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Chapter 1

 

 

 

The dead approached the crossroads. Their numbers filled the dusty lane, a veritable army of desiccated flesh and taut, leathery skin. They were unhurried, the carts amongst them creaking, the decaying oxen plodding at much the same speed they had moved at in life. The sun was dying slowly behind them, causing the tips of the barley sheaves that covered the fields to incandesce in the last of the day’s light. 

Acharsis leaned on his gnarled walking stick and watched the dead. They were a shadowed horde. Occasionally, a bronze sickle blade flashed crimson in the waning light. Their numbers had more than tripled in the seventeen years since last he’d passed this way. He looked up to where the village of Eruk crouched atop the rocky bluffs. Did any of the living now tend to the farming at all? 

He’d no desire to lead the dead home, so instead he packed his pipe with pantagr seeds, unslung his fire horn and lit the pipe from the coal within. The dead drew abreast as he blew out his first plume of smoke, and he bowed low in the old courtly style as he did so, gesturing grandly with his pipe, and smiled. 

“Age before beauty,” he said. Perhaps the only time he could so with a straight face. 

The dead didn’t spare him so much as a glance. They marched on woodenly, and Acharsis’ smile became a pensive frown. He searched their withered faces for her countenance, not knowing what he’d do if he saw her marching in their midst, and was relieved when the last of them passed him by.

“Well Annara,” he said, looking up at Eruk. “Here I come to ruin your day.”

The cliffs below Eruk smoldered in the dusk, and the furze and gorse were dark against the weathered stone. The icy peaks of the Aloros range rose to challenge the heavens far beyond, the ice and snow glimmering like heated iron. The rhythmic beat of a hammer echoed down from the heights, and he could make out the bleats of goats being herded somewhere close. 

Acharsis followed the dead, his legs weary, his feet sore. The road wound its way steeply up the bluffs like an insidious argument. The dead turned off halfway to the top onto a large, fenced-in ledge. Acharsis slowed as he passed them by, watching as some moved to stand at the back against the cliff, sickles still in hand, while others unloaded the bales of barley and carried them into the small barn set against the red rocks of the bluffs. A couple of apsus tallied their goods on clay tablets. Another blessed the dead, shriving them after their day’s work. Acharsis raised a hand in greeting as the man noticed him, and hurried on.

When he reached the top, Acharsis turned, not yet ready to face the village, and looked out past the fields to the great Golden Steppe beyond. The ocean of grass that he had once believed descended into the netherworld. He knew better now. 

His thoughts were interrupted by a quiet but distinct cracking sound as his protective amulet twitched under his shirt. He felt a spasm of fear as it shattered and pieces of lapis lazuli slid down his stomach. By reflex, he clasped his hand over his chest, but it was too late. 

The shadows roiled in a cleft below him. A figure was there, skeletally thin, its skin dusty and black as soot. An old woman, an iron collar around her throat, her form filthy, her clothing little more than rags. Everything about her was foul, and when she looked up at him with her cat’s eyes, he couldn’t help but recoil.

She opened her mouth in silent laughter and began a jagged dance, without rhythm, without grace, jerking and shaking as she rattled the chains that hung from her wrists and ankles. Acharsis couldn’t tear his eyes away, horror rising within him. The old woman danced in the shadowed cleft, grinning her sharp teeth and rolling her eyes, and then she was gone.

Acharsis whispered a prayer to Ekillos and touched his brow, heart and crotch. Chilled, he reached up and tore the amulet from his neck. He stared at its cracked face, impotent rage filling him. Useless. He cast it aside and turned to gaze up at the settlement. What horror did his demon’s appearance portend for Eruk?

He rubbed his face. A month he’d been traveling, and now, his destination but a stone’s throw away, he was cursed and polluted by what he’d seen. Acharsis took up his walking stick and with a cry smashed it down on a rock, then hurled it with both hands over the cliff. He watched it spin and disappear and felt like a fool.

It had been a good walking stick.

He sighed and lowered himself into a crouch. A good man, a decent man, would turn and walk away. Find an apsu somewhere and go through all the rituals. It’d be the height of irony, of course, for him to do so, being the son of Ekillos. He caught himself rubbing the raised flecks of scar tissue on his neck and snatched his hand away.

Well, he wasn’t a good man. Nobody had thought that of him before the Purge, and definitely not after.

He cursed and rose to his feet. He’d been putting this visit off for more than a decade. Ten whole years it had taken him to muster enough courage. If he turned back now, he’d never return. Was that what his demon wanted? Well, he’d be damned if he’d let himself be manipulated. That, and he was tired. And hungry. And he wanted to see Annara’s face. 

Acharsis took a deep breath and climbed the rest of the road to the plateau.

Eruk was one great sprawling building, a flat-roofed complex made of mud brick that housed the entirety of the village. Ladders were leaning against the walls here and there, and he saw a group of children scamper up one of them, laughing as they chased each other. The sounds of village life filtered down to him, and slowly his horror receded. 

Acharsis stepped up to the Thorn Gate. One such was positioned outside every village in the empire. He gazed up at the desiccated branches that were woven about the archway, at the long, cruel thorns that were meant to trap his sins and cleanse him as he passed through. Somehow, he doubted this one would. If anything, he might break it.

Closing his eyes, Acharsis stepped through. He felt nothing. Ah, well. He approached one of the ladders, nodding to an elder sitting off to one side smoking a spindly pipe, and then ladled water over each foot from the shallow bowl, muttering the words of purification. That probably wouldn’t help much, either.

“Come on,” he muttered to himself. “Cheer up, hey? You’re about to see a woman you spurned sixteen years ago. What more could go wrong?” 

Gathering himself, he climbed the closest ladder.

Some seventy individuals were sitting on the sprawling flat roof, each family or group of friends beneath a striped awning, resting on threadbare cushions or wooden stools. Tendrils of soft smoke rose through the trapdoors that led down to their homes. Acharsis’ stomach rumbled at the scent of barley cakes seared to perfection, and the rich tang of melting goat cheese caused his mouth to flood with spit. People were chatting easily, their laughter rising occasionally here and there, all of them sitting in knots around their trapdoors, weaving or repairing tools, their hands never idle. 

Those closest to him ceased their conversation as they turned to regard him with hard, bright eyes. Acharsis smiled and bobbed his head, mouthing the greeting prayer, and picked his way with care between the family groups as he headed across the roof. Though gazes followed him, no one rose to challenge him.

Even though he’d not seen her marching with the dead below, it was possible that she had died. Probable, even. She’d be old now, as old as he was, and the odds that disease or misfortune or violence or magic had taken her into the netherworld were high. Casting around the unfamiliar faces, Acharsis felt the fool. No, not high. Certain. Such was his luck, had always been his luck, to have waited too long, to have wasted the years, and only come now when she was no doubt long gone.

“Acharsis?”

A woman had risen to her feet, conversation stilling around her. Tall, square-shouldered, her black hair threaded with gray but lustrous still, the sight of Annara hit him like a fist to the chest. Her burgundy temple tattoos were visible where they emerged from the hems of her sleeves, their geometric lines unfaded by the passage of the years. He summoned his old smile but found himself unable to step forward. Even if one allowed that the last vestiges of the sunlight were kind to her, painting her in a rosy, luminous glow, there was no denying that she was still strikingly beautiful. 

“Annara,” he managed at last. He felt a ridiculous urge to cry, a storm of emotions whirling within his breast. Where was his famed silver tongue? Why was he just standing there with this hangdog smile?

She strode around those who were examining him, moving slowly as if he were an apparition that might fade if stared at too closely. “Acharsis?” There was a tone of wonder in her voice. Disbelief.

“In the flesh,” he said, and resisted giving his mocking bow. Was that wonder or shock on her face? “Surely, I don’t look that bad?”

She stopped before him, and he could feel the silence spreading out around them like ripples from a dropped pebble. Heads turned to gauge and measure. He forced himself to stand a little straighter as she swept him with her gaze, from his torn sandals to his travel-stained robes. 

“You look like you’ve been out working with the dead.”

“Whereas you... oh, Annara.” His smile became genuine for the first time. “You almost make walking those thousand miles worth it.”

She raised an eyebrow. “It really is you.” 

They stood in silence, simply regarding each other, and he knew she was being battered by a similar storm of memories, recollections of a romance that had lasted but five months but haunted him ever since 

A man rose and stepped up beside her, and when she reached out in reflex to take his arm, Acharsis felt a welcome bitterness that caused him to smile crookedly.

“Acharsis, this is Kenu,” she said. “My husband.”

Kenu was strong, good-looking, younger than them both and what was more, there was a kindness in his stolid face. Boring, thought Acharsis even as he smiled, oh by the gods he’s got to bore you to tears.  

“It’s good to finally meet you,” said Kenu. He almost sounded like he meant it. “Annara has told me much of her old friend.”

He quelled the urge to say something crass, something that would drive Kenu to strike him. “That’s remarkably generous of her,” he said instead. “Though after sixteen years, I’m surprised she even remembers me.”

Annara snorted. “You are nothing if not memorable. Now, come, sit. You’re practically swaying where you stand.” She turned, ushering him toward the small group of people who were still watching them. “And meet the rest of my family.”

Acharsis felt his regret mount as he was introduced to Kenu’s sisters and aunts and uncles, as he bowed and clasped forearms, spoke trivial greetings, smiled with all the genuineness of a lakhar. What was he doing here? 

One of the family members caught his eye. Elu, a youth, Annara’s only son, with an easy smile and a warm laugh. Something about him looked familiar. 

They sat in a circle, and Acharsis did his best to deflect questions, accepting the simple if sparse fare of barley cakes, salted fish and a mash of lentils with chickpeas and fresh lettuce. There wasn’t much, and nobody seemed to eat their fill. The sun set as they dined, and as the darkness descended on the village, the ruddy light of the hearth fires beneath each trapdoor became visible, illuminating the striped awnings overhead such that each group of people seemed to have trapped the last of the dying light amongst themselves.

When the food was finished, Acharsis handed over his clay bowl and cup and then watched as people rose and set to visiting each other’s groups. Kenu, with generous sensitivity, rose and walked away with Elu, leaving Acharsis at long last alone with Annara.

They sat, knees almost touching, gazing out over the edge of the settlement toward the vast and darkened steppe. A cold wind was blowing down from the Aloros mountains behind them, and Acharsis had to fight the urge to shiver.

“So what have you been doing all these years?” asked Annara.

Acharsis leaned back on one arm. “Making money. Losing money. Trying to entertain myself.” He felt a tide of bitterness arise within him. Seventeen years had passed, and while he could recount petty victories here and there, isolated moments of bravery, a few romances that had gone nowhere, he really had nothing worth the recounting.

“The son of Ekillos, playing at being merchant.”

He bit back a sharp retort. “Yes. It helped pass the time.” 

Silence grew between them.

“Did you ever apologize to him?” Annara’s voice was soft.

Acharsis sat up again, suddenly uneasy. “Not so much as - well. No.”

“No?” She snorted. “That was the one reason I could come up with to justify your disappearing on me like that. And you didn’t even go talk to him. I don’t even know why I’m surprised.”

An old pain came back to life. “Yes, well. I’ve never claimed to be… what’s the word?”

“Honest? Forthright? Brave? Virtuous?” said Annara. “I could go on.”

“Yes, all right, easy there. But - well. It’s why I came back. To go speak to him. Let him crush my head in with his Sky Hammer if he wants.”

“It’s been twenty years since the Purge,” she said. “Do you honestly think he’ll still want to kill you?”

“Jarek?” Acharsis sucked on his teeth as he pretended to think it over. “Yes. Definitely.”

“He was a better man than you, Acharsis. Maybe he’s let go of the past.”

“He thinks - not completely incorrectly - that I was responsible for the death of his father.” Acharsis raised an eyebrow. “I’m pretty certain he’s still upset.”

“Then why did you come? Has Acharsis the Unquenchable finally grown tired of life?”

Acharsis regarded her in the dim light of dusk. There was no give in her expression, nothing but fierce intensity. Almost an anger. “I’ve really missed these comforting little chats of ours, you know.”

“Answer the question.” Her gaze was unswerving. “Why did you come back? To Eruk? Why now?”

Annara had been a priestess for the first half of her life, a worshiper of Scythia. Right up until Scythia herself had been killed. He could still see it. The lithe, almost predatory manner in which she sat, as if ready to spring at him.

“How did you do it?” he asked, looking past her at the families and fires. “Twenty years you’ve been here. Raising a child, being the dutiful wife. Living in a village one hundredth the size of Tarkuktum. How have you not gone mad?”

“I still know how to use knife and spear, if that’s what you’re asking,” she said. “Keep going like this and I’ll be more than happy to demonstrate.”

Acharsis waved a hand lazily. “It’s bad luck to kill a guest.” He looked past her to where Kenu was squatting beside a group of elders. His son stood off to one side, talking animatedly with an attractive young woman. “How old is he? Your boy?”

Annara stiffened. “Fourteen.”

“Fourteen?” Acharsis considered the youth. “No. I’d guess a little older than that. Maybe a couple of years more.”

“Even if he was,” said Annara, “that would mean nothing, change nothing.”

Acharsis nodded. “I know.” 

“No, you don’t know. Though you’ve always believed you did, and that’s been your weakness and everyone else’s curse.”

Acharsis blew out his cheeks. “I… have clearly lost the knack for small talk. I should have gone straight on to Jarek’s. My apologies.”

Annara searched his face, and he saw pain in her eyes, confusion. “Why did you come back, Acharsis? After all these years? Did you think you’d find me waiting for you, ready to pick up where you left me?”

“I - yes?” Acharsis felt his face flush and quickly raised his hands. “Which is madness, I know, selfish and immature and all the other words I’m sure you could provide. I know I’m a fool. But it’s good to see you happy, Annara. To see that you’ve made a life for yourself. Family, friends, finally cooking delicious food…”

“Jana did the cooking,” said Annara. “I’m still burning pots.”

“Burning them exquisitely,” said Acharsis. “I’m sure. But regardless. My immaturity has had one benefit. It’s brought me here, and given me the chance to apologize. For what I did. Seventeen years ago, I mean. It might not mean much, but if Jarek really is going to kill me, I’m glad I at least had the chance to say so.”

A young voice cut through the conversations. “Death wagons! Death wagons coming!”

Annara cursed and rose to her feet. Acharsis followed after her as she strode away across the roof to where everybody was gathering at the western edge. Death wagons? It was a neat explanation for his demon. Perhaps too neat. 

He hurried after her. 

The landscape below was painted in swathes of velvety black and slate blues, the moon having not yet risen. Perhaps a half-dozen large wagons led by a carriage were making their way up the road to the cliff top, hauled by a team of what were probably dead oxen. They were massive and seemed to glimmer like wet stones.

Annara pulled her sleeves down to cover her temple tattoos. “Death wagons so soon?”

Acharsis stared down at them morosely. There’d be a master of Nekuul in one of them, one of Irella’s leeches. The thought made him want to slip over the far side of the roof and disappear into the night, but doing so would cause notice, and the locals would tell the master. 

He forced himself to focus. “Again? When were they here last?”

“Three weeks ago.” She glanced up at him, considering. “Is this going to be a problem?”

He grinned humorlessly at her. “I learned how to hide from leeches years ago. Not a problem.”

The wagons reached the top of the hill and pulled up alongside the settlement. Death watch guards climbed down tiredly from the headboards as the doors of the lead carriage opened to disgorge a gangly master in long black robes. 

Kenu, the apsus, and a dozen other men had already climbed down the ladders, and they stepped forward to greet the master, torches held high. The leech was a balding older man with round shoulders and an eager smile, and he clasped arms and gave blessings and then bowed his head gravely as he listened to Kenu’s report.

“How many have you got for him?” asked Acharsis.

“Four,” said Annara reluctantly. “I know, a high number for just three weeks. But the harvests have only been growing worse these past few years. People are weak. Three of our elders just faded away and gave up their ghosts.”

“And the fourth?”

“Azu. He was taken by evil spirits, began to fall over every day and shake. Kenu ordered his death so he wouldn’t pollute the rest of the village.”

Acharsis studied Kenu with new eyes. “The leech will be glad he came.”

“Yesu is always glad,” said Annara. “Always smiling, always apologizing and asking for favors. He’ll be up here soon to check our teeth and look in our eyes. See if any of us are about to drop and make his waiting worthwhile.”

Below, Kenu had finished making his report. Yesu had adopted a very grave expression, lips pursed, and turned to give his guards a nod, indicating that they should follow Annara’s husband. Then, true to her guess, he moved to one of the ladders, washed his feet, and began to climb.

The people of Eruk fanned back as Nekuul’s priest stepped up onto the roof, and Acharsis moved behind Annara. He studied the master carefully as the man reached the flickering torchlight. 

“… very long day, and the heat... My, the sun must be getting hotter, or am I getting older? I swear the afternoons weren’t so punishing when I was young.” He was moving forward, ostensibly talking to Kenu, who had emerged by his side, but smiling affably at everyone. “And the conditions of the roads! I’d intended to arrive hours ago, but guiding dead animals is an art, not a chore, much as I try to tell my guards, but do you think they listen to me?”

Yesu’s gaze was restless, leaping from one face to another. He bobbed his head continuously, murmuring inaudible hellos to people in the crowd even as he rambled on. Acharsis kept the bulk of the crowd between himself and the master and watched carefully as Annara moved forward to stand beside her husband, who had brought Yesu to their family trapdoor.

“Really, my late arrival shouldn’t keep you all up. I know you were about to turn in. I do apologize! I almost decided to spend the night out in a field somewhere so as not to bother you, but my soldiers wouldn’t hear it. They insisted we come so that I might benefit from a proper bed.” Yesu had lowered himself onto a stool. “Oh, no, I really couldn’t accept your food. The empress knows there’s little enough as it is. But all right, yes, and some wine? And some more fish. Thank you.”

Acharsis drifted back to the building’s edge and watched as the four corpses were handed slowly down a far ladder to the guards, who hoisted them over to the silent carriages at the back and loaded them inside. Prayers were said over them continuously, ensuring that their ghosts wouldn’t return. A good haul for the leech - or was it? Perhaps each town he visited was equally providing.

Wary of drawing attention, he sat in the far shadows, his back against the short retaining wall that ran along the perimeter of the great roof. He watched Annara as she hosted Yesu, betraying no discomfort, smiling and laughing at the man’s poor jokes. She’d not lost her temple training or her ability to put a man at ease. 

“You’re a friend of my mother’s?” 

Acharsis looked up and saw Elu standing to one side, examining him. “An old friend, yes.”

“If you’re an old friend, then how come I’ve not heard of you or seen you before?” Elu came over and squatted beside Acharsis, completely at ease. “Which village are you from? One far away, like Regash?”

“Regash is only three days’ walking away from here,” Acharsis said, amused. “You consider that far?”

Elu smiled back. “I do. I’ve never been that far. But I mean to. When I’m done with my travels, Regash will appear as close as my nose. Have you been to Uros?”

“Uros?” The name summoned dangerous memories. “A long time ago.”

“That’s where I want to go,” said Elu. “I want to see the empress’s ziggurat. They say it reaches up to the clouds like the peaks of a mountain. Is that true?”

“No,” said Acharsis. “It’s big, but not that big.”

Elu thought that over. “I can believe that. People are prone to lying about things others can’t verify.”

Acharsis chuckled. “True enough.”

“Where else have you been? Have you been to Magan? Seen their lion goddesses with heads like people?”

“Not yet.”

“Oh.” Elu’s face fell. “Have you visited God’s Mountain?”

“That I have. Walked around it, too. Straight through the mountains and out onto the shores of the Khartis Sea.”

Elu narrowed his eyes. “I can’t verify that.”

Again, Acharsis chuckled. “No, you can’t. But you could choose to trust my word.”

“Well, suppose you’re telling the truth. What’s it like? The sea?”

“The sea?” Acharsis inhaled slowly, trying to remember how it felt to gaze out over that endless expanse of water for the first time, trying to summon the shock and wonder, the giddy joy muddied by fear. “Think of when you stand at the cliff’s edge over there and gaze out over the barley. Remember a time when the wind came whispering down from the Aloros and pulled on your hair before sweeping out over the fields. Picture how the barley danced as the wind blew waves across the stalks, as far as the eye can see.”

Elu nodded.

“That’s what the Khartis is like: an endless field of slate blue barley, with the wind blowing waves of white spume across its face. Salt in the air, the cry of gulls, cold wind, strange boats with black-tarred hulls and square sails.”

Elu was staring straight through him, caught up in the vision. Then he blinked. “What are gulls? Some kind of fish?”

Acharsis realized too late that they weren’t alone. He looked up and saw Yesu the master stopping before them. “Oh, don’t stop on my account.” The priest waved his hands. “Please. I only caught the very end. Something about girls?”

“Gulls, Master Yesu,” said Elu.

“That’s all boys your age think of, isn’t it?” The master lowered himself into a squat, robes bunching around his knees. “Though I’ll tell you, they’ll stay on your mind right up till you reach my age. Pretty girls, fat girls, tall girls, serious girls…” 

He trailed off. Acharsis had been looking away, trying to avoid eye contact, but when he risked a glimpse at the priest, he saw that the man was studying Elu instead with a strange and terrible avidity. 

“You’re Kenu’s son, aren’t you? What’s your name?”

“Elu.”

“A fine name. I can’t believe I missed you during my previous visits. Well, Elu, I won’t interrupt you any longer.” He stood and backed away a few steps, then walked over to where Kenu and Annara were sitting to engage them in low conversation.

Acharsis watched as Annara’s face darkened and Kenu’s brow contracted in confusion, and then he shook his head. Yesu raised both palms and continued to speak quickly in a low voice. Again, Kenu shook his head. All the while, Acharsis and Elu watched, neither of them speaking, both sensing something of import taking place.

Finally, Yesu let out a bleating laugh, made a final entreaty, and when both parents remained silent, his shoulders sagged and he nodded slowly in acquiescence.

“What was that?” Elu’s voice was little more than a whisper. The boy looked ready to spring away at a moment’s notice.

“I don’t know,” lied Acharsis, cursing himself for a fool.

Most of the families had already descended through their trapdoors into their rooms. Doors had been swung over and then shut. All the ladders were being hauled up onto the roof and laid alongside the retaining walls. 

Acharsis and Elu rose and approached Kenu as he stepped aside with Annara.

“What was that about?” asked Elu, his voice tight.

“Nothing,” said Kenu. “Come, it’s late. Let’s go down. Acharsis, we’ve been forced to give your bed to Yesu. My apologies. You must spend the night with my sister’s family.”

Acharsis nodded and watched as Elu and Kenu descended into their home. 

Annara remained above, staring in the direction the leech had gone, and then she sighed. “I’m sorry too,” she said. “What terrible timing. Perhaps you can stay tomorrow so that we can talk?”

“Perhaps,” said Acharsis. “Annara, is he going to be trouble?”

She bit her lower lip. “No, I don’t think so. Yesu is a spineless worm. He wanted to sponsor Elu as a priest for Nekuul. Couldn’t understand why I’d refuse. But he’s let the matter drop. I’ll just be glad when he’s gone with our dead.”

Acharsis nodded. He fought a sudden urge to take her hand, to find a way to comfort her. 

“It’s funny,” he said. “I’ve thought of this night so many times. Imagined our conversation. My asking you to tell me again about your life as a Scythian priestess, when you were all long legs and fiery impatience. My telling you about my own travels. The things I’ve seen, all the empty travels that have taken up my time. Drinking beer perhaps beneath the harvest moon. Instead we spent our time arguing and then were interrupted by a leech. Funny world, isn’t it.” 

She looked up at him, her brow still furrowed, her eyes liquid and dark. Was that desire he saw in their depths? No; if he’d been feeling charitable, he’d call it compassion. Honesty might call it pity.

Acharsis inclined his head. “Good night, Annara. It was good to see you again.”

She didn’t respond. In her gaze, he saw a different world, a world that might have been, a future and a past that he had discarded, whose ruin he could blame on nobody but himself. At the very last, he couldn’t meet her eyes, so he bowed, turned, and did what he’d always done best.

He walked away.

 

 

Chapter 2

 

 

 

Acharsis awoke to the sound of screams. He bolted upright on his pallet, glaring at the unfamiliar dark confines of the room in which he had been sleeping. From the hearth, the embers cast a sullen glow on the other waking sleepers, illuminated the blackened underside of the pot that hung over them, and intimated at the rungs of the ladder that climbed to the closed trapdoor.

Another scream resounded, and then a panoply of bellows and yells. Acharsis threw aside the sheet and scrambled to his feet, hand patting ineffectively at his hip, searching for a sword long since lost. 

“What’s happening?” Jasha, Kenu’s sister, gave voice to everyone’s fear and confusion.

Acharsis hurried to the ladder and began to climb, the poles flexing beneath his weight. Above him, he heard more shouts, the clash of weapons. He thrust open the trapdoor with his shoulder and peered out across the rooftop. The moon had risen while they were sleeping, and everything was limned in a ghostly glow. A score of men with curved blades were swirling in a knot like leaves caught in a wind devil, shoving and swinging at a handful of others who were seeking to repel them.

Acharsis clambered out onto the cool brick roof. He had no weapon. 

A man screamed, a terrible, wounded cry, and fell onto his side. A woman’s protest of horror and outrage was cut short by a buffet to the head. 

Acharsis kicked the bronze rods of a fireplace tripod apart and snatched one up. It was as thick as his finger and bent like a rib. To thrust or swing with it? There had to be a dozen attackers on the roof, their bodies almost formless in their sweeping robes, their attention on two or three trapdoors. They were barking urgently to each other in a language Acharsis hadn’t heard in years: Athite, one of the many languages of the steppe nomads.

Gritting his teeth, Acharsis stepped forward and brought his rod down onto the head of one of the raiders. The man cried out and went down, though more from surprise and pain than real damage. The blow bent the rod badly, and Acharsis began to retreat as two more men wheeled on him, their short, curved blades gleaming like shards of ice.

They attacked him together, and old instincts woke within him, along with a cold fury that made him reckless. The rod was flimsy, but it was all he had. He struck at their blades, moving out of their reach even as he sought to dismay them with the clamor of bronze on bronze. They didn’t press their attack; it was clear they didn’t want to pursue him across the rooftop. More trapdoors were opening, men spilling out, some with knives in their hands, others with clubs. 

A cry of panic stopped him in his tracks. Elu! Acharsis saw him being plucked from his home like a coyote cub from its den. A blow across Elu’s brow silenced him. Another youth was hauled free, and then a third. One by one, they were dragged toward the settlement’s edge. 

His attackers wove their blades before him, seeking merely to keep him back. Acharsis circled to the right, and both of them pivoted with him. Then, when he darted forward with a yell, they jumped back, one of them vanishing as if by magic when he retreated over an open trapdoor.

Acharsis hurled his rod at the second man’s head and darted around him, running toward the band who had reached the retaining wall and were lowering the unconscious youths to eager hands below. He bit back a cry and fell upon them, pounding one man with his shoulder. The man waved his arms, cried out in panic, and toppled forward off the roof, flipping in the air before he crashed onto the dirt below on his back.

Other Erukites were pressing around the raiders now, and an arrow whistled in to punch one of the Athites in the shoulder. Their leader gave out a cry of exasperation, and the group suddenly abandoned their retreat. They wheeled and lunged at the villagers and Acharsis, swinging their blades with new intent. In a matter of seconds, a score of wounds had been dealt, three men had fallen, and Acharsis was forced to back away, ducking and stumbling as a blade sliced close to his face over and over again.

Then they were gone. Like shadows, they slipped down the ladders. Acharsis felt fury and frustration boil up within him. He grabbed the top of a ladder, set his foot on the uppermost rung, and pushed off the retaining wall. 

A raider looked up as he ran away, his eyes widening as Acharsis arced out above him, then came crashing down, ladder and all. Before the man could flee, Acharsis grabbed him by the shoulders and pulled him to the dirt. The impact with the ground dazed him, but his hands seemed to act of their own accord; he held tight to the man’s robe with one hand, and with the other, he punched and gouged.

A booted foot glanced off his temple, and the world flashed brightly. Acharsis tried to push himself to his feet, but the ground slipped out from underneath him and he fell. 

Yells and screams were echoing through the night. The clash of sword on sword rang close by. Shaking his head, he managed to rise at last. 

The raiders had mounted their horses and were riding away down the road to the fields below. A number of them were fighting the death watch guards who were defending the wagons, but as Acharsis swayed upright, he saw them disengage and flee as well.

“The dead!” someone was yelling. “Where are our dead?”

But it was too late. Panting, nauseated, Acharsis watched the raiders disappear down the steep road. 

He cast around. Three guards were lying on the ground beside the wagons. Two raiders lay dead at the base of the settlement wall. Torches were being lit, their fitful light casting irresolute clouds of yellow brightness on the crowd who were now making their way down the ladders. 

It was over. 

Acharsis touched the base of his palm to his temple but found no blood. But he couldn’t catch his breath, and his pulse was pounding in his ears. 

He stumbled over to one of the fallen raiders. The man lay twisted on his back, his face now uncovered, his empty eyes staring in mute appeal at the stars. Acharsis crouched beside him, and as he offered a prayer to Nekuul, he searched the corpse. The man had wet himself in death, and the acrid tang mixed sourly with the scent of a horse. He had a bronze dagger at his hip, a wooden talisman of a stallion strung around his neck, but nothing else of note.

Acharsis’ hand hesitated over the talisman. He’d never tried an Athite apotropaic amulet. 

He closed his fist and left it around the dead man’s neck. If this one hadn’t saved its owner, it wouldn’t stop Acharsis’ demon.

People were shouting, demanding answers; others were wailing, sending up their pleas to the heavens. 

Acharsis blinked. The blow to his head had muddied his thoughts. Annara. He climbed one of the ladders and made his way through the throng to where a group had gathered by Annara’s trapdoor. 

Kenu was lying still to one side. Dead. Annara was lying with her head on Jasha’s lap, her eyes closed. In the light of the torch, Acharsis could make out the tight, gleaming skin on the side of her face that would flower into a gruesome bruise come morning.

Exhaustion fell upon him like a collapsing wall. 

A group of men were confronting Yesu, their voices raised. Acharsis walked over to them.

“Please, listen to me,” Yesu was saying in a shrill voice. “I understand your horror, because it is my own! But I cannot and will not leave the empress’s wagons undefended with marauders about! I cannot spare my guards to chase after them!”

The men protested, but Acharsis ignored their words in favor of studying the leech. The man seemed badly shaken up; he was smiling pathetically as he held his hands up as if in supplication. Of course he wouldn’t send his guards out onto the steppe at night in pursuit of the raiders. Their best hope would be to provoke an ambush. 

Dawn wasn’t far off. Numb, hands shaking, Acharsis walked over to the retaining wall where he and Elu had spoken only hours ago and sat heavily. Guilt swamped over him. He’d brought this calamity down upon Eruk. 

He remembered how his demon had jerked and leered and rattled its chains. Its message now was clear.

Voices were raised in lament, women keening for their dead and lost ones. Below, the dead were marching slowly up the road to form a cordon five deep, sickles in hand, their apsus crying out their commands in a furious but impotent passion. 

Acharsis closed his eyes. He wanted to blot out the sound of the wailing, but he knew that if he did, he would hear something far worse: Elu’s cries for help.

 

The people of Eruk were gathering beside their sprawling home as dawn broke over the Aloros mountains. There was an air of stupefaction lying over them all, a numbness and shock that had left them blinking and dazed. The newly dead had been laid out in a row on the ground, their forms covered with blankets, each of them encircled by a thin line of salt and herbs. 

The living stood staring at their dead, brows furrowed, eyes rimmed red. 

Seven corpses. 

Acharsis stood to one side. He wasn’t part of this settlement. He was a stranger to their community and had no place in their suffering and grief. And yet, he felt a simmering rage and grief all his own and could not tear his gaze away from Annara. He’d expected her to be broken by her losses, but instead, she was standing tall at the front of the group, chin raised, eyes glassy, lips a thin slit. Her expression was bleak, and the bones of her face were prominent, but she showed no sign of breaking down.

A haggard Yesu was standing before them with his brow and left arm heavily bandaged. He watched as the two village apsus brought a calf toward him. 

The village altar was unimpressive: a broad block of rough stone with a planed surface that rose to little over knee height. Its side still showed the pale marks where ancient carvings had been chiseled off following the Purgings. No new dedications had replaced them.

The calf was placed on the altar and held down by the two men. Yesu raised his hands and began a prayer to Nekuul in their secret tongue. Being the son of Ekillos meant that Acharsis knew the gist of what he was saying: he was beseeching Nekuul to gather all the bad luck, all the impurities from the village, to inter these dark forces and spirits and demons within the body of the calf and allow him to bind them there.

The villagers listened intently. Yesu’s ability to hammer in the precious iron spikes would reflect how efficacious the rite would prove to be. 

The leech raised his hammer high and then slammed the first piton deep into the calf’s left eye. The blow was true, and the calf bucked and writhed in the men’s grip, then shuddered and died.

The villagers breathed a collective sigh of relief.

Blood had spurted all over the pale altar. Yesu proceeded to hammer in a dozen more spikes, each in a vital location on the calf’s body. Acharsis couldn’t help but be impressed. Foolish though the man might appear, he seemed to know his business. 

When he was finished, Yesu handed his hammer to one of the apsus and turned to the crowd. It was only then that he hesitated, licking his lower lip, his gaze flicking from one face to another, and then drew himself up. 

“Nekuul has drawn favored our ritual, and Eruk is now cleansed. When we are finished here, your apsus will take this vessel of evil and bury it far, far from your homes. All but those who have suffered personal family losses have been cleansed. Those who have lost loved ones, I will attend to each of you in turn and conduct a personal shriving.”

He faltered, licking his lips again. “What happened last night…” He shook his head. “Ghastly. Unfathomable. I can’t imagine your pain over the violence that was done to your village. I swear this, however, by my goddess Nekuul: I will bring word of this travesty directly to the empress. She will hear of this outrage, and I know she will respond swiftly to bring justice to those who attacked us last night.”

Annara took a step forward. “How did the raiders get past our dead? We had twenty of them guarding the road.”

Yesu blinked. “I don’t know. How would I know?”

“You are a master of Nekuul. Surely, you must have some idea.”

He shrugged uneasily. “Perhaps they had amongst their number a Nekuulite godsblood? A rogue apsu? It is most disturbing; you’re correct in that regard. Most disturbing, indeed. Empress Irella will be absolutely distraught.”

Lies, thought Acharsis. Irella wouldn’t give a damn.

Annara wasn’t finished. “And I’ve heard that the ladders had already been lowered when they attacked.”

Yesu blinked. “They were? Why are you asking me? I was asleep in your home. I wasn’t there. I suppose it’s no difficult feat to climb to the roof and lower them, is it?”

“And Hagash was killed. His throat was slit.”

“Hagash?”

Annara pointed at one of the corpses. “He was on sentry duty.”

“I - so? What are you saying, woman?” Yesu seemed to swell up with outrage. “Are you accusing me of something?”

“No,” said Annara. “I’m just trying to understand how a group of Athites was able to sweep up past all of our defenses to kill my husband and steal my son.”

“But I, too, have suffered!” Yesu looked imploringly at the crowd. “My own death watch guards have paid the ultimate price, though of course they will now be honored by the empress herself. I took a blow to my own brow in the fight! My arm was cut! I feel your pain. I feel it most deeply, but whatever happened last night, as mysterious as it may be – I cannot explain it to you. Perhaps the nomads followed me here, hoping to catch my guards unaware as we enjoyed your hospitality? I don’t know. We must remain calm, remain vigilant, and wait for the empress’s justice.”

The crowd murmured angrily. Acharsis watched them carefully. They were upset, but despite their anger, nobody was going to act rashly. 

Yesu seemed to reach the same conclusion, and his manner grew more brisk. 

“Now, I depart for Rekkidu, and from there, I shall proceed immediately to Uros. You see how seriously I take this turn of events. I will move quickly when I reach the capital, and there speak with the empress herself. Rest assured, she will bring those murderers to justice. I swear it!”

That said, he nodded to the apsus. They moved forward and carefully broke each protective circle, allowing the leech’s guards to begin hauling the corpses into the wagons. The crowd watched, not speaking, until they were done. 

Yesu hesitated, then stepped aside to speak with those who had lost loved ones, whose very loss indicted them and required that they be cleansed. 

Acharsis waited by the wall, arms crossed, watching Annara. She was surrounded by a knot of people, all of them asking her questions, but she looked past them to where he was standing and raised a hand, excusing herself. She approached him, and as she did, he felt his heart begin to thud inside his chest.

“Acharsis.” Her voice was cold. 

“Annara.” He pushed off the wall with his shoulder. 

“Come,” she said, and then walked past him toward the cliffs. 

He followed, ignoring the way people were watching them, and when she reached the highest bluff, he stepped up beside her. Below them, the barley fields extended almost as far as the eye could see, the crops silver in the dawn light. 

Annara was searching the steppe that stretched beyond them to the horizon. There was no sign of the raiders.

“I’m going after them,” she said abruptly, turning to him.

“After the Athites?”

“Who else? They have Elu.”

“They will have joined up with their tribe by now. We’re not talking about a dozen raiders. We’re talking of perhaps a hundred of them, maybe more. Mounted. They could be anywhere. They could disappear into the Golden Steppe.” 

Her expression didn’t flicker. “Regardless. I’m going after my son. Will you help me?”

He rubbed at his face and felt his guilt lie heavy on his soul. He dug his fingers into his eyes and then dropped his hands with a sigh. “What of your people here? They’re already looking to you for guidance.”

“There are others who can lead them. I’m leaving today. Will you come with me or not?”

“Of course I will. But wait. We can’t just run out into the Golden Steppe. We have to think this through.” He propped his hands on his hips and looked out beyond the fields. “We’ll need mounts. We’ll need food. We’ll need weapons.” He frowned.

“What is it?” asked Annara.

“I’ve never heard of the tribes stealing men before. Women, yes, for obvious reasons. But young men?”

“Yesu,” she said. 

“Perhaps.”

“Come, Acharsis. He offered me a ridiculous amount of barley last night to buy him. Then the raiders slip past our dead guards, find the ladders already lowered and Hagash dead? Then they steal Elu and disappear. It has to have been him.”

Acharsis remembered how Yesu had cringed and washed his hands. Remembered his whinging smile, his darting eyes. “Perhaps. For that to be true, he’d need to have had the raiders close at hand to receive a message so swiftly. He’d had to have sent a messenger, then commanded the dead to remain quiet; organized his guards to kill Hagash; and then been willing to sacrifice three of them as well as taking wounds himself. And all for Elu?”

“Yes,” said Annara. “All for Elu.”

Acharsis rose to his feet. “But why? Why risk so much for one boy?”

Annara looked away. “He’s your son.”

Acharsis felt a wave of desolation and sorrow wash through him. “I thought he might be.”

“Which means he’s a godsblood. A sliver of Ekillos burns within his spirit.” She spoke slowly, forcing the words out. “Something must have awakened within Elu since Yesu’s last visit. The leech must have sensed it.”

“All right. Say that Yesu sensed his… heritage. Why go to such lengths to have him stolen?”

“I don’t know,” said Annara. “And I don’t care. I just want Elu back.”

“There is no coming back,” said Acharsis, moving closer to her. “You know that, yes? If Yesu is indeed behind this, which I doubt, you cannot return to Eruk, even if we rescue our son.”

She whirled toward him. “He is not your son. He is Kenu’s son.” Her eyes flashed, and her whole frame trembled. “You did not raise him. You don’t know him. You’ve never loved him. Just because you fathered him does not make you his father. Do you understand me, Acharsis?”

He stepped back, his throat growing tight as he raised his hands. “I - yes. Of course.” 

She glared at him, then turned away. “But, yes.” Her voice was little more than a whisper. “I know we won’t be coming back. And I don’t care.”

Acharsis lowered his hands. “All right.” He stood a little straighter. “Of course I’ll help you. But if we’re going to do this, we have to be smart about it. We have to do everything we can to succeed.”

Annara nodded warily.

“Which means we’re not just going to track them into the Golden Steppe on foot. First, we’re going to get help.”

“Help?” She stared at him, confused, then her eyes widened. “Do you think he would -?”

“I don’t know. To be honest? I doubt it. Like I said, he’s more likely to take my head off with his damned Sky Hammer before I even get a word in. But we need him. If he agrees to help us, then we might have a chance.” Acharsis rubbed his thumb over his chin. “The trick will be getting him to listen.”

“I’ll speak with him,” Annara said. “I’ll convince him.”

He grimaced. “Perhaps you should let me apologize first. If we can… clear away that little matter, then he might be willing to listen.”

Annara hesitated, suddenly tentative. “Do you think he’ll still have...?”

“His powers?” An old weariness settled over Acharsis’ shoulders. “No. Alok has been dead for almost two decades. If Jarek’s alive, he’ll be a shadow of his former self. Just like me, really. But even that shadow might tip the odds in our favor. We’ll have to find out.”

“All right. I’ll gather my belongings. How long will it take to reach him?”

Acharsis turned to consider the Aloros mountains: the lofty, snow-bound peaks; the rolling ridges and foothills at their base. “If we move fast? And if he’s still where I last saw him? Then perhaps two days.”

Annara turned to regard the distant steppe, her disappointment obvious. “Two days.”

Acharsis stepped in closer. “I know you want to rush after Elu. But it’s better to take our time and ensure our success than to run out blindly and be killed or kidnapped in turn. We’re talking an entire tribe here, Annara. If they wanted him dead, they’d have killed him last night.”

She nodded, and her eyes glimmered with sudden tears, her stoicism cracking for only a moment before she stifled her pain. “Very well.”

“Are you going to let Yesu cleanse you?”

Annara laughed darkly. “No. I’d rather ride out polluted than let him touch me. Why? Do you mind?”

“No,” said Acharsis. His grin was wry; again, his guilt jabbed a dagger through his heart. “I’ve no fear of a little impurity. Trust me on that score.”

Annara nodded. “Let me say my goodbyes. Then we can go in search of this demigod who hates you so.”

 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

 

 

Jarek took a deep breath and leaned into the harness. The leather creaked, and the straps dug into his chest, cutting into his shoulders. For a moment, nothing happened. Inertia held the fallen tree in place, and the balls of his feet dug into the loam. Then he gritted his teeth and willed himself forward. Focused his gaze on a distant spot uphill and pulled.

The tree shivered and slid forward a foot. Then another. Jarek took a step, his whole body straining, the sweat dripping off his brow. The tree whispered forward another foot, then a fourth. He shook, from the balled-up knots of his calves to the trembling might of his thighs, and his core burned as he thrust himself forward. Slowly, inexorably, the tree followed.

He clambered up the hill, grunting and hissing between his clenched teeth. It was half a mile to his cabin – an impossible distance. But he relished the challenge. Deserved the pain. Onward he staggered, and with each step, he felt himself growing stronger, more sure of his footing. If he wasn’t moving faster, then at least he was moving with more assurance; like a fire stoked in a bed of dying coals, he felt his might awaken, a slumbering giant that brooked no denial.

The last ten yards were the steepest.  He fought his way up, his vision growing red from the sheer effort, his breath trapped in his chest, the veins along his arms and the back of his hands writhing like earthworms. A gasp tore itself free of his throat, became a roar, and he climbed up onto the small clearing in front of his cabin, then stalked forward as far as he could before the angle of the tree trunk was such that the harness was lifting him off the grass.

Jarek unbuckled the straps and fell to all fours, lungs heaving, then rose to his feet, not waiting to catch his breath. He walked to where the edge of his clearing acted like a fulcrum for the tree, crouched under it, rose so that it was propped on his shoulder, inhaled deeply and rose to his feet.

His vision narrowed to a point. He stepped forward, then again. His whole body felt turgid, the air trapped in his lungs wanting to burst forth. He strode across the clearing, then threw the tree aside with a cry, reeling away, almost falling. Chest rising and falling like a bellows, he turned to stare at his prize. Twenty yards of oak, branches shorn, enough wood to last him for most of the coming winter. 

“Surely it would have been easier to cut it up below and haul up the pieces?”

Jarek turned and saw two strangers standing at the far side of the clearing, where the trail led down to the distant village of Shan: a handsome woman in her forties and a man of similar age with glittering black eyes. 

Jarek froze. That face. Lined as it was, he knew it. From where, though?

The woman stepped forward. She moved with a natural grace, that of a fighter born or a dancer trained. “We’ve come to speak with you, Jarek, son of Alok. Will you listen to our plea?”

He raised a hand, not taking his eyes off the man. “You.”

The stranger spread his arms as if presenting himself, the hint of a mocking smile appearing on his lips. “Unfortunately. It’s been a long time, old friend.”

“Acharsis?” 

Gone was the wild mane of unruly brown hair. Gone was the raucous vitality, the irrepressible energy. The man standing before him was reduced, shorn of his excesses, grown gaunt and weathered. But it was him. His black eyes held that same wicked gleam, the same depths of knowing and irrepressible animation. 

“By Alok,” he whispered. “You live.”

Acharsis nodded ruefully. “I don’t claim to deserve it. Nor do I expect you to be pleased to see me. But I’ve come to apologize. An apology that’s some two decades overdue.”

The sight of Acharsis brought back a maelstrom of memories, bursting open doors Jarek had thought forever locked and sealed away. Images of his past, his youth, and his own burning misdeeds came flooding into his mind, along with the cries of the impaled, the scent of burning cities, the laughter of his friends, and then their screams. 

Irella’s eyes. The grind of blood-soaked sand beneath his sandals. The roar armies. The impossible, righteous power in which he had been steeped and which he had forever lost.

“You,” he said again, and his voice curdled with rage.

“Now, I know this is sudden, but hear us out. The past is twenty years dead, and there’s an innocent youth who needs our help.” 

Acharsis’ words came out in a rush, but Jarek ignored them. He strode over to his wood-cutting ax and hauled it out of the stump. The handle was curved and treated ash, and the head was ugly bronze, blunted from overuse. 

“Jarek,” said Acharsis, backing away with his hands raised. “I can come back later, if you prefer.”

He gripped the ax with both hands, raised it over his head and then hurled it, stiff-armed. It whipped through the air, head over haft, a flicker that Acharsis barely dodged by throwing himself to the ground.

The ax hit a tree behind him and sank three inches into the wood, causing the entire trunk to vibrate and leaves to shake loose.

Acharsis looked over his shoulder at the ax then back at Jarek. “Well, I see age hasn’t reduced your propensity for throwing axes at innocent trees.”

Jarek pulled his knife free from the sheath at his hip. “You dare come here after what you did? To my home?”

Acharsis scrambled to his feet, hands raised once more, and looked at the woman. “If you’re going to say something moving, now’s the time.”

The woman stepped into Jarek’s path. Her eyes were red and swollen, he saw, and lines of grief or pain had been cut into her face. “Put that knife away. Please.”

All he had to do was stiff-arm her out of the way. She was slender, unarmed. He was but three paces from Acharsis. Three paces from vengeance. But her glare arrested him, together with her fearless disregard for his knife.

He pointed it over her shoulder. “Do you know with whom you’re traveling? What he’s done?”

She stepped forward, into his space, forcing him back. “I know exactly what he did. And I found it in my heart to forgive him. Have you even heard his side?”

“His side?” Jarek laughed in disbelief. “I don’t need to hear his side. I saw it with my own damned eyes, woman. Saw our brothers and sisters murdered because of him.” His fury returned, murderous and black. “And I’ll never forgive him for that. Now, step aside.”

“I saw you disappear into the earth when you realized the fight was lost,” said Acharsis. “Saw you flee while the others died. I’m not the only one with sins to bear.”

Jarek clenched his jaw and stepped forward, but again the woman interposed herself into his path. 

“No.” If anything, she was becoming calmer, more centered. “My husband is dead. My son has been kidnapped. We’ve come for your help.”

Jarek was torn. He wanted to bury his knife in Acharsis, but this woman’s presence was such that he couldn’t disregard her. “Help?” He wanted to laugh but didn’t have the heart. “You think I’m going to help you?”

“Yes.”

“And why, by the nine dead gods, would I do that?”

“Why?” 

She looked around the small clearing at his ramshackle cabin, the half-finished extension, the dead tree, the discarded and rusted equipment, the collapsed forge. Only Alassa’s grave was well-tended. 

“Because you need our help as much as we need yours. You’re not living here. You’re just waiting for death. And that’s got to be eating you up as much as the past. Knowing you’re wasting your talent. Your potential to make a difference. Killing time till you die alone in the dark. In the cold. With nobody to mourn you, nobody who will care that the son of Alok has passed away.”

Her words hit him like shards of stone. He backed away from her. “You know nothing of me.”

“I know enough. I know your history. I know what you did to the Athites when you helped drive them from the empire. Acharsis told me what happened at the Purging. I know that for twenty years you’ve hidden up here, feeling sorry for yourself.” She planted her hands on her hips. “But no more. I need you. Elu needs you. So, answer my call. Come down from this hole you’ve hidden yourself in and make a difference. Even if it’s a small one. Save my son.”

He felt exposed, without defenses. Old pain, inchoate rage, his bitterness and resentment – all of it came roaring back, only to shiver apart like urns of clay thrown against a wall. 

“You presume too much,” he whispered.

“I presume nothing. Acharsis has sworn to aid me. With or without your help, we’re going after the raiders who stole my son. I’m willing to die trying. But if you help us, if you come down from your mountain, then maybe we’ll have a chance. And maybe you can find redemption.”

“Redemption?” He laughed, paused, then laughed again. “Woman, my god is dead! I felt him die within me twenty years ago, and I’ve not heard a whisper from him since. Alok is gone! How can there be redemption from such a loss?” 

Now it was her turn to step back. 

“And that man you’ve so generously forgiven? He as good as killed him! Alok and the other eight gods! The blood of divinity is on his hands, and you ask me to work with him? To help save a boy who means nothing to me?” Jarek shook his head. “I don’t know who you thought you’d find up here, what mad hope drove you up this mountain. But you were wrong. I’m not going to help you. I’m not the son of Alok. I’m nothing, and I don’t seek redemption.” His pain wrenched at his heart, urged him on. “So, turn around and leave before you discover just how low I’ve fallen. Before I force you to take back your words one at a bloody time.”

Acharsis stepped in front of her, his expression grave. “Enough, Jarek. Don’t speak to her that way.”

Jarek loomed over the smaller man and tossed his knife aside. “I could snap your neck right here, right now,” he said. “Close my hands around that scrawny neck of yours and squeeze. Put to rest the spirits of those you betrayed once and for all.”

“So, do it,” Acharsis said wearily. “I’ve lived with this guilt long enough. I came to apologize, but I can see it won’t make a difference. Let my death suffice. But if you kill me, if you deprive Annara of my help, then you’ll be duty-bound to take my place.”

Jarek stared down into Acharsis’ glittering eyes. For how many years had he dreamed of this moment of revenge? Over the years his script – the words he’d speak to crush his old friend’s spirit before tearing off his head – had changed and evolved, shrinking from an entire impassioned speech to nothing. All that mattered now was his death. His paying the price of his betrayal. 

And yet, now that the moment had come, Jarek found that he couldn’t lift his hands. He didn’t want still another death on his mind. 

Acharsis stared up at him, and something in the other man seemed to ease, tension leaving his frame as he accepted what was to come. 

A form of peace.

A peace that Jarek knew he would never experience. That was forever denied to him. 

“Go,” whispered Jarek. “Get the hell out of here and never come back.”

Acharsis studied him, and nodded. “All right.” He turned to Annara. “Enough. We tried.”

Annara nodded reluctantly, and then the pair of them walked away. Soon they were gone from sight, following the slender trail down the mountainside, their forms quickly obscured by the trees.

Jarek stood there breathing deeply, his shoulders rising and falling, finding it hard to catch his breath. Pressure was building in his head, as if it were trapped beneath a boulder that was shifting and settling ever lower, by excruciating degrees. 

He paced to the far side of his clearing, then back. His heart was pounding so hard, he thought it might seize up. Pain shot down his legs, and he felt dizzying bursts of fear shoot through him.

Gasping, he sat on the oak tree and buried his face in his hands. His heart continued to race, his breath came in gasps, and his whole body shook, trembling as if it had been caught in an earthquake. His mind leaped from thought to thought, memory to memory, never settling, never growing still.

Alassa’s touch had been all that could stave off these demonic attacks. But she was long gone, so he suffered alone. 

How long he sat there, he didn’t know. When he finally lifted his head, he felt drained, exhausted. He wanted nothing more than to crawl into his cabin and hide under his blanket, to curl up and sleep for as long as it took his memories to withdraw and be locked away once more.

Trembling still, he walked over to his ax and hauled it out of the tree. What arrogance, to think they could simply come here and summon him to do their bidding. That they could disdain his loss, his shattered soul, and tell him to find redemption in a meaningless quest. 

He moved back to the tree and set to chopping, pouring his chaotic emotions into each swing. 

The thock of the ax blade biting deep into the wood echoed off the surrounding trees. 

Acharsis, he thought. He lived! And would go on living. What had held him back? Why hadn’t he cut the man’s head clean off his shoulders? 

Splinters and wedges of wood flew. Jarek swung the ax harder and harder, driving it ever deeper into the heartwood as Annara’s words echoed in his mind: Waiting for death. Killing time. Alone. Cold. Nobody to mourn you. 

Jarek gritted his teeth. Each swing of the ax was burying the head of the ax down to the haft. With a cry, he brought it down with all his strength, and the ash handle shattered. 

He stumbled, fell to his knees, and cracked his head against the trunk. 

Rolling over, he sat with his back against the rough bark and stared at the remnants of the ash handle in his hand. With a grunt, he tossed it aside. 

The rest of the day yawned out before him, empty and desolate. And tomorrow, and the week after. Month after month, year after year, till he finally died. 

The trick was to not think about it. To lose himself in routines, to simply exist in the moment. Hunting, skinning, repairing, tending his vegetable garden, hiking the mountains, cooking, washing, drinking. 

Jarek hung his head and pressed the bases of his palms against his eyes. Curse them. Curse them for coming up here with their righteous hypocrisy, for shattering his calm, for stirring up old memories he’d hoped to never revisit again.

He rose to his feet and regarded the tree. The wild cuts of his ax had butchered the base, but he’d not be able to tackle the rest of it till he made himself a new handle. Which meant finding an ash or hickory tree, chopping it down with his hatchet, then splitting the logs till he found a good stave, which he’d then have to shave down, shape, sand, oil… 

Jarek sighed. 

He stood and entered his cabin, ducking his head so as to not crack it against the low lintel. In the gloom, he strode over to the rickety table set below the sole window and picked up a clay jar. The scent of harsh, bitter beer rose to his nose. There was enough left to promise a night’s oblivion. 

He cast around for his filter straw but couldn’t find it. Impatient, he raised the jug itself to his lips, then paused and looked over its brim at his home. 

Twenty years, he’d lived in this cabin. Six years since Alassa had died. Now, he saw it as Annara might. The rusted tools on the table, the boards stacked against the wall, the half-finished furniture he’d been meaning to work on for years. The mean bed, the filthy floor. The empty jars.

Jarek set the drink down. “Damn you, Acharsis. Damn you.”

He stood still and stared out the window. After a while, he reached down and stoppered the jar, then hunted around the cabin till he found his travel pack, into which he stuffed the last of his cured boar meat. He hesitated, then grabbed four empty water skins and a hooded cloak, rolled up his blanket, and selected a few other necessities.

He stopped in the doorway and grimaced, then turned to stare at the battered chest beneath his bed and bit his lower lip. He should leave it. It wasn’t like it had any power any more. It was just a massive block of stone; there was no sense in lugging it around.

With heavy steps, he walked back inside and knelt beside his bed. He hauled the chest out. It was dusty, and his fingers left dark streaks across the carved wood when he brushed the lid. For my husband, from his wife. A simple inscription on the chest that she’d carved for him, one that she’d later taught him to read.  

He opened the chest and stared down at the Sky Hammer. Its haft was as long as his arm, its head a huge rectangle of dark, rippled stone, carved from a meteorite that Alok had sent down from the stars themselves. Once, it had glowed with Alok’s might, blazing an amber fire as the crystals trapped within the latticework of dark stone burned as bright as the sun. He’d strode through battlefields swinging it, wreaking ruin with each blow. 

No longer. 

He curled his hand around the familiar grip. It had been six years since he’d held it last – during the drunken rage that had lasted three days after he’d buried Alassa. He’d demolished half of his own house. 

The memories were bitter and poignant, and he let them go. He moved to slam the lid down, to shove the chest back under the bed, but he forced himself to hold and inhaled deeply. 

For my husband, from his wife. 

He took up his hammer. He’d forgotten how heavy it was. He rose to his feet and slung it over his shoulder. The weight felt familiar, despite the passage of years. It seemed to anchor him to the ground.

A moment later, he was outside and hurrying across the clearing as if he feared something might reach out and grab him, haul him back into the cabin, and slam the door. He stepped over the oak tree. Only when he reached the trail did he turn to regard his home. Already, it felt distant, no more intimate than an overhang under which he’d paused to wait out a spell of rain. 

Jarek hurried down the path. Acharsis and Annara had been gone perhaps an hour. They would be three, maybe four miles down the path, probably down where it leveled out along the river on its approach to Shan. If he ran, he might catch up with them before they reached the village.

 Jarek rushed down the path only to see Acharsis and Annara sitting on a rock to one side only a hundred paces down the path.

He stumbled to a stop. “What are you doing?”

They rose to their feet, equally surprised. 

Acharsis gathered his wits first. “To be honest? We were planning how best to approach you again.”

“Again?” Jarek raised his eyebrows. “My first rebuff wasn’t emphatic enough?”

Annara laughed. “And where are you running off to, then? Did you forget something in Shan?”

“I - well.” Jarek glanced at the strap of his pack. “I thought you were well on your way, miles down the path by now.”

“So, you were coming after us?” asked Acharsis. 

“Perhaps. Yes.” Jarek looked to Annara but then dropped his eyes. “Your words hit home.” Should he explain why? He stared at the rocks of the path. How could he communicate the simplicity, the numbness, the beauty of solitude? “The idea of spending another twenty years up here alone felt intolerable.” 

He thought of the jars of alcohol, the growing filth. How he’d taken to avoiding the people of Shan. What he was becoming. Then he looked up at them both. “So, I’ll come. But I’m not the man you once knew, Acharsis. With Alok’s death, I’ve lost my gifts. And my coming with you doesn’t mean I’ve forgiven you. Understood?”

“Understood,” said Acharsis. 

“Thank you,” said Annara, and to Jarek’s shock, he saw tears fill her eyes. She took his hand in both of hers. “I have to rescue my son. The thought of him out there, right now, suffering... I can’t tell you how grateful I am for your help.”

Jarek nodded gruffly. “I’ve not done anything yet. Thank me if we get him back.”

Annara released his hand and turned away, wiping at her eyes as she fought for composure. The two men stood awkwardly nearby, giving her time. 

“So, what can you still do?” asked Acharsis.

“Still? Nothing.” Jarek fought to keep the bitterness from his voice.

“That’s not true. I saw you hauling an entire tree back there.”

“Well, fine. Some of my strength remains. My… resilience. But that’s all. You?”

Acharsis shook his head. “Ekillos is as dead as Alok. I lost my gifts many years ago as well. Sometimes I can sense fonts of fresh water. I remember things at times that I couldn’t know. I’ve got a heap of apsu knowledge that’s of no use to me.”

Jarek gazed at Acharsis, fighting to reconcile his weathered face and frame with the saturnine being he had once been. “And your claim to fame?”

A flicker of anguish crossed Acharsis’ face as he glanced at Annara, and then he shook his head. “I’ve not had reason to find out in years. From my reception I’ve gotten wherever I’ve gone, I tend to believe that is… withered up as well.”

“Betrayal has its consequences, Acharsis.”

“It wasn’t betrayal. It was credulity on my part.” His words were ground out. “And let’s get something straight right here, right now. I take responsibility for what happened, but my father, my own god, died as well. I too lost my city. I lost my very sense of self, and while I didn’t withdraw from society to live like a bear in a cave, it’s been a wretched past couple of decades for me too. So, don’t act like I benefited or that I take pleasure in what happened. Because I don’t.”

Jarek raised his chin. “It almost sounds like you’re defending yourself. Tell me that isn’t so.”

“Defending myself? I - no.” The fire that had begun to burn in Acharsis’ eyes guttered out. “Never that. Sixteen years ago, I came within a day’s ride of your home to apologize to you, but I lost my nerve. It’s taken me the last ten years to muster the courage again. Now, here I am. I’ve crossed the face of the civilized world to come to you, to apologize and tell you my side of the story. Will you listen?”

Jarek’s heart beat like a gong. His whole body shuddered with his pulse. He didn’t want to hear what Acharsis had to say. Didn’t want those memories painted large once more. But how was he to travel with this man if he didn’t listen? How was he to refrain from throttling Acharsis if he couldn’t find a means to forgive him?

“Speak,” he said at last.

Acharsis rose to his feet and began to pace, first clenching his fists and then running his fingertips roughly through his short hair. Finally, he wheeled about and stared at Jarek. 

“She lied to me,” he said, his voice barely a croak. “Used me. I thought I was one step ahead of her, that I knew how she was manipulating me, but I was wrong.” 

Jarek crossed his arms and schooled his features into impassivity.

“She came to me at the very end of our war against the Athites. Only Rekkidu was left in the hands of the Athites. She came to my tent, and I thought, in my foolishness, that she had at last succumbed to my wiles.” Acharsis smiled bitterly. “She played me like the fool I was. I should have known that the daughter of Nekuul would never feel such ardor for a living man.”

He coughed into his fist. “Regardless. After a - well - intense night together, she told me her fears. Confessed them in the manner of a desperate young woman. She told me that she couldn’t stand the thought of our returning to the old ways once the Athites had been scoured from the land. City warring against city, vying endlessly for the kingship.”

He sighed. “I felt like a genius, suggesting her own plan back to her, not realizing I was being led like a puppet. It was my suggestion that we all gather at Alok’s ziggurat once we had conquered Rekkidu. That we not split up the moment the last Athite was dead, but gather to discuss a league of cities, a confederation of equals.”

Acharsis’ smile grew pained. “So, yes. I agreed to persuade you all to gather, to entreat each and every one of you to not return immediately to your cities. I should not have been surprised when Irella claimed in the days thereafter that she was being contacted by Nekuul and had to step away - ammi shalash, she called it, a divine vision of the netherworld - and left me alone to do her work. But I was young. A fool. And when Irella opened the netherworld around us, I was as surprised and horrified as you all were.”

Acharsis stared defiantly at Jarek. “Remember that she tried to kill me as well. I saw you descend into the earth, Jarek, but you didn’t see me take a spear through the throat.” Acharsis turned his chin and revealed a messy white scar across the side of his neck. “They thought me dead, but I managed to escape afterwards, before she could raise me.”

“How fortunate of you,” growled Jarek. He didn’t want to believe a word of it. “Unlike the others.”

“Unlike the others,” said Acharsis quietly. “I was betrayed as well, Jarek.” His expression became bleak. “I thought she loved me, or at least felt a passion for me - but she watched as I was nearly killed, and her eyes were as cold as the dead she commanded.”

Jarek turned away. Acharsis’ story was a neat one. It fit all the facts, and the scar was convincing, but he didn’t want to believe it. He could remember still when Acharsis had come to his tent all those years ago, burning with enthusiasm and conviction, and had painted an image of such beguiling power that Jarek had set aside his own plans and agreed, reluctantly, to attend that miraculous meeting. He had even left his Sky Hammer behind, as Acharsis had insisted all the demigods do, as a gesture of goodwill.

What a fool he had been.

He sighed and sat down. He rubbed at his temples and then looked up at Acharsis, who was watching him, hope and fear and self-loathing burning in his eyes. 

“You honestly believed that Irella wished to create a league of cities.”

“I did. I swear it by my love for Ekillos.” Acharsis took a step forward. “I was a fool. I thought her taken by my Ekillos-gifted charms, like every other woman.” He caught himself, glanced at Annara, and blushed. “But I was wrong. She played me as finely as I’ve ever manipulated anyone else. Jarek, I may be the world’s greatest idiot, but I swear to you that I am no traitor.”

Jarek felt no stirrings of sympathy, no lightening of his mood. Instead, a dull and deadening sorrow flowered in his soul, the remnants of the mad grief that had haunted the first few years after his fall.

“Yes, Acharsis. You are a fool.” He spoke with all the withering coldness that he could muster.

The other man’s expression hardened, and Jarek waited for the easy attack, for Acharsis to bring up how Jarek had fled the ambush. It would be all too easy to skewer him. 

Acharsis remained silent.

Annara stepped between them. “We’d best be going. We have mounts waiting for us in Shan, and we’ll need their speed if we’re to pick up the raiders’ trail. It’s two days old already.”

Jarek began to walk down the trail and shook his shoulders as if physically casting off his pain. The others fell in with him. He’d process Acharsis’ story soon, but for now, he had something to fix on, a purpose to keep him going, something he’d not had in far too many years. Something that he’d thought he might never have again. It didn’t heal the old wounds, didn’t salve the bitterness, but it helped, at least a little, to take his mind off his old wounds. 

He glanced sidelong at Annara. “So, tell me what happened. From the beginning.”

 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

 

 

A camp without a campfire was a dull and dismal thing. And yet, looking out across the vast sweep of the somber Golden Steppe at night, Acharsis knew that a campfire would prove to be little more than a suicidal beacon. Anything within a thousand miles would see its cheerful summons and comply.

Sighing, he threw a blanket over Annara’s horse and patted it awkwardly on the rump. The small dirt-colored animal turned its large head to stare at him with a wise and impenetrable eye. Of the three of them, Acharsis had the most experience with the beasts, but that wasn’t saying much. He knew they needed a wealth of caring and tending, but other than feeding and watering them like dogs, he was unsure of the particulars. At least these three weren’t monstrously big like the ones the Illoi rode. These were small and manageable. Or so he hoped.

Kneeling, he spread his arms open wide and spoke the words of warding.

 

“I pick up a stone; I defy all attackers.

I have been caught among the animals of the wilderness.

South wind, do not neglect your watch. 

East wind, do not neglect your watch.

Earth and sky, do not neglect your watches

until Qun the Sun-god has arrived!”

 

He sighed and cast the stone aside. His prayers, spells and incantations had all lost their power after Ekillos had died. Even Qun himself had died along with the others during the Betrayal, and Acharsis couldn’t bring himself to pray to Nekuul. Still, he spoke the old words of warding, a comforting ritual if nothing else.

“I still can’t believe you used my name to acquire them,” said Jarek, sitting cross-legged beside his saddle. 

Acharsis smiled in the dark. “We were confident you’d agree to come. And, to my unending surprise, it turns out you’ve done the people of Shan a few favors over the years. They were most grateful and eager to help.”

Annara returned from where she’d stepped away to stare out over the steppe. Acharsis knew she had been crying again, though he’d heard nothing. It was how she held herself tightly, how she reached up to wipe at her cheeks with the blade of her hand, the gesture almost angry. 

No one spoke as she sat by her saddle, legs crossed. Jarek offered her some dried boar meat. She took it silently and stared down at the strip. “How did you pass twenty years alone on a mountainside?” Her voice was soft in the gloom. “How could you stand to be so alone?”

Acharsis lowered himself carefully before his own saddle, then leaned back against it, legs kicked out into the knee-high steppe grass. He’d not found a way yet to comfort Annara. Didn’t know if it was possible. How could he of all people console her for the loss of her husband?

Instead he settled for working his thumbs into the muscles of his thighs. The bones of his ass were throbbing, and his spine felt compacted. Riding all day at his age was tantamount to torture. 

Jarek was but a shadow at one side. He didn’t seem to be in any pain. Somehow, despite the loss of his god and the passing of twenty years, the man had retained his formidable physique and presence. A slab of granite was probably softer, though it would wear his beard less well.

“I found ways to pass the time.” Jarek’s voice was subdued. “I traveled some every few years. Into the mountains, mostly. I avoided people. There was a stretch of years where I’d wander for months on end each summer.” He grew quiet. “I kept myself busy. Staying alive by yourself takes work.”

Acharsis laced his hands behind his head and looked up at the sky. The clouds that had drifted magnificently across it that evening had disappeared, leaving an endless array of scintillating specks of white fire that stood out against the void. There were as many stars as there were blades of grass in the steppe; perhaps more. As always, though, his eyes were drawn to the void where Ekillos’ constellation had once shone. 

“The Khartisians believe that the sky is a great expanse of water,” he said. “That we live in a bubble of air. The sun and the moon, the stars and the clouds – they all drift through this celestial sea.”

The wind drifted over their camp, bringing with it the soft whisper of the steppe. The only other place that made him feel this small was God’s Mountain. 

“He’s out there right now,” said Annara quietly. “Elu.” Her voice was twisted, like a cloth being wrung of water.

Acharsis sat up. Annara was staring out into the darkness, in the direction the tracks led. They’d followed them all day, plodding alongside them on their little horses, and had only stopped when dusk had fallen and the tracks had disappeared. It had taken both Jarek and him to reason with Annara, to convince her it would be folly to ride on in the dark.

“We’ll find him,” rumbled Jarek. “The raiders will have returned to their tribe’s camp. They’ll slow down at that point. We’ll find their camp and then make our plan.”

Annara looked so bleak and lonely that Acharsis felt the urge to rise and wrap his arms around her. He forced himself to stay still. 

“Make a plan,” said Annara with a mirthless laugh. “How do we take on a hundred nomads?”

“I don’t know,” said Jarek. “But when we can see what we’re up against, we’ll think of something.”

“We don’t have to kill them to free Elu,” said Acharsis. “There are other ways of accomplishing our goals. Guile and deception. Trickery and bluffing.”

“Something you know only too well, Acharsis,” said Jarek.

“Yes, yes,” he said. “I do. And, for once -”

The horses stirred uneasily, stamping their hooves and whickering. Acharsis turned to regard them. They had their heads up, and their ears were erect as they shifted from side to side, constrained only by their hobbles.

“What’s gotten into them?” asked Jarek.

“I don’t know.” Acharsis rose to his feet. “They were fine a moment ago.”

“Did you feed them?” 

“They eat the grass, you idiot.” Acharsis stepped closer to the horses. Had he failed to do something essential?

Annara’s voice came as an urgent whisper. “There’s somebody out there.”

Acharsis froze and stared out into the darkness. Jarek had risen to a crouch. He tried to pierce the darkness, to make out movement. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.” Annara raised her hand and pointed out into the endless sea of night that the steppe had become. “Over in that direction. A man, I think.”

“An ambush?” Acharsis looked over to Jarek. “You think they spotted us?”

Jarek picked up his Sky Hammer. “If it is, we’re done for.”

Acharsis bit his lower lip and drew the blade he’d taken from the fallen nomad. It was light in his hand. How long had it been since he’d swung a sword against another man?

“There,” said Annara, but this time her hand swung out far to the left. “Another one. Do you see him? He’s hunched over.”

“Damn these eyes,” muttered Acharsis, moving up to Annara’s side. The darkness was suggestive. The harder he stared, the more it seemed to swarm and shift, like the depths of a river. “Is he moving now?”

“No. He’s standing still, watching us.”

Acharsis’ skin crawled. 

“This doesn’t feel right,” said Jarek. “They should have fallen on us by now.”

“A small group of outcasts?” said Acharsis. “Maybe they were waiting for us to fall asleep?”

There – movement. Acharsis forced himself to look away so he could observe the stranger in his peripheral vision. As Annara had said, he was a large man, but stooped. Strangely tentative, almost hesitant. The mere hint of a form, a darker patch of darkness.

“Please, no.” The stranger’s voice was that of a woman, pitched high, startling in its volume, shot through with fear and pain. “Please, you don’t have to. Please, no.”

“What?” Acharsis gripped his blade tightly as fear squirmed in his belly. He pitched his voice to carry. “Don’t have to what?”

Another voice came from the darkness behind them. “Hello? Hello? Hello? Who is that? Hello?” It was an older man’s voice, taut with tension.

Annara stepped back between Acharsis and Jarek, spear held in both hands. “What’s going on? Who are they?”

The horses were snorting and rearing, bumping against each other as they shifted from side to side. 

“Those aren’t people,” said Jarek, his voice leaden with hatred and anger.

Acharsis heart sank. “Lakhar.”

“No, no,” came a sob from their left. Then it suddenly screamed, “Leave us alone! Leave us alone!” A wicked cackle followed right after and was picked up by the others in the darkness so that the high-pitched, whining laughter surrounded them.

“They’re going to rush us now,” said Jarek. “Get ready!”

Acharsis could barely hear anything over the pounding of his heart, but he saw the shape suddenly charge in toward them. It came in fast, hunched over as if it was about to run on all fours. Acharsis took a deep, shuddering breath, lowered himself into a crouch, and forced himself to wait.

The charging man leaped. He seemed to change shape in midair, arms and legs shrinking, his laughter spiraling high into the night, and then he was landing on top of Acharsis, now furred and heavily muscled and massive, and snapping at Acharsis’ face.

Acharsis cursed and fell under the thing’s weight, his sword held in both hands, turning so that its hilt would hit the ground first. They collapsed into the steppe grass. The pommel hit the dirt, and the lakhar sank onto the tip of the blade. It was massively heavy, and its jaws sheared and snapped, seeking purchase, lacerating Acharsis’ shoulder, smacking the side of his head.

Acharsis screamed in revulsion and kicked his way free. The lakhar fought to climb to its feet as well, but fell onto its side instead, legs still kicking, jaws clacking. 

Gasping, Acharsis spun around. The shadows were writhing around him. He heard Annara cry out, trying to drive one of the creatures off with her spear. Acharsis heard the crunch of wood as the shaft was shattered, then saw her turn to flee into the darkness. Jarek was swinging his hammer with both hands, bellowing in an incoherent rage. Acharsis heard bone crunch and saw a large form drop at Jarek’s feet. 

“Annara!” He darted in and yanked his blade free of the lakhar’s gut. The bronze sword was badly bent. 

The steppe grass whisked against his bare knees as he sprinted after her, just as another of those infernal  shapes leaped up and brought her down. Without the moon in the sky, it was shadow play. Her screams grew pitched. With a cry, Acharsis threw himself forward, slamming his shoulder against the furred bulk.

It was like tackling an ox. He bounced off, dropped to one knee, and then was sent sprawling as a great paw batted him on the shoulder, claws shredding his robes. 

But Annara’s screams gave him strength he’d not felt in years. He pushed himself up with one hand and swung the blade blindly with the other. It connected, sliding across the lakhar’s pelt, cutting it open.

The creature’s snarl tore the night, and it leaped off Annara and onto him, pinning him to the ground. Acharsis gritted his teeth and fought to bring his blade to bear, but his arm was trapped. The monster blotted out the stars as it reared up, jaws opening wide, its teeth glowing milk white in the darkness, and then something whistled down and connected with the side of its head.

Bone shattered. Hot blood sprayed through the air. The monster’s bulk sagged over and fell heavily to the ground.

Acharsis cried out, sat up, saw Jarek heaving for breath beside him. 

“Fucking lakhar,” Jarek growled. “Nothing I hate more.”

“Annara?” Acharsis scrambled across the grass to where she was lying. “Annara!”

“I’m all right.” Her voice was shaky. 

He found her, helped her sit. In the night, he couldn’t tell if she was wounded. He patted her desperately, feeling for blood, for torn flesh.

“Did it get you? Are you hurt?”

“Scrapes,” said Annara. “I’m - I’m fine. I promise.” She held a knife in her hand. It’s length was slick with blood.

“Thank Ekillos,” he whispered, and pulled her into a tight hug. She didn’t squeeze back, so he let her go and sat back on his heels. He looked over to where Jarek had fallen into a crouch, hammer dropped by his side. “Jarek? Are you hurt?”

“N-no,” said Jarek through chattering teeth. He was leaning on one arm, the other hand pressed to his temple. “Not hurt. Just - just a bad reaction. I get - shook up - after - after -”

Annara hurried over and crouched beside Jarek, reaching out tentatively with one hand to his shoulder. “It’s all right. You took care of them. You killed them.”

Acharsis bit back a retort. He’d played a small part in the fight as well.

“I know.” Jarek was shivering violently. “Just - a moment.” He ducked his head and curled his arm over it as if he was expecting a blow. 

Annara looked up at Acharsis, who could only shrug. He’d never seen Jarek react like this. In fact, his memories of Jarek were the opposite: Jarek striding through crowds of Athites drenched in blood, roaring his defiance and laughing as he dealt ruin upon their enemies.

“Are you under attack?” asked Acharsis. “Can you sense spirits or demons around you?” He tried to think of which ritual to enact. What did he have in his pack that could help?

“I’m all right,” Jarek said at last, rising to his feet. He wiped his arm across his mouth, then stooped down to pick up his hammer. “No demons. Or, if it is one, it’s an old one that lives inside me.”

“When were you last cleansed?” Acharsis asked softly.

“No cleansing has ever helped.”

“Well, I know how that goes.” Acharsis sat back on his heels. “How many were there?”

“Including this one? Six. But three ran. They’re cowards.” 

“How did they find us?” Annara also rose to her feet. “In the dark?”

“The bastards can smell a meal a dozen miles away,” said Jarek. “They must have crossed our trail and followed us. Waited till now to attack.”

“Oh,” said Annara, hugging herself. She was staring down at the beast. It was a dark hillock in the night, like a monstrous hyena. “But it spoke. I thought they were supposed to be mindless demons?”

They began to walk back to their camp. Now that the fight was over, Acharsis felt nausea rise within him, felt his whole body shaking. “They don’t really speak. They just copy the last things they heard. Repeat them.”

“So, those words - they were -?”

“Yes,” said Jarek. There was still a tremor in his voice. “The last things their previous victims said.” He spat. “They approach in the forms of men, talking and sowing confusion. When they’re close enough, they shift back into their true forms and attack.”

Acharsis moved over to the horses. They were snorting and struggling against their hobbles. He offered a grateful prayer to Ekillos for having remembered to hobble them. Well, not remembered, exactly; the idea had come to him as Ekillos’ gifts sometimes did. It had felt right, and it had saved them hours of chasing the horses across the steppe.

“There, there,” he whispered, stepping in close and patting the horse’s flank. It flinched but allowed him to soothe it. “It’s over. They’re gone. They’re gone.” He stroked its warm hide and realized that the beast was giving him comfort as well, through its clean smell, its bulk, and its strange combination of strength and delicacy.

He looked over to where his two companions were standing. “We should move camp. The horses won’t settle with these corpses around.”

“I won’t settle, either,” laughed Annara. It was dangerously close to a sob. “I can’t get their words out of my head. And that laughter – that hideous laughter.”

Acharsis undid the hobbles one by one, handing the reins to the others, then placed his saddle on his horse’s back, and together they began to walk into the night. Bit by bit, the shakes faded away; the nausea left him. 

“You’ve fought them before, Jarek?” 

The silence of the steppe was unnerving after the fury of battle. 

“Yes.” For a moment, Acharsis thought he’d leave it at that; then he sighed. “A pack of them trailed me and a… a friend for a week once. I had to kill them all before I was free of them.” 

They walked on in silence. Acharsis could tell Jarek was struggling to say something. Finally, he came out with it. 

“They killed her on their first attack. Every attack thereafter, I heard them mimic her last words. That was the worst of it. Hearing her plead and then scream in the darkness, over and over again.”

“Oh, Jarek,” whispered Annara. “I’m so sorry.”

“They left off after I’d killed half of them.” 

Acharsis had never heard Jarek sound so grim. 

“But I tracked them. I killed them one by one, till they were all gone. I couldn’t stand the thought of her voice calling out in pain and terror, alone in the dark, like an uneasy ghost.”

Acharsis didn’t know what to say. As the son of Ekillos, he knew that those who had been killed by lakhar were doomed to walk the earth as uneasy spirits. Did Jarek know that as well? 

This wasn’t the time to bring it up.

He tried to imagine that experience, hunting lakhar alone at night, but couldn’t. If he’d still been friends with Jarek, he might have tried to acknowledge the man’s pain, his need for vengeance. But he wasn’t. He didn’t have that right, that allowable intimacy. So, he bowed his head and trudged on alongside his horse, exhausted and bereft and alone.

 

The heavens were glorious the following morning, with vast clouds slowly drifting toward the distant Aloros Mountains, each a towering anvil of cream tinged with buttery yellow, as ponderous as a dying god’s dreams. The steppe was dappled with their shadows, the endless plain of grass proving the perfect canvas on which they could paint their passage. 

The humps of the dead lakhar were barely visible behind Acharsis, Jarek and Annara when they mounted up. The soreness in Acharsis’ legs and ass was now compounded with a wretched stiffness that made the thought of riding all day a trial. Sitting up gingerly in the saddle, he gathered his reins and turned to regard the dead monsters. They were small hillocks in the grass, their hirsute shoulders and flanks plainly visible, dappled with gold and brown. The buzzards had already settled on them, and their heads were working deep into the monsters’ sides. 

Acharsis grimaced and urged his mount forward, following Annara and Jarek. None of them had rested well, and as he lay there beneath the stars all night, he’d sensed that his companions were awake as well; only when dawn was approaching had he finally drifted off to sleep.

The trail they were following was barely discernible, but Acharsis was able to divine the passage of the raiders from subtle hints. A dozen horses couldn’t pass through such even grass without leaving broken blades and churned earth that were plain to those with an eye to see them. Yet, as the morning wore on, the trail began to curve back toward the right, a huge arc that soon had them turned around and the peaks of the Aloros once more before them.

Jarek pulled back on his reins. “Hold on. Are you sure you’re reading the trail correctly?”

Acharsis tried to slide down from his saddle and instead nearly collapsed to the ground. The insides of his thighs felt as if they’d been beaten with rods. Hissing, he crouched over the ground, parting the grass to reveal the horses’ tracks. They were faint, but clear. 

“Yes,” he said.

Annara leaned over, staring at the prints. “How old are they?”

Acharsis rubbed his palm over the dirt. “Hard to tell. We’ve not had rain in some time. But I’d say a day old, at least.”

“Then we need to go faster.”

Acharsis stood with a groan. “Any faster and I’ll shiver apart at the seams.”

“You’re not that old,” she said. “You talk as if you’re already an elder.”

“This horse is starting to make me feel like one,” he said, pulling himself back up onto the saddle. “It’s an  instrument of torture. No wonder nomads are always in a bad mood, if they have to ride these blasted animals all day.”

The steppe undulated before them like the Khartis Sea, great, shallow swells of land a mile long. Acharsis squinted at the horizon as they pounded along, searching for black flecks that might mark out their quarry.

Evening was falling when Acharsis finally made them out. They’d circled back in a huge loop, returning almost all the way to the edge of the steppe. He’d begun fearing they’d have to hunker down for another night when he rode to the top of a higher swell of land and saw a camp a couple of miles away.

“Back,” he hissed, sawing his horse’s head around and digging his heels into its side. “Down!”

The others obeyed immediately, and in a matter of moments they had galloped several hundred yards back down into the shallow declivity. 

“What is it?” Annara’s voice was breathless with hope. “Did you see them?”

“Yes, and with a little luck, they didn’t see me. A couple of miles away.”

“A full camp?” asked Jarek.

“No. Two tents, each maybe big enough for a dozen individuals. Horses, of course. No livestock.”

Jarek nodded. “A raiders’ camp. So, they never met up with their tribe.”

“What are they doing?” asked Annara. “Planning another attack?”

“Possible,” said Jarek. “Maybe they want to capture as many prisoners as possible before they head deep into the steppe.”

“Or?” she prompted.

“Or…” Jarek trailed off, uneasy. “You suspected that that leech, Yesu, might have been behind the raid, correct?”

Acharsis grimaced. “Possibly. But he lost three guards in that fight and was wounded as well.”

Annara hesitated. “Perhaps.”

“Either way, we’d best get a better sense of what we’re up against,” said Jarek. “Creep in close to see how many raiders, how long they’re planning to remain at that spot, and so forth.”

“When?” asked Annara.

“Now,” sighed Acharsis. “We need to act fast. If we have to, we’ll attack tonight.”

Jarek nodded. “Agreed. Acharsis, lead the way.”

Their efforts to avoid notice more than tripled the distance they had to travel. Acharsis led them along the shallow bottoms of the swells, dismounting every so often to creep up to the top and gaze toward the distant camp. They approached in much the same manner a falling leaf drifted down from a tree, slipping from side to side while coming incrementally closer to their destination. 

Almost two hours later, he crawled back down from the last rise and looked to the others.

“This is as close as we can ride. We’re about a quarter of a mile away. We’ll have to go on foot if we’re to get any closer.”

Annara reached out and touched his arm. “Did you see him?”

“No. I think the prisoners are being kept in one of the tents. At this distance, though, it’s hard to be sure.”

Jarek rubbed his bearded jaw. “Athites, for sure?”

“I think so. I’m going to creep in as best I can. You two wait here. The odds of our being spotted will only be higher if we all go.”

Jarek nodded, and a second later, Annara did as well.

“All right.” Acharsis dropped into a squat, his knees popping, then straightened with a grimace. “Wish me luck.”

He left the others behind and quickly slithered over the top of the ridge, hurried down the far side and then ran bent over to the left, where the ground rose again. In such a manner he approached, always obliquely, hurrying until he could get no closer without being seen, and then he lowered down into a crawl and inched his way up to the top of the final rise.

The camp was only a few hundred yards away. The great circular tents were the color of spoiled milk, with colored triangular flags flapping off the guy lines. All the flaps were closed. A crowd had gathered at one side of the camp, where half a dozen death watch guards were standing in a tight knot, arms crossed, clearly waiting for something.

Acharsis’ heart sank, and he lowered his face to the grass. Damn it all up Nekuul’s netherhole, he thought as his energy and determination drained out of him. 

Lifting his face once more, he saw a tent flap open and Yesu himself emerge with two of the raiders. Yesu turned once he was amongst his men and bowed. The bandages on his brow and arm were conspicuously absent. The raiders returned the gesture, then turned and gave a signal. 

The flap of the other tent was opened, and Elu and two others were brought out. They weren’t bound in any way, but Elu’s face appeared battered, and he walked with a pronounced limp.

At the sight of Yesu, Elu gave a cry that carried thinly to where Acharsis was lying. The young man ran forward and dropped to his knees in gratitude, then spoke a rush of words to the leech.

Yesu gazed down at Elu with a cold smile, and Acharsis felt a knot of fury as he heard Elu’s words peter off. Yesu said something, then the guards moved forward and clasped Elu’s arms. The young man began to struggle and was dealt a blow to the head.

Acharsis felt a mad desire to run forward, blade in hand, and cut his way through to the boy, to roar his defiance and give his life in a mad rush; to, at the very least, reach Yesu and exact his vengeance before he was killed.

But that was madness. He’d not even get to the camp before they dropped him with arrows. 

Helpless, he watched as Elu was forced to march before the guards. Yesu bowed one more time to the raiders, exchanged some final words, then turned to follow his men. Their wagons would be waiting for them on the road. 

“Damn it,” hissed Acharsis, watching Elu go. Impotent fury burned within him, combined with a galling shame at having been duped by such a sniveling worm as Yesu. He remembered the man’s simpers and smiles and felt a black, crackling hatred. 

Left with nothing else to do, he turned and crawled back down the rise and made his way to the others. They were standing alongside the horses, waiting tensely, and at the sight of him, Annara started forward, her hope bright in her eyes.

“Yesu,” said Acharsis. “Yesu’s taken Elu. It’s over. We’ve failed.”

 

 

 

Chapter 5

 

 

 

Annara’s face underwent a rapid change of expressions. First came incomprehension, then terror, then fury and refusal. She stepped up to Acharsis and beat her fist against his chest, a single blow that seemed to hit his spirit and not his flesh.

“What do you mean, failed? He’s there! All we have to do is take him!”

“Annara,” said Acharsis, raising both hands, palms toward her. “He’s been taken into the empress’s death wagons.”

“So, we take him back out!” She whirled on Jarek, who stood frowning and not meeting her eyes. “We saw those guards die. They are not demons, not spirits! And Yesu – well, he may be a master of Nekuul, but he’ll die like any other.”

There was silence then, but for the blowing of the wind and the soft lament of the grasses whispering to each other.

“What? You fear a dozen guards more than an entire tribe of raiders?”

“Annara,” Acharsis tried again. “Yesu could raise every corpse in his wagons. It would drain him badly, but in a matter of moments we would be up against - who knows? Some thirty of the dead?”

“So, kill him first. Kill him before he can call on Nekuul,” said Annara.

“We’d have to burn his corpse,” said Jarek, still staring at the ground. “To stop him from being raised in turn and questioned. And those of all the other guards.”

Annara was shaking now, her eyes feverish. “So, we’ll burn them.”

“If we manage to kill Yesu first, and if we also manage to kill his guards; if we then burn their corpses and save Elu, we would have to run and never look back. Irella would stop at nothing to avenge her master. The dead would follow us to the ends of the earth. There would be no escaping them.”

Annara’s laugh was just shy of a sob. “I had no intention of returning to Eruk. So, we flee.”

Jarek scratched the back of his head. “I agreed to save Elu from a tribe of nomads. Not to kill masters of Nekuul and bring myself to Irella’s attention.”

Annara stared at him. Still, the massive man refused to meet her eyes. “And you, Acharsis?”

“You don’t know what you’re asking,” he said. “Yesu is -”

“I know exactly what I’m asking. But perhaps I didn’t know the quality of the men of whom I was asking it.” Her voice was pitched low. “Look at you both. What happened to the men you once were? Jarek? Will you truly abandon me now?”

A single vertical line had formed between Jarek’s brows. “She’d want to know who killed her priest. She’d pick up my trail. Smell the scent of Alok’s passing in the air. She would follow that right back to me. She’d kill me and raise me as one of her undead lords.”

“Acharsis?”

He groaned and pressed his thumbs against his eyes, then lowered himself into a squat. “For almost two decades, I’ve avoided Irella’s empire. I’ve haunted the farthest reaches of the known world, right to the very edges, where men live like beasts inside caves, all to avoid Irella’s gaze. To avoid tempting death a second time.” 

“Yet, here you are,” she said. “You came back. Why?”

His pulse beat dully in his ears. “To see you. To apologize to Jarek.”

“And why now?”

Acharsis looked away, across the swells of grass. He didn’t know. Something as primal and vast as a tidal force had pulled him across the face of the world, back to this land he’d foresworn. 

“My business had failed,” he said at last. “These past five years, I became a merchant, an investor. I did well for myself. Built a fleet of four boats. Things were going well - right up until they weren’t. I lost my ships. My funds ran dry. My business closed. So, I thought the time was propitious for a visit.”

He couldn’t meet her eye. Instead, he stared fixedly at the grass.

“Don’t lie to me, Acharsis. I know you too well, even after all these years. No business of yours would ever simply fail. Not with even a ghost of Ekillos still thrumming in your veins.”

He thought of the Wind Cutter, his fleetest ship, and how he’d sent it into the frigid north on a foolish journey of exploration. It had never returned. The Good Love, taken by pirates when her young captain had strayed from the shore. An accident, surely, but who had hired that captain? Both the Emerald Eye and the Golden Faun had been seized by his debtors when he could hold them off no longer. Not that he’d tried.

Acharsis looked up at her defiantly. “All right. So, perhaps I lost interest in playing merchant and made some mistakes. What of it? My attention has always been fickle.”

“That, I know only too well,” she said coldly. “My point is this: you were brought here for a reason, a purpose you can’t even divine. And now that you are being shown your path, you shy from it like a virgin at her husband’s door. Are you blind? Don’t you see the hand of the gods when they direct your steps?”

“The nine gods are dead,” said Jarek.

“No, they are merely asleep.” She pointed at him. “Look at your shoulder. Where are the cuts from last night? Healed. By you? No, by Alok! Tell me he’s dead when your flesh still knits itself whole!”

Jarek growled. “His voice has been silenced in the golden sanctum of Rekkidu, and his images have been buried head-down beneath Uros’ Golden Way. They’re stepped on by all as they come and go. No one raises their voice in his praise, no one sacrifices in his honor, no one prays for his mercy. He is dead – dead in my heart, in my mind, in my spirit! If anyone could feel him, it would be me, his son, but it has been two decades since I last heard his voice.” He loomed over Annara, fists closing and opening. “So, don’t presume to lecture me about my god.”

“Blind, both of you.” She glared right back up at Jarek. “Blinded by your pride, sulking like children.” 

“Annara,” said Acharsis, but she cut him off.

“No. Listen to me, both of you. You think I’m furious because you’re abandoning my son. Yes, of course I am, but it’s not just that. I’m furious because you’re recoiling from a chance to prove yourselves, to serve your gods! You say they’re dead, but if they are, it’s only because you, their champions, have turned your backs on them.”

Jarek started walking back to his horse. “I’ll not be lectured. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t I?” She ran forward and interposed herself between him and his mount, then pulled back her sleeve to reveal her maroon tattoos. “Do you know who I was before Irella cast down the gods? I was a priestess of Scythia, raised from birth in her mysteries, and while her blood doesn’t run through mine, I learned enough to recognize the gods’ work when I see it.”

She stabbed a finger at Jarek’s chest. “And I see it now. Both of you have been as dead as your gods these past years. Skulking and hiding and wasting your lives. Waiting for what? For this moment! Here you are again, two demigods drawn together for the first time in decades, given a purpose, set on a path. And you refuse?”

She raked both Jarek and Acharsis with her gaze. “For fear of what? Death? You’re already as good as dead! But it’s not death you’re afraid of, is it? You’d have died happily killing a few dozen raiders.” She slowed down, figuring it out, and Acharsis wanted to leap onto his mount and kick it into a gallop before she could speak further.

“Yesu said that he was headed to Rekkidu. Which isn’t Uros, but close enough. You’re afraid of Irella herself. Of your past. Of facing your failures.” She nodded as she spoke. 

Jarek snarled and stepped around her, crouching to undo his mount’s hobble. 

“Don’t you see?” Desperation entered her voice for the first time. “This is your chance to do something, to act in your god’s honor, to redeem the years you lost in the wilderness.”

Jarek stood and hoisted himself onto the saddle. His horse sidestepped, then turned around as he pulled on the reins. He didn’t even bother responding, but instead kicked his heels against the horse’s flanks and began to ride away.

“Acharsis, say something!” She swung toward him. 

“Say what?” He felt like a dried well, the depths of which were arid and barren.

She cursed and ran a dozen steps after Jarek. “If you ride away from this, you’re a coward! You don’t fail Elu; you fail your god!”

Jarek kept riding. 

Acharsis knew he had to silence her, stop her from yelling and drawing attention, but he couldn’t move. He felt trapped in amber, frozen by her words, by the horror and self-loathing she had laid bare. 

Had the dead gods drawn him back? Was Ekillos behind his movements? Once, he would have said yes without hesitation, but it had been so long since he’d felt his god close by, so many years that he’d been so terribly alone…

Annara slumped, then fell to her knees, shoulders rounded. 

Irella, he thought. Her pale, lithesome body had haunted his nightmares all these years: her high breasts, her ebon hair, her black eyes like those of a bird. He thought of drawing her attention, impinging upon her awareness, and his skin crawled. With the kingship safely ensconced in Nekuul’s ziggurat in Uros, there would be no limit to her power. She could snuff him out without trying.

What Annara was proposing was madness. They had tried and almost succeeded to rescue her son, a truly valiant effort. Nothing worth turning into a song, but, then, the world was no longer fit for songs. It was best to fade away once more, to start a new business somewhere, to watch the gold coins pile up, to use the ragged remains of his charm to draw warm bodies to his bed and while away the last of his years in comfort and anonymity.

“Fuck,” he said fiercely, and ran over to his horse. He undid the hobble, then leaped up awkwardly, swung a leg over, grabbed the reins and kicked the horse in the ribs. It broke into a gallop, nearly casting him off, but he held on and rode up to where Jarek was cantering, pounding after the man for all he was worth till he was abreast with him and could reach out and grab his reins and pull their horses to a stop.

“Let go,” said Jarek. His eyes were murderous.

“Come,” said Acharsis. “Come die with me.”

“She’s tainted you with her madness,” said Jarek.

“Perhaps,” grinned Acharsis. “But, what of it? It’s been too long since I savored a little craziness. Too long since I’ve really lived. I barely know how to do it anymore. So, come.”

“There’s no hope of succeeding, even if we kill Yesu and his men. We’ll be hunted down like rats, brought back before Irella, humiliated, tortured, and then murdered and raised to rule our cities like she’s wanted all along.”

“Probably,” said Acharsis, and a wild humor surged through him – that old, irrepressible joy that had led him and his followers into so many wars and battles and disasters. 

“Then, why go?” Jarek scowled at him. “Why deliver ourselves to her? Why face an eternity of slavery?”

“Why? Because it’ll be fun.” Acharsis’ grin widened. “Fun to live again, to scheme, to plot, to act on a stage greater than our own. And because I feel like spitting in her eye, even if it’s just once. Even if she barely notices. Fuck her, Jarek. Fuck her and her empire, her armies of the dead, her slave cities and her power. She killed our brothers and sisters. Amelagar and Numias, Kinziru and Golden Piamat. We owe it to them. We owe it to ourselves.”

Jarek sat back. “You mean this. You mean to go and get yourself caught and killed and enslaved.”

“Nothing’s certain. She doesn’t know we’re alive. Who knows, maybe we can surprise her.”

“How?”

“That, we can discuss. But, yes, I mean to do this. Come with me, brother. Let’s get what little revenge we can carve out of her flesh.”

Jarek stared down at his hands. 

“Come,” said Acharsis one last time, his voice almost a whisper. “I tire of pretending to be dead. Let’s live, even if it’s just for a little while.”

Jarek scowled. “You and your damned silver tongue. I trusted it once, and I lost everything.”

Acharsis nodded. “True. But now we both have nothing left to lose. So, what do you risk? Nothing.”

Jarek stared out over the undulating steppe. With his shoulders hunched and the reins clenched in his fists, he looked as if he were peering into a storm. Finally, he sighed and turned his horse around.

They rode back to Annara in silence, and as she watched them approach, she covered her mouth and nose with both hands, and tears ran down her cheeks. They rode slowly, so that she would have time to gather herself. When they finally dismounted, she was wiping the last tears away and stood stern and fierce once more.

“So,” she said. “Do we strike Yesu tonight?”

“I don’t know,” Acharsis said as he dismounted. “Yes, we could descend upon him in a storm of fury, and slaughter them all - maybe - but that might not be the best option.”

“No? Then, what?”

Acharsis rubbed at his jaw, feeling the stubble that had grown over the past few days. He limped a small distance away, picturing the route to Rekkidu. 

“What do you think?” he heard Annara whisper.

“I think we should give him a moment,” Jarek rumbled in response. “That glib bastard once convinced a demon to dance with him. Let’s see what he comes up with.”

Acharsis stopped, hands on hips, and stared out at nothing, allowing his thoughts to ramble, to drift. Their odds of taking Yesu without a casualty on their side were slim. 

The leech would be taking the wagons to Rekkidu, Jarek’s former city, where Alok, the god of the earth and stone, had once ruled supreme. It was too convenient a stop for Yesu to avoid it. He would deposit his dead at Nekuul’s temple, and then prepare to continue on, to Uros, perhaps, to present Elu to Irella. 

“Perhaps,” he said, turning around to regard his companions. “Perhaps we can be a little more subtle. What if we trail Yesu to Rekkidu and then steal Elu out from under his nose when he thinks himself the safest?”

“No,” said Jarek. “I’m not going back into my city.”

“Right now, he’s on the alert, wary of unaligned raiders, beasts of the steppe, even demons. But once he’s within Rekkidu’s golden walls, he’ll relax. His vigilance will grow lax. We wait till he’s spent, till he’s been beaten down by one too many orgies, and then we’ll slip in and out, taking Elu from his care without his being the wiser.”

“How is that easier than just attacking them on the road?” asked Annara.

“It’s not easier, but the nature of the challenge is in our favor. Right now, even with Jarek’s talents, we’re at a grave disadvantage against a priest of Nekuul and twelve alert death watch guards. But in the city? There, they’ll relax, drink some wine, grow confident of Irella’s protection. That’s when we strike, and when we’re gone? They won’t know whom to track, whom to blame! We’ll be one amongst thousands, as opposed to being out here all alone on the steppe. We’ll disappear into the crowd and flee in safety.”

“No,” said Jarek. “Don’t ask me to go back.”

“Why not?” Acharsis cocked his head to one side. “It’s not the city you once knew. Most of those people have died of old age. Alok is gone. Yes, I’ve heard that your Akkodaisis rules in Irella’s name, which is awkward, given that he’s your brother, but everything else has changed. You’ll barely recognize it.”

Jarek ground his teeth and pressed his palm against his forehead. “You don’t understand. Would you march back into your old city?”

Acharsis pretended to consider it. “Yes.”

“No, you wouldn’t. Not even you. To pass through the Basalt Gate, to walk the Way of Stone, to gaze up at Alok’s ziggurat and know that my dead brother rules in my stead, that his presence has defiled the sacred spaces -”

Jarek turned away, shoulders rising and falling rapidly as he fought for breath. 

“Jarek?” Annara took two steps forward and stopped.

“I’m fine,” said Jarek. 

He fell into a squat, balancing on the balls of his feet, face buried in his hands. He ground his forehead against the bases of his palms, eyes squeezed shut. His breath came in shallow pants, the muscles of his broad back and shoulders clenching and writhing as if he were fighting himself. 

They stood in awkward silence until finally Jarek lowered his hands. He blinked and grimaced up at the sky, then shook his head as if to clear it and rose. His breathing grew more regular, and with a sigh he stared down at his hands. “Perhaps you should both go on without me. I’m more broken than you know.”

Acharsis hesitated. “Is it Alassa who hurts you so?”

“Perhaps,” said Jarek. “I buried her and performed the rites. But ever since she died, I’ve had these attacks.”

“She was your wife, wasn’t she?” asked Annara.

Jarek nodded.

“Ekillos no longer blesses me with his power,” said Acharsis. “But he was the god of the apsus, the father of knowledge and exorcism. True, I might have been better known in my time for enjoying his powers of sexual prowess, but I know the rites. I could try to send her spirit to the netherworld if you ask me to.”

Annara stepped around Jarek and reached up to take his head in both her hands, cupping his face even as he averted his gaze. “You saved us when the lakhar attacked. You came down from your mountain. You turned your horse around just now and agreed to continue. That marks you as brave, and all the more so for the spirits and wounds you wrestle against.”

Jarek went to protest, but she cut in softly. “We need you, Jarek.”

“I’m not the man I once was.”

“No matter. We need you, the man who stands here before me. Please. I have faith in you, even if you lack it yourself.”

Jarek sighed and reached up, removing her hands gently. “All right. Acharsis, attempt your exorcism. But I’ll come.”

“Very well,” said Acharsis. “We’ll do it at the edge of the first field we find. Exorcisms are more powerful when performed at boundaries, so we’ll do it at dusk as well. Do you have anything of hers on you?”

Jarek reached under his shirt and pulled out his amulets, selected one and pulled it off. “She made this one for me when we were married. It has a lock of her hair within the clay.”

It was beautifully crafted, beaded with lapis lazuli and amber. “This will do. I can’t -” Acharsis paused and took a deep breath, then continued. “I can’t promise my rite will work, but I’ll do my best.”

“Thank you,” said Jarek. 

Acharsis shook himself as if rousing from a slumber. “And who knows what we’ll find in Rekkidu afterwards? Besides Elu, that is. It’s been decades since I’ve visited as well. With a little luck, we might find some redemption.”

Jarek cracked a broken smile and shook his head. “Unlikely.”

“But within the realm of possibility?” asked Acharsis.

“Fine. Within the realm.”

“That’s good enough for me,” said Annara. She unhobbled her horse and swung up onto the seat with more grace than either of the men could muster. “Now, enough talk. Let’s hurry ahead so we can perform this rite and reach Rekkidu when Yesu does. I want to be there when the bastard rides to his doom.”

 

 

 

Chapter 6

 

 

 

The golden walls of Rekkidu rose before them, burnished by the setting sun, an endless parade of low, blocky towers connected by recessed battlements. Even as the sight caused Jarek’s heart to tighten, he saw the changes. The river Leonis, which had always flowed slowly past the right flank of the city as if stunned by its own majesty, had been suborned to the city’s defenses such that Rekkidu was now surrounded by a broad moat of placid water. Flat bridges crossed this moat to the ancient gates, and it was over one such that Yesu’s wagons were now rolling.

Jarek and his companions led their mounts slowly in the midst of the crowd that had thickened as they drew close to the great city, no longer riding miles behind the death wagons but drawing ever closer so as not to lose them once they’d entered the city. Jarek’s jaw ached from how tightly he had been clenching it. Though he’d not slept the night before – he’d sat up with Acharsis as he performed the lengthy ritual – watching Yesu enter his former city felt like a personal affront and buried his exhaustion beneath a wave of anger.

A flock of shatra birds flew slowly across the evening sky, their desolate cries bringing goosebumps to his skin and reminding him of dusks spent on the palace terraces. Most of the traffic was leaving the city, merchants and farmers returning home after a day spent in the markets, and it was against this tide that they were walking.

Oh, Alok, endless in your depths and slow in your fury, hear me now. I am returned, flesh of your flesh, shard of your spirit. Hear me, Alok, and know my contrition, my misery, my despair.

There was no response, just as he’d felt nothing the night before, at the culmination of Acharsis’ exorcism. 

Of course there was none. Alok had been dead these past twenty years. Still, Jarek bit down the bitter disappointment, the pain, the acute sting of bereavement, all over again. This city was but a shell. Gone was its sacred heart. Gone was its righteousness. The dead ruled over the teeming thousands, and Jarek was not returning home, for his home was forever gone.

The bridge was broad and creaked underfoot, the boards protesting and dipping under the weight of the pedestrians and carts, revealing the still green water of the moat in which floated a collection of ordure and trash. Palm trees lined the banks, their fronds an almost shocking green after the endless duns and browns of the landscape. 

More, the press of bodies was discomforting. After decades spent alone or visiting the fifty residents of Shan, Jarek found this sudden immersion in humanity overwhelming. A number of Rekkiduan porters were laboring over the bridge, bowed down under heavy crates, while the bearers of a sedan chair bedecked with mother-of-pearl and lapis lazuli waited impatiently behind them; a dark-skinned Meluhhuan lady was peering out through the curtains to see what was holding her up. A half-dozen Hracka nomads were passing her by, wrapped in their white capes, and an Urosian youth trotted past them all, followed by his dragoman. All of them were forced aside as an elderly priest of Nekuul emerged from the great gate, his entourage composed of the dead.

Jarek rose to his tiptoes to watch the death wagons roll through the Basalt Gate, only to have his view blocked by a banner borne by a regiment of Irella’s death watch. He immediately shrank back down and looked away, elbowing Acharsis as he did. Luckily, the other caught on quickly and ducked his head as the guards marched by.

They finally reached the Basalt Gate, and Jarek couldn’t repress a shiver as he passed beneath its arching grandeur. Two massive banners were hung on each side, pitch black but for the gray symbol of Nekuul, each at least five yards in height. Towering statues of Irella had been placed along the entrance, her right palm raised to block the entrance of evil influences into the city. Then they passed beneath the arch, and Jarek was shocked to see that the old mosaics had either been torn down or covered over; in their place were scenes depicting the netherworld and Nekuul’s reign. Rubbing at his face, he realized that he might be the only one here who still thought of it as the Basalt Gate at all; he’d have to watch his tongue lest he give himself away.

As they emerged into the Way of Stone, Jarek sensed nothing. No brush of divinity upon his soul, no scent of the holy hanging in the air. As they had expected, Yesu’s death wagons were heading straight down the avenue, eschewing the narrow side streets. 

Despite the many changes, the city’s interior remained the same: sandstone walls a story high, the windows narrow vertical slits, flat roofs, the buildings pressed so close together that people could travel between them only in single file. 

He heard the cries of market vendors as they stalked the crowd, their boards of spitted vegetables and goat meat filling his mouth with water. A dozen different languages spiraled around him, and his eye was constantly drawn to different faces, each striking in its individuality, a conglomeration of the world’s people brought to Rekkidu for its trade, its wealth, its power. 

“Hurry,” said Acharsis, elbowing him. “You’re gaping and dragging your feet.”

Jarek bit back an insult and moved more quickly, forging ahead, politely shouldering through the crowd. Those who resented his passage glanced but once at his bulk, then at his steed, and held their tongues. 

Up ahead, he could see the mass of Alok’s ziggurat rising behind the temple walls. He tore his eyes away as if he’d been stung.

“He’ll be pulling into one of the temple compounds soon,” said Acharsis. “Close to the ziggurat complex, I’d wager. We’ll mark which one and then plan our strike.”

On the death wagons rolled, the crowd parting for them. Had the Way of Stone always been so long? The sun was dipping down behind the city walls, and the avenue was soon swallowed by shadow although the peaks of the eastern buildings remained bathed in crimson light. 

The crowd thinned as they left the poor quarters behind, passed through the merchants’ area, and finally emerged onto the final stretch of avenue that led past the greatest of the estates.

Once again, Jarek fell back, not liking how exposed they were becoming. He watched the death wagons with hatred roiling his guts. Yesu was the reason he’d been forced to return to his old home. Yesu was the reason he was feeling such dismay and despair. For that, he would pay.

The wagons rolled past the temples of the nine dead gods, converted, he saw now, to Nekuul’s worship. Priests in black were everywhere, as were the death watch and the dead. Jarek finally came to a stop, not wanting to press their luck by pushing deeper into the center of the city. 

On the wagons rolled, and Jarek’s heart sank when he saw them approach the massively reinforced Gates of Stone. Once, they had been painted crimson and yellow in Alok’s honor, but now they were black and gray, dismal and ponderous, as oppressive as the entrance to the netherworld itself. 

“Shit,” said Acharsis as they watched Yesu emerge from his carriage, speak with the guards, and then walk alongside the wagons through the gates and into the ziggurat complex. 

Jarek at last looked up and saw the serried levels of Alok’s ziggurat, eight massive stories tall, as great as a mountain and topped with the sanctum where Alok himself once had manifested. That crimson temple had also been profaned and painted in Nekuul’s colors. The shock of that sight brought tears to Jarek’s eyes.

“Back,” he whispered, turning his horse around before they could draw attention. “Back!”

The others followed. Annara caught up with him. “The central complex? He’s gone to Akkodaisis?”

Jarek grunted. “Looks like it.”

Annara turned to stare back at the ziggurat. “But, what does that mean?”

“It means,” said Acharsis, “that we have to find a tavern.”

“Why?”

“Because I need a drink, and a dark corner in which to think. This place is crawling with the dead and the death watch. It’s chilling my bones, just being in the streets.”

The crowds ahead parted, and Jarek saw a funereal apparition. Clad in robes of black, as if he had torn skeins of shadow from the darkest cracks of the world and wrapped them about his slender form, an ivory-masked man was striding towards them, followed by a regiment of the dead.

Jarek’s mouth went dry. 

The man was wearing a hood that was raised to the crown of his head and did nothing to hide the mask’s naked, gleaming forehead, the harsh skeletal cheeks, the black slit of a mouth. 

No, Jarek realized. Not ivory. Bone.

Bone molded like cast metal, shaped like a gaunt face but utterly inhuman, the mouth stapled over with gold bolts, the eye sockets surrounded by etched garlands of carved ivy, the eye sockets inlaid with black metal. Was he blind?

Jarek stiffened and marched rigidly past the robed man. The stranger made the faintest of hesitations, but Jarek kept walking. He stared at the twenty dead marching behind the stranger out of the corner of his eye; they were equally marvelous in their own way, for never before had he seen the dead armed. They were walking four abreast, wearing banded armor, bearing massive circular shields on one arm and clasping short spears in the other hand. Pointed helms topped their desiccated visages.

In moments, they were past, and Jarek marched on, feeling faint. He couldn’t see the street before him, and he felt the beginnings of one of his attacks: the tightening pressure in his head, the lack of breath. 

No, he commanded himself. Not now. Please, Alok, not now!

He felt Annara’s hand curl around his arm as she walked beside him. “Can you smell that? The scent of the city. A thousand smells. Dust and sun-baked stone, sweat and urine, the sweetness of the palms and the rich depth of the river. Cooked meat. And… is that cloves? Perhaps illi peppers? And the sounds! Footsteps all around us. Rekkiduan. The clop of our horses’ hooves. The breath in your nose. There - the laughter of children. What else? The cry of the shatra birds swooping down to roost.”

Jarek focused on her words, sampling each sound and scent as she named them, and, slowly, the pressure was alleviated. On she spoke, her voice soft and constant like the flow of a calm river, leading him to a stall where she bought a new spear, and when he finally blinked and looked up, they were back at the Golden Walls.

“Somewhere around here,” said Acharsis. “Down there. I’m sure we’ll find a likely spot. Come.” 

He led them along a narrow radial road for some distance, and then he turned off at a large building’s arch, into a small courtyard.

A young boy ran up, wiping his hands on his thigh-length tunic, bobbing his head and tripping at the last so that he fell to his knees. Laughter sounded through a second archway, high and feminine, and he blushed before rising to his feet. 

“Can I help you, good masters?” he asked.

“Watch our horses for an hour,” said Acharsis. “See them taken care of and fed. We’ll be inside.”

“Yes,” said the boy, and then he scowled over his shoulder as more laughter sounded from that second courtyard. “Of course I will! You’ll see. I’ll take good care of them.”

“See that you do,” Acharsis replied, handing the boy a small silver coin. 

The boy beamed, pocketed it, and then gathered their reins and led the three horses through the second arch even as Acharsis bent his head and led his companions into the tavern’s common room.

There, a few rushlights cast a flickering illumination over the low-ceilinged room, and Jarek saw as wide a variety of patrons gathered around the tables as he’d seen outside. To his left was a band of rough-looking men wearing black caps and caftans; they had bronze daggers thrust into their belts and silver symbols of Nekuul emblazoned over their chests. They looked rough, like nothing so much as brigands. At another table, Jarek saw a handful of nomads from the steppe. A mendicant was wandering from table to table asking for charity, and over there, he noted, were three Khartisians, their normally pale faces burned a deep red, dressed in sheepskins and long leggings despite the day’s heat.

Acharsis forged a path to the back of the room and claimed a lopsided table in the corner. He and Jarek sat on a bench with their backs to the wall, and Annara settled herself across from them. Immediately, a youth who could have been the stable boy’s older brother appeared. He deposited three clay cups filled with small beer on their table and then handed each of them a filtering straw.

One of the lad’s eyes was swollen shut. Jarek could only imagine how that had happened.

“Siros’ blessings upon you,” the boy said. Acharsis gave him a coin, and he departed without saying another word.

“Ah, Siros,” Acharsis said, then took up his beer and drank deep through the straw. “Liberator of men and gods. After Ekillos, you know, he’s always been my favorite god.”

“The god of beer aside,” said Annara. “What do we do?”

“Do?” Jarek forced himself to snap out of his fugue. “Do you insist on thinking we can save Elu?”

“Of course I do,” she hissed. “You lived in that ziggurat for years. You must know every inch of the complex. How can we get in there and rescue him?”

“Oh, woman. You don’t give up, do you?” Jarek said, then lifted his cup and placed the straw in the corner of his mouth. 

Acharsis sipped some of his beer direct from the cup and then leaned back contentedly, chewing the inside of his mouth. “Something’s going on,” he said. “Did you notice the energy in the street? Everywhere I looked, I saw banners in honor of Nekuul. Are we close to one of her festivals?”

“I don’t know,” said Jarek.

“I’ll find out,” said Annara. 

She stood and walked over to the closest table, where a Rekkiduan man was sitting. The fellow was wearing dirty beige robes; his head was wrapped in a beautiful multicolored scarf. Annara spoke quietly with him, and after a few minutes bobbed her head gratefully and returned to their table.

“Not Nekuul,” she said. “Akkodaisis. Every third full moon, he celebrates Irella and honors Nekuul by opening the ziggurat grounds to the city and calling them to worship.”

“The full moon is two weeks away,” said Acharsis. “Perhaps we can use that to our advantage.”

Jarek leaned closer. In the gloom, it was hard to tell, but he thought Annara’s eyes were glimmering. Were those tears? “What’s wrong?”

“There’s more,” she said reluctantly. “The celebration. Its highlight is a series of blood sacrifices at dawn. Youths from across the land are brought here for the honor of being killed in Irella’s name.”

Jarek sat back. “Elu.”

“Two weeks?” Acharsis scrubbed at his head, then sucked up half of the remaining beer through his broad straw. 

Jarek tapped his fingers on the crooked table and stared past Annara at the figures murmuring and drinking behind her. Blood sacrifice in Alok’s sanctum? He felt his stomach curdle with rage. 

Rage was good. Rage kept his attacks at bay. 

An image came to him unbidden: a bone mask polished to a high gleam.

“Acharsis.” His tone caught the other man’s attention immediately. “What was that? The masked man leading the armored dead?”

“I’ve been thinking about that,” allowed the other man. “Never seen the like. The dead with spears? That’s new too. They must be almost comical to watch in a fight. Who are they going to fight? The elderly?”

“But there was more,” said Jarek. “That man. His eyes were completely covered up.”

“They were?” Acharsis blinked. “I didn’t notice. I had my eyes firmly on the ground.”

“Smart of you,” said Jarek. “He might have slowed as he passed me. Why is Irella arming the dead?”

“A mystery,” said Acharsis. “The price we pay for having been absent so long.”

They subsided into silence. After a minute, Acharsis signaled the boy and ordered food. Soon, platters of hummus, green pepper salad and braised goat were set before them, and, as one, they dug in.

When their meal was finished, Jarek rose to his feet. “Excuse me.” 

“Not running out on us, are you?” asked Acharsis.

“Not yet.” 

Jarek stepped around their table and made his way out to the courtyard, intent on finding a corner in which to relieve himself. It was past dusk now, and the sounds of Rekkidu were growing still; the shadows had become velvety and thick. The stables would have to suffice, he thought, and walked into the second courtyard, which was marginally larger. The back half was covered. Six horses were tied to a hitching rail. 

After relieving himself, he checked on their horses, found their condition to his satisfaction, and walked back to the tavern.

A group of dead was filing into the first courtyard, four abreast, all of them armored and bearing spears. At their head stood a black-robed individual, and for a beat Jarek though it was the same masked creature he had passed on the Way of Stone. 

He came to a sudden stop as the robed figure turned to stare at him. Not the same, he realized immediately. Worse, somehow. 

The figure was wearing the same midnight robes as the other one, and they made him blend into the shadows. The same high cowl did nothing to obscure his face, but his mask was distinct. Although it clearly had been fashioned from bone, Jarek could see in the lantern light that its brow had been painted black, over which elegant arabesques had been carved in aching white. These swept down around its subdued cheekbones to curl around its cheeks and chin, leaving the nose and mouth area clear. The mouth was comprised of two short vertical slits.

And the eyes… They were ringed with arabesques like whirlpools and were completely covered over with black metal.

The creature quirked his head to the side, much like a bird of prey. “Who are you?” 

His voice was like a cold wind blowing through dead leaves, and, again, Jarek felt his skin crawl.

Acharsis would have thought of a clever response, a quick lie. Jarek placed his hand on the haft of his hammer and smelled the sharp tang of inevitability in the air. “Nobody.”

The creature regarded him for a moment longer, then gave a curt wave, urging the dead forward.

And they came.

As one, without hesitation, they poured forward, spears leveled, sandaled feet drumming on the ground. They moved faster than any dead Jarek had ever seen, faster than most living people. 

They broke around the robed figure and came at him.

Jarek stood in a combat crouch for but a moment, Sky Hammer raised high; then he cursed and ran back into the tavern. 

“Acharsis! Up! Run! Run!”

His bellow cut through the low conversations. Strangers rose to their feet in concern, then cursed and ran for the walls as the dead surged in behind Jarek. 

Never had Jarek been so glad for Acharsis’ quick wits. The man was up and hauling on Annara’s arm even as she went for her spear, and they ran together through the archway that led into the kitchens. The scent of soup, vinegar and blood was thick in the air, and Jarek saw a mess of cutting boards and pots simmering on low fires before he burst through into a narrow hall.

“Where’d they come from?” yelled Acharsis, but Jarek ignored him. 

He raced down the hall, hesitated as he ran past a pair of doors, and bolted for the one at the very end. It was a wooden affair, very stout. He skidded to a stop and yanked it open. The room inside was pitch dark, but he saw a hint of shelving. 

“Storeroom! Go back!”

But it was too late. The dead were in the hall, spears extended, racing right at them. 

Jarek roared and shoved past Acharsis and Annara. His Sky Hammer was as light as a breeze in his hand.

The two dead in the front had both been men. Their skin was stretched taut over their bones, the fingers that clutched their spears little more than claws, their eyes milky and sunken, their hair thinning and mostly gone from their pates. Jarek had fought hundreds of opponents, and always his enemies had screamed, swore, spat, or cried. It was unnerving to fight such expressionless opponents. 

Jarek swept the spear points aside with his hammer and slammed against the pair of them. They were as light as husks, and he lifted them both off their feet and thrust them at the two behind them. He felt bones snap, then tasted the spicy dust of their innards. 

But there were too many of them. 

A spear stabbed at his thigh, the point skittering off the hard muscle and cracking into the wall. A clawed hand raked his face. Jarek reared back and brought his hammer down with both hands onto a woman’s leather shield, shattering it into shards and smashing her skull. 

The dead were pushed back, but the hall behind them was choked with their number. More spears stabbed out at Jarek, their points scoring lines of fire across his body. He swung and swung again, but even those who had fallen lashed out at him, fighting despite their crippling wounds.

“Jarek! Up here!”

He staggered back, looked up, and saw Acharsis leaning down from a trapdoor overhead with a hand extended. Jarek grabbed his hand and leaped. Acharsis hauled, and just as the dead boiled into the space in which he’d been standing, he was yanked up into the night.

Jarek rolled onto his back, holding tight to his hammer, gasping for breath, and then forced himself up to one knee.

“By Nekuul’s withered tit, where the hell did they come from?” said Acharsis, staring down into the hall where the dead were thrusting futilely up at him.

“Courtyard,” said Jarek. “Led by one of those masked things. It was -”

“Watch out!” cried Annara. 

A patch of night leaped up into view and landed on the roof a dozen paces from them, falling into a light crouch, one gloved hand balancing it. The low moon caused his pale mask to gleam, the black brow and whorled cheeks looking like the stuff of nightmares.

“He didn’t just leap up from the street,” said Acharsis. “Right?”

Jarek blew out his cheeks, stood, and whirled his hammer around once. “Behind me.”

“Might not be a good idea,” said Acharsis. “How about we run instead?”

“No,” said Jarek. “This is my city. I’ll not flee like a dog.”

The black-robed figure rose lithely to his feet and drew a curved blade from behind his back. 

The metal didn’t reflect the moon. Iron? Bronze? 

“Who are you?” he asked again, in that same haunting voice.

Jarek stalked toward him. The cuts dealt by the spears of the dead pained him no more. Instead, he felt a righteous fury suffuse him, a deadly determination that left him cold and focused.

At the very last moment, Jarek burst forward and swung down at the man’s shoulder, seeking to collapse it into his ribcage. The masked man swayed around Jarek’s hammer, flickering like a black flame, and then danced around him, dragging his blade across Jarek’s stomach.

Jarek felt his flesh part beneath the blade’s wicked kiss, and a hot flood of blood ran down his hip. He dropped to one knee and spun, swinging his hammer back and around to catch the man in the legs.

Instead, his opponent dove over the hammer, came up out of his roll and smashed right into Acharsis’ fist. The blow cracked into his mask, snapping his head back, and then Acharsis cursed and backed away, shoving his hand under his armpit.

But the distraction was enough. Ignoring his wound, Jarek stood and brought his hammer down in an overhead swing at the back of the staggering figure’s head.

Then, somehow, the figure blurred. Somehow, he turned and dropped to one knee. Jarek’s hammer slowed and came to a stop. The figure had caught the head of the Sky Hammer in the palm of his free hand. 

Jarek struggled, both fists wrapped around the hammer’s shaft, rising to the balls of his feet as he sought to bring all of his strength and weight to bear.

The bone-masked man betrayed no effort, no emotion. Narrow and saturnine, he stared up at Jarek in complete silence. Then, slowly, the figure rose to his feet, pushing back against Jarek’s weapon.

Sweat burned Jarek’s eyes. His muscles strained, and then the figure released the hammer. Jarek stumbled forward, off balance, and the figure slid his blade down Jarek’s back.

Pain tore through him. He cried out and almost fell, then turned and backed away from the robed figure, who stared back at him, head cocked to the side again. He looked down at his sword, then up at Jarek once more.

The pain in Jarek’s side and back hit him in waves, but he gritted his teeth and pushed it down. “Acharsis. Take Annara and run.”

“Not a chance,” Acharsis said, stepping up beside Jarek with his bent bronze blade. 

“You don’t even know how to swing that thing,” growled Jarek. “Go!”

“I’m not leaving your side,” said Acharsis. “Not this time around.”

“Neither am I,” said Annara, and, to Jarek’s shock, she stepped up as well, spear held before her. “Scythia demanded that we learn how to defend ourselves. I’ll see how much I remember.”

“Idiots,” Jarek said as the robed figure approached once more. His back was stiffening up, and his focus was slipping because of the blood loss. “Run!”

“Flank it,” Acharsis said to Annara, moving out wide. “Go!”

But it was no good. They were all dead; the certainty of that hit Jarek like a cave-in. He had yet to even land a blow on the creature. 

He inhaled deeply, fighting back the pain. So be it. At least he’d die in Rekkidu. At least he’d die fighting for Alok. No matter that he was twenty years too late.

“All right, then,” he growled as the masked figure came closer. 

Each beat of his heart felt like the pounding of a funeral gong. Nekuul was here with them, he knew – waiting, hand outstretched, ready to pluck their souls from their flesh. 

“Ready?” He raised his hammer high. “Now!” 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 7

 

 

 

Acharsis screamed and threw himself forward, bringing his curved blade down with a rising sense of futility and horror. Even as he attacked, he knew he would miss, that his blade would slice through empty air – and so it did, the masked figure seeming to melt into black fog as Acharsis cut through where the man’s shoulder should have been. The figure folded himself between Acharsis’ blade and Jarek’s hammer, slipping through the interstice, and then somehow he was out and beside Acharsis, close enough to lean against. 

Oh, too slow. Too many years had passed since Acharsis had fought for his life; too many years with his feet propped up on a desk counting numbers as his tendons stiffened and his reflexes dulled. He fought to turn, to riposte – something, anything - but it was already too late. 

The figure slammed a sharp elbow against his chest and lifted him off his feet. Acharsis fell back, hit the dusty roof and rolled, losing his sword, and came up coughing, retching, fighting for breath. The masked figure hadn’t even bothered to strike at him with his blade.

Wheezing, Acharsis climbed back up onto his feet, and saw their enemy step past Jarek again, cutting at his thigh with a blow that would have cleaved through a slender tree. Instead, the sword slid off Jarek’s thigh, leaving a wet trail of blood that gleamed in the moonlight. It had failed to bite deep into the bunched muscle. 

Jarek’s skin had once been as hard as stone, rendering him invulnerable to all but the mightiest of blows. Even now, Acharsis realized, Alok’s blessing protected him from the worst of the attacks, reducing what should have been a crippling blow to a glancing flesh wound. Hope flared in Acharsis’ chest and then guttered. Even if it took the masked man twenty cuts instead of one, they were doomed.

Annara stabbed her spear at the man, but he simply ignored her; all her jabs and cuts missed him as he moved forward to engage Jarek once more. The demigod stood panting for breath, hammer held two-handed over his right shoulder, blood gleaming in the night. 

Acharsis timed his throw just right. He waited for the precise moment Jarek went to swing and hurled his sword at the masked man, a wild throw that sent his blade whipping at the man’s back.

The man somehow sensed the coming sword and bent backwards, Acharsis blade spinning over him. He turned his bend into a back flip, and Jarek’s hammer missed him by inches and smashed down onto the roof. Huge cracks snaked out through the clay, an entire chunk collapsing down into the rooms below. 

The masked man landed neatly on his feet, then leaped straight up and kicked Jarek across the face.

Jarek’s head snapped back, his whole body following a moment later. He spun in the air, twisted like a rag doll, hit and rolled and lay still.

The masked man landed lightly, and Acharsis gaped at him. Who was he? He wasn’t even breathing heavily. For that matter, Acharsis couldn’t hear him breathing at all.

Annara fell back and exchanged a terrified glance with Acharsis. 

Jarek groaned and began to rise slowly to all fours.

“Enough,” whispered the man. “It’s time to end this.”

He walked toward Jarek, swaying to the side only so as to dodge Annara’s hurled spear. Acharsis thought of trying to tackle him, simply charge right at him, but he was paralyzed by despair. He’d never felt so helpless. He saw Jarek shake his head, trying to clear it, but the battle was over. 

The masked man raised his blade high, lining up the cut with Jarek’s neck.

A curtain of darkness rippled across the rooftop. Undulating like a rivulet of water escaping from an irrigation ditch, it cut between the masked man and Jarek.

At the same time, the moon began to grow brighter, forcing Acharsis to shield his eyes. Although the rest of the rooftop glowed in the silver light, he saw that the masked man was engulfed in shadows, wrapped and smothered by moving darkness. 

“Hurry!” called an old woman worriedly. 

She was standing on a rooftop one building over. A slave, thought Acharsis, or a beggar. She was wearing a rough-spun robe, and her features were worn and weathered by a life of hard living. Her hair was a gray cloud around her head. 

“There’s not much time!” she cried.

The aching fear in her voice reached through Acharsis’ stupor and spurred him to action. The rooftop was now dappled with patches of absolute night and stunning lunar illumination, all of it centered on the masked man, who flailed and leaped and sought to escape the alternating patches of darkness and the glare of the moon to no avail.

Running low, Acharsis reached Jarek and slipped his friend’s arm over his shoulder. With a grunt, he helped him stand, picked up his Sky Hammer and bit back a curse. How the hell did Jarek swing the damned thing around? But fear gave him strength, and he staggered toward the other rooftop, picking up speed as he went, forcing Jarek to stumble, then run. 

The alley between the two buildings was little more than a yard, but Jarek barely cleared it.

Annara was right behind them. 

The silver-haired woman reached up and muttered to the moon, hesitated as if second-guessing herself, then hurried to a trapdoor. She knelt with difficulty and climbed down, pausing only to gesture for them to follow.

Annara went next, then Acharsis helped the groggy Jarek descend. He paused before following. The far rooftop was still a labyrinth of brilliance and shadow. He could hear the high-pitched keening of the masked man and could make out hints of his frenzied movement as he lurched here and there as he fought to get his bearings. 

Acharsis hurried down, breathing hard, and leaped the last few rungs to see the others already rushing out a narrow door. The old woman moved with the speed and purpose of a fleeing mouse, leading them at a run through a winding series of streets and alleys, moving ever deeper into Rekkidu’s poor quarter. Few people were out, and those who were pointedly ignored them.

At long last, the woman ducked through a doorway so narrow that Jarek had to turn sideways to follow her, and they entered a dark room. Acharsis stood beside his companions, waiting, and then a red glow appeared as the woman withdrew a live coal from a small coffer and set about lighting candle wicks. The candles glowed with a soft, nacreous light – otherworldly and beautiful, like moonlight caught in mountain mist. 

Finally, the last candle was lit and she turned to regard the three of them, blinking owlishly and pulling back her wild hair with both hands. “Moon candles,” she said, gesturing at the candles as if they might not know to what she was referring. “They’ll hide us from their searching.”

Jarek took one step to his left and sank onto a stool with a grunt. He rested his forearms on his knees, head hanging low. 

“Thank you,” said Acharsis, trying to understand, to wrap his mind around everything that had just taken place. Was she an owlwoman? 

The old woman looked on the verge of fleeing, her mouth opening and closing, one hand washing the other. She was, in her own way, fascinating; she was wearing a mélange of different pieces of cloth over her small frame, each a castaway or scrap worked into a greater whole, a tapestry of sorts, the effect of which was warm and pleasing. Browns and faded yellows, deep umbers and rich burgundies. Her face was dominated by her eyes: searching and wary, alert, gleaming with a subtle intelligence. 

Acharsis stepped forward, spreading his hands wide and forcing a smile. “My name is Acharsis. My companion on the stool is Jarek, and this is Annara.”

Annara blew a lock of black hair away from her face and pushed her shoulders back, summoning a smile and inclining her head graciously. “We are in your debt, kind lady. Without you…” Her smile grew strained.

“Yes, well, perhaps some tea first. Some tea always lubricates conversation, lets the words flow, sets guests at ease, doesn’t it? Yes, I find that it does. Or I have, the few times I’ve hosted strangers…” 

The old woman’s words became a mutter as she stooped over a small pot set over a bed of dying coals. She stirred them back to life, added kindling until tongues of flames curled out reluctantly and caught.

Acharsis raised an eyebrow to Annara, then turned to examine one of the candles. He’d never seen its like. The wax was fine, as smooth as marble, and as pale as rendered fat. The flames were silver and the length of his fingers.

“These candles,” he said. 

The old woman paused in the act of pouring water into the pot, remained hunched over the fire. 

“Where did you get them?” Acharsis asked.

“Moon candles, yes,” she said. “Blessed by Ninsaba herself.”

So, not an owlwoman, thought Acharsis.

“Each made in her light,” continued the old woman. “When she shone full, and the wick – the wick is my own hair, paltry worshiper that I am, but it suffices. It obscures. Occludes. Obfuscates. Or so we’d best hope.” She poured the rest of the water, then set her pail aside and smoothed her palms down her hips. “Your friend? Jarek? A worthy name.” She peered at him. “It was his aura that I sensed, his burning in the night…” Her words trailed off, and she placed her fingers over her mouth. “Jarek? You did say his name is Jarek?”

“Yes,” said Acharsis. “It’s possible you recognize him.”

Her face paled. “Ninsaba’s horns. Jarek, son of Alok?”

Jarek raised his face. Lines of pain were carved deep around his eyes and bracketed his mouth. “Yes. Once.” 

The old woman fell to her knees. “Oh, but you’re dead! You were taken under Nekuul’s’ cloak. What are you doing here? How are you - but -”

“It’s all right,” said Acharsis, stepping forward and taking her hand. It was as light as a bird’s, and strangely smooth and uncallused. “He’s been hauling trees in the mountains these past few years, biding his time. Come, it’s all right.” He helped her over to a worn rope chair. 

Jarek was studying her worn visage with a frown. “I know you. From somewhere.”

“Ishi,” she said. “Ishi, once called Ishkirella, devotee of Ninsaba. You used to call me a mad vulture for how I challenged your edicts.”

“Ishkirella, yes.” Jarek straightened with a wince. “I do remember you. You gainsaid everything I ordered. I used to dread your approach.” He gave a hollow laugh. “Now, I can only give thanks.”

“Have you come to cast down Akkodaisis?” Her voice was marbled with fear and hope, and Acharsis couldn’t tell whether she longed for or dreaded a yes.

The water began to boil in the pot, and Annara moved smoothly around them to pour it into clay cups. She paused with a frown to regard the dozens of small woven packets of herbs and then opened some at random to shake the contents in with the water.

“No,” said Jarek. “Just to help a boy. Elu. The son of Annara, over there.”

Ishi gave Annara a worried glance, then smoothed down her variegated robe, patted at her hair and sat up straighter. “Well, you won’t accomplish much if you go blazing around Rekkidu like you just did.”

“No,” Jarek agreed wearily and lowered his head again. “No.”

“Blazing?” asked Acharsis.

“Yes, blazing. A godsblood has trouble enough hiding, but a demigod? All out in the open? You’ll draw attention like honey draws ants.”

Acharsis felt like a fool. “We should have thought of that.” He moved over to Jarek and knelt beside him. “Your wounds?”

Jarek merely grunted. 

Ishi rose. “Move him to my bed, there. Let’s take a look at them. I know something of the healing arts.”

Jarek lay down on the pallet, which groaned alarmingly beneath his weight, and closed his eyes as Ishi and Acharsis bent over him. The wounds were long but not deep; they already seemed to be scabbing over.

“Jarek in truth,” whispered Ishi. 

Acharsis rubbed at his jaw. “That thing was hitting him full-on. I guess Jarek’s skin hasn’t lost all of its… blessing.”

“Leave him be,” said Ishi, pulling him away. “Sleep is what he needs. None of my herbs or arts. Leave him be.” But she remained where she was standing, gazing down at him. 

“Tea’s ready,” Annara said wryly. “Though I’m not sure what I’ve brewed.” She stepped forward, a cup in each hand.

“I see you’ve not lost your touch,” said Acharsis with a grin, taking his cup and Jarek’s stool. 

“Lost?” Annara raised an eyebrow. “I never had it.” Then she blinked at him and groaned. “Oh. That’s what you meant.” 

She stuck out her tongue at him and extended the other cup to Ishi, but the old lady took her by the wrist instead and lifted her sleeve, revealing the burgundy tattoos that marked her wrist and forearm. 

Annara drew her hand back sharply, spilling the tea.

“A priestess of Scythia,” said Ishi. She reached out and took her tea, then retreated to her rope chair, moving backward, her gaze frank and speculative. “At your age, you’d have been perhaps twenty when the Purging took place?”

“Twenty-five,” Annara said stonily. 

“But you’ve none of Scythia’s blood in you, do you? Consider that a blessing, my dear.” Ishi sat, the ropes barely creaking beneath her weight. “Though you were favored, I’d warrant from the extent of your markings. A talented devotee. Mmm? You’ve done well to avoid notice all these years.”

“Or so I thought,” said Annara, moving to claim her own cup. She sniffed at it, wrinkled her nose in distaste, and set it down. “Until a leech of Irella’s took my son and delivered him to Akkodaisis’ ziggurat.”

Ishi took a sip of her tea, then spat it out. “You brewed ashwort?”

Annara raised an eyebrow. “I take it that’s not a good thing.”

“Unless you’re fond of loose bowels, no.” Ishi stared into her cup. “And is that joja weed?” She turned her stare on Annara. “You’re a skilled poisoner, my dear.”

“That’s what I said when she first cooked me dinner,” said Acharsis.

Annara scowled. “Scythia’s devotees were not famed for their tea-brewing skills.”

“Fair enough,” said Acharsis. “How about we focus on Akkodaisis’ ziggurat instead?”

Ishi sniffed. “Now that my life is no longer in peril, yes. What has his ziggurat to do with fighting a deathless on a tavern roof?”

“Deathless, huh?” Acharsis scratched his chin. “Good name. Memorable. What the hell is it?”

Ishi shrugged. “I’ve never looked beneath their masks. But they’re relatively new. They appeared a few years ago. Came from Uros. Irella’s creations, I’d guess. Nekuul’s energy is mixed in with their essence.”

“Is that so. And they hunt divinity?”

Ishi rose and returned to the fire, where she poured out her cup. “I don’t know the full scope of their orders, but ever since they first appeared, they’ve been sniffing out those with divine blood, even a drop. Hunting them down and dragging them to the temples to be sacrificed.”

Annara moved closer. “At Akkodaisis’ upcoming celebration?”

Ishi stilled, lowering her head. “Yes. And not just here. I’ve heard that they’re sacrificed in every city of the empire. Though our numbers have diminished almost to nothing. Few of us are left.”

“Elu,” whispered Annara.

“My son,” said Acharsis, rising to his feet. “It’s the spark of Ekillos that they want. His drop of divine blood. But why? For what reason?”

Ishi sighed and refilled her cup. “I don’t know. But if your son is in the ziggurat, you will have a very hard time getting him out.”

“But it is possible?” 

The hope in Annara’s voice caused something deep within Acharsis to ache.

“Possible?” Ishi shrugged. “Anything is possible. Especially if you have Jarek by your side.” She stared quizzically at Acharsis. “Are you that Acharsis?”

Acharsis spread his hands and gave her a mock bow. “I’ll admit I’ve lost some of my irrepressible charisma, but, yes.”

Ishi blinked. “Two demigods, then. Why, your odds have just improved, my dear.”

“Yes, but they’re shorn of their powers,” Annara said in a rush. “Their gods are dead, so they can’t just walk into that ziggurat. One deathless would have finished us.”

Acharsis picked up a candle. “Can this help get us in?”

“Not in the way you’re thinking,” Ishi said, sitting back down. “It can cloak your aura, but not make you invisible. So, not really.”

“There has to be a way,” said Annara. “A means to save him. A trick, a stratagem. Acharsis? Can’t you think of anything?”

“I’m flattered by your opinion of me,” he said, trying to keep his tone wry and not defeated. “But it’s the most defended building in all of Rekkidu. And now they have these deathless, along with who knows how many of those dead soldiers, plus Ekillos knows what more. Just the three of us? I’m going to be hard-pressed.”

Ishi stirred her tea with her finger, not seeming to mind the heat. “Things grow ever more intolerable,” she said, almost to herself. “Sometimes I ask myself why I carry on, why I pour my candles and distribute them to the few remaining godsbloods. What I’m holding out for. Why I bother nurturing my last spark of hope.” She smiled brightly at them both, as if mocking herself, but her eyes were liquid with sorrow. “Foolish old woman that I am. But now, here you are. Jarek himself, the divine son of Alok. Acharsis, the debauched prince of Ekillos. Two demigods in one place. This must mean something, must it not? This can be no coincidence.”

“Exactly!” said Annara, lowering herself to one knee in front of Ishi. “My thoughts, exactly. What are the odds? Twenty years have passed, and now both of them are reconciled and here together. Ready to defy Irella, even if only in some small way. The gods must be behind this. Their shades, stirring from the very depths of Nekuul’s realm.” She searched Ishi’s face. “Right?”

Ishi patted Annara’s hand. “Yes, perhaps. But, as you said, Alok and Ekillos are dead. These two are without their powers. Even if there is intent behind their arrival, their success is by no means guaranteed.” 

“How were you able to befuddle the deathless?” asked Acharsis suddenly. “How do you make these candles? Ninsaba is as dead as the others. Her temple has been profaned and converted to Nekuul.”

“Oh, Acharsis. Your god held dominion over knowledge, did he not? Yet you still seem to know nothing.” 

She used the same fond, mocking tone as his old tutors. 

Acharsis forced a smile and sat down. “I was more interested at the time in Ekillos’ other attributes.”

“So I heard. Regardless, Ninsaba may have died to the world, but I never let the candle of my own faith flicker out. I cherish it. I worship her every month when the moon is full. I mouth my little devotions, and have perhaps inspired some others to do the same. Our faith is a pitiful thing, but it allows me to draw a minute amount of her mystical might in times of need.”

Acharsis sat forward. “So, she’s not dead?”

“Say, rather, that I hear her voice from the netherworld. She waits, dead but undying, for the day that enough prayers are said in her name; waits for the day that her temple has been reclaimed so that she may rise once more to her full and argent glory.”

“Dead but undying.” Acharsis nodded slowly. “Hence the remnants of Jarek’s powers and my own continuing irresistible allure to women.”

Both Annara and Ishi gave him a flat look.

Acharsis raised his eyebrows in mock dismay. “What? I’ve been holding back. I’ve become a courteous and mild-mannered demigod in my old age.”

Ishi snorted, and Annara shook her head. 

“But, listen,” said Acharsis. “What if we were to let word get out around that city that Jarek has returned? Might it not light up a new faith in Alok?”

“Dangerous,” Ishi said, and then slurped her tea loudly. “Doing so would set every deathless on his trail.”

“Which is why we put one of these candles behind each of his ears and up his - ah - nostrils.” Excitement caused his belly to quiver. “Then we get the crowd riled up, wait till Jarek has regained his powers, and then turn him loose on the ziggurat.”

“Possible. But unlikely. That kind of faith requires more than desperate hope born from wild rumors,” said Ishi.

“Small meetings,” said Acharsis, painting the scene with his hands. “Groups gathering by Ninsabian candlelight, Jarek affable and potent, me working the crowd, Annara serving bowel-loosening tea. If we convince a few select people to meet him, to see him with their own eyes…?”

Ishi shrank into herself. “Are you mad? We’d be betrayed. Irella’s cult has sunk deep roots over the past two decades. Wives used to turn in husbands, children turn in their fathers. The terror has simmered down to a low fear, but it is ever-present. No, that would be too dangerous.”

“Hmm,” Acharsis said, and began to pace up and down the small room. 

Annara sat back on her heels, balancing gracefully as she rested her hands on her thighs. “You spoke of others. Others whom you shield from the deathless.”

“Precious few, as I said. Once there were dozens, all manner of cousins and nieces and nephews of the demigods, the godsblooded. But the cull has been severe. Now, there are but two.”

Acharsis stopped pacing. “Two? That’s it?”

“The deathless are nothing if not persistent. Yes, only two. A daughter of Scythia and a son of Nekuul.”

“Scythia?” asked Annara. “Perfection!”

“You say that now,” said Ishi. “But Kishtar is young. She wasn’t raised in the faith. She doesn’t even pay much heed to Scythia.” Ishi waggled her head from side to side. “But she’s strong; I’ll give her that much. And annoyingly blithe and optimistic. Of all the godsbloods, I never thought she’d last this long.”

“What of the son of Nekuul?” asked Acharsis. “Why is he not working with Irella?”

“Oh, I’m sure Irella is searching for Sisuthros.” Ishi snorted and slurped her tea, cradling her cup as if it were a wounded bird. “I’ll let him decide how much to tell you, but suffice it to say they had a falling out when he was younger. He’s been on the run ever since.”

“Well,” said Acharsis, “with all the faith Nekuul’s enjoying, he must be formidable.”

“I suppose,” said Ishi. “Though how he chooses to employ his gifts is… questionable.”

Acharsis resumed his pacing. “All right. A Scythian and a Nekuulite. We’ve got Jarek and myself. You, Ishi, with your powers of obfuscation.”

“What are you thinking, Acharsis?” asked Annara.

“Nothing, yet. But if we can convince them to help us, if we can benefit from their gifts, if we can raise Jarek’s own power just enough, then perhaps, perhaps…” 

He trailed off. He’d not felt this alive in years. Decades. 

He laughed. “Can you believe we were fighting for our lives just an hour ago? Now, here we are, drinking poisoned tea and planning the impossible.”

Ishi frowned. “I don’t want you telling people I serve poisoned tea.”

“Will you take us to them, Ishi?” Now it was Acharsis’ turn to crouch in front of her, Annara backing away.

“My role is to hide them, protect them, prevent them from being noticed,” said the old woman, not meeting his eyes.

“Sweet Ishkirella, wise and true, guardian of the old ways and devotee of the Ninsaba, won’t you please help us?”

She squinted at him. “You’re trying to use Ekillos’ powers on me, aren’t you?” 

“Am I succeeding?”

“No.” She sat back. “My loins are withered and cold. There’s nothing there to set aflame.”

“But I’m not appealing to your loins,” he said. “I’m appealing to your heart. That hard nugget of resistance, that gnarled refusal to give in, to cease your thankless vigil, to bow your head to Irella and go meekly to her chopping block. I’m appealing to the woman you used to be and wish to be once more, the one who openly worshiped her goddess in all her glory, and through her actions now might bring back those days. Might usher in a new epoch of righteousness for the nine dead gods.”

“He’s not bad,” said Ishi, looking over Acharsis’ shoulder to Annara.

“Think of this: why have you guarded the sacred flame and sheltered the godsbloods all these years, if not to play your part in some grand scheme to revive the gods? Why would Ninsaba have chosen you for this role if you were not meant to partake in greater events? You have invited demigods into your home, saved them from certain death, and now stand at the threshold of greatness. All that I ask you, in the name of Ekillos and Alok, in the name of Scythia and Ninsaba, is to put us in touch with these two godsbloods. Let me speak with them. Let me ask for their help. And, if they refuse?” Acharsis smiled again and leaned back, spreading his hands innocently. “Why, then, we’ll leave them alone and wish them luck avoiding the deathless for the rest of their miserable, selfish lives.”

Ishi scowled at him. “All right. Enough with your prattling. I’ll introduce you. Just stand up, already.”

Acharsis hopped to his feet and winced at the pain in his shoulder and hip. “Good. I knew Ekillos wouldn’t fail me.”

“You failed him a long time ago,” Annara said harshly.

He paused, taken aback. Had he said something to offend her? “Yes, well, even demigods get second chances. Or so I hope.”

Annara’s expression grew flat, and she crossed her arms over her chest.

“Or not,” said Acharsis. “I’m going to stop talking while I’m ahead. Ishi, do you think we could visit the godsbloods at first light?”

“I - yes. I suppose so. Perhaps you said it lightly, but I pray that your and Jarek’s arrival truly does portend the beginning of a shift. Ninsaba knows, I’ve waited long enough. I’ve not many years left to me.”

“I pray so as well,” said Annara. “For my son’s and all our sakes. The tools we’ve been handed to effect this change are flawed and weak -”

“Hey!” Acharsis sputtered.

“But they will have to suffice.”

“Very well,” said Ishi, rising to her feet. “In which case, it’s high time we went to sleep. Qun hid his face beneath Alok’s rim hours ago. Come. I will fetch you some blankets. You won’t sleep comfortably, but you will be safe.”

Safe. Acharsis touched his chest. “Ishi, by chance, could you spare a warding amulet?”

“Oh?” The old woman paused. “Lost your own?”

“Something like that. I’ve been looking for something to replace it with.”

The old woman opened a chest and pulled out a small pouch. “Something fit for a demigod, hmm? This might suffice. Here.” 

She pulled out a small amulet. It hung from a beautiful silver chain and was shaped like a teardrop.

“Is this silver? All of it?” He stared down at the amulet in amazement. Its surface was smooth, and Ninsaba’s double horns had been incised with breathtaking artistry across its face.

“Yes,” said Ishi, leaning over his hands to peer down at it. “Very precious, that is. It used to belong to Sharyukin herself. It took a lot of effort for me to get it back.”

“I - I couldn’t take this.”

“Take it,” said Ishi, closing his hands over the amulet. “She’d probably have wanted you to own it.”

“Knowing Sharyukin, I doubt it.”

“Regardless. Take it. With the dangers you’re up against, you’ll need all the help you can get.”

“Thank you, Ishi,” said Acharsis. His voice sounded gravelly in his own ears, made rough by a sudden burst of genuine emotion. “Thank you. For everything.”

“Oh, no,” said Ishi with a disconcertingly bold smile. “You have my thanks for bringing Jarek here. I don’t plan to sleep anywhere else tonight but my own bed, and it’s been many a year since I curled up beside such a large and handsome man.”

“Ah -” Acharsis said, and looked to Annara for help.

“Enjoy your night, Ishi,” said Annara smoothly. “You’ve earned a little residual warmth.”

“But her loins?” Acharsis whispered when the old lady had stepped aside to gather blankets. “Withered? Cold? No?”

“Apparently not.” Annara patted his cheek. “A miracle of Ekillos. Good night, Acharsis.”

“Good night,” he said, then imagined Jarek’s expression when he awoke in the morning. The thought brought a smile to his lips. 

Musing, he looked down at Sharyukin’s old warding amulet. Would it prove powerful enough to stop his demon? He slipped it over his neck and underneath his shirt. 

Maybe it would. But, somehow, he doubted it.

 

 

 

Chapter 8

 

 

 

Jarek awoke by slow degrees, his body sluggish and warm. It felt like he was rousing himself from a deep period of hibernation, wresting his mind back from a dark, warm cocoon and into the realm of light. 

He opened his eyes and in the gloom saw Ishi in his arms, her mouth curved into an impish smile. 

“There, there,” she said, patting his forearm, which was folded over her chest. “Feeling better? I know I am.” 

She slipped out from under the blanket, and he was relieved to see that she was fully clothed. 

Acharsis was slumbering on the floor against the far wall, while Annara was already up, her long hair bound back, frowning down at a pot beside the fireplace.

“I - good morning.” He sat up, the bed’s frame creaking ominously beneath him. “What happened?”

It was dark in the room, and Annara was illuminated by the fire as she picked up a wooden spoon and examined it as if it were a strange torture implement. “You passed out shortly after we arrived. Do you remember arriving? The battle with the deathless?”

“Yes,” he said, and lifted his blood-caked shirt to look at a thin, pale line that ran across his stomach. “Huh.” He probed it with a finger. It was completely healed.

Ishi kicked Acharsis as she passed him. She pulled her wispy white hair behind her head, where she bound it with a leather thong. “Being back in Rekkidu is clearly good for you, it would seem, hmm?”

“By the nine dead gods,” muttered Acharsis, rolling over to face the wall. “It can’t be morning already.”

“Deathless?” Jarek fought to remain calm. Despite Alok’s death, he’d always healed faster than most, but this was on a whole different level.

“Yes, deathless,” said Acharsis, sitting up and rubbing at his face. “Along with a whole host of other novelties. The world has changed without our knowing, old friend. I’ll tell you all about it once someone has seen to their duties as hostess and given me a beer.”

Ishi shouldered Annara aside and soon had something akin to breakfast cooking. They sat close to the fire and recounted the conversation Jarek had missed the night before.

Jarek ate methodically, spooning large amounts of barley mashed with goat’s milk into his mouth, chewing and listening as they outlined their plans. 

Annara’s happiness rubbed him the wrong way. She was attentive, fetching cups and refilling drinks, smiling and nodding as points were made. It put his nerves on edge.

“Look,” he said at last, setting down his bowl. “Fine. We can go speak with these two godsbloods. Maybe they’ll even agree to help us. But let’s not get carried away, all right?” 

The others stilled, Annara actually freezing in the process of handing Acharsis another beer. 

“We’re not starting a revolution. We’re not dethroning Irella. We’re not toppling the ziggurat or killing Akkodaisis. The nine dead gods aren’t returning. I’m not going to regain my powers.” Each assertion was as heavy as a stone hitting the ground. “I’m willing to tag along and see what plan Acharsis devises, but let’s not get our hopes up. The odds of our stealing a prized sacrifice from the ziggurat complex are close to nil. I know the place better than any of you. How tightly defended it will be. So, sure, let’s weave our little plans, but don’t fool yourselves. We’re probably going to die, and so is Elu.”

He took up his bowl and resumed shoveling food into his mouth, not meeting anyone’s eyes. 

Annara finished handing Acharsis his beer and then walked stiffly outside. Ishi went after her.

“Harsh, old friend,” said Acharsis.

“Since when are we old friends?”

“That sounded nicer than ‘harsh, prickly asshole,’” said Acharsis. “Annara’s hanging by a string. There’s no need to kick her in the teeth.”

“And there’s no need to go lifting her hopes, either.” Jarek set his bowl down roughly, causing it to spin away.

“You weren’t this upset yesterday at the tavern,” said Acharsis. “What’s changed?”

Jarek scowled and stood. He stalked to one wall and then back, feeling trapped inside this tiny hovel. “Nothing’s changed.”

“You should leave the lying to me. I, at least, can be convincing. What is it? The thought of the sacrifices being endemic? Your healing?” Acharsis paused, watching Jarek carefully. “The idea that the gods may not be permanently dead?”

“They are dead!” Jarek came close to slamming his fist through the brick wall. “This talk of rebellion and returning gifts – it’s worse than madness. It’s suicidal. We do what we can, we keep our heads down, we avoid attention, and we get out.” He stalked over to Acharsis and towered over him. “I’ll have none of this talk of reviving the faith. Of hidden cults and spiritual revolution. Understood?”

“Hey,” said Acharsis, gesturing with his jar of beer. “I hear you. No cults. No talking about the dead gods. Let’s pretend nothing’s ever going to change.” He took a pull from his straw, but his eyes gleamed rebelliously. “But how do you explain those new scars of yours? Are you getting tougher in your old age?”

Jarek’s shoulders slumped. “I don’t know.” He pulled up his shirt again. “Those cuts should have split me open like a pomegranate.”

“No kidding. You should have seen the look on that deathless’ face when he failed to chop you in two. Well, the look on his mask. He actually checked out his blade as if he was making sure it hadn’t turned to wood while he wasn’t looking. I would have laughed if I hadn’t been so busy sobbing with fear.” Acharsis hesitated. “And you can lower your shirt now. We’re all aware of how impressively muscled you are.”

Jarek scowled. “It’s soaked in blood. I’m going to need a new one, anyway.”

“My point is, your healing has improved since you got here. It’s nothing like it used to be twenty years ago, sure, but it’s better than it was. Maybe there’s a residual faith in Alok still floating around in the air, like smoke from an old fire. Maybe you’re breathing it in, and it’s making you just a little more powerful.”

“Maybe,” said Jarek.

“And, if so, where there’s smoke, there’s the potential for a huge, raging bonfire of fanatical devotion. So, before you write off this whole return of the faith thing, ponder that.” Acharsis took a final pull from his beer and set it down. “Now, let’s go apologize to Annara for your being an insensitive ass, and then head out to meet this daughter of Scythia.”

Jarek rubbed the base of his palm against his eye. “If she’s anything like Numias was, we’re all in big trouble.”

“Numias.” Acharsis sighed. “You know, we never slept together? Funny. Me, the son of the god of male fertility, and her, the daughter of the goddess of war and female sexuality. You’d think we’d have set the world on fire. But she was never interested.”

An old sadness stole over Jarek. “She only had eyes for Piamat.”

“Yes,” said Acharsis, his rueful grin fading away. “And he only had eyes for Kinziru. Which was ironic, given that they spent all their time pitting their armies against each other before the Athites swept in and took over.”

Old sorrows, old wounds. Jarek had spent half his life lamenting the loss of that glorious, glittering world, and he didn’t want to indulge in those memories any longer. 

“Come on. Let’s go meet with this daughter of Scythia.”

Acharsis rose. “She’ll be no Numias.”

“Of course not.” Jarek thought of her, tall and fell, her voluptuous body clad in her famed bronze armor, scorpion whip in hand, laughing as cities burned. “Which might be a good thing, come to think of it. Let’s go.”

 

The city of Rekkidu came to life just before dawn as the great armies of the dead marched out stiffly to work on the endless fields. Hundreds of specialists set forth to manage the irrigation sluices and canals, while others launched their small crafts onto the broad Leonis, flooding its vast, placid surface with their flotilla. 

Acharsis, Jarek, and Annara followed Ishi through the narrow streets, and Jarek couldn’t help but marvel at the industry he saw taking place on all sides. Once, this energy, bustle and activity had been customary, but after decades spent in solitude, he was almost overwhelmed. The streets were thronged with people, an endless swirl of visitors and locals, goods being carted by oxen or carried on shoulders, voices raised in song or anger, small children scampering underfoot, colorful songbirds alighting on building corners or on the clotheslines strung high overhead.

Countless tradesmen were working in the doorways of their homes, weaving and cobbling, fixing nets and tooling leather. Through countless windows, Jarek saw potters seated at their wheels, sculptors at their plinths, carpenters fashioning furniture in airy workshops, jewelers bent over their workbenches. The schools were filled with scribes and students printing with their styluses on clay tablets and droning out their lessons.

But it was also different from how he remembered it. Everywhere, he saw vertical banners to Nekuul and Irella, great black cloths with their symbols emblazoned in white. Monuments and columns in their honor had been erected within every open space, looming massively overhead. Irella’s likeness was carved wherever he looked, her eyes wide and blank, her mouth severe. Despite the industry, everyone Jarek saw seemed gaunt, hollowed out by hunger; the number of beggars who thronged the streets with empty bowls had grown tremendously, and he saw far too many children sitting listlessly on steps and in corners, staring out at nothing, their eyes overlarge in their emaciated faces.

Finally, they reached a square in whose center a statue of Irella rose, painted in vivid hues, flanked on both sides by Nekuul’s Soul Panthers. Palm trees had been planted at each corner, and their luxurious fronds shaded the square. 

The sounds of the city were overwhelmed here by the clamor of metal striking metal, and Jarek saw that the buildings surrounding the square were all smithies. Their fronts were open, with large canvas awnings held up on wooden poles giving each smithy the appearance of a cave.

Men were laboring at their anvils, assistants and apprentices hurrying around them, fetching tools, pushing wheelbarrows filled with ore, working on tools, porting buckets of water, and innumerable other tasks. The flames of the furnaces lit the gloom within each smithy luridly, casting the workers in the guise of fiery demons.

Bronze smiths, he noted. No iron was being worked in this square. 

“Here?” asked Annara.

“She loves it here,” said Ishi. “She stands out like a white goat, but nothing I’ve ever said has made a lick of difference. In there.”

Jarek walked around one of the palms, the bole of which was carved with names and old images, and peered into the smithy. Inside, a dozen people were laboring intensely at their stations, and the din was terrible, a cacophony of ringing metal. His eyes flicked from one man to the next, dismissing each in turn, and then he saw her. 

She was standing at the center anvil, a large hammer held in each hand, ropes of black hair hanging down to her bare, muscled shoulders. A leather mask was pulled down over her face, a horizontal slit for her eyes the only feature, and she was wearing a thick leather apron cinched at the waist and large leather mitts. That was all she seemed to be wearing. The long tendons and compact muscles in her arms rippled as she raised the hammer high overhead and brought it ringing down on the spar of metal that an assistant held in place with a pair of tongs.

Acharsis stepped up next to Jarek, and both of them watched as the woman worked, hammering at the glowing metal tirelessly, lifting her heavy hammer over and over again, her skin gleaming in the ruddy light with a fine sheen of sweat.

Acharsis suddenly yelped, and Jarek looked down to see Annara staring at him, clearly having just elbowed him in the ribs.

“Wait here,” Ishi said. She stepped into the smithy, nodding to those who greeted her until she reached the woman’s side. Kishtar - for it had to be her - paused, about to swing the hammer up on high once more, then greeted Ishi happily, tossing the hammer aside and pulling up her mask so that it rested atop her head.

“Well, she’s attractive,” said Acharsis in a studiously neutral voice. 

Even in the gloom, Jarek could tell he was right. She beamed at Ishi and leaned down to squeeze her in a tight embrace, drawing a string of protests from the old woman that only caused Kishtar to laugh. Smears of soot were drawn across her cheeks, and her hair was plastered to her sweaty brow, but somehow that only seemed to make her look more vital, more alive. Breathing heavily from her exertions, she listened as Ishi spoke rapidly to her, then looked up at them.

Jarek fought the urge to give her a small wave. 

Kishtar studied their little group, then nodded and pulled off her leather mitts, tossed them down onto her hammer and nodded to her assistant, who protested but then fell silent as she ignored him and followed Ishi outside.

“Jarek, Acharsis, Annara, this is Kishtar,” said Ishi as they stepped back outside under the awning.

“A pleasure,” said Acharsis, giving her a self-mocking bow.

“Hello,” Annara said, strangely reserved.

Kishtar smiled unabashedly. “Hello. Friends of Ishi are friends of mine.” She turned to Jarek then and raised an eyebrow. “You’re a big one.”

“Jarek,” he said. 

He felt awkward - she radiated such an intense healthiness and was so clearly comfortable in her physicality that he couldn’t help but be aware of it as well - and was made even more uncomfortable for being twice her age.

“Is there somewhere we can speak in private?” asked Acharsis.

“Private? Sure. ’Round the back of the smithy should do. Come on.” 

Kishtar led them through the smithy and out into a small yard that was surrounded on all sides by high walls and was filled with piles of wood, junk piles of scrap metal and a large cistern of scum-covered water. 

“So. Ishi says you’ve something important to share with me. What’s going on?”

Acharsis took a deep breath, hesitated, then gave her an apologetic smile. “We wanted to ask your help in assaulting Akkodaisis’ ziggurat.”

Kishtar raised her eyebrows and laughed. “Should we storm Uros while we’re at it?”

“No, I’m serious,” said Acharsis. “Annara’s son is going to be sacrificed in the upcoming ritual. He’s godsblooded, like you. We want to rescue him before that happens.”

To Jarek’s surprise, Kishtar didn’t dismiss them immediately. “Break into the ziggurat, hmm? And how do you plan to do that? What do you need me for?”

Acharsis’ smile became sly. “We don’t have all the details yet, but I’ll reveal our plans once we’re assured of who’s on our team. And why do we need you? From how easily I just saw you swing that hammer in there, I think the reason should be obvious.”

“Hmm,” Kishtar said, and looked over to Ishi, who gave her a slight nod.

“They’re serious,” said the old woman. “And what Acharsis hasn’t told you is that this is Jarek.”

Kishtar frowned. “No, I heard that part.”

“No,” said Ishi impatiently. “Jarek. Jarek. The son of Alok.”

“Son of Alok.” Kishtar blinked. Then understanding dawned on her, and she turned to face him. “That Jarek? I thought you were dead!”

“As good as,” he said.

“Wow. A demigod. Right here before me.” She stared him up and down. “You look more like an old man.”

“I’m not that old,” he rumbled. 

“Huh. Aren’t you supposed to be covered in stone?”

“Kishtar!” said Ishi. “Show some respect.”

“Well, fine. I’ll help.” Kishtar stepped away and undid the apron’s thongs behind her back. She pulled the loop over her head and tossed the apron onto a pile of metal. “On one condition.”

She was wearing scandalously little clothing: a tight wrap around her breasts, which were ample, and a short skirt that ended just above the knees. Which made sense, Jarek supposed; she spent all day laboring over an incredibly intense fire. But he had a hard time averting his eyes from her defined torso and the freckles across her chest.

“Condition?” Annara asked, her tone speaking volumes.

“Yes. If this really is Jarek, son of Alok, demigod of rock and stone and all that, then I want proof. One fight. Right here.”

“Oh, grow up, Kishtar!” exclaimed Ishi. “This isn’t a game! Can’t you stop thinking about fighting for just one moment?”

“Why should I? That’s what they want me for. So, what do you say, old man? A quick bout. First one to touch both shoulders to the ground loses. Agreed?”

Jarek shook his head. “No. First, I’m not going to punch a woman. Second -”

Kishtar stepped forward, lithe and graceful, and, with a sudden, vicious movement, buried her fist in his stomach. 

It was like being slammed by a battering ram. He grunted and folded over, then staggered forward as she slipped behind him.

“What was that?” She sounded annoyingly pleased with herself. “Something about women?”

With a grunt, he straightened, rubbing his stomach, and turned to eye her warily.

“You all right there, Jarek?” Acharsis had leaned against the wall and crossed his arms, and he was grinning widely.

“Fine,” Jarek grunted. 

Kishtar bounced on the balls of her feet, shook her arms out as if removing any lingering stiffness, then fell into a fighting pose, fists raised, knees bent. “Ready?”

“No,” he said. “You’ve proven that you can throw a punch. Most people would have broken their wrists hitting me like that. I’m satisfied.”

“Well, I’m not.” Her smile was razor-sharp. “It’s your turn to prove yourself.”

“Prove myself?” I’m fucking Jarek, son of Alok. I don’t need to -

But Kishtar sprang forward, as quick as a lioness, and launched a flurry of punches at him, quick jabs that he deflected with raised forearms and then a swinging roundhouse that forced him to sway back and step away.

“Come on, old man. Try me. I promise I won’t break.”

“Just knock her down,” Annara said sharply. “Get this over with.”

Jarek scowled. “I don’t hit girls.”

Kishtar peppered him with a series of quick punches once more, then lashed out with her leg to slam her shin against the side of his thigh. The muscle snarled with pain and cramped. Then, before he could react, she spun all the way around, her foot never touching the ground, and slammed her heel into his gut in the same spot she’d punched, thrusting with all the force in her hips.

The blow lifted him off his feet and sent him staggering back, arms windmilling. He caught himself, palm against the wall he’d nearly run into, and when Kishtar laughed, sounding very pleased with herself, he decided that enough was enough.

“Shoulders to the ground,” he said. He shook his leg, working out the pain still smoldering in the muscle, then inhaled deeply and started forward.

“There we go,” she encouraged, moving back lightly, almost bouncing on her feet. “Come on, Grandpa. Surely, you remember something about fighting?”

“Don’t goad him too much,” said Acharsis. “You don’t want to make him angry.”

“Too late,” said Jarek. 

He closed in toward her and reached out, trying to grab hold of her arms. She swayed away, then stepped in and cracked her elbow against his ribs. He grunted again just as she stomped down on the back of his calf. 

Jarek went down to one knee. She wrapped both hands around the back of his head and smashed her knee into his face. 

Jarek saw stars and felt his nose crunch.

“Ouch,” he heard Acharsis say. “Anybody got a beer?”

Jarek rose, arms in front of him in a protective shield, but Kishtar had drifted back, smiling wickedly.

He wiped away the blood from his upper lip. His anger was growing, dull and pounding, like the beginnings of a headache. “Where’d you learn to fight like that?”

“Been fighting my whole life,” she said. “Half the time, it’s to keep old creeps off me. The rest of the time, it’s for fun and profit.”

He felt his skin begin to harden, felt the pain in his face fade away. 

Ishi cursed and began to pat her clothing hurriedly, then drew a candle out of her pocket. 

“Enough,” he growled. “Time for you to give in.”

“Give in?” Kishtar raised an eyebrow. “I’m just getting started. Though, I have to admit, I’m impressed. I thought you’d be laid out on your back like a flipped dung beetle by now.”

Jarek clenched his fists. His knuckles popped.

“Look out, now,” said Acharsis. “Here he comes.”

Jarek strode forward again. Kishtar licked her lower lip, then launched a kick at his chest. Her foot pounded his sternum, but he barely felt it. Surprise flickered through her eyes, and she hopped away, then stomped his knee when he stepped forward. He grunted, but it didn’t faze him.

He’d backed her into a corner. She glanced around, taking in her surroundings, then leaped up, pushed off the wall with one foot and flipped over his head.

One moment, she was there; the next, she was passing just over him, head tucked in, black hair streaming behind her. He felt something slam against his heel as she sought to trip him. His foot budged forward a grudging inch. Then, she slammed something else - her elbow? - against his lower back. That elicited a grunt.

Jarek turned around. He felt ponderous, unstoppable. 

Kishtar danced back again, breathing heavily, and he saw a fey light in her eyes, a complete lack of fear, something perhaps akin to arousal. Her nostrils flared, and she caught her lower lip between her teeth even as her mouth tugged into a smile.

“Enough,” he said. 

He blocked her high kick with a forearm, turned a shoulder so that her roundhouse slammed into his deltoid, then caught a powerful blow that was meant for his throat in the palm of his hand, stopping her cold.

He closed his fingers around her fist and trapped it. She tried to yank it free to no avail, then instead launched herself up and in, slamming her knee into his stomach. 

Jarek didn’t even feel it. 

Kishtar cursed and walloped the side of his head three times in quick succession, stopping only when he closed his hand around her forearm. 

“Give up,” he said.

“Never,” she snapped. She leaned against his hands, trying to break free. Sweat glistened on her skin, striations rippled into view in the muscles of her shoulders, and her lip curled back in a snarl as she fought him.

Even in his cold fury, he was impressed. 

He twisted her hand, forcing her down to one knee. She fought every inch, eyes narrowing with effort and pain. He kept twisting, pressing her down. 

In her eyes blazed a furious desperation. With a grunt, she dropped to her ass and lashed up with her foot, smashing it between his legs.

Jarek grunted and let go.

Kishtar scrambled to her feet, panting, shaking out her hands, and was about to attack him again when Annara stepped between them.

“Enough.” Her eyes flashed. “You’ve proven yourself a dozen times over already, Kishtar. Enough, now. Let’s call this a draw and move on.”

Kishtar looked past Annara at Jarek. He focused on breathing slowly, on keeping his temper truly in check. 

Her grin was flippant. “All right. A draw. For now.”

“Fine,” Jarek growled. He straightened, ignoring the dull pain between his legs. Thank Alok, it was already fading. He took a deep breath. She’d come very close to being thrown through the wall. 

Easy, he told himself. You want her on your team, not dead. 

Acharsis clapped a hand against his beer jar. Where the hell had he gotten that? Jarek wondered. “Impressive.”

Kishtar sketched a mock bow. “Thank you.” She looked over at Jarek. “And not bad for an old man, either.”

Acharsis slid between them. “All right, let’s leave the rematch till after we’ve pulled off the impossible, shall we?”

Jarek glared at Kishtar, who was grinning up at him. “You remind me of myself when I was your age.”

“I do?” She frowned. “I would have thought you were more masculine.”

“No,” said Jarek. “Dumb. Strong. With no idea when to stop.” 

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” said Kishtar. She raked her hair back and tied it in a fresh knot, then picked up her apron. “So. This impossible task we’re about to do. Are we starting now?”

Ishi blew out her candle and stowed it in her bag. “Kish, aren’t you even going to ask some questions?”

“Why?” Kishtar bent down to pick up her gloves, and Jarek averted his eyes. “You obviously think it’s a good idea, or you wouldn’t have brought them here. And if the former demigod of Rekkidu wants my help, then, by Nekuul’s sagging tits, I’m going to say yes.” She flashed her white teeth at Ishi, and Jarek realized she was needling Ishi on purpose. “Why? You think I should say no?”

“Oh, Ninsaba grant me patience,” Ishi said, looking up at the sky. “No, but you should always ask questions. Learn as much as you can before making such a perilous decision.”

“Nah,” said Kishtar. “I’ve heard all I need to know. Adventure, excitement, violence, a chance to fight alongside very, very old legends - I’m in.” She turned to Acharsis and beamed at him. “So, what’s the plan?”

“Very, very old legends?” he asked.

“I thought saying ‘ancient’ might offend you.”

Acharsis looked up at Jarek. “How about that rematch right now?”

“Our plan,” Annara said, cutting in, “is to recruit one other godsblood. Then, we’re going to look at our abilities and the challenges ahead of us and formulate our approach.”

“Another godsblood?” Kishtar looked to Ishi. “Are they talking about Sisu?”

“Yes,” sighed Ishi.

“Well, that should be fun.” But Kishtar didn’t sound like she believed that. “Good luck on that one.”

“Should I expect him to kick me between the legs, too?” asked Jarek.

“Well - probably not,” said Kishtar.

“Then we’re good.” Jarek stooped under the lintel and walked back into the smithy. “Let’s go.” 

 

 

 

Chapter 9

 

 

 

“Sisuthros is a difficult boy. He’s always thought very highly of himself,” Ishi said over her shoulder as she bustled forward through the crowd.

Acharsis nodded, but he was having a hard time paying attention. It felt so good to be back in a real city, to be surrounded by the sights and sounds of civilization, even though they were distorted by Nekuul’s and Irella’s obsession with themselves. 

Years spent on the frigid shores of the Khartis, drinking acrid berry wine and coughing in the smoky longhouses while he watched the pale-skinned Khartisians play devil-finger and wrestle had left him decimated. Here, though, beneath Qun’s glorious, roiling sun, surrounded by people of his own ilk, hearing at long last his own language spoken casually at every corner, inhaling that unique and indelible confection of silt, Leonis’ waters, the dusty kiss of clay bricks, and food that made sense - he felt at long last that he was where he ought to be.

He felt alive.

He winked at Annara, who rolled her eyes and looked away, but that didn’t bother him. Here, he was part of something. He was matching his wits against a worthy foe, risking himself in an endeavor that meant something. No, he wasn’t fighting for the independence of his own home city, but that didn’t matter. For the first time in what seemed like forever, he felt something that he might risk calling happiness.

“He’s strong-willed,” said Ishi. 

She was moving quickly, insinuating herself through the press of the crowd, surprisingly agile for her age. Acharsis allowed his body to slip along after her, trusting his instincts to turn his shoulders just so, to step quickly to the left and then into a new gap that opened to the right. Judging from Jarek’s muttered curses, however, the other demigod wasn’t having as easy a time of it.

“Strong-willed?” asked Kishtar. She’d switched her leather apron for a thigh-length tunic which she had cinched tight at the waist with a tooled leather band. “‘An insufferable ass’ is more like it.”

“Will he at least listen to us?” asked Annara.

Kishtar laughed. “Oh, Sisu loves nothing better than to hold court. He’ll listen for as long as you’re willing to grovel.” She cupped her hands to her mouth and called out, “I’m not groveling, Ishi. Got it?”

“No groveling. Nobody is groveling,” said the old woman, waving a hand as if she were brushing a fly away. “I’ve spoken to him about that. No, he’ll listen. But whether he’ll agree to help, I have no idea.”

“Court?” rumbled Jarek from behind them. 

“You’ll see,” said Kishtar, then she turned and walked backwards for a dozen paces, rolling her eyes as she did so. “He’s like my little brother in that I spend most of my time wanting to punch him.”

“Did you grow up together?” asked Annara. 

She’d been exceedingly cool toward Kishtar, but Acharsis could tell that her curiosity was getting the better of her reserve.

“Kind of.” Kishtar shrugged a shoulder. “Ishi’s raised me since I was little, and Sisu showed up maybe four years ago. So, more like an adopted brother. He was a worm when he first showed up, and he’s grown up to be a snake.”

“Kishtar!” Ishi stopped and thwapped the young woman on the shoulder. “You will not speak of Sisu in such a manner.”

“Fine, fine,” Kishtar said, raising both hands in mock surrender. “But you have to agree, Ishi, he’s a bit strange.”

“Well, yes.”

“And very, very annoying.”

“Enough.” Ishi resumed walking. “He’s grown powerful with Nekuul’s dominion. He’s yet to learn humility, that’s all.”

“I’m willing to teach him,” said Kishtar, but Ishi didn’t deign to answer.

Acharsis looked to Annara with a raised eyebrow, but all she could do was shrug. 

There were few straight roads in Rekkidu beyond the Way of Stone. To a bird, the city had to look like a tablet of clay that had been dropped onto a flat rock, hundreds of alleys like a collection of cracks snaking between the buildings. Occasionally, a street extended a few blocks as straight as an arrow, but those were so thronged with people that moving through them took even longer than winnowing one’s way through the alleys.

“We’re headed toward the covered market,” Jarek said with some surprise, and Acharsis saw that his friend was right. 

The street dipped up ahead, sloping down a shallow ramp to disappear through a broad gate into what looked like a larger version of Eruk. A wall composed of buildings erected shoulder to shoulder rose before them, a solid mass that disappeared from their line of sight to the left and right.

“He’s under the market,” Ishi said over her shoulder, and then she joined the stream of merchants, slaves, servants and traders as they flowed through the gate.

“Under the market?” Acharsis looked back to Jarek. “There’s an under-market?”

“Not that I know of.” Jarek ducked his head as they entered the market. Out of habit, Acharsis supposed, despite the gate’s lintel being a yard above his head. “Unless they’re speaking metaphorically about a black market?”

The street became a tunnel. Overhead, arches of petrified wood supported a roof that connected the buildings. The ground floors on both sides were open, each lit by oil lanterns and candles, many with gleaming dishes of copper behind them to capture and reflect their light, illuminating all manner of different wares set out for display.

Acharsis recalled visiting this market twenty years ago, remembered spending a whole evening walking through its warren of tunnels and side tunnels with Kinziru, demigod of Naban. He’d loved it. Loved the abundance, the heaped spices, the rolled-up rugs, the dried fish and congealed honey cubes. The sculptures and jewelry, the colored lanterns and vegetables, the endless array of wares that begged to be sampled, fingered, tasted and enjoyed.

“Watch out for pickpockets,” Kishtar said over her shoulder, and, almost as if she’d summoned them, Acharsis saw three dirty-looking children watching him from the shadows beside a store. Looking around, he saw more and more of them; they were tailing his little group as well.

Now that he was looking, he also noted that the vivacity of the market was missing. In his memory, it was a realm of wonder and alluring cries, vendors standing outside their shops trying to cajole the passersby into the light of their lanterns. No longer. Instead, the vendors were standing silently by, watching his group with glittering eyes. 

Business was still being transacted, but gone was the joy, the fervor of haggling, the enthusiasm of trade. People looked haggard in the light of the candles, not magical. Their cheeks were hollowed, their lips pursed. 

“Why does everyone look so dour?” he asked Kishtar.

The young woman frowned. “Hunger will do that.”

“Hunger?” He scratched the back of his head. “But I saw hundreds of dead working the fields of Eruk. It looked like thousands left this morning to work outside Rekkidu.”

“There’s plenty of dead to do the work,” Kishtar said with a shrug. “Despite that, they’re not bringing in much barley. Crops are down, prices are up. There’s not much reason for cheer.”

“Here,” Ishi said, turning down a narrow tunnel that was poorly lit. 

The buildings that flanked it leaned in toward each other so that their tops almost touched, like elders reminiscing over the old days. A young boy was kicking a ball of rags against a wall, but at the sight of Acharsis’ group, he turned and darted down a second side tunnel.

“Babati, his lookout,” said Ishi. “Sometimes it’s good to be paranoid.” 

“Speaking of which,” said Acharsis, “why don’t we wait here for a bit?”

“What, in this alley?” Kishtar blinked. “Why?”

Jarek crossed his arms and leaned against the wall. “In case we were followed, is why.”

Ishi smiled approvingly. “See, Kish? There’s lots for you to learn. Just pay attention.”

“Who would be following us?” Kishtar took three steps and kicked the small rag ball with her toes. It shot off into the gloom. “We’ve not done anything yet.”

Acharsis watched the alley mouth, looking for a particular kind of person: someone who would dart a glance down the alleyway as they walked by, but struggle to appear disinterested. Probably a couple of people. Nothing so obvious as death watch guards, but you never knew.

Five minutes passed. They waited in silence, and then, finally, the young boy appeared again from the second alley. He looked nervously at Jarek, then rubbed his nose on the back of his sleeve. “Master Sisuthros wants to know what’s taking so long.”

Acharsis laughed. “Impatient, is he?”

Babati ducked his head. “He doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

Kishtar grinned. “You mean he’s getting annoyed at posing with nobody coming in to admire him?”

Babati grinned. “Something like that, but you didn’t hear it from me.”

The others looked to Acharsis, who nodded. “If we’re being followed, it’s a talented spy. Let’s go.”

The second alley was so cramped and narrow that Acharsis had to traverse it sideways, and what little light filtered into its depths from behind them did nothing more than give a subtle texture to the darkness.

“Here,” said Babati. “Door’s to your left. Mind your head.” 

Then a slit of faint light appeared as the boy pushed the door open, and Acharsis saw a set of crude wooden steps descending below.

“Huh,” he said, turning to look back at Jarek. “He really is under the market.” 

Acharsis ducked his head and stepped inside, then went down the steps carefully. They were solidly built, the planks inserted into gaps into the stonework. It was a short descent, perhaps ten steps in all, but the air grew noticeably cooler.

Babati was waiting at the bottom, where a stub of candle was shedding a soft opalescent glow. “It’s a bit crooked, the next few bits, so mind your step. Master Sisuthros said he’s going to clean it out soon, but he’s not gotten to it yet.”

They were in a cramped room. The walls were made of clay bricks so old, they’d compressed into narrow wedges. Acharsis reached out and brushed his finger against them, and dust cascaded down to the floor. 

“What is this place?” he asked the boy.

“It’s the old city,” Babati replied, stepping aside to make room for the others as they came down the steps. Their breath and footsteps echoed loudly in the small room. “Master Sisuthros said there was another city here before Rekkidu, much smaller, and it sank for some reason. Or the earth went up around it. Either way, he says Rekkidu’s built on top of it. The market, especially.”

“Did you know that, Jarek?”

Jarek was hunched over, clearly not happy with the cramped quarters. “Yes. Old Rekkidu. But it’s not supposed to have rooms like this underground. It’s all supposed to be flat and filled in, like the foundations of a building. There were some large old cellars under the ziggurat, but that’s all.”

“Master Sisuthros has had his dead digging it out,” Babati said helpfully. “All day and night, they’re at it. He’s building his own netherworld, he says.” The boy raised his candle and looked around the meager room. “I think he’s got a ways to go yet, but don’t tell him I said that. Now, he’s this way.”

Babati walked through a narrow archway and led them through a series of small rooms, all of them bare of furnishings and exuding an air of great antiquity. Finally, they stepped out into a moderately larger room where Jarek was able to finally straighten up with a sigh.

The roof was an old barrel vault, thousands of bricks peeking through patches of plaster on which faded images could almost be made out. The walls were better preserved, and in the light of the dozens of candles burning on bronze platters scattered across the floor, Acharsis could make out lions leaping at hunters, dozens of people bowing down before a lamasu, and armies going to war against each other.

At the back of the room, lounging atop a stone throne, was a young man looking down at them with a mixture of disdain and nervousness. He was slender, with a long neck and sharp features. His hair was long and combed over to one side so that it fell down to his chin, while his clothing was of an expensive cut, a strangely fashionable robe in Nekuul’s grays and blacks that was open down his chest.

“Welcome to the netherworld,” he said, perhaps too loudly. “You’ve come seeking an audience with Sisuthros?”

Kishtar burped into her hand. “Oh. Excuse me,” she said. “Lunch is settling a little heavily.”

Sisuthros scowled at her. “Be wary, Kish.”

“What?” She rubbed her stomach. “Too much pepper.”

“You are within my dread realm. Behave, or I’ll have you thrown out.”

“Yeah? You look as scrawny as ever. I’m not too worried.”

“Children,” said Ishi.

Sisuthros stood and snapped his fingers. From shadowed recesses, the dead stepped forward. A dozen of them, each the animated figure of a once-strong man, but their muscles were now sagging, and their eyes were sunken. Maces and clubs hung from their hands, and each was wearing a surcoat of Nekuul’s colors.

“I told you,” said Sisuthros with obvious pleasure. “You’re in my world here. So, watch that tongue or I’ll order my dead to tear it free.”

“Sisuthros!” Ishi stepped forward, bristling with indignation. “That is no -”

“Ishi, I’m sorry.” Sisu darted a look at Acharsis and his companions as if to check how they were reacting to this display. “But I’ve had enough. If she still insists on treating me like a child, she’ll have to learn the error of her ways.”

Annara elbowed Acharsis in the side. He changed his grunt into a cough and stepped forward. “Well, I hate to interrupt, but I guess that’s just what I’m going to do right now.”

Sisu studied him, then looked to Ishi. “Who’ve you brought me?”

“The name’s Acharsis,” he said smoothly. “And this is the lovely if stern Annara, and the rather unfortunately hulking Jarek. We’ve just arrived in Rekkidu after a prolonged absence. We used to be regulars, I suppose, but times have changed. Ishi, here, has said all kinds of impressive things about you, so we asked for an audience.”

Sisu nodded and sat. He didn’t dismiss his dead. 

Acharsis tried to keep his manner calm and relaxed. The fact that this young man was commanding a dozen of his own dead was impressive, despite his behavior.

“So, you have come to ask a favor.” Sisu leaned back, tapping his fingers on the stone armrest. “Are you merchants?”

Jarek snorted. 

“No,” said Acharsis. “Not merchants.”

“Then you wish to avoid being raised when you die?”

“You can do that?”

“Of course. Without leaving a mark that would incriminate your family. An easy service, though it will cost you.”

“We might discuss that,” said Acharsis, “but that’s not why we came.”

Sisu looked more interested. “Then what? Are you thieves?”

“That’s more accurate,” said Acharsis. “Though we only want to steal one thing.”

“And you want my help in acquiring it.”

“Precisely. Ishi and Kishtar have both agreed to help. We’re looking to save Annara’s son from Akkodaisis’ ritual. He’s being held in the ziggurat.”

“You have a son?” Sisu had been glancing at Annara out of the corner of his eye as if he was too shy to look at her full on, but now he did so, and his disappointment was obvious.

Annara raised an eyebrow. “Yes.”

Poor kid, thought Acharsis. What fantasies did you already have conjured up? “Right. An extraction. We need to break into the ziggurat, steal the boy, and then, well, escape without anybody chasing us. Which some might say is an impossible task, given the deathless and the death watch and the armed dead and all that.”

“But not you.”

“No. I think we can do it. We’ve got the element of surprise on our side, as well as an intimate source of knowledge as to the ziggurat’s layout and defenses.”

“You do?” Sisu looked curious for the first time. “And how is that?”

With his thumb, Acharsis pointed over his shoulder at Jarek. “Our friend, here, used to live there.”

“Used to live there?” Sisu hesitated. “A servant?”

“No,” said Kish. “Not like a servant. That’s Jarek, son of Alok, you fool.”

Sisu’s surprise was such that Kishtar’s insult went right over his head. “The son of Alok? I thought you were dead.”

“Yeah, I’ve been hearing that a lot,” said Jarek. “The short answer is, no, I’m not dead.”

Sisu sat up. “And you’re going to break out one boy? Your ambition is to meager - why not kill Akkodaisis? Reclaim your throne?” He bit his lip in furious thought. “But, then, you’d draw Irella’s ire, wouldn’t you? Her gaze would fall upon you, and you your souls would be harrowed clean from your bodies.”

“Right,” said Acharsis. “You’re quick on the uptake. That’s why we’re just going to rescue Elu and then fade away, like smoke in the wind.”

Kish was tapping her foot in impatience. “Are you going to help or not, Sisu? We don’t have all day.”

“I’m going to ask some more questions first,” he said archly, not looking at her.

“Wise,” said Ishi. “Very wise.”

“Such as: what is your plan?”

“That will depend on whether you join us or not,” Acharsis said, “and what your powers are over the dead. I can tell from your controlling of these twelve that you’re no amateur, but what more can you do?”

Sisu frowned. “So, you don’t have a plan.”

Acharsis held on to his smile. “It would be foolish to create one before I found out what tools were at my disposal.”

“Uh-oh,” Babati said, and stepped back into the shadows.

“I am no tool,” said Sisuthros, drawing back as if he’d smelled something offensive.

“What I meant,” said Acharsis, “is that the capabilities at my disposal -”

“If I am to help you, then I will do so as the leader of this endeavor,” Sisu said. “My goddess is Nekuul, and her blood runs through my veins. She is pre-eminent, and even if your friend is the real Jarek, his god is long dead. My star, on the other hand, is ascending. If I’d stayed in Uros, do you know what my role would have been? The leader of Nekuul’s seekers! So, you want my help? Then you will have it - if you all agree to do as I say.”

Nobody spoke.

Jarek put his hand on Acharsis’ shoulder and steered him aside, then stepped up to the base of Sisu’s throne. Jarek was tall enough that he could look the young man in the eyes without having to look up.

Sisu sat up straighter, and the twelve dead twitched, one of them even taking a half-step forward. Acharsis’ confidence flickered. Just how unstable was this Sisu? Would he order his dead to attack? He’d have guessed no just a moment ago, but now he wasn’t so sure.

“Son,” said Jarek, his voice low and patient. “You’re a talented godsblood; I’ll give you that. But, then again, Nekuul’s power has grown so that it probably doesn’t take much right now to make the dead dance.”

“I can do more than that,” said Sisu.

“Sure. But listen to me. You’re how old? Seventeen?”

“What of it?”

“I was ruler of Rekkidu at your age. I’ve spoken with gods. I fought alongside Irella and the Golden Piamat. I drove the Athites from our cities. I’ve killed lakhar and hunted the dream rhinos. Last night, I fought a deathless. Tell me: why should I follow your commands?”

“Why?” Sisu raised his chin. “Because you may have ruled Rekkidu at my age, but you lost it, didn’t you? Where’ve you been these past twenty years?”

Acharsis saw Jarek’s shoulders swell slightly. Damn.

“I was betrayed by Irella,” said Jarek.

“Right, betrayed by my mother. And I betrayed her. Chalk one mark on my side.” Sisu’s eyes gleamed feverishly. “Your time is past, Jarek. Soon, I’ll be claiming the throne in Uros. Soon, I’ll be in charge. I understand your wanting my help, but if you want it, you’d best bend your knee.”

Acharsis reached out and took hold of Annara’s wrist. “Get ready to run,” he whispered.

Kish turned to Jarek. “Do you want to know just how he’s using his great and terrible powers? After he gave up digging a tunnel to the docks, for who knows what reason, he started hiring himself out to some shady merchants.”

“Silence!” Sisu rose to his feet.

“No,” Ishi said, stepping forward. She held Sisu’s gaze until he wilted and sat back down. “Kish is being abrasive, but she’s on to something. You’ve ignored my advice, just as Kish has, though in different ways. You’re wrong to style yourself as you’re doing. Wrong to demand this kind of respect when all you do is make coin with your power.”

“I’m building a financial base,” Sisu said.

“Really?” said Kish, turning to them. “He goes out and subverts the dead so they’ll divert grain deliveries to his clients’ warehouses. Nobody’s the wiser. That’s what he does. And, sure, he gets paid, but honestly, is that the action of a mighty, up-and-coming ruler?”

“Enough,” said Sisu, raising his hand as green flame began to drip from it. “You try my patience for the last time, Kishtar.”

Kishtar pulled her hammer from her belt. 

The dead immediately lurched forward.

Jarek cursed and pulled out his hammer.

“Enough!” Acharsis said loudly. “More than enough. Everybody, shut the hell up. You,” he said, pointing at Sisu, “order your dead to step back, now. And you –” He turned to Kish. “Apologize to Sisuthros. Now.”

“I don’t take commands from you,” said Sisu.

“And I said nothing I need to apologize for,” said Kish.

“Listen to me, and listen well,” Acharsis said. 
“What we’re about to do here involves the gods themselves. We’re going to spit in Irella’s eye and defy Nekuul. We’re going to slip into Akkodaisis’ ziggurat on the eve of his great ceremony and steal Annara’s son right out from under him. This is no joke. We’re not challenging sailors to fights or conniving with merchants. We’re risking our lives, our souls, and perhaps the last chance this city has to show a spark of independence in the face of crushing oppression and misrule.”

Acharsis’ words hung heavy in the air. Both Sisu and Kish stared at him in leaden silence. 

“To do this,” he went on, “to attempt this impossible feat, will require a miracle. And, since the nine gods are dead, we’re going to have to do the next best thing, which is to pull the very best, the most talented godsbloods left, and forge a team that will operate with such smoothness and such professional skill that the deathless themselves will be left clueless as to what just took place.”

He shook his head. “We hoped you two could help. We hoped you’d recognize the worthiness of this cause, and how it’s about more than just Elu. How we would be striking a blow for every godsblood who’s died on Nekuul’s bloody altar. How we’d be avenging their murders. How we’d be showing Irella and the rest of the empire that the fight’s not over, and giving the people - who are apparently starving to death up there under her rule - something to inspire them, something to bring them hope.”

Acharsis let his words sink in before he said, “Now, if you want to be part of that, we’re glad to have you. But if you’re going to bicker like children and make pathetic demands, if you’re going to think for one second that you’re the equal of Jarek, Annara and myself in terms of experience and strategy, if you think you can demand respect instead of earning it, you’ve got another think coming.

“So, here’s my offer. Take it or leave it. Join us. Be part of our team. Help us make history. Help us make a difference. But if you join us, it’ll be as part of the team, not leading it. Am I clear?”

Sisu glanced at Kish, who had slipped her hammer back into her belt. “All right,” he said quietly. 

“You know I’m in,” Kish said, her voice still tight with anger. 

“Good.” Acharsis wanted to continue to berate them, but reined himself in. 

Jarek clapped quietly. “Now, that’s what I’m talking about. The son of Ekillos, everybody.”

Sisu gaped. “The son of…?”

Acharsis managed a shaky grin. “Now, Sisu. Let’s start from the beginning. Why don’t you share with us exactly what you’re capable of?”

Sisu gave his head a little shake, then gestured at his dead. They lowered their weapons and stepped back into the shadows. Then, collecting himself, he smiled. 

“Exactly what I’m capable of? Prepare to be amazed.”

 

 

 

Chapter 10

 

 

 

The sun was broiling hot, the sky a sweltering and depthless void of cerulean blue. No breeze stirred the towering palms where they ran in a line outside the walls of the ziggurat complex. Even the street vendors were listless, their cries little more than croaks as they walked up and down the line of petitioners who sought admittance through the main gates at the end of the Way of Stone. 

Acharsis felt sweat running down his back, a constant prickle that was only relieved when the thick black folds of his stolen robe pressed against his flesh. It had been surprisingly easy to proffer a master of Nekuul and his adept some drugged wine as they walked down the Way of Stone; when they had collapsed two blocks farther, they’d simply pulled them into an alley, relieved them of their robes and left them bound and unconscious in the shadows.

Somehow Annara looked completely composed as she stood by his side, serene and dry. She didn’t even fan herself. She wore her adepts robes with a natural elegance that he couldn’t hope to emulate.

“Here,” he said as he waved a small coin in the face of a wiry youth with a tray of coconuts piled on a small wicker cart. “Hurry. Before I die.”

The youth hurried over and lopped off the head of a coconut, jabbed a reed into the revealed hollow within and handed it over. Acharsis took a deep pull. The coconut water was as warm as piss, but it was sweet, and it eased his parched throat.

“I’ve got say, Annara. You make going on nigh suicidally dangerous reconnaissance missions look like something you do every day.” He extended the coconut to her.

She glanced down at it and shook her head. “I would do it every day. If I had to.”

Acharsis took another sip. “I don’t doubt it.” Her tone had cut through his paltry attempt at humor. He tried to think of a follow-up jest and gave up. “I’m glad I came by when I did,” he said at last. “To Eruk. To be there when you needed help going after Elu.” He scratched his chin. “Seventeen years I stay away, and then I come back just in time to be of help. Maybe you’re right about the god’s taking notice.”

“I know I’m right,” she said, eyes slightly narrowed as she studied the gate ahead of them. Their line shuffled forward. With the grand ritual approaching, the number of visitors, merchants and laborers entering the complex was a flood, and the sound of industry within was a constant clamor that echoed over the complex’s high walls.

He thought she’d leave it at that, but then she seemed to struggle with something, pursing her lips. Her hands, he saw, were closed into fists. “But even if I was alone. If you and Jarek and the gods weren’t by my side. I’d still try.”

“I know,” said Acharsis. “I know you would.”

“No,” she said. “You don’t.” The words were hard but not cruelly spoken. “You weren’t raised in a Scythian temple, gifted by parents you never got to meet. Left to wonder about them your whole life. Wonder why they gave you away. Who they were. Who you are.”

Acharsis decided to stay silent.

“Your whole life has been defined by your relationship to your father. Mine has been the opposite. A void. One that I swore, when I had Elu, that he would never have to experience.”

Still she stared straight ahead. “One of the first things you asked me when you returned was how I did it. How I didn’t go mad, living in Eruk all these years. I’ll tell you. It was easy. Kenu was a good man, a good companion, but Elu - Elu was my everything.”

Annara finally looked across at him. “He’s my only son, Acharsis. I love him in a way that you will never understand. Love him a way that hurts. For sixteen years I’ve watched him grow and marveled that he was mine. I feel his loss in my very soul.” She turned to regard the ziggurat where it loomed over the wall. “And they want to kill him on an altar to please some undead monster? Oh no. Not while I live and breathe.”

Acharsis felt a chill at the cold surety of her words. Wondered if he had ever felt anything as intensely, as deeply as she did for her son. Their son. Passion, yes, he’d burned so brightly that his ardor had illuminated the heavens. But true love? A love that hurt? He was silent as they inched forward from then on.

The group before them was ushered in, and then it was their turn to step up to the Gates of Stone. The gates loomed massively overhead, painted in the drabbest of blacks and grays, a great arch under which even a dream rhino could have passed without difficulty. Irella’s stylized face was depicted on huge vertical banners that draped down each side of the entrance, exemplifying a serene, almost cruel beauty that Acharsis knew was no lie. 

“State your business in the temple,” said the guard leader. 

He was a lean, weathered individual, old enough to have fought in the Purges when he was a youth, with a sharp eye and a perpetual scowl. No fool, this one, thought Acharsis, and he adopted a cringing smile.

“Second year adepts of Nekuul, sir,” he said, fighting for a tone that wavered between nervousness and brash arrogance. “We were sent out by Guidance Yesu and are now returning.”

The guard captain eyed Acharsis warily and then turned to regard Annara. 

A husky man to his left let out a low whistle. “Since when are the Nekuulites employing such beautiful adepts, hey?”

“Mind your tongue,” snapped the captain. 

Then he lowered his spear point and used it to push open Annara’s hood, revealing her features. She’d gone pale, Acharsis realized, and for good reason: if the man revealed any more of her neck, he’d see the tattoos sacred to Scythia.

“Good sir,” Acharsis said, stepping forward with a smile and gently pushing the spear away. “She was the reason for my mission. Master Yesu finds these exciting times quite trying, and is in need of some… relaxation, if you know what I mean. Yisha, here, has been promoted to the rank of adept due to her very particular skills.”

Annara pinched her hood closed at the neck and raised her chin, eying the guards with cool disdain. 

“Well,” the guard captain said at last, clearly captivated. “I suppose the Guidance is a man of flesh and blood like the rest of us. Now, Yisha. When you’re done pleasing the divine Yesu, stop by our guard house on your way out.” His smile was a disturbing blend of lust and coldness. “I’ve a mind to learn more about your ‘particular skills’.”

The other death watch guards hooted and then went silent when Annara stepped forward and placed her hand on the captain’s chest. 

“Spoken like a big man,” she said in a shadowy purr that sent a shiver straight down Acharsis’ spine. Her hand moved down the captain’s armor, past his belt, and then cupped his jewels rather roughly. The captain grunted and stood taller. “Oh,” Annara said with a pout. “How disappointing. Not so big, after all.”

Then she was past him and striding between the Gates of Stone, and the guards were laughing as the captain barked orders for them to simmer down. 

Acharsis hurried to follow Annara, catching her at the font where she was cleansing her feet with purified water. “What part of ‘low profile’ did you not understand?” he hissed as he caught up with her. 

“I was a temple priestess of Scythia for half my life,” she said. “Trust me. Now, he’ll do everything in his power to avoid me and to keep his men from mentioning our entrance. Otherwise, he’d have been on perpetual lookout.”

Acharsis went to make a cutting rejoinder as they stepped out from under the massive arch and into the complex proper, but his words were stilled in his throat.

The eight-tiered ziggurat rose like a black mountain, with a staircase broad enough for ten men to walk abreast as they climbed to the sixth tier. From there, oblique staircases were carved out of the ziggurat’s seventh tier to the outside corners, then cut back in along the face of the eighth tier to the foot of the high sanctum perched at the very peak.

Black as the night, with gray edging, it was overwhelming, jagged and perfectly built, each corner crisp, each facade smooth. It dominated the massive clearing within the complex walls, looming high like a thundercloud, a crack in the fabric of the world whose peak led straight into the netherworld. 

Acharsis gazed up at the temple’s columned sides and shivered. Death watch guards were standing on each tier, gazing impassively out over the great courtyard. 

Acharsis tore his eyes away from the ziggurat and looked around the complex. He’d been standing here twenty years ago, when Irella had betrayed them. She’d summoned the netherworld right there before the ziggurat, plunging them all into the land of the dead, and there attempted to slay them all. 

It was a small mercy that the courtyard was filled with people, new buildings, and enough bustle that he could scarcely overlay his memory onto what he was seeing. Still, he shivered, goosebumps crawling along his arms, and forced himself to focus.

“Jarek’s map’s outdated,” he said, slipping his arm through Annara’s and urging her to move, to keep walking and not stand gaping like he’d been doing just a moment ago.

It was easy to drift forward, to lose themselves in the bustling crowd. 

“The perimeter walls are still the same,” she said. “The Leonis still flows behind the ziggurat, on the far side of the complex wall.”

“Mmm-hmm,” said Acharsis. “That garden along the back wall is new, however.” 

It was an extravagance of private irrigation and maintenance: a private garden of palms and greenery that was startling against the universal drabness of the clay brick walls, divided by gleaming paths of crushed white rock. 

“And that building to our left is new,” said Annara. 

Acharsis followed her gaze to a great square building. Its facade was fronted by crimson columns, and its walls were black. A steady chanting was emanating from its gloomy depths.

“All right, let’s focus,” he said. “Priests’ quarters to the right. It looks like that’s still the case. Senior Nekuulites, junior Nekuulites, all happy and living like hogs together.”

Annara snorted.

“Dead hogs, then. Ziggurat front and center, backed by a semi-luscious garden.”

“You’re not impressed?”

“Annara, once you’ve seen greenery drenching the earth along the coast of the Khartisian Sea like I have, once you’ve picked up damp moss in your hands and rubbed its soft surface with your thumb, this kind of garden is a pale comparison.”

“Snob.”

“Fair enough. Then, to our left, we have the scriptorium, the palace - which looks to have been greatly expanded - this new building, guest quarters, royal warehouses, kitchens and the like.”

“Master Iroku? There you are!” An old man in black robes trimmed with gray appeared before them. He patted his brow with a folded white cloth and smiled anxiously. “I was afraid I wouldn’t find you.”

Annara’s arm tensed, but Acharsis didn’t hesitate. He adopted a severe expression and thrust his shoulders back. Roll the dice, he thought. Ekillos, be with me. “Who are you?”

The man bobbed his close-shaved head. “Adept Agash.” He leaned in, peering closely at the pair of them. “One of the gate guards told me you’d arrived. I had them waiting, watching for you.” He tapped his nose. “One learns to compensate for one’s deficiencies.”

Acharsis nodded slowly as he thought of the drugged master and adept in the alleyway. “Wisely done, adept.”

“A small thing. You’ve arrived, and I have been assigned by Master Yesu to conduct you immediately to his presence. There is much to discuss.”

“Of course,” said Acharsis. “Still, we are most impressed by the diligence we see here. Perhaps a quick tour before you conduct us to Yesu?”

“You are most kind!” Agash gave a weak laugh. “Compared to Uros, you must think Rekkidu a veritable backwater. But, yes, if you wish a quick tour, I would be happy to give it. Let me send word to Master Yesu, and I am sure he will join us.”

“Adept Agash,” Acharsis said, stepping close and placing his hand on the older man’s shoulder. “Let’s not disturb Yesu just yet. I would appreciate a chance at a frank, unvarnished look at the… preparations. If you understand what I mean.”

Agash blinked, darted a look at Annara, and then bobbed his head. “Of course. But is there any cause for concern?”

“That is to be determined,” Acharsis said coldly. We have to get out of the courtyard before the two leeches he’s waiting for make their way here. “Lead on.”

“Very well, very well. This way, if you will.” 

The old man hurried through the crowd, pointing out as he went where the grand tables for the feasting were being set up, and rattling off the list of goats and cows that were to be slaughtered, and the types of fish and fruit. 

He led them directly toward the ziggurat.

“What are we doing?” Annara hissed under her breath as Agash drew away a few steps. 

“I want a look inside the ziggurat,” Acharsis whispered back.

She squeezed his arm so hard, he almost yelped. “Are you mad?”

“Excuse me?” Agash asked, half-turning back to them.

“I said, where do you hold the godsbloods?”

“Ah. We have them in a very secure chamber in the heart of the ziggurat. This way, Master Iroku, through here.”

Agash nodded at four death watch guards standing beside an archway leading into the ziggurat proper and paused to ladle cleansing water over his feet. 

Acharsis took a deep breath and was suddenly terrified he’d see his demon amongst the throng. He focused on Agash’s back and looked nowhere else. We’re passing into Nekuul’s domain, he thought as he washed his feet in turn. Ekillos, shield us.

The corridor was broad and filled with activity. Slaves rushed by, their sandals flapping, bearing tables and bolts of cloth, trays of prepared food and pitchers of beer. Death watch guards were standing at every intersection, while Nekuulites hurried to and fro, mingling with scribes and bureaucrats.

“Up one level,” said Agash. “Oh, my knees.” 

He led them up a steep flight of stone steps where lanterns were burning in stone niches, and here the bustle grew quieter. The guards were ubiquitous, but now Acharsis saw the dead mixed in with their number, their gaunt, leathery forms standing as still as statues, their sunken eyes staring unblinkingly ahead.

“The dead,” asked Acharsis, stepping up beside Agash. “How do they know whom to attack and whom to ignore?”

Agash gave him a strange look, and Acharsis realized immediately that he’d asked a foolish question.

“It’s for my apprentice,” Acharsis said, indicating Annara. “I want her to hear it from you.”

Agash’s skeptical look didn’t go away. He pulled out a stone amulet from underneath his robe. On its surface, a rune was inscribed. “Anyone who bears a tear of Nekuul can pass them by unmolested. Or those who accompany such a bearer.”

“Of course,” Annara said smoothly. 

One of the dead at the end of the hall suddenly buckled. In complete silence, it dropped to its knees and then toppled onto its side. Its companions didn’t react in the slightest.

“My apologies, Master,” said Agash. He began to stride toward the fallen corpse. “How embarrassing. This will take but a moment.” He stopped in front of the guards and spoke in Nekuulite to them. Immediately, two of them bent down and lifted their fallen brother.

“What happened?” asked Annara.

“Not enough body left for Nekuul to animate,” said Agash. 

The fallen dead did look more insubstantial than the others, Acharsis noted. 

“They should never have been added to the guard,” Agash added with a sigh. “But, no matter. We pride ourselves for having a corpse chute just like you do in Uros. A quick disposal.”

“You do? Very impressive,” Acharsis said, glad for the diversion from his blunder with the tear. “No self-respecting ziggurat should be without one.”

“Corpse chute?” Annara asked with feigned confusion.

Acharsis rolled his eyes. “She tries my patience, oh, yes, she does. Attractive, yes, but not a thought in her head.”

Annara’s glare promised that he wouldn’t get away with that one.

Agash watched the pair of dead turn down the hall and disappear around a corner. “Yes, a corpse chute. A quick disposal method from the sanctum down, yes? All the bodies are dropped down into the cellar. Now, one more flight of stairs. Here we go. Only those of our order are allowed on the third floor and higher. This flight is the worst. Watch the fifth step; it’s taller than the others. Shoddy construction by the Alokites.”

Up they went, and Acharsis’ earlier burst of confidence was beginning to wane. They were deep inside the ziggurat now, and without tears of their own, they’d be unable to escape without Agash’s escort – which precluded bolting and running.

“Now, the holding room for the godsbloods is in the center of this floor. We obviously can’t go in, but if you look down this hallway, you’ll see one of the main doors.”

The hall wasn’t very long, and it was very well lit. Acharsis felt his guts coil when he saw the two deathless standing outside the stout wooden door. Their pale masks gleamed, each slightly distinct from the other, and their forms were clad in robes of shadow so dark, it seemed as if their masks were floating in the air. 

“Are all the doors similarly guarded?”

“Yes, assuredly.” Agash smiled sourly. “We’d not want to risk our godsbloods escaping, would we?”

“Of course not,” Annara said, and gave a tight laugh. 

Elu’s on the other side of that door, thought Acharsis. That’s got to be driving her mad.

Even as they watched, the wooden door opened, and a black-robed man with a shaved pate and a cadaverous face emerged. Tall and broad-shouldered, he had the physique of a fighter, but he was clad in the garments of a leech.

“Ah,” said Agash. “Master Rexashas. He’ll be pleased to make your acquaintance.” He turned and bowed low to the approaching man. “Master, let me introduce you to Master Iroku, come direct from Uros, and his apprentice?”

“Eleshi,” Annara said smoothly.

Master Rexashas stopped before them, and Acharsis forced himself to meet the man’s gaze with just as much cruel disinterest. Ekillos, my fallen master and father, source of wisdom and knowledge, hear me now, even if you are lost in the very depths of Nekuul’s domain. Hear me now and grant me whatever aid you can, please!

“Master Iroku, welcome.” Rexashas’ voice was clipped. “From Uros? What tidings do you bring from the empress’s city?”

“Everything is as you would expect,” Acharsis said with as much bored disdain as he could muster. “The empress strives to exalt our goddess, the people grumble but are content as long as enough grain crosses their plates, and the dead do as they are told. I will not bore you with petty palace politics. It is no doubt similar to what you experience here, but on a grander scale.”

Rexashas raised an eyebrow. “No direct word from the empress?”

Acharsis smiled coldly. “Nothing I would wish to repeat in an open hallway.”

“Hmm. And Master Nab-Enlil? Does he yet fill the apprentices’ hearts with fear?”

The man’s tone had become light, almost careless, but the skin around his eyes had tightened. 

“Oh, no,” said Acharsis. “The apprentices have wept tears of everlasting sorrow since Nekuul called the good Master to her realm.”

“Hmm,” said Rexashas. “Yes. A pity. I am on my way now to meet with Yesu to discuss the crisis and the arrival of the armed forces. Our council chamber should be sufficiently private for you, should it not?”

“Assuredly,” said Acharsis. His heart was pounding so loudly, it was a wonder the other man couldn’t hear it. Rexashas’ gaze was disturbingly unnerving. Did he suspect? Surely, he did. “Still, since we’re here, I must admit to not being impressed with the godsbloods’ holding room. Are these two deathless the sole form of security at each door?”

Rexashas narrowed his eyes. “Are two deathless not sufficient?”

Acharsis waved his hand dismissively. “Never mind. Suffice it to say that in Uros we take, shall we say, greater precautions.”

The leech frowned. “We are not so backwards as you might think. Though we’ve not had cause to use it in decades, there is a special chamber on the fourth level in which we could place any particularly dangerous godsblood. Nekuul’s wards would prevent any godsblood from even thinking of their dead god, much less offering up a prayer to them.” His smile could have frozen the Leonis. “Even one of the original demigods would find himself hard-pressed to do more than breathe in there.”

“Very good,” Acharsis said. “I’m suitably impressed. Where are our quarters and the council chamber located?”

“Above, of course,” Rexashas said, then walked past them, clearly expecting them to follow. “We masters have our quarters on the fifth floor. Come.”

They walked down the hallway in silence, past the countless eyes of the dead and the death watch. Annara looked on the verge of bolting, for good reason. Their ruse would be up the moment Yesu saw them. But how could Acharsis excuse himself without arousing suspicion? 

Moments later, they reached the stairs ascending to the fourth level. If they climbed those steps, they would not come back down. Of that, Acharsis was sure. 

Rexashas placed his foot on the first step.

“Stop,” Acharsis said, throwing up his hands.

The leech looked over his shoulder, eyes narrowed. “Excuse me?”

Acharsis closed his eyes, pinched the brow of his nose, sucked in a deep gasp and staggered. He felt Annara’s hand close around his arm. He bit his lower lip, stood tall and opened his eyes once more to stare at Rexashas. 

“Ammi shalash,” he said hoarsely, allowing his voice to shake. “The vision falls upon me. Our Lady of the Final Night orders me into the sun. I am to stare at Qun while she reveals her message to me.”

Rexashas stepped back down. “Ammi shalash? Now?” 

“Now!” barked Acharsis. “Agash! Lead me outside. Go!”

“Climb to Nekuul’s sanctum,” said Rexashas, his own voice just as urgent. “It’s but six levels above -”

“Agash, go!” Acharsis shoved the old man harshly. “Rexashas, I will join you shortly and reveal my vision.” 

He then turned his back on the leech and followed the faltering Agash, who, after glancing back and catching Acharsis’ expression, began to jog forward and then run.

Agash took them to an archway that led them directly outside, onto the third tier. The spread of the great courtyard below, with all its activity, was almost overwhelming, but Acharsis ignored it and focused on the priest, who raced ahead to the top of an oblique staircase carved into the ziggurat’s face and then hurried down, picking up his robes as he went.

Down they went, past the entrance to the second tier, then they were at last on the courtyard floor itself.

Agash was panting. “Here, Master?”

“Leave me, Agash!” Acharsis barked. “Return to your quarters and pray to Nekuul. Go!”

The old man almost tripped over himself as he turned and dove into the crowd. 

“Ammi shalash?” Annara asked as he hauled her toward the Gates of Stone.

“Ammi shalash,” Acharsis said grimly. “Irella herself used that excuse on me the night she convinced me to betray the others. It means a divine visitation from Nekuul, and it trumps all protocol, all tradition, all other priorities.” He laugh bitterly. “I never thought I’d have cause to thank her for revealing that Nekuulite secret, but I will be sure to do so the next time I see her.”

They hurried through the Gates of Stone, darting past the line and ignoring the guards, then turned off the Way of Stone at the first intersection and peeled off their black robes, inverted them so the beige interiors with the markings of common merchants were revealed, and donned them again.

When they stepped back out onto the street, they were completely changed. His heart still thudding, Acharsis gripped Annara’s hand and led her back toward the covered market, where the others were awaiting them.

“We’re doomed,” Annara said, head hanging low, a long, curled lock of her hair falling free. “Deathless guarding Elu? Death watch and the dead at every corner? There’s no way we can fight our way through such a mass of defenses.”

“Agreed,” Acharsis said.

“It’s hopeless.” Annara looked sidelong at him. “There’s no way we can reach him.”

“You’re probably right,” Acharsis said.

“Then, why are you smiling?”

“Because I’ve got a plan,” Acharsis replied. “Or at least the beginnings of one.”

“A plan?” She stopped walking and jerked him to a stop as well. “You mean, you think it’s still possible to get him out? After everything we’ve seen?”

“Oh, yes,” Acharsis said. “Especially after everything we’ve seen.” He looked over his shoulder at the black ziggurat, rising to challenge the heavens. “And, with a little luck, we won’t even have to draw a weapon. Now, come on. We need to meet up with the others. We’ve got a lot of work to do.”

 

 

 

Chapter 11

 

 

 

Jarek forced himself to relax. To not obsess over how much time had passed since Acharsis and Annara had left on their reconnaissance mission. To wonder how he’d find out if they had been caught, and how long it would take to force Acharsis into revealing the location of Sisu’s netherworld. Were deathless on their way here already? 

Restless, Jarek rose to his feet and began to pace. Sisu’s court had seemed large enough when they’d first arrived, but now, as the clay brick fragments crunched underfoot and he ducked his head over and over again to avoid low-hanging beams, he felt constrained, trapped like a lion he’d once seen that had been held in a cage far too small for its bulk.

“Do you want me to send Babati for more food?” Sisu asked.

He had been trying to lounge casually on his throne the whole time, but his concern for Jarek’s wellbeing was starting to grate. 

“There’s a vendor not far from here who sells delicious barley crepes filled with all manner of spices and vegetables, along with fried duck’s eggs and -”

“No, thank you.” Jarek fought to keep his tone civil. Several clay plates laden with half-eaten snacks were already sitting on a side table. He managed an expression that was barely more smile than grimace. “I’m fine.”

Ishi was sleeping in the corner, hands laced over her stomach, chin resting on her chest. 

Sisu misunderstood Jarek’s glance. “I know. But Ishi can’t trail Kish everywhere. Even if she did, she wouldn’t be able to keep her out of trouble. We just have to trust the goddess that she won’t draw attention to herself.”

Jarek stopped pacing and crossed his arms. The air was damp and gritty, as if fine silt from the Leonis had pervaded the air. “She’s like your big sister, isn’t she?”

Sisu stared down at the arm of his throne and worked at something with his thumbnail. “She still thinks so.” He frowned, then looked back up. “Don’t get me wrong. After I first arrived, she saved my sorry hide several times. Suffice it to say I owe her a debt of gratitude. But she doesn’t realize that I’m no longer that skinny kid who smuggled himself out of Uros inside a wagon of carpets. I can now literally make the dead dance at my command, and still she treats me like I’m twelve.”

Sisu chewed his lower lip and sighed. “By Nekuul, no wonder she does it if I sit around whining like a child. My apologies. It’s just - it’s very aggravating.”

“I can imagine,” said Jarek. He wanted to continue pacing but forced himself to stand still. “Why did you have to smuggle yourself out of Uros? Why did you wish to leave?”

“Why?” Sisu snorted. “You wouldn’t understand.” Then he paused. “Or perhaps you would, being Alok’s son and all that. Irella - my mother - had very specific plans for me.”

“You’re Irella’s kid?”

“Yeah,” said Sisu. “You’d think that that would be great, but it really wasn’t. There was no room for my own ideas, my own lines of investigation. I had to further her research and stifle my own curiosity.” 

Jarek tried to take that in stride. Irella’s son. How powerful would that make him? “What kind of research?” 

“Deathless, mostly. I helped her acquire insight into how best to meld the powers of Nekuul with living flesh.” He tried hard to sound modest, but failed.

“What are they, Sisu?” Jarek took a step toward the youth. “You helped create them?”

Sisu sat up straighter. “It’s not like I had much choice in the matter. But, yes, I was the one who figured out the method. They’re - well, they’re men and women who are hovering on the verge of death. By bringing them to the point of nearly dying, one opens Nekuul’s gate to their souls. Her energies steal forth, and it’s at precisely that moment that you bolt them down into their flesh and prevent them from slipping free. The result is what you’ve seen - people augmented by Nekuul’s blessings, but who are still intelligent, able to move with the grace of a living body. It was absolutely fascinating, to open that final gate and then -”

Sisu cut himself off when he caught Jarek’s expression. “I don’t expect you to understand. You’re no Nekuulite.”

“No,” said Jarek. “I’m not. And these people – did they enter this state willingly?”

“Oh, yes,” said Sisu. “It’s what limits their numbers. Only those who are fully willing to undergo this transition are capable of pulling back from Nekuul’s gate. An unwilling soul slips through despite the bindings, like water through your fingers.” He slumped back. “And you wouldn’t believe how many adepts profess absolute certainty in their willingness to serve as a deathless, only to slip away when the moment of truth comes. Raising one out of every ten attempts was about as good a conversion as we ever managed.”

Jarek fought back his horror. “And how were they bound? Can they be… unbound?”

“The eyes. They’re the windows through which the soul emerges from one’s body at the time of death.” Sisu tapped the arm of his throne. “We found that by pouring a mixture of sanctified bitumen, Irella’s blood, and gold dust into their eye sockets while they were still alive sealed the doors. As long as their eyes are blocked, they cannot die, even if they’re hacked apart to the smallest pieces.”

“Even if they’re hacked apart?”

“Yes. It’s pretty grisly. The small chunks of flesh will live on, animated in some capacity. I saw severed heads retain their animation and ability to converse indefinitely. Of course, they started to become incoherent. There’s something about decapitation that breaks down the mind after a month or so, apparently.”

“But if the eyes are wounded? If the seal is broken?”

“Whoosh!” Sisu fluttered both hands up into the air. “Their spirit will flee to the netherworld in an instant. It’s why they wear their masks, of course. They’re inlaid on the inside with steel.”

“And, no doubt, to prevent everyone from running in terror at the sight of their ugly faces,” Kish said, striding into the room with a strangely curved blade in one hand. “Look at what I found, Jarek. A Maganian khopesh!”

Jarek took the weapon and examined it in the light of a lantern. 

Kish looked on, her voice almost businesslike. “The vendor was Maganian himself, and he explained that the curve at the end, there, is inspired by axes. Great for hacking limbs off, apparently.” 

“It resembles a Maganian khopesh, but it’s not the real thing,” Jarek said, handing it back.

“It’s not? I paid seven silver for it!”

Sisu chuckled, and she shot him a murderous glare.

“First, the Maganians only sharpen the outside blade. This one is sharpened on both sides. Second, the hilt is made of pine. It would shatter in combat. Finally, it’s too long. Real Maganian khopeshes aren’t nearly that big.”

“Oh,” said Kish. She sank into a crouch, holding the sword with both hands, then thrust it forward experimentally. “I don’t know why they’d use such a thing instead of a regular sword.”

“Have you been to Magan?” Sisu asked, stepping down from his throne to join them. “Are they truly ruled by massive winged lions wiser than any man?”

“I haven’t,” said Jarek. “Acharsis might have. As for their lamasu, I’ve heard from people I trust that they’re real.”

“I’d like to go one day,” said Kish. “Perhaps after this job. I imagine staying in Rekkidu will be too dangerous. What do you say, Sisu? Want to travel to mystical Magan and see their winged lions?”

“No,” said Sisu. “Why would I leave Nekuul’s domain of influence? Here, I’m nearly as potent as a demigod. Out there? I really would be the brat you think I am.”

Before Kish could complain, Babati came running down. “People coming! Acharsis and Annara!”

“About bloody time,” Jarek said as Sisu hurried up to his throne and threw himself onto it, trying to look relaxed and confident, one leg hiked up over the chair’s arm.

Acharsis and Annara entered a moment later. 

“Friends!” Acharsis’ voice was crackling with good humor. “We have penetrated the very heart of the enemy’s domain and wrested from them secrets of incalculable value, and a plan is already formulating within the twisted depths of my mind.”

They were clad in the pale robes of merchants, though their bulkiness would give away to a perceptive observer that they were more than they appeared.

“No difficulties?” asked Sisu.

“Plenty of difficulties,” Annara said, moving to the platters of food. “So many, I don’t know where to start.”

“Not difficulties,” said Acharsis. “Challenges we’ve got to overcome.”

Ishi stirred, smacked her lips a few times, then struggled to sit up. “Is it tea time yet?”

“Assuredly,” said Acharsis. “Now, listen: the ziggurat has eight tiers. It’s a monster, nearly the match of Uros’. New buildings, lots of activity everywhere, and death watch guards wherever you look.”

Everyone gathered in a circle in front of Acharsis as he cleared the table of platters and pulled a jar from his robes. He unstoppered it, then poured fine white sand onto the table’s surface. 

“Here,” he said, making a large rectangle with his finger, “are the complex’s outer walls. The Leonis passes by the rear, roughly so. The ziggurat, priest’s quarters to the left, and assorted buildings here on the right, where everything else takes place.” 

Jarek stared down at the map of his former home. His ziggurat. His palace. He felt a dull headache begin to throb behind his eyes. 

“Now,” Acharsis went on, “there are dozens of guards on each tier of the ziggurat, and they are constantly scanning the grounds for trouble. We learned that Elu is being held on the third floor in a special vault guarded by two deathless per door. Four entrances in total, eight deathless in all.”

“Ninsaba’s horns,” muttered Ishi. “Eight?”

“And yet he’s been grinning since we left,” said Annara. “Insufferable!”

“What’s more,” Acharsis said, his grin widening, “they have a specially prepared room a floor above that’s laced with Nekuulite wards specifically designed to hold even a demigod at bay. It’s currently empty.”

“Why?” Kish asked, leaning forward as Acharsis sketched out the innards of the ziggurat. 

“It would seem they once anticipated catching someone very, very powerful who got away,” said Acharsis. “At any rate, leeches are converging on Rekkidu in large numbers. They’ll be swarming all over it by the time of the ritual. The inside of the ziggurat is guarded by the dead, who, it seems, will attack anyone not in possession of a Nekuulite tear or not in the company of someone who does.”

Sisu had been craning to look from his throne. With a sigh, he descended again to join them. “That’s right. All adepts and masters create a tear upon their elevation to the mysteries.”

Jarek pondered that, then asked, “So, we steal a half-dozen tears and sneak in?”

“No,” said Sisu. “That wouldn’t work. Each tear is keyed to its owner. It’s complicated and involves visions of death, the owner’s blood, and lots of rituals. They’re only potent when held by their creator.” He leaned back and added nonchalantly, “Of course, I’m powerful enough to make them think I have a tear.”

Kish placed one fist inside the other and cracked her knuckles. “So, we get Sisu to sneak us inside?”

“Even if we did,” Annara said, frustration leaking into her voice, “how do we get past the deathless? Even if we could get Elu out, we’d be in the heart of the ziggurat, surrounded by the dead and the watch, with leeches everywhere and an entire complex to escape.” She shook her head. “It’s impossible.”

“No, it’s almost impossible,” said Acharsis. “Sisu, this is what we’re going to do. On the day before the grand ritual, we’re going to sell you to the next leech who comes into the city. I’m sure they won’t turn down another godsblood for Akkodaisis’ bloody ritual.”

“What?” Sisu reared back. “Are you mad?”

Ishi made a strangling sound. “That’s what we’ve been fighting to avoid for years!”

“Exactly. Because, what will they do with him?”

Jarek frowned. “Take him to the godsblood vault and hold him there for sacrifice.”

“Not if they know I’m a Nekuulite,” Sisu said caustically. 

“Why would they?” Acharsis raised an eyebrow. “Kish will tell them you’re a descendant of another god, which was betrayed by the powers she saw you use. Simple enough. You’ll praise Qun loudly, and the guards will be only too pleased to put you inside.”

“All right,” said Sisu. “I see what you’re after. With my power, I can slip past the deathless and escape the vault.”

“Can he take Elu with him?” asked Annara.

“No,” said Sisu. “I can’t. They’d ignore me, but not him. If they were regular dead, we could both walk by, but they’re not. Far from it.”

“So?” Annara turned to Acharsis.

“That’s just the first step. The second step is where we all dress up as seekers and bring Jarek in to be executed.”

Everyone turned to stare at him. “And why,” asked Annara, “by Alok’s two sacred rocks, would we do that?”

“Because,” Acharsis said, reveling in their expressions, “they would immediately put you in their special warded chamber. The one I think they’ve had waiting for you ever since you escaped.”

“The one I can’t escape from,” said Jarek.

“Right,” said Acharsis. 

“Sacrilege,” said Sisu. “And folly. To dress as seekers and enter Nekuul’s temple? You’ll be inviting such impurity to yourself that you’ll never be cleansed.”

Acharsis shrugged. “Only seekers could feasibly capture Jarek, and these days I’m not too worried about impurity. So, this is how it goes down. Sisu escapes from the vault after telling Elu what our plan is and makes his way upstairs to where you’re being held prisoner. The dead won’t challenge him due to his powers over them, and the guards won’t challenge him due to the dead’s leaving him alone. Sisu then breaks into the warded room and frees Jarek.”

Nobody spoke. Jarek tried to think ahead. Both he and Sisu at large inside the ziggurat. To what end? “The room is warded for a reason. Sisu will be affected just like me.”

“Actually, not quite,” said Sisu. “My power comes from Nekuul. Those will be her wards. They won’t affect me at all.”

Jarek shrugged irritably. “It doesn’t matter. The moment I leave the chamber, they’ll be all over me.”

“Exactly.” Acharsis drew a line from the fourth floor toward the sanctum. “You’ll fight your way toward Akkodaisis. This will cause everybody to go crazy with fear. The entire ziggurat will mobilize to stop you.”

Ishi frowned at the map. “Drawing the deathless from the vault?”

“Yes. Which is when the rest of us, having waited around as false seekers, break Elu out.”

“But we’re still trapped in the ziggurat,” said Kish. “I’m not afraid to fight, but that many guards? We’d never even make it to the Gates of Stone.”

“We won’t be going to the Gates of Stone. We’ll be going down. Jarek, you said there are ancient cellars beneath the ziggurat?”

Jarek nodded warily. “Yes. From Old Rekkidu.”

“Sisu, you’re going to order your dead to start digging. We can leave off expanding your netherworld here for two weeks. They’re to dig to the base of the ziggurat and break into one of those cellars.”

Sisu narrowed his eyes and looked at the wall as if he was taking in invisible distances and gauging the work it would take. “We’re two hundred yards from the complex,” he said. “It’s… possible. Perhaps.”

“It has to happen. Jarek can help you; he’s good with rocks. We make our way down to the cellars, then out through the tunnel. Once we’re out the other side, we break open your emergency sluice gates and flood everything, buying ourselves time to escape.”

Again, nobody spoke. Finally, Annara bestirred herself. “But, what of Jarek?”

Jarek met Acharsis’ glittering gaze. His headache was pounding now, making even the lantern light painful. “He knows me too well.”

“It’s your call, old friend.”

“You’re not my -”

“I know.” Then, more sadly, Acharsis said, “I know.”

Jarek hunched his shoulders. Four levels to Alok’s old sanctum. Four levels to Akkodaisis. “Yes,” he said. “Yes. I’ll do it.”

“Do what?” asked Annara. “Suicide?”

“Vengeance,” he said.

Annara rounded on him. “You’re going to kill yourself? For what? You won’t change Irella’s rule. She’ll just replace Akkodaisis with someone else. It won’t change a thing.”

Jarek looked down at his hands. They were still well-veined and powerful, but the skin on their backs had grown rough. They were the hands of an aging man. “I’m not trying to change anything. I’ll be satisfied with killing Akkodaisis and dying in my old sanctum.”

Annara shook her head again and looked to Acharsis for support, but she didn’t get it. “Jarek, don’t throw your life away. Come with us. Acharsis will find a way to get you out, to help you escape.”

“I don’t want to escape,” Jarek said. The nausea was hitting him in waves now. “I’m tired of running. Of being a shadow of who I used to be. I never thought I’d come back to Rekkidu, but now that I’m here, I don’t want to leave.” He met Acharsis’ gaze. “I’ll do it.”

“Well, I don’t know if you can,” said Kish. “You’re a great fighter, but against that many deathless, guards, armed dead and leeches? I doubt you’d get to the sixth level, much less the sanctum.”

Jarek went to protest, but she was right. He’d barely been able to hold off one deathless. What would he do against eight or more? He sank down onto a stool as a wave of despair engulfed him. “I have to reach the sanctum,” he said. “I have to.”

“Which is the final part of my plan,” said Acharsis quietly. “We’ve got two weeks till the grand ritual. Two weeks in which to rile up the people of Rekkidu. Two weeks in which to stir up their faith in Alok once more. Whatever it takes, whatever we can do, we’re going to make people believe again.”

Ishi sighed. “And with that faith, Alok will turn from the darkness and once again look upon Jarek.”

“Yes,” said Acharsis. “I don’t know how powerful we can make you in two weeks, but, by Ekillos, we’re going to do what we can.”

Kish hesitated. “Could the old you have fought your way up to the top?”

“The old me?” Jarek bared his teeth in a mirthless grin. “Oh, yes. The old me wouldn’t have had much trouble at all.”

“Well, we won’t get the old you,” said Ishi. “That would require Alok returning to life. But we could get close.”

“Close is good,” said Jarek. 

He thought of the old sanctum. Of the setting sun’s light as it used to pour through the columns. Alok’s presence humming in the air, his voice aching in Jarek’s bones. That old rapture, that certainty, that sense of beatification that had been his very cause for living. 

“Yes,” he said, and, despite the pain that speared in his temples and the bands that were tightening in his chest, he smiled. “Close would be very good indeed.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter 12

 

 

 

The sounds of the pickax were rhythmic. Sharp cracks over and over again, shattering rocks, causing shards to clatter to the ground, driven with a smoldering fury, driven with the kind of punishing intensity that would cause normal men to collapse, gasping, retching, and dizzy. 

Acharsis was standing inside the tunnel, a dozen yards behind where Jarek was working. The demigod’s progress was lit by a ring of lanterns placed on the ground behind him. He’d doffed his shirt and was working bare-chested, his muscles writhing like great water snakes beneath his skin. The latest pick was already warped by his brutal use.

Three of the dead were crawling around his feet, hauling the broken rocks away into baskets. Their eyes were ghostly in the gloom; their mouths were open as if they were in a stupor as they heaved at the chunks of stone. The baskets were filled quickly, then slowly dragged away by another group, down the tunnel and into the darkness.

Each day, Jarek worked at the tunnel for a good four hours before he reeled away, exhausted and shaking, leaving the dead to step into his place and work at their patient and unflagging pace. In four hours, he’d accomplish what it took them to do in twenty. Among them all, they were making excellent progress.

“Jarek,” Acharsis called. 

The other man didn’t hear. He drew the pick back and brought it savagely down on the pitted rock face in front of him. Sparks flew. Fragments of rock exploded outward, and then a chunk the size of his head fell out and rolled on the gravelly surface of the floor. A dead woman crawled forward, laced her fingers around it, and began to haul it away with mute but obvious effort.

“Jarek!”

This time, the demigod heard. He checked himself, turned, and then lowered the pick. His chest was rising and falling like a bellows. Even at forty, he looked powerful. His muscles were no longer as taut and smooth as they had once been, but their old strength was still there in the breadth of his shoulders, the depth of his chest, his corded sinews and mighty forearms. 

Acharsis tried hard not to think about his own scrawny body. “It’s time.”

“Time?” Jarek looked at the pick as if he was seeing it for the first time, then handed it off to a dead man, who took it and turned to the tunnel wall. “Already?”

“Everything’s lined up. Come on.”

Jarek picked up his shirt and used it to mop his brow, then slung it over a shoulder. “I thought we were still working on the banner.”

“We were. Kish and Annara finished it last night. It’s glorious.” Acharsis fell in beside Jarek, walking down the ragged throat of the tunnel back toward Sisu’s court. “Well, not glorious. A makeshift rag twenty yards long. But I can’t wait for you to see what Annara did.”

“I guess I’ll find out soon enough.”

“Yes,” Acharsis said, and then stopped. “Are you sure you’re ready?”

Jarek took a few more steps before he stopped, hands on his hips, looking down at the tunnel floor. He was still breathing deeply. “Ready?”

“Yes. To step up. For that attention. For what’s to come.”

Jarek laughed huskily. “I don’t know. I’m ready to fight and die, yes. That’s almost the easy part. But to represent Alok once more? To raise people’s hopes without cause? I feel like I’m lying to them.”

“I can see that,” Acharsis admitted. It had been a long week. “But that’s only one way to look at it.”

“Let me guess,” said Jarek. “You’ve got another point of view on the matter.”

“Of course. What good would I be if I was as dour as you?” Acharsis stepped up beside the other man. “You’ve been cooped up down here, so it’s no wonder you haven’t felt the change. The tension in the streets. Things are coming to a head up there, old friend. Yes, I know we’re not friends. But the streets are truly simmering. It’s an amazing feeling to walk amongst the people right now.”

“Because of your tricks.”

“Not tricks,” Acharsis said, trying not to be offended. “Stratagems, maybe. And they’re not hollow - they’re working. Babati has proven to be worth his weight in barley. He told me last night that he’s seeing new graffiti of Alok’s name springing up across the city in places he and his friends haven’t worked. People are noticing the signs, and some are painting them themselves.”

“Graffiti,” grunted Jarek. 

“Don’t dismiss it so easily. Painting Alok’s symbol is punishable by death. And they’re appearing everywhere, even close to the ziggurat. And Kish – that woman is a demon with her hammer. I don’t know how she did it, but two nights ago, she scaled Irella’s statue in Death’s Square and defaced it. Three blows, she said. How she climbed up there and smashed it to pieces, then got away, I don’t know.”

“Vandalism,” said Jarek.

“Yes, vandalism. But people are taking note. That’s the seventh statue of Irella that’s been defaced. And Babati said that another statue - a small one, granted - in a courtyard by the docks was defaced this week as well. That wasn’t us.”

“All right, all right,” said Jarek. “Fine. We’re making good progress. But I don’t feel any different.”

“You’re blasting a tunnel through solid rock at the speed of ten men,” said Acharsis. “Could you have done that before?”

“Maybe.”

“Today, we’re going to take all that simmering energy, that mass discontent, those swirling rumors and half-baked hopes and give them a focal point. Today, we’re setting that kindling afire, my friend. We’re going to set this city ablaze.”

Jarek grunted. “If you say so.”

“Yes, I say so. And, thank Ekillos, I don’t need you to be enthusiastic about this or even believe in it for it to work. Just you wait and see. You may not feel any change right now, but within a few hours?” Acharsis grinned. “You’ll be a new man.”

“Fine. And after I’m dead? After you and the others have fled the city and left these people behind?” Jarek searched Acharsis’ face. “What then? What happens to these people we’re giving hope to? They’ll be caught and killed. Irella will levy mass punishments. Curfews, whippings, hangings. We’re stirring up a hornets’ nest, knowing that it’s to be dropped into the fire regardless of how loud the buzzing gets.”

“That’s true,” Acharsis said. “But think about this. The situation here in Rekkidu is already bleak. I’ve spent a week now walking the streets, listening to conversations in taverns, on street corners, outside the warehouses, by the docks. I’ve heard nothing but grim complaints that turn to wary silence when the death watch passes by. Life has become bloody tough since you left, Jarek. People are starving. The number of the dead working in the fields continues to rise even as the food production drops. And not just here. I’ve heard it said that this is true up and down the length of the Leonis.”

Jarek said nothing.

“People are whispering that a great punishment is being levied on the empire for the deaths of the gods. That the crops are failing due to Naban’s death. Of course: kill the god of agriculture, and what happens? What we’re doing here is shaping this anger, giving it a focus. Showing everyone that resistance is possible. Yes, we’ll be leaving right after we grab Elu, but our message will remain. We’re starting a movement here, Jarek. We might very well be starting a revolution.”

Jarek laid a hand on Acharsis’ shoulder. It was heavy, like a sack of grain. “That sounds nice. But we both know there’s no chance of revolting against Irella, not as long as she has the kingship in her sanctum at Uros and commands the thousands upon thousands of the dead. Not as long as our dead brothers and sisters rule in their cities. These people can deface a few statues, scrawl Alok’s name on some walls, but it’s not going to change a damned thing.”

Acharsis shrugged off Jarek’s hand. “You want to make it to Alok’s sanctum? You want to kill Akkodaisis?”

“You know I do.”

Acharsis shoved at Jarek with his open palm, knocking him back a step. “Then, enough. Enough with your complaints and pessimism. You’ve got a better plan? Let’s hear it. Otherwise, quit pissing around like a kid who’s been denied his chance to go to the fair.”

They stared at each other in the gloom of the tunnel. Finally, Jarek nodded. “I just don’t relish raising my people’s hopes only to abandon them for a second time. But you’re right. Lead on. Let’s get this done.”

“You’re damned right, I’m right.” 

Acharsis strode off down the tunnel. 

Was there a better way to accomplish their goals? he wondered. He’d spent hours each night wracking his brain, trying to divine a better plan. Looking at the situation from all angles, tormenting himself with the thought that there was something he was missing, something crucial, a vital element that would make all the difference.

But this was the best he’d managed to come up with. Once, when Ekillos had been a rushing force within his sanctum back in Acharsis’ home city of Narabtum, when all he had had to do was reach out and be filled with divine inspiration from the god of knowledge, then, perhaps, he might have devised something wicked and subtle and brilliant. 

Now? This was it.  

They emerged into Sisu’s court. Gone were the endless folds of banners, the pots of paint, the dozens of lanterns by which Annara, Ishi and Kish had worked. Sisu’s throne was sitting empty. No dead were standing in their niches. 

“Everyone’s already in place,” said Acharsis. “Come. We’ve got to hurry.” 

They rushed up to the covered market and then slipped out into the streets, moving quickly through the throngs, heading toward Death’s Square.

Acharsis kept a wary eye on the sun. It was already dipping close to the horizon. The day was nearly over. Artisans were closing their shops, and the thousands who oversaw the dead or worked the irrigation channels were returning through Rekkidu’s many gates to their homes. Carts were leaving the markets, stalls were being furled, and the tantalizing smell of cooking food was rising from innumerable fires.

“Hurry,” said Acharsis. “We’re going to be late.” 

He began to jog, thrusting his way through the crowd until at last he broke out into the huge square. It was one of the few open spaces in the city, one of the rare areas where he could see a swathe of the sky and not feel trapped within the warren of buildings. 

The massive triumphal arch rose over where the Way of Stone speared through the center of the square, its facade covered with reliefs depicting the netherworld, with Nekuul herself enthroned in grim splendor in her undying court across the tympanum. Built of black basalt, it gleamed wetly as if it were drenched in blood in the light of the setting sun. A huge statue of Irella stood before it, one arm raised in victory. Her face had been reduced to shattered rock.

Acharsis pulled a mask out from under his cloak and handed it to Jarek. “Here. Put this on before you step up onto the stage.”

Jarek eyed the mask. It was covered in a thin patina of gold and would only cover the upper half of his face. “This looks like something Piamat would have worn.”

“Yes, well, the gold will catch the light. Now, to the base of the arch. Babati should be waiting for us there.”

A disturbance had erupted at the far end of the square, where the Way of Stone led in from the fields beyond the city. Acharsis ignored it. He pushed through to the foot of the towering arch, and Babati stepped into view and gave him a nervous nod. What looked like a folded stall was set against the one of the arch’s great legs. 

“All ready,” the boy said.

“Good,” said Acharsis. 

Excitement had his heart beating quickly. Nearby, death watch guards were shoving their way toward the far side of the square, calling out curt commands for people to step aside. 

Good, good.

“Tell Kish to get up there,” he told Babati, who nodded and disappeared around the back of the arch. 

Acharsis looked up at the arch. A massive roll of cloth was barely visible, laid across the top. He muttered a quick prayer to Ekillos. Please let all the details be seen to. Don’t let the damned banner drop to the ground because Kish forgot to fix it to the top. 

Then, feeling conflicted, he pulled out Ninsaba’s amulet and kissed its cool surface.

“Here we go,” Jarek said as the crowd finally peeled away to reveal the advancing dead. 

They came forward in their hundreds. Dead oxen were pulling carts laden with the harvest, large sheaves of barley cut that day from the fields. The dead marched forward in a column ten wide; in their arms, they were carrying sacks of flour.

“Sisu’s good,” said Acharsis. “He came through.”

“You doubted him?”

“I - yes. Just a little. When he said he had hundreds of laborers under his command, I thought he meant more like twelve.”

“Well, now we know he’s committed,” said Jarek. “There’ll be no going back to his black-market merchant dealing after this.”

“No,” Acharsis said distractedly, looking up at the top of the arch. “All right, Kish. Whenever you’re ready.”

The death watch gave way before the dead, confounded. On they came, marching down the length of the square, and when they reached the space in front of the archway, they began to dump their sacks of flour and unload the wagons into a growing pile.

The crowd around them began to murmur excitedly.

“All right, Kish. Now would be exceedingly, superlatively good,” Acharsis said again under his breath. 

Babati stepped closer. “Shall I set up the stage?”

“Not just yet.” 

Acharsis thought he saw movement at the top of the arch. A rope fell, fluttered down through the air and hit the beaten dirt of the square. Behind it unfurled a massive banner. It was fucking glorious, Acharsis though with a grin. Six yards wide and ten high, it rolled down with an audible whumph and then swayed back and forth down the center of the arch, obscuring Nekuul: a brilliantly white cloth on whose front was painted the sigil of Alok.

The crowd stilled. The death watch turned and stared. Everyone gaped.

“Now,” said Acharsis. “Now, Babati!”

Jarek helped, and together they unfolded the lashed beams so that they rose and formed a small stand some six feet high, stable enough for Jarek to climb up onto a narrow final step.

“Loud,” said Acharsis. “And quick! Go!” 

Jarek pulled on the golden mask and climbed to the top. He emerged into view over the crowd, and immediately a cry went up, voices raised in question and alarm as their owners pointed at the banner.

The dead had continued to disgorge that day’s harvests into a pile that now stood as tall as Acharsis’ chest. Once that was done, they peeled away, making room for those behind them, and then fell to their knees and bowed down, pressing their foreheads to the dirt. 

As if they were praying to Jarek. As if they were supplicating themselves before the sign of Alok.

“Nicely done, Sisu,” Acharsis whispered with an approving smile. “Nicely done.”

“People of Rekkidu!” 

Jarek’s roar took Acharsis aback. The words rolled out over the square, and with Jarek’s arms upraised and his face gleaming blood-gold in the light of the setting sun, even Acharsis felt his heart stir.

“People of Rekkidu! A time of great change is at hand! Alok, slumbering these past years, stirs! His mighty form turns, his eyes open, and he looks once more toward his favored city, toward his favored people!”

Murmurs sprang up anew. The death watch were so confounded that they just stood with their spears in hand, staring.

“People of Rekkidu, Alok sees what has befallen his favored city, and he is not pleased! Famine! Oppression! Death! This is not his way. This is not how he would see his sons and daughters treated! His anger is like the shaking of the earth, a trembling that can topple ziggurats and even the empire itself! He has sent me to your aid – his own son, his flesh and blood, child of his spirit, child of his might!”

This time, the murmurs became a roar of disbelief and shock, and now the death watch began to move forward, elbowing their way through the crowd that was growing with each passing moment. 

“I am Jarek, son of Alok! I have returned! And, as proof of Alok’s supremacy over Nekuul, I have commanded the dead to bring you barley and flour for you to take as you will! No longer will you starve under Irella’s reign! No longer will your children go hungry! Alok stirs! The earth trembles! The old ways shall return!”

Acharsis was grinning like a fool. He’d seen Jarek lead Rekkidu’s army into battle numerous times against the Athites, and it was clear that Jarek lost none of his authority, his ability to move the masses, to command and be obeyed. The people let out a roar that reminded Acharsis of the Khartisian Ocean when it was whipped by a storm, and as one, they surged forward to surround the grain, hauling up sacks, grabbing bundled sheaves, handing the produce back over their heads, devouring the pile with eager hands.

The death watch fought this tide. They lashed out with fist and club, but the press of bodies trapped them.

“Time to go!” Acharsis clapped Jarek on the leg. “Get down!”

But the demigod stood still, arms still raised, looking out over the crowd that filled the square. 

Acharsis rose to his tiptoes and saw more people streaming in through the many alleys and side streets. People were calling out to Jarek, raising their hands to him, tripping over the kneeling dead in an attempt to get close. 

“We’ve got to go!” Acharsis shook the stand. “Jarek!”

Screams cut the air to his left. People were drawing back, others being cut down. He saw the flash of bone-pale masks. Deathless.

“Jarek!” His scream was hoarse as he fought to make himself heard. People jostled him as they pressed in close. “Run!”

Jarek looked down at where the deathless were approaching. Instead of leaping down and diving into the crowd, he simply placed his hands on his hips. 

Understanding hit Acharsis like a fist. Jarek wasn’t going to flee. 

“Babati! Go!” Acharsis pushed his way through the crowd to where the kid was pressed up against the arch beside Annara. “We have to get out of here!”

Annara grabbed Acharsis’ hand, then looked back. “But what of Jarek?”

Acharsis looked over his shoulder at his. “He’s made his choice. I only pray he knows what he’s doing. But we’ve got to go. This square is going to be locked down in a matter of moments. Run!”

The last thing he saw as he slipped away into the crowd was Jarek raising his arms in defiance as the roar of the crowd crashed around him like waves and the deathless broke free of the crowd at last and hurtled toward him.

 

 

 

Chapter 13

 

 

 

Oh, glory. Oh, sweet delirious madness. Sublime fire, the burning that doesn’t consume, the flame that illuminates the soul. To ride the waves of faith, to feel the undulating cordons of power, to taste, even if for just this moment, the divine savor of immortality.

Jarek felt the crowd’s reaction in his bones, felt it suffuse his flesh and sink into his very spirit. For decades, he’d been alone. For decades, he’d lived as normal people did, accompanied only by his shadow and his self-doubts, deprived of the umbilical cord that connected him to the gods. 

But now, the hundreds gathered before him gazed up, and in their eyes, he saw fervor, and hope, and the first stirrings and flickers of faith. Alok’s sigil fluttered overhead, and in their hearts, he saw it burn to life like a brand heated in the heart of a bed of coals.

Alok, his father, his patron and lord. 

Arms raised, Jarek listened. Reached out with his soul. Sought to hear the faintest of rumblings, the grind of rocks against each other, the ponderous heavings of the earth’s crust as it spoke deep into his essence. 

But he heard nothing. Even as the waves of gold-tinted faith washed through him, he couldn’t sense Alok’s presence. Even as he felt himself buoyed on a tide of devotion, he knew that it wasn’t enough. A momentary spike on the part of several hundred people couldn’t undo two decades of abandonment, couldn’t revive a god whose every sacred image was buried head-down on Uros’ Golden Way so that each day, thousands trod on his memory.

But it was enough to infuse him with some modicum of power. He stared down at where two deathless had emerged from the crowd and gazed upon their horrific upturned masks. He felt the strength in his muscles coil, felt light on the balls of his feet in a way that he hadn’t in years. 

Was it enough to take on these two adherents of Nekuul? Was the nascent faith of a few hundred enough to bolster his aged frame?

It was time to find out. 

Jarek bared his teeth and lowered himself into a crouch just as the pair of eaters rushed his stand, then leaped.

The force of his jump sent the platform tumbling over, and he flew up and back to land on the face of the triumphal arch. His hand curled around a protruding part of the façade, a skeleton’s stone arm. His heels found purchase on frozen waves of flame. Ten yards up, he gazed down at the deathless as they circled the wreckage of the platform. 

Beyond them, even those who had been busy distributing the stolen barley had paused and were watching him cling to the facade. 

The deathless moved to the base of the arch and began to climb. 

Jarek laughed and turned as well. He reached up and grabbed a carved skull, placed the toe of his boot in the hollowed mouth of a damned soul, and climbed. Up he went, smoothly, the strength in his fingers so intense that he occasionally crushed a finer carving, and then a hand grabbed his arm and hauled him over the edge of the arch.

Kish. She was dressed in functional leather armor, split at the hip so that broad strips flared out over her thighs. Her hair was tightly braided and coiled on the crown of her head, and she was holding her hammer in her other hand.

“What are you doing up here?” Her voice was breathless. “What’s going on?”

“Deathless,” he said, backing up. “Two of them. Are you ready for this?”

“Deathless?” Her face paled, and she gripped her hammer with both hands. “Here? Now?”

“Here,” he said. “Now. If you’re going to jump, jump.”

Kish flashed him a nervous grin. “And miss the fight of a lifetime? I don’t think so.”

The top of the arch was a broad, plain strip of stone, five yards wide and ten long. They were some twenty yards above the square, hidden from sight if they stood in the center, but in plain view of hundreds if they moved to the edge. 

The deathless surged up over the edge of the arch like oily smoke. They rose smoothly to their feet. As before, they were silent, and now Jarek knew why. He stared at their stylized masks and tried to imagine their gutted eyes filled in with black tar and blood, their cadaverous faces pulled into rictal screams.

“Jarek,” whispered the one to the left. His mask verged on the demonic, whorls of black ink covering the pale bone, nose but a subtle bump, mouth frozen in an open snarl, melted strands of ivory running like bars across the hole as if his teeth had flowed and merged. “Jarek, son of Alok.”

“So, you were listening,” Jarek said. “Well done.”

“Come with us,” whispered the second. “You need not die here.”

His mask was gaunt, its raised brow and harsh cheekbones the face of a starving old man. Black ink was filigreed around his eyes like flames viewed from a distance, rising into a column up the center of his forehead. 

“Is that what they told you? That you could avoid death?” Jarek grinned. “They lied to you.”

They drew their broad iron swords in perfect synchronicity and began to approach, drifting forward like dust blown across the desert. 

Kish shifted her weight to his left, her breath coming in shallow pants. 

Jarek didn’t hesitate. With a cry, he leaped up into the sky, and the crowd below seemed to sigh in contentment as he soared up, Sky Hammer raised in both hands, only to come crashing down upon the deathless to the left.

The eater threw himself forward into a roll. Jarek’s hammer crunched into the stone of the arch, and cracks spider-webbed out around the point of impact.

For the first time in two decades, Jarek saw a dull glow emanate from the heart of the Sky Hammer’s head, an amber smolder like a dying coal. Fierce joy flared in his heart. Oh, to fight with the might of the gods within him! 

He rose just as the eater attacked his side. The eater’s blade whispered toward his head, but he simply swayed back, letting it pass before him, and then slammed his fist against the deathless chest.

It was like hitting a tree, but Jarek hit like an avalanche. The force of the blow sent the deathless sliding back to the far edge of the arch, the soles of his boots hissing across the rock. He caught his balance just before toppling off, stared down, then whipped his gaze back up to Jarek. 

Jarek grinned. “Game’s changed, boys.”

Then he wheeled around, hammer swinging at shoulder height in a vicious arc. The second deathless was on the verge of taking Kish’s head off, but he ducked below the blow. Kish swung her hammer up as if slamming a nail into the underside of a boat’s hull, and somehow the deathless pulled his head aside just in time. 

Jarek reached and out and grabbed a fistful of the eater’s robe. The eater writhed and tried to pull free, but Jarek lifted him one-armed over his head and then brought him down with all his might onto the surface of the arch.

The eater crunched down, mask clacking as he hit the rock. Kish wasted no time. She pounded her hammer down on his shoulder in a two-handed blow, and Jarek heard bones snap.

“His head! Aim for the eyes!”

A line of fire scored its way down his back and he turned, hammer driving the first deathless back. Before the eater could recover his balance, Jarek was on him, swinging high and then low, jabbing his hammer’s head at the mask and then whipping it down and up and around and cracking back down again.

The eater danced and weaved before him, giving ground, unable to launch his own attack, occasionally parrying, sparks flying when their weapons touched. 

The masses were roaring below, cries of disbelief and joy, and as Jarek drove the eater back, he felt pulses of power flood into him. He moved quicker, drove his hammer faster, but it was like fighting a shadow.

No matter. The arch ended barely a yard behind the creature. 

Kish screamed behind Jarek, but he couldn’t help her. He had to finish this one, had to destroy him. The deathless wove to the side, ducked a swing, and then stabbed his sword straight into Jarek’s gut.

The blade’s tip sank in half an inch and then stopped. 

Jarek grunted and looked down. Then he grabbed the sword with his left hand, wrapped his fingers slowly around the blade, and squeezed. 

The iron bent beneath his grip and folded. He tore it free and hurled it out into the crowd. 

The deathless arm was thrown open wide, and he teetered on the edge of the arch, heels over the void. Impossible grace allowed him to recover and bend forward, rising to the balls of his feet, but then Jarek smashed the hilt of his hammer right into the creature’s forehead.

The demonic mask cracked as the eater’s head snapped back, and he was thrown into the air. Arms and legs windmilling, the eater tumbled down, and Jarek could have sworn he saw green mist leak from the deep fissures that had appeared in the mask. 

The crowd parted just in time. The deathless crashed to the packed dirt of the ground with a bone-jarring crack that would have shattered the neck of an ox.

Jarek didn’t wait to see if he would rise again. He turned around and saw Kish backed into the corner. Her face was drawn with pain and effort, tendons standing out in her neck as she held her hammer aloft with one arm. The deathless’ blade was pressed down on the shaft of the hammer, driving its edge toward her face. Her other arm was hanging uselessly by her side, blood coating her hand.

Jarek inhaled, raised his Sky Hammer overhead, took one massive step, and hurled it. The hammer blurred as it shot through the air. He almost thought he saw gold dust trail in its wake, the passage of Alok’s might, and then its head slammed into the back of the deathless’ hood.

The sheer momentum knocked the deathless forward, sending it diving over Kish to sail out into the air. The contents of its skull burst outward, and what looked like a spray of green fire roared out as his mask fell free - and then he was gone from Jarek’s line of sight.

“Kish!” 

He ran forward. She dropped her hammer and nearly collapsed. Nicks and cuts marked her arms and face. 

“He was toying with me,” she said. Tears gathered in the corners of her eyes. “The bastard. Cutting me, playing with me -”

“There’s no time for that. We’ve got to go.”

“Salute them,” she said with a grimace of pain.

“What?”

“The crowd. Salute them. Use my hammer. Hurry.”

Jarek took her weapon and stepped to the edge of the arch, where he looked out over a sea of faces. Death watch guards were glaring up at him. A leech was haranguing the kneeling dead, ordering them to stand, one by one. Half a dozen deathless were threading their way through the crowd. 

Jarek forced himself to take a deep breath and raise Kish’s hammer.

The effect was instantaneous. A massive roar rose to buffet him like the winds of a storm. The pain in his gut from the stab wound faded, and he inhaled deeply, feeling his frame swell. This was but a mere few hundred, hardly an entire city of the devoted, but after his years spent in the dark, it felt like he was finally coming alive.

The deathless were converging on the base of the arch. Jarek stared down at where his Sky Hammer was lying, but then stepped back and lifted Kish into his arms. 

“We’ve got to jump.”

“Jump?”

“Jump. Hold on.” 

He took a deep breath, then broke into a sprint. He raced down the length of the arch, placed his foot on the far edge, then hurled himself into the sky. His legs kicked at nothing as he flew out over the crowd, arching high, buoyed by their chanting, and the deathless below turned to track his progress with their pale, upturned faces. Then, down he came, and he hit the flat roof of the closest building just inside its edge.

The clay shattered, the wooden beams supporting the roof buckled and sagged, and huge cracks splintered out in all directions - but the roof held. With a grunt, he rose to his feet and ran. There was no time to guess, no time to hesitate. They’d barely been able to take on two deathless. A half dozen with Kish down? It was time to go.

He raced across the rooftops, digging deep for speed, pushing himself as hard as he could. Kish held on tight, looking back over his shoulder. He leaped across the narrow streets, ducked under clotheslines, raced around families who had climbed up to enjoy the last of the sun. 

The winds of faith blew at his back, so strong that they almost lifted him off the ground. He tore across the packed roofs and finally reached a small square into which he dropped, hitting the ground with a grunt. 

There, a tall, defaced statue of Irella stood amidst four palms. Two great cats flanked her. 

The smith’s courtyard.

“Down that alley,” gasped Kish.

They hurried down the alley, shoulders brushing the walls, and Jarek kept glancing behind them, expecting that at any moment a deathless would leap into view. 

But none did. 

They made a left turn, then a right, and then Kish nodded at a slender door. “In there.”

They stepped into a small room. Kish slid from his arms and pushed the door closed, then hurried to a narrow table on which one of Ishi’s moon candles was sitting. 

Jarek stood facing the door, hammer in hand, and waited. There were no windows in the small room, just the door. If the deathless attacked, the door would burst open with no warning. So, he waited. Kish lit the candle behind him, and a cool glow pushed back the dark as he lowered her hammer.

“I think we’re safe,” she said. 

“Yeah.” He turned around. 

Kish was struggling out of her armor, wincing as she fought to free her injured arm. “Can you help me with this?”

“How badly are you hurt?” 

He set her hammer down and stepped over to examine her arm. A gash had been cut into the flesh of her shoulder, growing more shallow as it ran down her arm. The leather armor was glistening with blood.

“Some.” She hissed as he pulled on the thongs that bound the armor shut. “You’ll have to cut it off. The sleeve, at least.”

He nodded and saw a bronze knife on the table near the candle. He took it up, tested the edge, and found it sharp. Carefully, he inserted the tip between the thick stitching and set to slicing. Kish stood still, jaw clenched, staring out into nothing. She made no sound when he finally peeled the sleeve away. The arm beneath it was crimson with blood.

“You want to sit down?”

“I’m fine,” she said.

“Stop trying to act tough. Sit.”

“I’m not acting tough,” she said distantly. “I am tough. There’s thread and a bone needle in that box there, along with clean cloth you can use as a bandage.”

“Fair enough.” 

He dropped her ruined sleeve and opened the small wooden case. A spool of incredibly fine thread was wrapped around a cow’s knee bone. Four slender fish bone needles lay beside it. 

“Use these much?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said. “Though I heal pretty quick. Scythia’s blessing, perhaps.”

“Most likely. Now, hold still.” 

He took up a jar of water and poured it over the wound, washing the blood away. The red-tinted water spattered on the dirt floor. Then he threaded one of the curved needles and set to work. Kish didn’t flinch once.

When he was done stitching, he bit the thread and snapped it, then tied it off. The wound was puckered but closed, with only a bit of fresh blood leaking down her triceps. He wrapped the cloth around her shoulder five times tightly, then tucked the loose end away. 

“There.”

“You’re going to have to help me pull off the rest of my armor,” she said. “I can’t undo it with my arm like this.”

Reluctantly, he stepped around in front of her  and was struck by a sudden awareness of where they were: her private chamber. 

The light of the candle brought out the deep tints of her hair, warmed the curve of her cheek, and caught in her eyelashes when she looked at him. 

Her smile was amused. “What’s wrong?”

“Wrong? Nothing.” He frowned and crossed his arms, watching as she undid the clasps with her good hand. She started at her neck and worked her way down. 

She was wearing a thin white tunic beneath the armor, now dark with her sweat. It clung to her full breasts, leaving nothing to the imagination.

“Can you pull it off?” she asked.

She raised her good arm so he could take hold of her cuff. When he pulled, the armor slipped free and fell to the floor.

They stood in silence. She didn’t seem to care that a dozen nicks and cuts adorned her body. She looked up at him, and in her eyes he saw something he hadn’t seen in years. 

Hadn’t expected to ever see again. 

Desire.

“Your hammer,” she said. “You lost it because of me.”

“It’s just a hammer,” he said. 

“No,” she said. “It was the Sky Hammer. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.” It was hard to keep his eyes from drinking her in, but meeting her gaze was even more difficult. “It’s nothing compared to keeping you alive.”

He hadn’t felt this awkward in decades. Throat dry, knowing he was amusing her, he looked down at the puddles of blood around their feet and smiled.

Kish had raised her hand to touch his chest, but she paused. “What is it?”

“This. It brings back a memory.”

“Oh?”

“Of Numias. The demigoddess of Scythia.” He shook his head. “Before your time, I know.”

“No, I know of her.” Kish lowered her hand. “The great Numias. She still rules in Takurtum. Ishi thinks she’s my great-aunt.”

“Whatever is ruling in Takurtum isn’t her,” said Jarek. “It’s a revived mockery of the Numias I once knew.”

“And the memory?”

“Blood. We had just fought Krucefer’s horde outside of Takurtum. We defeated them, sent them howling back into the steppe. Numias was wounded, but she looked so alive, so beautiful, burning as if with a terrible fever.” He shook his head. “Magnificent, but so dangerous. She came to my tent afterwards. She hadn’t bothered to dress her wounds. It was like being visited by a pyre. She wanted me to lie with her, to burn with her. To rub our wounds together, to mingle our pain and pleasure.”

“Did you?”

“No.” Jarek sighed. “I was young, and her sheer confidence frightened me. Her… carnality. She stood there bleeding, and when I refused, she laughed. Whenever I’m weak, whenever I turn away from the chance to live, I hear that laughter still.”

“If you could go back - if you could relive that moment now, would you accept her?”

Jarek stared at the floor. At the puddles of blood. “I don’t know. There was no tenderness in Numias. She didn’t know the meaning of the word. No empathy. No… humanity, even. She was a raging fire. Sex and war, a true paragon of Scythia. But I’ve come to appreciate tenderness. I learned so much from my wife. To cherish silence, to drink deep of intimacy, to value trust and… and love.”

Kish was listening intently, her face grave. 

“There was never any future with Numias,” he said. “Only the ever-burning present. I’ve never known a more restless soul.”

“I’m not Numias,” Kish said, reaching up slowly to unbind her hair. “And I know I’m young. I know little of love. Little of life, even. But I know you don’t have a future.” She shook her hair down and combed it out with long strokes of her fingers. “All you have left is the present. Your vengeance.” She lifted her hand again and laid it on his chest. “I would share this moment with you.”

Jarek let out a shuddering breath. “Kish…”

“Don’t worry about my feelings,” she said with a wry smile. “I’m a woman grown. If you don’t want to, that’s fine.” She moved forward just a fraction. “But I’ve found that release after a good fight can be exhilarating. So, maybe I’m like Numias in some ways.”

She was beautiful. Strong, passionate, and intensely alive. Her youth seemed to burn within her, and his memory of Numias returned. But where Numias had been perilous, a scorpion in human form, Kish was more akin to the sound of joyous laughter carried to him on the wind. Humor danced in her eyes, and a wisdom beyond her years. 

“Your wounds,” he said.

“Be gentle,” she replied. And then she moved in close and lifted her face toward his. “At least, at first.”

Jarek couldn’t help but smile. 

He cupped the back of her head, sliding his fingers through her thick hair, and lowered his mouth to her own. The sound of Numias’ laughter, derisive and cruel, arose in his mind, but when Kish moaned, it faded away, and somehow Jarek knew he wouldn’t hear it again.

 

 

 

Chapter 14

 

 

 

The crowd moving along the road toward Rekkidu was impressive. Even a mile out, it was a veritable flood of humanity and the dead, a tramping mass of traders, soldiers, farmers, and heavily laden carts. The countryside was being drained of its populace, the residents of the local villages that lined the various tributaries of the Leonis abandoning their homes for the Great Market of Rekkidu and Akkodaisis’ spectacular ritual.

Acharsis was sitting on a low wall of clay bricks, heels drumming against their dusty surface, a rope held idly in his left hand. That it culminated in a noose around Sisu’s neck seemed of little interest to him; he was paying little mind to his apparent captive or to Annara, who was standing on the young man’s far side, holding a knife almost idly to his neck.

The occasional dusty group of travelers cast them a wary eye, but they were a good fifty yards removed from the road, at the border of a scraggly field of withered barley stalks. Too far away to be of any danger, so the travelers moved on, fixing their gaze up ahead to where the traffic had congested just outside Rekkidu’s walls.

“Are you sure somebody’s going to come?” asked Sisu. “My arms are going numb.”

“Pretty sure,” said Acharsis. “Leeches from all around should be trundling in to deposit their rotting cargoes and partake in the feast. Any hour now.”

“Hour?” Sisu groaned. “I’m getting burned.”

Annara laughed under her breath. “You’re the palest Urosian I’ve ever seen. A little of Qun’s love will do you good.”

“Pallor is a mark of distinction,” muttered Sisu. “It indicates that I follow a noble calling. If they take any longer, people will start mistaking me for a common laborer.”

“You’re breaking my heart,” Acharsis said, and then he sat up. “And it looks like you’re in luck. Your delicate fish-belly skin won’t blister after all. Here we go.”

Up ahead, a trio of death wagons had rolled out of the shimmers of sweltering heat, their large wooden wheels creaking, death watch guards mounted on their headboards with the reins hanging idly from their hands. Dead oxen pulled them forward, plodding placidly without complaint. Their ribs were painfully visible under their weathered hides, their eyes were missing, and their cheeks were punctured, revealing stained yellow teeth.

The three of them hopped off the wall and moved to the road’s edge. 

“Hello!” Acharsis waved a hand and stepped in front of the lead carriage. “A word with your honorable master!”

The driver tapped his reins, and the dead oxen stopped. “Out of the way, you. I don’t care what you story is. You’ll get nothing from us.”

“I expect a handful of gold for what I’ve got,” Acharsis said, shielding his eyes and chewing on the barley stalk that hung out of the corner of his mouth. “Your master will be right pleased with us. We’ve got ourselves a godsblood here. Delivered trussed up like a duck ready for roasting.”

“Godsblood, eh?” The driver eyed Sisu, then sighed. “If you’re wrong, I’ll flay the hide off all of your backs.” 

He climbed down, then knocked respectfully on the carriage door. “Master? You might want to come out and see this.”

The door creaked open, and a young woman emerged. Her hair was bound up, and she was dressed in black robes that looked crisp and recently dyed. She was slender, almost svelte, but there was a hardness to her face that belied any thought of her being delicate. She might have been called handsome, but her expression reduced her to one word: severe.

“What’s this?” She stepped forward, and her guards dropped from the other wagons to stand behind her, wary and ready for trouble. “You waste my time at your own peril, fool.”

Acharsis and Annara fell to their knees and pressed their foreheads to the dirt. “A godsblood, mistress. We’ve brought him to you. We know you want ‘em. Just a little silver is all we ask to recompense us for our troubles.”

“Godsblood, hmm?” She stepped up to Sisu, who had remained standing, and pinched his chin between her fingers, turning his head from side to side before she peered into his eyes. “Where are you from?”

“Small village, mistress. Regash. A good three days’ travel from here.” Acharsis had yet to raise his head. “He was styling himself as Qun reborn, he was. Claiming he could control the very sun! We got tired of his bragging and did something about it. His family will miss him, but my wife and I will be all the richer, and Lord Akkodaisis will no doubt welcome another godsblood come tomorrow morning, won’t he?”

“Son of Qun?” She stepped back, wiping her hand on her thigh. “Answer me, boy. What relation are you to Piamat?”

Sisu scowled. “I don’t know.”

Acharsis dared to look up. “He’s a godsblood, ain’t he, mistress?”

“Oh, yes,” said the leech. “Surprisingly enough. And a powerful one. Well done. We will indeed take him off your hands. Regash, you said? I will be sure to come pay a visit. You never know who else may be lurking in the area, unaware of their… inheritance.”

“That’s wonderful, mistress.” Acharsis forced a grin.

“Silver!” hissed Annara. “Ask about the silver.”

“We’ve come at great expense,” Acharsis began, but the woman simply turned her back, waving airily with one hand.

“Empress Irella thanks you for your service, and her blessings will no doubt prove more beneficial than any number of silver pieces. Good day.” 

She stepped back into her carriage as the guards swarmed around Sisu. Two clasped his arms behind his back, a third grabbed hold of the rope, and a forth clubbed him over the back of the head for no reason.

Sisu’s knees buckled, and then he was bundled into the first wagon. Acharsis rose to his knees and winced. Sisu cast him one last terrified look before being thrust into the dark interior, and then the door was shut behind him.

Neither Acharsis nor Annara spoke as the wagons resumed their journey. Some of the guards laughed at them as they passed, greatly amused by their leech’s cunning, and one spat on the dirt in front of them. A few minutes later, they had trundled from sight, swallowed by the heat shimmers and the crowded road.

“Well,” Acharsis said, rising to his feet and dusting off his robe with sideways slaps of his hand. “That’s that.”

“Poor Sisu,” Annara said, rising more gracefully. “I knew he’d be treated poorly, but seeing it happen before my eyes is another thing altogether.”

“He’s a tough kid. He’ll be fine.” Acharsis moved back to the low wall and pulled out a bladder filled with warm beer. “Come. The day’s barely begun. We’ve much to do and little time in which to do it.”

 

It took them three hours to navigate the crowds, pass back into Rekkidu, and make their way through the covered market and down to Sisu’s court. Word of Jarek’s return was on everyone’s lips. The streets were plugged with curious visitors. The market was teeming, boasting an almost festive air, and the heat and the constant roar of the crowds was overwhelming. Twice, Annara was pulled from Acharsis’ side by the press of the crowd, and both times he felt a moment of terror as she disappeared, swept away by the surging traffic. Each time, he fought his way back to her side so that he could clasp her hand all the tighter and vow never to let her go again.

Finally, they slipped out of the crowd into the side alley. Even this place had a fair number of people skulking in its shadowed depths, but the copious amount of cattle dung that Babati had carted into the alley ensured that none of them stayed long. 

They hurried down the narrower second alley, through the nearly invisible door, and then down into Sisu’s court.

“Mission accomplished,” Acharsis said as he stepped out into the main room, pulling back his hood. “Poor Sisu. He’s going to have a very uncomfortable next few hours.”

Ishi was finishing the last of the sewing by candlelight, a black robe in her lap, silver thread hanging from her needle. Jarek was seated on the top step that led up to Sisu’s stone throne; Kish was two steps down and leaning against his knee. 

Acharsis paused, sensing immediately the new level of comfort between the two of them. Then he broke into a grin. “I hope you two have been keeping yourselves busy while the rest of us honest folk work.”

Jarek’s scowl couldn’t hide his blush, but Kish merely laughed. Her arm was bandaged and suspended in a sling, but the injury didn’t seem to bother her. 

“We’ve been working hard,” she said. “I’ve been worshiping Scythia, and Jarek’s been praising Alok.”

“Oh?” Acharsis stopped up to them, hands on his hips. “I thought that form of worship was Ekillos’ domain.”

Jarek coughed into his fist, but Kish was unabashed. “I imagine,” she said, “that any time Jarek’s as hard as a rock, the lord of the earth can be nothing but pleased.”

“All right, then!” Jarek rose to his feet, his face turning a deep crimson. “So, Sisu? He’s been delivered? In a death wagon, I assume. Good. For us, that is. It must be rough for him.”

Annara stepped in, both amusement and compassion plain on her face. “Yes, all is proceeding as planned. Acharsis said he was going to check on the tunnel to the docks, and then we’re going to review our identities one last time before we take you in this evening. That gives us about four hours.”

“That’s a lot of time,” Kish said, leaning back on her good elbow and smiling sweetly at Acharsis. “Do you need Jarek and me for all of it?”

“You,” Acharsis said, wagging his finger, “are trouble. I need Jarek to able to walk, thank you very much. And you need your strength, too.” 

“I’ll come with you,” Jarek said gruffly. “To, ah, inspect the dam.”

“Are you sure? Come on, then. It’s a bit of a walk.”

Together, they left the court and moved down one of the side tunnels. It immediately grew darker, and Acharsis lifted the last candle from its sconce and led the way. “Is the tunnel to the ziggurat’s basement complete?”

“Yes,” Jarek said softly. “I left a thin sheet of rock standing, but it’s nothing a good blow won’t topple.”

“Will it be easy enough for us to find?”

“It should be. I placed a small scrap of copper across the hole I made. A torch shining down into the pit should reflect off of it.”

“Good thinking. Where exactly did it come out? A pit?”

“Yes. The place stank of rotting flesh. I didn’t look around much for fear of being spotted, but given that the air coming through was as chill as I remembered, I imagine it’s where they store the bodies before animating them and sending them back out to work the fields.”

“Or stand guard,” said Acharsis. “All right. A charnel pit. Delightful. And something I won’t mind flooding when we’re out.”

They walked in silence for a spell. The tunnel was so narrow, they had to move single file. 

Acharsis finally looked back over his shoulder with a grin. “So?”

“So, what?” grumbled Jarek.

“So? Kish?”

Jarek sighed. “Kish.”

“Good for you, my friend. Good for both of you. There’s nothing better than giving praise to the joy of living before you confront death.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“Then, why don’t you sound happier?”

“Why? Because… because she’s wonderful. She’s so… alive? In the moment. She laughs in a way that makes me want to laugh as well, delighting in everything. Just plain fucking joyous. I’ve never met someone so simple. So carefree.”

Acharsis stopped and turned around. Jarek was frowning again, so Acharsis put his hand on his shoulder. “That all sounds incredible. Welcome to the world of making love to a descendant of Scythia. So, what’s the problem?”

“There is no problem.” Jarek looked away and sighed. “All right, I’m the problem. She makes me feel old. Complicated. I find myself thinking of Alassa.”

“There’s not much I can help you with there.” Acharsis gave Jarek’s huge shoulder a squeeze. “Other than tell you to relish the pain, too. Together, I hope we sent Alassa down to Nekuul, but even if her spirit has been laid to rest, you’ve not forgotten her. And if something so good can bring her back to life in your heart, can make you feel that pain again? It means she’s still alive within you. It means you’re still alive.” Acharsis paused. “Does that make any sense?”

Jarek shrugged. “Maybe. I think I see what you mean. But all the memories of her lead to the lakhar imitating her screams.” Jarek pressed his hands to his temples. “I can still hear them, like they’re branded into my soul. Oh, Alok.” His voice nearly broke. “How could her life have ended like that?”

Acharsis rubbed hand across his brow, searching for words, for wisdom. If Ekillos had still been whispering in his soul, perhaps he would have been able to find some means of comforting Jarek, but nothing came. So he just stood there, giving his friend time, letting his shoulders hitch in quiet sobs until Jarek let out a strangled gasp and wiped his forearm across his eyes.

“Fuck, I’m a mess. I almost had one of my breakdowns in front of Kish. I lied and said I had to go relieve myself. It took me so long to return, she started to wonder if I’d run away.” 

“Go easy on yourself, Jarek. There’s a lot riding on your shoulders. And there’s tonight.”

“Tonight. Yes.” Jarek let out a shuddering breath. “Tonight, I see Alassa again, at long last. I’m almost relieved.” He gave himself a shake. “Look, I’m going to take a moment to pull myself together. Go ahead and check the dam without me.”

“Sure thing,” said Acharsis. “Take your time.” He pulled out his knife, cut the candle in half, pared away the wax, then lit the other half and handed it to Jarek. “I’ll see you soon.”

He watched as Jarek turned and walked back, both massive shoulders rubbing the tunnel’s sides, the candle flame limning his massive frame in gentle gold.  Only when Jarek was gone from sight did he resume walking.

This had been the first tunnel that Sisu had ordered his dead to dig; he’d had visions of smuggling expensive goods from the foreign ships in the enclosed dock directly to his court but had given up on them after realizing just how detailed the dock master’s scribes were. He’d turned his attention instead to working with the merchants who handled the barley, but this tunnel had remained, two-thirds finished and almost forgotten. Jarek and the dead had finished it, and in doing so had finalized Acharsis’ plans.

Most of it had been cut through clay and sandstone, and as Acharsis drew closer to the docks, the walls became slimy with moisture. Finally, he reached the lone lookout, a single dead man standing motionless under a wooden scaffold that held up a rigged series of wooden boards.

“Hello,” said Acharsis. 

It watched him with its milky eyes and made no response. 

“Right,” said Acharsis. “Good, good.” 

He crouched beneath the scaffold and examined it one more time. A single rope descended from a carefully balanced crossbeam, which in turn held up the struts that supported the planks. One determined yank would pull the whole mess down, revealing the muddy underside of the harbor. It had taken six dead and Jarek’s help to shore up the sagging morass of mud and silt, and this dead man had been given simple instructions: when he saw the flash of the mirror at the end of the tunnel, he was to yank on the cord and then dig at the mud till the harbor came pouring through. 

Simple.

Acharsis felt a strange, wobbly feeling in the pit of his stomach as he considered the planks. He could almost feel the terrible pressure of all that brown water on the far side. The thought made him queasy. If it were to give way now for some reason…

“All right.” He gave the dead man a tight smile. “Good man. Good luck.”

The dead man stared blankly at him.

Unnerved, Acharsis turned and began to hurry back down the tunnel. This was the most complex part of the plan, and thus the part most likely to fail. Still, it wasn’t crucial to their success; if the dead man failed to trigger the dead-fall, they’d have to outrace the Nekuulites on their tail, but that could be done. It would just prove to be a much more exciting exit than he’d anticipated. 

Acharsis felt Ninsaba’s amulet twitch on his chest as it cracked. He turned and saw a dancing figure cavorting and jerking just inches behind him. 

He saw up-flung arms, rolling eyes, a vacuous smile, filthy, clotted hair swinging around like tar-dipped ropes. 

He saw the glint of chains, manacles and collar, heard the clink of metal, and was hit by a wall of filth and unspeakable decay.

His demon.

It eyed him as it capered, closer than he’d ever seen it, so close he could have reached out and touched it. 

Terror engulfed him, and he staggered back and tripped. Still, it danced, coming closer, at once celebratory, pathetic, and absolutely horrifying.

“No,” Acharsis whispered, scrambling back. 

He lurched to his feet, then turned and left the wretched thing behind him in the dark, running for all he was worth, feet pounding the dirt, shoulders scraping the rocky sides as he careened off them. His ragged gasps echoed all around him, and he thought he could hear it dancing behind him in the dark.

He burst out into Sisu’s court with a cry, staggered and nearly fell only to turn back, ignoring the looks of the others, and face the tunnel mouth. But, of course, his demon didn’t follow. If it was still in there, it would be farther back in the darkness. Watching. Waiting.

“Acharsis?” Annara stepped up beside him, a long knife in her hand. “What is it? What’s coming?”

Kish moved up on his other side, hammer at the ready. 

A moment later, Jarek emerged from another tunnel, a replacement hammer held in both hands. “Are we under attack?”

Acharsis shook his head, unable to speak, and moved to sit on the steps in front of Sisu’s throne. The implications were only now hitting him. He buried his head in his hands and fought for calm, to catch his breath. 

The others gathered warily around him, Ishi silently joining their number. 

The old woman moved to the fore. “What did you see? An omen?”

“Yes,” he said. “I mean, no. Not an omen.” It was so hard to say it, to name it after all these years, to give voice to his curse. “I saw my demon.”

“Demon?” Ishi almost recoiled. “Yours?”

“Mine.” He sat up. “Ever since the Betrayal.” He felt bleak, wretched, alone amongst his friends. “Jarek, remember I told you I had also paid a price? Well, this is it.”

“What does it want?” Kish cast a glance at the tunnel entrance. “Is it still there?”

Acharsis pulled out Ninsaba’s amulet, now crumpled into a ball. “No, it’s probably gone now, back to wherever it dwells. As for what it wants?” Lethargy flooded through him, a pure exhaustion of the soul. “It doesn’t want anything, not that I can tell. It’s never answered questions. I don’t even know if it speaks our language. It just… dances. Mocks me. Mocks my dreams and ambitions.”

“Why now?” asked Annara. “Why did it appear to you now?”

The desire to sleep was almost overwhelming. He wanted to find a corner and pull a sheet over his head, to turn away and forget everything that was at stake. 

“It only appears when my luck is going to turn sour. Or perhaps its appearance ruins my luck. I’ve only ever seen it before a personal disaster.”

Nobody spoke. 

Acharsis forced himself to face Annara’s eyes. “Remember when I arrived in Eruk? I saw it then. Dancing down the side of the hill, into a ravine.”

She stiffened.

Acharsis forced himself to continue. “Then Yesu arrived, Kenu was killed, and Elu was stolen. Was that my fault? I don’t know. But perhaps I should have left the moment I saw the demon. Perhaps I should never have come up. So maybe it is my fault.” He hung his head. “I don’t know.”

Kish sank into a crouch. “And now we’re about to enter Nekuul’s ziggurat and try to steal her sacrifice right out from under her nose.”

“Yes,” said Acharsis. “We’re about to attempt the riskiest thing I’ve ever conceived. And I’ve just been told it’s going to go disastrously wrong.”

“Ninsaba’s horns,” Ishi whispered.

They stood in silence once more, each of them lost in their own thoughts.

Acharsis wanted to walk away into the tunnels and lose himself forevermore in their shadowed embrace. Instead, he slowly rose to his feet. He looked at his hands, at the old scars, the aged skin, the whorled knuckles. He felt old. No, he was old. Adventures were the province of youth. And yet…

“I’ve brought you all here. Annara gave us the motive, but I shaped the plan. And now it’s my own curse that promises doom. But I won’t back down now. Even if everything goes disastrously wrong, I won’t turn my back on Elu.”

He met Annara’s gaze. “He’s my son. I’m no father to him, but he’s my son. And damn Akkodaisis for daring to murder him. Damn Akkodaisis for murdering all the other godsbloods. Damn Irella for her hubris and madness. Damn Nekuul for overstepping her bounds.” 

A fierce determination arose within him, a flame that burned on the pyre of his hopes. “I’ll go in there and do my best. And I’ll lose. But I won’t let that stop me from doing what’s right. I won’t let that stop me from doing everything I can to help Elu and the others.

“I understand if you don’t want to continue. Kish, you’ve got your whole life ahead of you. Ishi, you’re an integral part of Rekkidu’s resistance, keeping the worship of Ninsaba alive. You don’t have to come with me. Any of you.”

“Thank you, Acharsis,” Annara softly said. She reached out and took his hand and squeezed it tightly. “Thank you.”

“Well, I’m going,” said Jarek. “This ‘doom’ doesn’t change anything for me. I intend to embrace Nekuul tonight. I’ll do so regardless.”

Kish bit her lower lip and hefted her hammer. “Certain death?”

“No,” said Acharsis. “Nothing is certain. All we know is that my plan is going to go disastrously wrong. My luck is going to fail us in a way that I can’t foresee.”

“I’ll go,” Ishi said. Her voice was tight with fear, but her expression was stubborn. “I’m old. I’m lucky to have lived this long. I’ll fight for Elu and Ninsaba. I’ll go.”

Kish turned away from them and took a few steps and looked down at her hammer. Of all of them, she had the most to live for, and Acharsis’ heart went out to her. 

She turned her hammer around in her hands, then looked back at their group. “I don’t want to go. I don’t want to die. I don’t have any illusions about this world, but I love living in it. I love being alive.”

Acharsis went to respond, but she held up her hand, her brow creased in thought.

“But that makes me think. Maybe this was how the demon meant to bring about our downfall. Maybe it was hoping to splinter us. Maybe that’s how it was going to sour your luck. Drive us apart, weaken us, and make us ruin our own chances?”

Acharsis shrugged sadly. “I don’t know. It’s possible.”

Kish’s generous lips quirked. “Well, it’s not going to work. There’s no way I’m leaving Sisu in there by himself. And I want to make sure Jarek gets the death he deserves.”

Jarek laughed, a husky, broken sound. “That’s the sweetest thing anybody’s ever said to me.”

“I’m in,” said Kish. “The demon be damned twice over. I’m in.”

Acharsis looked around at each of them, proud of them all. “You brave, foolish people. All right, then. We proceed as planned. Let’s get dressed. It’s time to go meet our fates.”

 

 

 

Chapter 15

 

 

 

Dusk was falling as their group approached the Gate of Blood around the far left flank of the ziggurat complex. The streets were pulsing with humanity, people holding aloft lanterns and chanting, playing instruments and dancing in a frantic release of fear and anxiety. Tomorrow at dawn, Akkodaisis would greet Qun with a frenzy of bloodletting, and tonight the people of Rekkidu were celebrating their mortality.

It was only when they were close to the small Gate of Blood that Acharsis doffed his outer robe and cast it aside. The others took the cue and did likewise, and in moments they had transformed themselves from a nondescript party dressed in muddy hues to a grim assembly of Nekuul’s luminaries. Their robes were pitch black, with hems worked in silver in the intricate pattern of seekers that Sisu had drawn for them from memory.

Jarek was cruelly bound, his hands cinched tight behind his back. His elbows were similarly lashed, and his mouth was gagged; his head was covered with a rough sack. He walked carefully in the center of the group, slumped and defeated.

Despite the Gate of Blood’s lack of importance, it was guarded by some twenty members of the death watch. They stood at alert, spears bristling in the light of dozens of torches. No visitors were lined up before them, for no business entered the ziggurat through this gate; only the dead were brought through here, delivered to Nekuul for reanimation.

“Halt. This is - who are you?” The captain caught himself at the sight of their robes. 

Acharsis stepped forward exuding calm disdain, his face a cold mask. “I am Seeker Warad. Open the gate. Now.”

“Seeker Warad?” The guard captain actually gulped. Acharsis had never seen a man do so before. The man studied his clothing, and then he looked at Jarek. “Is this…?”

“None of your concern, soldier. Now, in Nekuul’s name, open the gate.”

The captain hesitated a moment longer, then bobbed his head and gestured. The gate was opened, and the guards parted before them. 

“I’ll send an escort with you,” said the captain.

Acharsis nodded, not bothering to look at the man as he strode forward. Whether the captain was suspicious or not didn’t matter; what mattered was that he play the role of Warad to the hilt and not give a damn.

Ten guards surrounded them and led them through the sparse crowd standing in the great courtyard at the side of the ziggurat. The main crowd was assembled at the front of the ziggurat, where they knelt in devotion – hundreds of Rekkidu’s most important citizens, listening raptly as a leech on the second tier harangued them about the netherworld. A few glanced their way, but Acharsis ignored their curious looks.

The ziggurat loomed up before them. The full moon bathed its harsh angles in silver light and made it a wonder to behold. Vast and terrible, its every tier was crowded with guards, making it seem like a fortress more than a place of worship. Braziers at every corner were burning brightly, sending their dancing flames up into the night, and Acharsis saw the sanctum at its very top illuminated as if by a hundred lanterns within.

“This way, Seeker,” said the captain, his voice shaky with nerves. “You wish to speak with Lord Akkodaisis himself?”

“Of course,” said Acharsis.

“He has just returned from his cleansing outside the city,” said the captain. “Come.”

The captain led them to the base of one of the exterior stairways and began to ascend. Acharsis followed, fighting the urge to look around. He was supremely aware that with each step, he was drawing closer to Nekuul’s manifest presence. Was she aware of his heresy? Was her attention coalescing around him? Would she blast him with green fire for his treachery?

They passed the third level, where Sisu and Elu were being held, and the fourth, with its warded chamber. They climbed higher yet, to the fifth tier, and then the sixth. Each level was shorter than the one previous, and the steps were fewer. 

Acharsis eyed the luminous sanctum. Surely that wasn’t where they were headed?

To his relief, the captain turned aside and stepped into an archway on the sixth level, then led them along a short passageway into a brightly lit chamber. It was stunning, and it had to dominate almost the entirety of the sixth floor. Perhaps a hundred candles were burning around the supporting pillars, illuminating breathtaking mosaics that adorned the walls. A hundred thousand scintillas of colored stone gave life to the human figures and the marvelous beasts that seemed frozen in place, acting out eternal scenes from Nekuul’s mythology. 

Incense was burning within cunningly latticed copper boxes, and the cool night air from outside was replaced by the closeness of cedar and musk and the press of bodies. This was Akkodaisis’ court, Acharsis saw: the center of his power, the fulcrum from which he leveraged his power over Rekkidu and its surrounding lands.

And there he was, seated at the far end of the room, raised high on a throne of gold that made Sisu’s throne appear but a crude mockery, Irella’s will made flesh. 

Akkodaisis.

Acharsis studied him as they approached. He’d known him while he was alive – Jarek’s younger brother, perhaps even larger and more muscled then, with a great, booming laugh that knew no restraint and a passion for beer and women. Boisterous by nature, and with few of Jarek’s responsibilities, he had been a favorite with the soldiers and the cause of innumerable heartbreaks.

That man had died.

In his place sat a gaunt reflection. The flesh had wasted from his huge frame, and his face was nearly skeletal. His eye sockets burned twin green flames. On his brow was a crown made of cold iron, spiked and cruel. He was clad in ceremonial armor, a style that Acharsis had never seen before; it was segmented and spiked, inlaid with lapis lazuli and fearsome to behold.

Acharsis struggled to keep his face devoid of expression. Had he hoped to bluff this monster of Irella’s? 

The crowd of courtiers and Nekuulites parted before them, and Akkodaisis leaned forward, one clawed hand grasping the arm of his throne. To his side, Acharsis saw Rexashas and Yesu amongst a half-dozen other leeches. 

This was the moment of truth. Would the leech recognize him?

Apparently not. Yesu did not make the connection.

“Greetings, Lord Akkodaisis,” Acharsis called out as he came to a stop. “The one longed for and driven by his great divinity, whose command sways the rivers and orders the birds in the sky. May Nekuul find your every act acceptable, and by the reliable impress of your wedges on giving clay, may the record of your life of long days be preserved forevermore to your undying glory.”

“Seekers of Nekuul, be welcome to my court,” Akkodaisis said. His voice was ruinous, a whispering rush like fell winds pouring down ragged gulleys in the mountains. “I, beloved of Nekuul and humble servant of Empress Irella, receive you with open curiosity. Who is this that you have brought amongst our number?”

Acharsis nodded to Kish, who stepped forward and yanked Jarek’s hood from his head. 

The crowd hissed and drew back, and even Akkodaisis sat up straighter. 

The look in Jarek’s eyes was pure venom. They gleamed with a burning light that promised death to all those he saw, and he struggled mightily with his bonds, but to no avail. His shoulders swelled against the cruel ropes, and he chewed on his gag as if he sought to snap it and spit it out.

“Ah, dear brother,” said Akkodaisis, and now he rose to his full height, towering over Jarek. The viridian flames in his eye sockets burned all the brighter. “I had not hoped for such fortune. You have caused quite a stir in my city of late.”

Jarek grunted and again fought to snap his ropes. The death watch guard lowered their spears so that a dozen points were aimed at him, but Jarek paid them no mind.

“Did you truly seek to return Alok from the grave?” 

Akkodaisis stepped down slowly until he was level with Jarek. He’d grown, somehow, or perhaps his new gauntness made him appear taller; wearing his wicked crown, he seemed to be a wight pulled directly from Nekuul’s dark realm. 

“Did you truly think you could replace me and my undying mistress?”

Jarek threw himself forward, but Kish hissed and yanked back on her rope; immediately, the death watch guards ran forward and began to pummel at Jarek with the butts of their spears. He let out a muffled roar but could not defend himself.

Akkodaisis laughed, and the sound caused goosebumps to ripple down Acharsis’ arms.

“Foolish brother,” Akkodaisis said. “Though, I must admit, your act of revival was most impressive. Why now, I wonder? After all these long years, why have you chosen this ritual for your return? No matter; we shall have plenty of time to converse tonight, you and I.”

Then Akkodaisis looked to Acharsis. “Well done, Seeker. Your name?”

“Warad,” Acharsis said, bowing his head. “These are my acolytes.” 

“Most interesting,” Akkodaisis said, returning to his throne. “And you were dispatched, I assume, by the empress?”

“Of course,” Acharsis said. Something in the ruler’s tone had him on edge. “As soon as word of Jarek’s disturbance reached Uros, she sent us to capture him. It was an opportunity that could not be missed.”

“Very generous of our empress,” said Akkodaisis. “And how did you come to find Jarek so quickly?”

“Nekuul herself vouchsafed me a vision,” Acharsis replied. “I had come to inspect your ziggurat after I arrived, and, under a false name, I walked its halls. It was then that I met Rexashas, who witnessed the arrival of Nekuul’s blessing. It led me and mine to Jarek’s hiding place, where we apprehended him.”

“You visited us over a week ago,” said Rexashas. “What took you so long to catch Jarek?”

Acharsis smiled coldly at the man. “Demigods are not easily caught. I’m glad to say my trap went off without complications.”

Akkodaisis leaned back in his throne. “Very impressive. But also inexplicably surprising.”

“Oh?” Acharsis fought to keep his tone light. Sweat was running down his back, tickling his skin. 

“We all know how generous our empress is. It is she who has blessed me with this existence, she whose will guides the way of the land and whose spirit lifts us over the raging waters.”

“Agreed,” Acharsis said, sensing the jaws of a trap closing around him. But how? What kind? Everything had gone according to plan thus far. Where did the danger lie?

“But, even so, I cannot help but be surprised by her sending two teams of seekers to our aid.”

A hand of stone closed around Acharsis’ heart. Ah, there it is. 

He didn’t speak. Akkodaisis had looked away from him and had lifted his hand to gesture to the side of the room. The crowd parted, and a group of five individuals clothed in identical robes trimmed with the same silver patterns stepped forward.

Their leader inclined his head. His face was almost as cadaverous as Akkodaisis’, yet he was clearly still alive; older than Ishi, he seemed made of little more than tendon, skin, and bone. “Greetings, Seeker Warad. I am Seeker Sillush. I must confess my surprise. Despite my serving our empress as her lead seeker for nearly two decades, she has never made any mention to me of your existence.”

Acharsis knew the ruse was over, but he kept his smile, even though it felt as dead as a rat nailed to a wall. “I am her most covert agent, Seeker Sillush. It is only Jarek’s resurgence that forced her into revealing me.”

“Is that so?” Sillush didn’t seem impressed. “Then you will, of course, not hesitate to prove the veracity of your words by accompanying me to Nekuul’s sanctum above. Let us ask the undying goddess herself to verify your claims. A simple test that will put all doubts to rest.”

Acharsis made a mocking bow. “I relish any opportunity to pay my deepest respects to our goddess.”

Akkodaisis rose to his feet again as murmurs spilled out through the crowd. “Take Jarek to the warded chamber. Sillush, I ask that you and your seekers guard him yourselves until I can attend. I shall escort Warad to the sanctum myself.”

And, like that, their plan collapsed in upon itself. But Acharsis kept calm, praying that the others would follow his example, that they wouldn’t panic and act out now, while they had no chance to escape. He bowed low as Akkodaisis stepped down from his throne. The leeches moved to surround him as the death guard began to force Jarek toward a far archway.

He had to act now. He couldn’t reach Akkodaisis, but he couldn’t allow himself to be taken to the sanctum. Nekuul might have overlooked him thus far, but to intrude into her holiest of spaces, where the goddess herself could take form, was to invite the dissolution of his soul. 

Acharsis turned, letting Akkodaisis take the lead, as was proper. What could he do? Race down the outside of the ziggurat? No, he’d be apprehended well before he reached the ground. Run down the stairs within? Even greater folly.

He saw Kish’s hand stray under her robe to where her hammer was hanging from her belt and saw Annara staring imploringly at him. Ishi had begun to murmur. 

The seekers were following Jarek. Any second now, he’d be asked why they weren’t following; any second now, everything was going to fall into the netherworld in a basket.

“Follow me,” he said, pitching his voice clearly and confidently to his companions. “Run!”

He broke into a sprint, threw himself forward and raced around the throne. Cries of alarm surrounded, but he ignored them all. 

There – a single, simple square cut into the floor. 

The corpse chute. 

He didn’t look back to see if the others were following, didn’t pause to reconsider. He didn’t give himself time to let fear freeze his limbs.

He stepped out over the open space, pressed his arms to his sides, and dropped. 

Immediately, his gorge rose, his stomach flattened against his diaphragm, and the urge to yell clawed at his throat. Down he dropped, the floors flashing past him faster and faster, and all he could think was I’m going to die, I’m going to die, I’m going to -

Acharsis plunged down into darkness and almost immediately collided with a soft, explosively yielding surface. 

His leg snapped, and the pain of it eclipsed everything else. He felt himself bounce and roll, and then he fetched up against something cold and sticky even as he began to sink into a gooey morass. 

He lay still, gasping for breath, fighting down the waves of nausea that pounded through him.

A cry grew louder, then was cut off as someone hit the surface beside him. 

“Move,” he croaked. “Get out from under!”

Someone cursed - Kish? - and then he heard Ishi and Annara’s terrified wails echoing as they dropped into the huge room that surrounded them. They hit with disgustingly liquid sounds, and then he heard someone - Annara? - begin to make frantic wheezing sounds, as if she couldn’t catch her breath.

“Up,” he said. “We’ve got to get up!” 

His head was spinning, though, and a cold sweat had drenched him everywhere. His leg pulsed sharp flashes of sickening pain every time he moved, but he gritted his teeth and crawled, seeking an edge, something to pull himself up by.

He was crawling on corpses.

Kish let out a cry of disgust, and he heard her stagger to her feet. 

His eyes were growing used to the dark. Bodies lay beneath him in a wretched tangle, their limbs cold and greasy, some of them badly decomposed. Bile flooded his mouth as he heaved, but he forced himself onward, crawling until he hit a clay wall.

“Here,” he said, reaching up. 

Please don’t let us be too far down, he prayed fervently. Please, Ekillos, please – 

And then his hand closed over the pit’s edge. 

“Ishi’s dead,” said Kish, her voice made flat by her horror. “No, wait. She’s breathing. She’s just unconscious.”

“Carry her,” Acharsis rasped as he pulled himself out of the pit. “This way. Annara?”

“Here,” came her voice, bleak with misery. “I’m here. Oh, Scythia. Oh, dear Scythia.”

“Come on! We don’t have any time!” 

He sensed more than saw Kish approaching him, stumbling and staggering, and then felt her lay Ishi at his side. A moment later, she hopped up beside him, then stood.

“Are we making a run for it?” she asked. She could have been asking about breakfast.

“Not yet. Leave Ishi be for a moment. Light your candle. We need to find the tunnel.”

“Oh, Elu,” Annara cried as she waded toward them. “Oh, sweet Elu, forgive me. We tried.”

“It’s not over,” Acharsis said. “Hurry, Kish!”

They heard the scrape of her flint, and then sparks flew, but nothing caught. 

It was too easy to imagine the guards racing down the stairs, pounding toward them level by level. They had only moments to escape. 

More sparks. Still nothing.

“Come on, come on,” Kish whispered. The sparks flew once more, and this time the tar-dipped wick caught and flared. 

“Raise it high,” said Acharsis. “Look for a reflection. There! Knock open the tunnel and signal for the waters to be released!”

“Signal - are you sure?” Kish hesitated, about to leave his side. “But -”

“Do it! We’re not leaving. Go!”

Kish took the candle, her face a floating mask of gold and blood, and then he heard her grunt and the crash of clay chunks falling inward. 

She waved the candle from side to side. “There.”

“All right. Everyone, we need to hide. Somewhere high. Annara, give me a hand. My leg’s broken.”

Shouts echoed around them as Annara leaned down and he draped his arm over her shoulders. She grunted again, and together they rose, Acharsis balancing on one foot. Kish was swinging her candle around, searching wildly, and then Acharsis recalled Jarek’s description. 

“There! The old cells. We’ll have to climb onto them. For Ekillos’ sake, hurry!”

They stumbled toward the far wall. Kish boosted Ishi up onto the roof of a cell, climbed up, and hauled each of them up after her. Acharsis nearly blacked out from the pain when his leg banged against the flat roof’s edge, and he rolled onto his back, gasping.

The voices grew louder, then he heard the clatter of footsteps, and suddenly the darkness was pushed back by the blooming of torch light. He didn’t roll over to look. He simply lay still, the others lying by his side.

“Check the pit,” someone ordered. “You, walk the perimeter. Watch the door. Find them!”

Acharsis closed his eyes and prayed to his dead god that the dead sentry at the far bend of the tunnel had caught Kish’s flash of light – that he had been holding the mirror as instructed, and that it had reflected that thin, tenuous beam through the darkness to the second mirror, which would have sent the almost invisible reflection to the final dead at the docks. 

Acharsis waited, holding his breath. Even now, the dead man could be hauling down the timber and planks, clawing thick gobbets of mud from the underbelly of the harbor, opening up wounds in the earth that would allow the water to pass through. 

Ekillos, god of fresh water, send your deluge down into the earth. Drown the night with your blessing. Please, succor us in our hour of need. 

“What’s that?” asked one of the voices below.

“What?” 

“That. Do you hear that?”

Acharsis heard it: a faint rushing whisper, the tiniest of tremors coming up through the walls of the cell. 

Annara reached out and gripped his hand, squeezing it hard.

“It’s coming from that hole.”

“Is that the wind? A storm underground?”

“No!. Get back! Everyone, to the stairs!”

The whisper became a shout, then a roar, and then the waters of the harbor exploded into the great chamber. 

Acharsis rolled onto his side and looked over the roof’s edge. A brown torrent was blasting out of the wall, carving out a bigger hole with every moment that passed, flooding in white-foamed chaos across the dirt floor, already filling the great charnel pit.

The soldiers were yelling and wading back toward the distant steps. Torches were dropped in the water and guttered out, and a half-dozen men lost their footing and were swept into the pit amongst the rising bodies. In horror, Acharsis saw them thrash and struggle with the corpses. It was as if the dead were rising to claim their revenge.

The water kept flooding in. It was already at least a yard deep. The last of the soldiers hurried up the far steps, and there they stood, watching in sodden disbelief as the brown waters of the Leonis rose steadily through the chamber. 

“What do we do if it gets as high as we are?” hissed Kish.

Acharsis felt delirious with pain. “Swim, I guess.” He almost laughed. “Or hop across the corpses.”

How high would the waters rise? As high as the level of the Leonis? The ziggurat was built above the river. How deep did this cellar chamber go? There was no way to tell. 

He watched the rising waters grimly. They’d turned black with the retreat of the soldiers and their torches, and now only the faint illumination from the stairwell allowed him to make out the foam and the limbs and the scudding dirt that roiled on the water’s surface.

“It’s slowing,” he heard one of the soldiers say, then he saw the torches move aside as several black-robed figures appeared. He recognized Rexashas and Yesu. 

“What happened here?” Rexashas’ words were more bark than question.

“Master, I don’t know,” said the captain. “We were searching the corpses when this water came flooding in through a tunnel they’d carved in the wall there.“

“A tunnel?” Yesu stepped close to the water’s edge and dipped his hand into it. He raised it to his nose and sniffed. “River water. It looks like they were prepared to make an escape.”

“Impossible,” Rexashas snapped. “Nobody plans to escape by jumping down the corpse chute.”

“True,” said Yesu. “But they didn’t anticipate Sillush. Maybe they hoped to sneak down here after accomplishing whatever they were after. The tunnel must have been their escape. They flooded it to prevent our following.”

Silence fell as the men studied the swirling waters. They had indeed stopped rising. Acharsis bit back a sigh of relief - the water level was barely an inch below the roof on which they were lying.

“Let’s fetch some deathless,” suggested Yesu. “Send them down this tunnel. Let’s see if we can find where it comes out. Perhaps they’ll not have gotten far.”

Rexashas considered the swirling waters a moment longer and then nodded. He turned and climbed the steps, Yesu following. Only a half-dozen soldiers remained, staring curiously into the flooded room.

Acharsis lowered his head, relief mingling with horror in his mind. They’d survived, barely. Wounded, harried, without a means to escape and with their plans in complete tatters – but somehow, against all the odds, they had survived.

 

 

 

Chapter 16

 

 

 

The butt of a spear cracked against Jarek’s shoulder, sending him stumbling forward. The moment he tried to stop, to turn, another spear slammed against the small of his back. 

He barely registered the pain. His heart was a thunderous rock tumbling down a mountainside, while his thoughts were leaves blown by a tormenting wind. He couldn’t focus. Couldn’t marshal his thoughts, rein in his emotions. 

Everything had gone catastrophically wrong.

They were herding him down to Nekuul’s warded room. Step by grudging step, they forced him on, the rope around his neck yanked forward by a team of nervous death watch guards, the seekers fanned out around him, five deathless just beyond them. 

There was no breaking free, no escape. The others had failed, and there was nothing Jarek could do about it.

Yet, beyond it all, beneath the fear and pain and fury, beat a second rhythm like a spiritual heart: an awareness of where he was standing. Once, this had been Alok’s demesne; once, he had strode these halls as its king, guided by and imbued with Alok’s presence and might. 

It was bewildering to gaze at the familiar corridors and feel nothing. No power, no reverence, no connection with his former god. It was like consistently thinking that there was another step at the top of a staircase and stumbling, that same sense of dislocation. Alok was dead, and each moment tore anew at his old agony.

Grunting and struggling, they forced him on. Twice, he pulled the men who were holding his rope to their knees and rushed forward to overwhelm them only to be beaten back by a flurry of blows to his head and shoulders. The last attack left him nearly unconscious, so he was barely aware when he was guided at last into his destination.

Blinking, he looked around blearily. Green writing glowed where it had been carved into the walls. He couldn’t read it, but he knew instinctively what it was: the language of the dead. Nekuul’s power pulsed through this room, bathing him and robbing him of his vitality. 

He didn’t resist when they clapped fearsome manacles of cold iron around his wrists, their thick chains attached to the stone floor. It took all his strength merely to stand, to keep his chin raised.

The room was square and unadorned but for the eerie writing that covered the walls. There was only one door, and the death watch guards were filing out through it, with the deathless amongst them. 

Leaving him? He felt a flicker of hope. 

But no – the seekers stayed. Five of them, clad in their robes of deepest night, Sillush at their head. In a matter of moments, they were left alone with him, and instinct told Jarek he was in greater peril for it.

Sillush closed the door, and Jarek let out a pained gasp. The faith his return had galvanized in the people of Rekkidu, and the power that had resulted from that awakening, slipped away from him like dust between his fingers. That mantle of fell strength disappeared along with his unnatural resiliency, and pain crashed in upon him as he was shorn of his might and became merely Jarek, a man like any other.

Sillush smiled coldly, and Jarek fought to keep despair from breaking his will. He watched as Sillush walked slowly around where he was chained, the other four seekers lowering their hoods as he did so.

“Jarek, son of Alok,” Sillush said when he was standing in front of Jarek once more. “Empress Irella will be delighted to know we have you in our power.”

Jarek licked his dry lips but remained silent. What use was there in insulting or goading this man?

“Twenty years now, you’ve been hiding. And for twenty years, the thoughts of our empress have dwelt on your absence. Where did you go? What did you do with your time?”

Jarek smiled at the man.

“Nothing?” Sillush’s smile was just as humorless. “What of your return to Rekkidu? Why now? Did you hope to disrupt the invasion?”

That caught Jarek’s attention. “Invasion?”

One of the seekers, a heavy-set woman with a round, ponderous face, sneered. “He doesn’t know.”

“No, it seems he doesn’t,” Sillush said. “So, that’s not it. Then, why? Why now? What brought you out of hiding?”

Jarek gave an experimental tug to the chains. “What invasion? Is the empire being attacked?”

Sillush pursed his lips. “It’s truly none of your concern. Now, answer my questions. What prompted your return?”

Before Jarek could respond, the door opened, and the power of the wards faded. He felt his strength begin to return even as a large figure darkened the doorway. It was Akkodaisis himself, eyes blazing, a spectral presence that overshadowed even the might of the seekers. He stood on the threshold, gazing at Jarek, who couldn’t tell what manner of emotion his dead younger brother was feeling.

“My lord,” Sillush said, bowing low.

“Leave us,” said Akkodaisis. “I would have words with my brother alone.”

Jarek saw the seekers exchange quick glances.

“That we cannot do, my lord,” Sillush said, his tone halfway between apologetic and nervous. “Our empress gave orders that if we were to apprehend Jarek, we were to remain by his side at all times until he was delivered to her.”

Akkodaisis didn’t look at Sillush. “You did not apprehend him.”

“True,” said Sillush. “Then, let me rephrase: she ordered us to remain by his side should he enter our custody.”

“He is in my custody,” said Akkodaisis. “He is my prisoner, mine to do with as I see fit.”

Sillush frowned. “My lord, Jarek is claimed by Irella herself. We were sent to bring him back to her. You cannot claim him.”

Akkodaisis turned to confront the seekers, looming over them with all of his cadaverous majesty. “You dare tell me what I can and cannot do within my own ziggurat?”

Sillush paled. “This ziggurat is dedicated to Nekuul, whose favor belongs to her daughter, Irella.”

“No mortal man or woman can claim to know Nekuul’s mind,” Akkodaisis said forbiddingly. “And even Irella cannot last forever.”

The five seekers stiffened as if he had struck a blow. 

Sillush fairly gaped. “You - are you mad? You think to challenge her? The very empress who created you?”

“Tomorrow at dawn, I will sacrifice four godsbloods to Nekuul, and their divinity will invigorate me. But what if I were to sacrifice a demigod in the same manner?”

Sillush looked as if the floor were collapsing beneath his feet. “You know that is Irella’s exclusive right. You would invite her wrath. She and the other eight would crush you like a dung beetle.”

“Perhaps,” said Akkodaisis. He did not sound concerned. “Or perhaps I would become powerful enough to challenge her. Perhaps Nekuul’s favor would shift. If I were to move quickly against her before she could rouse the other cities, if I could strike her down and claim the kingship - who is to say? A gamble, to be sure. But who would not risk a chance at kingship over an eternity of slavery?”

Jarek’s skin crawled. His younger brother was dead and gone. This creature before him wasn’t even a shadow of the man his brother had been; it was a heinous replacement, and in his cold eyes Jarek saw no humanity, no trace of the brother he had once loved. Good, he thought. That would make killing him all the easier.

“Why are you telling us this?” asked the heavyset seeker, her tone made brazen by fear.

“Why? Because I wish to offer you a chance to serve me instead of Irella,” said Akkodaisis. “You need not take it if you are eager to see Nekuul’s netherworld. I will send you there myself, now, if you refuse me.”

Sillush tried for a mocking tone and failed. “You think we would serve you?”

“I don’t know. You would be useful tools. Agree to serve me and then swear it at dawn at Nekuul’s altar, or die now.”

Jarek saw a bead of sweat run down Sillush’s temple and noted how the man was glancing at his companions. Seeking assurance? To gauge their loyalty? Could the five of them stand against a dead lord? 

Akkodaisis betrayed no fear. He was waiting patiently, almost indifferent to what was happening.

Sillush swallowed with difficulty and then lowered himself to both knees and pressed his forehead against the floor. “My lord, we swear our undying loyalty to your cause.”

The other four seekers followed suit. 

Akkodaisis stared down at their prostrated forms. “Good. Reserve your oaths for Nekuul. I will not trust your dedication till you have sworn your allegiance to me in her presence. You are confined to this room until the dawn sacrifice. Leave it before then, and you will be killed.”

Then Akkodaisis raked Jarek with his cold fire gaze. “Your return gladdens my heart, brother.” His lips pulled back, revealing his yellowed teeth. “So propitious. One could be forgiven for thinking you had been sent to me by my goddess.”

Jarek deliberated on whether to spit in his brother’s face, then decided to simply return his stare in silence.

“What were your captors hoping to achieve?” asked Akkodaisis. “Why did they pretend to be seekers?”

Jarek said nothing.

Akkodaisis raised his hand. Green fire flickered into existence around it, silent and ethereal. “Answer me, or I shall sear your shoulder to the bone.”

“Go fuck yourself, little brother,” said Jarek.

Akkodaisis lowered his hand onto Jarek’s shoulder. 

The pain was staggering. Jarek hissed and was driven down to his knees by the pressure. He felt his heart swell almost to bursting; his mind swam, and his breath curdled in his throat. The smell of roasted meat filled the air, and only the vitality gifted to him by the meager faith that filled the city allowed him to maintain his self-control.

“Answer me,” said Akkodaisis. “Now.”

Through the pain, Jarek forced himself to laugh. It was more of a wheeze, but he managed to look up at his former brother through one eye and shook his head. “Is that all you’ve got?”

Abruptly, Akkodaisis lifted his hand, and the flames were gone. “I suppose it doesn’t matter. They failed and have fled. I won’t damage you to the point of rendering you unfit for Nekuul.” He turned to Sillush. “Guard him. Seek to learn what you can. I will be interested to hear your report after you have sworn your oaths.”

Sillush had sat back on his heels. Now, he gave Akkodaisis a shallow nod. “As you command.”

Akkodaisis left the room without another word, closing the door so that the wards resumed leaching him of his strength.

“Nekuul take him,” whispered one of the other seekers, an older man with the sharp features of a rat. “Sillush, what are we going to do?”

Sillush rose to his feet and began to stride back and forth, biting his lower lip.

Jarek looked down at his shoulder. The cloth had been burned away, revealing a handprint seared into his flesh. The skin was charred, the meat beneath it gleaming a wet red through the cracks. He felt lightheaded, dizzy. “I almost feel bad for you five.”

“Shut up,” said Sillush.

“We could fight our way free,” said the heavyset woman. “The five of us can punch our way through his soldiers. We can escape, report to Irella -”

“And be killed for losing Jarek,” said Sillush. “No, she would not be forgiving.”

Another of the seekers, a tall, stooped youth with a high forehead and a lipless mouth, hugged himself. “So, perhaps we don’t report to Irella. We don’t go to Uros.”

Sillush stopped abruptly and faced him. “And do what, then, Uddish? Flee into the Golden Steppe? No, don’t be ridiculous.”

“Then…” The older man searched for a solution and finally shook his head. “Attack Akkodaisis?”

“Damn it, no.” Sillush rubbed furiously at his cropped hair. “That moment has passed. We’ll be presented to him at the height of his ritual to Nekuul. To attack him in Nekuul’s presence would profane -”

“Or,” said the heavyset woman, “it would please her. To have him struck down for his heretical ambition.”

Jarek tried to think it through, wondering how he could organize this chaos to his benefit. How he could rise above the pain and devise a means of escape. If only Acharsis were here! 

The seekers were watching Sillush, who was rubbing his bare chin over and over again.

“I agree with Ahassuna,” said the older man. “To side with Akkodaisis against Irella is folly, no matter how powerful he becomes. We must strike at him when he is distracted, all five of us together. Doing so in Nekuul’s presence will allow her to be the judge. It will allow her to determine whether we should succeed or fail.”

The tall youth, Uddish, nodded. “Irella is her daughter. Surely, she would reward us for defending her cause.”

“Strike at Akkodaisis when he is distracted,” mused Sillush. “He will sacrifice the godsbloods first. Perhaps after he has killed the last of them, when he has been caught up in the ecstasy of the Annealing.” He bit his lower lip. “We catch him unawares, all of us at once.”

“But he will make us swear an oath to him before anything else,” said Uddish.

“Then we lie,” said Ahassuna. “We swear a false oath. Nekuul will know that we are loyal to her daughter in our hearts. She will understand.”

The other seekers looked uneasily at each other.

“That might work,” Jarek said, forcing himself to rise to his feet. “Except for one problem.”

“Oh?” Sillush said. “And what’s that?”

“I’ll warn him. Tell him what you’re planning.” 

Jarek hadn’t thought the seekers could look any more stunned after Akkodaisis’ ultimatum. He’d been wrong.

“Why would you do that?” asked Ahassuna.

“You can’t be loyal to your brother after he did that to you,” said Uddish.

Sillush was watching him warily. “He’s bargaining with us. It’s the only leverage he has.” If anything, that realization seemed to relax the seeker. “We won’t release you, you know. So, what do you hope to accomplish here?”

Jarek didn’t know. He was clutching at straws. He fought to keep his expression collected. “I want you to answer some questions.”

“And if we do? You’ll vow to remain silent about our plan?”

Jarek bit down on his desperation. Was this his best ploy? Was he missing a better angle? It was hard to think with the waves of pain and nausea battering at his mind. “Yes.”

“Very well,” said Sillush. “I’ll answer your questions, and you stay silent. Swear it.”

Jarek took a shuddering breath. “If you answer my questions honestly, I swear by my reverence for Alok and his blood in my veins that I will not reveal your plans to Akkodaisis. Now, swear by Nekuul to tell me the truth.”

“I do so swear,” Sillush said easily. “By my hope for Nekuul’s favor in the netherworld, I vow to tell you the truth as best I know it. Satisfied?”

He’d sworn too quickly, too easily. But why not? He knew Jarek was doomed to die in a few hours. Beyond that, he’d been left with no other choice. 

“Fine,” said Jarek. “Now, my friends. What happened to them?”

“They were your friends? Most interesting.” Acting the role of an insidious seeker seemed to be doing wonders for Sillush’s composure. “They escaped by falling through the corpse shaft into the pit, then fled through a tunnel they’d dug into the wall. Before we could follow, they flooded it somehow.” Sillush bared his teeth. “Abandoning you quite easily, it seems.”

Damn. But what other choice had Acharsis had? To fight his way through legions of death watch guards, deathless and seekers to free Jarek? But this meant that Sisu would soon free himself from the godsblood vault to no avail. Jarek hoped the boy had the presence of mind to escape. 

He fought to keep his turmoil from his face, to breathe evenly, to keep his despair from bringing him low. They had lost. Acharsis’ demon had been a true omen of doom, after all. That knowledge beat at Jarek like the hammers of a smith. He wanted to sink to the ground, to stop fighting, to stop trying to find some advantage. 

And yet, some inner core of stubbornness kept him on his feet. His mind felt sluggish, but he forced it to keep working. “What is this invasion you spoke of? Who is attacking us?”

“Us?” Sillush shook his head slowly, condescendingly. “You have it all wrong. It is we who are going to do the invading. Empress Irella is marshaling our armies. Already it forms in Nusku to our north, and soon it will sweep down from city to city, gathering numbers as it goes, until it gathers in Uros, the largest force that this world has ever seen.”

“Who are we attacking?” 

It made no sense. The Khartisians, for their lumber, perhaps? Distant Ulmani, for its tin? But each of those was impractical in the extreme; an army would have to march for months, perhaps a year just to reach them.

“Magan,” said Sillush.

“You swore to tell the truth,” said Jarek.

“And I am.”

“Then you are all mad. There is no way to invade Magan. You would march an army along the entire breadth of the Golden Steppe? That would take months, not to mention your forces being harried throughout by the nomads and whittled down, only to reach the Gulf, and from there build ships to sail south to their delta? Impossible.”

“You’re correct.” Sillush couldn’t have looked more smug. “It’s impossible. We’d arrive battered and starved, only to face the most powerful empire in the civilized world. We’d be crushed easily.”

“So, does Irella mean to throw away her armies?”

“No. Your mistake lies in thinking that we would cross the Steppe.”

“There is no other way.”

“There is. The Desert of Bones. The quickest, most direct path, with the added benefit of attacking Magan from the rear by complete surprise.”

Jarek bit down his retort and forced himself to think. The Desert of Bones was a vast, arid expanse of shifting sand dunes and little else. A few nomadic tribes drifted from one tiny oasis to another, eking out a harsh life against all odds. No army could cross that place. It was Magan’s greatest defense from attacks from the east.

But Irella was the daughter of Nekuul. Had she devised some method of…?

“The dead,” said Jarek.

“Yes,” said Sillush. “The dead. A new kind, capable of wielding weapons and fighting in formation. Led by deathless, they will march in their thousands across the sands, by day and by night, needing no water, no food. They’ll march until they fall upon Magan’s unprotected rear and destroy them.”

The very thought of it chilled Jarek’s soul. How simple such an invasion would prove! By the time the famed Maganian soldiers had gathered with their chariots and spearmen, it would be too late. The dead would have rolled up their flanks, taking them all by surprise.

“Does her ambition know no bounds?” Jarek’s voice was a whisper.

“When it comes to spreading Nekuul’s might, no.” Sillush looked almost grim. “Hence Akkodaisis’ madness. How could he dare think he could match her in strength? She will crush him effortlessly.”

They all subsided into silence, caught up in their own thoughts. Jarek sat, hands together, the chains heavy across his knees. His death was no longer certain. The seekers’ rebellion might result in his being carted to Uros, and the very thought of that caused his innards to clench. To be brought before Irella, trussed and helpless, for her to gloat over and do with as she wished – it was a fate worse than death. 

Yet, each moment he was alive brought with it a chance that he might escape. That he might subvert this new destiny to his own will. Acharsis had not been captured. Could he trust his friend to rescue him?

“Sillush,” Jarek rasped. “What will Irella do with me?”

“The same as she did with the other demigods. She’ll sacrifice you to Nekuul and then raise you as a dead lord.” Sillush flicked at the hem of his robe. “And no doubt send you back here to take the place of your brother.”

Jarek clenched his jaw and looked down, imagining a set of scales. On one side was eternal servitude to Irella, bound as a dead monstrosity, preaching adoration to Nekuul and betraying his every principle. On the other was his trust in Acharsis, his faith in the demigod’s ability to free him. 

Once, Acharsis had been capable of the impossible. But now? Jarek was facing enslavement as a result of Acharsis’ failures. As a result of his curse. He could trust that Acharsis would attempt to free him, but could he believe he’d be successful? 

Come dawn, what would he do? Remain silent as he’d vowed and allow the seekers their betrayal, or call out and warn his brother, and ensure his own death? 

Staring down at his hands, Jarek searched his soul as he sought an answer. 

 

 

 

Chapter 17

 

 

 

“All right,” said Acharsis. He lay on his back and stared up at the ceiling of the cellar. “I’ll admit this is a challenging situation.”

“Challenging?” Kish shifted closer, darting a worried glance at the distant entrance where the guards were standing, torches held high. “Why didn’t we run? Why didn’t I run? I shouldn’t have listened to you. I should have -”

“What can we do, Acharsis?” Annara was lying beside Ishi, propped up on one elbow. She paused in her examination of the old woman’s injuries. “What now?”

Acharsis laced his fingers together over his stomach. His leg was throbbing, a deep pain that flared into harsh intensity every time he shifted his leg. The prospect of moving was rather unappealing. Had it not been for the sickening stench of rot that saturated the air and the imminent search of the chamber by guards intent on removing his head, he’d have explored the option of staying put for a while.

Annara reached out and touched his shoulder. “Acharsis?”

“I’m alive,” he said. “Just marshaling my thoughts. Lining up the facts.”

“How about this for facts?” hissed Kish. “Ishi’s knocked out, your leg is broken, and we’re all wounded. The room’s flooded with corpses. The escape tunnel is blocked. Our only way out now lies through a ziggurat filled with guards and dead who are looking for us, then crossing the huge courtyard outside without drawing any notice.”

“All true,” Acharsis said, nodding in a benign manner.

“And Sisu’s about to escape his room and find nobody there to help him,” Kish continued. “Jarek’s being held for sacrifice, and we can’t get to Elu.” Kish lay back and gripped her forehead in both hands. “We’re done for. It’s all over. Why did we think we could outwit your demon?”

“Like I said, I’ll admit the situation is challenging.” Acharsis stared intently at the rough stone ceiling only a yard above them.

Kish rolled abruptly onto her side. He could feel the intensity of her glare. “We can’t escape.”

“No, but we don’t want to escape at this point.” He held up a hand to forestall her response. “We’re not abandoning our friends or Elu.”

“Do you have a plan?” Annara asked. He had to admire how controlled her voice was. 

“Sort of. The rudiments of one. We have to discard every element of our old plan. It’s dead. We can’t sneak Elu out of here, leaving Jarek behind to face some grand and defiant death. Trying to fit our new reality into that framework is doomed to failure. So, we start fresh.”

He sensed Annara and Kish exchanging glances. 

“Acharsis,” said Annara. “You’re not making sense. Did you hit your head?”

“Probably. If we can’t escape, then we’re left with one option: confrontation. We have to destroy Akkodaisis and overthrow his forces.”

“He hit his head,” Annara said to Kish.

“Assume for just a moment that I’m not mad. Who in our group has the ability to destroy Akkodaisis and retake the city?”

“No one?” asked Kish.

“Right. Jarek.”

“But he’s bound, without any power, and he’s being held by seekers and deathless and who knows what else. He’s going to be sacrificed in a few hours, and even if we did free him, he doesn’t have his old power.” Kish sounded bewildered. “He could barely fight off two deathless, much less everyone!”

Acharsis forced himself to rise to one elbow, grimacing as his leg pulsed sharp pain through his body. “Look: Jarek is all potential. He has the capacity to be a nearly unstoppable force if we can get the people of Rekkidu to believe in Alok once more. That’s our only hope for getting out of this mess.”

“How do we do that from inside the ziggurat? It’s impossible,” said Annara.

A faint voice responded. “Not impossible. He is about to step onto the greatest stage in the city.”

“Ishi!” Kish and Annara moved over to her. 

“Yes, yes, I’m alive, though I’m not particularly happy about it. My whole body feels like a clay tablet that’s been stepped on.” Her voice was reedy with pain. “Don’t loom over me like that.”

Acharsis closed his eyes for a moment as he breathed a prayer of thanks to Ekillos. “She’s right. Jarek’s going to be sacrificed before the entire city. So, what we do is this: we unlock his manacles, and then, when the right moment comes, he rises up and strikes Akkodaisis down… before the whole city.” He couldn’t help but grin again. “Just wait and see what that does to the people’s faith in him.”

“Ishi,” he said then. “You helped us escape our first deathless through Ninsaba’s powers. Can you call for her aid again?”

“Can I? Perhaps. Do I want to? No.” She stirred, tried to rise, and sank back with a gasp.

Annara placed a hand on the old woman’s brow. “How bad is it?”

“Bad enough,” said Ishi. “My walking days are over.”

“One last time,” said Acharsis. “Can you obscure us long enough to get us to the third floor?”

Kish, who had moved close to Ishi, whipped around to glare at Acharsis. “She’s dying,” she said, her voice thick with emotion. “Can’t you see that?”

“Yes,” said Ishi. “Maybe. I don’t know how long I have. I’ll do what I can.”

“Thank you,” said Acharsis. 

He sought the right words, something grave and suitable, something that would do justice to the horror of their situation, the unfairness of the world, and the sacrifice Ishi was prepared to make, but nothing came. Nothing that didn’t sound trite or glib. 

“Let’s get ready. Kish, you carry Ishi. Annara, you’re going to have to help me. We’ll swim across to the door, then place our trust in Ninsaba.”

“Didn’t you hear me?” Kish’s tone was almost pleading. “She’s dying. We can’t move her. We can’t ask -”

“It’s all right, Kish,” Ishi said, reaching up to pat her cheek. “It’s all right. If it’s my time, then I’ll go gladly to Nekuul’s realm. This has been my life. If it’s ending, let me end it doing something meaningful.”

Kish grasped Ishi’s hand and pressed it to her cheek.

Acharsis rolled over slowly and slid himself into the water. Its surface was slick with something akin to oil. He was glad it was too dark to make out. 

His leg hung loose beneath him in the water, and he had to fight to not move it. He pushed a body away from him, and then looked back to the others. “Ready?”

“Yes,” said Ishi. “Let me pray.” 

She closed her eyes and pressed her thumbs to her forehead. Her lips moved, and a soft mutter filled the air.  The darkness seemed to flutter, as if curtains of black cloth were forming out of the gloom, descending upon them and cloaking them in a deeper night.

“Now,” whispered Ishi. “Hurry.”

Kish entered the water, and Annara lowered Ishi’s frail form onto the young woman’s back. A moment later, Annara was beside Acharsis, urging him to turn over so she could hook a hand beneath his arm and pull him through the water.

They pushed off, and Acharsis gazed up, fighting to keep his head above water. He allowed his broken leg to trail behind him and did his best to ignore the bodies and parts that bumped up against him. 

The torchlight grew brighter, the whispered voices of the guards grew louder, and then he heard the sound of Kish rising up out of the water as she climbed the steps toward the doorway. His whole body ached in anticipation, waiting for yells of surprise and outrage - but none came.

Annara’s languid strokes stopped as she stood and turned him around. He saw Kish moving up the steps, Ishi cradled in her arms, insinuating herself between the guards, who ignored her.

“Come on,” Annara whispered, and he placed his arm around her shoulders and bit back a hiss of pain as he hopped up the stairs, dragging his leg behind him. Despite the chill, he felt cold sweat break out over his whole body, and he focused exclusively on the hallway beyond, ignoring everything but the steps and his breathing. 

There were four guards, but they were leaning against opposite walls, engaged in idle chatter. Acharsis knew he should listen in and try to gleam some information, but the world was roaring in his ears. Slowly, he shuffled past them, Annara by his side, and then they were through.

Kish was gazing down at Ishi, her emotions and pain plain to see. “She’s fading.”

“Hurry, then,” said Acharsis. “Third floor. We have to find Sisu. Go.”

Their climb took place in something akin to a fever dream. Ninsaba’s blessing clothed them in spectral darkness, a darkness that the death watch guards and even the dead didn’t notice, and they stumbled and limped their way past countless guards.

But Acharsis knew that each passing moment brought them closer to the end of their luck, to the moment when Ishi would fall into unconsciousness once more, revealing them for all to see. So, he bit down on his lower lip and struggled on, hobbling and leaning on Annara, gasping and sweating as he climbed the steps.

The hallways danced with torchlight. Voices echoed down their length. Stairs loomed and swayed like palm trees in a strong wind. Sweat burned in his eyes. His leg felt as if it had been dipped in fire, each knock of his boot against the edge of a step sending ripples of nausea and agony through him.

“I love playing the hero,” he gasped to Annara when she paused at the top of a flight of steps. “Always have.”

“This is the third floor,” she whispered. “Where now?”

Acharsis raised his head and looked around blearily. Everything looked alike. “Center of the ziggurat.”

Kish was standing nearby, with Ishi’s head lolling in the crook of her arm. “She’s passed out,” she said, her voice taut. 

Acharsis looked around them. He couldn’t see the curtains of night. Were they plainly visible to everyone once more? “Caution, then. We’ve done what we can. Either the nine dead gods will bless us from beyond the grave, or we’re fucked. Come on. Let’s pray we’re on time.”

Sisu should have made a beeline for Jarek once he had escaped, and then, after liberating Jarek, he should come to find them where the seekers would be staying on the ground floor. Should they have waited for him below? Acharsis wondered. It would have saved him having to climb all these damn steps. But it was too late to think about that now. 

He listened as best he could as they moved forward.

“Left,” he whispered. “The godsblood chamber is to the left.”

Kish was in the lead. She peered around the corner, and then her whole body tensed. Acharsis felt a wave of alarm push back his fogginess. Guards? Had she been spotted?

“Sisu!” Her whisper was barely audible, and he was only a few paces from her. She cast around, then set Ishi carefully against the wall and drew a coin from her pouch. Leaning back around the corner, she threw it and drew back.

“He’s crouched in a corridor entrance,” she said with her back to the wall. “Looking miserable.”

Relief like sweet waters suffused Acharsis, and when the pale youth came hurrying into view, he nearly groaned. 

“What’s happened?” Sisu asked, crouching beside them. “Jarek’s being guarded by real seekers? I couldn’t get close! And you! I heard you were dead? Or gone?”

“Long story,” said Acharsis. “We don’t have time.”

“Ishi?” Sisu moved next to the old woman. “Ishi!”

Kish placed a hand on his shoulder and squeezed. “She’s in bad shape.”

Sisu didn’t know about his demon, Acharsis realized. About their decision to proceed despite knowing they were doomed. “Can you hide us from the dead?”

“I - yes. As long as you’re close to me.” Sisu looked up at Acharsis, wild-eyed. “Do we get Elu out now?”

“No,” Acharsis said. “Sorry, Annara. There’s no point. We need to get to Jarek.”

The sound of footsteps rang out, and Acharsis pressed back against the wall moments before a group of four dead soldiers marched around the corner. He scrabbled at his hip for a weapon, but he’d lost it long ago. In that moment of blank terror, he stared at the dead’s withered faces only to feel a hand squeeze his arm.

“I told you,” said Sisu. “They’ll ignore you as long as you’re with me.”

The dead marched on, took a turn, and were gone.

“But what of the death watch?” asked Annara.

“That, I can’t help you with,” said Sisu.

“You’ll have to. Ishi worked a miracle getting us this far. You’ll have to bluff our way to Jarek’s side. Here, take Ishi’s robes. Hurry.”

This was madness. It was a plan filled with so many elements dependent on luck that Acharsis felt a sense of liberation. Much of this was outside of his control, which meant he almost didn’t feel responsible for the outcome. He was throwing the dice and sitting back to see what numbers came up. All it would take was for one of many factors to go wrong, and they were done for.

Not that things had been going well for them thus far.

“Ready?” 

Sisu smoothed down his sodden black robes with obvious distaste and nodded. Kish lifted Ishi into her arms, and Annara wrapped her arm around Acharsis’ waist. They moved forward, Sisu leading the way with confidence. The dead sentries they passed ignored them. 

Then they reached the steps leading to the fourth level, and a group of death watch guards guarding the stairwell turned to scrutinize them.

Sisu lifted his chin and marched forward, raised his hand and gave the guards a sign whose import escaped Acharsis.

The guards stared at the group, clearly taken aback. 

It was a fine calculus. Would their inherent fear and respect for seekers stem their words? Would their curiosity compel them to speak? Would Sisu’s confidence allay their suspicions? Would their lack of manacles cause alarm?

Acharsis hung his head and did his best to appear defeated. It didn’t take much effort. Shuffling and limping, he passed the guards, and then gazed up the broad steps with dismay.

“You,” said Sisu. “And you. Help this prisoner up the steps. Hurry.”

Acharsis stared at the steps. Waited. He imagined a dice spinning on its corner, round and round. 

Hands reached under his arms, disengaging him from Annara. Two men flanked him, one hesitant, the other unnecessarily rough. Acharsis resisted the urge to give them his wry thanks, then grunted as they began to haul him up the steps. It was all he could do to put his good foot underneath him as they climbed, hopping and gasping as his broken leg knocked against the stone.

When they reached the fourth level, Sisu strode forward without dismissing Acharsis’ escorts. This floor was busier, which strangely made it safer; everyone who noticed them assumed that someone else would have called them out if they shouldn’t have been there. They marched quickly down two hallways and then climbed a fifth set of stairs.

“Very good. Return to your posts,” Sisu said once they had reached the top. 

Acharsis’ guards bowed deeply and hurried back down the steps.

“Now,” Sisu said quietly. “What, by Nekuul’s withered paps, is our plan?”

“Jarek’s room,” said Acharsis. “Get us there.”

“And then?”

“Then?” Acharsis laughed, though it was more of a wheeze. “Then we’re going to take out the seekers.”

“Oh,” Sisu said, blinking as if he had been hit on the head. “Of course. How foolish of me to ask. And how are we going to do that?”

“Mostly luck,” Acharsis admitted. “And some of your talent. Can you take control of the dead as we pass them?”

“Yes,” said Sisu. “I can. But even a dozen armed dead won’t stand a chance against seekers.”

“Just do it. It won’t be just the dead we’ll be throwing against them.”

“What else?” asked Annara.

Acharsis looked at Kish. “We’ve got a godsblooded Scythian to add to the mix. Ready to release some aggression?”

Kish nodded. “Ready.”

“Then, let’s go. Lead the way, Sisu.”

It wasn’t far to the warded room. A large bronze-bound door stood at the end of the hall, its surface covered with eldritch runes. They passed six dead guards, all of whom fell in behind their group without hesitation. It was unnerving to hear the guards’ solid tread behind him, and Acharsis was just beginning to feel cautiously optimistic when another patrol stepped out of a room to their right.

A deathless was walking at their fore.

Both groups froze.

“Who are you?” asked the deathless, his voice like the winter wind.

Sisu had shrunk back half a step. Acharsis wanted to push him forward, to do something to bolster his courage, but any action would betray them altogether. It was all on Sisu.

“I am Seeker Omash,” Sisu said, his voice quavering. “Move aside.”

The deathless quirked his head to one side, then the other, his mask gleamed in the torchlight. It was exquisitely formed. The alabaster curves were inlaid with black lines like smoke rising from an extinguished candle; its eye sockets were pitch dark, its mouth a slit. It was elegant, refined, ineffably cruel.

The deathless looked past Sisu at the rest of them. “Where are you taking these people, Seeker Omash?”

“You question me?” Sisu drew himself up. “Should I drag you back to Uros to have your loyalties examined?”

Acharsis held back a wince. That was the wrong approach.

“Let us summon Seeker Sillush,” the deathless said. 

“Move aside,” Sisu said, the tone of his voice growing slightly more shrill.

“Do you refuse to come?”

Acharsis saw the violence coming a second before it erupted. He bit down the urge to cry out a warning, a cry that would only summon more guards, and went instead to haul Sisu back out of harm’s way.

The deathless had managed to draw half of his sword when he froze.

Sisu had raised his hand, fingers curved into twitching claws, and was holding it before the deathless’ mask. 

Slowly, ever so slowly, the deathless resumed drawing his blade. Another inch slid free.

“Undeath in dying, death through liberation, soul corrupted and safeguarded, vouchsafed by our mistress and everlasting empress, corruption abstained, flesh atemporal, eyes that are closed, soul that is pinned, mind that is flayed, tongue that is slit.” Sisu leaned forward as if into a strong wind, one hand moving to hover over the deathless’ brow. “Body adumbrate, spirit harrowed by darkness, I compel you by Nekuul’s dread majesty to kneel.”

The deathless’ frame shivered. He drew his blade another inch, and then, like a dockside building collapsing in jerks into the water, he lowered down to one knee and pushed his blade back into its scabbard.

“By Scythia’s red sword,” breathed Kish. “Sisu!”

The young Nekuulite kept his hand outstretched, his focus locked on the deathless staring up at him. “Hurry. I can’t control him much longer.”

Acharsis began to hobble down the hall. “Come! Bring him to the warded room! Now!”

As one, they hurried toward the bronze-bound door. 

“This is what we’re going to do,” Acharsis gasped, hopping forward, one hand on the wall. “Sisu, go in first with the dead and the deathless. Talk for a moment, tell them something bizarre to throw them off-guard, then attack. Kish, come in right behind them. Do what you do best. Annara and I will try to free Jarek.”

Sisu nodded and took hold of the doorhandle. He took a deep breath and then hauled it open, stepping inside immediately, the deathless at his heels. The dead soldiers followed them, filing into the small room.

“Who are you?” That sounded like Sillush.

“Empress Irella sent me,” Sisu said smoothly. “She wants to know which of you stole her undergarments.”

“I - what?”

“Now, Kish!” Acharsis said, and she drew her hammer and rushed into the room.

Acharsis poked his head in through the doorway. It was hard to make out the fight; there were too many bodies moving in too confined a space. Everyone was dressed in black, and that confusion served their side well, as all Sisu and Kish had to avoid doing was striking each other.

Green fire flashed, then again, and the deathless’ robes erupted in flame. He moved with terrible grace, cutting down one seeker, then a second. 

Kish rushed forward with a cry of defiance. Sillush backed away, threw up a hand, and hurled a glowing skull at her, only for Sisu’s dead to intercept it, four of them collapsing into a jumble of bones when they were hit.

Jarek was chained in the center of the room. Acharsis lowered himself to one knee and crawled forward, dragging his wounded leg. He heard a bellow, then the sound of flesh being cut. The deathless collapsed across Acharsis’ leg, acrid smoke rising from his torched body. Acharsis let out a scream and rolled onto his back, reaching down to push the deathless off, only to find him surprisingly light. His mask had cracked in two and fell apart as he shoved it away, revealing a horrific visage: sockets plugged with tar, lips torn off, green smoke rising from the deathless’ open mouth.

“Acharsis!” Jarek called. 

“Hold on, hold on. My leg’s broken.” 

He resumed crawling. He heard Kish let out a cry, but not of pain - it was one of anger unleashed. Another seeker collapsed to the floor, his forehead stoved in like the side of a barrel. 

Acharsis reached Jarek’s side. A wicked burn had engulfed his shoulder – in the shape of a hand - but otherwise, he was unhurt. 

“Akkodaisis has the keys,” Jarek said, giving one of the chains a frustrated tug. “Damn.” Acharsis examined the iron links. They were thick, crude, and bolted to the floor. The lock was a wondrous and bulky object as big as his fist, with a keyhole wide enough for him to stick his finger inside. Acharsis did so and wiggled his finger around, feeling a simple mechanism. 

“Hold!” cried Sillush. He had backed into a corner, Kish standing before him with her hammer raised. “Wait!”

Kish didn’t look away. “Acharsis?”

“Can you open this lock?”

“No.” Sillush spoke with obvious reluctance. “I could perhaps melt it with Nekuul’s flame, but –”

Acharsis gave Kish a nod, and she lunged forward, bringing her hammer down on Sillush’s upraised arms. He cried out and clutched the head of the hammer, somehow stopping it mid-descent. Flames wreathed his hands, and the bronze hammer head began to glow as if it had been plunged into a furnace, and then it ran, large dollops of liquid metal dropping to the floor.

Sillush stiffened with a gasp; a knife had appeared in his chest. He let out a dry croak and released Kish’s hammer, then touched the dagger with fingers encased in cooling bronze. 

They all turned to look at where Annara was standing just inside the doorway, expressionless, one arm still outstretched from hurling the knife.

“My empress,” Sillush whispered, and collapsed to the floor.

“Get Ishi and close the door,” Acharsis said to Annara.

“Not all the way,” said Sisu. “Leave it cracked. Closing the door will complete the wards, draining all of you of your strength.”

“Yes,” said Acharsis. “What he said. And, damn. What a throw!”

Annara laughed, a panicked sound, as she dragged Ishi inside and then pulled the door closed till there was barely a hairline crack. “I was aiming for his head.”

“Jarek,” Kish said, moving to his side. She reached out to his wounded shoulder, then drew her hand back. “What happened?”

“That’s what I want to know,” Jarek said, looking from one of them to the next. “Ishi?”

“Not well,” Annara said, touching her fingers to the old woman’s neck. “She’s fading fast.”

“Everybody, breathe,” said Acharsis. “This may not look like it, but we’re in the safest place in all of this damned ziggurat.” He sank to the floor. “I need a beer.”

“I can’t believe that worked,” Sisu said. He was staring down at the deathless.

“What’s the plan, Acharsis?” asked Jarek.

“Why does everybody keep saying that to me?” Acharsis closed his eyes, trying to ignore the pain that was seeking to engulf his thoughts. 

“He wants to turn you into a god,” Kish said. “He wants to destroy Akkodaisis and take control of Rekkidu.”

“There’s a fair amount of improvisation going on here,” Acharsis admitted, eyes still closed, riding the waves of pain. “I’m trying to stay one step ahead of complete disaster, and thus far? It’s working.”

He could almost feel Jarek nodding thoughtfully. Just having the man back in their group was a huge relief. His calming presence, his authority, were truly a godsend. “Where do we go from here, then?”

“We’ve accomplished the impossible already.” Acharsis opened his eyes and regarded the others. “We’ve made it into this room. We’ve killed the seekers. We’ve evaded capture. But, as much as I hate to say it, that was the easy part.”

The others groaned, and he held up a hand. “But, think. My demon has already struck. Her doom laid us low in Akkodaisis’ throne room. We’re free of her malign influence now, free to forge our own fate from here on out. That’s good.”

“Perhaps,” said Jarek. “Now, explain your plan.”

“Very well. Gather close, children.” Acharsis wrestled down the pain, the nausea, the fear, the doubt, the panic, and smiled, if only for their benefit. “This is what we’re going to do next.”

 

 

 

Chapter 18

 

 

 

Jarek fought the storm of emotions roiling inside his chest. He had to stay calm and focused. He had to reserve his strength and energy for when it would count, but he was being battered by alternating waves of hope and despair, incredulity and certainty. One moment, he could all but envision Akkodaisis falling before him; the next, he wanted to groan and cover his face. 

And yet, was it not better to have some hope? Some chance at success, no matter how slim? 

He inhaled deeply and thought of the depths of rock beneath the ziggurat, striving to meld his mind with the vast stillness of the earth, to become one with Alok’s realm. This meditative practice had been easy once, when he was guided by Alok’s wisdom. Now? 

His breathing slowed. He was alone in the warded chamber. The baleful runes glowed their sickly radiance, leaching him of his strength, his impossible vitality. He tried his best to ignore them, allowing his thoughts to run through him, like dust slipping between his fingers, not seeking to hold on to them, but letting them go till they were spent of their own accord.

Kish’s lips had felt full and soft against his own when she’d said goodbye, the last of their group to leave the chamber. He’d yearned to reach up and cup her face, hold her tight, but she’d slipped away. The memory of her lips lingered, and then he let it go. 

Then he thought of the cries and yells that had followed the discovery of the seekers’ bodies in the hall outside. Thought of how Sisu had demanded reinforcements and then hidden, allowing the death watch and the leeches who had come running to draw their own conclusions. Jarek had heard it all. The presence of the deathless’ corpse had brought home to them all how terrible the fight had been. The seekers’ corpses had been thrown down the corpse chute, and guards had been placed outside the door.

Leaving Jarek alone.

Which was exactly what Acharsis had hoped for: solitude, with nobody inspecting his chains and manacles, looking too closely to see if they were of a sound state or not. 

Again, Jarek inhaled and let his thoughts drift away. The last hours of the night had drifted by, the silence within the ziggurat so profound that it ached. Only the dead were guarding him now. They could guard him for eternity. 

Was it dawn yet? The crowds would be gathering in the great courtyard, filling it from wall to wall – an ocean of humanity, faces raised toward the high sanctum where Akkodaisis would stand, far above them all. Thousands upon thousands of people, the faithful and the heretical, the curious and the devout. All of Rekkidu’s people, from the greatest noble to the lowest beggar. Waiting, watching, listening to the sermons but thinking only of the sacrifices to come.

The spilling of blood and the consequent transference of power. 

Soon, now. He couldn’t hear anything, but he thought he felt a dull thrumming through the rock itself. His imagination, assuredly. Not even the cries of ten thousand people could move this stone. Still, he felt it – the softest of shivers, as if Alok was breathing once more in the depths of the ziggurat.

The door opened, and two leeches stepped forward. One was an elderly man with receding hair, a weak chin and a conciliatory smile; the other was stern and aloof, with a face as cold and uncompromising as a hand ax. 

“Dawn is upon us,” said the stern man. “Son of Alok, your appointed hour is here.”

“Good,” said Jarek. “My knees aren’t what they used to be.”

The older man laughed. “A trivial concern, I’d imagine, compared with what faces you? Or are you putting up a bold front, determined to appear brave despite the knocking of your knees?”

“I would like to explore this topic further,” said Jarek. “Unchain me so we can converse at our ease.”

The older man chuckled. “As you command! Shall we release him, Rexashas?”

“Stop playing the fool, Yesu,” said his companion. “We are here to cleanse you and escort you to your death. Do you plan to prove difficult?”

“No,” said Jarek.

“Very well,” said Rexashas. 

He began the ritual, praying and drawing a circle around Jarek. It took half an hour, and when he was done, he snapped his fingers. Two deathless stepped into the room and moved to Jarek’s side. They drew their blades and pressed the edges to Jarek’s throat as death watch guards entered and unbolted his chains from the floor.

“Now, we’re going to climb to the sanctum,” said Rexashas. “I imagine you know the way well.”

“Up,” said Yesu.

Jarek rose to his feet, moving carefully so as not to jostle the blades at his neck. The guards took his chains and pulled him forward, and the eaters moved to stand behind him.

“It’s been twenty years,” said Rexashas. “But the time has come for you to meet with divinity once more.”

They led him up. Jarek made no attempt to resist. He stared straight ahead, ignoring the stares and whispers that trailed in his wake. The guards were as curious as scribes, all of them stopping to watch a demigod being led to his death.

Each staircase brought him closer to the outside of the ziggurat as it sloped toward the center, and each new level raised the volume of the chanting from outside. Thousands of people. Tens of thousands, even, one of the greatest crowds ever assembled on the face of this wicked earth. Uros’ rituals would dwarf it, and perhaps the greatest gatherings in Magan, but this was a testament to Irella’s might, her planning, her control. The gathering of every human in the area to witness the anointing of one of her lords.

They reached the final staircase, the highest level. Braziers were burning, filling the air with incense. Flames leaped and set the figures depicted in the mosaics to dancing. The chanting outside was a constant and muted roar. Guards were watching him from every side, hands on the hilts of their weapons, ready for his final act of defiance. 

Jarek ignored them and turned to the broad steps. They rose to the peak of the ziggurat and then into the sanctum. 

His skin crawled. Above him, the world of man melted into the world of spirit. He could sense it – the fraying of the fabric of reality. The incursion of magic.

Nekuul was awaiting him, and he would not be brought to her stumbling and prodded. Before anybody could speak, he began to climb, breathing deeply, eyes locked on the top of the steps. His whole body was thrumming with tension and fear, determination and focus. 

It was time to meet the goddess.

Jarek walked up into the sanctum, where the air swirled with green vapors and felt gelid and slick against his skin. He was as much in the netherworld here as he was in the empire, and it felt eerily like being underwater. Even the flames burning in the braziers that lined the walls appeared muted and fey, undulating with oily slickness instead of flickering freely.

The sanctum was small, little more than a high-ceilinged room, its walls adorned with countless carvings that writhed as if they were alive. He saw skeletons moving across the walls, piles of bones climbing higher and then toppling, demons cavorting, an endless lines of souls waiting to be admitted to Nekuul’s realm. Countless depictions of the netherworld carved into the walls and moving as if they were alive.

Eyes wide, Jarek gazed at the altar. It was bone white and glistened like cartilage. Implements and objects of worship were scattered across its surface - including his Sky Hammer - but his gaze was torn up to the form that was swirling and eddying above it. It hovered in mid-air, coalescing and dissipating, smoldering green smoke shot through with lineaments of gold.

Nekuul.

The goddess.

He fell to his knees. His devotion to Alok, his bitter enmity with Irella, his planned resistance – none of it mattered. This was Nekuul, empress of the netherworld, mistress of the dead, lady of the final rest, the ultimate arbiter of all quarrels and home of all hopes. No matter what plots and ploys were orchestrated in her name, she was above them, her majesty untouched by the foulness of her minions, and he could do no more than pay obeisance to her divinity.

The swirling above was only a fragment of her totality, quiescent for now, held in potential above the altar. Her focus was not yet fully on this sanctum. A way had been opened, but the goddess had yet to manifest fully.

Even so, he felt his soul shudder within its fleshy sleeve. Felt the pull of death. The gates to the netherworld had been thrown wide open, and the moorings and tethers that held his spirit to the world of the living had grown weak. Minor wounds could kill, sicknesses blossom and overwhelm. Suicidal urges could be coaxed into lethal fullness.

It was only with effort that he could turn his head toward the great archway that led out to the exterior of the sanctum, to the platform on which Akkodaisis was standing, arms raised as he basked in the adulation of the masses below. Green fires were burning in bowls set along the edges of the platform, illuminating him in hellish hues, and he seemed to be an avatar of Nekuul come to usher the world into damnation. 

To one side knelt the godsbloods. One of them was Elu, but Jarek couldn’t tell which. There were four of them, hands bound behind their backs, their eyes glazed. None of them harbored any hope of salvation at this late hour, and Jarek couldn’t blame them.

The chanting reached a crescendo. Priests led the masses from the lower levels, calling out the holy phrases for them to roar back at the ziggurats the liturgy neared its finale. The rhythm was quicker now, coming like the aftershocks of an earthquake in quick succession, pounding at the ziggurat like great winds. 

And through it all, Akkodaisis remained still, with his arms raised. Drinking it in. Glorying in the moment. 

Jarek stared at the creature that had been his younger brother. When should he strike? His Sky Hammer was lying across the altar. He’d have to shed his chains, take five steps to reach it, snatch it up and attack Akkodaisis from behind, all before the deathless at his back could react. 

Damn. The simplicity of the plan had seemed an asset until now. How was he supposed to move without having his head shorn from his shoulders?

He looked behind him and up. The ivory masks of his twin guards were glowing luridly, reflecting the energies of the goddess. Would they be empowered by her presence? Undoubtedly, Jarek decided. Yesu and Rexashas had moved to stand on either side of the archway, hands clasped together, heads bowed as they joined in with the chanting. 

Memories swamped him again: memories of Alok, of his devotions, of his boundless confidence in his golden future. 

Jarek felt bands of tightness begin to squeeze around his chest as the chanting to Nekuul continued to rise in fervor. The volume was squeezing the air out of his lungs. 

Calm down, he told himself. Focus. 

But he couldn’t. This was the very nexus of his every failing, the graveyard of his god. Where Nekuul now hovered in her imperial viridian glory, Alok had once manifested, golden and crimson and umber. 

But he was dead now. Jarek had failed his god, had fled Irella’s ambush like a coward. And now he was to die inside his very own sanctum.

Jarek squeezed his eyes shut as pain began to smolder behind his eyes. His body shook. He wanted to rock, to break his stillness, but he knew that even a slight move might draw the ire of the deathless. 

He had to do something. He had to act. But what should he do? Nothing was obvious. Lurch forward for his hammer? Break his bonds and throw himself at the deathless? Scream at Akkodaisis, get his attention? 

That was all pointless.

Jarek’s breath was coming in sharp gasps. He was too old for this. He’d waited too long. He’d spent his life hiding in the mountains, wasting all those years, losing his edge. What little power Alok’s faithful granted him paled before what was required of him. Any moment now, he’d be pulled forward and slaughtered. His blood would soak the stones, and his spirit would be consumed by his younger brother in his bid for ascendancy.

He was a failure.

Jarek couldn’t even lift his head. The pain was splitting him in two, and he wanted more than anything to fall onto his side and curl into a ball. 

This was the moment of truth, and there was nothing he could do.

 

 

 

Chapter 19

 

 

 

Acharsis stared up at the sanctum. They were four levels below it, standing on the corner of the ziggurat, anonymous in their priests’ robes and bunched together. Sisu, Kish, and himself. Annara was hidden in a supply room with Ishi, out of harm’s way. No matter her determination, this was no place for a normal human.

No, the madness that was about to ensue was fit only for godsbloods and demigods.

“What’s going on?” whispered Kish. “When’s he going to strike?”

“Has to be now,” Sisu said. “The Chant of Decay is finishing.”

“Come on, Jarek.” Acharsis was staring so hard at Akkodaisis that the distant figure was almost swimming in his vision. He willed Jarek to rise up behind him. “Come on!”

The ocean of humanity below was swaying and shaking with the intensity of their faith – a sea of faces to rival even the Khartisian, packed shoulder to shoulder, filling the courtyard, exultant and feverish and hallucinatory after a night filled with prayer, devotion, and ceremony. 

The ziggurat was lit up by a thousand torches. It was a bonfire of stone, the green flames giving everything a hellish cast. Nearly two hundred death watch guards were standing across all the levels, their iron weapons gleaming. Here and there, deathless were drifting through their ranks like bad dreams, their ivory masks gleaming in the torchlight. They were the stuff of nightmares. 

“Come on,” Kish whispered, taking hold of Acharsis’ arm and squeezing it tight. “Come on!”

He knew she was speaking to Jarek. Willing him to appear, just as he was. But nothing happened.

The chanting peaked in a final roar, and then the courtyard fell quiet. Above them, Akkodaisis lowered his arms at long last, and the flames rising from the bowls that surrounded him rose higher, each of them now a wavering green tongue a yard tall. Behind him, a nebulous mist was emanating from the sanctum itself, spreading out through the archway and shrouding Akkodaisis.

“Nekuul is manifesting,” whispered Sisu. “It’s too late.”

“No,” said Acharsis. He bit his lower lip. Damn this broken leg! Even splinted, even though he had a makeshift crutch anchored beneath his arm, it rendered him as lethal as a drunken lamb. 

Everyone was gazing at the sanctum. Everyone but the deathless, he saw. They were still combing the ranks with their dead eyes.

Akkodaisis’ voice pealed out like thunder from the heavens. “Hear me, oh Nekuul, and know that I am your most abject and loyal worshiper, your most sincere slave. I reside in the palm of your hand and would give of myself unto you if there was anything of me that was not yours already.”

“All right,” said Acharsis. “This is going to get messy. You both ready?”

Sisu tore his eyes away. “What are you doing?”

“This,” said Acharsis. 

He hobbled forward and took a deep breath. Once, his calls had echoed across whole battlefields, his voice made thunderous Ekillos’ blessings. Once, he had been able to sing all night and the day after, to revel as his companions fell and continue as more joined him and then fell again. His voice had been a thing of beauty, an instrument of the gods, a source of wonder and legend.

No longer. Those days were gone. But he could still bellow like a dream rhino in heat. “Akkodaisis!”

His cry split the silence. Akkodaisis, about to launch into his next verse, paused. 

Everyone turned to stare at Acharsis: the twenty guards standing on his level; the ones below, the ones above. Thousands of eyes in the crowd turned to scrutinize him. The deathless. The leeches. 

Akkodaisis, wreathed in Nekuul’s green mist, narrowed his eyes. 

“Akkodaisis!” Acharsis’ mind scrambled for words. “I’ve come with a message for you, from Ekillos himself!” 

There. Yelling the name of a dead god in the midst of Nekuul’s most holy rite should get them going. 

“He told me you’re a bed wetter, a rough and hairy dung beetle, and that your concept of Nekuul is that of a skull you’d stick your cock into if you could only find your shriveled prick with both hands!”

Nobody moved.

“Shit,” he heard Sisu say very quietly behind him.

The deathless were the first to react. Like snakes exposed to the sun after a frosty night, they turned slowly toward him, drawing their blades, taking subtle steps in his direction. They were merely awaiting a command to give vent to their violence.

“Get ready now,” Acharsis said to his two companions.

“Ready for what?” Kish moved up beside him, hammer in hand. “To fight over two hundred living and dead soldiers, dozens of deathless, scores of leeches and Nekuul herself?”

“Yes,” Acharsis replied. “That.”

Laughter rose in isolated spirals from the audience, and that more than anything spurred Akkodaisis to action. He pointed a long finger at Acharsis. “Seize that fool,” he whispered, a whisper that carried to every corner of the compound. “Seize him and bring him to me.”

The twenty guards on their tier began to approach, four across, their amazement cooling into flinty determination. Those on the level above moved to the edge and stared down, spears held aloft. 

“All right, Sisu. You’re up.”

“Me?” Sisu’s voice nearly broke. “What?”

“The dead. Seize them!”

“I can’t. Not with so many leeches, with Nekuul here -”

Acharsis reached back without looking, seized Sisu by the front of his robe, and yanked him forward. “No arguing. This is the moment of truth. Take that terror that’s liquefying your bowels and do something.”

Sisu shook him off and pressed his thumbs against his eyes. His face had grown pallid, and his whole body was shaking. He pressed harder against his eyes until Acharsis thought he’d rupture them. 

Kish moved forward to stand before the death watch, who paused when she disrobed to reveal a plain-sleeved dress. The men at the front gaped at the beauty that had appeared as if by magic before them, then took a half-step back as Kish raised her hammer overhead and began to whirl it around by the thong, faster and faster, till it blurred in the air. 

But the moment passed. There were too many guards, too many people watching them. Their own lord and goddess were observing their behavior, so they laughed darkly and rushed forward, spears lancing at Kish’s chest as the guards above them hurled their spears down at her.

Kish didn’t wait. She dove forward into a roll, crashed into the knees of the foremost man, skimmed under his spear point, and knocked him off his feet as she came up behind the first rank. 

A deathless leaped from three levels above them. He sailed out into the night, knees hugged to his chest, and then he fell, arms extended, wickedly curved blade keening through the air, to land lightly in front of Acharsis. 

More were leaping down. Soon, they’d be swamped.

A spear careened toward Acharsis. He swayed aside only to feel a pang of horror as he heard it cut into Sisu. The youth let out a scream, staggered, then resumed his fevered praying. 

The deathless stalked forward. Behind it, Kish was a vortex of violence, swinging her hammer as she dove amongst the guards, using the lengths of their spears against them. 

“All right, listen,” Acharsis said, backing away from the deathless. “Let’s talk about this. Be reasonable. I can understand if you think I went too far just then.”

The deathless’ blade snaked out and cut Acharsis’ crutch in half. He nearly fell, but managed to catch himself against the side of the ziggurat. “Bastard. That was uncalled for.”

Sisu screamed again, and Acharsis glanced behind him to see a death watch guard looming over the youth, his spear sunken into Sisu’s back, driving him to the ground. Another six guards were approaching, their faces dark and murderous.

“Ekillos?” Acharsis leaned against the side of the ziggurat. “This would be a good time for a miraculous recovery.”

Kish screamed, and Acharsis saw her go down. Desperate, he looked up to where Akkodaisis was standing. Come on, Jarek! Now!

Nothing happened.

The deathless slipped forward, hand outstretched to seize Acharsis’ robe as it held its blade threateningly overhead. 

Then it froze.

Sisu’s whispers suddenly bottomed out into a deep and resonating boom. Acharsis felt a wave of power pass through him, an invisible pulse that caused every hair on his body to stand on end. The huge crowd below screamed, and Acharsis tore his eyes away from the deathless to see Sisu rising from the ground. Not standing. Rising, as if he were being lifted by invisible hands. Blood was still pouring from his spear wounds, but it wasn’t soaking into his clothing or spraying across the floor; it was unspooling into the air like ink into water. 

Sisu’s eyes were glowing green. His skin had stretched tight over his skull, his lips were pulled back from his teeth, and his voice continued to resonate in that deep register, primal and terrifying, as if the darkest cavern in the world had suddenly been given voice.

The guard behind him let out a cry of terror and stabbed up at him with a spear. The blade sank four inches into Sisu’s side, and when the man yanked it free, more blood began to unfurl into the air.

Sisu kept chanting.

“What…?” Acharsis pressed back against the ziggurat. Godsblood. Irella’s own son. That was the only explanation.

The dead had all ceased their approach. Instead, as one, they turned their heads to stare at the death watch guards at their sides. 

Who immediately realized what was going on. 

“No,” said one of the guards. “Wait. Stop.”

The dead lifted their spears and attacked.

The ziggurat seemed to convulse. Dead soldiers threw themselves at the death watch, who, caught by surprise, began to fall quickly before the onslaught.

Acharsis turned to the deathless at his side. The deathless stood frozen, hand outstretched, his bone mask gleaming in the green light of the torches. 

Kish had shaken off her attackers and risen to her feet, blood bright across her cheek. She stared in surprise, and then shook herself and raised her hammer. “Scythia!” Her hammer demolished the shoulder of the man to her left.

Sisu’s deep chanting continued, seeming to shake the stones. Screams engulfed the ziggurat as, everywhere, men battled the dead. 

Acharsis grinned maniacally. He scanned the levels, scanned the crowd, searching for his demon, looking for her dancing form, but he couldn’t find her.

Then a different sort of chanting filled the air. Acharsis pushed away from the wall and looked up. The leeches were descending the staircases toward him: a dozen of Irella’s priests, their voices raised in unison, their chants clashing with Sisu’s, dissonant and discordant. 

The dead closest to them stopped attacking the guards.

“Damn,” said Acharsis. What could he do to help?

The leeches spread out, moving out across the levels and taking different stairs down, and everywhere they went, the dead were bent to their will. Sisu’s influence was shrinking. 

Guards from above hurled more spears down at the levitating youth. Most missed; some hit. Those either remained embedded in his flesh or fell free, but more and more blood was pouring out into the air, so much of it that Sisu now seemed to be surrounded by crimson serpents.

“Sisu! The deathless! Send them against Akkodaisis!”

Sisu raised a hand. A spear slammed through it, passing clear through his palm, leaving a ragged hole that caused his middle fingers to crumple. Sisu seemed not to care. He pointed his ruined palm at the levels above him, and his eyes glowed an incendiary green.

The deathless at Acharsis’ side crouched and leaped straight up. 

Acharsis craned his head to follow the deathless’ progress and saw the other deathless doing the same: hopping back up the levels, all of them converging on Akkodaisis.

The leeches screeched, their voices breaking, and as one turned to the deathless, trying to contain them, control them. Some of the deathless stalled and collapsed. The others continued their manic ascent.

A dozen of them, Acharsis guessed. A dozen of the masked terrors. They leaped up and landed amidst the burning bowls, each rising from his crouch, blades held out to their sides, facing their former lord.

Silence spread through the vast crowd, and Acharsis saw eyes go wide and hands move to cover mouths. Everybody was watching the spectacle above, the confrontation in front of the sanctum. The guards, the leeches – everyone turned to stare. 

Kish lowered her hammer.

And, as one, the deathless leaped to attack Akkodaisis.

 

 

 

Chapter 20

 

 

 

Jarek was an anvil, and hammers of doubt and despair pounded at his frame. His every fault line was under incredible pressure. It took all his strength to just lift his head, to rouse himself from the abyss into which he was falling and witness the miracle.

 A woman was hovering above the altar. 

Nekuul, empress of the netherworld.

She was wreathed in green fire, circles of which were rotating around her, fluctuating and overlapping, dappling her with emerald hues. She was clothed in a mourning robe, homespun and rough, which hung lightly from her pale shoulders. She was hooded, but he could make out her face, illuminated by her flames. Her full lips looked like the petals of a venomous flower, and her eyes were half-lidded and gleaming coldly like jewels. Hers was a beauty as remote as the grave - and then he blinked, and in that interstice, that flickering moment of darkness while his eyes were closed, he saw her hovering in the void before him, nothing but a skeleton.

Jarek gasped. He opened his eyes and saw her human guise, her fair form. His heart thundered. The weight of her presence was crushing, but she ignored him. Her gaze was directed toward the platform outside the sanctum.

A platform on which Akkodaisis was standing, surrounded by a dozen deathless. His twin guards moved past him to complete the circle, hemming the dead lord in from all sides.

But Jarek existed now as much in Nekuul’s netherworld as in Rekkidu. The radiance of Nekuul’s flames illuminated cores of bright light within each deathless, spikes of flame that surged and bit but remained tightly bottled within their center. Thin tethers of light extended from those cores to disappear down below. 

Akkodaisis didn’t raise his arms, didn’t fall into a combat stance. Instead, he turned to Nekuul and bowed his head low.

She lifted one arm. Jarek blinked, and for that brief duration it was bone, her hand a confection of ivory twigs. Then he opened his eyes again and saw her pale flesh once more. She curled her fingers and beckoned, and the tethers snapped. They faded from sight, and the deathless lowered their blades.

Now. 

Jarek worked the weakened manacles, exerted what little strength the people’s faith in Alok had bestowed upon him, and snapped the chains that bound him. He rose to his feet and swayed. 

His Sky Hammer lay inches beneath Nekuul’s bare feet. All he had to do was reach below her and snatch it up. 

Jarek laughed. To defeat her servants in her presence? He might as well seek to wrestle a mountain into submission.

Nekuul heard him, and the empress of death turned to regard him with her cold eyes. They were a black so true, they seemed to drink the light. Jarek’s laughter died in his throat. 

Her attention settled upon him, a tangible weight. The world around him - the walls of the sanctum, the archway and Akkodaisis - flickered and faded away. In their place, unimaginably vast vistas opened up around him – an impossible landscape composed of hills of bone and clouds of dark smoke, roiling as if they had been lashed into a fury. Bells tolled from far away, their resonant peals causing his soul to shudder with sorrow.

The souls of the dead wended their way about the base of the hills, drifting as one great mass toward some unseen destination hidden in the fog. Jarek stared at them in horror. So many. He had not thought death had undone so many. Hollow eyed and still, they moved silently past him like a pale flood.  

He was standing atop a small hill formed of gray dirt like ashes, so fine that it was lifted like mist when a cold wind blew past them. Nekuul hovered before him above her altar, and now a corona of burning bones extended from behind her head, pointing in all directions. With her regard weighing upon him, he could do little else but drop to one knee.

Son of Alok. 

Jarek dry-swallowed. “Empress Nekuul.”

She raised her hand, and his very essence surged within him. He gasped, inhaling deeply of the frigid air, and saw light extend from within him. Pale light like the gold seen at dawn emerged from beneath his skin into a complex pattern all around him, like string interwoven between a child’s fingers.

It was not all gold. Long slashes of gray and green cut through it, swathes where the light dimmed and died. Jarek stared at it all, uncomprehending. The light had emerged from within him and surrounded him now on all sides, as complex as the constellations, ropes of fire extending from his chest, but he couldn’t divine their import.

Your soul, said Nekuul. The fabric of your passage through time. 

Jarek raised his hand in wonder and touched a brilliant filament. It was like plucking the string of an instrument, but instead of music, he saw a memory: himself at the age of twelve, riding a horse for the first time. He heard that child’s wild laughter, felt again his terror and elation and the saddle slamming against him as he galloped, heard the pounding of the horse’s hooves - and then the memory faded.

All souls bear my mark, she said. Did she sound almost contemplative? My passage leaves a trace, and where I pass, the light of life dims. The loss of parents, children, lovers, friends, ideas, hopes, dreams and identities. But your soul is marked by an even greater loss.

Jarek raised his hand, then hesitated. Fear gripped him, squeezed his throat. His fingers hovered barely an inch from a dull, ashen strand. He grimaced, then forced himself to touch it.

This time, he saw a night outside his mountain home. The stars were brilliant overhead. Frost glittered on the grass, and the trees were harrowed and bare. He was sitting outside, shirtless, welcoming the chill, seeking the numbness, tears freezing in his beard. His whole being ached, was bruised, battered and bereft. 

Alok. He said the name over and over in his mind. His father, his maker, his center, his cause for being. Alok was dead.

Jarek snatched his hand back with a hiss. His grief that night had been raw and overwhelming; it was a memory of the first months after his escape. 

He scanned the filaments of his soul and saw that more than half of them were muted. Ruined. 

Her gaze was still fixed upon him. If you wish it, you may remain here, son of Alok. I shall guide you to your dead father. You may lie down beside him and rest for all eternity.

Jarek took a shuddering breath. This was what he had wanted. Oblivion, a return that promised an end to his pain. But there was something he had to do. Something that remained undone.

With his gaze enhanced by Nekuul, he explored the architecture of his soul. All the brilliance belonged to his early years. He moved past that and studied his ruined years. There, he found the glimmer of light that marked the first time he met Alassa and their two years of tender joy. Then he saw the sharp slash of darkness that had cut through his soul when she’d died.

On to the far reaches, the most recent memories. They were flickers of light. He touched one such bead of gold and saw Acharsis’ face lined with age, his eyes alive with devilry. He pulled his hand back and saw a greater glow, something bright and alive against the drabness.

With Nekuul watching, he touched it, and his ears were filled with moans. He felt Kish’s thighs sliding against his hips and saw her head thrown back as pleasure rushed through her, a climatic release that caused her whole frame to buck. Then he heard her laugh with delight and gasp with something akin to surprise and joy.

Jarek closed his hand into a fist, and the memory faded. Did the brilliance of the threads reflect happiness? Love? No; they couldn’t. He didn’t love Kish, not as he had loved Alassa. Then - life? Those precious hours in her dark room – he’d not felt that alive in years. 

Jarek swallowed again. He thought then of Annara, of Elu. Of their goal, their mission. He recalled Akkodaisis, and the deathless coming to heel.

“I yearn to see the face of my father.” His throat was dry, his voice a rasp. “But not yet. I would return to the world of the living.”

To what end? You are to be sacrificed on my altar.

“Even so. I would die fighting Akkodaisis.”

A gesture?

Jarek hesitated, trying to put his emotions into words. “More than that. I want to die fighting.”

Fighting for what?

“For my friends. For Alok. For myself. I know I can’t win against him, but it’s important that I try. I’ve wasted most of my life. I’ll not waste my death.”

Her lips curved into a smile. He blinked and saw yellowed canines in a bare skull; then her face returned. You wish to enter my land with your head held high. Very well. I shall give you that chance.

“Thank you.”

Nekuul waved her hand and a curlicue of smoke formed at her side, whorling and gathering as it grew into the shape of an ebon panther.

It was huge. Almost as large as an ox. Its head was broad, regal, its maw open to reveal milk white fangs, each of which was easily the length of one of Jarek’s fingers. Emerald eyes were fixed on him, and despite himself Jarek took a single step back.

“Soul panther,” he said, throat suddenly tight. 

Just one, said Nekuul. Defeat it and you shall ascend to the realm of the living once more. Let your need be your weapon. Your desire be your motivation.

“All right,” said Jarek, fighting to keep the skepticism from his voice. There wasn’t much ground on which to fight: the slopes of the small hill grew sharp only a few yards away in every direction, the very fineness of the dust no doubt making it incredibly slippery. 

“May I have a weapon?” He took another step back as the soul panther began to circle slowly to the left. Its eyes glowed in the gloom, and the very indolence of its movements somehow hinting at the explosive violence it was holding back.

Nekuul didn’t answer.

Jarek circled to the right, moving quickly so that the altar was between them, Nekuul a vertical spoke of divine horror above it. The panther didn’t seem bothered. It continued to pace, massive paws leaving no mark in the dust. 

Strangle it? Poke its eyes out? How was he supposed to fight the panther bare handed? Was Nekuul mocking him? No, her face was inscrutable, and taunting wasn’t her style. 

The panther burst forward. With one bound it was over the altar and falling upon him, its snarl horrifying, claws protruding from its paws.

Jarek threw himself desperately to the side, hitting the ground with his shoulder and coming up running. The panther was right behind him. With a cry Jarek threw himself against the base of the pillar, pressed his back to the carved stone, then rolled aside once more as the panther swiped at where he’d stood.

Slivers and shards of stone flew from where its claws scored the altar.

Jarek came to his feet, backed away panting, hands opening and closing as he yearned desperately for something to wield. A fragment of the altar? Trick the panther into breaking free a large, wickedly sharp shard? Impossible.

The panther leaped up easily onto the altar and crouched, Nekuul hovering above it. Jarek froze. Its next leap would spell his death. There was nowhere to run. Nothing to hide behind. He whipped a furious glance up at Nekuul. Her face was impassive. 

“Damn you,” he cried. “Make this a fair fight!”

The panther’s tail had been twitching from side to side, but suddenly it stilled.

“All right,” said Jarek, seeking to calm himself. He had no idea. No tactic in mind. A thousand pounds of soul panther was about to launch itself at him. He lowered himself into a crouch. No weapons. No terrain to take advantage of - no, that wasn’t quite true.

The soul panther leaped. Almost in slow motion Jarek saw the muscles of its haunches grow tense, then it sprang forward, both paws widening slightly to envelope him, mouth opening wide, its snarl terrifying.

Jarek didn’t hesitate. He fell backward, over the hill’s edge. Hit the steep slope and tumbled back, the panther passing through where he’d been standing. 

He rolled down in a plume of dust. The panther snarled in anger as it sought to steady its own descent, sliding down beyond him. Down they went, the netherworld spinning, and then they fell amidst the souls.

Pale legs. Threadbare robes. Torn sandals on ash smeared feet. Jarek rolled to a stop within the crowd, the panther’s snarls sounding close by. He had moments in which to act. Hide? No, it would scent him out. Flee? He couldn’t outrun it.

A hand reached down, and something tore within Jarek’s soul. He knew that hand. Had kissed its palm, let it cup his cheek, had held it, cherished it. He knew the slender fingers, its shape and texture.

Alassa. She was looking down at him, and in the depths of her dark eyes he saw stars shining. Jarek reached up and took her hand, and with fluid strength she pulled him to his feet.

He wanted the world to still. Time to stop. He wanted to take Alassa in his arms, to hold her close, to bury his face in her faded dark hair. To drown in her, to lose himself in his sorrow and joy.

But there was no time.

“Let your need be your weapon,” said Alassa.

“My -?” He shook his head. “I need you.”

“No, my love.” She smiled sadly. “Not any more.”

The souls behind her were being knocked aside as the panther charged. Seconds, fleeting precious moments - what did he need? To return. To live. To fight.

Alassa took his hand and guided it into her chest. His hand entered her body and closed around a haft. Golden light spilled out from within her as he withdrew the Sky Hammer, shaped in aureate light, the spiritual counterpart to his earthly weapon.

Alassa stepped aside just as the soul panther leaped, a bolt of black lightning from the depths of the crowd.

Jarek screamed his denial. Grabbed the hammer with both hands and swung it from over his shoulder, his body twisting at the waist, all his strength behind the blow, his rage and love and pain powering his hammer as he hurled it.

The Sky Hammer spun through the air and collided with the panther in mid-leap. Punched through its chest, reducing it in an instant to swirls of living shadow which were blown away by the cold wind.

The crowd of souls closed ranks once more, their expressions blank. The panther was gone. Heaving for breath, Jarek whirled around but Alassa was gone. Panic seized him. He shoved aside those closest to him, pushing past them as he craned his neck and peered over their heads, searching, looking for her familiar face -

You have proven your need, Jarek. Go.

The netherworld fell away. The far reaches of fog and gloom, the endless tide of souls, the hills of bone and ash, to be replaced by the walls of the sanctum. The roar of the crowd was abrasive after the silence of the dead. He moved forward and closed his hand around the haft of the Sky Hammer. Lifting it, he turned to where Akkodaisis was still standing. Apparently, no time had passed during his visit to the netherworld. 

Akkodaisis looked as if he was about to give a command to the deathless, arms raised high once more, when he caught sight of Jarek. He glanced up at Nekuul, confused, and then laughed. The sound was cruel. “Disarm him,” he said to the deathless, “and bring him to me.”

Jarek tightened his grip on his hammer. There was no way he could defeat a dozen deathless, but wasn’t this what he’d come for? A chance to die fighting?

But the deathless didn’t move. They stood to the sides, watching, their masks gleaming in the virulent light.

Akkodaisis scowled. “Need I repeat myself? Disarm him!”

They remained still. 

Akkodaisis looked up at Nekuul, his eyes narrowing. “My empress? Why do you withdraw your favor? Tell me how I have offended, and I shall make redress!”

Nekuul had grown more insubstantial, her green flames wreathing and hiding her. She made no response.

“Looks like it’s just you and me, little brother,” Jarek said. 

As he walked forward, the archway loomed large in front of him. If he stepped through it, he would be in full view of the vast crowd below. His stomach clenched and his breath caught, but he growled and forced himself to stride ahead. He forced himself to leave his shame and doubt behind and emerged into the dawn.

Akkodaisis backed away from him, thrown off and unsure. Jarek stepped out onto the platform and moved to its far edge. Wary of his brother, he chanced a look below. The guards and the dead gazed back at him from the slopes of the ziggurat, and from beyond them, the people of Rekkidu. He was so high up, he could barely make out individual faces. Seized by impulse, he thrust the Sky Hammer aloft just as the first light of dawn crept over the horizon. 

The Sky Hammer seemed to catch it. Its interior, that latticework of amber gems caught in black stone, seemed to smolder with an inner fire. He thought he heard a thousand throats draw breath.

“The son of Alok has returned!” The voice broke the silence below, hoarse but powerful, and Jarek saw Acharsis hobble into view. “The son of Alok returns for justice! Praise him, for our hour of vengeance is at hand!”

The light within the Sky Hammer seemed to flicker a little brighter. Jarek felt his weariness fall away from him, felt his head clear. The bands of iron that had been cinched around his chest loosened, and strength flowed into his limbs. 

Instinct tore his attention away from the burning depths of his hammer, and he threw himself aside. Akkodaisis had taken up his executioner’s ax, a huge monstrosity of black iron, and swung it through where Jarek had been standing. No human could have wielded that ax or recovered so quickly from its swing. Though Nekuul might have withdrawn her favor and forced her deathless to remain neutral, clearly her might and Irella’s own blessing were still coursing through Akkodaisis’ limbs.

“In a way, I am pleased that this has come to pass,” Akkodaisis said, not at all winded by the effort of swinging the blade. “A chance to prove publicly that I am your better. To settle all doubts once and for all.”

“Is that so, little brother?” 

The platform was barely wide enough for them to circle. Jarek forced himself to ignore the great crowd below, the deathless looking on, and the godsbloods kneeling to one side, and stared at the wizened face of his enemy. 

“Has that been eating you up all these years?”

“Twenty years, I’ve ruled this city,” Akkodaisis said, the great ax held lightly before him. “Twice as long as you did. I’ve proven myself twice over to be the better ruler. And your death will cement that.”

“Too bad Nekuul told me she favored Irella,” Jarek said, and he immediately lunged forward, bringing his hammer down with both hands. It smote at Akkodaisis’ blade with a resounding clash, driving his brother back. Where it struck, it warped the metal.

“Lies,” Akkodaisis said, forcing himself away from the platform’s edge. “I feel her favor even now. This is her temple, and I am her appointed servant. We fight in her presence, and you will die!”

Jarek barely saw him coming. Akkodaisis leaped up, swung his ax overhead and brought it screaming down at Jarek’s head. Rather than block it, Jarek threw himself aside and heard rock shatter as the ax head crunched deep into the clay bricks. 

He didn’t have time to recover. His brother tore the ax free and swung it laterally around, nearly taking Jarek’s head off.

Jarek dove forward, rolled, came up to his feet and nearly fell off the edge of the platform. 

Akkodaisis was upon him. The executioner’s ax rained heavy blows down on him. Its iron edge was notched and battered, but Akkodaisis’ strength was such that it didn’t matter. Jarek grunted, fending off the blows with his hammer’s head, then backed away, giving ground.

Another flurry of blows, and Jarek was forced to retreat again. He wasn’t going to win like this. He couldn’t go toe to toe with his brother; he’d be hacked apart before he could land a blow.

He began to move more slowly. He barely blocked the attacks in time. He pretended that his strength was giving out and let one of the blows drive him down to one knee, his hammer knocked aside.

“There. A quick defeat, as is fitting.” Akkodaisis loomed over him. “Goodbye, Jarek.”

With a grunt, putting all his strength behind his swing and torquing from the hips, Jarek brought his Sky Hammer whistling around and up so he could pound it through his brother’s chest.

But he found his hammer stopped cold as Akkodaisis knocked it aside with his ax. 

“An obvious ploy. Did you think me so stupid? You’re too old, brother. Too slow. You cannot win.”

A cry rent the air, and somebody crashed into Akkodaisis from behind. A deathless? No, a young man, barely more than a boy. One of the godsbloods! The boy careened off Akkodaisis, but his blow caused the lord to stumble. 

Jarek roared and came to his feet, wrenching his hammer up. His brother backhanded the boy and sent him flying onto his back, and then barely parried Jarek’s blow moments before it would have smashed into his skull.

Faint screams and shouts filtered up from below. Jarek rose to the balls of his feet and put all his strength behind his hammer, its haft locked against the ax’s shaft. Akkodaisis growled, using both arms to hold the hammer away, but they were in plain sight of the crowd below. Jarek could vaguely hear Acharsis haranguing the people. 

With each passing moment, the hammer glowed brighter.

“You cannot win,” Akkodaisis insisted. “Rekkidu is surrounded by the dead. Thousands of them. I’m calling them to me even now.”

“I don’t care,” Jarek replied. The might of the mountains was beginning to coil through his shoulders, to bolster the strength of his arms. 

Akkodaisis was starting to sag beneath his assault. “All of your friends will die. Give in, and I will show them mercy.”

The roar from the crowd was building. The Sky Hammer was pulsing now with its inner flame, and Akkodaisis was forced to turn his face away.

“My empress!” The dead lord’s voice was riven with fear. “Help me! Help me now, and I promise you a river of unending deaths that will enrich your realm.”

“Fool,” Jarek grunted. “That’s not what she wants.”

“Shrines across the land, bones piled high -”

“It’s life that gives death meaning,” Jarek said. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Nekuul fading away into the green mist.

“No!” Akkodaisis’ body seemed to shrivel. “Ten thousand souls I will send you, and more each day!”

Jarek reared back, pulling his hammer free. Akkodaisis, off-balance, reached down to catch himself. His horrific features were distorted with panic as he stared at the abandoned altar.

“I won’t bother explaining it you,” Jarek said. “Your empress can tell you herself.” 

Then he swung his hammer into the side of Akkodaisis’ head. His brother’s skull burst into a hundred fragments, and a green flame streaked up to sear the air and then fade away.

The crowd’s chanting was immediately silenced. 

Jarek snatched down and clasped his brother’s robes with one hand. He lifted the corpse high overhead and turned to face Rekkidu.

“I am Jarek, son of Alok! Once your king, and now returned! The age of Irella and Akkodaisis has ended! The dead gods are stirring and once more will walk the land! See me, my people, and know that a new age is at hand! Cast down your false lords and worship Alok as your ancestors always have!”

And with that cry, he threw Akkodaisis up into the air, grasped his hammer with both hands, and pounded it into the corpse’s chest. Akkodaisis burst into fragments of bone and torn cloth, and golden flames enveloped them as they sailed out and dropped onto the levels below.

The stunned silence stretched out, and then Acharsis lifted his fist. “Jarek, son of Alok!”

A thousand throats took up his cry. “Jarek, son of Alok!” 

Again and again, they chanted his name, and in the depths of his soul, Jarek felt a god stir.

The sun crept above the horizon. Rays of light stretched suddenly across the land, and the Sky Hammer incandesced, burning brighter than any star, a conflagration of yellow fire that had not been seen in more than twenty years.

The earth shook. The very bones of the ziggurat heaved, and the crowd shrieked as they tottered and fell. Statues of Nekuul on every corner of the ziggurat toppled and smashed. Great carvings of Irella along the inside of the compound walls slipped free and crashed to the ground. Across Rekkidu, the sound of breaking stone filled the air as countless effigies were knocked down and broken.

Jarek never so much as lost his balance. He rode the waves that shook the earth, hammer held aloft. Each breath brought him more power, and he felt his skin harden, thicken, and crack. When he gazed down at his palm, he saw that a thin veneer of yellow rock now covered his skin, a shell that no blade could pierce, no hammer could sunder. 

His divine warform. The blessing of Alok, the shape of stone.

Jarek turned slowly.

Golden light was burning above the altar. The carvings in the wall, once sacred to Nekuul, had been effaced. The altar itself had transformed from bone-white to the buttery yellow of rough sandstone. Great drafts of air were pouring past him. 

A form manifested in the golden fire, broad-shouldered and ponderous, redolent of power and ancient might. It was a face both striking and familiar, indelibly etched into Jarek’s memory. 

The visage of a god. The face of his father.

He saw movement in the corner of his vision. The deathless, he realized. He turned slowly, burning hammer in hand. There were a dozen of them, their masks burnished to copper by the altar’s light. Their movements were uneasy. They all had their blades out. 

Twelve deathless. 

Jarek grinned and inhaled deeply. He felt his chest expand, felt his stone skin crack and then settle as he exhaled. “Come on, then,” he said. “Let me show you how it’s done.”

They attacked him all at once, darting forward like snakes. Jarek leaped high and soared up above them, spinning as he rose into the air. The cries of the crowd below lifted in wonder, and then he fell into the knot of deathless, his Sky Hammer lashing out in a circle that left aftertrails of golden streaks in the air.

And where his burning hammer connected, the deathless died. Their robes didn’t so much as catch fire as smolder away, eaten by an intense heat that shriveled them as their heads were pulverized by the force of his blows. 

He killed three with his first swing. They were moving as fast as they could, almost blurring in their attempts to avoid his blows, and he knew with absolute assurance that he’d never have been able to keep up with them before.

But now? He laughed, reversed his great hammer, and backhanded it through their ranks.

Blades scored his hide and skittered off, leaving not a mark. It would take a divine weapon to wound him now, and no matter how powerful these creations of Irella’s were, they didn’t have a chance.

Three more swings, and eight of them were down. The remnants of their bodies were strewn across the platform. 

The other four drew back, exchanged a look, and fled over the platform’s edge, as fleet as shadows as they coursed down the steps into the masses below.

Jarek raised his hammer, exultant, with power and savage joy suffusing him. The crowd roared its approval, and the sound was like rain on a desert floor. He could feel Alok growing more solid behind him, rousing himself from his decades-long death, fed and anointed by the worship and faith that was streaming up to them.

Jarek lifted his gaze toward the rising sun and froze. Beyond the walls of the city, an army was approaching. And such an army it was! In perfect ranks, they marched across the fields toward Rekkidu, their spears forming a forest above them. 

The dead.

Chariots ranged along their flanks and rumbled before them, their massive wheels blurring as they raced forward, pulled by teams of four horses each. Living archers were marching behind the spearmen in blocks so wide that Jarek knew the flight of their arrows would darken the skies. 

And in their center was a great palanquin, glittering golden in the dawn, ornate and vast, carried on the shoulders of nearly fifty slaves.

Golden Piamat, the fallen demigod of the sun god Qun, undead lord of Nusku.
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Chaos erupted. The death watch guards stood in confusion, some throwing down their weapons, others backing away into tight knots, many racing into the ziggurat through its numerous entrances. The leeches gaped up at Jarek and their chanting stopped; they seemed unable to comprehend what had taken place. The dead were slowing, stopping, standing in place, staring out with slack-jawed indifference at anything and everything.

They’d won, Acharsis realized. As Jarek lifted his Sky Hammer so that it coruscated in the dawn, he felt a thrill that banished his fear and exhaustion. They’d won! 

He let out a cry of joy and thrust his arm into the air. Elu was saved, Annara would hold him once more, and they weren’t all about to die horrifically in a matter of moments. 

Victory!

Kish stood with her hands on her hips, head thrown back, staring up at Jarek, a wide smile plastered across her face. She didn’t seem to care that she was scored with dozens of shallow cuts, and some not so shallow. Her hammer was crusted with hair and blood, but she seemed to have forgotten it altogether, along with the guards who were backing away from her.

“Sisu!” 

Acharsis spun around. The youth had sunk to the floor and lay with his eyelids fluttering, blood splashed around him. Green mist rose from his wounds. 

“Sisu?” Acharsis knelt beside him with a grimace. He didn’t know what to do for the boy. His body was riddled with injuries, and several of them looked mortal. He should be a corpse. “Kish!”

The young woman ran over, then covered her mouth in shock.

“Hurry,” said Acharsis. “Pick him up.”

Kish knelt and scooped him up in her arms. Sisu’s head lolled. “What do we do?”

“Take him to Jarek.”

“Jarek?” She stared at him in incomprehension.

“Go! There’s a god up there - it’s his only hope!”

Kish ran toward the steps and began to race up. Thank Ekillos, she was as healthy as a horse. He watched her charge up, taking the steps two at a time, then turned his eye toward the crowd.

The people packed into the complex were watching, yelling and arguing with each other, some of them calling out praises to Alok, others defending Nekuul. Most of them were simply staring up at the demigod, their old ruler come anew. 

What should he do? They’d listened to him well enough in the moment of crisis, but now they were casting about for anybody to lead them, anybody who could talk sense. He had as much chance of catching their attention and directing them as he would leading a herd of grazing cattle. 

“Annara,” he said, and hobbled into the ziggurat. Damn that deathless for cutting his crutch in twain. But they’d won! The realization hit him all over again, and, away from everybody’s gaze, hidden inside the mouth of the tunnel, he felt tears spring to his eyes, and his whole body shook. He pressed the crook of his elbow to his eyes and simply breathed, relishing the fact that he was alive, marveling at their success. 

“I knew we’d do it,” he muttered to himself, pushing away from the wall. “There was never a doubt in my mind. Easy, really.” 

He limped on, his whole leg throbbing with pain, leaning on the wall and hopping as best he could. From the amount of abuse he’d given the leg, he doubted it would ever heal right. 

“Limping, hobbling, glorious fool I’ll be,” he whispered.

Inside the ziggurat, voices were raised in alarm. People were shouting at each other, the bureaucrats and scribes and priests, all of them seized by the kind of madness that led them to rush back and forth, some with their arms filled with clay tablets, others clutching jeweled statues and precious objects, some shoving at each other, others just wandering as if they were trapped in a daze.

“Sorry,” Acharsis said to each of them as they passed him. “Bad luck.” But he didn’t feel very sorry. 

Grinning wolfishly, he turned into a small room. Ishi was lying on a bed of rough sacks, and Annara was crouched at her side, a dagger in her hand.

Annara rose smoothly as he entered. “The yelling. Did we - did Jarek –?”

“Yes,” Acharsis said. “He took his sweet time, but he did.”

“Elu -?”

“Safe.” 

His leg gave out. and he toppled. Annara lunged forward and caught him, then lowered him onto her lap, turning him so he could look up at her face. Some of her hair escaped her braid and cascaded down around her face, an ebon curtain that isolated them from the world.

“You’re still beautiful, you know,” he said, reaching up to trace her cheek with the back of his finger.

“And you’re delirious.” Tears filled her eyes.

“Your son’s waiting for you.”

She bit her lower lip, then smiled. “He’s your son too.”

“I know,” Acharsis said. “I saw the resemblance right off.”

“No,” she said. “You idiot. I mean -”

He curled his hand around the nape of her neck and pulled himself up to kiss her. Their lips touched, and he closed his eyes. An old wound in his soul that he’d grown so used to that he’d stopped noticing it began to heal like a flower furling its petals.  

Annara pulled back, her breathing husky, and curled her hair behind her ear. 

“Acharsis,” she said.

“Yes, yes. You can tell me how much you love me later. Right now, we’ve got to see to Ishi.” The pain was getting to him. His thoughts were like mud. That should have been his first priority. “We need to get her to Jarek.”

“She’s gone,” Annara said, her voice soft. 

Acharsis twisted in her lap and stared at the frail body. “No, there’s still a chance. Come on. We’ll get someone to carry her -”

Annara shook her head. “She’s gone. It was gentle. She said she was glad she was able to help. Told me to enjoy every minute with Elu.”

“Damn.” 

Annara rose to her feet. “Come. I would see my son.”

Acharsis took her hand and followed her. The world swam around him. “I might need some help getting to the top.”

“I’ll help you. Here.” She slid her arm around his waist. “We’ll come back for her with Sisu and Kish.”

They stepped out into the hallway and made it perhaps a dozen steps before a group of death watch guards came running up. 

“Acharsis? Stop!”

“Oh, come on,” Acharsis said, patting his hip until he realized he’d lost his knife. Even his bent bronze sword was gone. “Seriously? It’s over. Do you really want to do this?”

“Jarek sent us, sir. He’s asked us to search the ziggurat and bring you to him.”

That gave him pause. “You’re working for Jarek now?”

The lead soldier gave him a wry smile. “The stone guard obeys him in all matters with absolute loyalty.”

“Stone guard?” Acharsis laughed. “Since when?”

“As of now, really. I like getting paid and having a nice house with its own well. I mean to keep it that way. Do you need help?”

“No,” said Acharsis.

“Yes, he does,” Annara said.

“All right. Let’s hurry. Help him up.” The leader half-turned toward the stairs. “There’s something Jarek wants you to see.”

“He’s going to be insufferable now,” Acharsis said, letting two of them men lift him up, his arms around their shoulders, their hands locked beneath him. “Just you watch. Bringing his father back is going to go right to his head.”

They climbed the ziggurat, the soldiers brushing aside all the frantic questions from harried followers of Akkodaisis. Acharsis focused on simply moving forward, but Annara’s cry caused him to snap his head up.

A dozen yards away a servant had frozen, staring right back at her, several sacks filled with heavy objects thrown over his bony shoulders.

Yesu.

Annara moved before Acharsis could act. She drew and hurled a dagger, a swift overarm shot, and the blade spun through the air and punched into Yesu’s upraised arm.

“Kill him!” cried Annara to the stone guard.

Yesu dropped his sacks with a pained cry. Gold and gems spilled forth. He turned, panicked, and ran away down the hall. The stone guards rushed after him, drawing their weapons as they went.

Acharsis watched, fascinated, as Yesu staggered to a stop. He turned, face haggard with fear and pain, and abruptly lunged sideways and disappeared with an ululating cry down a chute in the wall.

The corpse chute.

“Bastard stole my move,” said Acharsis.

The stone guard stopped at the chute’s mouth and looked back to Annara. 

“Want us to check the charnel pit for him?” asked the captain with great reluctance.

“We’re on the seventh floor,” said Acharsis. “There’s no way he could have survived that fall.”

“I don’t care,” said Annara. “I want to see his corpse.”

The stone guard exchanged a look and then the captain nodded. “Very well. You four head down. Bring us the body.”

The four guards visibly steeled themselves for the gruesome ordeal to come. The charnel pit was no doubt still flooded. Still, they saluted and jogged briskly enough down the hall and around the corner.

“Poor sods,” said Acharsis. “Welcome to the stone guard.”

Annara inhaled a deep, shuddering breath, then gave a brisk nod. “All right. Take us to Jarek.”

They resumed climbing. Up they went, and up, until finally they stepped out onto the penultimate level so they could ascend the exterior steps instead of emerging into the heart of the sanctum.

His escorts were breathing heavily by the time they deposited Acharsis on the platform in front of the temple. The bowls were no longer burning with green flame, and the remnants of the deathless had been cleared away.

Acharsis hopped, laid an arm over Annara’s shoulders, and grinned at Sisu, who was standing, completely healed, beside Kish. 

“I knew you’d pull through,” Acharsis said with a wink. “Tough young man.”

“Elu!” Annara slipped out from under his arm and ran to where Elu was standing to one side with three strangers. 

Acharsis cursed as he waved his arms, fighting for balance, and was only saved by Kish stepping forward and taking his hand. “Thank you.” He wanted to watch Annara and Elu, but Kish’s expression caught his attention. She looked strangely grave. “What is it?”

She pointed behind him. 

Acharsis turned and saw the army. It was enveloping Rekkidu, pouring around its walls, blocking each gate. An army the likes of which he’d never seen before. A field of barley didn’t have as many stalks as these dead had spears.

“Damn,” he said. “How?”

“We don’t know,” Sisu said, stepping up beside them. “But it could be as simple as Nekuul warning Irella personally that Jarek has returned.”

“No,” Jarek said, emerging from the sanctum. He stood taller now, and his skin had lost its stony crust. He had reverted to his normal form, but he was indelibly changed. He radiated power, a primal might that came directly from the earth. Gone were the lines of exhaustion and concern. An aura of power crackled around him, and Acharsis felt a harsh pang of grief as he thought of his own dead father, Ekillos, still immured in Nekuul’s netherworld.

“They’d not have come for me, not in such numbers.” Jarek stopped beside Kish and gazed out at the army. “The seekers told me Irella was preparing for an invasion, gathering an army at Nusku that was to roll down toward Uros, gathering force as it went.”

“Still,” said Kish. “We’re fucked.”

Acharsis took a deep breath. “Well, maybe. Jarek?”

Jarek rubbed at his jaw. “I can’t hold them off, not by myself. From what I’ve learned from talking with the former death watch guards, most of Rekkidu’s standing army has been replaced with the dead.”

“Sisu?”

The young man looked dazed. He frowned, focusing on the conversation. “Pardon?”

“The dead. Can you command an army to confront Golden Piamat?”

Sisu blinked. “Take control? No. I’m - I’m powerful. Maybe more than I had dreamed. But my mother is exerting her power here through Nekuul. She’d simply have to stretch out her hand and take control of our forces right out from under me.”

“Damn.” Acharsis scratched at his chin. “Well, we had a good run. I say we find some beer and musicians and enjoy ourselves as much as possible before they break into the ziggurat.”

They all stared at him.

“It’s his leg,” said Annara. “He’s becoming delirious.”

“No,” Acharsis said, though things were swaying in a very strange way. “It’s a serious suggestion. Beer would be good. Comfortable bed, too.”

“This way,” Jarek said, taking him by the elbow. 

“I - wait, what?” 

But he had no choice in the matter. Jarek guided him into the sanctum, and suddenly that was the very last place Acharsis wanted to go. He tried to pull back, but to no avail. 

“Wait. No. I’m fine. Don’t -”

But he was already inside. 

The altar was large and bare, a great block of golden stone. The walls were without adornment, rough sandstone without seam or crack. 

“Father,” Jarek said, his voice deep and firm. “A friend is in need of your blessing. Will you aid him?”

“No need, Alok,” Acharsis said, calling out with a quaver in his voice. “There’s no need. I’m feeling fine. I’m quite - quite -”

The air above the altar shimmered, as if heat were rising from the stone. The shimmers turned into seams in the air like rents in a fine curtain, revealing red rock. These cuts widened, and then a presence washed over Acharsis that stilled his words and caused a knot to rise in his throat.

It was a familiar presence akin to something he’d not felt in decades. The presence of a god.

Son of Ekillos, Alok rumbled, and it was like hearing huge rocks grinding against each other in the depths of the earth, the precursor of an earthquake. Lay upon my altar.

Acharsis hobbled forward. Tears were running down his cheeks. How long had it been since he’d felt his father’s blessing? How hard had he worked all these years to put that acute longing and grief aside, to hide it from himself? Here, now, standing in front of Alok’s altar, he could hide from it no more. 

He sat, pulled up his broken leg, lay back,  closed his eyes and floated away. The world of the sanctum dwindled, and then he was standing in a cavern deep beneath the earth, illuminated by the rivers of molten fire that slowly poured past him. 

Alok was standing before him in the shape of a column of stone. Formed by wind and rain, riven and weathered, the column was a dusky rose as if it stood in the light of a dying sun. It had no face, no eyes; it was just a symbol of the god. His avatar, his magic made manifest.

It pleases me to heal you.

Even in this void, tears ran from his soul. Acharsis covered his face and wept. 

I saw Ekillos in Nekuul’s realm, rumbled Alok. He lies overthrown, his glory faded like the sun shorn of its rays. Yet he still thinks of you. His son. His only child. 

The words battered down the last of Acharsis’ walls. He’d been infamous in his youth for his irreverence, for ignoring his duties, for indulging his passions at the expense of piety. But no one had understood that it was Ekillos’ love that had given him the safety in which to rebel – the safety afforded by a father’s true adoration, an infinite patience that let him act out, knowing that he could always return, would always be forgiven.

Until his father died, and there was nothing to return to.

You carry his flame in your heart, though you know it not. As long as you live, there is hope for his return. Alok’s voice had softened. It sounded like distant summer thunder now. One day, you may see his face again.

Acharsis nodded, wiping the tears from his face. “Thank you.”

Know peace, Acharsis.

The void fell away, and he was returned to the sanctum. 

He sat up. His leg had been healed, his pains washed away; his aches had been soothed, and his mind was as sharp as his soul was torn. 

The others were arrayed around him, waiting. Jarek, formidable now, steeped in divinity, capable of miracles; Kish at his side, their shoulders touching, a vision of beauty and violence. Sisu, stooped and pensive, his mouth a thin line, staring off into his own infinity. Annara, her arm around Elu, eyes bright, chin raised. 

And his son. 

Acharsis studied the boy. Half of his face was shiny with a nascent bruise, but he stood tall, shoulders back. He was struggling to encompass the change in his fate, but he was doing well.

“We have but one option before us,” Acharsis said, sliding down off the altar. 

“Beer?” asked Kish.

“All right, two options., I still think beer is eminently viable, but no. We’ve got to flee Rekkidu.”

“Flee?” Jarek’s head snapped back as if he’d been clipped on the chin. 

“Yes,” said Acharsis. “We can’t defeat Golden Piamat in battle. Once you could have defeated him one-on-one, Jarek, but not now, not with nine cities still feeding Nekuul with their faith. We have no army, no time. We are already encircled. Perhaps the people would fight for you, but they would be massacred.”

Annara pulled Elu closer. “Irella wouldn’t order that the entire city be massacred.”

“You don’t know my mother,” Sisu said soberly.

“But -” Kish said, seeking the right words. “Flee? After all we’ve accomplished? Alok has returned from the dead! We have a god on our side. We should fight!”

“No,” Acharsis said. “The best thing we can do for Rekkidu is to abandon it. Irella won’t punish the citizens. She’ll simply replace Akkodaisis with a new undead lord and turn her attention to her invasion.”

“Magan,” said Jarek.

“That’s where she’s going,” Acharsis agreed. “Or her forces are, at any rate.”

“So, what do we do?” Kish crossed her arms. “Just run away and hide in some village for the rest of our lives?”

“No,” Acharsis said. He looked over at Jarek. “I’ve gotten a taste of victory. I like it. I want more.”

Jarek nodded.

“What?” Annara asked. She looked from one to the other. “What are you thinking?”

“Just because we can’t fight her here, today, doesn’t mean we can’t resist her,” said Acharsis.

“The seekers said she meant to take Magan by surprise. Attack them across the Desert of Bones,” said Jarek. 

“So?” Kish asked.

“So, we warn the lamasus of Magan before Irella can attack,” Acharsis replied. “Magan is the only power in the world that can resist Irella. If we warn them, convince them, and they meet Irella’s forces head-on, they stand a chance of defeating them. With her army defeated, we stand a chance of catching her off-balance. A chance of defeating her once and for all.”

Sisu frowned. “Jarek will lose his power if we flee. Alok’s altar will be dedicated to Nekuul. Alok would die once more.”

“Yes,” Jarek said heavily. He stared down at his hand, flexed it and sighed. “But we’ve shown that the gods can return. Theirs is not a true death, but a profound slumber. And our ultimate goal should be to awaken them all.”

Trumpets sounded thinly from the distance. 

“They come,” said Acharsis. “Now is the time to leave. We can grab disguises from inside the ziggurat, join those fleeing through the opposite gate -”

“No,” said Jarek.

“No?” Acharsis felt a moment of fear. Jarek had been willing to die this morning. “Do you mean to stay? To die fighting them?”

Kish reached out and touched Jarek’s arm, her face open with concern. 

Jarek glanced sidelong at her, then smiled darkly. “No. I don’t mean to die. But that’s not how we’ll be leaving the city.”

“Then - how?” 

“Come with me.” 

He led them out onto the platform. Word of the army had reached the crowd below, and they were streaming out of the complex, snakes of people filling the narrow streets of Rekkidu as they hurried to their homes, climbed onto rooftops, or fled to the far gates. 

The guards and the leeches had disappeared.

“You,” said Jarek, pointing at the man who had appointed himself the leader of the new stone guard. “Fetch as much food and water as you can carry in travel packs. Go!”

The soldier gave a sharp nod and ran into the ziggurat, followed by his men.

“Ishi,” said Annara. “Kish, Sisu, I’m so sorry.”

“Is she -?” Sisu’s face paled. “Where?”

“Below. She died well. She sent her love to both of you. I’m sorry.”

Tears filled Kish’s eyes and overflowed. She turned away and stared out over the city. 

Sisu licked his lower lip. “Perhaps I could - maybe I could beseech Nekuul…”

“No,” Kish said, laying a hand on Sisu’s shoulder. “No, Sisu. She wouldn’t want that.”

Sisu stared at her for a moment, then agreed. “You’re right.”

The army was crossing the bridges into the city. Their formations were eerily perfect. Nobody was mounting any resistance. 

The soldiers emerged, each of them with a sack and a number of wine skins in his arms.

“Good,” said Jarek. “Place them here on the edge of the platform and return to your families.”

The lead soldier hesitated, looked out at the invading army, then nodded. They all did as they were bid, and then they fled.

“Gather close,” said Jarek. 

The other three godsbloods who had been intended for sacrifice had left. Only Kish, Annara, Elu, Sisu and himself stepped in behind where Jarek was standing, toes at the very edge of the platform, gazing out toward the army.

“Hold on,” Jarek said, and raised his arms. His skin thickened and then cracked so that he looked as if someone had slathered fine river mud over his whole body, then baked him in the sun. Jarek’s Sky Hammer burned brighter and brighter, till Acharsis was forced to shield his eyes - and then Acharsis heard the heart-rending sound of shattering stone, and the platform beneath them shuddered and fell forward.

Annara let out a cry, they all clutched at each other, and Acharsis turned, thinking of leaping to safety - but it was too late.

A huge column of stone was separating itself from the ziggurat, tearing itself free, shedding clay bricks by the thousands. They stood on its pinnacle, where the flat corner of the platform was just wide enough for them all to cluster on top of it. 

“Goodbye, Father,” said Jarek. “Goodbye.”

The column, seventy feet high, pressed forward, churning its way through the courtyard. Acharsis held tight to Annara’s arm and peered down. Its ragged length was like a finger being dragged through the dust, leaving gouged earth and torn stone in its wake. 

Kish let out a cry of amazement, and even Acharsis felt stunned by Jarek’s power. They surged forward, rumbling across the court, and then smashed through the old Gates of Stone. The collision rocked the column, sending terrifying shivers up through its length, but they powered through. Huge blocks of black stone crashed down into the street with an awful, head-rattling roar, only to be bulled aside by the column’s bulk as it continued inexorably down the Way of Stone.

“Are you sure we couldn’t have taken on Piamat?” asked Sisu.

Jarek’s Sky Hammer burned like an imprisoned sun, but he didn’t answer. On they rumbled, tearing their way down the great avenue. 

Acharsis looked back. A huge chasm scarred the face of the ziggurat where they’d torn themselves free. Large sections of it had collapsed down into the inner chambers.

Irella’s army was marching down the avenue toward them, the dead uninterested in the pedestal of rock that was thundering in their direction. The base of the column was preceded by a wave of buckled stone, and when they hit, the front of the first regiment of this wave cast the dead aside.

They powered right through the regiment, moving at the speed of a cantering horse, and still the regiments marched toward them, blindly colliding with the column until an invisible order was given and they parted, splitting in two and moving to the sides, giving Jarek passage through.

Deathless emerged from the side streets and leaped up, soaring fifteen feet before they latched onto the side of the column. They began to climb quickly, their alabaster masks raised, looking like horrific insects.

“Ah - Jarek?”

The demigod didn’t respond, didn’t even look down, but spikes of rock shot out of the column, punching the deathless free. They fell, limbs cartwheeling, and hit the ruined road only to rise and watch the column pass. They didn’t try to climb again.

“How far can this take us?” asked Annara.

“Far enough,” Jarek replied. 

They reached the Basalt Gate and exploded through. Irella’s army was arrayed before them, but nobody moved to stop their passage. 

Acharsis stepped to the side of the platform and searched for the palanquin. There - and Jarek saw it at the same time.

The column corrected its course and moved directly toward it.

“Jarek?” Acharsis asked.

“Damn him,” said Jarek. 

Soldiers - living men - scattered out of the column’s path. Some of them fired arrows, but they fell well short of the top. 

The palanquin gleamed in the morning light, and then a slender figure descended from its interior – tall, elegant, clad in glittering panels of gold that formed a ceremonial armor, with long black hair and pale skin. Acharsis knew immediately and without a doubt who it was.

Golden Piamat, his former brother. 

The last he’d seen him, he had been screaming as the forces of the netherworld clawed him down, crying out his pleas to Qun. 

Qun, whose rays of light couldn’t reach the depths of Nekuul’s domain. 

“Jarek?” Acharsis couldn’t keep the tremor from his voice.

Jarek pointed his Sky Hammer at him. “One chance,” he whispered, and then the pillar rumbled and shook violently, and a massive segment broke free and sped down toward Piamat, hurtling as if it had been thrown by the hand of a god.

Piamat raised one pale hand. Acharsis reflexively expected to see the rays of the sun beam from the undead lord’s hand, but instead green light wreathed his fist, and then flew to intersect the boulder’s path. The massive rock exploded mid-air with a percussive boom, sending fragments and shards flying in all directions. 

“Damn,” said Kish. “Again?”

Before Jarek could respond, Piamat brought both hands together, forming a triangle between pointer fingers and thumbs. Green fire roared from his hands, a bolt of living flame that slammed into their column, wreathing the rock carving out huge chunks. The column swayed alarmingly.

Jarek grunted and dropped to one knee. He raised his fist, and Acharsis, daring a look over the side, saw sleeves of fresh rock ascend from the ground to reinforce the badly gouged column.

Again Piamat struck at them, unleashing his unholy fire. Entire sections of the column calved off, crashing thunderously to the ground.

Jarek cursed and slammed the head of the Sky Hammer down onto the column. The golden light flared, briefly illuminating the cracks that ran down the column’s length, and they suddenly lurched faster, bearing down on Piamat.

Who waited until the very last moment and then stepped side, unhurried, unafraid.

The column tore its way through where he’d been standing and then smashed into his palanquin, demolishing it, grinding its glittering bulk into gilded fragments that it left strewn in its wake.

“Petty,” said Acharsis.

“But satisfying,” Jarek responded.

Acharsis watched as the last of the army fell behind them. They were moving swiftly now, and no one gave chase. 

He could still make out Piamat standing there in the dust. He raised an arm as if in mocking farewell.

Acharsis bit his lower lip and then found Annara’s hand and squeezed it. 

The column rumbled on through the trampled fields, out toward the distant Golden Steppe. It was already starting to sink slightly into the earth, losing some of its height. The farther they got from Rekkidu, the more it would shrink.

The sun had risen fully above the horizon, and the column cast a long shadow before them as if pointing in the direction they had to go. Holding Annara’s hand, Acharsis laid his other hand on Elu’s shoulder and turned to stare out at the horizon. Ahead of them lay a most perilous voyage, one that even he in all his traveling had never attempted: to cross the Golden Steppe. 

Many believed that the steppe descended down into the netherworld, and that was as good an explanation as any for the terrors that roamed its expanse. They’d have to brave the perils of the vast wilderness before them only to fetch up against the alien majesty of Magan, and then plead their case to the monstrous lamasu. 

And yet, despite the odds, despite the near impossibility of their quest, Acharsis couldn’t help but grin. He saw Kish slip her arm around Jarek’s waist, and pulled Annara closer, feeling something he hadn’t felt in decades, something strange and new. 

Something he thought he’d never feel again.

Hope.
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Acharsis:		Demigod and son of Ekillos

Agash: 		Adept of Nekuul

Ahassuna:		Seeker of Nekuul

Ahsera:		Demigoddess and daughter of Iritak

Akkodaisis:	Undead lord and ruler of Rekkidu

Alok:		God of earth

Amelagar:		Demigod and son of Cerash

ammi shalash:	Divine visitation from Nekuul

Annara:		Resident of Eruk, former priestess of Scythia

Apsu:		Shaman and exorcist

Athite:		Nomad tribe from the Golden Steppe, former conquerors of the empire

Azu:		Erkuian villager

Babati:		Servant of Sisu in Rekkidu

Cerash:		God of the heavens

Ekillos:		God of male fertility and knowledge

Eruk:		Small settlement west of Rekkidu

Godsblood:		Descendant of a demigod

Hagash:		Erukian villager

Hamata:		Demigod and son of Kaptiya

Hracka:		Nomad tribe from the Golden Steppe

Illi:		Pepper native to the Aloros foothills

Illoi:		Nomad tribe from the Golden Steppe

Irella:		Demigoddess and daughter of Nekuul

Iroku:		Master of Nekuul

Iritak:		God of the air

Ishkirella:		Former high priestess of Ninsaba, resident of Rekkidu

Jarek:		Demigod and son of Alok, god of the earth

Jasha:		Kenu’s sister and Erukian villager

Kaptiva:		Goddess of the sea

Kasha:		City formerly devoted to Cerash

Kenu:		Annara’s husband, Erukian villager

Khartis:		Sea to the north west of the empire

Kinziru:		Demigod and son of Naban, god of agriculture

Kishtar:		Scythian godsblood

Krucefer:		Leader of the Athites, led invasion of the empire 20 years ago

Lakhar:		Shapeshifting predators of the steppe

Lamasu:		Human-headed lion goddesses of Magan

Leech:		Derogatory name for Masters of Nekuul

Leonis:		Great river that runs down the length of the empire

Magan:		Rival empire to the far west 

Master:		Head priests of Nekuul

Meluhhua:		Nation to the far south of the empire

Naban:		God of agriculture

Narabtum:		City formerly dedicated to Ekillos

Nekuul:		Goddess of the netherworld

Ninsaba:		Goddess of the moon

Numias:		Demigoddess and daughter of Scythia

Nusku:		City formerly devoted to Qun

Owlwoman:		A practitioner of dark magic

Pantagr:		A flower whose dried seeds provide an aromatic smoke

Piamat:		Demigod and son of Qun

Purging:		Irella’s ambush and murder of the demigods

Qun:		God of the sun

Regash:		Small settlement to the south west of Rekkidu

Rekkidu:		City formerly devoted to Alok

Rexashas:		Master of Nekuul

Seeker:		Elite priests of Nekuul

Sharyukin:		Demigoddess and daughter of Ninsaba

Shatra:		Wading bird native to the Leonis

Sillush:		Head Seeker of Nekuul

Sisuthros:		Nekuulite godsblood and son of Irella

Takurtum:		City formerly devoted to Scythia

Timesh:		City formerly devoted to Naban

Thorn Gate:	Ceremonial arch that cleanses pollution

Uddish:		Seeker of Nekuul

Ulmani:		Distant land to the far east of the empire

Uros:		City dedicated to Nekuul and capital of the empire

Warad:		Seeker of Nekuul

Yesu:		Master of Nekuul

Zakir:		City formerly dedicated to Kaptiya
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