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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

 

"Come on. We should head back," said Shaya as they stepped out onto the lowest level of the Grey Blessing shaft. "There's a reason nobody comes down here."

Asho turned to look at her, the ghostly green glow of his stolen buglight illuminating the side of his face and a hint of a smile. "You changing your mind, little sister?"

Shaya glared at him, trying to ignore the fear that squirmed in her belly like an overgrown fleshfluke. This was the first time Asho had let her come on one of his adventures, and she wasn't about to ruin it. "No. Of course not. But we've taken too long already. The overseer will notice. We'll be whipped."

Asho shrugged with annoying nonchalance. "We've been whipped before. And this time will be worth it." He took a step into the inky black passage. "You coming?"

She didn't want to go any farther. She wanted instead to turn and race back up the spiraling steps that rose for an eternity till they reached Cavern Floor. "Old Akku said that creatures of stone can never truly die. That at best they only sleep for a time. What if it wakes up? What if it wakes up just as we get close?"

"Old Akku will say almost anything for a drink," said Asho. "And then anything at all when he's drunk. That's what Father said. Don't tell me you still believe his nursery stories, little Shaya?"

Anger prickled up within her, and she felt her face flush. A look of satisfaction just shy of a smirk crossed Asho's face. The worst part about knowing she was being manipulated was when it still worked. 

"Fine. Let's go. But you'd better be right. Rockfruit had better not be just another nursery tale too."

"It won't be," said Asho. He led the way into the broad passage, buglight held up high so as to illuminate the support beams overhead and the abandoned equipment that lay scattered about on the ground. "Just think about Mother's face when she sees all that food. Enough to last us a week, maybe. Now, come on, or we'll get more than a whipping."

Shaya followed Asho's lithe form. He thought he could fool her into thinking he wasn't scared at all, but she knew him too well. She could see the tension in his shoulders, could read it in the way he cast quick, darting looks from side to side. She wanted to call him out on his own fear, throw it in his face, but he'd never admit it; he would only get angry with her and leave her behind. 

Instead, she walked close behind him, nearly stepping on his heels, turning every few moments to glance behind them. The air this deep was warm and the darkness oily and thick. She felt as if she could grab fistfuls of it and squeeze it out between her fingers like black mud. She'd never been afraid of the dark before; she had been born into it and saw it as her friend, but down here it felt different. Oppressive. Malicious. Her heart was beating quickly, she realized, and her palms were damp with sweat.

"Here," whispered Asho, turning to the wall and raising his buglight. "This is where it broke through."

There was a wound in the wall, crudely circular and with a spray of rocks and boulders before it. It was nearly big enough for Shaya to stand in, and she was tall for an eleven-year-old. Stepping up beside Asho, she peered down into its ribbed throat. It was hard not to imagine the chaos and terror when the monster burst through, and the screams of the Bythians who had been at work. Old Akku had said that nearly a dozen men had died in the first thirty seconds. 

Shaya shivered. She knew those souls were gone, that they had either passed through the Black Gate and into damnation or ascended to Agerastos, but still she felt an itch between her shoulder blades as if she were being watched by their hollow, haunted eyes.

"All right," Asho said. "Father said the Ennoian and his soldiers followed it down into its tunnels. We'll find it below." 

He hesitated and turned to her, eyes wide, and she knew that if she pressed him right there and then, and demanded they return, he might change his mind. But the moment passed and he ducked into the tunnel and began to slide down from ribbing to ribbing, his light growing fainter as he went.

Shaya took a deep breath and followed. The rock walls were so smooth they were almost slick, the texture all wrong. The tunnel descended a good fifteen yards before leveling out. These were the under passages, the network of tunnels and caverns that no Bythian had carved out, the haunt of monsters and legends, myths and evil dreams. When miners broke through into one such passage, they would always shore up the walls, call down warding blessings from the Ascendant, and pray that nothing came hunting them through the breach. 

Like the cavekiller had done.

Shaya ran down the last of the slope and into the horizontal passage, and together she and Asho followed its sinuous route till at last it opened up into a large central chamber. 

And there it was. 

Shaya grabbed hold of Asho's arm and held tight. The cavekiller's body lay coiled in its death throes, petrified and awful, a serpentine nightmare. It was impossible to tell how long it might have been stretched out end to end, knotted up as it was, its thirty or so sword-blade legs frozen in place, its massive scissor mouthpieces opened in one final scream. Dull gray and still, it could have been a statue carved by some delirious madman. 

Rockfruit grew along its length. The fungus had formed great black and gray knots of dense, fibrous flesh where it had fed off the stone corpse, each larger than both of Shaya's fists pressed together. The rarest delicacy in Bythos, all rockfruit was exported to grace the tables of Sige and Aletheia. No Bythian in Shaya's memory had ever dared taste its flesh. 

A thrill ran through her. Their family would feast on it for a week! 

Asho grinned at her and hurried forward, pulling the coarse sack from his belt. "See? I told you. We can get enough for Mother and then sell the rest. We'll be rich! This -"

A sudden clicking sound silenced him and froze them both in place. It came from all around them and from nowhere, akin to wooden rods rattling down a washboard. When the sound faded away, Shaya couldn't breathe. The darkness pressed in around them with renewed weight, and she was suddenly and terribly aware of how limited Asho's pale buglight was.

"What was that?" Her gut twisted into a knot, and some base instinct urged her to flee. "Asho?"

"I don't know. I don't see anything." He was turning in circles, light raised high. His eyes were wide and his bravado was gone. 

Shaya examined the tunnel entrances, the depths of the shadows, but nothing moved. 

Then she gasped. A good portion of the petrified cavekiller was gone. Entire chunks had been hacked free and had simply disappeared. She looked at the ground. There was no rubble or detritus to explain the damage.

"Asho? Look." Her voice was a small and pitiful thing. Why had they come? Why?

She heard her brother gulp beside her. "It looks like something's been eating it."

"What could do that? What could eat stone?"

The only sound was that of their rapid breathing. Then the clicking sound came again, and this time Shaya swore she saw a section of the stone wall vibrate as if something had rubbed past it on the other side. Dread certainty filled her. She knew what was making that sound. She knew what had been feasting on the dead cavekiller. She knew what was hunting them, even now.

"Run, Asho," she whispered. "Run!"

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

 

Zekko felt his exhaustion right down to the marrow of his bones. He didn't even have the energy to drain his clay cup of fermented blackroot. Instead, he simply hunched forward over the rude table, cup clasped in both brutal hands, and stared through the wall and into the darkness of his soul. 

Ten years ago, he'd have labored in the Great Hope shaft all day long and still had energy come night to carouse and laugh and crack some heads. Now he could barely drag his feet to this hole in order to spend a pittance on drink he didn't even want. 

The others in the tavern were as subdued as he was, some sitting with their heads close together, muttering, others staring blindly into their cups. It was a sullen crowd, but Bythian gatherings always were. A single tallow candle was burning in the center of the room on a stone plinth, casting velvet shadows over the walls and the tavern's occupants. 

Zekko knew he should toss back his drink and get home. His next shift was but seven hours away. Khayya would be worried about him, and Asho and Shaya needed their father. Yet he felt trapped, unable to stir, lost in his brooding.

The tavern door opened and three Bythians entered. Zekko didn't look up till they sat at his table. He knew them well -- former friends from his youth. Mikho with his hatchet face and sunken eyes. Chikku with his thick lips and split nose. Gaggo with his rat face and buck teeth. 

He leaned back in his chair as they settled in, uninvited. He'd stopped spending what little free time he had with them when he married Khayya, and he'd cut them free altogether when Asho was born. Their appearance now did nothing to lighten his mood.

"Zekko," said Mikho, leaning forward, his eyes burning as if he was fevered. "We've been looking for you. Never thought to find an upstanding family man like yourself in a pisshole like this."

Zekko waited.

Chikku crossed his slab-like forearms over his chest. Gaggo kept stealing looks around the room. Zekko ignored them both.

"How old's your boy now?" Mikho asked, drumming his fingers on the table. "And your girl? They getting close to their Choosing?"

Zekko felt a band of iron tighten around his chest. The Choosing -- when children of age were evaluated by a Sigean council. Those who showed promise would be sent through the portals to live lives of servitude in the light, working the docks of Zoe, perhaps, building fortifications in Ennoia, or even cleaning the shit out of Aletheian chamber pots. Those deemed too common would be cursed to live out the rest of their lives slaving away in the Bythian mines. Zekko didn't know which fate he wanted for his children -- which was worse, which was better.

The silence dragged out, and Mikho's fingers continued to drum on the wood. Finally, he said, "I understand your not being talkative. The imminent threat of losing your children will do that to a man. Still, we thought we'd come in and check on you, our old friend. Zekko." Mikho canted his head to one side, his smile fond, his eyes glittering coldly. "You've not lost any of that muscle, I see. I reckon you could still pin Chikku to the ground with one arm."

"What do you want, Mikho?" A restless impatience seized Zekko, dangerous and barely controlled.  

"Nothing. Just a quick chat for old times' sake. I know you'll turn my offer down, but I thought to myself, 'Mikho, just ask him.' The Zekko you once knew would leap at the chance. And now that he's about to lose his children, well... Maybe he'll remember how to jump."

Zekko forced himself to lean back slowly, calmly, keeping his palms on the table's surface all the while. So that was what this was all about -- one of Mikho's criminal schemes. There was precious little room for a Bythian to seize the advantage in this world of theirs, but whatever angle there was, Mikho would find it. Peddling Bythian women to bored Ennoian overseers. Convincing shift workers to hoard a little ore at the cost of a few whippings, ore that could then be sold to desperate mine operators whose production was failing. Smuggling goods in from Zoe or Ennoia. Small schemes, petty schemes, schemes that got Bythians killed when they were discovered. Zekko had been part of that madness when he was young, but he'd walked away a long time ago.

"I see what you're thinking," said Mikho, lowering his voice. "You think I've come to offer you a chance at a shipment of blackroot or some other waste of time. No, I've moved up in the world, Zekko. I'm part of something bigger now." Mikho leaned forward. "Revolution."

The word didn't make sense to Zekko. Not at first. "What are you talking about?"

"You know how many of us Bythians are working down here in the dark?" Mikho looked to Gaggo. "Tell him."

"Ten for every Ennoian soldier," said Gaggo.

"You're mad," said Zekko.

"No, I'm not. And that's the craziest part. There's a movement going on, Zekko. You must have sensed it. A great unrest. People are talking. People are ready to act. Ready to rise up and take control of our lives."

Mikho's eyes blazed. They were wide and compelling, and Zekko had to force himself to shake his head. "And then what? Say you kill the Ennoians serving their Black Year here. How long till the armies of the Empire come crashing down on us through the gates? How long till this rebellion of yours is drowned in blood?"

Mikho snorted. "You're still not thinking big enough. How would the Ennoians attack us if we destroyed the portals?"

Zekko stood up, his chair scraping loudly across the floor. He felt as if he'd been punched in the gut. "You're insane."

"No." Mikho stood up, graceful as a snake. "The Agerastians did it, and thirty years later they're still independent."

Zekko wanted to laugh. "They're not a subterranean city that's completely dependent on the portals for food, wood, clothing, anything - everything -"

"We'd leave one portal open," said Mikho, his voice cutting through Zekko's words. He held up a finger. "Just one. To Abythos in the land of the kragh. With the other portals gone, we'd be the only ones with access to it. We could all leave. Abandon Bythos, bring the caverns down on the Black Gate, start a new life –"

Zekko reeled back, shaking his head again. People were staring. He had to get away. 

Stumbling, he hurried out through the archway into the street. He didn't know where he was going. He strode rapidly, shoving people aside, taking turns at random. The square houses of the Bythian slaves were like a mess of cubes that a child had spilled across the floor, a chaos of angles and low roofs, most without windows, their doors dark slits. Few bothered burning candles inside. It was a nightmarish maze as familiar as the lines of his palm, and without his knowing it his feet led him to the sole bluff of rock that reared above the buildings like a stone wave about to crash down and sweep them all away. He almost ran to the top. There, he came to a stop and gazed out with wounded anger at the glittering, blade-like buildings of Bythos itself.

The old city. The cruel, cold, knife city whose scythe-like spires rose to challenge the swirling aurora that hid the cavern roof, the aurora infernalis whose shifting hues of blue and green did little to illuminate the ground below. He stared at the high towers where Ennoians lived in resentment while serving their time until they were allowed to flee back to their homes and forget all about the city in the dark. 

Destroy the portals? Abandon Bythos for Abythos, their sister-city in the land of the kragh? Zekko shuddered, and nausea rose up within him. It was apostasy to defy Ascension, to declare themselves as heretical as the Agerastians and turn their backs on their hopes of one day passing through the White Gate. 

No. Never. He couldn't do what Mikho was asking, even for a few years of sunlight and joy. Not if it meant their souls would all be cast through the Black Gate into damnation for eternity.

Or could he? 

It would mean keeping Asho and Shaya by his side, not losing them to some foreign master in some distant city he would never see. It would mean never returning to the Great Hope mine. Never again crawling on his hands and knees in the bleary darkness as he hacked at rock and chiseled at stone. 

It would mean no longer calling anyone master.

Zekko swayed. Was Mikho telling the truth? Were legions of Bythians plotting this rebellion? Surely not. But Zekko had grown withdrawn these past few years. He no longer listened to rumor, no longer cared what people said. Could he join those who would rise up and pull down the knifeblade towers? Drown their overseers in blood?

Zekko rubbed his face and stared up at the cavern ceiling far, far above. In his mind, he stared through it in the direction of the White Gate, hovering amidst Aletheia's floating splendor. Ever since he'd been paired with Khayya, he'd placed his every hope in Ascension, that he and his family might be reborn as Agerastians in the next life, one step closer to heaven. Heretics, for sure, but one step farther away from damnation. One step farther away from being a Bythian -- an animal unsuited for anything other than being a slave, or so he had always been told. 

He'd sacrificed so much. Come the day of Asho's Choosing, he might be forced to sacrifice everything. 

To whom did he owe his loyalty? To the Ascendant? His soul? His family? 

Give me a sign, he prayed. Oh, Ascendant. I may be just a Bythian, but please, please, show me that my sacrifices haven't been in vain. Show me, prove to me, that revolution is wrong.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

 

Zekko bowed his head as he stepped through the archway into his home. It was a single room, one of a dozen inside the square block that was their building, with half the floor taken up by their bed pallets and a small circular table surrounded by stools taking up the rest. Khayya was standing before the small fire pit, arms crossed over her chest, glaring at Asho, who stood defiantly before Shaya as if protecting her from his mother's wrath.

The three of them turned to Zekko as he entered, each with their own form of supplication in their eyes. Their need was suffocating. He stopped, his thoughts spinning, no resolution in his chest, wanting suddenly to flee, to abandon his responsibilities to them, the duties that he was fated to fail at again and again and again.

"Well, here is your father," said Khayya, her voice hard as granite. "Will you tell him, then?"

Zekko considered his son. It was startling how much of himself he saw in the young boy. Not in physique, for Asho was slender where Zekko had been formidable, his features graceful and almost delicate, just like Khayya's. But their spirit was the same. Zekko had never been able to truly get upset at Asho, no matter how terrible his son's misdeeds. He understood only too well the desire - no, the need - to break the rules and assert one's freedom.

"Father." Asho's voice shook. 

Zekko raised an eyebrow. This was going to be serious. 

"Father, I - well, I convinced Shaya to come with me -"

"No," broke in Shaya, stepping up alongside her brother. 

The sight of her sent pain lancing through Zekko's heart. How could she be torn away from him? Two years? Was that all he had left of her? 

"No," she said. "I wanted to go. Asho didn't make me."

Asho shot her a heated glance and then turned back to Zekko. "Fine. We went down to the bottom of the Grey Blessings mine -"

"You what?" Zekko never raised his voice, never lost his temper, but he could see the intensity of his surprise cut through Asho's growing confidence. "You did what?"

"I - we - I mean, I wanted to gather rockfruit. From the cavekiller's corpse. We went down there with a buglight. I swear by the White Gate I didn't think we'd get in trouble -"

Zekko's voice grew even quieter. "You took your sister to the bottom of the Grey Blessing mine."

"I went because -" said Shaya, but she faltered and went still when Zekko glared at her.

"I did," said Asho. He met Zekko's glare full-on. "And we found the cavekiller's corpse. Something had been eating it. We heard clicking in the walls -"

Khayya let out a cry. She stepped forward and raised her hand as if about to strike Asho, her face terrible with fear and fury. "You - you - ! Do you have any idea what it would do to us to lose you? To lose you both?" Tears were in her eyes, and her hand wavered. 

Asho's expression broke into one of misery. 

"Enough," said Zekko. "Tell me what happened. Every step, every detail. Leave nothing out."

Asho sniffed but nodded. He told them how he'd stolen the buglight and then primed it by a fire all day, letting the desiccated thorax absorb enough light to shine for hours on end. How he'd taken a sack, then had convinced Shaya to accompany him, had timed it perfectly between shifts. 

The descent. The sight of the cavekiller's body. The sound. The shaking wall. Their terrified flight back up the shaft. The sensation of being hunted, right until the end. 

Khayya sank onto one of the stools. "Idiot boy." Her voice was a ragged whisper. "Idiot child. Never have I despaired of you, until now."

Zekko closed his eyes. Is this your sign? Is this your doing? Why have you sent this cavekiller to my son? What am I supposed to understand? 

"Spare him," he said. When he opened his eyes, he saw Khayya staring at him in surprise. "There is more going on here than you know." 

Asho rubbed at his face with the back of his sleeve. "Father? What do you mean?"

"A cavekiller is a threat to us all," said Zekko woodenly. "It must be reported."

Khayya leaped to her feet and rushed to his side. "Zekko, no. It doesn't have to be you. They'll make you take them down there. It's too dangerous. You can't -"

"My love." Zekko pulled his arm free, then took her frail form in an embrace, pulling her to him. He kissed her white hair. "I must." He hesitated, but her eyes compelled him to speak. "I asked for a sign. I know how it sounds, but I cannot ignore this -- the chance that this is an answer of some kind to my questions."

She pulled back, tears in her eyes again. "A sign? Of what? That another cavekiller has returned? And why you? Nobody goes down there. It doesn't have to be reported."

Zekko was aware of his children, how they were watching him. He'd never been able to argue with Khayya in front of them. 

He took his wife's hands in both of his own. "There is dangerous talk amongst our people. Suicidal talk. I asked for a sign from the Ascendant himself that our course is the right one, that our lives are being lived righteously and with purpose." He took a deep breath. "It is the duty of the Ennoians to defend us all against such threats. That is why they serve their Black Year. Just as we labor, they fight." 

He groped to explain the blind, fumbling hope that was flickering in his chest. "If - if they respond, as is their duty, if they fulfill their spiritual contract and hunt and kill this monster, then - then it is a sign that Ascendancy is coherent, that it works, that all is as it is meant to be." He squeezed his wife's hands. He wanted her to understand, needed her to. "I must be the one to carry this report. I have to see them carry out their responsibility to us, and redeem our faith - or fail us, and prove that - that -"

Khayya shook her head. "You cannot test Ascension. You cannot test faith."

Zekko cupped her face in his hands and kissed her brow. He felt sorrow wash over him. "Perhaps I am wrong, but I need proof. I need the Ascendant to show me that this - all of this - is right. I asked for a sign. He has sent one. The cavekiller will be a test. A trial for the Ennoians."

Khayya pulled away, and when she spoke, her voice was raw. "They fail all their tests. Why would they pass this one?"

Zekko smiled, his heart breaking. "Because this may be their last test. And the world may drown in blood if they fail it."

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

 

Lord Enderl Kyferin leaned against the window frame and gazed out over the dismal misery that was the city of Bythos. His rooms were high enough that the shifting clouds of the aurora seemed almost within reach, diffuse and ethereal in their hues of emerald and cobalt blue. Below him he could see the carrion birds soaring with their great wings outstretched, and he watched them with idle fascination. Rumor had it they had been imported as pets from the peaks of Sige, and having escaped, now feasted on the Bythian slaves who collapsed on the roads to the mines. They were massive predators. Brutally ugly, with bald heads and wicked beaks. He tried to think of a stratagem that would lure one close enough for him to kill it, but other than lying on the roadside beside the dying slaves, nothing came to him.

A moan sounded from his bedchamber. Annoyance flickered through him, and he didn't turn to gaze through the dark archway, didn't try to guess which of the slaves had sounded her misery. 

Bythian women -- arousing beyond compare at the dead of night, and disgusting come dawn. How many had there been? Three? He felt his annoyance curdle into anger. They were touted as one of the few silver linings to serving one's Black Year in Bythos, with their pale skin and white hair, their full lips and willingness to please. All they did, however, was gratify immediate lusts and leave one feeling sullied. They were the slaves, yet he was the one left feeling demeaned. 

Still, he had enough self-awareness to know that his morning disgust would change over the course of the coming evening. Enderl smiled wryly. If only he could hold on to his righteous indignation when deep in his cups, with a Bythian girl on his knee. 

There was an assertive knock at the door to his chambers. 

Enderl pushed away from the window. "Come."

Ser Haug entered, followed by a Bythian male. Enderl studied the slave. Broad-shouldered for a Bythian, and without the cowering servility that marked most of them. Yet also not defiant; he wasn't here to be judged or punished, it seemed. Perhaps to be rewarded?

"Lord Kyferin," said Ser Haug, giving him a quarter bow. The cadaverous man had been in Enderl's service long enough that they could almost dispense with the formalities. Almost. "I thought you should hear this Bythian's report yourself."

"Oh?" Enderl wished his sword was belted around his waist so that he could rest his hand on its pommel. It always served to subtly remind those of lesser station where true power lay, and how it could be exercised. "Well? What is it? Speak."

The Bythian stepped forward and bowed almost double, and then, keeping his eyes on the floor as was fit, said in a powerful voice, "My lord, I bring word of a cavekiller."

Enderl's attention was absolute. "A cavekiller? Where? Are you sure?"

"Yes, my lord." The man's lack of servility was growing more apparent; he observed the forms, but had too much dignity to him. "At the bottom of the Grey Blessing shaft, where the last one was killed two years ago."

Enderl looked to Ser Haug, who gave a one-shouldered shrug. Ser Haug was one of Enderl's Black Wolves, his private company of knights who were feared throughout Ennoia for their savagery and efficiency in battle. He, along with a half-dozen other Wolves, had decided to serve his Black Year alongside his lord. 

Enderl turned away so as to hide his excitement and stepped to his sideboard, where he removed the crystal stopper from a bottle of finely cut glass. "At the bottom of Grey Blessing shaft, you say. I'd been led to understand that that shaft was abandoned. What were you doing there?"

"It is said that rare fungi grow on the bodies of dead cavekillers," said the slave as Enderl poured two fingers of the Sigean soulfire. "I went in hopes of acquiring some for my wife."

"Hmm," said Enderl. There was no law prohibiting slaves from going where they wished during their eight hours of rest between shifts in the mines. It was simply customary for them to return to their hovels so as to collapse or mate. The thought of slaves wandering in such a manner struck him as pernicious, but in this case it was to his advantage. "Tell me, then: how did you detect the beast and live?"

"Luck, my lord." The man didn't sound sufficiently appreciative of his fortune, however. "I heard its passage through the stone and fled."

"And you're quite sure it was a cavekiller? Not, say, the stone settling around you like the foundations of a castle?"

There was an awkward pause, sufficiently long to register the slave's disdain but not long enough to be punishable. "I'm certain, my lord."

"And why bring word to me?" Enderl turned to stare at him. "I'm but recently arrived. There are other Ennoians present with more seniority and thus greater claim to such an adventure. I'm sure the Sigeans would have appreciated notification as well."

The man lifted his gaze for the first time. He had a striking face, as pallid as all the others, and the same fine white hair, but there was in his gaze a strength – no, a resolution - that Enderl hadn't seen before. Something on the far side of resignation, a peace and calm that came from having no fear. 

No, Enderl decided. He really didn't like this man.

"My lord, your reputation precedes you. Your Black Wolves are feared for their might, and you for your conquest of Agerastos." 

A conquest, Enderl thought, that had lasted only a decade after he'd left before it collapsed like a house of cards. 

"I thought it best to bring the news to the lord who could most effectively end the threat to Bythos."

Enderl raised his glass to his lips but didn't drink, and the Bythian lowered his eyes. "I see." 

He didn't know if he believed the man. Could his enemies be using this slave to set a trap for him? His pleas to sail forth on a second and grander raid of Agerastos had been soundly denied the year before; could his opponents in Sige and Aletheia be seeking to ensure that he never returned from his Black Year to trouble them again? 

"Very well," said Enderl. "Ser Haug, summon the Wolves. Tell them to prepare for a hunt."

Ser Haug nodded. "Shall I request reinforcements to assist us?"

Enderl swirled the liquor about his glass. "And why would you do that?"

"Why, my lord?" Ser Haug was rarely caught flatfooted. "Cavekiller hunting parties usually number about thirty armed men. We're but seven."

Enderl didn't respond immediately. Instead, he walked back to the window and gazed out over Bythos once more. The fog that often covered the cavern ceiling was in full effect today, hanging low over the highest tower points and oppressing the soul. 

He'd opted to finally serve his Black Year down in this wretched hole after being soundly rebuffed from all sides. His star was no longer in ascendance. His reputation had changed from that of a conqueror to a butcher. He'd come down here to think, to get away from politics and examine his true allegiances -- to ponder a life cooped up in a castle with a frigid Sigean wife and nobody left to kill or conquer.

"Do you know, Ser Haug, the size of the smallest party to ever successfully hunt a cavekiller?"

"No, my lord." 

"Eighteen. Led by the great Lord Taurn in the year 212. His son went on to become the Virtue of Ennoia. His granddaughter, I believe, manifested the potential but did not survive her consecration. Even so, Lord Taurn took eighteen knights with him. Thirteen of them died. He became a legend for the deed."

Enderl watched the vultures circle below in their vast, looping circles between the black towers. In such manner did his enemies stalk him, waiting for the chance to strike. 

"I see," said Ser Haug. 

His tone had changed. Gone was the mild rebuke; in its place was Ser Haug's customary iron. Enderl had never known Ser Haug to show fear. He fancied that if he ordered the man to follow him through the Black Gate, he would do so without qualm. 

"I'll prepare the others. We shall await you in the Courtyard of Lost Time, my lord."

"If I may?"

Enderl turned, sufficiently surprised by the slave's temerity to not be furious. "You wish to speak, Bythian?"

"My lord. Please pardon my boldness." The man was staring fixedly at the floor. "But do you plan to follow the traditional method of hunting cavekillers?"

Enderl pursed his lips. "You speak of the quartz lances?"

"I do, my lord. That, and setting a lure to draw the beast into the open. We would need to find a sufficiently large cavern to -"

"Enough, slave." Enderl stared placidly at the man. "I know the workings of the hunt. I was raised to it, and have killed every predator from the heights of Sige to the bottom of Nous' oceans." Not exactly true, but close. "I know how cavekillers are traditionally killed. We shall employ the lances. The rest I shall determine as we go."

The slave made to reply, and Enderl decided that if the man spoke another word, he would have him lashed fifty times and left out for the vultures. 

The slave found wisdom and simply stared at the ground.

"Ser Haug, outfit our men with the lances. Do not bother with finding a goat to act as the lure, however. Our hunt shall have more... dignity."

"Yes, my lord." Ser Haug bowed again.

"And bring this slave. He shall act as our guide, seeing as he so delights in poking his nose into dangerous places." 

Enderl turned back to the window. Could he wrest advantage from this situation? Seven men against a cavekiller? Most likely they would all die. If so, that would be a fitting end to his legend. And if not? Then those Sigean bastards would be hard-pressed to deny his demands again. 

Perhaps this was his chance. A chance to redeem himself, his reputation, and his hopes of unleashing a new war upon the land.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

 

Zekko walked before Lord Kyferin and his Black Wolves, leading the way the lowest level of the Gray Blessings shaft. He didn't know which to fear more: the unknown cavekiller ahead of them, or the knights at his back. That they would slice him open at the slightest transgression, he had no doubt. Lord Kyferin in particular seemed the kind of man who could kill without ruining his appetite. Did that make him more of a monster than the cavekiller?

Zekko was impressed by how unaffected they were by the dark. Most visitors to Bythos betrayed their fear through subtle signs: they kept close together, swung their buglights from side to side as if the wan green glow could ward off an attack, and spoke in hushed whispers. Yet these men were, if not calm, then deliberate, and their breathing was measured in the narrow passageway, the clank of their armor loud. Zekko wondered if they'd even hear the cavekiller approach over the din they were making. But he'd have been whipped for suggesting they leave their vaunted plate armor behind. Fools.

He reached the point where the previous cavekiller had breached the wall, and there they paused, peering down the stone throat into the darkness below. Despite himself, he was impressed that Asho had found the courage to press on. There was nothing below from the world of man. The winding tunnels and raw caverns that this entrance point connected them to was as alien to Bythians as the mines were to Ennoians. Cavekillers, stone trolls and worse were said to roam that under-realm.

"Well? Proceed, slave." Lord Kyferin stopped beside him, helm under one arm, hand on the pommel of his sword. 

Zekko simply bowed his head. There had been no talk of tactics, much less strategy. Did the Ennoian think that their savagery would be a match for the cavekiller's? 

He risked a quick glance at the other seven Wolves. They were hard men. Their faces were expressionless, their eyes bleak, their armor and weapons much cared for and much used. None of them had any flicker of warmth, humor, or compassion to them. They were all killers. But had the Ascendant not ordained that all Ennoians should be so? They were the only men sanctioned to bear arms. Were their brutal natures not in accordance with the Ascendant's plan?

Zekko shivered and slid down to the first stone rib, steadied himself, then slid down to the second. He heard Lord Kyferin enter the tunnel behind him, his steel shoes clanking on the rock. Not wanting to be crushed by the man's descent, Zekko hurried forth. 

He soon developed a rhythm to his progress. Slide, hand on the wall, catch yourself on the next rib, waver as you regained your balance, then step and slide once more. 

He felt no fear. It was strange and wonderful to be so calm. He had no illusions about the cavekiller's lethality, and little faith in the knights behind him, but this would end in whichever manner the Ascendant ordained. 

Already, Lord Kyferin had failed in every respect. He was as far from a noble Ennoian protector as Zekko could imagine: brutal, cruel, selfish, and practically inhuman. If this was the man meant to sustain Zekko's faith in the Ascendancy, then it was becoming ever more obvious which way he would go if he survived this ordeal. 

One by one the knights made it down, and soon their number crowded the narrow passage. They had to stoop so as to enter it at all, and Zekko wanted to laugh. Crammed as they were, how would they fight the cavekiller? Use their lances? He had to fight to keep his face expressionless. This was a farce, orchestrated by Lord Kyferin's ego, doomed from the start and bearing no relation to a serious attempt to protect the Bythians. 

Zekko wondered how he could lose them and return to Mikho.

"Lead on, slave." 

Lord Kyferin's voice was a low growl, and Zekko felt a shiver run through him. However much he might dislike this Ennoian, he couldn't deny the power of command.

Zekko led them on. Soon they stepped out into the large cavern in whose center the petrified remains of the previous cavekiller lay coiled. It was plain that most of it had been devoured; only a quarter or so of its original bulk was now left coiled on the floor. Zekko moved to one side, allowing the knights to fan out into the cavern, and tried to listen for a sign of their quarry. He pressed his hand against the cold wall but felt nothing.

"Why is the cavekiller eating the remains of its own kind?" Ser Haug's voice was dispassionate and pitched low, as if they were discussing the weather.

Zekko immediately dropped his gaze. "It is said -" he wouldn't mention that it was Old Akku who had made this claim - "that by eating each other's remains, they inherit the wisdom of the dead." He gave an apologetic shrug. "A cavekiller is said to carry with it all the lessons learned by its ancestors. That is how they grow ever more dangerous."

Ser Haug grunted noncommittally and turned to Lord Kyferin, who moved right up to the dead cavekiller and turned his back to it. 

"All right, listen up. We're here to hunt and kill this thing. When it comes, it will come fast and hard. It will burst through the wall to seize one of us and wrap around him to form a ball, presenting the rest of us with its stone carapace while it kills its prey. That's when we strike. Aim your lances at its head. From here on out we move fast and with a good four yards between each one of us. Remember, it will come through the wall, so be ready to attack the man in front of or behind you, depending on who gets taken."

Zekko didn't understand. He couldn't believe he'd just heard that plan. Lord Kyferin intended to deliberately sacrifice one of his men? That was his lure? Zekko looked from Black Wolf to Black Wolf and saw no objection on their faces. No protest. No fear.

"This creature," said Lord Kyferin, turning to the stone corpse. "It's faster and meaner than anything we've ever faced before. It will be like trying to stab lightning. Oh, I know it well. Each leg is edged sharper than a blade. The first two legs nearest its mouth are used only to slice up its prey. We're in for the battle of our lives, men. We're going to die down here, probably badly. But by the Black Gate, we've never expected a better end, have we?"

The Wolves growled amongst themselves, shifting their weight as they hunched their shoulders and stared fiercely at their Lord.

"Death. Blood. Pain. Loss. That's what we hunt down here. This is our Black Year. Maybe we'll never again see the light of the sun, kiss a woman, drink till we can't drink anymore. But so fucking what? We're the Black Wolves. For what we've done, each and every one of us, we deserve to die. This cavekiller, though -- it has another think coming if it thinks it will find us easy prey. It may be the most lethal predator of the underworld, but we're the fucking Black Wolves and we don't die easily. Now, are you ready? Let's find this thing and carve it limb from limb."

There was no boisterous shout of agreement, no roar of approval. Instead, the seven Wolves growled their assent and followed Lord Kyferin as he moved to a random tunnel that led deeper into the underworld. 

When he reached it, he turned to stare at Zekko. "Get over here. You're taking the lead."

Zekko gulped. Had he felt calm moments before? That serenity was gone, destroyed by the bloodthirsty madness of the men amongst whom he walked. He hurried through their ranks and stepped past Lord Kyferin into the tunnel. It was slightly taller than the previous one, allowing the men to walk hunched instead of bent over. 

"Move fast," Lord Kyferin said. "I want this beast startled, unprepared. Now go!"

Zekko went. 

He rushed forward, and the Black Wolves came after, their tread ringing on the stone. Zekko followed the tunnel as it undulated and turned, then took a right turn at the first fork, marking their passage with a slash of chalk. The tunnel spiraled down, forked again. Another mark. On they went, Zekko's buglight casting its glow ahead of them, illuminating only the next dozen yards. 

Sweat plastered his hair to his face. Nobody knew why it grew hotter the deeper you went, but at this depth he could feel his clothing sticking to his skin. How the Wolves could march on in their metal armor, he had no idea.

It was a nightmare of tunnels. The ribbed rock walls were interminable, and Zekko occasionally broke out into caverns, hurried over slick floors and between the stalagmites before plunging into another passageway.

The attack, when it came, was ferocious beyond measure. 

There was a shattering roar. Zekko threw himself forward, instinct telling him it was a cave-in -- but nothing fell. Instead, there were yells and then nothing. 

Zekko climbed to his feet. The Wolves had gathered around a new tunnel that now intersected their own. It hadn't been there a moment before.

"It took Ser Eran," said one of the Wolves. "He was walking right ahead of me. It came through the wall in an explosion of rock. It just smashed him against the far wall, then burrowed on through, taking him with it."

Zekko felt his skin crawl. He'd never heard of a cavekiller doing that. Then again, nobody had ever tried to kill one in its own tunnels before.

"We move," said Lord Kyferin. "We follow its trail!" 

Without hesitation, he snatched a buglight from one of the men and ran into the new tunnel. The others streamed in after him, and suddenly Zekko was alone. 

He could go. Could run back, escape. They didn't need him now. Let them die alone down here in the dark with their madness and lust!

Instead, he plunged in after them. Something about the Ennoian warlord's bravery, his insane conviction, was compelling and drew him on. 

The knights pounded ahead of him, following the turns of the tunnel, and Zekko realized he could smell the cavekiller, that its scent hung heavy in the air. It was musty and heavy, like rotting leather and dank mud.

They broke out into a small cavern. The knights milled in the center, turning and surveying the crevices and ledges, raising their buglights as they sought to catch sight of the tunnel's continuation. Where had the cavekiller gone? The cavern was small, but its ceiling was lost in the dark, and the walls were riddled with natural folds and cracks. Zekko wanted immediately to back up into the tunnel. This room was a death trap.

Nothing presaged the next attack. The cavekiller fell on them from the dark heights, its massive body simply dropping onto the knights from above and crushing two of them under its bulk as Zekko threw himself against the wall. It was huge, as long as five mules standing nose to tail, and with bulky armor of stone covering the top of each segment. And fast! Its legs blurred as it coiled around one knight, and in moments it was spherical, completely wrapped around its prey, only its stone exterior presented to its enemies, its body rippling as its legs diced the man within to ribbons.

"Now!" roared Lord Kyferin, hefting his lance, and he ran forward to impale the cavekiller. The quartz tip slid through the stone armor easily, and the creature let out a shrill, piercing whistle of pain.

Three other Wolves gathered themselves and ran forward to do the same - but the cavekiller didn't wait. Instead of remaining fixated on its prey, it unraveled, legs glistening crimson, and dropped the pulped mass of flesh and mangled metal to the ground. It scuttled over one of the remaining Wolves, bore him to the ground and tore him apart with its twenty legs as it ran over him and raced up the cavern wall to disappear into a ragged hole.

All around Zekko, men groaned. Two more Wolves were dead, with two others broken where the cavekiller had fallen on them. Lord Kyferin was panting, his face flushed. He stared up at the hole into which the cavekiller had vanished and then roared and hurled his lance after it like a spear. The weapon sailed through the air and embedded itself in the rock, where it hung quivering from the force of the throw.

Ser Haug knelt by the fallen men. Both seemed to have suffered broken legs. Haug and Lord Kyferin were the last of the original seven capable of fighting. "Your orders, my lord?" he asked.

Kyferin removed his helm and ran his fingers through his hair. The muscle over the joint of his jaw flared into view over and over again as the wounded Wolves bit back on their groans of pain. "Its tactics are novel. I've never heard of their like." He continued to stare up at the hole. "We're defeated. We'll follow the trail back to Bythos and return with enough men to bring the fallen and wounded home. Give my regards to Lady Kyferin."

Ser Haug rose to his feet. "You won't return with me?"

"No." Lord Kyferin turned at last to look at him. His grin was predatory, savage, completely without fear. "I'm going to continue the hunt."

Zekko stepped forward. "But why?"

Both Ennoians stared at him as if seeing him for the first time. 

Lord Kyferin's eyes gleamed. "Why?" 

For a moment Zekko honestly didn't know if the man would cut him down or answer him. Then the warlord smiled as if his men weren't lying mangled and dead at his feet, as if he himself were not about to head out on a suicidal hunt. 

"Because that is who I am." The words were spoken with a deep finality. "I am Lord Enderl Kyferin, warlord of Kyferin Castle, blessed by the Ascendant himself to bear arms in pursuit of his goals, and I shall not turn away from an overgrown worm."

Zekko felt each word like a fist to his chest. Was this a true Ennoian, then? The worst man he could find, the true example of the caste? Emotions roared through him: pain, surprise, anger, confusion. 

Then he thought of Asho stepping up to his Choosing. The way Khayya's body and face and spirit had been changed by her years of labor since he'd first met her. Was the world unjust, or was he foolish for seeking a different form of justice than that which the Ascendant had ordained?

"As you command, my lord," said Ser Haug. He gave his lance to Lord Kyferin and stepped back. "It has been an honor to serve under you."

"And it has been a gift to have you under my command, Haug." Lord Kyferin stepped forward and clasped the man's forearm. "Now, go. And don't you dare die. Understood?"

Ser Haug gave his lord a death's grin, his yellowed teeth bared without mirth. "Nothing has stopped me yet, my lord." Then he turned and ran from the cavern, armor jingling and clanking.

"Bythian," Kyferin said. "You are of no use to me in this battle. You may leave."

Zekko felt a surge of madness. Defiance. Hope. "No, my lord. You are wrong. I am your only chance of success."

"Oh?" Kyferin raised an eyebrow. 

He seemed to have moved beyond his casual furies and pride. Zekko felt almost his equal, if only in this one singular moment and place. 

"Do you wish to kill this beast, or die?" Zekko asked.

Kyferin didn't answer immediately. He frowned as he stared down at the quartz tip of the lance. "A good question. What if I wish to live?"

"Then I would advise you to use me as your lure. Let us find another cavern. I will beat the floor rhythmically so as to draw the beast. You remove your armor and hide, motionless, above me. When it appears, you ambush it like it ambushed you. It's your only hope."  

Kyferin looked up from the lance point. "You will die, and I'm willing to let you return to your home. Do you have nothing worth living for?"

"I do. I have much that I love in this life, despite everything." Zekko held Kyferin's gaze. "But there can be only one truth in this world. Either Ascendancy is real, or it needs to be overthrown in a storm of blood. Either I serve you in this moment when I am free to not do so, or I return home to slaughter everyone who abuses the ones I love."

"You sound almost Ennoian," said Lord Kyferin.

"But I'm not." Zekko took a deep breath. "So, I'll do my duty to my soul and the Empire and help you hunt this cavekiller."

Lord Kyferin studied him and then gave a grudging nod. "What's your name?"

"Zekko."

"Zekko. You Bythians have such strange names. You can call me Enderl for the duration of this hunt."

"I can't do that, my lord," Zekko said gravely. "You're my lord, or..."

Kyferin laughed. "Or you must try to kill me?"

Zekko's smile was dark. "Something like that."

"Then come, slave. And if we both die, I dare say your soul will be bound for Agerastos."

Zekko nodded and moved past the Ennoian. He tried to relax, to let his senses drift out, to connect with the subtle currents and tastes of the air. A life spent in darkness and tunnels had gifted him with an almost preternatural ability to gauge the world about him. 

He felt a slight stirring from a tunnel to the left, where the air was moist and cool.  "This way. We'll find another cavern ahead. There we'll lay our trap."

"And kill it," said Lord Kyferin.

"And kill it," agreed Zekko, and he led the warlord into the dark.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

 

Enderl hauled himself up onto the narrow ledge, then balanced on his stomach for a moment before grunting and pushing himself up to his knees. He was high above the cavern floor, and would never have been able to make the climb in his armor. It felt strange to be without it; the heavy plate gave him a sense of invulnerability, a sense that had been proven illusory by the cavekiller. Could one harvest that monster's legs for weaponry? He'd never seen the like, shearing through breastplate and greaves as if they were soft leather. 

He turned carefully and looked down at Zekko. The slave was holding a lance in each hand, and at Enderl's nod tossed the first up. He had to practically throw it like a spear, hurling it up so that Enderl could reach out and snatch it out of the air. A good throw -- the Bythian had strength to him. The second came up just as neatly, and Enderl set them both against the wall. 

It was a hell of a drop from here -- seven yards onto rock floor. Still, if all went well he'd be falling onto a writhing, snapping cavekiller. He snorted. That was much more comforting. 

Zekko picked up Enderl's blade and lowered himself to a crouch, then tapped the pommel against the ground. He did so again, harder, and then continued tapping every two seconds. The Bythian had assured Enderl that the cavekiller would come, that the monsters had learned to associate that sound with mining -- which meant the presence of humans and rich veins of ore, both sustenance in some strange way.

Enderl rubbed his hands against the corner of the ledge, working grit into the seams of his callused palms, and then took up the lances. He held them like daggers, points down. He'd have no control over them beyond a direct fall onto the monster's back. 

He almost smiled. What a way to die. For years he'd dreaded dying in some makeshift infirmary after a battle, rot and gangrene claiming his life after a minor wound. No, this was best. It was fitting to die screaming defiance into the face of an overwhelming foe. 

He crouched down, lances hanging below him, and watched the Bythian. What a strange man. He'd never seen such self-awareness in a slave. Perhaps he'd never looked, but this man was different, caught up in some trial of his own, some personal devilment. It made him bold, which was useful today but probably a fatal flaw in the long run. Yet here he was, showing the kind of bravery Enderl would expect from a Black Wolf, not a miner. And his words had been beyond strange. Either he sacrificed everything or he turned rabid dog. Didn't he know the fate of all rabid dogs? How could that be an option? Perhaps, then, he was simply choosing the best way to die: put down by Ennoians or consumed by a cavekiller. 

The rhythmic clinks rang out over and over again, and Enderl tightened his grips on the lances. The monster would probably erupt from beneath Zekko. There was no way the Bythian could survive that, but his face was a stoic mask of determination. Never would Enderl have thought a slave capable of such bravery. Was he a fool? A martyr? A great soul who had fallen through the cycles of rebirth to the status of Bythian due to past transgressions, to lives poorly lived just as Enderl was living his own?

On and on went the clinking, loud and persistent. Come and kill me. Come. Come and die. Come. Come and kill me. Come. Come and die. Enderl said the words over and over in his mind until his own thoughts smoothed away. There was only this moment, this eternal now before battle and death. 

The ledge began to vibrate. Here it comes, thought Enderl, and then the wall behind him exploded outwards. 

Already poised on the knife-blade of attack, Enderl didn't think, didn't hesitate. He leaped forward, just ahead of the cavekiller, dove out into the void and fell. There was no time to think. He held the lances tight, brought them close to his chest, points aimed at the ground. 

The quartz tips embedded themselves in the rock, and the lance shafts bent, taking his weight, then shattered. He hit the ground hard, fell into a roll, cracked his head on something and came up into a crouch. Rocks rained down around him and then the cavekiller poured down onto the cavern floor right before him.

It reared up, head going as high as the ledge, revealing its underbelly and the writhing bladed legs. Enderl knew he had to move, had to leap aside, but the blow to his head had stunned him. 

He gaped up at his own death. He grinned and rose to his feet, swaying. "Fuck you!" he screamed, and then it fell upon him.

But Zekko smashed into him and knocked him off his feet. 

Enderl fell and saw the cavekiller fall upon Zekko - and onto the two lances he was holding, their butts braced against the ground, quartz tips pointed up. Each lance sank into the monster's body, the quartz cutting right through it and punching out of its stone carapaced back. To Enderl's alarm, the lances slowed the cavekiller's attack but didn't stop it; the monster crashed down upon Zekko even as the slave tried to leap back, its mandibles shearing through the slave's thighs.

Enderl leaped to his feet, ran forward, and plucked four feet of shattered shaft from the ground where he'd embedded it during his fall. The cavekiller was writhing and screeching as it sought to climb off the lances that were stabbed right through its body. Zekko was on his elbows, his face ghastly pale, scooting back and leaving a thick wash of dark blood behind him. With a roar, Enderl leaped as high as he could, shaft held in both hands, and brought it down with all his might on the cavekiller's head, right between its clustered eyes. 

The shaft sank in a foot. The cavekiller spasmed and whiplashed back and away, coiling and writhing in agony, and then the air was filled with a grinding, cracking sound and it went still, all color draining from its body as it turned to stone. In an instant the cavern went from ringing with its deafening cries to silence. 

Enderl staggered back, panting, and then turned to gaze at Zekko.

One glance was all he needed to understand that even if the Bythian survived, he would never walk again. The muscles of his thighs were deeply lacerated, and his shinbones looked to be broken in several places. 

Enderl fell to his knees beside the man and quickly tore off his shirt, which he jammed against the worst of the wounds. Zekko let out a choked cry and closed his eyes. Enderl yanked off his sword belt and wrapped it around Zekko's other thigh. With a vicious tug he pulled it cruelly tight. 

"Stop," gasped Zekko. "There's no use."

"Silence," growled Enderl. "I'll not have you die without my permission."

Zekko croaked out a laugh. "You may have met the limits of your authority."

He was going into shock; the blood loss and pain were too much. Enderl cursed and leaped to his feet. He had no flame, nothing with which to cauterize the wound. 

The buglights! He ran to where one lay on the ground and snatched it up. 

"What's inside this?" he asked as he knelt alongside Zekko. 

The slave lay back, no longer propping himself up on his elbows. 

"Zekko!" Enderl shook the man's shoulder, and Zekko's head rolled bonelessly from side to side. "Damn you," he muttered. 

He pulled his shirt off the wounds. They were grievous. Taking up his dagger, he held the buglight over the worst cuts and stabbed deep into where its light was brightest. It was like stabbing through thirty pages of parchment. 

He cut deep, twisted the dagger to widen the hole, then shook the light over the wounds. Green dust poured out, glowing brilliantly as it cascaded over the cuts. Where it fell, the flesh hissed and smoke rose along with the scent of cooked meat. 

Zekko groaned piteously, but Enderl only grinned. "Thought you'd get away from me, eh? Not so fast."

He cut the buglight completely open and shook its contents over the slave's legs. Then, with the flat of his dagger blade, he worked the bloody paste deep into the wounds, his lips pursed as the flesh cauterized. Would the powder poison Zekko? He had no idea, but there was no time for hesitation. 

The blood slowly stopped pumping out as the flesh melded cruelly together. Satisfied, Enderl reached into his pouch and pulled out his curved needle and thread. His stitches were crude, but they got the job done. Without sentiment, he laced up the slave's wounds. He worked feverishly until he ran out of thread.

Finally, Enderl sat back on his heels. Zekko's legs were a sight to behold. The crystals glowed within the cuts, so that each gash was lit a cherry red from within. Most of the blood had mixed with the rest of the dust, and Enderl rubbed some between his fingers. The glow was deep, almost purple. Fascinating. 

Wiping his hands on his breeches, he considered Zekko's shins. Nothing to be done there. There was no point in even splinting them. Somebody would have to chop his legs off below the knee soon enough, if he lived.

Enderl rose to his feet with a groan. Only then did he understand the size of their accomplishment, and he turned to stare at the frozen cavekiller. It was an impressive sight. The monster reared up still, its fearsome legs outstretched, the lances still wooden where they were embedded in its stone form. 

He'd done it. He'd killed the beast. 

Enderl paused and looked down at Zekko. No, they had done it. He and a Bythian. But that wasn't how the legends were sung. Would it sully his own tale? 

He considered the slave. He was most likely going to die. If he died here, nobody would know the details of the combat. Enderl could tell any version he desired. Nobody would even dream that a slave might have played a role.

It would be easy to leave Zekko here and return to Bythos. By the time Enderl returned with help, the man would be dead.

The right course of action was clear. His political future lay wide open before him, and yet it was impossible to forget Zekko smashing into him and knocking him out from under the cavekiller. Saving Enderl's life at the risk of his own. 

Enderl sighed. The slave's talk of Ascension must be clouding his own thinking. He actually felt a sense of obligation to the man. 

No, slave. 

No. His name was Zekko. Zekko the Bythian, without whom Enderl would be dead. 

Enderl reached down and hauled Zekko up by the arm, then slung him over his shoulders. 

The man's breathing was erratic. He was going to die soon anyway. 

Enderl cursed himself for a fool, then grabbed the remaining buglight and headed back into the tunnel. It was going to be a long trek to Bythos. If Zekko died on the way home, that was his problem. Enderl had done his best.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

 

Zekko sat in the corner of his silent home, the ruins of his legs propped up on a second chair, a blanket laid over his thighs. He was alone. Khayya and his children were laboring in the mine, and he had two hours left before they came home and distracted him from the pain. 

His legs were gone from the knees down, but he could still feel them. It felt as if he were standing in the shallows of a fiery ocean. The fever had finally broken, but it took careful concentration to not let the agony sweep over him. 

He could vaguely remember the first week, how he had cried and shivered and begged for release. Those memories were like shards of glass in his mind. He'd not lose control again, he told himself. He'd not let the pain get the better of him. He would sit here in silence until his family returned, and then life would become bearable once more, if only for a little while.

There had been no talk about his future. Bythians who grew too old or injured to work were either supported by their families and community or they starved to death. Thus far, Zekko's friends and neighbors had been almost excessively generous, but he knew that charity couldn't last. Next year Asho would go through his Choosing, and most likely disappear from their lives forevermore, which would leave only Khayya and Shaya to support him, a strain that he couldn't place on them. 

His only hope was to heal enough to join the beggars who lined the roads that led to the great Solar Portals to beg from the bonded merchants as they brought their fish from Zoe and their grains from Ennoia and all their other goods. There, he would display his wounds as piteously as he could and hope someone might toss him enough food that he'd be able to get by for another day.

But never asked for anything in his life. The idea of begging was at once abjectly galling and yet somehow inconsequential. If it meant not making his family suffer, he'd do so willingly. 

He felt a presence in the doorway. Enderl, he thought, as he did every time, but when he opened his eyes he saw Mikho. Mikho with his hatchet face and sunken eyes, shadowed and watching him. 

"Hello, Zekko." His former friend stepped forward. "I've brought you something." He set a small pouch on the table. "I took up contributions, but most of it's from Chikku, Gaggo and me."

Zekko didn't want Mikho's money, but he bit down on his words. He needed everything he could get. "Thank you," he managed at last.

Mikho took that as permission to step in farther. "You're looking bad, old friend. How's the pain?"

"It's there," said Zekko. 

Mikho nodded. He clearly wanted to ask something, but didn't know how to cut to the chase. 

"What is it, Mikho?"

Zekko's former friend rubbed at his jaw. "It's just hard to believe what I've heard. I guess I wanted to hear it from you directly -- about the cavekiller and the Ennoian warlord. You risking your life for him, and his carrying you back out. Is all that true?"

Zekko felt a wave of pain roll up his legs and wash over his mind. He didn't breathe; he held still, and after a beat it receded. "Yes. It's true."

"I admit, I had you pegged all wrong." Mikho toed the edge of one of the pallets. "I thought, 'Deep down, he's still one of us. Old Zekko's still there. He might still join us.'"

Zekko smiled. "Life is a mineshaft, and its only ore is disappointment."

"True enough. You bastard." Mikho laughed bitterly. "All the work I did. All the convincing. The alliances. The promises. And then in one day you lose your legs and make that Ennoian a hero. Do you know what you've done to my revolution?"

"No," said Zekko. And I don't care, he almost added.

"No. Of course not. But tell me just this one thing. Sitting there now, all crippled up, do you still think it was worth it?"

Zekko wanted to say yes, wanted to say it in a strong voice - but he couldn't. The pain was sharp and real and throbbing. Khayya's expression when she looked at him pierced him to the core. The prospect of a life of begging had eroded his dignity. Had it been worth it? He wanted to say yes so badly, to affirm his belief in Ascension. 

He looked away. "I don't know. I want to say yes. But I don't know."

The silence stretched out between them. Then Mikho said, "Fair enough. I know you think I'm mad and a fool, but I still consider you a friend. If you and yours need help, send for me. All right?"

Zekko looked up at him, and tears filled his eyes. All he could do was nod.

Mikho looked embarrassed. "Well, then." He nodded stiffly and left the room.

Zekko sagged back in his chair. It felt like live coals had been thumbed under the skin of his thighs. That was the buglight crystals, he'd been told: soaking in energy from his blood and burning, always burning, within the depths of his wounds. One day, he knew, he'd have to open the wounds back up and dig the crystals out. But not yet. Not today.

He must have dozed, because he awoke with a start when someone rapped loudly at the entrance to his home. He rubbed his face and sat up. Lord Kyferin was standing there, frowning pensively at the archway. "Where the Black Gate are your doors?" He stared accusingly at Zekko. "All your houses. Not a door amongst them."

"We don't have doors." Obviously. Zekko tried again. "We've always been told that slaves don't need them."

Lord Kyferin grunted and stepped into the room. He placed his hands on his hips and took it all in with one glace. His disgust was evident. "I almost summoned you to my quarters. Much... cleaner. But given your wounds, I thought... Well."

"Thank you, Lord Kyferin." 

For the second time Zekko felt tears come to his eyes, and his pathetic gratitude disgusted him. He was weak. The pain had drained his reserves, but, by the Black Gate, it was good for the Ennoian to have come to see him.

"And your legs. Let's see them." 

Lord Kyferin stepped up and pulled aside the blanket, and they both looked down at what remained of Zekko's limbs in silence. After a while Lord Kyferin pulled the blanket back over them.

"I'm leaving Bythos early," he said. "Requests have been made for me to recount the hunt in Sige and Aletheia. I don't like having to dance like a monkey for their amusement, but it's a chance to wrest concessions and play at politics once more."

Zekko didn't know what to say, how to act. Should he play the part of the slave or the hunting comrade? He settled for saying, "I understand."

Lord Kyferin snorted. "You couldn't possibly. But that's not your fault. I came to say goodbye." He stared down at Zekko pensively. "You saved my life, and I still haven't puzzled out exactly why you did it. Was it madness that seized you?"

Zekko smiled. "Perhaps, my lord."

"It's the easiest explanation, but it doesn't sit well." Lord Kyferin paced to the room's entrance, peered out into the dark street, then turned back. "Damn you to the Black Gate, Zekko. You've complicated things for me. I should have left you to die. I'd feel like a shit, but I'd get over that in time. Now? Now, I'm at a loss. You've tipped the scales in some way I don't understand, and it angers me."

Zekko's smile slipped away, but he held Kyferin's gaze. "My apologies."

"No, I don't want your apologies. I want... I don't know what I want. To sweep all this nonsense under a rug so that I can focus on launching a new Agerastian raid, I suppose. But instead - instead, I haven't even been able to enjoy Bythian whores of late. Pathetic."

A hundred different rebukes came to Zekko's lips. His bitterness mingled with his pain, and he saw anew the vast gulf that separated him from Lord Kyferin. Had he believed Kyferin the epitome of Ennoians? And if he was, was Zekko himself destined to Ascend and become such as Enderl? His earlier confusion with Mikho grew sharper, his dismay more powerful. In the end he said nothing.

"Anyway." Lord Kyferin walked slowly back. "I don't want to leave this debt unpaid. You're clearly not going to work in the mines any longer. My understanding is that you'll soon die without income. I'm going to leave money with your overseer. Enough to take care of you and your family for years to come."

"Thank you, my lord." 

Zekko's words were stiff. Like that, a life of begging had disappeared. Somehow, it didn't feel right. For a moment he'd touched a truth, or thought he had - had found a way to infuse true meaning into the nonsensical world in which he lived and push back the forces of nihilism. And now he was being repaid in coin.

Lord Kyferin considered him. "What is it?"

"Nothing."

"Money not good enough for you? You'd rather starve to death?"

"No, my lord. Your generosity is boundless."

"Watch yourself, Bythian. I could spit you like a pig and nobody would care."

"Oh, believe me, I know." Zekko sat up straighter, leaned forward. The pain was a distant roar. "But if it pleases you, go right ahead."

Lord Kyferin's drew his blade and pointed the tip at Zekko's throat. "Say that again."

Zekko lifted his chin. "Go on."

Lord Kyferin stared at him, and then sheathed his blade smoothly and strode away, running his fingers angrily through his hair. "No. No, no, no. I came here to repay my debt, not cut your throat." He turned and shot Zekko a furious look. "How are you confusing me so?"

Zekko sat back, exhausted. "I don't know. Perhaps because you're not used to thinking about anybody else but yourself."

Lord Kyferin opened his mouth to object, and then gave a bark of laughter. "True. Very true. Very well – watch me repay my debt. I'll ask you what you wish for most in this world. Tell me, and it shall be yours."

"The money is enough. Thank you, my lord. Good bye."

Lord Kyferin growled, "You are the most infuriating man I have ever met. Yet there's something here. Not honor, though that's part of it. A truth, I think. A glimpse of something that I've never seen before." 

He subsided, and they remained in silence for a span. Finally, Lord Kyferin spoke again. 

"Why won't you tell me what you want?"

"Because you only want to make yourself feel better. You don't give a damn about me. I'm an inconvenience, an itch you cannot scratch. My life is going to be shit no matter what you do, so I might as well take this one single gratification. There are greater truths out there, Enderl. You'll never grasp them."

"And how can you be so sure?" Kyferin's voice had lowered to a lethal whisper.

"You said it yourself: you can't think of anything but your own needs." Zekko leaned his head back. "You're as blind as I am crippled."

Kyferin inhaled deeply and stared up at the stone ceiling. "A challenge. Let me think." He stood still, hands on hips, deep in thought. "Something that you want. Something that doesn't take into account my own needs. A true gift." He rubbed his jaw. "Not horses, arms, or armor. Women? No. Better medical care?" He moved his head from side to side. "No. You're the sacrificing type. We've established that. So: something for someone you care about, then. Your wife? No. Your children." 

Zekko stiffened, and Lord Kyferin grinned in a predatory manner. "Ah yes. There we go," he said. "Your children. How many do you have?"

"Two."

"How old?" 

"Asho is eleven. Shaya is ten."

"Your Asho is due for his Choosing, then." Lord Kyferin gazed down at Zekko. "That's got to be terrible. Losing your children like that, when you obviously care about them. What if I were to offer to save them?"

Zekko's heart was pounding. "How? By taking them as slaves to your castle?"

"Yes. No. Wait. This cannot be of benefit to me. A true gift." He was staring through Zekko. "I'll take them, but not as slaves. I'll make them part of my bloody household." He snapped his fingers. "There. I've got you. I'll make your Asho a page, and your Shaya a maid. What do you say? Are such truths still beyond me?"

Zekko's mouth was parched. He licked his lips, but his tongue was dry. "You jest."

"No, I don't."

"You can't free them like that. They're Bythians. They're slaves."

Lord Kyferin leaned forward. "They are whatever I wish them to be. I am Lord Enderl Kyferin. If I say Asho is to be my page, then the only way anyone can stop me is by sieging Castle Kyferin."

Zekko wanted to seize Lord Kyferin by the throat. The man's arrogant grin was insufferable. How could he be offering such a gift, taking on such a blasphemous charge, and yet still think of the entire transaction as a competition between the two of them, a mere game which he was determined to win? 

"Swear it."

Lord Kyferin let loose another bark of laughter. "By the White Gate and the Seven Virtues, this has to be a first. But, oh, it is delicious." He drew his blade and placed its point on the ground, then lowered himself to one knee. "I, Lord Enderl Kyferin, warlord of Castle Kyferin and Ennoian by birth, do hereby swear by the Ascendant and my hope of Ascension to take your son Asho and daughter Shaya into my personal household, and only release them if they ask it of me." He paused, then grinned again. "There. Concede. I have found the gift you truly desire."

"You have," said Zekko. 

What would Khayya say? It was a gift neither of them had ever dreamed possible. Would she curse him? Bless him? He was shaking as if he'd just been dunked in an ice bath. 

"Damn you," he groaned.

Lord Kyferin's smile smoothed away. His eyes, however, retained their gleam. "Have your children appear at the Solar Gate to Ennoia three days hence. I'll be looking for them. I consider my debt to you fully discharged. I'll never forget that you saved my life, Bythian. But in turn, you shall never forget that I saved two."

Zekko could do nothing more than nod. What had just happened? How? "Yes, my lord." 

"Good. I'll still provide you with the funds. Your gratitude, I am sure, shall know no bounds. Goodbye, Zekko." 

Lord Kyferin sketched him a half bow, then smirked and walked out through the doorway into the dark street, head held high, whistling a tune beneath his breath.

Zekko closed his eyes. His head was spinning. The pain was roaring all around him, seeking to burn him, to immolate his soul. 

What had he done? To what had he agreed? He didn't know. Was this righteous? Was this good? It was a chance for a better life for his children - or was it? Could Bythians live amongst Ennoians as equals? Everything in him screamed no. But it was too late. Kyferin had sworn. 

Zekko heard the sound of footsteps running along the street toward his home. He knew their cadence; they resonated in the hallways of his heart. Asho and Shaya. He smoothed back his pale hair and composed his features. Their future was now irrevocably changed and set in stone. He had to tell them, make them believe this was for the best. 

Torn, confused, in agony, Zekko took a deep breath and cast out the last prayer he would ever make in his life: Please, Ascendant. Let this be part of your plan. 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

 

Asho shivered and, without looking, reached out to take Shaya's hand. He found it, squeezed, and she squeezed back hard. 

They were threading their way through the traffic clotting up the main road that connected the great Solar Gates to the city of Bythos itself, weaving adroitly among carts and wagons and troops of Ennoians, ducking around oncoming mule trains and occasionally stepping right off the road to avoid a massive luxury carriage transporting some Sigean noble. The road was vast and straight, and order was being carefully maintained by officials standing on the pedestals that were located every fifty yards down the center of the road. They cried out orders and were obeyed, forcing carts to shift back into their lanes or impatient merchants to slow down and wait. Nobody dared disobey them. To do was to lose one's right to trade through the Solar Gates.

On some level Asho simply didn't understand what had happened. He was filled with alternating bouts of wonder and disbelief. He was to be a page, a free man. His mind whirled with thoughts of swords and jousts. Did that mean he could do what he wished? Would he sleep in a real bed? Eat delicious food, laugh and ride horses with his new Ennoian friends? 

No, of course not. There had to be a misunderstanding. His father hadn't heard the lord correctly. Surely he and Shaya were simply being taken into the lord's service as slaves, to labor under his protective eye.

"Slow down," gasped Shaya, almost tripping again. "Asho! I can't keep up!"

He was nearly running, yanking her behind him as he darted before an oncoming wagon, daring its great, iron-shod wheels. He took a deep breath and forced himself to slow. 

Shaya caught up and matched his pace. She was wearing a new dress, plain and clean, just like his own tunic and breeches. Their shoes were the old, worn-out clods from before, but they had bathed and done everything else they could to make themselves presentable.

Asho smiled at Shaya, trying to reassure her. She looked terrified and shrank against his arm as a Zoeian merchant rode by, his dark face creased in anger and impatience, his voice raised into a sharp yell. 

Asho's own heart was thudding. They were leaving Bythos, and they might never come back. He glanced up at the shimmering aurora that covered the cavern roof. Would he ever see its beautiful play of greens and blues again? 

A yell brought his eyes quickly back to the road. They were nearly there. The Solar Gates were visible, rising above the traffic with an alien, graceful majesty.

"Stay close to me," said Asho. "And let me do the talking, all right?"

The road fragmented up ahead, split into three, with the central lanes leading directly to the Aletheian portal before them. The far lanes circled around the great portals which stood shoulder to shoulder in a ring; the road circumnavigated them, all traffic moving in one direction.

"How are we going to find them?" Shaya's voice was little more than a whisper. "There are too many people."

The Solar Portals were the axis on which the Empire turned. Hundreds upon hundreds of people and their belongings entered Bythos through their respective gates, coming from Nous or Sige, Ennoia or Zoe, leaving behind their worlds to enter the darkness of Bythos. Others, their missions accomplished, were returning eagerly, a spring in their step as they circled the portals to finally branch off, display their passes, and disappear into the shimmering white light that hung within each arch.

"Come on. They'll be waiting by the portal to Ennoia," said Asho. 

He led Shaya around the outside of the portals, leaving Aletheia behind, then passing the portal to Sige, then Nous, finally reaching that of Ennoia. 

A large group of knights were emerging into Bythos as they arrived, their lances erect, their blue cloaks flowing behind them, their baggage train nearly four times their number. From the disdain on their faces and the way they craned their heads to take in the scope of the cavern and the glowing aurora, Asho knew they'd come to serve their Black Year. 

"There," said Shaya. 

She pointed at a small group of men standing to one side, not yet in the line that was inching its way up to the portal. There were six knights, Asho saw, three of them lying in litters, the other three standing shoulder to shoulder as they watched the new arrivals. Perhaps a dozen mules laden with chests and sacks stood behind them, tended by perhaps thirty Bythians.

Asho squeezed Shaya's hand and turned to her. "Listen to me. This is - I don't know quite what this is, but it's a change. It's a chance for us to live better lives. To make something of ourselves."

Shaya was nodding, eyes wide. He wanted to hold her tight, protect her, but he didn't know from what. The world, perhaps.

"We've got to be strong and brave, and show everyone that we deserve this opportunity. That we're worthy. We can't let them send us back. Understand?"

"Will we ever come back? See Mother and Father?"

"I don't know. Maybe? We'll be free. Perhaps one day we can choose to return." 

Asho turned to survey Bythos. How would it be to ride back through the portal a free man, a knight perhaps, and see his old home? How would he be welcomed, if at all? 

He turned back to Shaya. "Be strong. No tears. We're going to live with the Ennoians now. They hate weakness."

As if on cue, Shaya's eyes filled with water, but she nodded fiercely and the tears them away.

"I'll protect you," Asho said. "No matter what, I swear that. I'll make sure you're safe. All right? Now, come on. Let's go meet our new lord."

Shaya took his hand again, and together they crossed the great circular road to where the Ennoians were standing. Asho led Shaya up to the three knights. They were clad in black plate mail and were strange and grim and dangerous-looking. Asho's heart was pounding in his chest fit to burst. The men ignored him, so he coughed politely and immediately bowed. 

"My lords. I am Asho, and this is my sister Shaya. We were told to present ourselves."

They're going to laugh. It was all a joke. They're going to -

"Asho and Shaya." The voice was rough, rich with a cruel authority and amusement.

Asho dared to glance up. The man who had addressed them had to be Lord Kyferin. He immediately went down onto one knee. "My lord, I swear to serve you faithfully. Thank you. You will never have cause to regret taking us into your service, I promise you."

The Ennoian studied him. Kyferin's face was hard and angular, harsh and striking. The face of a killer, thought Asho. No; the face of a knight. 

"I never regret anything," said Lord Kyferin. "Now, both of you, follow with the mules. We'll sort you out when we've reached Castle Kyferin. Be welcomed into my service." With those words, he turned back to the other two men. 

Asho waited, unsure, not believing that their welcome had been so peremptory, but then slunk back to the mules with Shaya behind him and stood to one side. 

The Bythians who were to accompany Lord Kyferin were standing alongside the mules, hands on their harnesses, ready to urge them forward at a moment's notice. Asho couldn't read their expressions. Curiosity, perhaps? Coldness, resentment? He didn't know. He wanted to explain to them, tell them what had happened, why he was just standing there instead of helping them with their work.

Shaya took his hand again, and he held it tight. They stood in silence, alone, not part of the Ennoian group or welcomed by the Bythians. 

After a few minutes, Lord Kyferin mounted his horse and raised his hand, giving the signal. The Bythians urged the mules forward, and together they stepped back onto the road and began to approach the portal. Its white light flickered and danced, beckoned and warned. 

Asho couldn't breathe. They marched right up to the white light, the vaulting arch high above them, and one by one the Ennoian knights rode through and disappeared. 

Then it was their turn. Asho turned and gave Shaya a shaky smile. "Are you ready?" 

She could only nod.

"Then, come." Joy suffused him. "Let's begin our new future."

And together they entered the white light.
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