shoddy job then, don’t you think?” She wiped her brow. I longed to help her, to strengthen her, but did not dare. “I thought you must’ve taken a bribe, or stolen something, or bedded another woman. Done something … noteworthy. Another woman might even be easier, Arlak. I could just leave you. I would, you know. Prove my mother right.”
 
   I hung my head. “Ay.”
 
   “You know what she said? The day I ran away from home, you know what she said?” I spread my hands. “She said you were a wastrel. A good-for-nothing cockerel who would amount to nothing in life. She said I’d end up leaving you.”
 
   Rubiny tucked our tiny newborn closer to her breast. “Father was more direct. He ordered me not to enter the Matabond of love with you. He said you weren’t the right man for me, and never could be.”
 
   Her words cut so deep. I slumped into the nearest chair and just stared at her, unwilling, unable even, to believe my ears. Had I not a rapport with the Master of Telmak Lodge? Why then … why encourage me? Had he not spoken kindly about my healing touch?
 
   Dear Mata, I had taken sword cuts in battle that hurt less. Where was She in the makh of my greatest need? Where was She now?
 
   “Arlak, I didn’t tell you before because I didn’t want to hurt you.”
 
   “No?”
 
   “Maybe I was wrong, leaving those things unsaid. But now you have hurt me, and endangered the people I love most in the world. I need you to really understand how I feel. For the first time ever, I thought my father might be right about you.”
 
   Rubiny clamped her jaw, chopping a laugh short as she were a butcher hacking a chunk of meat with his cleaver. “A pimple. A stupid, Nethespawn pimple! Hush, little one.” She stroked the baby tenderly. “Husband, there are nice fools and there are fools. Tonight, you are a fool. Did you not think? How many deaths does it take?”
 
   I was still smarting about the Master Telmak. How could he? Why had he not hunted us across the breadth of the lands? I made to get up, wanting to put my arms around her, but her words halted me mid-rise.
 
   “I’m not done with you yet.”
 
   I plopped back down on the bench. Rubbed my hand absently on my thexik trousers. Somewhere within, I searched for the courage to tell her what had happened within the Wurm.
 
   “Arlak,” she whispered. “My husband, when you told me about the Wurm before, I … truly told, I didn’t believe you. Mayhap I didn’t want to–but now I do. I’m sorry.” I ignored the tear trickling down my nose, fixated by the tenderness writ on her face. “I’ve been thinking … your actions saved a lot of people. That creature could have crushed the town, but you drew it away from us. From everyone.”
 
   “Ay. I’ve run enough times.”
 
   “You were especially quick to save Sherya. I’ve never seen a man move as lightning from the heavens.”
 
   “That lightning would be a father’s love for his daughter. Nought else.”
 
   Her hand touched mine. “You’re a good man.” Truly told, my heart leaped into my throat in the same way as the first day we eloped–it set me afire with emotion. After a long pause, she whispered, “Arlak, will we be in danger now? From Jyla?”
 
   “Should we leave Lorami Fountain, do you mean?” I tried to force some levity into my tone, but it came out as dry as dust. “I did wonder what we’d tell the neighbours.”
 
   “Quite.”
 
   “Rubiny, I dread to think what would happen if Jyla ever found you or the children.”
 
   “Oh, Arlak.”
 
   “I have placed our family in the most terrible danger.” My voice cracked. All I could see was Jyla driving nails into Janos’ body. Her ambition would stop at nothing, least of all murder, to achieve her goals. “No,” I thought aloud, “I am central to her plans. I am … I’m her gatherer. She will be watching.”
 
   “Is she that powerful?”
 
   “Truly told, she must be a supreme Sorceress. I’ve never heard of such deeds–even granted an ulule’s delight in embellishment. Whether it’s in her means to keep track of me … of us … but no doubt now that the Wurm has risen, she will know it.”
 
   Ah! My deepest fears, at last given voice! How much greater, in the light of a profound, aching love in my breast for my wife and my little ones, did this threat loom? How could I ever keep them safe from Jyla? She would think nought of stooping to use them against me. But Rubiny’s thoughts were already moving on.
 
   “Is she an Eldrik Warlock?”
 
   “I’ve always assumed so. The ulules claim only the Eldrik know how to raise a Wurm. Jyla has not forgotten her creation.”
 
   “Roymere’s an awfully long way from Eldoria, husband. Six hundred leagues if a trin.”
 
   “And yet–”
 
   We sighed in unison.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 13: Tomira
 
    
 
   Ride a black stallion born of Nethe,
 
   Plague-Rider ride to me,
 
   My boils are dark as the fabled Lethe,
 
   Plague-Rider ride to me.
 
    
 
   Here on my pallet death is no dream,
 
   Plague-Rider ride to me,
 
   Touch me quick ere I scream,
 
   Plague-Rider ride to me.
 
    
 
   Plague-Rider ride with the Hounds,
 
   Ay, Plague-Rider ride with the Hounds,
 
   Black pus vomits from my chest,
 
   Plague-Rider ride to me.
 
    
 
   Immortal quoph will find no rest,
 
   Plague-Rider ride to me,
 
   Ulim light my funeral pyre,
 
   Plague-Rider ride to me.
 
    
 
   Brighter burn the cleansing fire,
 
   Plague-Rider ride to me,
 
   Plague-Rider ride with the Hounds,
 
   Ay, Plague-Rider ride with the Hounds!
 
    
 
   “Hail, El Shashi!”
 
   I circled my hand briefly in the buskal of Mata’s greeting. “Hail, Tomira.”
 
   She batted her eyelashes at me and tossed her dark curls. “Ah, the famous El Shashi deigns to speak to this humble girl.”
 
   I cast my eyes downward, and adjusted my mokir, the man’s headscarf so necessary in ultra-conservative Brephat. “I speak to all.”
 
   “You greet, but do not truly speak.”
 
   Insightful! I thought: ‘Because people might talk if I spent more than a cursory greeting upon an alluring young woman.’ In Brephat, careless talk could result in a public flogging. Men here guarded their tongues and their eyes. Women, as everywhere, did as they pleased without censure. And it pleased Tomira to make regular flirtation with one Arlak, gazing into his windows whenever passing by on the street, and making unabashed eyes at him if their paths happened to cross. Should I broach the matter with Rubiny?
 
   No. One silly girl was no match for me. I had known her family almost since we moved to Brephat, some nine anna past, and had seen her grow from an inquisitive girl into a tall, slender sixteen anna-old, with the excellent deportment and self-confidence I have often noted in wealthy young women of the merchant class. I had often imagined disporting myself with Tomira. Are a man’s thoughts not his private domain? A freedom in token, at least?
 
   She was beautiful. And a girl no longer. Be not a fool, Arlak!
 
   “Hold, El Shashi. I beg a question.”
 
   Rubiny had no need to know. Had I not kept my honour steadfast, all these anna? That was no mean feat! Tomira would soon find herself a husband. She had no need of a man of my age and station. Even such a toothsome catch, as Rubiny had teased me just last week.
 
   I pressed my lips straight as I whirled upon my heel, and addressed the hem of her ankle-length velveteen gown. “How may I serve you, Honoria?”
 
   “How silly and formal your words! I am no Honoria, as you well know. A Brephathian would address me as Mahira. Mahira Tomira. A pretty rhyme … wouldn’t you agree?”
 
   “Indeed. I had thought Mahira a more northerly term, common to Elbarath and Chazurn.”
 
   Her laughter sounded over-loud and brash to my ear. “Do they teach you nothing of the world in faraway Roymere?” My back stiffened. “Fear not, I shan’t hold it against you. Though I had thought athocaries better educated in the Fiefdoms.”
 
   I faked a laugh. “As you say, Mahira. We are educated in the ways of the whole person.” And I had travelled more of the Fiefdoms than she would see in a dozen lifetimes–precocious brat!
 
   “So mark me this,” began Tomira, and began to describe her problem. Quicker than a candle-flame’s flicker, I wished I had never stopped.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Scanning down the list of appointments Sakal, my servant, had prepared for the day, I groaned inwardly. Tomira!
 
   With a vindictive pleasure, I thought, ‘I hope it’s not an itch from another brothel.’ Although, truly told, that was unfair. Tomira had been practicing for her Matabond with a holok, or mentor, who had evidently not been clean or careful enough and passed on a nasty little infection. It was the graphic detail in which she chose to describe it–so out of place on that sun-drenched main road–that so shocked me, followed by an appointment with El Shashi the following afternoon to relieve her of the decidedly unsavoury consequences. How I envied that holok!
 
   I flicked briskly through the scrolleaves cluttering my mahogany lectern. These Brephathians. To have to examine a patient, male and female alike, by touch, beneath a thin sheet intended to preserve modesty? Absurd! Mark my words, it is said that among the mysterious Tora, who are desert nomads of the far north, that no man of an age to Matabond is allowed to set foot outside his tent without an honour-escort. Practising athocaries there would probably have their fingers hacked off at the first knuckle …
 
   “You seem troubled, master?” inquired Sakal, breaking in on my thoughts.
 
   He was often intuitive. “Just an ill grephe,” I said, smiling. “Were you to inspect the accounts this morn?”
 
   “Indeed, master,” said he, bowing with arthritic care. Even I, the greatest healer in the Fiefdoms, could not heal all ills. I had relieved the pain, but the course of his disease had frustrated me for the four anna he had spent in my service.
 
   Sakal limped outside with the leather-bound tome tucked beneath his arm. If I knew him, a warm place would be found for the work with a goblet of ale to wet his throat. Sakal did love his ale, though it was brewed pitifully weak in these parts. A creeping sense of failure attended his stiff departure.
 
   I was a weak vessel. Jyla exposed my flaws, and nought since had I wrought to disprove her charge. Greatest healer–fie, a pox on that falsehood! Who was I deceiving?
 
   Mark my words, it stuck in my craw like a wedge of bitter fruit.
 
   My eyes fell upon my fingers, rippling across the scrolleaf like miniature Wurms, the articulated joints its segments, a roaming, flexing, furtive sort of movement. Perhaps I was the Wurm. Divine avenger of wrongs. Slowly, I raised my hands before my eyes. Were these not hands of awesome capability, ready to unleash a world-changing storm? My head tilted in silent introspection. With my left forefinger, I stroked the fingertips of my right hand. To and fro. Crenulations, tiny whorls of sensation. My hands, my life, my destiny–to be suffused with the immense magical energies of Jyla’s Web. Cursed and bounden to my fate. A tool for a task. Yet latent in each digit lay this marvellous facility to transform lives, stem cankers, clean livers, unblock arteries, dissolve cataracts …
 
   Once upon an anna, I would have examined the cracked, dirt-encrusted fingernails of a vegetable farmer. Calluses from the hoe, the pail, and the master-prod for my head of jatha. Skin roughened by daily handling of barrels of argan oil, hanks of flaxen cord, and splitting logs for firewood. The mountains life weathered a man inside and out. Gone now, the simple pleasures of planting and reaping, weeding and tending. Making vegetables grow. Gone, the hard physical labour. The sweat of satisfying toil.
 
   And now I, a happily Matabound man, could not stop seeing Tomira’s flashing dark gaze in my daydreams?
 
   “Good orison to you!” I greeted my first customer. “How may I serve you?”
 
   Twenty-nine times I repeated those words before the honeyed tones of the Mahira Tomira returned my greeting. With that, my quim splattered across the scrolleaf, ruining my entry in the lengthy records of the unquestionably hypochondriac Widow Makana, whose various aches and pains consumed a double appointment every other Rimday. A steady source of ukals to put bread on my table. I clucked unhappily.
 
   “Old quim?” Tomira said, resting her fingertips upon my lectern.
 
   “Must be.” I blotted the ink.
 
   “I missed my appointment earlier. Can you still see me?”
 
   Sakal called, “I’m just leaving, master!” He must have heard our voices, for his head popped around the corner to take in the young Mahira. His burshingling was deep, but when he rose I could have sworn I saw a disapproving look swiftly erased off his lips. “Mahira. A most agreeable eventide to you.”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “It’s my day off tomorrow, master, may I–”
 
   “Indeed. As you never fail to remind me.”
 
   His grin showed strong white teeth. “Diary keeping is hardly your strong point, master.”
 
   “Huh!” muttered Tomira. “I would not let a mere servant talk back to me.”
 
   Sakal bobbed his fedora at us and scuttled off.
 
   I accepted her expensive linen burnoose and tossed it neatly upon a rack. “He’s a grouchy old tygar, but he serves me well.”
 
   When she saw the garment land safe, Tomira sniffed. “I would have him jatha-whipped to an inch of his life. Impertinent commoner!” And she vanished behind the modesty screen with a tart waggle of her sallinen-clad hips.
 
   I cleared my throat. “So, Mahira, how may I serve you this eventide?”
 
   “You may examine me.”
 
   Helpfully and right on cue, my mind supplied an image of her undressing back there. “For what?” Leaping tygars, Arlak! “I mean, what seems to be amiss?”
 
   “The great El Shashi cannot tell at a glance?”
 
   “The great El Shashi cannot read minds.” And in Mata’s name, why not? I was awed anew by the potential of my powers. Indeed, our conversation had spawned a swarm of lewd ideas that flitted about my imagination like torflies settling on a rancid bit of meat. Pesky. Persistent. Hard to ignore. “Is it the same problem as last …? As I recall–”
 
   “Must you twitter so, you silly lyom? Attend me at once!”
 
   Tomira was abed, the sheet drawn to a prurient height beneath her chin. Her subtle curves were in no way diminished by the fabric. How do the Roymerians put it? Nothing excites more than modesty soon unveiled?
 
   No mind, I lifted the sheet’s edge and slid my right hand beneath.
 
   How simple it would be to arouse her. My skills, my knowledge–a simple act of volition could warm her flesh and make it thrill to my command. Yet something stayed my hand. Perhaps I was too long in the Matabond of love. Perhaps I valued the anna with Rubiny far more than some casual dalliance. Titillation, but not enough temptation. Perhaps, closer to the mark, because I knew the action would be selfish …
 
   My temples throbbed with a migraine. Gods, she was beautiful. I had license to touch an elegant young woman where doubtless a thousand men could only dream of it.
 
   But was it worth the Wurm? No.
 
   Tomira made a soft noise, the kind of sound a woman makes in the depths of passion. My knees almost buckled. I had to support my weight against the table with my other hand. Then I realised that she was chuckling–and her mirth mushroomed into self-indulgent, scornful laughter.
 
   “Enjoying yourself?” Her hand clutched mine. “Not so fast.”
 
   “I–uh …”
 
   “That’s very enjoyable, but you’re looking in the wrong place.” My face turned the colour of a sliced beetroot. “Try up here.”
 
   A momentary touch upon her belly, truly told, and relief turned my bones to water. No problem, Mata be praised … this I could handle. “Ahem! Mahira, I believe congratulations are–”
 
   Tomira barked a word better suited to a farm labourer than a young woman of station. Then she bit her lip. “Get rid of it.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “You heard me–get rid of it.”
 
   I squared my shoulders. “I do not do abortions.”
 
   Her voice became flat–curiously flat. “Let me spell it out so that we understand each other. Do as I bid, or the baby becomes yours.”
 
   “Don’t be silly,” I began, then stopped dead in my traces, blinking. Tomira could cause a great deal of trouble. Indeed, she could get me strung up outside the town gate. I had no illusions her wealth could buy credible witnesses. There had been an affair. Worse, a rape. She could spin it a hundred ways. Rubiny would believe my side of the story–wouldn’t she? No girlish ploy could drive us apart.
 
   I wet my lips. “I can’t do abortions. I cannot and will not kill innocents, Mahira. Not for any price.”
 
   “Then pleasure me,” she offered, with a brilliant smile. “I know you desire me. I have seen the way you look at me. Am I not young, and beautiful, and desirable? Claim the whelp for your own. Come–I invite you once more.”
 
   Whelp? Get rid of it? She made me sick. “Mahira, I love my wife and my family more than life itself.” At her shrug, I flared as viciously as I could twist the words, “I am flattered, but unavailable for casual intercourse with an immature, delusional adolescent. Mahira.”
 
   “She advised you would make it difficult for me,” Tomira said, as if speaking to herself. “Why, had you seduced me, that would have summoned the Wurm, would it not, El Shashi? And had you aborted the child, that too would have summoned the Wurm.”
 
   “Nethespawn!” I swore.
 
   In the gloaming, Tomira’s dark eyes seemed hollowed out, becoming black windows into an abyss of devouring need. Her face changed subtly. “And I need your Wurm, El Shashi! I need it now!”
 
   My despairing scream shattered the walls of my mind.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 14: The Plague-Rider
 
    
 
   ‘On the first Levantday of Highsun, Anna Teryak 1375, between sundown and sunup, Bralitak Crossing was levelled by a grief-crazed El Shashi, who repeatedly ran the Wurm across the town in hope of slaying the woman known as Jyla. That he lost his mind after the loss of his wife and family, is clear. That he planned the destruction of the town is by no means certain …’
 
   Lorimi the Historian: Nethe Unbound, The Essential El Shashi (65th Scrolleaf)
 
    
 
   Lorimi is too generous.
 
   Truly told, Rubiny left me that day. But I did not lose my mind.
 
   To this makh I recall the wording of her letter, its simplicity, and her love for me mingled with deep hurt that flowed between the graciously scripted lines. Jyla had stopped at our house that morning, shortly after I departed for the athocarium. Whatever she said or did, truly told, it put the fear of the Alldark Hounds at Rubiny’s heels. She took flight with barely a bag of clothing between her and the children.
 
   When I arrived home, the house was as still as if death had entered to defile it. Echoes, rather than answering voices. Father of four and husband to Rubiny o’Telmak one instant, the next … dear sweet Mata! How was I to know I would not see them again for an anna over thirty hence? In my heart I already feared the worst. The moment I drew the door shut behind me and spied the letter–I knew. My hands shook so violently I had to lay the sheet of scrolleaf on the work-smoothed tabletop in order to read it, before sinking to the cold stone floor with that precious, life-crushing scrap clutched to my chest. I felt bewildered, forlorn, so sore heart-struck I felt I should never rise again.
 
   Then I knew rage. Jyla had stolen my very dearest from me. I wanted her to pay, pay, pay. My family had been violated. It was a killing rage.
 
   I summoned the Wurm.
 
   Mata forgive me. I sought to make myself younger. Given an act of such deliberate selfishness and vanity, I knew my purpose could not fail. I was convinced Jyla was still somewhere in town and I would use the Wurm to flush her out, eat her whole, consign her corpse to the ravages of the swarming worms and insects …
 
   Ay. Mata forgive me. Mata preserve the innocents I murdered that day.
 
   But this was merely the first sip of hate’s bitter flagon. A deeper, bitterer draught than I could ever have imagined.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   I could not eat. Miserably, I pushed porridge around my bowl with a spoon and tried to force a few lumps down my throat. It had been a week, and the wound in my heart was so huge and raw that I felt passers-by could see right inside.
 
   Sherya, our flame-haired, tempestuous teenager. Quiet Lailla, dark and gentle, the image of her father. Jerom, our boy, the joker of the family–always teasing his sisters. Dear little Illia, just three anna old. Rubiny, ah, Rubiny, my beloved!
 
   Lost. Wrenched away.
 
   And what had I done? Over and over and over again, I made the Wurm chase me through Bralitak Crossing until there was hardly a stone left piled atop another across the length and breadth of town. Ay, the madness had come upon me for a time, I will grant it–but after that passed, and I realised Jyla was nowhere to be found … what then? Nought but a bloody revenge. Rage enacted, the sting of remorse felt far too late. I healed myself on the run. And I began to sense a strange power in the Wurm, as though my efforts only strengthened it, and I wondered dully if, somehow, Jyla was able to feed off the magical power of her Wurm. Was that her intent?
 
   All this was due to Jyla’s nefarious handiwork. Mistress of my pain, author of my sorrow–a litany which had become the message-drum of my life.
 
   In the deepest darkness of the previous night, as I debated the slaying knife, its tip resting upon my breast, and beheld my fingers curling about its bone handle, I vowed to kill her. I was too much a coward to kill myself. Weak and selfish the vessel. Well had she chosen. But why me? Why had our fates crossed? Why grant me this talent and steal my entire life in the bargain?
 
   A woman once told me that my healing ability–that part of Arlak named El Shashi–made me a God in my own right. Now, this makh, I would have given anything to be just an ordinary man. I would have thrown her so-called gift right back in Jyla’s face. Why, why, why, had I not foreseen this day? Jyla had not forgotten! But I had.
 
   Tears splashed upon my untouched breakfast. I could not keep from crying.
 
   I hunched down and hoped my neighbours crowded around the inn’s long trestle tables would not notice. Petty men with petty concerns. Was my pain invisible to them?
 
   “Bralitak Crossing.”
 
   I glanced at the bearded man next to me. His friend said: “Have you heard? ‘Tis the plague.”
 
   “Ulim’s balls!”
 
   “Ay, and his nethers. Best pray you it doesn’t spread.”
 
   I dropped my spoon. Jerked to my feet. “What about the plague?” I cried. “Tell me!”
 
   The man made a calming gesture. “Peace, stranger. I’ll tell you when you–”
 
   “Now! Tell me now!”
 
   He wiped my spittle off his cheek. “You demented numbwit! Mind your manners!”
 
   “I’m sorry–”
 
   “Look, if I tell you will you belly off, you crazy shadworm?” At my nod, he said, “Story is that Bralitak Crossing was destroyed by some Nethe-spawned monster. This fellow–an Eldrik Warlock–ran through town and the monster came after, gobbling up the earth. Where the bastard Eldrik came from–”
 
   “I heard it eats houses!” put in the fellow across the table from us.
 
   “Shut yer gobhole! I’m telling the story–”
 
   “And I’ll shut your other hole …”
 
   “–anyways, this monster is big enough to flatten the place.”
 
   “Question is, why destroy a dung-strewn fleapit like Bralitak Crossing?”
 
   “Cursed Eldrik!”
 
   “That’s my birthplace you’re talking about!”
 
   “Wasn’t that the Warlock’s bunged-up–”
 
   I slammed my fist down upon the table, making the cutlery leap about and bowls smash upon the floor. “What about the plague?”
 
   The bearded man reluctantly turned his attention away from the impending fistfight. “Black-boil plague, stranger. They say the pyres have been lit since Glimday last and the bodies are piled to the heavens. You can smell the stench from ten trins.”
 
   But he was already talking to my back.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Black-boil plague. The third day after exposure, the skin breaks out in distinctive black boils the size and consistency of a pea. The boils burn as if the red-hot brand of Nethe was pressed to the flesh. A high fever develops. The limbs and joints swell up, often to grotesque proportions, making the sufferer unable to move or to walk or even to shift position upon their bedroll for dint of the pain. After the fourth day the boils begin to burst and thereafter weep a blackish-green pus, accompanied by such a stench of putrefying rot that the athocary must shield his nose and mouth with a cloth steeped in solibas oil. The lungs fill with a foul, sticky sputum. No cough will loosen it. The victim drowns in his own fluids.
 
   I had made myself young again, but youth was no aid. I rode as the wind blasting from the storehouses of the four corners of the world, but the plague spread faster by far. The Gods themselves had deserted that land, buried it beneath the sifting grey ashes of the roaring funeral pyres, and abandoned its inhabitants to their despair and affliction. And I wondered what the victims thought when I materialised like some ghastly wraith out of the clouds of smoke and leaned down from my tall grey stallion, stolen from behind a furrier’s shop, to grant the saving touch? Some cried, some cursed; many were too weak to take notice.
 
   Fires. Bodies. Families sprawled in their rude huts, dead. Bloated corpses rotting where they lay, shunned even by the rats and other vermin. Whole villages wiped off the map. I stumbled hollow-eyed through a charnel-house of unending horrors. From village to village I plied my trade. Makh after makh after makh I drove myself until I collapsed unconscious from the desperate, doomed attempt to save just one more life–for all of these lives were held upon the scrolleaf of my account with Mata, for a reckoning of the days and deeds of El Shashi. Survival was my all. Penance was the coin of my survival.
 
   Could I blame Jyla? No. This was my doing, mine alone. The selfish actions of a selfish man. The tollgates of Nethe overflowed in the blood of the innocent and the guilty alike. This plague was no respecter of age, gender, or station. I had no breath left to curse the Gods.
 
   Only my own stupidity.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 15: Searching
 
    
 
   Hither, thither,
 
   I am a speck of mortal dust,
 
   Blowing in the winds of nether-Nethe foul,
 
   Hither, thither,
 
   And who remembers mere dust?
 
   P’dáronï of Armittal, I am that I am nothing: Collected Poems, Scrolleaf the Third
 
    
 
   Truly told, I had once thought the world’s vastness a fact so self-evident, that I would not burden my speech with its mention. But during the four anna I searched for my family, in high places and low, rivers and plains, hills and deserts and forests, it was driven home to me with quoph-destroying monotony how I crawled like some pathetic beetle across the vast tapestry of the world. No trace of Rubiny did I find the length and breadth of Brephat, Elbarath, Chazurn, Lorimere, Hakooi, or Roymere. I walked the long leagues and more. Eleven pairs of boots I wore to rags. No weather was foul enough to halt me, not even the blizzards of Alldark Week, nor were the mountains impassable, and no place was too remote to feel my footsteps. In every village, town, and hamlet, I made my enquiries without success. My family may as well have been consumed by Ulim’s Hounds for all I discovered.
 
   I wondered many times if Jyla had kidnapped them–but I concluded she would not have hesitated to use my family against me. Ah, dear Mata! How the bitterness devoured my quoph! It stole my life, my love, my ability even to think and feel and function. It left me no man, but a ravaged husk.
 
   Worst were the silences. Unbearable silences. Inured as I was over the anna to the sounds of small voices in the house, to feet rushing hither and thither, to laughter and bickering, to crying, to story-times beside the fireplace … ah, mark my words, each long, silent eventide spent in my own company nigh destroyed me. How I missed them! How I loved them! As it had been to lose my parents so unexpectedly, so I discovered anew a most exquisite form of torture.
 
   Its name? Loneliness.
 
   How much more would Mata steal from me? Over and over again I prayed, “Take my life, I beg you!”
 
   Loneliness drove me to the brink. Deep did I drink of the long cups of despair. Twice, thrice, in moments of drunken foolery and grim sobriety, I tried to kill myself, but to no avail, for in my cowardice I was unable to go through with it. There were voices, dark whisperers, which invaded my head after the makh of eventide with their lies and poisons. ‘Freak,’ they hissed. ‘You are a freak and a murderer. She left you for another man. She couldn’t stand it any longer. You deserve your fate. You deserve every burden of guilt, every makh of pain. Child-killer.’ Not since the Lymarian border war had I felt Ulim’s sinister legions so close, so entwined about my being. Had a yammarik prayed a thousand times protection over my quoph, yet still would I have welcomed their succubus kisses.
 
   Denied even the release of death, I became as a dead man.
 
   One curious thing I observed, however, was the way that stories spread. I began to hear about myself here and there. Ulules were putting together the pieces of my life in new ways–often mistaken ways–but the story of El Shashi began to assume a life and a character of its own. Through volition not my own, I lived on, and my legend came to be cased in rune and leaf, to be imagined and embellished by others–a slow spread similar to a river wearing at its channel, unnoticeably slow but inexorable.
 
   I have never breathed legend. But my legend nearly killed me.
 
   The good citizens of Limka Vale in Brephat had heard the tales of Bralitak Crossing and the Plague-Rider from a passing ulule, added the two together, and drawn the correct conclusion. After I cured a man of palsy, by way of thanks they drove me out of the village with whips and clubs and left me to rot in a roadside ditch.
 
   At length, the incessant meanderings of my search brought me back to Telmak Lodge. Here I would seek word. Her father had to know something of Rubiny.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Solk Inn, a half-league north of Telmak Lodge on the Inba Road, had a none-too-scurrilous reputation and served for my chosen meeting-place. I had seldom tarried there, for I mark Telmak Lodge held other attractions.
 
   Built in the ancient Roymere hexogi style around a great central hearth, the inn had a low-beamed jalkwood interior that lent itself to cloistered tables and private conversations. Smoky lamps rested upon each table. The hearth roared heartily, for the season was deep into Rains and the shadows of Alldark Week would soon shroud the land. A sweating drudge slowly rotated a suckling porker on a spit above the leaping flames. Fat hissed and sizzled upon the coals. The sweet scent, savoury-thick from floor to rafter, did little to stir my appetite–though the ancient house salcat, a monster standing fully mid-thigh to a man and tygar-crossed in all likelihood, was purring up a respectable thunderstorm as it paced back and forth, yellow eyes slit against the sallow spill of lamplight.
 
   I rotated a goblet of Imurian root beer in my hands, but did not drink. Rubiny had once knocked me out cold with such a vessel. Oh Mata, I missed even the acid edge of her tongue, and would have given ten thousand ukals and more to be struck down by her again!
 
   Curious thing about that cat, I thought. Standing beside the fire for a span to dry my clothes, sweating and steaming, the salcat came to me as cats will and rubbed itself around my legs. I was bracing myself against its huge strength, when suddenly I had the most lucid impression I should examine the salcat as I would a human patient. I discovered in its left ear an advanced and no doubt painful infestation of maggots, perhaps a fight-wound that had become infected. I ejected the maggots into my hand and flicked them into the fire. Add some flavour to the meat. Then, while pretending to scratch the cat’s ear, I put the wound right.
 
   The drudge’s smile was more gaps than teeth, and those that remained were blackened on the edges from anna of chewing khat, a narcotic tobacco leaf that masters used to keep their drudges compliant. He grunted, “Old Cahal don’t often take to strangers. He’d like as eat them.”
 
   I stared at the huge salcat, wondering if cats were attuned to magic? Did it sense who I was? The cat returned a contemptuous stare that clearly relegated my kind to the ranks of fools.
 
   Pensively, I moved back to a bench hard by a bay window. Sleet slopped icily against the too-small glass panes. Dirty glass. For some reason, this irritated me, even though it was fully dark outside. Nothing to see out there.
 
   Truly told, my life was nought but a cart-wreck. Perhaps if I could find reasons for some of what had happened to me, my existence might become bearable. The grief was no less raw, and there was no lessening of the pain in sight. Truly told, it was as the old saying went: Ulim’s Reavers had bereaved my quoph, and brought me nought but woe upon woe.
 
   Ay, had the Honoria Telmak not put a price on my head? Her servants and informants would surely be on the lookout for me. Kidnapper of the precious daughter Telmak … but the risk was worth it.
 
   In the dirty windowpane, my face appeared haggard, my eyes sunken and hollow, the cheekbones sculpted to a sepulchral prominence. When last had I eaten a proper meal? Maybe the Wurm was devouring my very being from within, the insidious smoke winding its way about my quoph …
 
   “Arlak.” A touch upon my shoulder.
 
   I jumped at the touch. “Master Telmak.”
 
   He clasped my forearm firmly, slid awkwardly into the bench opposite, and set his goblet down with a small clink. Beneath the hood, his face was a dark secret.
 
   “Thank you for coming, Master Telmak.”
 
   “The least I could do,” he said. “You took a great risk coming here.”
 
   “I am desolate.”
 
   After an everlasting silence, he grated, “Let me guess–you left her.”
 
   “She left me.”
 
   I studied his knuckles, white against the dull ormetal. “Where is Rubiny now?”
 
   “You don’t know. You don’t know either, do you?”
 
   Slowly, with an evident effort at self-control, the Master Telmak shook his head. He said, “I think you had best speak first. What happened?”
 
   I told him more than I had intended. He pushed back his hood, listened intently, and asked terse questions. Often, he shifted as though in pain–but he sat through the makh it took me to relate the story–Rubiny, children, Jyla, and all. When I was done, we sat and sipped our dark, earthy-tasting beers for a span.
 
   At yet another grimace, I asked, “What’s the matter with your back?”
 
   “Is this Arlak asking, or El Shashi?”
 
   Odd question … “El Shashi,” I said.
 
   “Then I have nothing to say.”
 
   I looked at my fingers. “Maybe you’re hiding something? I mean–I’m sorry! I didn’t intend …”
 
   The Master Telmak seemed a man wrestling with powerful emotions. I guessed it had to do with the loss of Rubiny, or perhaps he was coming to terms with having four grandchildren he had not known existed? And before he could know them, they had been lost to him again? But did that account for the sudden welling of his eyes, or the way his composure wavered?
 
   “The reason I advised Rubiny not to Matabond with you … oh, Arlak!” he sighed hugely. “Forgive me. She is your half-sister.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Well might you accuse me of harbouring secrets–Arlak, look at me.”
 
   The Master Telmak gripped my hands, but I jerked them loose. “I’ve a sister? I exchanged vows with my sister?”
 
   “Be still! We are in great danger.”
 
   I sank back into my seat, quaffed half my beer without drawing breath. What little was left of my life’s foundations were crumbling by the span. I stared at him over the rim of my goblet, saying, pleading moreover, “I have four children with my half-sister … oh Gods, this can’t be happening. Tell me it isn’t true.”
 
   “I’m not Ariabak-spawn.”
 
   Suddenly another insight struck me like a runaway cart. I stammered, “You’re my … my … no. Are you …?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Tanak is my–was my–”
 
   “He was my brother,” said the Master Telmak. “My younger brother. Lumina was his Matabond lover, but sadly, they were childless.”
 
   “Yes.” They had always treated me as a son. I own the lie–that my father abandoned me in the village–did not hurt as much as I felt it should. “So you are Sorlak?”
 
   “Orik Sorlakson,” he said. “Sorlak was my father.”
 
   I nodded slowly. “Clever.” Children were never named after their grandfather. It was not the Roymerian way.
 
   “The Honoria tried to have you killed,” said my father. My father! How strange the word rang in my ear. “They poisoned your mother, but the athocary cut you out with a knife while she yet lived. You owe your life to her courage.”
 
   “Dear sweet Mata!”
 
   His smile was terrible, harsh, and strained. It held me by a force greater than chains. “It is difficult, otherwise, to murder a Warlock.”
 
   I managed a wheeze by way of reply. Had a jerlak kicked me in the gut, I would have been no less capable of speech.
 
   My father appeared emboldened now, as though this revelation, once wrenched loose of its hiding-place and dangled in the daylight, had lifted a great weight off his shoulders. To carry such a secret for the fifty-one anna of my life thus far! Unimaginable. No wonder I felt drawn to him! But … a Warlock? An Eldrik Warlock? My thoughts resembled a flock of sparrows ambushed by a hawk, fluttering desperately in all directions. Eldoria, as the Eldrik lands were called, and the Fiefdoms were technically at war. The border was closed–and no sane man would brave Faloxxian territory to get there. The Faloxx controlled all access to the narrow isthmus which guarded entry to Eldoria. There was no shipping, no trade, no travel–nothing. How in Mata’s name did Orik expect me to believe that he and my mother … my Eldrik mother …?
 
   I had children by my own flesh and blood–Mata forgive my iniquity!
 
   “Shut your mouth, son.”
 
   I snapped my jaw shut with a growl. “You owe me–”
 
   “An explanation. Yes.” Orik regarded me levelly as I mastered my anger. “Let me tell you of your heritage, son, for this I’ve kept hidden for too long now and mark my words, what pain and sorrow I have wrought! Before you were born, there was a time when the Eldrik and the Umarite lived in peace. I was a trader, and though a young man, I commanded a fleet of seven ships which plied the Gulf of Erbon between Hakooi and Eldoria. I held the secret of the northwest passage, past Faloxxir and through the Nxthu Straits, to the city of Eldoran. A fairer city you cannot imagine. Beauty to make a man weep. Eldoran is tooled of palisk-quartz and jade, and the streets are laid in zigzag patterns of grey and black granite from the quarries of Ummandor.”
 
   “The Eldrik are greatly skilled in the arts and crafts, and masters of the ways of magic. And they live longer than you or I. They take pleasure in the manufacture of beautiful, long-lasting things. No preoccupation of theirs is hurried. They make of all endeavours an art, a dance, a song.”
 
   “Mark my words, the Eldrik are a curious people. Strife and discord are unknown. They live in harmony with the land, going to great lengths to protect and nurture it. All share in a communal mind called the gyael-irfa and they are ruled by the Eldrik Sorcerers Council.”
 
   Orik abruptly leaned across the table, hissing, “Swear that you will never repeat what I am about to tell you.”
 
   “I–uh–”
 
   “Swear it!”
 
   “I swear,” said I, taken aback by his ferocity. “I swear upon my honour.”
 
   “And in Mata’s name.”
 
   “And in Mata’s name and by all Her holiness.”
 
   My father was struggling for words, struggling, truly told, to shoehorn the many anna into the too-short space we could afford together. “Good,” he nodded. “The very anna I met Alannah–your mother–there was a split in the Council. It grew out of a disagreement over–” he lowered his voice, “–the Banishment.”
 
   “Banishment?”
 
   “Hush. Forget you heard that word.” Orik cast a distrustful look about the inn, but seemed satisfied by our distance from the nearest patrons. There was something wild in his manner now, a feyness and an affinity with danger. It frightened me. But I wanted to learn more. I perched on the edge of my seat, leaning close, watching the firelight play across his grave features. No jokes here. This was life … and the white of death.
 
   “Alannah taught me that the Eldrik have not always dwelled in this utopian state,” he continued in a whisper. “Around sixty or seventy anna ago, as best I can ascertain, a powerful Sorcerer called Lucan rose to the ascendancy in the Eldrik Sorcerers Council. He was determined to modernise Eldoran. He preached a society of perfect harmony and peace. A place for everyone who wanted to contribute. A benevolent leadership. Shared decision-making about the use of resources, commerce, education–”
 
   “A great leader?”
 
   My father’s hands clenched into fists. “Great, charismatic, and dangerous. Terribly dangerous.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “Look, Alannah found it painful to talk about her part in the whole affair. As I understand it, this Lucan’s signature policy was to banish from Eldoran–forever–persons deemed undesirable.”
 
   It was beginning to make sense. “And those opposed headed the lists …?”
 
   Orik spread his hands. “Lucan created some great magic called the Banishment and these poor people were shipped off … Mata knows where. Apparently children are tested at the ages of seven and twelve by sinister Warlocks called Interrogators, who analyse the child to determine their talents and future occupation.”
 
   “You mean they can’t choose for themselves?”
 
   “Not when your elders know best.” He smirked and raised an eyebrow. “It sounds at odds with the Umarik mindset, not so? And I believe this is still the practice. Mark my words well, Arlak.”
 
   “And if these Interrogators identify some undesirable–?”
 
   Orik made a cutting gesture across his neck.
 
   Banished … what a way to govern!
 
   I wondered about the magic Jyla had loosed that diabolical day. Why raise the Wurm and store up such a wealth of power, if not to break the Banishment? Was that her goal? Laudable, even, judging from what I now knew. Although surely, the way she had tortured and killed Janos, and wrecked my life, marked her for evil? Or ambitious to the point of madness? I squirmed on the hard bench. Understand Jyla? Fie! I wanted to hate her, the Nethespawn Sorceress! This new knowledge of mine might cast her deeds in a very different light.
 
   “The complicating factor,” said Orik, raising his forefinger, “was that Lucan died while they were creating the spells for the Banishment–right at the climax of their work, he died. It was a great mystery. Now the Eldrik Sorcerers do not know how to unmake their foul work.”
 
   I cared not a fig for Lucan. I demanded, “Tell me of my mother.”
 
   Orik nodded. “You are her very image. She was as dark as you, and very slender, with that jet-black hair and your eyes. A true beauty. The most beautiful woman I’ve ever known.” My father’s gaze was far away, out the window, deep in a different anna. “When I first marked you at Telmak Lodge, my son, I had to draw aside to weep. And how could I communicate to you what rent my heart? Had the Honoria learned who you were, she would have killed you. She’s a hard, hard woman.”
 
   “Ay.”
 
   “But I digress.” He smiled–perhaps at some happy memory–and for the first time, his face softened and I saw a different man. A man who had loved, and suffered, as I. “Alannah was a minor Warlock of the Council. She fled Eldoria when the Council declared the borders closed. I never learned exactly why, but I believe a relative of hers was Banished. And I helped smuggle her out.”
 
   “And the Honoria–”
 
   “I was already promised. It was a loveless match, arranged by our parents. I’m afraid that I saw Alannah for many anna thereafter.”
 
   I could not withhold a chuckle. Orik chuckled too. “Ah, I was unwise, son, as foolish a man as ever walked the Fiefdoms. I could not bring myself to let Alannah go. During that voyage back from Eldoria we fell in love, oh, so deeply in love, we floated in the clouds from day to day. Though I was Matabound to the Honoria Telmak, I simply had to keep her too. You understand, don't you …? Alannah lived in a small crofthold not far from here and I would sneak out at night just to catch a glimpse, just to be near her. When she let her hair down, it fell to her waist in a dark river. I could waste a makh just watching her brush it out.”
 
   I nodded. “That’s how I feel–how I felt–about Rubiny.”
 
   Orik said roughly, “They found her just before you were born. While Alannah was still weak abed, the midwife gave her a poisoned drink. But she could not bring herself to kill the babe. I thought I saw the Honoria’s hand in her murder. Later, though, I found a letter addressed to Alannah from the Council.”
 
   “The Eldrik?”
 
   “Truly told. I believe a number of Sorcerers and Warlocks fled Eldoria during and after the Banishment. The Council hunted them down like animals, one by one, and killed them all.”
 
   I drew breath and vented a foul curse.
 
   Orik clasped my hands again. “Son, I know how you feel. But you should not let the evil of others corrupt your quoph. That is not Mata’s way.”
 
   “What boon did Mata ever grant me?”
 
   “I know not,” said he, “but I know this–you say you have twice seen the blue condor. Twice, during those times of your greatest extremity. You are marked, Arlak, make no mistake. You are marked and sealed. You are Hers.”
 
   “Would you read my fortune too?”
 
   “So bitter …”
 
   My lip curled in response. “Yes, father, I am bitter at what has happened. Can you blame me?”
 
   “Do you blame me?”
 
   I considered this for a span. “No. No, I do not.”
 
   “And neither do I. How could you have known? You hardly look alike. If there’s fault here, then I must own it. I ought to have stopped you … but I was afraid. So afraid.”
 
   “Were I hitched to wild jerlak that day …”
 
   “Ay.”
 
   I would not have believed. My antagonism toward him drained away. Orik’s revelations were beginning to penetrate, to make sense of thoughts, feelings, and events that had long haunted me. He had opened for me a casket of treasures and pain. Truly told, and made me a trustee of such intimate secrets as whispered in the wrong ear would cost his life, and the lives of uncountable others.
 
   I added, “So you gave me to your brother to raise. Yes. And your back? What happened there?” I tried a smile. A smile for the truth of my parentage, after all these anna! “And, before you ask, I am asking as your son.”
 
   The word conjured up all kinds of alien feelings in my breast.
 
   Orik said evenly, “The Honoria had me whipped a hundred strokes with an ulinbarb switch.” I winced. “Ay, I nearly died. I still have the scars, many scars.”
 
   “And you have lived with the pain ever since?”
 
   Orik inclined his chin. “It healed badly. The muscles are often in spasm.”
 
   That was why he always stood so awkwardly, so stiff-shouldered …
 
   No more pain. It was the least I could do, my gift to the man who had given me life, and hope, and shared his story with me. Our story.
 
   Truth! Clues to a destiny undreamt-of, and questions to fill a salcat’s basket of lifetimes. Had Jyla not touched this truth–unwittingly–when she said that my hands might be made for magic? Dear sweet Mata, I was son to a Warlock! I felt as a man sent a second time through the birth canal by the enormity of Orik’s revelations. I knew nought but this: Now I must claim my heritage. I must walk magic’s mysterious paths. Somewhere in the Eldrik part of my parentage, lay the answers I was seeking.
 
   My life had until this point been an expression of other’s needs, greater than my own, made manifest in me and through me. My parents–my foster parents–trading. Janos, who shared his knowledge and loved me as his own kin. My true father, lost to me all these anna, now found. Jyla, needing me to produce vast lakes of power through the Wurm and her strange Web, that she herself could not generate. I was their tool, driven by their needs. Now it was time to be me.
 
   Arlak. El Shashi. Bringer of the Wurm. Who was I?
 
   I laid my hands upon my father’s and gripped them fiercely. “Father, I am not for nought the man called El Shashi.”
 
   His eyes registered surprise, fear, hope. Then shock, as my power coursed deep. His mouth opened in a soundless scream. Burying his head in his arms, he shuddered as strongly as a ship caught in a maelstrom.
 
   I held firm until my work was complete.
 
   When my father rose at last, his eyes were wet with tears. But he stood tall. And unbowed.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 16: A Matter of Mercy
 
    
 
   Research points to an early migration of the Umarite and Eldrik tribes from the north. The Pact of Syrik in the 79th anna saw the Eldrik claim the western territories, beyond the Gulf of Erbon, while Umarites turned eastward and began to settle Hakooi, Elbarath, Chasturn and Brephat. The tribes washed up against the great mountain range of Loibrak, and for many a gantul, this was the limit of their advance. But then the First Blood-Fever plague ravaged the lands from anna 456 to 461. A linchpin of Umarik history, those dire anna saw the founding of the first Fiefdoms, the retreat of the monkish orders to remote sanctuaries such as Feelthi, Termik, and Arrakbon, wherein their power and influence, once consolidated, spread swiftly across the weakened, fledgling Fiefdoms, and the first expansion into the virgin forests that would become the demesne of Roymere.
 
   Of the migration, historical record is scant. Our ancestors, both Umarite and Eldrik, appear to have colluded in the destruction of all scrolleaf of that time, and even the oral histories were violently suppressed. To what end? Briefly, three common threads emerge from ulules’ conjectures–the presence of giants, a terrible cataclysm in the north, and the vast, evil magic of a being we deify as Ulim the Godslayer. In this account my quim shall not speculate on these unknowns, save to note the mystery of Umarite and Eldrik origins …
 
   Lorimi the Historian: Introduction to the Umarite Histories (1st Scrolleaf)
 
    
 
   During the precious few makh we dared further, Orik convinced me to start my search at the Mystic Library in Herliki.
 
   It lies eight hundred and fifty leagues west of Telmak Lodge, but that hardly tells the tale. It is a migration worthy of the hardy laughing-swallow. Crossing the great forested breadth of Roymere, the traveller must scale the high passes of the Loibrak Range that divides Roymere from northern Elbarath and marks the northerly border of Hakooi all the way to the Gulf of Erbon, and pass through the broad, rich pastures and riverine lowlands of Hakooi to the coast, crossing many great rivers on the way.
 
   On the strength of his word, my boots tramped every last trin. A whole anna of my life thus consumed. I had to work my passage–for a man must eat–and though I made every enquiry after my family with weary fortitude, not a crumb of hope fell from Mata’s table.
 
   I wondered, of the myriad lives I touched in passing, how many concealed such a wounding grief as mine? People hide their true selves as behind a stagesmith’s mask. Who would know by sight alone the barren woman, the man who lost his wife to a tygar, the family riven by the violence of a father always too deep in his cups? Even my astute eye, and an ever-sharpening sense of grephe, failed too often, and–Mata forgive me–how many people had El Shashi simply swept by, not even seen … and no amount of mining those paragons of local gossip, the ulules, could show me all.
 
   My hands touched so few.
 
   How had Jyla condensed the powers of a deity into flesh as weak as any other man? A man yoked to the unceasing demands of seething humanity, like a cart heavy-laden dragged uphill by a half-lame jatha. Too many conditions, too much hurt, too much suffering … I wanted to scream: ‘Curse you, Jyla! Lift this curse from me!’
 
   Perhaps it was Mata’s mirror, as the yammariks put it, which showed me how far I had withdrawn from my patients. I was growing cold of quoph, and uncaring, for the accumulated weight of their pain would otherwise slay me.
 
   During my great journey, the mirror first became apparent in the hidden valleys of Loibrak.
 
   I would not even have known of this route, save that a man I healed from the bite of a cross-backed adder gifted me an excellent map–compiled by the Feelthi monastic order, nicknamed the ‘Footloose Monks’–an eclectic band of wandering cartographers hailing from the six-hundred anna old fortress of Feelthi. As I followed the marked route deeper and deeper into the thickly-forested Loibrak foothills, I came at length to Soluk Valley, home to the fabled Soluk Mines, the only known source of the fabulous, costly gemstone known as Mataflower. The exact location of the mines has been a secret passed down from father to son for gantuls.
 
   The approach to Soluk Village meandered through diminutive but lush green fields, which lapped as a verdant pond up against precipitous fern-trailed cliffs to either side, themselves carpeted with turquoise-flowered olimoss, on a path hugging the banks of a burbling stream. At friendly intervals, small arched footbridges helped the traveller from one side to the other without need to soak his boots. Russet jatha dotted the knee-high sward, chewing their cud philosophically, while twittering purple jathafinches picked ticks and other parasites from the deep folds of their hide. Here I cast myself at the bole of a gnarled bragazzar, and among its roots spent several makh cooling my quoph.
 
   My children played in my memory. Rubiny kissed me. I wept.
 
   At length, travelling on, I came to a place where the broad-shouldered cliffs drew apart, and here in the thrice-cleft conjunction of two further ravines, I found Soluk Village.
 
   I was greeted by a pretty collection of slate-roofed wooden cottages literally besieged by flower beds, flower boxes, wooden trellises festooned with–ay–more flowers, window boxes filled to overflowing with life and colour, flower pots, flower barrels … everywhere the eye turned, a riot of gay flowers to please the eye and gladden the heart. The paths winding between the cottages had been swept religiously. Hardly a pebble was out of place.
 
   First I marked this, I wondered at their single-minded devotion to beauty. To me it had the subtlety of a hammer-blow which shapes metal in upon the anvil. But then my eye fell upon a most unfavourable plot, to the left of the beautiful cottages, whereupon stood a dozen or so rude huts abutted by a veritable forest of tall thistles, and a fronted by a mossy carpet spotted with liplin flowers. To this sight my quoph leaned. So there I went.
 
   Mark my words, during the ten days of my stay in Soluk Village, I found that the villagers suffered from a baffling array of maladies, ranging from hair and teeth loss in young men, to a shocking diversity of birth defects that were so pervasive in a small village population it was hard to spy a healthy man, woman, or child. Never before or again have I observed the like. Twisted or missing limbs, deformities, a boy with two heads, cleft palates … I remember it as though the day were yesterday, so seared are those images in my memory.
 
   Later, I would wonder if this marked the cost of mining the Mataflower.
 
   But it was a man called Torl, who I discovered in the last and meanest hut, whose plight smote my detachment such a prodigious blow, that I can scarce recall him without tears.
 
   I called from without his hut, but heard no response. So I dusted my boots loudly. Ducking beneath the lintel, I advanced into a low, dim room until I barked my shins against a low stool. I heard a stirring at my right hand. My eyes began to adjust to the gloom. I made out a tall, thin man lying abed on a rough wooden cot, and beside him on a pillow what I thought to be a salcat, or some other animal, sleeping beside his head.
 
   The animal moved. It gurgled.
 
   It took me a long, long moment to realise that the man had just spoken to me. I understood not a word. He tried to speak again. I leaned closer.
 
   Mata have mercy! My eyes fixated themselves on his lips with a grim absorption. Each resembled a Hakooi swamp leech–easily the size of my hand, black and grossly swollen, and completely in the wrong place, as if his entire face had slid sideways and downward from his head. The strange appendages writhed and something with the cadence of speech emerged. But I stood frozen in place as if Ulim himself had pinned me with his dread spear of ice. Was that his tongue bulging out … Ulim’s Hounds! That misshapen slash was his mouth? No animal … at once I realised my mistake and nearly gagged. I realised there was a bulbous mass of flesh drooping across the pillow next to him, a facial tumour, by leagues the worst I had ever seen. His eyes! Lolling in sockets distended by a weight of hanging flesh. Frightened. Helpless. Desperate. His whole face … dear Mata … was there a nose buried in that lumpen pancake of flesh? Could he even lift his head? How did this man yet live?
 
   Most likely by the pity of his neighbours.
 
   I swallowed. This is was no mere road beyond my experience; this was beyond the next Fiefdom! I wanted to turn and run straight out of the doorway, but a strange force stayed my feet. I stood rooted, incapable of speech, while my heart squeezed within to the point of torture. I prayed, ‘Dear Mata, if you want me to heal this man, then grant me the wisdom of the divine!’
 
   At once, breath filled my throat and I was able to rasp, “Friend, I am the man called El Shashi. May I offer … healing?”
 
   Slow and inevitable, like the flaming of dawn after the legendary hundred-anna night called Ulim’s Despond, was the dawning of hope in this man’s quoph.
 
   And that is when I began to cry.
 
   Three days I laboured over this man–Torl was his name–in sweat and in tears. The first day, two neighbours stopped to inquire as to my business there. By the third eventide, the whole village stood waiting outside his door.
 
   “I want to see the sun,” said Torl.
 
   I raised his arm over my shoulders and virtually carried him to the door. After fifteen bedridden anna, there was no strength left in his legs.
 
   As we passed beneath the lintel, his whole body began to shake. There was a hush in the crowd. Torl turned his face to the yellow sun, Suthauk–for no man can look Belion, or whitesun, full in the face and not suffer blindness–and for a long time he stood there, motionless, just bathing in the light and warmth. His visage, never handsome by the common standard, appeared gilded in glory beneath Suthauk’s approving eye. It was a holy moment. Then he opened his eyes, and quietly regarded his friends and neighbours.
 
   “This man,” he declared, “has returned life to me.”
 
   Ay, how I laughed with Torl and his neighbours. Such joy! A font, a wellspring of unadulterated delight to break my stone heart! All I had accomplished was to restore his face to how it should be. It had taken me great labour to find the right form and shape of it, hidden by the tumour’s aggressive distortions.
 
   But what satisfying labour!
 
   I turned to the people. “Thank Mata, not me. Now, who’s next?”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   I was extracting a rotten tooth at Olimak Lodge, on the outskirts of Hoil Town, in the poor quarter where an itinerant athocary such as I could yet afford lodgings, when I heard a door crash open and woman scream. A man shouted, “Help! Somebody help!”
 
   When she screamed again I recognised the wail of a woman suffering the pangs of childbirth, which are unlike any pain a man will experience in his lifetime. Why should Mata give it to women to suffer so, I know not, but I knew at once by the tone of her cry that she was not merely in pain, but in trouble.
 
   I held up in my pliers a bloody tooth for my patient to examine. “Here’s what was causing your pain. Now, I must go.”
 
   The elderly woman glared at me. “Wait–what is the charge?”
 
   “No charge,” said I, stuffing the tool back into my pouch.
 
   She clung to my arm with surprising force. “If you’re considering helping that woman, stop!”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It is Mata’s hand of judgement upon that prostitute and her bastard whelp,” averred the woman, not relinquishing her grip. “You should not interfere or you will be cursed too!”
 
   The other woman screamed again. And I am unable to bear suffering. It cuts me to my quoph. I snarled, “I do not share your crazy Elbarath religion, old woman!” I had heard of this belief, common to the Elbarath foothills, but had not encountered it in person. I threw off her hand. “I don’t care who she is, she needs help.”
 
   I tried to edge past her, but the old woman surged to her feet, blocking my path. Next moment she struck me across the brow with her cane! I put hand to my forehead, feeling a gash there, and stared stupidly at her. “You hit me.”
 
   “I’ll do that and worse!”
 
   So help me, I am a rational and educated man, but the hard point of my shoulder sent that old woman spinning and I felt a pang of vicious satisfaction at the deed.
 
   I charged out of the inn, casting about for the source of the screams. No-one answered my cries. I shouted at a passer-by and shook another by the shoulders, but they offered no aid.
 
   But the man kept bellowing, and thus I found my way around the back of a line of houses to a small carpenter’s workshop. Here I found Falak, his two children, and his startlingly pregnant wife, Izella.
 
   “I’m an athocary!” I flung at the carpenter as I stormed the ladder up to his house.
 
   “She’s too early!” he cried back. “Too early!”
 
   The carpenter–a vast tygar of a man–flung open his front door, built in the Elbarath style where craftsmen abide above their place of work. Taking my arm, he heaved me bodily into the front room.
 
   “The bedroom! She’s bleeding!”
 
   My hurried assessment of the situation took in a blood-soaked mass of bedding, an exhausted, half-naked and clearly hurting woman, and two small, very frightened faces peering down from a loft room above the bedroom. Dropping my pouch at once, I placed my hands upon her abdomen.
 
   “Placenta over the birth canal,” I muttered.
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “Hush.” I listened deeper. “The babe yet lives.”
 
   “Mata be praised!”
 
   “Ay. Now, fetch me linens and warm water. Woman, listen to me–”
 
   “Izella!” she gasped.
 
   “Izella, I am El Shashi. You and your baby will be safe. You need to trust me. I’m going to open your belly. You will feel little. And then I will heal you again.”
 
   She shrieked, “Oh, Falak! Oh! Oh!”
 
   Time was short. The huge carpenter, although clearly troubled to the core of his quoph, gave me a curt nod. I dove into my bag and plucked out my sharpest scalpel. “Hold on.”
 
   Other athocaries section infants in this manner when the woman’s life is endangered, but my advantage was that I could stanch the wound at once, and literally feel my way through the layers of skin, muscle and tissue with my power–and too, calm baby and mother with a touch. In moments, I had her laid open near the navel and reached within her belly.
 
   “Here she is,” muttered I, quickly passing a vernix-covered, squalling newborn to her mother. Eh? What? I grinned at the parents. “Surprise! Here, look … another babe!”
 
   “A boy,” Falak exulted. “Twins! Mata is truly good.”
 
   I hunkered back on my haunches, resting my wrists on my knees to prevent the blood from staining my burnoose. “Congratulations! Twins are a gift indeed. Two beautiful babes.”
 
   They did not hear me, I own. The carpenter sat beside his beaming wife, helping her hold the tiny babes to her breast. Twins are often early to enter the world. I should have known by the size of her. I had best close Izella up before she lost any more blood, or it would soon go ill with her.
 
   I laid my hands upon Izella once more and began to knit the flesh back into place. Then I felt something. Oh, larathi, I felt more indeed! Slowly, I reached one more time through the gash into her womb. There, right near the top, as if hiding from our regard, I found what I had feared. With great care, I reluctantly drew it out.
 
   Izella and Falak gasped in unison.
 
   “Hold out your hands.”
 
   Falak, as if in a dream, rose from the bed and cupped his hands to accept the third babe from me. Triplets! A vanishingly rare phenomenon in the Fiefdoms. This little scrap of humanity was no bigger than a newborn lumdog pup in his hands. His great, work-roughened palms wholly engulfed her, for she was smaller than the other two, and her colour appeared blue-tinged and lifeless. My questing fingers touched her clammy skin. Sometimes one twin will appear to have fed upon the other like a parasite, truly told, or one will live while the other perishes. But this was my first experience of triplets.
 
   “I’m afraid she isn’t breathing,” I advised.
 
   But even as I spoke, I thought I heard Janos’ voice in my ear. ‘Life can be deceptive, Arlak. It is much more resilient than you think. It clings–and truly told, even thrives, where least expected. Can we know its nascent spark? Who can know when that spark departs the mortal vessel for the afterlife?’
 
   ‘Janos, is it possible to raise the dead?’
 
   Ay, I remembered that conversation well–late one Alldark evening, after a blizzard had reduced Yarabi Vale to a snowbound trap. ‘Truly told, solûm tï mik, that is a question for the yammariks or for Mata Herself. But know this: magic is born of life, not death. One day, when you become a father yourself, you will know there is magic in that first cry of a newborn infant. But there are legends which say that Ulim’s way is the magic of dying, and the capture of souls for his foul purposes.’
 
   I stirred uneasily at his sombre mien. ‘But the Gods are just a legend, Janos. Ulim lives only in ulules’ tales–’
 
   ‘Hush! Don’t ever say that! Don’t even think it. Until you have observed the secret rites of the Ulitrists, do try to refrain from braying your lack of knowledge to the world.’
 
   Ay, not our first clash. But with his scorn ringing in my ears, I laid my hand upon the babe in the carpenter’s hands and tried to probe for some sign of life, however dimly it might burn. I bowed my head, closed my eyes, and willed the power forth. Tiny heart, beat. Lungs, breathe. Mind … hear my call. Mata, I beseech you …
 
   She was so far gone, I gave up hope in the long waiting. I was unable to pray more, to think further than this: that if Mata was a lover of life, then she might succour this poor babe from the steps of Ulim’s throne and return her immortal quoph to the realms of mortal people. I felt nought in her flesh that should give me hope.
 
   Not a glimmer.
 
   Suddenly … I felt the heart flutter. Now her eyelids trembled.
 
   I gave a cry of amazement!
 
   And then I caught the babe deftly as the giant carpenter measured his length upon the floor in a dead faint. Now I would have to mend his head too.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 17: Herliki Free Fiefdom
 
    
 
   Give me the dry land any makh,
 
   A place to walk across its back,
 
   Not for me to float on fishes,
 
   Lest I end up those fishes dishes!
 
   Popular Ballad of Herliki Free Fiefdom: Drink to the Sea My Lovely
 
    
 
   The city of Herliki perched as a great mother seagull warming an egg upon the famed chalk cliffs of Hakooi, overlooking the Gulf of Erbon. Its walls were monuments of white majesty. Herliki was named a free Fiefdom, because its citizens, men and women both, were freemen, not bondservants or landless serfs as in many of the other Fiefdoms. Orik had described Herliki as a sunny paradise, but in the Glooming storms when I arrived, the city was caught in the throes of a wild sea tempest that flung such booming wave-mountains against the cave-riddled cliffs that the ground shuddered at each blow. Once through the great gates, I had to lean into the wind whistling down the narrow alleyways while torrential rain lashed the cobbles into rivers.
 
   The storm blew me through the streets, and raged for five days. My innkeeper kept invoking Slukkan, a local weather-god much revered by sailors, and urged all her guests to partake in interminable rituals meant to encourage good weather. I have never been fascinated by the entrails of animals. After the second night, I confined myself to my room pleading illness.
 
   And it came as little surprise, mark my words, that good weather followed the bad. Superstition does irritate me like a burr in the boot.
 
   After the storm broke, I quickly learned that my position in Herliki society was only slightly above the crabs that the locals loved to consume in a bewildering variety of local dishes. My chances of entry to the Mystic Library appeared to closely mirror the chances of one of those luckless crustaceans escaping the cooking pot.
 
   But I am a trader at heart. As I marked in the past, healing power has leverage.
 
   One day, I removed a warty growth from the nose of a popular ulule. She knew that the only daughter of the Hassutl was deathly ill with a canker of the liver. The Hassutl had offered a great reward for her healing, which for anna had lain unclaimed while the usual procession of charlatans and vultures made merry with her treatment. Now they were waiting for her to die. Had they hoped for El Shashi? No. But the ulule knew my reputation. She did not believe I was he, but she did offer a bargain.
 
   Bargain enough to purchase an audience with the Hassutl.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “I am minded to toss you off the cliffs!” snarled the Hassutl. First Lord of the realm, his word was second only to the Hassutla’s. She had not deigned to meet an itinerant healer. “I’m sick to death of your kind–lizards and snakes, swindlers to a man!”
 
   I pressed my feverish forehead against the cool mosaic tiles, depicting a fanciful underwater seascape. A creature they called ‘octopus’ was right beneath my nose. Horrible, rubbery meat. I had attempted it but once.
 
   “Who allowed this scoundrel access to my presence, let him tremble!” I imagined the pompous herald growing pale. “What my daughter has suffered–words fail me. What makes you think you’re offering any different potion, or poultice, or ritual, to the rest of those … those scum-sucking parasites? What skills have you? What proofs do you bring? Calling yourself El Shashi–I’ve never heard such brazen effrontery!”
 
   I wet my lips and ventured, “I bring no such proofs, great Lord.”
 
   “Then what in Mata’s name do you expect of me? How dare you.” A pair of magnificently tooled leather boots stamped into the periphery of my vision. “Arise, be you a man, and look me in the eye, and swear you will heal my daughter! Else crawl out of here like the cur you are and flee my city, or I swear I will feed your filthy, lying carcass piece by piece to the crabs.”
 
   It was not a fate I cared for. His challenge, however, angered me. I had suffered more than he knew. His doubts were his right, but so was my integrity. At my rising, an agitated hissing rose from his court.
 
   The Hassutl of Herliki wore crimson silk pantaloons cut to the knee and a vest of costly silver brocade. At wrist, ankle and neck, he wore tens of silver bracelets and torcs in a variety of designs, patterned after the tygar common to these parts and the great sea condor. A great chain-link of office, the hassulkarian, rested upon his broad-muscled shoulders, and was so encrusted with rubies, garnets, and carnelian that it was difficult to discern the metal beneath. A robe of the finest purple flowed from his shoulders to the floor. His crown rose a good handspan above his head, its centrepiece a ruby the size of a lyom’s egg. His right hand rested upon the hilt of a meliki-style scimitar, a double-pointed, double-edged beast of a weapon favoured by pirates and freemen alike, which could split a man in half at a stroke.
 
   He was, in a word, magnificent.
 
   But I was El Shashi, in truth mightier than he. Meeting his hostile stare with a measure of calm at odds with my churning belly, I replied, “Great Lord, I’ve no need of potions or infusions, poultices or ointments, or any form of trickery or cheap flim-flammery. I dare because I can. I dare, because I have a great need.”
 
   “Ah. And pray tell, what is your price?” I could tell he expected me, in my apparent arrogance, to demand half the jewels in his kingdom.
 
   “Entry to and free use of the Mystic Library.”
 
   The Hassutl stared. The longer he stared, the more frightened I became. His colour rose–dangerously. His eyes bulged, red-rimmed. A vein throbbed so fiercely on his forehead I feared it would leap out of its own accord and strangle me.
 
   “The Mystic Library?” he screamed at last. “Entry to the Library? That’s your price? Answer me, you worm!”
 
   An awful silence gripped the room.
 
   I burshingled stiffly, goaded beyond bearing now. “Perhaps we should see to your daughter’s good health first, great Lord, before we discuss the price of her life.”
 
   Harsher than I had intended. The Hassutl’s fist was white-knuckled on the hilt of his scimitar. Doubtless he had more than a passing temptation to separate my impertinent head from my shoulders. I bowed even lower than before, wishing I could disappear through the floor, and trembled.
 
   “Dismissed!” he roared at the nobles. “You.” His finger stabbed at me. “Follow me.”
 
   I have long legs, but I had to trot to keep up with the Hassutl’s storming progress through the palace. Evidently the staff were used to his moods, for his mien had them skipping and scurrying like frightened forest deer to clear his path. I had a confused impression of marble halls, galleries populated with priceless vases, and silken hangings and artwork from across the Fiefdoms, before we crossed a pretty open courtyard, darted between a pair of soldiers who raised their crossed scimitars for us to pass, and entered a wing with boudoir after fantastical boudoir set off a great central corridor.
 
   Without pause or warning he swept into one of the rooms, scattering maidservants left and right with a chorus of frightened cries, before leading me into the chamber beyond. It was dark and shadowed, and the stench of imminent death hung thickly within, despite Jartian incense being burnt in a brazier and a vase of fragrant lilies dominating a small side-table. A ghastly rattle drew my attention to the massive bed, where a bevy of elderly athocaries fussed over the dying daughter of the realm.
 
   “OUT!” roared the Hassutl, and made good his word with the flat of his scimitar when one of the athocaries moved too slowly for his liking. “Get out!”
 
   Again, a long, rattling breath sounded behind the kingly silken hangings. I knew I was not a makh too soon. Too many a time I have heard that sound–Ulim’s rattle, say the Elbarath, the sound a person makes just before death.
 
   “Behold the Hassia K’huylia, my daughter,” he said.
 
   The poor girl was swaddled in bandages suffused with some ghastly concoction–dung of the marmoset and crushed lizard livers, or I missed my mark. A favourite for cankers of the bowels, liver, and kidneys. I had to cover my mouth as I leaned over the bed. K’huylia was sallow and emaciated, her pulse barely flickering against the sunken flesh of her throat, and though her fever burned fiercely against my hand, there was no trace of sweat on her skin. They had probably withheld food and drink in a mistaken attempt to deny the canker nutrients to grow, never realising it would take all it needed from her body and more, regardless.
 
   Bloody butchers. Better the blade than this!
 
   Her organs would fail soon. A touch-and-go case. One wrong step and I could hasten her path to the grave.
 
   I drew back and addressed the Hassutl. “Get me a sharp blade, hot water, broth, and throw the windows open for Mata’s sake. Consign this stinking brazier to the firepit.”
 
   His eyes darkened.
 
   “We must cut off these filthy bandages,” I assured him. “Have the servants bring fresh linens as well.”
 
   Never before had I encountered so many poisons in a body. Usually much would be excreted or sweated out by a fever, but K’huylia was beyond that now. Concentrate them, and there was a good chance they would reach her heart. But maybe … yes. I closed my eyes and began to draw the poisons into a crystal I fashioned inside her abdominal cavity.
 
   Her heart stopped.
 
   Makh passed. Servants came and left. The Hassutla herself came to observe, but all she would have seen was her daughter breathing in perfect concert with me. I cradled her life at the cusp, like a baby bird trembling in my palm, and refused to let her pass on.
 
   I remember the first time I held a bird. Janos had rescued a kestrel’s chick from a marauding mountain fox. He placed it in my hands. He taught me how to hold it, to soothe it, and as reward, to feel the warmth of its fast-pulsing heart and to appreciate how life is curiously fragile yet as strong as ivy clinging to the side of a house. And once its spark is snuffed out, there is no return …
 
   At length, I began to drip the broth between her lips. Drop by precious drop. It took all night to finish a single bowl. With the moisture came the ability to remove the poisons faster. I cleansed her bloodstream, and sometime during the darkest makh her heart began to beat again–I gave it a tiny push, and her spirit did the rest. By the dioni orison, a glorious sunrise over the pearl-white peaks of the western Loibrak Range, her heart beat steadily of its own volition and her breathing eased.
 
   Now that K’huylia was stronger I cut off the dung-encrusted bandages with my own hand. I had the servants strip off the linens and bathe her body–much did they mutter at my presence, though the girl was nought but pitiful skin over bone. Surely they could see she was no attraction to a man? Always these social niceties over survival … Umarik customs are passing strange.
 
   I turned my attention to the canker. There were tumours throughout her abdomen, not just in the liver as the other athocaries had assumed. Her kidneys were dysfunctional, her bowels, riddled with growths. Here I did a deep, slow work–struggling to help her body find ways to remove the diseased parts while preserving the good. Again and again, I was stymied by my lack of knowledge, baffled by the progression of the disease, humbled by the elegant intricacy of the pathways I trod. I proceeded as much by instinct and experience as by understanding.
 
   When I was done, I knew my work was not done.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   A delicate gazebo, crafted of sliver filigree over columns of solid blue-veined Rhumian marble, housed our dining table. Three successive layers of diaphanous Sulmian silk hangings created an atmosphere of intimacy, but in reality left us at the pleasure of the cool, scented breezes of eventide. All around the gazebo, the formal palace gardens were lit with tiny candles winking like fireflies in the darkness. I wondered if the servants had perfumed the hangings especially.
 
   We four sat at table–the Hassutla, the Hassutl, the Hassia K’huylia, and I. Though they had other sons and daughters, this was a private celebration. A lummericoot twanged discreetly behind one of the hangings. Every dish was exquisite. The wine was by leagues the finest I had ever tasted, and completely wasted on an uncultured vegetable farmer of my ilk. Even the spoons and dishes were solid silver.
 
   The royals wore semi-formal robes, and the Hassutla’s hair alone boasted more jewellery than could have furnished a respectable trader’s business back in Roymere. K’huylia, in the manner of the younger court set, was wearing a flowing surriba the colour of amethyst, and I thought its close fit at the bodice and waist, and elegant length, befitted her slender figure most admirably. And I? My flowing sallinen shirt and soft bruke trousers, with tooled leather boots and a silver torc about my neck, were quite the finest clothes ever to grace my undeserving skin.
 
   “It is too much,” I said. The Hassutla beamed at me. “I urge you–my presence here cannot become widely known or I would become a danger to you and to those you love.”
 
   “You have healed my daughter. For that, half the kingdom were yours.”
 
   I poked at my food, feeling tired and dispirited. “My Lord, as we discussed, I merely stayed the course of K’huylia’s illness.”
 
   “Is my table not to your liking?” the Hassutla enquired.
 
   “He feels he has failed.” We three looked at K’huylia. Her eyes, framed in a mass of dark ringlets that when I first met her had been limp and lifeless, had regained their sparkle. “Is life not a mystery beyond our ken? El Shashi lacks the knowledge to heal what Mata has written into the very weft of my being.”
 
   Yes! A clean strike to the gong! I sat mesmerised by this insight. It did seem her illness was somehow–not fated, but written–in her life’s deepest roots, ready to return. Maybe not today, maybe not next anna, but as surely as the suns turn through the skies, it would rise again. Changing this fate would mean changing the fundamental K’huylia. It was not something external, such as a disease or a plague. No, the answer lay within. Etched in her bones. In every beat of her heart lurked a deadly potential!
 
   But … how? My mind was reeling. Did Mata intend her to die? Was she born but to die? Why her, why not someone else? Could this not be changed, even by my power? Were my greatest efforts doomed to failure? Was it as the yammariks taught–similar to a canker of the quoph that must be redeemed before the quoph can find its final rest–that in all flesh lodged some secret malice, a taint, that predisposed humankind to the clutches of Nethe? For all must die. Even Janos had died. Thousands more had died at my hand, but he was the first.
 
   My heart rained sorrow upon sorrow.
 
   K’huylia smiled gently at me. “That is why El Shashi would use our Mystic Library, father. I will gladly show him its ways. For does he not seek answers to the greatest question of all?”
 
   A yammarik would add, ‘all must die lest Mata’s mercy is sought and won’. I had always seen that philosophy as a means of lining the pockets of the religious. Had they a point after all? How many had I abandoned to Nethe’s dark torment?
 
   The Hassutl said, “Why do we die?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “No indeed,” said the Hassutla, laying her hand upon K’huylia’s. “The question, my husband, is this: ‘Why do we live?’ K’huylia’s new life is a gift beyond knowing.”
 
   Janos, ah, Janos! You who were father to me when I had none, and a true friend. I betrayed you unto death!
 
   I thrust my chair back from the table and fled, sobbing, into the night.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 18: Eliyan the Sorcerer
 
    
 
   Bait the tygar in her lair,
 
   Kiss the cobra if you dare,
 
   But wake not a slumbering Sorcerer.
 
   Hakooi Traditional Ballad: Advice to a Young Woman on her Majority
 
    
 
   Two anna, seven seasons, three days and nine makh did I tarry in Herliki before I was exposed.
 
   In the early makh after dioni orison, I would depart the palace for the sandstone-cobbled streets; in less than a span stepping from opulence to poverty, from vaulting chambers to stinking, zigzag alleyways, and bathe in the bustle and buzz I so enjoyed. Ah, not for El Shashi the life of a Hassutl! Here, amidst the spice-sellers and fishmongers and roundel-sweetbread bakers, was my life and my Mata-service.
 
   Ay, and was there ought but a yammarik’s words in my mind?
 
   I would stride the two spans from my appointed chambers to the Mystic Library as if I were a man released from jail, eager to study the masters. The Library was queerly housed in a series of interconnected caverns that delved deep beneath the chalk cliffs. It was said that a library had been hidden here for over two thousand anna. I doubt I ever penetrated a fraction of its secrets. A zealous band of monks guarded its cool galleries, scholars of the Herkon Order, who seek elevation of the quoph through the pursuit of arcane knowledge. They accepted my presence and many questions with studied tolerance and secretive smiles.
 
   At the Hassutl’s command, a chamber within was set aside for my private use. I met there scholars from many of the Fiefdoms–some from as far as Rotaiki, which is a hundred leagues again beyond Roymere. Each had purchased a special favour in order to gain entry, a secret close-guarded among the academic class.
 
   Many a makh K’huylia would spend with me, poring over the scrolleaves, until it came to be remarked upon that we were a ‘couple’. Let it be recorded by the stroke of my own quim that I took no liberties with the royal personage. There were several indiscretions with daughters of minor nobility, however. I have ever harboured a weakness for beauty! And a beauty who flatters, cozens, and insists on gracing my bed unannounced–in one instance–wearing a slip of turquoise silk no larger than a small handkerchief …? Well. To refuse would be a gross insult, naturally. Were not womankind created for beauty, and men to serve that beauty?
 
   ‘A belief of the common herd, Arlak!’ I muttered, curling my lip at my own thoughts. ‘Preserves the social order, keeps men in their place. Their Mata-ordained place!’ Ay, I despised my weakness. Yet a coy look would turn my head every time.
 
   Guilt always followed such assignations, but never enough to stay my paths. Perhaps had I not been so diverted, I would have noticed I was being watched.
 
   From the Library’s resources I learned a great deal about human anatomy, and not solely that of the daughters of minor nobility. The library boasted works from all the major athocaries and physicians of the day. Coupled with my skills, I had a unique way of verifying their theories and techniques. I began to practice again. I needed to. As discreetly as I was able, wearing a stagesmith’s mask and guarding my accent, I began to see a few non-paying customers for a few makh every afternoon. Soon I took to disguising myself and walking the alleyways of Herliki. Again, what a fool I was! A fool thrice over! But I felt compelled to practice my art, to address those suffering outside the walls of gilded privilege.
 
   Moreover, I devoured everything the Mystic Library owned on the subject of magic–the majority, I soon realised to my disgust, being fanciful, contradictory, or downright false. Truly told, Janos grounded me thoroughly in the scholarly arts. Reason. Logic. Critical comparison of texts. Debate. Perusal of sources. In these I had been drilled eventide by eventide by a man I recognised in hindsight as a master of the art. Janos of the perfect recall. What a mind that man had, what a teacher, what a privilege I had squandered!
 
   I discussed my findings with the monks, who offered me little help, cold and clannish to a man.
 
   But one thing I did learn–and this was passing strange–several of the texts referred to a seventh sense. We Umarik know there are six senses. Sight, hearing, touch, taste, smell, and the sense of grephe, sometimes called foreknowledge. But here were texts referring to a seventh sense. And I could not understand it. The texts never described or named this seventh sense, assuming all people were born with it and knew exactly what it was. I knew of no such thing. I concluded it must be something to do with the Eldrik.
 
   How vast my ignorance!
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   One morn, I was picking my way downhill, mindful of ice glazing the cobbles underfoot, which turned each rounded stone into an opportunity to break one's ankle. The frost-rimed cavern mouth was illuminated by a golden sunrise peeking beneath a blanket of cast-iron clouds. A thousand anna-old bragazzar tree, gnarled by the seasons’ turning and grown hunched over due to the easterly trade winds, guarded the yawning darkness of the Library’s interior. As I descended, a flock of crimson gannets took to flight from the limbs of that tree. Suthauk’s early glory set their feathers aflame against the backdrop of the dark cavern and the rich lime-green of the bragazzar’s foliage–evergreen even in the depths of Glooming season.
 
   Behind the tree I saw a line of small, dark men enter the cavern, cloaked and hooded against the chill as I was. The sea breeze cut through my robe. I cursed as I wrenched my foot despite my care. Larathi! Now I would have to hobble the rest of the way.
 
   Suddenly, an old woman stood at my elbow.
 
   “High morn to you, stranger,” she said.
 
   An archaic greeting, whistled between toothless gums. I confess I was slow to respond, startled, already deeply engrossed in my thoughts about lillia–an Eldrik word meaning ‘the essence’, which is used to describe a concentration or source of magic power. I had concluded that the Wurm was full of lillia; it was the vessel containing Jyla’s sorcerous power.
 
   I perceived her face, wrinkled as an old apple, sharp but kindly, and eyes which had seen more of the world than I could ever know.
 
   “And a very good orison to you, woman,” I said.
 
   “Here. You need it more than I.”
 
   I grasped the ulinbarb cane she swung at me, more out of self-preservation than need. “Thank you. What can I give you …?”
 
   “None of that,” she said, touching my wrist to stop me fumbling at my purse. “Have you a grephe for me this makh?”
 
   “I … pardon?”
 
   “Your grephe. I wish to know it.”
 
   “Well,” I fumbled, then blurted out the first thing that came to mind, “I bless you for your gift, good woman. May the warmth of light and companionship be yours this Darkenseason. And may your road beyond be blessed indeed.”
 
   “Ah!” she said.
 
   I could not tell what she heard of this, but my words seemed to strike her with a strange force. Had I not spoken of her death and passing beyond?
 
   I stared a moment longer. Then I made to go my way. As I turned downhill, I heard her call, “Fear not the dark man! Mata will sustain you.”
 
   A jolt of grephe, marrow-deep, froze my steps. Fearful now, I whirled, but the old woman was already trotting up the street at a speed that belied her age. I stroked my chin. Omen or nonsense? Crazy or sane? I was sick of grephe. Sick of the Gods. When had they brought me ought but sorrow? Anger and discontent began to boil in my gut. So much for feeling settled in the Herliki Free Fiefdom! I had wondered at putting down roots here.
 
   Ye great galumphing Gods. Would they not leave me alone? Sadistic meddlers!
 
   Why not a dark woman … Jyla? Had her dark purpose not been fulfilled all these anna? Destroyer of lives. ‘I need you to be selfish, Arlak.’ Wrecker of families. ‘And I need your Wurm, Arlak Sorlakson! I need it now!’ My fingers itched to sink into her neck like the talons of a hunting falcon. I consider myself a peaceful man, mark my words, but my thirst for revenge was malign and brutal.
 
   I stumped down to the Mystic Library. My ankle throbbed. But to touch it might summon the Wurm … I had lived so long with that fear it shadowed my ways constantly, dulling the brightest day, spoiling any happiness, drawing me back into the blackness where my inner Wurm lurked. Always, when I thought upon it, that place stirred as though alive, alien to my quoph; restless, oily and unpleasant.
 
   I bade the monks no greeting, but picked up a lantern from a line of small recesses built into the entrance hall and made my way through the massive inner doors, as thick as a man is tall, into the first of the great halls. Here was light, a gigantic candelabrum that had been converted to hang argan-oil lanterns instead, but was still thickly encrusted with the wax drippings of the ages.
 
   I took the first corridor to the right, then the second at my left hand, each lined with crowded but tidy bookshelves. I boorishly ignored the spectacular display stalagmites and spires in the following chamber, and took the only exit further down into the Library. A damp breeze cooled my cheeks. How was it, I wondered idly, that the Helkon monks managed to preserve ancient scrolleaves against the damp of these caves? Surely a cave was no place for delicate, valuable records? Yet preserve them they did.
 
   A span’s walk between the narrowly-spaced scroll racks along that tunnel brought me to a large culvert, off of which branched eleven chambers. My chamber was the fourth on the right, reached through a winding entryway some twenty-two paces in length. Even this space was crowded with volumes. Dull shipping records, no more.
 
   I banged the outer door shut, wishing no disturbance.
 
   My shoulders brushed the shelves to either side as I entered my study-chamber. I hung the lantern next to the door, as I always did, and rustled in my pouch for my sparkstone to light the others further within so that I would have enough light to read the scrolleaves.
 
   But I was not alone.
 
   The basal part of a human is animal. We can tell when we are being watched, or when there is another presence in a room. I fell into a half-crouch. Scanned the room. Three desks, two armchairs … my eyes jerked back to a black-robed man sitting cross-legged on the second desk, the one I usually kept clear for writing. Nay, truly told, he was hovering above the wooden surface; even in the dim light, I marked this well.
 
   I felt movement behind me. All around me. As my eyes adjusted to the gloom I saw now what I had taken for shadows around the room, were indeed two–no five–even six more small men, all robed as the first, in cloaks so very black that they seemed nought but heads and hands curiously adrift of their bodies. Of the first, all I could see was his head–shaven and tattooed in complex patterns–for his hands were hidden in the sleeves of his robe. His eyes were pebble-hard.
 
   “Who by the Hounds are you?”
 
   No-one said a word. But I sensed magic in the room, closing around me, hemming me in, causing me to recoil toward the dark lair of the Wurm. My fists clenched, and a dull throb developed behind my temples.
 
   I tried again, “What do you want?”
 
   The dark man–Mata preserve me! The dark man!–said, “El Shashi, I presume?”
 
   Sing his tune? Seven to one or none, I was having none of it. Flatly, I said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Who are you?”
 
   His voice flowed like a brook, and echoed more than a few of Jyla’s exotic vowels. “My name is Eliyan the Sorcerer,” he said, “First Councillor of the Eldrik Sorcerers. I would have words with the man who calls himself El Shashi.”
 
   He sounded like Janos! A low gasp hissed between my teeth at this realisation. Janos, Jyla, and this Eliyan–were they all Eldrik?
 
   I forced my body to straighten, and advanced boldly into the middle of the room. His six disciples tensed visibly, but Eliyan did not. He remained floating mid-air, this in itself a demonstration of breathtaking power, and his gaze measured me all the while.
 
   “If I were El Shashi,” said I, deliberately reckless, “and I’m not saying I am, but if I were, I would wonder at the need for seven men to accost one unarmed man in the depths of the Mystic Library. I would wonder at their motives. Should I be inclined to trust their approach?”
 
   “Perhaps there are those who value discretion.”
 
   “As a hammer values the nut?”
 
   Eliyan remained inscrutable. “Perhaps you are Arlak Sorlakson.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Maybe you are the Scourge of the Westland.”
 
   I shrugged. “I’ve heard ulules utter such a legend.”
 
   “Ah, such as the Bringer of the Wurm. Yes. Legends.”
 
   My throat was suddenly dry. I had an inkling of why they were here, and as surely as Doublesun scorches the Fiefdoms, I knew it spelled grave danger for me. This Eliyan was an Eldrik Sorcerer. Foremost of the Sorcerers. As my first proper contact with the Eldrik race, of which I had hardly dared dream, this conversation was not quite what I had imagined. He was–as I–very suspicious, very cautious. I should tread with care. But I was a rat cornered in the serpent’s lair.
 
   Eliyan continued, “The process of creating or summoning a Wurm assumes two things–great knowledge, and greater power. Healing by touch alone is miraculous, and indeed, in the scale of powers, vanishingly rare even amongst the Eldrik. No Umarite, man or woman, has ever boasted such a command of lillia. So I must conclude that you are not who or what you seem.”
 
   “If I were El Shashi.”
 
   “Obduracy is a pitiful substitute for wisdom,” he reproved me, as mildly as a monk. Yet he remained as taut as the strings of a lummericoot. His mien was dark waters rushing smoothly over some hidden obstacle. “Unknown to us, you are dangerous. But as an unknown with advanced skills in the magical arts, doubly so. Long have we sought you. You appear to have a knack for vanishing.”
 
   That had more to do with Jyla’s knack for finding me, I wanted to spit back, than any skill on my part. But I kept my jaw clamped shut.
 
   The Sorcerer suddenly unfolded his limbs and took to the ground like any ordinary mortal. “You-who-are-not El Shashi, are working through some interesting material,” he said, flicking through my scroll stand. “Arcana by Nomik the uneducated amateur. A tome better used for lighting fires. Vox Aureum, worth less than the scrolleaf it is inked on. Here, a saving grace, is the voluminous Magical Arts of Yore, which attempts to address the basics with a modicum of accuracy. Lurmi, Tork, Faradan–don’t even bother to unfurl these supposed ‘masters’. So much for the famed Mystic Library! Could it offer no better?”
 
   Irritated, I decided to provoke him. “So how is it,” I inquired, “that a Sorcerer so inflated with his own powers as to levitate for a guest, cannot be certain who that guest is? So much for that Sorcerer. Could he do no better?”
 
   Two of the men snarled and started for me, but Eliyan raised his hand. “So, pup, you would show your teeth? Then let me show mine!”
 
   At once, the lantern’s glow grew enfeebled. A titanic pressure took hold of my temples, as though my head were being ground between two slowly-rolling boulders.
 
   I screamed. I crumbled; fading, falling into the lightless pit where the Wurm had infested my quoph. I tasted bloody grit between my teeth. Jyla’s voice roared in my ears and I saw Janos nailed to the door with crimson froth bubbling from his lips and the sanguine-streaked wreck of his face and there was blood, so much blood, and a howling madness within me spiralling out of control and a river of power surging over my inner barriers, overeager and overwhelming, spiteful and capricious, and in my torment I let it flood where it willed … and now Eliyan screamed too and blood spurted from his nostrils and stained his bared teeth, while his eyeballs fluttered back in their sockets in a ghastly simulacrum of death.
 
   Last I remember, wings of uttermost darkness spirited me away to a land of shadowed snows.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 19: Of the Eldrik Way
 
    
 
   Warlock’s Roost, 5th Levantday of the Glooming, Anna Nol 1704
 
    
 
   I am a doddering old meddler.
 
   Take pride, El Shashi, in stooping low. Here, in the makh of life’s waning, the Glooming chills dance a deadly court to my ailing flesh. The seven hundred and seventy-three steps leading up to the Warlock’s Roost are my daily trial–today I had to stop to rest twenty-six times before I reached the top. Some young pup had the gall to offer his arm. I, inwardly gnashing my teeth, accepted with a gracious nod.
 
   I was reviewing the notes left to me by First Councillor Eliyan, my dear friend who passed on nigh one hundred and thirty anna ago. Many would count this a lifetime. I, but one of several. Memories fade. As I approach the three hundred and seventy-sixth anniversary of my birthing, may I be forgiven the odd lapse?
 
   Eliyan was, in his way, a man as meticulous as Janos. He reminded me of a garden robin as it hops along with a black beady eye angled toward the ground, pecking sharply at a hidden worm and holding it wriggling in his beak before gobbling it down. He too moved sharply, always active, but the sharpest thing about Eliyan was his mind. In the manner of a robin carefully pecking at a patch of grass, it missed no detail, no matter how small. How many times did I not see him instantly pluck the right scroll from amidst hundreds on his racks, and roll straight to the desired paragraph? Ay, a great scholar. A prolific author. The Umarik and Eldrik histories were his darlings.
 
   I cast my eyes to the unfurled scrolleaf, scanning the dense columns. Ah, here was what he wrote about the dark days of the Eldrik:
 
    
 
   Yea, they brought the Umarite to me, this Arlak son of Sorlak, a damaged shell, and bade me wreak my will upon him. ‘He will not yield,’ they said.
 
   These my enemies offered no mercy. Actions I had sanctioned, to my shame. Greater than my compassion for this man, were my fears that my position in the Council should weaken. We L’yæm clung to the slenderest margin amongst the Sorcerers, and of the Warlocks, we were a minority. He was meat to the wolf pack. A pittance; an atonement for our wrongdoing and incapacity. And now he was bleeding upon my priceless shillier wool rug.
 
   ‘A shielded mind?’ said I.
 
   ‘An impregnable fortress,’ they replied, unwittingly echoing Lucan’s very words when he announced the Banishment’s completion. One makh later, he perished in circumstances most mysterious. ‘We’ve tortured him every way we know how.’
 
   ‘Indeed.’
 
   They hissed like the snakes they were, ‘But we are convinced–convinced, First Councillor–that he hides valuable knowledge–’
 
   ‘–Sorcery akin to Birial’s binding mists!’
 
   ‘Such power! An immensity of power!’
 
   ‘Ay, Birial,’ said I. ‘The accursed isle. Our crowning glory.’
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   I peeled my eyes from the scrolleaf. What possessed Lucan to choose that Mata-forsaken spit of rock I fathom not, but the very mention of Birial Island still blights my quoph. Inhospitable, I swear by Mata’s name, is by leagues too gentle a picture. A bleak spit of granite to which life clings with grim forbearance; a province of low scrubby bushes and trees so battered by the prevailing winds they grow sideways rather than upward. Surrounded by seething seas, magic, eternal storms, and a breeding ground of the dreadful Karak, lordling monsters of the great deeps, Birial was a prison-island where nought but the most pitiful existence might be eked out by its inmates.
 
   The perfect location to dump the unwashed masses of Eldrik society. Truly told, as Janos had taught me: ‘isolation breeds bitterness, bitterness hatred, and the ripe fruit of hatred is tyranny, war, and pain everlasting’. Truly, no bars were needed on Birial as in the prisons of the northern Fiefdoms, where the rule of justice may consign felons to die in stinking rat-holes, for Lucan’s act of high magic accomplished all that and more.
 
   Ay. For a gantul and more, Birial had been Jyla’s home.
 
   This I shall recount in Mata’s good time.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   ‘Do you dare question the wisdom of the Inquisitors–you, First Councillor of the Sorcerers?’
 
   ‘Our great, wise leader!’
 
   ‘You know my mind. It has always been open to examination.’
 
   From beneath the crimson cowl, a voice dryer than the great salt desert south of the Nugar River emerged, ‘Doubt is unbecoming, First Councillor. It betrays weakness. A weakness of the soul. Have you the will? Or have you lost your thirst for righteousness?’
 
   ‘Soymal, foremost of the Inquisitors.’ I bowed my head, briefly. ‘You honour us with your presence. May your feet always tread the Way.’
 
   ‘And yours, Councillor. May they never depart the Way.’
 
   With that warning, the Inquisitors departed. Why not brand me traitor? They had no proofs, or I would have been dragged away anna ago. Twittering ghouls! Gorging themselves upon the lifeblood of our suffering people!
 
   My soul groans. Ah, my soul, it breaks.
 
   To the zealot any deviation from Lucanism, however small, was anathema–an unforgivable betrayal of Eldrik history, culture, ideals, and even the Eldrik psyche itself. Need I speak of the gyael-irfa, the world-mind of Mata Herself, the greatest treasure of our people? Here is identity. Here is oneness. Here is our greatest gifting. Here is our spiritual home–the spiritual home of every Eldrik man, woman, and child. We believe:
 
   NOTHING can be hidden in the gyael-irfa.
 
   ALL are part of it, are subsumed in it. We are its lifeblood.
 
   Yes, all Eldrik share in the gyael-irfa. For good or for ill … Mata forbid an Inquisitor should read those words! What ill, you ask? Simply put, that there remains neither privacy nor individuality, for we become a community of identical, invariant people. A small price to pay for such a momentous result, you argue. We enjoy peace and harmony. Each member of society contributes to the whole. The hyngreal of Mata-worship is untainted, glorious, star-reaching.
 
   For are we not the elevated ones? Is this priceless treasure not a sign of Mata’s special favour conferred upon the Eldrik nation? Is it not said that these three have no access to the gyael-irfa: Umarites, animals, and the Banished?
 
   Ay, such hubris was the mother’s milk of Lucanism.
 
   And truth unadulterated? By no means!
 
   I believe Lucan balked at creating the Banishment. He was forced into it. Duped, deluded, and outmanoeuvred in the Council. Perhaps he tried to convince himself it would lead to good. Perhaps … perhaps he committed suicide when he realised what he had wrought by the power of Staff and Word. But how could he not have created some way to undo that monstrosity? Why did he perish, and his secrets with him? This I cannot fathom.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Slowly, I shuffled over to my favourite chair. Lucan’s chair, so the legend said. The windows before me stood at the very apex of the Warlock’s Roost, commanding a view over the delicate spires and archways of Eldoran, which at a Doublesun sunset are enwrapped in such an ethereal Mata’s-glory of radiant sunbeams that to behold this vision a Hakooi poetess would declaim the great mysteries and make her prophecies, before expiring in a heavenly ecstasy.
 
   Each time I sit, must surely be my last. My knees protest, my bones creak, my ribs feel like a songbird’s cage rattling on the back of a cart. That was how I felt in the seasons spent recovering from my torture at the hand of the Sorcerers and their fiendish Inquisitors.
 
   I still have nightmares birthed in those tortures.
 
   Truly told, the Banished must have wondered exactly as Eliyan wrote, what ghastly stroke of fate or design led to an act of high magic that could not be unravelled? Why not commit the spells to quim for all to read? Or brief a trusted aide? With all those anna to do nothing but scheme and hate–indeed, to hate constructively, and to plot the destruction of their brethren who still enjoyed the gyael-irfa …
 
   Did you know, friend, that Jyla was once an Interrogator?
 
   


  
 



Chapter 20: Eldoran
 
    
 
   1st Glimday of Springtide, Anna Nox 1382
 
    
 
   I found the Eldrik capital as my father had described it, and more. Unimaginably more. As words fail to encompass a fine work of art, so had my imagination of Eldoran and its inhabitants fallen short of the mark.
 
   Form, rather than function. A harmonious fusion of beauty and utility. Exquisite gardens designed for long, leisurely walks. Buildings flowing around luninol trees which bent like lithe dancers in the slightest breeze, jade-traced arches that soared over roads of palisk-quartz and amaranth marble, or grey and black granite in the poorer quarters, gutters devoid of the slightest hint of filth, houses in different parts built in a variety of complimentary styles or around a particular theme. Added to this, around the time of the daimi and dioni orisons there was a marvellous, luminous quality to the suns’ light–particularly in the Doublesun season–that lent all Eldoran an atmosphere of enchantment and wonder.
 
   The city itself meandered around three charming lakes called Immuri-aloohaili or ‘Immuri’s Bracelets’ in the Umarik tongue, and like herbs scattered upon a tasty dish were the two hundred and twenty-seven tiny, wooded islets upon the lakes. Many of Eldoran’s luminaries lived in this area, whilst its lesser citizens occupied the distant slopes of the low hills, clustering as if for comfort around the powerful Guilds that commanded so many aspects of city life. Down near the quiet harbour, situated in the wide mouth of the Elbeth River where it flowed westward into the Gulf of Erbon, were the Guilds of the artisans, workers and trades. As the eye travelled the otherwise gently-forested landscapes of Eldoran, it would pause in the eastern quarter at the Pentacle, the five-towered stronghold of the Interrogators. Standing atop a hunchbacked basalt massif, the Pentacle accorded it fierce eyes and a frowning brow, casting a long shadow even in the brightest sunshine.
 
   Far from that grim omen, the Sorcerers and Warlocks claimed Cherholn Grove as their own. It occupied a curious location upon the city’s southernmost fringe, where the eye might rise beyond verdant hills to a pike-toothed mountain range called the Ammilese March, which spanned the entire southern horizon. Cherholn was a picturesque, wooded valley with two unique and unusual features–firstly, the myriad exposed deposits of palisk-quartz that lined the sheer valley walls, which glittered brilliantly during the daylight makh, and secondly, the stands of towering shurmal trees, purple-blossomed giants that to the best scholarly knowledge grew only in this valley in all the world. At the valley’s head stood the only visible man-made object, the impossibly tall and slender rose-quartz tower known as the Warlock’s Roost.
 
   The Eldrik despised harsh corners. Angles were subtle, balconies rounded, and doorways arched. Somehow the idea of closed or locked doors, Mata forbid, had passed Eldoran by. Even during Darkenseason many houses stubbornly continued to be kept open to the elements, though I noticed the wealthy used wizard-screens, which magically excluded the cold and snows. It took me seasons to notice that even artistic expression, free as it appeared to the bedazzled first-time visitor, was permitted only within particular predetermined boundaries.
 
   And their obsession with cleanliness! It seemed hardly a leaf could fall from the ubiquitous rooftop gardens than a worker was carefully sweeping it up, to be re-used in the gardens or farms outside the city. Men and women bathed once a day, if not twice, and perfume for both men and women was in lavish supply. Mark my words, First Councillor Eliyan delegated a professional perfumer to visit me to determine my optimal fragrances, which duly arrived several days later in an imaginative array of bottles packed in an ornamental hand basket, complete with ribbons, flowers, and detailed instructions: ‘For use every morning, one small daub on each wrist …’ or ‘for an informal evening meal, one capful after shaving applied to the neck and cheeks, which will accord the skin a beautiful glow …’
 
   Rubiny would have split her sides laughing.
 
   Every morning in the cool makh before dioni orison, I ran through the hills beyond the borders of Eldoran. Every morning, two dark shadows flitted along behind me. My guards. ‘In case you become lost,’ Eliyan claimed, with a wry smirk. More than three anna later, still no joke. What began in an ill-tempered fit of boredom soon became a pleasurable habit–even if I could imagine the Wurm swimming wraithlike through rock and sod somewhere beneath my feet, and taste the vinegary tang of fear in my throat as I remembered it rising … did it stalk me as I hurled my body through the gentle hills and vales? Or did it sleep, awaiting the clarion trump of El Shashi’s woe? Did the monster dream?
 
   I dreamed every night from the instant my head touched the bedroll. Truly told, even I, who loved a deep, down-soft bed as much as the next man, learned to sleep upon an Eldrik futon. At first I owned it a torture most foul. I woke feeling as though my hips had been dislocated during the night. My neck and shoulders ached. Though I was used to sleeping rough on the road–in ditches, beneath hedges and bushes, in lyomhouses and pastures and snowy vales–the slatted gaps beneath a too-thin mattress drove me to despair. And repeated nightmares featuring Jyla, the Wurm, inventive Eldrik tortures, and my betrayal of Janos, did naught to contribute to a peaceful night’s rest.
 
   At times, I felt I was running from the nightmares. I would dream of summoning the Wurm. Being eaten alive was another favourite. Ulim sent demons to torture my flesh; they turned into Eldrik Sorcerers in my mind. I relived the Lymarian border war a hundred times over, seeing again and again the faces of all the men I murdered there. My own children I sacrificed to the beast. I have heard it said people do not dream of their own death. Not I. One dioni orison, dreaming of fleeing headlong from the Wurm, I ran indeed–straight into the wall of my holia, my simple apartment.
 
   “Unhh … larathi!” Clutching my forehead, I fumbled my way to the bath chamber.
 
   Do people run in their sleep?
 
   “Larathi!” I must have run over my changing-screen on my way to meet the wall. My backward glance took in the cracked frame and torn fabric.
 
   I stubbed my toe on the water barrel. “Larathi!” More pain!
 
   In the beautiful mirror, I saw crimson runnels streaking my face from a cut on my forehead. “Triple larathi, served swimming in vinegar and crab-guts!”
 
   Muttering to myself about how the smallest head wounds always generated rivers of blood, I dipped a small bucket into the refreshingly cool water and doused my head and shoulders. With a growl, I kicked off my sodden sleep-shorts. It helps to undress before one’s ablutions.
 
   In my ignorance, I had once imagined the Eldrik people to hold a common standing; a classless, harmonious society. Holy Mata, what a fool I was. As Eliyan’s guest, I was assigned a manservant of the lower class, who took care of my cooking, cleaning, shopping, tidying, washing, and such matters. A most pleasing custom! Most households employed such help–indeed, I was undertaking a most frugal living having just one servant. Sorcerers such as Eliyan, who was indeed the First Councillor, had a small troop of eager servants at finger-snap command.
 
   My holia stood within the grounds of his city dwelling. An estate, the Eldrik call these mansions. Grounds fit for ten villages, every last dyndigit manicured to perfection–a dyndigit being the Eldrik measure that is one hundredth of the familiar Umarik digit. And a digit, of course, is the standard measure of the top digit of a woman’s thumb–originally the Hassutla of Hakooi’s thumb, legend owns it.
 
   Much of my scholarship in Eldoran majored on such gaps in my education. Eliyan saw fit to provide me, daily, with a tutor. But he had delegated the task of finding tutors to a subordinate, who, I learned, quickly delegated the valued task still further down the chain of authority. Tutoring the ‘Umarite barbarian’, truly told, was little esteemed. How to ignore the snide remarks and supercilious sneers? My daily trial.
 
   Having bathed and dressed my wound, I was freshly irritated to discover I had forgotten my drycloth in the bedchamber. So out I marched. And was greeted thus, in High Eldrik, in a woman’s tones:
 
   “Good morrow, El Shashi!”
 
   Caught mid-stride and minded of my nakedness, I made an instinctive leap for the changing-screen. Unfortunately it still sagged crookedly, and so for a second time that morn, with a yelp and a howl, I measured my length over the piece of furniture. Several sharp wooden snaps announced the demise of the twice-misfortunate screen. I thrashed about in the ruins with all the grace of a sholfish cast into the bottom of a fisherman’s boat.
 
   The woman called, “Is ought amiss?”
 
   Fumbling with the drycloth, I covered myself with trembling hands. I began to blurt out a red-faced apology.
 
   “No mind,” said she, sounding perplexed. “I saw nothing.”
 
   Absurd! I fumed. These Eldrik and their Hajik-be-blasted lack of doors! Of course she saw everything–did I not wander stark-naked into her presence? Did this woman take me for a fool?
 
   Glancing up I saw: Her eyes, set in a face of elfin, almost ethereal beauty, are disquietingly milky. She must be blind. But surely … for as she twirls her tumbling, white-blonde ringlets in her fingers …
 
   “Do not feel foolish, El Shashi. I am merely blind.”
 
   “Dear sweet Mata!” I gasped. The image before me shimmered from woman to child and back, and at once I knew where I had seen this woman before–in that vision within the Wurm!
 
   Mata forgive me, I am a stubborn man and slow to believe. Had I thought that vision nought but a daydream? Despite its clarity, power, and truth? I am afraid I stared. Like a peasant who stumbles slack-jawed upon some indescribable treasure, so stared I at my vision clothed in flesh, miraculously transformed from child into exotic womanhood.
 
   Truly told, her hair was a halo of the finest spun cloth-of-gold, framing a dainty face with high cheekbones, and her features among the most captivating I have ever beheld–true beauty only the greater to shock, for it was so deeply flawed. Her eyes were an opaque, milky hue that marked her blindness all too manifestly. Her skin had the paleness of an albino, but albino she was not. She must come from another people, I imagined. Though the Eldrik are of a lighter cast than the Umarik, she was degrees again paler still. The hairnet which held that mass of hair was itself a wonder, a dew-studded spiderweb sparkling in the sunlight slanting through the slits in my still-shuttered windows. If she let out her tresses they would tumble down her back in a golden river … this no-more child of my vision. She was tall, yet slight of build, and garbed in the sea-green robes of the Physicians Guild. A scarf of patently foreign design lightly entwined her neck and shoulders, and its tasselled ends swept down to the floor. Her fingers in elegant repose brought a slim birch cane to my notice.
 
   Of course she could not see me … was I a jatha-born numbwit? Mata-cursed blindness cast her days into darkness. Eyes to ruin her loveliness, disfiguring … she needed healing!
 
   But as swiftly as these thoughts formed in my mind, shame overtook me the faster. Despite her condition, this woman surely functioned better than I in Eldoran, and must do, judging by her air of tranquil confidence and lack of a companion to escort her hence.
 
   In her richly accented alto the woman inquired, “Have I offended you?”
 
   “No, no … sorry.” I felt quite breathless. “I’m only … embarrassed.” I glanced at the sundial, visible outside my window. “It’s already the third makh and I … I, um … well, I overslept. And I feared I must have offended you, I mean–”
 
   “No offence did I–”
 
   I stepped upon a large splinter and, hopping about on one leg, howled again, “Oh, oh! Oh you stupid–!”
 
   To my chagrin, the woman began laugh. She had a wonderful laugh, infectious and almost wild in its surging-forth freedom. Even in my befuddled state, I could not help laughing too. And there is a mysterious bond in shared hilarity. I found myself warming to her immediately.
 
   At length she said, “I am the slave called P’dáronï of Armittal, and I would be your tutor–if you are not offended by having a blind instructor, and indeed one of the very lowest class. And do trust my word, El Shashi, that I take no offence in your nakedness. You make me laugh. There’s precious little laughter here in Eldoran.”
 
   Now she sounded melancholy. I wished she would laugh again.
 
   “I would gladly provide entertainment–”
 
   “Well then you may wear ought or nought as pleases you best–”
 
   “And instigate more scandal than I have already? I will ought and not nought!”
 
   P’dáronï chuckled, “You cannot surely be Matabound, that the notion of being seen by a mere woman should ignite such mayhem in your being.”
 
   “You are not some mere woman, P’daroni of Armittal,” I said, so stung by the injustice of her words that my tongue wagged before I could withhold, “you’re a beautiful woman. Truly beautiful. And I am–I was–a Matabound man.”
 
   I gulped. Never had I said it before.
 
   Had Arlak Sorlakson taken leave of his last drop of prudence? I berated myself furiously. Now she thought me a reckless philanderer without the good sense Mata gave a common sparrow!
 
   Into the awkward silence she inserted lightly, “Please pronounce my name ‘P’dáronï’, not ‘P’daroni’. I’m not of the Eldrik race. So tell me, what became of your wife? And how came you to Eldoran? For you speak High Eldrik with a wonderful fluency. I marvel at your command of the language. Even so, your accent cannot disguise the pain my thoughtless comment has evoked in your mind.”
 
   I, liking her forthrightness, replied boldly, “I will tell you this and more, but upon one condition.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “You tell me your story. Where are you from? How came you to Eldoran?”
 
   And so, thinking how cleverly I had covered up the memory of my vision within the Wurm–thinking her fate must somehow entwine with mine in Mata’s great Purpose–I began to speak to this most engaging woman of my past.
 
   I spoke more earnestly than I had intended.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   P’dáronï was available two mornings a week. As I recall, to my shame, I initially approached her proposal of tutoring me in the medical disciplines with no small measure of arrogance. What tutoring did El Shashi require? But she was such refreshing company after the stuffy, supercilious old men I had suffered for a season beyond two anna, after my recovery from the Inquisitors’ torture, that I acquiesced readily to accompanying her when she did not have other duties.
 
   Ay, my old self-interest. What did I assume but that a comely countenance could not possess intellect to match? Fie and double-shame upon me. Arlak and his Hajik-be-cursed prejudices! For what I learned of P’dáronï during the ample makh we worked and learned together, astounded me. Truly told, I felt at times an uninformed child before the depth and breadth of her knowledge and insight.
 
   The Eldrik made a science of the athocary’s art. They studied it in ways, and with tools, that I had never employed or even imagined. Take for example the practice of dissection, forbidden in the Fiefdoms as a favourite pastime of Ulim’s ghoulish disciples. Or that one of her friends was developing a series of powerful lenses called a dynilens, the better to see the smallest parts that make up bodily structures. Ay, and their belief in tiny organisms that spread disease! Though as yet unseen, they had detected these organisms by employing sophisticated magical techniques, and sought to discover new ways of curing diseases through this study. Suddenly, I had a new vehicle to help me understand the history of the major plagues–blood-fever, which has a fatality rate of six persons in ten and has thrice devastated wide swathes of the Fiefdoms, and black-boil plague, which is less infectious but even more virulent, and according to Eldrik studies arose from contaminated water supplies.
 
   When I destroyed Bralitak Crossing the water supplies must have become contaminated. Now I knew without a shadow of doubt that I had brought the black-boil plague down upon them–Mata forgive me.
 
   The Eldrik physicians strived to treat the whole person. P’dáronï specialised in disorders of the mind. She explained that many diseases gave rise to mental disorders, such as the tick fever which plagues the waterways of Hakooi and lower Elbarath. She showed me how infestations of particular types of parasitic worms can drive people to strange behaviours. She had me interview a man within whom it seemed there lived four different people. In the Fiefdoms he would have been called demon-possessed, and may have become an Alldark sacrifice to ward of Ulim in many rural communities I could name.
 
   The Eldrik had studied and classified many of these disorders and diseases. They had legions of scholars and scribes dedicated to improving the well-being of their people, and entire campuses dedicated to the athocarial arts; a lifetime’s wealth of time and resources that I found almost unimaginable.
 
   I expect P’dáronï found me as much of a curiosity as I did her. We were well matched, both strangers amongst the Eldrik–for she was born beyond the Ammilese March, far to the south of Eldoran, and sold to the Sorcerers as a child, her powers in exchange for land and freedom for her parents, brothers, and sisters. This was unusual, she told me, as the majority of the Armittalese slaves lived, worked, and died in the deadly mines and quarries of Ummandor.
 
   It was no parkland stroll being a slave in Eldoran. But for her skills she would have had to wear the slave-collar like the other Armittalese. Even her own people heaped unkindness upon her because of this sign of favour.
 
   Now that I knew one, I noticed Armittalese slaves everywhere. I had been blind before, only in a different way.
 
   Through our interactions, I came to appreciate anew the profound power and blessing of sight–and yet, at times found myself waxing positively jealous of her gifts. Not only were her senses of hearing, touch, and smell uncannily sharp, but she also had an extraordinary talent for remembering dimensions, routes, and the contents of rooms and spaces. She could tell a friend by the mere sound of their footfall. By running her hand down a leaf or text or scroll, P’dáronï was able to use her magic to read at a staggering pace. She did much of her own cooking, managed her own household, and in many matters demonstrated such a ferocious capability, it took me several seasons not to feel daunted in her presence.
 
   P’dáronï’s curiosity and drive to grasp the ungraspable were unbounded. She constantly badgered me to verify theories held by her or by her colleagues and mentors, for even amongst the Eldrik my skills were unique, and uniquely effective. Many an agreeable makh did we spend together after her studies or working time, pursuing this or that investigation; discussing, debating, sparring, agreeing, and remonstrating with each other. I lost count of the number of times she pressed me, ‘Now tell me again how you did that?’ and ‘How can you expect me to be satisfied with, “Oh, I touched him and he was healed”? You can be so frustrating–honestly, Arlak! Use the tongue good Mata gave you and speak in words of greater than one syllable!’
 
   It was six seasons later that I realised what had crept up upon me unnoticed.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “Please, sit.”
 
   I selected a floor-cushion and attempted to fold my legs into the customary form. P’dáronï’s holia had a formal Eldrik seating-bowl, a sectioned and cushioned area reserved for certain special occasions. As P’dáronï brought a tray of Armittalese spiced chai and placed it between us, I admired the graceful economy and precision of her movements. She knew her house as the fingers of her own hand. And she made the lotus position appear as effortless as the unfolding of a blossom beneath Suthauk’s beneficent gaze. How did the Eldrik sit for makh in this most unnatural of positions? When I rose it would be to racking pains as my bones rearranged themselves in their sockets with fervent protests.
 
   “Now that I am replete,” I said, smiling, “and brim-full of seven courses of the most amazing and delicious Armittalese fare, may I at last be permitted to inquire as to the occasion?”
 
   “I’m grateful you enjoyed the meal,” P’dáronï replied obliquely, making some minute adjustment to the presentation of the chai dishes–the two traditional fine porcelain cups and matching chai-pot, the tiny bowl of chard incense, the sprig of tosign herb to signify hospitality and good health. “You told me so more times than there were courses. Do the Umarik truly enjoy spicy foods so much?”
 
   “I could get used to it.” 
 
   “But please, answer my question.”
 
   “Your hairstyle is most striking this eventide, P’dáronï. I don’t believe I’ve seen you wear it over your shoulder before, have I?”
 
   She bowed her head shyly. “You take too much note of the affairs of a slave.”
 
   “And I am smiling, in case you were wondering.”
 
   P’dáronï’s lips curved upward in response. “I can hear it in your voice. In case you were wondering.”
 
   “By what form of magic does one hear a smile?”
 
   “Nuances, Arlak. Nuances. How does one command the lillia at will, by perfect instinct rather than by dint of anna of painful study?”
 
   Yet another question for which I had no ready reply. I chose to deflect, “And I do not think of you as a slave, but as my equal–and in many matters, more than equal. Do you think of me always as El Shashi?”
 
   P’dáronï poured the chai from the correct height, making the hot liquid froth slightly into the cup–an action which never failed to astonish me, for she never spilled a drop. I, with my two perfectly acceptable eyes, could not pour so well! She offered me honey, which I declined. The drink would be sweet enough already. “Less and less so,” she said, after a moment’s thought. “You are different to the Eldrik Sorcerers, Arlak, all swollen with the seductive powers of lillia. I thought you at first one of the Gods and was … frightened …”
 
   “A naked, embarrassed God?” I could sit for makh with P’dáronï merely to enjoy the bubbling brook of her laughter. She chuckled on cue. Amidst a shiver of pleasure I hoped would be invisible to her amazing senses, I added, “And I underestimated you, P’dáronï. To my everlasting disgrace and chagrin.”
 
   “Then we are agreed in our mistakes. To Mata.”
 
   “To Mata.”
 
   We sipped the traditional libation honouring Mata in a companionable silence; I, thinking with renewed shame upon my initial reaction to her blindness. Ay, how greatly did I long to heal her! But I had long withheld my hand for fear of causing offence–and besides, she knew who I was and had not requested my help. Perhaps it had to wait upon the right time? The Eldrik view of time being a concept I had yet to find capacity to stretch my brain around.
 
   But what about the Armittalese?
 
   Furthermore, I should congratulate myself on my superb restraint, I told myself. That I had not bedded this most striking of women, but rather courted her friendship and wisdom, was evidence of my growing maturity. I laughed inwardly. And even clearer evidence of my growing pomposity! Had this sojourn in Eldoran finally taught Arlak to appreciate a woman for who she truly was, and not merely for her outward graces? I winced, certain there was an acerbic Janos aphorism buried in there somewhere. Another time this would have been a romantic meal midst the fragrant scents and candlelight …
 
   “Umarite food is not very spicy,” said I, “but robust, earthy, and hale. We eat meat, unlike the Eldrik, and many varieties of vegetables, fruit, and fish, depending on the region. The Elbarath enjoy a type of spice called curry and their favourite dishes can set your mouth aflame–but they are not spiced as richly or in as varied a manner as this meal. It was truly a feast.”
 
   She inclined her head in the half-bow of appreciation. “Again, thank you.”
 
   “It was your final assessment today! How did it go?”
 
   At last, P’dáronï’s smile truly lit up her face. “I thought you had forgotten! Oh, Arlak–”
 
   “I knew you were sulking about something.”
 
   “I do not sulk!”
 
   “Only when I do not compliment you on another exquisite outfit, which is also new, or I miss my mark.”
 
   Mata’s truth, I had never imagined some of the materials the Armittalese were able to produce–most notably, a spider-silk the Eldrik called lynfay, which in lamplight glittered as if dusted with a thousand miniature stars. Were I to trade such cloth in the Umarik Fiefdoms, I should make my fortune a thousand times over. And it sold for the equivalent of five ukals a dyndigit–a Hassutl’s ransom in every outfit.
 
   P’dáronï wrinkled her nose at me. “This dress is hired, not bought, for to buy it would cost more than a slave’s freedom. A rotten fig for your teasing! I require your sympathy, for I sat before the panel eight makh today.”
 
   “Eight makh?”
 
   “Ay, do you remember how we discussed and redefined the boundary between mental illnesses based in physical maladies, and mental illnesses that appear to arise for other reasons? How you helped me to research that question?” I nodded. “It contradicts, or perhaps corrects, the work of a number of notable Physicians in the field. And guess which of those formed my examination panel?”
 
   “You poor woman! I am surprised not to see bruises upon your person!”
 
   “Permit me, therefore, to inform you that you have the honour of addressing the newest full member of the Guild of Physicians.”
 
   I nearly spilled my chai as I let out a Roymerian war-whoop. She jumped. “Highest honours?”
 
   Her lower lip trembled. “Indeed.”
 
   “I knew it! I knew it … I had a feeling! I told you, didn’t I? Let me see the honour-scroll! Come on, P’dáronï, if I know you even one jot, it is hidden somewhere nearby.”
 
   P’dáronï’s involuntary chuckle spilled a tear down her cheek. Ay, and let her be happy, truly told. No-one deserved it more. She added, “That’s the reason for this meal, Arlak-nih, and the reason I’m allowed to wear my hair in the lloviatir.” She produced a scroll from within her voluminous sleeve. “Here. For all you have done to help me, I humbly thank you.”
 
   Arlak-nih! The first time P’dáronï had ever addressed me in the familiar-intimate form! Trying to keep my voice somewhat even despite that jolt to my equanimity, I said, “Congratulations, o Master Physician. I shall henceforth treat you with the deference due your station. Now, I’ve a confession to make.”
 
   “A confession?”
 
   “Truly told, it is but a trivial thing,” I chuckled. “What does it tell you that beforehand, I bought you a little present with every intent of rejoicing at your success?”
 
   Covering her mouth with her hand, P’dáronï began to cry. “I’m just so happy, Arlak,” she sobbed. “Throughout this eventide you’ve proved a bad actor and a worse liar. Thank you!”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   It was Doublesun and I had walked to P’dáronï’s holia, on the pretext of discussing a scrolleaf on dementia, to share evensup with her. She lived half a league from Eliyan’s estate. The day’s sultry heat was just beginning to abate. I had not expected anyone else to attend, but found several other friends already lounging upon her cushions, nibbling on toasted lahi-bread dipped in small bowls of P’dáronï’s spicy gorda fish illiathi, an Eldrik favourite that I had learned varied from very piquant to set-your-tongue-aflame peppery. One of P’dáronï’s female friends had brought her companion, a scholar named Pedyk, who had been one of my first tutors in Eldoran. I remembered Pedyk with particular dislike due to his scathing tongue and ill-disguised hatred of foreigners.
 
   So the scene was not best set when Pedyk set about needling me about my ‘quaint’ Umarik accent. This much I handled graciously, but as the eventide wore on his barbs grew more personal and galling–fuelled by a bottle of illegal liqueur which he had bought along to lubricate himself. No-one else partook.
 
   Later, he cut across my conversation with a sneer: “You couldn’t cure blindness.”
 
   “I have healed many blind people,” I said. “Often cataracts or–”
 
   “But not someone blind from birth.”
 
   “Aye, that too–”
 
   “You shouldn’t lie in front of all these people,” Pedyk said, mock-pleasantly. “Or is that another of your Umarite skills? No one can heal a person blind from birth.”
 
   “I surely can!”
 
   “You sound so arrogant when you say it like that.”
 
   “More illiathi, Pedyk?”
 
   He waved the peace offering aside, intent on my reddening face. “Come on, admit the lie. We’re all friends here.”
 
   I growled, “I’m no liar! When I say I can, I can!”
 
   “So, why don’t you prove it on your Armittalese whore here?” His tone was so matter-of-fact that at first I was not sure I had heard the insult aright. “Or is it one of those outlandish things you Umarite barbarians enjoy, sleeping with a slave who can’t see you for who you truly are?”
 
   Even the silence was mortified.
 
   I was stranded somewhere between distress for P’dáronï’s humiliation, and the need to defending my powers and capabilities–so much so, that I could think of not a single coherent word.
 
   P’dáronï said tightly, “I would not have you do it, Arlak.”
 
   I knew she was upset, mark my words, but an accusation simply exploded out of my own hurt, “What? Don’t you trust me either?”
 
   “No, wait–”
 
   “You know I can, P’dáronï! Why not do it now?”
 
   “Allow me to explain!”
 
   “No, there is nothing to explain!”
 
   Pedyk slapped his knees in drunken glee. “Oh, this is too precious for words!”
 
   P’dáronï raised her hands as if imploring Mata to intervene. “Everyone–out!” she commanded. “Dinner is ended.”
 
   And, with a tiny genuflection, she vanished from our sight.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Twice, running through the streets of Eldoran during my early-morn exercise, I had been turned back by my shadows. ‘Not permitted,’ they insisted, politely but firmly. There was an area of the city, near the central gardens, that I was not allowed to see. Even Eliyan, when first showing me the sights of Eldoran, had politely deflected my questions about it. It struck me, even though the city was built in the bowl created by the confluence of three hills, that the area had been purposely constructed to prevent viewing from afar.
 
   It was there I ran.
 
   Four days after the disastrous meal at P’dáronï’s holia, just before the makh of dioni orison, I set out for my usual run. My quoph pulsed with feelings long-suppressed. The world appeared bathed in colours and beauty I had never appreciated in quite the same way before. It was the last morn of Doublesun. Already the temperature was rising as the suns would soon make their double-act sunrise, within a span of each other, and the white heat of Belion would blister the lands. As I stretched my legs, taking the road from Eliyan’s estate to the nearby outskirts of Eldoran, I saw the usual shadows in my wake. No mind. Mark my words, I know how to run!
 
   And I knew, this morning of all mornings, that I should hurry. A strange compulsion drove me. My thoughts and deeds were not my own. The air felt pregnant with promise. Whatever my fate, I wished to meet it head-on.
 
   For two makh I led the guards a merry chase through the Mylldell Woods, for I was familiar with the area after anna of regular runs around the city. My quoph drank of the sylvan peace around me; the meandering brooks and warbling birds, and the fresh scents of Eldoran’s pretty morn-flowers. My mind ranged near and far–to the curse upon my life, to the regrets of an unthinking youth who had once sold his services to a brothel, to a forbidden Matabond with my half-sister … ay, and now my heart would entwine another’s fate with mine?
 
   No! A visceral groan shook my body. But my feet would dance rather than run. My quoph soared. I knew, but refused to accept, that it was hopeless. What man or woman in all of Mata’s creation ever mastered the secrets of the heart?
 
   My guards began to struggle as tiredness crept into their limbs. Choosing my moment as I rounded a tall rock standing next to the trail, I stopped abruptly and took off at right-angles to my previous course. The faint trail led on several hundred paces, before joining another road back to the northern quarter of the city. I trod softly, not wishing to disturb a leaf or blade of grass, counting in my head up to the moment the guards would approach the rock. I crashed to my belly and peered back the way I had come.
 
   Puffing and wheezing like a brace of elderly jatha, the guards charged along the trail they thought I must have taken. In short order the woods were silent again. I picked myself up and trotted back towards Eldoran.
 
   Free–for once, free of their infernal vigilance. Eyes, always eyes watching me! It was enough to drive a man to extremity.
 
   I stripped off my shirt. Beneath it I had secreted the hooded hassock of a manservant. I drew it over my head and arranged the large, drooping hood as best I was able, cheering my forethought at practising with the garment beforehand. When I entered the city I blended right in. Mingling with the morning crowds, I worked my way south, towards my goal. There could be only one reason for a forbidden place, I had decided.
 
   Banishment.
 
   Truly told, I was frustrated with life amongst the Eldrik. Everlasting perfection … give me the chaos of the marketplace any day. A society under impeccable control, yet there were dark undercurrents which defied my understanding. Endless smiles and pleasantries, but hardly a hint of knowing the person beneath.
 
   Save for P’dáronï of Armittal.
 
   So, Arlak had finally come to admit it! Indeed I did, and more. Our enforced separation forced me at last to confess the true depth of my affection for her. The ‘Armittalese whore’, I mouthed to myself, trying and failing to restrain my hatred of Pedyk. Trust him to play the spoiler.
 
   But he had made a fool own up to love.
 
   Which was greater, my fears, or this extraordinary hope that consumed my every waking makh, indeed, my very quoph? P’dáronï … my whole world breathed nought but her name! When had she come to mean so much to me? 
 
   Oh Mata, I am not ready for this!
 
   Rubiny loomed too large in my heart to allow another woman purchase, even one of P’dáronï’s charm and intelligence. Despite that Rubiny was my half-sister. And her beauty! I should not forget where I had started–shallow cad. P’dáronï deserved better than to become another notch amongst my dalliances.
 
   Besides, I had lied to her from the outset. I had lied to everyone in Eldoran, but P’dáronï more than most. As I remembered Janos opining, ‘Truth is the best foundation for any relationship, Arlak. Beware the power of lies. Do not be seduced by the ease of a lying tongue, for one lie leads to another greater than the first.’
 
   When last did Janos’ voice echo in my mind?
 
   Sidling around the corner of a building, I found myself in a clear, circular space, some one hundred and fifty paces across by my estimate. Directly before me stood a large, plain pergola, set on a raised platform girt in pristine white cloth. Upon it, clad in robes the colour of a splash of blood, stood a man I took for a yammarik, and at intervals around the edge of the platform some fifteen or more black sherimol robes of the Sorcerers Guild–Eliyan’s colleagues. Beyond them I noticed a coterie of samite-robed men, resplendent in robes of such perfect white I knew only magic could keep them so. Only once had I seen a white robe on the streets of Eldoran. Never a whole group together. Interrogators. Ulim’s ghouls! Ironically, they wore a colour that to the Umarite in me symbolised death.
 
   My gaze flickered over the pergola. There was something in there, suspended in the air between the white arches, something formless and oily-black, exactly as I remembered the smoke Jyla had once conjured from her brazier. The sight of it gave me lyomflesh.
 
   A sparse crowd stood in that space, looking on with expressions that even for the ever-watchful Eldrik, struck me as oddly vacuous. Were the proceedings enough to transfix them so? Or was it the gyael-irfa, that shared experience from which I was barred? As I watched, a troop of guards marched up to the pergola. In their midst they held a man who could only be a prisoner.
 
   So much for the perfection of Eldoran, I sneered inwardly. Look, a common criminal … Pedyk! My eyes nearly leaped from their sockets. Dear Mata!
 
   Ducking my head, I struggled to school my features into the impassivity of the other watchers. The crimson robe on the platform intoned, “Judged and found wanting. Pedyk of Eldoran. Guilty of the abuse of banned substances. Guilty of neglecting his scholarly duties. Guilty of addiction. Guilty of grieving the gyael-irfa!”
 
   “Ahammae mor morbinduu,” hissed the crowd. Separation is the penalty.
 
   “The decree of the Council must stand. The guilty must be punished, lest the justice of the people be found wanting.”
 
   “Ahu, ahammae mor morbinduu.”
 
   “The gyael-irfa must be cleansed, lest all fail together.”
 
   “AHU, AHAMMAE MOR MORBINDUU!”
 
   A deep, mournful horn sounded a single note, seeming to come from everywhere and nowhere at once. Now another joined it, sounding a terrible discord that set my teeth on edge. Truly told I am no musician, but this was an offence upon the ear, as if two salcats were mewling in a mating fight.
 
   I dared to look again. The black robes turned inward. Chanting together, each raised his or her staff to the skies. There came a roaring of wind. The blackness was changing, clarifying, taking shape. I realised that the roaring issued from within the portal. Sparks exploded from its mouth and blew over the crowd, in all directions, but the people did not flinch. I thought I saw tentacles rising from the darkness beyond, and a grey, blasted isle reeling at the blows of mountainous seas. An icy wind whipped around the circle, moaning wickedly as it fled between the buildings.
 
   Over the noise, I heard a voice whimpering, protesting, pleading, as the impassive guards dragged Pedyk forward. I have seldom seen a man experience mortal fear. Pedyk, in utter despair, stared into Ulim’s very pit. His lank, greasy hair was plastered to his sallow jowls like old seaweed to a rock.
 
   Still, the crimson robe’s booming monotone could be heard plainly over the din. “Pedyk of Eldoran, you have been judged and found wanting. Do you accept this punishment?”
 
   They dumped Pedyk on the platform as if he were a sack of rimmerwort root. The guards took a good grip of his arms. He thrashed in his captors’ grip and shrieked: “Death to the Banishment! You will pay for this, I swear! You will–”
 
   As the guards pitched him head-first into the maelstrom, his cries were cut off. I lowered my head. The Sorcerers chanted, “Consecrate us, dear Mata, with the spirit of wisdom and unity, that we may better serve you …”
 
   I clutched my stomach. I tried to duck behind a building. I stumbled back the way I had come, unseeing.
 
   A slim, familiar arm arrested my halting progress. Reached around me.
 
   “Arlak-nih,” said P’dáronï, tugging the hood over my face. “You should not have come.”
 
   Grinding my fist against my mouth, I tried to stifle my furious sobs as P’dáronï led me away.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 21: Myki Mahdros
 
    
 
   Truth? Speak not of truth to me,
 
   You two-hearted changeling of yesteranna!
 
   Night and day lurk equally within you,
 
   Who may say which will win out?
 
   Faliyan of Eldoran: Legends, 11th Tale: Myki Mahdros
 
    
 
   “How can you sit there with the calm of a statue?”
 
   “How come you are pacing like a caged tygar? Calm yourself.”
 
   “P’dáronï, we could be in grave danger!”
 
   “We are in grave danger, Arlak, and no amount of polishing the floor with your boots will summon Amal with greater haste,” P’dáronï retorted. “Now, calm yourself. You’ll like Amal–she has a calm head, great wisdom, and she knows much about you already.”
 
   “How come I’ve never met this Sorceress–this Amal? And what exactly have you been telling her about me?”
 
   P’dáronï cocked her head to one side, as she always did when amused. “Come now, Arlak-nih, you should know better than to inquire what secrets women share with their friends. Fear not, I haven’t laid bare the bones of your life.”
 
   “About not telling secrets–”
 
   “She is the one,” P’dáronï continued, interrupting my intended confession, “who has been swapping tutoring duties with me these many seasons, that I might meet with you the more often.”
 
   I am afraid my jaw sagged. For the inflection of her voice was clear, truly told, as clear as a searing lightning bolt. She cared! She cared for me! If I could have harboured any doubt, the sudden flush of colour entering her cheeks as she spoke proclaimed the same.
 
   But before I could order my reeling thoughts further, there came the sound of a quick footstep on the pathway outside and P’dáronï leaped to her feet. “There’s Amal now. Do shut your mouth before the flies enter.”
 
   For a blind woman, I thought with grudging respect, she could read a man better than I, with my eyes, could read a book. An uncanny skill, and at times, deeply disquieting. Mark my words, she had hidden her true powers from me. How had she vanished from her holia after Pedyk baited us? How had she tracked me to the Banishment? Did the Armittalese boast Warlocks, like the Eldrik? Was it this power which had lifted her out of enslavement? But she had cut short my reckless confession; my courage sought to retreat into its burrow once more.
 
   I looked up as the Sorceress Amal billowed into the room on the wings of her black sherimol cloak, with the superior self-assurance of her kind–and, casting back her hood, regarded me across the small chamber.
 
   We gasped in unison.
 
   Grephe blasted through my limbs and mind, reducing me to lump of quivering disbelief.
 
   The woman yanks the child back to her skirts. As she whirls, the child’s countenance turns from a profile hidden by her long, dark hair, to face us briefly. I am staring into a mirror. She is the very image of me!
 
   P’dáronï announced, “Ah! I knew it.”
 
   Amal stared at me as one might regard a poisonous serpent; her face, devoid of colour; her breath, forgotten in her lungs. “What is it, P’dáronï-nish?”
 
   “It is he who carries a Web of Sulangi about Eldoran.”
 
   “Hold on, friend,” Amal grated. “Who in Mata’s name is this?”
 
   “Arlak, oh … no!” P’dáronï replied, in rising tones, swivelling her head frantically as she tried to pinpoint the source of our disquiet. “Why are you panting–both of you? What is going on, Amal-nish? What can I not see?”
 
   “Be not distressed, P’dáronï-nishka,” said I, gritting my teeth as the most intimate form of address slipped free of my chaotic thoughts, inappropriately. I took her hand in mine, patting it inanely as I drew her forward. The second girl in my vision … Mata had drawn me full circle. Now I was duty-bound to set the truth free, as it must have groaned for release these many long anna. “Here. Come, tell us what you feel.”
 
   Amal looked as though she was priming herself to bolt out of the door. I was considering such a course myself. Dear Mata! In the midst of idyllic Eldoran … clearly, here stood my blood relative. Our likeness was as plain as the makh of High Doublesun; Mata had moulded my own flesh upon a woman’s form, and it both fascinated and disturbed me. I had never imagined myself clothed in the feminine. She was tall, as I. Dark of hair and lithe of frame, as I. The line of her jaw, the set of her eyes, her physical beauty–truly told, even her response mirrored mine. Amal was my very twin!
 
   P’dáronï touched my face lightly–for the first time, Mata’s truth. Before, she would have known me by the timbre of my voice, or my guiding hand upon her arm, and aspects of my presence that as a sighted person I could only guess at. But not the face. Touching the face is taboo amongst the Eldrik, save between a woman and her husband, and that in the privacy of the bedchamber. Indeed, the Umarite peoples have two main greetings, the common handshake for informal greetings, and burshingling to signify formality and respect. The precise forms vary by region. The Eldrik greet in the main by touching the chin with the forefinger of each hand, making a V-shape of the hands. But there is a great variety of more nuanced formal greetings, which depend on rank, relationship, age, and time of day. Only the intimate forms include touch.
 
   Now, her fingertips traced Amal’s features. Then mine again, trembling at the certainty of what she discerned. She whispered, “No, this cannot be. No.”
 
   I drew breath and quoted from my vision: “I have read the scrolls. Surely, you are the foremost of the Sorcerers, you of all people have the power to deny this vile … this thing … this abomination! How will these new exiles be chosen? Who writes the cursed lists? Who will decree their fate? Is all life not equally sacred? Have you not taught me this?”
 
   “Mata preserve us!” breathed Amal, turning the grey hue of a storm cloud. “You were there?”
 
   The Sorceress was shaking. So were we all.
 
   “What shall we do?” asked P’dáronï.
 
   I croaked, “We shall have to summon Eliyan. Only he can help us now.”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Fate devoured us. The winds of Mata’s destiny, even like Her wind which once toppled Jyla’s tower, could neither be resisted nor denied. Finally, I had the first inkling of understanding why Mata had brought me to Eldoran and allowed me to be tortured; what these strange anna of virtual captivity meant, and why the thread of P’dáronï’s life did weave with mine. Now, should I dare to act on my feelings at this most perilous of times?
 
   We summoned the First Councillor and arranged to meet in Eldoran’s stupendously perfect Gardens of Serendipity. There, no finger of suspicion could be pointed at us.
 
   And so, when I saw the small dark man walking purposefully up the path, his sherimol cloak billowing about him and an inscrutable expression making his inner life, I sauntered down to meet him. I bowed. In silence, we turned as one and began to walk together, exchanging pleasantries and greetings after the interminable Eldrik fashion.
 
   I said at length, “I wish to thank you for your hospitality.”
 
   “It is nothing,” said Eliyan, descending from the mysterious hinterland of his thoughts. “Is the holia to your satisfaction? The servants? The tutors?”
 
   For the first time in a makh spent strolling along the shaded pathways, I met his gaze.
 
   “Doubtless the servants tell you all you need to know of my welfare.”
 
   “Ay!” he chortled, then sobered when I did not return his grin. “But you seem … troubled, Arlak. Much troubled.”
 
   I pretended to admire a wondrous flower called a louanfire, a rare and delicate beauty much praised in Eldrik verse and song.
 
   Eliyan mopped his brow. “This weather! You must try wearing black during Doublesun, friend. Every anna I swear I will table a motion in Council to have our Sorcerer colours changed.”
 
   Banalities, when I bore the world upon my shoulders! I had to resist the urge to shake him ungently. Fearfully, like a Herliki fisherman fearing a marauding shark, I cast my line. “First Councillor, I’ve decided I need to trust you with a troubling secret.”
 
   He inclined his head, mocking, but gently. “Eliyan-tor, please.”
 
   Janos’ voice echoed in my mind, ‘Tor, Arlak. Respect. A weighty word. A father or trusted mentor will use this suffix. To him you will be torfea, a son. I would like it very much if you would address me in this way, if you feel it appropriate.’ I had nodded at once. ‘I would like that too.’
 
   Yet, was that how I felt about Eliyan? Similarly, indeed! “Have you ever wondered, Eliyan-tor, how it is that I speak High Eldrik so fluently?”
 
   “I assumed you were tutored in languages while growing up in Roymere. Isn’t that so?”
 
   “That I am capable of magic?”
 
   He nodded. “You have spoken many times of the woman called Jyla. Indeed, you have been very open about your past.”
 
   I winced at his choice of words. “How I wish that were true.”
 
   There, the plunge. I felt an enormous weight lift off my back and shoulders. Now the Eliyan I knew would pursue the matter until he was satisfied he had squeezed out every ounce of juice and sucked the pith dry too.
 
   “So, tell me, is it possible to remove oneself from the gyael-irfa–temporarily, even? Or to filter what is passed in and through the gyael-irfa?”
 
   The Sorcerer stared at me for so long I guessed I had offered some gross insult. Then he said, “The correct answer is ‘no’.”
 
   His reply ignited a bonfire of thoughts. Eliyan had a talent for making even a pithy statement eloquent–warning, admonition, and a hint of possibility were all bound up in one simple phrase. People often described him as a consummate politician.
 
   This Sorcerer had tried very hard to become my friend. He had been trying since I had woken in a soft hammock in his house, and I had been stringing him along ever since in a nuanced dance that had at times stretched my mental resources and creativity to the limits. He could not know that I felt the gyael-irfa. He also could not know, for I had not told him, of the Eldrik part of my heritage. Perhaps he was trying to make up for kidnapping me from the Mystic Library, giving me over to the Interrogators, and then having to care for me afterward after they had done trying to break me?
 
   A rocky start to any friendship.
 
   “I suggest that the wondrous poetry of flowers should command your fullest attention, First, er, Eliyan-tor, while we converse further.”
 
   I trembled in anticipation of what I was about to do to him.
 
   “Indeed,” he said, drawing close to gaze at the louanfire too. “There, it is done. Now what is this deep, dark, and dreadful secret you wish to reveal, Arlak-torfea?”
 
   I bowed in the Eldrik way, student to mentor. “First, I wish you to meet two of the fairest flowers in Eldoran. This way, please.”
 
   “If you’re trying to tell me in some roundabout Umarite way about your blossoming romance with P’dáronï of Armittal,” said he, placing an avuncular hand upon my arm, “then rest assured, the servants have tattled about that at considerable length. A liaison with a slave is a minor issue. I have concerns, yes. And reservations–but I would never act to prevent it.”
 
   He truly had no inkling of the avalanche that was about to overtake his life. I was too amazed to be angry at his off-hand response. Ordinarily nothing would surprise Eliyan, for he had thought upon all the possibilities beforehand–like a good stones player, a strategy game popular in Hakooi and Roymere. P’dáronï had attempted to caution me about my approach to the Sorcerer. But I was sore weary of dissembling. So I said bluntly:
 
   “I saw Pedyk pass through the portal this morning.”
 
   Eliyan’s brows furrowed as though I had sparked a particularly painful headache behind his temples. “That is an altogether more serious matter.”
 
   “Yes, the system of Banishment is an extremely serious matter.”
 
   The Sorcerer compressed his lips into a thin line. “Who have you been talking to?”
 
   “My father. And before you ask, my mother was an Eldrik Warlock named Alannah. She was killed by those assigned to track down any Eldrik who had fled Lucan’s enlightened reign–so I never knew her.”
 
   This was cause for several moments’ inscrutable digestion on Eliyan’s part. He always put on his mask when he was thinking very quickly. But his grip was stopping the blood in my arm, and I sensed magic building in the air between us. “I find I do not know you, Arlak Sorlakson. If I discover that P’dáronï has been teaching you the secret paths, it shall go ill–”
 
   “First Councillor.” I whirled to confront him. Guessing how he might react, I had prepared myself accordingly. “Your threats are both unnecessary and unbecoming. Put aside your Councillor’s robes for a moment and listen. P’dáronï has nought to do with my past, nor my knowledge of the Banishment. I will speak the truth. Willingly. But I need you to help me. I need the whole truth from you, Eliyan-tor. No more half-truths and evasions.”
 
   The Sorcerer had the look of a man who desperately wanted to tear my head off with his bare hands. Before he could explode, I rushed on:
 
   “I’ve told you about the Sorceress Jyla and her Wurm. What I want to know is, what is she planning? Will she seek to break the Banishment–for good, or ill? For the Eldrik peoples, or Umarik, or both? Why did the blue condor intervene on that fateful day, and Mata touch my life? Why must I, all alone, struggle to save the few, when thousands perish every day in lands beyond my reach, and what by the sulphurous fires of Nethe is the point of my work if men and women will one day pass beyond anyway? Eliyan, this is beyond the politics of the Eldrik Council. Who knows what destruction Jyla might wreak upon our societies–”
 
   “One Sorceress, acting alone, is hardly a match for the Council!”
 
   “Let me tell you something, Eliyan. There was one man. His name was Lucan. And he created the Banishment!”
 
   Blast him, the man chuckled. I was snorting like an enraged jerlak in his face and Eliyan started chortling away as though he intended never to stop. He kept trying to speak, but then dissolved into laughter until he began to splutter and I had to clap him on the back–and not gently, given my ire–to help him recover.
 
   Finally he managed, “Very good, my friend. I submit to your argument. I did not think you capable of losing your temper.”
 
   “I was provoked.”
 
   “Or perhaps this fair flower has made a man of you,” offered the Sorcerer. My thin-lipped response to his comment occasioned a further snort of mirth. “Aye, the Arlak of old might not have spoken so boldly. An opprobrious development. Is it much further?”
 
   But I had another surprise for him.
 
   We walked on a space, up to secluded arbour in a quiet corner of the Gardens of Serendipity. P’dáronï and Amal had agreed to meet us there, should I conclude that my approach to Eliyan had proceeded well.
 
   En route, the First Councillor added, “I should not chuckle over matters so troubling, Arlak, but I’m greatly amused that despite our best efforts, so few things have remained hidden from you. That our dance of courteous little words is at end, delights me. And I hope that the truth will now finally emerge from that bastion, that fortress, my friend, you mark your mind. Even if it changes all Eldoran as I know it …”
 
   Ay, and by this, I knew my trust in him was not misplaced.
 
   His voice trailed off as an overawed young couple approached us along the path. We exchanged formal greetings. When we had passed by, Eliyan said, “Do you have more detail to add to what you told me before?”
 
   “Much,” I admitted.
 
   Eliyan shook his head. “What I would not give to unwind history!”
 
   Truly told, and I a hundred thousand times more fervently than he. “Here we are.” In the Eldrik way, I performed introductions, “First Councillor Eliyan, I am pleased to present P’dáronï of Armittal, of the Guild of Physicians.”
 
   He bowed his head; she touched her heart with her right hand then gracefully extended her palm for his formal kiss.
 
   “Also I’m pleased to present Amal of Eldoran.” Amal drew back her hood and regarded the Sorcerer solemnly. “A relative of mine, I believe.”
 
   Admittedly, I enjoyed the moment he froze over her hand, powerless to complete the act of kissing it as he struggled to process what he had just heard. His face went so pallid I thought he might swoon. Eliyan’s mouth worked, but not a word would emerge.
 
   And it gave me even greater guilty satisfaction to add: “Great-grandchild of the Sorcerer Lucan. As, apparently, am I.”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Amal and I had attempted to work out our lineage in hushed council at my holia. But Eliyan had access to other resources. Taking our information, he vanished for several makh to investigate, while we separately made our eventide ablutions and repast.
 
   After the makh of eventide, the First Councillor’s servants summoned me to a small chamber hidden in the basement of his palatial dwelling. The dark, dressed-stone walls and ceiling reflected no light. Two argan-oil lamps huddled in sconces on the walls made deep shadows of the corners, and cast a luminous sheen across a central Ort-marble table’s perfectly circular, highly polished surface. It appeared to be carved of a single hunk of the signature red-speckled, very expensive marble from Damantia, and was ringed by six comfortable wingback chairs.
 
   Three of these were already claimed by P’dáronï, Eliyan, and Amal.
 
   As I paused in the entryway, glancing about the chamber, I had a sense of hiding as though we feared the light of day.
 
   “Be seated,” Eliyan commanded, indicating a space to his left. He was as agitated as I had ever seen him, for a man who patently preferred dark sweeping robes and gravitas to any appearance of haste–an affectation that irritated me no end. “We haven’t waited long. Most Sorcerers have such a chamber for secret business, so our meeting here this makh will not occasion undue comment. Mine is a little more special than most.”
 
   As I took my seat, the Sorcerer lifted his hands. “Seal.”
 
   I flinched as tongues of fire raced around the walls, licking hungrily up to the ceiling and spreading across the floor almost before I could lift my boots. I saw now that arcane symbols covered every last dyndigit of stone surrounding us, for the flame burnished them into a living, ever-shifting tapestry. And the entryway had vanished–at least, I could no longer distinguish it from the other walls.
 
   “Now we may speak freely.”
 
   Dark eyes pinned me with an intense glare. “I demanded your silence because the danger is extreme. Not only do factions in the Council seek to usurp my authority, but the Interrogators daily increase their power. This at least has forced a measure of unity in the Council. But I have limits, such as having to allow the Interrogators at you, Arlak-torfea, when I first brought you to Eldoran. I regret that–terribly.”
 
   I nodded without speaking.
 
   “By speaking further with P’dáronï or Amal, you might have laid bare your secrets via the gyael-irfa–and that would have spelled no less than our ruin.”
 
   I nodded again. “Ay. I do not partake, but they do.”
 
   “Too true. Another of El Shashi’s mysteries.” Eliyan changed tack immediately. “So then, to business. I spoke this afternoon to my twin sister Freythien–that is, Amal’s maternal grandmother.”
 
   Amal gasped. “You prised her away from Talan?”
 
   “Ha! My dear, if you only knew.” She arched an eyebrow. “There are ways twins may converse privately through the gyael-irfa.”
 
   P’dáronï and Amal exclaimed in surprise, but I did not find this so extraordinary–perhaps due to my lack of experience. Indeed, during my anna in Eldoran I had begun to feel a sharing or melding of minds and personalities around me, but my own mind remained stubbornly locked away from partaking in my Eldrik heritage. Why?
 
   Janos. Truly told, Janos and his sly, secretive ways. Oh I loved him, make no mistake. But there was a dagger of suspicion implanted in my mind, now, that I knew with certainty had cut close to an unrealised truth. He had done something to me. To my mind. He had hidden me from the gyael-irfa … Janos of the guardtower will, Jyla had said. Somehow, he had been able to ensure that not even the combined power of the Interrogators of Eldoran could break into my mind. How was that even possible?
 
   The question was: would my being exposed to the gyael-irfa have helped, or hastened my demise? I might never know now that he was dead.
 
   “Indeed,” Eliyan said, clearly enjoying the impact of his disclosure. “Am I assured of your uttermost discretion in this matter? Thank you.”
 
   Amal said, “This surely cannot be known to the Interrogators?”
 
   “Quite, quite.” Eliyan’s eyes glittered in the semidarkness. I was minded again of his cunning. He was similar to Janos, I realised suddenly. They were as blood-brothers in this love of unusual, arcane knowledge, and of educating those they regarded as requiring it. “There are many subtleties to the gyael-irfa which we would prefer remained unidentified–for it remains the whole foundation of the Interrogators’ work.”
 
   The First Councillor glanced from P’dáronï to Amal. “Before we leave this place I must teach you the lost art of Dissembling. But I must warn you, it is an offence punishable by Banishment. I’ve no need to tell you what becomes of those who rebel against our beautiful Eldrik harmony, do I?”
 
   “Too late already.” Amal met his glare with one of her own.
 
   “True again. But should the gyael-irfa’s integrity be questioned … there would be almighty consequences for all Eldrik, from the highest to the lowest. Do you understand, Arlak?”
 
   “I think so,” I muttered, running the conversation back through my mind. My response slipped out unbidden. “The Interrogators must rely on each individual being wholly accessible to the gyael-irfa in order to spy–I suppose you would say–on their thoughts and lives? As in, the resonance of the individual mind within the pattern of the gyael-irfa?”
 
   Eliyan’s mouth formed a perfect ‘o’ of surprise. “My dear young man, where in Mata’s name did you learn that?”
 
   I was as surprised as he was. “I … I’m not sure.”
 
   Janos again? It must be! I was so close to understanding something fundamental about my nature, and my past, that my stomach churned with nausea–but it remained stubbornly beyond my reach, a firefly dancing through the outer darkness of my mind.
 
   “That’s exactly why we need to get in here!” exclaimed the Sorcerer, reaching over to rap my skull with his forefinger. “The Interrogators failed with all their brute force to extract it from you. We need subtlety. But first, before I question you until your voice is hoarse, allow me to explain what Freythien shared with me. Amal’s lineage is clear. Lucan made the Matabond with Yorenna and had but one son, Talan, who is head of the Interrogators. Talan and Freythien’s union was prearranged by their parents primarily due of the potential of their powers–they wanted, and I quote, an ideal breeding-pair to produce powerful Sorcerers and Warlocks. They produced three children–Aulynni, Emory, and Shannos. Aulynni produced Arn, Lucian, Jyllian, and you, Amal.”
 
   “But Aulynni never–”
 
   “No. She was Matabound to none.” Eliyan turned his oftentimes unsettling gaze upon Amal. “Forgive me, my child, but do you know who your father is?”
 
   She shook her head, letting her long ebony hair slide forward to hide her face. Suddenly I empathised with her vulnerability. Mata’s truth, beneath that glittering power beat a heart akin to mine, which yearned to know of her heritage and loss. “No,” Amal said tightly. “There were men I remember, yes, but I did not have long enough with my mother to learn his identity.”
 
   “Any Umarites?” I blurted out. “Forgive me, forgive the question.”
 
   “No …” mused Eliyan, stroking his beard. “No indeed. It’s entirely possible, given your astounding likeness, that you shared a father–perhaps the sea captain Orik, of whom we have spoken … spoke you truthfully?”
 
   “Truly told, Orik is my father.”
 
   “Then I must meditate upon this matter. Another makh, perhaps.” He dismissed this topic with a wave of his fingers and sprang into brisk summary. “But here is what we know: Lucan had affairs. A number of them. In those days it was not uncommon, especially amongst the powerful elite. We know Arlak’s mother was called Alannah. While Alannah is a common enough name, the number of Warlocks so named is unremarkable, and even less remarkable, those who disappeared from Eldoran but do not appear on the rolls of the Banished. Freythien told me of a certain Syialla, whose fifth daughter was a Warlock named Alannah, who disappeared mysteriously in just such circumstances. It is whispered Syialla was the daughter of Sherilla, one of Lucan’s mistresses–but that would be difficult to prove, given the thoroughness with which Talan has hunted down and destroyed any potential incriminating evidence against the purity of Lucan’s descendants.”
 
   I watched the lantern light playing across Amal’s composed features, even as Eliyan’s stern finale brought a shiver to my spine. Maybe half-sister, maybe twin, definitely family! Was my father, Orik, hiding yet another secret? I asked, “Where is your mother now, Amal?”
 
   “She is numbered on the rolls of the Banished.”
 
   P’dáronï found Amal’s hand and squeezed it. “Peace upon you, Amal-nish.” And the spasm which had contorted the muscles of Amal’s jaw appeared to pass.
 
   “Talan it was,” added the young Sorceress, “who in his own hand, wrote Aulynni’s name upon the roll. How grievously it wounded his family … words fail to bear witness.”
 
   After a moment, P’dáronï’s face turned towards Eliyan’s place. “Honourable Councillor, be not afraid to speak your heart,” she whispered.
 
   Eliyan drew a ragged breath, his face at last open, and drawn with grief. “Child, you see more than any of us. Aye, then, let me speak plain. Let it be known that Talan and I were once best of friends. Brothers, in all but blood. We shared all. Life, love, the deep joys of the gyael-irfa. But there came a day we quarrelled–over Aulynni’s love. We split. Things were said that day … bitter, binding things. Breaking things.”
 
   His words fell with a sore weight upon our company. But after a time, the Sorcerer seemed to return from a faraway place.
 
   “I would speak of … less painful times.” His gaze became lidded, heavy. “Friends, I concur with the view that Aulynni was the most talented Sorceress of her generation. More powerful than I; almost certainly more powerful than Lucan himself. She was striking in countenance, and possessed of a brilliant, but fragile, mind–an arrogant brilliance, easily capable of conceiving of what others dared not dream. I think we men were all half in love with her. But something happened between her and Talan one day that set them at odds with each other. After that, I do believe he feared her more than he loved her.”
 
   “She hated the Banishment,” P’dáronï interjected. “Tell him, Arlak.”
 
   Closing my eyes, I summoned the vision. Seared on my mind, I could recount it word for word.
 
   After my rendition had chilled the room, causing the four of us to instinctively huddle towards the table like chicks in a nest seeking their mother’s absent warmth, Eliyan said, “Well! That explains much. But you must know, Arlak, the Interrogators never saw your face. Talan never saw you. You were locked in a cell beneath their tower, attended by servants, while they attempted to break into your mind in concert, augmenting their powers, from the Chamber of Seeing. If he had–if Talan only knew who he was dealing with–you would be dead now.”
 
   “Surely, Amal, you would’ve been recognised–”
 
   “Not so, P’dáronï. I am not much in the public eye. I never have been. Talan wanted nothing more than to disown us after my mother caused him so much trouble and embarrassment. Even if the servants knew, they must have kept silent for fear of him.”
 
   “Or loyalty to you.”
 
   Amal nodded solemnly. “You are ever too kind, P’dáronï-nish, in seeking the good in people.”
 
   Their friendship, the use again of the diminutive ‘nish’ indicating the closeness of relationship, made me miss Janos terribly. I was thinking of him, when Eliyan spoke words I had secretly been dreading since I found out about Amal:
 
   “But we cannot rely on this remaining a secret for long. Talan or his cronies shall catch scent of this fruit and a new wave of Banishment shall rise like a stormtide. Great care is needed. Great caution. And this woman Jyla–I cannot help wonder if she is not Aulynni, somehow returned from the Dark Isle–is still seeking you with all her resources and energies, Arlak.” His voice crackled with excitement, “But to un-banish the Banished …? Impossible! No, it cannot be her. Or can it … what a mystery! Myki Mahdros, she calls herself. The one who lives again, the reincarnate!”
 
   Eliyan sighed hugely, the tide of his excitement withdrawing to leave a tired man in its wake. “The historians call Talan’s signature work ‘the Second Purge’. There were new lists drawn up, new standards of purity to attain, new enemies to Banish, a second wave of hysterical Lucanism that sought and found shadows where there were none. Everyone lived in fear of the Interrogators. Few families were spared. In those days I was nought but a young, ambitious Sorcerer who did not dare act contrary to his elders and betters–no matter what I thought in private. I was a coward.”
 
   As P’dáronï inclined her face toward him, the lamplight played along the high arches of her cheekbones and tiny glints of gold winked to life in her hair. I was half-dwelling upon the enchantment of her beauty, half-reflecting upon the moment she masked Janos’ eavesdropping from Talan’s notice. What presence of mind from a mere child! How did she know? What part had Janos played in these tragic events? What part had P’dáronï yet to play?
 
   She said, “The overthrow of power was not anticipated, honourable Councillor. You cannot and must not shoulder the blame for events which many more experienced Sorcerers did not anticipate. This guilt is not upon your shoulders.”
 
   She spoke to the First Councillor as few dared, I thought. As an equal. As one who had insight and experience beyond her anna. This from a ‘mere’ Armittalese slave? I was not the only one in the room hiding secrets.
 
   “P’dáronï,” I interrupted. “You were there that day. Did you see–sorry, did you sense Janos’ presence? You hid him, didn’t you? Why?”
 
   “She was there in your vision?”
 
   I smiled at Eliyan. “Truly told, P’dáronï was the other child with Amal. How shocked I was to discover her here, taken flesh.”
 
   Amal whispered, “I remember it well, the day that sealed my mother’s doom. But I do not remember this man you call Janos.”
 
   “I do not rightly recall.” P’dáronï’s shoulders lifted. “He was a strange one. And yes, I sense things, Arlak. In my own way, I see–differently to you, of course, but I am not without perception. I sensed his goodness. I concealed him because I felt it was the right thing to do.”
 
   “But … why?”
 
   “I was a child, with a child’s understanding of the world,” P’dáronï responded with gentle simplicity. “Just as I felt that man then, I am able to sense your Web of Sulangi, Arlak–and today it is close. Close indeed to this place.”
 
   My fingers tried to leave dents in the tabletop. “What?”
 
   “Listening?” suggested Amal.
 
   The darkness in the corners swelled. It sprouted fingers, talons, closed in upon me from all sides in a roaring wave. Next I knew, I was on the floor looking upward. Eliyan was smiling the smile he reserved for when he was trying to be inscrutable–First Councillor, great Sorcerer, all those jatha-droppings, I thought sourly. But I was unhurt.
 
   “I’ve sent for refreshments,” he said, offering his hand.
 
   I struggled to my feet and growled at P’dáronï, “Don’t you ever do that to me again!”
 
   She did not cringe. A tiny inclination of her head indicated her apology, but I noticed the muscles of her jaw tightened. Ay, she felt she had done right.
 
   Eliyan exclaimed, “But it is the truth! And we have learned something, Arlak-torfea … something in which you will take great interest.”
 
   “Ay, I have learned to fear for my very life,” I almost snarled, “when you start to find things ‘interesting’!”
 
   But Eliyan laughed gleefully, even clapping his hands in excitement. “Indeed! Mark this: the Web only exists when you’re conscious.” Every hair on my nape stood on end. “Don’t you see, Arlak? It means you are the Wurm!”
 
   “No, no–”
 
   “Yes, and a hundred times yes!” Mata curse his amusement at my expense! “Why do you think the Council found nothing when they interrogated you? You were drugged. Why do you think we found nothing? Because the Web of Sulangi has always been applied to inanimate objects and insects. No Sorcerer has ever found a way to apply it to a living being without killing them. Were it not for P’dáronï’s unique insight it might not even have been discovered–”
 
   “I’m not some specimen to be dissected by you lot!”
 
   I fell trembling back into my seat, surprised and embarrassed by my fist-thumping outburst.
 
   “These are your fears speaking, Arlak,” P’dáronï pointed out.
 
   Truly told, but–accept Eliyan’s assertion? I should rather die. Easier by far shift all blame to the Wurm, or Jyla, I told myself, than to admit my own transgressions. Here in the mirror of self-realisation I beheld a loathsome ugliness.
 
   The Sorcerer studied me over his interlaced fingers. “That I could peel back the layers of that onion atop your shoulders and delve within, my young friend! But I’m not without compassion. By your will alone, Arlak Sorlakson, shall it be done. That is my wish, and my vow.”
 
   Amal raised her hand in the Eldrik buskal of justice. “A true word has been spoken. May Mata honour this vow.”
 
   I nodded, trying somehow to rediscover my calm. “Thank you.”
 
   “But know this,” Eliyan rushed on. “If your heritage here in Eldoran is unmasked by Jyla’s agents, as it surely will be, then your life will be doubly forfeit. And Amal’s too. Your time in Eldoran must come to an end.”
 
   “Ah!” P’dáronï breathed.
 
   Unbidden, her fingers found mine beneath the tabletop. A simple touch that conveyed much. Now that our fears had found voice, our time together suddenly became the more bittersweet. My voice trembled as I clarified, “You were talking about the Dark Isle? The place I saw through the portal … where Pedyk was sent?”
 
   Eliyan again turned his most searching gaze upon me. “You confound me once more, Arlak. Few indeed see through the mists to the other side–not even I. Amal? P’dáronï?” Both shook their heads. “Tell us what you saw.”
 
   “A low, grey isle amidst heaving seas Nethe-bent on dragging it back down into the deep. I saw tentacles, like the octopi so beloved of Rhumian cuisine, but many times larger, rising from the dark waves.”
 
   “The Karak. They breed amongst the reefs and rocks of Birial.”
 
   Amal smiled. “And here I thought the Karak were children’s stories made up to scare the unruly and the rebellious.”
 
   “Truly told, and I thought jerlak a legend until we saw a herd attack a carter on the road between Yarabi Vale and Elaki Fountain.” I had not thought about this incident since my childhood. “He was beating one of his jatha, which had gone lame. His animal was breathing blood from its nose. Next moment these fifty or more jerlak stampeded out of the forest. There was nought left but splinters trampled in the mud.”
 
   I forced a pallid smile to my lips. “Now, there remains much untold, and matters where, Mata forgive me, I have lied outright. I must mend these fences ere I depart. For you are my family and I cannot bear this deception longer.”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   I left Eldoran as I had come, under a cloud of secrecy–but not by sorcery this time, but aboard a three-masted, deep-bellied tollish ship, an Eldrik seagoing vessel. Elegant enough for hauling freight, thought I, examining its lines with a jaundiced eye, but it lacked the sleek, spearing thrust of the Eldrik warships moored beneath the bluffs to my left hand. Our silken white topsails snaffled the first glimmering of dawn. At the rail a cool-fingered breeze ruffled my hair, grown shoulder-length in keeping with local fashion, but risible in the Fiefdoms. I must remember to have that cut! The mariners chanted as they worked the oars. Slowly the gap between the ship and the wharf grew. As did the gap in my quoph.
 
   No-one had come to see me off. This was adjudged too dangerous, for in truth, Eliyan had already detected what he called ‘ripples’ in the gyael-irfa. Our doings? I thought back to his final admonition. ‘Hide yourself,’ he charged me. ‘Hide yourself deep, where this Jyla cannot find you–and above all else, refrain from summoning her Wurm. She will know the instant you do. I will alert my trusted Sorcerers. Doubt not any attempt to destroy the Banishment would turn against us, in our present weakness. I must build our strength, our readiness, and our resources against that day. Beware Jyla, who is Myki Mahdros incarnate. She will not easily be thwarted.’
 
   Amal’s parting gift was an amulet affixed to a slim chain, which she placed about my neck. ‘In the makh of your need, use this to call me,’ she said. ‘I will know where you are and come to you, brother-mine, no matter where. This is a sealed magic nought can withstand, and none but I can detect.’ I thanked her, and we embraced. Truly told, I wept.
 
   In my pack I had two books, gifts from P’dáronï. The first was an encyclopaedia of Eldrik medical terms, techniques, and treatments, a mighty tome indeed. The book is a peculiarly Eldrik invention, for we Umarites prefer the scrolleaf. The second was P’dáronï’s own work–doubtless prepared by her personal scribe–a volume that summarised our different discussions and discoveries, and contained a section of her poetry.
 
   Ah, the manifold intricacies of femininity! I knew not whether to smile or grit my teeth. When I bade her to fare well, I wished to grant her the gift of sight. But P’dáronï refused again. ‘Think upon this,’ she said gently, doubtless sensing my disappointment. ‘You would not be healing me, for you cannot heal what has never been whole. It would mean creating my sight anew, as if you and Mata were one. And I believe that the power of creation is Hers alone. It is not for any man, nor woman, to claim.’
 
   Was this a true word? I told myself she was afraid of the unknown, of damaging her abilities. Was it possible, indeed, that her abilities were linked to her blindness?
 
   I ached nonetheless.
 
   As I gazed over the soaring spires of Eldoran, I had to wipe a mist from my eyes in order to pick out the slender plinth of Warlock’s Roost. Nigh four anna of my life spent here. I left a changed man. Changed forever.
 
   The rising sun burnished each peak of the Ammilese March like a spear tipped with molten gold. Part of me remained out there … somewhere, wondering if this was a last farewell. I raised my hand to my cheek where P’dáronï had kissed me. Arlak-nevsê, she had whispered. Arlak-my-soul. Her tears had mingled with mine. How desperately close I clutched her slight form, unwilling to ever let her go.
 
   Ay, beyond those mountains lay her birth-heritage. She was born in a land ruled by the fierce Nummandori Overlords, a race of creatures she described as older and wiser than either the Eldrik or the Umarik races. Little did they care for the affairs of human beings. Sold as common merchandise–what a fate! I could scarce imagine what it must mean for families, and lives, to be torn apart by such an Ulimspawn trade.
 
   What a life she had already lived.
 
   Quietly, I reflected: Did I understand even the smallest jot of her ways, this P’dáronï of Armittal? Could it be Mata’s will that every person should be whole? Truly whole? That none should suffer in body, mind, or soul, or sickness, or hurt of any kind? What a world that would be! Did the yammariks not preach such fables of the afterlife, for those who follow the paths of Mata? But for many people I had known, Nethe was the here and now, not some unknown future, and the magnitude of their suffering … oh Mata! It was too much to bear.
 
   So could I tell–or was this Mata’s province alone to answer–whether I encompassed the power to create newness of life within a person, or merely to salve a wound, to mend brokenness, and grant the dying another day? And how should I know when to stop trying and let a person pass on in peace?
 
   Is it worse to attempt a healing and fail, than never to have hoped at all?
 
   And should a man understand how to value love, and life itself, if he knows not their opposites of pain or hate, and death?
 
   Was her blindness curse … or gift?
 
   


  
 



Chapter 22: Upon the Gulf of Erbon
 
    
 
   The Faloxx is nought but a savage, unfit to be called human; wont to sup upon the flesh of his fellows, making laughter of torture, and building such bone-piles as would please none but Ulim Godslayer, furnishing the hellish halls of Nethe itself.
 
   Lorimi the Historian: Peoples of the Fiefdoms
 
    
 
   I lounged upon the deck, gazing up at the billowing rows of white merriol silk sails that soared above our vessel, and wondered what it must have been like for my mother and father to make this selfsame voyage, the voyage where the bindings of love ensnared their hearts forever, amidst the turquoise waves silver-shot by flying fish, the harmonious singing of the mariners, and the vast tapestry of stars that robed the nights in majesty. It was easy to believe in Mata out here. The worst injury I had to attend was a broken wrist.
 
   South we sailed, and east, toward the Nxthu Straits and Faloxxir, land of the cannibal Faloxx. A pleasant breeze lent our sails full bellies. The crew lolled about idly, save to preserve what shade they could against the sultry Doublesun heat, and to occasionally trim a sail or adjust a rope. I opened P’dáronï’s book. She had asked me to read a word of knowledge–similar to a grephe, I imagined–that she had written about my life. It was entitled The Great Wurm.
 
   A chill-tremor clasped my spine in ice. But when I looked about, nary a cloud blemished the sky, nor was ought else amiss.
 
   Truly told, for a moment I imagined I espied a blue condor, but when I marked it but a common grey come to perch amidst the rigging, I laughed at my fright. Twice only, in the greatest extremity, Arlak–what had I to fear out here? Sunburn? Sholfish? Just look at those superstitious fools, all agog at the condor’s appearance!
 
   As I bent closer to the beautiful script, the faint scent of P’dáronï’s favourite perfume, limnisflower, tantalised my nostrils. I had to dab my leaking eyes. Be cursed to Hajik, was I once more doomed to lose a woman I held so dear?
 
   “At least I treated her right,” I muttered, feeling mordant at my past failures. “Mata, must I once more walk this road alone?”
 
   At least I now had friends working with me. And a great list of new enemies, headed by this Talan, and Soymal, Head of the Inquisitors–who I had seen at Pedyk’s Banishment before I knew who he was. He must have led my torture. In Eliyan’s estimation, ‘A viper, not a man, Arlak. A more poisonous creature I have never met.’
 
   Was Jyla therefore working for them, against them, or even without their knowledge?
 
   My quoph was laden with loss. Did this latest grief not serve to remind me the more eloquently of my children, Sherya, Lailla, Jerom, and Illia, and of all the Sorceress had torn away from me? How old would they be now?
 
   Nay. Deliberately, I closed that door and turned back to the text.
 
    
 
   Be it known: legend is his mantle,
 
   Eldest of his race, the awesome progenitor of all burrowing creatures,
 
   Name him God-mountain, sleeping at the root of the world,
 
   Exalted and cunning in ancient ways,
 
   The Great Wurm, the wellspring of power.
 
   He shall rise on a fateful day, lament it,
 
   As El Shashi’s last stumble crosses the waters,
 
   Royal voice of thunder, and lightning that rends the sea’s belly,
 
   Yes, he will rise from the depths,
 
   And from amidst the dark creatures will he appear,
 
   Not to kill but to heal, not to break but to summon,
 
   No longer to plough the desert as before,
 
   Only to await the master’s beck and call,
 
   El Shashi’s duality, the reason that he be.
 
    
 
   There was a note at the bottom. I squinted at it and read, ‘I have tried to render the Old Armittalese as best I can, preserving both form and meaning. Thus this Word conforms in no way to Umarite norms of poetry. I thought the first letter of each line noteworthy–they spell ‘Be N’etha ryan no’e’ which translates in the Old Armittalese as, ‘To Nethe consign the ways of yore’. May this Word, and Mata Herself, light your paths always.’
 
   I winced. And now she was a prophetess? Words so potent, they stirred the darkness within me to life. Mata, no … I had to deny my inner Wurm its moment in the sun! Carefully, I reread the poem. This was no matter for the faint of heart. Indeed, my poor store of courage quailed at the very notion, as my imagination supplied an image of the Wurm looming above me like a mountain, gobbling up forests, tearing into the very fabric of Mata’s creation with its insatiable appetite.
 
   God-mountain? The reason for my existence? I did not withhold a snort. Religious double-talk, I muttered to myself as I closed the tome with an irritated snap. I had marked P’dáronï for a woman of plain speech. Fancy my last stumble crossing a sea! Ridiculous. But the notion of ploughing a desert with the Wurm did intrigue me. Use the Wurm for good? Maybe next time I contemplated an act of trivial selfishness!
 
   I wanted no more to do with Mata this day. My grief was too raw; my fears too potent. My eyes had grown heavy-lidded. Tucking the volume beneath my arm, I ducked below decks to find an empty hammock.
 
   “Catch up on your sleep, Arlak,” I declaimed to the empty hold, “and salve the world’s woes on the morrow.”
 
   Should I miss P’dáronï of Armittal less in the depthless makh of my slumber?
 
   Beloved of my soul.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   I dreamed ill.
 
   I saw K’huylia, beset by a legion of Ulim’s warriors, her flesh tormented with barbs and rods of burning iron. Tortha, torturing Rubiny upon Janos’ forge door. The smoking ruin of her face screamed abuse at me. The Wurm tore Sherya from my despairing grasp and tossed her down its gullet. Its bloodied mouth transformed into Jyla’s, laughing and mocking. I laboured to heal P’dáronï’s eyes, but they kept clouding over the moment I lifted my hands from her face. At my fifth attempt I opened my hands to reveal Tomira’s features. I recoiled. ‘It is Mata’s will,’ she sneered. ‘Why waste your powers on a defective slave when you could have me? Oh, I forgot, you refused because you were Matabound, you fool! Where is your Matabond of love now?’
 
   I woke disoriented, clutching for the edge of my futon, but instead finding myself rocking violently in a hammock. Alarmed shouts rang above my head. Feet pounded the decks. I heard an ominous grinding sound. Wood splintering? A man’s wail, severed mid-voice. More shouting and banging noises.
 
   The ship was not moving as with waves. It listed heavily to one side.
 
   I crawled on hands and knees to my pack. No way I was about to lose those precious books. Thankfully P’dáronï had seen fit to pack them in dryskin against bad weather. Shipwreck was not what I had imagined! With the pack in tow, I fought my way to the hatch and, raising my head above the decking, had my first shock of the morn.
 
   At first I thought some monstrous serpent was attacking our vessel, for a huge arm-like appendage stretched over the deck between the second and third masts. It had already crushed the railings. Several sails flapped loosely, their ropes snapped. But then I saw another arm upraised, lined with suckers bigger than my hand, and as I watched it slapped down on the deck with massive force. One of the mariners was trying to attack the beast with an axe, but his blows kept slipping aside on the tough, rubbery skin.
 
   Not the Wurm … I gaped in incomprehension. The creature was trying to climb up the side of the ship. That was the scraping noise I had heard. The sheer bulk of it! As those great arms tightened, crushing a fresh section of the railing, our ship heeled over, and the slippery grey-blue bulk of the creature rose into view. One of the tentacles held something. “Dear Mata!” I gagged. It was the lower half of a man’s body, sheared through just below the ribcage.
 
   Another arm wriggled across the deck. A fourth had clasped the rear of the ship, snarling the rudder. The steersman cowered behind his wheel.
 
   “Pin the beast!” shouted one of the men, casting his harpoon into the tangled mass of arms, where it struck and stuck.
 
   “Karak!” cried another. “Gods have pity on us!”
 
   Further down the deck, I saw three of the crew trying to loosen the ship’s boat from its ties. Wise indeed! And I, rarely a man of notable valour, decided at once to bind my fate with theirs. I crept along the slippery planking, testing each step with feet a-tremble.
 
   I was halfway across the deck when, with a serpentine undulation of its body, the Karak flung another tentacle across the breadth of the ship. It coiled around the mast. Wood groaned in protest as with this new purchase, the creature strove to haul itself higher out of the sea. Its suckers tore strips off the deck-wood. The yard-ends dipped beneath the waves. My feet were scrabbling for a hold, any hold, on an impossible slope, when the rope I clutched began to unravel.
 
   Suddenly the cord shot loose and with a wail I splashed down into knee-deep water, for my boots had caught by chance on the edge of the deck right up against the ruined rail. I glanced to my right. There, close enough to reach out and touch, was the creature’s eye–a sallow orb the breadth of a man’s shoulders, filled with the light of an unholy, utterly alien intelligence. Truly told, ice cased the very marrow of my bones at this spectacle of demoniacal malevolence. I knew the Karak meant to destroy us–perhaps for no reason other than the pleasure of destruction–and drag the ship to the bottom of the sea if it were able.
 
   A salty slap announced the ship’s boat had slipped free of its moorings. Calling upon Mata’s name I surged forward, heedless of any other man, and threw myself bodily upon the gunwale. I scrambled in, shivering, my clothing sodden and torn. Two men were already aboard. One of the mariners thrashed through the waves toward the boat.
 
   “Give him an oar!”
 
   I cast about stupidly until I felt wood thrust into my hand. “Here!” I held it out over the water.
 
   The skin of the sailor’s bearded cheeks was grey with terror. Once he had a grip of the oar, the man well-nigh yanked me overboard in his eagerness to escape. I hauled him closer. Helped him get his arm over the gunwale. I was just leaning over to grab the back of his jacket when one of my fellows in the boat cried out in alarm, “The Karak! Watch out!” and knocked me aside with his shoulder. A tentacle smashed down between us. It stuck to the skin of my thigh where my trousers had ripped–the mere tip of a tentacle, but the thing was unbelievably strong.
 
   Then I heard one of the masts snap. I glanced up to see it falling upon the Karak’s marauding tentacle. The suckers ripped loose from my flesh, leaving a nasty wound. Blood welled up immediately. But the clinging man was not so fortunate, for the Karak snagged him even as the mast’s weight forced its tentacle underwater. He vanished from sight.
 
   “Row! Put yer lazy backs into it!” A bellow in my ear made me jump. I snatched up an oar and rowed as though Ulim himself were aboard that ship.
 
   “Row, you laggards!” It was the Captain of the mariners, and he had somehow gathered seven of the crew into the boat, including me. “Faster! It watches us!”
 
   I, hindmost in our vessel as I plied my oar to the captain’s hoarse-throated beat, shuddered as the Karak’s twin orbs bobbed above the waves. They were fixated upon us. Though the gap was widening, we were yet close enough that I could discern an expression of baleful condemnation at our attempt to escape.
 
   “It cares not for us, but for the plunder,” I suggested over my shoulder.
 
   A vile curse constituted the Captain’s reply.
 
   Suddenly I recalled a snippet of our conversation in the small makh of my parting night. Eliyan, noting, ‘It is thought the Karak are attracted to magic, Arlak. I believe that is why the Karak swarm around the Dark Isle–for the Banishment is a monumental magic indeed. Some hold that the place was always a breeding-ground of the creatures. Your sighting through the Portal appears to confirm that view.’
 
   ‘So what’s the Banishment like, Eliyan, to the initiated?’ I enquired.
 
   ‘A fortress,’ said he. ‘Imagine a fortress whose walls of seamless stone–not a crack nor a join–extend from the roots of the world to the skies above. As you examine the length and breadth, and the height and depth of that fortress, you see there is no gate. No way in and no way out.’
 
   ‘So how in Nethe’s name then does the Portal operate? Surely it must cross those fortress walls …?’
 
   Eliyan smiled indulgently across the table. ‘Well-reasoned, Arlak. Let me be forthright. I have no answer. No convincing answer, that is. I could bore you with a thousand makh of argument and counter-argument … to summarise–some form of teleportation, methinks.’
 
   ‘Straight out of Eldrik legend,’ Amal noted.
 
   ‘Truly told, Umarite legends too. Space-shifting is our term.’
 
   I glanced at P’dáronï as I spoke, but she remained silent. Had she not teleported out of her holia that eventide when Pedyk became drunk?
 
   Eliyan jabbed his forefinger at Amal. ‘That is what you and I need puzzle out. Our oldest writings suggest the truth of it, and we know that strange truths may oft be cloaked in legend. For it seems the Portal is a circle within a circle within a circle, ever diminishing, in which each layer masks the next. To a Sorcerer, it appears as a black hole. True nothingness.’
 
   I redoubled my efforts at the oar.
 
   Nought did I say, but the mariners behind me could see as well as I. The creature was slowly, steadfastly, disentangling itself from the ship. A growing realisation within all of us was voiced by the man behind me, “Captain, is the Karak pursuing us?”
 
   Indeed–and I knew why. Exactly why.
 
   “ROW!” roared the Captain. “Row, row, ROW!”
 
   Every man’s back bent to as our boat surged towards the distant shore.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   I awoke when a spear-butt slammed into my gut.
 
   Now I was to suffer the same fate as the wild porker just ahead. Lashed hand and foot to a branch, slung between two half-naked savages, I was bound for the pot. Just another bad day in a recent rash of bad days.
 
   Truly told, the Karak we escaped, but narrowly. Our ship was long since lost. The mariners grumbled about dark magic, and were only too eager to abandon me once ashore. “Here Faloxxir. That way lie Umarik lands,” muttered one, then turned and hurried after his companions. I suppose they thought me bad luck. Perhaps afeared of the Karak, they abandoned the rowboat in favour of the long hike back to the Eldrik territories–although how they planned to cross the narrows between Eldoria and the northerly tip of Faloxxir, I could barely imagine. I briefly considered taking the ship’s boat myself, but I have heard one too many ulules recite tales of woe concerning the Nxthu Straits. Ay, and if the Karak found magic’s taste so irresistible, then doubly unlucky the man bound to Jyla’s cursed Web of Sulangi!
 
   Ah, Janos, how I failed! What burden is greater than grief and loss?
 
   I cared not a brass terl to pass over death’s threshold, for any man with hands as blood-stained as mine, had surely earned pride of place at Ulim’s table anna before.
 
   For several makh, having pushed deeper into the interior of Faloxxir through a damp forest of giant ferns, my captors toted me without apparent fatigue. Toward early eventide we arrived at the village of these painted barbarians. I was mobbed, prodded and spat at by a hooting crowd as we picked our way between three concentric circles of low, rude stick-and-mud huts, to a central clearing. There they dumped me in the loamy dirt before their chieftain, whose towering sotik-feather headdress and rude throne proclaimed his station.
 
   I found myself regarding these Faloxx tribespeople as curiously as they did me, without fear. Their shoeless, ragged, malnourished poverty stirred my pity, ay. And I claim it no discredit to have gaped at their tattoo-festooned bodies, at such an abundance of imagery graven upon the flesh of human beings. This practice is forbidden among both the Eldrik and Umarik peoples, along with other laws against modifying the flesh of Mata’s finest creation.
 
   The villagers stank to the very heavens of rancid butter, which, I had read, the Faloxx employ to beautify their hair. And while I expected to be greeted by grotesque heaps of human bones, none did I see. Nay, as my gaze moved over the throng–probably the whole village gathered to gape at their forthcoming dinner–what truly moved me was their ulcers.
 
   One of the hunters who bore me had a maimed arm I assumed had been burned, for the tissue around his elbow had healed so as to fuse his forearm to his upper arm. Many of the Umarite poor suffer unspeakable burns, for by and large they dwell in nought but a rude hut, where one room must suffice for living, sleeping, raising a family, and cooking all. Not that many count the Faloxx amongst the Umarite peoples! But burns, if the victim survives, will often cause the skin to contract and thus disable the affected joint.
 
   But their ulcers were appalling.
 
   I saw, near me, a child of perhaps eight or ten anna. A great swathe of flesh was missing on the left side of his torso–across his ribs, around the back of his shoulder blade, up his neck and down his arm to the elbow. It looked exactly as if the skin had been eaten away by an animal which had no interest in the underlying tissue and bone. The edges of the wound were distinct, as neatly cut as with a blade. He seemed in no obvious pain. But a hunter skinning his catch could have done no finer work.
 
   Another child had a hole the size of my hand in her lower thigh. Through it I could see the striated thigh muscle. Another had a grotesquely swollen hand, its digits split open like overripe fruit to reveal the tendons embedded in raw flesh beneath the skin.
 
   A jatha-horn trumpet blast stilled the crowd.
 
   “I speak!” cried the chieftain, thumping his spear upon the ground not a hand-span from my nose. “Let the hunters stand forth. Let the tale be told.”
 
   He was speaking a barbarous dialect of the Umarik tongue, but I found I understood the better part of his speech. The maimed hunter, advancing, began to declaim the mighty and amazing deeds of his band in a formal poetic metre. They had seen the Karak attack the Eldrik vessel, tracked me for a day, captured me the following morn, and bought me and my possessions back to the village. They thought I was a Sorcerer or Warlock. And, judging from the snarls emanating from the crowd, that was not a good thing.
 
   When the telling was ended, the chief summarily declared my readiness for the pot. The people erupted.
 
   “Wait!” I howled. “I’m a healer! An athocary! I am–”
 
   “Eat him!” screamed the children.
 
   “Cook him and his lies!” cried the hunters.
 
   “I’m no Warlock! I’m a healer! Listen to me, you fools!”
 
   With much happy banter, ignoring my shouts and pleas, the painted hunters cut me loose of the carry-pole, laid hands upon my person, and dragged me again through the village, with at least fifty children running after. The maimed one reached down and began to cut my shirt off my body–the better not to spoil the meal, I supposed. Perhaps cloth stuck in the throat.
 
   ‘Just a stinking span,’ I told myself. ‘Let him touch me again. I’ll show him.’
 
   When he did, I released the power.
 
   “Yee!” shrieked the hunter, leaping back as though stung. “He bit me!”
 
   A dozen spear-blades made an instant necklace at my throat. I smiled at them in my best attempt at good cheer and cried, “Look at his arm!”
 
   The hunter stared as though his arm had become a snake. It wasn’t whole, for that would have taken several makh of concentrated effort. But he could straighten the joint. The crowd hushed as though Ulim himself had appeared behind me with a hundred of his slavering, red-eyed Hajik Hounds. He waved his arm this way and that. Someone hushed the children at the back. Every pair of eyes fixed upon the warrior as he flexed his arm for the first time in, I imagined, a number of anna. The man made a high, wailing ululation, eerily akin to the death-rites of my native Roymere.
 
   Abruptly he turned, swooped, plucked a child from the throng, and held him high. He approached me with a trembling step.
 
   We eyed each other–I, smiling, and the Faloxx warrior, caught halfway between a scowl and wonderment.
 
   “Heal my son,” he demanded.
 
   The child had an ulcer, a small one, on the ball of his left thumb. He wailed, but was unable to squirm free as the hunter touched him to my bound hands. I think I was praying just then, but I had reserves in abundance. Before our eyes, the flesh grew back whole.
 
   That eventide, I ate roast porker with the villagers as the newest member of the Sy Faloxx tribe. I have a Faloxx tattoo upon my shoulder to prove it.
 
   Ay, I am a sinner of graven flesh. And proud of it.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Let me mark it plain. The Faloxx are not the barbarians and cannibals painted in the words of ignorant ulules. Truly told, they consume the flesh of men, but that is not their staple diet. Their lives are rude and poor. They must by any and all means eke out a living upon the infertile central plains of their realm. The great fern brakes of the coastal regions quickly give way to a rocky plateaux where the Faloxx husband their goats and cattle. All live in fear of those they call the nomads, who are the truly wild ones of their kind. It was the nomads who must have slain my parents.
 
   This flesh-eating disease was a dreadful bane. It afflicted mainly the children, and after consuming much flesh, left disfiguring scars and damaged limbs. My Eldrik medical encyclopaedia made no mention of it. I could only surmise it was something in the air or water of this region, heal the suffering, and long for the wealth of Eldrik medical equipment and expertise P’dáronï had introduced me to in Eldoran.
 
   Maybe I should start a medical school?
 
   Maybe Arlak Sorlakson had enough delusions of grandeur already! I was supposed to be keeping a low profile.
 
   But Eliyan’s words haunted me. Staring at the glowing embers of a fire, late one night, I tried to face up to my fear that I myself might be the Wurm. Should I kill myself? Rid the world of me and my problems … and rid Jyla of her unwilling foil?
 
   I could not imagine Jyla wanted merely to break the Banishment and restore the Eldrik to wholeness–laudable as that aim might be. She was mad. Power-mad. Had I not seen as much echoing in the void of her eyes? She would demand much, much more. Was that not why she had crushed Janos? Suddenly it popped back into my mind what she had said of him, ‘But your kind were there–ah yes, you were there, with Lucan, when he committed that vile offence’. Janos was there? Just as he had spied on Talan, he had attended Lucan himself while the great Sorcerer built the Banishment? But what did she mean, ‘your kind?’ I had neglected that little detail when telling Eliyan, P’dáronï, and Amal the rest of my sorry tale.
 
   How many other details had I misremembered?
 
   Mayhap I could have spent a lifetime with the Faloxx, but it was not to be. One season passed, then two more, before there came to my ears via the Qur’lik message drums word of strangers seeking my whereabouts. That was signal clear enough.
 
   I packed my bag once more.
 
   
  
 



Scrolleaf the Third
 
    
 
   Loneliness is a giant sat upon my chest.
 
   Every so often he shifts sideways, lifting one buttock so that I may gasp for breath, but his weight is no less crushing.
 
   He laughs.
 
   He shows no care.
 
   No strength of mine could push this giant off his perch.
 
   One day I realise I have stopped fighting him.
 
   He simply is.
 
   The Middle Anna, by El Shashi
 
   


  
 



Chapter 23: Dreaming of Jerlak
 
    
 
   1st Glimday of Springtide, Anna Nox 1387
 
    
 
   I was picking my way down the forest trail down from Stith Village to Sillbrook Town when I was ambushed.
 
   Eliyan had bidden me bury my presence in the Fiefdoms. I knew not where. By day I followed my boots through Hakooi’s myriad small villages, plying my trade with grim certitude, healing the sick, comforting the mourning, and bedding down with the animals beneath hedges and bushes, or the occasional barn granted by a landowner. I grew lean. Hungry. Unshaven. By night I wrestled with Ulim’s horde–terrors, depression, suicidal thoughts, and above all, the quoph-ravaging isolation of my position and powers.
 
   Now it was the Rains–in Hakooi, a gentle season of soft showers and lowering shutters, so unlike the cruel, bitter rule of Alldark in the mountains of my birthplace. Hakooi snows fell like puffs of powder from a woman completing her makeup. In Roymere the snow lashed in sideways as though intending to strip the burnoose from one’s body.
 
   Stumping along beneath the weight of my precious books, I sensed a large blister developing from my ill-fitting boots. I tried to wrap my threadbare burnoose closer about my lean frame, for the wind had claws of ice. My breath steamed before my nose. The dense thickets of intertwined ulinbarb and lyrithbark made walking tricky. Many tree-roots reached up with gnarled fingers to snag an unwary step, unearthed by dozens of icy streamlets trickling the moist topsoil away. The Chupik squirrels–stout fellows the height of my knee, mark my words, and unafraid of any man–appeared especially industrious, chattering incessantly as they scoured the fallen leaves and branches for berries and nuts. Odd behaviour for this season, I observed.
 
   Then I heard a strange snuffle; a large animal drawing breath. And though, by and large, I am friends with animals, I know to respect them.
 
   With a crash, a huge bull jerlak burst out of the bushes and charged down the trail. Despite having been alerted, I quaked in my boots for a vital instant before leaping for the nearest branch and swinging my legs up–not fast enough to avoid being gored in the right buttock, but fast enough to save my life. The jerlak turned on a brass terl and charged back for another pass.
 
   “Hajik Hounds!” I yelped, arching upward. The blasted creature leaped, gracefully for a near-ton of enraged bull jerlak, and its horn glanced off my pelvic bone as it scored my lower back.
 
   Trembling in shock, I scrambled desperately to lever myself up above the ulinbarb branch. The jerlak returned, circling below, sniffing from time to time at the splatters of blood, one gleaming eye tilted askance to regard me with naked hatred. Filthy son of a maggot! I could smell its scent, rank and musky, like a civet in heat.
 
   I climbed higher.
 
   Having thought my wounds shut, but stopping short of full healing for fear of invoking the Wurm, I shucked my pack and tried to find a comfortable perch. I scrutinised my tormentor–a magnificent creature, all compact muscle beneath a sleek black pelt, and two sweeping horns to either side of its head, sharp enough to gash a man open with the ease of a paring knife slicing fruit. It tested its strength against the ulinbarb, making me cling to the branches with the tenacity of the tree-bark itself. Then the jerlak ambled off to amuse itself by further whetting its horns on a nearby boulder.
 
   A makh drifted by, and the creature showed no sign of growing bored. But my legs were numb, my back was throbbing, and my bones felt encased in ice. So I climbed higher among the branches, until through a break in the ulinbarb thicket my gaze lit upon the northern horizon. I vented a low whistle of wonder.
 
   From my perch I gazed over a moss-green ulinbarb sea, mottled with the autumnal russet and ginger heads of lyrithbark trees. Sillbrook was as yet hidden from sight, sheltered in the lee of the next range of hunchbacked hills–a far cry from the jagged mountain ranges of Roymere, which had not greeted my fond gaze for many an anna. But above those hills, a towering wall of black, deep-bellied clouds stretched from one horizon to the other–in Brephat they called this type of cloud ‘Ulim’s Chariot’, so named for the accompanying hailstorms. I released a breath I had not realised I was holding. I had travelled afar and seen more weather than a man has a right to. Ay, but these clouds struck me as a sight unnatural. Their crowns were white, but nearer ground level changed from grey to an evil, emerald-black hue, blacker than any cloud had a right to be.
 
   In whose ever-humble opinion?
 
   As if on cue, the chill breeze began to freshen, making the treetops whisper leafy portents. Dead leaves rustled from the trees, adding to what was already a squelchy, beetle-ridden carpet on the forest floor. I glanced down at the jerlak. It, too, was testing the air with nostrils moistly, delicately a-flare. Suddenly, two more jerlak appeared, and after a short nose-touching conference the animals as one turned and darted away.
 
   I had to wait a good makh before my hands would suffer themselves to be uncurled from the branches and lower me to the soft sod.
 
   By this time, the breeze was biting like a rabid salcat. The dark battalions marched inexorably closer; the day, grown dark long before eventide. I knew that without shelter I would freeze, but Sillbrook Town was still a day’s walk distant, so instead I jog-trotted down the trail as fast as I dared, scanning the terrain left and right. Lower meant better shelter. I hoped for a cave or a fallen tree. And no more jerlak!
 
   Several makh later I finally stumbled across shelter in the rot-hollowed core of an ancient lyrithbark. Clouds already raced overhead and freezing raindrops had begun to pelt my head and shoulders with a stinging force that made me fancy Ulim was up there, vindictively flinging his arsenal down upon the unfortunate traveller. I folded my limbs into the hollow, thanking Mata for Her saving grace with more than my usual fervour, and hauled my backpack with its precious books and pitiful supply of athocarial instruments and supplies, in after me. I propped it against the opening. Any additional protection from the cold was welcome.
 
   Krrrr … sss!
 
   A warning rattle. Pain! Instinctively I beat my left hand against the inside of the trunk, crushing the snake’s skull more by luck than design. I clutched my wrist, sobbing, “No, no! Oh … larathi!”
 
   But after a further moment, my power surged up and I realised how irrational was my reaction. I glared at the twin, oozing puncture-marks; traced the poison within my bloodstream, and held it at abeyance by the force of my will. Toxin … almost beautiful in its complexity, and as deadly as it was intriguing. I watched the venom leaping to its evil work, spreading, contaminating, injuring the flesh, but still I held back, aspiring out of sheer perversity to appreciate more about the way it worked. A russet adder, native to these parts. Not a big one–but their bite was often fatal, for without proper treatment the flesh died, became gangrenous, and soon infected the entire body. I catalogued the poison mentally. If only an ordinary person could treat themselves as did I!
 
   I could have done with that dynilens P’dáronï’s friend was developing. But even that would have been insufficient to detect the poisonous irruption at the dyndyndigit level, or ten thousandth of an Umarik digit, in my flesh. I clucked my tongue in frustration. Even my Web-augmented powers were unable to peer that deep. Focus within focus within … perhaps if one combined a Web of Sulangi with the dynilens? I must write that down. Combine a Sorcerer’s skill with an engineer’s? I needed more tutoring in the magical disciplines … with a shudder, I forced the venom out and sealed the twin puncture wounds. Enough experimenting on my own flesh.
 
   With the weather closing in and the wind yet rising, my gaze turned inward.
 
   How could I be the Wurm? Was it not the essence of Janos murdered? Jyla said as much. Did Janos by some miracle beyond my compass live on in me … or in the Wurm? I was struck with this thought. Wishful thinking, perhaps, but what if Janos had not died that day? Sorcerers may augment creatures, truly told, but to imbue them or indeed another living being with the quoph of a person …? Truly this must be beyond the ambit of a master Sorceress, even one as powerful as Jyla. Divine labour alone could produce such a result.
 
   More and more, my thoughts turned to the ways of Mata. Were these not the concerns of the yammariks, concerns of the ways a man might live or die? Or, as P’dáronï had intimated, was it a limitation of my power to be unable to heal the inborn defect? ‘Congenital,’ I mouthed the Eldrik word. Many athocaries, for religious reasons, refuse to treat congenital conditions–but if, as the yammariks assert, the true path of Mata leads to the restoration of all humankind, then how could this fit Mata’s will?
 
   “Come, Arlak!” I muttered between cold-chapped lips. “Have you not many times healed the inborn defect? Think upon K’huylia’s condition. And what of Soluk Village’s luckless denizens?” But did that mean I could create sight anew? Reinvent what had never been?
 
   Could I heal myself of my connection to the Wurm?
 
   Eventide yielded to darkness. My body heat had begun to warm the hole, but the air was still frigid. Within a span, the song of my snores filled the woody hollow.
 
   I woke many times during the night, shivering. Truly told, Hakooi does not ordinarily demand a thick burnoose for the colder seasons, and mine was worn through in more places than not. No amount of huddling would ward against this cold, and with but a crust of bread in my pack, I was short on food too. Pickings had been lean of late. So come the dawn chorus, such as might arise in this foul weather, I determined to put my boots to the trail.
 
   But I emerged to a different world.
 
   Every surface around me was covered in a thick layer of ice. My eyes roamed the trees, the bushes, the many branches of the forest torn down by the sheer weight of accumulated ice, the tree-trunks and roots in their glistening casements, icicles hanging like daggers waiting to spear the unwary, even a large locust standing in frozen perpetuity, its beady eyes stuck in an expression of loathsome surprise–and I felt a chill stronger even than the weather. Dear Mata, what was this? An ice-storm?
 
   I slipped and slithered downhill through the ice-shards, trying to pick the path least likely to break my neck. I could not understand it. The rain must have fallen before freezing solid on every leaf, branch, and twig. As I pressed out into an open meadow, I saw that even the individual grass blades had been picked out in crystalline splendour. The result was curiously beautiful, but if it did not melt soon, probably deadly for the smaller creatures. I craned my neck upward suspiciously. Not much of a morn, nought but heavy clouds. More of this to come, or I was no judge.
 
   Angrily, I lengthened my stride across the open field.
 
   I promptly slipped on a patch of ice and bruised my tailbone.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “Come not near!” repeated the woman. “Come not near.”
 
   I gaped at her. Three days and three nights had I struggled toward Sillbrook, losing the trail on the way, hollow-eyed and hollow-stomached, no longer able to feel any sensation from mid-calf down–only to be refused upon the doorstep of my salvation. I could not contemplate another step.
 
   The woman stared back, probably trying to decide if I was a madman or a fool. “We’ve the plague,” she said finally, settling her cloth-swaddled infant with a practised patting of her hand. “I’m sorry, but in Mata’s name, we can offer you nought but death.”
 
   “Death?” My chuckle turned into a hacking cough. “Were it only that easy, good woman, I would embrace death directly.”
 
   She smoothed back her hair, which was brown and lank–once pretty, I imagined, but now it looked unwashed and work-worn. There was a haggard hopelessness about her that moved my quoph. “Be you off, stranger. This plague is no respecter of persons.”
 
   “How many children have you, good woman?”
 
   “Five,” she said. “Three lie abed. One is beyond succour. This little one will not last the day. I found my own spots last eventide.” She made the full buskal of Mata’s mercy. “It will not be long now.”
 
   “And your neighbours, are–”
 
   “Ill or dead. What is it to you?”
 
   I squared my shoulders, wishing I looked and felt less of a homeless outcast. “I am El Shashi.” The woman began to laugh shrilly. The more she laughed, the more discomfited I became. “Truly told–I swear it by Mata’s name!”
 
   This village was but a scattering of croftholds, perhaps ten at most, too poor even to include the typical Hakooi music room. A whole family would sleep together. Rush roofing over a wood-and-mud plastered frame, with a stone fireplace at one end of the building. Their homes had been blasted by the weather, their fields ruined, any animals left outside, frozen to death. Add the plague to this? Too cruel by far. Ulim’s signature work, mark my words!
 
   I should not have given away my name, I thought. Eliyan would disapprove. But what choice did I have? Leave these poor people to die? Add them to the tally of countless others I had killed?
 
   “Good woman,” I said softly, “let me touch the hand of your babe. I ask nought more. And you will see I am who I say I am. If I catch this plague and die, let it be Mata’s judgement.”
 
   This time I did not cast my eyes down, as was customary, but met her gaze with all the honesty I could muster. I was not sure what she saw in me, but it was after a good half-span the woman suddenly jerked away the cloth covering her infant’s face and upper body and gave me the first sight of her affliction.
 
   I caught my breath in shock. I have treated mild cases of the pox. But this poor babe! Every last dyndigit of this child’s skin was covered in a layer of raised, straw-coloured blisters that had a slight indent in their centre, as though a sadistic athocary had stuffed raisins beneath her skin. They were thickest on her torso and face, and more spaced out on her limbs. Many of the sores had broken open or scabbed over to create lumpy, rust-coloured masses, particularly on her face where the affliction was densest.
 
   The infant mewled weakly. She looked scarcely human.
 
   “Oh … Mata,” I bleated.
 
   The woman smiled grimly. “Still have the stomach to do your word, stranger?”
 
   “They are all like this?”
 
   “Some bleed from the skin, too,” she nodded. “We’re all but a step from the afterlife.”
 
   I let my pack slip to the ground and stepped closer, reaching out for the babe. “Let’s see to the truth of that, shall we?”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “There are six more, El Shashi,” said the woman. “Wake up. Please.”
 
   Groaning, I opened my eyes. Rush roof. Warm fireplace. She must have dragged me here and covered me with a blanket after I collapsed from exhaustion.
 
   “My sister, from the next village.”
 
   “Bring them,” I ordered, “and do not delay.”
 
   The faces the desperate always haunt me, much more so than the faces of hope and joy. This family was no different, only, I knew more now of this terrible pox than before, so it consumed less of my strength to turn these people back from Ulim’s doorpost. Ay, their youngest was but three weeks of age. When I held him in my arms I wept.
 
   “I am sorry,” said the man, Serdan by name, handing me a rag to dab my eyes. “We would have been lost, had Ciliz not sent word.”
 
   I wiped my eyes. “Peace to you. I once had children of my own to hold, but they are lost to me forever. That is why I weep.”
 
   Serdan held my shoulder gently. “Mata turn Her face to you and light your ways, friend.” And he pressed his forefinger to my forehead in the brother-blessing. “Half our village has already crossed over. Will you come succour the rest?”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   In the days that followed, I would remember that gesture of Serdan’s most especially, for in the face of torrents of death, it is the small acts of love one clings to as a drowning man clings to a branch. The pox was devastating. It struck down eight in ten persons, most often the elderly and the children. In many places it swept away entire families and communities. I could not attend all of the sick. Over and over again, as I rushed from place to place, I caught myself wishing that Mata could somehow have multiplied my gifts into another thousand people, rather than overfilling one weak, failing vessel. The only thankfulness I had was for the terrible ice-storm, for it had stopped the movement of people and thus stopped the pox in its tracks, too.
 
   And so, after nigh upon a season of gruelling labour, I came full circle back to the same village–through no plan of my own, Mata’s truth. When I recognised the place I smiled for the first time in more days than I could remember.
 
   “You will pass Alldark with us, won’t you, El Shashi?” asked Surina, Chiliz’s oldest daughter. At thirteen, she was approaching that age when childhood innocence gives way to teenage skittishness.
 
   “That depends on your mother,” said I.
 
   “What gift will you bring?” she asked formally, cleaning her hands on her apron. This was customary, the gift of a stranger to the Alldark host. Then, perhaps thinking upon the life I had already redeemed to her family, she blushed rosily to the roots of her hair.
 
   “I’ve nought but the skills of my hands,” I replied, smiling, “but I see that your roof is in sore need of repair. May this be my gift to you?”
 
   The children cheered so loudly that the babe in its sling let out a healthy wail. We all laughed. And so I entered into the Alldark Week that anna, which was one of the strangest I recall.
 
   Chiliz prepared for us Darkenseason pies, made from lyom meat swimming in a delicious gravy. “The last storm froze three of our lyoms,” she explained. Clearly, this was to save me the guilt of thinking I was eating the family’s livelihood. I helped the children set Alldark candles in the four corners of the croft. “My husband was killed by a tygar just around Youngsun–well, the hunters think so. They followed the tracks to where he had been dragged off, but did not find any remains. He never came back.”
 
   So he must be dead, I thought, hearing her unspoken words. Why else might a good husband not return? “Mata’s good hand upon you,” said I, feelingly, signing the full buskal of mercy at the time of grieving.
 
   Later, after a delicious meal, we sat cross-legged on the furs next to the cheerful fire, and sang Mata’s Canticle, which tells of Ulim’s Hunt and how Mata’s Light always followed Darkenseason in the eternal Balance.
 
   “What kind of scrolleaf do you have in your pack?” inquired Tanisha, the inquisitive six anna-old. Surina immediately set about chastising her sibling. In a moment a play-fight developed in the middle of the floor, with Tage, the three anna-old boy, right in there wrestling with his sisters.
 
   “Hold, you rascals,” I laughed. But there was a secret part of my quoph in which the Hassutl of Sorrows held court. Truly told, I feared to present the book to them. “I will show you. This is called a book. It works much like a scrolleaf, only you page through it rather than furling and unfurling … like so … and it was written by the scribe to P’dáronï of Armittal. She is a poetess and an athocary, like me. Let me read you a–”
 
   “Is she beautiful? Do you love her?”
 
   “Surina!” cried her mother.
 
   I rubbed my chin, freshly shaven and twice nicked that afternoon with Chiliz’s late husband’s blade. “Mahira Surina, P’dáronï is cleverer than an ulule, more beautiful than a Hassutla, gentle and true of heart, and a slave in a faraway country. Ay, she is the very breath of my quoph.”
 
   Surina clasped her hands and sighed, “Oh!”
 
   Exactly the effect I had aimed for, with my words borrowed from a ulule’s repertoire.
 
   Her mother rolled her eyes. “Take no notice of her dreaming, El Shashi.”
 
   I leafed towards the back of the book, and read:
 
    
 
   Dreaming I slumber, dreaming I wake,
 
   Dreaming of worlds I never forsake,
 
   Dreaming of newness, redemption and home,
 
   Dreaming of love sweet and true,
 
   For dreaming is my life.
 
    
 
   Dreaming is ecstasy, dreaming is pain,
 
   Dreaming is nought but tears in the rain.
 
   Dreaming is heart, sprung into motion,
 
   Dreaming is heart-pictures of rue,
 
   For dreaming is my life.
 
    
 
   “What has this Poetess to rue,” asked Surina, “if she has love true?”
 
   Right on the mark, I thought. I answered slowly, “P’dáronï is blind, child. I suppose if I were blind, dreaming of the real world I touch, hear, and sense, would figure greatly in my thoughts.” Janos had always been much enamoured of dreams. And portents. A surprisingly mystical fellow, for a blacksmith.
 
   “But you are all-powerful, El Shashi! Why could you not heal her?”
 
   I forced a short laugh. “Because she bade me not to. She said that such healing is Mata’s place only …” Ah, P’dáronï! Bewitcher of my heart! I yearn … “And she was afraid. I myself don’t understand what is Mata’s province and what is mine, any more–I don’t understand why I was granted this great power, nor how best to use it.”
 
   Chiliz put in, “But you used it well here.”
 
   “In the Umarite demesnes, good woman, there may be a dozen such plagues raging right this makh. Could I heal them all? I’m not Mata. I have but two hands and two feet. I can be in but one place at a time. I grow weary. You have seen me heal with a touch, but not all ills can I heal.”
 
   My voice must have revealed more disappointment and bitterness than I had intended, for Chiliz took my hand and said, “Have you considered becoming a yammarik, El Shashi? You have the mien of a man much afflicted by your elevated position in this life. Who has not heard of your great deeds? Who envies not your power? And yet, such a mantle must bear a most weary weight. You are much wearied, are you not? And yoked to your power more surely than any team of jatha?”
 
   “By my quoph, that is a true word.”
 
   I sighed deeply, gazing into the leaping flames as if wishing an answer would spark into my consciousness. What should I do with my life now? Forget P’dáronï? Bury the gift as Eliyan had commanded me, disappear into the Fiefdoms, and become just an ordinary man? Tried it before. Ended in tragedy. Where was Rubiny this Alldark? What if this plague struck down my children and I was …
 
   I could not complete the thought.
 
   “Surina, please take Tage to the privy before he bursts.”
 
   Surina took her little brother by the hand. “Here, wrap this burnoose around you.”
 
   I watched them absently. Surina was superb with her younger siblings–uncomplaining, helpful–perhaps the more so, because she had no father now. This must have been Rubiny’s lot, to bring up our children, alone. Fatherless. Though it pained me deeply, I did hope she was Matabound once more. My half-sister! She deserved better than a life of loneliness, even if she left me because of Jyla. That evil, life-stealing, narkik!
 
   Surina screamed.
 
   I found my feet in a flash, dashing to the doorway ahead of Chiliz. Outside the night was clear–for earlier snow had fallen afresh, but now the clouds had blown away, leaving the brilliant, brittle starlight to dust the snowbound fields and forest–and the children shrunk back, clinging to my legs. I, too, felt my bowels become as water. Jerlak! Thousands strong. Everywhere … surrounding the small crofthold, some as close as five paces from us, dark, hulking jerlak were standing stock-still, as one beast facing inward and staring.
 
   At me.
 
   Dear Mata preserve! At my elbow, Chiliz made a soft exclamation of distress.
 
   My eyes leaped to and fro as a bird might panic when trapped indoors. We were an island in a dark ocean. I had never seen; never heard of such numbers, not even in an ulule’s drunken boast. Truly told, Hakooi’s demesne has much dense and trackless wilderness, particularly toward the Nugar River, which borders Hakooi and Lorimere to their southern aspect, and cuts their rich plains off from the southern deserts … but this! The night was thick with their musky odour. I could hear them huffing. Puffs of condensation rose from a thousand muzzles, rising above the thicket of horn-points, but as the span marched on they stood eerily still. Watching. There was no need for such a concentration. Twenty would have sufficed to raze this village. Two or three could have made short work of any crofthold.
 
   “What is this?” breathed Chiliz.
 
   “Mata save us, I’ve no idea,” I whispered back. Chiliz began to whisper prayers without pause to draw breath.
 
   The herd began to stir, to drift. I, frowning, saw a path develop and lengthen before me. The animals were turning inward. Those alongside the path lowered themselves ponderously upon their forelegs and dipped their heads, until each animal’s foremost set of horns touched the churned-up, muddy snow. Behind them others bowed their necks too. My heart hammered in my chest like Janos’ forge at its peak blast. The night was infused with an eerie, breathless magic. In Mata’s name, what was happening?
 
   Suddenly there appeared, advancing with stately step and noble mien through the ranks of the obeisant throng, a giant bull jerlak, fully a head taller than a man standing upright, red of eye, and with pelt of such a pure white that it rivalled the very starlight for beauty. Hooves soundless upon the snow. Horns wider than my outstretched arms. Shoulders stuffed with rolling boulders, so massive was his musculature. The dewlap depending from his barrel-chest swept nearly to the ground. In every respect of splendour, this beast surpassed an ulule’s wildest tale. I fought an urge to bend my knee. I knew I stood in the presence of royalty.
 
   About halfway along that path, the albino bull stopped and turned, presenting me his left flank.
 
   “Ah!” I breathed. Now I knew my part.
 
   Weak-kneed, I pressed my shrinking flesh forward. I tried not remind myself that by all wisdom common to men, I was like as not committing suicide. I tried not to dwell upon the forest of horns arrayed about my person, nor consider how jerlak are regarded the cruellest and most temperamental of animals. Truly told, I set my eyes upon the darts embedded in the great jerlak’s flank and shoulder, and the scabbed blood that crusted his hide, and prayed I would not faint. I clenched my jaw lest I chip a tooth from the violent spasms racking my body.
 
   If animals could smell fear, I was a dead man.
 
   Curiously, I did not sense animosity from the albino lord. I had a dent in my buttock and a scar graven upon my lower back by which to remember my last encounter with a jerlak. But as I drew near–overshadowed, indeed, by the sheer bulk of the beast beside whom the jatha of my youth seemed as mere calves–the pale eyes bent around to consider me, and the pink nostrils scented my outstretched hand, and with a ‘harrumph!’ he appeared to accept my presence. Still, a restless flicking of his tail, and the quiver of muscles beneath my hand, betrayed his misgivings.
 
   At last, I felt my courage rise up.
 
   “So, a hunter found you?” I whispered, venturing to touch the first wound with my fingertips. “Nay, worse, this is the haft of a riverboat harpoon.” Barbed, fearfully difficult to withdraw without rending and ruining the flesh. “You swam the Nugar’s width?”
 
   The jerlak snorted above my ear as if to say, ‘And what is that to you?’
 
   Struck by a memory, I added, “The Frenjj call you Thurbarak–the white thundering mountain. To think I dismissed you as a fable!”
 
   This time, the huff of breath definitely conveyed a snigger.
 
   From the Eldrik athocaries, I had learned many effective techniques for dulling pain. So the animal felt little but the pressure of my belt-knife upon his flesh as I sliced the wounds open and drew out the thrice-barbed harpoon-head. What had become of the fisherman? One flange of the weapon was a mere hand’s breadth from the lungs. A puncture there would have been fatal. But instead, all I had to deal with was suppurating flesh wounds and the bloody results of my own handiwork.
 
   As I finished reknitting the albino bull’s skin and encouraging the pelt to regrow in Mata’s good time, I realised with a start that most of the herd had, by twos and threes, melted away into the darkness.
 
   “There, done.” I patted the velveteen hide one last time. “Good as the makh you were born.”
 
   The bull lowered his great head. His half-lidded eyes were depthless, full of a restless intelligence that marked my measure and more. A thought entered my head: We two beings are unique in all Mata’s world. Let us therefore bind peace between us.
 
   I lifted my hand. “Go in peace, Great One.”
 
   The albino bull whirled on his hoof and thundered away. Before I exhaled the breath I was holding, he had vanished into the Alldark night.
 
   And my heart was full of Mata’s presence.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 24: The Running Man
 
    
 
   Sanity? Mark my words: a bitter illusion,
 
   For I find ‘neath the suns,
 
   All is but shades of madness.
 
   Phari al’Mahi kin Saymik, Which Way, El Shashi?
 
    
 
   Fog clung to the valleys as a heavy, wet cloth.
 
   It was in this murk I entered Sillbrook, a town of blocky thatch-roofed houses with broad overhanging eaves and flower-lined wooden verandas out front where the locals loved nothing more than to sit–in better weather, I own–and share beer and gossip in equally generous quantities. I heard a man shouting in the marketplace. Was he crazy? Some of his taunts clearly were. But the more I heard, the more I wondered, until I sought him out in the busy thoroughfare.
 
   I watched a boy pelting him with turnips. The stocks were already plastered with jatha-droppings and all manner of rotten fruit and vegetable matter.
 
   The man fixed a wildly rolling eye upon the boy. “Take you care, little swine!” he cackled, “for I foresee the swine will take care of you!”
 
   The boy hurled another overripe turnip, accurately. The man shook his head and spat pieces out of his mouth. His eyes lit upon another target. “Tark! Hiee, hoo, yiddely do! Tark! Your wife prefers the yammarik’s bed to you!”
 
   The crowds drifting by found this funny. The man Tark did not, for he turned and, running to the stocks, struck the madman such a buffet with his fist that I saw a tooth pop out of his mouth. Then he made to grab the man’s jaw and shake him. What followed was too quick for me to note, but Tark suddenly fell backwards, clutching his hand. The crazy man chewed with a beatific smile. He opened his mouth and pushed out his tongue to show everyone the end of Tark’s finger.
 
   Then, in a completely different, guttural snarl, he cried, “Blood! I love blood!”
 
   My heart flopped inside my chest as a sleeper, after moaning at a nightmare, rolls to his other side.
 
   Someone near me cried out, “Demon-possessed! Mata encircle our hearth!”
 
   Now the man stood upright, lifting the huge metal stocks padlocked to his neck and arms with ease. I saw they had been triple-chained to the ground–something atypical, for no ordinary man could have lifted such a weight. And he had the build of a wraith, not a wrestler. Furthermore, I saw the man’s waist was chained to the monolithic speaker’s platform behind him–a single block of sandstone quarried of old, which had to weigh upward of ten tons.
 
   I turned to the fellow who had spoken. “Truly told–he is possessed?”
 
   He spat between us, sign against bad luck. “You must be new in town, not to have heard of that man Sathak! He has been terrorising us for anna, stealing our livestock, breaking into houses, murdering our sons and daughters! He will be executed on the morrow. And a better riddance knows no man!”
 
   As if he had heard these words, Sathak’s eyes swivelled towards us. A sweet voice issued from his lips, almost female, if it were not for the sibilant hiss that accompanied it, “Ah, if it isn’t my old friend El Shashi! Come to gloat, have we? Better still … you think you can heal me, don’t you?”
 
   Sathak descended into hysterical giggles as half the town, it seemed, turned to gape at me. Faces drew closer, peering through the mist.
 
   “Come on, El Shashi! Heal me!”
 
   I snapped my burnoose purposefully and called, “Of what use would that be, you murderer? You will be executed on the morrow!”
 
   “Now, now, El Shashi!” The laughter burst forth again, high and sweet and more chilling than the ice-storm which had delayed my arrival in Sillbrook. “Come closer, little man. Tell these good people how you don’t believe in demons!”
 
   A low, ugly muttering issued from the crowd as I shook my head.
 
   “Then why don’t you heal me? Better that than condemn an afflicted man to death! Ah, I am sore afflicted! Sick, and cursed! Heal me, El Shashi!”
 
   Mata-cursed indeed, I thought, hurriedly weighing my options. A thousand watching eyes drilled into my neck and shoulders like wood-boring bees tunnelling into a rotting log. The silence lengthened, until someone suddenly shouted, “Ay, heal the man, El Shashi!” As if it had released a pent-up hunger in the crowd, this cry was immediately taken up by others. “Ay! Don’t kill him, heal him!”
 
   Oh, Larathi! I had been intending to leave the whole situation behind, but now my hand had been forced. Slowly, greatly reluctance, I walked towards Sathak. He smacked his lips obscenely, probably intent on gaining another finger to chew upon. Good of the townspeople not to want to have a man killed, no matter his deeds. Unfortunately this man had recognised me–how, I know not. Was his insight demonic in origin? Or simply ill luck?
 
   I would have to touch him. Not the head, nor the hands, I told myself, biting my lip. How I wished I was a Warlock, able to cast magic from afar!
 
   The closer I drew, the more animated Sathak appeared. White froth dribbled from the corner of his mouth. He spat out a bit of finger. Suddenly, a flurry of voices emerged at once, “Salcat got your tongue?” in the woman’s voice, and “Give me blood!” and a new shriek, “Magic! Oh, great El Shashi!” followed by a childish plea, “Please, please let them kill me! I can’t bear it any longer,” and much insane laughter, not unlike the cackles and whistling shrieks of a crazed lyom fleeing a salcat.
 
   My feet halted of their own accord. I examined him narrowly, wondering if I would ever be able to command my own body at times like these. Perhaps his problem was similar to the people P’dáronï studied, those with several different personalities? Nevertheless, lyomflesh covered my arms. But after a long moment’s consideration, my natural stubbornness won out. Demons? Ha! Ulule’s tales, the better to frighten fools and little children. Was I not El Shashi? Who was this wretch to bait me?
 
   Circling behind him, I reached out hesitantly. I touched Sathak’s shoulder with the very tip of my forefinger.
 
   “Ah, ha ha ha!” roared a voice. “New blood!”
 
   I staggered as an unseen hammer struck me between the eyes. I felt scrabbling, scratching, an intense pressure. Lights as incandescent as if I were staring into Belion’s burning eye exploded in my mind. Immediately I lashed out in self-defence and self-preservation, sweeping the assault back, and with my magic unleashed in soaring, wild song, dove into Sathak’s mind with one thought, ‘Vengeance!’
 
   At once I found myself blinded. At least a dozen voices, if not more, shrieked and babbled at me out of the darkness. I took swipe after clumsy swipe, but they oozed and slipped around my flailing with dismaying ease–hooting, tittering, screaming all manner of defiance and the foulest abuse and obscenities imaginable. In it all, there was neither sign nor trace of the man Sathak, nor anything I recognised as human.
 
   Suddenly the growling voice rose to prominence over the others and roared, “Your blood, El Shashi! Now feel my true strength!”
 
   Sathak pounced. Turning, he clubbed me to the ground with the stocks and somehow managed to wind his legs around my torso, trapping my left arm but leaving the right free. He arched his back and bore down with insane force.
 
   Bellowing in pain, I struggled like a snared animal. Nothing I could do would break his hold. My ribs bent and creaked, compressing my lungs until I felt as though I wrestled a python. I beat his face bloody, tore at his eyes, jabbed my elbow repeatedly in his throat, but all was futile. Surely no man living could be possessed of such strength? I could not withstand much longer.
 
   My reaction was instinctive. Drawing deep and long of the lillia, I shovelled it inward to reinforce my skeleton, my musculature, my tendons, ligaments and joints, in a desperate, scattershot attempt at shoring up my failing body. But even as the pain receded, I was having second thoughts: ‘Nothing selfish, Arlak! Don’t be selfish! Don’t do it or you’ll summon the Wurm!’
 
   Why should I not protect my own life?
 
   But I was maddened with pain. Deliberately, I reached into my storehouses and loosed the power in a way I had never loosed it before. It reared up like an ugly, hissing snake, ready for the strike. “Now you’ll pay, you thrice-cursed … it’s El Shashi you’re dealing with here!” I snarled, forcing my way into Sathak’s mind. “Begone, you Ulimspawn sons of Nethe! Be cleansed in the holy name of Mata!”
 
   Swollen and swept away in my power and hubris, I whipped the shadows back into a corner of Sathak’s mind and confined them there with a wave of my hand. They seemed diminished now, pathetic, no match for Arlak blazing in the full panoply of his majestic rage. I strode forth a warrior, blazing as the Doublesun dawn in all its brilliance. Now, at last, I found something of the original man, and felt myself recoil in consternation. There was no good in him. The memories, the thoughts displayed to my godlike acuity, were ugly and twisted–he was a murderer, a thief, a bandit, an abuser of children, and unabashed of it all, long before the day that …
 
   ‘Oh larathi!’ I wailed inwardly. ‘Jyla! He is Jyla’s trap!’
 
   “Yes,” hissed the snakelike voice. “She promised us your magic, El Shashi! Long have we awaited this day!”
 
   The child’s voice added, “Kill me! Please! Let me die!”
 
   Trapped! Jyla, once more, had outwitted and out-thought me.
 
   Then I gritted my teeth. “No!” I shouted, and again, “No!” This time I held the upper hand. This time the tale would be told my way. And this man, Sathak, would bother Sillbrook Town no more.
 
   Taking up the remnants of the man, I endeavoured to reshape him. Truly told, in the crudest fashion, I wished to wipe the slate clean and turn him into a worthy man.
 
   I had no need of the ground’s trembling to inform me I had gone too far. I was already recoiling, hearing my own horrified reaction in my conscience, and Janos’ remonstrations echoing it. This was Mata’s domain. Who was I to meddle with another person’s quoph in this manner? Was I God? Here was a wickedness beyond recompense.
 
   Unseeing of ought but my own selfish pride, I finally broke free of Sathak and, scrambling to my feet in sobbing haste, lurched into a run. Anywhere. I had to go. There was nothing for it, the Wurm was coming … and through my feet I felt a juddering earthquake, a damp dancing of pebbles upon the street. Thunder snarled somewhere overhead and flashes of lightning burned the mist. The crowd reacted, scattering in gabbling flight.
 
   The backs of this thronging mass brought my flight up short. I had to shoulder my way through, pushing past those already fleeing. Panicked, and because of the thick mist, I could not find the marketplace exit. That was when I tripped, and the weight of P’dáronï’s gifts in my pack flipped me over on the ground.
 
   Brrrrooooaaaam!!
 
   The ground cracked open with an ear-buffeting roar, greater even than the thunder which had preceded it. Rocks grated loose from their foundations. The ground groaned and heaved beneath me. Huge reddish feelers broke the surface, right next to Sathak. The great block of sandstone he was chained to disappeared into the Wurm’s wide open maw. As the Wurm rose to scent the moist morning air, for an instant the grinning madman was perched upon its nose for all the world as a man astride his favourite jatha.
 
   With ponderous majesty, the Wurm bent in my direction. Several more of its huge rings slid smoothly out of the gargantuan hole rent in the middle of Sillbrook’s main road. I should have been finding my feet, but rather, I was transfixed by the sight of Sathak riding the Wurm. That maw could have swallowed him twenty times over. It was easily the width of the alehouse opposite, I thought, smooth and insectoid, and its segments were as well-defined as any shadworm’s.
 
   Then the beast surged forward and down, intent on boring towards me, and a moment later all that was left of Sathak was a brief red stain on the lip of a new tunnel.
 
   A gigantic mole-run of fractured stone and dirt began to pursue me.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   I fled the marketplace, trying not to tread upon the fallen, those who had been trampled in the fatal crush. Once more, my hands were dipped in the blood of innocents. Once more, Arlak had failed and I left many bodies in the dust of my passing as I fled town through the wide, well-planned streets.
 
   Southward I ran. South and east, trying to follow the Linnaka trading route that connected all the way to the southernmost settlements of the Fiefdom of Hakooi. Ay, due to my encounter with the albino jerlak, I already had in mind the Nugar–but my hope was that the warmer southern reaches of the Fiefdom would thin the snow-drifts. But this Thawing season was markedly late. Not a span of respite in the frost-bitten two days it took me to reach the Nugar, did I enjoy.
 
   I was the only person crazy enough–or desperate enough–to make that journey. Not a cart, not a soul was abroad. The snows were piled knee-deep, and the drifts higher than that. My boots sank into the clogging powder with dismaying ease, forcing me to run for makh on end with the high-stepping, graceless gait of a Rendik stork of the Frenjj marshlands.
 
   Dear Mata, how would I survive this run? Several makh only, and I already wanted nothing more than a soft bed and a whole anna’s sleep. Ay, I had strength within. But as I stumbled into the everlasting darkness of that first night, slogging through league after league of snow and forest and growing pain, I had to draw deeper than ever before.
 
   The following dioni orison I made brief pause at a roadside farm to buy bread, and there had a stroke of luck the yammariks call Mataboon, the good will of Mata. One of the hands was sweeping the yard, and as I approached him from the side, I saw on his neck the unmistakable scars left by a tygar’s paw. His left ear had been chewed off; his arm too needed my touch to restore the feeling below the elbow. While I tended him, I put to him my questions. A strange inkling of grephe touched my mind as though a salcat sharpened his claws upon my cortex. But he had no memory of his life before the attack.
 
   “I don’t even remember my name!” he said wryly. “But I do have this.” He held out a silver Matabond locket for my inspection, which was a customary troth-gift in those parts. “It means I was Matabound, doesn’t it? Do you not agree?”
 
   “By Hakooi custom indeed,” said I, moved in my quoph by the quiet pleading in his eyes. “It will hold a clipping of your wife’s hair, no?”
 
   “Ay, that so. Here, mark my words …”
 
   As he turned the locket over in his fingers, I saw the entwined runes ‘C’ and ‘M’ engraved on the back in a beautifully-enhanced version of the common script. And I was transported. I remembered stumbling upon Chiliz, clad in nought but her linen under-shift, washing her hair over a wooden bucket. I make to back out, wishing not to cast any stone into her still-fresh well of grief. I smiled in embarrassment when her eyes rose. A terrible vulnerability and loneliness was writ in every aspect of her countenance. ‘Maikal was his name,’ she said abruptly, touching the locket at her breast. ‘Look, we had these made. Seems silly now. How could Mata snatch him away? How could She?’
 
   I had no answer, then.
 
   But now I did.
 
   Marvelling, I took the man’s hands in mine. “I believe your name is Maikal,” I said. “I spent last Alldark Week as guest to a fine woman called Chiliz, and her children, whose Matabond husband was believed killed by a tygar. She has a locket which is the twin of this one. Now, if you travel north to Sillbrook and … oof!”
 
   I staggered as the man Maikal slumped into my arms.
 
   I slapped his face gently. “Maikal, wake up! The Wurm is soon upon us.”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “You just came from Sillbrook?” inquired the innkeeper, vigorously scratching his bushy beard. It started just below his eyes and reached the middle of his chest in a hair-explosion of remarkable proportions. “How’d you do it?”
 
   “Ay, by foot. Is the ferry running?”
 
   “Can’t see how’s you’d make it by foot. This weather’s ‘nuff to freeze a man faster ‘n a fresh icicle.”
 
   Even without his mumbling in that thicket he owned a beard, I thought crossly, I was having trouble following his clipped southern Hakooi accent.
 
   “You’s from where, you say?”
 
   “Roymere, by birth. Now, what say you of the ferry?”
 
   “You something awful anxious to catch a boat,” he grunted. “It in’t running.”
 
   “What would persuade it to run?”
 
   The eyes flicked over my apparel. “In this cold? You either crazy or rich. My bet’s the first.”
 
   “I can heal the sick as payment.”
 
   “You don’t hear a no when it’s spoke, do you?”
 
   I crammed the loaf of bread my last coin had bought me into my mouth and washed it down with gulps of rich golden ale. I was ravenous. Trying to keep myself going while on the run was challenge enough. Mata, my aching legs! And, by my best guess, another five days yet before the Wurm would leave me be.
 
   The innkeeper’s eyebrows crawled into his hairline. I muttered, “Nice brew.”
 
   “I heard tales. You not … El Shashi, are you?” I nodded, cheeks bulging. “And that monster–”
 
   “Wurm.” He mumbled something incoherent, but undoubtedly obscene. After swallowing, I added, “In about a span or so the Wurm will be sniffing at my heels. I don’t suppose you own this place, do you? Can’t say as there’d be much left …”
 
   For answer, the man yelled upstairs, “Horia! I’m going out! Take care of the customers, will you?” And, grabbing my arm, he practically ran me outside into the street. “Quick. Take my boat–it’s small. One thing. Just you leave it somewhere safe on the far side, above the high water mark. I’ll fetch it after the Thawing.”
 
   Ah, the value of fear–as well I knew! In short order I was installed in his rowboat, and the man waded up to his waist in the freezing water to shove me out onto the river. I picked up the oars and tried to find my stroke.
 
   “Mind the crocodiles!” he shouted by way of farewell. “And head upstream first or you’ll find yourself on the rocks!”
 
   Luckily, for I am but a poor oarsman, the Nugar was a river broad and lazy. I pulled mightily. All I wanted was to put open water between me and the Wurm. Perhaps that would stop it? My eyes strained against the purple shadows of the deepening twilight. Was I already clear of the village? Or would the Wurm come right through … what was that? Over on the riverbank, a crashing amongst the tall loiol trees carried across the waters to my frightened ears. For a moment in silhouette, I saw the Wurm’s feelers saluting the stars. Then it descended toward Nethe again.
 
   My nemesis stalked me yet.
 
   I strained at the oars. Further. I needed to distance myself from the beast. Hopefully, on the far side of the Nugar, I would be able to cross the line of hills that divided the river from the southern desert, and the running would be easier there.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 25: Ploughing the Desert
 
    
 
   I saw him then,
 
   A slender dark tree,
 
   Eagle swift, razor clawed,
 
   Master of the Great Erg–
 
   Desert Warrior!
 
   Hakooi Traditional Ballad: South of the Nugar
 
    
 
   The Dioni orison warmed my back as I descended an unexpected cliff, handhold by nervous handhold. How many times had Janos not advised, ‘It is the unexpected and unplanned that kills, Arlak! Learn to think before you act.’ A little thinking and planning while crossing the Nugar had seen me hide my pack, with its heavy books, deep within the trunk of an ancient bragazzar tree, guarding the brow of the last hill in stark solitude. Hastily, shivering in the chill pre-dawn air, I stripped off my burnoose and thexik trousers and stowed those too, leaving just my undershorts, shirt, and boots by way of clothing. Lightening the load. Hoping the desert air would warm up quickly, or I would make for a fine running icicle. My waterskins I secured at my belt, along with my knife–my trusty companion for so many a league. A hunk of cheese went in my breast pocket. I had nought else.
 
   Despite my exhaustion, I whistled a cheerful ditty. Warmer air, not a trace of snow in sight, and below, a dusty-pale salt pan that stretched beyond the horizon. I was stripped to the essentials. Running would be easier now. If I could just negotiate this tricky cliff!
 
   On a nearby outcropping, a violently scarlet lizard the length of my arm was taking in the early sunlight and watching me with alert disdain. Suddenly, it flicked its tail and skittered away across the rocks.
 
   I must have scared it.
 
   But just a pace or two further down, I began to sense through my fingertips what the lizard must have known. My careful progress changed at once into a desperate, breakneck slide. Thank Mata for a small section of scree below, for I fell onto it from a good height and avalanched my way to the bottom. Picked myself up. Dusted off my skinned knees and elbows. I was fortunate not to have broken a limb. I dashed off into the desert with all the speed I could muster.
 
   My luck it was, less than a span later I stepped into a hole and snapped my left ankle instantly.
 
   Perched therefore upon a handy rock, I was setting the bones straight–with care, given I expected to be running upon it on many more days and leagues–when I had a sudden flash of grephe and, glancing up, scanned the cliff-face I had descended. My gaze narrowed. Blink. Stones bursting outward. From a distance the explosion was slow and silent. By that grephe I witnessed the very instant the Wurm broke through, about fifty to seventy paces above the desert floor by my mark, and slid forth smoothly ring by ring, describing a graceful arc. It re-entered the ground as effortlessly as a butterfly landing upon a flower.
 
   I shook my head, muttering, “How do you eat all that rock–magic or none?”
 
   Then I both heard and felt the thunder of its landing. Rocks trembled around my feet. A plume of dust rose from the Wurm’s landing place. Multiple jagged bolts of lightning struck from the ground into the sky above. I shook my head. Craziness!
 
   A moment later I had the bones straightened and fused together correctly. At least I had the power! And if that meant modifying myself? I flexed my back thoughtfully, hoping that my new strength would prove useful, even if it had been an act of selfish extremity.
 
   What was that sound? Strange … my eyes snapped up to the cliff-face a second time. For a long moment, I did not understand what I was seeing. Then I began to laugh–but my laughter had a slightly hysterical edge.
 
   “Truly told, did P’dáronï not write, ‘No longer to plough the desert as before’? Today, El Shashi will plough the desert with his Wurm!”
 
   I whirled upon my heel. Drawing a breath into my lungs so deep it hurt, I screamed, “Come! I defy you!” My voice echoed out across the wasteland like the call of the great hunting eagles of Mara-Kern, where I myself had once flown off the edge of a cliff. “They call me the Scourge of the Westland. I am the Plague-Rider! I am the Running Man!”
 
   I would infect this barren place with my madness.
 
   And I fled southward.
 
   For behind me, rushing through a Wurm-sized tunnel in the hills and thundering down into the once-dry salt pan as if a gargantuan spigot had been opened, came gushing the unmistakably khaki floodwaters of the Nugar River. How the Wurm had cut the river’s new course beneath the hills, I knew not. The noise and spray of the waterfall was immense. Rainbows danced at its edges. Intermingled mist and dust began to cloud the air. Ay, an area as vast as this would take seasons to fill. Perhaps it was even a lake-bed, myriad anna ago. Now it would be renewed.
 
   Laughing, I pressed forward upon feet that felt as light as chaff blown aside during the tossing of the harvest. A fey spirit occupied my quoph that day. I spread my arms wide to embrace the wind. I called again and again to the Wurm to plough the desert pan with me. I ran with my eyes closed, revelling in the sensation of my feet pounding the hard-packed surface, the rasping of breath in my lungs, the fires of life spreading through my veins, the vast potential of the curse Jyla had laid upon my destiny–and for once, I was glad of it all. Here, my existence was narrowed to a simple imperative. Run or die.
 
   I chose not to die.
 
   When in the late afternoon my legs began to cramp uncontrollably, and my every breath burned as though my lungs were afire, the pain brought me back to my senses. I considered my condition. I healed myself repeatedly, but the cramps kept returning at shorter and shorter intervals. I was forced to rest. I gobbled up the last of the cheese. Then I was rudely awakened by cold water lapping at my ankles. Had I fallen asleep? I realised I must have circled back to the north unknowingly. I had been running all day without a single thought as to my course or destination.
 
   The whole area was becoming a lake. I sloshed ankle-deep in a muddy new lake, and splashed the water with my hands like a child. I broke into a high-stepping sprint, sending water and mud shooting in all directions. I stumbled across a number of fresh-water salmon, which must have been sucked all the way through from the Nugar, thrashing about in the shallows, and scooped one up with my bare hands and sank my teeth into its flesh while it yet squirmed.
 
   When my belly’s shouting had been stilled, I began to trot southward at a gentler pace, trying to keep the nausea resulting from all that raw fish from brewing into an explosion. Toward eventide I crossed the boundary between wet and dry land, and paused to observe how the lake was yet growing, dyndigit by dyndigit. Gorgeous, uninhibited life.
 
   I drank deep of that life.
 
   I felt so ridiculously proud of my handiwork, I could barely stand my own company.
 
   Two days and nights further did I run, flanked always by the low lines of hills that demarcated this enormous salt pan. It was by now the fifth day since the Wurm’s rising, and my food and water had long since run out. Though I cast about by the makh for fresh water, not a trace could I find. Despite my powers, dehydration was making the cramps impossible to manage. I no longer perspired. My lungs felt as though they were twin desiccated prunes, horribly shrivelled from the inside. My lips were cracked to the point of bleeding and a carpenter’s rasp slid along my throat with every breath. I was sore tempted to turn back to the north–but for fear of the Wurm, kept my nose pointed ever southward.
 
   The monotony of running burned itself into my limb-memory. My legs moved without need for conscious thought, and the dull drumbeat of my feet lulled me into a semi-slumber that I drifted into and out of, my mind utterly disassociated from the doings of my flesh. This was dangerous. I knew it, bone-deep, but could not force myself to give my body's signals any regard. Days and nights of constant pain, the continual pounding of overstressed joints and ligaments, the nerve-endings shooting dull pain at my brain–I ignored it all.
 
   And I could feel the Wurm. Sense it. Measuring my progress. Following with the inflexible patience of a mighty hunter.
 
   That night I awoke suddenly, measured by the stars during the sixth makh of darkness, when I tripped over the bleached bones of some nameless animal. I was so worn out that I lay prone without the strength or the will to rise. I must have fallen asleep on my feet. But then I detected a tell-tale trembling in the ground, rapidly escalating.
 
   I slowed down! My thought became a shout as I felt the ground beneath me buckle. Now I die!
 
   The Wurm surged forth from the depths not half a dozen paces from my right hand, and the force of its rupture knocked me sprawling. Earth and stone sloughed off its segments and rained about my prone form. As it rose it gave vent to a shriek that began in a long, high-pitched hiss and rapidly built into a full-blown bellow that thundered across the flats. I clapped my hands over my ears. It was slowing. Turning. Four houses tall, looming over my head as if it were the greatest tree in existence, the Wurm’s feelers tasted the cool night air.
 
   I had seldom been so close to the creature. So close I could smell it, that characteristic burnt-umber smell; so near, I could feel upon my face the heat radiating from its great body, and count the striations on its carapace etched by the constant friction against sand and stone. Mata’s truth, I had no desire to be so endangered! But perhaps that very closeness was my friend, for the beast could not scent its prey. The Wurm’s roar split the night again. It echoed back from the distant hills, roll upon roll of thunder, as though the power of the creature were rolled up in the power of nature all around me.
 
   I pushed to my feet, hesitating. If I ran the beast would surely attack. If I stayed my life might also become forfeit. My stomach churned. The magnitude of the creature staggered me. I sensed the titanic wash of its magic, and suddenly a vision crystallised in my mind:
 
   Janos. Holding a key. Or is he? He is smiling.
 
   He says, ‘Solûm tï mik, when the time is right, merge yourself into the gyael-irfa. There you will find the answers you are seeking. You are the vessel of hope. You must find my true name and speak it!’
 
   I say, ‘But how will I know your true name, Janos?’
 
   He replies, ‘When you sojourn with the holy men, the answer will come to you.’
 
   I am no holy person, truly told. Some would name me Ulim’s henchman. As the vision flickered out of existence, I was left to reflect that this was the second time in a season I had been told to seek Mata’s face. Perhaps that was the way? Deep in my thoughts, I stumbled backward over a stone.
 
   Clink.
 
   With a roar that rattled me from the bootlaces up, the Wurm swooped. But I was too close. Its huge body could not bend in the way it demanded of itself.
 
   Stung into action, I peeled away to the south, letting my legs swing fast and free, fairly shooting away across the ground. I expected, glancing back over my shoulder, to see a storm bearing down upon me, but all I felt was the tell-tale trembling of the ground as the creature dived earthward once more with that ungodly, unbelievable ease; as at home swimming the earth as any fish swimming the Nugar’s waters. Lightning crackled in great hoops from Wurm to earth, and upside-down, multi-branched trees of dazzling light blasted upward. I smelled a sharp tang in the air.
 
   The adrenalin pushed me hard. Within the makh I was starting to draw on my reserves, to dull down the twinging, to sweep the toxins away from my muscles so that they could continue contracting and thrusting unabated. But I was well into my rhythm, running smoothly and fast, with the absolute minimum output of energy I could manage. I was thankful I had become so lean and muscular, for without that, I would have been hauling about much more weight on this flight. Even so, if I did not find food and water soon I would collapse, never to rise again …
 
   With a start, I realised I was not alone.
 
   “Ummtak t’tak ra Thos?” shouted the rider to my right. “Samt’k no rrassak? Lar shilita mish!”
 
   I glanced either side in shock and confusion. Two riders, men of the desert nomads, briskly keeping pace with me on their tough desert ponies. Sprung from nowhere! One was a young man, the other, perhaps his father. They were bare from the waist up, so dark of skin that when they spoke their teeth gleamed startlingly from their shadowed faces, and so tall they had to tuck up their legs on the small ponies. Each rider had a huge, wicked-looking curved sword belted at his left side, and on the right, a quiver of short javelins clearly meant for throwing at animals–or enemies.
 
   “Ordak gives greeting,” shouted the younger, “in the name of Thos, God of Warriors, and bids you speak your business, or die on the point of his shilita.”
 
   “I am El Shashi, and I’m ploughing the desert!” I shouted back, without slackening my pace in the slightest.
 
   Words were fired rapidly over my head before he asked, “What does this mean? Is the great dragon hunting us, your beast?”
 
   I spread my hands and panted, “If by ‘great dragon’ you mean the Wurm, whose cry you may have heard this makh past–twice–then ay, it is mine. It hunts me.”
 
   “We’ve heard of El Shashi.” Again, the older man commanded the younger in his tongue. “What is this ploughing you speak of?”
 
   “The Wurm let the waters of the Nugar through the northern hills,” I replied. “Soon, this ground will become a lake.”
 
   When the young warrior translated my words, Ordak became visibly furious and laid his hand on the hilt of that huge sword. I had no need of translation to grasp the gist of his words. With a hard face, the young man fired at me, “He says these lands have belonged to our people for a thousand gantuls! The Nugar lies beyond the hills, a hundred leagues distant. You’re a liar!”
 
   I pointed ahead. “I will keep running until the beast abates–even if it takes me over those mountains.”
 
   “No man could run that far.”
 
   “Then you don’t know El Shashi.”
 
   “Our people are close by. We need an athocary.”
 
   I scowled at Ordak. “If I lead the Wurm to your people, it will devour them. Not even the white bone will it leave.”
 
   Much discussion ensued. In the end, they shadowed me until the time of dioni orison, by which time their ponies were tiring, and my pace had slowed to a steady, league-eating jog-trot that belied the pains spearing through my joints and bones with every step.
 
   It was the sixth day, and Hakooi seemed a lifetime away.
 
   A desert morn is wondrous. The stillness hovering over vast empty spaces, the colours of Mata’s infinite palette radiating across the sky; breathtaking. Picked out by the rising sun, countless mauve and lavender peaks stretched across my path in solemn majesty, sharp-toothed with youth and on their flanks, dusted with the first hint of green I had seen since crossing the Nugar. A desert eagle soared effortlessly across my path. As the yellow sun vaulted into the sky the two warriors peeled away and by that magic innate to the desert-born, vanished into the wilderness.
 
   I noticed these things only in the periphery of my consciousness, for the greater part of my existence was concerned with fighting the acute fatigue which threatened to fell me at each step. I had to somehow tear from my body the will and the strength to keep one foot moving ahead of the next. The land rose imperceptibly; it took me makh to notice. I began to pass the odd dead tree. A scrubby tan grass, which whipped against my calves, had here won the fight against the encroaching sands. I swung to a more westerly direction, following the natural lie of the land, and by noon, found myself upon the banks of what could only have been an ancient watercourse–dry as a fossilised bone, but clearly identifiable. I wondered where the flow out of this area must have disappeared, given the great range blocking my path.
 
   The desert warriors had spoken with awe and reverence of a ‘Great Erg’ that lay beyond the mountains–greater even than the desert I had crossed. Did they venerate their desert home? Why? Drawn by my curiosity, my path turned again to parallel the watercourse, and I followed it through eventide and into a brilliantly starlit night until the dawn following.
 
   By now I was high in the mountains. The dry riverbed lay nine or ten trins below my right hand in a gorge that grew more spectacular by the makh. There were birds flying down there, dark dots against a pebbly texture. Having slowed down during the night for fear of pitching over the edge, I sensed the Wurm’s nearness. Its energies crackled around the edge of my mind like an Eldrik Warlock’s blue lightning.
 
   How much magic could mortal flesh support, I wondered? If the Wurm was indeed mortal! Was there no limit, as Eliyan the Sorcerer had averred, to the process of collecting and concentrating magic’s potency? Or must it perforce spill over–causing this unnatural thunder and lightning which marked the Wurm’s passage? Would such a surfeit of magic disturb the fabric of Mata’s creation itself?
 
   My head hurt too much to give these thoughts due attention.
 
   I pushed myself harder again along what I surmised was a cliff top animal track. I was sick from a bone-deep weariness, and no longer had reserves left to heal myself. I tried to vomit, many times, but there was nothing in my stomach. Pain from my joints stabbed through my body with every jolt upon the rocky surface. My legs grew heavier than I could bear. Healing myself did not make a dyndigit’s difference to my condition. I startled a herd of gazelle during the morning, and later, stepped right between the coils of a cobra sunning itself on a flat rock. I fled before it could strike.
 
   Here and there bushes grew, stubby and hardy characters all, and moss and lichens sheltered in the shady cracks between the rocks. Gone was the cool of the north. In some hundred and fifty or two hundred leagues, the climate had changed utterly.
 
   Groves of bragazzar trees, tough masters of the mountains, had also found purchase, and pomegranates which were not yet in fruit. It was vegetation enough to support a variety of bird and animal life. I sobbed with relief when I happened upon a small pool of brackish water standing in the lee of a huge boulder. Precious water! I flung myself upon my belly. Though stagnant, it tasted sweeter than honey upon my lips.
 
   But too soon, the Wurm’s approach made the ground tremble against my stomach. I stumbled on.
 
   The water was refreshment enough to see me into the late afternoon, at which time the lack of nourishment finally overcame me. My vision was too bright at the edges, swimming in and out of focus, and a terrible light-headedness descended. I swayed and stumbled upon the trail as if too far gone in my cups. I fell many times. But each time, I somehow picked myself up. My existence was reduced to fleeing the Wurm, to the next step, and when I could no longer walk, I crawled. I slithered on my belly when crawling no longer served, dragging my body forward with hands clawing rock and sand.
 
   It was in this state that I pitched over the cliff’s edge.
 
   I fell about ten paces before being struck in the stomach by something hard, and hung there doubled over and panting, my legs dangling in space. For a makh or more, I know not, I hung like a dead thing.
 
   At length, my eyes focussed weakly. Here, sitting among the rocks as innocently as if a hand had placed it there precisely for my succour, was a bird’s nest holding five eggs each the size of my hand. Mata be praised! I reached out. Taking but one, I cracked it carefully on a sharp rock and guzzled the contents as though I were a greedy porker buried to the jowls in its slops.
 
   Where was the Wurm? Gone? The magic was absent.
 
   My stomach heaved. Too many days without food, now it rebelled. I clamped my jaw shut, screwed up my eyes, and willed my body not to expel the precious load. Finally I subdued my gut, and soon after, felt strength trickling into my being–precious, tiny strength. I opened my eyes and cautiously looked around.
 
   I promptly wished I had not.
 
   The ground was about half a league beneath my dangling feet. In at least a dozen places, the fiery red of lava showed clearly through the basal rock. Smoke curled lazily into the cooling eventide air. No wonder ulules spun tales of such places, I told myself. And here I was, caught by a single bragazzar tree below the lip of the caldera, on a rocky outcropping that was literally the last bastion of the trail I had taken. Perhaps it continued along the top, I did not know. But I did know I had never been so grateful for a tree. Truly told, it was one of many rooted in the sheer cliff-face, but this particular tree and I became lifelong friends in an instant.
 
   Clearly Mata had plans for me other than death.
 
   Hanging on white-knuckled, my wondering gaze was drawn outward. The caldera was a league in diameter by my estimation, and its southern rim-wall stood noticeably lower than my perch. Beyond the sheer cliff face I saw a desert of onyx boulders; glinting black rock as far as the eye could see, punctuated by conical volcanoes, some smoking and even lighting the clouds from beneath with the fiery breath of their eruptions. A scalding breeze, as arid as the salt-pan I had crossed, ruffled my curls. I imagined it sucking the moisture out of my skin. Under Belion’s glare at Doublesun, this land must be intolerable. Was this the Great Erg? This replica of Nethe? What man could survive in this hellish place?
 
   Carefully, shaking from head to toe, I levered myself up onto the bole of the tree, and from there, with painstaking care, I crept back up the way I had come. When I reached the top my legs would no longer hold my weight. On hands and knees I crawled like a crippled beggar to the lee of a nearby rock, shaded by a massively gnarled bragazzar tree that had to be older than mankind’s presence in the Fiefdoms. Here I curled up, and fell into the deepest and most wonderful slumber imaginable.
 
   I did dream strange dreams, however.
 
   My legs kept wanting to run, even in my sleep, so I awoke aching abominably in every muscle and bone of my body. And when finally I suffered one eye to open a crack, I beheld a most amazing sight.
 
   Beyond a small line of ants marching across the rock about three dyndigits from my nose, lay the hindquarters of a large cat. But they were entwined in the coils of a moon python, so named for the distinctive reddish crescent-patterning down its spine. At first I thought the python about to make its meal. How, of such a massive cat, I cannot say, but I have read some snakes are able to dislocate their jaw, the better to ingest a huge meal. But as I found my feet and limped around the site of the strange battle–for battle it must have been, judging from the scrapes and marks on the ground and the puncture-marks in the python’s skin made by the cat’s great claws and teeth–I found the python’s head caught firmly in the cat’s mouth. The cat’s front canines were the length of my forefinger. One had driven through the skull into the snake’s brain.
 
   I scratched my stubble fitfully, trying to force coherent thoughts through the mush left of my brain. Both dead? An extraordinary portent indeed! And what kind of cat? An ocelot by the tufted ears, a tygar by size, and tan coat with no patterning? Pupils round and not slit in the manner of cats? However, as I bent closer to examine the mortal foes, I detected a very slight quiver of the cat’s eyelids and jerked my head back. I laughed at my fright.
 
   I had barely a trace of power left after digging so deep for so long, yet, I touched the cat and attempted to find out what had happened. And here I unearthed a further strangeness. It was at least partially paralysed by the snake’s venom, but still alive. Definitely alive.
 
   Sitting back on my haunches, I said to myself, “And if you heal it, Arlak–as you should–then will it not turn and sup upon your flesh?” Ay, I have a good rapport with animals, but I am not crazy. Not most of the time, truly told!
 
   Instead, I collected some sticks and dry leaves from beneath the tree. I had a small chunk of sparkstone in my pocket. After several attempts, I managed to husband a spark and nurse it gently into flame. Once I had a little blaze going, I drew my belt knife and sawed off a chunk of python for myself. A massive chunk! My mouth watered as I spit the meat on a dry stick and set it at a comfortable height above the flames. Snake meat is delicious, a delicacy in my native Roymere. Janos had taught me how to trap mountain adders, I remembered, and how spit and cook them in just this way. The Faloxx and the Frenjj taught me much, but the greater portion of my survival skills came from Janos.
 
   That a man should have two fathers, is a treasure indeed.
 
   Still, once the meat was cooking, I could not withstand. I moved over to the cat, and laid my hand upon its muzzle. “You do not deserve to die so.”
 
   I returned to my cooking, but kept glancing over at the cat. Within the makh its muscles were twitching, and the large sallow eyes blinked. Its pupils contracted against the bright sunlight. The tail flicked back and forth.
 
   “Here.” I nervously placed a chunk of cooked meat within reach.
 
   Suspiciously at first, then with that fastidiousness peculiar to all felines, the cat began to eat. I stuffed my mouth, thinking I could eat the whole python myself.
 
   Indeed, I had closed my eyes in carnivorous bliss with meat juices running freely down my chin and a mouth chock-full of tender meat, when the cat nosed my hand and a great rumble arose from its chest. It is the kind of fright that makes one lose anna off his life. But once I realised the rumble was really a purr and the cat was after the meat rather than my hand, I fed it the hunk I was holding and made to get the rest. The cat immediately appropriated the larger piece too, leaving me with precisely nothing.
 
   “Why, you’re nought but a thief!” I chuckled. The cat blinked at me as if to say, ‘I’m infinitely more important than you in Mata’s world.’
 
   So I trimmed the python a second time.
 
   I was blowing upon my portion to cool it when the cat suddenly sprang away, and in two massive bounds vanished amidst the rocks.
 
   Ordak’s son rose from a narrow draw nearby, holding his throwing spear and looking shamefaced. Ordak appeared a little ways down the trail, marched up, and clouted his son across the back of the head. From this I inferred that the cat had been the target and the boy had failed his test.
 
   “Welcome!” I cried, waving my hand. “Come and eat! The meat is just ready.”
 
   The old man and the boy came over and stood next to the fire. “What were you doing with the lyrakosh?”
 
   “Feeding it,” said I, assuming they meant the cat.
 
   “We are welcome at your fire, El Shashi?”
 
   I nodded. “Please, sit and share with me.”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   By this simple act, I unwittingly defined an anna of my life.
 
   After the three of us returned to the tent-camp bearing the python in two separate parts upon the backs of the ponies, I learned that in the desert to share food–or one’s kill–is to share life. I had brought enough life to feed the entire tribe.
 
   We were now bound by reciprocal obligations. The tribe had to honour their debt, as they saw it, and I had to learn to behave so as not to spurn their gratitude. My protestations availed me nought. I was the man who spoke with a lyrakosh, making me some kind of Sorcerer in their estimation. Were it not for my status as a generous stranger, my protestations might have cost my life. A proud people ever-hasty with the sword, these nomads!
 
   The desert peoples have huge tribal lands within which they move. These lands are governed by complex laws and traditions, for example, that peoples can travel from one area to another, but must declare each animal hunted, down to the smallest mouse, and pay fair price to the landowner. Disputes are common and bloody. Feuds apparently run for gantuls. And I, clever ploughman of the desert, had in one fell stroke removed the better part of two thirds of their tribal allotment.
 
   My tribe were regarded as numerous, at about seventy adults, but poorer than most. They could ill afford another mouth to feed. And when it was revealed I was the architect of the new lake, I came within a hairsbreadth of losing my head–only the stroke of Ordak’s sword stayed the fatal blow. So doing, he severed the warrior’s hand at the wrist. I picked it up, walked over to him, placed the man’s hand back against its stump, and willed the flesh whole.
 
   The tribe gasped as one man.
 
   Thus commenced my athocarial work amongst the Benka, as they called themselves. From warts to cataracts, from tapeworm to bowel canker, I worked long makh and hard, and finally earned their trust. I won the fond moniker ‘the little big man’–for even their women were by and large my height, and the men, up to a head taller. Did I mention the women go as bare-chested as the men? They thought my embarrassment hilarious.
 
   Ay, the day they procured me a companion! There had been a fight with another tribe. A man was given as blood-payment, along with his wife and two daughters. The Benka practice a formalised system of slavery–this man would work three anna for the tribe to expiate the blood-debt, before returning to his people. The two teenage daughters were paired off with unattached men–Ordak’s son Ordakay, with whom I had become fast friends, was allocated the older sister, and I, the younger. Ordakay was patently delighted with his acquisition.
 
   When it became clear I was less than agreeable, the chosen girl drew her knife and made to slit my throat. She had to be held back by her mother and sister. Her father and the men of our tribe started screaming abuse at me. Ordakay dragged me off into a tent for a man-to-man discussion–at the point of his shilita, snarling, “What’s the matter with you?”
 
   “I cannot bind with another!”
 
   “What’s wrong with Shalima?” he shot back. “She’s a very great gift! Did you not see her strong legs, her able hands, and the proud tower of her neck?”
 
   “I’m a Matabound man!”
 
   Ordakay’s sword pressed against my throat. “Have I not have seen your eyes move upon women with desire? Is this not true? What is this ‘Matabound’ thing you say?”
 
   As I explained, the heat of Ordakay’s anger simmered down until he lowered his mighty shilita blade. He grinned. “Our customs are not as yours,” he said. “This is our tribe’s best gift, for have you not given us life? It is a high honour! Shalima will belong to you for not more than one anna and a day. After that, she must return to her people and choose for herself a mate. You must train her well. Otherwise, she will be heaped high with dishonour. None would keep her. She would better kill herself first.”
 
   “Somewhat like the practice of taking a holok?” I asked, and explained further.
 
   Ordakay smiled. “Similar. After all, what warrior would want an inexperienced virgin for his partner? One who knows nought of the ways of caring for a man? But this idea you have of lifelong commitment … we often see this. But we make no formal vows. After all, life is hard in the desert, and short.”
 
   My sigh was heartsick. I saw no way out of this mess. ‘P’dáronï’, I lamented silently, ‘must I betray you also?’ I asked, “And if I don’t … train … this girl?”
 
   “She would suffer, yes. But you? We’d stake you out for the ants.”
 
   Dear sweet Mata … who made me no warrior. Should I entertain this farce? Perhaps if She could grant me the strength and wisdom. And the ability to forgive … and be forgiven. I would never escape from the depths of a desert. El Shashi needed to live to have a chance to romance an Armittalese slave, if Mata one day allowed it.
 
   “How am I supposed to teach this Shalima to be a good mate?”
 
   Ordakay smacked me on the cheek, a sign of brotherly affection among the Benka, and said, slyly, “Start inside the tent.”
 
   We exited the hide tent to find ourselves surrounded by stony faces. Many hands rested on swords, a sure danger-signal in the desert. One wrong word, doubt it not, and body-parts would be scattered upon the desert sands–mine, for the most part.
 
   “I am my brother’s mouth,” Ordakay announced, drew breath, and proceeded to tell the most whopping pack of lies. “He is shy and knows not our mores and customs. You see, many seasons ago, El Shashi fought a great battle with a Sorceress. She cursed him with a terrible curse. She shrivelled his manhood to the size of a nut, such as which a mouse might make its play. So El Shashi travelled to the Eldrik lands, who all know are powerful in the ways of magic, and there, after much labour and striving, they did succeed in curing this ghastly malady.”
 
   Already, the men around us were grinning. The Benka, I had learned, were inordinately proud of their male parts. The totem poles around which they worshipped Mata were realistic enough that I could not look upon one without blushing. There was an entire art and culture devoted to boasts about the size, prowess, and vigour of the desert warriors. Speaking as one with a certain amount of authority in the athocarial profession, their boasts were not without reason–but also, often not confined to the bounds of reality!
 
   “So I asked him if he preferred the company of the four-footed kind.” He turned to wink at me, amidst general laughter. My cheeks glowed like hot beetroots. “He said to me, ‘But it has been many anna since I’ve had a companion!’ You see, he had no loving tribe to know his needs. Perhaps he was afraid his cobra had forgotten how to strike?” He made a suitably lewd gesture. “Now, El Shashi’s spear is the weapon of healing, and his sword, the ways of peace. We have crossed swords, and I know his measure–he can stand with the warriors, doubt it not. So I asked him, ‘What of Shalima? Is she not beautiful?’ And he said, ‘Brother, she has the grace of a gazelle and sweet melons ripe for the plucking … how can any man not desire such a prize? But she is taller than I!’”
 
   I had a coughing-fit at his turn of phrase. Melons? Shalima was curvaceous, truly told … ay, for now I felt doubly guilty at harbouring any desire for this girl, when my heart belonged elsewhere. And the way she had waved her knife at me before her sister restrained her hand, Mata’s truth, told me she was quite capable of carving me up over the insult I had offered her. But the warriors slapped their knees and hooted as Ordakay mimed the plucking of melons for my benefit.
 
   “So I said to him, ‘Brother, she does not sleep with her shilita drawn! Have no fear, I am certain she will speak softly to you within the tent’.” I glanced up. Shalima’s hands covered her mouth, but her eyes above them, darkly outlined with kohl, fairly sparkled with eagerness. “Now, I am his tent-brother and I have seen beneath his cloth. And I can assure you, between us as tribe and family–there is no cobra there.”
 
   A shocked silence gripped the circle.
 
   Shalima cried vehemently, “Father! How can you give me to this … this thing?”
 
   And the father shouted at the same time, “What? He has no …?”
 
   Ordakay smiled, “Yes, there’s no cobra–he has a python!”
 
   Great were the celebrations that night, with dancing and music around a bonfire, and much laughter and teasing about the supposed proportions and talents of the python. As for Shalima’s charms, I will abide by the old desert adage, ‘what is spoken in the tent, stays in the tent’. Save for one matter. Several days later, we were speaking in our tent in the small makh of the night about the challenges facing the tribe, as the lake had stolen much of their lands and was still rising.
 
   “It is valuable land,” Shalima whispered in my ear. She lay curled against me, her arm draped across my chest. “But it is flooded. And we desert people don’t like lakes and rivers.”
 
   “No? Is that why you don’t cross the Nugar?”
 
   “It is forbidden,” she said. “No, El Shashi. The problem is as old as time–there’s never enough food for all. Our tribes are always fighting over food.”
 
   Curiously, to the Umarite ear, the Benka word for ‘food’ sounds remarkably similar to ‘fish’. Inspiration! Mark my words, here was a perfect solution to their problems. I kissed Shalima soundly on the lips, exclaiming, “You are a most wonderful girl!”
 
   Shalima giggled. “Does the python never sleep?”
 
   “Not when you deserve a reward,” said I, reaching for her in the darkness.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Ay, I had the last laugh. I taught the Benka how to build wood-frame boats covered in treated animal hide. I taught them how to swim. I taught them to be fishermen.
 
   Some of my favourite memories are of tough Benka desert warriors wobbling about in boats, shrieking; of three Benka men thrashing about in knee-deep water claiming they were drowning. But they learned. And with their monopoly on the sleek, fat river salmon that washed through from the Nugar and found the new lake greatly to their liking, their future held much promise.
 
   I taught Shalima the ways of the athocary. The tribe had much herb-lore, but I could teach them new ways to apply their knowledge, and better ways to increase the potency of their infusions and poultices, and much else besides. Shalima had a natural aptitude. She showed me how walk the desert, how to track gazelle, how to make rope from sisal plants, and how to find the water-bearing tubers that sustain life.
 
   When the anna and a day were completed, we parted as friends. I was unable to give her my heart–and she understood that. But we were good for each other.
 
   So among the Benka my praise-song names are these: I am He Who Speaks with the Lyrakosh; the Little Big Man; Voice of the Thundering Waters; Great Fisherman-Teacher, and apparently, Python Beneath Cloth, or by way of translation, owner of the largest male parts in all the Fiefdoms.
 
   There are limits to my vanity.
 
   But if I ever returned to the Benka, I intended to use every one of those boasts for my fireside praise-song boasting!
 
   


  
 



Chapter 26: Benok Holyhand
 
    
 
   Upon that final day the old will be cast into the fires of Nethe,
 
   And Mata will make new all life in Her image.
 
   Phari al’Mahi kin Saymik, My Father the Yammarik
 
    
 
   “Brother Benok,” said Father Yatak, making a steeple of his fingers. I shifted uncomfortably, despite his ever-kindly manner, and fixed my gaze on one of the simple wall-hangings depicting Mata holding the light of Doublesun in her cupped palms. Like all rooms at Solburn Monastery, his sitting-chamber was cold and small, barely fitting four simple chairs around a narrow table. “You came to us twelve anna ago, wishing to start afresh. You showed a talent for carpentry. We are now blessed with these new and wonderful buildings. We have rooms for the students and storehouses for our produce. I know you are not the most religious of men, but you have been an earnest and faithful seeker after Mata’s face all this time. Today, however, disturbing tidings did reach my ears. It is said that you lifted a beam that three men could not lift, off of Brother Soln, and healed his crushed legs with but a touch.”
 
   I bowed my head. I had bidden him say nought!
 
   But Father Yatak read my thoughts nevertheless. “Brother Soln sought to conceal this. But there were two others who saw what transpired. I will not reveal names.”
 
   In the silence, I heard the sand running through the makh-glass mounted on the wall near Father Yatak’s head. What response should I make?
 
   “You know I have talked with the Fathers many times in the past regarding the purpose and destiny of our Order here,” he added. “You’ll know it has always been the desire of my heart that Mata should use us for a work of great good in the world, and my sense has always been to wait for a sign, for Mata’s word; that we were always preparing for a day which was hidden from our sight?” I nodded without lifting my head. He said, “And what if I told you that I believe that day has come? That my heart is bursting within me? That I love you as a son, and must enjoin you now, if not to speak of the past, then at the very least, to give us a future? For I believe you hold that future in your hands.”
 
   Unbidden, Janos’ dry tones echoed in my mind. ‘Learn patience, Arlak. Learn to use the eyes, ears, and skills of others. Any man on his own is vulnerable.’
 
   Dear Gods. Mata had just granted the very boon I had so many times asked of her, and now I was too terrified to accept it? Mark my words, my response could kill every man in the monastery. From the halls of my memory, Jyla watched with insatiable eyes. But I had to balance their lives, and mine, against the enormous weight of what could be accomplished with such resources. After twelve anna, I knew the mettle of these men. Their potential was immense. Would I once more act the coward?
 
   ‘No way, Arlak!’ I screamed inwardly. ‘For once, make something greater of your life!’
 
   And thus, make amends for Janos’ death.
 
   There was a song in my heart, a dance in my mind. There were regrets and sorrows to match the song and the dance a thousand-fold.
 
   Twelve anna of being a Solburn Monk. An anna and a half’s travel before that, from the Benka tribe of the deserts, through the Frenjj lands, and up through Hakooi until my boots eventually trod the byways of Roymere. Restless, alone, and healing the sick quietly. Then I had come to Solburn, and discerned a way I could hide as Eliyan bade me.
 
   Very slowly, I straightened my back, until I looked Father Yatak directly in the eye. In him I saw only kindness, and as truly as I searched my quoph, I felt this was a man who could be trusted to the uttermost. I felt as though I had cast off an old mantle. Truly told, it had never fit well. I was not a man made for solitude, for Order, for religion’s forms. But Mata had a grip on me this day. I shifted forward in my seat, until I fell to my knees before him. Many anna of tears welled up and overflowed.
 
   “Forgive me!” I cried. “But I sought only to protect you! Do you not know my presence here is a terrible danger? Father Yatak, I beg you, what I say now must never leave the walls of this room. Will you swear this by Mata who you hold dearest?”
 
   “Gladly,” said he.
 
   “I am the man called El Shashi.”
 
   “Dear sweet Mata!” whispered the good Father, suddenly looking every single one of his seventy-two anna. “I thought the tale a fabrication–”
 
   “Truly told, I am El Shashi,” I repeated.
 
   Father Yatak clicked his fingers. “Your visits to the infirmary to comfort the sick! You …”
 
   “Ay, in the subtlest ways imaginable.”
 
   His eyes filled with awe. “We haven’t had a death–”
 
   “In twelve anna.”
 
   “My God! El Shashi, here … who would have thought it? There has been talk, you know. The Brothers who travel this region say that strangers have travelled through, seeking to know what became of El Shashi. I heard he was killed in the southern deserts.”
 
   “Lies.” I shook my head. “Father. Please, hear me. There is grave danger should my name become known. You do not know the enemies I have, enemies who seek only to glorify Ulim himself. They will come hunting me. If you’re thinking I should have a healing ministry … they would find me.”
 
   The Father sat back in his chair with a sigh. “I was thinking precisely that. Get up, brother. I will order a hot drink to refresh us while we meditate upon this matter. Rest assured, your secret is safe in my hands.”
 
   A nervous young acolyte served our chai. Once he had departed, closing the door, Father Yatak said, accusingly, “You introduced new herbs to our garden. You taught Father Term their usages. Ay, ay, nod your head. And the way Brother Larmak’s arthritis healed overnight by the miracle of prayer?”
 
   I shrugged and said, shame-faced, “I did ask Mata for the power to heal him, beforehand.”
 
   “Ye-e-e-s.” Father Yatak had a cunning look in his eye now. “You know how supplicants come here for holy water? And get a blessing from a priest?”
 
   “Look, I cannot heal everyone; even I don’t have the power. I’ve thought this over. I cannot be everywhere at once.”
 
   “Ay, but don’t you see? Awake, El Shashi, and look around you! We have here a ready-trained workforce. All we have to do is multiply your knowledge and experience into the Brothers who will serve the length and breadth of Roymere.” His voice waxed in passion. “How many people truly require the miracle cure, El Shashi? One in five? One in ten? How much sickness and pain could be alleviated, or cast into the dusty scrolls of history, if only the old practises were abolished, and athocaries properly trained?”
 
   I nodded. “But there would still be those–”
 
   “We bring them here to bathe in the holy water. We’ll build a pool for them. And then they receive a blessing, if needed, from brother Benok … Benok Holyhand.”
 
   “Holyhand?”
 
   Yatak made a soothing gesture. “Look, we can tease out the details later. Stories have a way of spreading, and, most usefully for our needs, this place has always been said to have powers.”
 
   “Father, do you believe in magic?”
 
   Father Yatak scowled at me. “Your powers were never given by Mata as a tool for evil. Do you discount faith?”
 
   “No … but I cannot be seen.”
 
   And the Father knew nought of Jyla’s curse. But had Mata, in the form of Her envoy the blue condor, turned that curse to other paths? I still fed her Wurm. She might still use the Wurm’s power for ill … but perhaps Mata had plans for that, too? It was hard to imagine Jyla’s evil might still be turned to good. Inconceivable from where I sat.
 
   “Pah, you are but a puppy in the ways of the world.” Father Yatak was smiling with his eyes again. “Of course, the Holyhand sits behind a screen, so that only his hand is visible. You did not arrive yesteranna. We spread stories, rumours, whispers. Maybe you have been locked in a cave for ten anna, seeking Mata in solitary prayer. We will take on students, but the Brothers and Fathers will train them. You will deal only with our Order. And none will know you as El Shashi. To them, you will be but a Brother.”
 
   Here was truth, I thought, allowing myself for the first time to open the door called hope. Few indeed required the miracle cure. What would have greater impact by far–impact the length and breadth of the Fiefdoms–would be improvements in matters of hygiene and sexual contact and conduct, the eradication of pests and vermin, changes to midwifery practices and the understanding of nutrition and … the list was endless! We would pick the low-hanging fruit first, as would any sensible farmer. With the right knowledge, athocaries could carry out many more tasks more effectively. Charlatans would soon be weeded out. I could introduce more controversial Eldrik techniques such as surgery … slowly. I’d make our progress appear natural. Ay …
 
   I nodded. “With planning and preparation, Father, it might well work.”
 
   “Thank you, El Shashi.”
 
   I bowed in the full buskal of Mata’s mercy. “No, thank you, Father, for granting me the opportunity to expiate my past failures.”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   The two anna following, I trained the Brothers intensively. I pored over my Eldrik writings makh upon makh, trying to extract what would be useful for us–for the Fiefdoms were woefully backward in matters athocarial. Father Yatak proved his worth many, many times over. He planted rumours. Carefully aged and prepared scrolleaves found their way into libraries. Ulules added new tales to their repertoire, not only about the Holyhand, but also educational pieces designed to address health and social issues. I plagiarised P’dáronï’s work shamelessly to turn it to our use. And, vastly better prepared and equipped than before, the Brothers of Solburn went forth into the world as they had always done.
 
   With borrowed funding, we purchased new land alongside the monastery grounds and erected what I believe was the Fiefdoms’ first specialised athocarial chambers, a primitive hospital which followed the Eldrik model of care. We took on our first medical students.
 
   I travelled as one of the Brothers–a few days here, a few days there–for appearances mattered, and our suspicions were aroused. Already, men had been sniffing around for word of the Holyhand. There were two intrusions at the hospital, and a sudden rise in the numbers of men applying to be Brothers in the Order. But the most rewarding aspect of all, judging by the meticulous records kept by the Brothers and the evidence of my own eyes, was the improvement we worked in the lives of ordinary Roymerians. When the plague broke out in Lorimere, we were barely touched. The numbers of children born healthy and well picked up by the anna. And the numbers of serious illnesses began to tail off.
 
   Then one day, like a thunderbolt from a clear sky, everything changed.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   It was the first Levantday of Springtide, Anna Teryak 1406. A day and a date emblazoned in my memory forever after. It was twenty anna since I had left Eldoran; since I had last seen Amal and Eliyan, and held a precious Armittalese woman in my arms. I still dreamed of her, but less often now. I despaired of ever hearing from the First Councillor again.
 
   How long must I wait? Gantuls, and more?
 
   I had travelled further afield from the monastery than usual over the course of several days, helped by a lift from a kind carter whose weak, inflamed left eye had been treated by one of the Brothers. We rode right through the wilderness toward the south-western corner of Roymere, where the dense lyrithbark, terg, and rimwood forest abuts the imposing ridge of the Lyrn Massif, and few traders travel save those interested in minerals. For league upon league, there rises sheer from the forest floor many trins high, a sudden escarpment where the land seemed to have been sheared away at some distant aeon at the stroke of Mata’s sword. This exposure made for excellent mining, and that market day, I plied my trade in an industrious mining village.
 
   Truly told, I remember the exact makh. It was the eighth makh, when yellow Suthauk had fallen behind the mountain and the village was cast half in shade, half in bright sunshine, when I became aware a little girl was speaking to me.
 
   “Who are you?” she asked.
 
   “Benok,” I said automatically, finishing my bargain with a miner. “Seven terls for the bindwort,” I said. “Three for the sathic infusion. Twice a day in hot water until the infection clears up.”
 
   “Ooh. And why are you wearing those funny robes?”
 
   I glanced down at her, thinking how open and unafraid she was, even with a stranger. “I’m a monk. We all wear these robes.”
 
   “Can I buy something from you?”
 
   I could not speak. Transported to another place and another time, memories long buried suddenly leaped up to ensnare me and steal my powers of speech as though an adept pickpocket had plucked my tongue out of my mouth in broad daylight.
 
   “Mister monk, are you feeling aright? My mommy says that if people aren’t feeling right then sometimes they can’t speak proper.”
 
   Finally I managed, “Sherya? Is that you?”
 
   The little girl dimpled sweetly and explained in earnest, piping tones, “No, that’s my mommy. I’m called Rubiny. My grandmam, she is called Rubiny too. Mommy says I take after her.”
 
   My legs failed me very suddenly and I thumped down on my behind, scattering pouches of herbs and bottles of ointment everywhere. I scrabbled for them stupidly and aimlessly, hardly daring to take my eyes off the little girl. She was exactly as I remembered Sherya at five anna of age. Red of hair, an impish little face, a person who would talk to anyone and everyone–only, this little girl had a pronounced, disfiguring harelip. But otherwise … after all these anna, it was just too much. My eyes welled up uncontrollably.
 
   Fragments of my life, found. It hurt very, very badly.
 
   “Mister monk? Are you crying?”
 
   I gulped back the tears, and wiped my nose on the sleeve of my habit. “Ay, truly told … I’m a just a little silly and weepy … help me pick these up will you?”
 
   I pulled my legs beneath my body, accepting the offerings as she darted around snatching up pots and herbs and scrolls and virtually flinging them into my arms in a welter of enthusiasm. ‘I’m a grandparent,’ I told myself inanely. ‘Rubiny must be alive!’
 
   “Is that your special bag?”
 
   I smiled at her, my heart swollen to the point of bursting. “It has lots of things inside to make people better. People like you, who are sweeter than any roundel sweetbread, who Mata has made … ay, a little different.”
 
   Her fingers covered her lip immediately. “The other children laugh at me. That makes me so sad. But my mommy says I’m beautiful.”
 
   “Oh, she’s right! Absolutely right!” I fumbled in my bag, gulping back an ocean of weeping. “Did you know, I have a special ointment in my bag which is very good for lips like yours?” Truly told, the one that I carried for show, which had no medicinal properties whatsoever apart from some herbs and essences to make it smell athocarial. Subterfuge, even in the smallest details, defined my life. “May I daub a little on your lip?”
 
   “Will it hurt?”
 
   “Not even the tiniest bit.”
 
   “Fine.” She giggled. “That tickles.”
 
   “And here by your nose. There, that’s done. Now, next time you look in a mirror–”
 
   “Get your filthy paws off my daughter, you wretch!”
 
   A scream in my ear was accompanied by an almighty blow against my backside. I sprawled nose-first into a muddy, dung-strewn puddle. People around us laughed at my misfortune, although one woman snapped, “Fancy treating a Solburn Brother so!” On hands and knees, I pushed myself loose of the muck. Hajik Hounds, the mother could kick like her grandmam! I needed not see her to know who it was.
 
   Sherya. Over forty anna old now, she was looking well–not as slender as in her youth, but still a fine-looking woman. Much as I remembered Rubiny. Her clothing was not well-to-do, but neither was it threadbare. And her frown made her look thirteen anna old in my memory, just as she had looked the day I lost her.
 
   “Pervert!” she hissed. “You leave my daughter alone.”
 
   It was all water off a salmon’s back. I grinned happily at her through the faeces dripping off my nose, fully aware that she might not recognise me. “What I was doing,” I said softly, “was giving your daughter back her smile.”
 
   “He put magic ointment on my nose!” announced Rubiny, with a stamp of her foot for emphasis. Oh holy Mata, like mother, like daughter! Sherya glanced down at her girl, then grabbed her cheeks and gave a gasp of wonder. “Ouch, mommy, you’re squeezing too hard.”
 
   “Dear sweet Mata!” Sherya’s hands fluttered to her mouth. “It’s … gone! Oh, my darling! Oh … oh, smile for mommy. Please.”
 
   “Just a few herbs in ointment,” I said gruffly. Sherya was not listening, but someone in the crowd might be. “No magic here.”
 
   “Oh … oh, Brother! How can we ever thank you enough?”
 
   I could have answered a thousand ways, but in the end, the lump in my throat proved too great to dislodge. “I, well, I could use a pumphouse, truly told,” I said gruffly. “Is there such nearby?”
 
   “You will use ours, Brother. It is the least I can do … after–”
 
   “No mind,” I said, willing to forgive anything. “Hot water, lye soap … will make me anew.”
 
   “Then come.”
 
   I cannot describe the simple pleasure of walking alongside my daughter and granddaughter after not seeing them for, I calculated in my mind, nigh on thirty-two anna. My feet hardly touched the ground. I felt I was in a dream and should wake soon, but I wished to never wake again. What had I missed? Sherya could not stop glancing at little Rubiny’s new smile. She started prattling on about her house, her two other children, both older than little Rubiny, and her mother’s husband who lay ill abed. Perhaps I could look in on him? It was the blood-cough, she said, which was incurable. Mayhap I knew of herbs which could ease his pain? They shared a house, she added, with her mother and her brother’s family.
 
   “I don’t know why I’m telling you all this, Brother,” she apologised, as we turned at the front door of a large house built in the old Roymerian style, with many rooms arranged on two levels around a central courtyard, and servant quarters out back. “Be welcome.”
 
   Ah, the sounds! My ear tuned to laughter, to a lummericoot being strummed somewhere, the birdsong of wrens and dainty yaluks bathing in a shallow pond in the centre of the courtyard. My heart was lifted to the heavens. My quoph sang. My tears were a river about to flood. I could not wait to lift the veil from their eyes.
 
   Hasty washing availed me nought. I had to scrub myself thrice over to defeat the stench of dung. Meantime, an elderly manservant removed my soiled habit, and another brought grooming tools and supplies for my use. Carefully, as monks do, I shaved my scalp and beard, left aside the sandals provided to instead go barefoot as I had done for the last twelve anna, and pulled a most unfamiliar burnoose over my underclothes.
 
   I looked myself over critically in the mirror. Sherya might not know me. Rubiny would not be fooled.
 
   When I stepped out of the pumphouse, little Rubiny darted out from behind a bush and grabbed my hand. “Come! Come on, mister monk. You have to meet all my sisters and cousins!”
 
   My head was a-spin. I grinned like an idiotic drudge. Jerom had three boys, two girls, and another babe on the way. He was out working, but his tired and ready-to-burst wife gave me gracious welcome. Six children, and so quickly–I would also be worn out. As I burshingled over her hand, I checked her health and the baby’s out of habit. Nought amiss, Mata be praised. I patted her hand and said, “I shall make you a potion to help those swollen ankles and feet.”
 
   Nine grandchildren in one day! I thought I should faint from happiness.
 
   I bent down to little Rubiny. “Is your grandmam home?”
 
   “Shopping again, truly told,” came the quick-as-a-wink reply. “But Tarrak, my grandfather, he is. He’s not my real one, you know. I heard the adults talking. They think children don’t have ears! Say, do you still like my new smile?”
 
   She showed me two missing teeth and a wonderful smile. I patted her head. “Perfect! Has your cousin Rymi always had that bad foot?”
 
   Little Rubiny made a face. “No, a very bad man drove his cart over it. But Rymi is fine. She can do everything I can. Look, I can skip. Can you skip?”
 
   “Can you take me to your grandfather?”
 
   “We’re not supposed to.” She glanced up at me. “Mummy says he needs his rest. Look, up there.” Indeed, Tarrak was dozing in a chair beside what must be the door of his bedchamber. Despite the warm sunshine, he was wrapped in a thick blanket. “Can you tell us a story, mister monk?”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   When Sherya returned, I was holding court with nine rapt grandchildren, deeply immersed in a fanciful tale about faraway Eldoran, populated with sundry beautiful Warlocks and evil Sorceresses. Truly told, I could speak directly from experience on these counts! The most beautiful Warlock had white-golden hair … and this reference to P’dáronï had me wiping my eyes all over again. Still? Perhaps it was just the day, the best day of my life thus far …
 
   When I had finished, Sherya said warmly, “You’ve an ulule’s tongue, Brother. Come. My mother has asked if you can see Tarrak. I told her I brought home a Solburn Brother.”
 
   “You should have brought him up to Solburn sooner,” I said.
 
   “Ay,” she returned over her shoulder. “Is it true what they say of this man Benok Holyhand, and the blessed waters there?”
 
   “I believe so,” I said neutrally.
 
   Rubiny had aged. It shocked me. When I made myself younger, I had not realised what it would do–and besides, the Eldrik in my heritage is longer-lived than the Umarite. I looked Sherya’s age, if that. Rubiny was white of hair and grown weak of eye. But she still had all the pride of the daughter Telmak.
 
   When I greeted her she showed not a jot of recognition. Perhaps Rubiny worried more about Tarrak than I, which riled me. I thought I should still love her, and I did. But it was different now, tempered by the long anna of separation, and the knowledge she was my half-sister. I had to swallow hard. By his mien and greeting, Tarrak was a kindly man. I hoped he was a fine husband to Rubiny.
 
   Taking his hands in mine, I closed my eyes.
 
   “What is he doing?” I heard Rubiny whisper to Sherya.
 
   “Praying,” I said.
 
   Praying I would not rend this family apart by what I was about to reveal. Praying for courage. I reached down and bathed him in healing strength.
 
   I dropped his hands. “He should rest now. He will sleep deeply and long. But I’m sure he will feel better come the morn.”
 
   “Is that it?” asked Sherya, perplexed.
 
   “Now, your mother.” I took Rubiny’s hand in mine.
 
   Ah, the work-worn fingers I had once snatched from a life of luxury! Well-loved fingers, clasped in my own! Old and gnarled now, truly told, but perhaps the more greatly loved because of it. A thousand, thousand times I had wished for this day. Raising my right hand, I touched her eyes and said simply, “Be healed.”
 
   Rubiny gasped. She looked at me twice, thrice; gasped again, and crumpled across the foot of the bed. I laid her gently beside her husband. She was much lighter than I expected.
 
   “Well,” I said to Sherya, who was watching open-mouthed. “I suppose there’s no easy way to say this. How many people do you know who can heal with a touch? And how much has your mother told you about me?”
 
   She flung herself into my arms, crying a word that broke my heart.
 
   “Daddy!”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   We gathered in the cool of eventide–Sherya, Jerom and his wife Rill, Rubiny, Tarrak and I–over a meal mired in awkward silences. I tried to tease Sherya about copying the Honoria Telmak, who had kicked me down the stairs of Telmak Lodge when I kissed the toe of Rubiny’s slipper, but no-one seemed amused. Finally I could bear no more waiting and hurting. I laid down my tine and said:
 
   “I fear I have intruded here. I’m sorry to arrive as any Springtide storm. I’m not even sure what to tell the children–the grandchildren. For I must warn you, at once and in the gravest terms, that the matter of Jyla has not been resolved, and–”
 
   “We will not flee in fear as before,” Rubiny interrupted.
 
   I pursed my lips like a beggar asking a pittance. “I couldn’t do that to you again.”
 
   “How many times since have you raised the Wurm, Arlak?” she inquired. “And how is it you still look so young?”
 
   “Many times,” I admitted. “The last time was twelve anna ago, and seven days I fled from the beast across the desert south of the Nugar River.”
 
   “We heard a tale you ploughed the desert.”
 
   I smiled at Jerom. He had not stopped glowering at me. “That tale reached even here? It’s true.”
 
   “Oh, we have heard about your exploits.”
 
   “Jerom.”
 
   “Sleeping with every woman from here to Eldoran.”
 
   “Jerom!”
 
   He turned to Rill. “Well, he can’t just turn up here like the proverbial lost terl and expect us all to expire in ecstatic worship of his greatness. Thank you, El Shashi, for healing little Rubiny. Why, thank you for fixing Mother’s eyes and Father’s cough. It doesn’t add up to thirty anna of forsaking us in the pursuit of personal glory. Look at what became of Lailla and Illia!”
 
   “What–will someone please explain–”
 
   “Lailla ran off with some travelling minstrel from Darbis,” he explained bitterly, refusing to meet my eyes. “She thought he loved her. And Illia–she died when she was but six anna. When you weren’t around to save her. It has been thirty anna, father!”
 
   Oh, my sweet Illia! Oh no …
 
   The majority of his accusations struck me as petulant, coming from a man of his age and station. But truly told, dark waters of real pain lay beneath. How might we ever be reconciled? To cause further sorrow was as far removed from my heart’s intent as the earth is from the skies above. However, before I could speak, Rubiny put her hand on Jerom’s shoulder and said sharply:
 
   “You forget it was my decision to leave your father, son, and my decision to shield our family from Jyla’s revenge. Don’t you think it has hurt us enough, and for long enough? Not a makh of my life has been lived since unshadowed by regret.”
 
   Jerom said to Rill, “I cannot hide from the children what might cost their lives. Would you?”
 
   Again, the silence stretched as thin as Gethamadi silk. Finally I broke in, “Why not let judgement wait upon my tale? I would speak of our heritage. And I would have you know, Jerom and Sherya, that your mother and I are half-siblings. By Mata’s law our Matabond should never have been made, as we share the same father.”
 
   The white faces around the table confirmed my fears, that they did not know this harsh truth. So I tossed in another, to ensure the platform was truly mine:
 
   “I am half-Eldrik, the son of an Eldrik Warlock. And I may hold the destiny of all the Eldrik in my hands … if only I can work out the answers to Jyla’s curse.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 27: Rebellion
 
    
 
   The rebellion of the quoph, my son, is an evil pass, a rejection of all that is Goodness in the eyes of Mata, and its fruit is akin to the bitterest frost of an Alldark night.
 
   Soriam al’Fay’d kin Thanen, All That is Holy
 
    
 
   I went after Lailla.
 
   I quarrelled with the Father over the undertaking. In the end, the only concession I made to the multitude of his concerns was to take with me a companion, Brother Sherik by name. Sherik was once a champion wrestler in the pits of Mara-Udal in Damantia, an occupation as deadly as it was notorious. He had a tygar’s build, from the shiny dome of his huge head down to his feet, a third again as long and wide as mine.
 
   “I hear you are strong!” he boomed. When Sherik spoke, which was almost never, the very trees listened. “Do you wrestle? I will teach you!”
 
   Truly told, I thought I was strong until I wrestled the mountain.
 
   We were six days upon the road, and I was limping along nicely following our ‘morning warm up’, when Sherik said his next words to me. “Why go to Hakooi?”
 
   I replied, “My daughter left with a man she thought loved her. He is called Lenbis. I hear it goes ill with her. He beats her daily, and worse.”
 
   Much worse. Oh Mata …
 
   Jerom showed me her letter as soon as they received it; a dirty, torn scrap of scrolleaf covered in barely legible handwriting. She was too afraid to entrust her message to the Qur’lik message-drums. Outrage and an overwhelming lust for vengeance were the least of my reactions. Quietly, in the dark makh of night, I swore an oath by all I knew was holy–that I would find her, and succour her. I told myself I would not kill this Lenbis. I would merely take my daughter to a better place.
 
   Mark my words, this time I would do my fatherly duty. At last.
 
   Sherik nodded. “Let us therefore make haste.”
 
   And he said not a word more until we reached the border between Elbarath and Hakooi, whereupon he purchased for us each a sword, and bade me secrete mine beneath my habit. The merchant appeared utterly unconcerned about selling weapons to monks.
 
   On the one hand, to travel with a companion was a pleasure I had seldom had opportunity to enjoy. Sherik was steadfast, courageous, level-headed, thoughtful, and a more than adequate cook. Perhaps one had to be to satisfy such a girth, I chuckled to myself. But on the other, I had an ill grephe. Was this right? And necessary? I could not shake the sense that the journey was somehow eclipsed in Ulim’s shadow, for I dreamed repeatedly the same thing: the foul Godslayer laughing at me. Just that. Laughing derisively, as though I were somehow playing into his hands.
 
   I shared this grephe with Sherik.
 
   “Tell me of this letter,” he said. And after I had shared the details, “I would do the same had I a daughter. But let us be on our guard, and pray.”
 
   Thereafter, the usually taciturn Brother waxed lyrical in prayer every daimi and dioni orison. It exposed hitherto unsuspected depths to his quatl and quoph–and I had known him for eleven anna, ever since his elevation to the Solburn Brotherhood. His faith had muscle. It was wholly unlike the intellectual, and often mystical, brand of religion I had once so despised and misdiagnosed in Janos. As we trod the byways of Hakooi we found ourselves speaking more and more openly, as man to man, about what lay in our hearts. Never with another man had I experienced this dear a camaraderie. I could be vulnerable with him and it did not matter. He neither judged nor condemned, and he gave much in return.
 
   One day he said, “I have been considering the phrase ‘Solûm tï mik’.”
 
   “For three days since last we spoke?”
 
   “Ay, has it been?” he grunted. “Indeed, I own you read into it both too much and too little. Have you never gone to Janos’ home and searched its hearth?”
 
   “No …”
 
   A javelin to the heart! Cast well and true! Suddenly, excitement welled up within me and I could not repress a little caper that made a broad smile break across Sherik’s face. “Too obvious, Brother?”
 
   “Too obvious by far!”
 
   Have you ever had a kind of knowing that lives deep in your very marrow, on a particular matter? A truth that rings within the quoph as a bell heard ringing from afar upon a clear day?
 
   But first, I had a grim duty to perform. And so, with a heaviness in our hearts, we entered Darbis in Hakooi that eventide.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Darbis as I remember it was a dirty harbour town sulking on the banks of the Tug River, a major tributary of the Nugar. Slapped-up wooden houses wrestled for space with animal-pens, sewage ran down the middle of the roads, and there was a constant din of river traffic, commerce, and gambling dens. Within our first makh in town, we twice saw men being robbed out in the open by gangs of ruffians. The second time the watch descended in all their wrath and a stand-up swordfight developed–which attracted no particular attention from the populace.
 
   We picked a likely-looking alehouse and began our inquiries.
 
   By noontide following we picked up a trail. It led us to the dock area. Lenbis owned a hulking, battered warehouse complex covering three-quarters of a block, and a walled compound hard alongside it that appeared built to repel an army, with seamless walls three stories tall and guard-lookouts on each corner. Travelling minstrel he was not. Sherik thrust out his jaw and popped his knuckles one by one.
 
   “Ay,” I muttered.
 
   “Let us await the tide of darkness.”
 
   This deep in the Glooming eventide came early, and with it, a bitter rain began to weep from the low, dark clouds. But Brothers are inured to the elements. Our cells were unheated, footwear was shunned, and we worked in all weathers. Sherik and I put our hoods up and crept back to the docks, making no more sound than the approaching storm.
 
   Even the blustering wind, however, could not mask the sounds of revelry within. After skulking about for half a span, we found a side door with but one guard standing idly beside it, probably wishing he could join the party. From time to time he took a puff of his long dream-pipe, and the sallow smoke he exhaled periodically suggested nardis to me–prolonged use would leave this man psychotic. Sherik melted into the night.
 
   A few breaths later and a massive shadow enveloped the guard. I trotted forward and we pressed the door ajar.
 
   A short corridor led to a second door, this one brass-reinforced and locked from the inside. After a short whispered consultation, Sherik fetched his unconscious victim, slung him over one shoulder, and we knocked politely at the door.
 
   “Use the password, you idiot!”
 
   “I’m Brother Tardik from the Guild of Athocaries!” I lied, cheerfully. “We’re on a mission of mercy! We found your man collapsed outside.”
 
   A string of curses greeted this news. But a short span later the door opened a crack and two pairs of suspicious eyes evaluated our habits, our shaven heads and bare feet, and the pale, unresponsive face of Sherik’s victim. Thereafter came a rattling of bolts and the groan of unwilling hinges. The two guards motioned us inside. Sherik’s long arms shot out and smashed their heads together.
 
   I dropped to one knee. “You cracked this one’s skull.”
 
   “Thin bones,” grunted Sherik, sounding entirely unapologetic. “Heal him, but don’t wake him.”
 
   “No danger of that.” I touched the man nevertheless.
 
   Ahead of us, the interior courtyard was a gloomy wilderness bathed in isolated pools of light of by argan-oil lanterns, some of which had been allowed to gutter. It must have been a pretty garden once, but the climbing violet-brindels and pungent old-man’s saffron had been allowed to grow wild, before being hacked back in a fit of haphazard gusto and no apparent skill. Crates and boxes were stacked high in all corners, as was the filth and rubbish around them. All this suited us well. We stole through the deeper shadows toward the sounds of music and laughter, and soon found ourselves alongside a set of rooms rudely boarded together where the servant quarters must have collapsed in the past, judging from the debris. I smelled salikweed and several other narcotics besides.
 
   I pressed my eye to a chink in the wall. The first room was empty. The second contained several scrawny and ill-used women and children, but no-one I recognised. In the third room, a group of eight men played cards, while two musicians sawed away manfully at their lummericoots in the corner and a third banged unenthusiastically upon a set of triple-drums. I beckoned Sherik.
 
   “Third from right,” I breathed in his ear.
 
   The man matching Lenbis’ description was handsome in a fleshy, over-indulged way, and his rumik, though of an expensive cut, was stained and worn at the edges as though to mark he had once been rich but now was fallen on lean times. A dream-pipe dangled from the corner of his mouth, and as we watched he took a large swig from the bottle in front of him and laid his cards on the table with a flourish.
 
   “Four on the rack!” he shouted. “Anyone beat that?”
 
   With groans and curses, the others tossed in their cards and Lenbis cupped his hand over a small mound of coins.
 
   “Hajik Hounds, boss, you won at last!”
 
   “Got to give you miserable thieves some practice at Serka,” said Lenbis.
 
   “Another round?”
 
   “Na.” He cursed fluidly and heaved himself up from the chair, coiling a heavy leather jatha-whip between his hands as he rose. “Got that wench next door. If she doesn’t do her work this time I swear I’ll leave such a pattern on her flesh … like this! Gah!”
 
   Lenbis cracked the whip across the table, sending cards flying. The men flinched.
 
   Sherik tugged my arm. “Here. Look.”
 
   As one man we bent to a cracked panel peered in to the next room.
 
   That scene I will never forget. Along the wall nearest us stood a heavy metal-frame bed. In the dingy lamplight we saw a woman lying thereon, curled into a foetal position. The bedclothes were filthy, liberally smeared with excrement, vomit, and blood. Her rags were torn in a dozen places. Beside her lay an infant of less than a season’s age, exhausted beyond squalling, soiled and bruised, mewling like a kitten as it weakly sought its mother’s breast. A girl of perhaps three or four anna sat on the bed’s end, very still, and her hair was matted and filthy. She watched the door with the wariness of a hurt animal. Everything about her bearing suggested fear and misery.
 
   Lenbis kicked open the door and staggered inside. The girl gave a tiny shriek and dived beneath the bed. “Get up!” he roared, struggling to unbutton his trousers. “Get up, you stupid, lazy … narkik!”
 
   Stirring, the woman moaned. We heard a clink. I saw she wore a thick metal collar. It was chained to the bed-frame.
 
   The whip whistled through the air and snapped across the small of her back. An invisible hand plucked the cloth. From that spot, a red stain welled up instantly. Her mouth opened, but the sound she made was more a gargle than a scream, an animalistic noise. I had never heard a person make such a sound, and looked at my companion. Sherik concentrated on the scene. Sword in hand, he had the point up near his eye. As it caught the lamplight it glinted evilly at me. I had once sworn never to use a sword again. But now I deliberately drew mine too.
 
   Lenbis bent over the lamp. Turned it up. Then he stumped over to the bed and jerked off the bedclothes. He hoisted the infant by one leg and tossed it casually onto the floor.
 
   “Whelp of a goat!” he snarled.
 
   Again Lailla opened her mouth, and now, in the brighter light, I saw what I had missed before. She had no tongue. The bastard must have cut it out.
 
   Beside my ear, Sherik growled a phrase he had definitely not learned living amongst monks.
 
   Lenbis was up on the bed now, close to our hiding place. Suddenly metal screeched against wood, right by my cheek, and I jerked my head back in shock. Within there came a squeal of pain, identical to the squeal a porker makes when branded by a farmer. I saw Sherik’s sword buried hilt-deep in the wood panelling.
 
   He yanked it out, now red-tipped. “Come!”
 
   We ran. Lenbis’ bellows had stopped the music. We burst into the card-room and startled the men there with their swords half-drawn. Sherik was a man possessed. He laid into them mercilessly, his fearsome sword-strokes splattering gore across the walls. Some monk! I was swept along in his wake, killing a would-be backstabber, charging one of the musicians and breaking his own lummericoot across his throat. They were intoxicated to a man, befuddled with drugs and drink, and stood little chance against us.
 
   In a moment we barged into the next room, bloodied and panting, and faced off against Lenbis, naked from the waist down and clutching a small dagger. He must have read his fate in our grim scowls, in our raised swords and blood-splattered habits.
 
   “Who … who are you?” he quavered.
 
   “Lailla’s father.”
 
   Lenbis groaned. His bowels opened involuntarily, spraying down his legs. I was just about to cry out in disgust, when with startling speed Lenbis turned the dagger to his own throat and slashed it–badly, but mortally.
 
   Sherik thrust me forward. “Don’t let him die! He deserves town justice.”
 
   Ay, town justice indeed. Public display, a trial … death was too good for this man. I could not have imagined how massively this would impact me–Lailla, my gentle, kind little girl, tortured for anna at the hands of this monster. Jerom’s words popped back into my head, ‘She thought he loved her’ and ‘when you weren’t around to save her’. Hatred. He cut out her tongue! Shame. I let this happen! And now I was planning to heal him?
 
   At the very instant my hands touched Lenbis, another idea insinuated itself into my mind. Let him live, and he might do this again to another woman. I knew exactly the fate he deserved. Quicker than rational thought, I exacted a crooked retribution.
 
   Thunder rolled violently in the distance–but hardly enough to cause the dust showering from the ceiling and the groaning of wooden walls. Sherik’s eyes widened.
 
   “Oh, for Mata’s sake!” I shouted, shaking my fists at the ceiling. “Can you not leave a man be? I will take it back!”
 
   Sherik shook my shoulder. “What have you done?”
 
   “The Wurm rises! Get Lailla!”
 
   I scooped up the infant. Grandson number … quick, be strong! Over-hastily, I poured life into him. He, at least, would not die.
 
   Sherik hacked at Lailla’s chain like a woodcutter possessed of an evil spirit. He broke the sword, but the chain broke too. He slung her over his shoulder, disregarding her struggles. Lailla howled that terrible animal-noise, again and again.
 
   BAROOOM! The thunder returned, very close this time. The entire building leaped on its foundations. I was aware of a presence that momentarily brushed against my consciousness. The Wurm had missed its mark. It was somewhere up in that warehouse. Dear sweet Mata, was the thunder … the Wurm? Was it bringing a storm?
 
   I whirled; shoved the baby into Sherik’s arms. “Get them out of here!”
 
   “What are you–”
 
   “The girl!”
 
   “East road! Meet you!” he shouted back.
 
   I pounded into the room again. Flung my sword into a corner. I dove onto my hands and knees beside the bed and seized the little girl by anything I could reach–legs, arms, hair, I cared nought. She came out screaming and biting. “I’m sorry!” I shouted, trying to gather her into my arms. “I’m your grandfather–” she nipped a chunk out of my right bicep, “–you wretched little salcat!”
 
   “Mummy!”
 
   My ear narrowly missed being trimmed as well. I scrambled backwards, fighting to get to my feet, to the door, because any moment now there was going to be a–
 
   BAROOOM! The wall buckled and splintered, torn apart down the middle. Huge burgundy mandibles ripped it apart as an aged scrolleaf crumbles beneath a careless touch. The Wurm was in no hurry. It paused, giving me a moment to realise that I was seeing less than the lower half of its jaw. The rest of the beast was somewhere above the level of the ceiling. Its mandibles were each the thickness of my torso and their business ends were serrated like Faloxxian daggers, making terrifyingly light work of the building as it devoured three-quarters of the room before my disbelieving eyes.
 
   A second time I felt that majestic sense of presence; the certainty that this was a being rather than an automaton, a being that lived and moved and breathed as I. No, not as I–for this was an enchanted creature, birthed and steeped in magic, perhaps the greatest storehouse of magic the world had ever known. I reeled at an assault upon my mind too, truly told, similar to the Eldrik gyael-irfa but a thousand times more immediate and potent. Daggers of lightning flashed behind my eyes. The thunder rolled again, ocean billows buffeting the defences of my mind, then receding again. Was it Janos’ work which had prepared me for this? My mental fortress, that even collective might of the Eldrik Inquisitors had been unable to breach?
 
   The little girl clung to my neck for dear life now, too terrified to fight. Good, I thought. I would lose less flesh this way.
 
   We watched as the Wurm surged forward and to our left, past us, cutting off our escape.
 
   Drawing breath, I smelled smoke, burning … argan oil? Between the Wurm’s body and the wall a gap had opened as it rolled aside. Through that gap a dark wave surged forward, dousing us from head to toe in the aromatic oil. Lenbis must have been storing vast quantities in the warehouse, I thought. This night’s work would be his ruin.
 
   I heaved my granddaughter out of the lapping oil. I wiped her face clear.
 
   Then I saw a flicker of flame dancing toward us across the oil’s dark surface.
 
   Back was no option. Contrary to the screaming in my head I surged into the gap, slipping with the guile of a sea-otter into the warehouse.
 
   Right into the conflagration.
 
   Sweet oil sucked at my knees as I struggled with all my might along the length of the great Wurm–ring after ring, the monstrous length of it still partly buried in the ground beneath the warehouse. I remembered Sathak riding the beast. I wished I could be him. Just for a span. But there was no way we could have scaled its segments, thrice my height and more.
 
   As I had feared, the fire leaped eagerly upon our oily bodies, and began to feed with greedy abandon. Hotter. Hotter. I burned. The girl shrieked in terror and pain. Inwardly, I stepped into a rippling pool of peace in my quoph. I reached into the depths of my potency and immersed us in peace, stilling the burning, preserving our skins, not fighting the fire, but merely matching it breath for breath.
 
   I soothed my granddaughter with my touch and my voice. “You won’t burn. You’re safe now. Your mother’s safe. Mata will keep us, you’ll see.”
 
   I suppose we resembled human torches as we broke free of the warehouse. The streets beyond were jammed with the curious and the feckless. Hundreds of them must have seen us, I own, bathed in fire, streaking brightly through the streets of Darbis that night.
 
   And so was born the legend.
 
   It was Darbis which named me the Burning One.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 28: Jyla Commands the Wurm
 
    
 
   No man may equal the Gods. Yet should one be elevated, of what mettle should he prove? Therefore take heed which cup aids your sup. Drink well and deep, friend, of life’s bittersweet chalice–drink while you may!
 
   Soihon al’Thab kin Tar’ka, When Gods Walked: Untold Tales of El Shashi
 
    
 
   “We must hurry,” I told Sherik, depositing Lyllia at his feet.
 
   Sherik stared frankly at our nakedness, before yanking off his habit and swaddling the girl in it. He had found blanket for the infant. Or stolen it, more likely. A monk most practical! “What happened?”
 
   “We burned in argan oil. Find her clothes, will you, and–”
 
   The big man nodded. “I will care for them as my own. I promise.”
 
   “Near the Lyrn Mountains on the Roymere side is a village called Imbi. Ask there after Rubiny and Tarrak. Can you carry all three?”
 
   “Ay, as Mata gives me strength. I will find shelter and clothes first.” Sherik pressed a coin into my hand. “So you don’t need to steal clothes or food.”
 
   I stared down at the Lortiti Real in my palm. Solid gold. Heavy. As solid as the day Jyla paid me for Janos’ betrayal.
 
   Sherik, mistaking my silence, said curtly, “I swore to guard you. But I cannot run from the Wurm as you can. And surely not with these to care for … where will you go?”
 
   “Roymere. Janos’ home.”
 
   “Ay, a good mark. Beware the mountains. With snow, they’ll be impassable.”
 
   “That means the long way around.” I rubbed my arms, looking about me with a wildly rolling eye. “That storm is following me, can you see it? It’s the Wurm.”
 
   “There’s no storm, Brother,” Sherik said gently. “It blew off north-east two makh ago.”
 
   I marked compassion in his eyes. He probably thought me mad.
 
   “I must go.”
 
   To hide my emotions, I bent forward and kissed Tyrak, the little boy, then Lailla, and fussed over her for as long as I dared. Earth-tremors, approaching. Thunder from the clear heavens. I had no time to deal with her deeper wounds, especially not her tongue, but I strengthened her for the journey as best I was able. Then I fell to my knees before Lyllia. She gazed at me with huge eyes. Disturbingly akin to mine in their dark depths.
 
   The magic could not have passed down to her gantul, could it? Surely not … I caught myself shaking my head. I really was going mad!
 
   “Whatever you have learned of men,” I told her, “this man is different. His name is Sherik, and he will take care of you until I come back. I will come back.”
 
   “You need to go,” Sherik urged. He felt, as did I, the ground beginning to quiver beneath our feet.
 
   “Are you really my grandfather?” Lyllia asked in a piping little voice. Her first real words to me, apart from her name in a frightened whisper. “Can you heal mommy?”
 
   “Truly told, I am your grandfather. And I will come back for you and your mother. I promise.”
 
   “El Shashi? Is your name El Shashi?”
 
   “Arlak. Or grandfather …”
 
   I stood up, meaning to back away, but Sherik clasped me in a crushing one-armed hug. “Go with Mata, Brother.”
 
   The freezing wind whipped away my tears as I dashed into the night, as naked as the makh I was born.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Fourteen days.
 
   The price of my transgression. I knew it, had counted it, dreaded it, prayed again and again to Mata I would never have to go through with such an extended run–and nigh a gantul had kept my integrity untroubled. The southern deserts evoked memories of mental and physical extremes, of a failure arrested only by chance. Six nights and seven days nigh killed me. Should I survive fourteen? Tears pricked my eyes.
 
   At your every failure, the cost will be multiplied. Double my power. Double your forfeit. Your deeds shall feed my Wurm!
 
   Well and truly had Jyla named my fate.
 
   Double her power. I owned there must be oceans of lillia at Jyla’s disposal now–what more could she possibly need to break the Banishment? After that day, perchance, could I conceive my life should return to normal and everyone would be happy … ay, and I was smoking a treble dose of yesteranna’s pipe-dreams!
 
   I smiled. Grimly.
 
   “What you so blasted cheerful ‘bout?” grunted my jailor, setting a bowl of steaming stew down in front of me. He settled on the bench opposite and stared at his boots. “A man who’s to be displayed ‘morrow at dioni orison has no right to happiness.”
 
   “Look, I’ve clothes, a bed–albeit flea-ridden–and warm food. That’s more than I had sunrise last.”
 
   “You can’t as blame our Watch for taking a man running nikked through the streets of Hollybrook, stranger!”
 
   With hounds, nets, and clubs? I settled for a mild response. “I was about to buy clothes, friend, truly told.” Ay, I had protested capture violently, but there was no escape. I had many bruises to show for my futile efforts. Where was the Wurm? It had been makh since I saw or felt sign of the creature. Had I truly run that far and that fast, these two days?
 
   “Ha. Pretty boy you are, but nikkid no good.”
 
   “You fancy boys, Tarkis?”
 
   “Don’cha be cheeky to a man Matabound right and proper, you crazy jerlak!”
 
   “Is your house nearby?”
 
   “Other sida town.” He looked at me for the first time. “What’s it to you?”
 
   “Just checking, Tarkis. I wouldn’t want your family to be eaten when the Wurm comes.”
 
   He shook his head and guffawed. “You an’ that crazy El Shashi talk. Well I’ll like as be eaten by the Hounds than by your Wurm, crazy man! Wurm, ha! A dozen fools a season we brings in here swearing blind to Mata ‘n all they’s El Shashi.”
 
   I chewed my food for a space. For jail fare, it was very acceptable. “Friend, did you ever have your leg seen to? Is that an old wound?”
 
   “Don’cha start again. You touching nothing of mine!”
 
   I was watching the fleas and bedbugs springing out of my mattress and bedding. In quick procession, a dozen or so cockroaches and the scampering claws of a lone rat followed them. Tarkis’ eyes jumped. The same was happening in the cell opposite, only that one, being empty, had five rats plus the usual complement of insect life.
 
   I fell to shovelling the food into my mouth as fast as I could. The cell walls trembled as with the ague. Old lime-mortar crumbled like sand from between the blocks above my head, making the stew gritty and unpalatable. I bolted it anyway. Where would I gain my next meal? I needed every drop of strength I could husband and more.
 
   “I don’t suppose you would consider opening the door and letting us both run away before we get eaten, Tarkis? Got any children who’d miss you?”
 
   I sounded as though I was matching a hoof-split jerlak for mood.
 
   Tarkis blanched. Then he sprang to his feet, grabbing the key-ring dangling from his leather belt, fumbling ham-fingered at the keys. “One, two … is it this one? This?”
 
   Pathetic fool. He would kill us both.
 
   A block smashed at my feet. Another. My upraised forearm was beaten against my head and my head battered down to my knees by the ensuing avalanche of debris, from which I surfaced as if I were a mole excavating a cave-in. I wiped my eyes. Gusty sneezes … screaming at Tarkis “Run!” but here, dear sweet Mata, bright sunlight above me marked a way out and I scrambled toward the daylight with a sense of sobbing gratitude. I threw myself upwards and wriggled out of the hole even as the bottom dropped out of the cell.
 
   I felt the Wurm passing right beneath me.
 
   To my right, guards spilled out of the jailhouse door. I was relieved to spy Tarkis amongst their number, but directly he cried, “Catch that prisoner!” and set them upon me like hounds to the hare–ungrateful wretch!
 
   I shook the dust off my feet and pelted down the road. A half-dozen men came shouting after. When a man tried to stand me down, I threw an elbow at his throat and felled him with a satisfying thud. I had learned one or two things during my army service! And my luck–or Mata’s hand, as Janos would have put it–was strong upon my shoulder this day, for every dance or sidestep of my feet launched me smoothly through the crowd, around corners with the speed of a hawk, at one stage even hurdling me over five fruit-laden marketplace trestles in a row without mishap.
 
   Perhaps I was a hawk, flying through the cobbled streets.
 
   Immediately this thought crossed my mind, my vision jumped. For a short span I came out of myself. I did not understand. Suddenly I soared above my own body, or my quoph was somehow divorced from its physical vessel, for I had a clear vision of myself careening headlong between the narrow houses, darting here and there beneath the overhanging eaves, able to see several streets ahead and guide my path accordingly. The sensation was disquieting. I began to sense … differently. The scuttling of a rat upon a slate roof drew my attention with an almost irresistible force, so much so that below, my body ricocheted off the wall of a house as it instinctively tried to pursue the rat.
 
   The pain brought me back to myself. Brutally.
 
   Breath upon breath, my heart beating in a Qur’lik message drum’s rhythms, feet pounding the stones. I shot through the town gates in straight flight, at my enhanced top speed, right into the midst of a group of traders gathered on the lip of a ravine.
 
   Too late!
 
   I was moving too fast. After an instant’s hesitation, I gathered my body and tried to leap the ravine. I heard shouts. I was soaring on the wind! Airborne!
 
   And I fell short.
 
   Next I remember lying on my back, staring at a bank of menacing clouds marching across the sky. Rain was imminent, or I was not born in the mountains. The channel I lay in was gently rounded at the base, but its edges were far too steep to climb, and it was at least four or five men deep. I rolled over. A row of faces peered down at me. My knees and back were full of jagged pain. I felt rock as smooth as river-stones beneath my hands. My eyes swivelled in their sockets as my mind made a leap. Larathi! It was Wurm-shaped! I gagged. Truly told … while I tarried in jail, the Wurm had quarried a trap outside of town?
 
   The beast wanted to get close enough to devour me. Then nought would stand in the way of Jyla and her ambitions. Could she thus be thwarted? Should I lay down and die?
 
   But my feet were already dancing an answer to that question.
 
   Somewhere in this trap must be the place the Wurm had started. The trick would be to find the exit–or some other means of escape–before the Wurm found me, otherwise I would give Jyla exactly what she wanted. Oh Amal, Eliyan … oh P’dáronï! Would I fail them all?
 
   I sensed the Wurm approaching, as if a great grey cloud were impinging upon my senses–a cloud, similarly to the weather, laced with fork lightning at its edges. This way? Or that? I stopped to glance back over my shoulder. Which direction should I choose? Either way, my aches and hurts screamed and protested every jolting step, so I dipped into the lillia’s balmy depths to soothe my body. So tempting. I never could control the power properly; it was a drug. One taste and I craved nought else.
 
   Striking my fist upon my thigh, I pushed myself into a run.
 
   I dashed along for the better part of a makh, slowly curving my way around to the south side of Hollybrook, before I felt the first shafts of rain thud against my head and shoulders. Oh no. Here was another problem. Sometimes in Hakooi it rains, and sometimes a river pours out of the heavens to drown the unwary. It was soon raining so hard that the fat droplets splashed back up off the ground with the force of each strike, and the roar of it grew until I could no longer hear or sense the Wurm. Water streamed into my eyes. A river formed around my ankles–and suddenly I recalled that I had run uphill out of Hollybrook. The north side was higher. That meant I was about to start swimming, if it was true to my growing suspicion that the Wurm had ringed the entire town with this channel.
 
   But where had it entered?
 
   As I cast about in alarm, I saw to my dismay through the torrential rain the Wurm’s feelers sliding smoothly around the bend behind me. It was coming fast … and had grown again by my mark. The head was longer and more streamlined, and its progress was definitely more efficient–even stretching my running-stride to the maximum, I could barely keep ahead of the creature now.
 
   Water dragged at my knees. I passed a place where a stream poured over the edge of the Wurm’s ravine. I glanced back, but saw no way past the beast, for its bulk filled the channel from wall to wall. I was now running as high up the side as I was able while keeping my balance, and the water at my right hand was rapidly deepening. If only I could buy enough time, I thought, I would be able to swim out of this trap–or perhaps the surge being pushed up by the Wurm would literally wash me out of the gully?
 
   Either way, I was never to know.
 
   From the billowing clouds above came a blinding flash of lightning and a concussion that blew me clear off my feet. Fighting to raise my head above the waters, I heard a voice boom:
 
   “INIO ALIK ALAKIN WURM!”
 
   Jyla? Was she here? I struggled to keep afloat. A jagged flare was emblazoned across my cornea, making it even more difficult to see, but I perceived in shadowy relief the Wurm rearing upward toward the sky, as if to answer that mighty command. Abruptly, I was overwhelmed with a sense of my vitality draining away into the storm, into the sky and water and ground, as if all my lillia had been stolen away and I had never known how much I depended on it; that it was my lifeblood and I could not survive without its sweet music filling my veins. My bones became as dust. The Wurm bellowed, falling in a great avalanche of flesh. And all I wanted was to close my eyes and drift away into an eternity of lassitude.
 
   I felt a wave lift me up, and envisaged being washed up onto the shore like some piece of driftwood washed up on the banks of a river. The Wurm’s fall would do that.
 
   Then, with a shocked gurgle, I was sucked under the surface.
 
   I spiralled away into darkness.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   I learned what it is to be blind.
 
   Later, I would work out I must have spent the better part of six days underground before finally I happened upon a shaft of light, and clambered out into the ferny hills somewhere east of Hollybrook. Until then, I lived in frenzy of perpetual, unsleeping dread–fear of the Wurm, fear of what I could hear but not see, fear of dying somewhere unmarked and unknown beneath the pillars of the earth, where slimy blind creatures make their homes in those realms of perpetual night. Nay, even so, the night has its stars. I did find several caverns where strange worms secreted luminous, sticky threads from their ovipositors, illuminating a secret world of huge crystal formations, depthless drop-offs, and scuttling, sightless creatures man has never named. But for the most part I could not even see my forefinger if I touched my own nose.
 
   I ate mosses and worms and other creeping things, and the darkness even helped me swallow down some of the more unsavoury creatures. I drank water tangy with minerals. I could not help but recognise that P’dáronï would have done much better in this place than I.
 
   My weakness did not lift. Long makh did I ponder what these events portended–for, I concluded, Jyla must have called upon the pent-up magical energies of the Wurm, but to what end? To wreck the Banishment? Was that even her intent? Was the Wurm itself broken, spent, never to rise again? But neither theory weighed comfortably in my opinion. Ay, I knew the Wurm was still alive, and my connection with it enfeebled, as though I was sensing its presence but at a far greater distance than I could ever recall.
 
   I ached in ways I did not understand. I found myself–proof of my madness–wishing rather for the chase than for this lingering, malingering sense of wrongness, and fearing perhaps that my own powers were forever departed.
 
   Would the lack of El Shashi’s fame diminish me?
 
   Could I exist without the Wurm?
 
   Again, that day I departed the caverns, I was unexpectedly struck down with a severe and debilitating frailty that left me barely able to set one foot before the other. Then I collapsed. I did not feel my cheek strike the ground. Never had the warm earth felt so comfortable, nor Suthauk’s golden eye so peaceful–even nearing Darkenseason, the noontide was warm enough to thaw the snow. I realised I was rising into a tunnel of light, moving away from my body to a different place, and I said to myself, ‘So this is death.’
 
   Eternal whiteness.
 
   It was enticing. No more struggles, no more fleshly failings and limitations, no more demands on my time and energies. No more El Shashi striding the Fiefdoms to succour the lost. The worries over my family’s wellbeing could be safely left behind, for if I departed, what need would Jyla have to stalk them?
 
   I sensed I was moving faster now, soaring over a mass of humanity outspread like tiny twinkling lights on a black blanket, each quoph illuminated in holy Matafire. At the speed of thought I crossed the ocean and dropped into …
 
   Janos?
 
   “Janos!”
 
   My hands fell to my sides as I realised he was but a wraith. Did I dream? Very slowly, without speaking a word, Janos raised his arm and pointed. I turned to follow the sweep of his finger.
 
   Where a spit of mottled granite defied the churning sea, where the waves dashed their heads in endless fury and threw up great columns of spray, stood a figure whose billowing black robes could not disguise the slight, dread form of Jyla. Her hands were claws raking the heavens, and her back hunched in a strangely animalistic pose. Despite the gouts of spray drenching her body, the Sorceress’ beautiful features appeared as unmoving as aged stone. And in the troughs amidst the heaving swells I beheld a vast multitude of Karak regarding her with their great lidless yellow eyes, their tentacles in a position of rest, mesmerised, as if drinking in the power of her spell-weaving.
 
   As my eyes shifted over the scene I noticed the Wurm lying behind her vantage-point, immobile and apparently lifeless, but from its entire length a slight blue luminescence seeped forth, merging into a steady stream that flowed over to the Sorceress to infuse her with the lillia of magic.
 
   She will steal your life. All of it.
 
   I glanced at Janos. Had he spoken?
 
   By Mata’s good Name, I was growing weary of these visions and dreams, of doubting the very fabric of my own mind! Had I thought to die? How foolish! Mata would not leave me die; nay, was She not bent on driving me beyond the realms of human reason, resolve, and endeavour? How much more would she pour in the vessel who was once, gantuls ago, named Arlak Sorlakson? Even my name was a subterfuge. My every new name, another mask to camouflage the original lie, another shackle upon my over-weary quoph.
 
   Her purpose has failed, but she will not relent.
 
   Ay, this was the Jyla I knew. I wished her dead. I wished her cut off from the Wurm, which fed her with the power of its life and mine. In response I felt myself shifting again, moving from my position near Janos toward the Wurm–fast, too fast. Rather than slamming into the immovable wall of its carapace I merged through it and into another mind of raging, bestial hungers wholly alien to my experience.
 
   What followed was too quick for me to grasp. Oh, the makh I would puzzle over it ever after, for in that instant there woke in the murky, basal part of my quoph that thing I feared was the Wurm within, and it shrieked a most awful, wrenching cry. I tasted once more the blood upon Jyla’s brazier and its oily exudate. The great cavernous presence I had entered reared up as if it were a jatha bitten in its softest parts by a torfly, and bellowed its agony across the many Fiefdoms of men until the very foundations of the world seemed to quake and shrink in alarm. I felt myself spat out. Rejected. Smashed aside so hard and fast that I became a comet streaking across the heavens. Before I knew it, I was back in my own body, gagging on the blood of my half bitten-through tongue.
 
   With what tiny portion of lillia that remained to me, I righted that wound.
 
   And then a strange thing happened, which I had never noticed before. As I healed myself, I sensed a ripple pass along that impossibly tenuous connection back to the Wurm, wherever it lay. I felt the beast stir. Even at such a great distance? I knew we were linked. It had been so for more anna than I cared to remember. But this day I was struck with a new insight.
 
   Wonderingly, I dredged up a little more and used it to soothe several of the deeper scrapes upon my body, gained in the caverns beneath Hollybrook. This time, I observed with my utmost attention the Wurm’s response. Was I healing the creature? Was Jyla’s Web of Sulangi multiplying my strength into the creature? A drop here; a humungous wallop there?
 
   I found myself smiling a madman’s grin.
 
   “Try this, Jyla! With fondest regards from El Shashi.”
 
   I know not what possessed me, nor can I describe it as other than this: I emptied myself into myself. Now it was as though I had released a firebolt back into the Wurm. Ripples washed within me and over me. I knew the creature roared, blasting the clouds with its overheated breath. I knew the moment it dived underground. I suppose I imagined the earth trembling all the way to where I stood, half a continent away, although that was physically impossible.
 
   I had rescued my nemesis. Torn it away from the Sorceress.
 
   Now, the Wurm was coming for me.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 29: Running Home
 
    
 
   Home is the hearth,
 
   Warming both body and heart,
 
   For story and friends,
 
   And children upon my knee.
 
   Omar Saymarson: After My Travels I Rest
 
    
 
   Given I had entered the seventy-ninth anna of my life, mark my words, should I be forgiven a modicum of complacency?
 
   I thought the Wurm far distant. I had not slept in eight days.
 
   The eventide was chill and the snow crunched beneath my boots, a delicate crust easily crushed, sign of a freezing night to come. My fingers and toes began to tingle, as if the life driven within by the cold had now returned to my limbs and extremities. The feeling reminded me suddenly of Chiliz and how I had come upon her in the makh of her extremity, struck down by the plague P’dáronï of Armittal taught me was called smallpox. Had Maikal ever found her again? And what of the jerlak lord I had treated? Did Thurbarak, the white thundering mountain, still roam the lands?
 
   As eventide drew toward full darkness, I happened upon a cosy wayside inn but a stone’s throw north of Herish Town, whose craftsmen produce the finest pipes and flutes in the Fiefdoms. At least, as I leaned upon the counter to spend a portion of Sherik’s coin upon a dark, earthy beer much favoured by the Hakooi, which is so rich and thick and spicy it makes almost for a meal in its own right, that is what the innkeeper averred. He was, as the saying goes, fishing.
 
   “A Solburn Brother, eh?” he roared cheerfully, alerting half the inn to my presence. “You’s welcome in Mata’s name!”
 
   “Ay,” said I, thinking that by my mark, given the tenderness with which Sherik had handled Lailla and her children, he might not remain Brother Sherik for much longer. Why did that bother me? Did it? I peered into the depths of my quoph, and found myself taken aback by a wash of Mata’s peace. Truly told?
 
   I needed to return to Imbi Village. But not too soon. My route should take me not far past it, for had I been able to fly, I could have traversed the Lyrn Massif to the east and dropped almost directly atop the village. Instead, I must perforce travel some sixty leagues north before reaching Wrybreath Pass, almost touching the tiny pinprick of a Fiefdom called Finstrel, before I would be able to turn east to enter Roymere, that sleeping giant which dwarfed all other Fiefdoms.
 
   “Will you work for your boon?”
 
   “I’ve no medicaments.”
 
   “We’ve a bag left by our athocary, Jerbis, who passed into Mata’s service last anna,” pressed the innkeeper. “Come, it’s a Mataboon you’re here, good Brother. Let us do what is right.”
 
   I nodded–sagely, I hoped, “Ay then. A bargain well made.”
 
   The innkeeper busied himself keeping me busy.
 
   I, with an inner eye turned toward my connection with the Wurm, set about dealing with a host of common complaints–gout, rheumatism, cataracts, menopause, four ingrown toenails, and a broken wrist, all before my meal. After, I performed several tooth extractions, treated an infected eye, dealt with a case of infertility, a canker of the spleen and another of the breast, and many more maladies besides. Truly told, did I not enjoy my work? Few things satisfied me as well as a growth set right, an ulcer treated, sight restored, or a bone set straight and cleanly splinted. It accorded me rare pleasure to employ the skills Mata gave me.
 
   Or was that Jyla’s handiwork?
 
   I wondered: had Jyla ever intended for me to have healing power? What had she intended before the blue condor intervened? Surely not to be my benefactress! Was the condor Mata’s sign that something more had been planned for my life, from the first?
 
   As I worked steadily, and the long, slow link with the Wurm pulsed equally steadily, I grasped for the first time that it was not only my selfishness which fed the Wurm–destructive as I had been over the anna. Every healing fed it lillia. Every touch strengthened the beast more. My hands laboured under a strange kind of hypnosis as this idea worked its way into my brain. Dear sweet Mata! My acts of goodness nourished the Wurm, as though it were some ghastly infant sucking at the teat of my life?
 
   The word which kept hammering my conscience was perverse. It was nought but perverse that what Mata worked for good, Jyla should supplant for evil!
 
   Unless I used the power first.
 
   Perhaps I only felt it now, I reasoned, because at each failure the curse doubled. Double the penalty. Each summoning of the Wurm acted as a kind of multiplier–this I understood from Amal and Eliyan’s too-brief tutoring in the ways of the Web of Sulangi. If I kept doubling the effect … I bit my lip–wrenched a tooth free with the pliers and set it aside–how many times had I summoned the Wurm? Eight times? Ten? During the Lymarian war, I could remember at least four occasions upon which I had … six, my conscience pricked me. Six, from killing the Sybali trance-warrior to the final time, when I made my escape from Freyal and his plans for domination of the Fiefdoms.
 
   “Larathi!” I swore under my breath, despite having taken a Solburn vow never to let an unclean word pass my lips. I have a trader’s grasp of numbers. How common, the old joke: that if a trader should double his profits every day, starting with just one brass terl, how many days would it take him to become drown in an ocean of terls? Precious few.
 
   By my grephe, what an ill thought!
 
   But Eliyan claimed a Web of Sulangi was by its very nature, self-limiting. How had Jyla overcome that problem? Because the Wurm was uncontainable, immeasurable, a force as elemental as those which shaped the oceans and the mountains themselves. And even this force had failed to break the Banishment?
 
   Perhaps force was not what was required. “Then what, Janos?” I asked the heavens. “Then what? What did you bury within my quoph? Am I truly the key?”
 
   At length, late in the eventide, the press thinned and the innkeeper offered me a warm bed for the night. I could not resist. I slept a depthless sleep.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   I awoke to the aftermath of a dream I could not possibly have had. A knife cutting me from my dying mother’s womb. The first flash of light upon my eyes; the burn of breath in my lungs, the horror of not passing through the birth canal, but being wrenched untimely from the safe warmth of the womb into a cold, unfeeling world.
 
   I awoke tasting my own blood.
 
   I awoke to perfect clarity, shifting from sleep as deep as the grave to full, alert wakefulness quicker than the beat of a hummingbird’s wing.
 
   The sound of my panting was the only sound in the world. The rest was a pre-dawn so cold that even the sounds of animals and night birds seemed frozen into stillness. A deadly serenity, I realised, rising from my pallet to draw aside the drapes.
 
   Truly told, somehow I sensed what I would see.
 
   The tiny window of my chamber cased a view over the whitened fields to the western horizon. I saw a bank of clouds hanging there, obscuring the stars from north to south, rising perhaps to the height of a league above the ground. The tops of the clouds were bathed in gentle moonlight, a delicate effulgence utterly at odds with the midnight-blue underbelly of that cloud-bank, ignited as I watched by a succession of thin yet unbearably bright threads of lightning–more strikes than I could count, even in the brief breaths my eyes lingered upon this phenomenon.
 
   I crashed to my knees, scrabbling like a lyom pecking at corn as I collected together my meagre belongings. The boots were an imperfect fit–they would torture me before the makh was out, I knew from long experience.
 
   The front door was locked and bolted, but I saw lamplight in the kitchen. Praise Mata, the cook was already kneading the dough for the day’s roundel sweetbreads. I prevailed upon him for a few supplies, brushed aside his questions with a lie about Solburn Brothers praying in the early makh, and hit the icy road. No way, if I could help it, was I bringing the Wurm’s devastation upon these good people.
 
   The Wurm approached from the north-west, I judged. My path led due north. Unless I chose to brave the snowbound Lyrn Mountains. My eyes tripped across the nearby peaks, knowing what lay beyond: an impassable cliff-face many trins high, barrier for no bird but barrier aplenty for El Shashi. Suicide, truly told. A fool’s choice. The first pass lay thirty leagues north, and Sherik spoke a true word when he said that would be impassable too.
 
   So I must run toward the Wurm. Speaking of the choices of fools!
 
   My boots thudded steadily on the cobbled road. After a short time I took to the grassy verge, which was slightly the less slippery option.
 
   Ay, did I presume to judge Lenbis? Monster that he was? What father would not do the same, I asked myself? I did right by Lailla. Also by my grandchildren. And, Mata curse him, did Lenbis not deserve far worse? Father Yatak would not have agreed. I thrust that thought from me as though it were a drunken beggar who had accosted me in the marketplace. What my heart needed was a good burn, a space for the hatred to flower …
 
   ‘Curse you, Lenbis,’ spoke my boots. Four strides. And later, ‘Curse you, Jyla.’ Another four strides. And another, and another … as for Janos, I knew what he would have said. ‘Do not mistake hatred for strength, Arlak. True strength is found in forgiveness.’
 
   How many anna had hatred not been the coin of my heart, and where had it led me? To the annihilation of Bralitak Crossing. To the destruction of the madman Sathak and a stampede which killed so many in Sillbrook Town. Now, should hatred lead me yonder?
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Man was not made to run in boots. As I shook the dust of the long leagues off my feet that morn, through noontide into eventide, the chafing upon my ankles and toes grew ever more intolerable. I accepted it as a punishment. Every hint of pain should remind me to never, ever again, commit an act that would summon the Wurm. Through the long makh of the darkness I ran–the seven makh of darkness from Rains through Alldark Week to Thawing, which would shorten to five by Highsun, in a miserable drizzle that obscured any sign of the Wurm’s approach. By the morn following my nose was trained eastward like a hound on the scent. But I needed no reminding. The Wurm was out there, and it was drawing closer.
 
   As I pounded down a long slope out of Wrybreath Pass into the gentle foothills, a forest of bragazzar, lyrithbark, and ulinbarb closed about the road as though intent on strangling it in an overabundance of vegetation. I smelled the herb sathic upon the breeze. My quoph sighed and declared, ‘That is the smell of home.’
 
   What strangeness to pause to pick a handful the last of the season’s loganberries from the wayside and stuff my stomach full of their sweetness. My legs twitched as though I should still be running. I dipped my head into a small brook, which greatly refreshed me. I healed my feet and legs, eased the tiredness from my muscles, and stretched my legs upon the stone-paved road. I passed several traders asleep in their wains beside the road, and watched Suthauk bend his soft glow upon the heads of the forest giants.
 
   A glance behind, however, showed storm clouds gathering over the peaks behind me.
 
   I had set a bruising pace the whole of the previous day, afeared of intersecting the Wurm’s path. Now I tried to ease my stride, not least to save my thighs and knees.
 
   After noontide I left in my wake the road I would have taken southward to Solburn Monastery and eventually Imbi Village, seventy or more leagues beyond that, and I nibbled upon the last of my bread and tried not to think upon the days I had yet to run. I thought much upon my family. Were they safe in the village? Had Jyla forgotten them? What would my grandchildren be doing right now? It must have been passing strange for the travellers upon the road that day to see a Solburn Brother jogging past them. Monks are not ordinarily in any hurry!
 
   The mind was not lost in the simple act of running. Once the thudding of my feet and the rasping of breath faded into the background, my mind could soar unfettered to places unimagined. My quoph reflected upon the past. I had makh to miss Janos, to wonder if my father were still alive, to dream of a reunion with P’dáronï. I was running away from her. League by league, I left Eldoria to the rear. That life seemed but a pipe-dream now, the ways of the Eldrik a fantasy of soulless beauty, and my love for an Armittalese slave, an aberration that could not possibly survive the many, many anna of our separation.
 
   Ay, there was ample opportunity for despair to force its cold roots into my quoph, and for Jyla’s cursed face to haunt my waking visions.
 
   Sometimes I felt, in the aching of joints and muscles caused by makh upon makh of running, as though I was the vessel that carried the pains of the world. Ay, truly told, my pain was small compared to the anguish of many. I wondered: Why did Mata create the human form so frail? And why did we suffer so? The Hassutla of Herliki had it right when she asked, ‘Why do we live?’ From inception, even within the womb, life was set to struggle, to strive, and to fight against the odds. The Solburn Brothers told me one in four conceptions results in a miscarriage. Perhaps many more go unreported. And I speak not of stillbirth, that silent stealer of lives. So many, many women silently suffered this grief–let alone a host of others I could name, names weightier even than my own. Moreover, should I rescue a child destined for death, was I committing a crime against Mata’s will? Interrupting the natural order of life? I stood in the breach, as it were, battling the ceaseless, overwhelming tides of death–Ulim’s hordes and their endless harvest of sorrow. In the end, did it matter that I saved one more life? Today? Healing granted but a brief abeyance, for in the end, all men die. Whether this anna or next, what does it matter against the great tide of history?
 
   How should I counsel the bereaved and the broken?
 
   Somehow, in ways I did not fully comprehend, it mattered to me. Each and every soul succoured, mattered. Was this to atone for my guilt? Or did I sense greater forces at work? Perhaps Arlak Sorlakson should have been a yammarik–then, perhaps, he might have gained understanding.
 
   Ever eastward I forged, up and across the high, still moors of western Roymere, home to many treacherous bogs, and in the warmer seasons, such a population of biting flies and insects as would drive a man insane. Thereafter, I followed the road’s curve a little northward around the rockwood and lurmint forests of Roymere’s interior for a further two days and a night, until I came to the brow of a small ridge that marked the outskirts of Hadla’s Skirts.
 
   Ay, I could almost smell my birthplace from here.
 
   As if preparing for my arrival, the weather cleared from the east. There, far over the dark heads of the immense forest, I at last laid eyes upon the serrated wall of the Yuthiyan Mountains, with its distinctive mauve patches of fromite that winked the sunlight back to my eager gaze.
 
   How long exactly I stood stock-still, bursting with awe and longing, I know not, but at length I became aware of a faint trembling of the ground beneath my feet. I whirled. Narrowed my eyes, searching. A cool wind ruffled my simple linen shirt, making it stick to my perspiring skin, and a drop of rain struck the top of my head. The clouds were overtaking me, I realised. And there, not half a league behind, I beheld a sight that stuck a spear of fear into my belly: the ground heaving, cracking open exactly as though a mole were carving its run beneath the lawn of a Hassutl’s mansion; only, these cracks rent trees from their footings and cast house-sized boulders aside as though they were grains of sand.
 
   The Wurm had grown.
 
   It was carving its own road beneath Roymere, a road so huge–I could hardly guess, at this distance, perhaps sixty or seventy paces wide? I scratched my stubble and willed my eyes back into their sockets. Flashes of lightning and the dull, distant growling of thunder marked the Wurm’s progress. Whether that was the earth cracking asunder or the clouds speaking, I knew not.
 
   But I knew I was not about to stay put and find out.
 
   Worse, I saw a caravan of traders ahead of me upon the road. The Wurm would not wait for them either. That decided me at once–if possible, I must run a little aside of the road, which thankfully wound its way along the periphery of Hadla’s Skirts rather than diving within, for nought but a snake could have made swift passage within that ferocious, bramble-ridden tangle. So I directed my boots to the meadows. I wound my way, as though I were indeed a snake, between clumps of ulinbarb and bragazzar trees and the towering, ancient rockwoods, which soared to a height of a trin and a half–a hundred and fifty paces.
 
   Twice, three times I was forced to turn back to the road as impassable ravines yawned before me. I hoped the Wurm would not destroy the precious bridges. Truly told, I had left worse legacies scattered about the Fiefdoms. I had no desire to add another.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “I must cross now!”
 
   The Ferryman crossed his arms and scowled up at me. “Brother or none, monk or none, you can wait like the rest. The river’s high and I’m not crossing that torrent for one man.”
 
   Recalling my Roymerian manners, rusty from anna of disuse, I signed the full buskal of pleading. “Please, Ferryman. The matter is urgent.”
 
   Urgent, as in less than a quarter-makh behind me. All that fooling with the ravines, I berated myself angrily. Cutting back and forth had cost me time. Trying to keep the Wurm off the road and away from a few farmsteads! Had I run straight and true, the Wurm would not be sniffing my scent right now.
 
   “What make you of the weather, Ferryman?”
 
   “More rain in a season full of Rains,” said he. “What does it matter?”
 
   How would I convince this man? Threaten him? He did not seem the type to be threatened by the likes of me. Try to explain? There was no time. Swim the river? I’d turn into an icicle before I reached the halfway mark. Never mind being swept onto the rocks below the ford. This was the Ry-Breen Crossing, near where my parents had been killed all those anna ago. Exercise my fist upon the point of his jaw? Ay.
 
   I dropped him with a dyndigit-perfect right cross. I’d learned this technique in the Lymarian border war, but was surprised to discover the strike did not hurt my knuckles at all. “Forgive me.” I checked him. Nought but a bruised jawbone would he suffer. But a longstanding inflammation of his lower bowel–that I could set right.
 
   Leaping aboard the ferryboat, I cast off the mooring line. A pulley-and-ratchet system worked the ropes. As I had watched the Ferryman do a hundred times before, I released the brake and then turned to his brace of jatha. They lowed dolefully. Unhappy at my scent, I supposed. Each was tied inside a large wheel, side-by-side either side of the ferry rope that ran across the river, and carefully blindfolded to ensure they did not turn upon their fellow-beast. 
 
   “Ge’on, you!” I gave them a sharp slap on the withers each. “Ge’on!”
 
   The jatha lurched forward. Plodding. Plodding! The ferry pressed forward into the current. I gritted my teeth.
 
   “Ge’on or I’ll set Ulim’s Hounds chewing your sorry hides!”
 
   This was no good. I watched the gap opening steadily between us and the shore, and prayed that the jatha and I were not about to become an eventide snack for the Wurm.
 
   “Ge’on!”
 
   Ah, here was a boon! Next to the pulley-stand, I discovered a small bucket, and inside that bucket, blocks of salt. There’s nothing a jatha loves more than a good lick of salt, an old trick my father taught me. “Here, get a whiff of this, you!” I teased the jatha with a block of salt, one in each palm, holding them just out of reach of those startlingly long tongues that could strip a sulg bush of its leaves and berries in a trice. “There, now we’re pulling, eh? Cheeky beasts! Nought but stomachs on four hoofs, I’ll own!”
 
   But my eyes were riveted on the bank I had left, on the ferry master’s small cabin and the dark shape lying sprawled on its front porch. ‘Please Mata make the Wurm pass him by,’ I thought. ‘He’s innocent; don’t leave his blood on my hands too.’
 
   Was any man truly innocent? Not according to the yammariks. Not according to the life’s experience I had gathered in my travels. Should I have tried harder to convince him?
 
   In the gloaming, Suthauk’s dying rays clearly delineated the advancing cloudbank, setting it aglow glowing with that luminous quality that at twilight, catches every mote and particle in the air and turns it into golden sunbeams. I caught sight of a disturbance in the trees. A rending, crashing, grinding sound carried to my ears, even over the steady gush of the Ry-Breen River. The jatha lowed again. Did they sense the beast as I? I patted them inanely. Dear Mata …
 
   And then the Wurm came bursting outward and upward from the darkling forest beyond the ferryman’s cottage, rising into the path of those golden rays, dribbling from its lower jaw trees and boulders and nameless things from the underworld. The sunlight burnished the burgundy red of its multi-segmented carapace into the most enormous of rubies. Its blind head turned slowly, side to side. The enormous, jointed mandibles waved in the air. I heard the rush of its breath, in and out, a rushing gale tearing at the leaves of a forest.
 
   It was monstrous. It was unbelievable. It had a terrifying majesty unlike anything I had ever, in all my travels, experienced. Before it I stood not only mortal, but tiny; a speck of humanity about to be rolled beneath a mountain.
 
   I have heard people say of a moment or an incident in their life, that it is imprinted forever in their immortal quoph. The Wurm was all that, and more. Was this the most enormous creature in Mata’s creation? The sheer size of it struck me dumb with awe and terror–and with an unreasonable spurt of delight. For was this not my Wurm? My nemesis, my stalker, and possibly even my own creation? P’dáronï said it disappeared when I was unconscious. Was this … me?
 
   Truly told, it was larger again than the beast I had raised in Darbis, and eluded in Hollybrook; visibly enlarged. I had to put that mouth at fifty paces across and twenty high. The bulk of the Wurm’s body was thicker still. Not that it would matter once it swooped upon me.
 
   The creature vented its hunting roar: SSSHHHWWWEEESH-ARRRRR!! The sound started as a deafening whistle before developing into a full-throated roar that made the very waters of the Ry-Breen frolic to its tune.
 
   I have seen jerlak run, but never jatha, until that moment upon the Ry-Breen. Snorting and foaming at the nostrils and bleating as though they were calves trapped by a wolf, the twin jatha tried to bolt out of their harnesses. The Wurm oriented itself upon this noise. Its head swung about with ponderous inevitability, as though a mountain had turned upon its roots to face another direction.
 
   We were three-quarters of the way across the ford. The sweating jatha were working up a little bow-wave–probably the fastest the venerable ferry had ever been forced to travel. The rope hissed through the pulley. Suddenly, a crazy thought leaped into my head. I could save the dumb beasts. I should save them!
 
   The Wurm lunged forward and down. Its belly flattened a great swathe of forest and missed the ferryman’s cabin by a salcat’s whisker.
 
   I flung myself headlong into the Ry-Breen.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Gasping and shouting at a cold so intense I feared my heart should stop beating, I was swept downstream and tumbled under. I collided with a rock. I thought I had been swept past it, but the current gripped me with cruel fingers. My head bounced off something unseen. I pressed the pain away instinctively. Which way was up? In the darkness, it was impossible to tell.
 
   A shock punched me in the gut and beat against my eardrums. Was that the Wurm falling?
 
   Water roared around my ears and dashed me against the rocks a third time. I distinctly felt a rib crack on my right side. Then, unceremoniously, I was dumped on my head on solid ground. Water ebbed around my prone body. Pushing myself up to my hands and knees, I saw that the Wurm had dammed the entire Ry-Breen River–temporarily. My power coiled inward, seeing to my hurts. At another level I felt lillia surge into the beast. For several long heartbeats I just stared. My legs would not obey the screaming in my mind. And then the Wurm’s head began to swing toward me as if it sensed whence its power had arisen.
 
   I bolted for the southern bank, a headless lyom running loose after the butcher’s knife has struck. Scrambling, slipping, and skinning my shins; shouting, leaping over cracks in the river-bed, splashing through a final dip before finally reaching the far bank. Something struck my left thigh, and twirled me mid-air. The river and the stars swapped places before the ground struck my left shoulder a violent blow.
 
   This time, I deliberately checked my response.
 
   The Wurm’s hot breath seethed over my back and shoulders. I bit the inside of my cheek as hard as I dared. I was right between its mandibles. If the mouth closed, or if the creature chose to move forward again … Arlak Sorlakson would find out what the Wurm’s belly looked like from the inside.
 
   For a breath of time, I sensed what was happening within the Wurm. I felt the insatiable desire to track and kill the wisp dancing at the edge of its senses, the creature which fed it and tormented it in equal measure. I understood in some measure the burning ocean of lillia contained within the Wurm, so concentrated that its breath gasped magic back into the air around me in mauve waves. I flinched at the racking pains of super-fuelled growth. And I knew the instant the great muscles contracted, ready to propel the beast forward. I perceived the ripple coming from afar, perhaps originating near the tail.
 
   I left the Wurm grasping my dust. I thought I would be clever, angling sharply to my left hand to try to force the unwieldy beast into a turn, but its mandibles very narrowly missed cleaning my head off my shoulders.
 
   I thought I remembered this road, but I tripped headlong over a ditch and measured my length along the paving stones. Stones? That was new. How many anna since my boots–or at least, the wheels of my trading cart and the hooves of my jatha team–had trod this route?
 
   Even as I burst forward off my skinned palms and much-abused knees, the Wurm took a great bite out of the road so close behind me that I fancied it plucked the flapping tail of my shirt. What did happen was that the ground bucked beneath my feet, a flurry of dirt provided me the first shower I had enjoyed since fifteen days afore, and I departed Ry-Breen Crossing much faster than I had come upon it.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 30: The Old Hearth
 
    
 
   3rd Levantday of the Rains, Anna Nol 1407
 
    
 
   I may boast no man has travelled faster between Ry-Breen Crossing and Telmak Lodge than I. One day and five makh, upon my honour and my grephe too, from the ferry to the southern fringe of Hadla’s Skirts. That man outran a pack of timber wolves and laughed in the face of a snorting jerlak. Perhaps the jerlak moved the faster due to the mountain moving behind the man. But the wolves waited for the Wurm to leave before they made their move.
 
   I thought the Wurm would never relent. But in the early makh, it vanished underground, leaving me to flee the eager wolves. More running. As if I had not run enough.
 
   Unfortunately, that same man found himself unable to enter Telmak Lodge.
 
   I stared at the front gate for nigh on two makh. I suppose people thought me simple … or too far in my cups. As had been the man who overnighted here, who had eloped with the daughter Telmak. That callow youth! That vain, strutting lyom! He was a lifetime estranged from the man standing outside the gates this day. I touched my chin. I still bore the mark of Rubiny’s ire. That nub of scarred flesh was part of me now, a part that I would never smooth away, no matter how many times I renewed myself. I was more battle-scarred, and life-scarred, than that boy could ever have imagined, but I looked hardly older than the night Rubiny had run away from her home.
 
   What would have become of me had I not ignored the trader’s grephe that fateful day?
 
   Would Jyla have found Janos?
 
   Would I have become El Shashi?
 
   Yesterdays and yesterannas. I had to live in the present. That man had treated his responsibilities as if they were poisonous snakes. This man would do better. He might kill those snakes. Or one particular snake–Jyla!
 
   Seeing a trader about to enter Telmak Lodge, I called out, “Good trader, a boon!”
 
   His eyes registered surprise, flicking over my torn, stained robes; perhaps taking in the dark circles of exhaustion beneath my eyes. “A Solburn Brother! You’ve come a long, hard road, by my grephe.”
 
   “Had some trouble with wolves,” said I.
 
   Staying his jatha with a strong hand, he paused and looked kindly upon me. The skin around his grey eyes wrinkled until his whole face smiled, not just his lips. “Have you ought for a rheumatic knee? It troubles me in the cold seasons. Even so, here is a ukal. Get you to the pumphouse, brother-mine; get you a meal, and a cloak which has seen better times.”
 
   I gulped. “May your blessing be returned tenfold, brother,” I said, signing the full buskal of Mata’s mercy. Though I was rich in power, I was poor even by the standards of Roymere. Should I be amazed at a small act of mercy?
 
   I fussed over his knee, muttering a cartload of tripe about pressure points and massage, meantime, secretly extracting a scrap of bone from beneath the patella, through his numbed skin. I soothed the angry joint and made it good.
 
   “What news of the Honoria Telmak?” I asked meantime.
 
   “The Honoria passed on a gantul ago,” said the trader. “Twenty-three anna, I make it. But the old Master Telmak–he lives yet, and a miracle it is. One hundred anna if he’s a day. Hundred and ten were not short of the mark. Rumour has it he was born in 1297.” The trader spat to ward off bad luck. “That’s a mighty age for a man, Brother. Mata preserve him.”
 
   “Mata preserve him,” I agreed, smiling inwardly. “Would you try your knee, good trader?”
 
   Truly told! My father lived! My quoph charged into a rowdy round-dance. As the trader swung down from the cart and flexed his knee with a grunt of surprise, I had to restrain myself from running within. I must not tarry long upon the road, I felt. A grephe? If so, I should listen with care. Had I not enough of fate sweeping me away?
 
   “Never was a ukal better spent!” declared the trader, clapping me upon the shoulder. “You’ve healing hands, Brother!”
 
   “Mata be praised,” said I. “Now, I shall spend this ukal as you recommend.”
 
   But I did not tarry to find my father.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Yarabi Vale was untouched by time. Truly told, I had forgotten how steep and long was the road that led up to that high valley. But as I paused upon the crest of Hadla’s Pass, it seemed to me that time rolled back and I was twenty anna old again, concerned with little more than chasing skirts, the beauties of my own nose, and finding a way to leave the farming life behind. I would watch the weather, fretting over my high-grown vegetables–the kale, lohki, renj, and limmerwort–which put bread upon my table.
 
   The village was smaller and busier than I remembered, bustling with carts, children playing and squabbling outside the pale sandstone houses, and even a small market at the near end of the only street. The Songstrel spire was new. The tall tower gleamed its newness, as though it aspired to sing the dioni and daimi orisons from its own slender throat. Despite the lateness of the season, in the bright late-afternoon sunshine the village glowed with a golden splendour. A vision of Mata’s paradise? I marked this a good omen.
 
   At the inn, I spent my last terls upon a bowl of gravy and three roundel sweetbreads, and ate heartily. As was my custom, I asked the innkeeper if I might work for my bed. I had few tools of my trade, so I had to make do with a great deal of subterfuge and the invention of creative stories to explain what I was doing to peoples’ ills. My price, as ever, was three brass terls. No more, no less. A Wurm-proof price.
 
   Before the makh of dawn I strode down the road into the vale itself. I marked at least a dozen new farms. Rock-eagles soared overhead, and the ever-present yaluks warbled sweetly in the dwarf pine and stinge woods alongside the track–just as I remembered. The scent of sathic was thick upon the air, mingled with the scent of yellow phuletips and tiny, turquoise clusters of liplin flowers along the roadside. The cold season must have been mild up here, I reflected. Strange indeed for these mountains.
 
   Janos’ lantern stood yet upon the stump of that ulinbarb tree next to his turning. I almost expected him to appear to give me greeting. Then I laughed. Absurd, Arlak! That was nigh sixty anna past. The lantern was a different design. I saw fresh cart-tracks carved into the road to his house. No surprise someone had taken over a place with a forge in the back.
 
   My boots turned once more to that road, as though the dirt and I were old friends.
 
   As I approached the place, I recognised little. Janos’ house was gone. In its place stood a neat four-square log cabin, boasting perhaps as many as five rooms inside, and a wide, comfortable porch upon which sat a boy of fifteen anna by my mark. His chair had wheels. I saw his legs, even though tucked beneath a blanket, were twisted as with the polio. My quoph lurched. Could I never learn to bear the suffering of any of Mata’s creatures? His dark eyes fixed upon me as though, having seized their target, they should never let go. I wondered if the boy had a sense of grephe, as I did. Here was a work to be done.
 
   I halted perhaps four paces shy of the porch. The door banged open and a man charged out, garbed in the smock of a working Smith.
 
   “Clear off, stranger!” he snarled. “Ain’t nothing to see here. Laydon, get thee inside. Now!”
 
   I burshingled low and, rising, signed the buskal of Mata’s peace. “May I speak to you, good–”
 
   “Have you ears in your head, stranger? Clear off!”
 
   “I’m a Solburn Brother, and–”
 
   “Laydon! Inside!”
 
   I heard another voice call from inside, “Termar? What’s the commotion?”
 
   “Just some common beggar, Helya. Laydon!”
 
   The boy said, in a voice clear and low, “No. Father, I think you should–”
 
   “You think? You think?” The Smith was a big man. He clearly had a temper to match. I should not like to meet him in a tavern brawl. “Some religious buffoon comes to our porch and you think–what? He’ll strike your legs and make you walk again? Don’t be a fool, boy!”
 
   “Father, by my grephe–”
 
   “A pox upon your grephe! It means nothing! Nothing, you hear me, boy?” Grabbing his son’s chair by its handles, the Smith yanked it about and gave a great shove.
 
   He meant to propel him inside the house. But the boy Laydon was flung loose. He spun out of the chair and sprawled across the wooden porch. The Smith froze. His son looked up at his father, bleeding from his cheek and forehead.
 
   “I’ll beat you with my belt, boy! Get thee inside!”
 
   “Shall I drag my crippled body hence, Father?” he said quietly. “Or would you prefer to beat me where I lie?”
 
   The Smith glanced at me. I’m afraid my face said far too much.
 
   “You stupid narkik, look at what you made me do!” he screamed, turning a colour so rich his face looked bruised. And he came for me, swinging his great fists like runaway jatha-carts.
 
   I ducked beneath his blows, gasped as I was struck by a knee in my chest, but flipped him over my shoulder nevertheless. Janos’ training, used many a time to save my neck from wild sword-blows during the Lymarian border conflict. This day, it saved my blushes.
 
   The woman came to the door. In her arms she held an infant of perhaps two anna. I saw that her legs were twisted, too. Clubfoot, and more. Helya must have peered out just in time to see her husband cartwheel over my shoulder and land flush upon his back in the dirt.
 
   “Oh, Termar,” she sighed. And there was a world of hurt and history in that sigh.
 
   Dusting my hands, I rose and greeted her in proper Roymerian fashion.
 
   “What do you want here, stranger?” she asked, rather more gently than her husband, who wheezed helplessly in the dirt behind me.
 
   Before I spoke, I righted Laydon’s chair. I helped him into the seat and settled him as he had been before. The boy looked at me askance.
 
   “Who are you?” he asked. “What is your name?”
 
   I met his gaze directly. “Do you trust me?”
 
   “I should not,” he replied at length, “but my quoph tells me I should. Why is that?”
 
   “I’ll show you, Laydon.”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “The hearth must be this end … somewhere,” said Termar, folding his powerful forearms across his chest as he eyed the site of Janos’ old house thoughtfully. “The old place was burned out many anna before we moved in. Hardly a stone left upon another. We decided to start afresh. Truly told, the forge was hardly touched, but the house … ay.”
 
   I wondered if Jyla had ripped the place apart, searching for Janos’ secrets. My neck itched. My fervent hope was that Jyla tarried a thousand leagues away, because the ghosts in this place–the ghosts of my memory–perturbed my quoph most unpleasantly. The Smith Termar had unwittingly echoed Jyla’s words to me those many anna before, ‘Clear off, stranger!’ From then until now, the creeping of my neck had not stopped. Why? Was there truly something of import hidden here?
 
   “I think I remember the hearth being … great Mata! Would you look at that, El Shashi?”
 
   Peeping out from beneath a sathic bush, I saw a living flame of a bird, with long, trailing tail feathers that winked back the sunlight in the facets of a thousand tiny jewels. It whistled a cheerful, trilling little melody, and cocked its head at us as though to indicate we were quite the most ridiculous beings on two legs.
 
   I whispered, “A yarabi bird!”
 
   The bird darted away so quickly my head snapped around to follow it. With a cheeky flash of ruby, it dived into a thick patch of brambles and vanished.
 
   “My lack of faith shames me,” said the Smith. “And my temper too. To attack a man like you! I don’t know what overcame me.”
 
   “Anna upon anna of pain and frustrated hopes overcame you,” I replied. “I cannot imagine what you must felt when you saw your newborn daughter’s feet. By my grephe, Termar, that must have been an ill day.”
 
   “I thought I had contained the anger over my son,” he said. “But I blamed Helya for … Mata forgive me. I dug into my quoph nought but a well to fill with poison.”
 
   “I might look like a Brother, but I’m not very religious.” I smiled at him. “But I can tell you this, as a man who lost his family–well, I see in you the courage to walk a new road. Make the most of every makh, Smith Termar. Be the father you know before Mata you should be.”
 
   He startled me by grabbing me in a great, rib-wrenching hug. Truly told, that was word enough. If for no other reason, now I knew why Mata had led me hence.
 
   By unspoken consent, we dug beneath the bush where we had seen the yarabi bird.
 
   We quarried through ash and charcoal and picked out a layer of dressed stone. At the depth of a man’s waist, we found a metal box. Inside was a plain scroll wrapped in a double layer of treated leather.
 
   “I’ve work to attend to in the forge,” said the Smith, and left me standing beside the open box. A thrill of grephe trickled down my spine. Did I dare touch the scroll within?
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Son of my Hearth,
 
   I have foreseen you will one day read this letter. Let us assume therefore that the race is run, the pursuers have found me, and I am probably dead. I wish there might have been another way. Believe me. But the secrets I hold, which today are cradled within you, are of such grave import that I mark these measures as obligatory.
 
   First: to you, Arlak. I wish you could have been my son. I could never father a child. But it is Mata’s grace you were given into my care for these too-brief anna. I see in you such great potential. I have dreamed the Dreams of Anon. I have chosen you as the receptacle of a great and terrible fate, without your knowledge or consent. Forgive me.
 
   Imagine my surprise when I discovered your heritage! You, Arlak, are the son of Orik, Master of Telmak Lodge, and the Eldrik Warlock Alannah, daughter of Senbo and Syialla. Syialla was the secret daughter of Sherilla by Lucan, perhaps the greatest, and the most infamous, of all Eldrik Sorcerers. Magic runs thick in your blood. Lucan it was who created the Banishment, with my help. I believe it is your destiny to undo the Banishment.
 
   What is the Banishment? A crime beyond pale or belief.
 
   Long ago, the doctrine that came to be known as Lucanism, was conceived in Eldoran. The Eldrik believed that only by purification of the gyael-irfa would they be led into knowledge of the great mysteries. For purification, they had to remove the tainted, the unnecessary, the unwelcome, and the discordant notes in that great community of Eldrik minds. Rather than embracing diversity, they dreamed of a perfect unity. What they achieved was perfect uniformity, and the stagnation of an entire race.
 
   What they wrought was an annihilation of their own kind. The excoriation of their very souls.
 
   I designed the Banishment to be impervious, unbreakable, and unchangeable, except by a certain key. People believe Lucan created it so. Mark this well, Arlak: it was Talan, son of Lucan, who at the crucial moment cast an interruptive spell, which cancelled exactly that part of the great orchestration, and only that part–the working of the key. Talan’s magic it was that changed the Banishment; he made it immutable. When he realised what had been done, Lucan gave up his spirit. His suicide was for shame. In the gyael-irfa, nought is hidden. His shame would have been paraded before all, known to all, for all time.
 
   Talan Dissembled. He aimed the finger of suspicion at Lucan–unfairly. Meantime, he tried to have me assassinated.
 
   ‘Why?’ you ask. That brings me to my second point. I am not of the Eldrik. I am Armittalese. The people of Armittal are most downtrodden and underestimated of the races, Arlak. But what makes me special is that I was the result of one of many experiments by Lucan’s cronies and predecessors–experiments that sought to catalogue the effects of different forms of magic upon human foetal development. Of course no Eldrik woman was chosen, only the women of slaves. The vast majority of foetuses died before term. Of those which survived, most were freaks, mad, or highly dangerous, and terminated by the Sorcerers when they began to show their true abilities. But I survived.
 
   I survived by being a Dissembler from birth. My abilities came to light late on, during my fortieth anna–for we Armittalese live long, Arlak, longer even than the Eldrik–and our spirits are not as strongly bound to flesh as the Umarite or Eldrik races. By then I had learned the secret of the guardtower will. I have an eidetic memory and a perfect recall of texts, events, conversations … everything. Nor do I merely own perfect recall, but I am a Synthesizer also. I can take what I learn and turn it by introspection and reflection and speculation into new, testable knowledge. The design of the Banishment, broken into 327 discrete and individually complex parts for the different Sorcerers and Warlocks who participated in its initiation, I conceived and held in its entirety in my mind.
 
   I was there when Lucan cast the fateful spell. I was there when Talan spoke his piece. And I know the result–perfect disaster. That is why I was, and am, being hunted. Talan and his faction fear me.
 
   That is why, before I am found, I will secrete all this inside of you. I will conceal my knowledge where Talan and his cronies will never find it. Inside your brain, Arlak, I will archive all of my knowledge and learning and experience and memory. I can do this because I am unique. I am as Mata made me: the unwanted by-product of a massacre of innocents.
 
   Again, I must beg your forgiveness. Not only did I do this without your consent, but further, I cut you off from the gyael-irfa, assuming that should your presence become known to the Eldrik, they would quickly hunt you down as they did all the others who fled Eldoran during the First and Second Purges. To my everlasting sorrow, that is what happened to your mother Alannah. She loved you, Arlak. She loved you more than her own life.
 
   I will write little more upon this history, for what I know is in you. I am in you.
 
   Talan is utterly ruthless in his ambition, and is surrounded by many like-minded Sorcerers. But his own daughter Aulynni opposes him, as does the young Sorcerer Eliyan, who I believe shows great promise. I heard not long ago a strange and wondrous thing, a tale of a Sorceress returned from Birial, from the Dark Isle of the Banishment. I would have believed it impossible. Perhaps your next task should be to seek out Eliyan and Aulynni in Eldoran. If this Sorceress escaped from within, then perhaps the Banishment can be broken from within, in the same way.
 
   I wonder if you ask, ‘Why, Janos? Why did you participate in the creation of this Banishment?’ Because, with my cool, rational intellect, I convinced myself that such a course could be a tool for good, that it could uplift a people, that its use would be honourable and just, for example, in putting aside criminals. By selecting the best we would leave behind the dross that drags down a race. We would reach toward a higher, greater, more beautiful humanity. In short, I was an idiot. An almighty fool. I deceived myself. I thought no further than the cleverness of my own creation. The perfect jail. The perfect vehicle for cleansing. And when I saw what it became … the inevitable consequences … words fail me. I gave inhumanity rule and reign over the Eldrik. Mata will judge my part in creating that cesspit of evil.
 
   Nobody, mark my words, hates the Banishment more than I.
 
   It remains then, solûm tï mik, to give you the key to the guardtower inside of your mind. Open it, delve within, and achieve the destiny I have Dreamed for you. Be not afraid to seek help in Eldoran. Eliyan is good. Aulynni is brilliant, but as fragile as a delicate crystal. Treat warily with her. And yes, in my Dreams of Anon I remember I saw two more who will come to your aid: Aulynni’s daughter Amal, who resembled you most uncannily as a child, and a blind Armittalese slave-girl whose name I never learned.
 
   You have but to speak the word aloud and it will be unlocked for you. The word is ‘Benethar’–my name amongst the Eldrik. We Armittalese all have a secret name. Mine you will know once you speak this word aloud.
 
   Such a change of fate, such things of which I have spoken: My son, these things would terrify any sane man. But I would urge and encourage you. Before you lies the opportunity to right a great wrong. Take your courage into your hands, Arlak Sorlakson. Test your mettle. Nothing would please me more. Nought else would grant my soul its final rest. And most important of all, you would be doing your people, the Eldrik, what I believe is the greatest service in their history–restoring to them their humanity.
 
   Begging your forgiveness, and undeserving of your love, he who was given the privilege of being your surrogate father,
 
   Janos (Benethar) of Armittal
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   I have never been a weepy sort of man. But after reading Janos’ letter, I wept up such a wealth of tears that any mountain squall worth the name would have been hard-pressed to keep up.
 
   I wept for Janos, the wonderful, unique product of horrific experimentation by the Sorcerer-elites of Eldoran. Janos, who had learned, seen, and hidden so much. Creative Janos. Brilliant Janos. Janos, who had been father to me when I had none. Janos, who I betrayed as though he meant nought to me.
 
   Janos had foreseen a great many things–that my fate should take me to enlightenment in Eldoran, albeit via the fell tortures of the Inquisitors, that his guardtower will should defeat their every artifice, and even that I should meet Amal, and P’dáronï, the Armittalese slave who had defended Janos so ably. She whose depths I clearly understood only in a small part. But his timing was wrong. He clearly intended that I should have read his letter many anna ago, before my sojourn in Eldoran. Perhaps his visions were wrong, too?
 
   Now, more than ever, I was convinced that Aulynni and Jyla were one and the same person. But how could it be that one who was so set against her father Talan, the true shaper of the Banishment, should become a vile murderess? For what reason had she tortured and killed Janos–did they not both desire the same end? This I could not fathom. No dint of puzzling at this problem would turn it toward any kind of sense.
 
   “Dinner!” Helya called from the kitchen door. I looked up. She held her daughter by the hand. Sherillya was learning to walk for the first time.
 
   Beautiful.
 
   I turned to face the mountains, my gaze misted by surging emotions. I whispered, “Benethar.”
 
   But nothing happened. No bolt of lightning, no mental epiphany, no walls tumbled down; all I heard was the wind sighing around the cabin’s eaves, and the faraway hoot of a hunting mouse-owl.
 
   “I believe you’re with me, Benethar. I know you are.” My laughter made an unholy gargle in my throat. “And if anyone needs forgiveness, it is I.”
 
   
  
 



Scrolleaf the Fourth
 
    
 
   Being an account of loss and restoration, and the emergence of the Great Wurm on a fateful day; the world-shaping, mighty Wurm; the restless, unsleeping power shaking the very foundations of the earth.
 
   Rise, El Shashi, and seize your destiny!
 
   


  
 



Chapter 31: My Father’s Last Wish
 
    
 
   When an old man’s grephe comes strongly upon him,
 
   He knows his time is nigh.
 
   Listen then to his wisdom, my son,
 
   Fill your cups while his well is high.
 
   Oldik Laymarson, Verses Beyond the Rumik, Scrolleaf the First
 
    
 
   I entered his receiving-chamber afeared, truly told, of approaching a man who in my lifetime I had barely known a few makh. It was a room set for business. I saw the walls were panelled in bragazzar wood, the floor space was dominated by a dark desk, and the musty odour of old scrolls and ink tickled my nostrils; for a moment, an echo of my chamber in the Mystic Library of Herliki. But my gaze was drawn irresistibly to the man behind the desk.
 
   Upon my entry, my father rose and said, “I’ve been waiting for you, son.”
 
   “How–”
 
   “A report came to my ears. A great disturbance upon the northern road. A mighty Wurm, goes the tale, did make merry with the ferry at the Ry-Breen Crossing.” Orik chuckled wheezily at his own joke. “The man saved the jatha at the cost of his own skin. That, I knew, had to be my son. Now hear me. I have packed my bags. A man needs little for his last journey.”
 
   “But, father, I–”
 
   Orik wagged his cane beneath my nose. “I will entertain no argument, you striploose youngling. Being over a hundred anna has its advantages. Be you eighty anna or none, you’re still my boy.”
 
   I stared at the ancient, wrinkled creature before me, still standing as upright as a sapling straining for the welkin above, with the inclusion of a small concession–his cane–and saw his eyes twinkle, as before. “You will be taking an old man to meet his family. I’ve seen it in my grephe. I have readied a cart, ordered jatha bought, briefed my staff, and put my affairs in order. I stand ready. This very makh.”
 
   I could but shake my head. Perhaps it was from him that I inherited my will to survive! “You are a hundred and ten anna if a day, father!”
 
   “And? What of it? It is you who made me hale and hearty, my son. Is the journey far?”
 
   “Nine or ten days,” I admitted. “But it is deep Rains.”
 
   “All the better to spend Alldark Week with my long-lost daughter,” said he, “and to meet my grandchildren and great-grandchildren.”
 
   “You’re a strip of stubborn old jatha-hide!”
 
   Orik stiffened his jaw, but tempered his curt words with a smile. “I’ve thought this through, Arlak. I ordered a covered cart complete with a built-in stove beneath the canopy, where an old man may rest and warm his limbs. You will warm my quoph with tales of your days, and I will regale you as an ulule with stories of the sea and of Eldoran, and your mother.”
 
   Ay, truly told, I knew my cause was lost. “I will tell you of the Eldrik, father,” I returned, with a sullen curl of my lip. “You will tell me why there lives in Eldoran a woman called Amal who appears to be my very twin.”
 
   To my surprise, Orik gave reign to the kind of wicked chuckle that better belonged in the corridors of a brothel. “Oh, is there? Now there’s a tale for the telling, my son!”
 
   Frankly, I stared at him.
 
   “A tale for the road,” said he. Taking up a small gavel that sat upon his desk, Orik tapped a lever set into a small panel of levers behind him. I heard a bell jingle elsewhere in the house. Shortly, a manservant entered the room. “It is time, Frathik. Ready my cart. Bring us … Hakooi spiced chai?” He waggled an eyebrow at me.
 
   “I’m agreeable.”
 
   “Chai as a libation to Mata,” said Orik. “This is a most auspicious day. So, Arlak, did you find what you were hunting for in the mountains?”
 
   I raised my cup three times to Mata, and sipped thrice too. “Father, in your misspent youth, were you even more indiscreet than I?”
 
   He threw back his head and laughed.
 
   That was when I knew, deep in my quoph, it was going to be a good journey.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Is it not said that where a son spits, a father spits twice as far?
 
   I cannot attest to the truth of that old proverb, but the more I learned of Orik Sorlakson during our journey together, the more I saw of myself in his eyes and in his days.
 
   The servants and staff of Telmak Lodge gave the old Master a rousing, tear-strewn send-off. They had covered the entire courtyard in green stalks of moxi grain, symbolising health, wealth, and happiness, and it was upon this stage that they stamped and danced and clapped, making of a simple walk from House to cart a makh’s celebration. Riotous fun! What I saw in their faces moved me. I had always known the Master Telmak held respect due to his position, but their response went far beyond a master-servant relationship, at least as I imagined it. Many had been born into his service. It was as though in leaving, he took a part of their quoph with him.
 
   We travelled at a jatha’s walking-pace, which is gentle. We tarried to pass an eventide with a wandering ulule who had taken upon herself the entertainment of a group of road-workers, those hardy men charged with keeping the undergrowth from invading the road–no mean task. Much did they suffer from the flesh-shrivelling bite of the leaf-adder, and the sting of threshing-nettles, apart from general exposure to cold and suns. Unobtrusively, I plied my trade among them. My father looked on with alert interest.
 
   Like me, in his youth, Orik Sorlakson had been an ardent pursuer of the daughters of Yuthe. “A lady in every port, my boy!” he boasted. “A Sea-Captain is expected to conform to certain standards of behaviour!” I snidely wondered how many other half-brothers and half-sisters I might have scattered around the coastline of the Fiefdoms. “Are you still sore at my not intervening when you made the Matabond with Rubiny?” he asked gently.
 
   I nearly gagged, I felt so awful at raising this note of guilt within him. “Nay. That is but a small note of regret amongst anna of happy memories with her,” I replied.
 
   The second morning, he sat alongside me on the carter’s bench and took up the master-prod as though intent upon examining the tool for deficiencies.
 
   “You asked about Aulynni,” he said, as though his words were being dragged forth by the red-hot tongs of a torturer. “In those days, Eldoran was in at peace, though in great fear. Talan, the son of Lucan, was First Councillor of the Sorcerers. He gathered in the reins of his power, consolidating his hold upon the factions, dealing and diving and rolling ukals and favours across every palm open to him. Always secretly afraid, that man. Insecure.” He spat over the edge of the cart. “Little did we know the scope of his ambitions.”
 
   “I think the anna must have been 1325. Perhaps an anna or two earlier, I don’t rightly remember. I was a very young man for a Sea-Captain, Arlak. I looked older, I acted older, and I came into my position by the money and favour of my father. Ay, I was talented, and brave in that way of young men who think that Belion and Suthauk will rise and fall at their bidding. I was worse than a strutting lyom.”
 
   “I met Aulynni one eventide in the marketplace of Eldoran. We were trading a special extract of sathic seed–oil of Rumali, it is called. The Eldrik were buying it up by the shipload, for what, we never learned, but if a Captain knew the ways of the Gulf of Erbon and the Straits of Nxthu, he could make his fortune and more. You would not believe it. Men used to scheme and kill each other to crew my ships. More oft than not, we’d leave port amidst a boiling fistfight upon the pier. Those were heady days, boy. Days you could smell the terls and ukals upon the sea breezes.”
 
   Orik’s laughter had a knowing edge. “Bet you could start such a fight if townspeople knew El Shashi had come to heal their afflictions.”
 
   “Ay.” So I should swallow this joke? To him, my mantle must seem burdensome. “Carry on, father.”
 
   He must have sensed my discomfort, for his voice grew gentler. “I hate to say it, Arlak, but Aulynni was a brief dalliance that meant little to me. That day in the marketplace she had a vulnerability about her that was as perfume to my quoph. I had no idea I had fathered a child by her. The Eldrik are supposed to have ways of ensuring such things do not happen. If I were ever to meet this Amal … ah, Mata! My sin against her is grievous, Arlak. Aulynni I saw–I don’t rightly remember. Perhaps a handful of times. I went home to find myself betrothed in a loveless match. I returned to Eldoran for my final voyage and met your mother there. I fell in love with Alannah and forgot all about Aulynni.”
 
   He shifted upon the bench, holding that master-prod as though his life depended upon it. “I tried to be a good father, Arlak! To Rubiny … and to you. I gave you a place, parents to call your own! How was I supposed to know? Mata’s fate! Is this how She cares for us? It is too hard. How can I bear it?”
 
   I put my arm around his frail shoulders. I clutched my father to my chest as though I were the strong one.
 
   After a long time during which there was no sound in the forest save the huffing of our jatha, he murmured, “I’d want her to know that I loved her–I mean, I would have loved her, as surely as Doublesun follows Springtide. Do you know what I mean?”
 
   I murmured that I did.
 
   After that, my father slumbered several makh.
 
   More northerly in the forest, we came upon places where the Wurm had passed through. Orik surveyed the devastation with a grim mien. “How big is the Wurm now, say you, Arlak? Jump down and pace out the width of its trail here.”
 
   “Fifty-seven paces, father.”
 
   The weather closed in upon us. Orik took to sheltering within the cart, but his voice regaled me for makh upon makh with the skill of an ulule in full flow.
 
   When we came to the Ry-Breen Crossing, I saw to my pleasure that the ferryman’s house and livelihood had been spared. The great rope spanning the river was intact, the ferryman was bringing a customer in our direction, and there were but two signs of the Wurm’s passing: a huge trail of flattened trees north of the ford, and a hole to the south that had swallowed the road and much besides. I directed our cart with care, thinking: how could any creature have bitten such a hole in the earth? I should know better than any man. Yet still, a stubborn spirit of disbelief inhabited my quoph.
 
   While we waited for the ferryman, we talked of the anna that had passed since my time in Eldoran. How would Eliyan be faring? What had become of Jyla and her plotting since she attempted to break the Banishment? And what was her motivation? Orik, even more than I, mistrusted the worthiness of her motives. “A means to usurp power,” he said. “Perhaps by removing the Banishment, she could accomplish the overthrow of Talan and his faction? Or harness the might of these Karak? Or turn the magical might of the Banishment spell to her advantage?”
 
   We could but speculate, in our lack of knowledge.
 
   The ferryman did not appear to recognise me. But I frowned inwardly as Orik chatted to him about where we were bound. He was so excited! Rightly so. But I had been too many anna steeped in keeping my ways secret, I thought. Obviously, Jyla was no longer concerned about chasing me about the Fiefdoms. If she could command the Wurm’s storehouse of magic from afar, what need to travel the lands? What need even to know my location?
 
   So we crossed the Ry-Breen without wetting so much as the sole of a boot or a jatha’s hoof, and turned those huge, spreading horns of the jatha to the western horizon.
 
   Hunched deep in a thick burnoose gifted me by Telmak Lodge, proof against the gathering cold, I did ponder long and deep upon the changes in my life that stretch of road we had just covered, had wrought. Once, for the Faloxx to murder my parents. Twice, for the trader’s grephe and my folly at Elaki Fountain. Thrice, for my journey back home. And, by undertaking this last journey, to grant my father his dying wish.
 
   What was Mata trying to teach me in all this?
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “Father Yatak!” I burshingled most deeply in the doorway of his simple chamber. “I heard you were unwell?”
 
   How strange to stand once more within Solburn Monastery.
 
   The good Father coughed so violently I imagined his lungs were trying to turn themselves inside-out. I knew it at once for the river-fever, or the drowning-fever, named for the excessive congestion upon the lungs that every Darkenseason steals many lives, old and young alike. Last I knew, the Brothers had been testing various herbal infusions and extracts for their potency against this fever.
 
   “Do not stand upon ceremony, Brother Benok,” he whispered.
 
   “You have suffered enough, Father,” said I, stepping hastily across the chamber to his pallet–the simple pallet offered all Brothers in their cells, in place of the usual Umarite cot.
 
   “I suffer little.”
 
   “With respect, Father …”
 
   “I suppose I couldn’t stop you making of every day a miracle,” he grumbled, rising from his bed. “How you do that … thank you. Listen, don’t fuss over me. There are some thirty penitents awaiting the Holyhand. All have needs greater than I.” The Father smoothed his cassock and peered past me. “By the aspect of this man, I gather I have the privilege of addressing your father?”
 
   I introduced the two old men to each other–truly told, one much older than the other–and then made my excuses to retreat to my old chamber. There I dyed my right hand with blue fabric dye as ever before, and after letting it dry, slipped through the secret tunnel into the Holyhand’s chamber. I tugged a sea-blue, hooded monk’s habit over my head. To my face I affixed a stagesmith’s mask. A bell chimed. Rising, I processed between two brothers to the outer court of the monastery, entering my screened booth from behind by a private entrance.
 
   Engrossed in my work, I whiled away four makh.
 
   Not every ill may be healed at a touch. Maladies there are that require a great deal of careful thought and work, and planning too. Three of the penitents, I examined, strengthened, and dismissed with instructions to return the next day. The rest I dealt with, and afterward, could barely raise the strength to walk back to my quarters.
 
   The following day I roused myself before the makh of dawn and toured the hospital and athocarial teaching chambers with five of the senior Solburn Brothers. Thereafter I consulted with them at length, learning much that pleased me and much that required my attention. I retrieved the two books P’dáronï had gifted me. The book of Eldrik medicine I would leave with Father Yatak to be copied, pored over, dissected, and treasured. P’dáronï’s book I would take with me. I had already copied onto scrolls those parts of her writings which dealt with subjects that would help the Solburn Brothers develop their craft and practice.
 
   I returned to find Orik Sorlakson discussing business plans with the Father.
 
   “A hospital in every Fiefdom!” breathed Father Yatak, his eyes shining with a peculiar light that set my spine a-quiver.
 
   Orik looked as smug as a salcat neck-deep in cream and lapping it up for all he was worth. “In every Fiefdom,” he agreed. “I could not think of a worthier cause–”
 
   “Father! What are you talking about?”
 
   “Putting the resources of the House Telmak to good use.”
 
   I stared, and then shook my head. “Father, you don’t run a palace, you run an inn. A very good inn, I’ll concede–”
 
   “Jatha-droppings to that, son!” my father interrupted hotly. “You have no earthly conception of Telmak House’s wealth, so I suggest you keep that flapping hole of yours shut lest your ignorance evermore be brayed to the world!”
 
   Should I be shocked by his fury? Ay, but what shocked me most, was to see a mirror of my own behaviour and temperament in swingeing action.
 
   “Ha!” he snorted, probably mistaking my silence for chagrin. “As I thought. Son, I was a rich man before I ever met your mother. I had the good fortune to be well advised in my investments, both in the Fiefdoms and abroad. Let me advise you that I can think of few better causes to spend my terls and ukals upon than this venture; for I mark, Arlak, that through this great work of teaching, you have done more good in our Fiefdoms in a handful of anna than you ever did during the gantuls your travels. Father Yatak has convinced me. You are saving lives every day. Through our good Solburn Brothers, you are changing the very fabric of Umarite society.”
 
   I burshingled deeply to him, humbled. “Father, your vision is greater than mine.”
 
   “And more steaming clods jatha-droppings heaped upon that!”
 
   “You’re in a testy mood, Master Telmak,” said the Father. “More chai?”
 
   My father unbent with a wry smile. “Ay, Father, and scrolls, ink, and many hands to carry forth my messages. I will pen the missives in my own hand. I have few days left in which to set much in motion. From you, I shall require a list of your Solburn and affiliated monasteries throughout the Fiefdoms. I will match these with my business contacts.”
 
   I could see the thoughts buzzing around in his brain. After a long, thoughtful silence, I commented, “You do me honour, father.”
 
   In his grin I saw myself. “In all you told me upon the road, son, you never hinted at this great work. Nay, truly told, the honour in this is mine. I’ve too long sat upon piles of terls and ukals with nought of worth to show for it. Now incline your ear to this. I’ve been thinking. When I mentioned investments abroad, I meant Eldoran. Son, I have prepared the sealed, witnessed papers to leave those interests to you.”
 
   “I … uh …”
 
   “Don’t thank me until you learn what I bequeath you,” he said, raising a warning finger. He changed the gesture suddenly to the buskal of Mata’s mercy. “Early on, following the advice of those I felt understood the Eldrik well, I invested very heavily in the Armittalese slave trade.”
 
   My eyes popped like a land-snail’s eyes upon their waving stalks.
 
   “Well may you gasp, son. According to the last message I had smuggled out of Eldoran–for you must know, there’s an illegal trade operating between Eldoran and the shores of the Fiefdoms to this very day–our family owns some seventy-three percent of the slave trade. There’s a very good chance, as the heir to this venture of the House Telmak, that you own the woman you told me about, this P’dáronï of Armittal.”
 
   “But … I’m illegitimate!”
 
   He tapped his nose knowingly. “Not according to the papers I have prepared.”
 
   “Father, the Sorcerers will kill me when they find out my mother was an Eldrik Warlock!”
 
   “The papers note you are the son of the Master Telmak by his mistress Alannah. Not Alannah of Eldoran. There is no lie cast in these runes.”
 
   Now I knew what it was to be outmanoeuvred and cornered, a rat beneath a salcat’s paw. Orik Sorlakson amazed me. However, I still had strength to grumble, “But I don’t want to own any slaves! My very quoph rebels at the thought!”
 
   “What would you do?” my father challenged me.
 
   “Free them all,” I snapped. “Every last one.”
 
   “And thereby terminate the only route the Armittalese have to escape their Nummandori Overlords?”
 
   “Oh, and life in Eldoran is so much better?”
 
   He nodded quietly. “Well might you be bitter upon this score, Arlak. Several tales for the road, say I, to share what few things I know of the lot of the Armittalese. And two words of advice. One, you already know. You would not win this woman’s heart by purchasing her freedom. But you could gift her that freedom and then see if she still chooses you. That is a risk you must take. Secondly, I charge you to find a better solution than the one you propose. It sounds like you already have an incentive.”
 
   “Who exactly are you calling an ‘incentive’, you pompous old–”
 
   “Mata’s peace, both of you!” Father Yatak moved between us with his hands raised. “I’m convinced. Truly and unreservedly … convinced.”
 
   From either side of him, we growled in tandem, “Of what?”
 
   His expression clearly said, ‘See?’
 
   I gazed at my father. He gazed back at me. After a moment, we shared a chuckle.
 
   “Father and son,” said Orik. “Truly told.”
 
   “Father and son,” Father Yatak agreed. “Convinced.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 32: Jyla’s Crucible
 
    
 
   Cracking open my eyes, I beheld before me nought but the white of death. Endless white fields of death.
 
   Lorimi the Historian: Nethe Unbound, The Essential El Shashi (113th Scrolleaf)
 
    
 
   The time before the fires of Nethe descended upon my life was one of the happiest that I remember, magnified through the eyes of my father’s contentment.
 
   Ordinarily, Alldark week is a time of fear and trembling and paying one’s dues to ward off the ghouls of Ulim’s Hunt. For our family, Alldark was a time of laughter, rediscovery, and the telling of many stories upon the great-grandfather’s knee. Truly told, he could have done with ten knees for all of the demands his family made upon him–but Orik Sorlakson lapped it up as an old hound who at last has found his place beside a warm fireplace, and a family to cosset him, rub his ears, and never trouble his grey old muzzle with a cross word.
 
   For this, I could gladly cross the breadth of the Fiefdoms, a thousand times and more.
 
   As I suspected, Sherik and Lailla appeared after Alldark Week, having rested west of the mountains in mild Hakooi and more lately, at the Solburn Monastery.
 
   “I’m a monk no longer,” boomed Sherik, clasping me in his great arms. “And with your permission, I will have your daughter to the Matabond.”
 
   “Lailla is a woman grown,” I protested, trying to peer around his huge shoulder to see her response. “Knows she her own mind? And what of the children? Lyllia? Tyrak?”
 
   “I will care for them. Think you not I–”
 
   “Grandfather!” A dark pair of eyes peered up at me from the region of my knee, which had been claimed and kept by both her legs and arms. “You came back!”
 
   “Did I not promise?”
 
   She nodded solemnly. “Men don’t keep promises.”
 
   Sherik saved me by kneeling swiftly and gathering the little mite in his arms. In a moment, a strangely deep pair of dark eyes gazed over her thumb, inserted firmly into her mouth, at me–an examination searching enough to make me squirm. “Look at this man,” he said, gently. “He promised to come back, and he did. He promised to heal your mother, and he will.”
 
   I started to say, “Healing what is no longer present is complex–”
 
   “You can heal my mama,” said the child, around her thumb. “The power’s hidden in your quoph. All you need do is summon it, grandfather.”
 
   Ulim’s howling hunt! I stared at the child as a deadly realisation struck me dumb. I was part-Eldrik, descended from a line of powerful Sorcerers and Warlocks. Should I be surprised that magic should rear its head in my bloodline?
 
   “I promised,” I agreed, trying to iron the quiver out of my voice. A four anna-old could do this to me? “I will start work right away, Lyllia. After all, if your mother is to speak the vows of the Matabond, she’ll need a new tongue, won’t she?”
 
   And how did one build a new tongue, exactly? I licked my lips. Ready for this challenge, El Shashi? Could I grow her tongue anew?
 
   But my slender daughter was dancing with the hulking ex-wrestler and now ex-monk–and what did I know? I could not deny what Mata had made right and good and true, a flower of love blossoming from the Nethe-wrought pits of burning hell she had been forced to walk though. Now Lailla twirled out of Sherik’s arms and into mine. Her mouth was flung wide in soundless laughter. Perhaps, I reflected, this was Mata’s way of healing what I could not.
 
   “Spin me!” Lyllia demanded.
 
   Sherik threw her toward the rafters until she was breathless with giggling.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “So you’re leaving this work to Jerom?”
 
   My father inclined his head stiffly. “I believe all is ready, Arlak. He has an excellent grasp of business. And he wants to do this. He wants to do something worthwhile rather than sell pots and kitchenware the rest of his life.”
 
   Alldark had long ago given way to Youngsun. The day outside was mild; Orik’s shutters stood open to welcome the breezes. “Nought I taught him,” I muttered bitterly. “What kind of father was I?”
 
   “And what kind of father was I?”
 
   I sank into the chair opposite my father’s desk, which had sprouted over the last couple of seasons, as if by some miracle, piles of scrolls fit to sink any Eldrik tollish ship. For a man approaching his hundred and eleventh anna, Orik was amazingly productive and still as sharp as a Herliki scimitar. I sat up straighter.
 
   “Father, are you feeling quite well?”
 
   “The chill of Nethe rests upon my quoph this day, son,” he said. “I feel every one of my anna. I fear my time is soon.”
 
   “Say it not–”
 
   “I long ago resolved to speak nought but the truth. You should do the same.”
 
   We both glanced up at a sound without the room. The house was quiet, as Jerom and his family, together with Rubiny and Tarrak, had travelled north to the Solburn Monastery on what they were now beginning to term ‘family business’.
 
   We had no time to move from our seats as first two, then a further five or six ruffians crowded into the room. I smelled salikweed upon the breath of their leader–a big, scarred brute clutching a cudgel which appeared to have seen much service. His fellows brandished a salcat’s basket of barbed weaponry at us.
 
   “What can we do for you, in Mata’s name?” my father asked mildly.
 
   “You’ll come with us,” rasped one of the thugs.
 
   “In whose name?”
 
   “That’s no concern of yours!”
 
   I pushed back my seat, leaping to my feet. What thought I–that my short time in military service would stand me in some kind of stead against these ruffians? The leader lashed out with his cudgel. I snapped up my right arm reflexively, and had my elbow smashed into pieces for my trouble. I stared at my arm in surprise and pain. Chuckling, the man flicked the club a second time. Blackness exploded across my vision.
 
   When my eyes cracked open, it was to ignite a headache. My head felt as though it had been battered by a dozen cudgels, rather than the single blow I remembered. I squeezed down on the pain emanating from a lyom’s-egg upon my left temple. Biting my lip, I directed my power into my elbow. What a mess!
 
   Even as I saw to my needs, my mind calmly evaluated my situation. I sensed I was in another place. My left arm was upraised as though it clutched a dagger ready for a downward blow, chained at the wrist to the wall against which my back rested. I tested the chain, finding it short and immovable.
 
   “Well rested, El Shashi?”
 
   I knew that voice! Mata, I had never wished to hear it again. The voice doused my quoph in the bitter acid of despair. And my eyes fixed at once on the person I knew owned that nasal whine.
 
   Lenbis leaned forward in his comfortable couch. “El Shashi. How good to see you again. With your aged father. You at least are looking well. I can’t say the same for the old fossil.”
 
   “Release us, Lenbis!”
 
   Lenbis threw back his head and laughed unpleasantly. “Release you? Not before I’ve had my fun, El Shashi. You stole my toys and ruined my business. The business I don’t mind, because I’ll get rich again. But I liked the girl. She had spirit.”
 
   I found him as revolting as ever. A chill slithered from my quoph into my body.
 
   Looking about, I saw that I was chained in a room I did not recognise–a room with no windows, and but one door. It held the chair that Lenbis was sitting on, me, and a table upon which another person lay, chained hand and foot. Although I could see nought but the person’s shoes, I knew this was my father. What was going on here? What was Lenbis planning?
 
   I tried to stuff my hatred of Lenbis back down my throat. “I wronged you in Darbis,” I said. “Why don’t you let me heal you, and we can put this business behind us?”
 
   “Don’t make me laugh!” he snarled. “Do you think I’m letting you near me, El Shashi?” Pulling a scrap of cloth from his pocket, Lenbis mopped his glistening forehead. “Let’s be clear. I intend to get rich. After you wrecked my warehouse and burned all my stores in Darbis, El Shashi, I wanted nothing more than to track you down and wring your scrawny lyom’s-neck. But then I discovered I was not the only one seeking a measure of your flesh. I fell in with agents of a certain Mistress Jyla.”
 
   “Jyla has no further interest in me,” I shot back, full of uncertain bravado.
 
   “Agreed,” said Lenbis, with a cruel twist of his fleshy lips. “But she is interested in your power. Oceans of your power.”
 
   My power? I ran my tongue over my dry lips. She still wanted my power? Whatever for? What could she use the Wurm’s power for which did not involve breaking the Banishment? She must have some new plan … and it was active. She and her ambitions were alive and well, and she had somehow recruited this worm of a man to carry out her desires.
 
   “Let us go, boy, and the House Telmak will make you rich beyond your dreams,” whispered my father.
 
   “Riches I want,” Lenbis grinned, rising awkwardly to his feet so that he could overshadow my father and I. “But, unlike your fool of a son, I have the good sense not to cross a Sorceress. My colleagues in the criminal underworld agree on few things, but they are unanimous in their fear and loathing of the Honoria Jyla. I’ve always harboured a weakness for a truly ruthless and diabolical woman. They whisper she is Matabound with Ulim Godslayer himself.”
 
   No surprises there, truly told! Shuddering, I asked, “So what do you want, Lenbis? Name your price.”
 
   “Look about you, El Shashi. Stand for me. See if you can reach out and touch your father.”
 
   I did not understand. But I obeyed him, rising to my feet, finding the limit of the chain, and reaching out to touch the fingertip of my father’s right hand.
 
   “Perfect,” said Lenbis, looking so cheerful that I yearned for nothing more than a length of rope in my hands to use for a garrotte. “Read the shalik runes upon this for me, El Shashi. Do I strike you as a man interested in terls and ukals? Why would I chain your aged father to this table if I was? What think you?”
 
   “You want me to heal him,” I said, slowly. I hoped against hope that would be all.
 
   “But he has nought to heal, save old age,” Lenbis said. “And what pleasure would I derive from a simple healing?” He reached down toward his feet. When his hand reappeared, there dangled from it a heavy whip–the kind used by some cruel masters to drive their jatha in place of the master-prod, which is a kinder tool by leagues. As he continued to speak he moved backward to give himself space to wield the weapon. “I’ve a better idea. Why don’t you and I shoot not just two birds with one arrow, but three? I will have my revenge by seeing you and your father scream and weep and curse the day you were whelped. You will keep your father alive by healing him. And you will supply the Sorceress with the power she craves. There, shall we not all be satisfied?”
 
   “Please,” my voice cracked. “Please, Lenbis, I beg you. Let me heal you.”
 
   “I’ll not waste my breath further.”
 
   Crack! My father’s shirt leaped and settled again. He cried out. As if by magic, a red stain enlarged from the spot the whip had struck.
 
   “Oh dear, El Shashi,” said Lenbis, pretending horror. “An old man’s skin is so thin! It took at least two or three strokes in the same place to break your daughter’s skin–except where she was already scarred and scabbed.”
 
   “Please! Have pity, Lenbis!”
 
   Crack! Spoke the whip. It first vented a horrible hiss as it curled through the air, and then an angry retort as the leather bit into the skin. I was reminded of the strike of a forest cobra; the warning hiss, and then the fatal strike.
 
   “Come, El Shashi. Have mercy upon your poor father. Will you not heal him?”
 
   “Mata’s name!” I shouted, stretching to the limit of my chain in order to reach my father’s uncurled fingers. “Stop this madness!”
 
   My shouting, pleading, and cursing only encouraged Lenbis. His fleshy, sweating jowls were formed into a half-smile as he plied the whip. His smile was a deviant caricature. I began to feel that my cries were stroking his pleasure, giving him what he could never again have by his own flesh, after the damage I had wrought in Darbis. I would have healed him at least to set my conscience aright, but Lenbis was having none of it. Perhaps he feared me. Perhaps rightly so. I had vowed never again to exact such a revenge, but now my anguish threatened at every stroke to rise up and strangle my resolve.
 
   Lenbis could land the tip of his whip upon a brass terl. He must have had a great deal of practice. I could not imagine how my father suffered, but after his first few groans, Orik appeared to bear the punishment with a grim surfeit of pride–in the face of which, I felt the lesser man.
 
   We fell into a strange rhythm. After each stroke of the whip I would strain forward, waiting for my father’s hand to uncurl, for his fingers to straighten so that I could make the healing touch. My world narrowed to the gap between us. Lenbis had cleverly positioned the table so that only at a stretch could I touch my father’s longest digit–the digit used by yammariks the Fiefdoms over to point to Mata. He must have measured while I was unconscious, I realised. Each period of time I spent waiting for Orik’s fingers to move inflicted upon my quoph a horror all of its own, quite apart from the physical, for that was the time given in which to appreciate the impact of each blow upon my father; to see pain’s stamp upon his body and to trace the course of it in the taut tendons of his neck and the unavoidable quivering of his muscles, and the whiteness of the muscles around his mouth pressing his lips together in an attempt to stifle his moans.
 
   After what must have been a makh, Lenbis tired of his sport and left the room. I slumped against the wall. My father’s clothes resembled a beggar’s rags. The whip had stripped most of the fabric off of his body. What tatters remained, were stained crimson, rising and falling in tune with his breathing. Orik lived.
 
   I wondered how much the Wurm must have been augmented by Lenbis’ torture.
 
   Mark my words, I have seldom had to heal and heal and heal without pause–save, I recall, during the plagues I attended. I felt as a washrag freshly squeezed out. The other end of my link with the Wurm must be an insatiable stomach, I decided, able to take and take without ceasing. How many-fold now did Jyla’s enchantment magnify my efforts? Surely mere flesh, even flesh strengthened by the power of magic, must at some point become unable to withstand the white-hot lillia that suffused it? Could the Wurm be infinitely filled?
 
   Orik’s arms stirred against their chains. “How are you, son?”
 
   “Shattered. Upset. So sorry that you have to endure this–”
 
   “I told you. I hear Mata calling.”
 
   “But not this way, father.”
 
   I looked up as one of Lenbis’ men appeared in the doorway, picking his fingernails with the point of his dagger. “Rest time is over,” growled the man.
 
   This one amused himself by pricking and cutting the soles of Orik’s feet with his dagger. The next carved open his stomach to make some ‘examination’ of the contents. Perhaps he was a secret Ulitrist, one who partook of the demonic delights of Ulim’s very table. After that came a fool who took a couple of token blows at the old man’s torso before settling in a corner to drink himself into a stupor. Lenbis came in later to wake the man with the lash of his whip.
 
   I begged Lenbis for my father’s life. He took the lash to me instead of my father, which I greatly preferred. I fell to taunting him. But he grew wise to this and turned again upon my father, this time with a vicious twist: he found himself a second whip and plied the two in tandem, driving me to the sweating, fainting brink of endurance. Then, as night was long fallen, the men brought us water and bade us slumber well.
 
   I meant to speak to my father. I meant to think my way out of this predicament. Many times had I thought of summoning the Wurm–but that would be the end of Orik, in all likelihood, and the end of me too. Lest I could loosen my chains. But my brain seemed stuffed full of old leaves. I fell asleep, and woke when the whip caressed my cheek.
 
   This day, Lenbis did not even speak. He moved about his task with the air of a man driving his cart into the white of death–he found no pleasure in it as before, nor did his eyes light with any perverse fire, nor indeed did he spare any words to torment me. Sweat from the day’s warmth rolled freely from his hairline and stained the armpits and chest of his rumik. I could smell his rank stench across the room. When his arm dropped to his side, I said:
 
   “I see your heart is troubling you, Lenbis.”
 
   “What say you?” he growled. “I’m as set on having my revenge–”
 
   “You’re not a well man,” I said. “Your colour tells me you have heart trouble.”
 
   Lenbis’ eyes rolled toward me, eyes framed in sagging bags of skin. His cast was not good. I knew it; perhaps he did too.
 
   “Ulim’s calling you, Lenbis,” I called softly across the room. “Ulim’s icy talons are clutched around your heart, squeezing … I can heal you if you want. Just say the word.”
 
   “Never!” he shouted, cracking the whip across my father’s neck one more time. I reached out and closed the wound.
 
   With a foul curse, Lenbis left us in silence.
 
   Orik’s head turned in my direction. “Truly told?” he whispered.
 
   “Heart trouble,” I said. “Too many anna of drinking, or the drugs–”
 
   “Or supping with Ulim.”
 
   “Ay.” I was silent for a time, before adding, “Father, I’ve little strength left. Pray you we can find a way out of this.”
 
   “Summon the Wurm,” Orik chuckled dryly. “Kill us all and be done with it.”
 
   “Kill you? And grant Jyla victory in one fell swoop?” I shook the chain one more time, the chain I had tested with my fullest strength over and over again. “I think not, father.”
 
   Orik was looking along the length of his arm at me. He deliberately formed his hand into a fist. “We could end this.”
 
   “No!” I was at the end of my chain, reaching for him, caring not how the manacle bit into my wrist. “I will not let you die, father! Not now; not ever!”
 
   “Listen to yourself, boy!” Orik sighed a long, drawn-out soliloquy. “My life has run its course. A hundred and eleven anna come the second Joinday of Sowing. I’ve already lived longer than I ought. Is that because you healed me before? That eventide at Solk Inn–did you do more than you ought?”
 
   Despite my intentions, my head nodded the affirmative. “I have long wondered, father. Perhaps I strengthened you beyond the ordinary. I knew so little of the ways of healing back then.”
 
   “I’m an Umarite, not a long-lived Eldrik like you, son. Had Alannah survived, she would have outlived me twice over. And yet she still loved me.” The gentle regard in Orik’s gaze held me more powerfully than any hot words could have. “I love you more than I can frame into words. But you need to let me pass on.”
 
   “No!”
 
   “Arlak.”
 
   Our conversation was cut short by three of Lenbis’ drunken stooges staggering into the room. They laid about Orik, chopping and hacking at him with a horrible disregard for his humanity. I lunged at once to my chain’s end to touch my father, to pour into him what I had, wincing as I felt his body jerking and twitching beneath the blows. Blood seeped out of his mouth where he had bitten through his tongue.
 
   A young man would have struggled to take this abuse, much less a man of his advanced age. I pitied him. I loved him. I hated the pain he was in … but to let him die? I could not bear it. It cut across the grain of all I ever was, and all the man I ever wanted to be. Granted, I had sent many to Nethe’s clutches through my unthinking foolishness, but this was different. Here I could think and feel and know what was the right course … but could I know what was Mata’s will? Who was Arlak, or El Shashi, to be the judge of a man’s anna? To ascertain when one should pass on? To hold a man from the brink even when he wanted to cross over? Mata, what an evil pass!
 
   Suddenly, I knew what I must do. Something unselfish.
 
   I shrivelled my left hand.
 
   As I slipped loose of the chain, I crashed to my knees. Then I barrelled into the men attacking my father, careless of their blades swinging my way. I could not leave my father in this way, so I took a dagger in my stomach and a sword-cut upon my back as I tried to wrestle one of them to the ground and steal his weapon.
 
   The men bawled for help. A great weight crashed upon my back. Wriggling my way free, sword in hand and forgetting any lesson Janos had ever drilled into my stubborn skull, I laid about me with the grace of the farm boy I had once been. I caused some damage, ay, but not near enough afore the men buried me beneath a press of bodies and pummelled me into submission.
 
   A handful of makh later, for my trouble I had earned myself a collar worthy of any hound, and was chained once more to the wall. One man had been dragged out by his heels. Clearly the ruffians had little enough regard even for their dead.
 
   However, they celebrated his death in quite a different way to what I expected.
 
   “That was inventive,” said my father. “Shrinking your hand.”
 
   I wondered how it was possible to have grown to love the gaze of a pair of eyes quite so suddenly. I had, of course, always prized romantic love, and the love of my children and especially my grandchildren was a thing still fresh enough to thrill to my quoph. But the love of a son for his father … ay. Cut off early in my manhood by the Faloxx, and now renewed a few anna shy of seventy later; this was a thing strange and wondrous indeed.
 
   “I can’t reach you with this thing on my neck.”
 
   “Not only did you think of an unselfish path, but you thought also of my needs and refused to leave me.”
 
   “Father … father. Do not say it.”
 
   Orik’s voice had grown weaker. I knew my father was fading away in my very presence. I could keep healing him, but there was still a physical, mental, and emotional toll being exacted that without a great deal of time and effort, I could not hope to begin to redress.
 
   “Very well,” he agreed, “I will not. But think upon this, Arlak. Is it selfish to deny me my time to die? And is that in accordance with or against Mata’s will?”
 
   I hedged: “It is not selfish because the Wurm has not risen.”
 
   “But is it cruel? Is love cruel?”
 
   In the other room, a door banged. A puff of air entered with the ruffians, air that to my nostrils hinted at the tang of a storm. The Wurm? Was the Wurm soon to rise?
 
   Against this, I weighed my father’s words. I twisted upon them with the greatest discomfort. How was I to choose between these two great evils? Whichever I chose, I would have to live with the knowledge and guilt for the rest of my anna.
 
   Not that my prospects of living until eventide appeared bright.
 
   The men gathered in the room, filling it with the reek of their body odour mouldered for seasons beneath leathern body armour, of lethola spirit and of salikweed, which can turn a good man into a monster. They measured the compass of my chain once more. Lenbis brought in his chair and settled into it, looking greatly the worse for wear, a man who had spent the night wrestling with the ghost of his own quoph. His men laughed and joked coarsely. They lashed spears to the underside of the table, arranging them so that I would have to impale myself in order to reach my father to heal him.
 
   Orik smiled at me. “Shame you can’t shrink your head.”
 
   Now a joke? Was he prodding at my ego? Or was he afraid? After all he had said about being ready, was my father afraid of the afterlife? I would be.
 
   I considered trying to melt my flesh around the metal collar locked at my throat, causing it somehow to pass through my neck. But that would involve severing my own spinal cord. Could even I heal such damage? And cause metal to move through bone? I could hardly imagine such a feat, even given time and perfect resources–neither of which I enjoyed now.
 
   “Do you have much oil left in that barrel of yours?” he asked.
 
   “Plenty for us both.”
 
   Orik sighed and closed his eyes. I had lied; he knew it. If only I could have sucked back some of that lillia from the Wurm. Then I would have power beyond imagining. But I did not know how. Even Eliyan had been stumped by that question.
 
   “Hurry up! I grow impatient.”
 
   Lenbis, I thought. Should I beg him one last time?
 
   Another man brought in a steaming pot. At least, I thought it was steam, at first. With a pair of tongs, he pulled out a red-hot coal and, without warning, pushed it beneath my father’s back. Orik arched away as best he could. Another coal followed, and another, placed wherever his limbs touched the table. I smelled wood burning, mingled with the sweet stench of flesh. The last of my father’s clothes caught fire.
 
   And I was staring unmoving at this spectacle!
 
   I jerked forward against the chain. I could not reach him. Gritting my teeth, I pushed forward until two spear-points pierced my belly. They were the Lymarian kind with a leaf-shaped point, and none too sharp. Indeed, they might have been deliberately blunted by Lenbis’ men. I touched my father and dulled his pain before he suddenly writhed away from my touch. The man with the metal tongs was applying a coal to the soft skin of his armpit.
 
   “Father! Reach out to me!”
 
   The chains would allow me no further. I was strangling myself, truly told. With a start I realised that the spear-points had been poisoned; dipped in the juice of the deadly redbane berry. I recoiled, fighting the spread of contagion within myself.
 
   Orik screamed. He lay now on a bed of coals, unable to escape the scorching points beneath his body. Both of his hands balled into fists. I could not have reached him had I wanted to.
 
   “Father!” I shouted. “Father! I won’t let you die!”
 
   I had to fling myself against the spear-points once more. This time I caught the tip of his finger with mine, and the tune of Orik’s agony changed momentarily.
 
   “Ah, the sweet music of torture,” crowed Lenbis, saluting me with a mocking flip of his hand. “Now, let us see if you dance as well as you sing!”
 
   I cursed him with every word I knew as his men approached me from either side, cudgels in hand. They struck at my feet to crush my toes. I shrieked, tried to kick out at one of them, groaned and almost collapsed as a spear-point scraped along my spine. I pulled back, but then I could not abide my father’s screams. So I flung myself once more upon the spears. I dulled my pain with a thought, careless of the damage, as I battled to reach my father. The men teased me by cracking my outstretched fingers with their cudgels.
 
   Once more I touched Orik’s fingers. His head turned my way and his eyes opened. Tears streaked his cheeks. He mouthed, ‘Love you.’
 
   I stared back.
 
   His fist curled shut.
 
   I wept and raged against the chain, almost choking myself, but the links would not yield a dyndigit to my strength. I willingly impaled myself upon the spears, but a stubborn half-a-hand separated Orik and I. And he would not relent. Rather, he gazed at me. And I thought I saw a strangeness enter his eyes. Resignation? Hopelessness? A willing parting of his soul from the flesh that framed it?
 
   He fell silent.
 
   The collar strangled my cries. One of the men crushed my kneecap with his cudgel, sending me crashing down upon the spears, hanging by my ribs. But I felt little.
 
   There is a moment, I own, when the flesh dies but the quoph yet lives. That is my experience: I, who have seen the white of death so many times over. And that is what I beheld in Orik Sorlakson. One moment he breathed, the next he did not. His body slumped upon the table as though all the strength had fled his muscles at once, as though the pain no longer mattered and he no longer suffered. His eyes shone their love to me. And then, by degrees it seemed to me but in reality, quickly indeed, they glazed over. His immortal quoph had fled its vessel.
 
   “Father!”
 
   My raw scream echoed around the room.
 
   Orik’s clenched fist fell open. I could touch him at last.
 
   “Father! No! I want you back! Come back, please, oh please, come back …”
 
   My sobs stopped in my throat. Appalled, I stared at my fingers. What had I done? What had I just wished? Not merely by the power of words …
 
   Thunder rolled in the distance. Lightning struck in the next room. A man’s scream was cut off by a loud thud. Lenbis swore, half-turning in his seat.
 
   In a whirl of black robes, the Sorceress Amal strode in through the doorway–the very last person in Mata’s creation I would have expected at that moment. In her wake I saw a woman fully veiled save her eyes, but those might as well have been veiled too, for she was blind. My quoph leaped as though awakened as the world to its very first dawn.
 
   P’dáronï!
 
   


  
 



Chapter 33: Chasing the Wind
 
    
 
   Every eye on Mata’s earth hardened against me,
 
   And every hand was raised in the buskal of rejection,
 
   Even the doors of heaven slammed against my petitions,
 
   All I chased was the wind.
 
   Faliyan of Eldoran: Legends, 6th Tale: El Shashi
 
    
 
   Her face set in a scowl as black as her robes, Amal shook her wrists free of her sleeves. Violet haloes of lillia gathered about her hands like the ghostly auras that flicker in the northern nights. I had but a blink of time to reflect that now I could see lillia. Fire flashed forth from each of her fingertips. It left streaks upon my retinae, as though I had beheld the strikes of multiple fork lightning assaulting a mountain fastness. When I was able to look again, I saw that Lenbis and his men were neat piles of ash on the floor.
 
   “Arlak!” she cried. “Brother-mine!”
 
   “Amal-nish.” I struggled to rise. “I … I …”
 
   “P’dáronï! Help me!”
 
   Thrusting a shoulder beneath each of my arms, the two women helped lift me clear of the spears. My breathing whistled as if a chill Alldark wind had lodged in my chest. I realised I had run one of the spear points through the base of my lung. Somehow, I forced myself to find a residue of my power; strength to begin to close my wounds. I shaped it and sent it forth. 
 
   Amal held my head. P’dáronï touched me. Half of me believed she was some apparition, that I dreamed in my extremity and grief … how could this be? Yet there she was, moving, breathing; I watched her eyelids flutter down over those white, never-healed orbs. I sensed something flow from her into me, a kind of magic alien to my experience, and immediately felt stronger.
 
   She whispered, “Arlak–”
 
   “P’dáronï … nish,” I wheezed. “The Wurm comes!”
 
   “What did you do?” Amal growled, still a-storm with fire and fury. “Did you kill this man?”
 
   “That’s Orik. Your … father.”
 
   By the horrified flight of her hand to her mouth, I knew that Amal grasped at once what had transpired in the room. She transferred my head to P’dáronï’s lap. Rising, she stood over him. She gazed unblinkingly at Orik for a breathlessly long time. I felt a warm droplet strike my foot. Amal’s tears.
 
   Great Mata! That Amal should have missed meeting her father by a fraction of a makh! What bitter, bitter irony was this? I did not know whether to curse Mata or thank Her.
 
   A faint trembling was conducted through the floor into my limbs. It was distant, but I knew the Wurm had stirred. I sensed a ponderous movement, as though much had been required to set the beast into motion–but once it moved not even the mountains could stand in its way. At least Orik’s quoph would now know its rest; a rest that was denied to El Shashi.
 
   Amal’s finger traced his cheek. “He’s at peace now.”
 
   I said, “He wanted you to know, Amal–”
 
   “How sweet! A family reunion! Shall I shed a tear, too?”
 
   Our eyes leaped to the doorway.
 
   “Jyla!” I gasped.
 
   “Arlak Sorlakson. We meet again.”
 
   Amal moved between the Sorceress and my father’s body, forming mystic symbols with her hands.
 
   Jyla sniggered, “Don’t bother with that, child. Don’t you know who I am?”
 
   “By the fires of Nethe, who are you?” asked my sister.
 
   Jyla threw back the hood of her dark robe. Still a lover of the dramatic gesture, I thought, loathing her with every iota of my being. Her dead black eyes fixed upon Amal. “Have you no greeting for your long-lost mother, daughter-mine?”
 
   Amal gave a small scream. “Aulynni!”
 
   “One and the same, Amal-nish. Mother to you.”
 
   “You’re no mother of mine!”
 
   There was clear similarity in their features, I decided, looking from one to the other. Amal was nearly a head taller than her mother, but there was no question in my mind who was deadlier.
 
   Jyla seemed bemused by Amal’s response. “As I was against my father, so you seem set against your mother,” she said. “A cruel wind of destiny. But I, unlike my father, do not intend for your little rebellion to progress. I have destroyed many powerful Sorcerers already, Amal-nish. Defy me, and I won’t hesitate to do the same to you.”
 
   “I am not your ‘nish’ anything,” Amal countered, pale of face. She glanced about her as the shaking escalated. “Why don’t you just say what you came to say, mother?”
 
   “Hold me fast,” P’dáronï breathed in my ear.
 
   At the Wurm’s approach, the whole building began a lively dance–far more lively than was good for bricks, mortar, or wood frame. I imagined that at any moment, the creature would descend upon us like an avalanche rolling down a mountain. Through dust scattered into the air, I saw Jyla lash out with a burning, crimson whip attached to her wrist–a fiery scourge, the Warlocks called this magical weapon. I had read about it during my studies in the Mystic Library. Amal instantly threw up a wall of blue fire. There came a sharp crackling of energies. And then I saw the blue fire fall.
 
   “No!”
 
   “Ah, yes!” crowed Jyla, as her rope of fire settled around Amal’s waist. Somehow the fire, without burning her flesh, had contrived to bind Amal to the Sorceress’ will. At the jerk of her mother’s hand, Amal stumbled forward. “And here I thought you’d put up more of a fight. Time for you and I to have a little mother-daughter talk, you reprobate girl.”
 
   “Ready?” P’dáronï whispered. I nodded–feeling faintly ridiculous at not knowing what I was nodding for–but I had to trust her. I could not walk in my current state.
 
   “And I’ll see you in Nethe, El Shashi.”
 
   Jyla’s right hand snapped forward, hurling a roiling wave of heat and fire at us. But I saw the room waver before my eyes, as though I perceived the world across the rising heat and smoke of a cooking fire. There came an eerie tugging at my neck. I distinctly felt the collar slip right through my flesh, but my being had become so insubstantial that the metal passed through me without any apparent disturbance or difficulty. A hummingbird’s wing beat later, I found myself sprawled in the middle of a hewehat field in the bright sunshine.
 
   Sprawled, ay–in the comfort of P’dáronï’s lap.
 
   My eyes, the only part of me that had strength and will to move, swivelled about. There were the Lyrn Mountains, a league or so closer than the village of Imbi where I had lately lived with my family. Lenbis must have brought us to the farmhouse I saw yonder. That was where I sensed the Wurm’s presence.
 
   Even as I watched, the house sank away in bizarre silence. I saw a tremendous oval depression developing in the earth, akin to the huge sinkholes of Mara-Udal in faraway Damantia, a province I had visited but once in all my travels around the Fiefdoms. Now I heard it, a low rumbling akin to gravel sliding down a mine-chute. The ground simply melted downwards. A few heartbeats was all it took. The Wurm ate that house whole–and the barn, the fence, the vegetable garden …
 
   I held my breath, as unmoving as the world about me.
 
   What happened to all that rock and dirt the Wurm swallowed? An earthworm passed all matter through its body. Nothing came out of the Wurm, that I knew. Was all matter made of magic, as Eliyan theorised, and the Wurm converted all it swallowed into lillia? How else could it swim the basal rock of Mata’s creation?
 
   “Do you see the Sorceress, Arlak-nih?”
 
   “I do.” I swallowed, rallying my strength. I must remember to describe what P’dáronï could not see. “She flies a creature shaped like a giant bat, truly told.” I squinted against Suthauk’s glare. “Amal is her prisoner, held before her. They fly west to the mountains.”
 
   “Toward Eldoran. Toward her final victory.”
 
   “P’dáronï.” I stopped, coughing. There was nothing left, nothing with which to heal the gaping rent that stretched from my pelvis to my lower ribs. Only my arm was keeping my intestines within my abdominal cavity. I forced out a few more words, “Why … did you come?”
 
   She looked away, toward the Wurm’s sinkhole. I wondered what she sensed there; how she perceived the world.
 
   P’dáronï sighed, “Arlak, am I no longer dear to you?”
 
   All I could summon was a wordless squeal as my wound flared, overwhelming the trickle of lillia with which I had damped down the pain.
 
   “Have you forgotten our anna together?”
 
   My body curled up of its own accord, trying to draw together using the ragged strip of muscle remaining on the right side of my stomach. I groaned, “Wurm!”
 
   The world shimmered again. The Lyrn Mountains leaped closer. Somewhere out there, the Wurm twisted in the bowels of the earth, hunting us anew. I sensed it. I heard the azure sky thunder; I knew that the earth trembled at the beast’s passage, and that the sense of lillia was overpowering in its immediacy, as close as … P’dáronï?
 
   I was going mad. Suddenly, I was drowning in the fragrant nearness of her, as though a window had been opened upon a new world and a breeze had swept in a surfeit of wondrous redolence. Long anna had I pined for this woman. How many the eventide makh had I imagined holding her in my arms? Her scent flooded my sensitised nostrils as if I had never smelled the proximity of a woman before, as though she alone was the sweet siren-song my quoph had secretly longed for before it could ever know its final rest. I wanted to drink her in. I wanted to scribe her poems of undying devotion. I reeled from this sense to another: that the Wurm was there and she was here, that the Wurm was burrowing closer and she was bending over me, a glistening tear welling from the duct within each eye.
 
   Two drops, catching the power of Suthauk. Magnifying my insight.
 
   “P–” I tried. My throat worked. “P’d–”
 
   “I’ve been such a fool,” she sobbed.
 
   The world shifted again. I felt the cool of the mountain air as a balm upon my forehead. The power that rippled out of P’dáronï each time she shifted us from place to place was lillia reshaped in ways I could not grasp. Who was this woman? How could she be a slave of the Eldrik? With one part of my mind I marvelled, while with another I grasped I was dying–and she thought I had forgotten our love. Rich irony! Or was it? I had but one pressing thought, that there was no way Jyla was going to steal this from me too.
 
   I screamed helplessly in the fastness of my mind: Larathi, woman! I love you!
 
   P’dáronï caught her breath.
 
   She had heard! I knew my intuition was right. It must have happened when I spoke Janos’ true name–Benethar–in the mountains. I was open to the gyael-irfa. His code word had unlocked my Eldrik potential, hidden for so long. That must be how Jyla had discovered me.
 
   Suddenly, there was a touching of minds. I stiffened, rejecting the overture–partly, because the shock of contact transferred across to the Wurm as well. But nothing came back. Nothing ever came back, save the ravenous hunger of a beast arrowing toward our location with the knack of a hound hot on the scent.
 
   “You’re hurting me,” P’dáronï said tightly.
 
   “I … uh, sorry, P’dáronï-nish. Wurm …”
 
   This time, after we shifted, she said at once, “You’re hurt, Arlak-nih. Where?”
 
   “Stomach.”
 
   Angels of Mata were not acceptable theology in the Fiefdoms, I told myself inanely. But as the gold-haloed head of P’dáronï of Armittal bent over my wound, might I not be forgiven a moment’s heresy mingled with imagination? A spur of blood-loss and father-loss and the unimaginable torment which had spanned only two days, but seemed to have lasted a lifetime? Unless Lenbis could resurrect himself from ashes digesting in the Wurm’s belly, his at least was an evil wiped from the face of the earth. Yuthe Herself, the Goddess of all women–forgive me yet more heresy–must own this superb woman for a sister, she who had rescued me. But what of Amal?
 
   Trust Arlak Sorlakson to be consumed with nought but regard for a woman’s charms when he was bound to run twenty-eight days from the Wurm!
 
   P’dáronï’s lips bent toward her fingertips, delicately touching my wound. “I learned some few things from you, El Shashi,” she whispered. “It took me anna. But see what I can do now.”
 
   Her breath funnelled over her fingertips as the early-morn mist rising over the Nugar River in the Gloaming season, the mist through which the fishermen would glide like wraiths, neither speaking nor dipping a paddle to steer or propel their vessels, seeking the tell-tale bubbles from beneath the surface that would betray the great river pike hiding just beneath the loam-brown surface; the great pike from which even the salmon fled. And where her breath wafted my skin did follow. My skin grew and stretched in amazing, unexpected, and downright unnerving ways. Strangest of all, I could not tell how her power accomplished this miracle–my impression, had I not known better, was that P’dáronï had somehow issued orders at an elemental level more suited to Mata’s work of creation than the human … and I should know these things. I, of all people!
 
   For some reason this irritated the very Hounds of Nethe out of me.
 
   But I did have a new covering upon my stomach.
 
   “You’ll have to regrow everything beneath,” said P’dáronï.
 
   “Rushed for time?”
 
   “Would you prefer to be dragging spans of intestines around the Lyrn Mountains?”
 
   “P’dáronï-nishka …”
 
   “We crossed a continent for you, Arlak, and your ingratitude shines forth? Amal surrendered herself into Jyla’s power to aid your escape. Do you remember your interrogation in Eldoran? Jyla will make that seem as a fresh breeze off the ocean!”
 
   “P–” My words wavered and we moved again.
 
   I swallowed, reminded that the last time I had seen P’dáronï angry, a man had ended up being Banished. Was this the same woman I had loved? Did I love her still?
 
   “Well may you ask why we came for you!”
 
   “Ulim’s breath upon it, I just saw my father killed!” I blazed back. “Do you have any idea how that felt?”
 
   Her face crumpled like a wet scrolleaf. A quiver passed through her body and into mine.
 
   “Oh, larathi!” The swear word exploded out of me. “P’dáronï … truly told, you must think you’re talking to the biggest fool in the Fiefdoms. And Eldoria. And anywhere else you care to mention.” I wished I could have read her eyes. I felt cast adrift when speaking to her. Another woman could have read what I meant in my gaze, but I needed to pour it all into my voice. “I’m sorry,” I added simply. “I know nothing about where you come from. I’m worse than a dumb jatha at the yoke. Truly told, did you even know your father? Did he sell you into slavery?”
 
   “I knew him,” P’dáronï said in a murmur barely audible above the storming approach of the Wurm. I imagined the creature was becoming irritated with P’dáronï’s ability to teleport us overland. The skies darkened unnaturally overhead, and I saw lightning strike upward into the clouds. “He sold me in my ninth anna. He said it was my duty to keep my family alive.”
 
   The gathering storm formed a perfect backdrop to her hurt.
 
   “Have you see him since?”
 
   “Never again.”
 
   I had no words. Numbly, I wondered if I owned P’dáronï, as my father had intimated. If she doubted me already, what ruin might this secret wreak upon our fragile relationship? Any why was this thought anathema to my quoph? Though the Umarite Fiefdoms lacked the formal slavery system of the Eldrik, many families were kept indebted to their Hassutla or Hassutl over the gantuls–a system in most respects similar to slavery, although there was always the option of buying out a contract. For a poor family this was akin to envisioning a voyage around Belion. Janos had always grown animated when teaching me about injustice. Now I understood what had confused me in my youth. Ay, truly told, I understood with a sense of trembling outrage at the unfairness of the world, or perhaps what we humans had made of Mata’s world.
 
   The world leaped again; twice, in rapid succession. From my new vantage point I could gaze the height and breadth of a solid bank of clouds gathering over to the east, as though Ulim’s army of doom marched across the lands at the world’s final death-knell.
 
   “I see the Wurm shouldering aside the mountains,” said P’dáronï. “The world is ablaze in lillia. So much so, I can see shapes–I believe they must be hills and forests, and above them, more mountains.”
 
   “Clouds,” I corrected her, shivering with wonder. “A storm front.”
 
   “I’ve never seen the world like this before.”
 
   “In energies?”
 
   Her smile was a study in childlike delight; an abruption of her preceding distress. “By the essence of magic. The Wurm’s magic. I’ve always had interaction with close things; mostly with what I could touch. But this is … amazing. Truly told, I never knew!”
 
   “I’m sorry you must flee the Wurm with me.”
 
   P’dáronï tilted her face again to the horizon. “I committed myself to this, Arlak-nih.”
 
   “This … P’dáronï-nish,” I stressed the endearment slightly, “you think this is a mistake, don’t you?”
 
   I could not read the miniscule tightening of the muscles around her mouth. “Can you heal yourself?” she asked.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then we must find space that you may rest. I will carry you as far as I am able. And I will Dissemble for us both until you have the strength to learn the skill.”
 
   And so we travelled: the man of power, as helpless as any babe, and the blind slave, who held me as much captive as friend. When I began to ask questions she bade me, with ire, to rest and gather my strength. But I could try to draw my own conclusions. Why should Jyla seek me out after all these anna? Why should she abscond only with Amal? What had changed meantime in Eldoran? Did she seek to draw me back to the Eldrik?
 
   I needed answers from P’dáronï. But she seemed disinclined–unless, by opening my mind to her, I could lay my quoph’s secrets bare. Ay, and how many of those secrets would I want another to know? Especially one so dear? Total, naked honesty … how could I ever consent?
 
   I wanted to ruminate more upon these things, but my body would not tolerate any further abuse. Shortly, I slept, insensible to the world and its dangers.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   El Shashi had never been in such a state.
 
   Never had I lacked the power to heal myself. But with the poison of the redbane berry spreading though my system, whatever tiny amount of lillia I managed to gather, was turned immediately to keeping the toxins at bay. Besides the poison there was massive damage to my stomach. An infection took root there. I was more than sickly. I was dying.
 
   I confess I knew little of this. It was P’dáronï who bore me without complaint, dazed and delirious, across the Lyrn Mountains and down into the foothills of eastern Hakooi.
 
   “You have to open yourself,” she kept saying. “Show me how to heal you, Arlak.”
 
   I tried! Ay, Mata, I tried. I fought and cursed my inability to comply; I wept and gnashed my teeth and moaned my love for her through cracked and bleeding lips. But my traitorous mind would not relent. Locked for gantuls in the guardtower will of Janos’ manufacture, which had been imbedded in the very foundations of my being under the full force of his supreme hypnosis, my mental bastion no longer knew how to let itself be breached. Not only was the key missing, but the door itself was long forgotten. In attempting to help me, P’dáronï hurt and drove herself to collapse.
 
   I dreamed of Ulim’s Hunt. I dreamed of lying beneath the Pentacle in Eldoran beneath the Inquisitors terrible assault, as they threw the amplified power of a hundred minds at me, yet something within would not yield. I dreamed of drawing P’dáronï of Armittal tenderly into in my arms, only to realise her blind eyes hid a contagion spreading from her body into mine. She clasped her arms around my neck and smiled a ghastly, succubus smile filled with fangs that mirrored the rocky spires of Birial. ‘Die with me, Arlak.’ I shrieked and flailed at her … and dreamed again … of being carried upon the back of Thurbarak, the albino king of the jerlak, at the head of a jerlak tide. And always behind, stalking me with bestial purpose to the very ends of the world, was the invisible but clearly felt presence of the Wurm.
 
   I sprang awake as the ground trembled.
 
   I found myself lying prone upon a sandbank beside the young and narrow reach of the Nugar River, easily recognisable to me, in the shadow of a small sailboat. P’dáronï was nestled against my left shoulder, her body pliant against mine, the brush of her breath upon my cheek a faint and uncertain perfume. Hearth and hand, how I craved … a tendril of danger tickled my senses. My regard leaped to alarm.
 
   “P’dáronï-nish! Wake up!”
 
   The Wurm was close. Dozens of river pike leaped agitatedly from the brown waters, racing downstream from a doom slithering down the river channel toward us.
 
   I leaped to my feet. How this was possible, I knew not–had I healed myself whilst asleep? Bending, I slapped P’dáronï’s cheek harder than I had intended. “Wake up!”
 
   Jerlak hoof prints? All around where we had lain … prints twice the size of my palm. My quoph lurched. My dream! But I was acting on instinct now. Before I knew what I was doing, I scooped the surprisingly slight form of P’dáronï into my arms. Water surged around my knees. As the boat shifted towards me, I dumped us together over the gunwale and into the belly of the vessel. Ungainly, but effective, I congratulated myself, as the floodwaters swept us away.
 
   That was when we ran into a tree. And I ran my head into a wooden box tucked into the bow.
 
   “Larathi!”
 
   The boat rotated slowly, snagged upon a branch. I staggered upright, finding a curl of power within to dull the pain. But even that action froze mid-thought; because well above the treeline I saw the roof of the Wurm’s mouth, a vast, gaping cavern smoking at its edges with violet lillia, shovelling a brown tide of sludge and water before it as the creature sailed majestically down the Nugar’s riverbed. Trees and bushes either side on the river banks were inundated by the rising swell.
 
   I still did not understand why, but the terror that quivered my quoph was more than fear of dying; more than a furious conviction that P’dáronï and I deserved a chance after so many anna; greater even than what the name El Shashi had come to represent. I could not have described this knowledge given the tongue of ulule crossed with mystical insight of a Hakooi poetess.
 
   What I knew was that I had an oar in my hands. I plied it like a madman stabbing soft turf with murderous glee, for we had risen now upon that pile of mud and were being inexorably drawn into the Wurm’s mouth. It was more akin to poling through a Frenjj swamp than paddling. My frantic backward glances assured me that the Wurm ate water and mud with ease, and whole trees tipped into its gargantuan mouth in a steady stream. The mandibles, as thick as houses, waved back in forth with a steady sweeping motion, shovelling all before it into the Wurm’s insatiable maw. I could not estimate how large it had grown. Comparisons faded into insignificance. As the river bent I thought the creature must be a goodly part of a league in length. Its tail was lost in the distance. The mouth had to be a trin wide, over a hundred paces. It carved out the Nugar anew.
 
   For a span, the beast’s roaring shook us and that slipping pile of mud as though we rowed across  a bowl of gelatine. Mud splattered over us until I came to resemble a shadworm slithering about in a pit of clay.
 
   Suddenly, the boat lurched and we tipped forward. As the muck thinned, so we accelerated, until we rode the Wurm’s bow-wave along with a snarl of branches and bushes and several dead jatha. Taking up the second oar, I set them to the oarlocks and began to bend my back in earnest–at which my innards agonisingly announced they were not yet whole. I distinctly felt the contents of my intestines squeezing into places they had no right to be. Each stroke brought fresh tears to my eyes.
 
   And then my gaze dropped from the Wurm to P’dáronï.
 
   I shipped the oars with a curse and dragged her face free of the mud pooled in the bottom of the boat. Her body hung limp in my arms. “Jyla, how could you do this to me?” I shouted. I jammed my fingers into her mouth and scooped out half a handful of mud and filth. “Breathe! Sink you to Nethe’s hells, you stupid, stupid Wurm!”
 
   Abandoning my own pain, I dove into P’dáronï and found myself in an unfamiliar place–in a body whose elemental composition was as alien to my experience as though the world were built upon different foundations–she was human in all parts but somehow, in her tiniest components, formed in a different way. I grappled momentarily with my shock. Ay, she had limbs and organs, blood and heart and brain, so why …? I was a sculptor who, having expected fromite, finds himself working instead with the finest crystal. Here I found an elegant, enigmatic magic woven into the warp and weft of her being, magic intrinsic and not learned, magic of untold potency–here was design and artistry, complexity and balance and beauty, I had never before encountered but knew I was uniquely positioned to appreciate.
 
   And I had imagined healing this woman’s vision? The odious arrogance of El Shashi!
 
   But time was short. I reached for her reserves. There are hidden depths every person has, hid away by Mata against an evil day. These I stoked to wakefulness. I husbanded and focussed her strength. I attempted to rouse her magic. She coughed and retched, and then fell into a more normal sleep. A pleasing hint of colour stole into her cheeks.
 
   Now I must row, though it burned me as the fires of Nethe itself.
 
   Three makh later, having kept ahead of the Wurm all the while, it came to my mind that I might raise the sail and save myself the labour.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 34: Upon the Nugar
 
    
 
   2nd Levantday of Youngsun, Anna Nol 1407
 
    
 
   P’dáronï’s hair may have been be caked in dry mud, and her flowing Armittalese robes and trousers were now as soiled and tattered as though she had played for makh in a porker’s favourite mud-pit, but to me she was still the most beautiful woman in the world. My happiness reached an absurd pitch. This woman had crossed the Fiefdoms for me. How many nights had I not dreamed of speaking with her again? Must I convince her of my love? A task most agreeable!
 
   “Where did you get the bread?” P’dáronï asked.
 
   “Having stolen from your pouch, I bought bread and ale at Darrow,” I smiled. “With this breeze we must be at least a makh ahead of the Wurm.”
 
   “I felt you enter me.”
 
   “I did not!” I began hotly, and then blushed even more heatedly than before. “Oh–you meant, by magic? Ay, truly told. You’re an enigma, a wonder, a–”
 
   “And what did you learn?”
 
   “I choose not to read minds, P’dáronï. Not without your consent.”
 
   She inclined her head graciously. “Manners that once would once have endeared you in Eldoran, Arlak-nih. Now the gyael-irfa is spoiled and split. And Jyla daily adds to the number of those in her thrall.”
 
   “By force?” I asked, half-hoping I was wrong.
 
   “All Eldoran, and indeed, all of the Eldrik peoples, pass their days in mortal fear. Having lived all of their lives open to the racial mind, they are helpless to resist–and should they resist, Jyla has learned how to bring the full force of her sorcerous cabal against them through the gyael-irfa. Even those Warlocks and Sorcerers who fall into her hands, like Amal, have been undone. Worse, she turns them to her side, as though all are coins of the same stamp. They speak alike, act alike, even think alike. We are lost as to how she achieves this.”
 
   “Perfect harmony,” I muttered, tearing off a crust with my teeth and champing at it with all the strength in my jaw. “The ultimate ambition of Lucanism. Then riddle me this: why come for me? Why did you and Amal brave the many leagues?”
 
   “Because we felt you. Every Eldrik felt you, Arlak-nih, from the lowest to the highest–like the thundering of Mata’s voice, ‘I am alive!’” She reached for my hand and took it between hers; gently stroking the path of my veins with her fingertips, as though through this gesture she sought to comprehend the very course of my life. So many nuances I had forgotten since leaving Eldoran! “You are a beacon, a Doublesun dawning,” she whispered. “To the Interrogators, you embody their worst fears. A rogue Eldrik Sorcerer of unimaginable potential. To Jyla, you are the fount of her power. To those opposed, led by Eliyan and Amal, you represent hope.”
 
   “And to P’dáronï of Armittal?”
 
   “Don’t ask me that.”
 
   “I am asking.” I clasped her fingers. “P’dáronï-nishka, I have to know.”
 
   “Is that I crossed the Fiefdoms for you, not enough? That I held Eliyan’s knee and begged until he let me go?” To me this picture was rather unlikely. I shifted upon my bench and pretended to adjust the sail. P’dáronï added, a trifle tartly for my taste, “And you can unbend that smirk from your lips, Arlak Sorlakson! Eliyan bade us–if we could not reach you–to see you killed.”
 
   “Better a friend than an enemy,” I chuckled, secretly riled at the capacity of this blind woman to deduce the expressions upon my face.
 
   She worked her hand free and laid it upon her lap, rubbing her fingers where I had gripped them. I wished I had taken more care with my augmented strength.
 
   When she spoke, it was with a quiet gravity that sobered me at once. “I spoke the truth. Eliyan fears that should you return, it would be the end. The Sorceress would be irresistible; availing herself of all the power you have stored in the Wurm. Who could withstand her, then? Eliyan charged us to stop you … before that day.”
 
   “But … Amal …”
 
   “She believes you can break the curse. And Eliyan? He has lost faith, I fear.”
 
   I pressed the tiller with my elbow, sweeping us around another lazy bend of the Nugar River. Eliyan, First Councillor and Sorcerer, had always struck me as a river of mysterious depths. Now I knew that his stillness hid rapids, too; doubts, and decisions birthed in necessity. Oddly enough, I understood why he wanted to have me killed. I just did not understand why he demanded P’dáronï be the instrument of his will. Had she wanted to, she could have finished me a dozen times already. Yet she had withheld. What did this portend? Necessity, belief, or love?
 
   Mata, grant me strength!
 
   “And P’dáronï of Armittal?” I murmured, after a time. “What does she think?”
 
   “You!” she hissed. I flinched as though she had slapped me. “Do you have to make everything so difficult? The fate of an entire race hangs in the balance and El Shashi, he who walks with the Gods–he would prattle on and on about the feelings of a worthless slave from Armittal.”
 
   “P’dáronï–”
 
   “Stop saying my name, you impossible man!”
 
   “Very well. Beloved of my quoph–”
 
   “Nor that! I’ve a Warlock’s training, I warn you. I can carry out Eliyan’s orders in a heartbeat.”
 
   My quoph sang an old Roymerian drinking song I barely remembered: ‘… like a torfly bit me in the neck, like a jerlak struck me to the deck! Must be love!’ But I balked at pressing her further. Instead, I gentled my voice in reason, “Then what should I call you, woman? I’ve a thousand names. Will you forbid them all?”
 
   “Tend the tiller before you run us into the bank.”
 
   I searched her face for clues. “We are in the middle of a flow a hundred paces wide if it’s a dyndigit, the rapids are three days sailing distant, and the Wurm is a league behind. Suthauk smiles upon us. And I don’t give a brass terl for Eliyan’s orders. You won’t kill me.”
 
   P’dáronï tilted her chin at me, a sharp little point of negation. “Oh? Why not?”
 
   “Because the jerlak saved us.”
 
   My answer rattled her; I read that from how her pulse leaped against the delicate arch of her neck. “And you believe some animals–”
 
   “–carried us to the bank of the Nugar when we were no longer fit to walk.” Perhaps she had expected me to declare my love once more; this course seemed fraught with danger for reasons beyond my grasp. Convicted by a sudden inspiration, however, I added, “Ay, P’dáronï-nish. There are greater forces at work in our lives than you or I imagine. Greater than that Wurm chasing us. Your job, and mine, is to find out why.”
 
   P’dáronï smiled thinly, and her measured reply maddened me. “A majority of Sorcerers would argue for a simpler solution. A swift end to doubt; an end to Jyla’s surpassing power.”
 
   “I can’t believe I’m having this conversation with you!”
 
   “Would you prefer that I lie?”
 
   I made a rude noise in my throat. “You remind me of nought so much as Jyla when you discuss death so coldly.”
 
   P’dáronï squeezed her hands together until her knuckles turned white. “Truly told, you wield words as swords, Arlak.”
 
   My heart thumped up in my throat as I stared at this superb, frustrating, inexplicable woman. I swallowed back my anger and said, “I should have you know that Jyla has not drawn upon the power of the Wurm in anna, P’dáronï. Who says removing me would destroy the Wurm? All you described of Jyla dominating the Eldrik through the gyael-irfa has been accomplished without the Wurm. I should know. I’m connected to the beast. If you believe Eliyan, I am the accursed beast.”
 
   “You’re a beast if you accuse me of being like that woman!”
 
   She was fairly trembling. I sighed, “P’dáronï, I apologise. Those were thoughtless words. I haven’t seen you these past twenty anna and we’re arguing, both to the same end. Why? I’m worn out and wounded, and I don’t know what to do but follow this fate to its Nethe-be-cursed end. I feel like some insect with instincts and no brain. But, before I give my life into your hands, I would beg one condition of you. One small thing. And then I will fight you no longer.”
 
   P’dáronï sighed too, and her shoulders slumped. “Name your condition.”
 
   At last I saw her inner turmoil, the lack of conviction; her desire to carry out her sworn duty warring with what I hoped was love for me. Ay, how fervently I hoped! “Mark my words well and carefully, P’dáronï of Armittal,” I said. “Do you not think I have many times considered ending my life? When Eliyan bade me hide myself amongst the Fiefdoms, I became as one of the lost, wandering souls, those who roam the lands never finding their way to rest. I dwelled among the Faloxx. I ran from the Wurm. I ploughed the southern deserts. I lived there for a time and in many other places besides–a story with which I shall not trouble you now.”
 
   “As I told you, I became a monk. Father Yatak joked that I was the worst monk ever to disgrace the inside of Solburn Monastery’s walls. Not for me the life of contemplation, the solitude, the reflection of Mata’s presence in the peaceful, untroubled waters of my life. Always I had to be busy. To take a task in hand. Truly told, to try to forget what had been. But I never could. Twenty anna since I left Eldoran, and still I dream of no other but a woman with golden hair. Beneath the mud you are little changed in appearance, but what of the condition of your quoph, I wonder?”
 
   Although she sat very still, I sensed that P’dáronï was listening with the entirety of her being.
 
   “I thought when I rediscovered my family that I should forget you at last–as I had been unable to in the bustle of the Fiefdoms, in the dark of the desert nights, in the solitude of my monk’s cell, and in the scope of my labours as Benok Holyhand. In happiness, at last, should I not forget? Mata’s truth, P’dáronï, it served only as a whetstone to sharpen my memories. I have never been content.”
 
   “Thirty anna I lost my family. Twenty and more I lost you. What more could a man lose in this life, I wondered? What more could Mata wrest from his grasp?” The breeze had stilled, I noticed, as though Mata Herself were withholding Her breath from the world. “Today, you’ve taught me anew the meaning of despair.”
 
   She made a soft sound, but otherwise reminded me of a butterfly perched upon her bench, drinking in the golden sunshine until its wings should suffuse with life and flutter her away to pastures new. I groaned within. Would I ever know this woman? Be with her? Grow old with her? I looked to the river banks, to the smooth flow of the mighty Nugar, which flows from the Lyrn Mountains bordering Roymere to spill into the Gulf of Erbon, as if I should somewhere find answers to the pain devouring my quoph.
 
   “P’dáronï, I remember every detail of our anna together: that day we parted, you called me Arlak-nevsê. Did you mean to call me Arlak-my-soul? Did you mean what you wrote in the books you gave me? Truly told, much water has flowed down the rivers of our lives since. I can accept your feelings might have changed. I must accept.”
 
   I stood carefully in the boat, and seated myself next to her. I noticed she touched the tip of her tongue to her lips. “So, my condition is this. I will place my life in your hands after you kiss me.”
 
   “Oh, Arlak …”
 
   “And not upon the cheek as before,” I rushed on, lest I be utterly undone by the import of her gasp. “That is not acceptable. Also, not as though you are some worthless slave and I am the high, and yet the lowly, El Shashi; nor as two persons of peculiar power fleeing from a terrible fate toward another, perhaps even more horrific, future; nor even as Umarite and Armittalese; nor any other nonsense you care to invent to excuse yourself. I want a kiss as man and woman.”
 
   She sat so still, I almost missed the only part of her that moved. Her lips curved upward. “I thought this was a small thing.”
 
   “Conditions to the condition,” said I. “Would my name otherwise be Arlak? What say you?”
 
   “I say you’re a stubborn, demanding jatha in harness.”
 
   “I promise not to bite.”
 
   “Oh, so one simple kiss is supposed to nullify my resolve? You flatter yourself, Arlak Sorlakson.” I smiled at the tremor in her voice. She said, “But … what of the Wurm?”
 
   “I’m not proposing to kiss the Wurm, if that’s what you’re asking.”
 
   P’dáronï giggled nervously. But, after a long pause, she inclined her face toward mine. A fingertip touch upon my cheek assured her of where my mouth was. She tried to purse her lips for a kiss, but evidently found her body more disobedient than she expected. Her lower lip quivered. Suddenly she sucked in a deep breath, pressed forward, brushed my lips with hers, and jerked back with a tiny cry though she had been pricked by a thorn.
 
   “I … I … that’s done. There’s your kiss.”
 
   “I had my eyes closed. Was that a seagull’s peck I felt?”
 
   Mark my words, I did enjoy her fluttering like a frightened bird at my sally, but I too was gripped with an unexpected attack of nerves. I had intended to be masterful; in charge of the situation. How oft had I, as a man of considerable experience with the daughters of Yuthe–more than Janos would ever have warranted–not vaunted my skills as a lover? But a question flashed into my mind: truly told, what did I know about love?
 
   As I twined my fingers gently into her hair to draw P’dáronï into my embrace, I felt as though I would never stop falling. A thousand poems have the ulules scribed for such a moment; ten thousand songs would the Hakooi minstrels croon. And yet it was not like that.
 
   Though we were a man and a woman in a boat on a river, we were lost in time and space and wonder.
 
   At some point later, I looked over P’dáronï’s shoulder and saw the river’s waters swelling. Even as my eyes widened, P’dáronï murmured against the corner of my mouth, “The Wurm’s coming, Arlak–you dratted … my head is spinning … why can’t I talk a word of sense? The Wurm!”
 
   I leaped to my feet, staggered to the bench as we rocked upon the swell pushing ahead of the Wurm, and fumbled with the oars. As my first stroke broke the water’s surface my gaze lifted above P’dáronï’s head. “Oh no.”
 
   “Oh no–what? When will you learn to tell me what you’re seeing?”
 
   “Twenty anna!” I gasped, thrashing the water with greater fervour than ability. “Closer to twenty-one, on my honour. I’m not in the habit! And P’dáronï, you’re going to kill me anyway. In Mata’s name, what does it matter what I see?” I shipped the oars to make my point. “It’s simple. If you kill me, the Wurm will vanish–”
 
   “Row! You stupid man, will you–aah!”
 
   I did not so much catch P’dáronï as tangle with her as she tumbled into my arms. The boat pitched wildly on the rising swell. Above us, a huge ledge of grey-black clouds shifted across the sky as though a mountain had taken wing and turned sideways to sail by, shunting the blue aside with irresistible impetus. Below that, the Wurm’s serrated mandibles glinted with metallic menace. I gazed deep into its throat. All within was the intense violet glow of magic, an immeasurable ocean of power; Jyla’s creation that fuelled her madness.
 
   The freshening wind swept a sharp tang of cinnamon and lillia to my nostrils. Lightning skittered and crackled with frantic haste between the river banks, the clouds, and the Wurm, but entirely without the accompanying growl of thunder. What filled our ears was the rushing of water and the low reverberation of the Wurm’s passage.
 
   The sail flapped and filled with the breeze. I lifted myself and P’dáronï together–again surprised at the slightness of her frame–and seated her firmly beside the tiller. I guided her hand to grasp the worn wood. “Hold this steady. If we are to live, my beloved, then do as I say. A little toward you.”
 
   I trimmed the sail and set us a steady course. The Wurm paced us like a hound upon the scent, for a time keeping level with our vessel as we were forced to snake to follow the Nugar’s lazy meandering, whereas the Wurm simply travelled straight on and true–water, rock or forest, it mattered nought. But, when the river ceased its contortions, the Wurm gradually began to fall behind. I fell to estimating the flood tide of the Nugar with my eyes, and shook my head. Here in the westerly realms of Hakooi, the towns and villages were built away from the water or upon stilts due to the seasonal flooding. But lower down, after we portaged around the rapids, we would face a different difficulty–the Frenjj enjoyed no such luxury. We would have to depart the river and travel overland, or face drowning many Frenjj. I looked back at the Wurm, fully three-quarters of the breadth of the Nugar in this part, and puffed out a breath of air. Would it retreat underground if we left the river? Or would it tear a swathe of destruction across the land instead?
 
   Two or three makh later, I dared to return to P’dáronï’s side. She rested her head upon my shoulder. “I fear that creature will reshape the world,” she said. “How many days must we run?”
 
   “Twenty-eight all told. Less what has already passed.” I made bold to slip my arm about her waist, feeling as uncertain as a young buck with his first girlfriend. “If you choose this path, P’dáronï-nevsêsh. But I’m content. I am with you.”
 
   “And I with you.” She picked chunks of dry brown river mud out of her hair. “I don’t think I’ve ever been this filthy. Do I look bad?”
 
   “You stink,” I chuckled. “Only a pumphouse will cure the pair of us.”
 
   “A far cry from the perfumeries of Eldrik civilisation, these Fiefdoms of yours,” she needled me gently. “But riddle me this, Arlak-nevsê. Which evil should I choose? That evil which guarantees the Wurm’s power to the Sorceress, leading to the downfall of the Eldrik? Or that which might mean the Banishment is never broken, and the Eldrik never made whole? Even to wait is a choice.”
 
   “Ay.”
 
   But her forefinger smoothed the heaviest of sighs from my lips. Her earlier contrariness was a bubble burst and forgotten. “Do not fret, beloved. Rather, let us spend our makh together wisely. Tell me what Janos squirrelled away in your head–all of it. We must not lose faith. Mata has an answer.”
 
   I patted my breast pocket. “First, let me read you a letter from Janos, the man whom you saved from Talan’s clutches.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 35: Oh, Woe to Armittal!
 
    
 
   If coincidence in life is a giggle or a farce,
 
   Irony is a stinging slap.
 
   Old Roymerian Proverb
 
    
 
   Two and a half days we spent upon the Nugar in the relative comfort of our vessel, and I rode us right through the first cataract on a terrified cascade of prayers. When I had managed to unpeel my fingers from the tiller, I brought us ashore, stepped out of the boat, and said, “I need more sleep.”
 
   “You’re trembling,” said P’dáronï. “And you’re breaking my fingers.”
 
   “Sorry. Your clothing is becoming indecent.”
 
   Her cheeks developed high spots of colour. “So your thoughts inform me.”
 
   “P’dáronï–I apologise. I am Dissembling.”
 
   “You are Dissembling very well for a beginner, Arlak-nevsê–but not from me. Especially not when we hold hands. Remember, physical contact makes it more difficult. Our meld is imperfect, and your grasp of the onion will require practice. You require denser layers. The more layers of disguise and subterfuge you can sustain, the better.”
 
   I grumbled, “To learn in days what the Eldrik learn from birth is not easily accomplished. My onion keeps leaking.”
 
   The rich effervescence of P’dáronï’s laughter, which had always enticed me, bubbled forth as a stream tossing itself merrily over boulders. “I love knowing how you feel about me. I’m filled with joy. But for all of our sakes you need to learn to keep private things deep within the onion, hidden beneath many layers.”
 
   “The problem with onions is that they stink as much as I.”
 
   “We need to move on.” P’dáronï slipped her slender fingers into mine. “As we decided, let’s run the Wurm through these cataracts and then cut away from the river. I wish we could have flown, like Jyla. She might have a tollish ship below the rapids.”
 
   <Pulse: worry-Amal-Jyla-overcoming-her> I said through our connection. I had learned to temper my power so that I no longer hurt her.
 
   My communication was laboured and slow; P’dáronï’s in response was nuanced and fluent, almost too swift for me to follow. To think that all the time I dwelled in Eldoran, people were communicating like this all around me! No wonder they had thought me a boor and a provincial dullard.
 
   <Pulse: your-mind-beautiful-flower me: rancid-onion-dolt>
 
   <Reflect: rippling-waterfall-laughter. New: defend-self: me-evil-Sorcerer!>
 
   P’dáronï was as able a teacher as I ever remembered–persistent, creative, and always challenging. She dismantled my defences in less time than it takes the eyelid to shutter the eye.
 
   <Pulse: again-with-love>
 
   <Reflect: mental-contortionist-constipation>
 
   We ran or jumped ahead of the Wurm, slowly working out a way between us of covering the maximum amount of ground with a minimum of effort. We would walk or jog together for long makh, buoyed by my ability to soothe our bodies and repair the aching of muscles, joints, and ligaments. During these makh we conversed, trained, and threw ideas about with the enthusiasm of Warlocks training with the fizzing firebombs. P’dáronï pummelled my defences or slipped beneath, through, or behind them, as though all my straining produced nothing but gossamer spider web for her to sweep aside with an impatient waft of breath.
 
   But our true enemy was tiredness. It seeped into our bones like the chill of a stormy Alldark night slithering about the psyche of a superstitious man. What worked for P’dáronï was napping on my back while I carried her through the night. She was able to sleep at the drop of a brass terl while I ran at a healthy trot that ate the leagues. However, I struggled to find any kind of rest. P’dáronï’s transitions, as she termed her teleportation through space, invariably disturbed me–and there was always the spectre of the Wurm lurking at the edge of my consciousness, always imminent, always … slithering was not the right word. Snakes slither. Monsters that carve new channels for rivers? And squash forests for fun? Ay.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “A bath together?” asked P’dáronï.
 
   “They think we’re Matabound. It’s quite normal to bathe in the Fiefdoms–”
 
   “You know, Arlak-nevsê, there are some few times I wish I could see. This is one of those times.”
 
   My hands moved automatically to cover myself with my drycloth, and then I chuckled. “You want to see me naked?”
 
   “Isn’t that normal?”
 
   “Why don’t you … oh.” I coughed and immersed myself in the pool of steaming water. According to the common Umarite design, the bath was a tiled depression in the ground a pace and a half deep, fed from below by hot spring water. This one was housed in a small, private room, one of several in the House establishment, with a smooth wooden decking surrounding the pool on all sides.
 
   “Why don’t I use my hands?” I could hear P’dáronï smiling, even if I couldn’t see her. “You Umarite barbarians are most ill-mannered. Imagine that?”
 
   I jumped slightly as she trailed her fingertips across the nape of my neck. “P’dáronï, I’m sorry … oh!”
 
   “It’s hardly fair, not so?”
 
   “Unfair is me relaxing in a gorgeous, hot, scented bath after working up eleven days of sweat running from an impossible, magical monster while the woman I love, the most splendid and desirable creature in all of Mata’s creation, is standing behind me, fully clothed. I feel unfairly … alone.”
 
   “Who says I’m clothed?” I jerked in the water, staring fixedly ahead, until I heard her low chuckle and let out an answering hiss of annoyance. “Ah, Arlak-nevsê. You’re so gullible. And sweet. We must hurry, though. Close your eyes. And tell me all that ‘oh’ meant–never was a single syllable so laden with import.”
 
   After a whisper of cloth, the water lapped at my chin as she stepped in–onto my leg at first, but she corrected that with grace–and slipped downward until she was immersed up to her chin.
 
   <Command: no-funny-stuff-you-barbarian>
 
   <Counter-command: touch-see-conduit-eyes>
 
   P’dáronï gasped. I picked up a piece of soapstone and passed it to her. Good quality soap, I thought, not the harsh lye soap sometimes palmed off on customers in these places. “Wash. Truly told, P’dáronï-nishka, that is exactly what I intend. Essentially, you will be borrowing my eyes.”
 
   “But … I don’t know how.”
 
   “Nor did I know about onions and Dissembling until you taught me. I’ve never tried this before, but I think it will work. Did we not share some of Janos’ memories with success?”
 
   “Causing us both an almighty headache.” She flicked water in my direction. “Arlak, you surprise me. Here I am thinking you simply wanted me unclothed in order to take advantage–”
 
   “That too, truly told.”
 
   “–and in reality your mind is rushing to other things.”
 
   Beneath the water, I twined my feet with hers. “See if you can follow me now.”
 
   Together, we concentrated deeply. After a time, P’dáronï murmured, “No, not that.” And soon she breathed, “Oh … a flicker … something. Oh, dear Mata! I see something moving … oh, Arlak-nevsê! Is that me? The colours … oh, my head’s exploding with colours!”
 
   Abruptly, she broke off the contact, panting in apparent fright.
 
   “Too much at once,” I said, reaching out for her. “Come here. You need to give your brain time to process the images, P’dáronï-nishka. It’s never had that kind of input before. All is new. Sit on this ledge and I’ll wash your hair. Would you like to try again?”
 
   We tried with and without skin contact, but the best we could manage was for P’dáronï to see vague shapes, shadows, and colours, before she began to feel overwhelmed. She rubbed her temples angrily and denounced her traitorous mind. For only the second time since I had known her, she cried. The first was when I departed Eldoran. After that I received the housemaster briefly at the doorway of the pumphouse, and returned to the poolside with new clothes for P’dáronï.
 
   “Ah, I’d forgotten the colour of your hair,” I teased.
 
   She retorted, with a smile that lit her face like a Doublesun dawn, “And I cannot any longer smell you from ten paces. We should hurry. I’m beginning to sense the Wurm again.”
 
   “The Wurm is leagues distant, P’dáronï,” said I, putting the bundle of clothing aside on a stool so that I could rejoin her in the steaming tub. “I ran relentlessly last night in the hope it would create time, today, to show you a thing or two about how badly we barbarians can behave.”
 
   “Oh … I tremble,” laughed P’dáronï, doing anything but.
 
   “Barbarians do not take ‘no’ for an answer,” said I, bending to kiss her neck delicately, “my precious louanfire petal.”
 
   P’dáronï breathed in my ear, “Then, Arlak-my-soul’s-song, you need learn the difference between ‘no’ and ‘oh’.”
 
   “So it’s ‘oh’?”
 
   “Oh,” she agreed, supple to my embrace. And later, “Oh!”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Our passion, we discovered, caused the Wurm to accelerate. Mark my words, P’dáronï and I did not linger in the shadow of every bush in the Hakooi lowlands, but neither could we have enough of each other. We were caught in the flush of love, trapped as surely as insects in a green-backed hornbill’s beak, and it caused the vast leagues of the Hakooi lowlands to fly by beneath our feet. The Wurm burrowed. It blasted through the lowlands aside from the river, and caused no greater turmoil than at one point to cut through a tributary of the Nugar River and turn it to a new path, flooding a low meadow leagues wide and turning that area into a shallow lake. We found ourselves fleeing faster and faster. At some point after our passions cooled–three or four makh, I estimated–the Wurm would slow to its previous pace, but even that was beyond a jog. Had we hired a jatha cart after noon, we would have been overtaken before the orisons were sung.
 
   I observed with concern that P’dáronï was beginning to wear thin–and she was hardly the plump paragon of a Hakooi ode to begin with. The body requires time to rest and replenish. We discussed and exchanged notes endlessly, trying to discover ways of healing each other beyond merely relieving an aching muscle or a blistered foot, but I own even as El Shashi, sleep is a precious mystery. Good, healthy, undisturbed sleep has a unique healing power which cannot be replaced by ought else. Our every meal was hurried. Every nap was snatched as from the clutch of avaricious hands. And, after one morn when we missed being eaten by a salcat’s whisker, even our lovemaking proceeded as with a weather-eye open to the horizon.
 
   How to stop a wildfire? How to slow passion made immeasurably more urgent by our precarious situation? By the issues at stake? I had no answers.
 
   One sweltering afternoon, as we rested briefly in the shade of a towering hardwood tree to fill our hollow bellies with roundel sweetbreads purchased in the last village, I said to her, “Do the Armittalese Matabond according to the Umarite and Eldrik traditions?”
 
   P’dáronï oriented toward the sound of my voice. “I believe it’s a very similar tradition, Arlak-nevsê. Don’t forget how young I was when I left–”
 
   “But surely there are bonds between slaves? Or even between slaves and Eldrik?” At her nod, I pressed, “Why, then, have I never seen a newborn Armittalese babe in Eldoran? Where are all the Armittalese children?”
 
   “The mothers return for the birth.”
 
   “All the way through the mountains to Armittal?”
 
   She nodded again. But there was a peculiar, evasive quality in what I sensed of her grephe, something imperfectly hidden. P’dáronï had taught me that the more intimate persons become, the harder it is to keep secrets. For this reason I had told her many of mine on the road, reasoning thus: better now, and willingly, than later in grief and hurt.
 
   She rose. “We should press on.”
 
   Used to our many discussions on medical matters, I asked, “So, did you know that the Frenjj do not allow a baby to touch the ground until its seventh season after birth? Tell me a little about the Armittalese customs around birth. I’m curious.”
 
   “Isn’t this sweetbread delicious, Arlak-nevsê?”
 
   My eyes snapped sideways. “Excuse me?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I asked you a question.”
 
   “Arlak-nevsê, that’s a tygar’s growl. What have I done to so offend you?”
 
   I was about to throw another coal into the furnace when I paused. Something in this conversation, as the Roymerian saying went, stank like a jatha’s digestion. Taking her hand in mine, I said as casually as I could manage, “So, truly told, when an Armittalese slave returns to Armittal for the birth–”
 
   <Override: protocol-reset>
 
   “I yearn for your touch, Arlak-nevsê,” she interrupted, clutching my arm with both hands and pressing the slender length of her body suggestively against mine. “Shall we tarry here awhile?”
 
   My sweetbread turned into a stone in my mouth. By sheer force of will, I moved my jaw up and down. Never mind that she almost undid my self-restraint at a stroke–this was not P’dáronï! She was passionate, truly told, with frankness and abandon that sometimes startled me, but not in the manner of a cheap brothel wench.
 
   “Tell me how you Armittalese pair up, man and woman.”
 
   <Override: modify-response-standard-#1>
 
   “Liaisons are formed between families of similar social standing, Arlak. The young men and women of each such pool of families–they are large; the word is irahi in Old Armittalese–choose from among their peers, most often for love. The vows are called oe’e lorai yohii and are made for life.”
 
   “And would they have children immediately?”
 
   “Most will wait a time, perhaps three or four anna–” <Override: #1-continue> “–before they choose to partake of the joys of parenthood. Those who do not bond find other useful functions amongst society.”
 
   “Are any … not useful … amongst Armittalese society?”
 
   <Command: seduction-female-redirect>
 
   P’dáronï slipped her arm about my neck. “Have I tired you out, El Shashi?” And she kissed me passionately. Almost, almost I threw her from me as I might a snake. “What’s the matter, Arlak-nevsê?”
 
   ‘You!’ I wanted to shout. ‘Who by Nethe’s hottest hells are you?’ Instead, I kissed her ardently in return, and ran my hands up and down her back–which surely amounted to no hardship whatsoever–and meantime tried to think furiously through what I had perceived, which was by far the harder task given my body’s response to her flirtation. This was what Orik Sorlakson had bequeathed me. Seventy-odd percent ownership of a group of perfect slaves, who never ran away, always worked hard, were perfectly loyal and trustworthy and … were they Nummandori spies in Eldoran? No, surely not. But P’dáronï was certainly inhabited by something I did not understand. Something that issued mental commands. A demon? Mata forbid!
 
   She was uncannily beautiful. One kiss from her could drive a man to distraction; her repeated kisses were tearing holes in any logical framework I attempted to form in my mind. Succubus kisses? Kisses controlled from elsewhere by another being or creature or … or by P’dáronï herself?
 
   Was this the signature work of the Nummandori Overlords? If so, then there were evidently more ways of controlling a populace than the gyael-irfa and Banishment!
 
   And I had allowed this woman into my mind?
 
   “Dear sweet Mata!” I muttered–minded of some demonic beast about to sink its fangs into my jugular, I rather wished she were not nibbling so sweetly at my neck.
 
   Oddly, P’dáronï herself did not seem at all aware of those interruptions in her thoughts. Perhaps only I, as El Shashi, could have detected them. As we tumbled onto a grassy spot beside the trail in a tangle of limbs, I muttered, “I shall withhold no longer, P’dáronï–I want to have a child with you.”
 
   <Override advanced: abortive-hormone-prepare>
 
   I shuddered at the tenor of that cold, unfeeling mental command. Had I not as much asked for an answer to the Armittalese methods of birth control? Focus, Arlak! I had to see through what I suspected, if I could … but P’dáronï, meantime, had contrived by some magical artifice to drop my trousers to my knees and was shucking her own clothing with wild abandon.
 
   But I shuddered within my quoph, saying, “You’re so gorgeous. Mmm … tell me, P’dáronï, how the–oh, that is heaven–how the Nummandori … oh … control you?”
 
   <!!OVERRIDE: emergency-shutdown-priority-highest!!>
 
   P’dáronï slumped upon my chest.
 
   “Larathi! What–P’dáronï! P’dáronï-nevsêsh! Oh Mata, what have I done?”
 
   Thank Mata! Slow and steady, I felt her pulse throb beneath my fumbling fingertip touch. My own was leaping about with frantic haste. Me and my idiotic, bloody-minded determination to prove my suspicions–at what cost?
 
   So here was a turn for the most vulture-minded of men. Mentally, I threw up my hands and levelled a huge sigh at the heavens. Unbidden, Janos’ voice commented dryly in my head, ‘Learn to fight one battle at a time, Arlak!’ This was in reference to my struggles to simultaneously train to the glove a falcon chick I had rescued, and protect my rimmerwort crop from the damage of an early frost.
 
   That chill breeze swelling from the east was the harbinger of my first battle. The Wurm. I rolled her off and winced as P’dáronï’s head struck a stone. I healed her with a brief touch, shuddered as I denied my healing power’s rising to quarry that thing out of her mind, and rescued my trousers absent-mindedly. My eyes skated over the sculpted planes of her cheekbones to her eyes, as unseeing now in repose as ever she were awake. What lay hid within? Was her blindness the lesser … problem? Handicap? I found myself flailing about for a good word like a madman threshing hewehat stalks with his hands.
 
   Rising, I scooped the unconscious form of P’dáronï of Armittal up into my arms and kissed her tenderly. “Sorry, my beloved. I am so sorry. Father Yatak says that to heal is to extend Mata’s grace, one precious person at a time. But how will you ever receive this grace, not only for your sight, but for what lurks within you?”
 
   A secret as deep-hidden as my Wurm.
 
   I squared my shoulders. Would I have committed my life into her hands had I known these things? I told myself I would still rather walk this road with her than without.
 
   <Override: depose-Sorceress-restore-all-Eldrik-priority …>
 
   “Priority?” I chuckled, harshly. “Priority one, don’t become a Wurm’s lunch; two, don’t get killed by the woman you love; three, ransack Janos’ memories for clues; four, find passage to Eldoran; five … deal with the Sorceress. Ay, Arlak? With the luck you’ve enjoyed all your life?”
 
   What did luck have to do with anything?
 
   


  
 



Chapter 36: Stormtide over Gethamadi
 
    
 
   I own one morn Gethamadi was a town. The ocean rose. And then it was gone. Such was the fate of Gethamadi.
 
   Soihon al’Thab kin Tar’ka, When Gods Walked: Untold Tales of El Shashi
 
    
 
   I stood with my beloved upon the heights of a headland. Holding hands, we gazed out over the rippling turquoise waters of the Gulf of Erbon. A briny breeze ruffled our hair and plucked our clothes mischievously. The rugged peninsula dropped in monumental dark cliffs down to the sea, far below. A great bay curved around to our right hand, a sweep of dramatic splendour broken in places by tiny cream beaches upon which the shy seribik sea-serpents nested–I could see the dots of their sandy nests even from where we stood.
 
   Truly told, a blind woman did look, and did follow what I pointed out to her–imperfectly, but effectively, I believe.
 
   This is the seventh sense. The secret seventh sense, which, in order to forestall a lengthy philosophical aside, I shall reduce to calling ‘the sense of magic’. Some call it ‘second sight,’ although it should more accurately be called the third, as it follows the sight and insight of the grephe-sense. It underpins the gyael-irfa of the Eldrik. It allowed P’dáronï the power of magical sight. It sang together in our very souls, needing no physical joining of bodies as man and woman to bind us together irrevocably, to whisper along the pathways of our thoughts at all makh and even through the night. It is the sense that caused me to claim: ‘No other has ever loved as I.’ A delicious untruth, I own, but a nectar sweeter than the quoph can bear to refuse.
 
   “Gethamadi lies directly across the bay,” I said. “We must tarry there for food.”
 
   “Our very bones groan a paean of pain,” agreed P’dáronï. “Our daily orison to Ulim.”
 
   “P’dáronï-nevsêsh, I don’t believe that,” I disagreed, but gently. Even exhausted as I was, I wished to be gentle with her. She marked it well and wondered at the change in me, I knew. “The Wurm is but an instrument.”
 
   “Wielded by Jyla.”
 
   “Ay.”
 
   “She is down there.”
 
   “Mata’s breath!”
 
   P’dáronï tapped my hand insistently. “Arlak, you’re stronger than you think. Please.”
 
   “Sorry.” I shook my head. “Sorry, a hundred times over … it’s Jyla? Are you certain?” I massaged her fingers and eased the bruised joints with an automatic touch of my mind.
 
   “Is Doublesun hot, Arlak-nevsê? Is the ocean wide? Is the beauty of Eldoran celebrated by the poets–”
 
   “Fie, woman! Be at peace,” I laughed. “A foolish question, truly told, of which I repent.”
 
   “You Umarites always question the obvious,” P’dáronï noted, but rose upon her toes to punctuate each word of her response with a kiss upon my stubbly cheek. “You’re scratchy.”
 
   “Woman, I desire a moment’s coherent thought,” I growled, but without rancour. “And I am half-Eldrik, may I remind you?”
 
   “I didn’t know I was courting a timber wolf.”
 
   I laughed, but recognised there was within both of us an instant, unspoken tension that we were trying to beat away with our frivolity. “We have to try to help Amal.”
 
   The Wurm was still advancing. I felt it in my marrow, although I had hoped this day would be the last of our run. I must have miscounted. I did not know how I had come from the foothills of the Lyrn Mountains to the Nugar river, truly told–if indeed we were carried by jerlak. Neither did P’dáronï have any recollection of that time. That was the problem. We did not know when exactly the twenty-eighth day would be run, and the Wurm would repair to its rest.
 
   But we were ready to rest. Oh, Mata, were we ready!
 
   “I wouldn’t have made this run without you, P’dáronï.”
 
   “Me neither,” she retorted, and we laughed together.
 
   Only with her power, I reflected, had I been able to find enough rest–barely enough rest–to stave off collapse. And only with my power could she have fled so far, so fast. We had both damaged our bodies; we both were skin on a rack of bones, and not a hairsbreadth of fat remained to cover our muscles or pad our bones. Mata grant us the strength …
 
   <Question: where-how-plan?>
 
   “We must,” said P’dáronï. “She’s somewhere down there amongst those ships in the harbour, I sense, although from this distance–”
 
   “Closer, then. Will Jyla sense the use of your power if you jump us around the bay?”
 
   <Override: modify-response-standard-#1617>
 
   “I don’t believe so, Arlak-nih. This teleportation is a modification of the environment immediately around us–almost like folding a message. Can you hear the Qur’lik message drum?”
 
   “I can,” said I, repressing a shudder. I was growing more skilled at the onion of Dissembling than I would have wanted to, but it was the only way to manage my instinctive response to that cold, impersonal override command structure. “Are you still able–?”
 
   “I’m not that selfish!”
 
   “Beloved, what you are is tired. Shattered–we both are.”
 
   <Pulse: apologies-stupid-exhaustion> “Now I’m the slavering wolf. Come. And keep your Dissembling as tight as a two-terl miser.”
 
   My chuckle at her borrowing one of my expressions hiccupped as we flickered and reappeared half a league around the corner of the bay. What a strange feeling, as though the sound had for a moment dropped off the edge of eternity. We shifted again. It took longer this time, and as we wavered our way toward solidity, P’dáronï stumbled against me.
 
   I caught her in my arms. “P’dáronï–”
 
   “One more.”
 
   “I’ll need your strength now … against Jyla.” She turned to me, cupping my cheeks with her hands. “Arlak–”
 
   “I will run. You try to pinpoint the Eldrik ship.”
 
   “Arlak–”
 
   “Ay, I have no plan, no strength, and no hope against that Sorceress. But I will not stand by and see Amal destroyed! Worse, turned to their side. Larathi, woman, why will you not just do what I say?”
 
   Mark my words, I could think of a dozen good reasons not to do as I had just proposed, but as I stood there shaking with vehemence, P’dáronï put her fingertip to my lips. “You are a good man, Arlak-nevsê. I feel as you do. I think I could grow used to this Arlak; he of passion and command and the unshakable desire to see this fate to its conclusion. And that’s why I will refuse Eliyan’s order until all that remains is the white of death. Mata grant us wings to fly.”
 
   I kissed her fiercely.
 
   And then we ran. I ran. I took the slight weight of P’dáronï upon my back and bounded across those cliff tops with the speed of the great eagles of Mara-Kern, where I had once taken an impromptu flying lesson, and the surety of a wild mountain goat whose cloven hooves can find purchase upon the very roof of the world itself. I poured strength into my muscles, tearing from my own person the nutrients to force my body into a sprint once more, a two-league sprint faster than perhaps any man has run before. Wind whistled eerily past my ears. I leaped sulg bushes in great bounds a dozen paces long and more, for ever since I fled Sillbrook Town after my beating at the hands of the possessed man Sathak, who I failed to heal, I had enjoyed greater strength than any ordinary man. How else could I run from the Wurm like some frightened rabbit evading the hawk’s swoop?
 
   “Larathi!” I screamed as we pitched over the edge of an unseen precipice.
 
   But my scream was cut off as we shifted through space and dropped heavily upon the far side.
 
   <Pulse: sorry-hurry-clumsy-alright?>
 
   “Fine,” I panted, thrusting off my skinned knees. “Have I told you … you’re amazing?”
 
   <Reflect: you-too-sweet-man>
 
   I raced up a slope, heading for the top of the last hill before Gethamadi. It was a sizeable community, perhaps several thousand strong, which I had visited many anna before following my sojourn amongst the Frenjj, the beautiful, dark-skinned people of the Hakooi lowlands. That thought reminded me of a dusky desert maiden …
 
   “Arlak!” P’dáronï hissed in my ear. “Who is Shalima and why do you have a picture of some bare-breasted, dagger-waving little harridan in your mind?”
 
   So much for my onion not leaking! That honesty I had feared had bitten me more sorely than a desert cobra! I groaned. “Tell you … later?”
 
   <!COMMAND: treacherous-shadworm-oh-you-will!>
 
   Her mental shout made me wince. “Any sign of–”
 
   “Jyla seems to be moving without walking.”
 
   I puzzled this over for perhaps a hundred strides before I realised what she must mean. “There’s a ship raising sail right now, coming out of the harbour,” I said. “Look with me–would that be where she is? It doesn’t look like a tollish ship to me. My father would have known. He was a sea captain.”
 
   “Amongst other details you have yet to tell me about your past, evidently,” sniffed P’dáronï, clearly unwilling to let the matter of Shalima drop. “Shall I take us there?”
 
   Again, the translation felt strained. We dropped upon the deck of that ship and I sensed, through the connection of our fingers, a powerful headache attack P’dáronï. I damped it at once.
 
   But barely had our feet touched wood, when the Sorceress Jyla whirled upon her heel amidships and came stalking toward us. A smile touched her lips.
 
   “Why, Arlak, you’re more persistent than a crazed torfly. Welcome aboard my ship.”
 
   “Let Amal go!” I demanded.
 
   Jyla paused close enough that I could see the detail of her black-in-black eyes, the way they seemed inured even to the brightest sunshine, oozing evil from their ageless depths. “But the Wurm is coming, Arlak. I felt the beast long before you arrived. I knew you were following. And, you fool, do you know what you’ve done?” She paused to laugh unpleasantly. “Look to the horizon behind me, you stupid lump of rockwood, and consider this–what path do you think the Wurm will take to this position?”
 
   I stared at her. What was this? Where was Amal? Why did Jyla affect such gratification?
 
   “Across the bay,” P’dáronï said.
 
   The dread in her voice mirrored the chill that skewered my quoph upon a spear of cold, heavy iron. I knew she was right.
 
   “Once, when I lived upon the accursed Isle of Birial,” Jyla said, “there was a seaquake nearby. It resulted in a stormtide. Do you know what a stormtide would do to Gethamadi, Arlak Sorlakson? How big has the Wurm grown? How many people think you live beside the peaceful ocean, oblivious to their fate?”
 
   Her eyes studied me closely. A smile of malicious pleasure curved her lips as she considered my reaction to her words; as she doubtless read the calculation taking place behind my eyes. I could only imagine what a stormtide would do to Gethamadi. The pretty whitewashed cottages nestled down at the water’s edge. The teeming marketplace was right beside the harbour, where the fishing vessels would unload their catch directly into the vendors’ stalls. We had little time to act. Not enough time both to save Amal, and to save the three or four thousands who lived in that town.
 
   Out there I saw a thin blue line had formed beneath a frowning storm-sky. That line crossed the bay from shore to ocean. A line that was moving toward us in a way contrary to the flow of the swell and the action of the waves; a line fuelled by enormous, unnatural power. Seen across the leagues it looked trivial, but I knew it had to be a wave many men high.
 
   “You’re a monster!” <Pulse: go-Gethamadi!>
 
   “Have a pleasant swim, El Shashi!”
 
   And the last I saw of Jyla was her smile shimmering into the mist as P’dáronï translated us off that vessel. She took us straight to the Qur’lik message drummer. Indeed, we fell upon the drummer and his assistant, who swore and flailed at us briefly before they realised we meant no harm.
 
   “My name is El Shashi,” I said to the startled drummer. “Anna ago I healed your eldest daughter of a harelip, right here in this square. Now I need you to listen well, for every life in this town depends upon what we do. I swear this upon the holiness of Mata’s name.”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Praise Mata for P’dáronï’s quick thinking. For listening even to the unspoken thoughts of my quoph; for knowing what was needed even when I did not.
 
   With the help of the Qur’lik drummer we mobilised the townspeople to rush to the hills which overlooked their town. Before a quarter makh had passed there was a great exodus from the town–jatha lowing, children crying, carts piled high with panicked humanity. Thrice did P’dáronï remove the elderly and the infirm from the town square, and each time, I felt her fade further and expected her return the less. The toll was immense. I touched her to aid her as I could, but despaired. It was too little; P’dáronï was too weak
 
   Each time I looked out to the bay that blue line had moved closer; swelling, growing deeper of hue. The clouds above, to my perception seeming bloated with a load Nethe’s darkest malice, bellied upward into the vaulting heavens as if seeking to storm the very bastions of Mata Herself. A chill, ill wind stirred dead leaves through the empty town–empty, truly told, save of those too foolish to flee, or those who tarried to loot the shops and homes of their neighbours and friends. The Eldrik ship was making tremendous headway out into the bay, swinging north along the coast toward the Straits of Nxthu and thereafter, Eldoran. I assumed that it was Jyla who filled her sails with wind–Mata consign her soul to eternal torment. Surely no oceangoing vessel could otherwise skim across the waters like a great sea bird?
 
   But as I herded people up into the hills I could only gnash my teeth at the sight of the hated Sorceress slipping away once more. Into every face and every cart and every knot of people I cast my gaze, anxious for a glimpse of fair hair amongst the endless bobbing browns and blacks, but P’dáronï was nowhere to be found. We had not made arrangements to meet up. All had happened too quickly. Last I had seen her she had transported a group of ten people, including the Qur’lik drummer, away from the town square. Now I must find her. My grephe burned! I knew something was wrong … we had to keep running from the Wurm!
 
   Next I looked back over my shoulder it was to see the area abutting the harbour area strangely bare. Truly told, the area covered by seawater but moments before was now transformed into a vast mud flat where fish and eels flopped about, gasping for air, and crabs looked stupidly at each other is if discussing what had happened. My eyes rose. And widened. The sea had risen to meet the clouds.
 
   “Run for your lives!” I bellowed. “Run!”
 
   Now, with a rumbling that shook the world, the stormtide swept toward Gethamadi in a single, majestic wall. Such a thing should not be. The mind could scarce credit it–the people before me began to shriek like lyoms rattling in a cage. I dodged them, leaped bodies trampled in the rush, broke away from the trail to dash up toward the wooded brow of the hill. Branches whipped past my face, but I cared nought.
 
   As I ran I screamed, over and over again, “Grab a tree! Hold your children!”
 
   I burst over the brow where a great mass of townspeople huddled; stunned, weeping, bleating their fright to the heavens. I pitied them. I cursed the fool who had brought his Wurm straight across the bay; an arrow of ultimate doom pointed at their town.
 
   “P’dáronï! P’dáronï of Armittal!”
 
   The thunder grew so loud it drowned out my cries. I looked, and saw the wave dwarf the ships left stranded upon the mud of the harbour bottom. It swept over them as though they did not exist, and swept over the pretty houses of Gethamadi with awesome force. The stormtide was many times the height of the houses. Stone and wood and tile gave it no pause. I saw a few small dots that had to be looters bursting out of a house. In an eye blink they were swallowed up. The water surged up the hillside toward us, eating up rocks and trees and bushes as though it were a beast more ravenous than the Wurm itself. It pulverised trees and pushed the splinters before it as though a child pushed toys about the floor of her house. I saw a fishing skiff riding atop the wave toward me.
 
   But as the stormtide dashed its fury against the hills, as though it wished to demolish them, too, the waters slowed and eventually came to a foaming halt around my ankles. Reluctantly, the wave began to suck and slurp away down the hill.
 
   I wandered through that mass of sodden, pitiful humanity for what seemed a makh crying, “P’dáronï, P’dáronï,” until my throat was hoarse and I thought my quoph would break from the hopelessness of it. At some level I realised that the Wurm had vanished. It had never appeared in Gethamadi. But its wake had struck front and centre. Where people reached out or I noticed their need I touched them and healed what I could–several broken limbs, a fractured skull, a baby which had been accidentally dropped and kicked in the mad scramble.
 
   But suddenly a muddied man tapped my shoulder. I recognised the drummer. “Come,” he said, and led me a short ways to where a huddle of people lay upon the ground. “Can you see to these? The sick and the infirm of health.”
 
   “Where’s P’dáronï?”
 
   “The blind Sorceress? Just yonder,” said he, pointing. “Alive, I hope.”
 
   Ah, how my quoph soared!
 
   I sensed her from where I stood–faintly, but she was there. I worked my way steadily in her direction, giving what little I was able. I did not wish to seem self-serving. But when I drew close enough to see how P’dáronï lay crumpled upon the uncaring stone in a foetal position, and how there was vomit splattered on her clothes and around her, I gave a low cry and rushed to her side. Her skin was pallid and cold.
 
   Uncaring of my own tears I sobbed over her, “You gave too much, P’dáronï-nishka! You could have killed yourself!”
 
   She was far gone. Her pulse was slow and weak, her breathing almost undetectable, her ashen lips tinged with a deathly blue I have often observed in those struggling with severe heart problems. Had she strained her heart exerting herself so mightily, I wondered? Pensively, I worked the pathways of her being. What was this creature, this Armittalese, I sought to inveigle back from the white of death? Was I restoring her merely to grant her the opportunity and means to carry out Eliyan’s command? Should I spare her the trouble?
 
   Yet still I felt bound by Mata, heart, hand and hearth. Bound to Her will, bound to my fate, bound to walk until the road no longer stretched out before me. Had I not walked roads enough for many a lifetime?
 
   El Shashi bowed his head and shed bitter tears for the victims of his Stormtide over Gethamadi.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   With P’dáronï clutched close to my heart I walked the day it took, northward up the coast of Hakooi, to reach a village substantial enough to boast an inn. Here, I rented a room for us for the ridiculous price of two ukals. I lied about my wife being taken in a faint by the heat and travel. And I slept two days, save to wake for meals, and P’dáronï three. The first day, I could barely move for the soreness of my muscles. I spent the makh feeding her bowls of the innkeeper’s lyom and vegetable soup and massaging her throat to force her to swallow it. When my power revived I assuaged her hurts–at least, those I could fathom.
 
   At dawn on the third day, I felt her hand touch my cheek. She whispered, “Is the Wurm gone?”
 
   “P’dáronï-nevsêsh, it is over.”
 
   I thought I was done with weeping, but her fingertip found the wetness upon my cheek. “Ay, Arlak-nevsê, it is over. You are well?”
 
   “Much rested. Much saddened. Concerned about you.”
 
   “You take too much note–”
 
   “–of the affairs of my cherished slave? Great clods of steaming jatha droppings be heaped upon that untruth!”
 
   P’dáronï’s lips curved upward in a way I had grown preposterously fond of. “You are grown very forceful of late, my Arlak. Now tell me of this Shalima before the jealousy eats me like some potent caustic from the inside out.”
 
   “I’m not convinced this is wise,” I said, but opened my mind to share the memories with her nevertheless.
 
   It was passing strange showing another person such deeply personal, long-buried things; she was a voyeur walking the halls of remembrance, and I had to force myself not to bristle in defence or hide anything. Had she not withheld from helping herself to my memories? Even if she could slip around my mental defences with quicksilver ease? I found I could monitor her response too–our connection was open in both directions. I wondered if P’dáronï allowed this deliberately.
 
   For a time after that she was silent in reflection.
 
   “And …?”
 
   “You handled the Benka with great wisdom,” she said. “You gifted dignity to them.”
 
   “I am miserable … P’dáronï, please!”
 
   “I have to confess I’m not fond of the idea of a bodacious desert maiden bouncing her breasts around in your memory, Arlak-nih,” she smiled sweetly at me, “but you were also Matabound before and I have to accept that too. You had little choice and I noted your guilt-feelings surfaced often during that time. I will survive the pangs of jealousy. Will you show me some of those things you taught Shalima?”
 
   I am afraid my eyes almost popped out of my head. In Mata’s name, at my anna of life I could still be made to blush like a shy young buck?
 
    “I, er …” I coughed indelicately. “Very well, P’dáronï-nevsêsh.” In my most lecherous manner, I leaned over her until my lips brushed her earlobe and panted, “It will be my immense and prolonged pleasure to instruct a slave of Armittal in every last detail of these matters carnal.”
 
   She laughed with such glee it made my colour deepen. “I hope so!” Placing her arms around my neck, she added, “Starting right now, you incorrigible rogue.”
 
   Ay, these were strange days indeed. Grief, hope, fear, and ardour inextricably bound together, as though these emotions were an inseparable ball we were asked to simply kick along the dusty byways of the Fiefdoms until Mata told us otherwise. It made us feel strangely isolated from every Umarite around us, and our dependence on each other therefore became the greater.
 
   Later, I helped P’dáronï rise. She said, “I would appreciate a wash after these days abed. After that …”
 
   “On to Eldoran.”
 
   “On to Eldoran,” she echoed. “On to Eldoran, where it must end.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 37: A Sojourn and a Journey
 
    
 
   The Faloxx, irredeemable eaters of flesh, are neither Umarite nor Eldrik, but rather a subhuman kind of beast fit for nought but torture eternal in the fiery pits of Nethe.
 
   Soriam al’Fay’d kin Thanen, All That is Holy
 
    
 
   Ever northward we travelled along the remote, wild coastline of Hakooi, pausing briefly where we could to spend our coin upon much needed food. I ate like a ravenous jatha, and P’dáronï too, as our bodies sought to account for much sore abuse. Rugged and beautiful was our way, salty and fresh, and little inhabited. We swam freely in the peaceful ocean and rested upon the sands, but never for long. Always, destiny tugged at our grephe-sense.
 
   P’dáronï and I passed the days getting to know every detail of each other’s’ life and beliefs, hopes and fears and dreams, and recounting Janos’ memories as we searched for a way to defeat Jyla.
 
   Briefly we did tarry in Herliki Free Fiefdom on the way. There we were grandly received by the Hassutl Erkiban, together with his three fine sons and his daughter who I mistook for the Hassia K’huylia.
 
   “My dear departed wife,” said the Hassutl. It was on the tip of my tongue to ask why she had never again sent for me, when he added, “She was once restored by you, El Shashi. She lived a short but full life and gave me these fine children–well, who are children no longer. It is through faith I believe she did not seek healing again, when the canker returned. She said, ‘It is Mataboon I was granted a second chance at life, a gift I grasped with both hands. Yet should I summon El Shashi hence I shall selfishly deny others access to his services. This I cannot allow.’ Ay, truly told. Such were her words.”
 
   I burshingled deeply and signed the full buskal of Mata’s mercy. I had to pause to force words past my choked-up throat. “Her faith was greater than mine,” I managed. “It was a pearl of beauty unquenchable.”
 
   I believe we all cried then.
 
   After dinner I quietly checked and treated the Hassutl and his children and every member of his palace staff down to the ninety-anna drudge who did little more than push a broom across flagstones a couple of makh a day.
 
   “You were so moved today,” P’dáronï said, stroking my arm in the darkness of our bedchamber. She had no need of light. “Why?”
 
   “I lived here over two anna,” I replied. “I grew to know and love K’huylia well.”
 
   “Love?”
 
   “As a dear friend,” said I, regretting my choice of words. “I’m happy to share my memories if you wish, P’dáronï. I’ve nothing to hide … er, if you discount my antics with a few noblewomen. Which I’m not proud of.”
 
   “Pretty ones?”
 
   “Not one of whom could hold a candle to you,” I said stoutly, showing her I spoke truth. She had been teasing, but only partly …
 
   <Pulse: commitment-thanks-honours-me>
 
   But I noticed she held me especially close that night.
 
   Ay, I reflected quietly. I had not excelled at commitment in my lifetime. Far from it. Those ghosts haunted me now. Perhaps I should treat P’dáronï of Armittal as I meant to go on–as she deserved, truly told. A germ of an idea took root in my mind.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   By a swift sloop, hired by the Hassutl’s palace staff, we zipped along the coast of Herliki in comfort. The captain promised to take us as far as the monastery of Arrakbon, the very last settlement before the Faloxxian territories. After Arrakbon the waters became treacherous, the start of the Straits of Nxthu that culminated in a three-ocean melting pot at the northerly tip of Faloxxir–the famed passage of which my father knew the secret, and was described in a scroll secreted somewhere amongst Orik’s writings back in Roymere. No use in picking up lost jatha droppings. We would enter Faloxxir on foot, and trust to P’dáronï’s Warlock skills if the worst happened. No doubt the fierce Faloxx would be keeping their cooking pots warm!
 
   The weather was fine and the breeze beneficent, filling our sails day after day as we traversed the enormous Gulf of Erbon. To our right hand the shore turned to mountains. I for one was glad not to have to cross the broken-toothed Loibrak Range, which protected southern and middle Hakooi from the Faloxx to the north.
 
   After all these anna, I rocked upon these placid waters with a woman I loved! What a change from when I had been forced to flee Eldoran before. History had turned full circle.
 
   The crew was warm and friendly toward us, especially after I healed their ship’s boy of a terrible affliction: perhaps the severest case of eczema I have ever encountered. P’dáronï and I whiled away the makh aboard ship discussing what we might possibly achieve against Jyla. Our plan was to return undetected to Eldoran, if at all possible, and speak first of all to Eliyan. We discussed the amulet Amal had gifted me those twenty anna before, but decided against trying to use it, even if only to detect where she might be. We could hardly hope to wrest her from Jyla. We did not want to disclose our position. She might indeed have been converted by force or trickery to Jyla’s side. The less Jyla knew of us, the better–and now that the Wurm was no longer chasing us, we hoped she could no longer track us either. We trawled through Janos’ memories at enormous length. Although we discovered much arcane knowledge of use and interest, it was the structure and undoing of the Banishment that was our primary goal–and we were no nearer to grasping that than we might have sought to grasp the sun Belion from the deck of our ship.
 
   “Perfectly disgusting genius!” P’dáronï declared, after another warm afternoon spent, shipboard, in fruitless examination of the Banishment’s elements. “Could Janos not have left us just one little chink in the armour to work with?”
 
   “Jyla escaped the Banishment.”
 
   “Oh, yes, we should just ask her how it’s done. Even she was unable to break the Banishment, and not for want of trying!”
 
   “Fastidious, obsessive, brilliant Janos.” I shook my head despondently. “Do we simply accept Talan’s interference sounds the death-knell for all those Banished Eldrik?”
 
   “Do we just get the Wurm to eat Jyla?”
 
   “I’d prefer to turn her into a Wurm.”
 
   “A small one that could get eaten by a porker,” suggested P’dáronï.
 
   I chuckled. “She’d still infect the meat like a tapeworm.”
 
   She made a face. “We Armittalese don’t eat pork anyway. It’s unclean. Disgusting. If only we could get through you to tap the power of the Wurm!”
 
   “Ay. But Eliyan said that ability is limited to Jyla herself. We know the Portal is the only way to cross the Banishment spell. The only way into Birial. Unless we break the never-ending storm, those Eldrik will never get home.”
 
   “Maybe the Wurm can break the Banishment.”
 
   But that would involve me getting to Birial first, I almost started to say. It solved nothing to do with Jyla. The Wurm’s power would still be hers to misuse as she wished.
 
   Perhaps misunderstanding my silence, P’dáronï added, “Anyway, tomorrow we need to discuss subverting or destroying the gyael-irfa one more time. If that’s the way she controls her Sorcerers, that might be the tactic to use against her.”
 
   I had other plans for the morrow. But I kept those thoughts hidden beneath the inmost layers of my Dissembling.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Arrakbon Monastery was an ancient fortress set a few hundred paces back from the edge of a towering cliff-face that caught Suthauk’s early rays as though it were a palace wall of staggering dimensions spanning the spaces between gigantic, glistening columns of mauve fromite. P’dáronï instinctively clasped my hand and through me, gazed wordless at this wonder.
 
   In the golden late afternoon of that wind-still day we walked hand-in-hand through the monastery vineyards with Father Sohirik and five of the Arrakbon Brothers to a small garden set right upon the cliff’s edge. I own we made for a handsome couple, but there was no-one else present to remark upon it save for the beatifically smiling monks who would witness our troth, pledge, and vow.
 
   Here, the Father would read the Holy Matabond over us.
 
   I felt as nervous as a dragonfly skating over a pond full of frogs.
 
   P’dáronï wore an antique bridal gown of Sulmian silk the same colour as the Gulf of Erbon, which soughed against the cliff’s base half a league below us. The train alone was twenty paces long, and every last dyndigit of material was hand-sewn in the finest lace of Herliki. Upon her brow she wore a Hassutla’s nuptial coronet, and her hair had been dressed by one of the monks in a fanciful swirl about her head, held in place by clips shaped to resemble miniature starfish, which were encrusted with aquamarine diamonds from the famed mines of Hallidoon. Even with my background in trading I would have been unable to estimate the value of her raiment; but to me, it was the person within that outshone all.
 
   I wore simple blue bruke-trousers cut mid-calf and a flowing shirt of Sulmian silk which perfectly matched P’dáronï’s outfit, except it was unexpectedly heavy as according Hakooi tradition, the groom wears five layers upon his upper body–for fidelity, honour, praise to Mata, thanks, and love for his beloved. Also in the Hakooi tradition, we were both barefoot, as benefitted our position as suppliants to Mata’s good favour upon our union.
 
   This was my surprise to P’dáronï. At the makh of daimi orison the day before, I had surprised her. Truly told, she had almost swooned when I presented her the bridal gown in the traditional way upon bended knee, begging her to consent to wear it just once.
 
   She looked radiant.
 
   “I call upon these witnesses five, and the witness of Holy Mata,” Father Arrakbon intoned, taking our left hands in his, before bringing them together before him. “I bind these two persons wrist to wrist, pulse to pulse, life to life, with a cord of Gethamadi silk. This symbolises the troth of handfasting, and the desire of two persons to join their lives; quath, quatl and quoph; heart and eternal soul; that their spirits shall nevermore rove restless upon the winds of life.”
 
   P’dáronï and I had decided to incorporate elements of the Umarik, Eldrik, and Armittalese traditions into our ceremony. The good Father had not even raised an eyebrow at this request, but accepted our scroll with a nod and a smile. He said, ‘Do you happen to know a Father Yatak of the Solburn Brothers?’ It so happened a Solburn brother had visited recently to initiate the process of building a hospital which would serve even the Faloxx, funded by our family’s bequest.
 
   Ay, life is full of wonders.
 
   Having tied our wrists together with a ceremonial knot, Father Sohirik began to sign the buskals of matrimony. “The buskal of Mata’s peace protect your quophs. May this buskal symbolise Her mercy upon your lives and all your endeavours together. Here is the buskal of love unending upon you Arlak, and upon you, P’dáronï. May the knot I form in this cord symbolise the strength of your union, which shall never be broken.”
 
   <Pulse: love-need-mercy-appropriate>
 
   <Reflect: smile-love-forever>
 
   And so we spoke even as the Father spoke, exchanging vows deeper than words.
 
   A scroll rustled briefly as Father Sohirik referred to the wording of the Eldrik vows. Through our link, I knew that P’dáronï was following my responses as closely as I was watching her face, to the exclusion of all else.
 
   The Father cleared his throat slightly. “Repeat after me:
 
   Soul to soul as sun to sun,
 
   Two eternal beings become as one,
 
   Unite us in the vows of love,
 
   I with thee: P’dáronï of Armittal,
 
   I with thee: Arlak of Yarabi Vale,
 
   Our souls entwine with bonds, o Mata, of love divine.”
 
   I reached up to unpin P’dáronï’s hair. “Let what we loose this day be loosed forever. Let what we vow be bound forever, thrice-fold, before Mata and before Man. This is my vow. P’dáronï of Armittal, my gift to you is this necklace of Mataflower. Let it symbolise my vow and pledge. I place it around your neck, where it shall rest upon the pulse of your life. From this day on you will be my life. This is my vow.”
 
   Her white-blonde hair, unbound, fell in a glorious cascade of ringlets about her shoulders and down her back. If anything, it had grown since that day I first fell headlong–literally, I chuckled, letting her see that picture in my mind’s eye–for her. My fingers trembled over the clasp of the necklace but I finally managed to clip it securely.
 
   “Clasp your right hands above the left,” whispered Father Sohirik. I did wonder if he was as taken with the occasion as we were. “Here, P’dáronï.”
 
   With a ring clasped in her fingers, she touched my hand to find my right thumb. She said, “Let what we encircle this day be ours forever. Let what we vow be bound forever, thrice-fold, before Mata and before Women. This is my vow.”
 
   There was a rustle as one of the monks stepped forward to present her with a square of cloth, in which was wrapped her gift. Drawing forth a Matabond bracelet, P’dáronï said, “Arlak Sorlakson of Yarabi Vale, my gift for you is this Mata-torc of linnite crystal. Let it symbolise my vow and pledge. I place it around your right wrist, where it shall rest upon the pulse of your life. From this day on you will be my life. This is my vow.”
 
   Linnite for purity and fidelity, a costly crystal bought in the blood of slaves from the mines of Ummandor, the Armittalese homeland. It was our deliberate choice, and for me, another layer of a vow I had not yet expressed to P’dáronï. Freedom for the slaves.
 
   She was far defter with the clasp than I.
 
   <Pulse: ecstatic-happiness!>
 
   <Reflect: and-I-exuberant-joy-all-my-soul>
 
   The monks helped P’dáronï move forward and kneel upon a low cushion but one pace from the cliff edge. I knelt beside her, crossing my left arm across my body to keep our bound wrists between us, and again, we clasped hands. She paused to dab a teardrop from her cheek before taking my hand a second time, rather fiercely I thought.
 
   “Oe’e lorai yohii,” she said, in Old Armittalese. “Lorai P’dáronï luhi Arlak hetnï-olnï Mahethï. Shoelna ohiri-ay-ohiri emmasti.”
 
   “The vows of eternal oneness,” I repeated after her. “I, Arlak, do solemnly vow before the face of Mata, to receive this woman P’dáronï and fly with her, spirit-indwelling-spirit, until this world is no more.”
 
   “Mahethï, oe’e yethiyit-on.” Mata, we are wife and husband.
 
   “Mata, we are husband and wife.”
 
   <Pulse: urgent-see-what-lillia-arrow?>
 
   Following the pulse of her thought, I narrowed my eyes against the golden face of Suthauk lowering toward the far horizon. The lillia of magic? There was something flying toward us at our level. “What is that?”
 
   I stared over the ocean, and P’dáronï through me, hardly daring to breathe. It was the sound of the monks dropping to their knees behind us and to either side that allowed me to recognise what I was seeing–a blue condor. The embodiment of Mata’s presence in the world. Her seal upon our vows.
 
   The monks began to hum behind us, lost in worship of Mata.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   The very next dawn we set foot in Faloxxir.
 
   Cannibal country. Home to the painted barbarian hordes, the fiercest of the Umarite tribes, neither owned nor loved by anyone, and in my lifetime, savage raiders across the northern parts of Hakooi all the hundreds of leagues into Roymere. Those who had tortured, murdered and eaten my parents.
 
   And Mata’s way would have me love even these?
 
   “The sins of your graven flesh?” said P’dáronï, following my thoughts perfectly. “I am Matabound to a member of the Sy Faloxx tribe?”
 
   “An honorary member, but if you keep teasing me, I propose to have you for a snack, my delectable wife. You kept me awake last night–in a most delightful way.”
 
   “Can a woman not be excited about her nuptials? Better a sore head next morn than lying awake next to a snoring lout. Heal yourself, El Shashi!”
 
   “Of unwarranted grumpiness?” Behind us lay the snow-capped Loibrak peaks; simply breathtaking in the fiery sunrise of a Sowing season morning. Beauty behind, beauty at my side, and fear to the fore. I pulsed this to P’dáronï.
 
   <Insult: I’m-a-Warlock!>
 
   This was a new mental space. Mark my words, in the ever-polite, highly stratified Eldrik society, I had never once imagined them throwing insults about–only Pedyk, he who had been banished. “I do trust you, P’dáronï-nevsêsh …”
 
   “Then demonstrate it!”
 
   “My fierce and fiery beloved–I do not wish to rid this land of Faloxx. I wish to heal them. There’s a difference.”
 
   She paused to consider this. “And would you heal a Jyla? Is it even possible to heal a malady of the soul? Does Mata create evil? Or does she simply allow it to leach from Ulim’s throne like some miasmic mist?”
 
   I shivered lightly as a shadow crossed my quoph, remembering the demon-possessed man I had once tried to wipe clean and restore to wholeness–rather, to bend him to my imperfect image of wholeness. “I too have supped from Ulim’s table in my lifetime, P’dáronï-nishka. Far be it from me to judge. Riddle me this, precious wife: what will you now do with Eliyan’s command?”
 
   “Die with you, or for you, if needs be.”
 
   <Pulse: your-courage-so-unwavering? Admiration!>
 
   “Nay,” she laughed, banishing my melancholy for a moment. “I simply know that this Mata-forsaken land is not where we shall die.”
 
   “Is any land truly forsaken by Mata?”
 
   “Had I but known I was pledging my troth to a grumpy old philosopher …”
 
   I chuckled. And we walked in companionable silence for nigh upon a makh across the sparse, anaemic grasses of the Faloxxian peninsula, before my tongue found the courage to form a simple sentence. “Even Armittal is not forsaken by Mata.”
 
   P’dáronï bit her lip. I felt a backlash erupt within her, quickly suppressed beneath her Dissembling. But all she said, a trifle coldly, was, “Why do you care so much for the lot of slaves, Arlak-nihka? Is this the El Shashi in you? Seeking to heal all nations of their ills? The Nummandori system of slavery is the way of the world. It is as immutable as … as …”
 
   “As a healthcare system for every Fiefdom?”
 
   Perhaps goaded by my prickliness, she muttered, “For a man so patently selfish in his lifetime, that’s a rich cartload of dung to believe!”
 
   “I have reformed my ways! I’m trying, P’dáronï, mark my words.”
 
   “And I must trust a man of innumerable casual liaisons–”
 
   “So why Matabond with me then? Why say the vows? Larathi, woman, now that’s a rich cartload of–”
 
   “Oh, love is blind? Go on, say it!”
 
   I drew a deep, shuddering breath. “It is, P’dáronï-nishka. In a sense. In Mata’s name, woman–please hear me out! Don’t you understand that I am helpless before this love I feel for you? I wasted the breath of twenty anna trying to convince myself that this–what we share together, what we breathe and hope for–was impossible. Unwise at best. My will, not Mata’s. A set of false feelings birthed in necessity, which would surely fade and die during our separation. When I left Eldoran, I feared I was worse than some lovesick Hakooi minstrel pining for his beloved. I felt as a young buck in the throes of his first infatuation. I asked myself what Jyla might do to one I allowed into my life, to this vulnerability I have now pledged myself? As she has done before.”
 
   Before P’dáronï could release the words building within her, I rushed on, “So you’re blind. So what? What does it matter? I love you all the more. So you’re a slave. So what? I own many slaves. What does it matter?”
 
   “You own slaves? How is that … Armittalese slaves?”
 
   “The House Telmak,” I replied slowly, wanting nought but to grasp my treacherous tongue in both hands, rip it out by the roots and cast it into Nethe’s hottest flames, “represented by me, holds substantial investments in the slave trade. In Eldoran.”
 
   Truly told, in all the time I had known her, I had never seen P’dáronï so stunned to silence.
 
   What misery was mine! I said, “Orik told me there’s a seventy-three percent chance that I–the House Telmak–could own you. I am charged, P’dáronï-nevsêsh, with administering the family’s investments in Eldoran.”
 
   “Oh, I’m an investment, am I?”
 
   “An investment for life,” I joked, making to put my arm about her waist.
 
   “Don’t … don’t you touch me!” P’dáronï stormed off a few paces before turning to shout, “Slave-owner! What were your vows for, then? Why didn’t you just command your slave? Wouldn’t that have been easier than convincing a Hassutl to lend you a priceless heirloom?”
 
   I followed her, saying softly but intensely, “And would that have been love? For a highly intelligent woman, I swear you’re as dense as a short plank sometimes, P’dáronï-nishka. I am not trading cheap, half-price goods here. I care about you. I care more deeply than you can imagine. This is your life and mine. Truly told, I could have gone to Eldoran and if Jyla didn’t kill or Banish me on sight, I could have bought your scroll of ownership. If, indeed, I did not already own you. And so accomplish what? Turn you into some mistress or kept woman or–no, and a thousand times no! I would have you freely, or not at all! Would you not have hated me otherwise? Would a worm of doubt not come to live in your quoph and rot it from the inside?” I gathered her trembling body into my arms. “Would you not have come to resent the kisses of my lips?”
 
   “Love does not always mean choice, Arlak-nihka,” P’dáronï breathed into my neck. Her body quaked against mine with the force of her emotions. “There is denial and constraint and sacrifice. I understand. I applaud your choices. Knowing the identity of my owner will simply … or not so simply, I own …” she swallowed. “It will take some getting used to.”
 
   “I may not even–”
 
   “But it’s likely, isn’t it?” She softened her words by taking my hand once more. “Very well. I see that my duty is to protect the Son of the House Telmak on his journey through this land.”
 
   “And to warm my bedroll, slave!” I announced to the world, dropping a kiss upon the crown of her head. “To, uh … well, to show your lord and master how very apologetic you are for starting your first post-marital argument with him!”
 
   “I did not!”
 
   “I believe the words ‘snoring lout’ did pass your lips? Lest we forget.”
 
   “Just as ‘dense as a short plank’ was your memorable offering, husband.”
 
   “Ah … a ridiculous untruth if ever I uttered one.”
 
   <Pulse: Master-mine!> Her mental tone and its accompanying picture turned me into a blushing, spluttering numbwit.
 
   How many people have been chuckling like a couple of squabbling lyoms as they set foot upon the wrong side of the Faloxxian border, I wonder? Perhaps only the mad ones.
 
   Is love not a form of madness?
 
   


  
 



Chapter 38: On to Eldoran
 
    
 
   Only a foolish mouse talks to a cobra.
 
   Old Roymerian Proverb
 
    
 
   We did not slay a single Faloxxian tribesman, I own, upon my honour before Mata and before all peoples. But we did leave many a bruised ego, and a greater number of healings, in our wake.
 
   After three days upon the Faloxxian plains P’dáronï and I grew weary of trying to convince every strutting tribesman that they should let us pass. They could not imagine two foreigners would so boldly enter their lands. They could not countenance the shame of allowing us passage. My Sy Faloxx tattoo caused disbelief in some quarters and fury in others–from rival tribes. When P’dáronï warmed up her arsenal of Warlock’s tricks it was to discover that subtle hints such as verbal warnings combined with glowing defences, miniature tornados, and localised hailstorms simply did not figure in the Faloxxian mind-set. A cockroach the size of a house was a more effective tool, but it did not remain our pet for long. P’dáronï could not sustain the energies required to keep the creature alive. So we fell upon three ruses–invisibility, shooting rocks, and running away.
 
   We did a great deal of running away. When I tired of running, P’dáronï honed her rock-casting skills on the many subjects that presented themselves as practice targets. Once she mastered the art of calculating the perspective from my eyes, she became quite deadly. I suggested she aim lower than their heads. She promptly broke a warrior’s leg and I had to go heal him.
 
   When, after P’dáronï had spent a most congenial makh ‘apologising’ to me, I slyly suggested that I should therefore dispute with her the more often, she suggested she should practice with bigger rocks upon my head to knock my ego down to size.
 
   Eleven days of admittedly swift travel brought us to the territory of the Sy Faloxx, which lay near the westerly zenith of the Faloxxian peninsula. The border was marked with great poles set all about with a collection of skulls dangling from ropes, fencing made of thigh bones, and other such memorabilia. Here my tattoo brought us an amiable welcome. We moved quickly from village to village, exhausting my stores of power upon the pervasive flesh-eating ulcers and burns that had so perplexed and dismayed me before.
 
   “We’ll bring Eldrik healers back to study this,” P’dáronï vowed. And even her Dissembling was unable to conceal the depth of disturbance she felt at their suffering.
 
   We came at last to the end of the Faloxxir peninsula. The weather was cool and damp in this remote corner of the Fiefdoms. The air stank of salt and rotting kelp. How could it be so different from what I remembered? I had once washed up on these shores, chased by a Karak. But I remembered bright skies … was it the season? A change of seas or currents?
 
   “The Straits of Nxthu,” I said aloud. “They’re narrower than I thought.”
 
   “Isn’t this the place where Janos’ memories told us that ships require enough wind and the right tide to pass through?”
 
   “Look with me.”
 
   I showed her the rocks lurking just beneath the surface, as if they were cunning teeth waiting to chew through the hull of a ship to get at the tasty sailors inside; the way the currents and counter-currents swirled mistrustfully about each other; a whirlpool that had developed not far from where we stood. Fog hung in patches over the scene, stirring as unexpectedly as the currents beneath. A tiny stretch of beach below us appeared to have the ribs of perhaps half a ship sticking out of its sands. I pitied any sailor caught in these waters. They looked treacherous–even on a calm day.
 
   She rubbed her arms. “P’dáronï-nevsêsh, what is it?”
 
   “Nothing … I … this is a strange place, Arlak-nevsê, stranger than you or I imagine. What I see through your eyes is a veiled truth. The rest lies hidden. There’s lillia stirring the waters and the fog, I sense, from beneath. And a presence–not bad, but ancient and uncaring–out there. A brooding … presence.”
 
   I laughed quietly. “To the south, own I aright? Orik called the land on the far side ‘the island that moves’. You’re supposed to steer away from it … what is it now?”
 
   From the way her fingers clutched me I knew I had spoken hastily. Irritation and tiredness!
 
   My wife–my wife!–raised her eyes to the horizon. “And that is Eldrik territory beyond? We may require two or even three jumps across the strait. Challenging. Spy me a flat rock, Arlak-nevsê.”
 
   <Pulse: doubt-caution>
 
   “Come,” she said, brusquely. “You’re dawdling, husband-mine. With that wind you said the Sorceress could generate, she might already be in Eldoran.”
 
   “There’s no hope she’s at the bottom of the ocean?”
 
   “No. Not with her powers.” P’dáronï whirled on her heel, searching the lands behind us with faculties I could only guess at. Or did I? I could ask her to ‘see’ in reverse, could I not? That would be fascinating. Almost as fascinating as other distracting things about her …
 
   “Do you feel that?” she asked abruptly. “Lillia … somewhere behind us. Masses of it.”
 
   “It’s probably the Wurm. I often sense it even when it’s not chasing me.” I chuckled hollowly, determined not to dismiss her fears a second time. “It’s my shadow. My faithful hound.”
 
   She clucked her tongue–a sign of aggravation with her, I had learned. “Have you worked out what the Wurm does and where it goes in those times? No? I didn’t think so. Too preoccupied with other thoughts, aren’t we, my abundantly amorous lover?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “If you’d kindly remove your eyes from my rear end and train them on those flat rocks in the strait, I’d be indebted.”
 
   “Oh, I was enjoying something much more interesting than those rocks,” I drawled, deciding to make light of matters. Her behaviour was starting to concern me. “Nothing flat about that at all–”
 
   <PULSE: warning!>
 
   <Reflect: later? Rock-there …?>
 
   And before I could catch my breath, I found myself balancing upon a spray-slick rock a quarter-league off the shore of the Faloxxian peninsula. And P’dáronï was nowhere to be seen.
 
   “Larathi!” I swore feelingly, scanning the dark waters swiftly. Nothing. “P’dáronï! Hajik Hounds, woman, don’t do this to me …”
 
   I was being the village nadal. With my mind, I cast about as I had been taught, and found P’dáronï sagging beneath the surface, several paces away from me and being dragged further away by the tide.
 
   <PULSE: translate-please-here!>
 
   But she did not. I sensed the undercurrent pulling her down. She was struggling weakly in her long dress. The material was too heavy. Why didn’t she just push herself up and out? Do something … a Warlock would do? No time for that, Arlak! Casting aside our pack of supplies, I dived smoothly into the water. Not for nothing Janos had taught me to swim even in the freezing mountain streams of Yarabi Vale!
 
   With a couple of strong strokes I caught up with her. She seemed dazed. Had she struck her head? I saw no blood. Holding her with my right arm, I scissor-kicked and swam with my free arm as best I could back against the current toward our chosen rock. After an inordinate amount of time I managed to gain a foothold. I heaved P’dáronï out of the water and set her down as gently as I could. I clambered after her. The pack … double larathi with jatha droppings! I had lost our supplies. There they went, a small brown dot bobbing away on the current. But I had P’dáronï. Little else mattered to me at that moment. Gently, I slapped her cheek and poured my strength into her. Her eyelids flickered.
 
   “Oh … I mistranslated …”
 
   “How in Mata’s name do you do that?”
 
   She coughed, looking for a moment as though she wanted to vomit, but she did not. “It’s easy if you’re angry and initiate the transfer without a clear target, Arlak-nihka.”
 
   “But what knocked you out?”
 
   “Magical backlash. A miscast can be dangerous.” P’dáronï coughed, and rubbed her arms. “Brr! All Warlocks learn that at some point. I’m fine now. Just give me a moment and I’ll think about the next transfer.”
 
   “You’re shivering. Here, take my jacket.”
 
   “Arlak!” She began to giggle as she received the garment. “It’s as sodden as we both are. Rather, allow me to demonstrate a Warlock skill you were just dreaming about.”
 
   Taking my hand, she concentrated briefly and muttered a couple of words I did not recognise. After a few breaths, I was surprised to see our clothing beginning to steam. It took a quarter-makh or so for us to be fully dry–but dry we were, and warm too.
 
   I burshingled fluidly. “I commend your skills. Can you recreate the supplies we lost? No? What kind of a useless slave-nishka are you?”
 
   I was not sure she appreciated the joke. I bit my tongue yet again. Three much more careful jumps later, our feet touched the dark sand of an Eldrik shore. I picked P’dáronï up, kissed her tenderly at considerable length by way of apology and relief at her safety, put her down again, swatted the object of my earlier desire with the flat of my hand, and said, “So, how far is it to Eldoran, my scrumptious wife?”
 
   “Four hundred and thirteen leagues and a couple of trins. Approximately.”
 
   I waggled an eyebrow at her–mentally. “Approximately?”
 
   P’dáronï took a couple of paces away from me and threw over her shoulder, “Just focus your eyeballs on this, my husband, and you’ll be fine. Can you manage that much?” And she stalked off with a tart waggle of her hips, succeeding in capturing from me exactly the attention she desired.
 
   I was left scratching my head. For a man who thought he had some experience at being Matabound, and had three adult children and the Mata-given blessings of many grandchildren, I was certainly spending a great deal of time discovering new territory in my relationship with P’dáronï of Armittal. I sighed. At least we had the issue of ownership out in the open. Now if my tongue could just refrain from making stupid, unfunny jokes …
 
   Janos, Mata rest his quoph, would have said, ‘Well, if you can’t find the frogs, Arlak, then at least find the tadpoles in the pond.’
 
   Could it be that somewhere between the Wurm and the memories secreted within me, that Janos still lived? That he spoke as from the halls of my memory, which he had borrowed without permission? Could I, as a result, be as schizophrenic as some of those patients of P’dáronï’s we had worked with in Eldoran, all those anna ago?
 
   I jogged after P’dáronï. She was worth pursuing for so many more reasons than the distracting ones! But as I approached her I reflected: now the dark clouds present at Eldoran would begin to impinge upon our relationship. We would continue to flirt and frolic but as with one eye turned to the looming storm. I should thank Mata for Her mercies–a companion for life’s journey, and a soul-mate who truly understood what we were facing. For a second chance at love. For the fact that most of the population of Gethamadi had escaped the fruit of my folly. For the chance, somehow, to interrupt Jyla’s plans.
 
   I should allow P’dáronï to help me not to become lost in hopelessness, but to keep searching for the good and high road no matter how impossible the task came to be. I should pray Amal would be able to withstand her mother where so many others had failed.
 
   I wondered if I still knew how to pray.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Once more, we ran overland almost as if the Wurm still pursued us, following the thread of my grephe that continually urged haste. The Eldrik peninsula was uninhabited and remarkably flat, meadowland and moorland in the main, allowing me to stretch my legs for makh on end and eat the leagues as only I was able. All this time, P’dáronï quietly worked with me on my defences against the magical arts, and tried to prepare herself with spells and techniques that might avail against a Sorceress of Jyla’s extravagant power. In this, we deeply mined Janos’ incomparable knowledge now ensconced in my mind–anything to surprise her, to trick her, or to turn the fates somehow to our advantage.
 
   On the seventh day we came to a fine paved road which should take us all the way to Eldoran, and now at last began to follow a more southerly route into a band of low, easy-flowing hills that marked the start of their farming country.
 
   The second night upon this road, I woke suddenly in our tiny room to the sound of crying. For a moment I was disoriented. Then I remembered we were in a wayside holia, one of many scattered about the byways of Eldoria which are free for travellers’ use, and told myself I needed to get used to sleeping on an Eldrik futon all over again. My hips and back ached as though I had been pummelled the night long with staves.
 
   “P’dáronï?” I gathered my wife in my arms and held her close. “P’dáronï-nevsêsh … beloved, why are you weeping?”
 
   “I dreamed … it was awful.” She took a ragged breath. “Arlak-nihka, would you forgive me a request?”
 
   “Anything.”
 
   “I refused you before, I know, but … no. It is too much to ask.”
 
   “Your sight,” I realised. “I’d be only too willing to try, P’dáronï-nishka. You crossed the Fiefdoms for me. What’s a couple of eyeballs compared to that?”
 
   “But I’ve little courage in this. Or hope.”
 
   I searched her face. “You’ve changed your mind?”
 
   “Arlak-nevsê. I know you better now. I know what you can do. And … I just have the oddest feeling that I don’t want to return to Eldoran as I was. Great and terrible things may happen there, and so I need to be able to see. To be of use. Not to have to rely on seeing through your eyes alone. What do you think?”
 
   “It’d be a difficult operation,” I answered, rather slowly as I churned the idea about in my brain, “perhaps the most difficult I have ever attempted. The eye is a complex organ. I would somehow need to encourage it to grow back whole … using a technique I’ve sensed you use. I don’t know if this ability is unique to the Armittalese? But when you regrew the skin of my stomach you did it … in an amazing way. This time, you could be my teacher. We have little time. We’ll arrive in Eldoran in three days.”
 
   She let out a gust of air she had been holding. “But do you think it’s the right thing to do, Arlak-mine?”
 
   I nodded, knowing she would sense the movement even in the dark. “Ay. Now there’s a question for the yammariks. I believe Mata intends for wholeness and restoration. Whether in this life or the next–that I cannot say. But it is perhaps the greatest gift I could think to give you, a gift I have many times over the anna yearned to give you but withheld, out of love and respect, because you were not ready.”
 
   “Now I am ready.” P’dáronï placed her hand in mine.
 
   And I worked the rest of the night.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   That following day we helped ourselves to the clothes freely offered at the shelter. I took for myself the hooded hassock of a manservant and P’dáronï added an Eldrik travelling cloak and proper slippers to her outfit. She would play a noblewoman fallen upon hard times, and I her manservant. We found her a slender cane beside the fireplace and turned it into her stick, commonly used by the blind community in Eldoran. We took two purple scarves to clothe her distinctive hair in the colour of mourning, and tied a bandage made of the cloth of a linen shirt over her eyes. Now, we hoped, people would not look too hard beyond the bandage and her mourning colours. I had her practice a hunched-over walk. By this artifice I hoped to detract from her unusual height amongst the slender, petite Eldrik women. And with our finest Dissembling in place, with our stories honed to display in the casual parts of our minds to the curious via the gyael-irfa, we embarked on the final leg of our journey toward Eldoran.
 
   Within the makh we came upon a merchant travelling up from Eldoran. We drew aside upon the wayside at once.
 
   “Good master, alms for a poor widow,” I begged, raising and lowering my hand in the approved way. After a moment, a coin clinked on the worn paving stone near my feet.
 
   “Mataboon!” called the trader.
 
   “Bless thee, kind master! Mata smile upon thee.”
 
   <Pulse: don’t-overdo-accent>
 
   “It worked,” said I, pocketing the small coin. “That’s the price of bread, right?”
 
   “Twenty anna ago,” P’dáronï retorted. “Keep your wits sharp and the onion deep.”
 
   “Ay, mistress.”
 
   “Ooh, I much prefer this arrangement to being the slave. Now, how can I best exploit my manservant?”
 
   “I’ve a modest list of suggestions–”
 
   P’dáronï whacked my kneecap with her cane, making me yelp more in surprise than pain. “I’ll be giving the orders, you bumbling simpleton!”
 
   As we travelled along I allowed P’dáronï to rest upon my arm. This gave me freedom to continue working upon her eyes and for her to see through mine. The optic nerve was proving particularly challenging. I could not work out why the signals from the retina refused to reach her brain. I must have made a mistake … quietly, we explored this problem together for the rest of the day.
 
   The following day we caught up with a trader called Lithan who had ten carts full of thorrick-hay bales bound for Eldoran in his train. He allowed us to hitch a ride with him in the foremost cart. For an Eldrik he was a jovial fellow, and while I was wont to relax a little, P’dáronï pulsed me sharply to reinforce the layers of my Dissembling onion. Grumbling inwardly, I did so.
 
   While we jounced along at a jatha’s pace P’dáronï questioned him about happenings in Eldoran. I noticed she did not once touch upon a sensitive topic. Her questions were all about prices, places to stay, trends in the Weavers guild, and the arts, while she dropped small hints about the fictional relatives we would be staying with and her sorrow at her dear husband’s untimely death. I secretly felt it a little early for my wife to be doing away with me, even for a story!
 
   But after a lunchtime repast of fruits and the ubiquitous Eldrik lahi-bread, which his wife had made dense, nutty, and altogether delicious, Lithan volunteered news which jolted us to the core.
 
   “Day after tomorrow’s a big Banishment in the capital, y’know,” Lithan said in his broad countryside accent, as if this were a cheerful event for all the family to enjoy. “They finally caught the biggest jatha of the lot, y’know. Eliyan, ex-First Councillor of the Sorcerers. Y’know, plotting against the gyael-irfa an’ suchlike. ‘Tis an awful bad thing, y’honoured lady.”
 
   “Oh, that is terrible,” P’dáronï said primly, making the common sign against evil. “Such a criminal.”
 
   “Y’know they reformed those others but not him–not that … ‘scuse me, mistress, I was about to swear y’know. Not Eliyan. No, he’s for the Banishment. Him and some others. A few bad Inquisitors, they say. Got to keep the gyael-irfa pure an’ suchlike, y’know. Can’t have his like being poison in the lake.”
 
   “Banishment is good, master trader,” I muttered from my side, trying not to grind my teeth together too audibly. “When’s it being done?”
 
   “Like I said, y’know, day after tomorrow. Noon in the square. As always.”
 
   The trader nodded sagely. We were all good, innocent Eldrik. We would not taint the gyael-irfa.
 
   I turned my strength and power upon P’dáronï’s ruined orbs all that day long, accelerating the growth of retinal cells and membranes and clear, unclouded lenses at such a rate that tears streamed from her eyes. I had to dull the pain, but not too much or the growth would be retarded. I kept returning to the detail of my own eyes to try to understand and copy what was required. I still had not solved the problem of the optic nerve. P’dáronï had to change the bandage over her eyes several times as it became sodden.
 
   In the evening, we quietly forged a desperate plan. P’dáronï was adamant that without the strength of Eliyan those Sorcerers who remained would rapidly fall to Jyla’s cohorts and be overwhelmed, being forced to join her or be Banished. Therefore we either needed to free Eliyan beforehand, or be present at his Banishment. He would be detained in the Pentacle. Home of the Inquisitors, it was more a prison than a Guild. Although I remembered only tiny flashes in my darkest nightmares, that was where I had been held and tortured. So that left us the road between the Pentacle and the square … and the ceremony itself.
 
   But first, we needed to gain Eldoran.
 
   Come dawn, when we emerged from our pretty holia, discreetly hidden beneath a flower-covered mound at the wayside, the trader and his carts were gone. They had vanished, without leaving any tracks, as though a godlike hand had erased them from existence. In their place stood some twenty or twenty-five Sorcerers clad in their black sherimol cloaks. The morning mist wreathed their forbidding forms in menace. Behind them was a thicket of spears. Soldiers, no telling how many in the mist, to back up with iron what magic might not accomplish.
 
   With one accord P’dáronï and I drew together.
 
   “Well,” she breathed, “I assume we were expected.”
 
   I did not know whether to laugh or howl. “I assume you can’t snap your fingers and turn them into a posse of warty toads?”
 
   P’dáronï made a show of pursing her lips. “A few cockroaches at best.”
 
   <Pulse: translate?>
 
   <Reflect: energy-barrier-ugly-end>
 
   The picture she supplied was akin to a macabre porker’s breakfast. I gulped. Now I could see the skin of a huge bubble shimmering above us, a kind of membrane that appeared to flex and tremble very slightly at the breath of wind stirring the mists.
 
   <Pulse: Strong-to-break?>
 
   <Reflect: Twenty-to-one?> Her mental tone was as bitter as I felt. To have run and leaped and struggled all this way only to be snapped up like unwary fish by a swift eagle … <Pulse: defend-us-as-practised?>
 
   I replied: <Reflect: what-point? Your-capture-better-than-death>
 
   “It might as well be death if Jyla wins.” P’dáronï shook her head.
 
   One of the Sorcerers stepped forward, passing inside the barrier though a portal briefly opened by his fellows. Spreading his cloak and taking an arrogant stance, he shouted: “Surrender, intruders! You are outnumbered and overmatched!”
 
   <Pulse: rumbling-in-ground-what?>
 
   <Reflect: Wurm-should-not-be!> I forced my features to remain still. My grephe tingled. I shouted back, without his booming magical amplification, “Who demands our surrender? We have done no harm, broken no laws–”
 
   “Silence, you infidel!” thundered the Sorcerer. “You are guilty of Dissembling! Guilty of grieving the unity of the sacred gyael-irfa!”
 
   <Pulse: shout-at-him!>
 
   “You blundering numbwit!” I roared back, throwing P’dáronï a startled glance as my voice blasted forth at a tremendous volume–obscuring the trembling rapidly escalating beneath my feet. “I hold the source of the Sorceress Jyla’s power! I bring it to her for use against the enemies of the Eldrik, against those who would destroy our unity from within! Can you not feel the Web of Sulangi about me? Are you blind to the ocean of lillia at my fingertips?”
 
   On cue I suddenly found myself glowing from head to toe in glorious violet lillia. <Pulse: thanks-my-heart’s-song> I fed power back to P’dáronï to help her sustain the illusion.
 
   “Shall I spare a fraction of time to wipe you and your petty band of fools from the racial memory forever?”
 
   P’dáronï’s rich laughter filled our shared mental space as she watched him through me. <Pulse: see-his-eyes!>
 
   The Sorcerer glanced rapidly over his shoulder at a shout of alarm from his fellows.
 
   I saw horns in the mist. Horns! Beside me, P’dáronï gave a low cry of amazement. The rumbling we had taken for an unexpected rising of the Wurm resolved itself into the thunder of untold thousands of head of jerlak stampeding toward the band of dumbfounded Sorcerers and their backing soldiers. Speech was impossible; the world shook and we shook with it.
 
   How pitiful they now seemed to me! Several Sorcerers and Warlocks teleported rapidly, but not far enough–screams rose near and far. Metal crashed against metal, and horn against metal. I saw a black robe flipped into the air. He fell amongst the heaving bodies and disappeared. Fire flared in the mist. Jerlak bellowed and converged on the spot in a fatal, seething tide, swamping the Warlock who had dared to attack them. His screams of agony were chopped short.
 
   Suddenly, without warning, a great beast stamped before us, his breath steaming in twin geysers from his nostrils in the cool morning air. He was as white as sea-spume. He shook his dewlap and, with a toss of his mighty horn, bellowed his welcome.
 
   P’dáronï shrank against my side. I am afraid I was shrinking against her!
 
   I wrenched forth my shrinking tongue and exclaimed, “Thurbarak! White thundering mountain!”
 
   Lowering his head, the great bull fixed me with his gaze. We meet again, El Shashi. His voice filled my mind with its presence and a sense of deep, abiding calm. He turned to regard P’dáronï with all the ageless wisdom of his gaze. Well met, Star of the Ammilese March. She bowed deeply in the Armittalese way of highest respect, from the waist with her arms raised straight behind her, almost as if she were preparing to dive into a pool of water. We must ride for Eldoran. This is my son Thurmagor, and my daughter Hoyibarak. They will bear you hence.
 
   I shook my head as a man trapped in a dream. After helping P’dáronï scramble up onto Hoyibarak’s back, I pulled myself aboard Thurmagor with the help of his lowered left horn, which was the thickness of my thigh at its base. He was scarcely a handspan shorter than his father, and even thicker through the shoulders, if that were possible. He looked as though he could gore his way through mountains.
 
   We ride!
 
   And the jerlak rumbled forward to join the dense press of their herd.
 
   We were as a Hassutl and Hassutla being borne forth in their utmost majesty, I thought, only this was a carriage finer and more astonishing than anything I could have imagined. We floated in a sea of jerlak horns, heads and backs. The huffing and snorting of the jerlak created a rolling fog-bank above the herd, the sheer number of animals fogging up the air as though they sought to draw a blanket of silence and secrecy about us. P’dáronï and I were awed into a silence of our own. And always there was an underlying reverberation of myriad hooves upon sod and stone, and sneezes and snorts, and at one point, I fancied it was Thurbarak who bellowed and the entire herd responded in a resounding roar that echoed off the distant hills.
 
   I own we rode this way for six or seven makh, until I thought I began to recognise the smudge of hills cresting the far horizon. The fog had lifted as Suthauk attended us with a fine, humid early afternoon blaze. From my perch above the herd I thought I might estimate their number, but I gave up swiftly. A hundred thousand head? Leagues of jerlak rolling across the land like the restless waves of a dark ocean? And I was unafraid!
 
   By what magic had they crossed the Straits of Nxthu?
 
   Was this every jerlak in Mata’s creation come to give us aid?
 
   The jerlak did not pause to crop a single blade of grass or strip a tasty bush bare. There was a firm sense of purpose about them, a pressing forward with fortitude and urgency. As I mulled this in my mind I spotted the white head of Thurbarak approaching through the massed bodies, which melted and slid around him as though he were a white fish slipping through an ocean of brown and black.
 
   Eldoran lies beyond the hills. Another five makh at this speed. The herd is slowing. We are tired, having followed you all these leagues from the waters of the young Nugar.
 
   I half-turned to P’dáronï to repeat this, but she pulsed that she had understood.
 
   “Great One, why did you help us?”
 
   Is it not enough that it is? We follow Mata. The black robe is not content with dominion over her own kind. Already her Warlocks test our strength and hunt the jerlak for sport. And after that? She would play with the very Gods. There is an Eldrik army mustering outside the city. You will whisper by them as the mist of the morning. We will teach them the lessons of hoof and horn.
 
   Following P’dáronï’s thought, I said, “The Banishment–”
 
   Is prepared for today, for the makh before sunset. You must run ahead, man who Mata granted a tygar’s legs and a wolf’s stamina.
 
   At this, Hoyibarak and Thurmagor slowed to let us dismount. I stretched my aching legs, thinking that I should have known the trader was lying. Or had Jyla moved up the schedule, anticipating our arrival? We would discover the truth soon enough.
 
   Lifting P’dáronï upon my back, I said, “Great One … words fail me.”
 
   Call us as you have need. Our horns are sharp and many.
 
   And I sprang away across the long meadow muddied by thousands of hooves; for the second time in my life, through a path that opened between the great jerlak for us. They did not bow as to their lord Thurbarak, but instead, as we broke free of the foremost animals, raised such a bellowing and lowing chorus that I felt fairly blasted by hurricane winds from behind.
 
   Now, the run to Eldoran. The last leg of our enormous journey.
 
   Not for nothing did the ulules call me The Running Man, I thought, gritting my teeth. I must prove them right.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 39: The Dark Isle
 
    
 
   Lucanism and Ulim-worship, I own they are one.
 
   Faliyan of Eldoran, Legacy
 
    
 
   As we marched rapidly through the streets of Eldoran I was struck by a sense of desolation, as though the city had been stripped of its soul. The perfection was still staggering. Not a leaf or grass blade or bush was out of place. Every house shone as brightly as a newly minted Lortiti Real. Here a fanciful snail-shell, there a structure buried in flowering vines, here a house curved delicately about the enormous trunk of a shenbik tree, which bears three different types of fruit, each in its season. The paths between the meandering gardens had not only been brushed, but polished until the paving stones gleamed. It was easy to imagine no foot had ever touched them. The harmonious fusion of the whole pleased the eye. But where were the voices of children playing, hounds baying, and matrons calling to their friends across the street? Where were the enticing smells of food cooking and dark young beauties strolling along beneath pretty parasols in search of a young buck’s head to turn, as I recalled? Surely Jyla could not have forced every citizen of Eldoran to attend the ceremony of Banishment? The square was physically too small …
 
   “They left,” P’dáronï said, answering my silent question. “And Jyla fetched back those she wanted and pressed them into her service, or Banished them. The Dark Isle must be filled to bursting by now.”
 
   And Jyla still kept up this travesty of perfection?
 
   We saw few people. They were close-hooded and bowed of head despite the late afternoon’s warmth. They cast us furtive, distrusting glances as they hurried about their business.
 
   I drew P’dáronï aside to a wooden bench situated in a vine-wreathed arbour and said to her, “I’ve worked out what to do with your eyes. Let me swiftly set it in motion before we continue to the square.”
 
   “Hurry,” she replied, through ashen lips.
 
   “I couldn’t work out how to restore the nerve signals,” I explained, directing my power into her eyes. “Therefore I propose we bypass the physical optic nerve and translate the signals directly to their receptor sites–essentially, building a magical nerve to perform the same function. The only drawback I anticipate is that a surge of lillia could knock out your sight. You’ll have to see just how sensitive the connection is when your body has finished growing this capability. The change is small but fundamental.”
 
   “I can grow … Mata’s name, Arlak-nevsê–this frightens me.”
 
   “Me too, dearest one. You’re Armittalese and can do much I fear the Eldrik and Umarik cannot.”
 
   P’dáronï shivered as I concentrated deeply, but only for a fraction of a makh. The plan in my mind was clear. There was little to do but set events in motion. Her body must do the rest. She would need to make the connections; her mind would need to learn to interpret the signals, should the mechanism work as I envisaged.
 
   Pensively, I removed the bandages over her eyes. “I hope you won’t need these ever again.”
 
   I drew her to her feet and clasped her slender body close. I nuzzled my cheek against her hair and then raised her chin with a fingertip to kiss her deeply. “P’dáronï-nevsêsh, if the worst should happen today … we must not allow Jyla the power of the Wurm. That is paramount.”
 
   She held me fiercely. “Forever and beyond, Arlak-nevsê!”
 
   My body moved forward, but it felt as though my heart were strapped to a cart straining in the opposite direction. I had anna before given up thoughts of fleeing this fate. Jyla would find me. She always did, motivated by her greed or lust for power or whatever it was that drove a person like her to the edge of madness. And when she found me, she would spoil whatever happiness I enjoyed. I knew I might die. I might lose P’dáronï. Jyla–or P’dáronï or Eliyan or Amal–might kill me. Even my desire for revenge held little sweetness or savour. Jyla must be stopped. Her madness should flourish no longer. I owed it to Janos, to Rubiny, to Orik, to my children, and to the entire Eldrik race.
 
   These thoughts kept my feet moving.
 
   Down into the bowl of the city we walked, perhaps the lowest part of Eldoran save the docks and the dungeons of the Pentacle. Even from afar we heard the chanting of the crowd: ‘Ahammae mor morbinduu,’ they cried. Separation is the penalty. Over and over. But we dared not run. There were soldiers guarding the square, one ring to the outside and a second, much thicker ring around the platform. Between the two rings of soldiers a press of thousands had gathered to watch the spectacle.
 
   Thankfully, several other Eldrik arrived even as we did, and so we were allowed through the first ring of soldiers and into the back rank of this multitude. Carefully we mingled with the blank-faced watchers and slowly worked our way forward.
 
   Above the heads of the chanting, swaying crowd, I could see the white pergola–a simple structure, truly told, akin to a trellised archway that might have graced a garden or a pretty building. But wind hissed through its yawning centre. A capricious breeze ruffled our hair too, a strange tugging as though the air sought with animate intent to draw us into the portal. There the air appeared caved in by some monstrous force beyond my ken. The edges of it were as purple as bruised flesh, a roughly oval space hanging between the pristine pillars of the pergola, and through this tear in the fabric of the world I beheld the low, hunchbacked silhouette of Birial, the Dark Isle, and the gloom of the eternal storm that assaulted it night and day.
 
   I shuddered violently. The breath of Nethe incarnate! The sight of dark seas heaving in the place beyond! I heard the screams of a man being dragged up the platform steps even now. Ay, it took me right back to the man I had once seen Banished, Pedyk.
 
   <Pulse: platform-shielded-see-Jyla?> P’dáronï asked.
 
   I kept my thoughts tightly focussed, as P’dáronï was doing. Our thoughts felt as thin as a spider’s gossamer silk stretched between us. <Reflect: on-platform-left. Sense-Eliyan?>
 
   She shook her head slightly.
 
   I could not see the base of the platform, but I noticed immediately that the area to the fore of the steps was packed with the crimson robes of Inquisitors, while upon the stage itself at least fifty Sorcerers stood in close array–overseeing proceedings, I supposed. Robed in their distinctive sherimol cloaks which were so black they became nought but patches of nothingness, the tight phalanx appeared as disembodied heads floating above the populace.
 
   Jyla sat on an upright wooden chair on a platform of her own. That was new. There was no-one within ten paces of her. Dread queen of all she surveyed, I thought, perched upon her throne of blood, lust, and betrayal. As though she felt the touch of my eyes, her head turned to scan the crowd. I Dissembled frantically, knowing she could not possibly recognise me at this distance across the square, for I was robed as any of a hundred ordinary citizens of Eldoran nearby. Or could she? Jyla turned back to the spectacle. The crowd’s roar swelled as a trio of soldiers pitched the man into the portal. The Sorceress smiled.
 
   <!PULSE: I-CAN-SEE!>
 
   I nearly leaped out of my cloak. <Reflect: hush-delight-love-how-much?>
 
   P’dáronï gazed at her fingers. Wriggling them slightly, turning her hand over to examine the whorls on her fingertips. That tiny action was so poignant I wanted to scream in exultation, or weep, or dance a rowdy Roymerian round-dance! There was a roaring in my ears; I felt as though I were swaying and spread my stance needlessly. Now her lowered lashes trembled. Her eyes rose shyly to behold my face. I could not withhold a gasp. Her irises were violet; the vibrant, energy-charged violet of pure lillia! Often in Hakooi odes eyes are said to sparkle. Her eyes were ablaze.
 
   <Pulse: dear-sweet-Mata-extraordinary!>
 
   This I had not anticipated. Gone were the ruined, staring white orbs that I had known and even loved. In their place was … heaven? Glorious restoration? The fires of primordial life? Only Mata Herself could have imagined such an astonishing effect.
 
   P’dáronï’s pupils worked hard, unused to focussing, and I could only imagine the torrent of sensations and impressions rushing into her mind, as though she were standing beneath a huge waterfall. I wiped wetness off my cheeks. My throat was too full to allow a word.
 
   I own she must have read my response in my eyes. P’dáronï’s lips curved upward. <Pulse: you-like?> Ay, though she phrased a question, it was not. She knew.
 
   Suddenly, there was dead silence in the square. P’dáronï and I startled as one.
 
   Jyla rose to her feet. Garbed in a long-sleeved robe of her favourite snow-white samite–the Umarite colour of death–she seemed too delicate a flower to command such presence. Her dark hair framed a face of unearthly beauty, the better to mask the evil burning within. Right across the square, we quailed beneath the crushing dominance of her presence. There was physical power in her gaze, coupled with a mental touch like the honed steel of a blade.
 
   “Good citizens of Eldoran!” she said. Apparently needing no amplification, her voice carried to every corner of the square. It stuck me that I was hearing her through my mind as well as my ears. “It gives me great pleasure to bring before our judgement Eliyan the Sorcerer, who used to be First Councillor of the Eldrik! His crimes are well known and I shall not spell them out today. In Banishing this snake of a man, we take a great step forward in cleansing and purifying the gyael-irfa! We honour our ancestor Lucan, though whose incomparable vision all Eldrik will be sanctified and glorified in the hyngreal of Mata-worship. May our sacrifice today be acceptable to you, o great Mata, whom we serve!”
 
   Not for Eliyan any protest. Although he was much thinner than I recalled, and certainly greyer of hair, his dignity was as unassailable as ever. A dozen Inquisitors flanked him. Each held the end of a magical lasso called a yoke of binding, which were looped five around his neck, five around his waist, and one about each of his wrists. Without hurry or apparent fear, the Sorcerer moved steadily to the platform. The magical shield rippled as he stepped within.
 
   P’dáronï gripped my hand so hard the blood had stopped in my fingers. I let her.
 
   <Pulse: break-barrier-two-Warlocks-I-enter>
 
   This was our plan. This part we knew would work. The rest? P’dáronï would have to accomplish that on her own. Mata preserve her!
 
   Upon the platform, a crimson robe called Soymal introduced himself as Head of the Inquisitors. He briefly read the charges, and then turned to Eliyan. In tones that brought to my mind Ulim’s Hunt riding abroad on a depthless Alldark night, he demanded, “Will you confess your crimes before you are sentenced to the Banishment?”
 
   The crowd, who had been hissing ahammae mor morbinduu in perfect cadence, now stopped in perfect accord too, as though they were one mind and one voice. Indeed they were. Thralls of Jyla. Torflies snared in the spider’s web. It made my skin crawl to behold them. Unity, perfection, and utter enslavement–the definitive end of Lucanism.
 
   Eliyan turned to face the crowd. Raising his voice, he said, “You people have no ears to hear. You have no minds with which to process my words. So I will say but this: the woman Jyla is not Mata. Cast yourselves upon Mata’s mercy today and be saved. If not, then may you be doomed to the pits of Nethe, along with all that is foul and unworthy in this world. Woe to you, fair Eldoran! May Mata have mercy upon us all.”
 
   When it was evident Eliyan would say no more, the Inquisitor Soymal stepped forward. “Eliyan of Eldoran, you once held great responsibility among our people. May Mata show your eternal soul no mercy, in recompense for those you led astray. Eliyan, you have been judged and found guilty. Will you accept this punishment and be Banished?”
 
   <Pulse: ready? Three-two …>
 
   “I will never submit to evil while I yet draw breath.”
 
   <Pulse: one …>
 
   The world flickered.
 
   My hand snaked across the handspan separating me from the first Warlock. The Hassutl of Herliki’s own dagger eased between the man’s ribs and he fell without a sound. I danced sideways. The second Warlock was only just turning toward me. I lunged outward and upward, stabbing the knife through the base of his jaw, slicing through his tongue near the back of the throat, and driving the blade into his brain. I felt P’dáronï leave my side as though she were a quarrel loosed from a bow. She needed only that shiver in the shield caused by two deaths to slip inside, before the Warlocks reacted. They sealed the gap instinctively.
 
   My job was to create mayhem. But we had underestimated the extent of Jyla’s control over the Sorcerers, Warlocks, soldiers, and all the people. They neither shouted, nor panicked, nor did ought but look slightly aggrieved as I slew the two Warlocks. I crouched ready for their counterattack, which never came. Only a mental command:
 
   <!COMMAND: capture-him-alive!>
 
   However many thousand people were in that square turned as one and hurled themselves at me.
 
   I had an instant to appreciate that P’dáronï was doing a far more effective job than I. Perhaps the shield separated the Sorcerers and Inquisitors from Jyla’s authority. Four of the Inquisitors around Eliyan convulsed upon the platform as though they had been poisoned, and had lost all interest in their prisoner. The rest attempted to drag the Sorcerer to the portal. He made it as hard as possible for them, despite the sharp crackling of energies I that carried to my ears even above the shouts of the Sorcerers around him, and despite his apparent inability to use his magic. Someone tried to blast P’dáronï with a fire-missile, but the crafty Armittalese had already shifted elsewhere. The resulting explosion vaporised two black robes.
 
   But I had problems of my own. There were ten thousand hands eager to wrap themselves around my windpipe. Had I not made myself stronger I might have been crushed in the first wave of bodies. As it was, I wriggled my way free from the base of the pile, pilfered a sword from a dead soldier, and tried to find a few more Warlocks to annoy–which was all I was likely to achieve. A blast knocked me backward. I back-handed the blade into someone behind me, and managed by some miracle to dodge the next blast.
 
   Freed for an instant, I saw from the corner of my eye the shield pulsing and heaving as though some dark, huge animal were trapped inside of it.
 
   Suddenly, a titanic force picked me up and slammed me down again. I halted the blackness that threatened to engulf me. Fractured skull? I set it right. And found myself unable to move.
 
   I was stuck in a casing as if I were an insect entombed in amber. Arms, legs, head; I could hardly move a muscle, let alone breathe. My mouth would not move, so powerful was the pincer-grasp upon my jaw. Truly told, as I was hauled upright I saw the Sorceress Jyla crooking her finger in my direction. That was all she needed. A huge block of clear, transparent crystal entombed me. It settled in place with a thump. There was still breath in my lungs, but I was utterly helpless.
 
   “Arlak. You came,” she sneered. “Once again I must thank you for your timely appearance, just as when you betrayed Janos. Do wait upon my pleasure whilst I deal with this little problem.” Jyla turned her attention to the platform. “Lower shield.”
 
   She said it softly, but the effect was immediate. Every Warlock, Sorcerer, and Inquisitor acted in instant obedience. The shield vanished.
 
   “Must I do everything myself?”
 
   Jyla raised her hands. Every person on the platform froze–except for P’dáronï, who flickered so swiftly from place to place that she appeared to be ten people rather than one. A slight frown creased Jyla’s still-beautiful features. Her brows knit together above her black-in-black eyes as though the sight perplexed her. She raised her hands and brought them together. A thunderclap of magic surged out of her, flattening every person in her path and upon the platform as the scythe fells stalks of hewehat grain. It smashed P’dáronï against one of the portal’s pillars.
 
   “No!”
 
   <Pulse: I-live … beloved …>
 
   My shouting inside my crystal prison was pointless. I could not reach her! I could not touch her! And neither could she reach or touch me. From within the pile of groaning bodies around Eliyan one of the Inquisitors rose. Her hood fell back to reveal her face. Amal! I groaned inwardly. In Mata’s name, what had Jyla done to her? There she was, responding to Jyla’s silent command to restore the portal’s workings, her face hard and calculating, and her obedience to Jyla unquestioning.
 
   <Reflect: Amal-what-how?>
 
   The crystal conducted a strange trembling into my body; as though the Wurm were approaching, but it was not.
 
   P’dáronï rose to her feet. How she accomplished that much beneath the might of Jyla’s death-grip upon the platform, I knew not, but for a second time I observed a flash of surprise cross the Sorceress’ flawless features.
 
   She shouted, “Stop, or I will kill El Shashi!”
 
   <Pulse: Arlak-song-of-my-soul!> P’dáronï inclined her head. “Then do so, and lose your Wurm and your power, Sorceress!”
 
   “I’ll kill him, I swear!”
 
   <Reflect: strength-to-you-P’dáronï-nevsêsh!>
 
   “Then kill him now!”
 
   Jyla spared no further word. Again raising her slender hands, she went after P’dáronï with everything she had. She shot across the space between the two platforms without bothering to set foot upon the ground. Fire erupted out of her hands as she winged forward. Truly told, she cared nought for the people still lying sprawled across that platform. But again, the Armittalese shimmered through the air as though she were not truly there. The fire passed through her and exploded against a building on the far side of the square, immolating it.
 
   Amal was single-handedly pulling Eliyan toward the portal, attached Inquisitors and all. P’dáronï swooped in and knocked Amal back.
 
   My prison trembled. I could not understand it. Even Jyla now risked a glance over her shoulder, allowing P’dáronï to drive her backward with a searing attack of fire. And then I saw dust explode from the eastern quarter as dozens of jerlak bulled through a wall, widening the gap between the houses that backed onto the square. Black and brown and grey bodies surged into the square in a flood tide, sweeping all before them.
 
   “Shield!” roared Jyla.
 
   Her Warlocks and Sorcerers jerked into motion as though she were a stagesmith ulule working the strings of her dangling puppets. At once the air around the platform wavered. I felt a subtle draw upon my power. Jyla was using the Wurm! She was … dear sweet Mata! With a wave of her arm, the Sorceress levitated Eliyan and the five Inquisitors still left alive to hold him, and pitched them through the portal! No, P’dáronï held them back! Desperately, she thrust Eliyan back from the brink of Banishment. Jyla and Amal conjured up great glowing swords and attacked P’dáronï with them, but she was doing something desperate and draining with her teleportation skills, preventing either of the infuriated Sorceresses from striking a clean blow.
 
   Jerlak rumbled past me, driving the screaming crowd along as though the people were the herd and they were the herders. For a moment all was clouds of dust and screaming men and the thundering of hooves turning the fallen into bloody red pulp. Flame crackled and flesh sizzled as the Warlocks counterattacked. But the jerlak were a force of nature unleashed, an unstoppable avalanche of flesh and bone. Those Warlocks and Inquisitors trapped outside the shield were besieged, overwhelmed, and crushed.
 
   Ah! I could not even grit my teeth in fury! Arlak the sideshow, Arlak the painting hanging on the wall in comparison to the heroic deeds of his wife over on the platform! Arlak the shocked. All these anna of knowing the temperament of jerlak–should I be surprised at this butchery? As my sight cleared I caught my breath. Jyla was locked in hand-to-hand combat with P’dáronï. She had somehow contrived to entrap P’dáronï’s wrist. She wrestled with the taller woman while taking great swings at her with her sword. The blows bounced off some kind of shield. P’dáronï’s eyes spit sparks as she fought back. That I could have lifted my hand to help her! Desperately, I fought to find a way to cut the Sorceress off from the Wurm. I ransacked Janos’ memories …
 
   Amal, with a grim smile, raised Eliyan with her own show of power and thrust him once more toward the gaping portal. One of the Inquisitors vanished through it on his way to Birial. Eliyan dodged and twisted. He grasped Amal’s robe and tried to pull her in with him. She in turn wrenched herself free and dealt him a staggering blow with her fist. It must have been augmented by magic, for it blasted him into the portal’s mouth. He was swallowed up in a flash. Casually, she dusted off her hands and turned to Jyla.
 
   Now my most desperate move flashed to my mind. With Eliyan gone and P’dáronï about to be overwhelmed by two powerful Sorceresses working in tandem, I had little choice. Our best plan lay in ruins. I had to kill myself … or be killed. And Jyla would never be more vulnerable than now. She could not teleport through the shield.
 
   P’dáronï stumbled beneath a flurry of blows.
 
   I knew what I had to do. Something vain and utterly inappropriate should suffice.
 
   The Armittalese Warlock slumped upon the platform. My heart broke in twain as she collapsed. Dimly I viewed Jyla’s triumphant, unheard shout. Amal’s mouth open in pleased laughter. Now the Sorceress should have free reign to abuse my power as she wished. If I was the Wurm … P’dáronï’s limp body dangled in Jyla’s arms–defeated, or dead. The Sorceress moved toward the portal.
 
   “Youth be my aid,” said I, and set to work on my body.
 
   Deep in the secret cavern of my quoph, the Wurm stirred.
 
   Did the jerlak know? To all sides I saw the great beasts trundling away, vanishing as though their appearing had been a fleeting vision of strange animal spirits. They had been unable to break the shield, but perhaps they had done enough. The square was curiously silent and empty. Crumpled robes and hassocks lay everywhere. Blood congealed in pools upon the flagstones of the square.
 
   Jyla stood at the portal.
 
   <Pulse: farewell-my-beloved> She was no slave of Armittal to me, I thought. She was far, far more than that.
 
   Amal staggered slightly. They must realise the Wurm was rising. Jyla half-turned–and P’dáronï writhed in her arms. Her body twisted upon itself. Before I could blink, a whirlwind of colour surrounded Jyla. It lurched, toppled toward the portal, and vanished from sight.
 
   “P’dáronï!”
 
   Great Mata, had she Banished the banisher? My head whirled. This we had never discussed seriously, thinking it nigh impossible.
 
   I fell forward on my hands and knees. The block was gone. The shield was gone. The Warlocks and Sorcerers, released, behaved as men and women in a dream, staggering about and blinking and rubbing their eyes. Mata forgive me, I cared nought for them. All I cared for was where P’dáronï and Jyla had gone. My work was not finished; Jyla must die. She must not be allowed to escape the Banishment a second time.
 
   And the Wurm was coming, rising from the bowels of the earth like a vengeful volcano about to erupt in the middle of Eldoran.
 
   I knew I had but one of choice.
 
   Scrambling to my feet, I sprinted across to the platform, scaling its steps in a single huge bound. I staggered as the planks lurched beneath my feet. I was already inside the Wurm’s gullet. An endless rumbling surrounded me–rocks splitting and grinding together and wooden planks snapping and houses being crushed into dust. Up there the gigantic mandibles rocketed into the sky–or was I falling? Lillia crashed around me, great lightning-bolts of magic and power. Ring after gargantuan ring rose upward, blotting out the sun and turning day to violet-tinged night.
 
   The portal wobbled and wavered between its white pillars. I focussed desperately. “P’dáronï!” I screamed. “Hold on!”
 
   A shadow rose before me. At the speed I was moving I could not have avoided the collision. I caught a glimpse of my half-sister’s furious, upturned face as I sprawled headlong over her body. Amal! My head passed a white pillar.
 
   I grasped her amulet instinctively. “Come to m–”
 
   And then the world went dark.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 40: The Lair of the Karak
 
    
 
   Birial Island, 4th Glimday of Youngsun, Anna Roak 1407
 
    
 
   A low humming pervaded my ears. It ran through the mastoid bones into the base of my skull and buzzed there as though an Eldrik surgeon were trying to saw my head off of my shoulders.
 
   Someone slapped my cheek.
 
   “Stop that!”
 
   “Arlak-torfea.”
 
   I blinked and tried to focus. A well-remembered face hove into view above me. “Eliyan-tor.”
 
   The Sorcerers! I looked frantically about, but he patted my shoulder, saying: “You did well. I’ve dealt with the Inquisitors. Amal lies yonder and I see you succeeded in Banishing the Sorceress Jyla, too. Most resourceful, Arlak.”
 
   Again I whirled myself about on the sand. “Birial. This is Birial?” He nodded. What a Mata-forsaken place! I scrambled to my feet. “Larathi, is this Ulim’s throne-room?”
 
   A crescent of black sand greeted my gaze. Above the beach I saw low mounded hills covered in a dense olive-green brush I did not recognise, and patches of trees that grew bent over like old peasant women carrying a huge load of firewood to town to sell. Dark breakers hissed sullenly upon the sandy shore, and beyond the jagged fangs of rock rising from the surf, I saw two further islands–active volcanoes, judging by the fiery streaks of lava running down the flanks of the first, and the smoke billowing steadily from the second. And beyond all that, toward the horizon? Heavy grey clouds scudded about sideways in an eternal circuit about the islands, whipping foam off the tops of the waves, constantly lit by flashes of lightning within the seething walls of cloud.
 
   “A storm tipped on its side,” I muttered to myself, taking an intense dislike to it at once. The whole scene was bathed in twilight. Could the suns ever burn through that storm, I wondered? There was a throng of Eldrik perhaps four hundred strong gathered nearby, staring at us newcomers as if desiring to size us up for a snack. They were pale specimens, perhaps malnourished by the poor fare available on the island. My eyes roamed over the few people helping us. Perhaps they had been colleagues or friends of Eliyan’s in the past?
 
   Truly told, depression was already coiling its tentacles about my quoph as I looked about me. I had followed my wife here? Must be love. Speaking of P’dáronï …
 
   “Eliyan-tor, where’s Jyla? And P’dáronï?”
 
   Eliyan rubbed his chin with his fingers. “P’dáronï? I last saw her on the platform. She didn’t come through. You need to tell me what happened out there, Arlak. How did you enter the Portal? Last I saw you–”
 
   The Sorcerer talked on, but my mind was stuck several sentences back. “You must be mistaken, Eliyan. P’dáronï put Jyla through the portal. They went through together. She’s here.”
 
   “Jyla was alone.”
 
   He shook his head slowly, I could see what he was about to say reflected in his eyes and I screamed at him: “She’s here, Eliyan! She … she has to be!”
 
   “Arlak, listen to me–”
 
   “No! She trapped Jyla, don’t you see? She was doing some Armittalese trickery with teleporting when … when …” Did it work like the shield? Disrupting her translation? Could the magical portal have simply torn her apart? Left less of her than a vapour drifting on a breeze?
 
   Eliyan tried to comfort me, but I threw off his hands with a violent shudder. “Leave me alone!”
 
   “I was here,” he said. “I’ve been watching. If she came through after me, I would’ve seen her. Maybe we can search the island together? Maybe she yet lives …”
 
   “You don’t understand, you stupid lump of rockwood!” I shouted over his words, desperately wanting to hit someone, something, anything. “I summoned the Wurm! I had to, because Jyla and Amal had beaten her–I thought P’dáronï was dead! Curse you, Mata! Curse you and your fate! I loved her, oh Eliyan, how I loved her … if she’s not here, she’s dead or inside that beast, Ulim take it to his Nethe and burn it upon his bonfires! P’dáronï!”
 
   Crashing to my knees upon that beach, my despairing wail soared over the uncaring waves. I tore my face and pounded my fists upon the sand. “P’dáronï! Oh, P’dáronï!”
 
   After a long time I knelt, keening, rocking back and forth, and I groaned within myself: ‘She had just learned to see. You were betrothed but a few days; you had found your true happiness, you told me. And now? Mata crushed Her finest flower and cast her away like chaff upon an ill wind–why not me?’ Why not he who in his lifetime had stirred up a crimson tide to fill Ulim’s goblet to overflowing? Why not the weak, imperfect vessel, the one doomed to feed the Wurm his power, the one who lacked the courage even to take his own life?
 
   This was my reward for trying to break the Banishment and save the Eldrik?
 
   Knowing full well that Mata would spurn even my grief; knowing that She hated me, I lay on that black sand and wept as I had never wept before.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   On Birial, the day consisted of shades of twilight. The suns never rose. Evening was marked by a deepening of ubiquitous greys, of shadows which swelled to consume what little was light. They did not move as with a sunset. The shadows coalesced and grew impenetrable. The boulders grew mouths and grossly distended bellies. And the sea as far as the storm soughed as though it were a vast pool of black oil. The whistling and howling of the storm never ceased, never paused, never abated even for a breath.
 
   Sitting beside me on the beach, Amal said, “I’m so ashamed, Arlak-nih. I thought I was stronger.”
 
   “Sister-mine, what you did–”
 
   “But Jyla came against me with a kind of magic I’ve never encountered before,” said Amal. “Through the gyael-irfa. It was … animalistic. She slithered in at a level below conscious thought, below my defences–it reminds me of nought else than how you described the Wurm within you, Arlak. Before I knew it, I was in her thrall. It was as though I was lost in a fog, unable to think my own thoughts. I was her minion. I helped her kill P’dáronï.”
 
   “No, we don’t know that for certain,” said Eliyan. He stood no more than a pace behind us. I bit my tongue, unwilling to scream at him again. Why could he not accept the truth? “Arlak, you shared what happened in Eldoran. Now mark you this: Jyla, when she arrived here through the portal, dropped just in the first line of breakers. Almost the moment she arrived, she screamed, and shuddered, and began to change … it was appalling.”
 
   “She became a Karak,” I realised. “She shape-shifted, didn’t she? That’s how she escaped the Banishment before, isn’t it, Eliyan?”
 
   “By any laws of magic we understand, an impossible feat,” said the Sorcerer, gesturing at the storm. “How does a Karak swim through that?” He walked around in front of us, rubbing his head tiredly. “But that I saw her with my own eyes …”
 
   “Eliyan and I discussed this,” said Amal. Her voice was gentle, and much in her tone told me that she, too, had just lost a good friend. “There’s much we don’t understand. Here on Birial, during her Banishment, my mother, Aulynni, must have learned to change–”
 
   Eliyan put in, “Or was changed.”
 
   “–or was changed, truly told, by some magic here on this island. There’s something strange and powerful here, Arlak. Something … bizarre.”
 
   I accepted Amal’s holding my hand. <Pulse: The-Wurm-comes-Portal-where?>
 
   “The Portal changes location,” said Eliyan. “I arrived on this beach. You and Amal fell just in the first wash of surf. Jyla, a trin or so out there. And I think the Portal has now retreated into the storm. I thought the endpoint was fixed.”
 
   “The other end is still inside the Wurm’s stomach.”
 
   “If it still exists.”
 
   “What happens if the two ends of the Portal come together?”
 
   Eliyan smacked his hands together illustratively. “Annihilation–I think.”
 
   Or perhaps it had already turned the Wurm inside-out and splattered the creature over half the Fiefdoms, I wished, even though I knew better. The Wurm, from far away, still stalked my mind. I growled, “You’re uncertain about everything today, Eliyan-tor. P’dáronï is dead. The Wurm is about to chase me for over fifty days. And I’m stuck on Birial with a bunch of Eldrik who look more like ghouls than men.”
 
   Eliyan the Sorcerer offered me a small bow. “Pray explain to me, then, what you think will happen when the Wurm runs into the Banishment storm?”
 
   My laughter sounded as hollow as my quoph, which Mata had ripped out of me. “It will break the Banishment, kill Jyla, and we will all return to Eldoran dancing and singing hymns.”
 
   Before, the Eliyan I remembered might have been offended or goaded by my tone. “Ay, would that were so,” he replied mildly. “And do you wish that Belion sang paeans to turquoise oceans, El Shashi? Look, a representative of these Eldrik Banished approaches us. We must learn whatever we can and formulate a strategy before the Wurm’s advent. By Mata’s will we are all here. This is where the Banishment will be broken. This is where Jyla will be laid low.”
 
   I had to try to function despite my grief. But I would not forget. I must not forget P’dáronï of Armittal. Maybe Eliyan the Sorcerer would be able to work out her fate … “Eliyan, is it my imagination, or is the storm strengthening?”
 
   “I hear it too,” said Amal.
 
   The Sorcerer stroked his neat, grey-streaked beard. “If the Portal is open, it is probably spewing rocks or water or whatever the Wurm is moving through, out into the storm. And lillia. I wonder what that will mean. The magic of the Banishment has not been augmented in all these anna since–”
 
   “As far as we know.”
 
   Eliyan frowned at Amal’s interjection. “We can debate later.”
 
   The man who approached us along the beach introduced himself as Torbin, Leader of the Banished. He was tall and abnormally gaunt. What skin of his that we could see–what was not concealed by his thick brown cassock–was covered in patches of red, angry eczema. Eliyan introduced us in turn. Torbin raised a scarred eyebrow, as if to suggest we were notable company. He declared that he had come to conduct us to Sanctuary for the night. After a moment I realised he was referring to a place called ‘Sanctuary’. Aptly named, I thought grimly. A rest for my body, while my quoph died within. ‘P’dáronï …’
 
   As we walked along, he explained, “We spend each night behind locked and barred doors. It is that, or be taken by the Transformed.”
 
   “Transformed?” Eliyan echoed him.
 
   “As the former First Councillor of Eldoran, Eliyan the Sorcerer,” Torbin noted in his deep, gravelly voice, “you will already have sensed an unusual quality in the magic here. That magic attacks us. Slowly, over the anna, we the Banished succumb to its influence. Even my skin has not been spared. And it is thus with us all. No amount of study, nor any course of medication or remediation available to us, has thus far been able to prevent the magic from taking over. And when it does, a person becomes one of the Transformed–a beast howling in the night, living in the caverns beneath Birial. A creature fit for Ulim’s service. And now that you are one with us, you too will suffer this fate. This is the way of Birial.”
 
   Truly told, I shuddered at Torbin’s bleak words. He looked to the storm. “Come, we must hurry to Sanctuary.”
 
   “Torbin, can you tell us–”
 
   “Peace, Eliyan,” he said, breaking into a trot as we ascended the low hill above the beach. “I will answer all your questions when we reach safety.”
 
   “But magic does work here?”
 
   “Not against such as these.”
 
   From my position as last in our company, I saw Eliyan and Amal exchange concerned glances. I looked back to the beach. <Pulse: P’dáronï?>
 
   Only the wind gave me answer–a low, bitter moan.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   As we rushed through the deepening gloom toward Birial’s Sanctuary, I began to pick out a new sound above the constant noise of the storm. At first I thought I heard the faraway call of a sea-bird. But Torbin’s head snapped up at once. “They’re coming,” he muttered. He broke into a fast trot that belied his apparent age. Soon, I began to hear eerie cries floating on the wind–indeed, as I might have imagined the voices of Ulim’s horde to sound. Plaintive, chilling, and inhuman, the cries filled me with an instinctive dread. A howling sounded from the rocks to our left; a guttural barking and coughing from behind and to our right hand.
 
   “Ready a spell of light, as bright as you can sustain,” Torbin instructed.
 
   “Or levitation? What about shielding?”
 
   “Light burns them,” Torbin threw over his shoulder. “Levitation? You would be brought down by the fliers. They enjoy shields. They will feed on the magic until you are exhausted.”
 
   “How do you defend yourselves?” puffed Eliyan. The oldest of our number, he was not enjoying having to run.
 
   I saw Eliyan levitating slightly over the rougher parts of our trail. We had now crested the hill, which had only hid a taller hill behind it. There, upon the brow of the hill, blazed a fortress that had to be our goal. It was tall and devoid of ornament, a forbidding massif clearly constructed for nought but stolid defence. I could not tell the source of its light, but it glowed with commendable and welcoming urgency upon that hillside; my quoph leaped at the sight.
 
   “Conserve your energies, Sorcerer Eliyan. The more you employ your magic, the faster Birial will corrupt your flesh.”
 
   “So the castle … has self-sustaining Webs?”
 
   “Indeed,” said Torbin, who on the downhill was now stretching his long legs, easily matching the best efforts of my companions. “As is the Banishment–self-regenerating, and self-sustaining, even though so many creatures feed upon it.”
 
   “These … Transformed … are the feeders?”
 
   “Ay, and the Karak.”
 
   At this dour assessment, Eliyan uttered a low curse. His words were well-chosen. All around us now, as the darkness deepened, we heard strange cries tracking our progress. Skin like leather rustled over stone. Wings flapped ominously. A wild chattering swelled, as though the wild and fey things of Birial were discussing what kind of a meal they were about to enjoy. I found myself pressing closer to my sister as her hands lit up, suddenly encased in globes of icy blue light. The darkness backed up. But only a little.
 
   Claws skittered upon rocky surfaces. I saw a low, hunch-backed beast rise from the boulders nearby, shielding its eyes from our light with a gnarled arm. It bayed as a hound upon the scent. As if this were a signal, a sudden rushing in the air and a thudding and scratching upon the ground heralded a rush of creatures such as I had never imagined in the darkest of my Ulim-spawned nightmares. Truly told, they were nought but a wall of fangs and claws and wild, hairy faces illuminated in the piercing glow of my companions’ lights. Where the light touched their flesh it blistered and sizzled with apparently excruciating pain.
 
   “Keep close!” cried Torbin.
 
   Ay, I had no need to be told. The creatures bellowed as they made small darts at the ambit of our light. They twisted and leaped in a demented rage. We were surrounded by a cacophony of shrieks and roars and whistles, as though we led in our train Ulim’s Hunt, and commanded his demons onward to the destruction of all humankind.
 
   A shout from Amal warned me as a burning mass of limbs and wings plummeted from above right into my path. I hurdled the mess without breaking step. I saw Eliyan loose a bubble of light. It swirled away from us, illuminating a sky thick with creatures shaped in the form bats, but many times larger, and other gliding and muscular bounding things with half-formed wings that never allowed them full flight. A dozen creatures flung themselves at that point of light with howls of hatred, and smothered it utterly. I smelled burning hair and flesh on the breeze.
 
   These were the Transformed. And these ghastly, twisted, no-longer-human things had once been beautiful Eldrik? My gorge rose in my throat.
 
   We fled. We raced down a long, scrubby slope in our bubble of safety, beset on all sides by these creatures. Only the circle of light kept them at bay–and that, barely. Why had Torbin waited so long to invite us to Sanctuary, I wondered? Was this some kind of test? A rite of passage?
 
   Suddenly Amal swerved. “Watch out!”
 
   A wall of hairy backs loomed before me. I was so intent on running that I smacked straight into them and bounced off. A pang of fear and betrayal burst upon my senses. Amal had my hand. She led me to my right, around the blockade. My boots splashed through a stream. Eliyan fired off dozens of tiny darts of light. Wherever they touched flesh they spurted into flame, and would not be put out. Screeches of pain erupted from our pursuers. I glimpsed them writhing and contorting upon the ground. The stricken were attacked by their fellows and torn apart before my eyes.
 
   “What was that?” Eliyan snarled at Torbin.
 
   “They sense your power.”
 
   My scathing reply transformed into a wolf-like howl as I felt something snag my ankle. The ground punched the air out of my lungs. I saw an arm cunningly outthrust from beneath a boulder. The owner of that arm gripped my ankle as though I were shackled with cold iron.
 
   My companions skidded to a halt ahead, leaving me at the very periphery of our circle of light. What I had taken for a boulder roared to life. It reared above me. Half-seen in the dimness, the creature resembled an alligator with arms. The body was tall and massive, the stubby legs supported by a long ridged tail. Huge jaws snapped at my neck. I jerked backward. My bones ground together as the creature firmed its grip and dragged me toward the darkness. Its arm smoked. The scaly armoured flesh hissed and bubbled as the light intensified, but the creature did not let go. Instead, it took a great leap for the blackness.
 
   I liberated my own power. I knew I could have stopped his heart. Instead, I tried a healing. Power, huge power, pulsed across the great distance to the Wurm.
 
   He heaved a great sigh, as a sudden breeze soughing in a tree, and slumped on top of me. For a breath, I looked into the eyes of humanity.
 
   Then the creatures of Birial fell upon him and tore him limb from limb. Dark claws scooped out a mass of intestines and stuffed them into a yawning maw. Blood slopped warm across my chest and face. Scaly hard feet scrabbled all around me. I smelled rank animal bodies squabbling for any piece of meat. But then Amal burst into the midst of the creatures like a blade of brilliant starlight, blazing her fury. As the yammariks own, she resembled Mata in Her Doublesun glory. The creatures recoiled from her presence with guttural cries of dismay. In a blink the circle was clear of all but scraps of that Transformed man, and Arlak Sorlakson–sore shaken, mostly unharmed.
 
   “Quickly!” called Torbin.
 
   I surged to my feet with a cry of horror. That man! The corruption, the bestial hungers within! He was nought but a rack upon which human flesh once hung. This was the fate of the Banished? This was Lucan’s great work? A holy cleansing of the gyael-irfa? 
 
   Amal took my hand. We ran together.
 
   Quietly, in my quoph, I vowed before Mata and before man: I would rid the world of Birial’s prison, or perish in the trying. This outpost of Nethe had no place among the mortal lands.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 41: A Fortress called Sanctuary
 
    
 
   Nought but Mata shall ever be,
 
   My Sanctuary.
 
   Inscription above the main door of Birial’s Sanctuary
 
    
 
   As we pelted full-tilt up the gentle slope, the fortress above us loomed with all the beauty of a Mataflower of great price–at least to my fevered mind. A square, unadorned granite monolith, it seemed fused into the bedrock of Birial itself. The walls had to be twenty men tall. Pits on the walls cast a suns-bright light over the land about the castle, a light which reflected from the clouds roiling above. A massive tower at each corner sprouted conical protuberances that oriented ominously upon us as we approached.
 
   Unassailable, I thought. Immutable. And not a little scary. I could not wait to be behind those walls.
 
   Torbin raised his hands and uttered a terse word of command.
 
   Without delay, a voice intoned, “Identify yourselves to Sanctuary!”
 
   I frowned. Had the fortress itself spoken?
 
   Torbin, however, introduced himself and claimed safe passage. The expressionless voice said, “Enter Sanctuary.”
 
   As we moved forward a brilliant beam seared the night. It left a glowing streak across my retinae. Several flying Transformed thudded to the ground around us. Eliyan’s head jerked. I heard him mutter, “What is this?”
 
   The light robed us. As we drew close beneath the mighty walls, a huge stone gateway rose silently upward. We entered a passage that would have accommodated fifty times our number. It was so dazzlingly illuminated that we had to squint to see anything at all.
 
   “They have power,” Amal said aside to Eliyan.
 
   “Drawn from the Banishment,” he said. “How is your mother, Amal-nish?”
 
   “Gravely ill, Eliyan-tor.”
 
   I glanced between the two of them. Was this a secret signal? An alert?
 
   We padded soft-footed along that passage. Suddenly, an enormous force smote me to the ground. Beside me, I saw Eliyan and Amal fall too–but Amal’s image faded before my eyes, and swam away like a translucent silverfish. She disappeared into the fortress. I blinked.
 
   “Catch that Sorceress!” shouted Torbin.
 
   Eliyan, truly told, smiled. He cleared his throat to gain Torbin’s attention, and then said, “A strange way to greet guests, old friend.”
 
   Somewhere beyond the light Amal was creating quite a ruckus.
 
   “By Ulim’s hairy backside, can a hundred Sorcerers not catch one woman?” Torbin cried irritably.
 
   “Oh, you’ll find her rather hard to catch,” Eliyan noted. He faded too, and then rose to his feet as though the force which held me prisoner were a scrap of the finest Sulmian silk. “It’s an Armittalese trick. Takes a fair amount of practise to master, Torbin. Practise you were ever too impatient to apply yourself to.”
 
   “I’ll turn the light cannon on her!” snarled Torbin.
 
   “I’ll turn your walls to dust.”
 
   “I’ll kill you with a snap of my fingers!”
 
   “And his Wurm will level your entire island.” After waving noncommittally at me, Eliyan examined his fingernails. “Now, do dispense of this silliness, Torbin, and let us talk together. Jyla has returned–”
 
   “A fact that does not escape me, thanks to you!” 
 
   “–and El Shashi’s Wurm is on its way to smash into this island. How long do you think it will take to cross the two hundred leagues from Eldoran, El Shashi?”
 
   “A couple of days at most, Eliyan. It is very quick across the ocean.”
 
   “El Shashi?” Torbin’s dark eyes glittered. “Jyla Banished him?”
 
   Eliyan was playing his game as cool as an Alldark ice-storm, I thought. Should I be impressed? Or annoyed? Either way, he had enough of Torbin’s ear that the force which trapped me, abated.
 
   The leader of the Banished snapped his fingers at me as though I were a hound. “Come. I will summon the Council.”
 
   We crossed the wide central square of Sanctuary, which was filled with black-bearded ibex the islanders raised for meat, milk, and clothing. A thousand curious eyes tracked us. I especially disliked the way they stared at Amal–as though she were a tasty dish brought to table for evensup. Mata forbid one of them should lay a hand upon her! But Amal needed nought of my protection. And she felt their regard too. She drew herself upright, and her gaze flashed about her.
 
   “What are these light cannon?” asked Eliyan.
 
   “Protection,” said Torbin. “These you see in Sanctuary are the last of the Banished. All the rest have turned into the Transformed, or been killed by the Transformed or the Karak. These last anna have gone ill with us. The increase in numbers of the Banished was insupportable. We tried to raise a second Sanctuary on the far side of Birial, but failed.”
 
   “Jyla purged Eldoran. The Third Purge.”
 
   “Well we know it,” Torbin said bitterly. Without any apparent command on his part, a door slid open in the fortress wall ahead of us and we found ourselves in a great hall. The walls were sombre slabs of grey Birial stone, apparently seamlessly fitted together from the smooth granite floor to a plain ceiling arched high overhead. “I will summon the others.”
 
   After bidding us be seated at a round granite table which dominated the near end of the hall, he added, “You asked about the cannon. Truly told, they are based on work done by Jyla when she was still called Aulynni. Before she Transformed, she was one of us. And before that, she was an Inquisitor in Eldoran. One of the best; certainly one of the most powerful, and undeniably brilliant. She herself sent many souls here. Within each of the corner towers is a tall room. A Web of Sulangi collects lillia. Jyla herself designed the mechanism by which those Webs sustain and charge themselves with huge reserves of power. And she laid the groundwork at least for the workings of the cannon. Each addresses an overlapping portion of land or sky, which is divided by the dyndigit into millions of units. When a hostile creature is detected their movement through those units is tracked by magic. Should they approach beyond a certain threshold, a beam of pure light, concentrated by special dynilenses and fuelled by lillia, burns them to cinders. And this is how we protect ourselves without expending our own precious magic.”
 
   I soberly considered how the Lymarian war of my youth might have fared with weapons such as these. So this was what preoccupied the Birial islanders in their isolation? But–I shuddered–they had good reason. Even inside the fortress I could hear muffled cries and shrieks splitting the night. And always, the subsonic vibration of the storm.
 
   I clamped down on these thoughts to run my eyes over Torbin’s colleagues as they entered the hall and arranged themselves around the table. Not a word was spoken. Despite the room’s ample magical illumination their faces were as shuttered as Yarabi Vale houses on an Alldark evening. As a group they reminded me of a cabal of diseased thieves I had once been ‘encouraged’ to treat–at knifepoint–in Lorimere. Strange how I no longer feared the white of death. Death was my dear friend. Truly told, a friend I would have welcomed in place of the abyss of my loss.
 
   They all had skin maladies akin to Torbin’s–some better, some cracked and bleeding from open sores. How did they know when a person would Transform, I wondered? What happened then?
 
   Eliyan told his tale with typical economy. Most of these men and women were once ranking Sorcerers and Warlocks in Eldoran. They did not need to know much of Jyla. They asked few questions. But when my time came, their dark eyes fixated upon me as I related how P’dáronï had thrust Jyla through the Portal. Only one face registered mild sympathy at the note of distress in my voice. I wondered who would be first to ask for healing.
 
   Then we spoke of the Wurm. I told them what I understood of the beast, the nature of the curse, and how it had been my very shadow for gantuls. When I spoke of how I believed Jyla had once tried to break the Banishment using the Wurm’s power, loaded glances flashed around the table that assured me these Banished were aware of this event, too.
 
   “So when the Wurm arrives at Birial with the Portal in its belly,” Eliyan said, gazing about that cold table, “what, think you, will happen?”
 
   His question rose unchallenged to the rafters.
 
   Torbin said, “It will first strike the storm. No mere animal would withstand the storm–being both physical and magical.”
 
   “How big is the Wurm, El Shashi?”
 
   I replayed the stormtide in my mind. I hadn’t seen the Wurm … but I had, previously, though P’dáronï’s eyes. “A hundred and twenty paces, Eliyan–”
 
   “Huh, a trifling Wurm!” interrupted one of the Sorcerers.
 
   “Wide,” I said. “That’s the width of its mouth.” An audible gasp rippled around the table. I had their attention now, I thought grimly. Serve these dour-faced unbelievers right!
 
   “Impossible,” they muttered. “What force could sustain such a conjuration?”
 
   “And that was last time, when it wiped Gethamadi off the map,” I put in, as dourly as I could manage. “The Wurm doubles in size–approximately–with each summoning. And it doubles in power.”
 
   When the Sorcerers had no reply to this, Amal added, “As a prophetess said: ‘Name him God-mountain, sleeping at the root of the world, exalted and cunning in ancient ways, the Great Wurm’.”
 
   The Great Wurm! P’dáronï’s poem. I stared at my half-sister with dawning understanding. Mata meant this to be. This was the rising of the Great Wurm–the last rising of the creature. Perhaps. If it did not destroy us all. If I could find a way not to let it … to halt it … or should I? Perhaps the key was my death? Perhaps this was why my grephe tingled so?
 
   As El Shashi’s last stumble crosses the waters … was I meant to be here? How had P’dáronï foreseen this?
 
   The doors of the hall banged open. We startled. “Torbin! You must look at this!” There was a note in the servant’s voice that had half the room already upon its feet. “Up on the battlements …”
 
   I followed the thudding feet. The leaders of Birial did not stand upon dignity. They ran. There were stairs up to the great walls of Sanctuary, but they did not bother with those. Standing in demarcated zones, we were whisked to the top on magical lifts triggered by a lever–again, supplied by the magic of Birial. I was beginning to wonder how much all of this sucking upon the teat of the Banishment contributed to the gruesome corrupting quality of the magic. Was lillia different here? Was there a corrupting factor in the air or the environment? But I was the man bringing the Wurm to their shores. I was surprised they had not thought to end my existence forthwith.
 
   I laughed cheerlessly at myself. Truly told, and here was El Shashi already making plans to heal these people. First I might ask, how would the Banishment affect my own magic?
 
   But as I rested my hands between the teeth of the battlements and leaned outward, these thoughts were dashed from my mind.
 
   Out there on the horizon, all around us, I saw Banishment storm howling its circular path around the Dark Isle. Above, hugely swollen clouds hung above the fortress, great wet sacks bulging with their loads of water. Monstrous, deformed bats flitted beneath them. Away from the walls, down near the beach, I could make out what I mistook at first for a forest. Mata’s breath! The Transformed! Thousands of the creatures were gathered in their dumb masses to gape at what transfixed me. The storm was turning blue. A lustrous band of turquoise began as an intense blot directly opposite Sanctuary and quickly smeared away to my right hand at the wind-storm’s force. By now there was enough lillia present in that moving wall to light the whole scene in unnatural, moon-like effulgence. This light did not bother the Banished. They seemed mesmerised.
 
   “The Wurm must be feeding the Portal,” I heard Eliyan note behind me. “All that stored lillia is being poured through the Portal into the storm.”
 
   All along the battlements, hundreds of Banished Eldrik joined us to gawp slack-jawed at this spectacle.
 
   “Wind-speed has nearly doubled to thirty leagues per makh,” another voice put in. I glanced at the man. He held a strange instrument, shaped like a Frenjj horn, to his left eye, while twiddling several knobs with his hand.
 
   “What will happen to the Banishment spell when that torrent of power is added?” Eliyan wondered aloud, stroking his beard as he always did when he was thinking hard. “Is there an upper limitation? There is certainly a Web of Sulangi which aims to sustain it … but an overload? Mata’s truth, I don’t know what this means.”
 
   I summoned Janos’ memories. “Eliyan-tor. The pyramid of the seventh construct of the sustaining Web has no upper limitation. There’s no forced bleed of power, save the natural friction and attrition attributed to the storm’s power and the double shield it contains.”
 
   The Sorcerer turned a piercing gaze upon me. “Have you become a Sorcerer these past anna, El Shashi? How come–”
 
   “No. Eliyan, old friend, I hold within my mind another mind–Janos’ mind. He hid his memories within me before Jyla–ah!”
 
   “What?” Amal and Eliyan exclaimed together. Torbin appeared behind them, listening intently. Other Sorcerers began to drift closer.
 
   Eliyan could not have known what P’dáronï and I did, I realised. I cleared my throat. “Eliyan, do you recall a man called Benethar?”
 
   “Ay,” he replied at once. “Lucan’s manservant. But what–he was Janos, right? Of course! But what you describe is impossible, this transfer of minds from one person to another.”
 
   “He helped design the Banishment,” I said, trying not to appear as though I was enjoying holding more knowledge than Eliyan–for once. “With his eidetic memory and unique Synthesizer abilities he was able to hold the entire design in his mind and work out the complex interaction of its component parts. And, I assume, this is how he was able to transfer his memories to me.”
 
   The Sorcerer winced as though I had just struck him with a cudgel. But after a moment, a slight smirk appeared on his lips and he exclaimed, with satisfaction, “I knew there was something important hidden in that brain of yours, Arlak-torfea! So it is possible, apart from the Banishment, to cut a mind out of the gyael-irfa. Most instructive.”
 
   “A highly evolved form of the guardtower will. A special invention of Janos’.”
 
   And all the dark-robed Sorcerers and Warlocks gathered around, nodded and muttered as though I held court before some grim cabal.
 
   “So … El Shashi, what happens when the Wurm strikes the Banishment’s magic?”
 
   I surveyed the wall of faces. “That’s a little more tricky, Eliyan-tor. P’dáronï and I love to spend–I mean, loved …” I had to force words past the lump in my throat. “Oh, Mata! We spent so many makh examining every facet of the 327 subcomponents of the Banishment spell–”
 
   Eliyan clapped his hands sharply. “Torbin! Summon your best and brightest scholars! We have work to do. And we must do it this night, or never. We must dissect this man’s brain.”
 
   “Dissect?”
 
   “Slip of the tongue, El Shashi!” He looked rather more cheerful than I would have warranted. “Aulynni–our Jyla–was Myki Mahdros incarnate. Did she die to pass through the Banishment? No. She lives as with her second life. She turned into a Karak. If she can escape, so can we.”
 
   “And she’s insane,” Amal put in, “likely as a result of her escape. Perfect plan, Eliyan.”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Come the morn, the Transformed gave vent to a weird, prolonged wailing that made my hackles stand aggressively on end, before they turned and streamed back into their caves and lairs beneath Birial. I had not slept, but simply refreshed my throat and my body as I held court before the throngs of Sorcerers and scholars that Torbin thrust before me. All day long I was the ulule of all tales. All day I spoke, reasoned, and recalled every word and deed stored in Janos’ memories that could possibly be of use to us, and many that were not. But nowhere was succour to be found. As I well knew, the magic of the Banishment was a perfect edifice, the construct of a fastidious mind of unparalleled genius.
 
   Toward noon, Eliyan, Amal and I sat over a simple stew–mine a bowl of ibex meat, while they partook of a vegetable mash fit more for porkers than for human mouths, in my opinion–and laid our options upon the table.
 
   Eliyan said, “If the Wurm punches through the Banishment storm–”
 
   “And if it still has the Portal in its belly,” Amal added.
 
   I said, “The Karak will attack it.”
 
   “Indeed,” Amal nodded. “But we must assume it will reach the Dark Isle. The drive to reach you, brother-mine, seems to trounce all else … even the Karak, surely, cannot hinder a beast of that size?”
 
   “If the Wurm reaches Birial,” Eliyan said, “you must convince it to regurgitate the Portal.”
 
   “I must … what? That’s your plan?”
 
   Amal laid her hand on mine. Her dark eyes, so disturbingly a mirror of my quoph, were filled with unspoken sympathy. I knew she thought of P’dáronï. “We don’t know where Jyla is or what she might be planning, brother-mine. But we must prevent her from using or abusing the Wurm’s power. If we can get the Wurm to expel the Portal, we think there’s a chance we can anchor it here on the island, within Sanctuary–”
 
   “–allowing you to modify the Endpoint spell to relocate the Portal’s outlet to another place, somewhere useful–”
 
   “–such as Eldoran. Exactly, Arlak-nih.”
 
   “Reverse the Portal,” Eliyan said, folding his hands over his stomach. He flicked the edge of his bowl dismissively. “Pitiful slop. No wonder these islanders are weak. This is our only chance. We cannot see how to break the Banishment spell–but the Wurm is bringing the Portal to us. It must be Mata’s provision. Reposition, modify the spell, and go home.”
 
   I fell silent, thinking hard, and then suddenly it dawned on me. I gasped, “You expect me to touch the beast … how else …?”
 
   “You can try through your mental link,” said Eliyan, but his expression eloquently denied any chance of that working. “Can you–”
 
   “I still can’t pinpoint it,” I cut in. “It’s as I told you. The storm masks the Wurm’s presence … but my grephe says it will come soon. Perhaps within a few makh. Eliyan, Amal–we must end this whatever the cost.”
 
   “Ay, Arlak.”
 
   “And how will we destroy Jyla?”
 
   “Tobin’s Sorcerers will have to deal with her. If we can get the Portal into Sanctuary–”
 
   “And if the Wurm does not destroy Sanctuary first.”
 
   Eliyan nodded. “That will be your job, Arlak.”
 
   Amal set her bowl aside. “I’m not hungry. I will go communicate this plan to Torbin and his colleagues. We need to think through the options. Beat some kind of plan into shape. What if the Karak stop the Wurm, for example?”
 
   “They will not.”
 
   Amal’s dark eyes burned at Eliyan. “And if they do, Eliyan-nihka?”
 
   “And if Jyla turns the full power of the Wurm on Torbin’s Sorcerers?” I chimed in.
 
   “Karak can be destroyed,” said Eliyan. “But let’s get Torbin.”
 
   My eyes turned to follow Eliyan as he departed. Why had Amal just addressed him in the most intimate form–‘nihka’? If I had learned anything in Eldoran … ay. But I could not contemplate that right now.
 
   The stew had turned to stodge in my mouth, but I chewed it mechanically anyway. Mata knew I might need the strength. And courage. I needed to take my courage into my hands–if only I could find it! I had never purposefully touched the Wurm. Never, in all these anna. Ay, many a time and many a makh I had fled before it like some beaten cur, tail between my legs, yelping my woes to the world. I had clung to that lurmint tree within its very throat. But I had never touched it, except in a waking dream.
 
   I could not even claim I had nothing to lose, nothing left in Mata’s world–for thus I should not lie. But I had much to gain. And the Banished–my new people–and the Eldrik.
 
   As the afternoon grew long and Sanctuary’s lights burned with unblinking zeal, even during the daytime, we fell into a strange time of waiting. There was nought to do but wait. Sorcerers paced the battlements. Knots of Sorcerers and Warlocks readied their spells and their wiles, as best they dared. Wives and husbands and children gathered in the central courtyard, their pale faces turned to the sky as though an answer should resound from there.
 
   The blue of lillia pervaded the storm now, staining even the clouds above us. I realised that the Banishment extended right over the isle. Even flying, there was no escape.
 
   The winds had risen to a low, whistling roar, and the waters around the Dark Isle were churning with their violence. The Karak, sensing Mata knew what, infested those shallows in their restless thousands. Where had they come from? They slopped back and forth amidst the waves like bloated corpses rolling in the wash, the size of small ships, and from time to time they lifted their beaks above the water to click and snap at each other in some unknown language. Their tentacles were thicker than a man’s torso.
 
   The Transformed had vanished with the daylight–but I sensed they too were waiting, their animal instincts telling them of the coming change.
 
   We waited.
 
   The glow of the source of lillia grew imperceptibly brighter, and we waited.
 
   Each makh the Sorcerer took his measurements and declared the storm winds a little stronger. And we waited.
 
   Eliyan debated with Amal the possibility of finding Jyla down there amongst all those Karak. And we waited.
 
   Torbin strode tall amongst his people and checked their readiness to anchor the Portal. He double-checked every defence and arrangement. He cursed fluidly when he found ought not to his liking. And we waited.
 
   An altercation at the shore drew our attention. A Karak struggled with a group of Transformed. Blood stained the waves around the thrashing bodies. I saw a severed tentacle drift free. How … were there caves beneath the water? That would not surprise me. The waters grew still. The Karak had fed. It retreated slowly, lashing its tentacles angrily. And we waited.
 
   And then the storm began to bulge. The streak of blue twisted and bent upward. The unending note of the wind changed. The mill-race of seawaters foamed and frothed, troubled, turned back in their path.
 
   I stood upon the battlement and gripped the stone so hard my hands ached.
 
   With a thundering bellow that shook Sanctuary to its very foundations, the Great Wurm rammed through.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 42: The Great Wurm
 
    
 
   Be it known: legend is his mantle,
 
   Eldest of his race, the awesome progenitor of all burrowing creatures,
 
   Name him God-mountain, sleeping at the root of the world,
 
   Exalted and cunning in ancient ways,
 
   The Great Wurm, the wellspring of power.
 
   P’dáronï of Armittal, The Great Wurm
 
    
 
   There was neither man nor woman upon that battlement who was not staggered by the Wurm’s advent. Many, especially the Eldrik Warlocks who had been decimated by Jyla’s purge, would have raised Wurms themselves–large and powerful Wurms, for training and for battle. But what could possibly prepare the quoph for such a sight: a flesh-mountain bearing down upon Birial, dwarfing the very hills? A creature that could not be, but was. The Wurm was taller than we stood upon the apex of a fortress atop a steep slope. It was wider than forty Roymerian houses stood shoulder-to-shoulder. A vast dark cavern fringed with jagged mandibles was its mouth, from which billows of magical power, so concentrated they appeared as indigo waves, surged forth with every breath. That maw was large enough to swallow Sanctuary in one gulp.
 
   Such a knowing strikes a man in the pit of his stomach. It is a spear; a gut-clenching awareness of mortality.
 
   I had once seen this creature scrabbling about beneath my athocarium. I had once named it a chest-high mole-run maker. By running before it I had caused the Wurm to crush the Lymarian army and lay their encampment to waste. Then the Wurm had ploughed a new channel for the Nugar, watering the southern deserts. Later, it caused a stormtide to destroy Gethamadi town. And now? Now, in the splendour of its full-grown majesty, I imagined the earth of Mata’s creation itself sought to rise up against humankind.
 
   And, somewhere deep in its belly, the Wurm carried our salvation. Or the hope of it, at least.
 
   Stung from their lethargy, jetting powerful spurts of water from their sacs, the Karak sped across Birial’s dark bay toward the Wurm. They thrashed and brawled through the waters to be the first to assault the great beast and feast off its power. Great rubbery arms slapped against the Wurm’s flanks and found purchase there–upon the Wurm’s armoured segments or upon their fellow creatures, it mattered nought. As the Wurm sailed majestically onward the monstrous, slick black bodies of the Karak were hauled boldly out of the water. Many were rolled and crushed beneath the Wurm’s huge bulk. Legion more disappeared into that gaping maw. But the Karak had gathered in their thousands and their tens of thousands. I knew from experience how large the Karak were–large enough to sink an Eldrik ship. From my vantage point a quarter league from the beach, in comparison to the Wurm, they resembled an infestation of ticks enjoying the blood-rich folds of a jatha’s dewlap. It was inconceivable that even the Karak could harm such a gargantuan creature of magic.
 
   But I wondered if swallowing the Portal had damaged the Wurm. It had been bleeding vast amounts of lillia for makh upon makh, turning the entire Banishment storm a new colour. It was creeping along much more slowly than I had expected.
 
   “The Wurm’s not going to make the beach,” Eliyan said, confirming my suspicions. “Torbin!”
 
   “Advance party!” he shouted.
 
   With grim orderliness the Warlocks and Sorcerers of the Banished formed up in Sanctuary’s courtyard. I watched as they tramped down the beach path, their dark robes billowing with the speed of their descent. Some of their number carried axes, the best hand-weapons the Birial islanders possessed, but the majority had no need of crude weapons. Theirs were the weapons of mind and magic. Eliyan was amongst them. Indeed, he was one of the foremost. I wondered if the prospect of revenge preoccupied his thoughts. Truly told, twenty anna and more of sinking into defeat must change a man. But now the Sorcerer seemed recharged. Since I had seen him upon the platform in Eldoran, he was a different man.
 
   “Mata go before them,” Amal said.
 
   I nodded. “Ay, sister-mine.” She had stayed behind to defend me, if needed. She would much rather have been marching down to the beach with the others, I felt. How was it that he who was once a vegetable farmer in Roymere should now claim a powerful Sorceress for his half-sister? How was it, he ran from a Wurm? That he claimed the healing touch of El Shashi, the man of many names?
 
   Only because he had once betrayed his friend.
 
   I gazed at our war-party, impressed by their mien–until I looked up to the height and breadth of the Wurm, and remembered how easily it sliced through water and sand and rock, and the vast, bestial hungers that consumed its mind. Our tiny band sought to overmaster that beast? The Wurm shuddered. I saw that its deep burgundy rings no longer thrust the ocean aside. It had come to rest perhaps two hundred paces offshore.
 
   Flame exploded along the water’s edge. A soft popping drifted up to our ears, the muted sounds of distant explosions. Black waters blasted into the air, along with bits of flesh and tentacles and great gobbets of indigo-coloured blood. Thick swarms of hornets the length of a man’s calf buzzed angrily around the heads of the Karak. Primordial salt-water crocodiles, all of twenty paces from nose to tail, which had been summoned or raised Mata knew how by the Warlocks, appeared on the dark sands and immediately rushed into the surf to champ their serried ranks of teeth into anything that moved. They snapped off tentacles and chewed large pits in the soft bodies of the Karak. In moments, the ocean was a thrashing mess of animalistic combat.
 
   From the battlements we watched pensively, along with many others, as the battle surged back and forth. The Warlocks and Sorcerers tried to clear a path to the Wurm. The Karak fought back. Several even gained the beach, heaving themselves along upon their tentacles, dragging their weight out of the water with strength that amazed me, until I remembered they also counted upon lillia for their power. Rightly had Torbin noted the Karak were also capable of magic.
 
   I saw Eliyan wading hip-deep in the fray, wielding a sword of blue fire which was several times the height of a man.
 
   “Oh, Mata! I see her!” cried Amal, pointing.
 
   For a breath I thought she was mad, caught in the throes of a divine vision. And then I spotted an enormous Karak sitting squarely atop the Wurm’s back, with a pair of eyes bright with lillia surveying the battlefield, and I knew this creature at once for Jyla–how I shivered! She rallied her Karak with shrill cries. Battalions of squid-bodies formed in the waters, wedges of the creatures that drove our forces back. Soon, a running battle developed between the Birial Islanders and the Karak. As fast as the Warlocks raised creatures, the Karak destroyed them. The Sorcerers attacked with lightning and spinning blades and explosions, wreaking terrible damage, but the numbers were stacked against them. I saw a pair of legs kicking all too briefly in the coiling grip of a tentacle. An isolated Warlock burned a group of Karak with her fire before being overwhelmed from behind. A Sorcerer, launching himself up toward Jyla, was struck down by a sizzle of fire from her eyes.
 
   The link between the Wurm and my mind dimmed by the moment. But I needed to be down there! I needed to …
 
   “Oh!” I shouted as an idea blazed in my mind. “Amal, we must get the Wurm moving! It’s too far out. Help me. I must feed the Wurm.”
 
   “Feed the–oh! You mean … yes!”
 
   I whirled to locate the person nearest me. He was a young man, apparently a musician who had somehow incurred the wrath of Jyla’s followers and been Banished. I stepped over, muttered, “Excuse me,” and touched his forehead.
 
   A long, complex, fraught moment later, I grasped in my mind the changes required. Power pulsed through my link with the beast. I knew it would be magnified many, many times over when it reached the Wurm. There came a long groan not unlike an earthquake. But I spared the Wurm barely a glance as I moved on to the next person. I shot a prayer Mata-ward, ‘Get that creature moving, o Mata, for all of our sakes …’ I placed my hand on this woman’s arm. She exclaimed softly, feeling her cheek. She pushed back her sleeve to check her arm. A tear trickled down her cheek.
 
   The groan escalated to a roar akin to distant thunder echoing across mountaintops.
 
   Amal stared over the parapet before shaking her head. “More,” she muttered. “Much more.” Waving her hands as though she were a farmer rounding up animals, the Sorceress moved along the battlement. “Quick! Line up for your healing!”
 
   Soon, I began to work my way down a line of people eager for a relieving touch. The changes wrought by the Dark Isle’s magic were no mere skin condition; an underlying subtlety baffled me. I could restore them, ay. But I did not understand it. Nor did I need to. I thrust my doubts aside and concentrated on sending a flurry of lillia winging over to the Wurm. When I paused to mop my forehead, I saw it had shifted closer to the beach. But it was not enough. The Karak fed voraciously. I helped them against our own people.
 
   Those hundred paces or so separating the Wurm from the beach seemed insurmountable. Could a Sorcerer fly me thence? Or would Jyla interfere again? Fire blasted from her tentacles, driving the Sorcerer on the beach to cower behind their shields. She sucked deep of the Wurm’s well, turning the sand into fused glass by the power of her attack.
 
   “It’s not working,” I said to Amal.
 
   “These aren’t enough?”
 
   “They require little power,” I explained. “When I am efficient, like this, it gives little to the Wurm. I need … greater needs, for example–”
 
   “–the Transformed,” she finished for me.
 
   “Ay.”
 
   Unconsciously, as though I were still a monk, I signed the full buskal of Mata’s peace. Not only did Amal look like me, her thoughts aligned with mine too.
 
   Amal took my arm excitedly. “I can help. I can shield you, Arlak-nih. We’ll go down into one of those caves near the beach …”
 
   “The light is starting to fade.”
 
   “We’ve a makh yet. Wait for me!”
 
   Amal and I paced each other down the beach path, urgently throwing ideas about. We needed to know how I would touch the Transformed and still remain protected. Truly told, or how I would accomplish healings without losing my hand in the bargain?
 
   If the Wurm could come to the beach. If I could touch the Wurm and force it to expel the Portal. If the Sorcerers could capture the Portal … and keep it from Jyla … I shook my head. This plan was madness. But it was our only plan. We had never reckoned on having to deal with Jyla at Birial Island. Banishing her–what a shock! What had my wife wrought?
 
   And yet, if she had prophetically seen the future, could it be that Mata’s hand might be discerned in P’dáronï’s Banishing Jyla, too?
 
   All too soon we stood outside a cave. A waft of dank air ruffled our hair.
 
   “Keep close,” she said. “Better yet, let’s tie our wrists together.”
 
   “Ay.” I tore a strip off of my cloak and bound our hands as she had suggested. “Are you certain you know–”
 
   My sister made a rude noise in her throat. “I’m quite certain I could blast you from here to Eldoran, Arlak-nih. Now stop baiting me and get inside that cave.”
 
   “Amal-nish, I–”
 
   “Before I kick you within.”
 
   I smiled weakly at her joke. I would rather have walked down the Wurm’s gullet than enter that cave. How many gantuls had I not regretted my original cowardice, which had spelled Janos’ doom? I nodded. “Follow me, Sorceress–if you dare.”
 
   As we slipped down that narrow, slick tunnel beneath the earth, Amal sent a small point of light ahead of us. I had a moment to wonder how much she missed mental communication via the gyael-irfa, which the Banishment nullified, before I began to detect movement at the periphery of our light. The Transformed were not far from the entrance of the cave. Perhaps they had been gathering as the light faded.
 
   “A few paces more,” said Amal. Her fingers squeezed mine tightly.
 
   The Transformed shifted back from her light, but only slightly. It would scarcely burn them. Hairy limbs, scaly backs, tails that slithered away behind rocks; everywhere, claws scratching and scrabbling in the darkness. The cavern was much larger and deeper than I had suspected. Great Mata, there was only a slight shimmering in the air between me and a messy death! My mind calmly evaluated the situation around me, while my heart did its level best to climb out of my throat and bolt for safety.
 
   The first creature I touched, I had to heal twice. Once to become a man. The second when he was instantly disembowelled by a creature I had not even seen in the darkness. After that Amal managed to ‘bubble’ him into our shield–her word, not mine.
 
   “Go to Sanctuary,” I ordered him. Naked, he ran out of the cave.
 
   Amal’s scolding me was cut short as the Transformed flung themselves at our shield.
 
   We worked fast, purely by gut instinct; Amal and I were of one mind, and although the assault staggered us, we managed to un-transform the Transformed and snatch them away from their fellows at a ferocious rate. Grimly I reached beyond the shield, again and again. Even a small touch was enough. Some we lost, heads torn off or hearts penetrated by unseen spines or claws, but we sent a steady stream of Eldrik up the tunnel to safety–if they could reach Sanctuary in time.
 
   I gasped, “The Wurm’s moving now!”
 
   “I know,” said Amal. “You need to overwhelm both the Karak and the Portal, Arlak. Keep going.”
 
   We dealt with another couple of dozen monsters before there was suddenly a lull. Had we cleaned out the cave?
 
   “I’m sending out an eye. Move on, brother-mine.”
 
   Cautiously, I moved deeper into the cave. The tunnel snaked about. Twice, Transformed leaped out at us from crevices hidden amongst the shadows. Bellows and cackles called more of their fellows to the fight. In a moment, the tunnel filled again.
 
   I sighed. “Could they not have Banished less Eldrik?”
 
   “The Wurm’s near the shore,” Amal reported. Her voice sounded strained. Rapidly, she bubbled several more naked, shivering men and women behind the shield. “I see … Karak, satiated, dropping off the Wurm. But … oh, dear Mata!” We staggered at a particularly violent assault. “Jyla still rides high and leads the Karak.”
 
   Amal and I worked up a fine sweat, aggressively picking off the Transformed and healing them. I felt the Wurm move again. “More!” I gasped. We moved down the tunnel. I healed my hands, torn by a beast with four wings and a crocodile’s teeth. I reached out with both hands now, deep into a knot of Transformed that snarled and scrabbled at our shield.
 
   “Oh … Arlak! The Wurm!”
 
   I felt it through my feet, through the trembling of the cavern. “Strength, Amal!” I flung my power into her. Outside, a tremendous concussion shook the earth. Darkness descended instantly. Sand cascaded down around us, pouring over the shield; boulders dropped from the ceiling and smashed around us. We heard the Transformed cry out. “It’s right above us!” I shouted. “Quickly! Deeper!”
 
   We dashed away as the tunnel collapsed behind us. Dust exploded in our faces. The earth groaned and cracked. Then all went still.
 
   We were trapped.
 
   Amal’s light flickered out weakly. She staggered. I saw blood on her forehead, trickling through her fingertips.
 
   I also saw that we stood in the middle of a large cavern. There had to be a thousand Transformed circled around us–slithering over the rocks, lurking in the shadows, hanging by their claws from the ceiling–at least, that was what speared into my quoph before Amal’s light flickered and went out. We plunged into blackness.
 
   Flesh pounded me to the ground. I spread myself deliberately over my sister, and tried somehow to fight–but I own their sheer numbers worked against them. Stuck in the middle of that pile of monstrous limbs, scaly hides and barbed wings, the Transformed could not reach through their fellows to attack us. But we were in severe danger of being crushed. I dived into Amal, healing her wound and helping her mind clear. She trembled, beneath me, and suddenly I felt as though iron bolstered my flesh.
 
   “Body shield,” said Amal.
 
   “Gah!” I replied, feeling teeth gnawing the bones of my ankle.
 
   “What now?”
 
   “Get ready to bubble them in with us?”
 
   “Ah … surely one or two will be Sorcerers,” Amal said, doubtfully. “Arlak–this power is feeding Jyla. She has grown larger. But I see Karak burning off the Wurm’s body with the concentration of lillia leaking through the creature’s carapace. And the storm rages greatly, taking many Karak with it.”
 
   The beginnings of a crazy plan sprang into my head. Somewhere above us, the Great Wurm’s bellow vibrated the entire island.
 
   “Burning off?”
 
   “Too much lillia, perhaps.”
 
   “We have to get out there, Amal-nish.”
 
   “Ay. Then get healing, brother-mine.”
 
   Steadily, we increased our domain beneath the pile of Transformed. Men and women joined us beneath the shield, dark-eyed and frightened people; people who knew little of where they were or what was happening. But one at last joined hands with Amal to lend his strength to the shield, and then another declared herself a Warlock, and they somehow squeezed all of us out from beneath the pile. We fought to a cavern wall, then to a tunnel, gathering numbers all the while. Above us, the Wurm thundered again.
 
   And a huge rockfall buried our shield.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “The Wurm’s trying to find me!”
 
   My voice echoed in the darkness. A light snapped into being, cradled between the Warlock’s hands. “What’s happening?” she asked.
 
   “We’re trying to defeat Jyla and break the Banishment,” said Amal. The Warlock’s eyes became round. “That’s El Shashi’s pet up there. A Wurm.”
 
   “Then go that way,” said another Eldrik, pointing. “I feel air on my cheek.”
 
   Slowly, scrambling over boulders and moving those we could not squeeze past, our little party crawled upward to the surface of Birial. We had to keep shielded. But as Torbin had warned, the use of a shield or magic attracted the Transformed as moths to a candle. Night was falling, and the calls of the Transformed already echoed around the island, when they were not drowned out by the Wurm’s thunders.
 
   In the gathering gloom the battlefield loomed before us. We emerged near the top of a steep rise, able to gaze over the Wurm’s massive, ridged back to the ocean beyond. The rocks were bare out there. Bare, all the way to the glowing blue Banishment storm, which now raged so powerfully that it must have swept up the seawater with it. The winds shrieked in their everlasting circuit, but where we stood the air remained curiously calm. The remaining Karak heaved themselves across the slick, bare rocks of what had been ocean before. The clouds overhead boiled and bellied, bursting with the immeasurable quantities of magical power forced into them by the Wurm; a world-shaping storm in the making.
 
   Thousands of Karak still rode the Wurm’s back and sides, but one stood out above them. Jyla, grown many times more enormous than before, a great, pustulent purple sack crowning the Wurm’s head, with blazing eyes the size of jatha-carts that peered over the scene with satisfaction, it seemed to me. Her tentacles gripped the Wurm just behind its mandibles. She had changed colour, I saw, swollen with unimaginable amounts of lillia. The Great Wurm threw back its head and thundered its fury to the skies, but the Sorceress hung on grimly. Her body pulsed with grotesque feeding.
 
   A tiny group of men and women faced Jyla and the Wurm. Eliyan, I thought, although I could not make him out. The battle was furious. Fire suddenly blazed from Jyla, melting the rocks around that little group and turning their shield orange.
 
   “We have to help them!”
 
   I turned to Amal. “Can you move the Portal’s endpoint?”
 
   She shook her head. “Arlak, whatever do you mean? We need the end within the Wurm. The start point.”
 
   The Wurm writhed and crashed down again, splintering rocks and casting off dozens of Karak. It was trying to turn to follow me.
 
   “Get on my back. I’m going to run,” I said. “Sorcerer–get these people to Sanctuary. And prepare to defend it. Once Jyla finishes with the Eldrik down there, she’ll be after the fortress next. She won’t rest until you’re all dead.”
 
   “Brother-mine …”
 
   “Listen. We can only move the endpoint, right? I want you to put it inside Jyla.”
 
   “That will feed her lillia–you mean to explode her, don’t you?”
 
   “I hope.”
 
   “Because you think we can’t escape until she’s dead.” Amal’s arms clasped around my neck. “And you’re running where?”
 
   Amal was much heavier than P’dáronï, but I had once augmented my strength, much as a Wurm may be augmented–another aspect in which my life mirrored Jyla’s creation. Without answering her, I set off in a wide curve around the front of the Wurm’s head and then out across the flat part of Birial, stretching into a dead sprint, making a tremendous pace. From the corner of my eye I saw the Wurm’s head shift to follow my flight. Ay, as yet, the connection was still strong. Its length curved, pressing forward ponderously.
 
   Near my ear, Amal muttered, “Give me the exact construct, Arlak.”
 
   I summoned up Janos within me and gasped out a series of words I barely understood the half of.
 
   The Wurm slithered forward, rolling sideways as my run extended further and further to its left flank. As I had guessed, a creature of no eyes also has no sense of a right orientation, of an upside-down or a right way up. The efficient route would win out.
 
   The Wurm rolled.
 
   It rolled away from Eliyan, and over thousands of Karak, literally cleaning its body. With a howl of panic, I pumped my arms and legs. Hajik Hounds, that thing was fast! Once the Wurm started moving, there was so much of it that it could cover trins in a breath, whereas a man must make many steps to cover the same distance.
 
   “Jyla escaped,” Amal noted matter-of-factly. “She’s smart.”
 
   “What did she do, fly?”
 
   “Here we go, Arlak. I shape the magic thus, and initiate it so: Orlio immio Portal.”
 
   Although Amal’s command was a whisper, it appeared to gather strength as it raced off into the distance. I could not fathom it.
 
   Skidding around a fast turn, I ran in the opposite direction now. I glanced to my right. The Wurm, rolling clear of Eliyan and his people. Jyla, as a Karak, cast aside in an open space, her strange, beak-like mouth gaping as she apparently tried to ingest something.
 
   “Now we feed her.”
 
   “There.” Amal pointed past my shoulder at the black mouth of a cave, already growing teeth and claws as the Transformed crept out into the gloaming. “Have I told you this is insanity?”
 
   “Do you have a better idea?”
 
   My passenger leaped down lightly beside me and took my hand. “I’m with you, Arlak-nih.”
 
   The Transformed did not wait for our fearless approach. They fell upon us with slavering fangs, braving the last of the natural light–although, truly told, the storm glowed so brightly now that the suns were no longer needed. This unnatural light did not burn them. I reached out and grappled with the rush of animals. Limb, tentacle, tail, wing, it mattered nought. What mattered was to stuff the beast Jyla until she burst. By my grephe, I doubted our stratagem would work.
 
   But we were desperate.
 
   “Stop peering over your shoulder,” Amal snapped.
 
   “I need to know what’s happening.”
 
   What was happening was that the Wurm was shifting–slowly, but irresistibly–in our direction. We had little time left. And Jyla still blasted the Sorcerers and Warlocks with streams of hot white fire from her eyes; they huddled unmoving beneath a shield as she turned the rocks around them into lava. She was so full of lillia that it leaked off her hideous tentacles in a soft violet mist. If I had hoped an overdose should damage a Karak, I was mistaken. Jyla simply absorbed the power; she expanded visibly each time I dared to glance back. She heaved her bulk closer to the trapped Birial Islanders. She would crush them beneath a mountain of cold, rubbery flesh if we did not change the odds.
 
   Here came the Transformed, flitting into the sky in great clouds of bat-like creatures, scooting and bounding across the ground, slithering and rolling along Birial’s bleak fields. Such a multitude! So many Banished, cleansed from among the Eldrik, that they covered the earth and the skies in a dark tide of corrupt humanity. Would they attack Jyla or the Wurm?
 
   Amal tugged my arm. “We’ll be overwhelmed. We need to retreat to Sanctuary.”
 
   “No,” I said.
 
   “No? You numbwit, what … Arlak?”
 
   “We must ride the Wurm.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 43: Almighty Failure
 
    
 
   Birial, island of a binding mist,
 
   Which all does twist,
 
   Even success,
 
   Fails.
 
   Faliyan of Eldoran: Legends, 2nd Tale: True Foundations
 
    
 
   As we levitated over the battle scene, Amal could not resist dropping a bundle of arm-long hornets atop the purple Karak hauling itself uphill towards Birial’s cowering defenders. Our friends crept backward, slowly, struggling somehow to keep from being grilled by the Sorceress’ potent attacks. The hornets attacked hungrily, swarming around Jyla’s blazing eyes, for a moment distracting her into a mess of flailing tentacles. Through a break in her fiery onslaught, I distinctly saw Eliyan waving his fist and shouting at us.
 
   Our shield rammed into several flying Transformed.
 
   “Shape the shield,” I suggested to Amal. Janos’ knowledge was coming easier and easier to me.
 
   She worked for a moment, so that we sliced through the fliers, and then stared wild-eyed at me. “You’re going to destroy the Portal.”
 
   “Without it, the Banishment spell should destabilise,” I replied. “At least, the construct Janos has in his mind suggests so.”
 
   “You’ll kill us all!”
 
   The Karak’s malicious yellow gaze followed us as we shot over to the Wurm. The burgundy mandibles waved slowly at us, sensing my presence, I felt. Suddenly, Amal swerved. Lightning sizzled past and vanished into the storm.
 
   “El Shashi!” shrieked the Karak. “You can never destroy me.”
 
   Her voice, so well-remembered, carried clearly across the Banishment gale’s blustering. As if pricked by her words, the heavens opened in a deluge. Amal’s shield rippled and ran with water. My sister rapidly adjusted her spell, and still had the presence of mind to follow my outthrust finger, aiming for a point high on the Wurm’s head.
 
   The Sorceress turned, heaving her mountainous black body about, flinging blue lightning from the tip of each tentacle and blasting it from her eyes. The rain hissed; steam was instantly whipped away by the torrents pouring from the skies. We rocked and dipped at the blasts. The wet helped her move better, I realised; but as Amal was ably protecting me, white-faced and gritted of teeth, I could concentrate on what I feared–my first ever touch of the Wurm. Feet extended, I flexed my knees in anticipation of landing. Closer. Closer.
 
   Lightning scored my vision, followed by a huge concussion. I felt as though we had run headlong into Thurbarak’s herd of jerlak. We flipped over, skidded helplessly across the Wurm’s red carapace, and came to a wrenching stop as Amal somehow hooked one of the deeply scored channels on its skin. Although it felt like an insect’s keratin carapace, the Wurm’s skin underfoot was harder than rock. We rolled over, both ducking instinctively as another titanic bolt of lightning seared a nearby mandible. I was in awe. I stood on the Wurm! After all these anna …
 
   Warmth rose from beneath my feet. The rain steamed steadily off the Wurm, but more than that, with the steam rose a constant stream of lillia, as though the Wurm were an imperfect vessel to contain all that lay within–or rather, that no substance in all creation could contain such a storehouse of magic any longer.
 
   With the eyes P’dáronï taught me to use, I saw a core of lillia beneath our feet, as white and hot as Belion’s glare. I could not let Jyla have that. With it she could reshape the world to her whim.
 
   “What now?” panted Amal. Her slim hands twisted in the air, reforming our shield. “In Mata’s name, Arlak, why do I trust you in this?”
 
   “Because it’s our only chance,” I returned, but tempered my tone with a quick smile. “Use the lillia to strengthen yourself. Cast a Web of Sulangi in this way.”
 
   And in Janos’ words, I made good on my suggestion. Amal blinked. “You have become a master Sorcerer, El Shashi.”
 
   “It’s not me–it’s Janos.”
 
   We tottered as the Wurm pitched beneath our feet; we shouted in panic as it reared into the air, venting a staggering roar. My ears rang. But Amal had somehow damped the sound with a shield. She smiled grimly at me.
 
   “Eliyan escapes. Do what you must, brother-mine.”
 
   I prepared my mind. Well I remembered the vast hungers of the Wurm from before, the alien mind full of pain and fury, and an appetite unquenchable. I needed Janos’ guardtower will to gird my thoughts and El Shashi’s knowledge of the ways of minds and bodies, so that I could achieve what I hoped for: control of the Wurm. I dived in.
 
   I swam a violet ocean of lillia. Dimly, I felt Amal beside me, gripping my arm, holding the shield firm as Jyla’s assault rent the air around us. She gathered her strength from the Wurm’s excess magic and resisted every blow, despite sparks shrieking off the shield and an acrid, stinking smoke that surrounded us as the Wurm’s carapace smouldered. But I was within the beast, standing amidst a different storm, searching for whatever might be left of its intellect–for I knew it reasoned. It was cunning. It learned. But the fires driving the creature, I owned, must have gantuls ago driven any thinking creature to insanity.
 
   The struggle was long and draining. I found the beginning of the Portal, not very far beneath our feet. And then I recognised, somewhere in that storm, a thread of mental activity. I pounced on it at once, apprehended it, and wrenched it over to my use. The Wurm surged forward.
 
   “What are you doing?” Amal cried.
 
   “Hunting a Karak,” said I. “I’ve turned its hunger against her.”
 
   Again the Wurm voiced its hunting cry. Lillia blasted out of its mouth, shimmering the air before us despite the downpour. I flexed my knees, keeping Amal upright with a strong but not crushing grip on her arm, and we rode the beast as it oriented on the great Karak slipping across the rocks ahead of us.
 
   <Pulse: eat-Sorceress-chuckle> Amal added, “Brother-mine, should we escape Birial, what would you think of my liaison with Eliyan?”
 
   I shook my head as though I had a torfly in my ear. “You … what? Now? Amal–truly told, you pick your moments!”
 
   “You haven’t noticed?”
 
   “No, I was too preoccupied with my own loss!” I snarled back. “Oh, Amal-nish …” I swore beneath my breath. <Reflect: joy-in-sorrow> “I didn’t mean it that way. My loss is your loss too. We will talk.”
 
   “Are you opposed?”
 
   I tore my eyes from the spectacle of Jyla suddenly realising what we were up to and slithering away downhill, away from the angle of the Wurm’s approach. “Amal-nish–no, I’m not. Now, can I concentrate on defeating the wicked destroyer of the Eldrik race?”
 
   She offered a bow, slightly mocking. “After you, Arlak-nih.”
 
   The huge Karak side-slipped our first foray. Jyla came alongside and tried to get a tentacle’s purchase on the Wurm.
 
   “Roll it,” Amal barked.
 
   I wrestled with the Wurm, trying to force it to comply. Would the creature take commands? Suddenly, a hint of something familiar touched my mind. ‘Janos?’ I thought. ‘Benethar?’ What was it that made me think so? I could not fathom it. Could the creature contain some residue of Janos, even after all these anna, and all that had happened? Was the creature not me, but Janos? Sustained by his mind contained within mine? My head spun at these thoughts.
 
   Suddenly, the Wurm began to barrel-roll.
 
   “Run!” Amal smacked me on the back. “Run, Arlak!”
 
   I picked her up and sprinted along the Wurm’s head, trying somehow to keep pace with the Wurm as it rotated. It was a slow, grinding earthquake in motion. Boulders, hills, and knots of Transformed disappeared beneath the majestic bulk, crushed. Amal shifted the shield around us, knocking away a hail of flying Transformed and a flurry of dark bats I assumed must be Jyla’s offering. As we sailed on, I saw to my chagrin that we had missed Jyla by a few paces, perhaps mashing one of the mighty tentacles, but nought more. She did not shift back to her old form. Still, her body pulsed as she drank up lillia from the outlet of the Portal.
 
   “I’ll bring the Wurm around.”
 
   I could never have imagined riding such a beast, two trins wide and at least fifty trins long, or I was no judge. It was like trying to steer a moving island, or harness the wind itself. Ponderously, the Wurm came around in a wide circle, crossing the beach and the empty bay of Birial en route, on the opposite side of the island from which we had landed. I aimed the Wurm back over the hill toward where we had left Jyla. Truly told, we could have cut right through the hill. With my P’dáronï-trained eyes I observed the play of magic around the Wurm’s mouth and mandibles, capturing and processing rock and earth, bushes and water, at an impossible rate. As matter disappeared into the Wurm’s maw, so it truly … disappeared. I pressed closer, trying to understand this phenomenon. How was this possible? Where did all the energy of lillia vanish to? My tutors in Eldoran had been ferociously convicted of the idea that matter could neither appear out of nothing, nor could it be reduced to nothing. Here was yet another mystery.
 
   “Beware Sanctuary!” Amal called suddenly.
 
   “Why?”
 
   But it was too late. Sanctuary’s light-cannons scorched multiple trenches in the Wurm’s side as we passed by, scoring great, long gashes in its segments. A waterfall of lillia sprayed out. Instinctively, I put my hands to the Wurm’s back and pressed in with my healing touch. There such an overflow of power in that great, cavernous body–greater power than El Shashi ever had the luxury to command–that even these terrible wounds proved easy to manage. The carapace merged smoothly together as I urged the Wurm on.
 
   Amal cried out and pointed. Glancing up, I saw the Karak-Jyla grown mountainous, taking a stand in our path. She meant to destroy us. Jyla meant to grapple with the Wurm? I could not believe my eyes, but she was expanding by the moment. Huge tentacles, with suckers bigger than houses, waved at us. Her eyes fixed on the two tiny figures standing on the Wurm’s head. All she needed to do was grip and hold on. She would squash Amal and I like bugs.
 
   As we approached, she and Amal traded sorcerous strikes. I felt her spell descend and knew we could no longer levitate away from the Wurm. She had us locked in place. Amal responded with multiple attacks, too fast to follow with the naked eye, but they had little apparent effect on Jyla. I readied myself.
 
   “Hold on, Amal!”
 
   The Wurm reared up to the skies, and then plunged down toward our nemesis as if a mountain fell from the sky. The Karak rippled. It screamed a fearsome cry. Tentacles wrapped about the huge mandibles before us as the Wurm took a gigantic scoop out of Birial’s rock. The Karak clung on, partly inside the Wurm’s mouth. The dangling, hindmost tentacles shimmered and disintegrated beneath the windstorm of magic inside that maw, clearly visible to my mind’s eye. Jyla began to pull herself up and over the ridge of the Wurm’s mouth.
 
   I dove deep into the Wurm.
 
   Now! I commanded with all my might.
 
   The Wurm vomited the Portal straight into the underside of Jyla’s Karak. Magic blossomed from the impact in a blinding flower of light. The Karak’s eyes bulged. Her beak opened in an unearthly scream which split even the raging storm, like a clarion trump-call to Ulim himself, summoning the great hunt–so I imagined.
 
   Part of Jyla was translated from herself, into herself, for she contained both the start point and the endpoint of the Portal which had so long translated the Banished to Birial Island. And with one accord, Amal understood what I had done. Her lips moved briefly, shifting the location of the Portal’s endpoint.
 
   The resulting explosion juddered the entire length of the Wurm. It irradiated the clouds, and blazed around the entire ambit of the encircling storm. Mandibles and bits of tentacles as large as boulders blasted around us, so powerfully that despite the shield, Amal and I were blown a hundred segments down the Wurm’s body. Sanctuary’s lights flickered out, and then started to come back on, very slowly and dimly. Transformed fell out of the sky as though a scythe had been taken to their ranks.
 
   Shakily, I rose to my feet. My ears rang. I offered Amal my hand.
 
   She stared at me in horror. “What have we done?”
 
   “Jyla is no more,” I replied.
 
   <Pulse: sorrow-mother-mine> “But there’s no more Banishment Portal.”
 
   <Reflect: I-grieve-with-you> “Ay. We knew that.”
 
   “And the storm rages unchanged.”
 
   We gazed at each other in despair. A new realisation gripped our quoph. Without the Portal we had no way home–unless the storm changed, or could be shifted or nullified. Perhaps Eliyan would know a way, I hoped. We had all of Janos’ memories to work with as well.
 
   “You … should heal the Wurm. And we should return to Sanctuary. Will it chase us now?”
 
   I shook my head. “It was Benethar, Amal–Janos. All these anna, Janos was chasing me.”
 
   And with those words, a trembling began in my feet and rapidly overwhelmed my being. I put my face in my hands, and wept for the man who had been a true father to me, who I betrayed all those anna ago.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Amal and Eliyan found me atop the battlement of Sanctuary, staring out over the blasted fields of Birial. It was day–a grey, twilight day, as only Birial Island could have it. There lay the Wurm, able to rest at last. Benethar, I should learn to call it. I wondered if there was a way to transfer what Janos bequeathed me, into that great creature, and make him anew. Such dreams belonged to Mata rather than mortal men, but it did not stop me dreaming them.
 
   Feeling my dear friends waiting for me, I said softly to the wind and the storm:
 
   “As El Shashi’s last stumble crosses the waters,
 
   Royal voice of thunder, and lightning that rends the sea’s belly,
 
   Yes, he will rise from the depths,
 
   And from amidst the dark creatures will he appear.”
 
   Eliyan’s sigh was replete with frustration. “Tell me again how you thought destroying the Portal would eliminate the Banishment storm, Arlak-torfea?”
 
   I dredged up Janos’ memories and recounted the constructs for him once more. “‘Destabilise’ was the word I used, Eliyan-tor.”
 
   “Perhaps our Benethar’s memory was fallible after all,” he commented after a time. “But the spell was changed. Talan, son of Lucan made it so. We are rid of Jyla, rid of the Karak, too, and are prisoners in a perfect prison of our own making. All that magic within the Wurm, and the storm just laps it up like some salcat with a bottomless stomach. Torbin’s Sorcerers are still working on a spell, they say, but I don’t hold out any great hope. That Banishment spell was utterly flawless, thanks to our dear brother Benethar. What think you, Amal-nishka?”
 
   I gritted my teeth as they shared a fond glance. I had never missed P’dáronï of Armittal so greatly–but I should not begrudge them their happiness.
 
   Amal’s eyes, the very mirror of mine, regarded me gently. She knew my thoughts. “I say Arlak is thinking upon the Transformed he has not yet healed.”
 
   “Ay, that I am.”
 
   Eliyan growled, “We could not possibly feed them all.”
 
   Torbin and Eliyan had entreated me to stop healing the Transformed–or we would all starve. Some of the Warlocks and scholars worked on ways to produce food from magic. Their ideas were not very advanced. Three days had passed since Jyla’s defeat, and we all felt defeated too. Even the prospect of being free from Jyla’s pursuit, after all the anna of my life, was unable to lift my mood. That burden had vanished only to be replaced with another. My quoph felt sore beset.
 
   I sighed. “All those Eldrik–call them Eldrik, Eliyan-tor, for they are people clothed in the skins of beasts–hiding deep in their caves, far from any light … their caves … yes, caves!”
 
   Amal and Eliyan gaped at me.
 
   I stroked my chin, my thoughts racing.
 
   “Too much jerlak in him by far,” said Amal.
 
   “Three puffs of a dream-pipe,” added Eliyan, “and your dear brother hallucinates in broad daylight.”
 
   “His head’s floating on clouds above the Warlock’s Roost.”
 
   I just grinned at my friends. “Truly told, I’ve a little idea.” They nodded as one. “What say you we ride the Wurm to Eldoran?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Don’t shout at me. Listen. The Wurm could ride us either through the ocean or beneath the ocean floor, all those leagues back to Eldoran. We stand either inside the Wurm itself, or we tie ourselves to its tail.”
 
   “Tied to its tail?” Eliyan spluttered. “I wasn’t joking about the dream-pipe!”
 
   Amal put her hand on his arm. “No, Eliyan, Arlak has a point. Let’s say he can control the Wurm and bid it carve a tunnel all the way back to Eldoria–there are territories perhaps a hundred and seventy leagues from here … these people couldn’t walk that. So we tow them on a sled, like the northerners use during Alldark season.”
 
   “This madness runs in the family, says I. How will you build a sled, pray ask, on an island where the biggest piece of wood is some Mata-forsaken stubbly bush? Grow it for an anna?”
 
   “Eliyan-nihka, do not spurn what Mata put on your shoulders,” Amal said scathingly. “How much lillia do we have at our disposal? We could levitate the whole of Sanctuary and shield it across ten thousand leagues.”
 
   First Councillor of the Eldrik Sorcerers or none, the surprise writ on his face was comical. And somehow beautiful to behold. His shoulders straightened. His chest swelled. Eliyan gathered his dark, tattered robes about his lean frame with something of his former snap. A purposeful glint entered his dark gaze.
 
   “If we cannot take all, this time,” I added, taking great care to stress my words, “then I will return with the Wurm until all of the Transformed are healed and taken home. And in Eldoran, you will use the Wurm’s power to restore the city, tear down the Pentacle, destroy the work of the Interrogators, and make what was lost, new.”
 
   Eliyan said, “You are not for nothing the man called El Shashi.”
 
   “Ay,” I said. “A poetess I knew said it best:
 
   Not to kill but to heal, not to break but to summon,
 
   No longer to plough the desert as before,
 
   Only to await the master’s beck and call,
 
   El Shashi’s duality, the reason that he be.”
 
   I fixed my gaze on Eliyan. “The Wurm awaits our call.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 44: Restoration
 
    
 
   Birial Island, 1st to 4th days of Sowing, Anna Roak 1407
 
    
 
   Eliyan the Sorcerer raised his hand. “Cast off.”
 
   His voice was low, but his command easily carried the few paces to where Amal and I stood in our stone barrel, hooked to the end of the Wurm’s tail. Above us and to our sides, two dozen massive metal hooks were implanted deep in the Wurm’s carapace. Huge plaited hawsers, forged by magic from the pitiful iron ores found on the island, were attached to the hooks and extended all the way around Sanctuary.
 
   Torbin signalled his Sorcerers and Warlocks hid inside Sanctuary. “Cast off!”
 
   The entire fortress rose a pace or so off the ground. The cannon stood still. The lights were off. All of the power was needed by the magicians, who numbered over two hundred. I could not see from my position, but I knew the entire courtyard of Sanctuary was packed shoulder to shoulder with humanity. We would leave thousands more of the Transformed behind. But I planned to return.
 
   El Shashi’s work was not complete.
 
   “Take the strain,” said Eliyan. “El Shashi?”
 
   I placed my hands on the Wurm. “Easy, Benethar. Just as we discussed. Don’t you be rushing off to the horizon without us, alright? This is your chance to achieve what you always dreamed of, old friend. Let’s do this together. You and me, and the Banished. Let’s take them home.”
 
   “Stop gabbling, you incorrigible old fraud, and get us moving,” Amal whispered in my ear.
 
   With my power, I teased the Wurm into motion.
 
   The hawsers jerked at that first pull from the Wurm, but we had anticipated this. Behind me, an array of Sorcerers had already–as Eliyan put it–put the skids underneath Sanctuary. The Warlocks threw up a huge shield over the entirety of the fortress, shaping it as Janos’ memories had taught them, making the air shimmer behind and around us.
 
   The Wurm’s segments rippled as it went to ground, burrowing down at the shallowest angle we had calculated should take us beneath the ocean bed itself. An entire stone fortress holding thousands of people bobbled along behind. Eliyan, standing in Sanctuary’s stone entryway, offered a hesitant smile as I glanced over my shoulder. Then Sanctuary tipped over the lip of the Wurm’s pit and accelerated down the slope.
 
   Suddenly, thousands of tons of stone were overtaking us from behind.
 
   “Beware!” shouted Amal.
 
   She and Eliyan slammed up shields; I felt them in my mind. I desperately tried to spur the Wurm on. In slow motion, the fortress pressed up against the stone barrel and cracked it. I felt a gentle bump from behind, but the expected effect–of us being torflies smashed against a hard surface–did not materialise.
 
   With one hand resting on the Wurm’s rear end, I turned to glare at Eliyan’s snicker. “Just wanted to hold your hand, Amal-nishka,” he quipped, feigning nonchalance.
 
   She, rather more white-faced than he, matched my glare with one of her own. “What else have we not anticipated, Eliyan?”
 
   The Sorcerer said, “You two are so alike it’s like speaking to a mirror.”
 
   “Just don’t start kissing me by mistake,” I teased him. I had to try to live, even though part of me had died the day P’dáronï died in the Banishment portal. But it hurt. Mata, how I mourned!
 
   “There wasn’t enough ore for the hawsers,” Eliyan said. “We knew they were too short. But we neglected to balance your shield with ours. And we don’t know how deep the ocean is. Torbin has men back there trying to take measurements as we speak. I’d hate to try our shield against the ocean’s might.”
 
   Sanctuary’s lights flickered on as the Wurm burrowed into endless blackness. Down, down beneath the ocean, down beneath the ever-black deeps that separated Birial from Eldoria, accelerating toward the point I had so carefully placed in its mind. The Wurm surged through the rock without care or pause, carving it out with its great magic, leaving a smoothly hollowed tunnel behind us that we hoped would eventually connect Birial to the Eldrik homeland. All that rock turned to magic. Somewhere, somehow, I knew, Mata had to keep the balance. What would be the ultimate effect of all the damage the Wurm had wreaked over its lifetime? We had not the first inkling.
 
   I remembered how it felt to hold P’dáronï of Armittal in my arms, and the beauty of her reconstructed eyes, and wept. I wondered then if she might even that moment be numbered amongst the Transformed. I racked Janos’ brain to learn what happened to Armittalese when they died, but learned nought that was new to me. They went to meet Mata, he believed.
 
   And so we travelled, makh upon makh, for three days. Only our mealtimes served to mark time beneath the ocean. I tried to preoccupy my mind with learning how the Wurm moved, and attempting to grasp how Janos had possibly moved part–or all–of his mind into mine. The Banished ran out of food and began to complain. Eliyan needled me that I should not have healed so many of the Transformed. They had not enough clothes.
 
   But then they began to sing.
 
   I had not realised we were free of Birial’s binding enchantment. I had locked myself away in my thoughts, and not felt the gyael-irfa coming to life around me. I had never heard the hyngreal of Mata-worship. But these Eldrik were returning home, and when they sensed the return of that which was familiar to them, they broke into a song so haunting and beautiful it fairly made my hair stand on end. Such I could have listened to for a thousand anna.
 
   And then, without warning, we broke through into daylight.
 
   The Wurm trumpeted its greeting to the suns, drowning out the Mata-worship for more than a span. But the moment the Wurm stopped roaring, I heard such a cheer rise behind me! The Sorcerers and Warlocks brought Sanctuary to a gentle landing as our transportation picked up speed across Eldoria, until we were fairly flying over the gently rolling hills. Caught up in the carnival spirit, I urged the Wurm to greater and greater speeds. We carved a new pass through the mountains ten leagues north of Eldoran, and three makh later, having covered an astounding thirty leagues before noon was raised, we sighted the hills of fair Eldoran.
 
   After gantuls, the Banished were home.
 
   
  
 



Epilogue: Names to Remember
 
    
 
   Warlock’s Roost, 3rd Glimday of the Thawing, Anna Nox 1705
 
    
 
   El Shashi. What a name!
 
   Whisper it reverently, friend. Hurl it as a weapon. Let it fester between vindictive curses, or let it be your benison.
 
   I was called Soulstealer, Kin-Reaper, the Burning One, the Whisperer, the Running Man, Stormtide over Gethamadi, Benok Holyhand, Scourge of the Westland, the Plague-Rider, and, worst of all, Bringer of the Wurm.
 
   But they also call me the Father of the Eldrik.
 
   In the anna following the first return of the Banished, I was almighty busy. Four more trips did we make, Eliyan, Amal, and I, to hunt down the Transformed of Birial Island and succour them. Many did not want to be succoured. But we scoured the hollows and caves until we became heartily sick of them.
 
   We searched for sign of P’dáronï, but from the moment she entered the Portal, wrapped in a translation of her own making around the evil Sorceress Jyla, she was lost to the lands of the living. I bowed my head, steeled my quoph, and ran away for a gantul.
 
   Well, I left Eldoran–a city lovingly restored to its former beauty by the Sorcerers Council, who for once managed to agree on an important matter. It helped that they had virtually unlimited power to accomplish the task. Truly told, I had little need to run, save from my own ghosts. So run I did, in a manner of speaking. I restarted the trade between Eldoran and Herliki Free Fiefdom. With the benefit of a trade monopoly, as I alone of all living men knew the secret of navigating the Straits of Nxthu, I became unspeakably rich.
 
   But no ocean of terls, ukals, and Lortiti Reals could salve the immedicable wound in my quoph.
 
   Between journeys, I studied every scroll known to Eldrik or Umarite and assembled a library on magic that filled the caverns beneath the Warlock’s Roost so completely, they begged me to have the Wurm carve out new space. This I did. But I found nought to bring P’dáronï back.
 
   I returned to my family, became Benok Holyhand for a time, and presided over the expansion of my network of hospitals just in time for the anna they call the Red Burning, a plague of virulent, haemorrhagic pox that even reached Eldoran. This consumed my energies for a gantul and more as the plague kept flaring up in different parts of the Fiefdoms. In later anna, the scholars would estimate from our hospital records that one in two people in the Fiefdoms, and one in five Eldrik, died during those anna. Without our efforts, the toll would have been far higher.
 
   At some point in time, I know not when, I put P’dáronï away in the depths of my quoph and thought I should mourn her no more.
 
   Ay, I have yet one more name.
 
   I should be called Fool.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   On the third Glimday of the Thawing, Anna Nox 1705, I observed a beneficent sunshine warming the gardens around the Warlock’s Roost, and determined that my frail old bones should well enjoy such a day. Grasping my twin canes, I made the makh-long journey without the tower, for I could barely walk any more for the severe rheumatism that plagued me in the cold seasons.
 
   A young Armittalese slave opened the thick wooden door for me. I could not have shifted it myself.
 
   Ay, I did think then of Janos, and P’dáronï, and the rash promise of my youth, that I should free all the slaves. Gantuls before, I had not wished to flout the direct command of the Eldrik Sorcerers Council. They had a better life in Eldoran than in the mines of Ummandor, across the Ammilese March, I convinced myself. Truly told, and I owned the entirety of the slave trade. It had taken six gantuls, but now my agents alone bought each and every Armittalese slave that was offered to market.
 
   I paused beside him. “What’s your name, boy?”
 
   “Benethar,” he said.
 
   “B-Benethar?” I spluttered.
 
   He smiled and bowed in the flowing Armittalese way. “Of Armittal, great Father. How may I help you?”
 
   I squinted at him, as my eyes were going bad. “I knew a Benethar once,” I said. “A great man, who I betrayed. Did you know, boy, it was he who designed the Banishment? A perfectly astounding construct of magic.”
 
   “I’ve read your writings, Father-mine,” said Benethar, bowing again. “I found them most instructive. Would you tell me about this Benethar? You wrote that he was unique, a man of eidetic memory and a Synthesizer.”
 
   “Do you fancy yourself such, boy?”
 
   “No, Father-mine. But I would know, as I believe we might have been related.”
 
   Silently, I held out my arm for him to take, so that I could lean on his youthful strength. A man in his three hundred and seventy-seventh anna must make a few small concessions to age. This young man, so dark and serious, could almost have passed for Janos–of course, I did not remember so well any more. But as we took a slow, steady circuit around the gardens, I could not shake a most bizarre grephe that I spoke to Janos reborn. So I spoke to him earnestly, and with great candour, about the past.
 
   As we passed close by the tower, I heard a loud cry followed by a thud.
 
   “What was that?”
 
   “Quickly,” said Benethar. “Someone is hurt.”
 
   Ay, I tottered along behind him as best I could. I found another Armittalese slave lying half on the path, blood streaming from his head. Benethar knelt beside him, trying to stanch the wound, shaking his head in sorrow. I saw a tall ladder leaning against the tower. The man had a workman’s tools in his belt. I rushed up and touched him.
 
   <Override: DEATH-protocol-commence>
 
   I stiffened. “Larathi, no–you can’t die now!”
 
   Summoning my power, I hastened to bring him back from the brink.
 
   <!!OVERRIDE: DEATH-protocol-commence!!>
 
   The man gasped, twice, and his heart stopped beating. I had a sense his soul was beginning to drift from his body to the realms of Mata: I had seen death too many times not to recognise the moment.
 
   “Quick,” said Benethar. “Try this. Use your power to <override: reset-to-life>.”
 
   <!!OVERRIDE: reset-to-life!!> I commanded. To my great shock, the man coughed and began to breathe at once. Soon, with my further healing help, he opened his eyes.
 
   “What happened to me?”
 
   “You fell,” Benethar explained. “Fortunately, El Shashi was right here and healed you before you died.”
 
   “I am forever indebted to you,” said the man.
 
   “You should go rest,” I said. “You’ve had a great shock.” Although, truly told, it was I who had the greater shock. My eyes followed the departing man. “He was dead, Benethar. Dead.”
 
   “He was,” agreed Benethar. “I didn’t know if that would work.”
 
   “How did you know what to do?”
 
   Benethar’s eyes, as grey as flints, met mine frankly. “Because all Armittalese are controlled in the same way, El Shashi, controlled by the Nummandori Overlords. Did you never learn that about the woman you once loved, P’dáronï of Armittal?”
 
   “I … did. I’m sorry if I’m staring, but … do I know you?”
 
   “I’ve held the door for a few seasons,” he chuckled. “But I never found the courage to speak to you, until you spoke to me today. As I said, I think your Benethar is my relative. Or perhaps I am he, reincarnate–I don’t know. Armittalese history seems strangely circular. I have been trying to make some kind of study among our people here without raising suspicions. You see, when Armittalese die, they are returned to the Overlords. You just stopped that now. As you saw.”
 
   My head spun so violently that I sat back on the path and could not rise.
 
   “They return to the … great Mata! They return where? They don’t really die? What happens to them? How do you know this? Who are you?”
 
   “I am Benethar,” he said, and bowed low once more in the Armittalese way. “I’m the one who, I believe, is able to override what the Nummandori Overlords set inside of him. I am he who finds within himself memories not his own.”
 
   “You can override … a magical command structure embedded in the core of your very being? So if I asked you why Armittalese women return over the Ammilese March to have their babies, you’d say …?”
 
   “I’d tell you that babies need to be imprinted by the Overlords, Father-mine. All babies, no exceptions, from the time they lie within their mother’s womb.”
 
   “Let me hold your hand and ask you again.”
 
   I held the young man’s fingers and asked him the question. Similar commands appeared to those which had so memorably controlled P’dáronï, but he appeared able to ignore them or sideslip the commands somehow. I dropped his hand with a shudder.
 
   “Help me rise.”
 
   Dear sweet Mata, after all these anna, the possibility! I hardly dared voice my hope. I must question this boy at length. Did he truly mean P’dáronï would have returned somewhere to these Overlords, to be recycled in a new body? That a young P’dáronï could be growing up, or have grown up, somewhere in Armittal, and I did not even know it? That these Nummandori Overlords controlled all Armittalese by means of these strange commands–to what end? For good? That was difficult to believe.
 
   Ay. I rubbed the lyomflesh on my arms.
 
   My mind raced across the gantuls now. Things Janos had said: ‘… for we Armittalese live long, Arlak, longer even than the Eldrik–and our spirits are not as strongly bound to flesh as the Umarite or Eldrik races.’ Things he had taught me; things I had discussed with P’dáronï, impressions and observations of these slaves in Eldoran. It made sense. They were a race of perfect slaves. Perfectly controlled by the Overlords. Perfectly positioned to spy out every secret the Eldrik ever had–even down to young Benethar, questioning me so innocently. Even he could be spying for these Overlords. P’dáronï, too. Even Janos, unless his essence was irretrievably bound up in the Wurm.
 
   But I owed it to my father, who bequeathed me the ownership of slaves.
 
   I owed it to the Armittalese.
 
   I owed it to P’dáronï.
 
   Benethar said softly, “I am he who asks you to set my people free.”
 
   I wondered what Mata would say to one last act of selfishness. After all, it was She who made me so. Perhaps that should be my final name, for no man of nigh four hundred anna, who could barely manage to walk around a garden without the help of two canes and a young arm, would be journeying across the Ammilese March to confront the Nummandori Overlords. Could any man be selfish enough, and vain enough, to aspire to be Father to not one but two races?
 
   I reached out to the slumbering Wurm. For this, I needed lillia. More lillia than I had required in gantuls.
 
   “P’dáronï! I come, P’dáronï!”
 
   El Shashi would run again.
 
   
  
 



Glossary
 
   Alldark week–Midwinter, a period of 24-hour darkness that lasts 10 days, when the close, slow-moving moon (Ulim, also a god to some) largely eclipses the suns for a period of ten days. Traditionally a time of great fear, when people refuse to leave their homes and carry out rituals to appease the gods and ward off evil.
 
   Anna–A year, consists of 11 seasons–however, several ‘seasons’ are more events on the calendar such as Doublesun Cahooday. The seasons are: Alldark Week, The Thawing, Youngsun, Sowing, Springtide, Highsun, Doublesun Cahooday, Richness, Harvest, Glooming, and Rains.
 
   Akki-Ayali–Roymerian warrior-God.
 
   Argan oil–Type of oil pressed from hard berries grown in Damantia, commonly used as a lamp oil in the Fiefdoms.
 
   Armittalese–Race inhabiting the land of Armittal beyond the mountains called the Ammilese March. They are little understood, being slaves to the Nummandori Overlords and also sold as slaves to the Eldrik. P’dáronï and Benethar are notable Armittalese characters.
 
   Athocary–A practitioner of basic medicine in the Umarik Fiefdoms, often a fraud. El Shashi changes this through his campaign of education via the Solburn Monks.
 
   Amaranth marble–Distinctive green-veined marble beloved in Eldrik architecture.
 
   Baltagia tea–‘Poor man’s tea’, herbal brew common in the Umarik Fiefdoms.
 
   Banishment–Deliberate cleansing of the Eldrik race under the doctrine of Lucanism propounded by the Sorcerer Lucan. Meant to purify the Eldrik race leading them to a heavenly state called the hyngreal. A caste of Interrogators identify the impure and unworthy in Eldrik society. The Interrogators test each child at the age of seven and twelve, ostensibly to determine their prime occupation and talents, but also to remove those who fail for any reason. Those removed are forever wiped from memory and records, not even mourned for they are imperfect, but simply and irrevocably excommunicated to Birial Island.
 
   Barkdeer–Woodlands deer, eats bark during the cold of Alldark season in order to survive.
 
   Belion–The secondary sun, or white sun, scorches the world at the time of Doublesun, but does not appear above the horizon for most of the anna.
 
   Benethar–Armittalese slave, works for the Sorcerer Lucan.
 
   Benok Holyhand–A name used by El Shashi to hide his work amongst the Solburn Monks.
 
   Bindwort–Bitter medicinal herb, grows in swampy places.
 
   Birial Island–Place where the Eldrik Banished are sent, a magical prison.
 
   Birthingday–The day of one’s birth.
 
   Bitterwort–Medicinal herb.
 
   Blackbeast–Mythical black wolf-like creature, said to stalk the byways of Roymere preying on unwary travellers. Various remedies are prescribed: for example, wearing charms, putting spring onion in one’s boots at night, and burning lyrithbark in one’s campfire.
 
   Brazen–Tree common to mountainous regions of Roymere, Hakooi and Elbarath, distinctive red blossom at Springtide.
 
   Bragazzar–An aromatic wood prized for its softness and rich texture, much used for carving and decorative furniture.
 
   Brith buns–Hakooi round bread, made with herbs and peppers.
 
   Bruke trousers–Herliki trousers cut just below the knee, made of a soft flaxen thread, usually tan in colour.
 
   Burshingling–Most commonly describes a bow of greeting held low, during which the left hand his held behind the back and the right is waved back and forth, the fingers wriggling to signify showers of Mata’s blessing.
 
   Buskal–A Roymerian custom, signs made with the right hand to signify Mata’s mercy, pleading, peace, rejection, or friendship.
 
   Darkthorn–Thorn bush, switches of tied darkthorn are used to whip criminals in some parts of the Fiefdoms.
 
   Days of the week–There are seven days of the week: Levantday, Sayth (the day of rest), Rushday, Joinday, Glimday, Xarday, and Rimday.
 
   Digit–Umarik unit of measure, being the length of the top digit of the Hassutla of Hakooi’s thumb.
 
   Dioni and daimi orisons–Songs of praise traditionally sung to Mata at sunrise and sunset from the village or town’s Songstrel spire.
 
   Doublesun–During summer and autumn, the secondary sun (Belion, the white sun) becomes visible in the skies–hence Doublesun.
 
   Doublesun cahooday–A popular Roymere festival involving competitions such as dancing, keg-wrestling, and beer-brewing, and an inordinate amount of feasting and merriment to go along with it.
 
   Dream-pipe–Long pipe with small round bowl, used to smoke varieties of tobacco or leaf drugs.
 
   Dusky Fahric–Language of the academic elite, use restricted to the scholarly elite.
 
   Dyndigit–Eldrik unit of measure, one hundredth of a digit.
 
   Dyndyndigit–Eldrik unit of measure, one hundredth of a dyndigit.
 
   Eldoran–Capital city of the Eldrik people.
 
   Eldoria–The Eldrik lands.
 
   Eldrik–A race separate to the Umarik. Enjoy a utopian society which has a strong culture of mentoring. Fighting and strife are unknown and the arts are highly valued. Very powerful Warlocks and Sorcerers. Generally diminutive in stature and fairer of complexion than Umarik although dark-haired. Keep slaves of the Armittalese race. Scientifically much more advanced than the Umarik. The Eldrik enjoy a kind of communal mind, the gyael-irfa, which functions to share knowledge and wisdom, but also controls the populace with behavioural conditioning.
 
   El Shashi–Arlak Sorlakson, the man of many names, man who can heal with a touch, literally means ‘the man who flees’.
 
   Fiefdoms–Umarik states, sometimes free states, usually ruled by a Hassutla or a ruling family, for example, Chasturn, Roymere, Elbarath, Hakooi, Brephat, Damantia, etc.
 
   Fromite–Distinctive purplish mineral deposit, common to the mountains of Arlak’s birth and a few other parts of the Fiefdoms.
 
   Gantul–Generation.
 
   Grephe–The sixth sense, a sense of insight or special knowledge, sometimes foreknowledge.
 
   Guardtower will–A supposedly impenetrable mental/magical construct used to hide features or parts of a mind from observation or manipulation by outside forces. Implemented by Janos in Arlak to hide his Eldrik heritage and cut him off from the gyael-irfa.
 
   Gyael-irfa–Communal mind of the Eldrik race. A means of common communication, a racial feature which they believe raises them above other races. Used by the Interrogators to snoop on the doings of individual Eldrik; employed by Jyla to subvert minds and turn them to her use. The guardtower will can hide a person from the gyael-irfa.
 
   Herikbane–Cereal crop rich in oils which make jatha slightly mad for a period of several makh.
 
   Hexogi–Six-sided Roymerian inn design, built around a central hearth with five wings branching off the main building. The sixth facet is the front door, often fronting a space for parking carts and takibuges.
 
   Hassulkarian–The Hassutl of Herliki’s chain of office.
 
   Hassutl–Male ruler of a city or state, consort to the Hassutla.
 
   Hassutla–Female ruler of a city or state.
 
   Hewehat–A type of grain, similar to wheat. Distinctive lime-green when unripe. Hewehorm is a fabric dye of similar hue.
 
   Holia–Eldrik dwelling.
 
   Holitaph–Hakooi traditional feast-day.
 
   Holok–Mentor who offers young women a practical education in sexual matters before the Matabond, an old Umarite custom.
 
   Honoria–Respectful form of address for a lady of rank.
 
   Hyngreal–A collective mind-state of Mata-worship, much valued by the Eldrik as the ultimate expression of worship to the creator and sustainer of life.
 
   Illiathi–Eldrik favourite, very spicy fish dish.
 
   Jalkwood–Tough mountain tree, resistant to rot, used for furniture-making.
 
   Jatha–Large domesticated bovine with thick, spreading horns as wide as a man’s outstretched arms, used to draw carts, provide meat, and leather for hides. Glues are made from the hooves.
 
   Jerlak–Wild cousin of the domesticated jatha, a dangerous and unpredictable animal.
 
   Kabari tunic–Hakooi traditional tunic for men, a patchwork riot of clashing colours.
 
   Khat–Mildly narcotic leaf used to keep drudges happy and compliant, related to tobacco.
 
   Konis–A herb.
 
   Lahi bread–Eldrik favourite bread spiced with rumiaflower seeds.
 
   Larathi–Swear word.
 
   Layik–Leader of a village, head woman.
 
   Liathe–Goddess of Sorcery.
 
   Lillia–Eldrik word for a store of magic power, or the command of magical potential.
 
   Limmerwort–High-grown root vegetable.
 
   Limnisflower–Armittalese perfume imported to Eldoran from beyond the Ammilese March.
 
   Lithpot–Ink pot.
 
   Lithlin runes–Lithlin is a deep blue ink extracted by a secret process from the leaves of the taramara tree; runes written with a quim using lithlin ink.
 
   Lloviatir–Eldrik, hair worn over the right shoulder and dressed in complex braids, only for qualified female graduates of the Guilds.
 
   Lohki–Leafy vegetable grown in the mountains.
 
   Loiol tree–Tree of 50 paces tall on average, has a smooth trunk and a single tuft of lavender leaves on the top.
 
   Lormix–Parasitic fungus which affects jatha, left untreated will blind and eventually kill the animal.
 
   Lucanism–Term describing the doctrine of Lucan, the separatist leader who ‘cleansed’ the Eldrik people and created the Banishment, then took his own life, martyr for the cause. Publicly revered by many Eldrik as the father of modern Eldrik society. A great wizard, poet and philosopher, and a politically astute man who took his life after completing his signature work, the Banishment.
 
   Lumdog–Small pet dog common in the Fiefdoms.
 
   Lummericoot–Stringed instrument with a long neck having five or seven strings, either played with a bow or plucked.
 
   Luninol tree–Tall but flexible tree with long, thin hanging branches, which sways in the slightest breeze, most commonly found in Eldoran.
 
   Lurdik flower–Small flower, extract used in medicine.
 
   Lurganberry–Tart berry common to the southern Fiefdoms, used in creating berry wines.
 
   Lurmint–Type of hardwood tree common to the Fiefdoms.
 
   Lymat–Grain variety, high-grown.
 
   Lynfay–Armittalese material spun from spider-silk.
 
   Lyom / Lyomhouse–Domestic fowl which lays green speckled eggs.
 
   Lyrakosh–Large desert cat, approximately the size of a lion, lives in the mountains on the edge of the Great Erg.
 
   Lyrithbark–A type of tree.
 
   Makh–A period of approximately two hours, there being fourteen makh in a day, five to sleep and nine to work.
 
   Mata–The Creator Goddess, regarded by Umarite and Eldrik alike as the highest of all Gods.
 
   Matabond–Marriage vows made before Mata.
 
   Mataflower–Rare and costly gemstone mined in a secret location near Soluk Village.
 
   Matali-ur-uli–Practice by religious fanatics (Grathayn sect) of shining sunlight or other powerful light sources into a person’s eyes to exorcise evil from the quath.
 
   Meliki scimitar–Double-edged, double-pointed scimitar favoured by the coastal peoples of Herliki Free Fiefdom.
 
   Merriol silk–Tough silk produced from merriol worm cocoons.
 
   Mokir–Men’s headscarf, worn for modesty in Brephat.
 
   Moxi–Grain variety, high-grown, used in bread-baking.
 
   Myki Mahdros–An ancient Umarite legend, wherein Myki the Snake cheated the Goddess Yuthe of the nectar of immortality, hoping to make himself one of the Gods. Imyni, the Goddess of Hunting, hunted Myki to the ends of the lands and shot him through the heart with one of her burning arrows, thus recovering the nectar. Some versions of the tale claim that Myki had two hearts and thus cheated death.
 
   Nadal–Village idiot.
 
   Nardis–A hard narcotic, smoked in a dream-pipe use leads to psychosis.
 
   Narkik–Swear word, meaning a person who commits incest.
 
   Nethe–Hell; a place of torment and judgement; Ulim’s demesne.
 
   Nevsê / Nevsêsh–Eldrik linguistic suffix adding the endearment ‘my soul’ or ‘beloved of my soul’ to a person’s name. The ‘sh’ in a suffix is the feminine form.
 
   Night-eaters–Fabled weapon of Eldrik Warlocks, said to suck the quoph out of a man and leave him a husk.
 
   Nih / Nish–Eldrik linguistic suffix denoting close relationship, often used between good friends
 
   Nihka / Nishka–Eldrik linguistic suffix denoting the most intimate form, usually only used between husband and wife
 
   Nummandori Overlords–Very mysterious, ancient race said to rule the Armittalese.
 
   Oil of Rumali–Extract of sathic seed.
 
   Ormetal–A brass alloy.
 
   Pakari flatbread–Elbarath bread made without yeast.
 
   Pearlock–Fowl, lays a distinctive blue egg.
 
   Palisk-quartz–A decorative pink or red variety of quartz, prized by Eldrik architects.
 
   Pentacle–Home to the Guild of Interrogators in Eldoran, the place where Arlak is tortured on his arrival in Eldoran.
 
   Perikol–Tasty fruit much loved by the Eldrik.
 
   Phuletip–A common five-petalled yellow flower much beloved by Roymerians for decorating window-boxes, as it flowers in all but the coldest seasons of the anna.
 
   Pumphouse–Washroom, a place for weary carters, traders and travellers to bathe and refresh themselves.
 
   Quath–Sometimes called the animal soul, the seat of emotions, desires, and one’s fundamental needs.
 
   Quatl–The personality soul–describes one’s character, background, and upbringing, beliefs.
 
   Quatyl–A person skilled in diagnosis of physical, spiritual and emotional ailments; a holistic healer. In some Fiefdoms a quatyl can be seen more as a witchdoctor.
 
   Quim–Quill pen commonly used for writing.
 
   Quoph–Eternal soul. The highest, deepest, and most mysterious of the three souls.
 
   Qur’lik message drum–An important means of communication in the Fiefdoms, a system of large drums in the towns and villages used to rapidly relay messages.
 
   Renj–Type of beet grown in the mountains.
 
   Rimwood tree–Tall and thick hardwood tree, much prized for furniture making due to the dark, strongly-grained texture of the wood.
 
   Rimmerwort–Root vegetable similar to a large yellow carrot.
 
   Rock lynx–Medium-sized cat commonly seen in the mountains and woodlands of the Umarik Fiefdoms.
 
   Rockwood–Hardwood tree which grows to a trin and a half’s height, named for the extreme durability of its wood.
 
   Roundel sweetbread–Sweet bread-roll commonly baked in the Fiefdoms, eaten at any and every occasion.
 
   Rumiaflower–A flower commonly used in perfume-making.
 
   Rumik–Shirt or overshirt worn by Roymerian men, double lapels folded over to the left side and belted at the waist.
 
   Safehouse–Safe place to leave one’s valuables in an inn overnight.
 
   Salcat–A small wildcat about the size of a domestic cat, with distinctive white-tufted ears and a white bobbed tail–originally ‘salt-cat’.
 
   Salikweed–Narcotic, used to grant a man berserker strength in combat, stains lips and gums purple, leads to increased physical growth and early death.
 
   Sallinen–A fine type of cloth, worn by the wealthy.
 
   Sardi-dress–Hakooi traditional holiday dress with wide flounced skirts and bells sewn into the hem.
 
   Sathic–Common sweet-smelling herb in the Fiefdoms, makes an infusion against colds, arthritis and rheumatism.
 
   Scrolleaf–A hardy papyrus-type paper particularly used for archiving and the recording of commerce.
 
   Seribik sea-serpent–Small sea-serpents that nest on the coast of Hakooi.
 
   Shadworm–A multi-legged crawling insect, carnivorous and aggressive, grows as long as a man’s arm.
 
   Shalik runes–Rune-stones usually made from human bones and used in prophecy and foretelling.
 
   Shenbik tree–Tree of Eldoran which bears three different fruits, each in its season.
 
   Shilita–Large, curved sword of the desert nomads.
 
   Shillier wool–A very soft wool made from the fur of long-haired silky rabbits in Eldoran.
 
   Sholfish–Freshwater fish commonly eaten in the Fiefdoms, a much smaller relative of the river pike.
 
   Shrine of Akki-Ayali–Shrine to warriors fallen in glorious battle. A body is embalmed and placed in public view for an anna and a day before being entombed.
 
   Shurmal tree–Grows in Cherholn valley of Eldoran, large purple blossoms, said to have magical properties.
 
   Sifadoon–Warm Doublesun breeze in Hakooi, comes off the southern deserts.
 
   Slaghounds–Slaghounds to the slaughter: wild dogs which hunt in packs, common to the Faloxxian peninsula; they are afraid of nothing.
 
   Sodbuster–Epithet for a farmer; a peasant; a lowlife.
 
   Solibas oil–Very strong-smelling oil, used for embalming bodies and cleansing tombs.
 
   Songstrel spire–A tall, thin spire commonly found in Umarik villages and towns, the place from which the daimi and dioni orisons are sung.
 
   Sotik–Large flightless bird of the Faloxxir peninsula.
 
   Span–A period equating to 14 minutes, there being eight spans to a makh.
 
   Sparkstone–A flinty stone used to strike sparks to make a fire.
 
   Stagesmith’s mask–Used in drama, a device to transform the actor into the personification of a deity or role, e.g., Death, Mata, Ulim, Love.
 
   Staypole–Place to temporarily harness jatha.
 
   Stinge–Thorny, tall bush.
 
   Striploose–An insult referring to a man who puts his own pleasure above hers; literally, a man who drops his trousers too quickly in the bedroom.
 
   Sulg–Low bush with a very strong odour, eaten by jatha and jerlak.
 
   Surriba–Fashionable Herliki dress, gathered close to the waist and fitted at the bodice, hand-stitched.
 
   Suthauk–The primary, yellow sun.
 
   Sybali–Caste of warrior-born women who worship Liathe, the Goddess of Sorcery, also called trance-warriors.
 
   Takibuge–An enclosed carriage drawn by five or six jatha, used for travel by the wealthy.
 
   Terg tree–Tall, straight-growing hardwood tree.
 
   Terl–Coin of small value, brass. A beggar’s due.
 
   Thexik–Type of cord or linen trousers worn by Umarite commoners, a peasant’s clothing.
 
   Thorrick–Hay, used as animal feed.
 
   Tollish ship–Eldrik seagoing vessel.
 
   Torfly–Annoying biting fly.
 
   Trin–Measure of one hundred paces.
 
   Tropik-hopik–Slang for a young man of dubious reputation.
 
   Tygar–Very large wild feline, commonly found in the jungles and forests of the Umarik Fiefdoms.
 
   Ukal–Coin of medium value.
 
   Ulikarn–Double-bladed dagger made of narwhal horn, used by the Sybali warriors.
 
   Uliktak–Herbal remedy used by male consorts in Umarite brothels to render their seed infertile.
 
   Ulim–Ulim, evil, much-feared God of the underworld and God of judgement (upon evildoers). Also Ulim Godslayer, believed by some to be a powerful Sorcerer who killed the Gods and usurped their place.
 
   Ulim’s Hounds–Similar to the chaos hounds. A belief that during ten days of darkness Ulim lets his hounds loose on the evildoers of the world; a reckoning, shorthand for swift judgement.
 
   Ulinbarb–A low, squat tree often used for firewood, due to the dense composition of the wood.
 
   Ulitrist–Ulim-worshipper, dissect corpses in search of arcane knowledge.
 
   Ulule–Storyteller, usually female.
 
   Umak talis–Dusky Fahric for a forbidden liaison, part of a stagesmith’s repertoire of language.
 
   Umanthi–Process of charring wood in cultural or artistic patterns using a heated metal implement.
 
   Umarik–A racial group, generally tan to dark of skin, inhabitants of the Fiefdoms.
 
   Umarik Fiefdoms–The demesnes of the Umarite peoples, as distinct from the Eldrik.  Mostly peaceful, but marred by regular territorial disputes.
 
   Ur-Mataph–Deity, creator-God, female, the eternal feminine, Mata for short.
 
   Wardog–A bulky, muscular dog, bred for aggression, used in war to break the opposing army’s ranks by attacking beneath the shield-line.
 
   Web of Sulangi–Magical construct most notably used by Eldrik Warlocks to raise Wurms, but can also be used to amplify lillia.
 
   Wurm–The ‘burrowing dragon’, considered mythical, can be augmented from common creatures by Eldrik Warlocks for warfare.
 
   Yaluk–Type of sparrow known for its particularly sweet and pretty warbling call.
 
   Yammariks–The Umarik equivalent of priests, intermediaries with the Gods.
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   Other Books by Marc Secchia
 
   The IsleSong series: (Young Adult and older readers) A story for anyone who loves the ocean and its whales, salt water in their hair, and the gentle rasp of beach sand between their bare toes. This story will transport you to a beautiful, unspoiled ocean world where people have to rely on Whales to travel between the islands. A world where danger can, and does, lurk beneath any wave.
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   Feynard: Epic fantasy with a tongue-in-cheek twist (Young Adult and older readers)
 
   For Kevin Jenkins, nothing good can come from being kidnapped out of his comfortable old slippers to save Feynard’s mythical Forest from the Blight. He’s bedridden, afraid of beetles, and he doesn’t believe in magic. But his abductors, a Unicorn and a Dryad, think differently.
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   A mismatched set of companions.
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